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Howells, Dos Passos and the Changing American Success Ethics 

by 

Amy C Howell 

Abstract 

William Dean Howells and John Dos Passos were the literary spokesmen 

for their respective eras. In A Modern Instance. Howells documents the 

failure of a marriage that, by the standards of contemporary romantic 

fiction, should have been a success; instead, it ends in divorce. Howells uses 

this failed marriage as a metaphor for other types of failure as well; in doing 

so, he questions the changing business, social and moral standards of his 

time. In The Big Money. Dos Passos presents the fiscal and moral corruption 

of the Jazz Age; his portrayal of three Americans of the 1920‘s exposes the 

hypocrisy of the business world, Hollywood, and leftist political movements. 

In both novels, obsessive pursuit of material goods results in empty, 

unhappy, wasted lives. 
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“Let us begin by asking why [Jesus] was so successful in 
mastering public attention and why, in contrast, his churches 

are less so? The answer is twofold. In the first place he 

recognized the basic principle that all good advertising is news. 

He was never trite or commonplace; he had no routine. If there 
had been newspapers in those days, no city editor could have 
said, ’No need to visit him to-day; he will be doing just what he 

did last Sunday.’ Reporters would have followed him every 
single hour, for it was impossible to predict what he would say 
or do; every word and action were news... His preaching was 

almost incidental." 

—From Bruce Barton’s The Man 
Nobody Knows, a bestseller of 

1925 



William Dean Howells and John Dos Passos both enjoy particularly 

important niches in American literature: each is the literary spokesman of 

an especially troubled time. Howells’ long career saw the ascendancy oT the 

notorious Gilded Age in the late nineteenth century, while Dos Passos was 

able to observe the complexities of the turbulent 1920's. During both of 

these eras, the American people were obsessed with the idea of material 

success to the extent that American culture revolved largely around the 

attainment of material goods. Ideals of personal as well as financial success 

were involved too: standards of morality and integrity changed forever. 

Howells’ era faced the transition from Victorianism to modernism; by the 

Twenties, however, the initial optimism toward modern life had crumbled 

into a jaded despair about the human condition. Americans busied 

themselves with get-rich-quick schemes and public dissipation. How did 

such a drastic shift in attitude occur in only fifty years? 

The attainment of material success has always been inordinately 

important in American culture; the very beginnings of national history are 

strongly rooted in the pursuit of wealth. Tudor England was scarcely inte¬ 

rested in the newly-discovered American continent until explorers began to 

postulate the existence of a shortcut through the New World that would 

facilitate trade with the Orient. The first Englishman to realize the usefulness 

of America as a potential colony was Humphrey Gilbert, whose "skill in 

1 
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exterminating [Irish] natives won him a knighthood;"! he outfitted several 

ships with goods pirated at sea and attempted an ill-fated colony at New¬ 

foundland. The eventual success of the Jamestown settlement was due 

largely to the method by which it was financed: the joint-stock company. 

Since the numerous wars against Spain had depleted the fortune of England 

and many of its wealthy citizens, few men had a fortune to invest in the 

risky business of establishing colonies. The joint-stock scheme, however, 

allowed many investors to participate; at a cost of Z12 10.* per share, even 

middle-class merchants could join in. Thus, Virginian society began in an 

atmosphere of free enterprise; this association remained with it well into the 

next century, when poor Europeans would sign themselves into seven or 

more years of servitude in exchange for a passage to the land of opportunity. 

An important cultural mythology revolves around the Separatist 

"Pilgrims"' flight from religious persecution in England. They actually sailed 

from Holland, where they had lived for over a decade, the Dutch being more 

tolerant of religious dissension than the English. However, the Separatists 

were unhappy in Holland; among other problems, they could obtain only 

menial, low-paying employment, even though many of them were well- 

educated or highly skilled workers. They, too, set up a corporation for the 

trip to America, in which they agreed to establish a plantation for a group of 

•John M. Blum et. al., The National Experience (New York: Harcourt Brace 
Jovanovich, Inc., 1977), p. 10. 
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English merchants. The Separatists were to work for seven years and then 

split the profits with their backers. Even though the agreement later fell 

through,2 the New England Puritans never lost their respect for material 

success. They came to believe (probably due in part to the settlement's 

near-miraculous survival in spite of brutal conditions) that the degree of 

material success attained was directly correlative of spiritual well-being; 

since their community flourished, they reasoned, they must be favored by 

God. For example, in his Wonders of the Invisible World. Gotton Mather 

attributes the colonists' initial hardships to "the Devil {whol was Exceedingly 

disturbed when he perceived such a People here accomplishing the Promise 

. . . That [Jesus] should have the Utmost parts of the Earth for His 

Possission."3 This symbolic interpretation of material success has survived to 

this day in the national view of the poor, who are often perceived not as 

unfortunates, but as laggards who simply do not try hard enough. 

Another important factor in the American cult of success is the 

formally classless society. Most immigrants to the colonies were European 

and therefore accustomed to rigid class structure based largely on heredity; 

people were born and died in the same general social rank. Since there were 

2 The merchant backers failed to send much-needed supplies; still, the 
Separatists insisted on repaying their original debt. 

3 Gotton Mather, 'The Wonders of the Invisible World", 1693, quoted in 
Robert E. Sniller. ed. The Roots of National Culture (New York; The 
Macmillan Gompany, 1933), p. 90. 



4 

no ancestral titles in America, money, land, and other material possessions 

became the only valid social index. They proved that a man had successfully 

carved out a place for himself in the wilderness. The number of opportu¬ 

nities open to a man willing to work hard became a crucial element in a 

favorite American cultural myth: the "rags-to-riches" story. Benjamin 

Franklin wrote one of the first of these books, and his Autobiography 

contains what is perhaps the quintessential scene of American confidence: 

the young Franklin, newly arrived in Philadelphia and without prospects, 

calmly strolling through the streets, eating his "three great puffy rolls," 

enjoying the bustle of the city. Even Emerson, the great idealist, propounded 

the idea of "self-reliance," and the observant de Tocqueville noted in 1840, 

"In the United States professions are more or less laborious, more or less 

profitable; but they are never either high or low: every honest calling is 

honourable."4 

Why then, if the pursuit of success was endorsed by such notables as 

these, is Howells' treatment so bleak? The horror of the Gvil War was a 

check to the American sense of self-confidence; the basic truths of the 

democracy were no longer "self-evident" This war also transformed the 

technology of war into a prosperous industry. Previously, all progress had 

been good; now science and business stepped outside the bounds of morality 

4 Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America, trans. Henry Reeve (New 
York: D. Appleton and Company, 1904), p. 641. 
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and increased the killing power of Americans fighting Americans. New 

weapons like the Gatling gun, the first semi-automatic weapon to be mass- 

produced, greatly increased the death toll while great fortunes were made 

by inventors, manufacturers and suppliers. 

Furthermore, the idealism of the Transcendentalists seemed 

hopelessly inadequate after the horrors made graphic by newspaper articles 

and Matthew Brady's battlefield photography; the generation of post-war 

writers was not able to cohesively formulate a new, more eipressive 

literature. As Spiller and his co-editors write, "It was an age of transition 

rather than of fulfillment") Nevertheless, the first steps toward realism 

were taken in the decades after the Civil War, most notably by Howells 

himself, who turned to continental European literary realism as a model 

Thus, Howells was struggling not only with the social problems of a ravaged 

nation, but also with the theoretical difficulties of creating a new American 

fiction. These two issues are evident in Howells' first important novel A 

Modern Instance. 

Initially, the novel seems to be a conventional story about the 

courtship of two young people in a small New England village, and we expect 

a happy ending in the traditional motif of Victorian literature: marriage as 

success. Bartley appears to be a young man destined for success, and Marcia 

5 Robert E. Spiller, et. al, A Literary History of the United States (New 
York: The Macmillan Company, 1960), p.789. 
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is just the kind of attractive, moneyed wife that could help him. Bartley is, 

like Horatio Alger s Ragged Dick and Tattered Tom, an orphan who has 

managed to educate himself and rise above his beginnings, a fact that sways 

the Equity elders into choosing him as their new newspaper editor, despite 

the fact that his references seem to avoid making any allusion to his moral 

qualities. Only pages later in the text, we discover that Bartley "had been 

not only well housed and fed, and very well dressed, but pitied as an orphan, 

and petted for his beauty and talent, while he was always taught to think of 

himself as a poor boy, who was winning his own way through the world;"6 

ironically, it is the New Englanders' wholehearted belief in the rags-to-riches 

success ethic that causes them to bring Bartley to their town. This is the first 

of many clues to his true nature. Bartley is not really a hard-working young 

man ; he is lazy, self-centered and shallow, and would much rather dream 

about success than actually work toward it. 

Why do Marcia and Bartley marry at all? Both, in their own ways, are 

trying to attain the American dream of material and social success. Marcia, 

despite the repressive air of Equity and her parents' stultifying marriage, 

has a deeply sensual nature, and finds Bartley irresistably attractive. But, as 

the daughter of the town's leading citizen she also feels the need to marry a 

man who at least has prospects, if not money and prestige at hand. During 

6 William Dean Howells, A Modern Instance, introd. Edwin H. Cady (New 
York: Penguin Books, 1984), p. 71, 
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their courtship, Bartley intends to become a lawyer; he considers journalism 

a temporary position to be held until he can secure a place to study with a 

lawyer. Thus, Marcia feels she is getting a man who will not only be able to 

adequately support her, but whose profession will assure her the social 

status she expects. Bartley, though he does not intend to marry her at first, 

soon realizes that Marcia is not such a bad bargain; she is beautiful, loves 

him, and, most importantly, is the daughter of a prosperous and important 

lawyer; if Bartley marries her, Squire Gaylord will take him into his practice, 

saving him the time and effort of finding a menu»1 on his own. Furthering 

himself is always uppermost in his mind, and he is obsessed with the 

inventory of his possessions. Even in the passion of reconciliation, Bartley 

relates material things with their future happiness: 

"There's still time to go back, Marcia,' he said, ‘if you 
wish. That turn to the right, yonder, will take us to Equity, and 
you can be at home in two hours.' She quivered. Tm a poor 
man—I suppose you know that; I've only got fifteen dollars in 

the world, and the colt here. I know I can get on; I'm not afraid 
for myself; but if you would rather wait; if you're not perfectly 

certain of yourself—Remember, it's going to be a struggle; we're 
going to have some hard times'— 

You forgive me?’ she huskily asked, for all answer, 
without moving her head from where it lay. 

Tes, Marcia.' 
Then—hurry.”*7 

7 Howells, p. 132. 
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Bartley instinctively takes advantage of Marcia's overwrought sensuality to 

bind her in a promise; by agreeing with this speech, she thoroughly casts 

her lot with his. 

Although the first quarter of the book leads the reader to anticipate a 

conventional story of a long and turbulent romance that will finally end in 

marriage, the surprise encounter in the railway station and the quick 

wedding it precipitates unbalance this expectation. Perhaps, then, the book 

is going to be about the young couple's successful life together in the Big City, 

the place in American success mythology where vast fortunes and powerful 

names are made. Yet the Hubbards meet with near-complete failure in even 

their first big-dty enterprise: finding a place to live. Critics and other 

observers have commented, often wryly, upon Howells' apparent fondness 

for inserting house-hunting scenes in his works. Yet, as everyone who has 

tried it knows, searching for a place to live is an important and meaningful 

task. A house is more than just a place to live; it is a telling symbol to both 

the individual and his society. The quality and location of the house is 

directly related to the wealth and importance of its occupants; it places 

them in a corresponding niche in the socioeconomic strata. Thus it stings 

Bartley and Marcia to discover that their meager capital and even leaner 

prospects wiU afford them so much less than they had blithely anticipated. 

They finally get a room, mostly because "they were certainly a very pretty- 



9 

appearing couple, and the gentleman was apparently up and coming. Mrs. 

Nash Ithe landlady] liked Bartley, as most people of her grade did at once." 8 

It is finally, then, Bartley's exuding self-assurance that wins them a flat. 

Mrs. Nash apparently never wonders why someone who is "up and coming" 

needs a four-dollar apartment; she is completely won over by his charm and 

good humor, his nice clothes and fat wallet, and, perhaps, by the half¬ 

recognition that he is, after all, originally one of the "people of her grade." 

After resolving the problem of where to live, Bartley must find a job. 

The couple manages to scrape by on Bartley's salary as a free-lance reporter, 

but Marcia sorely misses an important aspect of success: security. Bartley 

tries hard to get a permanent position so that she may be happy; in the 

process, journalism becomes more important to him and his dream of 

becoming a lawyer fades. At his initiation into the journalists' club, this new 

excitement about his profession crystallizes: 

"To each of these young men, beginning the strangely 
fascinating life as reporters and correspondents, his paper was 
as dear as his king once was to a French noble; to serve it night 
and day, to wear himself out for its sake, to merge himself in its 
glory, and to live in its triumphs without personal recognition 
from the public, was the loyal devotion which each expected his 

sovereign newspaper to accept as its simple right.... Hearing 
their talk, Bartley began to realize that journalism might be a 
very different thing from what he had imagined it in a country 

8 Howells, p. 148. 
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printing office, and that it might not be altogether vise to 
consider it merely as a stepping stone to the law.”9 

Thus, the book shifts emphasis once again; now, it seems, ve will get the 

story of Bartley's career as a journalist " I consider my future made,"' 10 he 

tells Marcia after the dinner. 

Although initially elated with Bartley's success at the club, Marcia has 

miied feelings about his career choice. Apparently his prospects are 

improving, for she acquires a habit found among the upwardly mobile: "On 

their horse-car excursions into the suburbs, when the spring opened, she 

was always choosing this or that little house as the place where she would 

like to live, and wondering if it were within their means."11 She also appre¬ 

ciates the "dead-heading" allowed journalists. However, she cannot reconcile 

herself to the small social importance she accords journalists: 

"At the bottom of her heart, though she enjoyed the 
brilliancy of his present life, she did not think his occupation 
comparable to the law in dignity. Bartley called himself a 

journalist now, but his newspaper connection still identified him 
in her mind with those country editors of whom she had always 
heard her father speak with contempt: men dedicated to 

poverty and the despite of the local notables who used them. 
She could not shake off the old feeling of degradation ... and 

9 Howells, p. 172. 
19 Howells, p. 174. 
11 Howells, p. 176. 
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she secretly resolved never to relinquish her purpose of having 
him a lawyer. Till he was fairly this, in regular and prosperous 

practice, she knew that she should not have shown her father 

that she was right in marrying Bartley.12 

Essentially, Marcia is too immature and too provincial to accept any other 

standard of success than that of her father. She has become obsessed with 

proving to the Squire that her husband, the one choice she has ever made 

without his approval, is successful by the Squire's own standards, which, 

unfortunately for Bartley, do not include newspaper journalism. She begins 

to whiningly remind Bartley of his former intentions, especially when he has 

no newspaper assignments. Finally, after a particularly harrowing quarrel, 

Bartley leaves the flat, intending to ask the friend of an acquaintance for a 

law clerk position in his office. 

Instead, Bartley accepts a position as assistant to the unscrupulous 

Witherby, editor of the sensationalist Events. Driven by Marcia's 

unhappiness and his own desire for the security of a steady income, Bartley 

readily accepts Witherby's proposal; it also satisfies his need for power, 

which he soon comes to have over the unscrupulous editor. When he tells 

Marcia, she momentarily forgets her anger over his choice of profession and 

rejoices that he has at last found a permanent position: 

12 Howells, pp. 177-8. 
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"'I knew you would succeed yet—I knew you would, if I 

could only have a little patience'... She was too ignorant to Teel 
the disgrace, if there were any, in the compact which Bartley 
had closed, and he had no principles, no traditions by which to 
perceive it To them it meant unlimited prosperity; it meant 
provision for the future, which was to bring a new 
responsibility and a new care".13 

With Bartley's new job, the Hubbards almost instantaneously acquire more 

trappings of the American dream; they rent a whole house, and produce an 

infant daughter. 

In the next chapter Howells Introduces Bartley's ethical counterpart, 

the wealthy Ben Halleck, a college acquaintance of Bartley's. Ben is quite as 

lazy as Bartley, except that he has no need to earn a living; unlike the 

orphaned Bartley, Ben's father has made enough money as "the Nestor of the 

Leather Interest" to provide his son with a life of leisure. While Bartley's 

great unresolved desire is his inability to study the law, Ben's only regret is 

not having gone to Harvard like the other young men of his social position. 

He unenthusiastically loafs at law school; he has no real occupation or even 

any apparent hobbies, except perhaps his long leisure trips to Europe. Even 

in his later anguish over Marcia, the best he can do is run off to South 

America to participate in a "scheme for Americanizing popular education... 

'if I had not fooled away so much time already on law and leather, I should 

13 Howells, pp. 199-200. 
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like fool away a little more on such a cause as this."'14 As Bartley represents 

the seemy side of forging one's own way to personal success, Ben is the dark 

side of the after-effects of parental success. Ben embodies another false 

myth or success: the idea that success and happiness are automatically 

transferred from father to son. He has wealth and social position, but is 

uncomfortable with them; he is too much a product of his parents' New 

England work ethic to quite fit in with the Boston Brahmins. However, Ben 

has also been affected by the attitudes of upper-class Boston, since he feels 

deprived and excluded by his lack of a Harvard education. 

In the character of Ben Halleck, Howells is anticipating by two decades 

one of the major themes of Henry Adams: the dibilitadng effect of ancestral 

success. In comparison with Bartley, who does not realize his dream of 

studying law because of his financial and marital problems, Ben seems 

neurasthenic in his failure to settle on any profession: he has had almost 

every advantage money could buy, yet he is a failure by all the usual 

standards. However, his lameness and his father's wealth seem to excuse his 

inactivity; the reader tends to react sympathetically to Ben, although his 

reasons for having no career are not so different from the reason Howells 

gives us for Bartley's laziness and moral laxity: a sheltered upbringing. 

While the reader and Ben's family and friends are willing to excuse him from 

14 Howells, p. 349. 



14 

the difficulties of life, Ben himself is not; he knows his own inadequacies all 

too well. But while he allows himself a great deal of self-loathing, he does 

nothing to improve his opinion of himself and, even worse, allows himself to 

fall under the spell of Atherton's destructive moralizing. 

Ben is not the only Halleck who cannot conform gracefully to the 

family's wealth and social standing. Though Olive Halleck is intelligent, 

agreeable, pretty and rich, she is unmarried; apparently, she does not find 

the sons and heirs of Boston to her liking. Furthermore she is, as she 

describes herself, "unfashionable;" she refuses to take part in any insincere 

enterprise. She is much more pragmatic and sensitive concerning the power 

of social standing than her friend, the bored and patronizing Clara Kingsbury. 

When Clara wants to "take up" the Hubbards, Olive replies acidly, 

"'Noble Clara! So you wish to bring them out in Boston 
society? What will you do with them after you've got them 

there?... I want you to realize that, in showing Mr. Hubbard's 
wife this little attention, you're not doing it because you scorn 
to drop an old friend and want to do him the highest honor; but 
because you think you can palm off your second class acquain¬ 

tance on them for first class, and try to make up in that way for 
telling her she had a hooked nose!"'1* 

Olive certainly considers herself far enough outside "first class acquaintance" 

to see the shabby truth behind Clara's actions. 

!* Howells, pp. 220-1. 
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Eustace Atherton is a truer example of hereditary success. Although 

a practicing attorney, he has the air of a man born to the upper classes. In 

contrast to Ben and Olive's self-doubt, he is smugly satisfied with himself 

and his moral and financial position. Atherton never allows modern 

instances to bother him (at least, not until the end of the book, and only after 

much questioning by Ben); he has the staunch traditions of the Boston upper 

classes to justify his opinions. 

Ironically, Atherton is the urban counterpart of the provincial 

Squire Gaylord, resembling him not only in profession but in his rigid and 

self-righteous moral views as well. Although Edwin Cady identifies 

Atherton's religion as Swedenborgianism,1* the variety is unimportant; it 

suffices to say that Atherton's beliefs, whatever they may formally be, are 

essentially Puritan, much like the old Squire's disbeliefs: 'The idea that souls 

were to be saved by church sociables filled Ithe Squire] with inappeasable 

rancor; and he maintained the superiority of the old Puritanic discipline 

against them with a fervor which nothing but its re-establishment could 

have abated."17 Atherton's pat conviction that he always has the moral 

upper hand, especially in denouncing Ben Halleck's love for Marcia, is quite 

similar to the Squire’s smug declamation for old religion over new. Both 

16 Edwin H. Cady, Introd., A Modern Instance (New York: Penguin Books, 
1984), p. xix. 

17 Howells, pp. 32-33. 
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pronounce vehemently on things they have never experienced; the Squire 

has always been a non-churchgoing deist, while Atherton has most certainly 

never felt passionate love for a woman. Both see only from the vantagepoint 

of the successful, and both are contemptuous of those they consider beneath 

them, including wives and friends. They are tolerably if not happily married 

and ensconced in luxurious homes where they pass judgment on people who 

are less materially successful and, via the Puritan correlative that they 

hypocritically use, morally inferior. 

Howells is now exploring the other aspect of sucess: how Americans 

behave when they no longer have to worry about making enough money to 

live well. The only truly positive figure of success in the book is the elder 

Halleck; he is a gentle old man whom we see primarily as being concerned 

about his son. Yet upon closer inspection, his success is a given in the novel, 

much like the unseen rags-to-riches rise of James' Christopher Newman. We 

get none of the sordid, non-mythic details of Mr. Halleck's career in the 

leather industry; it is quite possible he engaged in compromises much worse 

than Bartley's association with Witherby in order to advance himself. 

Howells is troubled by the subjective social ranking of lawyers, industrialists, 

and journalists. Why is it best to be a lawyer, then an industrialist, and, 

finally, a journalist? The author expresses this through Bartley: "I guess I 

should like [the law], though I don't see why it's any better than journalism, 
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and I don't believe it has any more prizes;"18 he further equalizes these 

professions through Ben's vehement rejection of all three. This societal 

impulse to assign certain moral values to each profession is problematic to 

the idea of democracy. Even the old Puritan correlative of material success 

with moral superiority does not work, assuming that the lawyers do not 

have nearly as much money as the industrialist There is no simple answer 

for this phenomenon and Howells attempts none, but his resentment of it 

underlies his portrayal of success in the novel 

After allowing Marcia and Bartley an encouraging amount of finan¬ 

cial success, Howells inserts the long-expected final scene between the 

Hubbards. He has carefully documented the many serious problems of the 

marriage, particularly Marcia's dislike of Bartley's profession and her 

obsessive need to please her father. Yet the narrative is again surprising; 

they do not quarrel about these well-documented sore spots, but over 

something a vindictive woman tells Marcia in a chance encounter. The 

reader, like the participants themselves, does not realize that this is, in fact, 

their final argument until much later, when Bartley angrily and irrationally 

boards the train to Cleveland. Afterwards, Bartley wishes to come back but, 

due to another coincidental encounter, this time with a thief, he cannot. 

Chance plays a large part in this work, especially in love and marriage 

18 Howells, p. 181. 
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relationships: Ben falls in love with a girl in a photograph he saw many 

years before, which Marcia happens to strongly resemble; Atherton's 

marriage to Clara Kingsbury is strangely precipitated by Bartley's 

disappearance; the Hubbards* engagement is originally brought about 

through a series of unrelated, tragicomic events, and their first fight stems 

from an ambiguous note written by the same woman whose remarks cause 

their last. Howells makes his point subtly but clearly: seemingly insig¬ 

nificant or unrelated events often affect our lives profoundly, and there is 

little we can do to foresee or prevent these occurrences. This is yet another 

aspect not acknowledged by the American success myth, which requires a 

steady, linearly upward progress; nor does the Puritan work ethic allow bad 

luck as an excuse for failure, since each event in life is viewed as a sign of 

divine will. Howells is probably the first American author to admit in prose 

the actual importance of coincidence; this allowance grates unpleasantly 

upon the ideological nerves of every great proponent of American 

determination and talent from Franklin to P. T. Barnum. 

The novel ends rather flatly, as if Howells tired of the work and 

finished it in a hurry (or after having a nervous breakdown, if we accept the 

version of literary legend); yet he finishes off his characters consistently 

with his development of them. There is no "happy-ever-after" ending here; 

each of the characters ends up either dead or miserable. Even the smug 



Atherton is so shaken by the events that have occurred that, for the first 

time in his life, his tidy moral code fails him. The novel ends bitterly on his 

response to Ben's request for advice, "’Ah, I don't know! I don't know!'"13 

Why does every human endeavor in this novel end in failure? Howells 

has carefully sown the seeds of these failures from the first chapter of the 

book. He systematically questions the validity of his society's notions of all 

kinds of success: not only business success, but American ideas of marital, 

social and moral success as well. Many of us today are still under the 

influence of some of these ideas, as evidenced by the frustration experienced 

while reading the book. Howells manipulates the reader’s expectations 

mercilessly; we think the work is at first about a young couple's romance, 

then Bartley's success story, then perhaps about Marcia's social conquest of 

upper-crust Boston; of course, the novel really falls into none of these 

categories. 

The disastrous end of the Hubbards’ marriage surprises no one but the 

hysterical Marcia; but, as pointed out earlier, Bartley and Marcia initially 

appear to be well-suited to attain their share of the American tradition of 

success. Howells begins his deflation of myth by inserting subtle, realistic 

variations on the ideal of successful marriage. In European and American 

romantic novels of the nineteenth century (as well as in many today), the 

heroines are virtually interchangeable. They display a certain set of charac- 



20 

teristics; they are sentimental, never passionate, candid without being 

hysterical, and, most importantly, oT a lower social and financial rank than 

the man they beguile and eventually marry. Equally important is the fact 

that the hero always loves the heroine more than she loves him; if necessary, 

he will sacrifice inheritances and titles to honorable and legally claim his 

love. Though Marcia, like her literary compatriot Isabel Archer, reads 

romantic novels, she apparently does not really heed these "rules", for she 

loves Bartley immoderately; it is her, not him, who risks social and financial 

loss by their marriage. Marcia is also an unlikely candidate for a successful 

marriage due to her complete lack of self-discipline. As Edwin Cady notes, 

she has neither religious principles nor parental guidelines to help her hold 

her passion in check. The Squire's personal skepticism has steered his 

daughter away from organized religion while his complete indulgence of her 

every whim has given her no opportunity to develop the psychological 

mechanism of self-denial She is completely at the mercy of her passion for 

Bartley. 

The failure of the central relationship portrayed in the novel is a 

metaphor for other kinds of failure as well. The work accurately reflects the 

beginnings of an actual shift in morality; although appearances were still of 

utmost importance in the late 1870's, the underlying principles of business 

and personal conduct were starting to evolve into the Darwinistic mores of 
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the Gilded Age. Ben and Olive Halleck's uneasiness probably stems in part 

from this trend; their New England heritage of charitable pragmatism will 

grow more and more outdated in the coming decades. Already, as we have 

seen, wealth and social power are accompanied by different definitions of 

morality. The overbearing Oar a Kingsbury takes up a charity because it is 

fashionably "moral" for wealthy ladies to do so; she sponsors the Indigent 

Children's Surf-Bathing Society. Though Howells does not go so far as to 

actually depict tenement children on the beach at Newport, his message is 

clear: this woman's "charity" is immoral in its wastefulness. 

Even the usually good-natured Ben is not completely immune to 

snobbish moralizing. When Atherton asks his opinion of his old college 

friend Bartley Hubbard, he replies that he was "a poor, cheap creature, 

deplorably smart, regrettably handsome... with no more moral sense than a 

baseball. yet he never offers any real evidence to support this claim. 

Atherton, of course, accepts Ben's judgment without question, since it 

coincides with his own feelings. Though Bartley certainly has his limitations, 

Ben's comments seem unfairly vehement; it is very possible he resents and 

envies Bartley's initiative and vitality, and cannot quite accept the fact that a 

vulgar man like Bartley appears to be having more personal and occu¬ 

pational success than he is. 

Howells, p. 213. 
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Howells, a sensitive man in a position to know much about the 

developing trends of American life, realized that America was in the process 

of redefining its success mythology. Two images of success had already 

taken shape: the old tradition of the untutored, hardworking self-made man, 

and the new ideal of the moneyed gentleman working at a genteel 

profession. The great industrial heroes of the Gilded Age. later known as the 

robber barons, were already in their ascendancy; they quickly sought to 

become genteel through philanthropy and patronage of the arts. Their wives 

and children moved through Europe like American royalty, and accounts of 

their opulent homes and lavish parties provided entertainment and 

inspiration for the common man. Franklin's prescription of hard work for 

self-improvement and Emerson's transcendentalist notions about self- 

reliance were fading; materialism was becoming the new creed. 

By the 1930's, when he began writing his U. S. A. trilogy, John Dos 

Passos had witnessed the ultimate check of optimistic American materialism: 

the stock market crash of 1929 and the ensuing Great Depression. In The Big 

Money, the volume that traces the frantic culture of the Jazz Age, America 

has a new image of success that is completely disassociated from the old 

Protestant work ethic. An honorable occupation is not the way to the 

instantaneous wealth Americans now crave; speculation without any 

consideration of ethics is the new business mode. Success and its material 
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accouterments are no longer wanted for any accompanying moral or spiritual 

value; money and power are their own rewards. The mores that Howells 

exposes in his book are almost innocent by comparison, for Dos Passos' 

America is past the point of moral hypocrisy in its manic pursuit of material 

goods and physical highs. 

What transpired in the fifty-five years between the publications of A 

Modern Instance and The Big Money to justify such a different ideal erf 

American success and how it is gotten? Historically, several phenomena in 

the late eighteenth and early twentieth centuries effected profound changes 

in American society and its popular ideology.20 The first of these historical 

forces was the great influx of European immigrants that thronged to the 

United States in the 1880's and 90‘s; nearly ten million foreigners, mostly 

Eastern European, Italian and Irish, came to America in these two decades.21 

Often victims of deruralization in their native lands, these newcomers 

generally congregated in the larger cities of the Eastern seaboard. Their 

arrival there coincided with America's own urbanization; due to increasingly 

better technology that required fewer people to produce necessary raw 

goods, and to the new perception that the American frontier was closed, 

many rural dwellers flocked to the cities to make their fortunes. This great 

20 For much of the historical background in this section, I am greatly 
indebted to Moses Rischin's introduction to The American Gospel of Success 
(Chicago: Quadrangle Books, 1965). 

21 Blum et. al., p. 446. 
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surge of people into the cities created the first urban crisis; jobs, cheap 

housing and even food were hard to find. Tenement slums and shantytowns 

sprang up, often nationally or ethnically segregated. The established upper 

and middle classes of the Eastern cities felt threatened by the new poor, as 

Moses Rischin notes: 

"Believing themselves to be the major representatives Of 
traditional order, authority, and Americanism, [they] felt that 

the successive waves of immigrants were a threat to these 
values. They saw themselves becoming an isolated minority... 
Their response was to create a social and cultural network of 

schools, clubs, and careers that would not only preserve their 
identity but also guard and extend the scope of their power and 
prestige in American life.. .[This] era of highly ethnocentric and 
racist thinking paralleled the era of Big Business growth and 
bureaucratization. The great corporations . . . reflected the 

graduated scale of ethnic preferences as well as the more 
general and natural division... between a native white collar 
class and immigrant workers."22 

The development of this strong ethnocentricity influenced the second 

phenomenon, the "‘managerial revolution'.. .which began with the railroads 

in the 1870‘s and [ended in 1900] with the organization of the United States 

Steel Corporation, in which J. P. Morgan, the chief architect of modern Big 

Business organization, superseded Andrew Carnegie, the classic American 

22 Rischin, pp. 8-9. 
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entrepreneur."23 This new way of structuring a business spread respon¬ 

sibility over an extended network of high-level employees, replacing the old 

system in which total control was held by the owner. In a time when 

prosperous corporations were diversifying into new areas of production and 

technology, more specialization among supervisors was required; it is no 

coincidence that the managerial revolution paralleled the development of 

assembly-line technology. 

The greatest single historical impact of this era upon the American 

psyche was, of course. World War I. Hemingway recorded the effects of 

America's first modern war upon the returned soldier: profound perso¬ 

nality disintegration and an insurmountable sense of isolation from lovers, 

family and country. On a more general level, the “Great War” destroyed the 

few vestiges of American innocence left after the Gvil War. As Rod Horton 

writes, 

"The young men of college age in 1917 knew nothing of 
modern warfare. The strife of 1861-1865 had popularly 
become, in motion picture and story, a magnolia-scented soap 
opera, while the one hundred-days' fracas with Spain in 1893 
had dissolved into a one-sided victory at Manila and a cinematic 
charge up San Juan Hill Furthermore, there were enough high 
school assembly orators proclaiming the character-forming 
force of the strenous life to convince... otherwise sensible boys 

23 Rischin, p. 7. 



that service in the European conflict would be of great personal 
value, in addition to being idealistic and exciting."24 
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Some of these idealistic youngsters would become the “sad young men" of 

the expatriate Lost Generation. After American participation in the brutal, 

meaningless Great War, as well as in the Versailles Conference held 

afterwards --"Three old men shuffling the pack, dealing out the cards '^—it 

was no longer realistically possible to view America as the world's last 

bastion of spotless righteousness. The last hypocritical vestiges of Puritan 

thought began to fall away from much of mainstream America; it was time to 

acknowledge, belatedly, that the experimental "city on a hill" had evolved 

into the modern American city, where the Big Money had a higher altar than 

God. 

After the war, the industrial impetus that had originated as a war 

effort produced a sluggish market in which supply greatly exceeded the 

demand for new technology. In this business recession, planned 

obsolescence was first implemented as a method of assuring a long-term 

market, and the science of modern advertising was born. Companies set out 

to convince the public that they really did need new technological luxuries, 

24 Rod Horton, Backgrounds of American Literary Thought (New York: 
Appleton-Century-Crofts, 1967), p. 317. 

25 John Dos Passos, 1919. Quoted in Alfred Kazin, Introd., The Big Money 
(New York: Signet Classics, 1969), p. xvi. 
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regardless of price. The American propensity for "keeping up with the 

Joneses" was transformed into an obsessive cultural pasttime. The 

installment plan became a way of life for many families, particularly since 

loans and credit were absurdly easy to obtain as a result of Calvin Coolidge's 

fervent approval of laissez-faire business practices. Even when his financial 

advisors warned him about the increasingly unstable economy, he refused 

to impose federal restrictions to curb high inflation and heavy borrowing: 

"The business of America is business. The man who builds a factory builds a 

temple... the man who works there worships there/"26 

Under the leadership of this wealth-loving president, Americans 

became greedily Obsessed with making quick fortunes; this resulted in two 

disastrous "booms", both of which Dos Passos portrays in The Big Money. 

The first of these was the Florida land rush in the early Twenties. Options to 

buy Florida property were sold again and again at outrageously inflated 

rates, while unscrupulous developers threw up shabby houses in unplanned 

communities. No one considered the realities of life in the tropics; in the 

summer of 1926, a monster hurricane devestated boom-town Miami, 

destroying the railroad to Key West and killing hundreds of people. In the 

wake of this disaster, public opinion rapidly caused the collapse of the land 

market, but would-be millionaires, as well as their corporate counterparts, 

26 Calvin Goolidge. Quoted in Blum et. aL, p. 591. 
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soon began to speculate in stock-market manipulations. Nearly every major 

corporation invested in high-risk, high-yield financial gambles; by the time 

the stock market crashed in 1929, '‘three-tenths of one percent of the total 

corporations in the country had amassed 80 percent of the national 

corporate income ... the 200 largest corporations in the country owned 

nearly 50 percent of all corporate wealth and 22 percent of the total national 

wealth."27 It is no surprise, in retrospect, that the national economy 

collapsed when these companies lost hundreds of millions of dollars in the 

crash. Ironically, J. P. Morgan and Company attempted to bail out the 

market only six days before its final collapse. 

Dos Passos is keenly aware of this history; it is perhaps the most 

important character in The Big Money. Each human figure in the book is 

firmly embedded, if not trapped, in it, including the biographical subjects 

who molded and changed American life and thought. These people do not 

even have the self-direction of Howells' characters, who are certainly 

buffeted by circumstance; Dos Passos' characters are all unconsciously caught 

up in in the furious history of the Twenties that the author, writing in the 

early 1930's, knew to end in disaster. Charley Anderson, Margo Dowling and 

Mary French cannot understand or even recognize the forces that compel 

them to act as they do. 

27 Horton, p. 327. 
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Charley Anderson returns from post-war Europe knowing that it will 

not be easy to find employment in his little hometown: "1 got a long ways to 

go yet before I go home .. .1 don't know what I'll do when I get there.'*28 

The old Ben Franklin-Horatio Alger rags-to-riches myth is no longer valid, 

and even a dull fellow like Charley knows it. The growing specialization in 

business and industry requires employees with more specific skills (as 

reflected in many of the employment ads Dos Passos included in several 

"Newsreel" sections); Charley has no skills at all ezcept his practical 

experience with aircraft Furthermore, power has been concentrated in the 

hands of the Protestant Anglo-Saxon white collar class, which is a virtually 

closed circle. A would-be successful businessman must make the necessary 

contacts before he moves in the "right" spheres. 

Charley tries desperately to break into these circles. He is able to 

trade in on his status as a war veteran with some small success, more, the 

reader feels, than his actual combat performance warrants. But while he is 

admitted to some rather chic parties and salons, he is not offered a job. He 

enters a Hurstwood-like decline until his war buddy Joe finally gets him a 

job as a glorified mechanic; Charley repays Joe's loyalty with lazy 

irresponsibility and, finally, by jumping to a larger, rival aircraft company. 

Charley represents the new ethic of success and democracy in action: as 

28 John Dos Passos, The Big Money (New York: Signet Classics, 1969), 
p. 30. 
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Veblen applied it to the politics of farming, "the equal opportunity to get 

something Tor nothing."2* He is incapable of doing an honest day's work; he 

can only talk about his vague desire to design aircraft, which he never 

realizes. Even though he achieves what his society recognizes as success (a 

sizeable income, a large estate, marriage to the daughter of a rich and 

powerful man), it is not enough for him. He and his wife live so far beyond 

their means that he begins to speculate in order to make extra money. His 

position with the aeronautics company is jeopardized by his lackluster 

performance; he is often drunk, and spends most of his time at the plant on 

the telephone to his broker in New York. He treats honest Bill Cermak quite 

patronizingly, even though Charley has risen in the company largely on Bill's 

ability to design new aircraft motors (since Bill is of immigrant stock, he is 

not considered eligible to hold a managerial position in the firm), and ignores 

Bill's dignified pleas on behalf of the overworked assembly-line men. Not 

surprisingly, in view of the wedding-night rape scene, his wife soon refuses 

to sleep with him, and Charley compensates by chasing secretaries and 

models. But when Charley finally loses his job, it is not because of his 

drinking, speculating or carousing; it is actually due to his inability to work 

as hard as he plays. The company does not care about his morals; in fact, 

29 Thorstein Veblen, “Thorstein Veblen: The Independent Farmer." in The 
American Gospel of Success, ed. Moses Rischin (Chicago: Quadrangle Books, 
1965), P-174. 
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many of his superiors are pictured doing the same things as Charley, but 

only during their off-hours. It is because Charley no longer fills his quota of 

ideas and inventions that he is fired. 

In a Darwinian progression, Charley is replaced in the narrative by a 

younger man, Richard Savage; Savage's opportunistic cynicism and vast 

talent for flattery make him much more able to survive and flourish in the 

business world, even while his personal depravities eat at him from inside. 

After a night of debauchery, he heads few his office to close a big deal, 

confidently planning a social engagement with the gawky daughter of his 

very wealthy client, a patent medicine tycoon. Clearly, Savage is to have the 

same empty life as Charley, but with even darker implicatons. Charley fails 

because he cannot maintain the proper illusions necessary to the corporate 

hypocrisies; Savage will succeed because he can be both the proper adver¬ 

tising executive and a degenerate pleasure-seeker. His split personality, 

divided perfectly between rapacious ambition and unrestrained hedonism, 

makes him emblematic of the 1920's; by placing him at the end of the 

novel, Dos Passos further equates him with the forces that precipitate the 

disastrous Great Depression; greed and moral degeneracy. 

Margo Dowling moves toward success in a realm unimagined by the 

proper Howells. Although vaudeville and theater flourished in his time, he 

certainly could never have envisioned the god-like status that some 
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entertainers would come to have only a few decades later; in the Victorian 

era, stage performers were generally quite declasse. Theodore Dreiser 

was the first American realist to examine a would-be actress' use of sex to 

further herself; but while Carrie has a certain poetic unconsciousness that is 

the real reason behind her rise to stardom, Margo's route to fame and 

money is contrived and battled for every step of the way. Yet Margo and 

Carrie are by no means a completely new literary phenomenon; they are a 

historical evolution of a favorite theme of novelists from Austen to Dickens 

to James: the young girl set loose in the world, with little or no parental 

guidance, to find some kind of success. For traditional Victorian writers this 

success was always marriage, while for James it was the freedom, usually 

supplied by great wealth, to experience life. Dreiser and Dos Passos took this 

genre to the next logical step: women without rich husbands or wealthy 

doyennes who must seek fame and money for themselves. 

Margo, like Savage, is well endowed to survive in her age. She is 

completely shallow and self-serving, consorting only with people she can 

use. She even manages to turn her one mistake into a plus by impressing 

her deadbeat ex-husband into chauffeur duty; perhaps even this marriage 

cannot be viewed as a total failure for her, since it does remove her from the 

grasp of her rapist step-father. At any rate, Margo, like a cat, always lands 

on her feet She perfectly exemplifies the realm of Tinsel Town, where 
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appearances are everything; she instinctively knows this and does 

everything she can to look as if she needs no favors: ‘The Rolls looked so 

fancy and Margo still had a good evening dress not too far out of style so 

that everybody thought they were filmstars. . . when they got to Palm 

Springs, Agnes thought everything looked too expensive and wanted to drive 

right on, but Margo felt in her element right away."3° She follows through 

on this feeling and meets the man who makes her a star. Real talent has 

little to do with her success; her screen test "made Margo feel quite sick 

looking at it, though she loved the still photographs of herself . . .[she] 

couldn't make out whether [Margolies] thought she was good or not/'3i 

Margolies in fact selects Margo to fulfill the odd sexual obsession that Dos 

Passos satirically gives him: he likes to watch Margo and his companion 

Rodney CathcarL This producer, who creates quaint but sexually tense 

celluloid fantasies for the American mass audience ('They all feel they are 

you, you are loving iMargo] for them, the millions who want love and beauty 

and excitement, but forget them.. Joosen up, my dear fellow, forget that I'm 

here and the camera’s here, you are alone together snatching a desperate 

moment.. ."32), is even more pressingly in need of these kinky scenarios 

than the general public. As in her relationship with Charley Anderson, 

30 Dos Passos, pp. 404-5. 
31 Dos Passos, p. 410. 
32 Dos Passos, p. 434. 
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Margo is once again gratifying an old man's desires in return for personal 

gain. Marriage means very little in Dos Passos' world; the ready availability 

of divorce greatly lessens its finality. Margo and Margolies' marriage means 

nothing to either of them except as a legal contract guaranteeing payment 

for services rendered. He makes her a wealthy movie star and she indulges 

his perversities. 

However, Margo is as doomed as Savage by her very adaptation to 

her era. At the end of the book, someone whispers at a cocktail party: '"Do 

you know what Red Haines tells me? I wonder if it's true ... It seems she's 

through; it seems that she's no good for talking pictures .. .voice sounds like 

the croaking of an old crow through the loudspeaker."’33 Just as Margo has 

attained the success for which she fought so long, technology overtakes her 

and strikes at her one vulnerable spot. The American public wants bigger, 

better, more perfect illusions; since no diet, make-up or costume can 

improve the timbre of her voice, she will become a victim of the Hollywood 

fantasy machine that made her famous. Darwinian evolution is in effect here, 

too, with a decadent twist only the perfectly beautiful survive instead of 

the strongest or the smartest. 

In the face of this unrestrained capitalism and its accompanying 

obsessive materialism, a counterrevolution occurred against Big Business 

33 Dos Passos, p. 548. 
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and the laissez-faire and social Darwinism that bolstered it Fueled by high 

unemployment and often terrible living and working conditions, a movement 

toward unionization began among the working classes, eventually taking on 

elements of socialism and, at times, communism and anarchism. Despite the 

brutal measures frequently taken by industry (as, in the novel, the blocking 

of delivery of groceries to striking miners and their families), the unions 

became a strong force for much-needed reform of conditions and pay. Simi¬ 

larly, a trend of more general social reform also took hold; slums, 

governmental corruption, and women’s rights were of major concern to the 

new humanitarians and reformers, the vast majority of whom were women. 

The idealistic Mary French is caught up in the struggle for 

unionization. Though the book’s biographical vignettes parallel Charley 

Anderson’s wasted life in the worlds of business and technology (Taylor, 

Insull and the Wright brothers) and Margo Dowling's Hollywood life (Isadora 

Duncan and Valentino) there are no heroes in this collection for Mary French: 

Jayne Addams, John Reed, Margaret Sanger, Samuel Gompers and Emma 

Goldman are all conspicuously absent, while Eugene Debs was portrayed in 

an earlier volume. Dos Passos is suggesting that the quiet, faithful, dogged 

workers like Mary have been deserted by the leaders of these movements. 

She idolizes Addams: 
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"If the people in the Pullman cars could only be made to 
understand how it was; if she sacrificed her life, like Daddy 

taking care of his patients night and day, maybe she, like Miss 
Addams ... Crossing Chicago she suddenly told the taximan to 
drive to Hull House. She had to tell Miss Addams how she felt. 

But when the taxi drew up to the curb in the midst of the 
familiar squalor of South Halstead Street and she saw two girls 
she knew standing under the stone porch talkng, she suddenly 

lost her nerve and told the driver to go on to the station."*4 

There is no indication in the book that she ever does really talk with Jayne 

Addams, who, despite her charismatic public personality, was remarkably 

detached: "There was ... something impersonal about [her] . . . akin to 

sharing in some blessing of nature, that like the sunlight, shone alike on the 

just and the unjust One shared the gift gladly and gratefully, and without a 

personal stake in it exactly.'"** Mary is put off by the ironic realities of Hull 

House when she is actually there; as one historian puts it, "[Addams] went 

home [from Europe] to found a salon in a slum. It was to be a beautiful house 

created by her acquired taste... inhabited by a circle of gifted and brilliant 

friends... Hull House became an intellectual center in Chicago, justified in an 

anti-intellectual society by its dedication to social work. Life there was 

beautiful, graceful, and convivial.”*6 

*4 Dos passos, p. 133-4. 
35 Anonymous contemporary. Quoted in Jill Conway, "Jayne Addams: An 

American Heroine," in The American Gospel of Success, ed. Moses Rischin 
(Chicago: Quadrangle Bookds, 1965), p. 241. 

*6 Conway, p. 244. 
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Mary becomes disenchanted with working there, especially after she 

meets the union activist George Barrow; but when she tries to find "real 

work in industry"37, the "real” people are wary of her Vassar education and 

Hull House experience. Says one former classmate, "You know, they don't 

employ Vassar graduates in the openhearth furnaces."38 When Mary accepts 

a job handling publicity for a striking union, we begin to see the ugly 

underside of the labor movement. Gus Moscowski's strike fails because, as 

he says, "’What can you do when the woikin’class won't stick together! Every 

kind of damn foreigner thinks the others is bums and the ’Mericans they 

think everybody's a bum... Wasn't so long ago we was all foreigners in this 

man's country."'3? When she next meets Barrow, he has become a 

hypocritical politico wearing a fur-lined overcoat supplied at the movement's 

expense; her other lovers have no more integrity or humanity. Ben 

Gompton forces her to abort a baby she wants to keep because pregnancy 

"would spoil her usefulness in the struggle for several months and he didn't 

think this was the time for it;*'40 this man is thrown out of the party because 

he is not violent enough. Donald Stevens uses her as a housemaid and 

errand girl, then marries a British "comrade" while he is in Russia. These 

37 Dos Passos, p. 146. 
38 Dos Passos, p. 147. 
3? Dos Passos, p. 157. 
40 Dos Passos, p. 454. 
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great reformers are as sorely lacking in integrity and human kindness as 

anyone Dos Passos portrays in the realms of Big Business and Hollywood. 

Mary becomes frustrated and disillusioned by the trivial bickering 

between the many liberal factions. She sincerely dedicates her life to 

preventing the executions of the anarchists Sacco and Vanzetti: 

‘'She spent long evenings trying to coax communists, 
socialists, anarchists, liberals into working together. Hurrying 

along the stone-paved streets, she'd be whispering to herself, 
They've got to be saved, they've got to be saved.*.. .Then warm 
reassuring voices . . . were telling her that Public Opinion 

wouldn't allow it, that after all Americans had a sense of Justice 
and Fair Play, that the Workingclass would rise... in parades of 
protest. They Shall Not Die."41 

Of course, Mary's dreams are unrealistic; Sacco and Vanzetti were 

electrocuted in 1927, despite six years of effort by many people, including 

Dos Passos himself, who were outraged by the blatant failure of the judicial 

system (the trial judge referred to the defendants privately as "those 

anarchist bastards''42). However, the American left wing failed these men as 

surely as did the courts of reactionary America; the individual ideological 

factions could not unite even for such an important cause as this. 

41 Dos Passos, p. 459* 
42 Blum et. al.,p. 581. 
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Mary has as many little weaknesses as most of the other characters in 

the book. She has no qualms about accepting her rich friend Ada s luxurious 

hospitality whenever she needs it, and continues to take money from her 

mother, whom she apparently despises. Furthermore, Mary is never able to 

develop a moral or social sense of her own; she merely drifts around, taking 

any job that appeals to her sense of justice, blindly accepting the dogma of 

her lovers. As a result, she begins by doing intellectually sanitized social 

work at Hull House and ends by working for some weak variety of Stalinist 

advocacy. Still, Dos Passos depicts Mary far more tenderly than any other 

character in the book and endows her with a great deal of personal integrity, 

which Kazin notes is "the only defense against the ravages of our century."43 

In contrast to the senseless death of Charley Anderson, the imminent 

downfall of Richard Savage and Margo Dowling, and the suicide of her 

dissipated hostess of the night before, we last see Mary French firmly pulling 

herself together and dashing off to yet another committee meeting. She has 

personal success, not material success; in her own way, she is fulfilling the 

success ethic of another time, when the mythical American was a staunch 

individualist instead of a mindless participant in mass culture. 

What then is the essential difference between the two American 

success ethics that Howells and Dos Passos wrote about? In Howells' time, 

43 Alfred kazin, Introd., The Big Money by John Dos Passos (New York: 
Signet Cassics, 1969), p. xvii. 
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most Americans were concerned with the attainment of success, but 

preferably in an honest profession that would endow them with a desirable 

social standing as well; a lucrative occupation alone did not guarantee 

acceptance in genteel society. This is strongly reflected in Howells' novel; he 

(as well as the reader) tends to view Bartley as beginning a downward slide 

into degradation when his desire to become a lawyer is weakened by the 

easier money of journalism. This is curious, considering Howells' own 

lifelong occupation as a journalist, editor and writer; but it is clear that the 

American people had, in thel870‘s, already forgotten de Tocqueville s 

remark of thirty years before: The only authors whom I acknowledge as 

American are the journalists . . . they speak the language of their 

countrymen, and make themselves heard by them."44 Even as Howells was 

calling for the rejection of the “ideal grasshopper," Americans were lapping 

up a steady stream of new images provided by popular literature. Through 

romantic sentimentalism like that of Alger and his countless imitators, 

Americans began to believe that success was relatively easy to achieve and, 

instead of realistically preparing themselves for hard work, they expected 

quick and morally immaculate returns; as T. J. Jackson Lears perceptively 

states, "Genteel literature ... became a portal of escape from the economic 

44 De Tocqueville, p. 540. 
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to expose this vein of escapism for what it is. 
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Perhaps the most disturbing element of change for Howells was the 

increasingly important social aspect of success. It was no longer enough to 

be gainfully employed in an honest job; now, only certain "genteel” 

professions were acceptable among the "best people." This comes dange¬ 

rously close to the English insistence upon only three suitable occupations for 

gentlemen (heir, clergyman or military officer), and it becomes more 

dangerous in conjunction with the degree of class intermingling in American 

culture. In the novel, Marcia's encounters with second-best Boston society 

inspire her to want to somehow be more like them, but she cannot. Her 

husband's profession precludes any chance to enter so-called "high" society 

that is based mostly on inherited wealth. 

In Dos Passos' greedy America, Howells’ worst fears have come true in 

a very different way; instead of an aristocratic notion of success, the Jazz Age 

ideal of success has only one requisite: money. This end will justify any 

means, for material goods equal success no matter how they are gotten or by 

whom. Money has replaced respectibility in the designation of American 

social strata to such an extent that being visibly nouveau rfche is a status 

symbol rather than a social stigma; conspicuous consumption has become a 

<5 T. J. Jackson Lears, No Place of Grace (New York: Pantheon Books, 
1981), p. 17. 
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cultural ritual for those who can afford it, a fantasy for those who cannot. 

Wealth is supposed to equal happiness, but all of Dos Passos moneyed 

characters are desperately unhappy. As Charley says to Margo, "'If you 

knew how I was sick of this hellraisin' kind of life.”'46 

Howells and Dos Passos are both idealists; they want to expose and 

correct the shortcomings of their own eras. But their most fundamental 

difference is in the basis of their respective types of idealism. George 

Santayana, writing in 1920, defines American idealism as based on 

optimism, but "in revolutionists... idealism is founded on dissatisfaction.”47 

Dos Passos' leanings during the 1930 s were decidedly of the revolutionary 

type; though he does not seem to have been as deeply involved in leftist 

politics as some critics and historians would have us believe, he was 

profoundly disillusioned by the distorted ideals of the Jazz Age. In his 

memoirs, Dos Passos wrote, 

"It is hard to explain to people who never lived through 
the early twenties the violence of the revulsion against 

foreigners and radicals that went through the United States 
after the first world war. To young men who had come home 

form Europe convinced that militarism was the enemy of 
civilization, this reaction seemed to embody all the evil passions 
that militarism fed on. When we took up for Sacco and Vanzetti 

46 Dos Passos, p. 345. 
47 George Santayana, Character and Opinion in the United States (London: 

Constable and Company Ltd., 1921), p. 176. 
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we were talcing up for freedom of speech and for an even- 

handed judicial system which would give the same treatment to 

poor men as to rich men, to greasy foreigners as to redblooded 
Americans."4* 

His deeply moving account of Mary French's involvement with the Sacco- 

Vanzetti case reflects his own profound disappointment in the failure of the 

liberal factions of the 1920's to develop an effective coalition against reac¬ 

tionary America. 

Howells, though disturbed by the cultural trends he saw developing in 

his own time, was too much a product of American progressivism to despair. 

He believed in "the smiling aspects" of American life, and his urge to 

preserve the good in American culture gives his idealism a different mood. 

Instead of advocating new political methods, as Dos Passos would later do, 

Howells sought to improve American culture by reforming the principal 

medium of that culture: literature. In promoting the cause of literary 

realism, he helped debunk the kind of hypocritical, cloyingly sentimental 

cultural ideals that Mark Twain would savagely expose in The Adventures of 

Huckleberry Finn, which was published only four years after A Modern 

Instance. Yet although the idealism expressed in Howells' and Dos Passos* 

novels are fundamentally different, the end result in these two works is the 

48 John Dos Passos, The Best Times (New York: The New American 
Library, 1966), p. 166. 



same; Howells' Americans are unhappy because they do not achieve 

material success, and Dos Passos' characters are miserable because they do. 
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