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God's will. The fathers had provided the pattern and set the direction. It
was time for the sons to complete their work. When the South would
conform, it too could join the errand toward the American City of God.
Meanwhile, Emerson conchided, destiny left the North no alternative:
“We mmnst realize our rhetorie and our rituals, 37

Well, the rhetoric and ritnals were still being realized in the late 1960s;
and under the acgis. by then, of a third set of fathers, among them
Lincoln and Emerson. But it mayv be that 1860 marks the real climax of
the story. 1 refer in general to the widening rift or fissure in the honse of
consensus, to the cultural schizophrenia that has intensified steadily ever
since the Civil War. In partienlar, 1 refer to the recent incursions of
history upon the myth of America. The rhetoric of consensus was built on
the rejection of limits; it inspired its adherents to reshape reality in ae-
cordance with prophecy and vision: it thrived on the perils of Gog and
Magog: but it may not be able to survive the reduction of “America” to
the level of common sense. And by all accounts. common sense has been
impinging on the American Way. Apparently. the summons to the great
society and new frontiers. the ceries of millennium or doomsday, have had a
hollow sound of late. Of course all this has happened before, and the
rhetorie has always risen to the challenge. Over and again it has managed
to absorb the Tament (or celebration) over the passing of the myth. The
ideological pressures that forced late-nineteenth-century radicals to re-
cast socialism in “the framework of progressive liberalisin” (Dorothy Ross)
also prevented the “muckrakers” from challenging “the premises . . . of
progress in its American guise” (Rush Welter); these were the pressures
that led Frederick Donglass, on “Colored People’s Day™ in 1893, to re-
nomnce all basic alternatives to the system (“There is no Negro problem.

The problem is whether the American People have . . . patriotism enough
to live up to their own Constitution™), and “the radical social cvitic”
William Dean Howells to center his hopes upon “his own “home' . . . the

true, the real America”™ (Alan Trachtenberg); under these pressures, the
labor leaders of the Gilded Age defined nnionization as the “Good Okl
American Way” (“we mean no conflict with legitimate enterprise, no
antagonism to necessary capital™); these pressures explain why American
Stalinists enrolled “Washington. Jefferson, and Franklin . . . posthumously
in the popular front. under the slogan "Communism is twentieth-century
Americanism” " (Edmund Morgan); these pressures account for the failire
ofour New Left historians to deal adeqnately with the question of American
consensus (Aileen Kraditor), and the “utter incapacity” of Berkeley student
dissidents even to “conceive of [some] alternative ascendant polity, in
this world or any other,” to the American Way (Paul Sniderman). The
most recent bit of evidence in this line was the “birth” in Cleveland in
1980 of & new “Citizens Party.” which The New York Times reporter

THE RITES OF ASSENT 35

Jaconically termed “the latest in a historic series of left-wing progeny.
His report is worth citing as a testament to the astonishing tenacity of
the myth, and (ironically in this case) as a sort of state-of-the-consensus
address:

Some 275 delegates represented 30 states at the f()undin»g of what
they call a “second party” rather than a third, on the irequentl._\'
stated contention that the Republicans and Democrats and their
prospective candidates were one indistinguishable mass. '

Delegates included old radicals of the Socialist era. voung envi-
ronmenita]ists, ardent feminists and labor union thtivists; almost
everyone was a “ist” of some kind. . .. Speaker after speaker em-
phasized how different the Citizens Party convention would be from
those of the major parties. . . .

Keyvnoting the convention . . . Studs Terkel, the Chicago writer,
predi‘cted that the new partv wounld “reclaim the American (lrheum
from the predators who've stolen it—that's what this meeting is all

about. 8

So for the time being the myth is alive and well, at least in Cleveland,
Ohio. But not as well, 1 think. as it was in ‘68, and certainly not as ;111'\'t" as
it was for Emerson in 1860. During the past two or three decades—after
Hiroshima, Vietnam. and Watergate—the efforts to reclaim the Americun‘
dream have come to seem increasingly strained. The vnc'l'()ughlnents: of
history appear to be move substantial; the contru(licti‘()ns of (.“dplt’dlls%ll
more transparent: the ideals of free enterprise less self-evident. even in
the context of "America.” 1t's hard to imagine the United States, like
Canada, as a country without a myth()l()g)‘. How can a society accustomed
to thinking of itsell’ in absolutes accept the limitations of analysis? How can
a “peculiar people” that took their Jand by promise come to believe, with
the Canadiun frontierswoman Susanna Moodie, that “whether the wilder-
ness is/real or not/depends on who lives there”? Still, there are grounds
for hope. “Myth is a type of speech chosen by history,” as Roland Barthes
remarked; “it is human history which converts reality into speech, and it
alone rnles the life and death of mythical languages. ™2 And history has
been muking it clear for some time that the hazards of living ont the
dream outweigh the advantages. The antebellum period l)r()ught to har\‘est‘
the figural discovery of America. This may be the age of discovery of
America as a cultural artifact. Who knows, the errand may come to rest.
where it alwavs belonged. in the realm of the imagination: and the United
States recounﬁixcd for what it is. not a beacon of mankind, as Winthrop
pProclaimed in his Arbella address of 1630, not the political Messiah. as
the young Melville hynmed in White-fucket—not even a covenanted peo-
Ple robbed by un-American predators of their sacred ‘l'llSt—T})llt simply
goy b'goyim. j'llSt one more profanc nation in the wilderness of this world.
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(New Yark, 1968}, p. 44 (see also Bruchey's commentary on this matter. and his summary {p.
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Pearson) of the Turner thesis: “What about the Spaniards
make them democratic

? Did the Mississippi Valley
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rinciples of their culture were the Jaws of God, reason. and nature. As the Schenectady
p

" Reflector reported, following a lecture by Emerson in December 1852: “Those who went to

hear Transcendentalisin came away astonished to lind that they had lmdcrvst(m(}. ;1(lmir~(;d.
and most heartils approved” (quoted in Joel Porte., B(’))I'(‘-\'l’”i{l{l’l'(’ A\I(utu[l\'ow \‘f>1‘k, 19791,
85, see also Porte’s brilliant analyses in this book ol English Traits and "Wealth ); N
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. 61-65; Emerson. quotod in Matthiessen, American Renaissance. p. 77 Emerson.,
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k of his faith in the limitless advantages ol‘laisscvrfuirv industrialisi, but. on the (-tmlmr_\j: for
L his neglect of the laissez-faire notion that before “we may enjoy our success together™ we

as many European Romantics and Victorians would hay e done—hecause

b «must first succeed alone” (Writings [Boston, 19061, IV, 299). In this beliell Thoreau and
vahitman may be compared with many evingelicals of their time see Willian G ,\1(‘L()l|ﬂlllil}.
L “Pietism and the American Character.” American Quarterly 17 [19651:170), \\'hitm;}n S
 attacks on “wage slavers T and “mere materialisim” resemble those of the Suulhf'm free
n enterprise advocates (sec Marmor, “Anti-Industrialization.” pp. 387 -91). ’l'lmreu‘u N _pr;u'w
F of the “spare. simple” life—hused on “improsement of mind and character: a lile of inde-
l imvites comparison with the libertarian democrats de-
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124-25. 135-36. 142 Bellumy, quoted in Kemneth M. Roemer. The Obsolete Necessity

" (Kent, Ohio, 1976). p. 3; Walt Whitman, “American Futurity.” in Gathering of the Forcees.
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The American Anarchist (Baltimore, 1978}, Tavlor Stochr, Nay-Saying in Concord (Hamden,
Conn., 1979): and Robert Bellah, The Broken Covenant (New York, 19751

36. Melville. White-Jacket. p. 131 and Clarel, ed. W Bezanson (New York, 19601, p. 70
(see also Bezanson's discussion [Introduction. p. ¢vi] of “the social myth which [Melville)
had often criticized but which had nourished his Tile and art™, Emerson. Journals, 111, 14,
and Works, X1, 544 and VI11. [42-43 (sec also VI, 399, 417 and XI1. 353 -87).

37. Emerson. Works. X1, 530 (from “The Fortune of the Republic,” one of the mujor
instances of the rhetoric of American consensus).

38. Dorothy Ross, “The Liberal Tradition Revisited and the Republican Tradition Ad-
dressed,” in New Directions in American Intelloctual History. ed. ]. Higham and P. K.
Conkin (Baltimore, 1979). pp. 116, 131 see also her essay on “Socialisin and American
Liberalism: Academic Social Thought in the 1860s.” Perspectives in American {listory 11
(1977-78):7 791 Rush Welter, “The 1dea of Progress.” Journal of the History of Ideas 16
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Howells, and Douglass come from this study. with permission of the author): Edmuad S.
Morgun. “Contlict and Consensus in the American Revolution.” in Essays on the American
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Sniderman. 4 Question of Loyalty. forthcoming rom University of California Press (Berkeley.
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1981, Warren Weaver. Jr.. "Citizens Party Born in Unorthodox Wav,” The New York
Times, 13 April 19580, p. 15. Sniderman's research involves interviews 'with a large group
of “alienated”™ members of the Berkeley community. He reports that to the question ™ how
close does it [“the American form of government”] come to fitting vour idea of what the
there seems to be little alternative to
. but
even il they are politically em-

best possible form of government should be?” |
America. What they most often call for is not a transtormation of the svstem .
rather a modification of a specific government policy .
bittered [Tlms] the choice we ”]()ll}_’]]( we had to make—whether therve are A great
many alienated or hardly anv—is a false choice. .. The idea of another promised land,
one that might surpass the promise of America itself. has never taken hold. Even in
the years of bitter discord which this study records [the Tate 1960s]. in an arca of the
country where nearly every form of political disillusion and vejection wins a substantial
measure of svmbolic support the idea of America remains the idea of promise.” 1Quoted
by permission ol the author.

39, Margaret Atwood. The Journals of Susanuna Moodie (Toronto. 19700 pp. 12-13;
Roland Barthes, Mythologies. trans. A, Lavers tLondon, 1972). p. 110, Atwood's Tines are
of course a poetic rendition of Moodic’s outlook. as presented in Roughing 1 in the Bush
(New York, 18521 See also David Thompsow, Tracels in Western North America, 1754-1812,
ed. V. G. Hopwood (Toronto. 1971).

| Fiction and the American Ideology:
 The Genesis of Howells’ Early Realism
j Henry Nash Smith

In a book published under the title Democracy and the Novel 11 dis-

ussed the uneasy relationship between major American writers of the
Inineteenth century and the large popular audience that came into exist-
nce with the industrial revolution and the spread of free public educa-
tion. Here 1 should like to develop further one of the topics touched on in
pthat book, the work of William Dean Howells. For almost fifty vears.
fdown to his death in 1920, Howells was associated in the eves of the
 reading public with the doctrine of “realism’ that he advocated in season
Fand out. As a residue of this chapter in our literary historv. Howells' The
 Rise of Silas Lapham continued until quite recently to appear on high
 school reading lists. althongh even before the First World War the in-
evitable pendulum swing of taste had begun to generate a rejection of
realism by advanced-guard writers, and in 1930, when Sinclair Lewis
denounced Howells in luis Nobel Prize acceptance speech, he was voicing,
an attitude that was already a cliché amonyg intellectuals. 2

Ithink I am fully aware of Howells limitations as a writer; in fact some
of the things I shall have to say about him later may seem excessively
Severe. But his work has great historical interest hecause it provides
access to the attitudes that were dominant in American society during
Several decades before and after the turn of the twentioth century; the
technical difficulties with which Howells struggled were faced by a whole
generation of writers. In Democracy and the Novel T dealt at some length
with thege problems as they appear in A Modern Instance (1882). the
nf)vel that he regarded as his “strongest.”3 Now T should like to extend the

Storical inquiry backward in time by looking at a ook by Howells
Published ten vears earlier (in 1873) during what might be called the
Prenatal phase of his dey elopment of the realistic method.
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