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Preface 

In this thesis I have tried to give what I think is an 

accurate icture of the roletarian novel . I have tried to 

trace the origins, motives and developments of t :_is for in 

tJ.1.e years from 1 900 to 1940. It has been necessary for me to 

consult a great deal of secondary source material in order to 

trace down material on novels which are either no lon~er pub­

lis~ied or inaccessible to me. 

I do not claim to have considered all of the novels 

written within the forty-year period t hat t h is t h esis covers, 

for· I believe that many books thought to be "radical li tera­

ture" do not fall u.nder my definition of proletarian litera­

ture. I have used some of the non-proletarian novels as ex­

amples of the development of t h e proletarian form of novel. 

In certain cases I have discussed matters tha t do not 

lie entirely within my forty-year boundary, but I have tried 

to restrict this overla_ping to matters of the utmost i m~or­

tance. 

What is the importance of this topic 1t1hen the attempt 

to form a "proletarian literature" was a failure in America? 

I believe that in the future 1;1e may see a r·evival of t h is 

fol~. Certa inly that t h e atte I pt failed once does not mean 

that another attempt will necessarily fail. 

Furthermore , I believe that this movement affected 

.American literature in many ways whi ch are n ot immediately 

not iceable. 
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W'ny have I chosen the novel and excluded the other forms 

of potentially didactic literature? Here the answer is a 

rather simple one. I had to limit my consideration some­

where, and so I chose what I considered the most important 

medium of Socialist and Communi s t literature. Curiously enoue;h, 

the ~larxist critics seemed to concur with me in my belief that 

the novel was t h e most im~ortant form, for they re e tedly 

placed greater stress on t h e novel than on any other form of 

art. 

~y reason for cutting off this consideration at 1940 is 

also quite simple. In the Tnirties there was a strong resur­

gence of this form of novel; but in the closing years of this 

decade there occurred a slac_ening off, and by 1940 most of the 

.American leftists, fellow-travelers, and Socialists had broken 

with Russia. One reason for this break was the discovery that 

the Commu_~ists 1 ;ere more interested in practical politics than 

they were in ethics. In the years that followed, there was 

really only one American 11riter of note who still follo v1ed the 

Communist ideology openly. This man was Howard Fast, and his 

novels, which feature a slanted historical method, are a de­

parture from the prole~arian form. 
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Marx I•li grates To America 

WORKERS OF THE WORLD,UNI TE. These words were to usher 

into the world a universal form of government, a government 

which ·would replace t h e existing systems, ,_.:_ 

Yar l 1~rx 1 s revolution was to entail more t han a 

mere political system of control; it was to be a way of life, 

and as such would rea ch into all ph ases of life. Certainly 

the Marxian Socialist movement did have a startling influen ce 

on literature. In f a ct, there ras a type of literary revolu­

tion whose cons equences are still wi t h us t oday. 

Years a fter Marx had passed away, it was claimed tha t h e 

had had definite i deas about t h e us es of art, and especially 

li ter '"=,ture, in h is pl an s to transform the world. T.nis h a s 

been· proven to be a common misconception , or deliberate over­

sight, by the "propagandists of t h e revolution." Marx and 

Friedrich Engels often argued against the use of political 

theories as a means of literary critical analysis. Edmund 

Wilson points this out in ~ne Triple Thinkers: 

With both Marx and Engels there is not yet any 
tendency to specialize art a s a "weapon." They were 
both too much under the influence of the many-sided 
man of t h e Renaissance, of the complete man. 1 

Ni kolai Lenin presented another point of view for con­

sideration. He was more pr a ctical as a propagandi s t and 

argued that certain u s es of literature would help "the cause." 

1 Edmund Wilson, ~n e Triple ~ninkers, New York : Oxford Uni­
versity Press, 1948, p. 199. 
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Lenin realized t hat they had to reach the masses of the pro­

letariat for their doctrines to achieve success, and with this 

idea in mind he proposed the use of a didactic type of litera­

ture which would embody Socialistic theories as an integral 

part of the work. 

11 T'.ae socialist proletariat" - Lenin wrote in 
1905 - "must establish t e principle of party lit­
erature; it must develop this literature and rea­
lize it in actual life i t h e clearest and most 
concrete form •.• Literature must become a art of 
the genera l proletarian movement."2 

Leon Trotsky took a vacillating position on this question 

by arguing that a Socialist literature would corre, but that it 

·would rise with its roots in the "literature produced during 

the domination of the bourgeoisie~"3 Considering that t h e 

leading Socialist thinkers were undecided about the future use 

of literature, is it any wonder that .American Socialists were 

also perturbed about the future of .American "protest litera­

ture . 11? 

The Communist Manifesto, vrri tten for the International 

Communist League, brought the ideas of Marx and his followers 

to the world's attention in 1848. 4 Still it took ~u~til the 
-rt.e. 

1890's forManifesto to be interpreted and translated for 

American publication; however, the first all-English transla­
r.:::: 

tion had appeared in the United States in 1872.~ It is signi-

2 Proletarian Literature in the United States, New York: · 
International Publishers, 1935, p. 362. 

3 Wilson;'¥riple Thinkers, p. 203 

4 Edmund Wilson, To the Finland Station, ' ew York : Harcourt, 
R "Ce and Com!:>any, 1940, p. 157. 

5 Walter B. Rideout, The Radical Fovel in the United States, 
Cambridge:AUniversity Press, 1956, pp. 6-8. 

f-l fl,,r'/arl) 
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The Comrade will endeavor to mirror Socialist 
t hought as it finds expression in Art and Litera­
ture. Its function will be to develop the aesthetic 
impulse . in the Socialist move1 ent, to utilize the 
talent we already have, and to qu i cken into being 
the aspirations that are latent.7 
While this magazine's i n fluence and circulation were 

far from staggering, The Comrade was imp ortant , for it ihdi­

cated the trend of Socialist literature and criticism in the 

future. 

7 Proletarian Literature, p. 24. 

4 



The Proletarian and Socialist Trends in 

Twen tieth Century Literature 

It is i mportant to keep i n mind t hat there h ave been 

t u o defin ite and dist inct trend s in radica l litera t ure 

during t h e Twentieth century . Th e Socialist critics led t h e 

way in r adical intellectual circles in the United States until 

the 1930 1 s when the Commun ist influence became dominant. As 

Walter Rideout points out, the wave of Communist criticism 

tried consciously to cut itself off from its predecessors, 

but both movements had one thing i n common· -- t h ey were each ­

attempting to give a Mar xist view of society in t h eir writing. 8 

In 1929 t h e sh i f t from Socialistic to Communi s tic criti­

cism became more noticeable with t h e development of t h e Joh.i.~ 

Reed Clubs. These clubs announced t hat t hey were attempting 

to "clarify the prin ciples and purposes of revolutionary art 

and literature, to propa gate t h em, to pr a ctice t h em. 11 9 

The New Masses magazine, which h ad been rela tively i nactive 

in t h e t h irties, was re-vital ized and led a s earch for pro­

letarian litera ture. Perh a ps t h e cleares t sign of t h e chang­

ing trend was t h e critics' repudiat ion of Upton Sin clair's 

writing by condemning him for the ''unima ginative application 

of Socialist do gmas. ••10 

It has been remarked that one of the great differences 

between proletarian and Socialist literature was t h e attitude 

8 

9 

Rideout, pp. 2,3. 

Ibid . , p. 144. 

10 Proletarian Literature, p . 357. 
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of the writers toward reform. '11he Socialist writers argued 

for the reform of t h e American system. This ·was one reason 

why they fit in so well with the muckra1 ing movement. On 

the other hand, the Cornmunist-motivated, "proletarian" 

writers argued that the American system could not be reformed 

but had to be destroyed. The means by which the destruction 

would come was relatively undecided, as some argued for re­

volution or violent overthrow of the government, while others 

said that the capitalist system would destroy itself. 

This second movement was infused with a s pirit of opti­

mism. The Sacco-Vanzetti case in 1927 had brought over many 

.American liberals to the Communist side, and the depression 

· ~- . ~ _ .. ~-~ seemed to be a confirmation of the wealmess of the 

capitalist system. By 1931 V. F. Calverton was writing: 

The decay of t h e old s pirit of the Twenties is 
present on every side, and t h e early signs of a n ew 
era are to be seen in various forms and along many 
fronts. 11 

Nor was this s pirit of optimism diminished for several years. 

Calverton ~ent on making predictions: 

a proletarian ideology has begun to grow in 
America ••. In time it will succeed the petty bour­
geoisie in political and economic importance, and 
carve a new destiny for itself and the nation.

12 
The second, Commu_nistic, trend in .American radical 

literature had another distinction fro m the older Socialist 

11 V. F. Calverton, American Literature at the Crossroads, 
Seattle: University of Washington Bnok Store; 1931, p. 9. 
12 V. F. Calverton, The Liberation of .4merican Literature, 
New York: : Charles Scribner's Sons, 1932, p. 375. 
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movement , manifested in the closeness betveen the American 

movement and the Russian. In the magazines and essays of the 

proletarian rriters there are constant references to the liter­

ary developments in Russia. At t h e American lriters' Con­

gress held in April, 1935, Ea r l Browder, Secretary of the 

Communist Party, told how the Communists had given their 

financial aid to the New Mass es because the party felt that 

the New Masses was fulfilling its role as an organ of the 

party. 13 At this sa 1e Congress, another speaker said: 

The experien ce of the Soviet writers is for 
all tru.e writers a fundamental experience for t h e 
literature of tomorrow ••• Our comrades in the Soviet 
Union have defined it s method - socialist realism. 
Wh.y sh ould ·we hesitate to wor _ with t his new weapon? 14 

It i s int eresting to note how closely, at times, the 

American Communi s t s aped the directives delivered from the 

official Russian literary Conference in kay, 1924. Soon 

after this Conference came ou t in f avor of literary competi­

tion and argued that "Such a thing as neutral art in a class 

society does not and cam1ot exist, " 15 the .American Commu­

nists began to argue that "the class concept of literature 

antedates Stalin, Lenin, and even Mar x . 111 6 The Communist 

writers also criticized the New Masses and the :,;-; W! .w . ., for 

their endorsement of novels for political reas ons alone. 17 

13 Hen1'ly Hart, edi tor, .American Writer' s Congress, ew Yor·{: 
International Publishers, 1935, p. 13. 
11!. I b " d A,6 . __ J.._., p • .,/ • 

15 J. Freeman, J. Kui1.itz, L. Lozowick , Voices of October, 
New York : The World Publishing Company, 19L~6, p. 33. 

16 Proletari an Litera ture, p . 21. 

17 Calverton, Liberation , p . 458 . 
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On the surface, the question of what exactly is a pro­

letarian novel would seem to be a simple one to answer, and 

yet it is surprising how complex t h is question really is. It 

certainly mus t have s eemed complex to the Socialist and 

Leftist critics who were constantly fight ine;1 over the form 

that the radical Socialist novel was to take, and the Com­

munist critics also had a difficult time with their defini­

tions. In fact, t hi s was one reason why, des?ite the opti­

mism of this movement, as late as 1932 a critic was able to 

write ~n the New Masses that t he radical literary movement 

"in this country is at present very weak.n18 Before attemp­

ting to offer a definition, it will be valuable to i nvest i­

gate some of the radical critics\ , defin itions. 

In 1919 Floyd Dell, in t n e Masses, gave an excellent de,­

. lnition of what the proletarian novel was striving to accom­

plish. He said that these new stories should give the worker 

the courage and confidence necessary to scorn the ideals of 

the ca~ital i st society in which he found h i mself. Dell also 

stressed the idea that t hese novels sh ould h elp the prole­

tarian to see his community with his fellow workers and to 

f a ce the future with courage.19 

Walter Rideout contends that Michael Gold's article 

"Toward Proletar·ian Art," whi ch appeared in The Liberator in 

1921, was the first attempt to formulate a definition of the 

18 Rideout, p. 170. 

19 Hart, American Writer's Congress, p . 55. 
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term proletarian literat ure. In this article, Gold argued 

that t h e writers had mainta ined an a ttitude of contempt for 

the masses and t h is feeling had rendered t h em ''spiritually 

sterile." He said the new group of writer's tha t were just 

developing would learn of life from t h e masses, and h e a r gued 

that 

t h e revolution, in its secular manifesta­
tions of strike, boycott, mass-meetin g , i mpri ­
sonment, sacrifice, agitation, martyrdom, or­
ganization, is t h ereby worthy of ~he religious 
devotion of t h e artist. 20 

In 1930, Gold enumerated t h e cha r a cteristics of proletarian 

literature in his article "Proletarian Realism." Here he 

stated that t he novel should dea l with worlting-cla ss charac­

ters, describe precisely t h e natura l and technical s kill of 

their work , embody a social t h eme, be filled with revolutionary 

11 elan, '' and use unador ned l ang-µage. 21 

At t h i s point, i t mi ght be val uable to make note of the 

directive issued by a group of Soviet writers in the 1920's. 

This group, which called itself the Smithy, sta ted: 

Art is t h e medium of its cla ss. Proletarian 
art is art wh i ch covers the triple surface of 
creative materia l of t h e worki ng class i n a 
clear, concise and s ynt h etic form, which conveys 
the line of struggle for the fina l aims , of t h e 
pro l etariat. 22 

I n February, 1933, Granville Hick s, an outstanding 

' l eft i s t critic, •. listed his considera tions of the pr ol etarian 

20 Rideout, pp . 123-128 . 

21 Ibid • , p • 1 5 3 • 

22 Freeman, p . 33 
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novel on the page of t h e New Masses. Hicks stated that the 

purpose of this form of novel wa s "to lead the p1.,oletarian 

reader to 1')ecognize his role in the class stru!")'gle." His 

ideas on the form and content of the novel were as follows: 

it should show the effects of the class struggle, have as its 

point of view "that of the vanguard of the proletariat." -Che 

reader should get a feeling of participation in the lives 

being described, and the author should be, or try to make 

himself, a member of the working class. 23 

One of the least exacting definitions of this form, a 

definition to which 'Tfaldo Frank subscribed, came from V .• F. 

Calverton. Calverton wrote that the author did not have to 

be a member of the proletariat so long a s he had adopted their 

ideology and reflected this ideology in his work. He also 

placed stress on the revolutionary aspects of literature, as 

his statement that "Proletarian writers, then, are more inter­

-· ested in social re;ol t than li te1--ary revolt" attests. 24 

Another critic, Edwin Seaver, stressed the prophetic 

qualities of this type of novel in his speech before the 

.American Writers Congress. He contended that the proletarian 

novel "must deal not only with present reality , but with 

reality in the process of becoming."25 

Other critics, such as Mart in Russak, argued that the 

23 Wilson, Triple Thinkers, p . 207 

24 Calverton, Liberation, p. 460. 

25 Proletarian Literature, p. 98. 
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proletarian novel is simply a novel wh+ch deals with the 

working class.26 He was opposed to the great restrictions 

which were being placed on the form, and wanted to eliminate 

those radical novels which did not deal with the proletariat. 

Finally, Joseph Freeman's definition-a9pears to be one 

of the more inclusive attempts which came out of this great 

controversy. At one point Freeman says, "They write from the 

viewpoint of the revolutionary proletariat; - they- create what 

is called proletarian literature."27 But he goes on to enu­

merate the characteristics of this novel. He states that the 

writer should have an awareness of the strata in his audience, 

that he should foster the development of Marxist standards in 

literature, and that he should imaginatively assimilate poli­

tical contents in his writing. 

It is quite obvious that there was a great deal of di­

versity~- the critics' definitions of proletarian litera­

ture. One critic argued for a rather loose definition>and 

another soug..½t for a narrow interpretation of the form. Some 

critics argued that the author had to be a member of the pro­

letariat, and thi~s opposed by othe;s who believed that the 

author's allegiance alone had to be with the proletariat. It 

would seem that there was a great deal of foolish ar gument, 

but was this debating so wasteful? It must be remembered that 

these critics did not have the valu~ of hindsight; they were 

not able to see t he form as it finally evolved, -and they were 

attempting to decide what the form ought to be. 

26 Hart, American Writer's Congress, p. 165. 

27 Proletarian~Literature, p. 13. 

1 1 



The proletarian novel has been called a radical novel 

and it s radical nature is unden iable . Ho,ever, it goes be­

yond clas sificatio~ as a radical n ovel in its emphasis on re¥ 

olut i o_ over reform . 

The proletarian novel, as it finally developed, did 

achieve a fairly definite form which often led to the writing 

of patterned novels by the poorer writers . This type of novel 

dealt with the workers , from whC11J it derived its name . While 

the aut h or did not have to be born~ member of the proletariat , 

he did have to believe in the ideologies of this group and 

write his stories from their point of vie These novels all 

aimed at realism , for thi s wa s thei r best medium for success. 

While a few romances and utopian novels were attempted , they 

were generally unsuccessful . The proletarian novel , as it 

evolved , vas written with the Marxist political slant i n mind , 

and it usually contained arguments fo r the Communi st belief. 

It was often the handling of this didactic material t a t eant 

the difference between a successful or unsuccessf nove l . The 

better novelists were able to infuse into their wor their be­

liefs without making t h em too obvious or overpowerin . There 

were, of course, variations f rom t his f orm , but , on the whole , 

this was the f orm which t he proletarian nove lists finally 

followed . 
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Before goin. into the influences of t he~ ckrakers, 

some mention should b e made of t he developing na turalism 

·which was exhibited by F£'ank Horris. 'lhile Norris cannot be 

considered one of the Socialist novelists, his writing does 

exhibit some of their attitudes. In The Octonus and The Pit, 

the first two books of Norris' unfini shed trilogy, there are 

several crit icisms of big business and capitalism as it 

existed. The reader is presented with a picture of the an~ 

archistic Socialist, Caraher, in Th e Octopus. The young poet, 

Presley, is converted to Socialism before ne really knows 

what it is, and in the end he is a liberal and not a Sociai­

-. ist. Norri s ' interest i s cent ered primarily in forces, and 

the reader cannot find any o f his characters w}wt really have 

the answers to happiness in life. Nor ris seems to say tha t 

the world is mainly composed of change and forces; this is his 

naturalism, and it is this which prevents his writing from_ 

being considered witbin the Socialist realm in literature. 

The rise of t h e Muckrakers has been considered by some- to 

be a cultural phenomenon of t he United States. V. F. Calver­

ton called this movement ''a direct outgrowth of the desperate 

form whi ch the conflict between the petty bourgeoisie and the 

upper bourgeoisie had t aken- at t h e turn of t he century . 11 28 

Now this statement, while it does reflect one cause of the 

movement, is far too simple and underestimates the political 

significance of muckraking. 

28 Calverton, Liberation , p. 390. 
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The Muckrakers did come about as a part of the middle 

class movement for reform, and their in~luence was strorrgest 

in the literary field. The popularity of this movement is 

indicated by the nu~1ber of fine authors and popular magazines 

that joined: in the scandal-searching. This development also 

had a strong appeal to the young intellectuals and students 

of the second decade of the twentieth century. 29 In· fact, the 

opinion is held by some critics that the Muckrakers\ greatest 

achievement was the fact that many of America's fine young 

novelists were started on their way to fame through muckraking. 

Upton Sinclair presents an interesting case for study. 

Considered by some Communist critics as "the novelist of the 

.American scene,"30 he has been strongly ~ondemned by others as 

11unimaginative 11 and lacking the real proletarian touch?1still 
-

another critic applaud~ r Sinclair by saying : 

In the lonely twenties he almost was radical 
.American literature ••• Few .American novelists have 
done more to make their fellow citizens conscious 
of the society, all of it, in which they live. 32 
Sinclair came from a Southern __ middle class family, which 

was hard hit financially after the Civil War. He earned his 

way through Columbia by manufac~uring jokes and sellin~ cheap 

stories, which he wrote daily. His first book in the muckraking 

29 Rideout, pp . 12-17. 

30 Granville Hicks, The Great Tradition, New York: : The 
Macmillan Company, 1933. 

31 Proletarian L1terature~ p. 357. 

32 Rideout, p. 38. 
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( 1qos) 
field, The Jun-gleA;established his reputation and solidified 

his financial position. Even before the publication of this 

novel, Sinclair haN been converted to the cause and had joined 

the Socialist Party.33 

The Junp;le, considered by. many critics as Sin~clair' s best 

novel, is the story of Jurgis Rudkus and his family. The 

Rudkus fam_ily, Lithuanian immigrants, are cheated by a broker 

upon their arrival in Chicago. At first Jurgis holds a fairly 

good job in the stockyards, but a spr?-ined ankle forces him tcr· 

take employment in·: a fertilizer factory. Jurgis' wife Ona, 

afraid that t h e family will starve if she loses her job, sub­

mits to her boss's demands and begins the real disintegration 

of the family. When Jurgis attacks the boss, he is thrown 

into jail, and when he gets out he· discovers that his wife and 

child are dead. After trying several jobs, Jurgis is forced 

to turn to robbery irr order to live. The turning point is his 

life comes when he hears a Socialist speaker and suddenly rea­

lizes that this is the "beginning qf a new. life .•• the rebirth 

of hope and faith." 

Because of his middle class backgrotu~d, tremendous re­

search was necessary in order for Sinclair -to prepare his 

novels. As a result, one of the main .. faults of these novels 

is t heir overdocumentation. King Coal, the story of a· Colo­

rado strike, and Boston reflect his socialistic leanings, but 

are not as successful as his first muckraking effort. 

33 Rideout, pp. 31-33. 
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Boston is a novel which deals with the Sacco-Vanzetti 

case in an interesting manner. Sinclair tells the story 

through the eyes of Cornelia "the runavmy grandmother" of a 

very wealthy family. She leaves her home and position to 

live with the Vanzetti family. During her s:tay with these 

nDago Reds" she learns t h e truth about the American system 

of poverty and wealth. The reader follows with Cornelia the 

accounts of the murder trial of Sacco and Vanzetti and wit­

nesses an extreme breach of justice. Sirrclair also lashes 

out at the upper . class through his pictures of Rupert Alvirr, 

the millionare banker, and Henry Cabot Winters, the wealthy 

lawyen. 

Upton Sinclair, admittedly a member of the Socialist 

Party, was definitely sympathetic with the worker-'s position 

and critical of the evils found in American life; but his was 

a plea for reform rather than a demand for a new political 

system in .America . His writing was aimed primarily at the 

middle class, and t h is, coupled with his pleas for reform- and 

liberalism that we find in The. Goose Step and The Brass Gheck , 

has made him unacceptable to many critics of the second, 

Communistic, trend. 

Another of the leading writers of the early t wentieth 

century was Jack London. His writings help to point out 

some of the failu1'les of the early Socialist trend in American 

literature, for some of his wealmesses were common to many of 

the party m~iters of his day. 

L A , 
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London, called "a chi ld . of the working class," was born 

i n San Francisco. For a while he was forced to live a s an 

oyster pirate to keep from starving . He was in the main· a 

self-educa ted man, and t h e ideas of the German philosophers, 

especially Nietzsche, greatly influenced his thought.34 

W'nile he was personally a Socialist, London·' s novels 

reflect the in~luence of Nietzsche's "superman" theory, f ar 
-

more than they do Karl Mar x 's influence. In fact, one critic 

has written that "h is socialism scarcely entered inrto the· con­

ception of his fiction."35 
-

The Iron-Heel, which does contain•_ London.·_' s arguments for 

Socialism, has im. it several departures from the general form· 

of the radical socialis t novel . Everhard is a superman in the 

best Nietzsch ian- tradition, and the revolution,- or "Second 

RevoltJ' which takes place against the Capitalist oligarchy , is 

not a Marxian revolution even ·, though its leaders are social­

ists . 

L'ondon a ctually joined t h e Sociali s t Party and was an 

active member. I n f act, his resignation in 1916 ~ .k ... __ 
·· \~ . · - ~ ·~ h e felt the party wasn't doing enough for the 

workers . 36 Despite h is avid poll ti cal beliefs 11.1·s works e,,re 

at best poor propaganda. Often his political views seem to 

be merely a sidelight> as in The Sea-Wolf. This novel con-

34 Hicks , pp . 188-192 . 

35 Ibid., p. 195. 
36 Ibid., p . 194 . 
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tains, once again, the superman personified irr Wolf Larson. 

Moreover, the book deals with the struggle between-Larson 

and an alien world, and the political realm is left rela­

tively untouched. Another variation from the ~ocialist trend 

is the romantic style in which The Sea-Wolf and The Iron.Heel 

are written . These faults were not present on2y in- London's 

writing. ~1any other socialists failed to inject their· polii-

t ical beliefs into their writing. 

One great exception · to this group of non-preaching Social­

ists was Ernest Poole, whose book, The Harbor, is one of the 

finest of the socialist novels. In The Harbor, the main char­

acter, Billy, tells of his experiences with the harbor from 

the time he is a small boy to the time he becomes a mature 

man. At first he sees the harbor as a place of adventure, 

then as an ugly horror, then as a symbol of change. He is 

torn between the opposite positions of his love for a wealthy 

girl and belief in business , and his natural feeling for the 

workers in · the harbor. Finally, through the guidance of his 

friend, Joe Kramer, he comes to accept a position which is 

socialist but not revolutionary. It is important to note 

that Billy is a middle-class person who in the end remains 

with his wife to write his saga of the harbor. He does not 

run off with his friend Joe to aid the revolution. 

Another book which had a great part in the development 

of the socialist form of novel was Arthur Bullard's Comrade 

Yetta. This novel contains a picture of the I~W.W. in actiorr~ 

19 



and it is one of the first portraits of this radical group 

in socialist literature. Yetta is a girl of the lower classes 

who is forced to work irr the garment trades. Sne becomes the 

leader of a strike, encounters police brutality , and even­

tually marries another socialist. After a great deal of soul 

searching , Yetta rejects the Wobbly ideology and turns to a 

more uconservative" Socialist position, a position which re­

flects her belief in constitutional reform and change. 

Jbhn Do s Passos has often been tied irrwith the different 

groups of radical writers in~American literature. In fact, 

&lmund Wilson accurately wrote: 

The G.ommun1.st critical movement in. America 
••• tended to identify their ideal with the work 
of J-0hn Do s Passos.37 

Paradoxically, this is the same Dos Passos who irr 1930 announced 

himself to be a middle-class lib~ral. 38 Perhaps an investi­

gation of his life and some of his works will make clear what 

made this apparent incongruity underst·andable . 

Dos P~ssos was borrr into the upper middle- class. His 

parents enjoyed travel, and while he was still very young, John: 

visited Europe and ll!lexico . He received· an ex·cellent: eduea­

tion, which culminatBd with his graduatiorr from Harvard, where· 

he had .been very much impressed by the works of Whitman and 

Gibbon~ Soon after his graduation in 1916, World Warr broke 

out, and he serv:ed" as a driver.and private im the Medical C.orps. 

-r'hL 
37 Wilson ,~riple Thinkers, p . 208. 

I\ 

38 1 I bid., pp. 209-21 • 
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The things that he encnuntered in· the war left him, as i ... 

did many of our young intellec·tuals, embittered and disillu­

sioned. 39 

Irr his early novels, Ohe Man's Initiation, Three-- Soldiers , 

and Rbsinante to the Road Again, Dos Passes shows hi:s obvious 

sympathy for the destitute and do; ntrodden,40 but his writing 

is still far from the Socialist position. With Ma11hattan:_ 

Transfer_, many critics believed that: he announced his a11·e­

giance to the Socialist position, if not to the Socialist 

cause. While many of the s~enes and lives in~this novel~are 

disconnected and complex, Dos Passes" them·e of the cnrruption~ 
~ 

and decay of New York G.lty life is apparent throughout. And 

yet, while the corruption of the wealthy classes in· New York 

is a theme, the radicals and anarahists seem. unable to offer 

any solutions, for they too are trapped~ The end of the,· nov.el 

finds J:immy Herf: leaving the city- optimistically, but··- it is 

important to note that he is "going it alone." · 

Dos Passes' trilogy, U.S.A., and -especially its first 
-· 

book, The 42nd Parallel, seemed· to many ·critics to be just 

what the Socialists had ordered. Many felt that The 42nd 

Parallel furnished proof that an author could "go left'11 with;..­

out sacrificing his art. 41 In Webb Cruthers, Dos Passes drew 

39 George Snell, The Snapers of American Fiction, New York: · 
E. P. Dutton-_ & Co., Inc., 1947, pp. 249, 2.50. 

40 Hicks, p. 287. 

41 Rideout, p. 155. 
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one of t he fine s t portrait s of the Anarchist, and in' c' we 

have one of the~ pictures of the Wobbly in American 

literature. The t he es of this trilogy seem to cover a great 

cross- s ection of America, but it should be noted that almost 

all of t he characters are of the middle class, and Socialism 

is not propos ed as a cure-all though it is treated sympathe~-

ically. In the por tra i t ~ of Ford, Debs , Edison an d Stein­

metz Dos Passos achieves his greatest success. The novels 

whi ch Dos Passos later produced were a great disappointment 

to Communist literary circles. In fact, in a recent preface 

to one of his novels, r./ost Likely To Succeed, we can see a 

bitter excoriation of t he Communist position. 

Dos Passos , writing in 1940 , said that if he were a young 

man again "there would be a number of differences." He empha­

sized the impact of t h e war on the young writers in the ten ­

ties, but he says , "It was only later that some of us came to 

understand that when you threw out Ki n g Log you ·were like as 

not to get King Store_ in his place. 11 42 

Taking into consideration the fact t hat prosperity leads 

to conservativism, it still must be reco nized that Dos Passes 

was never quite the man that the Socialists made h im out to be . 

Certa inly he was s ympathetic wi t h t h e poor and h e lpless , but 

even in his most radical books his individualistic conception 

of reform shows through . Furtnermore, his middle class char-

42 Joh.u. Dos Pas sos, First Encounter, ew Yor 
Library, 1920, pp . i-iii. 

Philosophical 
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e:cters and his lack of "party propaganda" would see ~ to dis­

qualify _i m as a proletarian novelist. Edmund filson's com­

plete state1 _ent points out: 

The Communist critical movement in America ••• 
tended to identify their ideal with the work of , 
John Dos Passos. In order to make this possible 
it was ne cessary to i nvent an imaginary Dos Passos.43 

Theodore Dreiser, who has been called 11 the father of 

candid realism, 1144 .carried on the tradition ·..rhich had been so 

greatly advanced by Frank ( 'orris. Dreiser was also interested 

in forces, and most of h is n ovels display t h e hopelessness of 

man in the f a ce of t hese f orces. It was t h is mood, found in 

his novels, which had led critics to call h i s ideas t h e "futi-1-

. i tarian philosophy. u45 

Dreiser came from a poverty-stricken home in the Vest. 

He traveled extensively all over the United States, and t h e 

t hins he s aw led him over to the side of the oppressed. While 

his books generally dealt with upper class characters , Dreiser's 

views of these people were far from sym_ athetic . I n The Tita_1 

and The Financier we are iven a picture of t he l ives of the 

wealthy and t he ho_ elessness of t __ eir· existence. .ll.n .American 

Tragedy contains a strong indictment of t he .American economic 

syste11 . The destruction of Clyde Griffiths because of h is 

des ire for wealth and position points out one of the evils in 

our country. It is i n Sister Carrie, Dreiser's first novel, 

43 vilson,~rinle Thinkers , p . 208. 
44 Calverton, Liberation, p . 407. 
45 Calverton, American Literature, p . 33. 
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t hat we see his finest picture of the tragic existence of the 

poor, and the comparisons between the forces of wealth and 

poverty are very vivid. Later i n his life Dreiser became a 

professing Communist, and in h i s b ook Tragic America he pro-

poses Communism as a solution . However, it is interesting to 

note t hat i n one of h is last books, .America Is ... forth Saving, . 

he negates this previous argument. 

fuile he did turn to Communi sm during one point in his 

career, Dreiser's greatest contribution to t h e radical literary 

movement wa s his achievement in the realistic mode and his 

critical pictures of the wealthy. 

Sherwood .Anderson was also one of the pioneers in the 

school of realism. Hi s life and works bear other similarities 

to Dreiser's. He too was a professed communist, and while he 

lacked Dreiser's objectivity in h is realism, he did share with 

Dreiser a feeling for the proletariat . 

Winesburg , Ohio, imderson's collection of stories about 

a typical American tovm, f a ils to present any of the really 

i mportant radical political views that h e professed. It is 

little wonder that one critic said of .Anderson : 

Mi s approach to communism is almost purely 
personal ••• The economic and philosophical im­
plications of communism mean little to him.46 

Th e middle clas s characters who are the key to Winesbtu"g, Ohio 

are another variation from the social ist theory t 11at the novel 

46 H " 3 -lCks, p. 23 • 
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should be focused on the proletariat. This f a ilure of Ander­

son's, in the socialists~ eyes, caused V. F. Calverton to 

write in 1932 that "To t his day he still remains isola ted from 

the proletarian ideology and it s revolutionary logic. 1147 

The l a st writer worthy of considera tion i n the first trend 

of radi cal literature is Sinclair Lewis. Famous for his satiy­

~_ ic pictures of common American life, Lewis never actively 

joined t h e Communi s t party as had Anderson and Drei ser. His 

approach was that of the reporter, and this helped him in his 

rea lism. Lewis was interested in ,ocialism, and spent some 

time i n a socia list colony with Upton Sinclair . 48 He wrote 

from the middle-class point of view and his characters were 

a l most all middle-class people. In Ma in Street he condemns 

the narrowness of t h e life of t h e small tovm , and he does 

criticize the simila r narrowness of t he American business man 

in Baboitt, but on the whole his contribution to the radica l 

cause was negligible. 

The year s froB 1900 to 1930 were witnes s to great develop­

ments in radical literature. The l i t erary trend t hroughout 

America was toward reali sm, and t here had been several attempts 

to write the "model 11 Socialist novel. Nevertheless, with the 

exception of a few books like The arbor and Comrade Yetta, the 

47 Calverton, Liberation, p . 427. 

48 The World Book Encyclopedia, Chicago: The Quarrie 
Corporation, 1947, p . 4392. 
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The Radical Magazines 

One of t he reasons w_y t h e radica l novel made such i n ­

portant strides dur ing the twentieth century was the strong 

support - hi e youn , writers received fron magazines such as 

The Co111rade, The lasses , The Liberator , and The New !{asses. 

The first of these magazines to appear was The Comrade, 

wh ich was a ctive in the first years of the twentieth century. 

A radical monthly, it mirrored the trend of the novel's de­

velopment by constantly encouraging young writers and crying 

out for more young men to join the ranks . 49 

Perhaps the leading radical magazine of the early ce1tury 

was The Masses, which first appeared in 1911~ A cooperative 

nonprofit magazine, it prided itself on it s iconoclasm and 

humor , and said i n its headnote: 

A revolutionary and not a reform magazine; a 
magazine with a sense of humor and no respect for 
the respectable •.. a magaz i ne directed agai nst ri­
gidity and dogma wherever it is found . 50 

After folding in August, 1912, Th e Nasses was revived in 

December under the editorsh i _;_ of r.:ax Eastman . Thi s ma azine 

clearly was a result of the socialist movement, and the two 

great causes t hat it fought f or· were s ocialism and rea lism in 

art,51 The ¥ asses also fought against a partisan press, what 

49 Prolet arian Literature, p . 24. 
50 Rideout , pp . 9 -102. 
51 Hart , American 'lriter' s Congress, p . 54 . 
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iJt termed the hypocri sy of the Christian Church , and the 

entry of mer ica i nto t ne fir s t orld 1ar. It was t he l a st 

cause that s i gnaled t h e death toll of thi s agazine,for t h e 

Post Off ice f i rst r efused it mailing ~rivileges and t he editors 

were brought to trlal on char es of obstructing the draft.52 

"vvhile Th e -rasses did greatly en courage young socialist writers , 

"it mu s t be admitted •.. its literary out put on t h e v .. o l e fell 

f ar short of its a im . 11 53 

The immedia te successor to The Masses was t he periodi-

ca l The Liberator)which first appeared i n 1918 . Wh at actually 

happen ed was t hat t h e editors of The }_a sses had s i m~::ily switch ed 

magazine s , an d aside from t heir retrea t on n e war issue, they 

con tinue'1 t heir socialist policies i n t h is n ew magazine . 54 In 

f a ct, The Liberator was even ;.1or e radica l t han it s succes s or . 

It was t h is magazine tha t published in 1921 the article "To , d 

Pr et r · n Art" by r-1ichael Gold, which wa s t h e f i rst attempt - . . - -- . -- ) 

to defin e t h is new t yp.e of litera ture.55 In October, 1924, 

The Liberator published its l a st issue ~ -if s uccumbed tote 

financia l pressure s w __ ich defeated most of t h e radical maga­

zines. 

52 Rideout , p . 104 . 

53 Calverton , Liberation, p . 451. 
54 Rideout, pp . 104-105. 

55 I bid ., pp . 123-128 . 
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The Ne r Masses -~ the void which h ad been left by 

t_e demise of The Liberator. Founded i n 1926 , t h is magaz ine 

boas ted as its editors Jose h Freeman and -~ichael Gold. It 

quickly roved t hat it was a part of the new trend in radical 

literature as it led a search for proletarian literature by 

featuring articles by Gold, Farrell and Hicks on the defini­

tion of what t h is form of literature was to be .56 Another 

sign of t h e difference between t __ is magazine and its prede­

cessors was its relationship to Communism. Whereas the other 

magazines had pro-socialist policies and had argued along a 

socialistic slant , The r ew Lass es was open ly supported fina·1-

cially by t h e Commu_nist Party and t herefore lost some degree 

of its intellectual freedom.57This might have been one reason 

for its overly biased critical o· inions,which even led one of 

the Communist critics to co plain: 

Unfortunately, in its zeal for things proletarian, 
it too often fails t o realize tat proletarian art as 
well" as· bourgeois art has to be art before it is signi­
ficant. 58 

56 Rideout , pp . 128 -130. 

57 Hart, .American Writer's Con3ress , p . 70. 

58 Calverton , Liberation , p . 458 . 
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A New Renaissance 

The years from 1930 to 1940 were witness to a resur­

gence of the radical novel. Stron gly supported by t he Amer­

. ·ican Communi s t Party, guided by the radical magazines, 

and highly conscious of the forms laid down by both the 

radical critics at home and t he Party critics in Soviet 

Russia, the P..meri ca.n radicals produced some of t he best 

radical literature seen in .America: Th e Sacco-Vanzetti 

trial and the depression appeared to many Communis ts as the 

confirmation of what they had been saying all along; i.e., 

that t he American system was unjust and doomed. 

The thirties o_ened auspicious ly with the publication 

of two fairly successful radical novelsJJews Without Money 

and Strike l . 

Jews Without lv~oney, wri tten by Michael Gold, is, as its 

title i mpl ies, a story of Jewish poverty i n New York . Struc­

turall y a rather rambling s eries of. t ales, this story gi v e s 

detailed a ccounts of the filth and mi s ery of the lives of the 

poor. The re~der i s shocked by t h e spectacles of brother 

killing brother over a card game and the commo11..i."'1.ess of the 

prostit ution caused by economic necessity. On t he whol e , the 

boo ' s relation to the Communist movement is very scanty , wit h 

the love affair between the narrator's A~uLt Lena and t he agita­

tor the only realistic propaganda present . tr{e do h ave t h e 

n arrator's convers ion by listen.in to a radical on a s oap box , 

but t h e author goes even f urther by havin ; his character utter 
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s entimentally, "O' worker' s Revolution, you brought ho:pe to 

me ."59 

1ary Heaton Vorse's n ovel Strike! dea l s with the t y~ ical 

injustices ·-·~ . Fhi ch the proletarian novels abound , but t h e 

details and the pictures t 1at t h e author drmrn are so raphic 

t hat t ~e reader cannot hel being h eld by t h e book ~u~til its 

conclusion . Th e story is told through t he eyes of Ro er Hew­

lett, a Jorthern re_ orter who has come to Stonerton to cover 

a strike in the Basil-Schenk anufacturing Company . Through 

the tea chings and example s et by 11 Fer" Deane, a Communis t 

agitator who is l ater shot and killed, Roger is slowly dravm 

over to the workers' side and converted to t he proletariat 

ideo logy . Thi s novel points out the inequality of the poli ce 

and t h e towns' courts as well as t h e unpunished brutality of 

the CommittEeof One Hundred. The vividness of description 

coupled with the author' s true feeling and skill make this one 

of· the more successful proletarian novels. 

·while the year 1931 saw nothin of note published in 

the radical field, int e follo ving year there appeared t wo 

novels ·which provide excellent examples of the prol e t arian 

novel's style. 

To £ake Hy Bread, by Grace Lwnpkin , follows very closely 

the "pattern" of t he new radical novel. It is the story of 

poor workers and how t hey are a ffected by a s.trike. The 

59 i chael Gold, Jews Without I-Coney , i ew York : Li verigh t 
Publishing Corporation, 1930, p . "309 . 

31 



novel opens with a picture of the 11cClure fami ly suffering 

from poverty durin . a terribl.e ,linter at .Swain's Crossing . 

Then they receive what seems to be wonderful offer to come to 

Leesville and work in the factory as s poolers . The disinte­

gr ation of the f amily t hat follows t heir decision to live in 

the factory town~ is appallinu • Granpap Kirk loses all of his 

love for life, Emma dies of Pella·ra , "a poor man 's disease, " 

and their friend 1 innie Hawkins turns to prostitution. I t is 
Mi.ss 

t h rough the character of John Stevens t Lat" L1..lll1p_~i n displays 

her political vie rs , for we see t h e conversion of John to 

ComLJ.unism as h e be comes one of the leaders in a strike . Once 

again t he. pattern of the union, t he s cabs , and t 11e br 1tali t y 

of the company 's h ired killers , establishes itsel½ and the 

strike is broken . t ypical proletarian 

novel in its realism and its emJhasis on t he conversion, 

strike , proletariat poverty, and legal injustice themes. 

1/fuile not on-e of t he best proletarian novels, t his book is 

effective in :portions , but it is hurt most by its over-. -obvi ­

ous attempts at propagandizin. 

Scott :re«?-ring ' s Free Born :i.s one of the few successful 

novels about t h e Negro wri tten during the t h irties. Sub­

titled, "A..vi Unpubl ishable Novel , 11 this boo_{ gives a p icture 

of racial brutality which is thougb.t- provoking and stunnin • 

The novel f ollows t he life of Jim, a " free born" Negro who as 

a young boy watches his fat .,_er and brother burned to death and 
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his sweetheart raped by .hite men . Jim travels to Ch icago, 

where he studies to be an artist , only to be t hwarted once 

again by the color of his s kin . .An encounter wit _ a _·e ro 

Communi s t opens up n ew r ealms of thought for Jim, and en­

couraged by h:s irl f riend h e reads Lenin 's wor1 sand Sin­

cla i r's The Jungle . After an attempt to join a union , an 

atte pt which fails because h e is "a n i gger, 11 he finally 

realizes that Communism is the only answer. Brought to trial 

for o,,,ming seditious n.aterial, he pleads eloquently in defense 

of himself and his fellows, but the judge -sentences him to 

five years in the Penitentiary . Scott Nearing has in F-~ee 

Born delivered against the American system a charge that has 

not yet been an swered successfully . Jim suJns up his mm posi ­

tion when he says: 

What ' s all thi s t a lk about a free country any­
h ow? Ah ain ' t nev e been free. Ah was free to be 
born; yet--to be born free in a white man 's co1J.ntry, 
but what 's that for freedom?60 

The period from 1 ✓ 32 to 1936 has been considered a high 

point in the development and publication of the proletar ian 

novel. Previous to 1932 the o~tput of proletarian literature 

was surprisingly meager, and a fter 1936 the form suffered a 

severe decline. 

The depres•sion, ·which lasted f r orr. 1929 to 1933, came as 

a severe blow to the country . Alri.J.ost overni ~ t it seemed that 

60 Scott Nearin ·, Free Born, N.ew York: Uquha rd P1~ess, 1935, 
p . 336. 
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layoffs, unemployment , and bread-lines had become the common 

thing . But the depression meant more than just t h ese economic 

hardships to some people; to the Communists it was t _e proof 

t hat Karl Marx I s theories were correct. Thus to the Corrmm­

nists the depression was almost a eriod of elation, and this 

_ ood qan be seen -~.__. the increased publication of their radi cal 

literature . 

Tany cri t ics pointed to the American vriters Con gress 

that met in April , 1935 , as t he proof of what could be a ccom­

plished by t_e .Ameri can radical criti cs . This Con ress, which 

had delegates from all over the world, did sho? t he spirit of 

optimism that was prevalent t hroughout the Communi st ran _s at 

this time. The delegates t hat ass embled at t h is s eries of 

meetings discussed a t length t h e ramifications and problems of 

the proletarian novel's form and design . There were also lon 

discussions on the developments in Soviet Russia . 61 

The Wo obly movement had not been successful in · ~~s _. 

revolutionary and l iterary fun ct ions , but -- ;..-t ·- had succeeded 

in spreading throughout the cou_ntry the gospel of Ka1"'l xfarx . 

Henry Hart commented that ·wherever they went in the Mid- We s t, 

they "brought countless thumbed copies of 1.1.arx . "62 

Finally, the Second American Triters Con res s , which 

took place in June1 1937, was a proof of the continued efforts 

of the American Communists and radicals. 

61 Hart, American .. vri ter ' s Congress. 

62 Ibid., pp . 136-137. 
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story of La rry Don ovan , a p oor ·wor_~er. T e nove 1 ope_1.s wi t h 

an account of t he .:..ners' h ardship s i n I,1,1onkey Ne s t Ca . p . 

Larry sees ~ i s f a ther and two of h i s brot h ers d i e in t h e mine , 

an d when the miners strL_e, t h ey are quickly beaten. After 

leavin fonfrty l e s t,. Larry works on a railroad, - · moves on to 

a Rubber Heel pl ant , where t h e dust affects h is 11..m ·s , and 

tries a job loading sac ~s of Jut. Dur.:..n · his travels h e 

comes to Detroit, where, ·rhile wor i n,.,. in a car p l ant, h e is 

introduced to the Comn_lmist party by a ,..,. irl . Gradually ,_e is 

converted, until , w4_en he has ret urned to h i s h ome town , he 

leads some opp osition aga i ns t t h e dis osses -~ of some 

f e,r mer s . Con1'")oy con clude s h i s s tor· vi t _ Larry cont inuing his 

travel s with t h e organizer, German Ians . 

William Rollin t~ novel d e a l s with a contrast i ng p icture 

of the extremely wealthy and the poor factory worl ers . Th e 

Shadow Before op ens with a ""icture of some i mmigrants c oming 

t o America, "a country of gold and glittering marvels ." The 

reader i s witness to t ..... e d evelopment of Harry Baumann , son of 

the f actory Olvner llho ult i mately comes over to the s ide of t h e 

proleta ria t. Paralleling hi s development ~ i s the decay of 

Ramon , a poor wor er, who sell s out his friends to t h e factory 

o .vner ' s money. Rollins dea ls wit h t h e usual theI11es of t h e 

wa e cuts and the ultimate strike . Once agai n t he One _:1..m red 

makes its appearance , and the weaponless worzers re slaughter­

ed. ·when Marvin and Doucet , t h e Communist agit ators , atte . _ t 
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to revent an a r med atta c1~ a a inst the strike head _uarters 

they 1 _ll a few of t he One Hundred and are brought up on 

t r i a l. Doucet, badly wounded, dies before he can be sen ten ced, 

but t 1e others a re found guilty by a prejudiceicourt. ·ieapon­

less, with their leaders gone, the workers are forced to re­

turn to wor~ and t h e s trike i s bro_ en. 

Robert Cantwell's The Land of Plenty was one of the most 

popula r proletarian novels. This popularity ras reflected by 

t h e f a ct that this b ook was by f ar the big~est sellin· r adical 

novel i n i ts day. 65 For his subject , Cant well ch os e the "old 

reliable" topic of the stri1 e. Naturally t h e wor~ ers are r e­

ceivin · s t arv ation wages , an t h e boss , La c_ ahon , is quite un­

sympathetic. But tiere is another development, for Can twell 

introdu ces t h e efficiency ex~ert w~o is only interested in t h e 

"speed up . 11 Th e book's conflict arises between Carl , t h e effi­

ciency expert, and Hagan , t h e head electrician. After severa l 

accidents occur under strange circumstances, Carl is convinced 

tha t Ha an i s u ilty and attem_ t s to have h i m fired. This 

attem- t, added to t h e terribly~1age scale, causes the worker•s 

to wal k out, and t h e strike b e ins . Du1--- L_ t he s trik e there 

are t he usual icket lines, police brutality, riots, and f a lse 

newspaper coverage. The author also las __ es out at bourgeois 

mor .li ty in hi s picture of Rose, } a cl ahon ' s i _~mo r a l daughter. 

The novel ends on a sad and quiet note with Vin Garl, the 

65 Rideout , p. 235. 
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ex-Wobbly trying to soothe a an' s son Johnny . Hagan has been 

killed and once again t he strike is broken . 

The Land of P_enty is a very ably ahd fo r cibly written 

novel . Cantwe l l has succeeded in bringing the class struggle 

to life in a manne r superior t~:s t of his fellow radicals . 

Hi s use of symbols and rea li sm make thi s work s omething above 

the ordinary proletarian form of novel . 

During the thirties, one of the out s t anding Communist 

critics was J. T. Farrell . 1any of the radical publications 

contained articles by h i m, and hi s criticism was instrumental 

in the final development of the for1-1 of t he proletarian novel. 

Farrell ' s contributions to the novel were far from mi nor. 

Dur in the years from 1932 to 1935 he published his Studs Leni­

gan trilogy, which he bas ed on his pers ona l experiences a_ ong 

the South-Side Iri sh of Chicago. He held a variety of jobs i n 

order to help put himself through Chicago University, nd he 

also dr m s on t h e se experien ces in h ·' s writing . 66 

In t he Lanigan trilogy , Farrell, using what he called his 

"s ocial realism " techniqueJ draws for the reader a picture of 

the decaying lo qer middle class . Starting with Young Lanigan , 

written i_ 1932, and concluding with Judgment Day (1 935), 

thes e novels follo t h e l ife an career of St uds Lanigan as 

he attempts to find hi1 self amid poverty and disease i n Chica ­

go. St udS1 failure i s t he failure of mos t of h i s class, as 

66 World Book , p . 2492 
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the econ omic and social pressures are too great to bear. 67 

Throughout these novels, Farrell makes use of a 11 constant re-

iteration of t he trivial arid t h e vul,...ar 1168 as a stylistic de-

vice , for he is a ttempting to i mitate the language and life 

of the l ower class as closely as poss ible . The t h eme that h e 

is trying to emphas ize is his idea t hat "the middle class is 

decayin , the pover of the proletariat i~ bei·1.g born . n69 

ot e On Literary Criticism, one of Farrell's many 

critica l essays , i s i mportant, f or it shows his strong Marxist 

feelin s . In t h i s article , h e wages a strong campai gn a a inst 

"leftism;' condernning Gold for his "revolutionary sentiment a l. -
-

.ism" and Hicks for his ''mechanical Mar x ism. 117° 

It is i mportant to recognize that Farrell continued 

writing his arxist slanted novels on into the forties , and 

his Danny O'Nei l l tetralogy contains instances of the old con­

version theme a s well as t h e Mar xist slant . 7 1 

Was Farrell then one of t he truly constant Communist 

critics, on e who did not finally "turn"? The eviden ce seems 

to point to t h e fact that this was not true. By t he time h e 

67 Frederic1
_ J . Hoffman , T e iV'odern Novel in America, Ch icago : 

Henry Rermery Com-oany , 1 951 , . 1 37. 
68 I b i d • , p . 1 44 • 

69 Rideout, p . 190. 

70 Ibid ., p . 232 . 

7l Snell , pp . 294-296 . 
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( JQl/f) (I ,~2) 
wrote The Road Between " and Yet Other Waters

11
his vie-v point had 

chan ed so much that these 1?orks "belon ,. in outlook to the 

growin.g body of anti -Communist fi~tion . 7 2 In another article, 

Farrell showed his development away from the strict control of 

the Party . 11Truth and ~--yth About .America" contained a very 

revealing masthead , whic1 said : 

A statement a gainst dictatorsh ip of, or over 
the proletariat, and offering a democratic chan ge 
for social progress .73 

Apparently Farrell now believed that Democracy could be re­

formed; this idea, we 40.ust remember, is incompatible ·with the 

vim of proleta r ian literatux'e . The ·rnrds of one critic seem 

to sum up the final liberal belief of Farrell. He called 

Farrell : 

Th e independent radical , affected by radical 
ideology , but not committed to the party as the 
sole repository of t h e faith . 74 
mhe year 1935 was a productive one from t h e point of 

view of the proletarian novel ·. Beside ,. Farrell's Judgment 

Day , which was published in this year , two other excellent 

radical novels made their appearance . 

~rel son Algren' s interesting study , Somebody in Boots , 

succeeds in ca~turing the reader's attention with his use of 

some fairly original techniques. Algren highlights the sec­

tions of his novels by introducin~ them with quotations from 

72 Rideout , p . 323 . 

73 Ibid ., p . 236. 

74 I bid ., p . 270 . 
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Marx 's Manifesto. Th e actual story revolves a round Cass cKay , 

a poor lower middle-class boy whose father i s a murderer. 

Homeless and without money; Cass becomes a hobo, and t he novel 

deals with the t h i ng s he sees and t h e adventures he encounters 

on his travels . After helping a woman give birth to a still­

born child in a dirty s' an t y and barely escaping s t a rvation on 

the road ., Cass a t las t come s to Chicago , where he becomes a 

thief until caught by t h e police when _his girl runs out on 

him. His introducti on to Communism i s quite conventional; 

hearing a Negro agitator s pea ing i n a par k; he becomes inter­

ested. But, strangely enoug)?. , Al ren does not conclude with 

his character a confirmed Communi s t. Ra t her Cass has been 

s tarted on his way, but he is still not completely convinced. 

Another outs t anding novel tha t was published in 1935 was 

Clara Wea t her wax' s prizewinning wrk, £"arch ing I March i ng r " 
. . 

Thi s book was awarded the prize in t he New rasses> contest for 

a novel on an American proletarian t h eme. 

This story contains many of the devices common to al l of 

the form novels .75 The t hemes of strike, injustice, bour­

geois brut ali t y , and t h e prejudiced press , are all· resent in 
~ N,.,,,4 

t his book. rt:ssWeatherwax a lso sprinkles libera lly t hroughout, 
A 

75 By the phrase ''form novel, 11 I mean a novel vhich attemnts 
to conform to the outlines whi ch t he Communist or Leftist· 
critics l aid down . 
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bits of Party propaganda,such as "Only the workers stand by 

the workers, 11 76 and "Mo atter what t h ey do - beat us ! kill 

usl j a il us! - they can't stop the working class.u77 

Despite such wealn1esses as her over-obvious attempts at 
f11~$ 

propaganda and her use of the traditional themes,~ Weatherwax 

does a chieve a measure of success in t h is novel through h er 

tecrmi cal s -111 in handling the naterial she wishes to empha­

size. ~he use that t he author makes of newspaper ciipping s to 

highlight issues and her use of contrasts, as in the final 

scene where t h e reader is exposed to the antithetical specter 

of the workers marching together do~m the road with the national 

guard and police setting up machine guns along the road side, 

do make this book interesting reading . It is easy to under­

stand why ~ arching ! Marching ! won the Tew l1asses award; for 

this novel contains t h e ingre4ients of almost all prolet arian 

novels , b~~ it unfortunately also contains all of the faults 

of the form. 

~fuile Granville icks was n ot an out s t anding roletarian 
I 

novelist , he was one of t h e lea i ng leftist critics in the 

thirtie~ and his writings did a great deal to help t he evolu­

tion of the form. Furthermore, a study of Hick s will be valu­

able,for his life shows clear ly the trends t hat took place in 

radical circles. 

76 Clara Weathervvax, Marching ! Marching!, r ew York: The John 
Day Company , 1 935, p . 235. · 

77 Ibid., p. 245. 
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Though he was cri t i cized fo r "me chani ca l mar xism, " Hicks' 

Co mmunist a ffili ation was unden i able. I n t he .LJ ew ~iiasses i ssue 

of September , 1932 , he wrote an article under the subtitle 

"How I Came to Communism. 11 78 

Perhaps Hick s ' mos t celebr a ted wor k was The Great Tradition . 

Th is book attempted to ar gue t h e poin t that t he pr oletarian 

novel was a n atural and inevitable development out of t h e 

.Ameri can tradition of r adica l protest literature . Th e Grea t 

Tradit i on , des~ite its len gt h , i s a v er y intere s ting work in ~ 

Hick s convincingly defends h i s cont ent ion even t hough h e over­

balan ces t he eviden ce to suit h i s t h esis . 

I n 1934, Hick s took over t h e editorsh i p of t h e tlew Masses 
M"\.. 

ma azine , and t h i s afforded h i m an opportunity to pl ay ~even 

a grea t er role as a Marxist critic . 'While i..:1 t h is _o s it i on , 

h e did a grea t deal to encoura ge youn radica l writers and to 

furth er "t h e cau s e . 11 79 

Hi c -s ' publ i ca t io I Like America , wh ich f irs t appea red 

in 1938 , is an interes t in s t ucy of the t errible conditions 

pr evalent i n s ome sections of thi s coun try . Hic :s pres ent s 

h i s case to the iddle class and open l y admits t h a t he i s 

a r guin g f or the class s tru ·gle . He fur t h er admits t hat h e 

is a Communi st, and h e s t .t es t hat h e became a Communi s t 

after h i s dis covery of terri ble conditions i n thi s country 

and t he f a ilur e of t h e gover nment to do anyth in _ to r emedy 

t h e s e s ituations . 

Now it would s e em t h at i n Hi cks we have found at least 

78 Rideout , p . 142 . 
79 I bid . , p . 1 50 . 



on e Communist critic who did not recant his faith, but t hi s 

was not the ease l In some of h i s most recent writings , 

Ticks has gone almost completely over to the other pole of 
(19S,) 

criticism, and Vvbere \ 1e Came Out ~ can even be considered as 

an anti -Communist ror_ . It is interestin to note that Hi cks , 

along with so many other radical critics>renounced his Commu­

nist faith at t h e beginnin of the forties . One of our 

modern critics commented on this switchJ saying ; 

It was Hicks , once t h e sternest of •.Larxist 
critics , who in 1940 repudiated years of effort with 
the sta tenent •.• "I think a great deal, t h ough by no 
means all, of left crlticism has been invalidated 
by the events of the past year ."so 

By the ye~r 1936 , t he proletarian novel had re~ched its 

climax and was begi1u~ins to decline. The ntLmber of radical 

novels that were being published ho.d dimi nished , and t h e quaL­

ity of the writin was a lso declining . I n 1936 and 1937, 

there ~rere only two radical novels of any note that were 

published , and in the decade ' s l ast t wo years the output of 

proletarian novels decreased to a mere trickle . 

Thomas Bell's novel All Brides Ju~e Beautiful is an un-

usually pleasant book . Bell has approached his Yarxist posi ­

tion fro m an entirely new direction . All Bri des Are Beauti ­

f ul i s the story of Susah and Peter Cummings , a youn · married­

couple facing thei r first years of marriage during the depres­

sion . Peter is unemployed , and so Susan works as a clerk in 

order to help support them. The reader fol l oHs thi s couple 

SO Rideout , p . 254. 
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through t h eil~ period of trouble and lea r ns hm·r t wo youn 

people can achi eve happiness and true unity despite the econo~ 

ic har dships they are forced to f a ce. 8 1 

Bell does include in thi s n ovel such co mon proletarian 

data as t he strikes and den,.onstrations t hat t he Cummi ngs en ­

counter, but he has a l so included another fairly new i tea . 

Peter i s a Comrrn.mist when the n ovel o_ens; his convers ~> 

t herefore, is not to Com uni s m, b :t rather to act i on . .. e can 

s ee t his in his eventual reali zation t hat his new job will 

afford him t he opportunity to organi ze. 82 

The author wo r ks into this novel h i s themes of the strike 

and demonst ration , and he also includes technical details about 

the 1orkeri' jobs , but h e n ever allows t hese t h emes to become 

anything more than sidelights . It i s Bell ' s carefu l contro l 

tha t make s t h is n ovel one of t h e mos t interesting of its t ype. 

The only other proletarian novel of t he late thi r tie s 

worthy of consideration is Edward rewhou s e's work Thi s I s Your 

Day, whi ch was published i n 1937. 

The fir s t radical book to deal with the actual wor k i ngs 

of t he Comm~u~ist party in the 1 30 's~3Th i s I s Your Day tells 

t h e s tory of Gene Marsay , a Communist a gitator . The parallel 

which the author draws between Gene and h i s brother-in-law> 

Harold, i s one of t h e only s illfu l parts of the book . Harold , 

81 Rideout , pp . 209, 210, 217 . 
2 I bid., pp . 209 , 210, 313. 

c3 · · · 
I b id., p . 198 . 
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who is supposed to be working for the Communist s , is actually 

just an opportunist, and we are sh m·m hm low a character he 

really is throu h his affair with his pupil , Dorothy. 

This novel shows how far the proletarian form h ad declined 

by 1937. The book is shallow, dull, and lack s the ener·y of 

its predecessors. While r ewh ouse's belief in Communism was 

prob~bly sin cere, This Is Your Day would fail to convince t h e 

.1.ost gullible fool t hat Communism is someth i n to be desired . 

The decade of the thirties was definitely a period of 

renaissance for t h e proletarian novel . In the first pl a ce, 

it was a period of rebirth a lthough the form in this decade 

soon went beyond the radical novels that had been s een in the 

twenties. Unforttu~ately, for the proletarian novel, this re­

birth apparently was too sudden, for the form soon declined 
~fl$t 

and ··J disappeared ,.as rapidly as it had come. 

46 



The Ultimate Defeat 

In the precedin chapters I have attem~ ted to trace t h e 

evolution of t h e proletarian for of novel in 1-erica. From 

its humble origin in the early radical atteffipts at realism 

durins the first decade of the twentieth century to its period 

of flowering i n t h e 1930's, this type of novel has had behind 

it many critics who were consciously attempting to develop a 

new form of r adical literature. The fact t hat a proletarian 

novel, of sorts , was finally developed ca1mot be contested; 

however , the question of what value, if an.y, this form had in 

the development of .America is a valid one. 

One of the great achievements of the proletarian novel 

was t he wa that :ts development paralleled .nd helped further 

the development of .American rea lism. From the begi1nLin· to the 

twentieth-century radical novel, it h as been clear that t h e 

only really successf 11 medi1...un for this form ,;•rnuld be real ism . 

Therefore, as t h e proletarian novel progressed and critics 

atte11pted to ctefine what the main ingredients of t ese form 

novels should be, the most consistently re_eated requirement 

for these novels was that they be t rue to life and realistic. 

The constant stress of realism on the part of the radicals was 

reflected in t h e work of other novelists and eventually the use 

of realism became widespread throughout the United States. 84 

84 I do not contend that the radical writers originated t h e use 
of t he reali s tic technique in Ameri ca. Nor do I believe that 
they were the only writers who aided the development of realism. 
My only argument here is that t h e radical writers did much to 
further the development of realism in America . 
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The influence of the proletarian novelists on other American 

writers is pointed out by one radical critic : 

~oreover , t h e literary movement • • • has already 
had a rofound influence on American letters ••• 
even those writers who do not agree with us have 
abandoned the ivory tovrer and begun to grapple 
"':Tith basic American reality •85 
Another influence that the proletarian novelists had on 

e,J.""'»1,n,sJ,, p of 
America ' s develo_ment was their~ women ' s rights . Such novels 

as Conr.de Yet ta and The Shadow Be f ore contain ex: licit pie-
. -

tures of the "new woman , " the truly ernancipa ted fe .. _ ale . The 

Harks of feminine novelists were encouraged in Socialist and 

Communist literary circles, and t h e woman ' s part i nt e strikes 

and labor protests ,as e phasized in many of the proletarian 

novels . 

Stil_ another positive inf_uence of t h ese novels was 

their attempt to bring a culture to the wor_ers . wbile the 

success of t his attempt has been exaggera ted , the fact rema i ns 

that for many workers n ew vistas of t hought and readi ng were 

opened up by t e se boo.s - many of which were written in the 

vernacular of the lower classes . Surveys were t aken to deter­

mine what t he workers read , and some a ttempts were made to 

adapt t h e novels to t h e proletaria t ' s desires . 

Finally , t he proletarian novels did help to bring to the 

publi c ' s attention some of the evils of t h e ca_italist system, 

and with time many of t h ese abuses have been remedied . The 

85 Proletarian Literature , p . 27 . 
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radical and proletarian novelists have also helped to spread 

t h roughout .America the ideas of Karl 1ar x nd the methods of 

Narxicm criticism; and while Larx's ideas are contrary to the 

.American system of life and government, still the interests of 

true education insist that these ideas be aired before the 

readin public. 

ith the reat amount of publicity t a t t his form f 

nove _as received in the critical essays, magazine articles, 

and antholo ,ies that have been published , it is easy to get 

the misconception tha t tis movement roduced a reat many 

novels in - the t h irties and that their publications constitu ted 

a lar e percenta·e of all of t ~e novels written in this period. 

This presup_osition is absolutely roundless. The truth of 

the matter is t hat during the 1930's, which was t h e prole­

tar·ian novelist's bus iest period, t here were only seventy 

novels of t h is t ype publish ed. Furthermore, it is even more 

interesting to note that fifty of these novels were pu lished 

during the first five years of the thirties. 86 It is clear, 

first of all , that the publicaction of seventy n ovels cannot 

be considered a major movement in Aneri can letters ; and sec­

ondly, tha t so ewhere along the line the proletarian novel 

fell short of its ambitious designs . 

To some readers, a statement tha t the proletarian novel 

in American literature was a failure will come s a surprise, 

but the evidence is incontestable. 

86 Rideout, p . 171. 
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I have already pointed out that in the thirties, the 

proletarian writer's period of greatest activity , t h ere were 

only s eventy proletarian novels published , and fifty of t hese 

were printed in the early years of the decade . This fact can­

not be explained away by sayin t hat the bourgeois printers 

were refusing to publi sh t hese no,rel s , fo r t his was not the 

cas e . In f act , t h e gen erous publi ca tion of the radica l novels 

was sur_risin when it i s realized tha t by 1935 Cantwell ' s 

novel The Land of Plenty, which ,as t he larges t seller in this 

group of novels, had sold only 3000 copies . I n the early 

thirties, the critics were clearly worried about t he effect of 

t h e poor sales upon the publication of these radical novels, 87 

and there were some publishers who refus ed to print t h e se novels 

b ecause t h ey were unprofitable . Hoiever, it mu s t a lso be rea~­

~ized that in the thirties many radi cal publi shing firms, such 

as the Vanguard Press, r1odern Age Books , and the Urquhard Press , 

were established and took up t h e slack in publication. o, t ne 

failure was not due to a lack of n ovel s printed; the failure 

was due to t he poor sales , which poin ted out that these novels 

were not rea ch i ng t he wide readin public to whi~ they were 

being direct ed. 

It is clear t hat the pr oletarian novel's impact on the 

American reading public was not nearly so great as the critics 

would have us believe . Furthermore, it has been proved t hat 

87 Rideout, pp . 234, 235 . 
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many of the readers of t h e s e novels were not members of the 

lower classes. This f a ct i s a su prising on , f or t h e prole­

t ari an n ovel s were reputedly uritten for, and directed towards , 

t h e proletariat . Th e failur e of t hese novelist s to develop 

adequate symbols of the proletaria t clas s , combined with their 

f ai lur e to rea ch t his cla s s , was the proletarian novel's ulti ­

mate fai l ure. For, in their f a ilure to communicate with the 

ma s s es, t h e s e novelists had failed in t heir primary purpose, 

which was "to worL. out a sensibility and set of s ymbols unify­

ing the respon se s and experiences • .. even while he strives to 

raise t h e cultur a l level of the mas s es. 1188 

Now to ~r gue t hat t h ere was n ever a tru ly ... roletarian 

novel woul d a l s o be i n correct. Durin t he t h irties such 

writers a s Rollin s, Vorse, Cantv ell and Lumpkin all pr oduced 

novels t hat fol l owed the proletarian pattern and s till were 

su ccessful. Their n ovel s dealt with the l ower cl asses , and 

told t he story of t h e s trike, demon stration , conv er s ion , and 

middle-cla ss decay. Th ese noveli s ts made a definite effort to 

identify themselves with the proletariat , and to a certain de­

gree they were successful. However, it is not the qua lity of 

the proletarian novels, t h ough s ome were very poor, t hat mar k s 

the mov ement a f a ilure; t ~e f a ilure was in the i nability of 

thi s movement to produce a si zable number of novels which h ad 

an i mpact on t ne mas ses . 

88 Proletarian Literature, p . 372 . 
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I n the New lasses of February 1929, Robert ~olf attempted 

to justify t he failure of proletarian literature with t wo ex­

planations . He argued that in America t here was lackin a rev-

·olutionary situation comparable to t he one once in Russia and 

also that most of t he Communist Party members didn't speak 

English . 89 Wol f' s fir s t argument is certainly true now and 

was _artially true in hi s day , but I f ind fault with his second 

premise. This argument i gnore s t h e fact that many of the Ameri­

can communi s ts ·were intellectua l s . It is true that t here were 

many non-Engli sh-speakin~ communist s in America, but to assume 

that t hey outnumbered the English-speaking members is very 

doubtful. Where Wolf s tressed the l a tter of his arguments, I 

would pl a ce the stress on t he for_er , namely t hat Ameri ca lacked 

a revolutionary situation comparable to the one in Russia . In 

the depression years, t here was a revival of i n terest in r adica l 

literatur e, but, on t h e whole, the American people were content 

and uninterested in t he really radical propaganda. 

Robert Frost seems to have ex_ressed this viewpoint when 

he wryly commented, "Ho are we to write the Russian novel in 

America , as long as life goes so unterribly~ 11 90 

A.~other reason for the proletarian novel's f a ilure was 

the fact t hat almost as soon as the form s eemed finally estab­

lished, nany of t h e finer Communis t 1riters recanted t heir 

faith in Soviet Marxism and stopped t heir writing in this 

89 Rideout, p. 170 . 

90 4 Hicks , p . 21 • 
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s~ 
nist critics did not intend t hat the young proletari an novelists~ 

follow "th e hothouse school of literature ,"91 t h e young writers 

did follow the patterns set down · for t hem by t h e radical critics, 

with the obvious results -- t heir writing was dull, lifeless , 

and filled with Communist commonplaces. Thi s k ind of writing 

does not make interesting readi ng , an t h i s is t h e ma jor reason 

why the proletarian novels were -not popul ar even to t he masses. 

There was one other reas on for t he failure of the prole­

t arian novelists and thi s was t heir obvious propagandi s t intent. 

Too often· t h e poo r er novels degenerated into mere polemics, and 

this made them unpalatable for the non-Party reader. There is 

nothing wrong wit~ d idactic literature s o long as t he reader 

feels tha t the dida ctici sm is not the author ' s only i n terest. 

But once the r eader recognize s t hat he is being f aced with a 

series of ar uments designed to convince him of something , the 

natur al t hin g for him to do is to t hink up counter-ar guments . 

A writer cannot produce form novels which use stock a r guments 

and expect i ntelligent readers to a ccept h i s premises. Perhaps 

fools will accept the premi ses , but fool s don 't often take the 

time to read . 

The proletarian novel was a bold attempt but it fell very 

short of it s r and pl ans to educate and elevate the mas ses. In 

the first place , t h e masses of the proletariat did not read 

most of t hese novels , and the novels generally lacked the polish 

91 Freeman, pp . 53-56. 



and style to make them attractive to the middle class reader. 

While thi s movement did produce some very excellen t novels, on 

the whole its output cons isted of form-fitted polemics . The 

ultimate defeat of t h i s movement in literature was caused by 

its guiding masters t h e Communists , w ose a ctions in 1939 and 

1940 knocked the ethical props out of the proletarian movement . 

The failure of the proletarian novel proves once a ain t hat 

when men are writing of their fears , doubts, nd ambit ions , 

they write real literature . When they are writing books to 

fit forms and to propagandize t h e public , t hey have to be mor e 

than skillful ; they mus t be br illiant in order to a ch ieve suc­

cess. The proletarian novelists were just not brilliant enough. 
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