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" .• the dark and bloody cross-

roads where literature and poll-

tics meet. " 
Lionel Trilling, 
The Libera 1 Imagination 









instrument [ s] a.nd "mirror[s] of na tional char acter"; the 

novelists as "political historian[s]," "analyst[s] of group 

political behavior" and "analyst(s] of individual political 

behavior."1 Under these headings the novels are treated 

singly and, for the most part, briefly. 

2 

The most recent study of the political novel is Irving 

Howe's astute Politics and the Novel (1957), a selective 

rather than intensive study of both foreign and American poli-

tic a l novels. The Americ ans considered a re Na thanie l Haw-

thorne, Henry James, and Henry Adams. In Mr. Howe's words, 

his "subject is the rela tion between nolitics and litera ture, 

and . the term ' pol itical nove l' is used here a s a con-

venient shorthand to suggest the ldnd of nove l in which this 

relation is i nteresting enough to warrant investiga tion." 

Further, he wishes "to show the way in which politics in-

creasingly controls a certai n kind of novel, and to specu

late on the r easons for this change. 112 

I am not as interested in categorization and classifi-

c a tion as Mr. Dickens, but yet I must be much more inclusive 

than Mr. Howe. For I wish to consider the flow of political 

thinking in the United States, the native economic conditions 

and foreign ideologies which influenced this thinking , and I 

wish to determine where the Americ an novelist took his stand 

in r e l a tion to these factors. I want to a scerta in the politi-

c a l noint of view of the writers, the ir motivations, and 

lBlotner, The Political Novel ("Doub l eday Short Studies 
in Politica l Science 11 ; Ga rden City , N. Y.: Doubleday and Co., 
Inc., 1955) , see T9ble of Contents, pp . i x , x . 

1957 ) 2Howe, Politics and the Novel (New York: Horizon Press, 
' p . 17. 
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Having then placed the American political novelist 

in relation to the political milieu, I wish finally to consider 

him and his work in relation to the literary milieu. How did 

the political novel fit into nineteenth century literary his

tory? How was it denendent upon it and what did it contribute 

to it? Is there a connection between the decline of the ge n 

t lema nly monon oly of the p olitic a l nove l a nd the decline of 

romanticism and between the increase in political novels by 

the common man and the rise of realism? Part Three attempts 

to answer these questions. 

Inselecting the novels for study, I have considered 

first of all only those novels written by Americans about 

political activities, ideas, or personages in the United States. 

Secondly, the novels discussed here have time-spans contem

p orary at least at some p oint with the lives of their authors 

so that the (non-contemporary) historical novel is eliminated. 

Novels which do not deal with politics but which have merely 

help ed to bring about political action, such as Uncle Tom's 

Cabin, h a ve not been included. These delimitations only 

indic a te the boundaries of this dissertation and are not 

intended to set up a definition of a genre. Efforts to 

create rigid classifications to distinguish the political novel 

from the economic, the social, the proletarlan and other re

lated types are likely not only to be unsuccessful but to de

tract from an understanding of the develo•Jment of the novel 

rather than to add to it. As I have indi.c a.ted, then, I have 
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not been interested so much in a precise ca talog of political 

novels and their contents a s in the progression of political 

idea s through the -pages of the American novel a.nd in a samp 

ling broad enough to arrive at a formulation of these ideas. 

To the best of my knowledge, all of those novels indisputably 
1 political have been considered; some in which the political 

element is obviously minor (such as James Kirke Paulding's 

t wo novels, Koningsmarke and Westward Ho!) are also included 

bec ause they contain comments or scenes or characters which 

seemed pertinent to this study. Of tha t vast middle c.l a ss 

where precise distinctions (particularly as between the economic 

or nolitic Bl novel) would lead only to h a irsplitting, I have 

tried to include all. 

Al though I start with the beginning of politica l fic

tion in Americ a , 2 the focu s of this dissertation is uuon the 

nineteenth century, which witnessed in its latter years the rise 

and decline of the Populist movement. Apart from the usual 

inevitable inability to stop the flow of influences and ideas by 

the fixing of arbitrary dates, I was faced with the prospect, if 

1However, not every Utopian novel is included. Be
c e.use of the plethora of Utopias in this century and the repe
tition in subject matter and treatment I have included only a 
reasonably extensive sampling. For a detailed study of the 
Utopian novel see Vernon Louis Parrington, Jr., Americ an Dreams: 
A Study of American Utopias (Providence, Rhode Island: Brown 
University, 1947). 

2This enta ils the inclusion of the eighteenth century 
"novels 11 of Francis Hopkinson and Jeremy Belknap. 
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or earlier movements. Thus Elizabeth Higgins's Out or the 

West (1902) and Mary Dillon's The Leader are definitely 

populist novels and belong with the discussion of that move

ment. 

Inasmuch as the political novel itself is an arbit

rary classification, I have tried to resist subdivisions 

which seem even more artificial. At the same time, however, 

some ready gulde to the novels discussed here and to their 

political content may be useful. Therefore I have p laced at 

the end of each chapter a list of the political novels used 

in the prepera tion of that chapter. 





CHAPTER I 

CRITICS OF A NEW DrodOCRAGY, 1774-1850 

Pioneers in Political Fiction: 
Francis Hopkinson and Jeremy Belknap 

The political novel in the eighteenth century was not 

the most common nor the most effective form of politic8l crit

icism in America. During the Revolution and the days of the 

Confederacy the pamphlet was the form most often chosen by 

propagandists, although political poetry was f a r from uncom

mon.1 The rarity of the political novel is not surprising. 

In the first place the English novel itself was even younger 

than the century (Robinson Crusoe appea red in 1719) and Field

ing, Smollett and Richardson were not producing novels until 

the forties. Although English novels did circula te in the 
2 colonies to some extent, it is likely that the problems in-

volved in creating a nation and taming a wilderness left 

little time for the kind of widespread reading among the mid-

dle and upper middle classes upon which the novel flourishes. 

1Notably that of the Hartford Wits and Philip Freneau. 

2To what extent, it seems difficult to determine. Carl 
Van Doren writes that English novels "had little vogue" in the 
colonies in these years (The American Novel: 1789-1939 [New 
York: The Macmillan Company, 1940], p. 3) whereas Alexander 
Cowie cites examples to illustrate that "the novel was reason
abl-y well known 11 here (The Rise of the American Novel [New 
York: American Book Company, 1951], p. 4). 

9 
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for word to get around the city that its true author was Fran

cis Hopkinson and that this knowledge rather augmented than 

diminished its popularity (there were three printings of it 

in 1774). Hopkinson, the son of an eminent Philadelphia law

yer, h8.d been given the best colonial educ a tion of his day, 

an education crowned by a sojourn in England, where he was en

terta ined in the best society. Upon his return to America he 

married a wealthy New Jersey heiress and bec ame a resident of 

that ste te. I n 1774 he was ms.de mandamus councilor for New 

Jersey, a Crown appointment. With this background it would 

not h ave been surprising had he become a Tory; but, whatever 

the reason, he turned his back on the Tories with the publica

tion of A Pretty Story. In 1775 he was a member of the Sec

ond Continental Congress and in 1776 signed the Declaration 

of Independence. Throughout the war his witty pamphlets and 

poems brought cheer and encouragement to the colonials. 

A Pretty Story is not a revolutionary document; it 

belongs to that period in history when the colonials had still 

not given up the hope that their grievances might be redressed 

and amity restored. In f act, it was not until after the Sec

ond Continente.l Congress had convened in 1775 that talk of 

actual separ a tion was he a rd. Hopkinson's purpose in this 

book, therefore, is merely to outline the events which led up 

to the convening of the First Continental Congress; he offers 

no solution and pleads for no specific course of action. The 

allegory is simple and readily understandable even to the modern 
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reader; the dramatis personae include the nobleman (king), 

the nobleman's wife (Parliament), the steward (the Prime Min

ister) and the children who went to live on the new f a rm (the 

Americ ans). "Once upon a time [Hopkinson begins], a great 

while a go, there lived a certa.in n obleman, who had long pos-

sessed a very valuable farm, and had a grea t number of child

ren and grandchildren."1 After a brief history of the devel-

opment of the English Constitution, he continues: 

Now it came to pass that this nobleman had, by some means 
or other, obtained a right to an immense tract of wild 
uncultivated 2ountry at a vast distance from his mansion 
house • . . • 

In process of time ..• some of his children, more 
stout and enterprising than the rest, requested leave of 
their

3
father to go and settle on this distant tract of 

land. 

The father assures the children that they will retain all 

their filial benefits in return for Which the children are 

to get all of their merchandise from him. But as in many a 

story, the children are undone by the father's wife; in this 

case, the nobleman's wife proves to be, not a mother, but a 

"mother-in-law. 11 For she ''began to cast an avaricious eye 

upon the new settlers."4 

••• [S]he first issued an edict setting forth, that 
whereas the tailors of her family were greatly injured 

1All page numbers refer to the 1857 edition of A 
Pretty Story, published under the title of The Old Farm-
and the New Farm (New York: Dana and Company) which contains 
an introduction and notes explaining the allegory by Benson J. 
Lossing. 

2p. 19. 

3p. 26. 4Ibid. 



















22 

Henry and other Piedmont Virginia planters along with Mass

achuaetts farmers and Pennsylvania pioneers worked for a 

plan which would safeguard states 1 rights an:l civil liber

ties. During Washington's administration, Hamilton, with 

his espousal of a United Sta tea Bank, a high tariff and 

other fi sea 1 poll tics which generally favored banking and 
1 

shipping interests, became the leader of the conservatives 

or Federalists, while the opposition--which, because of 

1 ts anti-m9rcantile b:1a s, now included the Virginia 'l'ide

water planters--united behind Jefferson and in a few years 
2 

became the Republican party. 

The French Revolution, which began in 1789, also had 

its effect on poll ti ca 1 alliances in this country. At the 

outset, it was a revolt by moderates against monarchy and 

was widely applauded in the United States because of its 

ideological similarity to the A:rrerican Revolution. Washing

ton graciously accepted from Lafayette the key of the Bas

tille as a "•token of the victory gained by liberty.rtt3 But 

after further monarchical plots and an uprising of workers 

who bad not been given voting privileges under the new con-

s ti tu tion, an era of violence began which caused many Ameri

cans, and especially Federalists, to withdraw their approval. 

1Morison and Commager, op. ' cit., p. 220. 

2Tb1s party eventually became today's Democratic Party. 

3cba rles A. and IVIary R. Beard, Tl:le Rise · of American 
Civilization (New York, The Macmillan co., 1930), p. 360. 
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democrat (Jeffersonian variety). He had "an academie educe-

ti on" and "had lived the greater part of his life on a sma 11 

farm." 1 Teague . is uncouth, illiterate, dirty, and dishonest, 

but he is possessed with a brashness and ambition which tempt 

him to become an actor, a lawyer, a politician, the husband 

of a rich widow, a bon vivant, and a presidential appointee. 

Eventually he obtains the appointment, but despite the good 

offices of the Captain, Teague becomes no more than an excise 

officer. Interspersed with the narrative episodes are chap

ters of "observations" in which Brackenridge gives his opin-

ions on a variety of subjects including--besides political 

matters--dueling, slavery, the American Philosophical Society, 

religion, and literary style. He also interjects an oration 

he delivered to troops while a chaplain in the army and two 

poems in Hudibrastic verse. 

Politically, Brackenridge confines himself primarily 

to generalities. There is no discussion of the issues which 

divided him from his Western anti-Federalist colleagues in the 

assembly. He exhibits the then-common anti-British attitude 
2 

of Americans and indicates the differences with Federalist 

ideals which made him uncomfortable in an alliance with them 

after having joined them in promoting the ratification of 

the Constitution. He has no faith in an aristocracy based 

on heredity, 3 nor does he believe that any class has a monopoly 

1Brackenridge, Modern Chivalry, p. 6. 
2 Ibid., p. 89. 3Ibid., p. 7• 
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purse-proud fellow, equally as ignorant, that comes down 
from the sphere of aristocratic interest. 

Yet it would be better for the country if it did not have to 

turn from aristocracy to the other extreme; hence these volumes 

attempt to show both tbe folly of the electorate in choosing 

unqualified men and tbe folly of unqualified men in allowing 

t hemselves to be a o chosen. 1 As Brackenridge sees the prob-

lem, the two were rooted in t h e same vice; namely, the desire 

for p01111er and fame. For in electing one of themselves to of-

flee the people exercise their power ani at the same time 
2 enjoy vicariously the assumption of power by one of themselves. 

He recognizes also the natural antipathy of 11 the multitude" 

against 11 the patrician class,"3 for it is with this feeling 

that he is himself in sympathy; and it is for this reason he 

calls himself a democrat. 

Having thus eliminated (ideally) both the aristocrat 

and the ordinary man from political office, what manner of 

man did he recommend to the electorate? Well, someone very 

much like H. H. Brackenridge; in short, an educated and intel

ligent man. Tb.e nan who opposes Traddle the Weaver is such 

a man4 as is the opp onent of the man with two kegs, who is 

" said to be of good sense and experience in facts. tt5 Teague 

is not fitted for political life because of his lack of educa

tion. Bm.ckenridge assures the .gullible, deceitful, bumbling 

1 2 . Ibid., p. 21. Ibid., P• 19. 

3Ibid.. 
4· · . . 
Ibid., P• 13. 

5 . Ibid., p. 84. 









During the visit with the I\1arquis de Marnessie, 

Brackenridge discusses with him the right of the people to 
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revolt against a monarchy and to set up a democratic govern-

ment. 

The Captain bad read the :p,amphlets of Thorras Paine, 
entitled, 11 Rights of Man,' and was a goOCI. deal disposed 
to subscribe to the elementary principles of tb.a t work; 
a leading doctrine of which is, that at no time can the 
pact or customs of ancestors foresta 11 cr take away the 
right of descendants to1frame whatever kind of govern
.tmnt they think proper. 

The Marquis, on the other hand, although he had favored re-

form in France, could see now that once started, reform is 

difficult to stop. The people will be satisfied only with 

extremes and violence. It seems likely that these views 

indicate the positions of Brackenridge before and after the 

Whiskey Rebellion. When the Captain learns that the rebels 

against the excise tax ttb.ad begun to frame guillotines, and 

to talk of taking off the heads of traitors to the cause,"2 

he 

• • • was not a little alarmed at these proceedings; but 
the Marquis who had seen the nachine of the guillotine 
in actual operation, was seized with a horrid fear; and 
he almost ins g ine d to himself that he saw it moving of 
its own accord towards him; and his reason told him, that 
it was not at all improbable but tl:B t it might be brought 
to approach him very speedily, as the same sans cullotte 
anarchy and. violence began to shew

3
i tself in these re

gions, as had broke out in France. 

Moder.ri Chivalry, Part -It; Volume r;--rt is not easy 

to follow Brackenridge's politica l convolutions from 1797 until 

1 . id .!.£__., 

3Ibid. 

p. 312 • 2
tbid., P• 316. 






























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































