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The American poet Wallace Stevens once observed that a poem is the “cry of its occa-
sion.” The same might be said for all sorts of imaginative expression—novels, short
stories, speeches, sermons, histories, plays, biographies and autobiographies; all are in
some measure bulletins stemming from a deep-seated set of interests and convictions.
The “cry” of such literary works is inevitably unique and inimitable, for it emanates
from a single vantage point. Literary expression may be muted or gaudy, severe or
antic, impassioned or ironic, but the “occasion” of the literary act, which is to say its
context, is always in some measure historical. The purpose of these volumes is to pre-
sent history and literature in tandem, to emphasize rather than to ignore the fact that,
different as they may be, the two disciplines are natural allies. American History
through Literature, 1870-1920 is meant to address several kinds of readers at once—
the high school or college student who wishes to acquire introductory information
about a certain subject; library patrons who, out of desire to fill in some gap in their
understanding, wish to peruse these volumes without premeditated purpose; the
teacher of American literature, American history, or American studies who may con-
sult these volumes in order to enrich his or her classes; the resecarcher who wishes to
read an authoritative analysis or overview of a given subject and to be directed to
other reliable sources of pertinent information on the subject; and finally, the so-
called common reader, who, out of simple curiosity perhaps, wishes to learn more
about the cultural ethos of America as it is reflected in history and literature. Each of
these readers desires accurate, comprehensible, and readable essays on a great variety
of subjects. We trust that this work answers those needs.

The study of literature and the study of history have always been mutually com-
plementary endeavors, each discipline casting (to adapt a phrase of Herman Melville’s)
interesting “cross-lights” one upon the other. The fiction writer Edward Eggleston
was one of the first presidents of the American Historical Association, after all, and the
novelist and memoirist Henry Adams taught in the history department at Harvard.
Literary works can make large and sometimes impersonal historical, political, and
social forces vivid and palpable. History can make the small and otherwise incidental
dramas of individual lives representative and comprehensible. Is such a novel as Upton
Sinclair’s The Jungle a literary text or a historical document? Or is an autobiographi-
cal account such as Booker T. Washington’s Up from Slavery or Ulysses S. Grant’s



PREFACE

Memoirs to be read only for “the story,” what it tells us about an individual life, or for
the broad sweeps of history it silhouettes? In all of these cases the literary significance
of the works cannot be unraveled from their historical importance; they may consist
of different weaves, but they form the same fabric. History is a movement, of course.
Many in the latter half of the nineteenth century and the opening years of the twen-
tieth were disposed to see that movement as “progressive,” whether it was or not;
others, local colorists and regionalist writers, for example, recorded the incursions of
the modern upon the customs and language of the home place. History is a temporal
movement, but it is also a texture, the crosshatched result of imaginative affirmations,
displacements, counter-statements, resistances, even weary concessions to events.
Other reference works offer an ample and authoritative charting of historical move-
ments, but American History through Literature, 1870-1920 is distinctive both in its
emphasis upon the productive relations between historical and literary study and in its
desire to render the texture of life as it was lived in this country during a half-century
of turbulent and often bewildering change.

In order to convey the richness and diversity of American life during this period,
the editors have cast a wide net. Over two hundred highly qualified literary scholars
and historians have contributed to this effort. These volumes contain 247 essays
(ranging in length from 1,500 to 6,000 words), many accompanied by sidebar items,
each including a bibliography and cross-references to related topics. The articles are
supplemented by over 200 illustrations, including some tables and maps. Broadly
speaking, the articles are of several kinds:

Works. This category comprises analyses of individual titles, both literary and non-
literary, that are revealing of the age. Where possible, each essay on a work describes
the compositional history and reception of the work. Where appropriate, the essay
also connects the text to the event or circumstances that may have motivated it, as for
example the Wilmington, North Carolina, race riots of 1898 and Charles W.
Chesnutt’s 1901 novel The Marrow of Tradition. If the work’s publication produced,
perhaps accidentally, responses or social by-products, as with Sinclair’s The Jungle, for
example, those elements are part of the essay as well. The selection of individual titles
is certainly a debatable issue, but our choices were not altogether arbitrary. We wished
to give a comprehensive, not an exhaustive, sense of the era and the diverse artistic
sensibilities that flourished, if only for a time, in the midst of eruptive and often per-
plexing cultural changes. Individual readers may be surprised that there is no entry
on, say, Henry James’s The Bostonians; others may be just as startled to find essays on
Sidney Lanier’s “The Marshes of Glynn” and Paul Laurence Dunbar’s Lyrics of Lowly
Life. There is no satisfactory answer to this imagined complaint. It is not enough to say
that Lanier was reckoned among the finest poets of his day and that he rendered a
finely cadenced view of the vanquished southerner, or to say that the African American
Dunbar gave public readings of his vernacular poems that had as much to do with race
relations as they did with poetic innovation. Nevertheless, both statements are true.
More to the point, individual works were selected not only on the basis of artistic
merit but also on their ability to contribute to the tissue of cross-connections these vol-
umes seek to establish. Harold Frederic’s The Damnation of Theron Ware may or may
not be as fine a work as Mark Twain’s The Adventures of Tom Sawyer; certainly it is less
familiar. But Frederic’s novel sheds intelligent light upon anti-Catholic feeling exist-
ing at the time and upon many other things as well, in ways that Twain’s novel does
not even attempt. We are pleased that Louis J. Budd of Duke University, the foremost
Twain scholar for the past two generations and a former editor of American
Literature, has contributed the entry on Adventures of Huckleberry Finn.

Ideas. Many essays describe the circulation and effects of certain ideas, such as
anarchism or Darwinism, for example, and summarize the salient features of those
ideas and the responses, both favorable and unfavorable, that they engendered. As with

e AMERICAN HISTORY THROUGH LITERATURE, 1870-1920



AMERICAN

most of the essays, there are typically included some literary examples that both vivify
and clarity how those ideas inspired or influenced imaginative literary treatment. The
literary works cited may affirm those ideas (as in, say, Hamlin Garland’s endorsement
of Henry George’s “single tax” economic theories in “Under the Lion’s Paw”) or
contest them (as in Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s treatment of S. Weir Mitchell’s “rest-
cure” for neurasthenic women in “The Yellow Wall-Paper”). We are delighted that
the leading Gilman scholar in the world, Denise D. Knight, has contributed the entry
on Gilman’s story.

Genre or Genres. Essays that treat a genre (e.g., satire, burlesque, and parodys;
humor) usually enumerate the distinctive features of the genre, identify, where appro-
priate, the literary antecedents for the form, and describe the popularity of the genre.
The social or cultural factors that prompted the creation and/or popularity of the
genre are also described. Some of these genres, literary impressionism, for example,
owe allegiances to the visual arts, particularly painting; others, such as photography
and motion pictures, were the beneficiaries of developments in science and technol-
ogy. The essays on realism and naturalism are particularly significant because they
address and define the most comprehensive and important literary movements of the
era. We are particularly pleased that Donald Pizer of Tulane University, the foremost
scholar on American literary naturalism, has contributed the entry on this topic.

Aesthetics. Essays that deal with aesthetic movements or subjects (e.g., the arts
and crafts movement or imagism) identify the principal characteristics of the subject;
name persons, events, or titles that contributed to its formation or direction; and state
the social or philosophic impulses that motivated it. In some instances it is as impor-
tant to explain what the movement was reacting against (e.g., an anti-modernist or
anti-industrial character) as to enumerate the artistic or social objectives of the aes-
thetic movement itself, and our contributors have succinctly addressed these dimen-
sions with clarity and breadth.

Institutions or Events. Essays dealing with certain institutions (e.g., publishing or
education) or particular events (the 1876 Centennial) trace, insofar as it is possible,
the genesis and evolution of the subject matter and its social or political objectives or
consequences (e.g., preparing students for citizenship or celebrating a national event).
Often the contributor at least touches upon circumstantial elements that shaped the
institution or the historical or symbolic significance of an event in the popular mind.
Andrew Carnegie’s endowment of public libraries, for example, is one sort of event;
the Indian massacre at Wounded Knee in 1890 is quite another. Essays on these and
other institutions and events tell us much about the national ethos.

Places. Essays dealing with particular places (e.g., New Orleans, Chicago, or New
York) or whole regions (the New South) emphasize the literary life of the locale in
terms that are both practical (e.g., as the site of major publishing houses) and cultural
(e.g., as congenial to certain literary “schools” or groups). These essays are catholic in
approach, identifying, for example, foreign-language newspapers and magazines,
establishment of ethnic neighborhoods, significance of museums and libraries, or
other cultural institutions or movements.

Society, Values, Culture, and/or Ethnicity. Essays that fall into one of these cate-
gories emphasize cultural, social, and perhaps political and legal elements, but they
also may attempt to briefly define the atmospheric effects or the cultural ethos that a
given subject (lynching, for example, or immigration) reflects or perhaps helps to
engender. As with nearly all the entries in these volumes, there is typically some analy-
sis of literary effects—how, for instance, the prevailing idea of success is dramatized in,
say, an Edith Wharton or William Dean Howells or Horatio Alger novel, or how ques-
tions of acculturation are imaginatively rendered in Sui Sin Far or Abraham Cahan.
We are pleased that Sanford E. Marovitz of Kent State University, one of the leading
scholars in the field of Jewish American literature, has contributed the entry on
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Cahan’s The Rise of David Levinsky, and that Kenneth W. Warren of the University of
Chicago, the leading scholar in the field of American realism and race, has contributed
the entry on “race novels.”

Publishing. Essays dealing with publishing include certain important journals or
periodicals, publishers, editors, journalists, and so on. Depending on the particular
subject, these essays identify the circulation or influence of the publishing institution,
the effects individuals or periodicals had on shaping opinion or taste, the intended
audience or readership, and the means of production and promotion. Special aspects
or concerns of magazines or editors may also be emphasized. The Century Magazine
ran an extended series on Civil War battles and leaders; for good or ill, McClure’s was
known for its muckraking journalism.

We wish to acknowledge the help and encouragement of all those involved in this
project: Stephen Wasserstein, whose brainchild this project is; Alja Collar, who daily
and dutifully, but always with good judgment and good cheer, kept the effort going;
our editorial board (William L. Andrews, Louis J. Budd, Lawrence J. Buell, Susan K.
Harris, Denise D. Knight, and William J. Scheick), who provided guidance and help
all along the way; and the editors of the companion volumes, American History
through Litevature, 1820-1870, Janet Gabler-Hover and Robert Sattelmeyer, with
whom we conferred often. Tom Quirk wishes to acknowledge the genial influence of
his children: the older ones, without knowing it, reminded him to think historically;
the younger one reminded him to think alphabetically. Gary Scharnhorst wishes to
acknowledge his children, too: the older one reminded him to be pragmatic; the
younger one reminded him to dream.

Tom Quirk
Gary Scharnhorst
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ADDICTION

Addiction (chemical dependency) is caused by three
substances: alcohol, narcotics, and tobacco (nico-
tine). In the period from 1870 to 1920, alcohol had
a far greater impact on literary creativity than did nar-
cotics or tobacco. The understanding of the nature of
addiction—particularly addiction to alcohol—changed
significantly from the Civil War period to the passage of
the Eighteenth Amendment (Prohibition) to the Consti-
tution in 1919. Throughout most of the nineteenth
century, habitual drunkenness, for example, was judged,
especially by temperance societies (which actually advo-
cated abstinence or teetotalism) and by many Protestant
clergy, to be a choice and a vice. The emerging opinion
of many in the medical establishment and among liberal
reformers, however, was that addiction to mood-
altering substances was a treatable disease.

ALCOHOL

The three principal reform movements of the nineteenth
century were abolition, woman suffrage, and temper-
ance. The first reform was achieved by the Civil War, the
latter two through constitutional amendments. These
movements were linked by activists who were, in many
instances, deeply involved in all three causes.

Whereas the moralists’ uncompromising condem-
nation of habitual drunkenness largely prevailed in the
popular literature of the nineteenth century, by the
1870s the medical (disease) model of the affliction
began to gain a sympathetic audience. That alcoholism
(a usage dating from 1849) was a treatable illness had a
certain appeal not only for the medical establishment

but also for public officials because the attempts to cure
the inebriate by simply eliminating the availability of
liquor were not working. In spite of efforts by temper-
ance advocates to ban or even physically destroy the
saloon (e.g., Carry Nation’s “hatchetation”), the statis-
tics of alcohol consumption from 1870 to 1919
remained relatively stable, between 1.72 and 2.60 U.S.
gallons of absolute alcohol a year per capita of the
drinking-age population (the high for America was
7.10 gallons in 1830; the low, 0.90 in 1920, the first
year of Prohibition) (Rorabaugh, p. 232; Lender and
Martin, pp. 205-206). Because a large part of the pop-
ulation (especially women) did not drink, however, the
consumption of spirits by those who did was heavy
indeed.

The belief in the nineteenth century that alco-
holism could be cured or at least treated and arrested
achieved practical application primarily through two
methods: self-help groups and the inebriate asylum.
Self-help organizations such as the Washingtonian
Temperance Society, started in Baltimore in 1840,
were followed by similar societies leading ultimately to
the founding of Alcoholics Anonymous in 1935. Most
of these groups consisted of meetings of drunkards
who had taken a pledge to stop drinking. They sup-
ported their sobriety by confessing to each other stories
about their drunken behavior. The asylum movement
aimed to establish treatment centers that would replace
the more expensive hospitals and insane asylums. The
first such center was the New York State Inebriate
Asylum in Binghamton, an institution that existed
from 1864 to 1879. The self-help groups were more
successful in helping alcoholics maintain sobriety than



ADDICTION

The philosopher and psychologist William James
(1842-1910) explored the subject of addiction in
depth. In The Principles of Psychology (1890) he
dealt with the pathological aspects of addiction, and
in The Varieties of Religious Experience (1902) he
treated the spivitual and mystical effects of the use of
alcobol and drugs. The following is from Varieties.

The sway of alcohol over mankind is unquestion-
ably due to its power to stimulate the mystical fac-
ulties of human nature, usually crushed to earth
by the cold facts and dry criticisms of the sober
hour. Sobriety diminishes, discriminates, and says
no; drunkenness expands, unites, and says yes. It
is in fact the great exciter of the Yes function in
man. It brings its votary from the chill periphery of
things to the radiant core. It makes him for the
moment one with truth. . . . The drunken con-
sciousness is one bit of the mystic consciousness,
and our total opinion of it must find its place in
our opinion of that larger whole.

William James, The Varieties of Religious Experience, in
Writings 1902—1910 (New York: Library of America,
1987), pp. 348-349.

were the asylums, but in the nineteenth century neither
lasted much past the original enthusiasm of their
founders.

That African Americans had the strength to war
against alcoholism and slavery at the same time is a
testament to human endurance. A popular African
American temperance pledge of the time was “Being
mercifully redeemed from human slavery, we do
pledge ourselves never to be brought into the slavery
of the bottle” (Warner, p. 257). Frederick Douglass
seemed at moments to be as concerned about the one
as the other. Perhaps the most significant temperance
novel of the period by an African American is Sowing
and Reaping: A Temperance Story (1876-1877) by
Frances E. W. Harper. Harper, like Douglass, devoted
much of her long life to the abolition first of slavery
and then of alcohol.

“Stories,” says Edmund O’Reilly, in his analysis of
recovery narratives, “may be the best means we have for
comprehending alcoholism, since only stories can begin
to contain alcoholism’s bewildering, intractable, con-
tradictory, protean nature” (Reynolds and Rosenthal,
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p. 180). This conclusion is supported by the fact that
almost all the major—and many of the minor—American
writers from Edgar Allan Poe to Jack London recog-
nized the narrative power of drinking behavior and
included the theme of alcohol abuse in their work.
Drinking was the subject matter in poems and plays as
well as in stories, but with the notable exceptions of
Walt Whitman and Emily Dickinson, the quality seldom
rises above doggerel or preaching.

Regional literature, particularly humorous tales, is
another matter. The yarns and satires of the Old
Southwest and the West, for instance, document the
reality that boozing and fighting were simply facts of
life. But the drunk—Ilike the prostitute—was almost
always a stereotype, there to make a joke, not to make
the case for sobriety or chastity. Mark Twain is an
exception. Twain in fact took temperance—by which
he meant moderation—very seriously, but in his sto-
ries drunkenness, not drinking, is the problem. Another
exception is Owen Wister, whose The Virginian: A
Horseman of the Plains (1902) depicts what was to
become the classic western saloon scene: whiskey, cards,
and guns. In a celebrated passage the Virginian, after
Trampas the villain said, “Your bet, you son-of-a—,”
responded: “When you call me that, smile” (p. 23).

The theme of alcoholism as an often intractable
problem that cannot be cured by willpower alone finds
its most complex expression in the works of Harriet
Beecher Stowe, William Dean Howells, Stephen
Crane, and London. The long, rich career of Stowe
(1811-1890) is a case in point. Nicholas O. Warner, in
his analysis of drinking in Stowe’s fiction, traces her
characterization of drunkenness as a moral failing and
a sin in her early work to her finally arriving at the con-
viction in the later work that uncontrolled drinking is a
disease leading to the tragedy of alcoholism. By the
time Stowe wrote about the alcoholic Bolton in My
Wife and I (1871) and in We and Our Neighbors
(1873), however, she had developed a character, sensi-
tive if flawed, who is a victim of a compulsion beyond
his will. Bolton desperately attempts to control his
drinking but discovers that because of his nature this is
impossible: fate displaces weakness, a situation his wife
understands and accepts.

If Stowe’s depiction of the alcoholic Bolton leans
toward the sentimental, this cannot be said of Howells
(1837-1920), that master of realism who chronicled
through his voluminous writings the complexities of
middle-class life. As John W. Crowley points out,
from Hicks in The Lady of the Aroostook (1879),
Bartley Hubbard in A Modern Instance (1882), and
Berthold Lindau in A Hazard of New Fortunes
(1890) to Alan Lynde in The Landlord at Lion’s Head
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(1897), alcoholism is (variously) characterized as moral
decay or a disease of the will. The vulnerable individ-
ual is driven to drink by the vicissitudes and disorders
of modern life. Howells takes a hard look at drunken
behavior, but for all that he delineates his characters’
failings with more nuance and understanding than
Stowe. In the final analysis both authors combine the
moral model of addiction with the medical model.
They both knew that each model by itself would
result merely in stock figures: the unredeemable, the
wretch, the clown, the hopeless victim—in short, in
types of little literary or moral seriousness.

Stowe’s and Howells’s worlds are those of the
middle and upper-middle class: immoderate drinking
and drunkenness were not to be displayed in public,
embarrassment was privatized, and tragedy was famil-
ial. This was not the world of Crane, London, and
Wister, a world in which the tavern and the saloon dis-
played public drinking at its worst and best. The saloon
of the time could be the friendly tavern seen in Crane’s
(1871-1900) George’s Mother (“a little glass-fronted
saloon that blinked jovially at the crowds” [p. 216]),
and then again it was described as an elegant or even a
palatial establishment. Theodore Dreiser (1871-1945),
in Sister Carrie (1900), describes Hurstwood’s “resort,”
Fitzgerald and Moy’s, as “a gorgeous saloon . . . orna-
mented with a blaze of incandescent lights, held in
handsome chandeliers. . . . The long bar was a blaze of
lights, polished wood-work and cut glassware, and
many fancy bottles. It was a truly swell saloon” (p. 41).
This was preeminently a man’s world, the conviviality
unconcealed.

Crane’s grim view of drinking is illustrated in
Magyie, A Girl of the Streets: A Story of New York
(1893) and in Georyge’s Mother (1896). In Magygie he
tells the story of the corruption of a naive woman by
Pete, a bartender who presides over a saloon and who
in the end becomes its best customer, arriving “at that
stage of drunkenness where affection is felt for the uni-
verse” (p. 73). Crane’s most powerful study of drink-
ing, however, is George’s Mother (1896). Crane’s
father, the Reverend Jonathan Townley Crane, author
of The Arts of Intoxication (1870), and his mother
were both well-known temperance workers, and
Crane makes good use of this background in his
novella. A famous print of the time, The Drunkard’s
Progress (1846), describes the nine steps of the downfall
of the alcoholic from “a glass with a friend” through “a
confirmed drunkard” to the last step, “death by sui-
cide” (Monteiro, pp. 48-49). As George Monteiro
argues, the nine stages roughly correspond to the rise
and fall of George Kelcey, the alcoholic son in George’s
Mother. The stark realism of the destructive bickering
between an evangelical mother and her aimless, boozing
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John Barleycorn. lllustration by H. T. Dunn for Jack
London’s John Barleycorn: “I had the craving at last—and
it was mastering me.” SHAPIRO UNDERGRADUATE LIBRARY, UNIVERSITY

OF MICHIGAN

son here is as painful to observe as is the witnessing of
a pathologist’s dissection. In his chilling story George’s
Mother, Crane creates a world where life seems scarcely
worth living.

John Barleycorn (1913), London’s (1876-1916)
“alcoholic reminiscences,” is in the tradition of addic-
tion memoirs beginning with Thomas De Quincey’s
Confessions of an English Opium Eater (1822). London’s
memoir is perhaps the most powerful and the most
important literary work about addiction published in
this period. It is also a curious narrative that is almost
perfectly ambivalent. London attempts to explain his
temptation to drink and at the same time to warn his
readers against the persuasions of John Barleycorn.
Furthermore, he states that he supports both Prohibition
and woman suffrage, the latter because women are far
more likely to vote for the Prohibition Amendment
than are men and must therefore be enfranchised.
These declarations, though a minor part of the book,
had much to do with making it a best-seller, as reform-
ers sent copies of it to their huge membership.
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The odd characteristic of John Barleycorn is that
throughout his memoir London claims that he is not
an alcoholic, yet his descriptions of his drinking, from
his getting drunk at the age of five to his conclusion
that “I survived . . . because I did not have the chem-
istry of a dipsomaniac” (p. 1107) reveal what clinicians
would define as chronic physical alcohol dependence
and denial of that dependence. London believed that
he drank because he craved male companionship even
though he detested the taste of liquor and did not
especially care for the way it made him feel. Yet because
he craved friendship he drank and drank—and drank.
And he did so because his alter egos John Barleycorn
and the White Logic compelled him. The former is the
“friend” that leads him to drink in spite of himself, the
latter the “philosopher” that rationalizes temptation.
What distinguishes London’s account from temper-
ance novels and makes it such a powerful, sustained
confession is his modern psychological insight and
social awareness.

It is this modernity that signaled the fundamental
change in the medical, the literary, and finally the
public perception of the nature of alcoholic addiction.
This change—that the substance was not so much the
problem as was the abuse of it—eroded the moral
power of the temperance movement: no longer could
the inebriate be portrayed simply as weak and con-
temptible. In short, from Stowe to London’s John
Barleycorn the sympathetic ministrations of the psy-
chologist began gradually to displace the puritanical
thunder of Jeremiah.

NARCOTICS

Narcotics—opiates (opium, morphine, heroin, codeine,
laudanum), cannabis (hemp, hashish, marijuana), and
cocaine—were in widespread use in nineteenth-century
America. Indeed, opium in one form or another was
popular among all classes in Western society at least
from the seventeenth century. David Musto, in his
study of narcotics in America, points out that a rapid
rise in the importation of raw opium and its derivative
morphine began in the 1870s. Opiates were widely
prescribed by physicians and were also included in
many patent medicines. “The unregulated patent
medicine craze in the United States hit its peak in the
late nineteenth-century—a time when the opiate con-
tent of these medicines was probably also at its highest”
(Musto, p. 3). A glance at the Sears Roebuck catalog
for 1897 explains in part why. It offered laudanum,
among other nostrums (“Directions on each bottle
for old and young”) at $3 for a dozen four-ounce bot-
tles (“our goods go into every city, town and hamlet
in every state”).
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There is some dispute regarding the extent of
drug addiction in America at the turn of the century,
but it appears that it peaked in 1900 at about 250,000
addicts. The Chinese were often blamed for the prob-
lem, yet it was in fact found among all groups—not
least among women. Crane begins his “Opium’s
Varied Dreams,” an 1896 article he published in the
New York Sun, “Opium smoking in this country is
believed to be more particularly a pastime of the
Chinese, but in truth the greater number of the smok-
ers are white men and white women,” and he claimed
that there were “25,000