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1

Introduction

Franklin Delano Roosevelt famously declared that “the greatest duty of a
statesman is to educate.”1 The central claim of this book is that it is not
only statesmen who can (and should) educate a democratic citizenry, but
also novelists and filmmakers. This book’s title is drawn from Melville’s
“Benito Cereno.” Near the end of this novella, after putting down a rebel-
lion of enslaved Africans at sea, the American captain Amasa Delano
suggests that “the past is passed,” and thus there is no need to “moralize
upon it.”2 Melville suggests, though, that it is crucial for Americans to
critically examine American history and American political institutions.
Americans must “moralize”—they must, that is, lead what Socrates called
the examined life; otherwise, they may be blind to the existence of injus-
tices and self-destructive practices which will ultimately undermine de-
mocracy.3 To put it another way, without “moralizing” upon the past
and the present, Americans will be blind to the ways in which they have
fallen short of their own highest ideals. Novels and films, I argue, can
play a crucial role in helping citizens undertake the kind of moral reflec-
tion that democratic citizens must engage in if they are to not only pre-
serve their political community, but also render it “forever worthy of the
saving,” as Lincoln put it.4

While novelists and filmmakers can serve as democratic educators,
the best of them usually do so not by offering didactic tales with straight-
forward messages, but rather by providing more ambiguous and tragic
stories that encourage readers to think for themselves, just as citizens
need to do when they grapple with thorny political questions. Not unlike
Socratic dialogues, the works of fiction examined in this book proceed by
exploring difficult questions rather than by providing any easy answers.
Because these works have an ambiguous, nuanced, and tragic outlook,
they can help train the citizen-reader to think through the moral com-
plexities of the political issues on which a democratic citizenry must ren-
der judgment.

In addition to arguing that novels and films can help educate citizen-
readers by encouraging them to explore—that is, to “moralize upon”—
political questions that resist any simple answers, I also argue that some
of the most profound American thinking about the nature of democratic
leadership has come not through treatises or essays, but rather through
novels. The novels that I examine explore important questions about the
role of leaders in a democratic regime, including: How can democratic
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leaders best promote political freedom, such that their followers are ac-
tive citizens rather than passive subjects? Can politicians win power and
accomplish their goals if they appeal to what Lincoln called “the better
angels of our nature” rather than to potentially dangerous passions?5 Is
C. S. Lewis correct that those leaders who have “stepped outside tradi-
tional morality” in order to gain “power” are unlikely to wield “that
power benevolently”?6 Or, is it inevitable that even the best democratic
leaders will have “dirty hands,” insofar as important political ends some-
times cannot be achieved without the use of morally questionable means?
While these questions have been raised by political philosophers, I argue
that American novelists have also been able to help citizen-readers ex-
plore these crucial questions in profound and engaging ways.

Chapter 1 of this book provides a comparative analysis of Melville’s
“Benito Cereno” and the film Captain Phillips. Both the novella and the
film were based on true stories in which black Africans seized command
of a ship that had been led by a white captain. In both cases, Americans
eventually used force to suppress the Africans and to restore (a sort of)
order. Both Melville and the makers of Captain Phillips used as source
material a memoir written by an American captain—respectively, the real
Amasa Delano and the real Captain Phillips. Whereas the original me-
moirs both present the Americans solely as heroes and the Africans as
unalloyed villains, both Melville and the makers of Captain Phillips re-
shape the source material into a more multifaceted narrative in order to
raise critical questions about race, globalization, and American power.
Instead of offering the reader and the viewer a story that simply cele-
brates the triumph and the virtue of American power, both Melville and
the makers of Captain Phillips offer a far more tragic and complex tale.
Ultimately, both works suggest that if American power is deployed in a
way that restores the status quo but ignores underlying injustices, then
more trouble will always loom on the horizon.

In chapter 2, I turn to another novel which explores questions about
racial justice: namely, Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man. I argue that the novel
explores the questions: What does it mean to be free? Can one be free if
one withdraws from the world, or does freedom require political engage-
ment? And, how can democratic leaders best promote freedom? I argue
that one can discern in the novel a highly valuable theory of democratic
leadership that consists of the following three parts. First, because they
are cognizant of the political capacities of ordinary people, democratic
leaders try to foster political freedom by helping their followers become
visible political actors with an equal voice. Second, rather than pursue
their own predetermined goals, democratic leaders seek to advance goals
that they share with their fellow citizens. Third, democratic leaders strive
to reaffirm and reapply what Ellison called “the principle on which the
country was built” in order to move the citizenry further toward “the
democratic ideal.”7
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In chapter 3, I discuss in more depth the tripartite theory of democrat-
ic leadership that I find in Invisible Man by applying it to Robert Penn
Warren’s All the King’s Men. I argue that Willie Stark succeeds in uphold-
ing one of the three elements of democratic leadership delineated in the
previous chapter, but Stark fails to uphold the other two. More specifical-
ly, I argue that Willie Stark does seek to advance goals that he holds in
common with his followers; to put it in terms used by Nancy Fraser,
Willie seeks to provide both “redistribution” and “recognition” to down-
trodden people who are often disparaged as “hicks.”8 On the other hand,
Willie fails to partake of the other two aspects of democratic leadership
which I find in Invisible Man, for Willie does little to promote political
freedom amongst the citizenry, and he makes little effort to rearticulate
and reapply the principles of the American founding. In this chapter, I
also discuss how All the King’s Men explores the question of whether a
leader’s use of morally troubling means can be justified by noble ends.
The novel does not provide a single, definitive answer, but instead pro-
vides multiple perspectives on the question. Ultimately, the novel sug-
gests that even though political questions (including questions about
ends and means) are often rife with complexity, ambiguity, and uncer-
tainty, citizens still have the responsibility to make political judgments
and to engage in political life. Hence, just as the Invisible Man decides to
leave behind the “hibernation” of his underground apartment in order to
become a responsible political actor, so, too, does Jack Burden of All the
King’s Men leave behind what he calls “the Great Sleep” in order to act
and to make political judgments in “the convulsion of the world.”9

In chapter 4, I examine another novel in which the protagonist (in this
case, Thomas Fowler) moves from passivity to political commitment:
namely, The Quiet American. The titular character, Alden Pyle, is “inno-
cent” insofar as he refuses to consider the possibility that American pow-
er might be wielded in damaging ways; like Amasa Delano, he refuses to
“moralize upon” his actions and thus refuses to acknowledge his com-
plicity in wrongdoing against Vietnamese civilians. When Fowler makes
the decision to “eliminate” Pyle, though, the reader is likely to be left
unsettled, just as readers of “Benito Cereno” and viewers of Captain Phil-
lips are likely to be left unsettled by the deaths of the Africans in the
novella and in the film.10 I argue that The Quiet American offers the reader
both a defense of Fowler’s decision to eliminate Pyle, as well as a critique
of Fowler’s decision. The defense of Fowler’s choice jibes with Max We-
ber’s ideas on the inescapability of violence in political life, whereas the
critique of Fowler’s choice resonates with Hannah Arendt’s ideas on the
inability of violence to generate genuine political power. Like All the
King’s Men, Greene’s novel insists that even though political questions
can be almost dizzyingly complex, political judgments must still be
made; as Fowler is told near the end of the novel, “one has to take sides.
If one is to remain human.”11
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In the conclusion to this book, I offer some remarks on how my ideas
on political judgment are both similar to, but also different from, ideas
found in the writings of Milan Kundera and Benjamin Barber. I also
suggest that the conception of democratic leadership that was explored in
chapters 2 and 3 remains highly relevant in our present political moment.

Notably, most of the works of imaginative fiction that are examined in
this book draw on—but in significant ways depart from—real events. As
mentioned earlier, both “Benito Cereno” and Captain Phillips are inspired
by actual memoirs, but both works differ in significant ways from their
source material. Similarly, while All the King’s Men is inspired by the
career of Governor Huey Long, “Warren always denied,” as John Burt
notes, that the governor of his novel “was based in any very exact way
upon Long himself.”12 In the same vein, while there are clearly many
similarities between the Communist Party of the 1930s and “the Brother-
hood” in Invisible Man, Ellison denied that “the Brotherhood” was simply
identical to the Communists.13 Finally, while The Quiet American makes
reference to the actual General Thé and to a number of real events,
Greene insists in his dedication to the novel that, “This is a story and not
a piece of history.”14 In short, the literary (and cinematic) works dis-
cussed in this book may draw on historical events, but in each case the
author (or filmmaker) re-envisions and molds the historical data into a
story that succeeds in probing fundamental political questions in com-
plex and illuminating ways. To put it another way, by departing from the
source material, the authors are able to create what Warren calls “tales . . .
shot through with philosophy.”15

The way in which all of these authors begin with empirical facts but
then reshape these facts into profound tales can be linked to Sheldon
Wolin’s understanding of the “imaginative dimension” of political theo-
ry. Wolin notes that “the picture of society given by most political theo-
rists is not a ‘real’ or literal one.” Rather than simply try to describe
empirical reality, the canonical theorists “believed that fancy” can “some-
times permit us to see things that are not otherwise apparent.” Like Wo-
lin’s political theorist, the novelists examined in this book each use “fan-
cy” in an effort “to illuminate, to help us become wiser about political
things.”16 As I have suggested, the novels discussed in this book aim “to
help us become wiser about political things” not by conveying any sim-
ple messages to the reader, but rather by helping the reader explore diffi-
cult but crucial questions about political life.

Significantly, the main characters of the novels that I examine cannot
simply be labeled “good guys” or “bad guys”; instead, they exhibit a
combination of noble and base impulses. This is true, for example, of
Babo and Amasa Delano in “Benito Cereno,” of Willie Stark and Jack
Burden in All the King’s Men, and of Thomas Fowler and Alden Pyle in
The Quiet American. In a 2015 empirical study regarding how Hollywood
films “affect an audience’s perceptions of the government,” the political
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scientist Michelle Pautz suggests that films in which “the ‘good guys’ and
‘bad guys’ are easier to discern” may “have a greater influence” on an
audience’s political opinions than films in which “good and evil are not
as easily distinguishable.”17 I find plausible Pautz’s claim that political
films which present one-dimensional heroes and villains may have a
greater impact on an audience’s political attitudes than films which offer
a multi-faceted moral understanding of the world—at least in the short-
term, and at least as measured in a questionnaire. However, if the goal of
a filmmaker (or novelist) is not simply to indoctrinate (or simply to enter-
tain) but rather to educate a democratic citizenry, then this can best be
accomplished through novels and films which are marked by a great deal
of moral complexity.

Moreover, it may very well be especially important in our current age
of polarization for readers to encounter novels and movies in which the
main characters resist any facile categorization as “good guys” or “bad
guys.” Writing after the death of President George H. W. Bush, the col-
umnist Frank Bruni argued that

we do seem to be getting worse at complexity. At nuance. At allowing
for the degree to which virtue and vice commingle in most people,
including our leaders, and at understanding that it’s not a sign of soft-
ness to summon some respect for someone with a contrary viewpoint
and a history of mistakes. It’s a sign of maturity. And it just might be a
path back to a better place.18

Bruni explains that he was prompted to write his column after the televi-
sion producer Bryan Behar tweeted that many Twitter users had “unfol-
lowed” Behar after he had tweeted words of praise for Bush. According
to Bruni, those who chose to unfollow Behar

demonstrated the transcendent curse of these tribal times: Americans’
diminishing ability to hold two thoughts at once. Bush has indelible
stains on his record. He also has points of light. . . . He showed folly
and he showed wisdom, cowardice and courage, aloofness and kind-
ness. . . . [T]oo many of us tend to interpret events, political figures and
issues in all-or-nothing, allies-or-enemies, black-and-white terms, blind
to shades of gray.19

Because of their moral complexity, the works of fiction examined in this
book can certainly help train citizens to “hold two thoughts at once,” and
encountering these works can also help to erode the current tendency to
view political life in “black-and-white terms” rather than “shades of
gray.” Thus, in at least some small way, a serious engagement with these
works may educate the citizen-reader to be less likely to engage in the
demonization of political opponents. Of course, it would be absurd to
claim that novels or films can serve as a panacea for all of the political ills
of our era. However, it is my claim that works of fiction such as those
examined in this book can at least help provide democratic citizens with
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the kind of education that is necessary to point us toward what Bruni
calls “a path back to a better place”—a place that is less polarized, and
thus a place where citizens seek common ground in order to solve com-
mon problems.

As another example of how Americans should today resist thinking
about politics in “black-and-white terms” and should instead remember
the importance of “hold[ing] two thoughts at once,” consider the ques-
tion of how Thomas Jefferson should today be remembered. I would
argue that, on the one hand, we must remember that Jefferson’s record on
slavery and race was often terrible; for example, as Rogers Smith has
recently noted, Jefferson offered “repulsive speculations” about alleged
natural differences between the races in his Notes on Virginia.20 On issues
surrounding race, then, there is much in Jefferson’s record that must be
condemned. At the same time, though, we must also remember that the
Declaration of Independence which Jefferson drafted helped to inspire
Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Frederick Douglass, Martin Luther King, Jr., and
many others to fight for the extension of rights and opportunities to
groups of Americans who were once excluded from full citizenship.
Leaders such as Douglass, Stanton, and King exemplify what I call the
third aspect of Ellison’s tripartite theory of democratic leadership—
namely, the idea that democratic leaders must strive to reaffirm and reap-
ply “the principle on which the country was built”; in other words, dem-
ocratic leaders must strive to move the nation further toward the embodi-
ment of the ideals found in the Declaration of Independence.21

As we have seen, Rogers Smith is, on the one hand, highly critical of
the exclusionary aspects of Jefferson’s thought; at the same time, Smith
insists—correctly, in my view—that “our best American tradition” has as
its “core message” the idea that “Americans should see themselves and
their political system as dedicated to realizing, over time and in prudent
fashion, secure enjoyment of the basic rights of the Declaration of Inde-
pendence, for all people, of all colors, everywhere.”22 Smith thus fully
acknowledges and sharply criticizes the deeply troubling (and sometimes
even “repulsive”) aspects of Jefferson’s thought, but at the same time he
suggests that American identity, at its finest, is constituted by a shared
“quest to realize the principles of the Declaration in the ways Lincoln
stated so powerfully.”23 If Bruni is correct, though, that many Americans
today “do seem to be getting worse at complexity,” then there is a risk
today that some Americans may allow their moral outrage over Jeffer-
son’s failings to completely obscure Jefferson’s remarkable achievement
in expressing ideas that in the past have bonded Americans together and
inspired them to further improve their nation. Moreover, if moral outrage
over Jefferson’s flaws renders us unable to honor Jefferson’s accomplish-
ment in drafting the Declaration—or, if we end up viewing the Declara-
tion through a purely cynical lens that finds in its famous words only
hypocrisy—then in the future we may be less inspired to continue to
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collectively pursue what Smith calls “the historic moral project” of seek-
ing to advance the rights of all people.24

In recent years, a number of state Democratic Party organizations
have chosen to remove not only Andrew Jackson’s name but also Jeffer-
son’s name from their annual “Jefferson-Jackson” dinners.25 Similarly,
the city of Charlottesville recently chose to no longer celebrate Jefferson’s
birthday as an official holiday.26 To be sure, there are some powerful
arguments to be made in favor of these changes. At the same time, these
changes could also be seen as a sign that some Americans are indeed
viewing “political figures and issues in all-or-nothing, allies-or-enemies,
black-and-white terms, blind to shades of gray.” The reading of novels
can serve as a counterweight to this tendency, for the best novels portray
their characters not in cartoonish terms, but rather in nuanced terms
which remind us that “virtue and vice commingle in most people.”

In my view, novels such as those examined in this book can help to
counteract what the authors of a recent report from “The More in Com-
mon” initiative called, the “powerful polarization ecosystem” in contem-
porary America “that thrives off of outrage and division.” The authors of
the report argue that “[t]raditional media, social media platforms, friend
networks, political candidates and consultants benefit from dividing
Americans, exaggerating disagreements and inciting conflict.”27 Novels, I
believe, can help to counter these dangerous tendencies in a number of
ways. First, while partisans in our age of polarization often seem to be-
lieve that if the opposing party were to be vanquished then all would
finally be well in America, novels serve to remind us that the human
condition which we all share is an essentially tragic condition, which
means that all proposed solutions to political problems come with some
cost, and no political platform—and no single leader, whether of the left
or of the right—will ever be able to ameliorate all of our social and politi-
cal problems. Moreover, whereas partisans today are often filled with
self-righteousness, novels teach humility and generosity toward others
insofar as they remind us that all of us—even the most noble—are inevi-
tably flawed. Finally, whereas partisans are encouraged by the “polariza-
tion ecosystem” to think in a one-sided manner and to believe that their
own party is in possession of the whole truth about political life, novels
remind us of the complexities and the ambiguities inherent in political
and moral questions. In short, if the health of democracy in America is
today compromised by the prevalence of political “debates”—including
those which take place over social media—in which sanctimonious parti-
sans stake out facile positions and demonize and caricature those with
opposing views, then the reading of novels such as the ones discussed in
this book can serve as a powerful antidote.

The kind of nuanced democratic education that one gleans from great
novels, then, may be particularly necessary at a time when the media
landscape is often dominated by superficial “viral moments,” “sound-
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bites,” and social media posts. It is, therefore, unfortunate that in recent
years there has been a tendency in some American public schools to
deemphasize the teaching of novels in order to make more room for the
teaching of nonfiction works. In their effort to adhere to “Common Core”
standards, some school districts have reportedly decided that sometimes,
instead of reading an entire novel, students should simply read ex-
cerpts.28 However, if novels are to succeed in teaching us that political
questions are far more rich and multifaceted than one would realize if
one only paid attention to, say, social media, then simply reading por-
tions of novels is woefully insufficient. As I have suggested, novels, at
their best, help their readers explore the complexities and the nuances
involved in moral and political questions, and this cannot be achieved
merely through the use of excerpts. Moreover, while nonfiction works
often try to advance a specific argument, novels just as often raise ques-
tions and then enable the reader to consider a multiplicity of possible
answers, allowing readers to choose for themselves. If I am able to dem-
onstrate in this book how great novels can educate democratic citizens by
helping them to think through vital political questions—including ques-
tions about the proper place of both responsible citizenship and bold
leadership in a democracy—then I will consider this book to be a success.
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ONE
“I’m the Captain Now”

Power, Justice, and Tragedy in
“Benito Cereno” and Captain Phillips

In this chapter I explore some striking similarities between Melville’s
novella “Benito Cereno” and the 2013 film Captain Phillips. Both works
are based on actual events in which black Africans unlawfully seized
control of a ship led by whites; in both cases, (a kind of) order was
eventually restored after Americans violently suppressed the Africans.
Both the novella and the film take what at first glance might seem like a
simple tale of American heroism and transform it into a story that is far
more tragic and morally complex. Some readers of the novella in Mel-
ville’s day and some viewers of the film may have been tempted to inter-
pret the respective stories solely as thrilling adventure tales which unam-
biguously celebrate the triumph and the goodness of American power; at
the same time, both Melville and the makers of Captain Phillips lead the
perceptive reader and the perceptive viewer to ask critical questions
about the degree to which American power actually promotes justice.1

Captain Phillips and “Benito Cereno” thus achieve something similar
insofar as they both initially draw in their audience through a commer-
cially appealing adventure story that might be expected to simply cele-
brate American ingenuity and strength. Once drawn into the absorbing
tale, though, the audience is subtly led to examine moral questions about
America’s role in the world—questions pertaining to slavery and racism,
in the case of “Benito Cereno,” and questions pertaining to global inequi-
ties, in the case of Captain Phillips.

Both “Benito Cereno” and Captain Phillips were based on previously
published memoirs written by real American sea captains. Melville based
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his novella on one chapter of Captain Amasa Delano’s Narrative of Voy-
ages and Travels in the Northern and Southern Hemispheres, Comprising Three
Voyages Round the World.2 Delano there describes how as captain of the
Perseverance he put down a revolt by African slaves that had occurred on
a Spanish ship called the Tryal off the coast of Chile in 1805. When Delano
first boarded the Tryal, he was led, through an elaborate ruse orchestrat-
ed by the Africans, to believe that Captain Benito Cereno and the other
whites were still in charge of the ship. Delano eventually learns, though,
that the blacks are only pretending to be under the thumb of the whites,
for the Africans had actually taken over the ship, killing many of the
white crewmen as well as the ship’s owner, Alejandro Aranda, in the
process. By hijacking the Tryal and ordering Benito Cereno, under the
threat of death, to pilot it for them, the blacks had hoped to find a life of
freedom in Senegal. Instead, due to the violent intervention of the
American Captain Delano, the mutinous blacks are all either reenslaved
or killed.

The film Captain Phillips was based on a memoir that the real Captain
Phillips wrote (with Stephan Talty), titled A Captain’s Duty: Somali Pirates,
Navy SEALs, and Dangerous Days at Sea.3 The book describes how in 2009,
Captain Phillips’s ship, the Maersk Alabama, was seized by Somali pirates
who hoped to ransom Phillips and the other crewmen of the massive
container ship. As a result of his attempts to negotiate with the pirates
and to protect his ship and his crew, Phillips ends up on a lifeboat with
his four captors. Eventually, Phillips’s ordeal ends when three of the
pirates are killed in a sudden attack by Navy SEAL sharpshooters, and
when the fourth is arrested.

Both Captain Phillips and “Benito Cereno” are thus based on original
source material in which Americans defy and defeat African hijackers.
Notably, neither the real Captain Delano nor the real Captain Phillips
suggest in their memoirs that there is anything morally ambiguous or
tragic about the stories that they tell. Instead, they each simply present a
story of virtuous Americans triumphing over African criminals. In
contrast, both the novella “Benito Cereno” and the film Captain Phillips
use—and sometimes transform—the original source material in order to
raise moral questions that are largely ignored in the memoirs of the real
captains. In the case of “Benito Cereno,” the reader is led to wonder
whether the restoration of “order” at the end of the novella is not simply
the restoration of unjust relations of domination. Moreover, we are led to
wonder whether Babo, the leader of the slave revolt, might actually be a
heroic figure—or at least a tragic figure motivated by a just cause—rather
than simply a morally depraved one. And, in the case of Captain Phillips,
the viewer is led to ask questions about the global inequities that might
help explain—if not justify—why young Somali men might turn to pira-
cy. Furthermore, the slaying of the young Somalis at the end of the film is
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depicted not simply as a triumph of American power to be celebrated,
but also as a tragedy.

Like “Benito Cereno,” Captain Phillips ends with the defeat of the hi-
jackers, and thus the restoration of the status quo. At the end of the
novella, Babo has been executed, and at the end of Captain Phillips, the
leader of the pirates, Muse, has been captured, and his comrades have
been killed. Nevertheless, neither the reader of the novella nor the viewer
of the film are left with anything approaching the sense that all is now
well. Instead, in the case of both the novella and the film (but not in the
memoirs on which they are based), we are left with the deeply unsettling
feeling that the status quo may not be sustainable, as long as underlying
injustices persist.

“WHY MORALIZE UPON IT?”
THE TRANSFORMATION OF THE ORIGINAL MEMOIRS

To better understand how the film and the novella succeed in raising
moral questions that are left unraised by their source material, it is help-
ful to look more closely at some of the specific changes that Melville
made when he turned Delano’s memoir into a novella and that the mak-
ers of Captain Phillips made when they turned Phillips’s memoir into a
film. Both of the original memoirs have been criticized in similar terms.
In an influential essay on “Benito Cereno,” Rosalie Feltenstein described
the real Delano’s memoir as “a flatly matter-of-fact account, written with
as much artistry and emotion as one would find in a weather report.”4 In
much the same vein, Manohla Dargis called the real Captain Phillips’s
memoir “a plodding, straightforward book with [a] telegraphing title.”5

Beyond the stylistic similarities, though, I would argue that the two
memoirs are similar in a more important sense. As Feltenstein notes, in
his own memoir Delano “emerges as a brave, shrewd sea captain, who
gives his crew plenty of good, wholesome whippings and who is less
interested in the nature of evil than in the Spanish captain’s efforts to
deprive him of salvage rights.”6 In other words, the real Delano is unin-
terested in the moral questions that Melville would explore in “Benito
Cereno.” He certainly never asks whether Babo’s revolt against slavery
might be a courageous struggle against injustice; instead, he helps ensure
that the West Africans will be returned to slavery, and he wants to make
sure that he gets what he sees as his rightful share of the slave ship’s
profits.

The Delano of Melville’s novella similarly neglects to engage in any
critical examination of the situation in which he finds himself. At the end
of the novella, the Spanish Captain Benito Cereno, who was forced to
pretend that he was still in command of the ship when Delano boarded it,
has plainly been shattered by the experience of seeing his crew (as well as
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the ship’s owner) killed, and by the experience of being utterly dominat-
ed by Babo, the erstwhile slave who became master of the ship. In
contrast, Delano remains entirely unperturbed and unchanged by what
he has witnessed. Hoping to lessen “the Spaniard’s melancholy,” Delano
tells Cereno that “the past is passed; why moralize upon it?”7 As we have
seen, this lack of any desire to “moralize”—to reflect upon the ethical
issues raised by his own actions and experience—is also found in the real
Delano, as portrayed in his memoir. A key difference between the me-
moir and the novella, though, is that Delano’s inability to “moralize” is
presented by Melville as a form of blindness that can lead to disaster.

Like the real Delano, the real Captain Phillips shows little interest in
moral issues in his memoir. Like Delano, Phillips presents himself as a
“brave, shrewd sea captain” who is tough (but fair) with his crew. And,
like Delano, he remains completely unfazed by his experience with
African hijackers; the experience certainly does not inspire him to reflect
upon the moral questions that the filmmakers of Captain Phillips inspire
us to explore.8 An example of the real Phillips’s lack of interest in moral
questions comes when he is discussing the history of the merchant ma-
rine. He writes: “it was at the [Massachusetts Maritime] academy that I
started to hear the stories of the merchant marine: . . . How America was
really built on the backs of wooden ships sailing out of ports like Salem to
the far reaches of the world, from Cadiz to the Antarctic, carrying every-
thing from molasses, gunpowder, gold dust, Chinese silk, to, of course,
African slaves.”9 The words “of course” before the words “African
slaves” might imply an acknowledgment that this chapter of the mer-
chant marine’s history is a troubling one, but Phillips does not make this
explicit, nor does he specify that this is an exception to what he calls the
“proud tradition” of the merchant marine.10 By simply mentioning in
passing the merchant marine’s involvement with the slave trade, Phil-
lips’s attitude toward this aspect of the merchant marine’s history seems
to be that “the past is passed,” and so there is no need to dwell on it.

Phillips’s discussion of his container ship’s role in the global economy
is similarly presented in a matter-of-fact way that sets aside ethical ques-
tions. Phillips writes in his memoir that the Maersk Alabama “was a con-
tainer ship, one of the workhorses that carry the Toyota you’re driving,
the plasma TV you’re watching, or the Reeboks you’re wearing. (Without
the merchant marine, there is no Walmart).”11 Phillips does not dwell on
the fact that the “you” to whom he refers obviously does not include
impoverished people from war-torn Somalia, few of whom can afford
these consumer goods. In contrast, the film Captain Phillips does dwell on
these economic discrepancies. Whereas Phillips’s memoir is, of course,
always written from the point of view of Phillips, the film version impor-
tantly departs from this point of view so that we can see what life is like
for the young Somali men who resort to piracy. Near its beginning, the
film pointedly contrasts Phillips’s comfortable (although not extravagant)
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home in a leafy part of Vermont with the seaside makeshift slum in
Somalia where Muse and other young men try to eke out a living by
working for warlords who demand that they engage in piracy expedi-
tions. The film thus reminds us that the fruits of global capitalism—an
economic system that is symbolized by the container ship—are clearly
not shared by all nations.

“BENITO CERENO,” CAPTAIN PHILLIPS,
AND “THE COMMON CONTINENT OF MEN”

While Captain Phillips reveals the enormous inequities between rich and
poor nations, the film also resists turning the poor people of the develop-
ing world into a distant “other” who have nothing in common with
wealthier Americans. Instead, far more than in the memoir, the film tries
to emphasize the common humanity that Captain Phillips and his captors
share; in other words, the film tries to remind us that for all of our differ-
ences, we all inhabit what Melville calls in Moby-Dick “the common conti-
nent of men.”12 As Dargis notes in her review of the film, Captain Phillips
is “a movie that insistently closes the distance between us and them.”13

The film does this in a number of ways, none of which Dargis spells out
in her fairly brief review. First, the film emphasizes that whether one
lives in the United States or Somalia, one has to somehow make a living
in a global economy that is filled with change and uncertainty. In lines
that are invented solely for the film, Tom Hanks’s Captain Phillips says to
his wife early in the film that their children are “going into a different
world.” Worried about their son, who has not been applying himself in
school, Phillips notes that “[c]ompanies want things faster and cheaper.
And fifty guys compete for every job. . . . You’ve got to be strong to
survive out there.”14 Shortly thereafter, the film takes us to the beaches of
Somalia, where Muse and about fifty other desperate young men are
competing—just as Phillips described when discussing his own son’s fu-
ture career—for one of a handful of spots on the pirate skiffs. Similarly,
while the line “You’ve got to be strong to survive out there” was said in
reference to Phillips’s son, it not only foreshadows the strength that Cap-
tain Phillips would himself display versus the pirates, but it also fore-
shadows the strength and tenacity of Muse, who repeatedly refuses to
give up when other people or circumstances throw obstacles in the way
of his plans. Indeed, later in the film, Muse essentially paraphrases Phil-
lips when he admonishes his fellow pirate: “You have to be ready for
anything. This game isn’t for the weak.”15 The parallels that are drawn
here clearly suggest that in the global economy, all of us face insecurity,
and all of us are scrambling to make a living, although some of us do so
under far more privileged circumstances than others.
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The film also metaphorically “closes the distance between us and
them” by literally erasing the distance between Phillips and his captors
when they all end up on the Maersk Alabama’s small lifeboat. With a huge
American naval battleship trailing them, the film builds suspense by sug-
gesting that something could easily go wrong in this tense hostage situa-
tion such that everyone on the lifeboat could at any moment share the
same fate of death. With the American Phillips and his four Somali cap-
tors confined to close quarters, and “all in the same boat,” as the saying
goes, one is reminded of the following passage from Melville’s Moby-
Dick, in which the American Ishmael and the South Pacific Islander Quee-
queg are tied together with a device called a “monkey-rope”:

The monkey-rope was fast at both ends; fast to Queequeg’s broad can-
vas belt, and fast to my narrow leather one. So that for better or for
worse, we two, for the time, were wedded. . . . Queequeg was my own
inseparable twin brother; nor could I any way get rid of the dangerous
liabilities which the hempen bond entailed. So strongly and metaphysi-
cally did I conceive of my situation then, that while earnestly watching
his motions, I seemed distinctly to perceive that my own individuality
was now merged in a joint stock company of two; that my free will had
received a mortal wound; and that another’s mistake or misfortune
might plunge innocent me into unmerited disaster and death. . . . And
yet still further pondering—while I jerked him now and then from
between the whale and ship, which would threaten to jam him—still
further pondering, I say, I saw that this situation of mine was the pre-
cise situation of every mortal that breathes; only, in most cases, he, one
way or other, has this Siamese connexion with a plurality of other
mortals. If your banker breaks, you snap; if your apothecary by mistake
sends you poison in your pills, you die.16

As Greg Grandin has noted, one of Melville’s great themes is that none of
us are completely free, insofar as “humans, by sheer dint of being human,
are bound to one another.”17 Just as Melville suggested that the human
condition—perhaps especially under conditions of modernity—is one of
interdependence and interconnectedness, the film Captain Phillips sug-
gests that wealthy Americans and poor Somalis are also somehow tied to
one another in our globalized world.

Granted, at the end of the film, one could argue that Phillips and his
captors do not, in a sense, share the same fate, for the Navy SEAL sharp-
shooters are able to pick off three of Phillips’s captors, leaving Phillips
shaken to his core but physically unharmed. But even while three of his
captors die and Phillips lives, the film draws attention to the blood of the
pirates that is splattered all over Phillips. The Somalis’ blood that covers
Phillips is another reminder of their common humanity. Moreover, it is a
stark reminder that the winners in the global economy cannot simply
choose to ignore the losers, nor can they hermetically seal them away.
According to Susan McWilliams, American political thought—particular-
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ly in its literary forms—often acknowledges and explores the “tragic di-
mensions” of American politics by focusing on “that which gets beaten,
concealed, ignored, sublimated, or forgotten”; moreover, through its de-
pictions of those who are often “marginalized,” American literature can
help its readers to “see those who usually go unseen.”18 Through a story
that puts an American captain in such tight quarters with impoverished
and desperate people from a country that he would normally simply sail
past, Captain Phillips similarly succeeds in enlarging what one might call
the tragic perspective of the viewer.

While the shared humanity and the interconnectedness of people in
the developed and developing worlds is one of the major themes of Cap-
tain Phillips, this is not a theme found in the memoir on which it is based.
Near the end of the memoir, the real Phillips writes

I’ll be grateful for what the SEALs did for me until the day I die. And
these days I can’t go to a ball game and listen to the “Star-Spangled
Banner” without choking up. When other Americans risk their lives to
rescue you, that anthem becomes more than a song. It becomes every-
thing you feel for your country. The bond we all have with one another that
is so often invisible, so often demeaned. I was lucky enough to experi-
ence it in a way that perhaps only soldiers do.19

It should be noted that when he here refers to “the bond we all have with
one another,” Phillips clearly has in mind a bond between all Americans,
and not a bond between all people in our globalized world; it is, so to
speak, the bond among us rather than the bond between us and those
whom we too often see only as a distant them. To put it another way, the
memoir emphasizes the bond between those who inhabit the United
States, and not between those who inhabit “the common continent of
men.” In contrast, it is the latter sort of bond that the film strives to bring
into relief.20

The film yet again “closes the distance between us and them” by sug-
gesting that Muse, the destitute young Somali from a seaside shanty-
town, is in many ways actually a mirror image of Phillips, the middle-
aged, white American captain. When Muse and Phillips first see one
another, they are both standing on their respective vessels, and each is
looking at the other through binoculars. While there is enormous asym-
metry in the size of their seacrafts—one is a massive container ship and
the other is essentially a motorboat—the reciprocal gaze that they share
through their binoculars is clearly intended to establish a certain symme-
try between the two characters.

This symmetry is further established when we see both Phillips and
Muse silence the grumblings of their respective crews in a similar fash-
ion. After Captain Phillips and his unarmed crew thwart the pirates’ first
effort to board their ship, Phillips’s crew is restive and fearful that the
pirates will soon be back. Shane, the first mate, sternly tells them: “you
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signed up for the route! . . . What did you expect?” With unconcealed
irritation, Captain Phillips then declares, “our job is to move the cargo as
fast as possible,” and “[i]f anybody doesn’t like it,” they are free to quit.21

Similarly, when the youngest pirate is groaning in pain over his injured
foot later in the film, Muse admonishes him: “Stop whining. . . . You
wanted to come with us. You asked for this!”22 In this and other scenes,
we see Muse display the same kind of toughness that Philips displays in
the film. According to John Schaar, one of Melville’s teachings in “Benito
Cereno” is that we must strive to “recognize our self in the other”; by
revealing the similarities between Phillips and Muse, the film also sug-
gests the importance of achieving this recognition.23

The parallel between Captain Phillips and Muse is further established
by the film’s most famous line. After boarding the Maersk Alabama with
his fellow pirates, Muse stares down Phillips and declares, “Look at me.
I’m the captain now.”24 One can easily imagine Melville’s Babo deliver-
ing the same line to Benito Cereno after seizing control of his ship (which
was renamed by Melville the San Dominick). In both “Benito Cereno” and
Captain Phillips, then, we see an African who previously lacked power
become commander of a ship, through sheer force of will. In “Benito
Cereno,” the slave Babo becomes the master of the San Dominick, and the
ship’s usual captain, Benito Cereno, essentially becomes Babo’s slave un-
til he is rescued by the American Captain Delano. In Captain Phillips, the
penurious Muse, who lives at the margins of the global economy, be-
comes the captain of the Maersk Alabama, and the ship’s overthrown cap-
tain is rendered largely powerless until he is rescued by the US Navy
SEALs.

Muse and Babo may both be physically slight, but they clearly both
possess unusually strong leadership qualities.25 What Richard Ray writes
of Babo could thus also be said of Muse: “Babo’s determined efforts even-
tually come to nothing, but for a brief moment he is a man with the voice
of authority, a leader who speaks through his actions.”26 Both Babo and
Muse have great talent, but, tragically, these talents ultimately go to
waste. The film and the novella suggest that under different circum-
stances, each could have made a significant positive contribution to the
world; if Babo had not been reduced to slavery by brute force, and if
Muse had not been subject to dire economic circumstances, then perhaps
they could have each risen to high-level positions of leadership, in line
with their natural gifts.

MORAL COMPLEXITY IN “BENITO CERENO”
AND CAPTAIN PHILLIPS

Babo ends up executed, and Muse ends up imprisoned; how, though, are
we to assess each of these characters? Melville’s Babo has been inter-
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preted in a great variety of ways. For many years, critics tended to as-
sume that Melville intended Babo to be seen as the epitome of unadulter-
ated evil, and Delano as the embodiment of virtue and innocence.27 As
Grandin notes, “Most early-twentieth-century scholars couldn’t see any
rational reason for [Babo’s] violence.”28 Eventually, though, some critics
began to argue that while Babo may indeed do evil things, it is important
to note that he is a slave, and thus “evil had . . . originally been done” to
him, as F. O. Matthiessen put it in 1941.29 Later, other critics began to
deny that Babo was evil at all, and instead claimed, as Joseph Schiffman
put it in 1950, that Babo actually “emerges [as] the moral victor” of the
story, for his goal was freedom for himself and the other enslaved per-
sons on the San Dominick.30

In my own view, no character in the novella is simply a virtuous hero
or an evil villain. I thus agree with Glenn Altschuler, who writes that
Melville’s story may be about “the intermingling of good and evil qual-
ities in men of all races.”31 According to Altschuler, “Melville refused to
acquiesce to the neat equation of black and white with evil and good.”32

At the same time, he also refused to simply invert the equation by sug-
gesting that blacks were inherently good and whites inherently evil. The
“intermingling of good and evil” that Melville finds in “men of all races”
is demonstrated both by Delano, the white American captain, and Babo,
the black leader of the slave revolt. Delano may have “a singularly undis-
trustful good nature” and a generally “benevolent heart,” but he is also a
racist who at one point offers to buy Babo for fifty doubloons.33 More-
over, without pausing to consider that he might be doing anything
wrong, Delano ends up participating in the evils of the slave trade when
he chases down the San Dominick in order to reenslave the Africans;
indeed, he even promises the crew of his own ship that they will profit
from the eventual sale of the Africans if they recapture the slave ship.34

As for Babo, he deploys great ingenuity as he seeks to liberate himself
and his fellow Africans from what Lincoln called “the monstrous injus-
tice” of slavery.35 On the other hand, the means by which Babo pursues
his noble ends include dreadful acts of great cruelty, such as the murder
of Aranda followed by the stripping and displaying of his bones, and the
massacre of many of the Spanish sailors by throwing them overboard.36

As the characters of Babo and Delano both indicate, the novella “provides
substantial evidence,” as Altschuler puts it, “that good and evil, generos-
ity and viciousness, make all men miscegenated, make everyone and
everything gray.”37

Similarly, while Hollywood films have often presented a story of
“good guys” versus “bad guys,” Captain Phillips pushes against the im-
pulse to view its story as a one-dimensional tale of virtuous Americans
versus malevolent Africans. In an interview, Paul Greengrass, the direc-
tor of Captain Phillips, said that on the one hand, he sought to avoid
making an “Under Siege–type ‘rah-rah’ film,” by which he likely meant a
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film that would have demonized the Somali pirates and mindlessly glo-
rified American military power. On the other hand, it was equally impor-
tant, he said, to avoid creating a film “full of liberal posturing” that
would simply “mak[e] excuses” for the crimes of the pirates. Rejecting
these opposing (but equally unnuanced) approaches, Greengrass instead
sought to make a film that was more “layered and complex,” as he put
it.38

Does the film want to suggest that it is actually the defeated Somali
pirates who are the “the moral victors”? That would be an overstatement,
for the pirates are, in the end, engaged in a violent hijacking for monetary
profit, and this is simply not morally equivalent to Babo’s struggle for
liberty. Indeed, the film never goes so far as to suggest that the hijacking
of the Maersk Alabama can be morally justified. That said, much like “Be-
nito Cereno,” Captain Philips absolutely does reject the notion that virtue
is all on the side of Americans, and that evil is all on the side of the
Africans. One way the film does this is by generating a considerable
amount of sympathy for Muse and his fellow pirates. As I have noted, the
film shows us the poverty-stricken seaside shantytown where the pirates
live. In his memoir, the real Captain Phillips claims that economic oppor-
tunities exist even in war-torn Somalia, but the film suggests no such
thing. Phillips writes in his memoir:

The pirates claimed they were former fishermen who’d been forced
into banditry when their livelihoods disappeared. According to them,
foreign trawlers had arrived off their coastline and taken hundreds of
millions of dollars of tuna, sardines, mackerel, and swordfish out of the
ocean. Other ships dumped hazardous waste in the water to make a
quick buck. The local fishermen couldn’t hope to compete with the
advanced fleets from Spain and Japan and found that the intruders
shot at them when they tried to work the same coastline. Soon they
were reduced to begging, and even starvation.

But Phillips then completely dismisses the pirates’ key claim: “But I’d
seen schools of mackerel, tuna, and other fish every time I’d gone down
the coast of Somalia. There was a living to be made out there. I believed the
Somalis had simply found easier work: piracy.”39 Phillips’s claim in his
memoir that the pirates had other viable options besides piracy makes a
stark contrast with another famous line in the movie. At one point in the
film, Muse tells Phillips that large boats have depleted the local waters of
their fish. Later in the film, Phillips says to Muse that surely there must
be opportunities for him besides fishing and piracy. Muse then somberly
delivers the now well-known line: “Maybe in America. . . .”40 The film
thus disavows the memoir’s claim that “[t]here was a living to be made”
by young Somalis outside of piracy.41

Moreover, the film generates sympathy for the Somalis by suggesting
that there is a large degree of coercion involved in their decision to en-
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gage in piracy. In a scene that obviously does not appear in Phillips’s
memoir, we see armed men in pickup trucks roll into the shantytown;
The men order Muse and the other villagers to recommence their hijack-
ing efforts, and they warn them, “The boss wants money today!”42 The
film thus suggests that the young Somalis are driven to piracy not only
by a lack of opportunity, but also by the threatening demands of local
warlords.43

If the film refuses to portray the pirates simply as venal criminals, it
also refuses to portray the Americans who rescue Phillips simply as self-
less heroes. The film thus follows in the footsteps of “Benito Cereno,” for
Melville’s story suggests that the American Captain Delano’s rescue of
Benito Cereno might be less than fully praiseworthy, given that the res-
cue entailed the suppression of a slave rebellion. Noting that “piracy” is a
theme that runs throughout “Benito Cereno,” H. Bruce Franklin writes:

When he decides to seize the Spanish ship, reenslave the blacks, and
thus add to his profits on the voyage, Delano chooses his chief mate,
who was reputed to be “a pirate—to head the party.” To incite the
greed and battle lust of his crew-men, Delano tells them that if they
seize the ship they will share the booty: “Take her, and no small part
would be theirs. The sailors replied with a shout.” So Delano’s projec-
tion of the San Dominick as a “haunted pirate-ship” seems far more
accurate as a vision of the true nature of his own vessel, the reincarnat-
ed Bachelor’s Delight.44

According to Franklin, then, “Melville’s story about a mutiny by the hu-
man cargo of a slave ship and its bloody recapture by an apparently well-
intentioned, innocent Yankee obliquely asks, ‘Who are the real pi-
rates?’”45

Does the film Captain Phillips—which of course is even more explicitly
concerned with piracy than is “Benito Cereno”—similarly aim to
“obliquely ask” whether it is actually the Americans who are “the real
pirates”? Perhaps not quite. After all, shipping plasma-screen televisions
cannot be seen as piratical in the same way that trafficking human beings
can be construed as such, nor can the suppression of a hijacking-for-profit
be seen as piratical in the same way that suppressing a slave rebellion
(and then profiting from the slaves) can be likened to piracy. That said, in
regard to the issue of villainous behavior, the film does emphatically
suggest, like “Benito Cereno,” that the moral situation which it portrays
is much more complex than it might initially appear.

First, there may indeed be something “piratical” about the ways in
which large ships from wealthier nations illegally fished in Somali wa-
ters, making it harder—and some would say impossible—for the local
Somali fishermen to make a living. Second, while the massive Maersk
cargo ship in the film is unarmed and engaged peacefully in commerce, it
also symbolizes a global economic order that is rife with inequities.46
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Third, while the mission of the Navy SEALs in the film is to rescue an
innocent captain, the SEALs, the US naval ships, and the authorities who
command them are depicted in a somewhat ominous light. For instance,
while the American ships are presented by the film in a way that empha-
sizes their awesome power—especially in contrast to the puny pirate
skiffs—the cinematography and the musical scoring create the impres-
sion that the naval ships are both wondrous and terrible, as captured by
the ancient Greek word deinon.47 Indeed, when Tom Hanks’s Captain
Phillips looks out the porthole of the lifeboat and sees that the USS Bain-
bridge has been joined by another American battleship as well as an air-
craft carrier, rather than relief, his response is a worried, “Oh, God.” This
expression of anxiety does not appear in the memoir, nor does the real
Phillips in his memoir ever say anything like the following line, which
Hanks’s Phillips delivers to Muse: “The Navy is not going to let you
win. . . . They would rather sink this boat than let you get me back to Somalia.”
Similarly, earlier in the film we hear a US admiral tell the commanding
officer of the USS Bainbridge: “whatever happens, Captain Phillips does
not reach Somalia. . . . If you haven’t gotten Phillips back by the time [the
SEALs] arrive, the SEALs will take care of it.”48 Invented for the film,
these lines serve to ratchet up the dramatic tension, for the lines suggest
that Phillips now faces danger not only from the pirates, but also from a
possible rescue attempt gone awry. At one level, these lines simply sum
up the hardnosed but arguably necessary policy of the United States that
ransoms will never be paid to terrorists (and ransom situations will be
avoided if at all possible), so as to deter future kidnappings of American
citizens.49 However, given the tone with which these lines are delivered
in the film, the makers of Captain Phillips seem to also be implying that
the US government would rather have Phillips go down along with the
pirates if the alternative is the national humiliation that would occur if
Phillips were to be held hostage on Somali soil. Thus, the SEALs and the
government officials who control them are portrayed in the film as in-
credibly competent and efficient, but also as ruthless and committed to
raison d’etat—and to the overarching goal of mastery—in a way that
could spell doom for Phillips as well as for the pirates.

I here agree with Ryu Spaeth, who writes that Captain Phillips “never
suggests that the Navy is wrong in assassinating three of the hijackers to
rescue Phillips,” but at the same time, the film often “presents the U.S.
[government] as a cold, menacing presence.” According to Spaeth,

the avatars of the state in Captain Phillips are as robotic as T-1000s,
biting off their sentences as if speech itself would betray too much
feeling. In a balletic sequence featuring SEAL Team Six . . . the soldiers
change clothes to reveal perfectly sculpted bodies the size of tanks,
accentuating the notion that these men are not heroes so much as dead-
ly instruments of the U.S. government.50
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I read the film in a similar way, although in my view, the film actually
does allow us to see the Navy SEALs as heroic when they rescue Phillips;
simultaneously, though, the film encourages us to ponder whether this
victory of American power might also be a kind of failure insofar as the
global inequities out of which piracy emerges remain largely unacknowl-
edged and unaddressed by the American authorities. (It seems that Phil-
lips comes to understand these inequities by the end of the film, but there
is no indication that the American authorities have achieved a similar
understanding.) In the same vein, while Melville arguably allows the
reader to view Delano’s rescue of Benito Cereno and the other white
sailors as heroic, Melville at the same time wants us to ponder the moral
problems inherent in suppressing a slave revolt. (Delano, of course, re-
mains blind to these moral problems.) American heroism thus can be
found in both the novella and the film, but in both cases this heroism
coexists with unsettling moral questions such that both narratives are
ultimately more tragic than triumphalist.

“WHAT HAS CAST SUCH A SHADOW UPON YOU?”: THE TRAGIC
ENDINGS OF “BENITO CERENO” AND CAPTAIN PHILLIPS

CONTRASTED WITH THE ENDINGS OF THE ORIGINAL MEMOIRS

In his memoir, the real Captain Phillips (perhaps understandably) never
expresses one iota of sadness regarding the death of his captors. But in
the film, the death of the Somalis is portrayed as a tragic waste of life.
Shortly before they are killed by the sharpshooters, Tom Hanks’s Phillips
(who suspects that the SEALs might soon take action), tries to save the
life of the youngest pirate by pleading desperately with him to place his
hands in the air. Nothing like this appears in the memoir on which the
film is based; moreover, in the film (but not in the memoir), a blood-
stained Phillips gasps, “Oh, no!” when he first realizes that his captors
have been shot and killed.51 Phillips’s pained reaction to their deaths
denies the audience the sense of triumph that they might have been ex-
pecting, just as Melville denies the reader a sense of triumph when the
mutinous slaves are subdued and Benito Cereno is rescued. According to
Jason Frank, Melville is a tragic thinker whose stories suggest that “with
every triumph comes a defeat.”52 By having the anguished and blood-
stained Captain Phillips yell, “Oh, no!” when he sees that his captors
have been killed, the film similarly points to the tragic concurrence of
victory and defeat, especially when force is involved.53 As Manohla Dar-
gis puts it regarding the climax of Captain Phillips, “Some viewers may
pump their fists but, I think, he [Paul Greengrass, the director] wants this
victory to shatter you.”54

As I have suggested, “shattered” is also a good word to describe Cap-
tain Benito Cereno at the end of Melville’s novella. As is well known, the
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biggest change that Melville made when he adapted his source material
involved the fate of the Spanish captain. As Michael Rogin notes, the real
Benito Cereno (as described in Delano’s memoir) “fought to regain his
slave property, and to stop Delano from acquiring a share of the booty.”55

Melville, though, chose to instead describe the rescued Benito Cereno as
“broken in body and mind.”56 The historical Benito Cereno actually lived
for another twenty-five years after his ordeal at sea and married shortly
after it.57 But in Melville’s version of the story, just a few months after his
experience of captivity, Benito Cereno dies in the monastery where he
had secluded himself. Shortly before he dies, Captain Delano visits Beni-
to Cereno, and Delano is saddened to see that Benito Cereno remains
haunted by the slave rebellion: “‘You are saved,’ cried Captain Delano,
more and more astonished and pained; ‘you are saved; what has cast
such a shadow upon you?’” Inconsolable, Benito Cereno then replies:
“The negro.”58 Don Benito’s laconic answer could simply mean that he is
haunted by the shocking violence that was perpetrated by Babo; but,
more powerfully, one can interpret it to mean that Benito Cereno, who
was essentially enslaved by the Africans, is haunted not simply by the
evil of Babo, but by the evil of slavery itself. As Rogin notes, “Like Heg-
el’s owl of Minerva, Don Benito has acquired philosophic understanding
only in defeat and at dusk.”59 While the execution of Babo and the reen-
slavement of the Africans might have restored, for now, the status quo,
Benito Cereno goes to an early grave seemingly haunted by his new-
found awareness that as long as the institution of slavery persists, more
trouble is looming on the horizon.

In its astonishing final scene, the film Captain Phillips manages to con-
vey something quite similar, and it does so by departing from Phillips’s
memoir in subtle but important ways. In his memoir, the real-life Captain
Phillips suggests that his captivity has not affected him in any fundamen-
tal way, just as the real-life Benito Cereno was not transformed by his
experience. Indeed, Phillips explicitly states in his memoir, “the experi-
ence didn’t change me.”60 While Phillips writes in his memoir that he
would wake up crying for the first few days after his rescue, he denies
that these tears have any deep significance. Instead, he writes that ac-
cording to the SEAL psychiatrist with whom he consulted, the tears were
nothing more than a temporary physiological reaction—the result of
“special chemicals” and “hormones” produced by the body in a “life and
death” crisis.61

In the film version, we are informed in the end titles that Captain
Phillips rejoined his family in April of 2009 and started work again as a
captain about fifteen months later. Based simply on these end titles alone,
one might get the sense that the filmmakers want us to think that all is
now well again, and that Captain Phillips has been unfazed by his experi-
ence of captivity. However, it must be noted that these end titles are not
accompanied by any celebratory, stirring music, nor do we actually get to
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see Phillips enjoy a touching reunion with his wife, children, and com-
munity. In the memoir, we do get to experience Phillips’s reunion with
his family, as well as his joyful homecoming to his Vermont town. But in
sharp contrast to the memoir, the film’s last scene is actually a devastat-
ing one in which we see the rescued Phillips, who is in shock, break
down and cry as he is examined by a Navy medic onboard the USS
Bainbridge. So, while the viewer may be told through the end titles that
the real-life Phillips was apparently unchanged by his experience, what
the viewer sees—and what the viewer is likely to remember when the
film ends—is a Phillips who has been deeply affected by his encounter
with the Somali pirates. Moreover, when we see Hanks’s Phillips crying,
we do not get the sense that these tears are merely a physiological reac-
tion without any lasting significance. Instead, one is left with the sense
that a shadow has been cast upon Phillips, one which will not easily be
shaken off, despite what the end titles convey.

In this deeply disquieting final scene, the female medic who is treating
Phillips tells him, “Captain, you’re safe now, okay? . . . Everything’s
going to be okay.”62 One is reminded here of Delano insistently telling
the shattered Don Benito, “You are saved.” But, just as the death of Beni-
to Cereno at the end of the novella completely belies Delano’s optimism,
so, too, does the choice to end the film with Phillips in tears seem to belie
any optimistic claim that “[e]verything’s going to be okay.” Rather, as
with the ending of “Benito Cereno,” one is left with the feeling that while
the Americans may have restored order to the high seas—at least for the
time being—there will soon be more suffering and conflict, as long as
enormous inequities continue to exist.

CONCLUSION: LITERATURE, FILM,
AND DEMOCRATIC EDUCATION

Captain Phillips and “Benito Cereno” remind us that the teachers of a
democratic citizenry include not only statesmen, but filmmakers and
novelists as well. According to Schiffman, with “Benito Cereno,” Melville
“wanted primarily to write a ‘good story,’ one that would sell well.”63

Similarly, the Hollywood filmmakers of Captain Phillips obviously also
sought a box-office hit. Both works, though, exemplify how popular
forms of entertainment can also educate by inspiring critical examination
of social and political phenomena. As Catherine Zuckert notes, “Melville
does not merely seek to entertain his readers,” but rather aims to teach
them “that blacks are neither naturally subservient nor intellectually infe-
rior to whites.”64 Melville found a way to raise questions for his audience
about slavery and race in a way that was subtle rather than blatantly
didactic, thereby retaining the commercial appeal of the novella. As
Schiffman puts it, the story implicitly provides “an indictment of slavery”
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without being “an abolitionist tract.”65 As for Captain Phillips, Dargis
writes that the film illustrates the fact “that big-screen thrills and thought
need not be mutually exclusive.” As Dargis notes, and as I have sought to
elaborate upon in this chapter, the film at first appears to be merely “a
jittery thriller,” but then it gradually “deepens, brilliantly, unexpectedly,
into an unsettling look at global capitalism and American privilege and
power.”66

As we have seen, both the film and the novella depict what at first
glance might seem like an unambiguously heroic use of American power;
each work, though, ultimately leads its audience to reflect upon the ways
that the use of American power can leave underlying injustices (both
racial and economic) unaddressed or (especially in the case of “Benito
Cereno”) even reinforced. And, both works suggest that if these injustices
remain unaddressed, then the result may eventually be an eruption of
violence and disorder.

As I have suggested, neither the film nor the novella makes these
claims in a morally simplistic manner. For example, Melville may want to
teach us about the evils of slavery, but the critique of slavery is rendered
complex insofar as Babo himself arguably perpetrates this very evil when
he dominates Benito Cereno. As Schaar notes, when he becomes master
of the San Dominick and seeks to control those whites whom he does not
kill by terrorizing them, Babo thereby succeeds in having masters and
slaves change places, but he fails to transcend the master-slave dynamic
altogether.67 Rather than a story of unalloyed heroism versus pure vil-
lainy, then, Melville reminds us that all of us are “gray,” as Altschuler
put it. Grayness in this sense also emerges in Captain Phillips. For on the
one hand, the film never denies, as Greengrass put it in an interview, that
“Hanks is the innocent guy and the young kid is the punk criminal”;
however, as Greengrass went on to note, when the viewer comes to see
that the young pirates are “locked out of the global economy,” the “land-
scape of [the film] slowly but surely becomes more ambiguous . . . and as
it becomes more ambiguous, it becomes more humane.”68

Because of the moral ambiguity and moral complexity found in Cap-
tain Phillips, it is interesting to consider the film in the light of Michelle
Pautz’s empirical research on the effects that Hollywood films can have
on their audience’s political views. Pautz found that after watching either
the film Argo or the film Zero Dark Thirty, 20 to 25 percent of her college
student test subjects changed their views on government (usually in a
more favorable direction), as measured in a questionnaire that was ad-
ministered both before and after the film screening.69 For example, 25
percent of the test subjects indicated greater levels of trust in government
after viewing one of the two films, both of which were based on real
events.70 Pautz found, though, that the film Argo, which portrayed a CIA
mission to rescue six hostages in Iran after the 1980 revolution, “elicit[ed]
more positive sentiment” toward government than did the film Zero Dark
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Thirty, which portrayed the CIA’s hunt for Osama bin Laden after 9/11.71

Pautz speculates that the reason for this could be that “good and evil are
not as easily distinguishable in Zero Dark Thirty” as compared to Argo.72

Pautz argues that the moral ambiguity in Zero Dark Thirty arises not
because the film generates sympathy toward Osama bin Laden, but be-
cause the scenes in which detainees are subjected by the CIA to torture
(or “enhanced interrogation methods,” as some term it) are likely to
“leave the audience pondering what is and is not morally acceptable.”73

Notwithstanding Pautz’s findings about which types of movies do the
most to shift opinions about government (at least in the short-term), I
would argue that from the perspective of democratic education, films
such as Captain Phillips and Zero Dark Thirty, both of which explore com-
plex moral questions, can often be more valuable than films that offer a
one-dimensional view of political life. That is, films like Captain Phillips
(and novellas like “Benito Cereno”), which possess a sense of tragedy and
ambiguity, can help train audiences to grapple with the complexities of
political life to a greater degree than can works of fiction in which “the
‘good guys’ and ‘bad guys’ are eas[y] to discern,” as Pautz puts it.74

It is important to note that the very possibility of tragedy—at least of a
certain sort—is precluded by narratives wherein “the ‘good guys’ and
‘bad guys’ are eas[y] to discern.” For example, if Antigone’s conflict with
Creon had been presented by Sophocles simply as a story of good versus
evil—that is, if there were absolutely no merit to Creon’s moral claims in
Antigone, or, alternatively, no merit to the moral claims of Antigone—
then the play’s central conflict would be far less tragic. As Hegel first
pointed out, Sophocles’s actual play is tragic in large part because it is a
story not of right versus wrong, but rather a story in which two different
but legitimate moral claims have inexorably come into conflict.75

Captain Phillips is a tragedy because it involves a conflict not between
good and evil, but between two captains who are each trying to survive
but from very different positions within the global economy. As Billy
Ray, the screenwriter of Captain Phillips, put it, “I always saw [the film] as
the tale of two captains. . . . It’s the story of two men who get up in the
morning, who get dressed and go to work. . . . But their work puts them
on this terrible collision course.”76 To be sure, Captain Phillips is more
“innocent,” as Greengrass notes, than the piratical Muse, but the very
innocence of Phillips blinds him (at least at the beginning of the film) to
the questions about global justice that the film explores. In a similar vein,
Amasa Delano’s innocence—and, indeed, naïveté—causes him to be
blind to the yearning for freedom found within the hearts of the enslaved
persons aboard the San Dominick.77 As I have suggested (following Alt-
schuler), “Benito Cereno” is, like Captain Phillips, not so much a tale of
good versus evil as it is a tragic tale that condemns chattel slavery while
also asking us to acknowledge the good and evil that is intertwined in all
people. Given, as Michael Rogin has demonstrated, that Americans have
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often engaged in the “demonization” of their “political foes” (whether
foreign or domestic), and given that we today live in an era of sharp
political polarization, it may be particularly valuable for Americans to be
exposed to cinematic and literary works of art, like “Benito Cereno” and
Captain Phillips, which remind us that none of us have a monopoly on
virtue, and that all of us inhabit “the common continent of men.”78
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TWO
Invisible Man

and Democratic Leadership

In the previous chapter, I focused on “Benito Cereno” and Captain Phil-
lips, both of which are stories about leadership: the leadership of Amasa
Delano, Benito Cereno, and Babo in the case of the novella, and the lead-
ership of Captain Phillips and Muse in the case of the film.1 I turn now to
another novel which is also very much concerned with the nature of
leadership, and which used for its epigraph a line from “Benito Cere-
no”—namely, Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man.2 In this chapter, I examine
Ellison’s understanding of leadership and its relationship to freedom in
his landmark novel. My main contention is that Invisible Man helps pro-
vide us with a valuable conception of democratic leadership. As Bruce
Miroff notes, many “committed democrats have been suspicious of the
very idea of leadership,” since the “claim of leaders to political prece-
dence” arguably “violates the equality of democratic citizens.” While ac-
knowledging the tensions between leadership and democracy, Miroff has
asked whether there are “types of American leadership that foster demo-
cratic political life” rather than “undermine it.”3 In my view, Ellison’s
novel provides us precisely with an understanding of leadership that can
nurture rather than hinder democracy. The theory of democratic leader-
ship that emerges from the novel consists of the following three elements.
First, because they recognize that ordinary people are capable of political
action, democratic leaders seek to ensure that their fellow citizens can
gain political freedom by becoming visible political actors with an equal
voice. Second, instead of seeking to advance their own predetermined
goals by manipulating their fellow citizens, democratic leaders seek to
advance goals which they have in common with their followers. Third,
democratic leaders seek to uphold and further realize in practice the
principle of equality which undergirds democracy.
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The novel points toward this tripartite conception of democratic lead-
ership in part through its portrayal of what one might call negative exem-
plars.4 That is, through the novel’s description of the leadership of the
Brotherhood (and the leadership of other characters), Ellison reveals
what democratic leadership is not, and thus at the same time gestures
toward a conception of what democratic leadership can and should be.

This positive conception of democratic leadership is only partially
exemplified by the words and deeds of the novel’s title character. In part
because the novel intends to convey what Ellison called a “tragicomic
attitude toward the universe,” the narrator’s actions often have unin-
tended and unexpected consequences that are alternately (or sometimes
simultaneously) humorous and calamitous.5 The narrator’s efforts to be-
come a successful democratic leader are therefore never fully successful.
According to Timothy Parrish, while Invisible Man “prophesies and in a
sense anticipates the Freedom Movement’s victories of the 1960s,” its title
character “fails his quest to become an effective negro leader.”6 Similarly,
William H. Rice claims that “in almost every case in the novel,” the Invis-
ible Man “accomplishes nothing” with his speeches, at least in terms of
practical effects.7 While I do not think that the narrator’s speeches should
be seen as futile, it is certainly the case that when he wrote Invisible Man,
Ellison was, as he put it, “very much involved with the question of just
why our Negro leadership was never able to enforce its will. Just what
was there about the structure of American society that prevented Ne-
groes from throwing up effective leaders?”8 Given his interest in diag-
nosing the problems with African American leadership in the years pre-
ceding the birth of the civil rights movement, Ellison’s goal in Invisible
Man was not necessarily to depict a successful political leader. And yet,
even if it is the case that the narrator of Invisible Man does not perfectly
embody democratic leadership, he is still definitely moving—in fits and
starts—in that direction. My task in this chapter is thus to make more
explicit what remains somewhat inchoate in the novel. Just as Danielle
Allen has tried to flesh out what Invisible Man has to say about democrat-
ic citizenship, I here attempt to draw out the novel’s important lessons
regarding the nature of democratic leadership.9

Ellison asserted that when he wrote Invisible Man, he was “concerned
with the nature of leadership.”10 What, though, did Ellison mean by
“leadership”? Part of the answer to this question can be gleaned from an
interview that Ellison gave to Robert Penn Warren in which Ellison
claimed, “I’m not a leader.”11 Ellison’s modest claim that he was not a
leader is not entirely convincing, though, for just moments before, Ellison
described his own goals in such a way that he simultaneously provided
what amounted to a very helpful definition of leadership. In response to
Warren’s query about whether the African American experience entails
not just “suffering and deprivation,” but also “a challenge and enrich-
ment,” Ellison responded:
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Yes, indeed—these complete the circle and make it human. And . . . I
have no desire to escape the struggle, because I’m just too interested in
how it is going to work out, and I want to impose my will upon the
outcome to the extent that I can. I want to help shape events and our
general culture, not merely as a semi-outsider but as one who is in a
position to have a responsible impact upon the American value sys-
tem.12

Ellison is here describing his own goals as an artist and public intellectu-
al, but, more generally, he offers a useful definition of the leader—wheth-
er artist, activist, or elected official—as someone who seeks to “help
shape events and our general culture” and who tries to affect “the out-
come” of the “struggle[s]” that define the nation.

My claim that Ellison aspired to be a leader even if he did not label
himself as such is consistent with Lucas Morel’s statement that “Ellison
saw his calling as a writer as having a direct impact on American culture
and hence political practice.”13 To describe the influence that Ellison
hoped to have on his political community, Morel usefully invokes Abra-
ham Lincoln’s assertion that “he who moulds public sentiment goes
deeper than he who enacts statutes or promotes decisions. He makes
statutes or decisions possible or impossible to be executed.”14 Ellison has
been criticized by Jerry Watts and other scholars for his alleged “social
and political disengagement.”15 However, even if one grants that Ellison
often refrained from the kind of direct political action that is typical of
activists, by seeking to shape what Lincoln called “public sentiment”
through his writings, Ellison still sought to have a major influence on the
political landscape and can therefore be seen as an engaged leader in his
own right.16 Thus, as Ross Posnock helpfully notes, the claim that Ellison
chose “the artistic freedom of the modernist artist” over “the responsibil-
ities of political engagement” relies on a “simplistic opposition between
politics and art” that Ellison sought to transcend.17

Given the definition of leadership that emerges in Ellison’s interview
with Warren, one can see that Invisible Man contains a number of charac-
ters (including, at times, the Invisible Man himself) who aspire to be
effective leaders. But by telling these characters’ stories, what is Ellison
trying to convey about “the nature of leadership”? The leader’s job may
be to “shape events,” but to what end? The leader may want to have an
“impact upon the American value system,” but what are the values that
the leader should promote?

I argue that for Ellison, a key task of democratic leadership is to help
one’s fellow citizens achieve and maintain freedom. But what did Ellison
mean by “freedom”? I explore this question in part 1 of this chapter. One
notion of freedom considered in the book is freedom understood as the
absence of restraints, or as being left alone, which is the form of freedom
achieved by the Invisible Man when he lives in isolation—“under-
ground”—in his basement apartment.18 Ellison suggests, though, that
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this is not ultimately the most valuable form of freedom, for while he
remains in isolation the narrator simply confirms that he will continue to
be both invisible and voiceless. A higher form of freedom, the novel
suggests, arises when one appears before others, when one is heard by
one’s fellow citizens, and when one takes a share of responsibility for the
welfare of the community—a responsibility that is urged upon him by
Mary Rambo, who is perhaps the most laudable character in the entire
novel.

Instead of endorsing the idea that freedom is simply being left alone,
the novel suggests that freedom involves the development of one’s capac-
ities, including one’s political capacities. In Democracy in America, Tocque-
ville expressed the hope that political leaders would not simply “seek to
do great things with men,” but rather would “try a little more to make
men great.”19 In part 2 of this chapter, I discuss how for Ellison, demo-
cratic leaders seek to elevate their followers—that is, they seek to “make
men great”—by educating and energizing them, thereby rendering them
more capable of self-rule. In part 3, I examine several examples in the
novel of undemocratic leaders who simply manipulate their followers in
order to achieve allegedly great things that are chosen in advance by the
leaders. In contrast, we see in part 4 that the Invisible Man comes to
believe that democratic leaders must respect the political capacities of
ordinary people, and they should strive to pursue goals that they share
with their fellow citizens.

Finally, as I discuss in part 5 of this chapter, the novel suggests that
while the ability to define one’s own identity and values may be an
important component of freedom, Americans ultimately should seek po-
litical freedom while acknowledging the authority of America’s founding
ideals—that is, while “affirm[ing] the principle,” as the narrator puts it.20

To put this metaphorically, Ellison suggests that striving to “Be your own
father”—as the character known as the vet urges the narrator to do—may
not ultimately be the best path toward freedom; instead, a higher form of
freedom arises when one acknowledges and affirms what Lincoln called
“the father of all moral principle” in us.21 Democratic leadership, then,
must involve the reaffirmation and the reapplication of our founding
ideals, and especially the ideal of equality.

While I will sometimes make reference to the political thought of Lin-
coln, Tocqueville, and Arendt when discussing Ellison, I do not mean to
suggest that Ellison consciously followed any of them in formulating his
theory of democratic leadership, nor do I mean to suggest that Ellison’s
ideas on leadership are simply identical to the ideas of the other three
thinkers. I do, though, believe that a comparison of Ellison’s ideas with
those of Lincoln, Tocqueville, and Arendt can be helpful for achieving an
understanding of Ellison’s theory of democratic leadership.
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PART I: THE FREEDOM OF THE INDIVIDUALIST
VERSUS POLITICAL FREEDOM

As I have suggested, for Ellison a key task of democratic leadership is to
help one’s fellow citizens achieve and maintain political freedom. How-
ever, political freedom is certainly not the sole understanding of freedom
considered in Invisible Man. Indeed, throughout the novel, Ellison ex-
plores different answers to the question of what it means to be free. In the
prologue, the Invisible Man envisions himself having a conversation with
an elderly enslaved woman, in which he asks her, “Old woman, what is
this freedom you love so well?” As part of her response, the old woman
states, “First I think it’s one thing, then I think it’s another. It gits my head
to spinning.”22 Consistent with this scene, the novel itself never provides
the reader with one simple or unambiguous definition of freedom; just as
the elderly woman’s mind moves from “one thing, then . . . another,”
when asked about the meaning of freedom, so, too, does the novel ex-
plore multiple understandings of the concept.

At the beginning of the novel, we see that the Invisible Man has at-
tained a kind of freedom insofar as he is not responsible to anyone—not
even to the power company, which does not know of his existence. But is
freedom conceived as being left alone—the freedom achieved by the In-
visible Man when he lives in his secret basement apartment—a highly
valuable notion of freedom? Ellison suggests that the answer is no, in a
number of ways. In both the prologue and the epilogue, there are clear
indications that the Invisible Man is not entirely comfortable with his
choice to have removed himself from the public realm, and he expresses
the hope that his isolation will be only temporary. Hence, he states, “A
hibernation is a covert preparation for a more overt action.”23 At the
same time, he worries that his individualistic withdrawal from the world
may be permanent: “I might forget to leave my hole when the moment
for action presents itself.”24 Hoping to one day reenter the public realm,
but unsure at times if he has the strength to do so after all that he has
been through, the Invisible Man declares: “But I am an orator, a rabble
rouser—Am? I was, and perhaps shall be again.”25 This desire to leave
behind his isolation and to regain a measure of political freedom is also
expressed when the narrator declares that, “I’m coming out. . . . I’ve
overstayed my hibernation, since there’s a possibility that even an invis-
ible man has a socially responsible role to play.”26 Whether he is here
announcing his intention to become a memoirist, a novelist, or a political
activist, it is clear that the Invisible Man now wants to be a leader who
will “help shape events,” to use Ellison’s words from his interview with
Warren. If retreating to his basement hole was in one sense an attempt
“to escape the struggle,” the Invisible Man now seems to be saying, as
Ellison said to Warren: “I want to impose my will upon the outcome” and
thereby have “a responsible impact upon the American value system.”
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The Invisible Man thus comes to realize that while “underground” he
may be free from the restraints once imposed on him by others, but by
isolating himself he has also exacerbated the problem of invisibility that
the novel explores. When African Americans are perceived through a
lens made up of stereotypical preconceptions, their individuality and
their essential humanity remain invisible. However, one only reinforces
one’s invisibility if one removes oneself from society by living in isola-
tion. By withdrawing from society, the narrator not only ensures that he
will remain invisible, but he also renders himself voiceless, for he is no
longer speaking out, as he once did, as an orator in the public realm. By
ensuring that he will lack a voice, one can argue that the Invisible Man in
his basement “hole” is in fact not free at all.27

Voiceless and unseen, the Invisible Man when underground is remi-
niscent of Tocqueville’s individualist who “isolate[s] himself from the
mass of his fellows” and thereby “leaves the greater society to look after
itself.”28 Before going underground, the Invisible Man had sought to
become connected to his fellow citizens in a variety of ways. Both as a
student at a black college and as a member of the “Brotherhood,” he had
sought to be like the “people living in an aristocratic age,” as Tocqueville
put it, who were “almost always closely involved with something outside
themselves.”29 In part because of his disillusionment with both the col-
lege and the Brotherhood, though, he goes into what he calls “hiberna-
tion” in his “hole,” and from that vantage point he seems to have
“form[ed] the habit of thinking of [himself] in isolation,” as Tocqueville
put it, and thereby risks being “shut up in the solitude of his own
heart.”30 He thus risks losing freedom—in Tocqueville’s sense of the
term—since for Tocqueville, one is not truly free if one does not help
shape public affairs.31

While Tocqueville’s individualist can be fruitfully compared to the
Invisible Man (when he is holed up in his basement apartment), there is,
of course, a key difference between the two. Presumably, Tocqueville
envisions his archetypal “individualist” as a white man. This means that
when Tocqueville’s (white) individualist isolates himself from the larger
society, he is not withdrawing from a situation in which he has been
treated by his fellows as a kind of second-class citizen. In contrast, when
the Invisible Man withdraws into his “hole,” he is leaving behind a soci-
ety which continually denies him equal dignity, respect, and recognition.
Whether it is the abject humiliation that he suffers in the “battle royal,” or
the subtler but omnipresent humiliation that comes from the realization
that most of his fellow citizens “refuse to see” him, the Invisible Man is
not treated as the equal of white citizens.32 The desire to retreat from
such a world—at least temporarily—is far less deserving of criticism than
the white individualist’s desire to retreat “into the circle of family and
friends,” as Tocqueville put it.33 But if the Invisible Man’s choice to flee
an American society that often seeks to subjugate or exclude him is
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understandable, it is still the case that from his underground hole there is
no way for him “to help shape events,” and thus no way for him to attain
political freedom.

Understanding the Invisible Man when he is underground as a sort of
Tocquevillian individualist can also help us make sense of the novel’s
famous final line. The narrator declares: “And it is this which frightens
me: Who knows but that, on the lower frequencies, I speak for you?”34

Obviously, not all who read the book have been victimized by white
supremacy in the various ways depicted in the novel, and not all of the
book’s readers have been rendered invisible in the specific ways experi-
enced by racial minorities. However, insofar as the Invisible Man (in his
basement apartment) is like Tocqueville’s individualist, then the Invisible
Man can be understood to speak for all of the book’s American readers,
for all Americans, living as they do in a massive nation-state, may at
times feel like their voice does not really matter, and all Americans may
at times be tempted to withdraw into private life and allow “the greater
society to look after itself.”

But if Invisible Man reveals the temptation of individualism—the
temptation, that is, to embrace private freedom and to renounce political
freedom—the novel ultimately warns us to resist this temptation. The
importance of political freedom is alluded to by Ellison when he discusses
in his interview with Warren how “America has been terribly damaged
by bad art.” As evidence, he cites a movie in which Al Jolson, in black-
face, sings: “I don’t want to make your laws, I just want to sing my songs
and be happy!”35 Ellison notes that in Jolson’s era, blacks were, of course,
“anxious to change the laws,” and elsewhere he refers to “the brief hope
that had been encouraged by the presence of black congressmen in Wash-
ington during the Reconstruction.”36 For Ellison, then, being left alone
might bring a degree of private happiness and private freedom, but if one
is to attain political freedom—and public happiness—then one must be
allowed to join in the making of the laws that shape the lives of all
citizens.

The Invisible Man achieves a measure of “public happiness” not when
he is alone in his basement apartment, but when he appears before his
fellow citizens and delivers speeches on the political issues which affect
all of their lives. Arendt argues that for the American founders, “public
happiness” was the joy that one experienced when one gained “access to
the public realm” and thus became “a ‘participator’ in public affairs.”37

The Invisible Man clearly attains some of this joy when he speaks in
Harlem at an event organized by the Brotherhood. Near the conclusion of
his speech, which is on the “dispossession” faced by African Americans,
the Invisible Man tells his audience: “Something strange and miraculous and
transforming is taking place in me right now. . . . I feel suddenly that I have
become more human. . . . Not that I have become a man, for I was born a
man. But that I am more human.”38 Much like Arendt, the narrator here
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suggests that one can still be “a man” if one lives an exclusively private
life, but one will in a sense not be “fully human,” as Arendt put it.39 If one
is to become more fully human, then one must courageously enter into
what Arendt called “the space of appearance” and engage in “the sharing
of words and deeds” with one’s fellows.40

To enter the “space of appearance” is, of course, to no longer be invis-
ible. Speaking in the public realm entails the “disclosure of who some-
body is,” as Arendt puts it.41 Does the Invisible Man shed his invisibility
and disclose his identity when he speaks at the Harlem rally? On the one
hand, one could argue that he does not do so completely, for he is speak-
ing under an assumed name; moreover, because he is still making an
effort to operate within the confines of the Brotherhood’s ideology, one
can argue that he is not yet displaying to the world an autonomous self.
Yet, even if the narrator is still largely under the sway of the Brotherhood,
he still manages to reveal a part of himself through his powerful speech
about the “common disinheritance” experienced by African Americans.42

While the event was sponsored by the Brotherhood, the narrator does not
simply give a rote and sterile party-line speech. Indeed, one indicator that
the speech has helped to reveal the narrator’s authentic self as opposed to
expressing the Brotherhood’s fixed ideology is that the leadership of the
Brotherhood attacks the speech as “backward and reactionary” and as
“the antithesis of the scientific approach.”43 According to Arendt, “In
acting and speaking, men show who they are, reveal actively their unique
personal identities and thus make their appearance in the human world.”
If Invisible Man is, in large part, about one man’s effort to achieve self-
definition and to find an authentic identity, then it is surely in large part
through his passionate public speeches that the narrator is able to “dis-
close,” at least to a degree, what Arendt calls “the ‘who,’ the unique and
distinct identity of the agent.”44

Against my claim that Ellison emphasizes the importance of political
freedom, some might argue that the Invisible Man’s efforts to achieve
freedom in the political realm all end in some sort of “tragicomic” failure,
and it is only when he turns to the writing of his memoirs (or a novel)
that he finds—or will find—true freedom. In other words, perhaps it is
only when he tries “to make music of invisibility”—that is, only when he
seeks artistic freedom—that he is able to become genuinely free.45 This is
how John Wright, for example, interprets the novel, for he writes that
Invisible Man ultimately “makes artistic transcendence the one insup-
pressible means through which human freedom is imagined and
achieved and human beings made whole.”46 I would argue, though, that
while “artistic transcendence” is certainly one form of freedom that the
novel explores, it is not the case that the novel privileges artistic freedom
over political freedom. Wright suggests that for Ellison it is only through
art that one can be “made whole,” but it is through political speechmak-
ing that the Invisible Man comes to feel “more human.” Rather than
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imply that only through the creation of art can one become “more
whole,” the novel suggests (especially, as we shall see, through the char-
acter of Mary Rambo), that one can become more complete through ac-
tive engagement with one’s community.47

To the extent that Ellison does suggest that one can find freedom
though art, he is referring to politically engaged art which strives to
“shape events and our general culture.” Thus, artistic freedom can be-
come a form of political freedom. John Callahan argues that while some
commentators believe that the Invisible Man at the novel’s end is poised
“to reenter the fray as a leader, a public speaker,” it is more likely that the
Invisible Man has “embrace[d] the writer’s calling.”48 In my own view,
Ellison is deliberately ambiguous regarding whether his narrator has
chosen the life of an orator-activist or that of a writer; either way, it is
clear that the Invisible Man has chosen a life of political commitment,
since he suggests that he is going to play a more “socially responsible
role.” Moreover, as I have already suggested, in Ellison’s view both art-
ists and activists can play a major role in shaping a nation’s political
culture, and this means that he refuses to see art and politics in what
Posnock calls “binary” terms.49 Ellison’s rejection of any overly facile
distinction between art and politics can be seen when he said in an inter-
view: “I recognize no dichotomy between art and protest. . . . If social
protest is antithetical to art, what then shall we make of Goya, Dickens,
and Twain?”50 In other words, for Ellison, the creation and dissemination
of art can itself constitute political action. In this sense, Ellison departs
from Arendt, for while Arendt sometimes looked to literary artists such
as Melville and Kafka for political insights, she did not claim that the
creation of art could itself constitute a form of political action.51 Ellison
agrees with Arendt that political freedom can arise through “the sharing
of words and deeds” in “the space of appearance”; for Ellison, though,
political freedom can also be enacted through the creation of politically
conscious art which is aimed at shaping the values of one’s fellow citi-
zens.

PART II: DEMOCRATIC LEADERSHIP AS “MAKING MEN GREAT”

When, at the end of the novel, the Invisible Man decides to reject individ-
ualism and to take on “a socially responsible role,” he is honoring the
“constant talk about leadership and responsibility” that the character
Mary Rambo had engaged in when he was renting a room in her apart-
ment. The Invisible Man stated that Mary “reminded me constantly that
something was expected of me, some act of leadership. . . . and I was torn
between resenting her for it and loving her for the nebulous hope she
kept alive.”52 Having become disillusioned with the Brotherhood, the
Invisible Man at the novel’s end is trying again to live up to the “nebu-
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lous hope” of becoming a noteworthy leader that was instilled in him by
Mary.53

Shortly after meeting Mary, the Invisible Man had sought to conceal
that he was not feeling well, and Mary said to him, “I knowed you wasn’t
well. Why you try to hide it?” The Invisible Man answers that he “didn’t
want to be trouble to anyone.” Mary then responds, “Everybody has to
be trouble to somebody.”54 With these simple but profound words, Mary
rejects the belief system of Tocqueville’s individualist, who believes that
he “owe[s] no man anything and hardly expect[s] anything from any-
body.”55 When underground, the Invisible Man sought to be no trouble
to anyone, and he also refused to trouble himself about the fate of anyone
else. As he puts it, he was “one of the most irresponsible beings that ever
lived.”56 But in the epilogue, when he decides to play “a socially respon-
sible role,” he is acknowledging that we have commitments and obliga-
tions to one another; we must, that is, be “trouble” to one another.

According to Mary’s vision of leadership, the leader should not seek
self-aggrandizement, but rather should strive to elevate his or her follow-
ers. As Mary puts it to the Invisible Man, “It’s you young folks what’s
going to make the changes. . . . You got to lead and you got to fight and
move us all on up a little higher. . . . Up here too many forgets. They finds
a place for theyselves and forgets the ones on the bottom.”57 By suggest-
ing that the task of leadership is to “move us all on up a little higher,”
Mary’s conception of leadership is reminiscent of Lincoln’s understand-
ing of worthwhile ambition. In an unpublished fragment on Senator Ste-
phen Douglas, Lincoln wrote:

Twenty-two years ago Judge Douglas and I first became acquainted. . . .
Even then, we were both ambitious. . . . With me, the race of ambition
has been . . . a flat failure; with him it has been one of splendid suc-
cess. . . . I affect no contempt for the high eminence he has reached. So
reached, that the oppressed of my species, might have shared with me
in the elevation, I would rather stand on that eminence, than wear the
richest crown that ever pressed a monarch’s brow.58

Just as Lincoln suggested that Douglas may have gained “eminence” but
forfeited the glory that comes through lifting up “the oppressed,” Mary
denounced those African American leaders who “finds a place for they-
selves and forgets the ones on the bottom.”

To elevate “the ones on the bottom” the leader must combat the laws,
institutions, and cultural practices which hinder the ability of everyone to
flourish. But in addition to seeking to remove sources of oppression, the
leader must also seek to ensure that the oppressed gain the education
needed for self-rule. The importance of democratic education is stressed
by Ellison when he states that “the development of conscious, articulate
citizens” is “an established goal of this democratic society.” Ellison notes
that “during the early, more optimistic days of this republic . . . democra-
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cy was considered not only a collectivity of individuals . . . but a collectiv-
ity of politically astute citizens who, by virtue of our vaunted system of
universal education and our freedom of opportunity, would be prepared
to govern.”59 According to Lincoln, this preparation for self-government
comes not just from the formal schooling provided by “our vaunted sys-
tem of universal education”; rather, democratic education also must
come from the experience of actually engaging in political life. As Lincoln
put it in a fragment, if you deny people the experience of self-govern-
ment on the grounds that they are “too ignorant, and vicious, to share in
government,” then you will “always keep them ignorant, and vicious.”
However, if you “give all a chance,” and allow everyone a voice, then this
will enable “the weak to grow stronger, the ignorant, wiser; and all bet-
ter, and happier together.”60

PART III: UNDEMOCRATIC LEADERSHIP
AS “DOING GREAT THINGS WITH MEN”

If leaders are to “give all a chance” to engage in self-government, then
leaders must not treat their followers simply as passive subjects who are
to be manipulated in the service of goals determined in advance by the
leaders. Invisible Man contains a number of leaders who use their follow-
ers in an instrumental fashion; these leaders ignore the essential human-
ity of their fellow citizens, and consider them solely as means toward
their own ends. To put it in Tocqueville’s terms, they seek “to do great
things with men” rather than “to make men great” and thus fail to culti-
vate their followers’ capacities for self-government.

Perhaps the clearest example in Invisible Man of this dangerous form
of leadership comes from the Brotherhood, an organization that seems
modeled (at least in part) after the Communist Party. The leaders of the
Brotherhood claim, of course, to be on the side of the people—and on the
side of History—but in fact they have little respect for the capacities of
the people whom they claim they are trying to liberate. In his own
speeches, the Invisible Man often tries, in a spirit of mutuality, to give
voice to the aspirations and frustrations that he has in common with his
fellow African Americans. In contrast, Brother Jack declares, “We do not
shape our policies to the mistaken and infantile notions of the man in the
street. Our job is not to ask them what they think but to tell them.”61

Moreover, Brother Jack calls the crowds who attend the Brotherhood’s
events the “raw materials” which are “to be shaped to our program.”62

Treating their followers as things rather than as dignified citizens who
are capable of independent thought and political action, the Brother-
hood’s leaders are wholly uninterested in “the development of conscious,
articulate citizens.” As the Invisible Man points out, it would thus be
more appropriate for Jack to be called “Marse Jack” rather than “Brother
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Jack,” for by not encouraging the people to develop their political capac-
ities, Jack would keep those who are oppressed in a condition of voice-
lessness and invisibility.63

Mr. Norton, the white philanthropist who visits the Invisible Man’s
college, is another example of a leader who treats people instrumental-
ly—that is, as means toward his own ends. Mr. Norton tells the Invisible
Man that, “I had a feeling that your people were somehow connected
with my destiny.”64 At first glance, it seems like Mr. Norton might here
be expressing something similar to Frederick Douglass’s assertion that
“the destiny of the colored man is bound up with that of the white people
of this country. . . . It is evident that white and black ‘must fall or flourish
together.’”65 However, it quickly becomes clear that Mr. Norton’s claim
that the Invisible Man is “connected” with his own “destiny” does not
mean that Mr. Norton sees blacks and whites as equal citizens who are
inevitably intertwined and interdependent, as did Douglass. Instead, Mr.
Norton sees the black college students solely as charity cases who can
bolster his own feelings of self-importance if the money that he donates
to the school helps to advance the students’ careers. As Mr. Norton puts
it, “upon you depends the outcome of the years I have spent in helping
your school. . . . If you become a good farmer, a chef, a preacher, doctor,
singer, mechanic—whatever you become, and even if you fail, you are
my fate.”66 Mr. Norton does not genuinely see the college students as
autonomous human beings, each with his or her own distinct personality,
hopes and dreams; instead, he sees each of them as objects that can be
used to help prove to the world and to himself that he is a virtuous and
munificent person. Just as Brother Jack referred to the Brotherhood’s fol-
lowers as “raw materials,” Mr. Norton uses similarly dehumanizing lan-
guage when he tells the Invisible Man, “You are important because if you
fail I have failed by one individual, one defective cog.”67 As the vet at the
Golden Day points out, Mr. Norton sees the Invisible Man solely as “a
mark on the scorecard of [his] achievement, a thing and not a man.”68

Indeed, while Mr. Norton claims that he shares a mutual destiny with the
college students, the Invisible Man thinks to himself, “But you don’t even
know my name.”69

A final example in the book of a leader who manipulates people for
his own ends is Dr. Bledsoe. At first, the Invisible Man reveres the presi-
dent of the black college which he attends. “He was a leader,” the Invis-
ible Man tells the reader, “a ‘statesman’ who carried our problems to
those above us, even unto the White House.”70 Eventually, though, the
Invisible Man learns that in order to maintain his relatively high position
in the Jim Crow South, Dr. Bledsoe is perfectly willing to tread on those
whom he purports to be leading. As Dr. Bledsoe puts it to the Invisible
Man, after the fiasco in which the Invisible Man takes Mr. Norton to the
home of Trueblood and then to the Golden Day, “The white folk tell
everybody what to think—except men like me. I tell them. . . . It’s a nasty
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deal. . . . But I’ve made my place in it and I’ll have every Negro in the country
hanging on tree limbs by morning if it means staying where I am.”71 Dr. Bled-
soe thus shows his willingness to act precisely like those leaders, de-
nounced by Mary, who “finds a place for theyselves and forgets the ones
on the bottom.” Indeed, in order to protect his powerful position, Dr.
Bledsoe is willing to destroy the Invisible Man’s reputation by writing
supposed letters of recommendation to prominent New Yorkers which
actually denounce the young man.

PART IV: DEMOCRATIC LEADERSHIP AND MUTUALITY

We have seen that while the Invisible Man for a period of time embraces
the freedom that comes from being left alone (a freedom that he achieves
while “underground”), the novel suggests that a higher form of freedom
arises when one sheds one’s invisibility by speaking and acting in the
public realm. If to be free is to be a political actor, then leaders should
strive to cultivate the political capacities of their followers. If, though, one
treats one’s followers as “raw materials” to be shaped and manipulated,
as does the Brotherhood, or as “cogs” in one’s own project of self-fulfill-
ment, as does Mr. Norton, then one is not treating people as dignified
political actors who are capable of political freedom.

Whereas the Brotherhood sees the black people of Harlem as “raw
materials” to be manipulated, the Invisible Man comes to see them as
fully capable of “ruling and being ruled in turn,” as Aristotle put it.72 The
Invisible Man expresses his faith in the political capacities of ordinary
African Americans when he finds himself struck by the sight of three
young men on a subway platform. He realizes that the Brotherhood
would no doubt see them as insignificant “[m]en out of time, who would
soon be gone and forgotten. . . . But who knew . . . that they were the
saviors, the true leaders, the bearers of something precious?”73 What
exactly might their “precious” contribution to the world be? The Invisible
Man does not spell this out, but this is precisely because their future
contribution cannot be predicted by anyone, not even the theoreticians of
the Brotherhood. The leaders of the Brotherhood claim to know the direc-
tion of History, but the Invisible Man states that these young African
American men are “running and dodging the forces of history.” He also
states that “they didn’t believe in Brotherhood, no doubt had never heard
of it; or perhaps . . . would mysteriously have rejected its mysteries.”74 In
other words, these young men have the capacity to one day introduce
into the world unexpected forms of political action that transcend the
stifling confines of the Brotherhood’s ideology.75

Ellison’s conviction that ordinary citizens are capable of valuable po-
litical action is also evident in an early piece that he wrote for New Masses
titled, “A Congress Jim Crow Didn’t Attend.” In this report on the Third
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National Negro Congress, held in Washington, DC in 1940, Ellison briefly
discusses the speeches that were given by nationally known figures such
as John L. Lewis and A. Philip Randolph. But what Ellison seems most
struck by is not the most eminent leaders, but rather the ordinary citizen-
leaders—“Negroes from the North, South, East, and West”—who all
came to the nation’s capital, “seeking affirmation of their will to free-
dom.”76 For instance, Ellison mentions “a steelworker from Gary, Indi-
ana” who was “well informed,” as well as a “preacher-coal miner from
Kentucky” who actually survived a lynching attempt and was there to
push for anti-lynching legislation. Ellison writes that he was most im-
pressed by those delegates from the Jim Crow South, “whose very pres-
ence here means a danger faced and a fear conquered.” As an example,
he discusses “a tall black woman from Arkansas” who was “president of
her local union, an affiliate of the CIO with 260 members.”77 Ellison
writes that while she was “not accustomed to speaking through a micro-
phone,” she had a “calm dignity” as she explained how African
Americans in her community worked for inadequate wages which they
received in the form of “scrip” that could only be used at the company
store.78 Clearly moved by all of these leaders who were emerging from
the grassroots, Ellison concludes, “What I found among the delegates
was a temper of militant indignation. They were people sure of their
strength. . . . I suddenly realized that the age of the Negro hero had
returned to American life.”79 Ellison, of course, later became disillu-
sioned with the Communist ideas which had appealed to him when he
was writing for New Masses.80 Based on his depiction of the Brotherhood
in Invisible Man, it seems that a key reason for Ellison’s disillusionment
was that he came to believe that the party was actually treating its follow-
ers not as potential heroes who were capable of action, but rather as “raw
materials” to be used by party elites.81

In contrast to the manipulative models of leadership offered by the
Brotherhood, Mr. Norton, and Dr. Bledsoe, the narrator of Invisible Man
points us toward a model of leadership which acknowledges and honors
the essential humanity and the political capacities of one’s fellow citizens.
This means that instead of simply telling the people what to think, as
Brother Jack seeks to do, the leader should listen carefully to the concerns
of the people. The Invisible Man makes this point when he urges Brother
Tobitt to go and “stand in the areaway of a cheap tenement at night and
listen to what is said. . . . You’ll learn that a lot of people are angry because
we failed to lead them in action.”82 The Invisible Man here suggests that
leaders should seek to hear and to understand the voices that usually go
“unrecorded,” as he puts it to Brother Tobitt.83 Then, and only then, the
leader can strive “to lead [the people] in action” that advances the goals
of the people themselves, and not simply the predetermined goals of the
leader. Dr. Bledsoe, Mr. Norton, and the Brotherhood are all uninterested
in dialogue; rather than approach followers in a spirit of mutuality, they
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approach the people from on high, and seek to use the people in the
service of their own ends.

Ellison’s belief that democratic leaders should seek to advance goals
that they have in common with their followers can also be found
throughout his essays.84 For instance, Ellison wrote that in “the late for-
ties” there was “a sad, chronic division between” the “values” of African
American leaders and “the values of those they were supposed to repre-
sent.”85 We see this same theme in his essay, “A Congress Jim Crow
Didn’t Attend,” when Ellison writes that whereas A. Phillip Randolph
lost his audience by giving a “speech from above” that failed to express
the values held by the audience, John P. Davis instead “voiced the things
the delegates felt. He spoke out for the program that they wished to
support, and, judging from the reception of the speech, the delegates
were assured that theirs was a common will.”86 A final example of Elli-
son’s belief in the importance of mutuality between leaders and led can
be found when Ellison quotes (with clear approval) Lyndon B. Johnson’s
claim that “[a] President must have a vision of the America and the world
he wants to see. But the President does not put his purely personal stamp
upon the future. His vision is compounded of the hopes and anxieties
and values of the people he serves.”87

But if Ellison and Johnson are correct that the democratic leader
should fight for a “vision” that “is compounded of the hopes and anxie-
ties and values of the people he serves,” then one might wonder if the
democratic leader is simply a passive agent who only articulates what his
or her followers are already feeling and thinking. In the next section,
though, I will demonstrate that for Ellison, the democratic leader’s func-
tion is not simply to mirror the people in a passive way; instead, the
leader must also actively strive to be at the forefront of the perennially
necessary task of reapplying America’s founding ideals to contemporary
conditions.

PART V: LEADERSHIP AND THE REAFFIRMATION AND
REAPPLICATION OF FOUNDING PRINCIPLES

The Invisible Man’s first speech in New York takes place when he comes
across an elderly black couple who are in the process of being evicted.
Among many other items from the couple’s home that have been haphaz-
ardly strewn across a Harlem sidewalk, he sees “a fragile paper” which
declared one Primus Provo to be a free man in August of 1859.88 If this
part of the novel takes place in the 1930s, then these are presumably the
“free papers” for the elderly man who is now being evicted. Moved and
disturbed by seeing the displacement of this couple, the Invisible Man
makes an impromptu speech in which he calls for their possessions to be
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put back in their home, and in which he also talks about the “disposses-
sion” faced by all African Americans.

During this scene, it is mentioned that Primus Provo is eighty-seven
years old. Can it be a coincidence that Ellison here chose the number that
can also be expressed as “four-score and seven,” as Lincoln put it at
Gettysburg when he reaffirmed the principle that “all men are created
equal”?89 By giving Primus Provo the age of eighty-seven years, Ellison
points us toward Lincoln’s invocation of the nation’s founding principles,
as expressed in the Declaration of Independence. At Independence Hall,
shortly before his inauguration, Lincoln said that the Declaration’s ideals
“gave promise that in due time the weights should be lifted from the
shoulders of all men, and that all should have an equal chance.”90 Primus
Provo, though, was born into slavery, and as a free man he no doubt
faced discrimination and a lack of opportunities in both the South and the
North. Hence, it would be absurd to say that Provo was given “an equal
chance.” And yet, Ellison suggests that the founding ideals themselves
still remain valuable, for in the epilogue, the Invisible Man decides that
his own grandfather’s cryptic advice—“I want you to overcome ’em with
yeses”—must have actually been a reference to the nation’s original prin-
ciples.91 As the Invisible Man puts it, his grandfather

must have meant . . . that we were to affirm the principle on which the
country was built and not the men, or at least not the men who did the
violence. . . . Did he mean to affirm the principle, which they them-
selves . . . had violated and compromised to the point of absurdity . . . ?
Or did he mean that we had to take the responsibility for all of it, for
the men as well as the principle, because we were the heirs who must
use the principle because no other fitted our needs? . . . “Agree ’em to
death and destruction,” grandfather had advised. Hell, weren’t they
their own death and their own destruction except as the principle lived
in them and in us?92

For Ellison, then, the principle that “all men are created equal” may not
be fully realized yet but it remains worth affirming. In his speech on the
Dred Scott decision, Lincoln similarly said that through the Declaration,
the founders “meant to set up a standard maxim for free society which
should be familiar to all,—constantly looked to, constantly labored for,
and even, though never perfectly attained, constantly approximated, and
thereby constantly spreading and deepening its influence, and augment-
ing the happiness and value of life to all people, of all colors, every-
where.”93 Like Lincoln, Ellison suggests that “politics at its best . . . is a
thrust toward a human ideal.”94 For Ellison, it is not only documents
such as the Declaration of Independence which can uphold the democrat-
ic ideals which must be looked to and approximated, but also novels. As
Ellison puts it, “So if the ideal of achieving a true political equality eludes
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us in reality—as it continues to do—there is still available that fictional
vision of an ideal democracy.”95

While both Lincoln and Ellison insisted that America’s founding
ideals must be upheld, they both knew that concrete progress toward
what Ellison called “an ideal democracy” was by no means inevitable.
For example, Lincoln noted that if one compared the situation of African
Americans in 1857 to their situation at the time of the Revolution, one
would find that, “[i]n some trifling particulars, the condition of that race
has been ameliorated; but, as a whole . . . the change between then and
now is decidedly the other way; and their ultimate destiny has never
appeared so hopeless as in the last three or four years.”96 Especially with
the promise of Emancipation and Reconstruction having been followed
by the reign of Jim Crow, Ellison, like Lincoln, could not possibly believe
in the inevitability of continual progress. However, precisely for such
times as when the “destiny” of African Americans seems “hopeless,” as
Lincoln put it, “the novel could be fashioned as a raft of hope,” Ellison
writes, providing “perception and entertainment that might help keep us
afloat as we . . . negotiate the snags and whirlpools that mark our nation’s
vacillating course toward and away from the democratic ideal.”97 For
both Lincoln and for Ellison it is a key task of leadership—whether that
leader is an artist, activist, or elected official—to reaffirm, reapply, and
rearticulate the nation’s founding principles, in order to help move the
nation further toward their realization.

As noted above, the Invisible Man suggests that African Americans
are “the heirs who must use the principle” of the founders, “because no
other fitted our needs.” By suggesting that African Americans are in a
sense the “heirs” of the founding fathers, Ellison offers an important
qualification to the vet’s advice to the Invisible Man: “be your own
father.” What is valuable about the vet’s advice is the idea that the Invis-
ible Man should reject all of the various efforts—by the prominent whites
of his hometown, by Dr. Bledsoe, or by the Brotherhood—to prevent the
Invisible Man from thinking for himself and from determining his own
path in life. These manipulative authority figures are indeed worth
throwing off, as the vet suggests. However, to “be your own father” can
also mean that there is nothing for you to inherit—that is, nothing be-
queathed to you which you must cherish and continue to uphold. Ellison
rejects “being your own father” in this latter sense, for he suggests that
the founders should be recognized and honored as the fathers of “the
principle” that “all men are created equal,” and African Americans
should see themselves as the proud “heirs” of this inheritance.

It is thus an oversimplification to say that for Ellison, freedom is being
left alone to determine your values and your life course for yourself. At
first glance, Ellison might seem to be suggesting that freedom is simply
self-determination when he states the following about Invisible Man:
“Each section begins with a sheet of paper; each piece of paper is ex-
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changed for another and contains a definition of his identity, or the social
role he is to play as defined for him by others. . . . Before he could have
some voice in his own identity he had to discard these old identities and
illusions.”98 If the problem is that external authorities are trying to define
his identity or social role, then perhaps the answer is simply to throw off
all authority, and “be your own father.” Ellison’s understanding of the
relationship between authority and freedom, though, is ultimately more
nuanced, for the danger of rejecting all authoritative values is demon-
strated through the character of Rinehart. The Invisible Man never actual-
ly meets Rinehart, but he learns that he is a man with no fixed identity;
Rinehart is a church pastor, but he is also, among other things, a pimp
and a numbers-runner. Clearly, no one is imposing any identity, or im-
posing any “social role,” onto Rinehart, and, perhaps for this reason, at
first the Invisible Man finds Rinehart to be an appealing figure: “His
world was possibility and he knew it. He was years ahead of me and I
was a fool.”99 At the same time, the Invisible Man finds something dis-
orienting about the idea of a life lived without any definition at all: “The
world in which we lived was without boundaries. A vast seething, hot
world of fluidity, and Rine the rascal was at home. . . . You could actually
make yourself anew. The notion was frightening, for now the world
seemed to flow before my eyes.”100 Having made himself anew, Rinehart
has in a sense become his own father. And yet, in the epilogue of the
book, the Invisible Man asks: “But what do I really want. . . . Certainly not
the freedom of a Rinehart.”101 In rejecting the “freedom of a Rinehart,”
the Invisible Man suggests that freedom conceived solely as self-determi-
nation or solely as the rejection of all authoritative values is inade-
quate.102 Freedom requires a sense of what freedom is for, and for the
Invisible Man this moral guidance can and indeed must be provided by
“the principle on which the country was built.”

The most valuable form of freedom, then, does not ultimately arise
from becoming one’s own father, but rather from affirming what Lincoln
called “the father of all moral principle.” At Chicago, Lincoln suggested
that all who affirm the principle of the founding, irrespective of their
birthplace, are in a sense descendants, or heirs, of the founding fathers.
Noting that many Americans are either immigrants themselves or de-
scend from immigrants who arrived in the United States only after the
Revolution, Lincoln said,

If they look back . . . to trace their connection with those [revolutionary]
days by blood, they find they have none . . . but when they look
through that old Declaration of Independence they find that those old
men say that “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are
created equal,” and then they feel that that moral sentiment taught in
that day evidences their relation to those men, that it is the father of all
moral principle in them, and that they have a right to claim it as though
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they were blood of the blood, and flesh of the flesh of the men who
wrote that Declaration, and so they are.103

Lincoln’s argument that those who affirm the principles of the founders
are their true descendants adds resonance to the passage in Invisible Man
in which Thomas Jefferson is mentioned by name. In the scene at the
Golden Day, a veteran named Sylvester declares that Mr. Norton is actu-
ally Thomas Jefferson, and he also claims that Jefferson is his grandfather:
“I should know my own grandfather! He’s Thomas Jefferson and I’m his
grandson.”104 At one level, this might be a (semi-comical) reference to the
long-standing rumor, now believed to be true by most historians, that
Jefferson fathered children with Sally Hemings, one of the enslaved
women at Monticello.105 However, in the light of Lincoln’s Chicago
speech, the “joke” that Sylvester is the grandson of Jefferson may take on
another meaning, for if Lincoln is right, all those who believe that “all
men are created equal” are indeed the descendants of the man who
drafted the Declaration. And, Ellison himself makes the same point when
suggesting that those who “affirm the principle” are the “heirs” of those
who first articulated it.

The complex figure of Jefferson, the man who gave voice to the princi-
ples that are to be “affirmed” even as he “violated and compromised”
those principles himself as a slaveholder, should be kept in mind when
reflecting upon the meaning of the imagined conversation that the Invis-
ible Man has with the elderly enslaved woman early in the novel. The
woman tells the Invisible Man that she has killed the man who both
enslaved her and fathered her children. She states, “I dearly loved my
master. . . . He gave me several sons . . . and because I loved my sons I
learned to love their father though I hated him too.”106 The Invisible Man
refers to the woman’s “ambivalence,” and Ellison here metaphorically
invokes the ambivalence that Americans might feel toward Jefferson and
other founders.107 The Invisible Man says that we should “affirm the
principle on which the country was built and not the men, or at least not
the men who did the violence.” But in the figure of Jefferson (and many
other founders), we see that the same man who articulated “the princi-
ple” is simultaneously a man who perpetrated “the violence” that was
inherent in slavery. Hence, the “ambivalence”: one might love the found-
ers for giving birth to “a new nation . . . dedicated to the proposition that
all men are created equal,” but also hate the violence of slavery, an insti-
tution that is, as Lincoln put it, “PRO TANTO, a total violation” of the
Declaration’s principles.108 Struck by her ambivalence, the Invisible Man
imagines himself telling the old woman that, “Maybe freedom lies in
hating.” The woman tells him, though, “Naw, son, it’s in loving.”109 Per-
haps Ellison is here suggesting that real freedom involves not simply
liberation, but also an affirmation of—indeed, a love of—the founding
principles. To be a free American, then, is to dedicate oneself, as Lincoln
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put it at Gettysburg, to the “unfinished work” of further realizing those
beloved principles.110

According to Barbara Foley, Ellison’s invocation of American ideals at
the end of Invisible Man indicates that Ellison had become a “Cold War
liberal” who sought to delegitimate the radical ideas that he had once
found appealing but had come to reject by the time he completed his
masterwork.111 Foley thus rebukes Ellison for offering what she takes to
be an “unproblematic celebration of American democracy” in the novel’s
final pages.112 But in my view, Foley’s claim that the conclusion of Invis-
ible Man is merely an anodyne expression of “vital center patriotism”
which ignores the need for “systemic change” is a strange charge to make
against a book which plainly repudiates Booker T. Washington’s accom-
modationist approach, which dwells on the terrible injustice of a police
shooting of an unarmed African American man in a way that powerfully
resonates with today’s headlines, and which decries the economic “dis-
possession” experienced by African Americans.113 Ellison may have
abandoned the Communist ideas which he had once embraced, but he
never abandoned his opposition to white supremacy in its social, politi-
cal, and economic forms. The Invisible Man’s grandparents were “told
that they were free” once they were liberated from slavery, but the novel
suggests that freedom is hollow if one lacks the “social equality” that
Washington was willing to have African Americans defer and which the
young Invisible Man dared to reference through a slip of the tongue in
front of the prominent whites of his hometown.114 And, the novel sug-
gests that genuine freedom also requires an equality of economic oppor-
tunity that was no doubt denied to the evicted couple in Harlem and that
many people still lack today.115 Ellison wrote that the “sacred principles”
of our founding documents “interrogate us endlessly as to who and what
we are; they demand that we keep the democratic faith.”116 By calling on
us to “affirm the principle” and to “keep the democratic faith,” Ellison is
not suggesting that we should engage in an uncritical celebration of the
status quo. Instead, to “affirm the principle” means that we should con-
tinue to challenge the injustices which exist in what Ellison once called
“these perpetually troubled United States.”117 For Ellison, democratic
leaders must devote their energies to this crucial project.

CONCLUSION

According to Thomas Engeman, the Invisible Man, “like Nietzsche’s Zar-
athustra, finds freedom from ‘the flies of the market-place’ only in soli-
tude.” For Engeman, Ellison’s unfinished novel, Juneteenth, represents “a
remarkable advance over” Invisible Man’s “sterile individualism.”118 But
in my view, Invisible Man actually offers a critique of individualism and
thus a critique of the idea that a fulfilling form of freedom can be found in
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isolation. As noted earlier, the Invisible Man asks the elderly enslaved
woman, “What is this freedom you love so well?” The novel is far too rich
and complex to answer this question about the meaning of freedom in
any single, definitive way. However, we have seen that for Ellison, free-
dom is more than simply being left alone, for two reasons, both of which
relate closely to Ellison’s understanding of democratic leadership. First, if
freedom is simply being left alone, then one might choose a life of isola-
tion, which is what the Invisible Man chooses when living underground.
One achieves greater freedom, though, if one has a voice in the making of
the decisions that affect the lives of all citizens; at the novel’s end, the
Invisible Man is poised to pursue this type of political freedom by embrac-
ing his “social responsibility” and striving to be seen and heard in the
public realm. The Invisible Man has learned that the best democratic
leaders do not simply manipulate or dominate, but rather try to ensure
that the political capacities of their followers are cultivated, so that they,
too, can be seen and heard. That is, democratic leaders try “to make men
great,” as Tocqueville put it, rather than “do great things with men.” The
second reason it is mistaken to suggest that freedom is simply being left
alone is that for Ellison, freeing one’s self from all authoritative values
leaves one more adrift than it leaves one genuinely free. By rejecting all
moral authority, the character of Rinehart may have achieved a sort of
liberation from the strictures that others might seek to impose on him,
but the novel suggests that a higher form of freedom arises when one
affirms and dedicates one’s self to certain moral principles, which for
Ellison come from the founding. Through rearticulating and reapplying
those principles to present day crises, the best democratic leaders can
“fashion a raft of hope” to help the citizenry move further toward “the
democratic ideal.”
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THREE
“Into the Convulsion of the World”

All the King’s Men, Democratic
Leadership, and Political Action

In chapter 2, I sought to sketch out a theory of democratic leadership
which emerges from a close reading of Ellison’s Invisible Man. I turn now
to another important twentieth-century novel, namely, All the King’s Men,
by Robert Penn Warren. Warren’s novel was published in 1946, six years
before the publication of Invisible Man. I have chosen to present my dis-
cussion of these two novels out of chronological order, though, because I
think it is illuminating to consider All the King’s Men in light of the theory
of democratic leadership that I discerned in Invisible Man. Both Southern-
born writers of great distinction, Warren and Ellison were decades-long
friends who each wrote an influential novel which explored political
themes in a way that was simultaneously timely and timeless.1 As we
shall see, these two post–World War II novels have a number of overlap-
ping themes, and All the King’s Men helps to confirm the value of the
tripartite theory of democratic leadership which I find in Invisible Man. I
will argue that in All the King's Men, Governor Willie Stark embodies one
aspect of this theory of democratic leadership, but Willie fails to embody
the other two. Specifically, while Willie does pursue goals which he has
in common with his followers, he does not do enough to promote politi-
cal freedom for the citizenry, nor does he do much in the way of rearticu-
lating and reapplying the nation’s founding principles. While Willie
mostly falls short of the standards for democratic leadership which I
elucidated in the previous chapter, Warren’s novel still suggests that
these standards are of crucial importance. To flesh out my argument
about All the King’s Men and democratic leadership, I make reference not
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only to Ellison, but also to the speeches of Malcolm X and Franklin Dela-
no Roosevelt, to Nancy Fraser’s ideas on redistribution and recognition,
and to Hannah Arendt’s ideas on action, freedom, and responsibility.

When he is still a novice politician trying to figure out how to commu-
nicate most effectively to his audience, Willie Stark is told by his adviser,
Jack Burden: “It’s up to you to give ‘em something to stir ‘em up and
make ‘em feel alive again. . . . But for Sweet Jesus’ sake don’t try to improve
their minds.”2 The novel ultimately suggests, though, that a democratic
leader must at times try to “improve” the “minds” of the people; in
contrast to Jack’s advice to Willie, the novel’s teaching actually coincides
with Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s assertion that “the greatest duty of a
statesman is to educate.”3 As we shall see, though, Willie Stark ultimately
fails to fulfill this duty, for he does little to educate his audience about
what Ellison called “the principle on which the country was built.”4

While All the King’s Men suggests that the best political leaders seek to
educate the citizenry, the novel also exemplifies this book’s claim that
novelists can provide the citizen-reader with an important form of demo-
cratic education—not by providing the reader with any easy answers to
the questions raised, but rather by encouraging the reader to explore the
kinds of complex moral and political questions that readers must answer
for themselves. All the King’s Men suggests that we must reject political
passivity and we must make political judgments; at the same time, the
novel suggests that political questions are often rife with ambiguities and
complexities that make it difficult to render with confidence the judg-
ments that citizens must make. By insisting that we must seek to answer
for ourselves questions which are by their nature multi-faceted, Warren’s
novel can help prepare its readers for some of the tough tasks of demo-
cratic citizenship.

ALL THE KING’S MEN AND POLITICAL FREEDOM

In the previous chapter, I suggested that Invisible Man points to a tripar-
tite conception of democratic leadership. The first part of this theory of
leadership entails the idea that the democratic leader should encourage
his or her followers to be active citizens so that they can achieve political
freedom for themselves. Warren also brings our attention to this aspect of
democratic leadership in All the King’s Men, insofar as Willie can be called
a “negative exemplar” when it comes to the need for leaders to encourage
political freedom. Willie offers himself as a champion for the people. Un-
like the Bourbon aristocrats who once ruled the state for their own ad-
vantage, Willie is striving to achieve goals held by ordinary citizens.
However, in fighting for the people, Willie renders them passive specta-
tors rather than active citizens. Thus, he largely fails to help the people
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achieve political freedom, which is the freedom to have an active voice in
the shaping of public affairs.

According to Warren, when he first conceived of the character of Wil-
lie, he saw him as “a man whose power was based on the fact that some-
how he could vicariously fulfill some secret needs of the people about
him.”5 As we shall see, Willie fought to fulfill his downtrodden follow-
ers’ need for “recognition,” on the one hand, and their need for “redistri-
bution,” on the other, to put it in the terms used by Nancy Fraser.6 The
people, though, are figured by Willie as passive recipients of his aid
rather than as political actors with their own voice. Joseph Lane notes
that one of Willie’s key speeches “is presented as a dialogue between
Stark, standing at the top of the capitol steps, and the crowd, spread out
across the lawn in front of him.” However, “the dialogue seems remark-
ably one-sided because the crowd” only offers “loud roars of approval”
or exclaims “Willie— Willie— we want Willie.”7 Rather than a true di-
alogue containing multiples views and multiple perspectives, the people
simply cheer on their champion as spectators. They offer their votes and
their expressions of admiration, but contribute nothing else to a political
process that is controlled by Willie Stark.

While Willie himself does little to encourage his followers to achieve
political freedom, the novel as a whole suggests that citizens should pur-
sue a life of action and engaged citizenship. In this respect, the novel has
a great deal in common with Invisible Man. In the previous chapter, we
saw that Ellison’s novel explores the temptations of an individualistic
withdrawal from the world—that is, the temptation to pursue a wholly
private form of freedom. Ellison’s novel ultimately suggests, though, that
a more valuable form of freedom arises when one shares words and
deeds with one’s fellow citizens. In other words, Invisible Man suggests
that the pursuit of political freedom is at least as important to pursue as
private freedom, for at the novel’s end, the Invisible Man leaves behind
the isolation of his underground apartment, and moves into the world
with the intention of becoming a responsible political actor—either as an
orator, or as a politically engaged writer, or as both.

We see this same kind of movement—from the temptation to with-
draw from the world to a renewed commitment to a life of action—in All
the King’s Men. The Invisible Man stated that while “underground” he
was “one of the most irresponsible beings that ever lived,” but by the end
of the novel he reemerges into the world and decides to embrace “a
socially responsible role.”8 Similarly, Jack Burden, the narrator of All the
King’s Men, states that he once “came to believe that nobody had any
responsibility for anything.” In the novel’s final line, though, he declares
that “soon now we shall go out of the house and go into the convulsion of
the world, out of history into history and the awful responsibility of
Time.”9 Just as the Invisible Man eventually decides that he had “over-
stayed” his “hibernation,” Jack decides that he will no longer succumb to
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“the Great Sleep,” which was the name he gave to the several periods of
time in which he passively drifted through life, refusing to take respon-
sibly for his actions.10 Much like the Invisible Man, then, Jack decides that
he will no longer withdraw from “the convulsion of the world” and will
instead embrace “the awful responsibility” of agency and action. At the
end of the novel, Jack may not become a leader in the public eye, but he
plans to again be politically engaged, for he states that he intends to work
for the political campaign of Hugh Miller, an honorable man who had
once served as Willie’s attorney general. In short, both Invisible Man and
All the King’s Men ultimately endorse political commitment and political
action, and thus they each point to the importance of political freedom.11

As we have seen in the previous chapter, Ellison told his friend War-
ren in a 1964 interview: “I have no desire to escape the struggle. . . . I want
to impose my will upon the outcome to the extent that I can. I want to
help shape events and our general culture . . . as one who is in a position
to have a responsible impact upon the American value system.”12 Just as
Ellison suggested he wanted to “impose [his] will upon the outcome” of
historical and political events, Jack Burden comes to believe that we all
must live “in the agony of will,” which means that instead of passively
drifting through life (including political life), we must make judgments
and take action, even though we cannot know all of the consequences of
our actions in advance.13 Indeed, both Warren and Ellison emphasize
that political and private actions almost always have unintended conse-
quences. In the case of the Invisible Man, his words and deeds have
“tragicomic” effects that he did not anticipate or intend; similarly, one of
the major themes of All the King’s Men is that because we all inhabit an
interconnected “spider web,” one’s actions may lead to a series of effects
that ripple through the world in ways that could never have been ima-
gined.14 Both Warren and Ellison insist, though, that the awareness that
one’s actions may have (often terrible) unanticipated consequences must
not prevent us from taking on the often agonizing process of making
political choices and judgments. Of course, it is not an accident that Jack’s
last name is “Burden.” His name is a reminder that all citizens must face
the burden of deciding upon what political actions should be taken,
along with their fellow citizens.

ALL THE KING’S MEN AND ARENDT’S THEORY OF ACTION

Thus far, I have argued that while Willie Stark does not do enough to
foster political freedom among his followers, Warren’s novel still sug-
gests that political freedom and political action are of crucial importance
for the citizenry. To better understand the novel’s ideas on freedom, ac-
tion, and responsibility, it is useful to compare them to Hannah Arendt’s
analyses of these concepts.
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To my knowledge, previous scholarship on All the King’s Men has not
yet noted the striking similarity between Warren’s metaphor of the “spi-
der web” in which all action takes place, on the one hand, and Arendt’s
discussion of the “web of relationships,” on the other.15 When Jack Bur-
den tells the reader about the tragic life of his great-uncle, Cass Mastern,
who was the subject of Jack’s aborted dissertation project, Jack states that,
“Cass Mastern . . . learned that the world is like an enormous spider web
and if you touch it, however lightly, at any point, the vibration ripples to
the remotest perimeter.” As Cass put it in his journal when reflecting
upon all the terrible events that had been caused by his affair with his
friend’s wife: “it was as though the vibration set up in the whole fabric of
the world by my act had spread infinitely and with ever increasing pow-
er and no man could know the end.”16

The ideas expressed here are remarkably consistent with Arendt’s ide-
as about “action” in The Human Condition and in other writings.17 Just as
Cass writes of how the consequences of one’s actions can “spread infi-
nitely,” Arendt writes that our acts always enter into “a medium where
every action becomes a chain reaction.” And, just as Cass writes that “no
man could know” what the future effects of his actions will be, Arendt
emphasizes that the “consequences” of an actor’s actions are “boundless”
and are marked by an “inherent unpredictability.”18

Cass Mastern learns that his friend from Kentucky did not die by
accident but rather by suicide after he learned of his wife’s affair with
Cass; moreover, Cass finds out that his friend’s wife has torn the en-
slaved woman Phebe away from her husband and home in Lexington
and sold her “down the river” because Phebe had also learned of the
infidelity.19 Cass suffers greatly from the horrifying realization that “the
death of my friend, the betrayal of Phebe, the suffering and rage and
great change of the woman I had loved—all had come from my single act
of sin and perfidy.”20 Cass’s mournful reflections upon the unexpected
and enormous consequences of what he calls his “single act” resonates
with Arendt’s statement that “the smallest act . . . bears the seed of the
same boundlessness, because one deed . . . suffices to change every con-
stellation.”21 On the one hand, the fact that “one deed” can change “every
constellation” can give us hope because it means that the problems found
in the status quo are always subject to change even when they appear
permanent; on the other hand, as Cass Mastern found out, the fact that
actions have boundless consequences can just as often—and perhaps
more often—lead to lamentation rather than celebration.

Arendt and Warren both help us reflect on how actors must continue
to act—and take responsibility for their actions—despite action’s bound-
lessness and unpredictability. Arendt writes, “Although everybody
started his life by inserting himself into the human world through action
and speech, nobody is the author or producer of his own life story.”22

Arendt believes, though, that even if we are not the author of our stories,
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we still must be held accountable for our actions; thus, to take an extreme
example, Arendt believes that Adolf Eichmann must hang for his crimes
against humanity. Arendt writes that even if it is the case that if he had
been born in a different time and place, then he would not have ended up
a mass-murderer, even so, Eichmann did choose to engage in genocide
when the choice was given to him. As Arendt puts it when describing
what she thinks the judges should have told Eichmann:

You told your story in terms of a hard-luck story, and, knowing the
circumstances, we are, up to a point, willing to grant you that under
more favorable circumstances it is highly unlikely that you would ever
have come before us or before any other criminal court. Let us assume,
for the sake of argument, that it was nothing more than misfortune that
made you a willing instrument in the organization of mass murder;
there still remains the fact that you have carried out, and therefore
actively supported, a policy of mass murder.23

In other words, Eichmann may not have authored all of his life circum-
stances, but as an actor he did choose how he responded to these circum-
stances. As for Cass Mastern, he did not “author” his story because he
did not intend, nor could he have predicted, that his affair with his
friend’s wife would lead both to his friend’s death and to the selling
down-the-river of Phebe. Still, Cass takes responsibility for his action and
for its terrible effects, and he tries to in some way repent for his sins by
taking actions such as emancipating his slaves and refusing to fire his
gun as a Confederate soldier.24

Horrified by the consequences of his actions, Cass Mastern would
certainly agree with Arendt that, “[b]ecause the actor always moves
among and in relation to other acting beings, he is never merely a ‘doer’
but always and at the same a sufferer.”25 But despite all of his suffering,
Cass continues to act in the world, just as Jack Burden ultimately decides
to reenter “the convulsion of the world” and take action even after suffer-
ing so much tragic loss in that world, including the loss of the man who
turns out to be his father (Judge Irwin), the loss of Willie Stark, who
served at times as a father-figure, and the loss of his longtime friend,
Adam Stanton. At the end of the novel, it is clear that Jack has chosen
responsible engagement with the world when he mentions that he will be
working for the gubernatorial campaign of Hugh Miller, the former attor-
ney general who had resigned when Willie chose to not fire a corrupt
official in his administration. Jack mentions that when discussing with
Miller “the moral neutrality of history,” which entails the idea that it is
only the consequences of a leader’s actions which ultimately matter, Mill-
er insisted that “[h]istory is blind, but man is not.”26 Miller is suggesting
that whereas when we look back at historical events we might be
tempted to focus on morally neutral questions surrounding who won
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and who lost power, human beings must also remember to ask: who has
acted honorably and with integrity, and how can I best do so?

Striving to act honorably in his life after taking responsibility for the
damage that his past actions have wrought, Cass emancipates his slaves
and seeks to run his plantation with free black laborers. Cass tells his
disapproving brother: “Perhaps I shall preach Abolition . . . some day. . . .
But not now. I am not worthy to instruct others. . . . But meanwhile there
is my example. If it is good, it is not lost. Nothing is ever lost.”27 Cass’s
insistence that when we act with integrity we can set an inspirational
example that is never lost is strikingly similar to what Arendt writes
about Sargeant Anton Schmid, an Austrian drafted into the German army
who made the choice to rescue Jews and aid the Jewish resistance until he
was caught and executed in 1942.28 Regarding the significance of
Schmid’s actions, Arendt dwells not primarily on the hundreds of lives
that he saved in Vilna, but rather on the inspirational quality of the exam-
ple that he set. She writes that despite the efforts of the Nazis to wipe out
the memory of those, like Schmid, who undermined them, the “holes of
oblivion do not exist. Nothing human is that perfect, and there are simply
too many people in the world to make oblivion possible. One man will
always be left alive to tell the story.”29 In the case of Cass Mastern, it is
his grand-nephew, Jack Burden, who will tell Cass’s story and save it
from oblivion, for at the end of the novel Jack states that he will finally
finish his book about Cass, thus further vindicating Cass’s claim (which
corresponds with Arendt’s view) that “[n]othing is ever lost.”

In Eichmann in Jerusalem, Arendt writes that the story of Anton Schmid
reminds us that

nothing can ever be “practically useless,” at least, not in the long run. It
would be of great practical usefulness for Germany today, not merely
for her prestige abroad but for her sadly consumed inner condition, if
there were more such stories to be told. For the lesson of such stories is
simple and within everybody’s grasp. Politically speaking, it is that
under conditions of terror most people will comply but some people will
not, just as the lesson of the countries to which the Final Solution was
proposed is that “it could happen” in most places but it did not happen
everywhere. Humanly speaking, no more is required, and no more can
reasonably be asked, for this planet to remain a place fit for human
habitation.30

Arendt’s insistence that the ability to act freely and to resist injustice can
never be fully vanquished—not even “under conditions of terror”—reso-
nates with Jack Burden’s eventual rejection of his erstwhile belief that the
behavior of human beings is predetermined by some sort of mechanical,
biological, or historical process, an idea which he sums up as the theory
that “there was no god but the Great Twitch.”31 According to Jack’s
“Great Twitch” theory of human behavior, “life is but the dark heave of
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blood and the twitch of the nerve,” which means that a human being is
simply “a peculiarly complicated piece of mechanism.” This materialistic
and fatalistic theory promotes the belief that “nothing was your fault or
anybody’s fault, for things are always as they are,” and could not have
been otherwise.32

Jack’s “Great Twitch” theory conforms to the totalitarian conviction,
as Arendt describes it in The Origins of Totalitarianism, that human beings
“can be reduced to . . . bundles of reactions” that “can be exchanged at
random for any other.”33 Just as the “Great Twitch” theory suggests that
human beings are nothing more than “a peculiarly complicated piece of
mechanism” that acts in predetermined ways, Arendt writes that the
concentration camps of totalitarian regimes were aimed at “eliminat-
ing . . . spontaneity itself as an expression of human behavior and . . .
transforming the human personality into a mere thing.”34 As we have
seen, by the time she wrote Eichmann in Jerusalem, Arendt had come to
believe that even “under conditions of terror,” it is still possible for (at
least some) people to act spontaneously and freely, thus demonstrating
that it is impossible to reduce all people to mere machines. Similarly, by
the end of All the King’s Men, Jack Burden has realized that “the Great
Twitch” does not fully explain human behavior, and perhaps it explains
none of it. For example, he writes of Adam Stanton and Willie Stark that
“though doomed they had nothing to do with any doom under the god-
head of the Great Twitch.”35 In other words, it was their own decisions
and actions that doomed them, not any inexorable force that may have
allegedly existed within them or without them. Similarly, Willie’s final
words to Jack are a rejection of determinism and fatalism: “It might have
all been different, Jack. . . . You got to believe that.”36

As mentioned earlier, Jack states that there were time periods during
which he simply drifted through life, and he defines these times of inertia
and passivity with the term “the Great Sleep.”37 By succumbing to “the
Great Sleep,” Jack avoids action and thus human freedom. Arendt’s dis-
cussion of why people may be tempted to avoid action is here quite
relevant. Arendt writes that human beings

have always known . . . that he who acts never quite knows what he is
doing, that he always becomes “guilty” of consequences he never in-
tended or even foresaw, that no matter how disastrous and unexpected
the consequences of his deed he can never undo it, that the process he
starts is never consummated unequivocally in one single deed or event,
that its very meaning never discloses itself to the actor but only to the
backward glance of the historian. . . . All this is reason enough to turn
away with despair from the realm of human affairs and to hold in
contempt the human capacity for freedom.38

Arendt here poignantly expresses ideas that resonate with much of what
Jack Burden experiences in All the King’s Men. Jack’s investigations into
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Judge Irwin’s past led to “disastrous and unexpected consequences,” in-
cluding the judge’s suicide, after which Jack learned that the judge was
his father. Moreover, Jack’s decision to persuade Adam Stanton to accept
the directorship of Willie’s new public hospital also led to a catastrophic
chain of events that left both Adam and Willie dead. As we have seen,
Arendt’s description of the terrible risks of action also jibes with the story
of Cass Mastern, whose decision to engage in an affair with his wife’s
friend led to a host of terrible events. Arendt writes that the “meaning” of
one’s acts can only be disclosed by “the backward glance of the histo-
rian.” This, too, fits with the story of Cass, for the “meaning” of his life-
story can only be revealed when a historian (Jack Burden) seeks to under-
stand Cass’s story. As a graduate student, Jack does not yet have the
wisdom to understand Cass’s story, but by the end of the novel, after he
has himself accepted the “burden” of action, he is finally ready to do so.

According to Arendt, given the potentially terrible consequences of
acting in the world, many have been tempted to draw the conclusion that
“[t]he only salvation . . . lie[s] in non-acting, in abstention from the whole
realm of human affairs as the only means to safeguard one’s sovereignty
and integrity.”39 It is this belief, which Arendt associates with Stoicism,
that (at times) leads Jack to withdraw into “the Great Sleep.”40 Arendt
writes that those who reject action often believe that when one tries to act
freely, one’s actions get caught up in a web of other people’s actions such
that it seems like one has no real freedom at all! As Arendt puts it, many
in “the great tradition of Western thought” have been moved “to accuse
freedom of luring man into necessity, to condemn action . . . because its
results fall into a predetermined net of relationships, invariably dragging
the agent with them, who seems to forfeit his freedom the very moment
he makes use of it.”41 What Arendt describes here is again consistent
with what Jack calls “the Great Twitch,” which, as we have seen, is the
theory that everything one does is predetermined and happens out of
necessity, such that “nobody had any responsibility for anything,” as Jack
puts it.

As part of her effort to vindicate action, though, Arendt argues that
those who reject action on the grounds that to act is to enter into a world
of “necessity” are making a category mistake; namely, they are confusing
“freedom” with “sovereignty.” As Arendt puts it,

their basic error seems to lie in that identification of sovereignty with
freedom. . . . If it were true that sovereignty and freedom are the same,
then indeed no man could be free, because sovereignty, the ideal of
uncompromising self-sufficiency and mastership, is contradictory to
the very condition of plurality. No man can be sovereign because not
one man, but men, inhabit the earth.42

In other words, human beings do always have the freedom to spontane-
ously act in new and unexpected ways; however, they do not have the

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 6:27 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Chapter 370

ability to determine how their free actions will play out in the world, for
no one has “sovereignty” over the vast “web of relationships.”

Arendt’s claim that no person can ever achieve “sovereignty” fits very
well with the story of Willie Stark. Willie may be the dominant political
figure in his Southern state, and he may be able to intimidate many of his
political opponents, but he still lacks what Arendt calls “sovereignty.” If
Willie did have “sovereignty” in Arendt’s sense of the word, then he
would not only be able to pressure the state university’s football coach to
put his son back in a game, but he would also be able to prevent his son
from dying from a football injury in that very same game. And, if he did
have “sovereignty,” he would not only be able to build one of the great
public hospitals of the world, but he would also be able to prevent the
chain of actions that culminated in his assassination by the hand of the
director of the hospital. And, while Willie can do a great deal to improve
the schools, roads, and tax system of his Southern state, his lack of “sove-
reignty” means that he cannot ameliorate all of the state’s many prob-
lems. The novel thus speaks perfectly to Arendt’s point that no one can
ever gain total “sovereignty” over the always endlessly complex political
landscape.43

But if for both Arendt and Warren total “sovereignty” is an impos-
sibility, Arendt and Warren also both endorse the pursuit of political
freedom through political action. As we have seen, Jack (and Cass) even-
tually reject both “the Great Sleep” and “the Great Twitch.” The former
involves avoiding action altogether, and the latter involves a denial of
responsibility for any actions that one does undertake. By the end of the
novel, Jack is willing to act and to take responsibility for his actions. As
John Burt perceptively notes in his discussion of All the King’s Men, “Like
Ellison’s narrator [in Invisible Man], Warren’s does not rest in irony and
withdrawal . . . but returns to a chastened version of his earlier commit-
ments.”44 Both Invisible Man and All the King’s Men celebrate political
action while acknowledging (as does Arendt) the risks inherent in its
pursuit.

ALL THE KING’S MEN, LEADERSHIP, AND MUTUALITY

Thus far, we have seen that All the King’s Men endorses the idea, which
can also be found in Invisible Man and in the writings of Hannah Arendt,
that political freedom is at least as crucial for realizing one’s full humanity
as is private freedom. We have also seen, though, that Willie Stark him-
self may not do enough to help ordinary citizens realize an active form of
political freedom, for by “vicariously” seeking to fulfill their “needs,”
and by dominating the political arena, he renders the people passive
spectators rather than free political actors. Thus, Willie does not do
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enough to promote the first part of the tripartite theory of democratic
leadership that I elucidated in the prior chapter.

What, though, of the second part of this tripartite theory? The second
part of this theory entails the idea that leaders should not manipulate
their followers in order to achieve their own ends, but rather should
promote goals and aspirations which they share with their followers. As
we shall see, Willie Stark arguably does meet this second standard of
democratic leadership. On the one hand, one can argue that Willie some-
times engages in a manipulative form of demagoguery by appealing to
the emotions and passions of the people rather than to their reason. On
the other hand, the reader does have every reason to believe that the
goals that Willie fervently champions truly are the same goals that are
held by a majority of the people in his state.

To see how Willie tries to promote goals that are held by his followers,
it is useful to examine Willie in the light of Nancy Fraser’s concepts of
“redistribution” and “recognition.” In an influential 1995 essay, Fraser
described what she called two different “understandings of injustice.”
She writes that the first type

is socioeconomic injustice, which is rooted in the political-economic
structure of society. Examples include exploitation (having the fruits of
one’s labour appropriated for the benefit of others); economic margi-
nalization (being confined to undesirable or poorly paid work or being
denied access to income-generating labour altogether); and deprivation
(being denied an adequate material standard of living).45

Willie’s impoverished rural constituents could certainly be described as
having experienced “socioeconomic injustice,” for as John Burt notes in
his discussion of Louisiana (which is, of course, the model for Warren’s
unnamed state in his novel), when Huey Long was elected governor in
1928, his state’s “economy was essentially a colonial one, with out-of-
state corporations, principally Standard Oil, extracting tremendous
wealth from the local oil fields but returning very little to the people of
the state.”46 With a dearth of paved roads and decent schools in the
“upland” areas where they lived, the poor farmers were denied the eco-
nomic opportunities that the “Bourbon aristocracy” of the “lowlands”
enjoyed.47 Willie addresses the economic deprivation of his audience
when he says in one of his speeches: “Look at your pants. Have they got
holes in the knee? Listen to your belly. Did it ever rumble for emptiness?
Look at your crop. Did it ever rot in the field because the road was so bad
you couldn’t get it to market? Look at your kids. Are they growing up
ignorant as you and dirt because there isn’t any school for them?”48 In All
the King’s Men, Willie Stark decries, and seeks to combat, these forms of
injustice.

Fraser notes, though, that in addition to “socioeconomic injustice,”
there is a “second kind of injustice” which “is cultural or symbolic.” This
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type of injustice often entails “nonrecognition (being rendered invisible
via the authoritative representational, communicative, and interpretative
practices of one’s culture)” as well as “disrespect (being routinely ma-
ligned or disparaged in stereotypic public cultural representations and/or
in everyday life interactions).”49 Willie Stark clearly recognizes that his
followers suffer from this type of “cultural or symbolic” injustice, for he
notes that he and his followers are often disparaged as “hicks” or as
“rednecks.”50 Moreover, his followers no doubt felt invisible in a political
system controlled by the “Bourbon aristocracy.” Part of what makes Wil-
lie such a formidable leader, then, is that he understood that his followers
were subjected to both “socioeconomic injustice” and this second type of
“cultural or symbolic” injustice.

Hence, Willie pursued not only what Fraser calls “redistribution” in
order to challenge socioeconomic injustice, but he also pursued what
Fraser calls “recognition” for his impoverished rural followers, in order
to help them gain the self-respect that the dominant culture had failed to
instill in them. The “redistribution” is pursued through a new tax policy
and through greater state funding of schools, bridges, roads, and a new
public hospital.51 The “recognition” is pursued not primarily through
policy proposals but rather through speeches in which Willie lets the
people know that while they may often be portrayed in the dominant
culture as unsophisticated or ignorant, they actually have a great deal of
strength and dignity, as long as they are willing to rise up and stand on
their “own hind legs.”52

According to Fraser, while “virtually every struggle against injustice,
when properly understood, implies demands for both redistribution and
recognition,” in the case of the “working class,” the “remedies” that are
needed mainly involve “redistribution.”53 Willie reminds the reader,
though, that the need for “recognition” can be just as compelling for
working-class people as is their need for “redistribution.” By promoting
both the goal of recognition and the goal of redistribution, Willie showed
himself to be a leader who works to promote goals that he and his follow-
ers mutually hold, as opposed to a leader who manipulates people for his
own ends.

Regarding the issue of recognition as it relates to injustice, it is illumi-
nating to compare Willie Stark to a real leader who emerged in the
1960s—namely, Malcolm X. Warren actually interviewed Malcolm X in
1964, and in that interview Malcolm X highlighted the crucial importance
of recognition when he was asked about the relationship between his
ideas and those of Martin Luther King Jr., Malcolm X stated that King’s
“objective . . . is to gain respect for negroes as human beings, and nonvio-
lence is his method. Well, my objective is the same as King’s. We may
disagree on methods, but we don’t have to argue all day on that. . . . As
long as we agree that the thing that the Afro-American wants and needs
is recognition and respect as a human being.”54
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At first glance, it may seem odd to compare the fictional Willie Stark
(whose followers were mostly rural, white, and from the South) to Mal-
colm X (whose followers were mostly urban, black, and from the North);
however, there are actually some striking similarities between the two
leaders’ efforts to achieve “recognition and respect” for their respective
followers. In his famous “Message to the Grass Roots” speech in 1963,
Malcolm X tells his audience: “So we’re all black people, so-called Ne-
groes, second-class citizens, ex-slaves. You’re nothing but an ex-slave.
You don’t like to be told that. But what else are you?”55 Malcolm X here
bluntly reminds his audience of how the nation has refused to recognize
black people as full citizens with equal dignity, even though they may
not “like to be told” this. Willie Stark makes the same rhetorical move in
the speeches that he makes after he realizes that he had been encouraged
by powerful politicians to enter the governor’s race solely in order to split
the rural vote. Jack Burden describes the stump-speech as follows:
“‘Friends, red-necks, suckers, and fellow hicks,’ [Willie] would say. . . .
And he would pause, letting the words sink in. And in the quiet the
crowd would be restless and resentful under these words. . . . ‘Yeah,’ he
would say . . . ‘that’s what you are. . . . And me—I’m one, too.’”56 Just as
Malcolm X’s audience may at first not have liked hearing that they were
“ex-slaves,” Willie’s audience may have not liked hearing, at first, that
they are “hicks” and “red-necks.” But, just as Malcolm X insisted that he,
too, was an ex-slave, Willie insisted that he, too, was a “hick” and “red-
neck.” Thus, both leaders established a sense of closeness and connection
to the people whom they sought to lead. And, both leaders suggested
that while their respective groups may have been demeaned and pushed
around in the past, if they stayed strong and united, then they could
achieve a measure of justice.

Indeed, both Malcolm X and Willie deployed the same metaphor of
“standing up” in order to inspire their respective followers to fight to
improve their lives and to elevate their self-conception. As Willie puts it:

Oh, I’m a red-neck, for the sun has beat down on me. Oh, I’m a sucker,
for I fell for that sweet-talking fellow in the fine automobile . . . Oh, I’m
a hick and I am the hick they were going to try to use and split the hick
vote. But I’m standing here on my own hind legs, for even a dog can
learn to do that, give him time. . . . Are you . . . on your hind legs? Have
you learned that much yet?57

Willie here suggests that just as political elites have humiliated Willie by
tricking him into a scheme to split the rural vote, so, too, do poor farmers
face humiliation in a society that denies them equal dignity. In the future,
though, they can stand on their “own hind legs” in order to achieve both
cultural recognition and economic redistribution.

Malcolm X uses the very same language of “standing up” when he
said in the Detroit version of his 1964 speech “The Ballot or the Bullet”:
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“It’s not so good to refer to what you’re going to do as a sit-in. That right
there castrates you. . . . An old woman can sit. An old man can sit. A
chump can sit, a coward can sit, anything can sit. Well, you and I been
sitting long enough, and it’s time for us today to start doing some stand-
ing and some fighting to back that up.”58

Just as Willie argued that he had been a “sucker” insofar as he had
been used in a scheme to split the rural vote—a scheme which also treat-
ed rural voters as “suckers”—Malcolm X warns that black people have all
too often allowed themselves to be “chumps.” According to Malcolm X,
they have been “chumps” insofar as they have often voted for white
politicians who do little to improve the lives of African Americans.
Speaking at a time when civil rights legislation was being filibustered
primarily by Southern Democrats, Malcolm X declared, “The Democrats
have been in Washington, D.C., only because of the Negro vote. . . . You
put them first and they put you last. Because you’re a chump!”59

Both Malcolm X and Willie Stark argue that once oppressed people
realize that they have foolishly allowed themselves to be manipulated by
those in power, they can then choose to wield their own political power
in a far more productive way. Both Malcolm X and Willie also claimed
that if the members of an oppressed group work together to solve the
problems of their own community, then they can achieve greater pride in
themselves. Early in his political career, Malcolm X declared in Harlem:
“The Honorable Elijah Mohammed teaches us that it is time for you and
me to stand up for ourselves. It is time for you and me to see for our-
selves. It is time for you and me to hear for ourselves, and it is time for
you and me to fight for ourselves. We don't need anybody today speak-
ing for us, seeing for us, or fighting for us. We’ll fight our own battles
with the help of our God.”60 Remarkably, Willie delivers to his audience
of poor farmers precisely the same message—namely, that an oppressed
people must practice self-reliance, with the assistance of God. As Willie
puts it, “This is the truth; you are a hick and nobody ever helped a hick
but the hick himself. Up there in town they won’t help you. It is up to you
and God, and God helps those who help themselves!”61 Both leaders
suggest that practically speaking, it is crucial for the oppressed group to
rely on itself, for outsiders who claim that they want to help usually have
their own self-serving agenda; moreover, if oppressed peoples are ever
going to gain the pride and self-respect that the larger society denied
them, then they will need to rely on themselves rather than continue to
render themselves dependent on others.

WILLIE STARK AND AMERICA’S FOUNDING PRINCIPLES

We have now seen that Willie Stark’s words and deeds do meet the
second criterion of democratic leadership described in the previous chap-
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ter; specifically, Willie does strive to advance goals—involving the elimi-
nation of both socioeconomic and cultural injustices—that he holds in
common with his followers. But what of the third criterion for democratic
leadership? In the previous chapter, I suggested through my analysis of
Invisible Man that democratic leaders in America should not always sim-
ply mirror the people, but rather should sometimes educate the people by
“affirm[ing] the principle”—that is, by striving to reapply and to rearticu-
late the nation’s founding principles. On this front, Willie Stark arguably
fails as a democratic leader. Granted, Willie’s efforts to rectify injustice
could potentially be linked to the founding principle that “all men are
created equal,” and Willie does present to his audience some ideas about
“rights.” Yet, on the whole, Willie does little, if anything, to place his
political ideas within the larger context of American political thought,
and he generally fails to be an effective democratic educator.

To see how Willie fails to teach his audience about the nation’s found-
ing principles, it is again instructive to compare—or, in this case,
contrast—Willie’s speeches with those of Malcolm X. Earlier, I argued
that there were important similarities between Malcolm X and Willie
Stark regarding how they appealed to their audience and how they in-
spired them to fight for shared goals. Malcolm X, though, focused more
than Willie Stark did on educating his audience. Indeed, as the activist A.
Peter Bailey put it, Malcolm X “was a master teacher.”62 Moreover, as we
shall see, Malcolm X’s efforts to educate his audience often involved a
rearticulation and a reapplication of America’s founding principles.

In his 1964 speech on “The Ballot or the Bullet,” Malcolm X might, at
first glance, seem to disavow American principles. In the version of the
speech that he delivered in Cleveland, Malcolm X starkly asserted:

I’m not an American. I’m one of the 22 million black people who are the
victims of Americanism. One of the 22 million black people who are the
victims of democracy, nothing but disguised hypocrisy. So, I’m not
standing here speaking to you as an American, or a patriot, or a flag-
saluter, or a flag-waver—no, not I. I’m speaking as a victim of this
American system. . . . I don’t see any American dream; I see an
American nightmare.63

Given his claim that he is not “an American, or a patriot, or a flag-salut-
er,” it might seem strange for me to claim that Malcolm X attempted to
educate his audience about America’s founding principles. And yet, fur-
ther analysis reveals that this is precisely what Malcolm X did in speeches
such as “The Ballot or the Bullet.”

In part because of his criticisms of the doctrine of nonviolent resis-
tance, Malcolm X was sometimes perceived to be a more radical thinker
than other civil rights leaders of his era. And yet, as Malcolm X himself
pointed out, his ideas about resisting injustice were no more—and no
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less—radical than the ideas of the founding fathers. As Malcolm X put it
in the Detroit version of “The Ballot or the Bullet” speech:

When this country here was first being founded, there were thirteen
colonies. . . . The whites were . . . fed up with this taxation without
representation. So some of them stood up and said, “Liberty or
death!” . . . The white man made the mistake of letting me read his
history books. [laughter] He made the mistake of teaching me that
Patrick Henry was a patriot, and George Washington—wasn’t nothing
nonviolent about ol’ Pat or George Washington.64

Malcolm X may have asserted, “I’m not a patriot,” but he is here clearly
suggesting that his own ideas about the liberation of African Americans
are similar to the ideas of the great patriots Henry and Washington. Mal-
colm X continues: “‘Liberty or death’ was what brought about the free-
dom of whites in this country from the English. [applause] They didn’t
care about the odds. Why, they faced the wrath of the entire British Em-
pire. . . . [Y]et these thirteen little scrawny states, tired of taxation without
representation, tired of being exploited and oppressed and degraded,
told that big British Empire, ‘Liberty or death.’”65 Malcolm X here pays
tribute to the founding fathers in a way that is reminiscent of some of
Frederick Douglass’s arguments in his 1852 speech, “What to the Slave Is
the Fourth of July?,” Douglass told his audience: “The signers of the
Declaration of Independence were brave men. . . . They were peace men;
but they preferred revolution to peaceful submission to bondage. . . .
With them, justice, liberty and humanity were ‘final’; not slavery and
oppression.”66

Like Douglass before him, Malcolm X draws an analogy between the
founders’ struggle against British tyranny and the struggle of African
Americans against oppression. As Malcolm X puts it, “And here you
have twenty-two million Afro-Americans . . . today, catching more hell
than Patrick Henry ever saw. . . . I’m here to tell, you in case you don’t
know it, that you got a new generation of black people in this country
who don’t care anything whatsoever about odds.”67 Despite the rhetori-
cal claim that he is “not an American,” then, Malcolm X here appeals to
the authority of the founding fathers’ arguments as he claims that if
blacks are not made full citizens—that is, if, like the founding fathers
under colonial rule, they are denied representation by being denied the
vote, and if they are also denied the basic right to be free from lynchings
and other forms of violence—then blacks would be justified in using
force in order to protect their rights. While this may have seemed a “mili-
tant” or “extreme” position to some observers, it is essentially the same
argument that John Locke made when he stated that the people would
have no choice but to “appeal to Heaven” if their rights were systemati-
cally abridged.68 Malcolm X again invoked founding-era arguments
when he said in regard to firearms: “The only thing that I’ve ever said is
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that in areas where the government has proven itself either unwilling or
unable to defend the lives and the property of Negroes, it’s time for
Negroes to defend themselves.”69 Malcolm X is here suggesting that if
the government fails “to secure,” as the Declaration of Independence
puts it, the fundamental rights to life and liberty possessed by all people,
then blacks may need to resort to other measures to protect these unalien-
able rights.

While Malcolm X may not have explicitly praised the founders to the
same degree that Martin Luther King Jr. or Frederick Douglass often did,
his implicit argument is still in certain respects similar to theirs. Like
these other African American leaders, Malcolm X suggested that the
founding principles are invaluable; the problem, though, is that the prin-
ciples have not been applied to all. As Malcolm X put it, “You and I have
never seen democracy—all we’ve seen is hypocrisy.”70 But if democracy
has been “unseen” by African Americans, it remains a valuable ideal.
What differentiates Malcolm X from King and Douglass is not that the
former rejected America’s founding ideals whereas the latter two em-
braced them; rather, what differentiates Malcolm X is his greater degree
of pessimism regarding whether or not the ideals could ever actually be
realized for all people in the United States. As Lucas Morel puts it, “At
bottom, the logic of Malcolm X’s political—as opposed to theological—
rhetoric evinced not an affinity for the principles of the United States but
a conviction of the white man’s inability to practice what he preaches.”71

Still, Malcolm X did not lose all hope for American democracy, as
indicated in the following passage from “The Ballot or the Bullet”:

This is why I say it’s the ballot or the bullet. It’s liberty or it’s death. It’s
freedom for everybody or freedom for nobody. . . . America is in a
unique position. She’s the only country in history in the position actual-
ly to become involved in a bloodless revolution. The Russian Revolu-
tion was bloody, Chinese Revolution was bloody. . . . And there was
nothing more bloody than the American Revolution. But today, this
country can become involved in a revolution that won’t take blood-
shed. All she’s got to do is give the black man in this country every-
thing that’s due him, everything.72

Malcolm X appears to hold out the hope, then, however slim, that if
African Americans in the South gain the vote, and if African Americans
throughout the nation are freed from the various forms of oppression to
which they are subjected, then African Americans can become equal citi-
zens in a reborn nation which actually provides “freedom for every-
body.” It should also be noted that while Malcolm X’s ideas on self-
defense were generally consistent with Locke’s and Jefferson’s ideas on
the “right to revolution” (which is, of course, a right of the people to use
force), in the above quote we see Malcolm X’s hope that a just order will
one day arise in America through peaceful means. This would entail a
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kind of American exceptionalism, Malcolm X suggests, insofar as the
world had not yet seen a just political order emerge from a “bloodless
revolution.”

Furthermore, despite his assertion that he is “not a patriot,” Malcolm
X at the same time implies that African Americans are in one sense the
greatest patriots of all, if one defines the patriot as someone who makes
sacrifices for his or her country. As Malcolm X put it,

Our mothers and fathers invested sweat and blood. Three hundred and
ten years we worked in this country without a dime in return. . . . Your
and my mother and father . . . worked for nothing, making the white
man rich, making Uncle Sam rich. This is our investment. This is our
contribution—our blood. Not only did we give of our free labor, we
gave of our blood. Every time he had a call to arms, we were the first
ones in uniform. We died on every battlefield the white man had. We
have made a greater sacrifice than anybody who’s standing up in
America today. We have made a greater contribution and have col-
lected less.73

Malcolm X’s claim that he is “not an American” thus coexists with the
implicit claim that African Americans should actually be seen as the
greatest of American citizens, for no other group has contributed so
much to building up (and also protecting) the nation.

My argument that many of Malcolm X’s ideas were rooted in Ameri-
ca’s founding ideals—even if he did not always explicitly cite them—can
be seen again in Malcolm X’s claim that those who seek freedom and
equality for blacks should “expand the civil-rights struggle to the level of
human rights.”74 This was partly a pragmatic move, as it would mean,
according to Malcolm X, that one could then “take the case of the black
man in this country before the nations in the UN” or “before a world
court.”75 At the level of political philosophy, though, Malcolm X’s shift to
the language of human rights conforms with the Declaration of Indepen-
dence’s claim that the rights to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness
are natural rights, which means that they exist prior to any government.
Malcolm X chose to use the term “human rights” rather than the older
term, “natural rights,” but he speaks of these fundamental rights in terms
that the founders would have recognized. For as Malcolm X put it, “Hu-
man rights are something you were born with. Human rights are your
God-given rights.”76 This is, of course, entirely consistent with the Dec-
laration’s claim that all people are “created equal” and “endowed by
their Creator with certain unalienable Rights.”77

Malcolm X’s arguments, then, entailed an effort to reapply and to
rearticulate America’s founding ideals, even if he did not explicitly praise
the founders to the degree that, say, Frederick Douglass or Martin Luther
King Jr. did. Willie Stark, though, made much less of an effort to frame
his arguments in terms of the nation’s original principles. Perhaps the
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closest that Willie gets to engaging with founding principles is during his
speech after the impeachment vote against him fails. Willie tells his audi-
ence that he plans to build the “biggest and the finest” public hospital in
the nation. “It will belong to you,” Willie tells the crowd. “Any man or
woman or child who is sick or in pain can go in those doors and know
that all will be done that man can do. To heal sickness. To ease pain. Free.
Not as charity. But as a right.” Willie then goes on to detail a number of
other “rights” which his state will seek to guarantee:

And it is your right that every child shall have a complete education.
That no person aged and infirm shall want or beg for bread. That the
man who produces something shall be able to carry it to market with-
out miring to the hub, without toll. That no poor man’s house or land
shall be taxed. That the rich and the great companies that draw wealth
from this state shall pay this state a fair share. That you shall not be
deprived of hope!78

In his discussion of this passage, Joseph Lane suggests that Stark’s ideas
on “rights” here are very similar to those of Franklin Delano Roosevelt
(and other Progressives) who

sought to increase the role of government by redefining the purposes
for which governments are instituted. They accepted the assertion in
the Declaration of Independence that governments exist to protect
rights, but they redefined the rights that were to be protected and thus
authorized a great expansion in the powers of government to defend
and secure those rights.79

While Lane’s connection of Stark to Roosevelt is insightful, I would argue
that Roosevelt, to his credit, did far more than Willie did to educate
Americans, insofar as Roosevelt tried to make the case that even if the
modern economic rights which he spoke of were not acknowledged as
“rights” at the time of the founding, these economic rights are still rooted
in our founding ideals. In other words, Roosevelt, unlike Willie Stark,
made an effort to demonstrate that his policies and goals involved a
rearticulation and a reapplication of America’s founding principles,
whereas Willie Stark made no attempt to do this; instead, Willie simply
asserted that the people of his state have the “right” to such goods as
health care and education.80

According to Lane, both Willie Stark and Roosevelt believed that
rights are “changing things” such that “[d]ifferent rights are recognized
at different times.”81 I would argue, though, that Lane downplays the
degree to which Roosevelt (in contrast to Willie) carefully sought to con-
nect his discussion of modern rights to the Declaration’s rights to life,
liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. In his Commonwealth Club Ad-
dress, Roosevelt asserted that the “right to make a comfortable living” is
rooted in the Declaration’s “right to life.”82 Moreover, the “right to be
assured, to the fullest extent attainable, in the safety of his savings” is
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rooted in the “right to his own property,” a right that is explicit in Locke’s
Second Treatise, and implicit in the Declaration of Independence.83 And, in
his 1944 “Second Bill of Rights” speech, Roosevelt suggested that “as our
industrial economy expanded,” it has become clear that “equality in the
pursuit of happiness” now requires the government to take increased
steps to foster “economic security and independence.”84 Roosevelt’s
main claim, then, was that we need to acknowledge what he called in his
Commonwealth Club Address “the new terms of the old social contract,”
if that old social contract is to remain viable in the modern world. If we
are to stay true to our traditional commitment to the idea that govern-
ment must secure the rights to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness,
then the government must take actions that were not needed in the eight-
eenth century. As Roosevelt put it, in an era of big business, a bigger
government must “intervene” more in the economy, “not to destroy indi-
vidualism, but to protect it.”85 In short, Roosevelt does suggest that under
modern conditions the old rights to life, liberty, and property have to be
understood in new ways, but the Declaration of Independence remains
the lodestar of his discussion of rights.

Of course, some critics of Roosevelt suggest that he was less than
forthright regarding the degree to which he broke sharply with the prin-
ciples of the founding; these critics do not accept his argument that his
innovations were aimed at preserving the spirit of America’s founding
principles in modern times.86 Still, Roosevelt at least made a carefully
reasoned argument that this is what he sought to do, whereas Willie
Stark made no such effort. On the whole, while Willie’s efforts to im-
prove the economic conditions and opportunities of his poor constituents
could potentially be related to the Declaration’s insistence that “all men
are created equal,” Willie did little to educate his followers about the
principles of the founding, nor did he argue (as Roosevelt did, persua-
sively or not) that his ideas about modern economic rights were in an
important sense continuous with—rather than a sharp break from—the
founders’ ideas about rights.

In short, Willie took Jack Burden’s advice insofar as Willie did not try
“to improve” the “minds” of his audience by discussing the connection
between the problems and the possibilities of the present moment, on the
one hand, and the nation’s original principles, on the other. While he may
have helped his audience believe that they could and should stand up for
themselves against injustice, he did little else to elevate or educate his
audience; instead, he mostly inflamed their passions. Granted, Willie did
not inflame the racial prejudices of his audience, as John Burt notes.87

Still, Willie often appealed to the violent and base passions of his audi-
ence such as when, for example, he yells, “Gimme that meat ax” so that
he can destroy his political opponents in a way that yields “[b]uckets of
blood.”88 While not intended to be taken literally, Willie’s rhetoric still
encourages his audience to see the political opposition not as fellow dem-
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ocratic citizens engaged in a common project but as enemies whose very
existence poses a danger to the polity.

ALL THE KING’S MEN: TRAGEDY, MORAL
COMPLEXITY, AND DEMOCRATIC EDUCATION

As discussed in the introduction, this book makes two main claims. One
claim is that some of the most profound insights into the nature of leader-
ship in American political thought can be found not in academic treatises,
but rather in American literature. In this chapter, I have sought to further
this claim by considering Willie Stark’s words and deeds in light of the
tripartite theory of democratic leadership that I elucidated in the prior
chapter on Invisible Man. I have suggested that Willie’s practice of leader-
ship is consistent with one of the three aspects of democratic leadership
discussed in the previous chapter, but it violates the other two. Specifical-
ly, we have seen that Willie does pursue goals which he holds in common
with his followers; this includes the goal of economic “redistribution,”
but it also includes the goal of gaining “recognition” for impoverished
people who are often derided within the larger culture. However, while
All the King’s Men ultimately upholds the importance of political free-
dom, Willie himself does little to encourage his followers to embrace
political freedom, for he presents himself as the champion of the people
who will vicariously act for them. Finally, Willie also does little in the
way of rearticulating and reapplying America’s founding principles.
While Willie does speak of economic “rights,” he does not connect this
discussion of rights to any larger tradition of American political thinking
about rights. On the whole, then, he fails to teach his followers lessons
about how they should strive to “affirm the principle,” as Ellison put it.

The other main claim of this book is that novels can help train citizen-
readers to think through the kinds of moral and political questions that
democratic citizens must render judgments upon. In the remainder of the
chapter, I will discuss how All the King’s Men exemplifies my claim that
novels can provide this crucial form of democratic education. All the
King’s Men and the other novels discussed in this book educate readers
not by providing them with stories that yield any easy answers but rather
by offering morally complex stories that allow readers to make up their
own minds about the questions that they raise, just as citizens have to
make up their own minds when confronted with real-world political
problems. Moreover, just as citizens must consider multiple perspectives
on political questions before trying to reach a judgment, the novels that I
consider in this book offer various perspectives on the questions which
they explore, oftentimes through a depiction of characters with widely
differing views. In the case of All the King’s Men, perhaps the most impor-
tant political question explored—but never answered for the reader in a
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single, definitive way—is a question that had previously been raised
most famously by Machiavelli, namely: is it inevitable (and acceptable)
that leaders will sometimes (or even often) need to use morally troubling
means in order to achieve noble ends? While Machiavelli clearly answers
this question in the affirmative, Warren’s novel yields no single answer,
and instead provides to the citizen-reader multiple perspectives on the
question.89

Warren himself noted how stories can explore profound political-phil-
osophical questions—including the Machiavellian question of whether
noble ends can justify morally troubling means—in the following passage
from a 1964 essay in which Warren reflected on his time teaching at
Louisiana State University in the 1930s, when Huey Long was governor.
Warren writes:

Conversation in Louisiana always came back to the tales, to the myth,
to politics; and to talk politics is to talk about power. So conversation
turned, by implication at least, on the question of power and ethics, of
power and justification, of means and ends, of “historical costs.” The
big words were not often used, certainly not by the tellers of tales, but
the concepts lurked even behind the most ungrammatical folktale. The
tales were shot through with philosophy.90

Warren here explains how even the everyday stories told by laypeople
can help citizens critically examine enduring political issues; a literary
work of art such as All the King’s Men can accomplish this educative task
to an even greater and more profound degree.

Indeed, I would argue that reading Warren’s novel can potentially
help ordinary citizens explore questions about means and ends even
more effectively than, say, reading The Prince, and not simply because an
entertaining novel such as Warren’s is likely to be more accessible to
many readers than a sixteenth-century work of nonfiction. The other rea-
son that reading Warren’s novel can in some ways offer an even more
powerful form of political education than reading The Prince is that Ma-
chiavelli, as I stated above, makes clear that he is arguing in favor of the
idea that sometimes morally questionable means must be used in order
for the prince to stay in power, or for political leaders to maintain the
safety and freedom of the state. In contrast to Machiavelli’s affirmative
answer to the question of whether leaders must sometimes set aside mo-
ral standards when deciding upon a course of action, Warren’s novel
provides the reader with multiple ways to answer this question (includ-
ing but not limited to Machiavelli’s affirmative answer), and then allows
the citizen-reader to make his or her own judgments.91

While All the King’s Men imposes onto the reader no single answer to
the questions that it raises, this does not mean that any interpretation of
the novel is valid. Indeed, after his novel became famous, Warren himself
wrote that there are two “quite contradictory interpretations” of the nov-

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 6:27 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



“Into the Convulsion of the World” 83

el that both lack merit. Warren noted that, “On one hand, there were
those who took the thing to be a not-so-covert biography of, and apologia
for, Senator Long, and the author to be not less than a base minion of the
great man.” According to this interpretation, Willie Stark should be
viewed as an unambiguously heroic figure whose extra-legal measures
can easily be excused by all the good things that he accomplished for the
people of his state. “But on the other hand,” writes Warren, “there were
those who took the thing to be a rousing declaration of democratic princi-
ples and a tract for the assassination of dictators. This view, though some-
what more congenial to my personal political views, was almost as wide
of the mark.”92 According to this interpretation, Willie was nothing but
an evil tyrant who had to be destroyed for democracy to have any chance
at survival.

The problem with each of the above interpretations is that they both
oversimplify what is actually a very tragic, ambiguous, and complex sto-
ry. To put it metaphorically, each of the above interpretations tries to
render in black and white what is intended to be a story made up of
shades of gray. As we have seen in chapter 1, Glenn Altschuler identifies
as a main theme of “Benito Cereno” the idea that “good and evil, gene-
rosity and viciousness, make all men miscegenated, make everyone and
everything gray.”93 This same theme can certainly be found in All the
King’s Men, for it is a misunderstanding of the novel to suggest that Willie
Stark is simply an evil dictator, on the one hand, or a purely heroic
champion of the people, on the other.

To put it another way, each of the “quite contradictory interpreta-
tions” of the novel is too one-sided, which means that each interpretation
lacks a sense of tragedy. On the one hand, the claim that the novel is
simply an “apologia” for Stark downplays the fact that Warren makes
clear the damage that Willie does to the state by subverting the rule of
law. On the other hand, the claim that the novel is simply a pro-tyranni-
cide “tract” downplays the fact that Warren makes clear that Willie genu-
inely did seek to improve the lives of downtrodden people—both in tan-
gible, material ways, and also, as we have seen, in less tangible ways,
such as by bolstering their sense of self-worth. Instead of portraying Wil-
lie as either hero or villain, then, the novel suggests that he is a tragic
figure. As Hegel first argued, and as I discussed in chapter 1, tragedies
are not stories of right versus wrong, but rather stories which involve an
unavoidable conflict between two equally legitimate moral claims.94

Hegel’s theory sheds light on All the King’s Men, for in the novel one finds
that Willie recognizes that both ameliorating the plight of the poor and
promoting the rule of law are worthy goals; however, Willie finds that
sometimes these goals conflict with one another in an irreconcilable and
thus tragic manner. As John Burt puts it, All the King’s Men is about Willie
Stark’s efforts to grapple with those “moments when law and justice are
at odds with one another.”95
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On the one hand, at certain times in the novel, we see characters argue
that Willie’s legal transgressions are justifiable because they are in the
service of promoting social justice for the oppressed people of his state.
Claiming that he could not advance his reformist agenda if he were to
also try to stamp out the corruption and graft which top officials of his
administration were obviously engaged in, Willie states, “You got to use
fellows like Byram, and Tiny Duffy. . . . You can’t make bricks without
straw, and most of the time all the straw you got is secondhand straw
from the cowpen.” Similarly, Willie declares that “you have to make the
good out of the bad because that is all you have got to make it out of.”96

Willie’s defense of himself in these moments is reminiscent of Machiavel-
li’s claim that those who seek to found or reform a republic must consoli-
date power, and must not shy away from transgressions against law and
against morality if these transgressions are necessary to accomplish their
ends. Machiavelli makes this argument in the Discourses on Livy when
discussing how Romulus was said to have killed his brother Remus in
order to found the Roman Republic. Machiavelli claims that “Romulus
deserved to be pardoned for the death of his brother . . . for his actions
were aimed at the public good and not self-advancement.”97 Similarly,
we are led to believe in All the King’s Men that the reason that Willie Stark
uses tactics such as bribery and blackmail to maintain power is that he
genuinely does desire to improve the lot of the common people from
which he himself, against the odds, emerged. Whether all the good he
does for the people means that he should be forgiven for his legal trans-
gressions remains an open question in the novel, but what is not in ques-
tion are Willie’s motives, for he does clearly seem to be motivated not by
a desire for “self-advancement,” but rather by the desire to ameliorate
injustice and to advance “the public good.”

Moreover, according to Machiavelli, “It rarely (if ever) happens that a
republic or a kingdom . . . is completely reformed along lines quite differ-
ent from those on which it was previously organized unless one person
has sole responsibility.”98 Willie Stark took power of a state in which the
“Bourbon aristocracy” had for years failed to provide any semblance of
equal opportunity for the citizenry. In the following passage, Warren
refers to the real-life Huey Long, but the effort to create a more egalitar-
ian state that is highlighted here has clear echoes in Warren’s novel.
Warren writes, “Among the students” at Louisiana State University in
the 1930s,

there sometimes appeared . . . that awkward boy from the depth of the
‘Cajun country or from some scrabble-farm in North Louisiana, with
burning ambition and frightening energy and a thirst for learning; and
his presence there, you reminded yourself, with whatever complication
of irony seemed necessary at the moment, was due to Huey, and to
Huey alone. For the “better element” had done next to nothing in fifty
years to get that boy out of the grim despair of his ignorance.99
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In other words, the state in which Huey Long (and the fictional Willie
Stark) rose to power desperately needed to “be reformed along lines
quite different from those on which it was previously organized,” as
Machiavelli put it, and so Willie’s assumption of near-dictatorial power
can be justified if one accepts Machiavelli’s argument that a republican
government can only be radically reformed by a leader who seeks “to
ensure that all power lies in his own hands.”100 According to this Machia-
vellian argument, if Willie Stark’s use of intimidation and his tolerance of
graft lead to the establishment of a reformed republic, then one can say of
Willie what Machiavelli states about Romulus, namely, “if his deed ac-
cuses him, its consequences excuse him.”101

But if All the King’s Men sometimes highlights all of the positive conse-
quences of Stark’s rule for the poor people of his state, the novel also
highlights the ways in which Willie’s tactics erode the rule of law, and
this erosion itself has terrible consequences. At one point in the novel,
Jack Burden tries to claim that if Willie uses blackmail and bribes against
his opponents, then it is his opponents who are morally culpable, for they
are apparently the kind of people “who can be bribed or who have done
things they can get blackmailed for.”102 However, despite this kind of
effort to absolve Willie of blame for his corrupt actions, there is evidence
that Willie at times knows full well that he is engaged in behavior which
may be inexcusable. After all, Willie first rose to power by opposing a
corrupt deal that led to the creation of an unsafe school building. More-
over, when Willie strives to create a great public hospital, he hopes to
keep it free of graft, thereby admitting, at least implicitly, that he is hop-
ing to avoid a situation in which “his means defile his ends,” as Warren
puts it in his 1953 introduction to the novel.103

Moreover, Willie’s willingness to abuse the power of his office ends
up having tragic consequences for Willie himself. Near the end of the
novel, Willie pressures the state university’s football coach into putting
Willie’s son Tom—who had been benched by the coach after getting into
a fight—back in the game. Once the coach accedes to Willie’s demands
and puts Tom back on the field, Tom suffers a terrible injury that leaves
him paralyzed and vulnerable to infection; not long thereafter, Tom dies
from pneumonia. When contrasted with some of Willie’s other machina-
tions, such as his use of blackmail and intimidation against state legisla-
tors who were considering impeaching him, Willie’s interference in the
coach’s decision-making may seem like a trivial matter; still, if principles
such as the rule of law and the separation of powers had been in place,
the executive of the state would not abuse his power by pressuring a state
employee (the football coach) to put a family member who had broken
the team’s rules back into a game. In this instance, Willie’s autocratic
behavior leads to personal disaster; much as Creon’s tyrannical trans-
gressions against divine law produce a chain of events that result in the
loss of his own son and wife, Willie’s tyrannical control over the state’s
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football team leads to the death of his own son. Moreover, just as Creon
finally regrets his tyrannical actions at the end of the play, Willie Stark,
on his death bed, is likely expressing remorse about his own corrupt
ways when he tells Jack Burden, “It might have been all different.”104

So where does this leave the reader of All the King’s Men? If the novel
not only shows us all the good that Willie has accomplished for the peo-
ple of his state, but also shows us the damage he has done to the rule of
law, then how should the reader answer the Machiavellian question of
whether noble ends can justify the use of morally questionable means?
The novel itself provides the reader with more than one possible answer.
As we have seen, on the one hand, in a number of passages we find a
Machiavellian (and consequentialist) defense of Willie, such as when Jack
Burden states: “All change costs something. You have to write off the
costs against the gain. Maybe in our state change could only come in the
terms in which it was taking place, and it was sure due for some
change.”105 At the end of the novel, Jack is going to help Hugh Miller
with his campaign for governor; Miller is presented in the novel as a man
who shares Willie’s goals of helping the poor, but he is also committed to
the rule of law. As Jack implies, though, perhaps such a figure as Miller
can only emerge after the great changes brought about by Willie, a trans-
formational and transgressive figure who sought something close to dic-
tatorial power, in line with Machiavelli’s suggestions to those who would
seek to found or completely reform a state.

But if Jack often gives voice to a Machiavellian defense of Willie, Jack
also recognizes that those who reject Willie’s actions have an argument
that may be just as legitimate. Late in the novel, Jack states in regard to
those who denounce Willie that they “aren’t right and they aren’t wrong.
If it were absolutely either way, you wouldn’t have to think about it. . . .
But the trouble is, they are half right and half wrong, and in the end that
is what paralyzes you. Trying to sort out the one from the other.”106 This
passage beautifully describes the way in which All the King’s Men encour-
ages the reader to explore complex questions that yield no easy answers.
As Jack notes, though, an awareness of complexity can potentially lead to
paralysis, for there is a danger that in the face of complexity, one might
simply throw one’s hands up and refrain from making any judgments at
all.

This danger that an awareness of moral complexity may lead to paral-
ysis is also expressed well by John Burt, who writes:

If it is the special vice of good people to imagine themselves as wield-
ing the sword of God, it is the special vice of the perceptive to use their
insight into the moral complexity of all acts as an excuse for inaction. It
is Lincoln’s special greatness that he knew the kinds of thing that put
other minds into impasses and yet retained the ability to act, even in
the face of moral risk.107
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To apply Burt’s idea to All the King’s Men, Warren’s novel provides great
“insight into the moral complexity” of political leadership while demand-
ing that we not use this complexity “as an excuse for inaction.” The novel
asks the reader to consider whether a corrupt regime can only be re-
formed through means that would not be tolerated in a healthy demo-
cratic regime. Because the novel presents multiple answers to this ques-
tion, though, the reader might become paralyzed with indecision even as
his or her perspective on this question becomes enriched. Yet, as dis-
cussed earlier, one of the novel’s main points is that democratic citizens
must avoid passivity and instead strive to make choices and to take ac-
tion “in the convulsion of the world.” Somewhat paradoxically, then, All
the King’s Men urges us to examine and grapple with the complexities
and ambiguities inherent in political life, but at the same time, the novel
insists that it is our responsibility to make judgments about political life.
In short, the novel reveals to us the grayness of the world, but also insists
that we make hard political choices in this world of ambiguity.

To refuse to make any judgment at all would be a renunciation of
responsibility; that is, the refusal to judge would be akin to submitting to
“the Great Sleep.” All the King’s Men, though, discourages inaction, and
calls on us to make judgments about our political leaders. Hence, regard-
ing a key issue raised in All the King’s Men, it is up to the citizen-reader to
decide for him or herself (in conjunction with fellow citizens) when, if
ever, we should consider the world of politics to be a realm that is auton-
omous from the world of everyday morality. In reaching these kinds of
political decisions, the citizen-reader who has been educated by novels
such as All the King’s Men will leave behind paralysis, on the one hand,
but he or she will also reject fanaticism, on the other, for as Burt alludes
to, the fanatic who believes him or herself to be “wielding the sword of
God” fails to perceive the complexity inherent in moral and political
questions. In our current age of extreme polarization, the danger of a
fanaticism which refuses to see any validity to opposing views is quite
great; at the same time, the political dysfunctions caused by this polariza-
tion may leave some citizens in a state of apathy or even paralysis.
Achieving the ability to judge and to act “in the convulsion of the world”
such that one avoids both paralysis and fanaticism is thus no small
achievement, and it is this form of action which may be particularly
needed in our own age.
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FOUR
The Quiet American

and Political Judgment

While this book has thus far focused on American literature (and on the
American film Captain Phillips), in this chapter I focus on a novel by the
English author Graham Greene—namely, The Quiet American. Much as
Alexis de Tocqueville’s Democracy in America is a book about the
American character written by a non-American, so, too, is The Quiet
American in large part a commentary on the American character that is
written by a perceptive outsider. Moreover, just as Democracy in America
is not written by an American but is still frequently discussed in the
context of scholarship on American political thought, I want to suggest
that The Quiet American resonates with—and builds on—important
themes that are found in the works by Americans that are discussed in
this book. It is a key claim of this book that novels and films which are
rife with moral complexity and ambiguity can often help educate a demo-
cratic citizenry more effectively than novels in which “the ‘good guys’
and ‘bad guys’ are eas[y] to discern.”1 The Quiet American helps to further
illustrate this claim, and it also helps bolster my claim that stories which
are tragic rather than triumphalist can help the reader explore key ques-
tions about political life. More specifically, The Quiet American encourages
the reader to examine important questions about the relationship be-
tween politics and violence; as we shall see, the novel’s ideas regarding
violence and politics can be put into a productive conversation with ideas
articulated by Max Weber as well as Hannah Arendt. Finally, the novel
enables us to explore further some of the issues raised in the previous
chapter pertaining to both the difficulty and the necessity of political
judgment.
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INNOCENCE AND POLITICS

The previous chapter of this book focused on Robert Penn Warren’s All
the King’s Men. As we shall see, like Warren’s novel, The Quiet American is
concerned with the importance of political commitment, action, and
judgment. The Quiet American can also be thematically linked to another
work by Warren, namely, Brother to Dragons: A Tale in Verse and Voices. In
his discussion of Brother to Dragons, which was first published in 1953,
John Burt describes the poem in terms that could easily be applied to The
Quiet American, which was published in 1955. Burt writes that Warren’s
long poem, which focuses on the murder of a slave by two nephews of
Thomas Jefferson, is in part “a meditation on the ironies of Cold War-era
politics: his poem is intended as a critique of the American sense of
national innocence, which Warren fears may lead America . . . into a self-
righteousness for which there is a high moral price to be paid in unre-
flecting brutality and in ends-justify-the-means expedience.”2 This de-
scription of Brother to Dragons perfectly jibes with The Quiet American, for
Greene’s novel is also “a critique of the American sense of national inno-
cence,” as embodied in the character of Alden Pyle. An agent of the
American government operating in Vietnam during the twilight of
French colonial rule, Pyle believes that any use of American power to
counter Communism is by definition virtuous. But in his effort to estab-
lish a “Third Force” in Vietnam that is separate from both the French
colonialists and the Vietnamese Communists, Pyle engages in “unreflect-
ing brutality” insofar as he is involved in the bombing of a Saigon city
square, a bombing that kills women and children and which will presum-
ably be blamed on the Communists in an effort to discredit them. Refus-
ing to acknowledge the true horror of the suffering and death that has
been inflicted on dozens of civilians, Pyle tells Thomas Fowler, a British
journalist whom he has befriended, “They were only war casualties. . . . It
was a pity, but you can’t always hit your target. Anyway they died in the
right cause. . . . In a way you could say they died for democracy.”3

By attempting to rationalize the slaughter of these innocent people on
the grounds that they gave up their lives for the anti-Communist cause,
Pyle demonstrates that he (perhaps surprisingly) has something in com-
mon with “the Brotherhood” in Ellison’s Invisible Man. Ideologically, Pyle
and the Brotherhood are at opposite poles, for the Brotherhood is clearly
modeled on the Communist Party. But if Pyle, the anti-Communist,
would be virulently opposed to the Brotherhood, he actually mirrors
them insofar as both Pyle and the Brotherhood ruthlessly manipulate
people in an effort to achieve their goals. Pyle and the Brotherhood also
share a kinship insofar as their goals are always expressed in abstrac-
tions—“Brotherhood” and “History” in the case of the Brotherhood, and
“Democracy” and “Freedom” in the case of Pyle. Both the Brotherhood
and Pyle are willing to have actual lives ruined, or “sacrificed,” on the

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 6:27 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



The Quiet American and Political Judgment 95

alleged grounds that this will somehow move the world closer to the
realization of their abstract ideals. As Brother Hambro puts it to the nar-
rator of Invisible Man: “the interests of one group of brothers must be
sacrificed to that of the whole.” The Invisible Man then responds: “But
shouldn’t sacrifice be made willingly by those who know what they are
doing?”4 The Invisible Man’s rejoinder to Hambro could with equal jus-
tice have been made by Fowler in response to Pyle’s claim that the Viet-
namese civilians “died for democracy,” for the civilians shopping in the
city square obviously had no idea that they were to be sacrificed. Indeed,
when reflecting on Pyle’s actions, Fowler notes that “the sacrifices” called
for by Pyle “were all paid by others,” at least until “that final night under
the bridge to Dakow,” when Pyle is himself killed.5

Convinced that these “sacrifices” are needed to promote their lofty
goals, both Pyle and the Brotherhood are certainly well intentioned. In-
deed, Fowler notes of Pyle, “I never knew a man who had better motives
for all the trouble he caused.”6 Convinced of the purity of his motives,
Pyle cannot contemplate the possibility that America could ever use its
power in a destructive way. On the day he meets Pyle, Fowler notes that
Pyle “was absorbed already in the dilemmas of Democracy and the re-
sponsibilities of the West; he was determined—I learnt that very soon—
to do good, not to any individual person but to a country, a continent, a
world.”7 Determined to advance the abstract causes of liberty and de-
mocracy, Pyle is blind to the ways in which his actions can harm the real
human beings around him. When considered in the light of Pyle’s ac-
tions, one might find a degree of wisdom in Hannah Arendt’s controver-
sial remark, “I have never in my life ‘loved’ any people or collective—
neither the German people, nor the French, nor the American, nor the
working class or anything of that sort. I indeed love ‘only’ my friends and
the only kind of love I know of and believe in is the love of persons.”8 As
Fowler notes, Pyle seeks “to do good” for the country of Vietnam, the
continent of Asia, and for the world as a whole, but in devoting himself
to these large abstractions he destroys the lives of dozens of the actual
individuals who make up the city of Saigon.

Appalled by the concrete harm that Pyle has done to ordinary people,
and convinced that he might cause further harm in the future, Fowler
decides to help the Communists assassinate Pyle. After Pyle has been
murdered by the Communists (with the assistance of Fowler), the police
chief Vigot tells Fowler that he is “not altogether sorry” about Pyle’s
death, as Pyle “was doing a lot of harm.” Fowler responds: “God save us
always . . . from the innocent and the good.”9 The novel suggests that
Pyle—and perhaps America itself—is “innocent” in multiple senses of
the word. First, Pyle is innocent in that he has little experience—that is,
no concrete, lived experience—of the place that he hopes to transform.
Pyle’s understanding of Vietnam is derived largely from the books of an
American professor named York Harding. As Fowler tells Pyle, the
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dream of a Third Force is not rooted in realities on the ground, but rather
“comes out of a book, that’s all.” Later, Fowler tells Vigot that Pyle is the
type of person who “gets hold of an idea and then alters every situation
to fit the idea. Pyle came out here full of York Harding’s idea. Harding
had been here once for a week on his way from Bangkok to Tokyo. Pyle
made the mistake of putting his idea into practice. Harding wrote about a
Third Force. Pyle formed one—a shoddy little bandit with two thousand
men and a couple of tame tigers.”10 Just as both Edmund Burke and
Tocqueville claimed that in eighteenth-century France there was an at-
tempt to put into practice abstract ideas, drawn from books, which were
divorced from concreate realities—with disastrous results—so, too, does
Fowler claim that Pyle is naïvely trying to implement ideas which may
sound good on paper, and which may be well intentioned, but which
have no roots in the actual conditions or history of Vietnam.11

Pyle is also innocent in that he has a blind faith in the idea that the use
of American power is always virtuous. In this sense, he is similar to
Amasa Delano, the American captain who thoughtlessly suppresses the
slave rebellion on the San Dominick. Near the opening of “Benito Cereno,”
Melville writes that Delano was a “person of a singularly undistrustful
good-nature, not liable, except on extraordinary and repeated incentives,
and hardly then, to indulge in personal alarms, any way involving the
imputation of malign evil in man.”12 On the surface, one could say that
Melville is here simply foreshadowing Delano’s inability to recognize
that Babo has violently seized control of the San Dominick. A deeper
reading, though, suggests that Melville is here suggesting that Delano is
blind not just to the fact that Babo has taken command of the ship, but he
is also blind to the evil of slavery, and to his own complicity in that evil.
As Benjamin Barber puts it, “Captain Delano embodies . . . an American
innocence so opaque in the face of evil that it seems equally insensible to
slavery and the rebellion against slavery.”13

In the same vein, Pyle seems “insensible” to the terrible nature of the
bombing in the Saigon city square. When Pyle’s shoes become blood-
stained at the site of the bombing, he simply “looked at his stained shoe
in perplexity and said, ‘I must get a shine before I see the Minister.’”14

Thus, like Delano, Pyle refuses to critically examine—or “moralize”—
upon his actions, and, like Delano, he refuses to consider the possibility
that he may be complicit in wrongdoing. Instead, he remains “innocent.”
As Fowler puts it in regard to Pyle, “What’s the good? He’ll always be
innocent, you can’t blame the innocent, they are always guiltless. All you
can do is control them or eliminate them. Innocence is a kind of insan-
ity.”15
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POLITICAL COMMITMENT AND TRAGEDY

When he decides to help the Communists “eliminate” Pyle, Fowler final-
ly chooses a form of political commitment over political disengagement.
In the previous chapter, we saw that both Invisible Man and All the King’s
Men are stories of characters who are tempted to withdraw from the
world, by succumbing to “hibernation” (in the case of the Invisible Man)
or “the Great Sleep” (in the case of Jack Burden).16 Eventually, though,
both the Invisible Man and Jack Burden leave behind their respective
slumbers and decide to embrace what Jack calls “the awful responsibil-
ity” of political commitment and political action.17 We again see a similar
trajectory in The Quiet American, with the character of Thomas Fowler. At
first, Fowler prides himself on his disengagement. Early in the novel, he
states that the phrase “I’m not involved” was “an article of my creed. The
human condition being what it was, let them fight, let them love, let them
murder, I would not be involved. My fellow journalists called themselves
correspondents; I preferred the title of reporter. I wrote what I saw. I took
no action—even an opinion is a kind of action.”18 And yet, by the end of
the novel, we see that Fowler comes to agree with Heng, the Communist,
that “[s]ooner or later . . . one has to take sides. If one is to remain
human.”19 Heng’s words here are similar to Hannah Arendt’s claim that
“If you say to yourself . . . who am I to judge?—you are already lost.”20

Like Jack Burden and the Invisible Man, Fowler moves toward Arendt’s
position that the burden of judgment and action must not be renounced,
even though judgments are sometimes fraught with uncertainty. As
Fowler puts it, “I had become as engagé as Pyle, and it seemed to me that
no decision would ever be simple again.”21

While readers of Invisible Man and All the King’s Men are likely to
simply applaud the choice of the Invisible Man and of Jack Burden to re-
enter the public realm, in the case of The Quiet American, the reader may
very well be unsettled by the particular way in which Fowler has chosen
to “take sides.” On the one hand, the reader may endorse the notion that
it is irresponsible to always stay disengaged from political life, and thus
the reader is likely to support Fowler’s recognition that he needs to move
from a position of neutrality to a position of political commitment. More-
over, the reader is likely to share Fowler’s moral outrage regarding Pyle’s
callous and thoughtless involvement in the slaughter of innocent men,
women, and children in the city square. On the other hand, the reader
may still be disquieted—or even appalled—by the fact that Fowler’s deci-
sion to “take sides” involves the brutal murder of Pyle, a young man who
considered Fowler a friend and who also once acted heroically to save
Fowler’s life. As Miriam Allott notes, “Fowler’s decision to act, which is
founded on a sense of moral outrage and the desire to prevent further
violence and suffering” itself “result[s] in betrayal [and] murder.”22

Clearly, the novel intends for the reader to reject Pyle’s belief that the
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goal of battling Communism can justify the tactic of bombing civilians in
the town square. However, the novel also leaves the reader wondering
whether Fowler’s own use of violence against Pyle might itself be equally
indefensible. This means that in contrast to, say, Casablanca, a film in
which the viewer is likely to simply celebrate Rick’s eventual decision to
get involved in political life, in the case of The Quiet American, the reader
cannot simply and unambiguously celebrate the way in which Fowler
decides to become politically engaged.

Furthermore, Fowler’s motives in eliminating Pyle might be (at least
in part) suspect, for Pyle is also a romantic rival insofar as Phuong, a
Vietnamese woman, is torn between marrying Pyle and staying with
Fowler. Is Fowler moved to act, then, by moral outrage over the bombing
of innocents, or rather by a selfish fear of losing Phuong? The reader
cannot know for sure, but we do know that once Pyle is “eliminated,”
Phuong decides to stay with Fowler. Moreover, we learn at the novel’s
end that Fowler’s wife in England has decided to grant the divorce that
Fowler has asked for and which she had previously denied to him. Thus,
at the end of the novel, we know that Phuong will marry Fowler. And
yet, even though Fowler at one point refers to these events as a “happy
ending” when speaking with Phuong, the reader is by no means left with
the sense that all is well at the novel’s end.23

Indeed, in the novel’s quietly devastating final line, after he remi-
nisces about the first time that he met Pyle, Fowler tells the reader:
“Everything had gone right with me since he had died, but how I wished
there existed someone to whom I could say that I was sorry.”24 Susan
McWilliams has written that in All the King’s Men as well as a number of
other great American literary works, one finds the tragic theme that “vic-
tory is inexorably bound up with defeat.”25 This is certainly a key theme
of The Quiet American, for Fowler’s “victory” over Pyle brings defeat in
the form of a guilty conscience that may forever deny Fowler his “chief
wish,” which was to “be at ease.”26 On the one hand, Fowler at the end of
the novel has “won” everything; he has won Phuong, his wife will grant
him a divorce, and he has “eliminated” a man involved in a terrible
bombing who might otherwise have gone on to commit additional atroc-
ities. Still, there is no sense of triumph at the end of the novel. Instead, the
ending is decidedly tragic, as we find Fowler haunted by the choice he
made to aid in the assassination of his erstwhile friend. As Allott puts it,
“the shadow of Pyle remains” on Fowler’s mind such that the book can-
not be said to have a “happy ending.”27 Allott’s choice of the word
“shadow” is apt and helps to reveal an important link between The Quiet
American and “Benito Cereno.” As we have seen, at the conclusion of
Melville’s novella, Captain Delano says to Benito Cereno: “you are saved;
what has cast such a shadow upon you?”28 The way in which the exe-
cuted Babo shadows Benito Cereno suggests to the reader that while on a
superficial level the novella could be seen as having a “happy ending”
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(insofar as the mutiny on board the San Dominick has been suppressed),
at another level the ending is not happy at all, for the reader is left
haunted by the sense that Delano’s restoration of “order” is simply the
restoration of relations of domination. Similarly, at the end of the film
Captain Phillips, there seems to be a shadow cast upon the titular charac-
ter by the killing of the pirates, and the viewer is likely to leave the film
not exhilarated by the film’s surface-level “happy ending,” but rather
disturbed by the possibility that global inequities may continue to con-
tribute to the growth of more dangers in the future. At the conclusion of
The Quiet American, the reader is similarly left unsettled, despite the fact
that on a surface-level—but, of course, only on a surface-level—the nov-
el’s various plot-points may seem to be neatly wrapped up.

GREENE, WEBER, AND ARENDT ON VIOLENCE AND POLITICS

Because Fowler is haunted by the way in which he has used violence to
prevent Pyle from inflicting future violence upon the Vietnamese people,
The Quiet American leads the reader to ponder questions that are also
raised in Max Weber’s Politics as a Vocation. Weber’s essay asks: Is vio-
lence a permanent and omnipresent feature of political life that cannot be
avoided by the political leader? Weber answers in the affirmative: “the
specific instrument of politics is power, backed up by violence.”29 Weber
writes that since ancient times, it has been known that “he who meddles
with politics, who in other words makes use of the instruments of power
and violence, concludes a pact with the infernal powers. . . . [F]or such a
man’s actions, it is not the case that from good only good, from bad only
bad can come, but that often the opposite holds true.”30 From this Weber-
ian perspective, once Fowler left behind his disengagement and chose to
“take sides” in the world of politics, perhaps it was inevitable that he
would have to use bad—and even quite violent—means. According to
Weber, “if the consequence to be drawn from the other-worldly ethics of
love is ‘Resist not evil with force,’ the contrary proposition is true for the
politician: ‘Thou shalt resist evil with force’ (otherwise you are responsible
for the victory of evil).”31 Weber here perfectly captures what Fowler
seems to see as the logic behind his decision to help assassinate Pyle.
Fowler becomes convinced that Pyle was engaged in evil acts against the
people of Vietnam. If he does not use force against Pyle to stop the atroc-
ities, Fowler comes to believe, then he will himself be, at least in part,
responsible for the continuation of these evils. In other words, Fowler
becomes convinced that continuing to stay “uninvolved” would not actu-
ally entail remaining in a position of neutrality; instead, staying disen-
gaged would, in effect, mean that he is taking the side of Pyle, since
staying uninvolved would mean doing nothing to stop the evil that Pyle
is committing. Upon this logic, Fowler must take on the burden of using
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violent and evil means in order to stop Pyle’s evil acts.32 To put it another
way, Fowler can be interpreted as an exemplar of Machiavelli’s tragic
claim that one who wants to promote the public good must be willing to
tarnish one’s very soul.33

I want to suggest, though, that this Weberian interpretation of the
novel is not fully satisfying insofar as it is incomplete. According to a
Weberian defense of Fowler’s actions, Fowler’s involvement in the assas-
sination of Pyle reveals the tragic necessity of violence for those who
become involved in the struggle for political power. However, after re-
flecting upon the ending of the book, the reader may feel that what the
book actually reveals is not the necessity of violence, but rather the futility
of violence. As R. H. Miller notes, at “[t]he close of The Quiet American . . .
the immediate danger of Alden Pyle has been met; but as history has
proved, Pyle is only one manifestation of a national obsession with sav-
ing people from themselves to satisfy national interests, of tragedies to
come.”34 The reader may be left wondering, then, whether Pyle will sim-
ply be replaced by another American operative with the same ideology.
Just as the killing of Babo ended a violent mutiny but did nothing to
address the great evil of slavery, and just as the killing of Muse and his
fellow pirates ended a hijacking but did nothing to address underlying
global inequities, so, too, the killing of Pyle may have stopped the dan-
gerous meddling of one American, but it did nothing to counteract the
underlying foreign policy views that produced Pyle. Real change would
require that America change its foreign policy, and the murder of Pyle
seems unlikely to advance that goal. In other words, a conspiratorial and
secretive act of violence cannot bring about any fundamental political
change.

If I am correct that The Quiet American is actually in large part about
the futility of violence, then we should turn not only to Weber in an effort
to understand the novel, but also to Hannah Arendt. As we have seen, for
Weber, “power is the inescapable instrument of all politics”; moreover,
Weber closely associates power with violence and goes so far as to assert
that, “[f]or politics, the essential means is violence.”35 In sharp contrast to
Weber, Arendt writes that “[p]ower is indeed of the essence of all govern-
ment, but violence is not.” Indeed, for Arendt, “[p]ower and violence are
opposites.”36 In Arendt’s view, violence cannot generate power; more-
over, if for Weber violence is the sine qua non of politics, for Arendt
violence entails the negation of politics. In The Human Condition, Arendt
stresses that politics involves the transcendence of violence insofar as
politics involves equal citizens seeking to persuade one another in a pub-
lic setting. As Arendt puts it, “To be political . . . meant that everything
was decided through words and persuasion and not through force and
violence. In Greek self-understanding, to force people by violence, to
command rather than persuade, were prepolitical ways to deal with peo-
ple characteristic of life outside the polis.”37 For Arendt, it is when people
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“act in concert” and engage with one another in public deliberation that
they generate power; in contrast, when a regime resorts to violence in
order to maintain itself, this is usually a sign that it lacks the power that is
generated by citizens acting together.38

Keeping Arendt’s ideas in mind, one can ask: Did the murder of Pyle
generate any power? On the one hand, one could perhaps attempt to
argue that Fowler has acted “in concert” with Chen and other Commu-
nists, and thus they did, perhaps, generate at least a small degree of
power as defined by Arendt. This argument, though, does not hold up to
scrutiny. For when Fowler chooses to side with the Communists, he does
not engage in any public deliberation, nor does he try to persuade others
about the folly of Pyle’s ideology. Because he resorts to violence rather
than to persuasive speech, Fowler does not ultimately generate any pow-
er, by Arendt’s definition, when he participates in the assassination of
Pyle.

Moreover, at the end of the novel, Fowler still seems isolated and
disconnected from others, even though he now has conspired with the
Communists, and even though he is going to marry Phuong. Fowler’s
fundamental loneliness is emphasized in the last line, when he “wish[es]
there existed someone to whom” he could apologize for his actions.
Arendt notes in The Human Condition that “nobody can forgive himself;
here, as in action and in speech generally, we are dependent upon oth-
ers.”39 The fact that Fowler feels like there is no one to whom he can
apologize suggests that he is living an atomized existence which rules out
not only the possibility of forgiveness, but also the possibility of politics,
as Arendt conceives it. Earlier, I suggested that like the Invisible Man and
like Jack Burden, Fowler moves from a position of disengagement to a
position of political commitment. However, after considering Arendt’s
ideas, one must ask the question: Is it really the case that at the end of the
novel, Fowler is now an engaged political actor? Granted, he has helped
the Communists assassinate Pyle, but he is not engaged in public deliber-
ation with his fellows, and he seems in many ways just as isolated as
ever. At the end of Invisible Man, the title character is ready to take a
responsible, public role as either an artist or an activist, or perhaps both;
and, at the end of All the King’s Men, Jack Burden is ready to take on the
public role of assisting Hugh Miller in his race for governor. In contrast,
there is no suggestion at the end of The Quiet American that Fowler is now
ready to take a public stance against American interventionism in Viet-
nam. Instead, it seems like he may very well continue to be the type of
reporter who refrains even from expressing his opinion. In short, while it
is possible, as we have seen, to read The Quiet American as a story of one
man’s journey from apathy to political commitment, if one views the
novel in the light of Arendt’s ideas, one can argue that Fowler never truly
becomes a political actor.
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According to Arendt, whereas genuine politics and genuine power
involve speech, deliberation, and persuasion in a public setting, violence
is marked by silence. As Arendt puts it, “violence itself is incapable of
speech” and thus “violence is a marginal phenomenon in the political
realm; for man, to the extent that he is a political being, is endowed with
speech.”40 In an effort to stop the harm that Pyle was doing, Fowler
engaged in a secretive—and silent—act of violence; however, it seems
that at the novel’s end he is not planning to join in the noisy public debate
that would be necessary to bring about lasting and meaningful political
change. In short, the fundamentally “quiet” character in The Quiet
American might very well be Fowler himself. And, following Arendt, one
can argue that Fowler remains just as silent when he turns to violence as
he was before he decided “to take sides.”

In sum, The Quiet American is another “tale shot through with philoso-
phy” insofar as it asks the questions: Should violence be considered a
tragic necessity in political life, and should violence be seen as the key
instrument of political power, as Weber would have it? Or, on the
contrary, is there a futility inherent in violence insofar as violence cannot
generate genuine political power, as Arendt would have it? The novel
helps the reader explore both of these understandings of violence and
politics, and encourages the reader to make up his or her own mind
about the merits of each. Ultimately, the novel might be suggesting that
there is an element of truth both to the Arendtian view of violence as well
as to the Weberian view. Perhaps the use of violence is at times an unfor-
tunate necessity for political leaders, as Weber emphasizes, and as Abra-
ham Lincoln, for example, recognized when he used force both to pre-
serve the Union and to help liberate the enslaved. At the same time,
perhaps it is also the case that violence does nothing to generate the kind
of power that arises when citizens join together to deliberate and to act in
public spaces. As for whether or not Fowler’s use of violence against Pyle
can be defended as an example of how violence is sometimes an unfortu-
nate necessity, this is, again, a question that Greene leaves to the reader to
resolve.

It should be noted that in today’s context, Arendt’s ideas on the futility
of violence have a great deal of resonance. In recent years, there have
been many troubling instances in which leaders or citizens (on both the
left and the right sides of the political spectrum) have either engaged in
or encouraged the use of violence against their perceived political ene-
mies. For example, at Middlebury College in 2017, violence broke out
when the author Charles Murray visited the campus to discuss his 2012
book, Coming Apart: The State of White America, 1960–2010. As described
by the New York Times,

An estimated 100 to 150 students . . . shouted down Mr. Murray, who
had been invited by a conservative student group. . . . When Mr. Mur-

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 6:27 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



The Quiet American and Political Judgment 103

ray moved to another room to deliver his talk, protesters pulled fire
alarms in the hallway. When he was done and left the building, several
masked protesters, who may have come from off campus, began push-
ing and shoving Mr. Murray and his faculty interviewer, Allison Stang-
er, who suffered a concussion. . . . After the two got into a car, protes-
tors rocked it back and forth and jumped on the hood.41

To take another example, as John Sides, Michael Tesler, and Lynn Vav-
reck have discussed in their book on the 2016 presidential election, there
were a number of violent incidents at Donald Trump’s campaign rallies.
For example, in March of 2016, at a rally for Trump in Arkansas, a protes-
tor named Rakeem Jones was sucker punched by an audience member.
After the rally, Trump stated, “The audience hit back and that’s what we
need a little bit more of.” According to Sides, Tesler, and Vavreck, “The
attack on Rakeem Jones was just one of several violent incidents involv-
ing protestors and attendees at Trump rallies. . . . And Trump’s reaction
to the attack on Jones was just one of many times when he condoned
violence against protestors.”42

Does violence, or the encouragement of violence, or uncivil behavior
such as shouting down speakers, generate any power? For Arendt, the
answer is clearly no, for in her view, power arises when citizens join
together and engage in speech that is designed to persuade. Arendt’s
argument remains highly compelling. When partisans resort to violence,
or if they try to shout down a political opponent, they are no longer
engaging in an effort to persuade their fellow citizens, but rather they are
trying to silence someone whom they perceive to be an enemy. Rather
than generate any power, this effort to silence one’s opponents only re-
veals that citizens are no longer willing to deliberate together about how
to solve common problems. In the first speech of his 2020 campaign for
president, Joe Biden noted the decline of healthy political debate in
America. “Our politics,” he said, “has become so mean, so petty, so nega-
tive, so partisan, so angry, and so unproductive. . . . Instead of debating
our opponents, we demonize them. . . . Instead of listening, we shout.
Instead of looking for solutions, we look to score political points.”43 Bid-
en’s use of the word “unproductive” is here a reminder that when debate
among political opponents is replaced by shouting and the demonization
of one’s alleged enemies, the result is that the citizenry is rendered pow-
erless insofar as they are unable to collectively tackle public problems.
There is thus a futility inherent in the uncivil forms of behavior high-
lighted by Biden. If democracy in America is to regain some of the health
that is has lost in an era of hyper-partisanship and extreme polarization,
then citizens must not engage in anti-political efforts to silence—or to
simply ignore—their fellow citizens; instead, they must engage in the
genuinely political activity of deliberation.
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CONCLUSION

Like the other novels explored in this book, The Quiet American offers no
easy answers to the questions that it raises. On the one hand, as we have
seen, the novel clearly endorses the idea that to live a fully human life
one must make political judgments and become engaged in political life;
that is, one must “take sides.” On the other hand, it is not completely
clear that the novel endorses the choice that Fowler makes to help “elimi-
nate” Pyle. As we have seen, the novel provides the reader with a defense
of Fowler’s choice which resonates with Weber’s ideas on the close link
between violence and power, but the novel also provides the reader with
a critique of Fowler’s choice that resonates with Arendt’s ideas on how
violence and power are actually opposed to one another.

As is the case with the novels discussed in previous chapters, The
Quiet American is thus marked by a great deal of moral complexity. The
moral complexity of The Quiet American also manifests itself in the fact
that none of the novel’s characters are either purely heroic or purely
villainous. While the novel suggests that Pyle’s ideas about the promo-
tion of democracy are both naïve and destructive, the novel also suggests,
as Terry Eagleton notes, “that Pyle is in many ways the ‘better’ man”
when compared to Fowler.44 Fowler’s understanding of Vietnam and its
people may be superior to Pyle’s understanding, but Fowler is also high-
ly cynical and often dishonest. Like “Benito Cereno,” Captain Phillips, and
All the King’s Men, The Quiet American thus helps to remind the reader of
what Glenn Altschuler calls (as mentioned in chapter 1 of this book) “the
intermingling of good and evil qualities in men of all races.”45 In the end,
the novel reminds us of the complexities and ambiguities involved in
political questions, but insists that as citizens we must nevertheless make
political judgments, for one must “take sides” in order “to remain hu-
man.”
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Conclusion

I have argued in this book that novels can help to educate democratic
citizens by helping them explore the kinds of thorny political questions
that citizens must together render judgments upon. The novels discussed
in this book accomplish this educative task not by offering simple moral-
ity tales, but rather by offering stories that are tragic, ambiguous, and
complex. Because these novels explore fundamental political issues in a
highly nuanced way rather than offer any easy answers, the novels allow
readers to make up their own minds about the questions they raise, just
as citizens must make up their own minds about “real-world” political
questions.

In one respect, my argument has something in common with claims
made by Milan Kundera about “the art of the novel”; however, my argu-
ment also differs in a crucial way from that of Kundera. According to
Kundera, “the novel doesn’t answer questions.” For Kundera, the novel-
ist instead “wants to . . . say to his reader: do not simplify the world! If
you want to understand it you must grasp it in all its complexity, in its
essential ambiguity!”1 Similarly, I have suggested that the novels which I
have examined do not provide definitive or final answers to fundamental
political questions, but rather help the reader understand the complex-
ities that are inherent within the questions. For example, as we have seen
in chapter 4, The Quiet American suggests that any attempt to grapple
with questions about the place of violence within politics must take into
account both the possibility that violence may sometimes be a tragic ne-
cessity, and the possibility that violence may be futile insofar as violence
may not be able to generate genuine political power.

But if I concur with Kundera that the novel can help reveal complexity
and ambiguity, I disagree with Kundera’s claim that one of the virtues of
novels is that they teach the reader to refrain from judgment. For al-
though the novels examined in this book help reveal the complexities and
ambiguities involved in fundamental political questions, the novels at the
same time encourage the reader to avoid passivity and to make judg-
ments about these political questions. According to Kundera,

Everyone likes to pass judgment. Even before really getting to know
someone, one has already decided whether he is good or bad, even
before one hears out an opinion one is generally either a partisan or an
adversary. This passion for passing moral judgment, this sluggishness
to get to know and understand others defines, alas, man’s nature. It is
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the malediction of man. Now, the novel, at least as I imagine it, coun-
ters this human tendency. Above all, the novel strives to compre-
hend. . . . We could even go so far as to define the novel as the art which
strives to discover and grasp the ambiguity of things and the ambiguity
of the world.2

On the one hand, I agree with Kundera that great novels often call on us
to combat the urge to pass moral judgment in a dogmatic or facile man-
ner. Is Babo a villainous murderer, or is he a heroic freedom fighter? Is
Willie Stark a dangerous tyrant, or is he a noble champion of the common
man? Is Fowler a dishonest, selfish, and back-stabbing misanthrope, or is
he a compassionate defender of the Vietnamese people? In my view, the
novels containing these characters suggest that each of these one-sided
descriptions is a gross oversimplification which fails to properly under-
stand the characters and to properly understand the political questions
which these characters raise. On the other hand, while the novels that I
examine call upon the reader to refrain from oversimplifications, this
does not mean that they call on the reader to refrain from making judg-
ments tout court. To refrain from making judgments would be to suc-
cumb to what Jack Burden of All the King’s Men calls “the Great Sleep”; as
Fowler eventually realizes in The Quiet American, though, one must reject
passivity and “take sides” in order “to remain human.”3 In other words,
the novels examined in this book suggest that we must judge—not,
though, from a position of ignorance, but rather from a position in which
we seek to grasp the complexity of political life. Kundera’s mistake is to
assume that comprehension and judgment are mutually exclusive. The
novels that I examine teach that this is not the case.4 These novels teach
that one must choose “if one is to remain human,” even as the novels also
seek to have us comprehend the ways in which political choices are not
nearly as simple as they might at first appear to be.

My claim that the novels examined in this book call on us to make
judgments but also call on us to acknowledge the complexities and ambi-
guities inherent in political life has something in common with Benjamin
Barber’s claim, “To be political is to have to judge, to choose, to act when
the grounds of choice are not given a priori or by fiat or by unimpeach-
able cognition. To be political is thus to be free with a vengeance—to
have to make judgments without guiding standards or determining
norms, yet under an ineluctable pressure to act.”5 Like Barber, I empha-
size that the responsibility to make political judgments cannot be
dodged, even when reasonable arguments can be made in favor of more
than one political choice. I depart, though, from Barber’s anti-foundation-
alist claim that judgments must be made entirely without “guiding stan-
dards.” In chapter 2, I suggested that for Ellison, a key task of leadership
is to reaffirm and reapply “the principle on which the country was
built.”6 Drawing on Ellison (as well as Lincoln), I would argue that both
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leaders and citizens should look to the principles of the Declaration of
Independence as a source of “guiding standards” when they are engaged
in the difficult task of political judgment. Of course, by suggesting, pace
Barber, that the Declaration can provide “guiding standards” for political
judgment, I do not mean to suggest that the Declaration is akin to some
sort of instruction manual that can easily provide specific answers to
contemporary political questions. The Declaration may not provide rules
which can be mechanically applied to contemporary political problems,
but the Declaration does offer broad principles which can help guide citi-
zens as they engage in the task of forming political judgments. Granted,
citizens can and will disagree—often sharply—about how they should re-
apply these broad principles to contemporary issues; still, even as they
disagree about how best to apply the ideas to the present, a shared alle-
giance to the broad principles themselves—to these “guiding stan-
dards”—can help to ensure that Americans have what Tocqueville called
the “ideas in common” which are necessary for a “body social” to long
endure.7 As part of the process of reaching political judgments, then,
citizens must deliberate about how to apply the nation’s founding princi-
ples to present conditions.

As I suggested in chapter 2, Abraham Lincoln is the quintessential
example of a leader who sought to apply the principles of the founding to
the political situation of his own day. In today’s political landscape, Joe
Biden is one example of a leader who has sought to explicitly invoke the
nation’s original principles, in a way that seems to be modeled, in certain
respects, on the shining example of Lincoln. In a video that he released to
announce his 2020 campaign, Biden begins by quoting from the Declara-
tion of Independence: “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all
men are created equal, endowed by their Creator with certain unalien-
able Rights.”8 Just as Lincoln once said that the Declaration’s claim about
human equality is the “electric cord . . . that links the hearts” of all
Americans together, so, too, did Biden state that it is these words from
the Declaration that define “who we are.”9 And, just as Lincoln said that
the ideals of the Declaration were intended to be “constantly looked to”
and “constantly labored for” even if they were never “perfectly attained,”
so, too, did Biden suggest said that while “[w]e haven’t always lived up
to these ideals . . . we have never before walked away from them.”10 Both
Lincoln and Biden suggested that they were living through a time of
crisis in which there was a risk that Americans just might “walk away
from” their founding principles; therefore, they both suggested that their
main goal was to try to ensure that the nation would not abandon what
Lincoln called “the ancient faith” of the nation and what Biden called the
nation’s “core values.”11

In a brief autobiography written in 1860, Lincoln wrote of himself that
in 1854, “his profession had almost superseded the thought of politics in
his mind, when the repeal of the Missouri compromise aroused him as he
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had never been before.”12 According to the Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854,
the question of whether or not slavery would be allowed in the territories
would be decided through popular vote—or “popular sovereignty,” as
Senator Stephen Douglas put it—within the territories. Lincoln pointed
out, though, that because the act would allow people to vote slavery up,
then the act clearly implied that slavery is not necessarily a fundamental
wrong.13 Moreover, if slavery is no longer labeled a fundamental wrong,
then the idea that no one has a right to rule over someone else without
that person’s consent—that is, the idea that “all men are created equal”—
is thoroughly undermined. And, if the idea that no one has a right to rule
over someone else without that person’s consent is undermined, then this
threatens to erode republican government itself.14 Thus, Lincoln warned:
“Let no one be deceived. The spirit of seventy-six and the spirit of Ne-
braska, are utter antagonisms; and the former is being rapidly displaced
by the latter.”15

Lincoln argued, then, that the passage of the Kansas-Nebraska Act,
which was drafted by Douglas, was so dangerous not only because it
could lead to the spread of slavery into the territories, but also because in
doing so it could weaken—and perhaps ultimately eliminate—the
American people’s attachment to their “ancient faith.” Similarly, Biden
warned that if Donald Trump were to be reelected, this might “forever
and fundamentally alter the character of this nation.”16 Just as Lincoln
claimed that he was motivated to reenter political life by his shock over
the passage of the Kansas-Nebraska Act, so, too, did Biden suggest in his
campaign announcement that he was motivated to reenter political life in
large part because of his shock over Trump’s remarks in the aftermath of
the “Unite the Right” rally that was organized by white nationalists.17

After noting that the author of the Declaration of Independence was from
Charlottesville, Biden said:

Charlottesville is also home to a defining moment for this nation in the
last few years. It was there on August of 2017 that we saw Klansmen
and white supremacists and neo-Nazis come out in the open. . . . And
they were met by a courageous group of Americans, and a violent clash
ensued and a brave young woman lost her life. And that’s when we
heard the words from the president of the United States that stunned
the world and shocked the conscience of this nation. He said there were
“some very fine people on both sides.” . . . With those words, the
president of the United States assigned a moral equivalence between
those spreading hate and those with the courage to stand against it.
And in that moment, I knew the threat to this nation was unlike any I
had ever seen in my lifetime. . . . We are in the battle for the soul of this
nation.18

Biden’s rebuke of Trump for having “assigned a moral equivalence be-
tween those spreading hate and those with the courage to stand against
it” echoes Lincoln’s rebuke of Stephen Douglas for trying “to educate and
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mould public opinion . . . to not care whether slavery is voted down or
voted up.”19 That is, Lincoln and Biden each accused their respective
political opponent of refusing to make a crucial moral distinction be-
tween right and wrong; in other words, they each argued that their oppo-
nent “was blowing out the moral lights around us,” as Lincoln put it, in a
way that posed a danger to the nation’s founding principles and thus a
danger to what Biden called “the soul of this nation.”20

Both Lincoln and Biden also suggested that if America turned away
from its principles, then this would threaten the cause of liberty not only
at home, but abroad. Lincoln warned that the Kansas-Nebraska Act “de-
prives our republican example of its just influence in the world” insofar
as it “enables the enemies of free institutions, with plausibility, to taunt
us as hypocrites.”21 Similarly, Biden suggested in a campaign speech that
Trump’s words and deeds threatened America’s long-standing status as
“the beacon of hope for the rest of the world.”22

Some commentators suggested that in 2019, Biden was essentially of-
fering his own version of “make America great again,” which was the
slogan that Trump had made famous. As the journalist Michael Scherer
put it, Biden’s “underlying focus on a festering nostalgia for a prior era
has been unmistakable in the opening days of his presidential cam-
paign.”23 While it is true that Biden looked back to a time when, he
claimed, America’s founding principles were more widely embraced
across the political spectrum, Lincoln did precisely the same thing. Just as
Biden suggested that there was something unprecedented in Trump’s
remarks about the “Unite the Right” rally, so, too, did Lincoln suggest
that those who supported the Kansas-Nebraska Act were making argu-
ments that past American statesmen would never have dared to articu-
late. For example, in 1859, Lincoln asked at Columbus:

Did you ever five years ago, hear of anybody in the world saying that
the negro had no share in the Declaration of National Independence;
that it did not mean negroes at all; and when “all men” were spoken of
negroes were not included? I am satisfied that five years ago that prop-
osition was not put upon paper by any living being anywhere. . . . But
last year there was not a Douglas popular sovereign in Illinois who did
not say it.24

Similarly, in his Peoria Address, Lincoln said that in the past, no senator
would have asserted, as did Senator Pettit in 1854, that the Declaration
of Independence is “a self-evident lie.” Whereas previously, Lincoln
claimed, such a statement would have been universally derided in Amer-
ica, when Senator Pettit made precisely this assertion during the debate
over the Kansas-Nebraska Act, “[o]f the forty odd Nebraska Senators
who sat present and heard him, no one rebuked him.”25

Both Lincoln and Biden, then, claimed that their opponents’ ideas had
brought about what Biden called “an aberrant moment in time.”26 To
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restore the American promise—to “make America great again,” if you
will—both Biden and Lincoln suggested that what was necessary was to
return to the ideals of the Declaration of Independence. As Lincoln put it,
“Let us re-adopt the Declaration of Independence, and with it, the prac-
tices, and policy, which harmonize with it. . . . If we do this, we shall not
only have saved the Union; but we shall have so saved it, as to make, and
to keep it, forever worthy of the saving.”27 Much like Ellison, then, both
Lincoln and Biden suggested that a key task of leadership is to both
“affirm the principle on which the country was built” and also to speak
out against those whose words or deeds run counter to “the principle.” 28

Earlier, I suggested that while I concur with Benjamin Barber’s claim that
“[t]o be political is to have to judge,” I at the same time depart from
Barber’s claim that political judgment takes place in the absence of “guid-
ing standards,” for in my view these standards can be provided by the
Declaration of Independence. I now want to note that Barber makes an-
other point about judgment that is also well worth examining in the
context of my own argument. According to Barber, “Solitary individuals
may make moral or aesthetic judgments, solitary judges sitting on the
bench may render legal judgments, but citizens can produce political
judgments only as a body acting corporately.”29 Barber’s point is relevant
to my book’s argument insofar as Barber reminds us that, properly
speaking, political judgments cannot be formed simply through the soli-
tary process of reading and reflecting upon novels. As Barber puts it,

The journey from private opinion to political judgment . . . proceeds
from solitude to sociability. To travel this road, the citizen must put her
private views to a test that is anything but epistemological: she must
debate them with her fellow citizens, run them through the courts,
offer them as a program for a political party, . . . experiment with them
in local, state, and federal forums, and, in every other way possible,
subject them to the civic scrutiny and public activity of the community
to which she belongs.30

As Barber helpfully sums up the matter, “Political judgment is . . . ‘we-
judgment’. . . . I cannot judge politically, only we can judge politically; in
assuming the mantle of citizenship, the I becomes a We.”31

Because I agree with Barber that ultimately, political judgments can
only be fully formed through public deliberation, I do not want to sug-
gest that the activity of reading a novel can by itself enable citizens to
produce political judgments. However, I do want to argue—and I have
sought to reveal throughout this book—that novels (and films) can help
educate democratic citizens such that they will be much better prepared
to effectively engage in the public deliberation that is necessary to form
political judgments.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 6:27 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Conclusion 113

Educated by the kinds of novels that I have discussed in this book,
citizens will be more attuned to the complexities and ambiguities inher-
ent in the political questions that they must render judgments upon. This
is particularly crucial in our current era of polarization, for an awareness
of complexity can make partisans less likely to succumb to what Aurelian
Craiutu calls the “fanaticism and dogmatism” that can arise in an “age of
extremes.”32 Running throughout this book has been the implicit argu-
ment—which I now want to make explicit—that novels such as the ones
discussed in this book can help to inculcate the virtue of moderation, a
virtue that is especially necessary today. Craiutu notes that moderates
refuse to “see the world in Manichaean terms that divide it into forces of
good (or light) and agents of evil (or darkness).”33 As I have suggested,
the rejection of a Manichaean worldview is precisely one of the hallmarks
of the novels discussed in this book, for characters such as Babo, Amasa
Delano, Thomas Fowler, Alden Pyle, and Willie Stark cannot simply be
classified as either an agent of good or an agent of evil. Craiutu also
writes that, “Most of us are, in general, unwilling (and unlikely) to fall in
love with the nuances of gray which characterize the universe of modera-
tion.”34 Again, it is precisely “the nuances of gray” which works such as
“Benito Cereno,” The Quiet American, and All the King’s Men so beautifully
depict as they explore difficult moral and political questions. As we have
seen, the notion that political and moral questions are often marked by
“nuances of gray” is perfectly captured in Jack Burden’s claim that those
who denounce Willie Stark “aren’t right and they aren’t wrong. If it were
absolutely either way, you wouldn’t have to think about it.”35 As Jack
Burden here suggests, when people “have to think about” an issue in a
way that recognizes the complexities, nuances, and ambiguities inherent
in that issue, it can be quite a difficult burden, for it is far easier to submit
to the temptation to see the world in Manichean terms. The novels ex-
plored in this book, though, call on us to resist this temptation. As we
have seen, the novels at the same time call on us to reject the temptation
to succumb to indecisiveness and inaction in the face of so much com-
plexity; the novels suggest that we must, in fact, make judgments, but the
novels urge us to make these judgments with an attitude of humility, and
only after a respectful and thorough consideration of multiple view-
points. As I suggested in chapter 1, because the novels examined in this
book explore the different perspectives of multiple characters while si-
multaneously reminding us of the shared humanity of these characters,
the novels can help erase “the distance between us and them.”36 Particu-
larly in an era of hyper-partisanship and polarization, this bridging of the
gap between “us and them” is especially important. In short, the novels
discussed in this book can help teach the citizen-reader how to “moralize
upon” the questions that citizens must together seek to answer, while
also reminding them that despite their disagreements, they all “inhabit
the common continent of men.”37
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