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‘Herman Melville and the Mid-Nineteenth-Century: The Narrator and the
Literary Politics of Class Dissent in the First Six Novels.'

N.A.Chamberlain, St.Chad's College, Doctor of Philosophy. 1990.

Abstract

Introduction: Mid-nineteenth-century America was class-governed; the
dominant elite used rhetoric and literature to impose on other citizens its
sectarian ‘idea of America’.

In Typee and Omoo Melville developed a structure that intimated his
dissent from elitist enterprises such as Pacific imperialism. A narrator,
representative of the elite, becomes the object for satire; the text
becomes a ground for political and rhetorical struggle. Melville sets

'tests' for the audience: consumption, collusion or opposition?

In Mardi, radical subversion of the narrator replaces delineation of
attitudes, spurred by the 1848 European revolutions. As the narrator is
decentred, reading becomes progressively disconcerting.

In Redburn and White-Jacket the previous allusive style is resumed,
though the narrators are again undercut. Redburn exposzses the
dehumanisation caused by capitalist trade. White-Jacket demonstrates the
class-bias of apparently anodyne stories.

Moby-Dick thus delivers ‘judgment’ on Western society, symbolised now by
the whaling industry. The text reveals the narrator's knowing repression

of the effects of industrialisation and imperialism.

Throughout, Melville's novels are seen as the prime evidence for his
class-dissent. He used the reading process to encourage sensitivity to
the elite's rhetorical shaping of reality. When we read his books, we read
first the narrator's typical narratives; then, if we follow Melville's hints,
we may discern his oppositional text beneath. This subversive technique
gained Melville his initial audience and also prevented immediate censure.
The representative narrator is thus his key device. The narrators delimit
and propagandise class-attitudes. Yet when satirised, because of their
bond with the audience, they are Melville's means of engendering reform.

The thesis thoroughly considers the tradition of Melville scholarship.
Appendices 1illustrate the conventional genres which the narrators

manipulate, and which Melville then scrutinises.
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Abbreviations

The Notes and Bibliography are produced in accordance with the MHRA
Style FBook, edited by A.S.Maney and R.G.Smallwood <(London, 1978). The
Melville edition I have used 1is that published by Cambridge University

Press in three volumes (Cambridge, 1982, 1983, 1984). This reproduces the
text of the standard Northwestern—-Newberry Edition; but is more widely

available in the United Kingdom than the American version. For

convenience, I have abbreviated the titles of the novels as follows:

Typee - T, Omoo - O, Mardi - M, Redburn - R,

White-Jacket ~ W-/J, Moby-Dick - M-D.
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Preface: Critical Perspectives

In recent years, drawing on the painstaking biographical research of

people such as Charles Anderson and Leon Howard, a number of critics have
grappled with the problem of restoring Melville's work to 1ts context.

T.Walter Herbert has commented on the relationship between missionary
narratives, contemporary American self-conception and the early novels,
especially Ty.pee.‘ Sacvan Bercovitch and Donald Pease have explored the

links between Moby-Dick and American concepts such as the ‘jeremiad’ and

other rhetorical forms=2 James Duban and Robert Clark have sought to

discover the novels' use of contemporary political and religious rhetoric.®

Marvyn Fisher has explored Melville's social vision on the evidence of the

short stories.® All of these commentators recognise the way that Melville
incorporated the ideas, forms, and rhetoric of his time into his texts, and
all of them argue that within this contemporary framework, he was trying
to say something of value to his readers.

In a sense, therefore, the critics named above are picking up the
gauntlet of the New Critics, who dominated American letters for so many
years: in staying within the formalist preserve but claiming that the
actual prose of Melville's novels 1is not ‘purely’ artistic, they are
challenging the New Critical dislocation of the texts from the society
which sponsored them. By analysing the way that Melville ‘anchored’ his

books in history, they hope to gain a better understanding of his concerns

and motivations.

This work of reclamation has been given new impetus by the advent
of post-structuralism (which can, equally, deny the relationship between
text and society, by destroying the possibility of statements to ‘mean’
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anything at all), and of the increase of interest in narrative discourse.
It is in this new debate that I situate myself, for while the political and
materialist critics listed above have obviously tacitly engaged with the
post-structuralists, I feel that a more explicit discussion of their claims

for Melville must be undertaken. Their ‘disembodied’ understanding of

rhetoric must be considered, and refuted. This is not to decry the
insights of people such as Harold Beaver and W.B.Dillingham, but to
recognise that their eventual dissolution of Melville's novéls into
rhetorical whirlpools denies the intrinsic historicality of the texts and
thereby causes as much harm as the ‘myth-critics’' and ‘romance theorists’
of years gone by.®

On the contrary, this is to take seriously the many incisive aspects
of post-structuralist thought, especially when combined with historical
analysis. Post-structuralist arguments cannot simply be dismissed by
amassing ever more datail about Melville's 1life, his sources, and the
incidents which helped form his books. These are vital occupations, but
they must be incorporated within an awareness of textual processes that
through inquiry 1into post-structuralist exegetics questions these
theorists' rather depressing assertions about the capabilities of
literature. This 1s what I have tried to begin iIn this thesis.
Fundamental to my argument 1is the belief that it is the rhetoric of the
books themselves which is political in content, and that it is at the level
of rhetoric that the books' primary struggle occurs. Accepting the post-
structuralist engagement with the processes of language, I have therefore
sought to show that analysis of words js actually analysis of politics, and
S0 that the books do actually ‘mean’ something. - In fact, that they can be
used as I believe they were intended to be used by Melville; as a way to

[5]



engender social criticism. Melville did not write simply for pleasure, or
for money, but out of a genuine disagreement with the premises of the
world in which he lived, and with a concern to challenge, if not to change,
that world® My engagement with the arguments and terms of modern
critical theory will be apparent throughout the thesis, but 1 have

explicitly referred to them only when I felt such a reference would be of

value to the reader.

After the Introduction, which establishes the historical and literary

context in which Melville wrote, six chapters discuss the novels from

Typee to Moby-Dick in chronological order. The thesis concludes with a
brief afterword about Melville's later works. There are three Appendices.

The first contains a series of diagrams intended to illustrate some of the
points I make about Melville's textual structures. The second and third
outline two of the popular literary genres which Melville utilised: South

Seas Travels, and Sea Stories.

(6]



INTRODUCTION

‘God bless our star-gemmed banner,

shake its folds out to the breeze.'

Patriotic song



INTRODUCTION: PART ONE - HISTORY [ 71

Part One: Determining Context; Mid-century America

Despite the work of recent historians, the popular image of the mid-
nineteenth-century U.S.A. is still that of a mass democracy. It was Alexis
de Tocqueville who first promulgated this idea. Intrigued by widespread
participation in the electoral process, he took this to indicate equality of
opportunity. He saw a society in which the rigid European divisions of
class and wealth had seemingly been abolished, where all could apparently
prosper or fall, according to their talents: ‘nothing struck me more

forcibly than the equality of condition among the people’.?

But as, for example, Edward Pessen remarks, de Tocqueville was only
reiterating an argument to which Americans had long been subjected: ‘It not

only told Americans what they wanted to hear; it told them what they had
little difficulty convincing themselves was the actual case'. - De
Tocqueville's study seemed to corroborate the assertion that progressive
reforms had transformed an eighteenth-century libertarian state into the
world's first democracy of opportunity: “We are all too rich, that is the
danger our simple republicans have to contend with"'.2 - But was this
actually the correct picture?

Although de Tocqueville wrote Democracy in America for an educated
European audience, its democratic emphasis was obviously acceptable to U.S.
social leaders. In great contrast to Dickens or Mrs Trollope, it told a
story of progress and change that lent support to their claims. Yet in
doing this, it simply projected back on to American society a history which
obscured reality. Despite political changes since the early republican era,
effective power was still concentrated in the hands of a small ‘elite’, so

negating any advertised ‘advances'. The 1830s-50s were remarkable not for
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democratic progress, but for the gradual consolidation of wealth and
influence in the hands of those people with a significant stake in soclety,
whether in terms of property, family or education. Moreover, they were
also remarkable for the elite's apparent ability to disguise this fact. In
this introduction, I shall consider both of these features, before exploring

their significance for the pericd's literature.®

1) The Fact of Dispossession

In the US.A. there was both an untitled landed aristocracy, and an
aristocracy of wealth. These transcended party-political and geographical

boundaries, and exercised pervasive control over all aspects of American

life. Their position seemed impregnable.

Consider property. Most of the people actually became poorer as the
century progressed; only those who already had social substance became
richer:

In the great cities of the northeast, the top | percent of wealtholders [sic,}
owned about one fourth of the wealth in the mid-1820's and about half the

property by nmidcentury . In the small borough of Stonington, Connecticut, for
example, where in 1831 more than half the householders owned some proparty, no

matter how modest the amount, by 1851 less than one third of them continued to
do so, (Pessen p,81)

Consider also living standards. As Horace Greeley, the editor of the
New York Tribune said, in 1845 most of New York: ‘embracing at least two
thirds of our population’ lived on a ‘pittance . scarcely $1 per week for
each person subsisting thereon' (quoted Pessen p.85).
Even that alleged characteristic of U.S. soclety, social mobility, was
more chimera than fact:
Detailed information on about three fourths of the interurban rich reveals that

the overwhelming majority of wealthy persons - slightly more than 90 percent -
were descended of parents and families who combined affluence with high social
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status, Only about 2 percent of the urban socioeconomic elita were born poor,
with the remaining 6 or 7 percent born into families of middling status,

(Pessan p,86)

While in ultimate terms, there may have been greater possibility of social
mobility than in Europe, to exploit such ‘freedom’, financial backing was

invariably needed.

Despite the picture suggested by popular fictions of the frontier,

life for most citizens, rural and urban, in the U.S. model democracy was
marked by progressive industrialisation, broken strikes, and abortive

attempts to create labour movements, by a working-class becoming tied to

factories for employment, and being paid in tokens that could only be
exchanged in factory-owned shops. The reality was of a nation committed

to economic and territorial imperialism, to the reduction of men to slavery
and to the controlled genocide of the indigenous population. In social
terms, at least, claims that ‘“overwhelming numbers .. the bone and sinew of
the country [owned]l the great mass of our national wealth”'(A.Jackson,

quoted Pessen p.79) only obscure the fact of dispossession.s

i1) Political reform

Here, too, scepticism 1is required. Did the greatly extended
franchise and mushrooming number of elections ensure the participation of
most of the electorate in democratic processes, or was their vote only
required to ‘rubber-stamp' party candidates over whom they had no control?

In most elections, especlally presidential ones, the choice was

between either Whigs or Democrats, and as Michael Heale shows, the
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campaigns became great theatrical spectacles to convince the voters that
there were real ‘differences’ between the parties.® Yet, although
differences certainly existed, they were largely ‘non-ideological'; neither
party sought to challenge the fundamental US., political sattlement.
Indeed, both accepted as a basic tenet, the need to proclaim their loyalty
to the ‘truths' of the Revolution. Heale's analysis of contemporary
documents reveals the certainty with which nineteenth-century politicians
knew that even if power ‘switched from one party to the other, it would
still remain in the hands of men drawn from the same social class:
"What a sublime gpectacle . Millions of men rushing to the polls under the full

impression that the weal or woe of the nation was hanging as it were upon their
individual act ." (quoted Heale p,2/6)

Even at local level, office-holders were invariably men of the elite.®

Nevertheless, although the political high ground was dominated by
the Whigs and Democrats, the scions of the Founding Fathers, the period
also saw attempts to break their hegemony by establishing new parties.

A good example of such efforts is the Working Men's Party, whose
original Philadelphia branch sought to: ‘nominate as candidates for public
office such individuals as shall pledge themselves . to support and
advance .. the interests and enlightenment of the working classes' (quoted
Pessen p.270). Thomas Skidmore, an early New York leader, shared these
radical aims: ‘hereditary wealth .. the prime source of all our calamities'.”

It must be stressed how much movements like this showed dissent
from the liberal premises of the American state, as represented in the
wWhigs and Democrats:

The new party was a form of rejection by its members of both the Jacksonians and

their major opponents, The Working Men stood for programs and called for
changes in American society not dreamed of by the pragmatists at the helms of
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the major parties, (Pessen p,271)

Moreover, although the Working Men were ‘bought off' by the major parties,
so ensuring the collapse of the movement, subsequent labour groups who
also organised themselves politically did all they could to avoid a similar

fate. For instance, in 1836 a Convention of Mechanics, Farmers and Working

Men met at Utica N.Y. In an editorial, the Albany Microscope urged the
convention to beware the dangers inherent in founding a heterodox party:
‘Remember the ;'egretted fate of the working-men - they were soon
destroyed by hitching teams and rolling with parties . They became

perverted, and were unconsciously drawn into a vortex from which they

never escaped’ (Albany Microscope quoted Zinn p.219). This comment shows
the extent to which new parties with radical platforms attracted support

and commitment, as they tried to challenge the elitist Democrat/Whig
hegemony. Nevertheless, the original convention movement (perhaps 27,000

strong), almost as soon as it had founded its Equal Rights Party, was

encumbered with traditional labels, and forced to split®

Ultimately, therefore, despite continual attempts to break the
political mould, power was retained by the two major parties until the
Civil War; and this was an accurate reflection of the wealth and social
dominance of their members. Even when members of the mainstream parties
chose to confront topics such as slavery, race and industrialisation
openly, the respective party machinery ensured that come election time
compromise candidates were 1inevitably picked, with the result that any

possible action was subverted.®

An Anti-Slavery man per se cannot be elected; but a Tariff, River-and-Harbor,
Pacific Railroad, Free Homestead man, may succeed although he is Anti-Slavery,'®

This ‘broad front' approach meant that real reform was impossible;
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dissent did occur in the mainstream, but it was rendered impotent. For
most of the period, the politicians' chief objective was to maintain the
fabric of the Second Party System, and so the status quo under which they
and their class prospered. This was done by both appeasing certain

demands, and by representing labour organisations and other non-conformist

groups as subversive of the social order:
‘In this favored land of lav and liberty, the road to advancement is open to all
- Every American knows that or ought to know that he has no batter friend than
the laws and that he needs no artificial combination for his protection, They

are of foreign origin and I am led to believe mainly upheld by foreigners,’
(Judge Edwards of New York, quoted Z2inn p,218)

As Heale says, ‘one way of reconciling conflict with order, some
Americans now perceived, was through the device of party'.?’ The popular
picture of democratic political reform should be questioned as much as

claims of social progress.

1i11) The 'Idea of America’

If the US. was originally conceived as a 1libertarian soclety of
property owners, not an egalitarian, mass-participation democracy, then as
the comments above 1indicate, this was what it remained, despite
institutional changes and suffrage extensions.'2 The Tocquevillian story
of democratic progress only persists because the social leaders were able
to disguise the realities of their rule, which they did by manipulating the
‘idea of America’' (or more exactly, the ‘idea of the United States'). This
is the complex of values first given institutional shape in the state
created by the Founding Fathers, but which remained potent throughout the
period, even when that state itself had apparently been reshaped. Its

effect 1s of fundamental importance.
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Of the three core features of this ‘idea’, the first is the most
easily grasped. This 1is, that the basic American ‘right' is to liberty, and

that 1liberty cannot be assessed in social terms. All Americans, except

slaves and Indians, were born free, but their freedom was ‘absolute’, and
entailed no commitment to their fellows beyond the mutual recognition of
liberty.'®* This was the attitude which made the U.S.A. so receptive to

capitalism, and which allowed Indians and Afro-Americans to be treated as

goods and chattels; any concept of social interdependence such as the
tribe, or the trades union, was in itself deemed to be anti-libertarian, and
so un—-American. This belief was the basis for the equal rights demands of

the Southern states as they sought to extend their territory in the 1840s,

and for the Fugitive Slave Law. Under this 1850 law, a free state was

constitutionally compelled to return a renegade slave, and not to grant
emancipation - to free the slave would be to infringe the ‘liberty' of the
slave's owner. It is interesting to note that Melville's father-in-law,
Judge Lemuel Shaw, presided over the first test-application of the law in
Massachusetts, and despite a public demonstration, upheld its provisions.'+

The second feature of the ‘idea of America'’, was that the ideal

state was said to have been achleved already by the U.S.A.,, following the

Revolutionary War. As Rush Welter shows, this meant that although the
nation still had a ‘mission’, it was to maintain untarnished those great
achievements, and to promulgate them throughout the continent and world at
large, not to challenge the domestic settlement. This concept of mission
thus established the dangerous precept that all US. ‘reforms' were actually
bound to be retrospective, for they had to be Jjudged on their coherence
with the spirit of the Declaration of Independence, and the Constitution.

It also resulted in a cult of U.S. supremacy instilled in 1its citizens from
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birth, and that led to such aggressive stances as Manifest Destiny.'®
Finally, the third feature of the ‘American idea' was that once
established, the institutions of the state were deemed to be ‘above
politics'. While it was alleged that evil men could pervert the system of
checks and balances by which the nation was governed, those institutions

themselves were said to be exemplary, and beyond reform:

“I ask the gentleman {f every American c{tizen does not obey the higher law of
God when he obeys every part of the Constitution? . Is not the spirit of the
Constitution in accordance with the highar law? Can you point to a clause in

the Constitution which, when fulfilling to the best of my ability, would make me
violate the higher law of God?"'®

The political rhetoric suggests that the state's iInstitutions were

inalienable - a useful fiction which disguises their class—-inspired origins

in the social elite whose forbears had originally framed the state.

To analyse contemporary rhetoric is thus to strip not only the

hidden political settlement bare, but also to expose the parallel

motivations behind many of the architectural, scientific and artistic
achievements of the age. Clive Bush, for example, shows that these were
characteristically developed in accordance with the elite's wish to create
‘arts of peace’, and ‘arts of war' that would define the U.S.A. as the
perfect soclety, and that would obscure the way in which the elite itself

persistently manipulated the ‘idea of America’ to ensure its own comfort

and power. He demonstrates the gactive way in which they set about their
task: ‘from pure science to technology, from painting to poetry, the need
[was] to define a new space and a new time theoretically and
politically'.?”

This strategem was clearly assisted by the fact that America had

always been a ‘storied land’, the site of European fantasy, and so ripe for
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Class-inspired mystification. In this period, the process can be seen very
clearly in the architecture, whereby the great classical buildings of the
new capital could be proposed as embodying eternal verities. Visual art

also exploited the latent opportunities; as the famous print (facing)
shows, it was commonplace to depict the United States as an ordered

republic set against a realm of strife <(again, note the architectural
symbolism). Even though this artist was foreign, such impressions would
be potent weapons.'®  Similarly, although literature's contribution to the

process of mystification will be discussed in a later section, the great

popularity of supposedly ‘inert’ classical forms such as the essay and the

history 1s also instructive.'® The Federalist Papers of Hamilton, Madison
and Jay, for instance, despite their popularity, were also class—-motivated

tracts, arguing for ‘a unity of commercial, as well as political, interests
({thatl] can only result from a unity of government'=° Similarly
instructive 1s George Bancroft's History of the United States. Although it
of fered a vision of U.S. progress, the vision that it projected was the New
England aristocracy’s; its powerful rhetoric concealed that this was not a
vision for all. Bancroft said of the ‘Mayflower Compact’, ‘humanity (here)
recovered its rights, and instituted government on the basis of “equal
laws"' for “the general good,"' - he took this as the origin of the U.S.
polity and elaborated his history from there. As S.E.Morison comments,
this 1s a ‘fancy’ to which ‘few today would subscribe’.2?

And yet, it is easily possible to see the political motivation behind
these seemingly neutral projects. The great facades of the buildings only
serve to conceal servants' staircases. The symbolic and narrative art says
nothing about the life of the majority of the population. The confident

assertions of the literature can be undercut by researching the authors'
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class-affiliations. As both Bush and Hugh Honour show, for those willing
to challenge apparent 'realities’, the enterprise can be seen to have

inevitably encoded traces of its own motivation: ‘the triumphant sense of
light over darkness only serves to underwrite the threatening sense of

opposing forces'?22

The ‘idea of America' was, then, a class-inspired concept, not a
universally shared one, and it was designed to mystify the nature of the

elite's rule. Allowing no place in the ideal Union to working-men, women,

or racial minorities, the intention was to suggest that the U.S.A. was some

kind of paradise in which dissent was sporadic and unnecessary. By
attending, however, to the suppressed voices, it is possible to expose the

partisan nature of the American idea. Concrete opposition movements did

exist, and the elite's strategy is penetrable.=?

iv) Rhetoric: The Idea of America in Language

One feature of the ‘'idea of America' that demonstrates its elitist
motivation more clearly than most 1is rhetoric. In countless occasions for
oratorical display and in a flood of documents from the Constitution on,
the elite secured its social and political hegemony. A distinctive training
produced a distinctive and subtle style, that 1like the contemporary

architecture initially appears to disguise 1its class-inspiration.

The elite wielded rhetoric as a political implement during the
Revolution. The clergy, with & long tradition of social prominence,

arrogated to themselves apparent radicalism. A recent critic says that in
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the pulpit: ‘the minister himself “embodied and expressed” the leading
ideas of the culture'. This comment overlooks the extent to which these
educated functionaries used their opportunities to impose their partisan

ideas on soclety, but it is an apt insight into their strategy: ‘Clearly .
the sermon's agent carved out a political space during delivery'=24

Although the clergy were relegated behind politicians as primary opinion-
formers in the new republic, their role remained hugely significant.
Language, then, was always a key element in politics, both as object
and as instrument. Debate about language as object can be seen in the
calls to establish an American Academy, made in congress by John Adams.
He said: ‘It is not to be disputed that the form of government has an
influence upon language, and language in turn its influences not only on
the form of government, but the temper, the sentiments, the manners of the
people’ - it was therefore necessary to establish the Academy ‘to oversee
the language'.2® The aims of such a body were more clearly apparent in
the Philological Society, which in a 1788 pageant to celebrate the Federal
Constitution, paraded a book through New York inscribed 'Federal Language'.
This OSoclety, which attracted the support of such leaders as Adams,

Franklin, Jefferson, and Madison, bore a coat of arms described by Baron in

this way:

The coat of arms as a whole, and its motto (yield, honours, to the tonquel
gtress the importance of lanquage and letters, while the Genius of Arms, holding
the Constitution in one hand, points with the other - the right hand - to the
Philological Society, a gesture which raises that enthusjastic if immodest group
to national prominence, Language is also raised to a level of the greatest
importance, where, equated with American i{ndependence and the American state
itself, it has remained, at least symbolically, to the present day, (Baron p,20)

Here i1s an iconographic representation of the identity between culture and
their own class that exposes the elite's interest as clearly as the

Jeffersonian building projects. The point about the Society <(and the
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proposed Academy) is that they set about the process of defining ‘American’
rhetoric, establishing norms according to the prerogative of those who
imposed them. The ‘American language' was objectified, and so alienated
from the majority of those who spoke it. Even Noah Webster, a presiding
presence in this aspect of contemporary American 1life, is not the
linguistic democrat that he has sometimes been suggested to be. Granted,
he propagandised American orthography, but as Charles Swann says, his
politics were: ‘consistently conservative and hierarchical, where commitment
to representative democracy is the stronger the further the representative
is kept from his constituents’. As Baron also remarks, exposing the
grammarian's political motivation: ‘Not only does Webster call for a Federal
Language, he plans and markets it as well, turning the ldea of American

English into a career' @Baron p.11, my emphasis) #*

Yet while imposing their 1limited theoretical view throughout
American society, the elite also exploited rhetoric's coercive abilities.
Building on the colonial legacy of sermons and legal sessions, many other

occasions for oratorical display were developed: party conventions,

lectures, hustings, and public orations, especially the commemorative
rituals of the Fourth of July. Some examples of these latter will be
given below, but it 1is important to recognize that members of the elite
were trained to derive the full potential from the ‘democratic occasions’
they engineered for themselves. Universities such as Yale and Harvard ran
courses in rhetoric, teaching, for instance, the approach to be adopted
towards an uneducated audience: ‘“the more impudent a candidate appears
before the public, the greater is his chance of success .. He assembles his

constituents, and mounting a stump, harangs [sic] on his merits, with

unblushing effrontery”'27 And while for other occasiong a more subtle



INTRODUCTION: PART ONE - iv) RHETORIC [19)

approach was suggested, i1f the audience remained unmoved by: *“‘the honies
of persuasion', then one could: *“hold up profit, lucre, money-making,
pleasure and escape from pain. Deter them also by the prospect of shame
and ignominy"'. This method was intended for: *“gross, ignorant, untutored

minds"’, and was clearly class-inspired, advocated as it was by John Quincy

Adams, Professor of Rhetoric at Harvard, and later President of the Union.
Herman Melville acquired a copy of Adams' lectures from his brother-in-law,
which -emphasises his family's typical elitist status.2®

Paralleling the efforts of these institutions was the system of
lyceums, and the national schools that it did so much to foster. Carl Bode
shows how these became in the U.S.A. town associations for mutual

improvement. Here emphasis was on ‘brotherhoecd’: ““From all the divisions,

ranks and classes of soclety, we are to meet . to 1instruct and be
instructed. While we mingle together in these pursuits .. we shall remove

many of the prejudices which ignorance or partial acquaintance with each

other fostered."'2® Yet as this very expression shows, and as the
membership of the American lyceum national committee demonstrates, the
lyceun movement in the States was soon no more than another elaborate
apparatus of disguised social control. Lectures replaced discussions and

the movement became a pressure-group for a national school system

espousing ‘simple’ Bible values.®°

But does this rhetorical ‘idea of America’ have any stylistic
hallmarks, and was there no attempt to question {t?
If anything characterises the majority of the public orations and

Fourth of July speeches, it is the note of celebration in the face of

threat. The celebration is of the Constitution, the Union, and the people's
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supposedly instrumental part in establishing these things. The threat is
of the dissolution of the political settlement, and hence of general
relapse into tyranny:
These principles of civil liberty, and this system of popular government,
America has attempted to maintain and perpetuate, principally by the nore
conplete extension, development and practical adoption of the principle of
reprasentation . It is worthy of remark, that this great leading principle in
our government does not derive its sanction from the Constitution, but on the
contrary, gives to that Constitution all the sanction it possesses, The
adoption of the Constitution itself, the highest act which a people can
exercise, was entrusted to representatives delegated for that purpose . It

depends on yourselves, Amaricans, whether so fair a progpect shall be
blasted,@?

This 1815 Oration by Lemuel Shaw is a particularly unemotional example of

the genre, but it does exhibit the attitudes I have been suggesting.

Responsibility for the establishment, and hence for the maintenance of the

Union, is imputed to lie with the general population. In a move of

classical simplicity, Shaw explains that as the people founded the state,
the state's continued health is their concern. Any role that could be
ascribed to any particular class is obscured, and so the advantages that
this particular settlement has for his own elite (who were actually those
who formed the Constitution) are mystified.

A similar strategy informs the 1later and more famous orations
delivered by Daniel Webster at the foot of the Bunker Hill Monument. In
both speeches, Webster uses the Monument itself as a physical artifice, in
place of the implied ‘threat’, (although this can also be distinguished in
the Second Oraticn). The column, in Webster's description, subsumes into
itself all societal division. The trick, again, is while acknowledging
difference in status to emphasise that everyone's achievement is celebrated

in its stones:

We wish that this structure may proclaim the magnitude and importance of that
avent [the Battle of Bunker Hill) to every class and every age . We wish that
labor may look up here, and be proud, in the midst of its toil . yea, look
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abroad upon the whole earth, and see what a name you have contributed to give
your country, and what a praise you have added to freedom, and then rejoice in
the sympathy and gratitude which beam upon your last days from the improved
condition of mankind!32

Again, by cleverly suggesting a spurious commonality, the orator hides the
exploitative role of his own class 1in the process.
While it would be possible to analyse hundreds of similar speeches,

and so to identify shared characteristics, in this section I wish only to

alert the reader to the intrinsically political nature of nineteenth-
century elitist rhetoric, and to pom:ﬁat the elite attempted to hide
this fact. The emotion, the use of symbolism, and the fiction of shared
responsibility, which contribute to the masking of agents and the

proliferation of passives, all work to ‘neutralise’ the elite's involvement

in their own enterprise. It is not that:

The principles of the government which Hamilton and Jefferson built, have been
discussed; and the discussion has resulted in familiarizing the minds of the
people with the great thoughts, and tha noble enthusiasm, of the architects
and builders, ?®?®

but that through stage-managed discussion, those principles have been
imposed on the people. 5o when a commentator such as Boorstin suggests
that the speeches were ‘helping the nation publicly discover itself’, he has
himself been duped, because his analysis ignores the way that language and

representation shape reality. His mimetic assumption hides the fact that

in such speeches the elite discovered the nation ‘for' the people, according
to its own ‘idea of America'®4 As David Simpson says, attempting to fix

1840 as the date at which this oratorical discourse became full-grown:

An explicit recognition of class distinctions and differences of interest . is
replaced by a disingenous rhetoric of equality in which thare are no workers
and no employers, and in which all have the same interests and the same
opportunity for profit and progress, Thus was born that enduringly vague
entity and smokescreen for a multitude of political priorities, the American
people « And if both ends of the political spectrum are now speaking the same
language, that of the ‘people’, we can no longer make any easy assumptions
about the political affiliations of the writers who represent it, On the one
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hand, no writer or speaker can be assumed to be of the people just because he
sends out populist signals in the form of racy idioms and dialect words, as
Emerson and Whitman were to do, On the other hand, no one who chooses not to
invoke such a style should be dafined without closer inspection as a
conservative or an aristocrat,®®

The references here to ‘writers’ prepare the way for the following
discussion about contemporary literature, but it is instructive to conclude
this section by briefly considering the plight of the rhetorically
disenfranchised. The workers obviously challenged the elite, but in their
many alternative Declarations of Rights and peoples' constitutions, with
their explicit class—analysis, they of course infringed the basic rule
reiterated every Fourth of July, that the elite's Constitution and its Union
were ‘inalienable’:

Declaration of Independance of the Producing from the Non-Producing Class

‘The non-producing aristocracy are still monopolizing more of the property of
the country, making the difference greater between the immensely rich and the
immensely poor’,

‘They have not only monopolized the earth, but they have created estates out
of annuities and stocks, thus further taxing the people with the interest upon
them,' w

- ‘And for the support of this list of facts and Declaration of our Principles
and Independence, we mutually pledge to each other our lives, and fortunes,
and our sacred honour,'®®

<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>