
The Development of t h e Babbitt-Amer i can 

George F. Babbitt wa s not a literary character who some-

how miracul ously developed in t he mind of Sincla ir Lewis . He 

was not a figure of me re creat ive and artistic i magination on 

t h e pa rt of Mr . Lewis. George F. Bab bitt, r ather , represents 

merica a t t he end of or l d a r I . Babbitt is not the America 

of t he intellectua ls. Neither is he t he America of t he liber als. 
I 

Babbitt is t he symbol of t .e results of ocia l Darwinism, the 

New Industrial Revolution , early t wentieth-

century Republican Party upon t he bourgeois American menta lity. 

Babbitt is America in 1922 . 

fully social , philosophi cal, economic , and political inno-

va tions had determined t he charac ter of t he Babbitt-American . 

Da r win 's scientific t heories of evolution were adapted by the 

l ate nine teent h-century mi nd into t h e form of social theories 

of evolution. "Surviva l of t he fittest" a cquired a mat erialis-

tic and a capit <-. listic connota~ :tn · The"struggl~ r ex istence" 

i mplied a struggle to sup~e 'f one ' s f ellow human financially . 

Eagerly, a nd perhaps a bit ~oo r~shly , these terms were a ccepted 

a s t h e "Sta tions of the Cross" for cap i t c-... lists making t he de-

vout pilgrimage to \•ea l t h . Coupled vi t h the Hew Industria l 
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Revolution after the Civil 'I ar, t his /ocial Darwinism s pawned 

t he Gilded Age of cut-throa t competition, trusts, acquisitive-

ness, and a general denia l of w~atever slight spiritual and 

cultura l va l ues ~\merica had previously possessed . 

By t he midd l e of the 1890's the United States had become 
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so oppressive to the sensitive and artistic mental ity t ha t 

Europe assumed t he r Sle of a sort of spa for t he tender American, 

a s lucidly i llustr~ted not only in the person of Henry Jrures , 

James ' brother, William, however, 

prove task of incorporating this turn-of-the-
,, 

century Americ a into a philosophica l system: pragm~tism, a 2 
phi losophy empha s i zing t he results of 

~pec1 of actions. Needless to say, 

t h ings, t he utili t a r i an 1 

merica had found a na- ~ 7 
I 

tional ph ilosophy . It looked toward ends r ather than means, 

and t hat was a ll t ha t t he l a r ger capitalists and t heir 

t he pr e- Gr a t De r ession Republican Party, could 

tion's philosopher s . 

This was George F. Ba bitt 's h er i t age . Therefore , George 

F. Babbitt was a product of hi s environment, of t h os e elements 

of his environment which were becoming reac tion~ry even in 1922. 

The s p i r itua l and cult ural VEcuum tn which George F . Babbitt 

lived was not of h is own ere ting . Neithe r wa s it a figurative 

literary device of Sinclair Lewis ' . Socia l s atir E? , to be effec- , 

tive , must 

s a tirized . 

be based!lpon r a listic aspe cts of t he 

tThi .t::J"'/wis d i d clin i cally, astutely , 

soc i ety be ing 

and perhaps a 
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bit mercilessly. bitt's affection for h is frie nd 

Paul Reisling do we see some sort of redemption, some s ort of 

a ssurance that this post-Nor d a r I .Ame rica was not pa st 

s a lva tion from its deadening materia li sm and s t anda rdization. 

The 1920's were the culmina tion of the symbol of t h e Bab-

bitt-American. Later , in decade t he "war wound" would ex -

pand into the general disill sionment descriptive of t hat era. 

But the fi 1al defea t of t ne ,e rican c ame in Octobe r, 

1929. 

Perhaps an outstand1ng contempora r y novel is ne ede d to 

s a tirize the new gene r a tion ich cont ains Babbitt-Ame rica n 

""' i nf u lences, which vDuld clo t he "booster" of Zenith in a 

gray fla nnel suit. 
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