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ABSTRACT

Stephen Crane's Red Badge of Courage (1895) is a bildungsromqn that ironically

argues that the concept of psychological development is indefenslble. Red Badge charts

the progress that Henry Fleming makes in learning how to assess the suitability of his

conduct and the nature of his environment. This reading of Red Badge focuses on two

major instances in which Henry evaluates his conduct, the first in which he enters the

"forest-chapel." and the second in which he marches away from battle. Henry

improperly rationalizes his conduct so as to feel superior to his comrades. Also, he

mistakenly asserts that objects in his environment are signs of Divine Presence. The

narrator treats these judgments with irony, using the youth's perceptions to show that his

actions are loathsome and his environments devoid of God's presence-rather, Henry

merely imposes spiritual qualities onto his surroundings. The fact that Henry continues

to make these inaccurate judgments at the end of the narrative suggests that he has not

matured. This thesis argues that Red Badge's circular structure shows that moral and

spiritual growth are untenable, and so the narrative's structure and form become ironic

deconstructions of seemingly foundational concepts like God and psychological

development.
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Looking for God, Seeing Nothing: Moral and Spiritual Irony in The Red Badge of Courage 

In Stephen Crane’s Red Badge of Courage, the narrator presents the thoughts, 

motivations, and desires of the protagonist, Henry Fleming, in such a way that tracks the 

psychological progress that the youth makes in response to his battlefield experiences.  In 

particular, the narrator focuses on the moral and spiritual progress that Henry makes during his 

journeys from childhood to manhood and innocence to experience.  Henry has certain 

misconceptions about his world at the beginning of the narrative.  For one, he sees the war as an 

epic conflict and himself as an epic hero, and this self-glorification has moral implications 

because it affects how he acts and how he judges his conduct.  Henry feels compelled to examine 

his moral conduct at two major points in the text.  He first examines the suitability of his moral 

character after he has fled from the battlefield into the forest; and later, he assesses the morality 

of his actions after the New York 304th makes its final charge against the Confederates.  In both 

of these instances of moral judgment, however, Henry improperly evaluates his actions.  In the 

forest, for instance, Henry reasons that his flight from the battlefield is permissible because of 

the need for self-preservation, though this judgment does not account for the self-centered 

attitudes he exhibits during his flight.  He exhibits an equally egotistical attitude in the 

assessment of his conduct at the end of the narrative.  The narrator does not, however, present 

any direct commentary on the suitability of Henry’s moral conduct, nor does he explicitly assert 

judgments that help one to track the moral and spiritual growth of the young protagonist.  
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Instead, the narrator represents Henry’s thoughts and actions in a way that treats the youth’s 

judgments with an implicit irony.  This technique exposes the flaws in Henry’s judgments about 

himself by simply allowing the reader to compare the nature of Henry’s actions with the 

judgments that he formulates about them.  When one examines these instances of moral 

assessment, one should also note that certain kinds of judgments accompany Henry’s moral self-

evaluation: he asserts the presence of spiritual qualities or properties in his environment.  In the 

forest, Henry endows the flora and fauna with the capacity for religious feeling, and in the 

second instance of self-evaluation, Henry couches his assessment in the terms of Biblical 

allusions and assumptions.  But just as he does with Henry’s moral judgments, the narrator treats 

the youth’s spiritual judgments in a way that demonstrates that religious qualities do not actually 

exist in the world.  They are, instead, the mere products of Henry’s consciousness.  Ironically, as 

Henry perceives these spiritual qualities in his surroundings, his very perceptions of the 

environment reveal qualities that directly undercut the possibility of the world’s having spiritual 

presence in it.  Henry’s perspective becomes untenable because it cannot account for the godless 

realities of the warring world, and so one ultimately sees that the religious attributions that the 

youth makes are inaccurate ascriptions of meaningless properties.  Ultimately, the fact that 

Henry continues to make inaccurate judgments about his behavior and assert the presence of 

spiritual qualities in his environment indicates that he, in fact, makes very little psychological 

progress.  Henry does not develop in either a moral or spiritual sense, because he refuses to 

abandon the delusions that he possesses at the beginning of the narrative, and so the 

bildungsroman form of the novel itself becomes ironical, insisting that the very concepts of 

development and maturation are untenable in the world of Red Badge.    

Before one evaluates Henry’s actions on the battlefield, though, one should examine his 
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moral capability and theological education prior to his enlisting with the 304th.  It is clear even 

early on in Red Badge that Henry possesses a self-involved attitude that will serve as an obstacle 

to his later moral development.  Henry initially decides to enlist because “his busy mind had 

drawn for him large pictures extravagant in color, lurid with breathless deeds” (193).  He 

believes that war experiences will establish for him a reputation for courage and honor in his 

small farming community, for “there seemed to be much glory” in the “tales of great movements 

[that] shook the land” (193).  Even at the beginning of the narrative, then, Henry desires to 

engage in the Homeric-seeming struggles of combat.  Henry’s mother, however, tries to prevent 

him from enlisting, reminding him that he “was of vastly more importance on the farm than on 

the field of battle” (193).  For a while, Henry even finds this argument convincing, believing 

“that her ethical motive in the argument was impregnable” (193).  He seems to recognize a moral 

duty to remain on the farm and help his mother, but finally, the allure of heroic action and the 

possibility of painting himself into the “large pictures extravagant in color, lurid with breathless 

deeds” overcome the moral rationale for staying home.  Henry deliberately disobeys his mother 

and enlists.  Interestingly, he conceives of his enlistment as “a firm rebellion against the yellow 

light thrown upon the color of his ambitions” (193).  The color of his dreams overwhelms the 

“yellow light” of moral responsibility, for that light associates his mother’s moral imperative 

with a cowardice that undermines his heroic ambitions.  Henry’s unwillingness to accept his 

domestic duties demonstrates an emotional and moral immaturity that stems from egoism, and 

this egoism will be the major moral deficiency that Henry will need to overcome in the narrative. 

While Henry’s early exchanges with his mother demonstrate the nature of his moral 

deficiencies, they also show Henry’s indifference to the moral and theological education that he 

has received as a young man.  When Henry first enlists, in direct disobedience of his mother’s 
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wishes, he desires to elicit an emotionally charged, even epic-sounding response from his 

mother, who is supposed to speak about her son’s “returning with his shield or on it” (194).  

Instead, however, Henry’s mother responds to his disobedience with Christian acceptance, telling 

him, after a short pause, “The Lord’s will be done, Henry” (194).  While Henry “had privately 

primed himself for a beautiful scene,” his mother’s blunt response completely subverts his 

expectations of grandeur, for “her words destroyed his plans” to take pride in the manliness of 

his decision to enlist.  The “short silence” that precedes this seemingly colloquial remark 

indicates that she thinks carefully about Henry’s decision and responds in a well-considered way 

(194).  Her remark, then, has theological weight and has a sincerity that comes from a simple 

Christian perspective.  She then proceeds to give him moral instruction, first reminding him to 

“allus be careful an’ choose yer company,” for the soldiers would “like nothing better than the 

job of leading off a young feller like you” with temptations to drink and swear (195).  These 

imperatives about temperance seem to further demonstrate that she is imparting to Henry the 

tenants of a kind of Protestant moral and theological system, if only a provincial, simplified 

version of one.  But because these faith-based imperatives talk about relatively minor sins like 

swearing and intemperance, they also sound much like the worries of a protective parent who 

hopes that her child will retain his innocence.  One can sense that Crane implicitly mocks the 

worrisome sentiment of these imperatives.  Ironically, Crane flouted his own mother’s 

prohibitions against smoking, drinking, and swearing, justifying his conduct to others by asking, 

“How was I going to know what [tobacco] tasted like less’n I tasted it?  How you going to know 

about things at all less’n you do them?” (Biography 12).  Much like Crane, Henry does not care 

to hear these prohibitions.  As Henry’s mother lectures to him about how “the Lord’ll take keer 

of us all” while he is away, he grows “impatient under the ordeal of this speech.  It had not been 
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quite what he expected, and he had borne it with an air of irritation” (195).  Henry demonstrates 

no desire to heed any of the Christian principles that his mother may impart, for he is too busy 

conceiving of himself as the epic hero “returning with his shield or on it” to care about her 

worries.  His impatience during the lecture also suggests that he has heard all of these 

prohibitions before, and so he seems to have at least internalized these principles despite his 

unwillingness to completely understand them.  This exchange with his mother, nonetheless, 

suggests that the moral and theological education that Henry has received is decidedly Christian, 

and so one can expect to find elements of this theological system in the rest of the narrative. 

After the first and last major military engagements in the narrative, Henry finds time to 

assess the praiseworthiness of his moral actions and motivations, and in these two instances, 

elements of his past theological education become evident.  The first of these major moral 

evaluations occurs when Henry flees from the battlefield during the first major wave of fighting 

and enters into the “chapel” in the forest.  Before Henry discovers this chapel, he demonstrates 

an intensely egoistical attitude that will come to hinder his ability to judge his conduct.  When 

Henry first sees combat, he instantly intuits a moral obligation to his comrades in the New York 

304th.  He “lost concern for himself, and forgot to look at [the] menacing fate” of the impending 

battle (222).  The imminence of combat, then, gives Henry a kind of “consciousness always of 

the presence of his comrades about him” that initiates him into a “subtle battle brotherhood more 

potent even than that cause for which they were fighting” (222).  Henry is really innocent in the 

sense that he knows very little about the nature of the war itself, and so he knows very little 

about why he is fighting; but he does feel that he is part of a “brotherhood,” a collection of men 

bound together by certain moral interests and ties.  As a result, Henry finds that he ought to act in 

ways that promote the welfare of his comrades.  Upon the second wave of the Confederate 
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assault, however, his fear compels him to run, and the earlier fraternal bond vanishes.  One might 

not initially condemn Henry for this flight because he does not seem completely conscious of it, 

since as he runs, “there was no shame in his face. He ran like a rabbit,” that is, out of instinct 

(229).  Still, one must recall that, in running from the battlefield, Henry deserts his comrades and 

so goes against his perceived moral obligation to stand with them and support them.  Even if we 

cannot morally condemn Henry for his flight, however, we can surely reprove him for the 

egotism that he exhibits during his retreat.  He employs a gross kind of self-gratifying logic that 

rationalizes his retreat even as he is still running.  He imagines that his decision to run and his 

actual retreat “had been sagacious things.  They had been full of strategy” (233).  Ironically, he 

also demeans his peers as he runs away from the battle.  Henry “pitied” a group of gunners still 

engaged in combat, calling these men “methodical idiots!  Machine-like fools!” for what he calls 

their insensibility to the dangers at hand (231).  Henry exhibits an even greater self-involvement 

when he discovers that the Union soldiers have actually held back the Confederate offense, for 

“he turned away amazed and angry.  He felt that he had been wronged” (233).  He even insists 

that the “blind ignorance and stupidity” of his comrades “had betrayed him” (233).  The irony of 

this scene sardonically reproves Henry’s motivations, for he again looks to devalue the actions of 

his comrades in order to prove his own superiority, stooping to characterizing himself as a 

victim, one deceived into performing an act of treachery against his brothers.  So while one 

might not condemn Henry for saving himself, one sees that Henry has a need to make himself 

feel superior to others, even when he perceives that he has moral obligations to support them. 

When Henry discovers a clearing in the forest, he finds his first opportunity to assess the 

moral nature of his flight from the battlefield; and one should note that it is at this time that he 

first exhibits his understanding of the provincial Protestant education of his past through his 
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attribution of religious qualities and feelings to elements of the environment.  As Henry runs 

through the forest, he finds that the “landscape gave him assurance.  A fair field holding life.  It 

was the religion of peace” (234).  Henry sees his natural surroundings as possessing a tranquil, 

spiritual presence that serves as a direct contrast to the ungodly chaos of the battlefield he 

deserted.  Henry’s later observations also portray objects in Nature as possessing this serene, 

religious quality.  Henry comes to “a place where the high, arching boughs made a chapel” 

where the “pine needles were a gentle brown carpet” and “a religious half-light” radiates the 

scene (235).  The spiritual qualities that Henry perceives in his surroundings offer him comfort.  

He also finds relief as “the trees began softly to sing a hymn of twilight,” and the insects “[bow] 

their beaks…making devotional pause” (236).  Henry identifies his environment as a kind of 

sacred space constructed for the purpose of peaceful communion with God through the act of 

meditation.  The fact that Henry conceives of the forest as a chapel also suggests that he hopes 

that such a place will permit him to petition to God for help in a time of distress.  This 

characterization of the environment permits Henry to justify the morality of his conduct in 

fleeing from the chaos of the battle.  While reflecting on his actions near the entrance of the 

chapel, Henry throws a pine cone at a squirrel, compelling it to run.  Of course, in his need to 

rationalize his flight from battle, “the youth felt triumphant at this exhibition.  There was the law, 

he said.  Nature had given him a sign” (235).  Henry takes the squirrel’s flight as confirmation 

that his own actions are justified, reasoning that, if normal creatures run from danger, then it is 

only natural, and thereby permissible, that a man should run from danger in order to preserve 

himself.  Henry also sees the squirrel’s flight as a clear indication that “reinforced his argument 

with proofs that lived where the sun shone” (235).  This remark indicates that Henry believes his 

judgment to have both a natural and a kind of heavenly or spiritual justification.  Importantly, 
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Henry finds himself able to make positive judgments about his moral character because he 

responds to his surroundings in a way that gives him enough relief and security to think about his 

actions and construct a view of Nature that gives his judgments a religious justification.  It is not, 

then, improbable to suggest that Henry has internalized the principles of his mother’s Protestant 

teachings and has found it necessary to rely upon them in a time of psychological crisis. 

Of course, it is the narrator’s “ironic detachment” from Henry’s actions that reveals the 

self-deception in the youth’s thoughts and motivations.1  In Red Badge, the narrator does not 

present sets of commentaries about Henry’s character that remain completely distinct from his 

thoughts and actions.  Rather, as James Nagel writes, the narrator “presents thought without 

alteration, without comment, without verification that the thought has external validity…[which] 

stresses the limitation of [Henry’s] sensory perceptions,” and so the narrator makes implicit 

judgments about Henry’s character only through the presentation of the youth’s limited 

perspective (60).  As Joseph Brennan suggests, Crane’s prose is effective because of the 

“progressively transposing and submerging [of] Henry’s mental reflections into the narrator’s 

ridiculing rhetoric” (182).   Brennan looks to this narrative technique to demonstrate “how 

damaging to the integrity and plausibility of his characters are Crane’s coercive intrusions into 

their thoughts and language,” since the narrator’s presentations of Henry’s thoughts highlight the 

character’s delusions and conceits (183).  One first senses a disjunction between the content of 

Henry’s judgment and the narrator’s implicit commentary about it when Henry commits the 

                                                            
1  I am borrowing the term “ironic detachment” primarily from Joseph X. Brennan’s article 
“Stephen Crane and the Limits of Irony,” cited below.  The idea of “detachment,” or distance, 
appears in several other articles on Red Badge, including Thomas Kent’s “Epistemological 
Uncertainty in The Red Badge of Courage,” also cited below. 
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pathetic fallacy in attributing the faculty of reason to the insentient squirrel.2  This judgment has 

an almost comically perverse quality to it, especially when Henry asserts that the creature “was 

an ordinary squirrel, too—doubtless no philosopher of his race” (235).  Of course, the narrator 

distances himself from Henry’s assertion in order to display its absurdity; and in doing so, he 

shows that the youth’s judgment rests upon faulty assumptions about the nature of the 

environment.  The judgment, then, lacks validity.  More importantly, however, the narrator’s 

presentation in this episode shows that Henry does not once see the irony of the self-gratifying 

logic with which he “pities” and condemns the “methodical idiots!  Machine-like fools” who 

continue to fight (233).  Nor does he recognize the ironic self-justification present in his assertion 

that the “blind ignorance and stupidity” of his comrades “had betrayed him” into running from a 

battle that his regiment was winning (233).  Henry is, at this point in the novel, too naïve to 

formulate appropriate judgments about his conduct because he cannot examine the logic of his 

thoughts and motivations.  The narrator makes no distinctive commentary on the inaccuracy of 

Henry’s judgments in order to show that Henry is incapable of making such judgments.  Instead, 

as Brennan suggests, the narrator’s arguments infuse themselves into Henry’s reasoning, 

allowing Henry’s own perverse moral logic to show that his judgments are inaccurate.  In doing 

so, the narrator uses Henry’s own thoughts to directly undercut the sense of rectitude that Henry 

believes he has achieved in the chapel. 

This is another important aspect of the narrator’s presentation of Henry’s moral judgment 

in the chapel: because the narrator effectively discredits the youth’s judgments about his conduct, 

the narrator calls into the question the validity of Henry’s thoughts about the religious 

characteristics of the objects in Nature.  Just as he relies upon the juxtaposition of Henry’s poor 

                                                            
2  I am indebted to Dr. Edgar Dryden for highlighting the comic perversity of the pathetic fallacy 
in both Henry’s moral judgments and his spiritual ascriptions. 
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conduct with his positive self-portrait in order to produce an ironical treatment of the youth’s 

judgment, the narrator juxtaposes the religious qualities of the forest-chapel with the chaos of the 

battlefield for the purposes of showing the fallaciousness of these religious attributions.  While 

Henry asserts that his surroundings have meditative, “devotional” qualities to them, his 

observations also confirm that his setting is much more turbulent and hostile—even godless.  

After completing his moral meditation, Henry hears that, “upon this stillness” of the chapel 

scene, “there suddenly broke a tremendous clangor of sounds.  A crimson roar came from the 

distance” (236).  The sounds of detonations and gunfire remind him that, though he may have 

experienced a brief hiatus from the distress of combat, the battle continues to rage.  Henry cannot 

escape the “terrific medley of all noises,” and the noises sound to him “as if worlds were being 

rended” (236).  The religiosity of the chapel in the forest vanishes with explosive reminders of 

the reality of war.  Because of the intensity of the noise, the forest haven is disenchanted, but 

Henry, partially because of his immaturity and partially because of his physical response to the 

battle, makes no effort to analyze the disjunction between the two environments.  The narrator, 

however, juxtaposes Henry’s conflicting perceptions in order to make implicit judgments about 

them.  He ironically suggests that any such attribution of religious qualities to the strife-ridden 

world is a mere mystification.  So, we have seen, Henry envisions the forest as a place of quiet 

meditation, a place in which “the trees began softly to sing a hymn of twilight,” and the insects 

“[bow] their beaks…making devotional pause” even though it also sounds like “worlds [are] 

being rended” (236).  It is apparent, even to Henry, that the “medley of all noises” plaguing this 

scene overwhelms the quietude that he associates with religious qualities and institutions, and yet 

he seems incapable of seeing the world’s more bellicose qualities.  In juxtaposing Henry’s 

religious characterizations of the world with its actual, chaotic nature, however, the narrator 
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demonstrates that any such attempt to describe world in the terms of Henry’s Christian 

theology—the theology of the meditative chapel—cannot work, since such a system of thought 

cannot properly account for the reality of strife and discord. 

The chaotic reality of the world precludes any possibility of Divine Presence.  Henry’s 

actions even confirm this thesis.  While Henry represents the forest as a chapel, a place of quiet 

meditation, there is present at the entrance a “dead man who was seated with his back against a 

columnlike tree” (235).  The ant-infested corpse appalls and frightens the youth, who was “for 

moments turned to stone before it,” and he continues to scrutinize it as he “retreated, step by 

step, with his face still toward the thing.  He feared that if he turned his back the body might 

spring up and stealthily pursue him” (236).  The corpse, as John Fraser suggests, “serves as an 

irrefutable witness to the continuing reality of the battle, and the ants busily at work on its face 

furnish a reminder that predatoriness is as much a part of the natural as the reassuring self-

preservation of the sympathique squirrel” (253).  Indeed, the corpse does prevent Henry from 

entering into the chapel-like space and communing with God; and, in accord with Fraser’s 

reading, the corpse serves as a tangible, physical manifestation of the conflict that Henry has 

tried to abandon.  The narrator, in juxtaposing Henry’s spiritual representation of the forest with 

its disturbing reality, completely undermines Henry’s conception of the space as a chapel, and so 

effectively suggests that the world is devoid of real Divine Presence.  Henry does not, however, 

recognize the inaccuracy of his judgment about the space.  Even when he leaves the clearing in 

the forest, he sees that “the trees about the portal of the chapel moved soughingly in a soft wind” 

(236).  Henry continues to rely on his knowledge of Christianity to represent the world in spite of 

finding objects, like the corpse, that completely undercut the concept of God.    

In suggesting that Henry’s religious characterizations are fallacious, the narrator implies 
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that Christian theology as a whole is untenable because it cannot account for the bitter reality of 

a warring world.  The episode of the chapel in the forest presents readers with a complicated 

metaphysical thesis: while individuals may interpret their surroundings in ways that assign 

spiritual qualities to the environment, the overarching narrative—through the narrator’s ironic 

presentation of Henry’s empty religious ascriptions—suggests that these attributions are 

imaginative fabrications that do not adequately represent the world as it is.  The narrator shows 

that theological concepts and institutions, including the chapel and even God Himself, exist only 

as human representations of the environment.  Crane’s world is a world without God.  As J.H. 

Miller has pointed out, a common theme of the late-nineteenth and early twentieth-century novel 

is, what he calls, the Death of God.  Miller states that “man has killed God by separating his 

subjectivity from everything but itself…[and] if man is defined as subject, everything else turns 

into object.  This includes God, who now becomes merely the highest object of man’s 

knowledge” (3).  A terrifying consequence of this view is that, “when God and the creation 

become objects of consciousness, man becomes a nihilist,” since “nothing now has any worth 

except the arbitrary value [man] sets on things as he assimilates them into his consciousness” (4).  

Miller’s comments nicely describe the world of Red Badge.  In juxtaposing Henry’s spiritual, 

meditative characterizations of the forest with the sinister reality of the continuing combat, the 

narrator shows that Henry—and only Henry—conceives of the world as containing objects that 

are signs of the presence of a Christian God.  The Divine is a mere thought or mental property 

that Henry can attribute to objects in his experience rather than an actual, immanent force, and 

God can only exist as a product of Henry’s thoughts, since the “medley of all noises” and the 

feeling that “the worlds were being rended” both show that the world does not have the 

meditation-inspiring presence of the Divine that Henry believes it to have.  As a result, the world 



Gazaille 13 
 

of Red Badge takes on a terrifying, nihilistic quality: it is a world in which the hope for the 

existence of God becomes a delusion—and worse, the delusion of an immature youth, who 

cannot adequately judge himself or his relation to the world. 

Since the narrator effectively points out that Henry attributes spiritual qualities to objects 

that do not actually possess these qualities, a wide disparity develops between what Henry 

believes that he sees in the world and the way that the world actually is.  This consideration 

offers us a way in which to interpret other moments in Red Badge when Henry attributes 

religious significance to objects or events that he perceives.  Consider, for instance, the death of 

Jim Conklin.  As Henry and the tattered soldier watch Jim “lurching dangerously,” they start to 

“have thoughts of a solemn ceremony” (245).  The two perceive “something ritelike in these 

movements of the doomed soldier.  And there was a resemblance in him to a devotee of a mad 

religion, blood-sucking, muscle-wrenching, bone-crushing” (245).  Henry’s further observations 

continue to emphasize spiritual qualities surrounding Jim’s passing, for when Jim collapses on 

the field, “the body seemed to bounce a little way from the earth” (246).  This last statement does 

not directly refer to a spiritual concept or symbol, but it does give Henry’s view of the “solemn 

ceremony” a more supernatural quality.  The description captures what Henry sees as a gruesome 

kind of transcendence from the worldly nature of the body into a more spiritual form—though in 

reality, the body’s bouncing is simply explicable in terms of the laws of physics.  As before, it is 

the human consciousness that imposes spiritual qualities onto things in the world.  Henry and the 

tattered soldier interpret Conklin’s death as having a certain kind of religious significance, seeing 

the “resemblance” of a “ritelike” procession of events.  Again, one feels a great disjunction 

between Henry’s interpretations of his experience and the actual nature of things.  The narrator, 

from his ironically detached vantage, however, shows that the attribution of religious qualities to 
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the environment is incorrect.  The “blood-sucking, muscle-wrenching, bone-crushing” agony that 

Jim feels undercuts any sense that any spiritual ceremony actually occurs.  In another 

devastatingly ironic moment, Henry later sees that, when Jim dies, his “mouth was open and the 

teeth showed in a laugh” (246).  The grotesque “laugh” serves as the expression of a man who 

recognizes that death is the ultimate conclusion to a life that began and ended in suffering and 

strife.  The laughing corpse mocks the religious sentiment of the “solemn ceremony” that Henry 

perceives, and it confirms that the world is a purely material one with no sign of God. 

It is upon witnessing his friend’s death that Henry incoherently shakes his fist at the sky, 

says aloud, “Hell—,” and sees that “the red sun was pasted in the sky like a wafer” (246).  This 

image has received a great deal of scholarly attention and interpretation.  R.W. Stallman, for 

instance, suggests that the image of the wafer takes on the significance of the Christian 

Eucharist. As a result, Stallman proposes that the appearance of the wafer functions as a “symbol 

of salvation through death,” and so Jim Conklin’s death serves as a Christ-like sacrifice that 

prepares Henry for a moral transformation at the end of the narrative (260).  In a footnote to his 

edition of Red Badge, however, Joseph Katz proposes an alternative interpretation.  He suggests 

that the wafer refers to the seal that one places on legal documents, and so such a reading of the 

image would have the “effect of underscoring the indifference of nature to Jim’s death,” with 

Nature doing no more than acknowledging Conklin’s death and stamping its approval onto it 

(246).  In light of so many conflicting interpretations of the infamous sun-wafer, other scholars, 

including Thomas Kent, have resorted to arguing that the reader’s uncertainty about the 

significance of the wafer becomes so intense that “uncertainty and perplexity become, 

paradoxically, the meaning” of such images (622).  Kent’s interpretation of the wafer, however, 

seems inadequate because it suggests that the wafer is, ultimately, uninterpretable.  To properly 
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reveal the significance of the wafer image is to see it in the context of its appearance.  Henry sees 

the sun as a wafer just after he has read Conklin’s death as a solemn, ritelike ceremony.  Henry 

has already shown that he has a propensity to interpret his surroundings as possessing spiritual 

qualities, and so it only seems natural to say that he would continue to identify what he thinks are 

spiritual elements in his surroundings.  Stallman, in other words, provides the most correct 

interpretation of the sun-wafer.  Certainly, Henry sees the sun in a way that reminds him of the 

communion wafer, and so, for him, the sun takes on a greater significance.  The Eucharist is the 

manifestation of God’s imminence through the body of Christ, and so the thought that the sun 

appears like a communion wafer might indicate that Henry, somehow, senses God’s direct 

presence in the ritelike convulsions of Conklin’s death dance.  The sun, from the narrator’s 

vantage, however, has nothing to do with Christ.  Henry merely asserts that the sun, like the 

creatures in the forest-chapel, has qualities about it that serve as an indicator of God’s proximity 

to the world.  Nonetheless, the grizzly “blood-sucking, muscle-wrenching, bone-crushing” nature 

of Jim’s death-throes completely undercuts the sense that God is visible to the world.  This 

particular instance in the text demonstrates the full extent of the Death of God in the narrative: 

the Eucharist, the ultimate Christian symbol for actual and direct Divine Presence, becomes 

devoid of any such spiritual significance, because the spiritual becomes the mere fabrication of 

the faulty consciousness of the young Henry Fleming.  The Christian symbols in Red Badge, 

while they continue to have meaning for Henry, essentially become insignificant from any 

vantage-point beyond that of the naïve protagonist. 

Because Henry’s judgments about the world depend upon these meaningless concepts, 

his judgments lack a solid epistemological foundation.  It is perhaps helpful to look at some of 

Crane’s poetry from the Black Riders collection in order to better understand this point.  In the 
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sixth Black Riders selection, a seemingly benevolent God “fashioned the ship of the world 

carefully” (8). God guides the craft through the oceans of the universe, driving it to its proper 

destination, for “Held He the rudder/ Ready for adjustment” should the craft go astray from its 

desired course (8).  But though the Deity initially shows His desire for the wellbeing of the craft, 

He abandons the ship when “a wrong called/ And God turned, heeding” (8).  The ship of the 

world then sails aimlessly through the ocean, “forever rudderless,” doomed to “going ridiculous 

voyages” (8).  Comically, the pilots of this pointlessly drifting boat believe themselves to be 

“turning as with serious purpose,” though of course they make “quaint progress” through the 

treacherous waters of the universe while “there were many in the sky/ Who laughed” at their 

feeble attempts to guide the craft (8).  Similarly, the world of Red Badge is one in which God is 

absent—because He is a mere invention of Henry’s consciousness.  Henry is, like the ship of the 

world, “rudderless,” for without any real epistemological authority to validate his experiences, 

the youth must blindly grope through his world in order to make sense of it.  The youth looks to 

his more foundational beliefs, including his belief in God, in an effort to make sense of his 

battlefield experiences.  Still, Henry makes “quaint progress” in coming to understand the world, 

since he continues to appeal to faulty religious models and concepts even after his perceptions of 

the forest-chapel and Jim’s death have both called these models into question.  It seems fair to 

say that the youth believes himself to be “turning as with serious purpose,” or meaningfully 

interpreting his experiences, since he continues to employ his religious concepts to represent the 

world; but the reader can see that Henry not only lacks a proper way to characterize the 

disturbing qualities of the world, but has no guide to show him truth in a godless world. 

An important feature of Red Badge is that the reader takes on the perspective of those 

“many in the sky/ Who laughed” at the folly of attributing religious presence to things in the 
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godless world of the narrative (Black Riders 8).  Because the narrator maintains his ironic 

detachment from the youth’s judgments about the world, the reader can see the comical flaws in 

the youth’s judgments and take on a wider, more comprehensive perspective than Henry can.  

Patrick Dooley asserts that this disjunction between the perspective of the protagonist and the 

reader points to a kind of Jamesian undercurrent in Crane’s work.  A central tenant of William 

James’ pragmatist philosophy is that one can only make sense of the world through a particular 

theoretical model or conceptual scheme that describes the way that the world works, and yet “we 

devalue much of the content of experience” because particular theories always find themselves 

unable to properly characterize every phenomenon in the world (Dooley 26-27).  James also 

argues that one must continually reconstruct his conceptual scheme in order to gradually account 

for a greater number of truths about the world and the experience of it.  Dooley rightly argues 

that Crane works within this pragmatic philosophical tradition, and so Red Badge’s prose often 

serves “to disorient and weaken readers’ confidence in the ordinary conventional accounts of 

things and then suggest compelling alternative points of view” that help to develop an 

increasingly wider and, thereby truer, perspective (27).  Henry’s particular model, as Dooley 

suggests, devalues his experiences.  His judgments depend upon a particular Christian conceptual 

scheme, and yet this model is a very inadequate one, because it cannot account for the chaotic 

element of the world.  The youth does not, however, see reason to enhance or discard his 

theoretical model, for no epistemological authority can point out to him the error in using such a 

scheme.  The narrator, however, helps the reader to adopt a new theory or model with which one 

can better interpret the godless world of Red Badge in a way that Henry cannot: one can move to 

a better, more comprehensive theoretical model of the world by abandoning the concept of God.     

  Moral assessment and religious attribution again find themselves deeply intertwined in 
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the second seminal episode of moral evaluation in Red Badge, and this one is especially 

important because it focuses on whether or not Henry actually abandons his naïve assumptions 

about the world having a spiritual reality.  This episode occurs at the end of the narrative, after 

Henry acts as the standard-bearer in the 304th’s failed charge into Confederate territory.  As in 

the previous episode, Henry’s egoism influences his motives for action, and this clouds his 

ability to formulate proper moral judgments.  When he prepares for his second day of combat 

experience, Henry stokes the furnaces of his courage with the same intense hatred that he had the 

day before, “when he had imagined the universe to be against him [and] he had hated it, little 

gods and big gods” (281).  Henry again selfishly conceives of himself as a victim, echoing the 

earlier instance in which he feels betrayed by his comrades’ victory over the first rebel advance.  

The resentment that Henry feels in this case, however, does not so much take the form of a 

hatred for particular people than it does for anyone who dares to victimize him by challenging 

his superiority, for he tells himself that he “was not going to be badgered of his life, like a kitten 

chased by boys” (281).  In this instance, Henry is determined to prevent others from seeing any 

weakness of character in him.  He marches into battle with these bitter, egotistical thoughts in 

mind.  His terrific rage peaks when he, looking with Wilson for a waterhole, overhears a Union 

officer say that the soldiers in his unit “fight like a lot ’a mule drivers” (287).  The officer 

proposes to another to use the 304th as a diversion for the assaults of other more productive 

regiments.  Henry notes in this instance that the “most startling thing was to learn that he was 

very insignificant” (288).  He does not find it enlightening to realize his unimportance in the 

grand scheme of the war; rather, he finds it “startling,” and even unnerving, to be so 

insignificant.  Henry resents the implication that he is so immaterial because he belongs to an 

unproductive unit, and the possibility of proving his own superiority compels him to fight with 
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enthusiasm, for “he had thought of a fine revenge upon the officer who had referred to him and 

his fellows as mule drivers” (296).  But when his unit fails to execute its charge, “he saw that it 

could not come to pass” that he would receive any such vindication (296).  In response to the 

sheer outrage of being denied opportunities for glory and justification, Henry “wrapped his heart 

in the cloak of his pride and kept the flag erect” so as to rally his comrades for a final push (297).  

Henry, in this instance, shows no concern for the welfare of his comrades.  Rather, he continues 

to bear the standard because he desires to prove to himself and to others that his unit is heroic.  

The suggestion that Henry adorns his heart with the “cloak of his pride” seems to further 

manifest his desire to guard his reputation from the possibility of condescending opinion if his 

unit fails to execute.  Henry seems to genuinely believe that the proof of his unit’s heroism 

would also demonstrate his own importance to the war-effort, and so it is a combination of the 

need for vindication and his prideful attitude that compel Henry to act in the way that he does. 

 As in the episode in the forest chapel, Henry’s egoism hinders him from making a proper 

analysis of his conduct, and the narrator again presents his thoughts in an ironical way, this time 

emphasizing a distinction between Henry’s private motivations for fighting and his publicly 

observable behavior.  The end of the battle permits Henry to examine all of his actions during the 

course of the novel, and during his meditation, he believes that his actions “marched before him 

clearly” (316).  When considering his past actions, however, he does not consider the resentful, 

vindictive feelings that compelled him to stand with his unit, and yet “he felt gleeful and 

unregretting,” for in thinking about each of his actions he sees “his public deeds were paraded in 

great and shining performance.  Those performances which had been witnessed by his fellows 

marched now in wide purple and gold” (316).  Henry’s meditation on his deeds does not account 

for the desire for “fine revenge upon the officer who had referred to him and his fellows as mule 
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drivers,” nor does he consider how he “wrapped his heart in the cloak of his pride” after the 

304th’s failed charge (296).  Instead, Henry examines his character in a way that “recalled with a 

thrill of joy the respectful comments of his fellows upon his conduct” (317).  This is to say, he 

only considers the effects of his publicly visible conduct.  Rather than looking to his motivations 

to determine the appropriateness of his conduct, he looks to the praise that he receives from his 

fellow soldiers, and so the youth fails to properly analyze the logic of his conduct, as in the 

previous episode of moral evaluation.  It is odd, though, that Henry acknowledges that his 

comrades are incapable of judging the morality of his conduct.  He recognizes, for instance, that 

they cannot judge the true merits of his head-wound because they do not know about the string 

of incidents beginning with his flight that caused him to suffer the injury.  Henry thinks that “he 

had performed his mistakes in the dark, so he was still a man” in the eyes of his peers (273).  The 

youth, then, recognizes the distinction between judgments about one’s externally observable 

behavior and the internal motivations that produce this behavior.  The fact that Henry permits 

himself to use the admiration of his fellows as the standard for judging his moral character, even 

when he recognizes the inaccuracy of such a standard, suggests that he desires to examine his 

conduct in ways that make him feel superior, courageous, and heroic. 

 After reveling in the admiration of his peers, Henry continues to examine his conduct, 

though he proceeds by embedding Christian doctrines and concepts into the assessment of his 

moral character.  One should recall from the episode in the chapel of the forest that the narrator 

demonstrates that Henry’s spiritual thoughts and attributions lack value because they do not 

accurately account for the way the world actually is.  These sentiments apply equally well to the 

judgments that Henry makes in the final chapter of the narrative.  Upon examining his own 

conduct on this second day of battle, Henry claims that “he saw that he was good” (317).  This 
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sentiment echoes the Christian story of Creation in Genesis: God creates the world through a 

desire to produce something good and substantive, and, reflecting upon each aspect of His 

creation, “He saw that it was good” (1.11).  Henry again relies upon Christian principles that he 

has internalized from the lessons of his childhood in order to describe his experiences; but the 

fact that he uses such language asserts something comically egotistical about his character.3  It is 

true that, like God, Henry looks to each of his actions and makes value judgments about them; 

but, unlike God, who finds that His creations have value, Henry deems that he has heroic value.  

Henry’s naïve reflective capacity, however, makes him unable to perceive the lack of substance 

in his heroic deeds, and so he deludes himself as to their value.  The narrator maintains his ironic 

detachment when the youth makes this judgment: he offers no additional commentary upon the 

emptiness of Henry’s judgment, but he instead permits the judgment to stand in contrast to the 

reality of Henry’s motivations.  Importantly, the youth experiences a brief moment of doubt, 

when “the ghost of his flight from the first engagement appeared to him and danced,” which 

indicates that he is not entirely self-deceived (317).  This doubt, however, is fleeting, for 

“gradually he mustered force to put the sin at a distance” and “found that he could look back 

upon the brass and bombast of his earlier gospels and see them truly” (318).  The term “distance” 

insists that Henry has not actually come to terms with his transgressions but has merely stopped 

thinking about them, though it also seems that he finds it difficult to do so.  Interestingly, though, 

he succeeds in disregarding his transgressions, which again suggests something very superficial 

and immature about his moral character.  His success in putting his sins at a distance also implies 

that the religious concepts that he relies upon in order to characterize his moral actions are 

empty.  He conceives of himself as learning from the “gospels,” or sacred texts, of his own 

                                                            
3 Again, I am indebted to Dr. Edgar Dryden for pointing out the darkly comical implications of 
Henry’s judgments. 
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experience, but based upon previous analyses, it seems fair to say that he does not realize the 

inaccuracy of his assessments of his moral character because he chooses not to really reflect 

upon his personal flaws.  The sacred text of his experience, then, is a flawed one from which he 

cannot derive valid moral judgments, and the religious concepts and references that the youth 

relies upon in order to analyze his character become empty allusions. 

 One should pause, briefly, to see how this incident of moral evaluation compares to the 

episode in the chapel of the forest.  In both cases, Henry relies upon the Christian principles that 

he had learned from his mother in order to judge his moral character; and in both episodes, he 

wrongly attributes Christian qualities to objects in his experience, and in doing so ironically robs 

them of any actual spiritual significance, at least from the vantage of the narrator and the reader.  

The two episodes differ, however, with respect to the nature of the objects to which Henry 

assigns religious qualities and sentiments.  In the chapel scene, Henry suggests that the flora and 

fauna in Nature either serve as signs of Divine Presence or have religious feelings: to Henry, “the 

high, arching boughs made a chapel,” trees begin “softly to sing a hymn of twilight,” and the 

insects of the forest bow their beaks in “devotional pause” (235-236).  In addition, Henry 

associates these natural signs of God’s imminence with the opportunity for meditation, and it is 

the narrator’s emphasis of the noisy chaos of the battle that demonstrates the emptiness of 

Henry’s spiritual attributions.  While the youth wants to represent Nature as having spiritual 

presence, these objects only possess religious qualities in his imagination, which effectively 

destroys any sense that Divine Presence actually exists in the narrative world.  In the final 

chapter of the novel, however, Henry attributes religious concepts and qualities to his own nature 

rather than objects in his environment.  Henry suggests that “he saw that he was good,” forging 

an implicit, though probably unconscious, comparison of himself to God (317).  In addition, 
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Henry conceives of his own experience as a set of “gospels,” or sanctified texts holding religious 

mysteries and morals.  So while the narrator treats the youth’s judgments in the chapel scene 

with an irony that demonstrates the fallacy of believing in Divine Presence in the environment, 

the narrator’s treatment of Henry’s judgments in the final chapter asserts that it is equally 

inappropriate and inaccurate to suggest that the self has within it signs of God’s Presence.  The 

narrative, in effect, destroys the possibility of finding the Divine in any form, whether it be in the 

external world or in the human consciousness. 

 In both instances of moral evaluation, Henry also radically isolates himself from the 

world around him.  In the first instance, the youth flees “from the fields into the thick woods, as 

if to bury himself” in “dark and intricate places” that other men will not find (234).  His desire to 

distance himself from the gaze of his comrades reminds the reader of other instances at the 

beginning of the narrative in which he, “engaged with his own eternal debate” about whether or 

not he would run from the battlefield, physically separates himself from the soldiers, “[keeping] 

from intercourse with his companions as much as circumstances would allow him” (206).  By 

running into the forest-chapel, Henry separates himself from all human contact—with the 

exception of the corpse standing guard at the entrance.  It is because of this isolation that he 

becomes a “mental outcast,” as he does in the earlier episodes in Red Badge (208).  Importantly, 

the youth’s physical and mental isolation intensify in the forest, and this moment of profound 

seclusion is the first in which he makes the mistake of attributing Divine Presence to things in his 

environment.  His physical isolation allows him to retreat into his interior life in order to try to 

make sense of his world and his conduct, though this isolation also seems to make the youth, 

“rudderless,” or more prone to errors in judgment (Black Riders 8).  Henry experiences a similar 

kind of seclusion at the end of the narrative, for when he judges his conduct, he “took no share in 
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the chatter of his comrades” (318).  While he is not physically separated from his comrades, as in 

the forest-chapel episode, he retreats into his interior life and retains his status as mental outcast.  

He does not even acknowledge the presence of his comrades, for he did not “look at them or 

know them, save when he felt sudden suspicion that they were seeing his thoughts and 

scrutinizing” his mistakes from the first day of combat (318).  While in these states of profound 

mental isolation, Henry makes his poorest judgments about his moral conduct and his world, and 

so these pivotal moments in which he withdraws into the quietude of his conscience are also the 

moments in which he most loses touch with reality.    

 Because Henry continues to improperly assess his moral character at the end of the 

narrative, and because he remains an error-prone mental outcast, Red Badge calls into question 

the extent to which the youth is capable of any genuine moral development.  After Henry finds 

the courage within himself to “put the sin at a distance,” he senses that, “at last his eyes seemed 

to open to some new ways” (318).  Henry also finds comfort in knowing that “he was gleeful 

when he discovered that he now despised” the “brass and bombast of his earlier gospels” of 

experience on the battlefield (318).  One might read this line in a way that shows Henry to have 

actually achieved some kind of moral progress.  The influential Crane scholar R.W. Stallman, for 

instance, interprets this moment as one of moral and spiritual redemption: “Redemption begins in 

confession, in absolution—in change of heart.  Henry’s wounded conscience is not healed 

until…he strips his enemy heart of…the vainglorious illusions he had fabricated into a cloak of 

pride and self-vindication” (259).  Stallman asserts, then, that Henry experiences a moral 

transformation in this moment in a way that he could not in the chapel of the forest (259).  Such 

a reading, however, fails to account for the fact that, while Henry may believe himself to have 

undergone such a moral transformation, his judgment is superficial and immature.  Henry’s 
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“gleeful” reaction to the recognition of his terrible conduct on the first day of battle—and this 

recognition appears faulty, since, as demonstrated, Henry does not account for his egotistical 

motivations—seems quite juvenile.  While Henry takes pride in thinking that he can identify vice 

and express detestation for it, he chooses to “put the sin at a distance” rather than deal with the 

intensely self-involved nature of his own moral deficiencies (318).  Henry’s “gleeful” evaluation 

shows that he is still immature, in both a moral and a psychological sense.  He then senses that 

“it came to pass that as he trudged from the place of blood and wrath his soul changed” (318).  

He again examines his character within a Christian conceptual scheme, but while he may believe 

that his soul has changed because of his battle experiences, the narrator’s ironic treatment of this 

sentiment undercuts the truth of the judgment.  The fact that Henry’s past actions are in such 

discord with the current assessment of his progress again indicates that the religious sentiment 

surrounding his judgment is a hollow echo of religious principles rather than an actual sign of the 

Divine.  After sensing this moral “progress,” the youth then turns his thoughts to other things, 

and his emotional “scars faded as flowers” (318).  It seems fair to say that the “scars” refer to the 

psychological injuries that he suffers upon recognizing the immoral nature of his flight from the 

battlefield, though one can also sense a touch of irony in the statement, since the fading scar can 

also refer to Henry’s superficial head wound.  Importantly, these scars fade “as flowers.”  While 

the image of the fading flower suggests that Henry seems to turn his thoughts toward more 

romantic things, it also suggests something degenerative about Henry’s character.  Rather than 

learning from his experiences and from the red badge, Henry emerges from the battlefield with 

more delusions about his moral character than before.  His psychological scars quickly fade into 

the backdrop of the narrative, leaving Henry to consider, “with a lover’s thirst,” the “images of 

tranquil skies, fresh meadows, cool brooks” as he, ironically, marches through the mud with his 
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comrades (318).  The narrative ends with no indication that Henry has really come to terms with 

what he has done.  Rather, he chooses to reflect upon things in his surroundings that are more 

pleasing than the memories of his conduct.  He retains the delusions about his conduct and his 

world, and he so he fails to mature or develop in any sense. 

 Since Henry appears incapable of any substantial moral development, the structure of the 

novel itself becomes ironic: while Red Badge purports to depict the development of a young man 

learning about what it means to act virtuously and courageously, Red Badge’s protagonist attains 

no such progress.  Of course, Henry believes himself to have undergone a radical change because 

of his battlefield experiences: “He felt a quiet manhood, nonassertive but a sturdy and strong 

blood” (318).  Henry believes himself to have shed his former innocence and abandoned the 

dreams of “vague and bloody conflicts that had thrilled him with their sweep and fire” that he 

possessed at the beginning of the narrative (192).  He even believes himself to have abandoned 

his fear of death, for “he had been to touch the great death, and found that, after all, it was but the 

great death.  He was a man” who would no longer cower in the face of peril (318).  This remark 

is particularly ironic, because Henry haughtily asserts that death becomes no great concern of 

his, even though death is certainly the greatest of his worries while he is on the field of battle.  

These considerations might lead one to believe that Red Badge is a form of the bildungsroman.  

Pizer confirms this reading, referring to Red Badge as a “nineteenth-century development novel 

in compressed form” in which Henry, whose immaturity initially isolates him and prevents him 

from acting in accordance with expectations of his behavior, eventually “[acquires] a symbol of 

group experience and acceptance (the red badge)” and finally comes to “gain a symbolic token of 

passage into manhood (the enemy’s flag)” (Text 311).  It is interesting that, while Pizer 

highlights the narrator’s ironic disapproval of many of Henry’s judgments and actions, he insists 
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that a sense of ambivalence permeates the text as a whole, asking one to consider the seemingly 

unanswerable question, “Are we to respond to Henry’s experiences principally in their symbolic 

character as milestones in the archetype of initiation, or are we to respond to them, because of 

Henry’s limited understanding, as fog-ridden, shadowy, and misunderstood markers on a dimly 

perceived road?” (310). While Pizer argues that this question remains unanswerable because of 

ambivalence in the final paragraphs of the text, one should see that Henry, at the end of the text, 

makes the same evaluative mistakes that he makes at the novel’s beginning.  It seems fair to 

answer Pizer’s question in favor of the second interpretation.  Red Badge presents a flawed 

protagonist who does not change the way in which he judges his relation to the world despite 

undergoing the life-altering experience of war.  Though he thinks that his combat experiences 

have made him into a man, he cannot properly evaluate these experiences, and so his experiences 

become these “shadowy markers” of perceived development.  To create such a protagonist, 

however, is not to parody the form of the bildungsroman.  Instead, Crane creates a protagonist 

that challenges the central assumptions of the narrative form that represents one’s moral and 

social development: Crane questions whether or not it is true that profound experiences actually 

change the way that one interprets his experiences.  He also asks whether or not it is possible for 

one to learn from his mistakes in order to better himself or attain a greater understanding of the 

way that world really is.  Crane bitterly and ironically asserts that such development is 

impossible for anyone who, like Henry, continues to entertain romantic delusions about the 

actuality of concepts like heroism and spirituality after an experience of the warring world. 

 The structural patterns that record Henry’s behavior also show why it is that he does not 

develop in a moral or spiritual sense.  Again, the development plot examines how a protagonist 

matures over time by abandoning certain preconceived notions about the way the world works.  
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The idea of development also implies a linear process of maturation, and so the structure of the 

bildungsroman typically reflects this relatively stable and progressive kind of development.  But, 

as noted, Henry does not mature over time as the bildungsroman form suggests, and so the 

structure of the narrative must also change to reflect this psychological stagnation.  Lee Clark 

Mitchell argues that the youth cannot develop as a character because his “behavior is almost 

never predictable, at least as Crane conceives [him], because his acts are rarely intended” (105).  

In such a reading, Henry’s actions stem from instinctual reactions to the chaos of the battlefield, 

and each of these reactions produces a different behavioral response, which makes it impossible 

for Henry to develop in a linear sense (105-106).  Mitchell is certainly correct in saying that the 

youth instinctively reacts to the chaos of the battlefield.  On the second day of combat, for 

instance, the youth’s “intent hatred” for the enemy makes him “so engrossed in his occupation 

that he was not aware of a lull” in the battle, which compels him to repeatedly discharge his 

weapon at an empty battlefield (283).  Mitchell’s analysis does not, however, account for 

Henry’s need to belittle others in order to assert his superiority.  Each time that Henry does so, he 

intentionally commits what the narrator implicitly deems to be a moral transgression.  Also, 

Mitchell does not see that Red Badge presents the youth’s experiences as a set of “circular 

journeys,” in which he repeatedly engages in the same kind of behavior over the course of the 

novel (Approach 106).  When he first engages in combat, he reacts to the terror of the gunfire by 

fleeing into the forest, the place in which he isolates himself in order to examine his conduct and 

asserts his own moral superiority.  He eventually returns to his unit and later engages in more 

combat, after which he again retreats into his interior world in order to analyze his conduct.  A 

pattern emerges: Henry reacts to his environment and then feels the need to justify his conduct.  

The structure of the novel becomes a series of similar metaphorical charges and retreats, in 
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which Henry repeatedly acts in, reacts to, and flees from the world outside—and whenever he 

flees from the world, he retreats into his interiority.  This pattern actually occurs quite often 

throughout the narrative.  At the beginning of Red Badge, for instance, Henry sits on his cot, by 

himself, trying to “mathematically prove to himself that he would not run from a battle” (198).  

The movement of the troops to the battle-front on the next morning then gives him occasion to 

retreat into his interior world in order to “wonder about himself and…attempt to probe his 

sensations” for the traces of cowardice that he perceived the night before (212).  These recurring 

moments of self-doubt and self-reflection drive the plot of the novel, and it seems fair to say that 

the two seminal cases of moral evaluation in the text serve as the most telling examples of the 

pattern of Henry’s behavior.  The fact that Henry so often focuses upon his moral character lends 

credence to the idea that Red Badge takes the form of the bildungsroman, for this consideration 

shows that the novel’s preoccupation is with the changes that occur in his perceptions of the 

world and himself.  Nonetheless, the powerful ironical effect of the novel hinges upon the fact 

that he does not develop like the typical bildungshelden, and so the structure of the novel must 

reflect this oddity in the conventions of the form.  Red Badge’s structural elements use literary 

form to reflect the fact that Henry cannot develop in a progressive, linear sense.  This idea of 

behavioral and structural recurrence turns the traditional concept of linear development on its 

head, and so even the structure of Red Badge becomes ironic.  Red Badge, then, consists of a set 

of devastating ironies at all levels of the text, from the ironical treatment of particular thoughts of 

the protagonist, to the structural characteristics of the development novel itself; and through 

these multifarious ironies, Crane instructs his readers to trust none of the supposed fundamental 

concepts that comprise the content of the narrative, including the concepts of God and 

development. 
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