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Abstract 

In this dissertation, I seek a partial answer to the question of how realism comprehends 

class membership, class performance, and class aspiration in the American novel and film from 

1900 to the McCarthy era.  I argue that the realism practiced by certain writers and filmmakers 

during the period comprehends these aspects of class by focusing attention on the 

“commodification of self-image” in the process of subject-formation.  Each of the texts I 

consider describes an increasingly image-centered culture in which individuals turn to 

commodifying their self-images in their attempts to earn a wage.  Entertainment becomes a 

viable means of survival in this context, but each text describes the self-fashioning involved in 

entertainment as a problematic artistic practice—one fraught with contradictions which 

nonetheless, they suggest, hold liberatory potential.  As many of the characters fashion 

themselves into entertainers, their stories catalogue their simultaneous development of artistic 

sensibilities.  Each text, in other words, offers a narrative of the development of the artist in the 

context of wage labor.  Each aligns artistic practices with a wider variety of labor practices by 

defining “art” as the production of aesthetic value, and, in this way, each creates an opportunity 

for an analysis in which artistic practices and the practices of commodification are mutually 

critical.  Aesthetic value becomes a meeting point and a mediator between economic (or 

material) and moral (or immaterial) concepts of value, and entertainment becomes a meeting 

point and mediator between artistic practices and the commodity market.   

In the chapters which follow, I explore these themes in the work of two novelists and two 

filmmakers, with particular emphasis on one major text from each: Theodore Dreiser (Sister 

Carrie, 1900), Charlie Chaplin (Modern Times, 1936), Nathanael West (The Day of the Locust, 

1939), and William Wyler (Carrie, 1952).  In “comprehending” class membership, performance, 
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and aspiration, each of these texts has an analytical quality and a more active, interventional 

quality.  On the one hand, each works to understand the meaning and significance of the 

connections among these aspects of class, rendering the interpellative actions of the American 

capitalist wage system available for analysis.  On the other, they also seek to intervene along 

class lines in an existing “regime of sense” (using Barthes’s term), enacting a re-“distribution of 

the sensible” (using Rancière’s term).  Or, to use a metaphor, they attempt to retune the primary 

tones and harmonic overtones of capitalist subject-formation.  The aesthetic which emerges is 

class-oriented and anti-recuperative, and it engages the subject at the level of affect.   
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and aspiration, each of these texts has an analytical quality and a more active, interventional 

quality.  On the one hand, each works to understand the meaning and significance of the 

connections among these aspects of class, rendering the interpellative actions of the American 

capitalist wage system available for analysis.  On the other, they also seek to intervene along 

class lines in an existing “regime of sense” (using Barthes’s term), enacting a re-“distribution of 

the sensible” (using Rancière’s term).  Or, to use a metaphor, they attempt to retune the primary 

tones and harmonic overtones of capitalist subject-formation.  The aesthetic which emerges is 

class-oriented and anti-recuperative, and it engages the subject at the level of affect.   

The texts I discuss carve out a role for the artist as a figure uniquely qualified to identify 

and manipulate the process of valuation, through the focus on the commodification of self-image 

and the definition of art as the production of aesthetic value.  Each text implicitly asserts the 

artist as a principal figure in the labor struggle.  In the process, each illustrates art’s relationship 

to aspects of the labor struggle which might not be considered obviously “labor.”  Art’s 

intervention in the process of subject-formation, for example, as well as in the definition and 

circulation of value, directly engages the new image-centered economy of the early twentieth 

century.  According to these texts, art intervenes precisely in the act of representing the self in an 

economy increasingly defined by the need for the commodification of self-image.   

Of course, the commodification of self-image is not itself a new concept by this time 

period.  It is, I suggest, a logical evolution of the earlier concept of “estrangement” (or 

“alienation”) that Marx details in his Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844.  Indeed, 

an extended look at the earlier concept as it is situated in the context of wage-labor will help to 

unpack subject-formation in the new context of the production and circulation of self-image, 
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where the commodification of self-image becomes a predominant means for satisfying needs in 

society.  

Marx contends that man (he uses the masculine) is estranged in four fundamental and 

interrelated ways which lead to wage-work and also function within wage-work: he is estranged 

from the products of labor, which, significantly, also entails a broader estrangement from Nature; 

from the Self; from the Species; and from Man.  Each aspect has its own nuances, and though 

Marx presents them in a linear fashion, they are cohesive and simultaneous in their relationship 

to each other as a single, particular mode of being.   

Man is estranged from the product of his labor in the sense that the result of his activity is 

an objectification: “the product of labor is labor which has been congealed in an object, which 

has become material” (“Estranged Labor” 71).  In this sense, not only does a worker pour 

himself into an object through acting on it and thereby shaping it, changing it, but then also the 

object takes on a material existence in its new form which is independent from him.  This means 

that a worker’s labor “becomes a power of its own confronting him; it means that the life he has 

conferred on the object confronts him as something hostile and alien” (72).  This first aspect of 

estrangement can be described as “the relation of the worker to the product of labor as an alien 

object exercising power over him.”  Marx adds that “this relation is at the same time the relation 

to the sensuous external world, to the objects of nature as an alien world antagonistically 

opposed to him” (74).  Later in this section of the Manuscripts he describes this aspect simply as 

man estranged from “nature” (75).    

This aspect leads directly into the second that Marx discusses: the estrangement from 

Self.  A worker is estranged from himself along the same lines in which he is estranged from the 

product of his labor: he produces himself as a commodity.  During the time in which he labors, 
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he exchanges himself for a wage.  Unlike a commodity which is exchanged in a sale and then left 

behind with the purchaser, however, the worker must figure out a way to sell himself but still 

somehow be himself.  The laborer’s “self” is, in a very real, material sense, not a commodity he 

can walk away from, leaving it behind with the buyer as he carries away his own portion of the 

exchange in his pocket.  Unfortunately, through a variety of circumstances, the worker does not 

have his own products to bring to the market to exchange for goods.1  He must therefore sell 

himself if he is to obtain the necessary means for survival.    

This contradiction between being himself and selling himself defines the estrangement 

from the Self: the individual presents himself on the market as a commodity for sale.  He is thus 

estranged from the Self in the same way that he is already estranged from Nature, according to 

Marx.  The Self is itself already a part of Nature, and the worker is additionally estranged from 

the energies which he has poured out (“congealed”) into the object he has produced—i.e. the 

object holds some measure of his life-energy which he has externalized.  The fact that the worker 

does not produce directly for himself in a wage relationship entails a second manifestation of the 

estrangement from Self: the worker is thus estranged not only from himself, but also from the act 

of production.  His “life-activity,” in other words, becomes merely a means to life.   

Such a situation is tied logically to and overlaps with the third aspect of estrangement 

Marx discusses: the estrangement from Species.  The individual is estranged from the Species—

which Marx also calls “species-being”—in several senses: the sense that his activity becomes a 

means to life rather than life itself (his activity is distinguished from his life; he spends at least a 

 
1 Marx details many of the “variety of circumstances” in the section titled “So-Called Primitive Accumulation” of 
Capital, Vol. I.  David Harvey insists that the practices Marx describes, such as the enclosure of the commons and 
outright theft, do not exist solely in the pre-history of capitalism, but remain an active part of capitalism’s 
accumulation strategies.  Far from “primitive” or “original” accumulation, Harvey writes, they constitute an ongoing 
strategy of “accumulation by dispossession” (A Brief History of Neoliberalism 159).    
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part of his day “not living” by definition); the sense that the species becomes a means for 

individual existence and survival (the species is for the individual to use for survival, rather than 

the species having an identity of which the individual is a constitutive member); and the sense 

that the individual forgets the history of intellectual and physical reproduction that precedes him: 

he does not invent language, culture, etc., but is born into a system with pre-existing options with 

regard to tools, skills, patterns of observation, means of subsistence, forms of sociality, etc.   

In short, a worker’s wage labor “turns for him the life of the species into a means of 

individual life” (75).  This reverses the logical statement that individuals exist as individuals by 

virtue of being members of a group.  In place of the idea that an individual human exists because 

humans exist, and that individuals continue to exist because the species continues to survive, the 

estranged perspective turns the species into an individual’s means for individual survival.  Others 

are seen as tools to be placed at the disposal of the individual for his own survival; they are 

means through which he ensures his own continued existence.   

In this way, Marx concludes, man is also estranged from Man.  Put simply, the fourth and 

final aspect of estrangement can be defined as man confronting other individuals as Other in the 

wage relation.  “If a man is confronted by himself,” Marx reasons, “he is confronted by the other 

man.  What applies to a man’s relation to his work, to the product of his labor and to himself, 

also holds of a man’s relation to the other man, and to the other man’s labor and object of labor” 

(77).  The individual is estranged from Man in the sense that he now confronts others as 

antagonists rather than collaborators; others become means to his own individual existence and 

survival; and others are perceived as others in a projected version of an individual’s internal 

relation to the Self.  As he is other, so others are Other.   
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The commodification of self-image is a particular form that the commodification of the 

self takes under capitalism at the beginning of the twentieth century.  At a time when the 

laboring classes struggled to continue bringing bodies wasted by industry to the market, self-

image appears as a last bastion, a final resource.  And since by this time the commodity market 

had established itself as a primary venue for the satisfaction of human needs, as Stuart Ewen 

describes in his foundational book on advertising Captains of Consciousness (1976), the 

necessity of a resource to bring to market was a matter of survival.   

Though advertising is beyond the purview of my project, it is worth exploring Ewen’s 

claim about the fundamental shift in the role that self-image plays in the wage system.  By the 

early 20th century, Ewen suggests, the image an individual cultivates among his peers is more 

significant than that individual’s skill, accumulated knowledge, etc.  Their efforts in cultivating 

their image with consumer products are better rewarded than their efforts in their work or 

towards their craft.  “As work became less a matter of accumulated skill,” he writes,  

and more a question of loyal diligence to the task, consumption was depicted as the way 

men would be able to objectify that diligence within themselves.  It was around the 

question of how a man might establish his image that the tenure of employment might be 

ensured.  Where work, particularly industrial work, required little beyond endurance and 

fidelity, it was on the symbolic level that success and failure were pitted against one 

another.  (154)   

Ewen gives the illustration of a pipe tobacco company which associates owning a pipe 

with being “the boss,” implying that a man must buy a pipe to continue progressing in his 

position and salary.  Distilled further, the ad suggests that the possession of a specific object 

constitutes the distinction between a “boss” and a “lower level” employee.  In these terms, an 
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individual’s ability, willingness, and even eagerness to buy a certain product or set of products is 

the means by which he will secure wages to buy the products he actually needs to survive.  

Products which might otherwise be construed as superfluous or “luxury” become a necessary 

part of an individual’s ability to continue surviving.  A continuous reinvestment of income into 

the consumer goods market becomes a necessary component of obtaining an income in the first 

place; an individual must buy a certain set of products in order to be considered for a job that 

will allow him to buy a certain set of products.   

  Along these same lines, Ewen claims that Henry Ford’s greatest innovation—though he 

is most famously known for the assembly line—is actually the idea that consumption is itself a 

part of the work process in the overall accumulation cycle.  Consumption, in Ford’s view, could 

and should be more consciously recognized as a facet of workers’ overall responsibility.  In this 

way, consumption is recharacterized as an act of production.  Most importantly for the argument 

I will make in the following chapters, the consumption of products through purchase is 

productive of self-image.   

Kathi Weeks describes the shift which ensues in the post-Fordist era in her book The 

Problem of Work: Feminism, Marxism, Antiwork Politics, and Postwork Imaginaries (2011): 

“employers want more from their employees than was typically demanded in the factories of the 

industrial era: not just the labor of the hand, but the labors of the head and the heart” (Weeks 69).  

This new demand by capital constitutes a subtle but significant shift in the measuring of labor-

power.  Adding to the measure of hours invested and pieces produced, employers now focus 

their attention on character.  Their goal becomes the performance of dedication to work rather 

than merely output alone.  The implied ethic also becomes a method of enforcement: “strong 

work values are thus increasingly highlighted in management discourses as a significant remedy 
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to the new problems of surveillance simply because they render it less necessary.  Thus, we see a 

growing trend in the United States and elsewhere to both select and evaluate workers on the basis 

of their attitudes, motivation, and behavior” (71).  Though Weeks analyzes work culture of the 

later 20th- and early 21st-century, the “trend” she describes is already very much in place by the 

first half of the 1900s.  The new spheres of exploitative practices that Ewen and Weeks describe 

indicate a shift in the organization of the work environment in the US.2  They also indicate a shift 

in the significance of the image in that environment.   

Class performance takes a more central role in the functioning of the wage system.  

Consumption is the central activity of class membership, and membership is claimed through 

class performance—performance being the mechanism through which individuals practice 

aspiration.  An individual must pretend to be a part of a class in order to become a part of it.  

Because of the slipperiness of the concept, membership in any particular class is precarious.  It 

always seems threatened, and always seems to need proof.  Class membership is, in some ways, 

synonymous with class anxiety.  Class is not a concrete category, however.  Rather, it is 

multivalent—slippery, amorphous, moving, changing.  It encompasses many diverse spheres of 

 
2 Cf. Frederick Winslow Taylor’s proposition that management “must take over and perform much of the work 
which is now left to the men; almost every act of the workman should be preceded by one or more preparatory acts 
of the management which enable him to do his work better and quicker than he otherwise could” (10).  The changes 
Taylor suggests for the workplace constitute a radical shift in the roles assumed by individuals in a work setting, as 
well as the proportions of these roles.  He supports his argument through an appeal to science:  

The writer asserts as a general principle (and he proposes to give illustrations tending to prove the fact later 
in this paper) that in almost all of the mechanic arts the science which underlies each act of each workman 
is so great and amounts to so much that the workman who is best suited to actually doing the work is 
incapable of fully understanding this science, without the guidance and help of those who are working with 
him or over him, either through lack of education or through insufficient mental capacity.  (9-10) 

Later in his proposal for scientific management, he is more explicit about what he is asking for: “The change from 
rule-of-thumb management to scientific management involves, however, not only a study of what is the proper 
speed for doing the work and a remodeling of the tools and the implements in the shop, but also a complete change 
in the mental attitude of all the men in the shop toward their work and toward their employers” (51).   
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belonging, of which the economic is by some estimate neither definitive nor even necessarily the 

most important: social, cultural, geographical, political, legal, etc.   

The texts I explore in the following chapters all ultimately make arguments for role of art 

and the artist in these spheres.  The chapters are arranged chronologically with regard to the texts 

they discuss, but they also loosely follow the aspects of estrangement which Marx describes in 

the Manuscripts.  Each text’s emphasis on the immaterial aspects of the subjective experience of 

estrangement, in the context of the increasing emphasis on the commodification of self-image, 

paradoxically returns the sense that the individual, despite having consciousness and subjectivity, 

stubbornly continues to be a body.   

In the first chapter, I argue that Theodore Dreiser’s novel Sister Carrie (1900) suggests 

art as a dialectical medium for developing class consciousness in the context of an increasingly 

image-driven culture.  The second chapter suggests that Charlie Chaplin’s film Modern Times 

(1936) asserts “repurposing” as a strategy by which an artist might draw attention to material 

qualities that challenge the viability of the singular pursuit of surplus-value in wage-work.  The 

third chapter claims that Nathanael West’s novel The Day of the Locust (1939) carves out a role 

for the artist as the figure responsible for placing images into contexts, and, through this labor, 

asserting a subjective position from which to perform an immanent critique of social, economic, 

and cultural structures.  The fourth chapter describes how Carrie (1952), William Wyler’s film 

adaptation of Dreiser’s novel, adapts some of the politics of the radical Left into a film language 

which softens the politics at the same time as it renders a Leftward move desirable for audiences 

at the height of the McCarthy era.  Each chapter emphasizes close reading to contribute an 

analysis of aesthetics to the materialist and affect theory work of scholars such as Kathi Weeks 
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(The Problem with Work, 2011), Lauren Berlant (Cruel Optimism, 2011), and Brian Massumi 

(99 Theses on the Revaluation of Value, 2018).   

Chapter One, “Selves for Sale: Image, Class, and Production in Dreiser’s Sister Carrie,” 

investigates the readerly position that Theodore Dreiser’s novel Sister Carrie (1900) establishes 

within naturalism as a genre and as a way of seeing. I argue that the novel models a dialectical 

process of “demystifying” the relationship between class and subjectivity, situating the reader as 

an active, if willing, participant.  In its attention to class membership, class performance, and 

class aspiration, it elicits a recognition of a fuller spectrum of class positions than is typically 

available in representations of the period.  In making this argument, I will also suggest that the 

novel grafts gender and race dynamics onto the dynamics of class in an attempt at a unified view 

of “image culture” as a “new” stage in capitalism—one founded on individuals attempting to 

create self-images as marketable and tradable commodities.   

Chapter Two, “Finding Work in Charlie Chaplin’s Modern Times,” suggests that 

Chaplin’s film Modern Times (1936) explores the contradiction between scarcity and abundance 

in the Depression.  This contradiction hinges on various definitions of value, and the crises that 

ensue in the 1930s point to the need for alternative definitions.  Modern Times, I suggest, 

proposes the artist as a figure uniquely suited to generating those alternatives.  The film defines 

“the artist’s” work as the production of aesthetic value.  This concept aligns the figure with the 

labor struggle in the production of value, while simultaneously creating a meeting point and 

mediator between material (economic) and immaterial (moral) definitions of value.    

Chapter Three, “Art in a Riot: The Curious Role of the Artist in Nathanael West’s The 

Day of the Locust,” situates West’s novel in debates about the status of art in the context of the 

“mass man” phenomenon of the 1930s.  In the transition from the Leftist faith in the 
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revolutionary potential of “the masses” to the cynical recognition of the numbing power of the 

“mass-man” as conditioned by the culture industry, the novel suggests the artist as the figure 

responsible for placing images into context.  It does this, I argue, by establishing an analogy 

between two different modes of circulation—the circulation of affect and the circulation of 

descriptive material—which, taken together, perform an immanent critique.   

Chapter Four, “Fitzgerald Appears: Production, Family, and the Paternal Voice of the 

Capitalist in Wyler’s Carrie,” analyzes the political stakes involved in some of the most 

significant changes Wyler’s film makes in adapting Dreiser’s novel for the screen.  In place of 

the dialectical structure which I claim Dreiser’s novel employs—a structure driving a 

synthesis—the film constructs an opposition which drives a more entrenched mystification.  The 

principle opposition it poses is between two concepts of the family: the family as a biological 

unit and the family as an economic unit.  The film seems to elide the difference between the two 

concepts, supporting the sense that an individual has value only in their ability to be productive, 

whether in the family or in the factory.  I argue, however, that the film actually makes a step in 

the direction of Dreiser’s Leftist politics rather than tempering them, reaching out to audiences in 

the context of the McCarthy era.   
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1. Selves for Sale: Image, Class, and Production in Dreiser’s 
Sister Carrie 

 

This chapter investigates the readerly position that Theodore Dreiser’s novel Sister 

Carrie (1900) establishes within naturalism as a genre and as a way of seeing. I argue that the 

novel models a dialectical process of “demystifying” the relationship between class and 

subjectivity, situating the reader as an active, if willing, participant.  In its attention to class 

membership, class performance, and class aspiration, it elicits a recognition of a fuller spectrum 

of class positions than is typically available in representations of the period.  In making this 

argument, I will also suggest that the novel grafts gender and race dynamics onto the dynamics 

of class in an attempt at a unified view of “image culture” as a “new” stage in capitalism—one 

founded on individuals attempting to create self-images as marketable and tradable commodities.   

 

There is a curious passage towards the end of the Doubleday & Page version of Sister 

Carrie which nicely demonstrates the novel’s dialectical movement.3  The passage comes just 

after several pages detailing Hurstwood’s most recent misfortunes: he has been fired from his 

job, dominated and dismissed by his wife, and abandoned by his mistress.  He has been unable to 

find paying work, and now frequently unable to find food and shelter.  He staggers through the 

streets of New York City on the verge of starvation, contemplating suicide.  The third-person 

narrator limits the story to his perspective in the pages leading up to the passage, encouraging a 

sort of kinetic sympathy for his condition with alliterative and onomatopoeic lines such as, “he 

 
3 I have chosen to work with the Doubleday & Page version of the novel here, originally published in 1900, as the 
version of the novel most readers will be familiar with, as well as the version that most critics have worked with 
since 1900.  All references to Sister Carrie are to this version, as reprinted by Signet Classics, unless otherwise 
specified.  A second version was published by the Trustees of the University of Pennsylvania in 1981, compiled 
from original manuscript notes by a team of editors in an attempt to produce a text closer to Dreiser’s intentions.   
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now half-dragged his wet feet, shuffling the soles upon the sidewalk” (476).  The narrative world 

bends into Hurstwood’s consciousness as light into a black hole, blurring even the boundary 

between utterance and thought with tags that characterize him as both speaker and listener: “he 

said to himself,” “he thought,” “he mumbled” (476-77).  The words he does manage to speak 

focus on his internal state, even as they relate to the external world: “I’ll just go down 

Broadway,” “What’s the use?... It’s all up with me,” “It’s mighty cold… Awful cold.”   

The “curiousness” of the passage to which these pages lead is its sudden departure from a 

close narrative voice.  Here it is: “At Broadway and Thirty-ninth Street was blazing, in 

incandescent fire, Carrie’s name.  ‘Carrie Madenda,’ it read, ‘and the Casino Company.’  All the 

wet, snowy sidewalk was bright with this radiated fire” (477).  We hear an echo of the earlier, 

alliterative line here, but the subject-object orientation has shifted: it is no longer Hurstwood’s 

feet that are wet, but the sidewalk; his feet no long act upon the sidewalk, but the sidewalk acts 

to hold snow.  Carrie’s name is, for a moment, a subject in the narrative, illuminating the story-

world’s material reality with its presence.  It appears with an existence independent from 

Hurstwood’s perceiving.  The passage thus not only breaks from the close narrative voice, it 

reverses the traditional call-and-response relationship of subject to object.  Here, the object 

seems to do the initial calling: “it was so bright that it attracted Hurstwood’s gaze.  He looked up, 

and then at a large, gilt-framed poster board, on which was a fine lithograph of Carrie, life-size…  

‘That’s you,’ he said at last, addressing her” (477).  It is unclear whether Hurstwood—hungry to 

the point of delusion—expects an answer, but his apparent identification of the lithographed 

image with Carrie reproduces one of the novel’s principal movements, one that will be central to 

the argument I propose below.   
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Stated roughly, the novel holds the “internal” and the “external” in tension, oscillating 

between the poles of subject and object, text and material reality, thought and utterance, speaker 

and listener, original and representation, and call and response, among others.  In particular, the 

internal and external “feel” of subject and object shifts depending on where the subject is 

located.  Because of this, the location of agency shifts as well—from subject to things more 

traditionally considered objects, and back again.  It is a dialectical movement which enables 

specific interpretive positions.   

The “reader” is the position most broadly considered, which can be seen most clearly in 

the sequence of events that begins with Hurstwood reading a description of an elevated train 

operators’ strike in the newspaper.  After reading the description in the paper, he tries to earn 

some money by crossing the picket line.  At first, he is titillated by the dimensional leap from 

news page to material reality: “warmed and excited… the reality seemed something altogether 

new [for him]” (408).  When he and his guardian police officers are assaulted by protesters, 

however, he flees his post, narrowly escaping a bullet apparently intended for him.  He returns to 

a warm apartment and, after satisfying his hunger, eases himself into a rocking chair to read the 

news once again.  “He adjusted his paper very comfortably,” and reads a story of the riot he has 

so recently fled.  “It was the one thing he read with absorbing interest” (413).  In this example, 

text describing a situation precedes the character’s immersion in that situation.  Eventually, the 

text replaces the action altogether, enacting a new sort of “immersion,” or participation—

enthralling, but also comfortable and safe.  For Hurstwood, this passive, readerly position is “a 

wonderful relief” (413).  

Readers of Sister Carrie might find themselves a bit insulted by the text’s apparent 

indictment of the readerly position.  On one hand, the interlude of the strike seems to 
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demonstrate Dreiser’s own condemnation of the “activity” of reading, accusing the novel’s own 

readers of inaction in the face of oppressive social conditions.  On the other hand, more 

accurately, it privileges novel reading by censuring a form of realism quite different from the 

novel: journalism.  Prior to writing Sister Carrie, after all, Dreiser made his living as a journalist; 

he developed many of his tastes and stylistic idiosyncrasies from that experience.  As one of his 

biographers suggests, his news writing can be just as flowery and genteel as his prose fiction, and 

perhaps as fictional, despite its claims to accuracy: Dreiser cut his teeth in “an era of personal 

journalism, [in which] every owner freely injected his biases into his news and editorials” 

(Lingeman 93).  In this era, “laziness or impatience with the constraints of journalism had driven 

[Dreiser] to invent news items,” often treating “factual material” with “a fictionlike treatment” 

(250), but just as often inventing stories altogether.  “When getting the facts bored him, he let his 

imagination do the legwork” (109).  Read in this way, the indictment of journalistic realism 

represented in Hurstwood’s lapse into the “wonderful relief” of reading emerges as one of 

several elements that celebrate the potentially edifying effects of novelistic realism, albeit 

negatively in contrast to journalism.   

The movement seen here is revisited and its content revised in Hurstwood’s interaction 

with Carrie’s lithographed image.  But once again, an interaction with text is displaced by an 

interaction with material reality, and once again that reality is ultimately supplanted by text of a 

different resonant frequency.  The moment does not offer a merely “representational” movement, 

however—the dialectical unfolding of text into text.  It is also a dramatic articulation of class 

conflict in the novel, grafting the one contradiction onto another in a gesture I will explore 

further in later sections of this chapter.  For now, it will be enough to note that the embodied 

though wasted Hurstwood confronts the disembodied though illuminated Carrie as two 
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contrasting declarations of class membership, just at the moment when the clear distinctions 

among writer, reader, and real-world referent blur.   

Of course, many critics have noted the play of classes in the novel, and indeed in 

Dreiser’s life and work more broadly.  Philip Fisher, for example, identifies Carrie and 

Hurstwood as opposing poles of the novel’s “complete social range” (271)—each pole 

characterized by the type of work performed.  At the bottom is physical toil that exhausts the 

bodies of workers; at the top “the self is… fictionalized and costumed” (266).  At the moment in 

question, Hurstwood seems to inhabit the pole at which Carrie briefly dwells as a worker in a 

shoe factory, at the bottom pulled downward; Carrie seems to inhabit the pole Hurstwood once 

thought was secure for himself, at the top aspiring higher.  Their respective physical positions in 

this moment are only one mark of their structural relationship: Hurstwood now below, “look[ing] 

up” before he can even see Carrie’s image; Carrie now above in her “gilt frame,” disinterested or 

even unaware of those below her.  According to Fisher, this spectrum of classes reaches its 

highest frequency in New York, where “the economic world is object-free” (266).   

Growing from the attention these readings give to spectacle, to subjectivity and 

performances of selfhood, as well as to general class distinctions, I would like to propose that the 

novel employs the dialectic as a method of encouraging an engagement with a fuller spectrum of 

class, at the same time as it elicits a conscious demystification of the role that class antagonisms 

play in forming the very subjectivities that spectrum inculcates.  Continuing Walter Benn 

Michaels’s famous argument that the novel operates within the contradictory logics of its time, I 

hope to show that it also consciously intervenes in those logics with its reader as an active, if 

willing, participant.4    

 
4 By characterizing the reader’s position as concretely determined only “if willing,” I hope to join Wai Chee Dimock 
in setting foot on the bridge between New Historicist and Feminist accounts of the reader’s position.  Dimock’s 
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Hurstwood, Carrie, and the Dialectics of Naturalism 

Hurstwood’s and Carrie’s relationships to their own images establish self-image as a 

tradable commodity in the novel, and it is the specific quality of those relationships that inform 

their contrasting socio-economic trajectories.  Both of their relationships are characterized by 

alienation in the classical Marxist sense: the characters are both “themselves”—internally 

complex and acting with the agency accorded to subjects in the worlds they inhabit—and also 

“personae”—versions of themselves which are externalized for trade on an open market.  The 

latter sense is characterized by valuation: a matrix of sensibility which determines the value of 

self-images on a horizontal level as they are related to other objects in a system of difference, 

and on a vertical level as self-images take on qualities of their own in relationship to each other.   

Carrie’s apparent control over her self-image leads her to social and financial success, 

and critics have celebrated her in this light.  Jennifer Fleissner suggests, for example, that 

Carrie’s story seems to offer an alternative trajectory to Hurstwood’s stereotypical, masculinist 

“plot of decline” so common to naturalist narratives—Carrie’s is a story focused on openness 

and uncertainty rather than closure.  I would like to suggest that a structural identity underlies the 

 
“Feminism, New Historicism, and the Reader” suggests that the “battle” between New Historicists and Feminists 
with all of its “disagreement[s]” and “distinction[s]” has perhaps “impoverished both” (602).  The traditional New 
Historicist conception of the reader, she argues, locks him in a “Foucauldian grid of power, knowledge, and 
subjectivity, and in [the] view of subjectivity as the determinate effect of discursive formations whose structural 
totality generates, saturates, and circumscribes all individual practices” (611).  Readers are thus more than a “strictly 
textual phenomenon, strictly immanent within the text and ontologically dependent upon its functions… [locked 
into] a textual system of absolute closure” (609), but they are nonetheless determined by the interpretive fields of 
knowledge they share with the text.  In contrast, the Feminist position understands the reader as “constituted by a 
deliberate and enabling gap, a gap that, even as it shadows forth temporal distance between what the female reader is 
and what she might become, also restores to the text the possibility of agency in the world” (614). 

Certainly each text actively elicits a readerly response, but I do not want to suggest that an elicitation 
determines the range of actual responses.  On the one hand, a text’s interpellative effects cannot be dismissed; on the 
other, readers interpolate themselves into texts in myriad ways.  And, to take Dimock’s assertion literally, we must 
also recognize the agency of texts themselves to represent, interpret, and ultimately influence their own contexts.   
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contrast between Carrie and Hurstwood, however, one that stems from the novel’s class 

dialectics.   

As briefly mentioned above, Carrie’s and Hurstwood’s characters move in opposite 

directions over the course of the novel, Carrie rising from a low station and Hurstwood 

plummeting from an elevated one.  Their relative positions at every point in the novel hinge on 

their relationships to their self-images—the relationship each establishes, in other words, 

between the internal and external aspects of themselves.  In Chicago, for example, Hurstwood 

feels himself an equal to the intellectual and financial elite that frequent his bar, though he 

doesn’t seem to have any tangible purpose there: a bartender serves the customers, a cashier 

handles all of the daily finances, and Fitzgerald and Moy, who never make an appearance in the 

book except through the references other characters make to them, own the establishment and 

make all of the large financial decisions.  His self-image—that of an affluent, responsible and 

respectable member of society—constitutes his sole skill set.  It is what keeps him employed at 

the bar, and what attracts Carrie to him.  He is a man who “looked the part” of a “very successful 

and well-known man about town” (42).  He wears all of the necessary accoutrements, knows the 

necessary people, and even employs a “finely graduated scale of informality and friendship” (43) 

to greet patrons of various classes.   Even “his home serves as an extension of his work rather 

than as an alternative source of value” (Kaplan 143).  He seems to identify with his image 

completely.   

Hurstwood’s theft of $10,000 is the first incident that brings the accuracy of this image 

into question for him.  It appears accidental: the cashier leaves the safe ajar at the end of the day 

and Hurstwood considers taking money from it, but resolves not to just as the safe swings 

irrevocably shut.  Because the theft is driven by his desire to leave his wife and children and 
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abscond with Carrie, however, it creates a rift for him.  He is left aware of the discrepancy 

between the self who is a respectable citizen and the self who holds 10,000 stolen dollars in his 

hands.   

Losing a sense of identity with his image precipitates his inability to get a job, earn 

money, and, ultimately, to survive.  Hurstwood’s self and self-image are so intimately 

intertwined that an awareness of their difference ensures the destruction of both for him.  While 

his clothes become tattered from poverty and his previously corpulent form shrivels from hunger, 

his image fades until it quite literally vanishes into darkness: he shuts the valve on a gas lamp to 

extinguish its flame in his last moments, casting the room into darkness.  He then reopens the 

valve, without rekindling it, to find his way invisibly to bed.    

In contrast, Carrie’s image is malleable and adaptable, eliciting sympathy and desire from 

others.  It generates support from Hurstwood and Drouet, both of whom observe her 

attractiveness, and both of whom desire the social capital her image imparts when she is near 

them.  Drouet is reminded of “some popular actress” (5) when he meets her, and Hurstwood 

“never for a moment concealed the fact of her attraction for himself” (104).  They give her cash, 

as well as pay for food, clothing, and rent for the privilege of her closeness.  In this way, Carrie 

might seem like the epitome of what Thorstein Veblen calls “vicarious consumption,” an activity 

whereby women are relegated to an aspect of men’s statuses as members of the leisure class: in 

Veblen’s terms, their lack of productivity in addition to their own wasteful consumption make 

the male figure’s consumption that much more conspicuous.  In his introduction to the now 

canonical collection American Realism: New Essays, Eric Sundquist suggests just this.  Carrie is 

a “classic example of the ‘conspicuous consumption’ that Veblen… portrays as the habitual, 

emulative goal of American society… The ‘possession of self’ becomes indistinguishable from 
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the ‘self of possessions’” (21).  Sundquist notes that Carrie participates in the network of 

symbolic exchange inherent to conspicuous consumption: she “thoroughly dramatizes the 

mechanism of desire which… is one of triangulation where ‘the value of the article consumed is 

based solely on how it is regarded by the Other’” (21).  As the “‘possession of self’ becomes 

indistinguishable from the ‘self of possessions’” in the novel, the “article consumed” takes the 

form of self-image, whose value is “based solely on how it is regarded by the Other.”   

In these terms, self-image becomes an index of status determined by a matrix of 

sensibility.  As I mentioned earlier, that matrix signals class membership, class aspiration, and 

class performance on both a horizontal level as self-images are related to other objects in a 

system of difference, and on a vertical level as self-images take on qualities of their own in 

relationship to each other.  With the contrast between Carrie and Hurstwood in mind as 

illustrative of the vertical level, one could see the novel as an illustration of the most prominent 

role available to individual subjects under the constraints of capitalism: the self engages in a 

process of circulation that produces and exchanges self-images to compound their value.  Moral 

and ethical codes are dictated by market principles, and the margins of the self are determined by 

the circulation of capital.   

At times, then, Carrie seems to be the epitome of vicarious consumption.  “Ah, what a 

prize!,” thinks Drouet.  “Carrie was to him the all-desirable” (463).  Much more than a functional 

ornament, however, Carrie works to create an individual, subjective life rooted in the financial 

independence she achieves by producing and exchanging her image for money.  Her progress 

can be seen in the contrast between two moments in her career: in an early moment, a show’s 

manager selects her picture for the cover of the playbill.  He does not know who she is; he does 

not give her a more prominent role; nor does he compensate her for its use.  Her image is his: 
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selected, paid for, and disposed of as private property.  In a later moment, however, we see her 

relationship to the company reversed.  She has her own private dressing room, she has been 

singled out for outrageously large salaries, and then her new role is announced by the enormous 

sign mentioned earlier: “at Broadway and Thirty-ninth Street was blazing, in incandescent fire, 

‘Carrie Madenda,’ it read, ‘and the Casino Company’” (477).  The tag “it read” delays the arrival 

of “Casino Company” just long enough to invert the former power relationship.  In contrast to 

Hurstwood, who identifies himself wholly with his self-image and fades into the darkness of 

death without it, Carrie continually produces hers.  As a consequence, she is able to inhabit 

temporary roles, and seems to solve the problem Hurstwood faces: instead of despairing at the 

discrepancy between self and image, she capitalizes on it.   

This is an aspect of Carrie’s character that Jennifer Fleissner celebrates in her recent 

Women, Compulsion, Modernity: The Moment of American Naturalism (2009).  Fleissner 

encourages readers to recognize successes that are typically obscured in criticism by the “plot of 

decline” view of naturalist novels.  In so doing, she opens up a reading of the novel and of the 

period that emphasizes an aspect of “openness” over “closure.”  Carrie, according to Fleissner, is 

representative of a large influx of young women to urban centers in the 1880s and 90s, many of 

whom relocate in search of opportunities rather than out of necessity.  “Actress” is a particularly 

alluring job to this group, since it often comes with higher wages than other jobs available to 

women at the time, and it comes with the possibility of quick advancement in salary and stature 

depending on talent and dedication.  (179-80)   

Because of this, Fleissner suggests, the actress job represents an “ambiguous” class 

membership that troubles the “plot of decline” reading.  Like the “shop girl,” the actress occupies 

a space “between the female factory worker and the new possibility of women’s white-collar 
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work.”  The working conditions of both roles lend themselves to confusing the illusion of luxury 

onstage or in department store displays with the real wealth of ownership.  At various times in 

the novel, Carrie covets both roles and readily mistakes the proximity to luxurious things with 

actual luxury.  Her confusion is not mere confusion, however, a fact that lies at the root of 

Fleissner’s celebratory mood: “while clear class associations still adhered to each of these jobs, 

the unprecedented flux in female employment meant there was also, during the period, real 

potential for movement among them, making the shop girl’s characteristic aspirations—like 

those of the actress—a bit more than mere fantasy” (182).  Indeed, Carrie’s financial 

independence comes from her ability to avoid the constraints of marriage by turning her 

otherwise genuine “begging” into a performance of begging.  She “acts” helpless onstage so that 

she might not be helpless in reality.  (177)   

The risk of this reading, Fleissner points out, is that it perpetuates a dogged adherence to 

the “sentimental victim”/“fraud” dichotomy so prevalent in criticism of American naturalism.  

Carrie’s character is neither the helpless victim who must be saved, nor the traitorous but also 

self-reliant rogue who must be distrusted at the same time as she might be idolized and emulated.  

Carrie’s character is more complex than this, highlighted by the contrast with Hurstwood’s.  If 

Hurstwood’s plot is the stereotypical plot of decline (a point I would like to question at the end 

of the chapter), one of sentimentalism that focuses nostalgically on a lost past, Carrie’s is 

ambiguous, better characterized by “a language of ‘drift’ ” (163).  She inhabits both the 

sentimental victim role and the fraud role at various times in the novel, and the novel resists 

defining either of these as the “real” or “true” Carrie.  Fleissner suggests that the very ambiguity 

of her character is actually constitutive of her “feminine ‘type.’”  Even the novel itself acts as a 

suitor to her, unable “to determine if his mistress’s heart can be trusted” (174).   



LaGuardia 31 
 

The logic Fleissner calls the “language of ‘drift’” is at once a movement and the lack of 

resolution of that movement.  The conventional critical reaction to the sense of “drift” is a 

“sentimental realist” one, Fleissner suggests, an attempt to collapse the sentimental (victim) and 

the “real” (fraud) into the single figure of the mother, whose ambitions are limited by the 

presence of her body and her children, “the most unbudging limit-case of her limitless desires” 

(190).  As such, the trick of realist novels for Fleissner is not found in their contrast with 

sentimentalism, but in the story and perspective we accept as “real” but that is nonetheless 

merely “sentimentality that works” (184).  Realism is proffered as an “alternative” to 

sentimentalism, and derives its power from that association.  Appending “sentimental” to the 

category of realism—“sentimental realism”—helps Fleissner draw attention to the idea that its 

feminism is identical to sentimentalism’s, but more convincing in that readers tend to accept it as 

“realistic,” i.e. as adhering to a transcendental truth.   

Fleissner concludes that Sister Carrie might reveal another version of feminism available 

at the time.  There exists, she claims, a feminism focused on fantasy as “an open-ended 

orientation toward the future that sentimental realism finds itself wholly unable to conceive” 

(191).  Readers perpetuate the logic of sentimentality by insisting that this open-ended movement 

reach some closure or “completion” (192).  Carrie’s character seems to resist this, but readers 

continue to interpret her through the options proposed by the narrator at the beginning of the 

novel: either a “plot of triumph or plot of decline” (192).  Like Wharton’s House of Mirth, with 

which Fleissner closes her argument, Sister Carrie’s fantasy “is not one of a recovered past, but 

of a future configuration it can scarcely imagine” (198).   

Instead of taking an “‘all or nothing’ account… of human agency,” Fleissner proposes 

that an “emphasis on compulsion [reveals] a much more equivocal portrayal in which will and its 
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loss, rationalization and its impossibility, go hand in hand.”  Suppressing this “doubting 

subjectivity” is more a matter of masculinized criticism than a feature of naturalist work itself, 

she suggests.  (27)  In drawing attention to the possibility of a “doubting subjectivity” in the 

period, Fleissner seeks space for greater political engagement.  She observes, for example, that 

the sort of criticism to which her work responds tends to “valorize… a hermetic, magically 

complete universe contained within the domestic space” (29).  This threatens to proscribe any 

desire for social and political action.  In contrast, recognizing the role that compulsion plays in 

the texts of naturalism “opens up a space for the representation of new perversities, new tensions, 

and open-ended struggles within that feminine realm” (30).  Fleissner thus challenges the 

traditional historicist tendency towards closure with this insight: instead of a “transitional” 

period, naturalism and especially “the incompleteness of the naturalist female story,” emerge as 

“an emblem of a broader incompleteness at the level of historical narration” (31) itself.   

The historicist—or, more narrowly, new historicist—mode of criticism to which 

Fleissner’s work responds is best exemplified by Walter Benn Michaels’s pivotal book The Gold 

Standard and the Logic of Naturalism: American Literature at the Turn of the Century.5  With it, 

Michaels offers what some might call an ideological analysis: not “a specific ideological 

 
5 It is noteworthy that Donald Pizer mentions this book as one of the two “recent polar extremes in criticism of the 
period” (15) in his introduction to The Cambridge Companion to American Realism and Naturalism: Howells to 
London (1995).  He situates Eric Sundquist at one pole, and Walter Benn Michaels and Michael Davitt Bell at the 
other:  

Sundquist posits an American social, economic, and political world so corrupt and dismaying that the only 
adequate response by the writer of integrity is to seek escape into the farthest reaches of his imagination, as 
do James and Crane.  And Michaels and Bell posit two generations of writers so imprisoned within the 
popular values of their day that they are rendered impotent as critics of their age.  (15-16) 

Pizer is quick to add that his intention in assembling the essays for the Companion is not to “return to a conventional 
position” of seeing writers as products of their times.  He intends, rather, “to reaffirm… the belief that realism and 
naturalism arose in large part as responses to what Louis Budd calls the ‘disjunctures’ between rhetoric and actuality 
in American life—between the language of hope in America’s civil religion and the actuality of the world 
encountered” (16).  Fleissner’s description of naturalism does not seek to dismantle this approach, but rather to 
enrich it by reflecting actively on the processes of historicization itself.   
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function of literature in relation to the real,” but “map[ping] out the reality in which a certain 

literature finds its place and… identify[ing] a set of interests and activities that might be said to 

have as their common denominator a concern with the double identities that seem, in naturalism, 

to be required if there are to be any identities at all” (27).    

Where Fleissner’s more recent reading focuses on Carrie’s character, and specifically on 

the alternative her character offers to Hurstwood’s more conventional “plot of decline,” 

Michaels’s treatment emphasizes the influence that the logic of the discourse of money has on 

the ontological and epistemological questions of selfhood.  The Gold Standard begins its 

investigation by tracing the different senses of “self” that answer questions such as “who am I?”, 

“what does it mean to be?”, “how do I know I am?”, “what is my topological position in the 

world?”, and most importantly, “how do I come to think of myself as a unity?”  Along the way, 

the project discovers that any discussion of the self is inherently tied to the discussion of property 

ownership and of the contradictory internal relations of the commodity.  Thus, “who am I and 

what does it mean to be?” can be posed as “what is the ownership relation among the various 

aspects of ‘me?’”   

The answer, Michael’s suggests, can be found in the act of writing—“the work of at once 

producing and consuming the self or, what comes to the same thing, work in the market” (28).  

Writing does not propose a stable, linear relation, but one of spontaneous flux where the body 

functions as “a figure for the irreducible fact of ownership, for a selfhood that consists neither in 

having a body nor in being a body but in being embodied” (22).   

Money is the key commodity here, one whose special role as universal equivalent (Marx 

reminds us) urges us to forget its nature as commodity.6  With this idea in mind, Michaels’s 

 
6 See Marx’s discussions of money in Capital, Vol. One (Chapter 3), as well as A Contribution to the Critique of 
Political Economy.   
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reading of Sister Carrie focuses on the two opposing descriptions of money the narrator gives us, 

as “stored energy” on the one hand, and as having a “relative value” on the other.  (31)  The two 

descriptions seem fair at first glance, but Michaels observes a discrepancy between them.  On the 

one hand, “stored value” seems to endorse the theory that value is generated by human labor.  

The value of a commodity is fixed by its labor content.  Money functions merely as the price 

name of the value of labor.  When the narrator thus claims that “many of our social, religious, 

and political troubles will have permanently passed” (31) when individuals recognize the “stored 

energy” nature of money, he is describing an economy that exchanges commodities at their 

value, guaranteeing fairness by recognizing equality in the labor of others.   

The idea that money might have a “relative value,” however, implies that human labor 

itself might be variable.  On closer inspection, then, the two definitions seem irreconcilable, 

though Michaels links the discrepancy to the very accounting difference that gives capitalism its 

profit-making potential: the difference between the value of labor power congealed in a 

commodity, and the value-equivalent of a worker’s subsistence.  The value-equivalent of a 

worker’s subsistence for a specific period of time, Marx shows us, is less than the value a worker 

is capable of producing in that same specific period of time, ensuring that there is an 

imperceptible but nonetheless significant gap between the value-equivalent of subsistence and 

the value of production.  This gap is the source of profit for the capitalist: it is the value a worker 

generates in surplus of his own needs at a specific time, place, and standard of living, or, as 

Michaels puts it, “the discrepancy between the real value of labor and the price at which the 

laborer can be forced to sell it” (32-33).   

Though this discrepancy seems clear enough to Michaels, he suggests that the narrator 

ignores it altogether.  The narrator, and Sister Carrie by extension, seems more interested in 
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pitting these definitions (however problematic) against Carrie’s own idea of money as 

“something everybody else has and I must get” (33).  For Carrie, money is desire itself, an 

“economy of excess.”  Instead of encouraging a thorough understanding of the disequilibrium 

that drives capital accumulation, then, the novel presents a second opposition: an “economy of 

excess,” in which boundless desire supersedes the very possibility of satisfaction, and an 

“economy of scarcity,” in which everyone wants exactly what they have.  In this way, the 

narrator participates in a process of mystification which Michaels argues is part and parcel of the 

novel’s art.  He attempts to reveal “the position of [naturalism’s] texts within a system of 

representation that produc[es] objects of approval and disapproval both” (19).  This project is 

crucial since, after all, “the logic of capitalism produces objects of desire only insofar as it 

produces subjects, since what makes the objects desirable is only the constitutive trace of 

subjectivity those objects bear—what Dreiser calls ‘the voice of the so-called inanimate,’ the 

exchangeability of the hog, the mark on the paper” (20).    

Michaels performs his critique through synchrony, however, freezing the period even as 

it specifically attempts to see the logics of the period in its literature.  One of Fleissner’s 

interventions is to try to return a level of complexity that this “freezing” resists.  Her work does 

not attempt to impose a single, transcendent truth into the understanding of the period, but tries 

to encourage a sort of radical localism: navigating the terrain of the period with a measure of 

comfort and even productivity within an ambiguously situated terrain rather than with an appeal 

to a monolithic authority.   

Michaels’s work does help us to recognize the way in which characters, and selfhood 

more broadly, participate in the logic of the market.  Carrie’s own “popular economy” is one of 

the “double identities” that his introductory chapter proposes to examine, and Fleissner lauds this 
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by singling out his work as “the only [new-historicist] study to treat both women’s texts and 

women’s stories as central to naturalism as a genre—and to do so, moreover, by arguing that the 

female body in the 1890s becomes a privileged site of the endless exchanges typifying capitalist 

modernity” (12).  Michaels’s work is, in this way, crucial for understanding the relationship 

between the novel and capitalism more generally, and Sister Carrie and capitalism in particular.  

Sister Carrie does not merely represent capitalist principles in Michaels’s reading, nor does it try 

to critique those principles by taking a stance for or against them; rather, it takes capitalism’s 

logic as its own structuring principle.  The conclusion that prevents him from a deeper analysis, 

according to Fleissner, is that for him, the “link between the era’s feminism and its consumerist 

ethos simply worked to bankrupt the critical potential of the former” (12).  Fleissner proposes, in 

response, that “to historicize the feminine story in this period… is at once to question the 

procedures of historicization itself.”  This offers “a strong rebuttal to a ‘containment’ model of 

history such as that often associated with new historicism,” emphasizing “both [the period’s] 

deeper complexities as a moment and… that moment’s continued capacity to open out onto an 

unknown future” (13).  In this way, Fleissner’s reading provides the opportunity to see Sister 

Carrie’s active, interventionist nature.  Her analysis helps us to recognize the period as one in a 

continuous state of becoming, to recognize the ways in which the novel not only comes from and 

participates in the logics of its time, but also seeks to influence them.   

Both Michaels’s and Fleissner’s readings note Sister Carrie’s dialectical nature, and in 

this way they are representative of a long tradition of critical readings.  From here, I would like 

to explore the ways that an emphasis on class might both continue and enrich Michaels’s and 

Fleissner’s readings.  If Michaels’s book steps away from “value judgments” to describe the 

terrain on which those judgments take place—not “do you like something,” but “what options do 
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you have for liking” and “what constitutes your desire to like”—then I propose to continue this 

motion by discussing the position held by class within the “map.”    

 

Membership and Aspiration: Where the Dialectics of Class and 

Gender Meet in Sister Carrie 

Earlier, I observed that Carrie’s and Hurstwood’s characters follow opposing trajectories, 

and that these indicate two modes of relating to self-image.  Both characters negotiate the 

simultaneous production and consumption that constitutes what Michaels calls “being 

embodied.”  Carrie’s relation mirrors Hurstwood’s, but askew: where Hurstwood feels the fading 

of his image as a diminishing of his self and so vanishes from existence as he vanishes from 

view, Carrie experiences the increasing presence of her image as a corresponding absence of 

self.  Each instance of appreciation for her image signals what Fisher calls a “blankness” (267) in 

her—an image is, after all, a representation of something not immediately present.  Satisfaction 

for Carrie is always elsewhere, since Carrie’s very existence seems constituted by the fact of 

being not quite identical to itself.  Thus she is left at the end of the novel at her most successful 

point, staring out onto the New York cityscape, longingly.  Michaels reads this as her only option 

for survival in a world where living is synonymous with desiring.   

As the two characters separate in their storylines, then, it is tempting to read them along a 

single spectrum that finds completion at either of the poles their characters describe—opposites 

by definition.  In Michael’s reading, for instance, since Carrie desires and thus thrives, 

Hurstwood’s inability to thrive is attributable to his lack of desiring.  In Fleissner’s reading, since 

Hurstwood follows the stereotypical “plot of decline” by focusing nostalgically on a lost past, 
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Carrie follows an atypical plot of “compulsion” by fixating on a future that is simultaneously 

unrecognizable, and perhaps inconceivable, but nonetheless imminent.   

The relationships the two characters establish with their own self-images and the 

consequences which logically follow, however, point to a structural identity between Carrie and 

Hurstwood: the value of self-image as a particular commodity is caught up in the performance of 

class membership in the novel.  Its potential for exchange is tied to its potential use in others’ 

performances, which in turn is determined by a matrix of sensibility.  As Fleissner helps us to 

recognize, performances of gender are crucial to this matrix.  Gender, indeed, marks one of the 

modes of valuation in the novel.  In this section, I will suggest some of the ways its dynamics are 

grafted onto a dialectic of class, sharing its logics and conclusions.   

The matrix of sensibility in which valuation occurs and from which exchange takes place 

is played out in the “public” subsumption of the “private” according to the period’s market logic.  

The private space of the “home,” in particular, becomes a fraught place: as Catherine Jurca 

suggests, Carrie’s abandonment of the constraints of the 19th-century domestic ideal is matched 

by Hurstwood’s clinging to them.  His masculinity is tied to a greater, class-based cultural shift 

“in which the affluent house owner is understood to possess a material shelter but to lack a 

proper spiritual refuge” (100).  In contrast to 19th-century definitions of masculinity that relied on 

the “rejection of the woman-centered domestic ideal,” Sister Carrie signals “the sense of loss 

that accompanies the failure of this ideal for the middle class” (100).   

The key difference between Hurstwood and Carrie in Jurca’s reading is that Carrie does 

not yearn for the warm embrace of the home space.  While Carrie does take on the role of 

homemaker at points in the novel, it is a gendered role that governs a relationship to the home 

space structurally and affectively different from Hurstwood’s.  Though Carrie does periodically 
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appear as a homemaker, she inhabits the role only temporarily, registering it among many other 

roles she assumes throughout the course of the narrative.  She abandons her “implicit domestic 

contract” with Hurstwood when he ceases to be able to uphold his half, and is eventually invited 

to live in a hotel in which the “work of homemaking… falls to others” (Jurca 105).  In this way, 

“Dreiser frees her from a domesticity that is otherwise associated in this novel with making a 

home for a man” (105).  But, Jurca concludes, he burdens Hurstwood with the sense of loss this 

entails.   

Jurca implies that Hurstwood’s house never quite becomes a home because of the 

encroachment of the public sphere into the private in late-19th-century consumerism.  Both the 

Hurstwoods and Carrie’s sister’s family create domestic spaces, for example, in which “the trace 

of the commodity never wears off.”  Despite the great difference in the families’ means, their 

homes “suggest the commercial origins of their furnishings more than they do the concrete uses 

to which the occupants now put them” (104).  In the case of Hurstwood’s home in particular, 

“the priority given to deficient domestic objects [in the narration] seems to suggest that material 

interiors can influence the interiority of the inhabitants, disabling the family members’ emotional 

connection to one another and to the house and its contents that the name home is always 

imagined to evoke” (105).  In the midst of this bleak wreckage, Jurca suggests, Hurstwood seeks 

to replace his shallow, appearance-laden household with the home he imagines Carrie could 

create for him, with the same acumen he sees her exhibit at Drouet’s.   

Hurstwood’s reaction to his affective predicament, ironically, takes the logic of 

encroachment to a radical degree: he attempts to compensate for the loss of a private space to the 

public with a full shift into the public—an attempt to gain a sense of the private in the public.  

“Hurstwood is,” Jurca suggests, “least alienated at the upscale saloon he manages, where he 
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thrives on superficial public contact with strangers and acquaintances and prides himself on his 

ability to discriminate among the individuals and classes who enter” (103).  In contrast, his house 

is decidedly uncomfortable, filled with commercial, mass-produced objects that draw our 

attention to the family relations themselves.  As such, “the house’s failure as a home is… 

perhaps attributable to its opulence: the self-conscious exhibition of the family’s material and 

social prosperity and ambitions is inimical to an interior ‘home spirit’” (102).   

There is certainly a contrast between the Hurstwood we see at Fitzgerald and Moy’s and 

the Hurstwood we see at home, though I would like to suggest that the trait Jurca interprets as a 

desire for a home space might also be read through the increasingly pervasive system of 

universal equivalence established by the circulation of capital.  The idea that Hurstwood is “least 

alienated” at Fitzgerald and Moy’s is a good description of his emotional state, but we could also 

interpret his character through an economic lens.  Seen in this way, Hurstwood’s attraction to 

Carrie is not merely a yearning for home space as against the constraints of class performance 

and aspiration; it is also a compulsion to compete with others’ levels of accumulation.   

The description of Hurstwood’s household, after all, relates the appearance of the place to 

his ability to “hold his position.”  It is, in other words, a part of what makes him a saleable 

commodity; the “home” is relegated to participation in a system of symbolic exchange.  Having a 

“home,” even one in scare quotes, is paramount to continuing to be able to have a house in the 

novel’s world.  “A man, to hold his position,” the narrator tells us, “must have a dignified 

manner, a clean record, a respectable home anchorage” (Carrie 87, my emphasis).  Read with an 

eye to class, then, “home” is less a comfortable, safe space for dwelling than it is a precondition 

of class membership.   
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Hurstwood first appears as a speculator in his attitude towards Carrie: caught by the 

“ancient attraction of the fresh,” he sees in Carrie a valuable commodity in comparison to others 

in the field of “the delight of youthful beauty.”  He begins, as a speculator, to “merely float… 

those gossamer threads of thought which, like a spider’s, he hoped would lay hold somewhere.  

He did not know, he could not guess, what the result would be” (104).  When he next meets 

Drouet, Drouet suddenly appears as a competitor.  After spying Drouet at a restaurant with 

another woman—evidence of love interests other than Carrie—Hurstwood abruptly 

envied him, and now, as he looked at the well-dressed, jolly salesman, whom he so much 

liked, the gleam of the rival glowed in his eye.  He began to size up Drouet from the 

standpoints of wit and fascination.  He began to look to see where he was weak.  There 

was no disputing that, whatever he might think of him as a good fellow, he felt a certain 

amount of contempt for him as a lover.  He could hoodwink him all right.  (106) 

Hurstwood’s feeling of competition are characterized as natural phenomena: while Drouet “stood 

and smiled and accepted the invitation [to dinner]… his friend examined him with the eye of a 

hawk” (106, my emphasis).   

Rather than comprising a single emotional component of his personality, then, towards 

and away from which he can drift, Hurstwood’s alienation actually determines the range of 

emotions available to him.  Hurstwood is least conscious of his alienation at the saloon, 

imagining himself identical to the image he promotes there.  He is, in other words, at his most 

alienated precisely because he feels at his least.  The profound alienation we see him exhibit at 

home is an acknowledged form of the mystified alienation he experiences at his workplace.   

Because of the encroachment of the public into the private, Hurstwood functions in both 

places as a worker.  Since his “product” is his own self-image, he faces a doubled version of the 



LaGuardia 42 
 

state Marx describes for laborers—for those, in other words, who must find a way to objectify 

themselves as products.  On the one hand he experiences all of the difficulty of workers working: 

separated from the object produced, from the self in the labor process, and from the collective, as 

the labor process turns communal activity into a means of individual existence.  (“Estranged 

Labor” 75)  On the other hand, since it is his own self-images he produces, he also experiences 

the tension of the commodity itself: the internal contradiction of use-value and exchange-value 

means either the destruction of the self in use or the abandonment of the self into a system of 

universal equivalence whose controlling principle is avarice.   

The process of alienation in the production of the self-image embroils both Hurstwood 

and Carrie in a fetishistic system: experiencing themselves as objects, their social discourse is 

with objects—the social relation among things and material relations among individuals.  As 

things, their aspirations take material form, including self-image.  When Hurstwood and Carrie 

first move to New York, for example, Carrie deems their apartment’s furnishings “appropriate,” 

and feels herself “settled, and somewhat justified in the eyes of society” (290) as she continues to 

relate her own visage to the objects around her as she learned to do early in the book.  “Seeing a 

thing,” the narrator writes, “she would immediately set to inquiring how she would look, 

properly related to it.”  She enters into conversation with the things of her world—“ ‘My dear,’ 

said the lace collar she secured from Partridge’s, ‘I fit you so beautifully; don’t give me up’”—

and immediately recognizes the effect they have on her social (and in my reading, economic) 

value—“she could possibly have conquered the fear of hunger and gone back; the thought of 

hard work and a narrow round of suffering would, under the last pressure of conscience, have 

yielded, but spoil her appearance?—be old-clothed and poor appearing?—never!” (99).     
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This is not to impose some outmoded idea of “false consciousness” onto Hurstwood’s or 

Carrie’s characters, however.  Indeed, the novel seems acutely aware of the constitutive 

properties of the alienating gesture.  Hurstwood is Hurstwood, it seems to say, because he is 

unaware of his alienated state; Carrie is Carrie because of her “blankness.”  Hurstwood’s 

alienation is one of the novel’s dialectical structures—not pit against some “truer” version of 

himself, but part of a constitutive internal opposition whose tensions are played out in the 

external opposition between him and Drouet, and ultimately between him and Carrie.     

 

(Apparent) Resolution: Bob Ames’s Immaterial Cultural Values 

The form of dialectical opposition I am suggesting Carrie’s and Hurstwood’s characters 

assume is one of contradiction.  This form, in Jameson’s words, is “not that which blocks and 

suspends movement, but within which movement itself takes place,” as in Marx’s description of 

the ellipse as a shape that resolves the contradiction between an object falling toward and an 

object flying away from a second object. (Jameson 43)  Taking the contradiction between base 

and superstructure as an example, Jameson shows how movement is motivated in this structure.  

Contrary to Benjamin’s famous declaration that the superstructure “expresses” the base, Jameson 

notes that the base itself is already split into its own opposition: that between forces of 

production (referring to the specific technologies of productive processes), and relations of 

production (referring to the specific processes humans perform in relation to those technologies 

and to each other).  These poles offer complimentary articulations of human activity which are 

necessary for understanding the whole labor process.  Each side of the opposition, in other 

words, acts as an “indispensable correction of the other, in a situation in which neither is the 

essential term in some asymmetrical opposition” (46).  We see an analogous relation both in the 
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superstructure, which is multiplied into a variety of levels (politics, religion, ideology, etc.), and 

in the relation of base to superstructure.  The contradiction is not merely one of tension and 

subsequent resolution, then, but of a series of reciprocal and mutually constitutive tensions that 

provides movement for structure as a whole.  “It is the inner, self-correcting dynamic of the base 

or infrastructure which is transferred to each superstructure,” Jameson argues.  

That superstructure, then, endowed not only with the material dimension of the base in 

the form of the ‘forces of production,’ but also with its interaction with a level of the 

‘relations of production,’ is then obliged to reconstitute itself into just such a dynamic 

process in which, having produced itself as a quasi-material object, it is then at once 

dereified into a complex set of human acts, which are themselves regrounded in material 

processes, in a set of linked operations of self-constitution and deconstruction which is 

potentially interminable.  (47) 

Jameson seems to draw upon and expand one of Althusser’s theses here: the idea that ideology 

has a material existence insofar as it is practiced in various institutions—various venues, that is, 

in which specific material is given shape and placed into specific relationships.   

In the context of Sister Carrie, self-image as a tradable commodity blurs the line between 

material and immaterial, between economic production and cultural institutions.  Though self-

image has a material component in its production and exchange, it is also discursive—formed by 

and exchanged in the medium of discourse even though it is founded in and ultimately falls back 

into the material.  In this way, self-image participates in the opposition with which I began this 

essay: text and material reality.  These terms have their own internal divisions that mirror and 

drive their relation to each other.  “Text” refers to the familiar signifier/signified opposition, so 

that text participates in both a closed system of difference and an open system of the historical 
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construction of meaning.  “Material reality” refers both to the closed system of dull substance 

and the open system of the historical, narrative development of substance.  Thus as Drouet “cut 

the meat, br[oke] the bread, and pour[ed] the coffee,” at his first dinner with Carrie, “his rings 

almost spoke” (58, emphasis added).  The “almost” quality places his rings discursively between 

their inert material and their historical specificity.  The movement from one pole to the other is 

thus an aspect of contradiction—not resolved in the sense of completion, but held in continuous, 

generative, alternating motion.   

In thinking about this continuous, alternating motion, the character Bob Ames appears as 

a resolution to the contradiction between Carrie and Hurstwood that I discussed in the previous 

section.  On closer inspection, however, Ames appears in his own opposition—a vertical 

opposition of materialism in contradistinction to immaterial cultural values, in contrast to the 

horizontal opposition of self-image in relationship to other objects in a system of difference.  

Ames appears twice in the book, chastising what he considers New York’s vulgar 

materialism.  Because of this, many readers view him as the novel’s ideal, imitable figure—a 

mouthpiece for Dreiser’s own artistic and moralistic sensibilities.  Ames inhabits the position of 

a disinterested observer, visiting New York to see family rather than to participate actively in the 

city’s social scene.  As he issues his criticism, he also tries to cultivate an appreciation for 

“higher” cultural values in Carrie by encouraging her to turn from comedic to dramatic roles.  

Enmeshed in her own vulgar materialism, Carrie is confused by their conversations.  Her 

confusion ultimately leads her to question that materialism, however, and in this way Ames 

seems to offer a potential end to her longing.   

He is distinguished as the only character we meet who is “wholly free of affectation” 

(305).  In contrast with Drouet, Hurstwood, the Hales, and the Vances, he is a character who 
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seems to be simply himself—his undivided personality nominates him as a possible synthesis of 

the novel’s other contradictions.  He is also, significantly, the only character in the book who 

does not seem wooed by performances of wealth.  He resists the “sumptuous dining room” at 

Sherry’s restaurant, for example, where the “almost indiscernable atmosphere about it… 

convinced the newcomer that this was the proper thing… limit[ing] the patrons to the moneyed 

or pleasure-loving class” (307).  “‘I sometimes think it is a shame,’” he says to Carrie, “‘for 

people to spend so much money this way,’ supris[ing Carrie with]… his seriousness” (310).  In 

Ames’s company, Carrie feels “for the first time… the pain of not understanding” (311).   

Ames’s loftiness is cast along racial lines, creating what Christopher Gair calls a “racial 

unconscious” (167) in the novel.  For Gair, Ames is the epitome of whiteness, the embodiment of 

the ideals the novel hopes to inculcate in its readers.  He is the character whose ideas inspire 

Carrie to see a “‘solution being offered to her.  Not money… Not clothes… Not applause,’ but 

rather ‘goodness—labor for others.’”  These things offer her a “form of ‘unsatisfied’ desire that 

is worthy; that will entertain and educate, rather than titillate” (174).7  While Hurstwood takes on 

traits stereotypically associated with blackness as he falls, Gair argues, and Carrie takes on traits 

stereotypically associated with whiteness as she rises, Ames provides the idealized figure toward 

which both orient themselves.  Hurstwood takes on traits of blackness “identified in Jehlen’s 

account of representations of the New Negro”: “cowardliness, laziness, irresponsibility, 

dishonesty, violence, and so on” (171).  Gair observes that Carrie, in contrast, starts her “rise to 

theatrical stardom… once she has abandoned Hurstwood, and apparently embraced chastity.”  

This is one of many signs that “Carrie is becoming ‘whiter’” (172).  Ames, as the ideal, “is in 

almost every way the opposite of Hurstwood.  Where Hurstwood is ‘dark,’ Ames has a ‘clean, 

 
7 Gair uses the Pennsylvania edition for his reading.   
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white brow.’”  In addition to other traits associated with whiteness, Ames, like Carrie, “is 

defined through his restraint… an emotional marker of ‘whiteness’” (173).   

Through contrasts, Gair concludes, and especially “Carrie’s rise and Hurstwood’s fall,” 

the novel “enable[s] a mix of ethnic European groups… to imaginatively assimilate—to picture 

themselves climbing the evolutionary scale—against the backdrop of an excluded racial 

otherness, and, with Hurstwood’s death, to imaginatively contain the degeneracies identified 

with blackness” (175).   

The exclusionary “evolutionary scale” Gair observes as a racial phenomenon is also, I 

would like to suggest, an economic one. In this way, the novel uses race as a marker of economic 

viability and class affiliation.  Race, like the novel’s more overtly expressed gender dynamics, 

emerges as a mode of valuation.  In this way, the implied oppositions are grafted onto a class 

opposition as in the process Jameson describes above.  Ames is the epitome of whiteness; he is 

also the ideal capitalist.  The modes of valuation he represents mark the range of options for 

valuation.  His distaste for New York’s materialism is not simply an endorsement of immaterial 

cultural values, but indicative of his own ascetic work ethic.  He disdains displays of wealth for 

their participation in the leisure culture that for him is not productive of value.  His objection is 

not that “people… spend so much money” at Sherry’s, after all, but rather that “people… spend 

so much money this way” (310, my emphasis).  Because the narrator only mentions his positions 

in passing, it is easy to forget that he is an entrepreneur, going from a position “connected with 

an electrical company” (306) when the reader first meets him, to making “a little success in the 

West… open[ing] a laboratory in Wooster Street” (465).   

Indeed, Ames has the characteristics Marx uses to describe the ideal capitalist—a 

“boundless drive for enrichment,” and a “passionate chase after value.”  Contrary to the typical 



LaGuardia 48 
 

miser, however, who hoards his money, Ames is in Marx’s terms a “rational miser.”  He seeks 

“the ceaseless augmentation of value… by means of throwing his money again and again into 

circulation” (Capital 255, emphasis added).  Thus he insists that Carrie make something out of 

her countenance while she still has it:  

It so happens that you have this thing.  It is no credit to you—that is, I mean, you might 

not have had it.  You paid nothing to get it.  But now that you have it, you must do 

something with it. (469, my emphasis)   

He describes her countenance like machinery in a factory, whose ability to realize surplus value 

is lost when it is not moved by human hands:  

You have this quality in your eyes and mouth and in your nature.  You can lose it, you 

know.  If you turn away from it and live to satisfy yourself alone, it will go fast enough.  

The look will leave your eyes.  Your mouth will change.  Your power to act will 

disappear.  You may think they won’t, but they will.  Nature takes care of that. (469)   

With this in mind, the sexual euphemism the narrator makes in telling us that “something 

in Carrie appealed to him,” and that “he wanted to stir her up” (469), is also an economic one: 

Ames feels the capitalist’s anxiety over idle machinery in Carrie’s unused countenance.  To 

realize value in terms of profit, the machinery must be set into motion; Carrie “must do 

something with it.”   

I would like to conclude my argument in the following section by following the novel’s 

dialectical logic more specifically into its class form.  In this reading, Ames abdicates his 

position as Dreiser’s ideally imitable subject to whom we should all orient ourselves as Carrie 

and Hurstwood seem to.  His inclusion in the novel is, instead, part of an ongoing series of 

dialectical tensions that asks the reader to recognize the limits of the system of valuation implied 
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by his character.  As such, the novel functions not as a complete picture of late-1900s culture, but 

as an active and activating tool for developing a conscious position in the willing reader.   

 

Image-Culture and Class Struggle 

So far, we have seen that the novel establishes many oppositions, with two character sets 

at its core: the opposition of Hurstwood and Carrie as representatives of classes and of modes of 

relating self to self-image, and the opposition of Carrie/Hurstwood and Ames as representatives 

of vulgar materialism and immaterial, “higher” cultural values.  Taken together, these three 

characters illustrate a culture caught in the contradiction between two social imperatives: the 

cultural imperative to consume wastefully, and the economic imperative to make all activity 

productive. The culture’s social logic relates conspicuous, wasteful consumption with elevated 

social status, while its economic logic compels individuals to work hard and productively.   

The culture that Dreiser depicts attempts to reconcile the two through appearance: make 

consumption appear productive.  The resulting situation is one which Baudrillard describes as a 

foregrounding of use-value to mask the real dominance of exchange-value.8  People and objects 

alike are drawn into this mystifying situation, Baudrillard argues, which he observes is a double 

discourse: both that of prestige in conspicuous, wasteful consumption, and “a functional 

discourse that can serve as alibi for the function of invidious distinction” (32, emphasis in 

 
8 Though Baudrillard’s analysis in For a Critique of the Political Economy of the Sign (1981) focuses on 1960s 
culture, the two figures lurking in the shadows are actually Dreiser’s contemporaries: Thorstein Veblen, whose 
Theory of the Leisure Class (1899) had a great influence on Dreiser and on the development of sociology generally, 
and Max Weber, whose slightly later The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism  (first published in 1904-05) 
continues to be a touchstone for contemporary cultural studies.   

 



LaGuardia 50 
 

original).  The market grafts a sense of democratic egalitarianism onto a continuing system of 

class distinction, creating a contradiction that seeks its resolution in consumption practices.   

The form this resolution takes for Baudrillard is a “double mystification” for the middle 

and lower classes, akin to Hurstwood’s and Carrie’s double bind:  

On the one hand, there is the illusion of a “dynamic” of consumption, of an ascending 

spiral of satisfactions and distinctions toward a paradoxical summit where all would 

enjoy the same prestigious standing.  This false dynamic is in fact entirely permeated by 

the inertia of a social system that is immutable in its discrimination of real powers.  On 

the other hand, there is an illusion of a “democracy” of consumption.  On the balance 

sheet of objects, one can formally gather together widely separated categories: the real 

discrimination is made at the level of selective practices (choice, taste, etc.) and above all, 

of more or less strong adherence to the very values of consumption.  (60)   

In other words, while material elements are indeed elements of status, their availability to all on 

the market appears to give everyone a chance to ascend.  The idea that groups of individuals can 

be brought together on a “balance sheet” in a comparison of the objects in their household 

suggests that individuals from the middle and lower classes are identical to those in the upper 

classes but for their lack of specific commodities, or even for their brand preferences of 

commodities of the same type.  As Jurca observes, the Hurstwoods’ and Hansons’ houses are 

identical but for the specific products they own, arranged as external displays of class 

membership and aspiration rather than as the safe, interior spaces of the “home.”  Thus 

commodities function as signs of prestige that promise social mobility while disguising real 

social inertia; mere categorical differences disguise radical inequalities in social standing.   
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In the situation we see most obviously represented in Carrie’s desires, Baudrillard 

suggests that individuals’ statuses are linked to shows of prestige at the material level under the 

guise of social mobility and democratic egalitarianism.  Ultimately, the material markers of 

status are dictated by a class whose power derives from and operates within spheres separate 

from mere material advancement.  The middle and lower classes are relegated to consumption as 

the ideal form of social aspiration in this way—relegated, that is, “to phantasms of the promised 

land” (62).   

This is the ultimate act of demystification the novel asks of its readers: rather than 

recognizing or, worse, endorsing a morality limited to market principles, the novel expands 

awareness to include those unseen individuals whose power is removed from Carrie’s 

consumption of material goods.  Opposed to Hurstwood and Carrie as well as to Bob Ames are 

individuals whose presence haunts the pages of the novel and the lives of its characters like 

controlling spirits.  These individuals—Fitzgerald and Moy, who own the bar Hurstwood 

manages in Chicago; the owners of the manufacturing house for which Drouet works as a 

traveling salesman; the owners of the theater companies for which Carrie performs—these 

individuals have fates separate from their ability to commodify their self-image.  They are 

removed from a structure that relies on self-commodification, aloof from a structure that 

demands material desire as a condition of existence.  Although they appear only at the novel’s 

periphery, they are ultimately the very center of the its movements. 

Fitzgerald and Moy—the primary example of the type I am describing—are never 

embodied in the narrative.  They exist only through reference, only by name.  Their names are 

only mentioned nineteen times in the novel, including several instances of multiple references in 

single scenes, and yet each reference has a particular significance for the novel’s development, 
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and especially for Hurstwood’s fall.  Hurstwood first appears in the novel through his affiliation 

with the pair—a reference the narrator makes to Drouet’s class aspirations, as represented in his 

“preference for Fitzgerald and Moy’s Adams Street place” (42).  Drouet “only craved the best, as 

his mind conceived it” (41), and Fitzgerald and Moy’s held a prominent place in men’s fantasies, 

“particularly among those who had not yet reached, but hoped to do so, the dazzling height 

which money to dine [t]here lavishly represented” (42).  Hurstwood has status for Drouet only by 

his affiliation with the place; he is, indeed, introduced to Drouet as the manager of Fitzgerald and 

Moy’s rather than by any other identifying characteristics.  The place is “really a gorgeous 

saloon… ornamented with a blaze of incandescent lights, held in handsome chandeliers” (42), 

and carries status as such.   

The names Fitzgerald and Moy are marked early on as signifiers of status by the times 

that Drouet decides to visit their saloon.  The place is mentioned at first only after very specific 

accomplishments by Drouet: after he makes contact with Carrie for the first time (41); after he 

convinces her to accept “two soft, green, handsome ten-dollar bills” (61); and finally after he 

consummates the relationship with her (81), which the narrator describes with euphemisms in 

Carrie’s sister’s dreams.  Subsequent references are all tied to Hurstwood’s character, connoting 

his growing physical, social, and economic distance from the location and the individuals whose 

presence the saloon’s name implies.   

Significantly, Fitzgerald’s and Moy’s names only appear a handful of times as references 

to the men themselves, and never to them as an embodied men.  More often, their names are 

referenced as the title of the bar, which foregrounds ownership rather than presence.  This 

relationship is further intensified as Hurstwood searches for work in New York.  Seeking to 

“purchase an interest in some flourishing downtown bar” (284) in New York, Hurstwood 
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evaluates them according to the ideal of his old saloon: “The most profitable and flourishing 

places he found to be those which conducted anything but a legitimate business, such as that 

controlled by Fitzgerald and Moy.  Elegant back rooms and private drinking booths on the 

second floor were usually adjuncts of very profitable places” (284).  As he scoffs at the contrast 

between his ideal and the places he sees in New York, he finally buys a “third interest in stock, 

fixtures, and good will” at a place on Warren Street.  “There was no property involved,” 

however, “because the owner of the saloon merely rented from an estate” (285).  Hurstwood and 

his co-owner find out from a newspaper, soon thereafter, that the building has been sold: “Mr. 

August Viele had yesterday registered the transfer of the lot, 25 by 75 feet, at the corner of 

Warren and Hudson streets, to J.F. Slawson for the sum of $57,000” (321).  In a tragic 

reenactment of the situation Jurca observes in Hurstwood’s Chicago house, he is not given a say 

in the fate of the building despite his partial ownership of the business housed there.  The new 

owner decides to raze the structure to join it with a neighboring lot for “a modern office 

building” (322).  This will be Hurstwood’s last paying position, and the beginning of his rapid 

descent into homelessness and death.   

Hurstwood’s death takes on new significance in this reading, which runs contrary to more 

popular readings of his character.  Remembering his alienation in the Marxist sense, his death 

can be recast as breaking free of the system of symbolic exchange that has trapped him.  Seen in 

this way, Hurstwood does not only descend into a space defined by the radical otherness of 

blackness; he dramatizes the psychic energies of an individual who has (miraculously) become 

aware of his position in the system.  The signifiers of blackness return as markers of his passage 

out of a system of representability.  Given the desperate drive to turn one’s self into a saleable 

commodity which, by definition, requires it to be useful to others but of no use to one’s own 
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person, Hurstwood’s final line functions as a double entendre: “‘What’s the use?’ he said, 

weakly, as he stretched himself to rest” (484).  What is the point of continuing to struggle in the 

way he has been struggling, in other words?  But also: wherein lies the locus of value?  With this 

question in mind, his death need not be seen as “containment,” but can be celebrated as a final 

escape.  Here, the death of the man is the death of the interpellated subject, an opening for new 

subjectivities to emerge.   

To conclude, the novel opposes Hurstwood and Carrie as two modes of reconciling self 

with self-image, relegating each to forms of material aspiration.  In opposing Carrie and 

Hurstwood to Bob Ames, the novel suggests the contrast between materialism and immaterial 

cultural values, initially offering Ames’s perspective as an escape from materialism only to 

reveal him ultimately as an integral part of the system of aspiration we see in Hurstwood’s and 

Carrie’s stories.  Finally, the novel refuses to reconcile either of these oppositions, concluding 

with ambiguity and contradiction.  The position it creates for the reader, in turn, is one which 

recognizes a system of power relations whose center lies at the margins of the novel.  In this 

way, the novel functions as more than merely an illustration: it is activity.   

Recalling Michaels’s assertion in The Gold Standard, the important question here is not 

whether Dreiser, or his novel, are critical of or endorse the principles of capitalism.  Following 

Michaels’s intention to “map out the reality in which a certain literature finds its place” (27), but 

remembering Fleissner’s assertion that determinism and fatalism are not the only possibilities for 

understanding the novels of naturalism, I have argued that Sister Carrie elicits a specific 

analytical mode from its readers, one that might help to develop a different sort of consciousness.  

I have suggested that the stability or “structural identity” I observe here is indeed at the center of 

what many scholars have called Dreiser’s (and naturalism’s) deterministic plots.  What I have 
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also suggested is that this is not the whole story: while Carrie, Hurstwood, and even Ames dwell 

in oppressively determined roles, the book opens space for readers’ critical reflections—to break 

through to an as yet undescribed form of self-determination as the dialectical relation of will and 

material. 
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2. Finding Work in Charlie Chaplin’s Modern Times 

 

“The word ‘art’ never entered my head or my vocabulary.  The theatre meant a livelihood 

and nothing more” (Chaplin, My Autobiography 94).   

 

“Why do we work so long and so hard?  The mystery here is not that we are required to 

work or that we are expected to devote so much time and energy to its pursuit, but rather 

that there is not more active resistance to this state of affairs…  The problem with work is 

not just that it monopolizes so much time and energy, but that it also dominates the social 

and political imaginaries” (Weeks, The Problem with Work 1, 36).   

 

“The most visible sign of our agency-cum-dependency is the body, which is the source of 

our activity yet which is also mortal, fragile, and fearfully susceptible to pain.  If the body 

is the medium of agency, it is also a cause of affliction.  It is what renders us vulnerable 

as well as productive.  It is because we are lumps of flesh of a certain kind that we are 

capable of being historical agents; but to be a body also means to be exposed and 

unprotected, subject to numerous uncontrollable influences, incapable of complete self-

mastery…  We cannot decide not to breathe or bleed, since like the unconscious (and 

somatic processes are themselves unconscious), the body imposes its own rigorously 

anonymous logic upon our lives” (Eagleton, Materialism 21-22). 

 

One of the curious and distinguishing features of Charlie Chaplin’s “Tramp” character in 

Modern Times (1936) is that he is actually well-fed.  While Chaplin’s previous feature-length 
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films depict this character in various states of deprivation—eating boiled shoe with a side of 

shoelaces instead of meat and spaghetti (The Gold Rush, 1925); sleeping on a statue’s lap instead 

of in a bed (City Lights, 1931); cutting a hole in the seat of a wicker chair to use as a toilet over a 

spittoon (The Kid, 1921)—Modern Times’s Factory Worker has a sandwich so large he has 

trouble biting into it, and he caps off a meal large enough for two families with a satisfying cigar.  

The Factory Worker does endure hardships in the film, but those hardships punctuate episodes of 

good fortune: he always has a place to sleep; he finds consistent, meaningful companionship; and 

he has access to a wide array of material goods, from roller skates to beds to multi-layered cake.   

In this way, the Factory Worker sits in contrast not only to other variations of the Tramp 

in Chaplin’s oeuvre, but also to many contemporaneous texts which represent the Great 

Depression as a time of poverty and privation: the starving and exhausted Joad family in John 

Steinbeck’s novel The Grapes of Wrath (1939), for example; Florence Owens Thompson’s 

weather-worn face in Dorothea Lange’s photograph “Migrant Mother” (1936) among other 

portraits commissioned by the Farm Security Administration; or even the march of “forgotten 

men” in Mervyn LeRoy’s and Busby Berkeley’s otherwise lavish film Gold Diggers of 1933 

(1933).  Whether the texts depict poverty as a life-threatening structural problem, a unique 

experience of individuals, or even as the secret strength of the impoverished, nearly all agree on 

lack as a fact of the period.   

The Factory Worker’s situation is unusual, then.  But as an exception to the rule of lack, 

his character also points to one of the defining contradictions of the period: the presence of 

abundance amidst the experience of scarcity, and the presence of scarcity amidst the experience 

of abundance.  Crises such as a 25% national unemployment rate, physical changes in the 

country’s landscape, shifts in population concentrations, and massive cultural swings might be 
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described as the results of a “poverty of abundance,” as one critic puts it.  It is “the paradox that 

Hoover [and subsequently FDR] and the nation faced in the depression: ‘in a land celebrated for 

its abundance, the people were plagued by scarcity.’ The American economy was ‘cluttered and 

stalled by its own unmanageable surplus’” (Noggle 859).   

Many popular theories of the crises go something like this: through widespread advances 

in industrial technology, the practices of Taylor’s scientific management, and the techniques of 

Fordism, the United States arrived at a rate and magnitude of production which should have had 

no trouble providing for its citizens’ needs.  Unfortunately, such intense levels drove the prices 

achievable on the market so far down that producers stopped receiving profit.  As a result, the 

economy slowed to a standstill.  Many contemporaneous theories thus named underconsumption 

as a primary cause of the problem: Americans simply were not buying enough.  When Roosevelt 

won the Presidency from the incumbent Hoover in 1933, he immediately began instituting 

emergency measures against the growing risks of the Depression.  In addition to addressing 

problems on the side of so-called overproduction—e.g. subsidies asking farmers to raze crops, 

allow land to lay fallow, and slaughter pigs nationwide—Roosevelt began to manipulate the 

value of the dollar against the price of gold to generate a moderate amount of inflation.  Under 

the guidance of the economist George Frederick Warren, he sought to create just enough 

inflation to allow consumers to purchase more goods without negatively affecting the profit that 

producers hoped to realize, and to help farmers repay debts without their repayments being worth 

substantially less than the original credit.   

According to Michael Hiltzik, Warren’s critical mistake was to confuse the appearance 

of value with its source.  “Having observed that commodity prices and the price of gold tended to 

rise and fall together,” Hiltzik argues, “Warren concluded that therefore one could move the 
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price of commodities by manipulating the price of gold.”  The logic was “ridiculous” to many of 

Warren’s contemporaries, “akin to observing a horse pulling a plow on a rope and concluding 

that by pushing on the plow, one could move the horse” (135).  The strategy ultimately failed, 

replacing the idea of a managed currency with what John Maynard Keynes called in an open 

letter to Roosevelt “the gold standard on the booze” (2).  But it highlights a desire on which the 

contradiction between abundance and scarcity turns in the period: the desire for alternative 

systems of value.   

As I will argue here, Modern Times positions the artist at the center of this dynamic—a 

figure living in the contradictions of his environment at the same time as he is uniquely suited to 

exploring systems of value, and, most importantly, to proposing alternatives.  His main strategy 

according to the film, I will suggest, is “repurposing.”  This is a foundational strategy of 

slapstick, of course, but here it has louder and further-reaching resonances.  Repurposing 

recognizes the fact that an object (even or especially a manufactured object) overflows the 

intended purpose(s) of its inventor, producer, reproducer, user, etc., in its materiality.  It is a 

concept which points to potentiality or becoming rather than to a static facticity.  In this way, it 

functions as a condition of the possibility of alternative systems of value—a recognition of the 

fact that value and valuation are ideologically motivated acts masquerading as inherent qualities; 

they are modes of assigning significance to material within specific regimes of power.9  As a 

creative process rather than as a productive or regulative one, repurposing is conducive to 

challenging ideological systems founded on productivist tendencies.   

 
9 For the purposes of this chapter, I am defining “valuation” in several related ways that are not necessarily included 
in the Oxford English Dictionary entry for the term.  By this, I mean “the act of creating value”; “the act of assessing 
the value of an existing object”; “the act of assigning value to an object which might or might not previously have 
been considered to hold value”; “the process of distinguishing/sorting objects, actions, etc., according to a… 
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Another way of stating my claim would be to say that the film describes a particular 

relationship between material and immaterial concepts of value—between the economic on the 

one hand and the moral on the other—that might be called “aesthetic value,” defined as a 

meeting point and mediator of the economic and moral which has its own positive content.  

Economic value seems to conform to Marx’s definition of value as the labor “congealed” in an 

object, whether that object is in an explicitly material form like an oil can, or an abstraction like a 

new production process or an idea.  The economic concept thus has a close relationship with the 

economic base.  It includes the materials, processes, and technology of production.   

The moral concept, in contrast, functions more like a behavioral code.  It is the level at 

which material practices are codified into institutions, as in Althusser’s famous thesis that 

“ideology has a material existence” in that it “always exists in an apparatus, and its practice, or 

practices” (112).  Moral value hinges on ideology happening rather than merely existing.  The 

moral subject, borrowing Althusser’s description of the ideological subject, only “acts insofar as 

he is acted by the following system…: ideology existing in a material ideological apparatus, 

prescribing material practices governed by a material ritual, which practices exist in the material 

actions of a subject acting in all consciousness according to his belief” (170).   

Finally, as a meeting point and mediator for the economic and the moral, the aesthetic 

concept of value mixes material and immaterial elements.  It both defines and describes the 

connection between the economic and the moral, thus holding the possibility of intervening at 

the level of sense—“sense” understood as both the “faculties… by which humans and animals 

perceive” and “a faculty or function of the mind analogous to sensation” (dictionary.com).  The 

film plays up the idea that a change in aesthetic valuation essentially means a change in the 

character of the relationship between material and immaterial—between economic and moral.  
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Aesthetic value is, in one way of thinking, the form the economic and moral take—i.e. the way 

that they “show up,” or are represented in the world.  It creates and prescribes forms at the same 

time as it is the medium through which forms are communicated.   

 

The Body at Work 

In this section and in the sections that follow, I propose a close reading of Modern Times 

which suggests a logical progression: the film describes an interpellative process in which the 

individual is subjected to a mechanization of the body; the film then asserts art as a 

transformative practice immanent to the interpellative process.   

 

Close Reading: Opening Credits and Introduction to the Factory Setting 

One of the ways Modern Times suggests that the artist proposes alternative systems of 

value through “repurposing” is by pushing a prevailing system of values to its logical extreme.  

The resulting moments are those when the understanding of a system no longer suffices for its 

continued functioning—moments when it overflows or exceeds itself.   

This is first apparent in the extreme close-up of a clock featured in the film’s opening 

credits.10  Accompanied in the soundtrack by a blast of trumpets and the urgent, galloping 

rhythm of strings, the clock’s face takes up the whole height and width of the frame; its second-

 
10 Like other objects in the film, the clock does not make a single, unambiguous reference.  With its sickle-shaped 
second-hand the sweep of time is as much the monstrous inhumanity of Taylorist management and Fordist 
manufacturing principles as it is, more subtly, the sweep of Soviet industrialization as it moves brutally forward with 
the clock-like force of Stalin’s Five-Year plans for economic development.  The sickle image will be repeated later 
during the Factory Worker’s brief stint as a laborer in a shipyard on the waterfront.  A long shot of the Worker 
includes the sickle-like curve of a boat’s partially completed bow while the Factory Worker uses its symbolic mate, 
a large sledge hammer, to free a wedge which accidentally sends the boat sinking into the ocean.   
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hand sweeps slowly and methodically while the hour and minute hands approach but never quite 

reach the hour.  Like most opening credit sequences, the image functions as a thematic 

establishing shot.  Among other things, it introduces: the concept of “limit” as it approaches but 

never reaches 6 o’clock; the mechanical compartmentalization and measurement of time; and the 

dominating presence that measured time holds in the work environment.  Less obviously, the 

image also registers a relationship between man and machine.  What viewers see here, after all, 

is not merely a clock, but a clock face, with hands.  The image thus puts a sequence into motion 

which takes an industrial-era theme to a limit: in addition to the familiar theme of relegating 

humans to the status of machines, the film makes conceivable the idea of machines taking on 

human attributes.     

Interestingly enough, the idea depends on a language association in this opening image—

the clock’s “face” and “hands” are related to human attributes mostly through their names.  At 

first, then, the association might seem more like a coincidence than a meaningful phenomenon—

perhaps an accident of the emphasis on “time” from the film’s title—but it is not a strange one to 

the period.  Rather, it is an extension of a logic firmly in place in 1930s visual culture, one which 

artificially articulates the body (particularly the worker’s body) and turns it into a flashpoint for 

social, cultural, economic, and political struggle.  The body in the 1930s, as Max Fraser argues, 

was  

a stage on which… cultural transformation played out… Workers’ bodies, and 

particularly their hands, became a site of symbolic contestation in the Depression era, a 

reminder at once of the lingering potency of the language of labor in the political and 

cultural orders of the period, and a visual sign of the new grammar of resistance that was 
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simultaneously taking shape in the very heart of the country’s machine-age modernity.  

(98)  

As examples, Fraser points to a form of documentary film which developed alongside 

narrative film in the period: those “films whose production was paid for by private industry and 

that served primarily commercial purposes.”  According to Fraser, such films played a larger part 

in the period’s visual culture than is typically recognized.  Indeed, they “constituted a booming 

market, one that rivaled its more artistic cousin in Hollywood in terms of output, distribution, 

and viewership” (95).  He takes the film Master Hands as his main case study—a 32-minute 

production made by the Jam Handy Organization for GM, which applauds the physical labor of 

Chevrolet factory workers in Flint, Michigan, with images of hands manipulating equipment and 

materials.   

For Fraser, Master Hands demonstrates the symbolic dynamic which Modern Times 

picks up and revamps: the central role of the body in 1930s labor struggles.  He suggests that 

workers were increasingly defined by the body in the popular imagination; regardless of whether 

the intention was favorable or repressive, representations limited the idea of the worker to the 

body’s physical, mechanical capabilities.  While on the one hand capital denigrated and 

controlled workers by treating them as mere bodies, or, worse, as cogs in a machine, on the other 

hand labor unified them and celebrated them by focusing attention on bodily strength and 

capability—as, in other words, really good cogs in a machine.11  So even at the point in labor 

struggles when “the class-conscious proletarian motor had replaced the alienated human motor,” 

Fraser argues, “the worker’s subjectivity had been reduced to that of the machine” (107).   

 
11 As I show in the historical section of my chapter on Nathanael West’s The Day of the Locust, dividing society into 
neat oppositional categories such as “labor” and “capital” is a frequently used strategy in the propaganda of the 
period.   
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Beginning with the values associated with the contemporaneous visual culture Fraser 

describes, the opening credits of Chaplin’s film join together the technological articulation of 

time and the technological articulation of the human, in a relationship in which the body or even 

parts of the body are taken as representative of the whole person.  Humans are understood 

through the machine-like representations of the body in this system; the definition of humanity is 

itself reduced to the body-as-machine; and the image of the clock face evokes the opposite 

approach as well—not merely understanding the human as a machine, but reimagining the 

machine as a human.  With this in mind, the clock face and hands stand in both for the relatively 

new relationship humans have with time in an era of industrialization and mechanization, and for 

the articulated human body in the public imaginary.   

From the clock in the opening credits, the changing composition of each shot in Modern 

Times is thematically significant.  A flock of sheep moves across the screen from top to bottom, 

followed by a shot of a group of workers pouring out of the subway on their way to work.  The 

film emphasizes the comparison with a dissolve, momentarily superimposing the two images.  

The film follows the visual overlay of sheep and men with several images that skew the 

compositional man-to-machine ratio toward the machine, increasing the screen presence of 

machinery while decreasing that of humans.  While the presence of men shrinks from a mass to a 

group to a single row, and on to a few tiny individuals at the periphery of the screen, machines 

expand their presence from a distant factory to a few gears and lines of piping, to a single, 

monstrously large turbine occupying three-quarters of the screen.  The sequence ends with a shot 

of the factory’s engineer (played by former NFL player and pro wrestler Sammy Stein 

[imdb.com]) standing shirtless and alone in front of a wall of machinery.  The abundance and 

size of levers, dials, and valves make this area look like a control station, but the comparatively 
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small size of the otherwise large engineer raises the question of where the “control” lies.  (Figure 

1)   

 

  
 
 

  
 
 

  
Figure 1.  A flock of sheep followed by the shifting ratio of man to machine in the shot 
composition of the opening sequence.  (copyright Warner Home Video) 

 

The engineer’s first action is to turn on the machine, pressing a torso-sized lever to make 

the electrical connection that will, presumably, give power to the factory.  In contrast to the 
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heavy-handed comparison of men to sheep in the dissolve, the film establishes a more subtle 

relationship between man and machine here.  But while the relationship is more subtle, it is 

almost pornographic in its detail: the shirtless, athletic engineer approaches a phallic lever in its 

“down” or “off” position, wiping his palm with a white handkerchief before carefully gripping 

its shaft.  He pauses contemplatively before pressing it upwards into an erect position.  The lever 

confirms that the machinery is now “turned on” by shooting sparks into the room. 

In this way, Chaplin demonstrates an inclination here which David Denby observes in his 

review of the film: specifically, Chaplin’s propensity for “seizing on the leading characteristic of 

a situation and extending and exaggerating it into satire... emphasiz[ing] the almost obscene 

physical intimacy in the new relationship between man and machine” (20).  This moment makes 

one of the film’s thematic preoccupations more explicit than the dissolve moments earlier: the 

machine seems to be an extension of or even a replacement for the engineer’s body.  The fact 

that the engineer appears shirtless but not pantsless is not simply a conciliatory nod to code-era 

censorship: the lever stands in metaphorically for the phallus otherwise hidden beneath his 

trousers. 

The sense of enmeshment and the associated power relationship that this establishes 

remain ambiguous as the introduction to the factory setting progresses—including other images 

in the opening sequence such as a man thrusting a piston up and down in a way that makes it 

unclear whether the machine is moving him or he moving the machine.  Even while the film 

proposes the machine as a replacement for the engineer’s body, it also shows him exercising 

some modicum of power over it.  The machine must be turned on to function, after all, and that 

power lies in the engineer’s hands.  
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The film introduces a complication when it returns to the figure of the engineer a few 

moments later.  He is not immediately present in front of the controls when the camera returns to 

the shot of the station; instead, the President of the company appears in a medium shot on a 

diegetic screen in the center of the wall, ringing an alarm bell to summon him.  The image of the 

President on the screen does not suggest where he is physically in relation to the factory floor, 

but his image appears larger-than-life on the screen.  As the engineer trots towards the wall, the 

visage of the President seems to give the oversized machine an oversized face.  The face 

completes the other half of the mistaken identity that will play out in the scenes to come: it 

orients the otherwise inhuman features of the machine into something like a human figure.  The 

engineer salutes in a silent nod to military discipline, and the President says, “section five,” 

through hidden speakers.  “Speed her up.  Four one.”  

With the President’s image, the machine seems to become an extension of his power.  His 

face appears on the screen, after all; his voice emerges from unseen speakers in synchronized 

sound to make it seem as if his lips themselves are forming the words.  Though his physical body 

remains aloof in offices which are not given any topographical relationship to the factory floor, 

the mechanical body is the body which speaks.  It is the body which exists in the physical space 

with the workers; it has the booming voice of a controlling and sometimes vindictive authority, 

untouchable by its subjects.   

It is notable that the President’s voice is the first audible speech in a film which otherwise 

pretends to be “silent.”  But even here the film remains ambiguous, refusing a clear channel of 

control between human and machine.  Yes, the President’s visage appears and his voice is heard, 

but he appears only by virtue of a mechanical interface.  In other moments in the factory 
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sequence when he appears “in the flesh,” so to speak, he is as silent as the other characters in the 

film.  The film even uses intertitle cards for his words—a sort of non-diegetic interface.   

So the President appears by virtue of a mechanical interface, but the image of his face 

also personifies the machine, adding a human “face” to the body of the machine.  Because the 

sound of the speech in this moment is synchronized with the President’s lips and conveyed to the 

engineer through unseen speakers, the machine itself might be said to speak.  Indeed, as the 

engineer slowly adjusts a lever on a wall in response to the President’s command, the “hand” of a 

meter rotates and quivers not unlike the massive clock in the opening credits, and a mechanical 

hum increases in pitch.  The machine, that is, both provides and to responds to stimuli.   

In this way, the machine as such is not merely an extension of nor a replacement for the 

engineer’s body, nor is it merely an extension of nor a replacement for the President’s—a phallic 

substitute neither for the engineer’s physical power nor for the President’s administrative power.  

Instead, both dynamics coalesce into the mediation of the machine.  The machine is a powerful 

interface over which neither of them have any meaningful control.  

 

The Body at Work: “Ideology Has a Material Existence”  

This section discusses the concept of “work” in the popular imaginary of early- to mid-

twentieth-century American culture, exploring the contemporaneous terms within which Modern 

Times makes meaning, and to which it responds.    

The question of “the body at work” is, among other things, a question of who, or what 

system, dictates the terms of living in a society: the terms of sociality, the terms of the material 

conditions of existence, the terms of relating to material, etc.  As Kathi Weeks suggests in The 

Problem with Work, “the work site is where we often experience the most immediate, 
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unambiguous, and tangible relations of power that most of us will encounter on a daily basis” 

(2).  It is the principle site, I would add, of valuation at both a material and an immaterial level—

a space within which value is created, added, and transferred, all according to particular 

behavioral codes.  The film’s introduction to the factory setting certainly demonstrates this, and 

it begins to emphasize even some of the subtler expressions of the power dynamics and 

associated evaluative principles which are caught up in the work environment.   

One of the principal forms that the relationship between processes of valuation and 

structures of social power took in this period can be found in the changing definition of “need.”  

In much of the treatment of unemployment and poverty during this period, “need” describes how 

and where the body is situated within a complex and dynamic social, economic, and ideological 

system.  As the rate of unemployment climbed during the Depression to a peak of 25%, it was no 

longer possible to treat it at the national level as a mental, psychological, 

characterological/moral, or physical defect on the part of unemployed individuals.  A shift in 

approach was deemed necessary.   

William McDonald sketches much of this history in his federally sanctioned book 

Federal Relief Administration and the Arts: The Origins and Administrative History of the Arts 

Projects of the Works Progress Administration (1969).  According to McDonald, the 1930s saw 

a progression in the concept of “relief” from earlier, “unscientific and indiscriminate methods” 

which were characterized by “categorical relief”—an approach which addressed the needs of the 

“unemployable,” such as “the aged, the blind, and dependent children.”  In its place, relief 

organizations developed more “scientific” methods which redefined “need” from a physical and 

economic problem to a social problem.  (2)   
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Describing need as a social problem might seem to contradict any attempt to reduce the 

stigma attached to it, of course—stigma might be reinforced by thinking of unemployment as an 

expression of moral degeneracy, for example, or as evidence of social deviance—but by the 

1930s the shift had inspired “the consideration of standards of living in addition to cost of 

living—and especially the consideration of standards of living between classes in the same 

community.”  In McDonald’s estimation, the shift “was novel and, as a device for encouraging 

white-collar projects… a happy inspiration” (48).  It sought to remove white-collar workers from 

relief rolls by directing federal funds to individuals of the clerical and professional classes, while 

also providing an avenue for competent supervision of state and local relief projects.  The 

redirection of funds towards this type of work was made  

with the justification that the higher living standards of this class vindicated the granting 

to them of higher weekly wages.  Thus the preferential attitude of the FERA [Federal 

Employment Relief Administration] toward this class manifested itself not only in 

encouraging their employment but also in recommending for them higher relief wages.  

In this connection it is significant that the wage structure of the WPA [Works Progress 

Administration] was based not only on differences in cost of living but also on 

differences in standard of living. (48)  

With the shift in definition of “need” to include “standard of living” came a shift in the 

stigma attached to it (albeit, admittedly, a subtle one).  Need could no longer be so easily 

dismissible as evidence of individual ineptitude, laziness, the result of so-called degenerative 

characteristics, or any other number of terms with which the government explained away 

unemployment and poverty.  Instead, “need” was understood as the result of a widespread 

economic phenomenon which simply, sometimes, “happens.”  As such, McDonald argues, a new 
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mechanism for treating the problem was required, one which targeted individual needs but which 

was actionable at a collective level.   

Modern forms of relief brought a greater “scientific” attention both to the variety of needs 

and to the potential causes of need: physical, psychological, emotional, social/behavioral, 

economic, etc.  Previous approaches to relief such as direct relief addressed various forms of 

deprivation as physical need.  Material goods might be offered directly to those who lacked 

them, for example, producing the iconic “breadlines” of the 19th and early 20th centuries.  In 

contrast, McDonald observes, modern approaches sought the expertise of the social case worker 

to find creative solutions at various levels of need.  The resulting policy decisions were not 

immune to the ongoing tensions between the politician and the expert—one of the themes 

McDonald highlights in his book—but they did move away from manual labor as a primary and 

broad-spectrum solution to the problem at the level of “work relief.”  They began to include 

white-collar work such as administrative and clerical labor, which would later translate into 

cultural/artistic work as well.   

Taken at face value, so to speak, these shifts sound like positive ones on multiple levels: 

employment victories for the labor struggle, a lift in the average quality of life, maintenance and 

even growth of the arts, etc.  But they were not universally well-received.  The more radical Left 

in particular had an acerbic response.  The editorial introduction to the January 2, 1934 issue of 

New Masses, for example, accuses the National Recovery Administration of being nothing less 

than an “insidious form of Fascism.”  Interpreting the Depression as a crisis of the very 

foundations of capitalism, they reproach Roosevelt for an “assumption of powers never attained 

by former Presidents in time of peace” (3).  The editors denounce recovery efforts as a form of 

bribery: “to prop his tottering Recovery Program,” they suggest,  
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President Roosevelt has turned his eye to the starving artists.  Ignoring their sensibilities, 

he has instructed 2,500 artists to turn in murals, easel paintings, statues, friezes, memorial 

tablets, designs for linoleum, and drinking fountains by the end of six or, the latest, eight 

weeks at $34 a week.  The country has been divided into art districts headed by specially 

appointed administrators, mostly museum directors, who are to distribute commissions 

and choose the best works for museums and public buildings.  So far, the directors, 

including Mrs. Juliana Force of New York, have oriented themselves on well-known 

names.  Less famous artists have been left to starve.  Altogether, this CWA [Civil Works 

Administration] plan exposes the perennial bourgeois piffle about “pure art,” “self-

expression,” “art for art’s sake,” etc.  The Maecenases, in order to prevent the artist from 

showing up the hideousness of their system, have always managed to mesmerize him into 

believing he was too fine and spiritual—all soul and no stomach!—to meddle with the 

sordid things of life.  While their system worked, they were able to bribe some artists and 

bamboozle others into acquiescence.  Now that it is clear to everyone, even artists, that 

capitalism is decaying and that NRA [National Recovery Administration] is a flop, our 

affable dictator is attempting to bribe the moulders [sic] of public opinion and 

channelizers of mass emotion with pitifully small handouts from the Federal Treasury.  

(4)   

While the observation that “it is clear to everyone” could rightly be read as more aspirational 

than representative, the paragraph nonetheless shows much of the vitriol which characterized the 

“demystifying” efforts of the Depression-era radical Left: the Depression is capitalism in crisis, 

the editors claim; the New Deal is a governmental (and class-based) response to the crisis and an 

attempt both to preserve and even to fortify the current structures of power; and Roosevelt’s arts 
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program is an attempt to bribe artists not to take up the revolutionary cause.  Funding for arts 

projects is an attempt to render the “moulders of public opinion and channelizers of mass 

emotion” impotent in their capacity to challenge the ideological foundations of the existing 

social and economic hierarchy. 

Though the common sense notion might be that individuals need work to survive, the 

perspective represented in this New Masses editorial suggests that work is an institution which is 

merely legitimized through the appeal to needs.  Needs are an activating ideological fiction—the 

irreducible and therefore unimpeachable foundation of a certain power structure, which, taken 

together, Kathi Weeks names “the work society.”  “It is not the police or the threat of violence 

that force us to work” in this society, she suggests, 

but rather a social system that ensures that working is the only way that most of us can 

meet our basic needs.  In this way… the specific mechanism by which goods and services 

are distributed in a capitalist society appears to be grounded not in social convention and 

political power but in human need. (Weeks 7)   

From this perspective, the New Deal—and its arts projects more specifically—deploys 

the concept of “needs” as a strategy in support of the prevailing socio-economic system.  

Individuals might just as easily, collectively, decide not to work.  But when the question is of 

survival, they continue.  The willingness to return to work is a necessary part of the maintenance 

of the work arrangement.  The work process needs a continuing supply of labor power for its 

own survival, after all, and this includes not only a supply of bodies capable of labor, but also 

bodies willing to labor.  Needs, then—the concept of an irreducible minimum necessary for an 

organism to survive—functions as a motivation for individuals to continue investing in the 

current arrangement.   
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The inclusion of “standards of living” in the definition of “need” in the terms of the New 

Deal highlights the idea that needs exist in an institutional setting.  As Baudrillard remarks in 

“The Ideological Genesis of Needs,” with his characteristic polemicism, “the ‘vital 

anthropological minimum’ doesn’t exist” (80).  Primary needs are a myth, he asserts; they “are 

better defined as a function induced (in the individual) by the internal logic of the system: more 

precisely, not as a consummative force liberated by the affluent society, but as a productive 

force required by the functioning of the system itself, by its process of reproduction and survival.  

In other words, there are only needs because the system needs them” (82).  More often, “needs 

are curbed as much as possible.  But when it proves necessary, they are instigated as a means of 

repression” (84).   

 From this perspective, considering standards of living as a part of the concept of “need” 

in providing relief is not the generous gesture it appears to be at first glance.  Needs are deployed 

as a repressive strategy at moments when current power dynamics seem threatened or precarious.  

The reaction represented in New Masses characterizes the New Deal’s arts projects as attempts to 

undercut artists’ power—their ability to challenge power systems—under the guise of supporting 

the arts and providing for artist’s needs.    

 One of the effects of the deployment of needs as a repressive strategy is to render “work” 

and, by extension, the body at work, a natural and obvious institution.  We need the specific 

institution of work and the associated social and economic structures because our survival 

depends on them.  We work because we have to—because it is our only option for individual 

survival.  The body is thus placed into and functions within a specific relationship to its material 

environment in the maintenance of a system which is not in and of itself material, but which is 



LaGuardia 75 
 

legitimized in the appeal to material necessity.  The system points to itself for its own 

legitimation; it points to one of its effects as a legitimizing foundation. 

This is, in the terms I’m using in this chapter, a system of valuation which has both 

material/economic and moral implications.  After all, a particular arrangement of the body in 

relation to other bodies is itself a moral system.   

   

Feeding, Eating, and Decorum: “Take ’Em to the Limit!” 

In this section, I propose a close reading of what I will call the film’s first of two “feeding 

scenes.”  The scene places differing needs into conflict with each other in a way that highlights 

their ideological status.  In the process, the scene points to the body’s capacity to overflow 

constraints limiting it to its productive role, opening up the possibility of “repurposing,” and 

along with it the possibility of an alternative system of valuation.   

Chaplin insists on the creative capacities of man even in an environment which would 

relegate him to little more than a productive machine—a “human motor” to use Fraser’s phrase.    

 

Close Reading: First “Feeding” Scene 

The feature piece of what we might call the film’s first act—the introduction to the 

factory setting and the first of several destabilizing scenarios in which the Factory Worker is 

employed and then fired, often resulting in his imprisonment—involves a group of salesmen 

convincing the factory President to try a “feeding machine” on one of his workers during the 

lunch break.  The “Bellows Feeding Machine” is essentially a monstrous mechanical platter, a 

force-feeding butler, designed to enable workers to continue working through the breaks they 
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would normally take to eat: “don’t stop for lunch!” announces a voice from a phonograph during 

Bellows’s sales pitch; “stay ahead of your competitor!”   

The Bellows Feeding Machine is comprised of a large, flat, circular surface on which a 

variety of food items rotate.  The machine picks up the film’s visual thematic of gear-like circles 

and levers, adding a vast enclosure for the gears which give the main “body” of the machine a 

timpani- or cauldron-like appearance, with a heavy, wheeled base for easy transportation and 

use.  As a group including the President and several sales representatives walks the machine out 

onto the factory floor, the workers’ initial reaction is one of curiosity.  Much like Carrie’s first 

glimpses of the city in Sister Carrie, or Jurgis Rudkis’s first sight of meatpacking facilities in 

The Jungle, the Factory Worker is fascinated by the spectacle of the machine.  He stares open-

mouthed and wide-eyed as it is wheeled into view.   

 The film establishes a clear distinction in status between the President and his workers in 

the mise-en-scéne of this scene: while the President’s suit-clad body stands visible in its entirety 

on the right of the screen in a long shot, dominating the image, the workers are seated to the left, 

their bodies cut through visually by the conveyor belt of the factory line.  They sit in sweat- and 

grease-stained undershirts in a row that recedes towards the shot’s vanishing point, mirroring 

their positions moments before on the line itself.  In contrast with the head-to-toe visibility of the 

President’s body, the line of the conveyor belt refuses the workers even the semblance of bodily 

(and by extension, ontological) “wholeness.”  

 The President mouths the phrase “have you had lunch?” to the Factory Worker and the 

Worker shakes his head to indicate that he has not.  Choosing him for the demonstration, then, a 

salesman locks him into the feeding machine by securing his head and body with padded 

fixtures, explaining with pantomime that the machine will “feed” him by lifting, pushing, and/or 
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pouring food items into his mouth with various mechanical arms.  As the demo begins, the 

machine works smoothly, presenting the Factory Worker with sips of soup, pre-cut pieces of 

steak, corn on the cob, and a baked potato.  The Worker grimaces a bit at the taste of the soup, 

but his reaction shifts back to his initial surprise and awe as an “hygienic sponge” gently blots 

his mouth.  He stares with fascination as it floats away on its mechanical arm.   

 

 
Figure 2.  The Factory Worker is assaulted by the Bellows Feeding Machine, seen here as it 
replaces his body with its own mechanical arms and platform body.  (Copyright Warner Home 
Video) 
 

As I mentioned in the introduction to this chapter, the fact that the Tramp character is 

well-fed in Modern Times is a rarity in Chaplin’s oeuvre.  The fact that he eats as a part of the 
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film’s plot, however, is not.  Quite to the contrary—eating, feeding, and food thread their way 

through many of Chaplin’s films.  The presence of food and characters’ searching for food are 

recurring thematic elements which hold a central position in the films’ social commentary, with a 

particular focus on class critique.  As Devin Orgeron puts it, “eating is repeatedly associated with 

issues of social standing in the films of… Charlie Chaplin… The process of eating and the gags 

that surround the process stand in place of vocal critiques concerning class… Chaplin… 

explore[s] the gastronomic process in a way that unveils the unspoken assumptions concerning 

social position that lay behind the exclusively visual consumption of [his] cinema’s subject” (84-

85).   

The fact that the Factory Worker is well fed in Modern Times adds a wrinkle to 

Orgeron’s observation that “Chaplin’s Tramp frequently goes hungry, and below the surface of 

the comedy lies a sharp critique of the power structure that has given rise to this state of affairs” 

(85).  Here, the emphasis is placed not on the power structures which contribute to and maintain 

hunger (and poverty, more generally), but on the way that the practice of eating itself (and the 

experience of abundance, more generally) is incorporated into a larger power structure.  Eating 

is, after all, both necessary for work and made possible through work, but it is also an action that 

lies outside of work in the productive sense.  On the surface, it is a practice of consumption.  The 

feeding machine is an attempt to incorporate this practice into the work process, and as such it 

points to the centrality of eating as a concern for the work environment.   

The Factory Worker’s fascination with the Feeding Machine as it is wheeled into the 

workspace is an understandable reaction on multiple levels, then—the machine is a novelty in its 

own right, but it also has a consumer function, which elicits a consumer response.  What follows 

is a more-or-less classic slapstick sequence in which a character is placed in an untenable 



LaGuardia 79 
 

predicament only to suffer abuse in unexpected ways.  As the machine malfunctions and begins 

to throw sparks into the air, the Factory Worker is bludgeoned by the hygienic sponge; he has 

soup thrown in his face; his lips and teeth are ground by the corncob rotating at industrial speeds 

like a drum sander; he has machine nuts pressed into his mouth instead of bits of steak; and he 

has a whipped-cream- and cherry-topped pie smeared from his forehead to his chin.  (Figure 2) 

The sequence plays with what Orgeron calls “the humor of filling one’s mouth when the 

technological possibility of speaking did not exist” (87).  Of course, Orgeron refers to pre-sound 

films in this comment; the technological possibility of speaking does exist in Modern Times.  But 

here as elsewhere in the film, characters are not given the opportunity to speak outside of 

technological mediation.  Their speech is always conveyed rather than made.  For example, as 

mentioned above, the Feeding Machine salesman pantomimes his sales pitch to the President 

while a phonograph conveys the spoken words.  The fact that a phonographic recording is given 

the responsibility of the sales pitch rather than the salesman himself emphasizes the idea that 

humans are not allowed to have a voice on their own.  When the President demands more speed 

on the line, for a further example, or when he tells the Factory Worker to “get back to work” 

from the bathroom, he does so through the technological mediation of screens mounted in the 

walls.  Even the spoken words of a radio announcer’s voice midway through the film are heard 

by virtue of a radio in the jail warden’s office—that is, even this most explicitly disembodied 

voice is fixed to a visual representation of a machine.  In this way, Chaplin foregrounds the 

apparatus necessary for the illusion of speech in film; he emphasizes the illusion involved in 

conveying speech rather than minimizing it.  As such, “food and its consumption” in this scene, 

quoting Orgeron again, “become alternative visual languages.”  Far from a representation of 
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mere sustenance, “food is used to effectively and economically make the primarily class-based 

myths exposed by Chaplin… digestible to [his] audience” (87).   

But here again, Modern Times adds a meaningful nuance to what Orgeron observes in 

Chaplin’s (and Keaton’s) pre-sound film: what “fills one’s mouth” and the “technological 

possibility of speaking” collide in the abuse of the Factory Worker as he is force-fed “nuts”—the 

mechanical fasteners used with bolts.  The Feeding Machine continues to malfunction during the 

demonstration, and an engineer makes adjustments by removing several nuts from the 

mechanism at the base and placing them absent-mindedly on the plate at the top of the machine, 

alongside the pre-cut morsels of steak.  When they restart the demonstration, the table rotates to 

place the steak plate in front of the Factory Worker, and the machine presses the nuts into his 

mouth.  This moment participates in the logic that has been developing in the film so far, and 

which will develop further as this opening factory sequence continues.  The Factory Worker’s 

incorporation into a mechanical apparatus is now extended into the material he is given for 

sustenance.   

The use of mechanical nuts at this moment is particularly significant: “nuts” are a 

nutritious food, of course, but of course mechanical nuts are inedible.  Chaplin uses a Marx 

Brothers-like humor here, creating a visual gimmick out of a verbal pun—a substitution based on 

a verbal identity.  The film uses this strategy to create a sequence which takes the practice of 

mechanizing the human to its logical extremes.  Offering a human being mechanical sustenance 

makes sense when he is considered a mechanical part of the production process.  He is placed on 

the factory line and asked to perform the repetitive, mechanical activity of tightening nuts onto 

bolts on a metal plate; he is then locked into a machine which seeks to replace the functioning of 
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his body with its own mechanical functioning; and finally he is “fed” a version of the same nuts 

he has been working to tighten.   

This progression of reassigning meaning to objects or actions which have a verbal 

similarity is extended to the end of the film’s “first act,” when the Factory Worker reaches a 

breaking point and “goes nuts.”  The President has declared the Feeding Machine “not practical” 

in light of its repeated malfunctions, and the workday has resumed.  The President continues to 

increase the speed of the assembly line, ordering the lead engineer to “take ‘em to the limit!” on 

the Factory Worker’s conveyor belt.  Read with an eye to the blurred boundary between man and 

machine, however, his directive is to push the limits of a specific definition of humanity as much 

as it is about the line speed.  The President most obviously refers to the maximum pace for the 

conveyor belt, but he (inadvertently) discovers the limit of the Factory Worker’s ability to exist 

as a machine-like unit.  “The limit” is thus both a production limit—a maximum output 

potential—and a bodily limit: the point at which the body exceeds the purpose imposed on it and 

begins to express/pursue other purposes. 

The Factory Worker struggles with the latest speed, lunging after the plates with nuts that 

whizz past him; eventually he dives head first into a mouth-like opening at the end of the 

conveyor belt which carries him into the gears of the factory’s inner mechanism.  “He’s crazy!” 

one of his co-workers shouts in the intertitle cards.  The non-diegetic music changes from its 

frantic pace to a quiet, whimsical, playful ditty with a flute twittering in the upper registers, and 

the film cuts to the now iconic shot of the Factory Worker as he is pulled through the gears.  In a 

panicked attempt to save his life, his co-workers reverse the belt, and he is “regurgitated” from 

the mouth of the machine.  He emerges a changed man, dancing around the factory floor and 

playing spontaneous games with his co-workers.   
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Working on nuts; force-fed nuts; “going nuts.”  Returning to Orgeron’s observation that 

“food and its consumption become alternative visual languages” (87), one way to explain the 

situation is to look at Chaplin’s relationship with sound cinema as a relatively new system of 

signification.  As Donna Kornhaber suggests, Modern Times is about “the struggle of how to 

present [sound] and specifically the destruction it can wreak, the way that it invades and controls 

and forecloses” (210).  Like his later film The Great Dictator (1940), Modern Times is at least in 

part about “the dangers of a monovocal world” (210), represented by the hegemonic influence 

that spoken dialogue exercises over a scene:  

Speech, as Chaplin sees it, stands in opposition to multiplicity and simultaneity, to the 

multifaceted and multivalent.  If the sight of unbroken space can hold within it many 

individual realities presented at once, speech demands that those realities be presented, at 

best, one at a time, succession replacing simultaneity as the fundamental ordering 

principle.  More typically, though, it demands not even succession but singularism: one 

story, one voice.”  (210)   

The situation could also be explained through the concept of repurposing.  After all, in 

creating an “alternative visual language,” this sequence does not abandon spoken language.  Nor 

yet does it cede ground to spoken language—it neither leaves the verbal register behind nor does 

it abandon its own meaningful, referential character.  Instead, the visual and verbal interact with 

each other to shift meaning.  When the Factory Worker embodies the term he has been forced to 

swallow, the term shifts meaning: nuts to nuts to nuts.   

What begins as an interpellative process, producing a worker subjectivity based on 

mechanization, ends with a “remainder” which has been excluded from the process: the Factory 

Worker has been considered a machine, but here at the moment of embodying the term which 
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has been forced upon him, he asserts the human qualities which have been excluded from the 

attempt at mechanization: play, gracefulness, spontaneity, etc.  Each meaning of the word “nuts” 

plugs the Worker into a different register, and with each comes a shift in subjectivity.  The 

progression of the sequence is thus a language progression, but not merely a language 

progression.  Rather than losing its connection to spoken language, the traces of the verbal in 

Modern Times’s “alternative visual language” act as a through-line, marking a transformational 

process.   

Said in other words, the term “nuts” functions as a hold-over from the subjectivity 

associated with a previous ideological system; the changing meaning of the term points to the 

shift in ideological system as the interpellative process changes.  What the individual is “fed” 

influences or determines what he will become, but this is not the end of the story.  In this case, 

the shift from nuts to mechanical nuts results in going nuts, and “going nuts” brings the 

progression to an embodied conclusion. The Factory Worker becomes what he is force-fed, but 

with a difference.   

When the Factory Worker “goes nuts,” he carries through the logic to which he has been 

subjected.  When he emerges from the internal workings of the factory to spray oil playfully into 

the faces of his coworkers on the line—or into the face of the police officer who finally 

apprehends him, or into the face of the hospital worker who takes him away at the end of the 

sequence—he treats them as if they were the mechanical parts that the factory system considers 

them to be.  Far from disruptive or damaging, his playful game is an act of compassion according 

to this logic: he offers them sustenance appropriate to their needs.  But, according to another 

logic, it is also an act of abuse.   
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The process of incorporating the Factory Worker into the mechanics of the machine may 

seem like a new, inhuman, and inhumane phenomenon which drives him mad, but it has a 

concrete history even within the confines of the film’s story-world itself.  The visual replacement 

of the Factory Worker’s body by the feeding machine, and his subsequent swallowing into the 

factory gears in this scene, are enactments of the ideological processes already at play in the film.  

The feeding machine replaces the Factory Worker’s body visually as it takes control away from 

him.  He is no longer in charge of his own motions.  Though the machine buzzes and smacks and 

whirs, the Factory Worker protests and screams silently.  As with the President’s face on the wall 

of the control station, the mechanical apparatus has a voice, but Chaplin’s character does not.   

The incorporation of the Factory Worker’s body into the body of the machine is merely 

an extension of a logic which has been in place since the film’s earliest moments.  Prior to this, 

we have seen the Factory Worker struggle twice to quit the repetitive movements his job 

requires, and twice demonstrate his difficulty in maintaining control over himself: the relentless 

and speedy turning of bolts on metal plates as they make their way down the conveyor belt line 

lingers in his body in the form of a twitch.  His coworkers further down the assembly line 

hammer the bolts tight, one responsible for the right bolt and the other for the left.  The Worker 

experiences a recurring twitch each time he pauses from his work, first on his way to a bathroom 

break and then at the start of the lunch break during which the feeding machine sequence takes 

place.  The twitch itself creates some comic opportunities—first a seizure-like spasm to repress 

the twitch, and second a lunch-time snafu in which the Factory Worker tries to hand his co-

worker a bowl of soup but spills the contents of the bowl through his irrepressible twitches.  The 

bowl of soup spilled by the feeding machine is thus not even the first bowl viewers have seen 



LaGuardia 85 
 

spilled in the film.  Together, they highlight the attempt to incorporate Chaplin’s character into a 

mechanical apparatus.   

One of the central aspects of the humor in this scene is what Dan Kamin calls Chaplin’s 

“extraordinary articulation of his body”—a quality which can be traced throughout his films:  

His movement is hypnotic to watch both because it flows so well and because it is so 

selective.  Quite often, only one part of Chaplin’s body moves at a time.  When he shakes 

his head, for example, recovering from a blow or a fall, his head is the only thing that 

moves, and it moves like a washing machine agitator, rapidly rotating left and right, 

rather than wobbling around.  Far from making him look stiff, such machinelike precision 

is highly amusing, directing the eye of the viewer.  (qtd. in Kornhaber 133) 

Certainly Chaplin’s mostly stationary head creates a comic contrast with the chewing movement 

of his mouth and jaw as the Factory Worker keeps up with the feeding machine’s initially modest 

pace.  And surely there is humor to be found in the gradual but steady spread of his reactions to 

the machine’s abuse from his face to the rest of his body—by the end of the sequence his own 

arm flails up over the side of the machine in a desperate attempt to free himself.   

But the articulation of his body is also thematically significant in Modern Times: the logic 

that leads to the machine replacing the Factory Worker’s body is already in place in the film in 

the form of the body’s own articulation.  Each of its physical attributes, large and small, from leg 

to head to nose, seems detached from the others as he moves—the articulated components of a 

whole body.  This is a part of the interpellative process exercised in the scene; as Terry Eagleton 

points out in another context, “the human subject is always to some degree a stranger to itself, 

constituted by powers it is incapable of fully appropriating” (20).  This is, for Eagleton, a part of 

the “materialist case”: the idea that though an individual subject is in a very real sense an 
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individual, each comes to the fact of their individuality through a history which precedes them, 

into which they are born, and in which they function.  Indeed, “given its impersonality, the body 

can feel strangely extraneous to the self.” 

In place of a purely fatalistic or an exclusively optimistic view, however, Chaplin’s film 

acknowledges the ambivalence represented in this foundation.  The film seems to assert 

possibility as an immanent if not a constitutive principle.  As Eagleton describes, “we are at odds 

with ourselves not because body and soul are mutually at odds, but because of the temporal, 

creative, open-ended animals that we are” (23).  This state is, yes, full of possibility in the 

positive, liberatory sense, but it is also precarious.  The very “temporal, creative, open-ended” 

nature which Eagleton suggests as a defining characteristic of the human species is also a 

precondition of social, economic, physical, and psychic exploitation.  A body not identical to 

itself, after all—again drawing upon Eagleton’s reading of materialism—is more easily held by a 

padded headrest and body clamps, its arms more easily replaced by mechanical arms.  

The President ultimately gives a sociopathic response to the Feeding Machine 

demonstration, rejecting the machine not because it is inhumane or cruel, but because it “isn’t 

practical.”  It does not, in other words, seem to offer any higher production efficiency than 

simply pausing for a lunch break.  The emphasis on use or function in the productive process is 

primary.  Even its “demonstration” must be functional according to the President: “Have you had 

lunch?” he mouths to the Factory Worker before volunteering him for the demonstration, 

implying that, for him, food should be added only where and when it is needed.  The logic of 

adding to a production system designed to extract surplus is antithetical to the brief glimpse we 

have of the President’s ideological orientation.   
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With this logic in place, however, a contradiction emerges: the Feeding Machine’s “soup 

cooler” and hygienic sponge—the “hydrocompressed sterilized mouth wiper”—seem particularly 

out of place within the framework of efficiency and functionality.  The sales pitch does explain 

them in terms of efficiency, though: with the “automaton soup plate” and its “compressed air 

blower,” there is “no breath necessary, no energy required to cool the soup,” while the “factors 

of control [in the sponge] ensure against spots on the shirt front.”  But why serve soup that is 

hot?  Why serve soup at all for that matter, when the goal of the device is a simple fueling of the 

engine that is the human?  Why keep spots of food off of shirts already stained with grease and 

sweat, especially when stains are irrelevant to the production process?  One explanation, of 

course, is a non-diegetic one: a humor of excess in which the sequence derives its comedic value 

from contrasting decorum with the dehumanized, mechanized act of feeding.   

More significantly for the reading I am developing here, there is also a character-thematic 

explanation.  The President, after all, is the audience for the sales pitch.  He—with his three-

piece suit, bowtie, and hyperbolically large wedding ring—would be concerned with keeping 

spots off of his shirt-front.  He would be concerned with conforming to those images of 

bourgeois or even aristocratic belonging which are founded on minimizing evidence of 

humanity’s “animal” aspects—that is, hiding evidence of the embodied state of human existence; 

obscuring those traces of being “of the body.”   

In this way, the machine not only appeals to aspects of the President’s social desires, it 

also works to assuage any remaining doubt or conscience-based hesitation he might feel over the 

subjective experiences of his workers.  Seen in this light, the Bellows Feeding Machine is not the 

ill-conceived invention it appears to be, one which identifies the production problem of labor 

time “lost” during the lunch break and then ineptly, inadequately tries to solve it.  The soup-
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cooler and the hygienic sponge are functional pieces of the machine which attempt to address the 

unspoken problem of how to assuage individuals’ consciences in the face of their cruelty toward 

others.   

There is a classic presto-change-o here which becomes clear with attention to the sort of 

emphasis Marx places on positionality in his analysis of capital.  Individuals never show up to 

the market without assuming roles, Marx reminds us, and those roles shift as the needs of the 

individuals inhabiting them shift.  Recognizing the role that roles play in exchange thus becomes 

a crucial factor in understanding the system of exchange itself.  In this case, the positions of the 

President and the Factory Worker give us very different understandings of the function of the 

Feeding Machine’s devices.  From the President’s perspective, the hygienic sponge upholds both 

the pretension and illusion of decorum in the inhumane act of using a person as a machine whose 

parts need occasional maintenance and whose engines need occasional fuel if they are to 

continue functioning.  The sponge offers the President the chance to assuage his conscience.  

From the Factory Worker’s perspective, however, the sponge appears as an insidious object, and 

quickly reveals itself for what it is through its thin veil of decorum: a bludgeon.   

For the Worker, the very object that points to those aspects of his humanity which 

overflow his mechanical functionality is also that which points to the abuses his humanity 

endures.  In this case, the object actually performs that abuse.  The device that points to his 

humanity is the very thing that reveals the abuse of the process; the symbol of decorum is the 

assault weapon.  As Kathi Weeks points out, this sort of abuse is involved in the work process at 

its most foundational level: “the domination and subordination experienced at work is not merely 

incidental to processes of exploitation… [Indeed, the] relation of command and obedience, the 
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right of the employer to direct his or her employees that is granted by the contract, is not so much 

a byproduct of exploitation as its very precondition” (Weeks 20-21) 

 Shortly after the abuse the Factory Worker suffers during his lunch break, he has a 

nervous breakdown.  As mentioned earlier, this breakdown is in a sense the logical outcome of 

systematic abuse.  Modern Times depicts a scenario in which, as Fraser puts it, “the 

discoordinated body of the main character is literally devoured by the machine he tends—or, 

perhaps more accurately, the machine that tends him” (108).  This is an important depiction in an 

era when “the very meaning of the country’s machine-age modernity was being called into 

question by the competing forces of consumer desire, Taylorist standardization, and the 

widespread suffering of the Depression” (107).   

My sense of the importance of the Factory Worker’s breakdown lies in what happens 

after Fraser’s observation, however.  The character’s “discoordinated body” is not merely 

devoured, after all; it is also regurgitated.  In other words, the attempt to incorporate the body as 

fully as possible into the machine leaves a remainder which resists incorporation.  The Factory 

Worker emerges from the process playful, graceful.  Ultimately, the film seizes the remainder 

and uses it to repurpose human mechanization as playful humor.  The logic which sought to 

make the Factory Worker as productive as possible returns at the end of the sequence with 

disruptive potential, or even—given the bursts of flame that erupt from the engine as he hoes-

down with a lever in an impromptu dance—destructive play.   

Chaplin’s character changes the relationship of the human to the mechanical by 

relegating the machine to the status of a toy, a plaything subject to his whims.  Like a toddler 

excited at the simple game of pulling levers, pressing buttons, and throwing switches, the 

Factory Worker shows a giddy interest in the machine.  At the factory’s main control panel, held 
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by the arm by the engineer, the Factory Worker subjects the various control devices to his own 

whimsical desires.  Rather than controlling his movements and the speed of his movements, they 

now become objects for his creative play.   

The film returns to a second “feeding” scene later in its plot, but it does so by situating 

the Factory Worker in a series of places which I will call “places of abundance.”  Each of these 

presents a new work scenario; together, they reimagine the work environment before turning to 

“entertainment” as a new version of work.  In the interpretation I am proposing, these “places of 

abundance” are necessary in order to exhaust the possibilities of otherwise merely “productive” 

work before a new mode of working can be made available.  Through the ensuing scenarios, the 

film proposes a mode of relating which is not possible within the terms of the factory setting.   

 

Places of Abundance 

Class identities and relations are made and remade as some people are excluded from and 

others conscripted into work, by means of educational tracks and workplace training 

regimens, through the organization of labor processes and the interactions they structure, 

via the setting of wage levels, and in relation to judgements about occupational status.  

This process of subjectification is perhaps best understood in terms of a model not of 

passive construction but of active recruitment, often less a matter of command and 

obedience than one of inducement and attraction… Along these lines, one can observe 

that some of the attractions of different forms of work are about joining a relatively 

advantaged class: becoming a member of the working class rather than the underclass, a 

middle-class rather than a working-class person, a salaried versus an hourly worker, a 
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professional with a career as opposed to a working stiff and job holder.  (Weeks, The 

Problem with Work 9)  

 

 In this section, I propose a close reading of several “places of abundance” which 

comprise the Factory Worker’s employment after “going nuts” and losing his job at the factory.  

Significantly, his motivation for seeking these later positions comes from a moment of 

“bourgeois fantasy” he shares with the Gamin.  Sitting on a tree lawn in what appears to be a 

suburban neighborhood, they observe a husband as he leaves for work; his wife kisses him, 

waves so enthusiastically that she leaps into the air, and literally skips back into the home in a 

display of domestic bliss.     

 Together, the Factory Worker and the Gamin construct a fantasy of their own bourgeois 

life: fruit so plentiful they can pluck it from a tree through a window; milk available from a cow 

who approaches when called; thick steak; etc.  The scene ends with the Factory Worker shouting 

“I’ll get us a home” in the intertitle cards, “even if I have to work for it!”   

 Read in light of the observation that Weeks makes in the quotation I’ve chosen as an 

epigraph for this section, the fact that the fantasy of the bourgeois home is disconnected from the 

concept of work is noteworthy.  Work is regarded as a means toward an end rather than as a way 

of life itself.  Even though the image they see and which prompts their fantasy is of a man 

leaving, apparently, for work, work is not itself a part of their fantasy.  In other words, the dream 

is of consumerism, not work.  The goal, in other words, is ultimately a life without work—a life 

in which needs are readily met and the activities of family, companionship, sociality, etc., can 

commence unhindered by labor in the wage sense of the term.   
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Close Reading: The Department Store  

One of the few reprieves from work the Factory Worker experiences in the film occurs in 

a department store.  Thematically, the space balances the factory space: just as the earlier factory 

sequence shows the fantasy of unlimited production imposed on the body of the worker, the 

department store sequence shows the fantasy of unlimited consumption lifting him into 

recreation and luxury—even quite literally intoxicating him with streams of rum from a cask in 

the wall.  With a letter of recommendation from the Sheriff, awarded to him for foiling a prison 

break while supercharged on (accidentally ingested) cocaine, a manager in the department store 

appoints him to the position of Night Watchman.   

So, yes, in this way the department store is not exactly a “reprieve” from work; the 

Factory Worker is still “working” in this scene.  But while he is indeed technically “working,” 

the department store nonetheless represents a privileged space in the film.  It is, among other 

things, a space in which neither he nor the Gamin have to “climb the ladder” to access material 

goods; they can simply take the elevator.  The two characters move from floor to floor: starting 

in the basement, they eat sandwiches and cake at the food counter; they take the elevator to the 

Fourth Floor and the Toy Department where they play with roller skates; and finally they move 

on up to the Fifth Floor and the Bedroom Display where the Gamin tries on furs and settles in for 

the night on a plush bed.   

The centerpiece of their experience in this fantasy space is roller skating in the Toy 

Department.  Ironically, given his earlier displays of ungainliness and physical ineptitude—

wrench-twisting so slowly that a coworker has to kick him to keep him from stalling the line, for 

example— the Factory Worker skates effortlessly.  He pulls his skates on more quickly than the 

Gamin, and the camera dollies back into a two-shot to show him circling gracefully around her 
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as she struggles to pull skates onto her own feet.  The Factory Worker glides into an adjoining 

room, announcing through the mediation of an intertitle card, “Look!  I can do it blindfolded!”  

He pulls a handkerchief from his pocket and ties it around his head, covering his eyes.  He then 

loops around the open floor of the adjoining room, gliding forwards and backwards, often on a 

single leg with the other leg outstretched, moving closer and closer to a precipitous drop-off on 

the left of the screen, of which he is unaware.  The drop-off is from a balcony whose railing is 

under construction; the danger is marked very simply by a sign in the foreground of the shot, on 

which the word “Danger!” has been painted.   

The humor in this scene employs some of what will become well-known as “cartoon 

physics”: as long as the Factory Worker is blissfully unaware of the danger, he is physically 

coordinated, adventurous, playful, competent, and even graceful; as soon as he is aware, he is 

physically awkward and seems drawn to the danger as if by some gravitational field.  The 

camera’s panning motion as he skates enhances the sense of these “physics” by manipulating the 

relationship between the visual center of the shot and the location of the Factory Worker’s body 

in the set.  As he approaches the edge of the drop-off on the left of the screen and slows his pace, 

the camera continues its leftward pan, pulling the viewer’s eyes out over the abyss of the drop-

off even while the Factory Worker himself remains “safe” at the edge.  The intensity of the 

scene’s drama hinges on this interplay of material and perspective—the material reality of the 

Factory Worker’s body, and the perspective with which viewers view it. 

The humor in the scene also relies on the viewer having access to visual information that 

Chaplin’s character does not.  The viewer sees the “Danger!” sign clearly in the foreground of 

the shot; the Factory Worker does not.  The viewer sees the drop-off into the abyss of the lower 

levels of the department store; the Factory Worker does not.  Adding to the suspense of the scene 
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is the expository fact that the Night Watchman position was made available because the previous 

Watchman broke his leg on the job.  The viewer might see the probable relationship between the 

missing railing and the broken leg, but the Factory Worker sees only an opportunity for a paid 

position.   

The use of “sight” as a part of the gag emerges directly from the film’s ongoing play 

between the visual and the aural.  The humor relies on the failure of sight and sound as much as 

it relies on their interaction: the Worker is literally blinded to the “Danger!” sign with a 

blindfold, and the Gamin is unable to reach him with sound once she sees his predicament.  She 

gasps and covers her own mouth with her hand as if in a visual reenactment of her technical 

inability to speak; without the power of speech she is as helpless to warn the Factory Worker of 

his precarious situation as is the viewer.   

When the Gamin physically reaches him through her own awkward struggle with the 

“technology” of the skates—for her, the technology appears as a hindrance rather than an 

expedient—she makes him aware of the danger; as soon as he is aware, he backpedals in a panic 

that propels him towards the danger instead of moving him away from it.  He “walks” out of the 

room on his skates—one small, precarious step after small, precarious step—with support from 

the Gamin.  The danger, in other words, does not exist for him until he is made aware of it; then, 

suddenly, it exerts an almost gravitational pull.  The Factory Worker’s blindfolded spin around 

the department store floor parallels the earlier moment in the factory when his screams for help 

could not be heard from the restraints of the Feeding Machine—earlier, he was unable to recruit 

help for himself; later, another is hindered in her ability to help him.   

With these observations as a foundation, the visual and aural registers in Modern Times 

can been understood as tropes which raise the question of how to recognize and communicate 
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danger across the production-consumption circuit when the (class) powers establishing and 

maintaining that circuit are exercised in work environments.  Balancing the earlier factory 

sequence with this later department store sequence reveals the unifying elements of the 

production-consumption circuit even while the two poles are apparently and thoroughly 

divorced.  The visual register functions as a trope for knowledge and understanding; the aural, in 

contrast, functions as a trope for power and control.   

The question of recognizing and communicating danger in various circumstances is a 

question of “risk management.”  In particular, the film seems to ask, does an awareness of 

danger help to prevent its coming to fruition, or help to realize it?  It is no accident, of course, 

that the question is posed in the context of wage labor: the risks of both the destruction of the 

body and structural collapse are always there in the wage relation, but they only appear as threats 

when they are recognized.  And they seem recognizable only from the outside.  Playfulness and 

grace happen in the in-between: in a space which is not secure, but which is also neither violent 

nor abusive—a space situated on a precipice but not yet tipping over into the abyss.  The 

relationship to danger is ambiguous, and the stance the film seems to take on that relationship is 

ambivalent: danger is the fact, and there are risks and benefits involved, both in being ignorant of 

it as well as in being aware.   

The department store sequence proposes the idea that danger exists even in the 

consumption part of the production-consumption circuit.  But, the film suggests, it is not as 

easily identifiable as the more readily recognizable abuses of the factory setting, even when it is 

clearly labeled.  And when it is communicated, danger can momentarily seem “impending” 

rather than merely “present,” simply by being brought into the realm of the sensible.  This 

sequence thus takes the broad question of how to recognize and communicate danger across the 
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production-consumption circuit, and focuses it into the question of what options individuals have 

for responding to danger in spaces of abundance—spaces in which danger “should be” 

neutralized or nonexistent.   

In other words, the film stages a conceptual play in the dramatic scenarios which unfold 

for the characters; the characters are not so much individuals in this sense as they are 

representations of roles in a system.  With each scenario, the film further defines the poles of an 

oscillating system which constitutes a coherent set of power relationships, including rules for 

inclusion and exclusion, valuing and devaluing, and accompanying structures of feeling.  As 

Donna Kornhaber phrases it, “what we are left with… is ultimately less of a feature-length 

narrative than a kind of feature-length fever dream of human needs and social institutions” (222).  

From struggle to ease, work to leisure, exploitation to assistance, competition to shared 

vulnerability, scarcity or deprivation to abundance, Modern Times emphasizes the parallels 

between the characteristics of one pole and of the other.  Rather than posing these as mutually 

exclusive states of being, the film emphasizes the cohesion of a system of apparent opposites in 

order to propose an alternative system of values.  This is a political project in this way, but it is 

also an affective one.  Modern Times seems to say: relief from the woes characterized here will 

not come from a simple change in political affiliation; the very structure of feeling must be 

changed.   

Toward this end, the department store sequence subtly reimagines the scene of 

consuming from the factory sequence.  Where the earlier, factory sequence shows the Factory 

Worker force-fed lunch to try to minimize the amount of time he would need to be away from 

the production line, this later, department store sequence shows him willingly consuming as 

leisure activity—entertaining himself with consumer goods from roller skates to a cigar in a 
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plush lounge chair.  As such, this later scenario not only shows different options of relating—the 

possibilities of leisure, play, and camaraderie opened up by the presence of abundance—it also 

shows how those modes are recuperated into the dynamic of work.  The Factory Worker does not 

just “technically” work in the department store while “goofing off” on his job, after all; he is also 

practicing an important and necessary aspect of his work in the early 20th century.   

This aspect is the way in which leisure itself is folded into work responsibilities in the 

early twentieth century.  Cultural historians such as Stuart Ewen and Roland Marchand argue 

that workers have been tasked with the double function of producing and consuming at least 

since Ford.  Ewen in particular argues that the explosion of advertising as an industry can be 

attributed to the attempt to distance products as much as possible from their conditions of 

production in order to increase sales.  Fraser, in the essay referenced earlier, describes the shift in 

what and how workers were expected to contribute to the economy, noting a parallel between 

John Maynard Keynes’s General Theory and Handy’s project for GM: both emphasize an 

“ideological inversion” based on a theory of “effective demand.”  “Maximizing effective 

demand,” Fraser suggests,  

entailed the reimagining of the worker not only, or even primarily, as a supplier of labor 

but also as a potential consumer.  For Baudrillard, this was the essential epistemological 

consequence of the economic crisis of the decade: “the problem was no longer one of 

production but one of circulation.  Consumption became the strategic element; the people 

were henceforth mobilized as consumers; their ‘needs’ became as essential as their labor 

power.” (Fraser 102) 

The idea that a worker’s work includes consuming goods constitutes a reimagining of the 

function of the labor force in the early twentieth century.   
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 This is not the most obvious interpretation of the sequence, however.  Indeed, the 

department store’s promise of escape from the difficulties that the characters experience in other 

spaces in the film often seems more powerful than the idea that leisure is recuperated into the 

work responsibilities.  The skates with which the Factory Worker plays, for example, actually 

help to minimize the time he spends working by making his work more efficient: instead of 

plodding dutifully, and slowly, from station to station to punch the time-clocks which will give 

evidence of his patrol (another instance of using mechanical apparatuses to police worker 

behavior), he glides effortlessly from station to station.  In contrast to the increasing speed 

imposed by the factory line and leading to his earlier nervous breakdown, speed here actually 

frees up time and energy for leisure.  The effect is not unlike Marx’s fantasy of a utopic future—

one in which technological development decreases the amount of time necessary to sustain a 

certain, basic quality of life, and in turn frees up more time for humans to develop along creative 

and other lines.  Roller skates seem to embody this promise: they are simultaneously tools for 

more efficient work and instruments of leisure.   

As such, the department store is a space in the film for reimagining work relations.  The 

deployment of roller skates on the job subtly refracts the Factory Worker’s earlier repurposing of 

machinery in the factory after his “breakdown”: a chain hanging from the ceiling in that earlier 

scene suddenly became a playground swing and an acrobat’s trapeze; a pair of wrenches became 

bull horns or donkey ears in an aggressive courtship-costume play; a lever became a rhythm 

instrument and a dance partner.  In the department store sequence, the skates are repurposed in 

the opposite direction—beginning as instruments of play, they become tools to complete work 

more quickly.  Unlike the hygienic sponge which becomes a bludgeon, the skates are leisure 

instruments which become work tools to free up even more time for leisure.   
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This aspect of the scene emerges several minutes later as the Factory Worker skates 

through his rounds, punching the clocks at checkpoints.  He exhibits much of the same grace as 

earlier on the Fourth Floor Toy Department, gliding around the open floor of a dinnerware 

display.  The Factory Worker circles quickly through an area of dinnerplates perched 

precariously all around the perimeter, gliding on a single skate with his right leg extended in 

front of him as he twirls his Whangee cane in the air.  Without any awareness of the danger that 

lurks just outside of this room, he is as graceful as he was when he was blindfolded.   

In this case, the “danger” takes the form of a burglar armed with a pistol.  Confronted a 

by the burglar, the Factory Worker’s grace vanishes as it did earlier: suddenly off-balance and 

out of control, he thrusts his hands into the air in a show of panicked surrender, and backpedals 

wildly as his skates refuse to give him stable footing.  He backpedals onto the stairs of an 

escalator, which carries him, arms raised, towards the floor above.  The burglar “shouts” a 

demand for the Factory Worker to come towards him, and in this way repeats the gesture of the 

line supervisor at the factory in the beginning of the film, which I will call the “get over here!” 

gesture.  (Figure 3)  Just as, earlier, the Factory Worker struggles to keep up with the line as the 

conveyor belt carries materials too quickly past him and as an individual in a position of power 

over him demands that he change his performance, here he struggles to stay on his current floor 

against an escalator as it moves too quickly for him to beat its pace, and as an individual in a 

position of power over him demands that he change his performance.  Faced with what might be 

called the inexorability of the clock or the conveyor belt, he must work energetically to stay in 

the same place.   

The clash between the Factory Worker and the burglar thus revisits and even amplifies 

the earlier antagonism of the factory setting—the individual in power here actually fires gunshots 
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as he demands the Factory Worker’s compliance—but it reimagines the outcome.  Once off the 

escalator, the burglar demands that the Worker stand with his arms raised and back turned, 

against a wall of the department store, firing additional shots around him as he struggles to 

“stand still” on his skates.  The bullets penetrate casks of rum stacked into the recesses of the 

wall, releasing streams of alcohol into the Worker’s mouth.  Two other burglars join the scene, 

and one recognizes the Factory Worker from their time as coworkers: “Big Bill recognizes a 

fellow-worker from the steel mills,” reads the intertitle card.   

The roles shift, then, in an environment conditioned by the availability of goods.  The 

intertitle cards emphasize the shift: “We ain’t burglars,” exclaims Big Bill, disavowing the role 

that the environment would otherwise saddle him with; “we’re hungry.”  From the earlier 

scenario which demanded antagonism amongst coworkers emerges a new scenario in which 

camaraderie is possible.  In the place of aggressive competition, the shared sense of precarity 

leads to a shared vulnerability.   
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Figure 3.  The repeated “get over here!” gesture.  Clockwise from top left: the factory  

sequence, the department store robbery, the second factory sequence, and the 
restaurant.  (Copyright Warner Home Video) 

 

Thus the scene stages the beginnings of a mode of relating not based on antagonistic 

competition.  We see this work its way out in the remainder of the department store sequence as 

armed robbers suddenly shift from threats to comrades.  Where earlier Big Bill shouted (silently, 

of course) at the Factory Worker on the line, kicking him to get him to move more quickly, here 

Bill breaks into tears and embraces him.  Suddenly the gun, which had been a weapon to 

command through terror, becomes a sort of a corkscrew used to blow the top off of a bottle of 

champagne.  As far as the Factory Worker himself is concerned, he ends the scene drunk instead 

of nuts, which some might consider an improvement in his overall quality of life.   

The department store sequence thus suggests many opportunities for reassessing value 

and the consequent opening up of new modes of relating—repurposing through the 

acknowledgement of the excess of material over its intended purpose.  Skates, for example, are 
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depicted as technology which frees up time for leisure rather than increasing the overall 

production output; activity as work is reconfigured to activity as leisure; a gun moves from threat 

to bottle-opener; antagonism becomes affiliation; competition becomes camaraderie.  Most 

significantly, the body moves from mechanical producer of value to the locus of experience.  In 

this way, Big Bill’s statement that “we ain’t burglars—we’re hungry” has a performative quality 

to it.  It not only shifts the roles of the individuals in the scene, it also shifts registers from role to 

experience, which is to say from material as property to material as sustenance, from property to 

food, from exchange-value to use-value.   

One of the effects of repurposing in the film is an emphasis on human qualities not 

readily represented in the machine.  In the place of “value” in the sense named by price, the film 

proposes sources of value such as non-antagonistic cooperation, mutual recognition among 

individuals, compassion, leisure, play, bodily functions across a full spectrum, non-mechanical 

production and reproduction, and kindness.   

The scenario of the department store contributes to the film’s overall comprehension of 

ways of relating within the work setting.  The Factory Worker ends his stint as a Night 

Watchman with another stint in jail—fired and imprisoned, one assumes, for being intoxicated 

on the job, for allowing the store to be robbed and perhaps colluding with the burglars, for the 

consumption of store property, and for the destruction of property.  From here, the film returns 

him to the factory setting, as if to be sure to exhaust the possibilities for relating under the rubric 

of wage work before rejecting it altogether.   
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Close Reading: Second “Feeding” Scene 

An organized system of machines to which motion is communicated by the transmitting 

mechanism from an automatic center is the most developed form of production by 

machinery.  Here we have, in place of the isolated machine, a mechanical monster whose 

body fills whole factories, and whose demonic power, at first hidden by the slow and 

measured motions of its gigantic members, finally bursts forth in the fast and feverish 

whirl of its countless working organs.  (Marx, Capital, Vol I 503).   

 

When the Factory Worker is released after another 10-day jail sentence, the Gamin 

surprises him with a “home” she has discovered—a ramshackle, dilapidated hut situated at the 

edge of a body of water in an industrial marina near an old Fellows and Stewart boatbuilding 

factory.  The scene contains many visual references to the fantasy of a domestic space which the 

two characters concocted from a tree lawn in the suburbs, establishing the hut as a 

materialization of this fantasy.  Towards the end of the scene, the Factory Worker reads a 

headline in a newspaper, which announces: “Factories Reopen!  Men to Be Put to Work at the 

Jetson Mills this Morning.”  Chaplin’s character grabs his hat, shoves his breakfast sandwich 

down the front of his pants for later consumption, and sprints out of the house as the Gamin 

waves an enthusiastic goodbye in a reenactment of the domestic scene which was the inspiration 

for their fantasy.   

The Factory Worker thus heads back into the factory, explicitly acknowledging that his 

desire for work is a desire to realize that earlier domestic scene: “Now we’ll get a real home!” he 

shouts in the intertitle cards.  In contrast to the earlier factory scenes in which the environment 

seemed like a natural part of his world—something of which he was such a part that it 
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constituted his very identity, as emphasized by the name his character is given in the cast list at 

the beginning of the film, “A Factory Worker”—this second time around, the factory appears as 

a means of salvation.  It is not something to be taken for granted, but something to be coveted 

and clung to.  The contrast between the two factory sequences thus participates in what Fraser 

calls “the multiple meanings of the factory” in the Depression era.  It is “a symbol at once of 

progress and stagnation, wealth and poverty, the liberating potential of technology and the 

confining strictures of work (or, worse yet, the lack of work)” (97).   

The second factory sequence revisits many of the thematic elements from the earlier 

sequence, including a high angle shot of the Factory Worker pushing his way through a crowd of 

men like the earlier black sheep forcing its way through a dense flock of white sheep.  When he 

arrives at the gate and is granted work, the film transitions to the interior of the Factory with a 

shot that loosely mimics the earlier shot of the engineer dwarfed by the monstrous “face” of the 

factory controls.  Here, the Factory Worker and a mechanic are pictured together, poised in front 

of the gaping maw of a steam press—a loose and exaggerated version of the earlier “mouth” 

which sucks him into the internal workings of the machine.  (Figure 4) 
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Figure 4.  The Factory Worker returns to work at the factory in a series of shots which mimic the  

film’s opening shots.  (Copyright Warner Home Video) 
  

As with the earlier factory sequence, the pivotal scene is once again a “feeding” scene.  In 

this case, after a series of gags which echo many of those earlier in the film, the mechanic is 

shoved accidentally into the gears of an enormous machine.  Like the bits of steak shoveled into 

the Factory Worker’s mouth by a mechanical arm earlier in the film, the mechanic is shoveled 

into the gears of the machine by one of the machine’s moving parts.  Once he is there with his 

head protruding and “shouting” for help—though, like the Factory Worker, inaudible through the 
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film’s soundtrack—the lunch bell rings.  Unfortunately, the lunch break means that all power to 

the factory’s machinery is cut.    

With the mechanic stuck helplessly in the machine, the reference to the earlier feeding 

scene becomes clear: during his lunchtime, he is trapped by a machine, his body “replaced” by 

the machine, and he becomes dependent on external help to eat.  Realizing that the lever which 

controls the forward/backward movement of the gears does not work during the break, the 

mechanic asks Chaplin’s character to bring him his lunch.  Without arms the mechanic cannot 

bring the food to his own mouth, of course, so the Factory Worker combs through the contents of 

his lunchbox for him: a wide slice of pie on a plate, a large stalk of celery with a full-sized salt 

shaker, a hard-boiled egg, a whole roasted chicken, and a thermos of coffee with a porcelain cup.  

The mechanic’s lunch pail contains a hardy feast.   

Like the first “feeding” scene, the film once again presents an environment of plenty to 

an individual under the ironic condition of limited access—the experience of poverty amidst the 

appearance of abundance.  One item at a time, the Factory Worker tries to feed the mechanic, 

and though his method is a problem-solving one, he fails to get any food into the mechanic’s 

belly.  He salts the stalk of celery and shoves it root first into the mechanic’s mouth, but the 

mechanic, understandably, cannot ingest the entire stalk at once; he shakes his head until the 

Factory Worker removes it from his mouth.  Chaplin’s character peels the egg next, but it gets 

stuck in the mechanic’s throat and must be forcibly removed with sharp smacks to the back of 

his head.  Like the feeding machine, this is an imperfect system: the egg flies up into the air in a 

repetition of the Factory Worker spitting out the machine nuts that the mechanical arm 

repeatedly pushes into his mouth.  Together, the two characters make their way through the 
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lunchbox, sampling and discarding each item in turn as nearly all of them prove inedible or 

uneatable.  

Certainly the similarity between the two scenes could be seen as a comment on the 

problem of delivery systems in the Depression—for many contemporaneous critics, after all, the 

central obstacle to social and economic health in the period was the difficulty of getting products 

to receptive markets.  For my purposes, however, the most interesting element of the repetition 

from the one factory feeding to the next is the shift in the mode of relating between the 

characters.  Most notably, this second scene includes a human (and humane) ally for the trapped 

individual.  In contrast to the Factory Worker’s experience of being surrounded by individuals 

who willfully keep him in the feeding machine and subject him coldly to its abuses, the 

mechanic’s experience is one of being accidentally caught in a machine and aided by an 

individual who tries to free him and then offers him other help when he cannot be freed.   

Perhaps the key moment in the scene in the terms of this reading comes after the 

mechanic “takes a pie to the face.”  In this case, the pie slides onto his face under the force of 

gravity as the Factory Worker tries to feed it gently to him, rather than being shoved forcibly into 

his face.  He shakes off the bulk of it, visibly exasperated, and the Factory Worker takes his own 

handkerchief from his pocket to clean the mechanic’s mouth, face, nostrils, and ears.  

Thematically, this evokes the hygienic sponge which bludgeons the Factory Worker in the first 

feeding scene.  The handkerchief is similarly unnecessary in the midst of a cruel, dangerous 

situation.  But where the sponge was an active component of a situation forced upon the Factory 

Worker, the handkerchief appears as a kindness, either despite or in response to an accidental 

confinement.  Rather than a bludgeon exposing an abusive act of dehumanization, the 

handkerchief is a kindness acknowledging the shared humanity of a fellow worker.  The Factory 
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Worker has been in this scenario himself, after all.  Here in this second feeding scene, neither 

courtesy nor decorum seems to function as alibis for heinous treatment.   

What emerges in the sequence with the differences in detail, then, is a different mode of 

relating, as if the film were exploring alternative possibilities of relating within a specific 

environment—even if, ultimately, only in order to exhaust them.  The different mode of relating 

shows up in [or is emphasized by] the similarity in objects and actions between the two scenes.  

The second feeding scene evokes many of the earlier objects and actions—both characters take 

pies to the face, for example—but with some thematically significant differences.  In the earlier 

scene, the Factory Worker is placed in the machine and force-fed; in this scene, the mechanic is 

trapped and asks for food.  In the earlier scene, the machine attempts to push food into the 

Factory Worker’s mouth whether he would like it or not; in this later scene, the Factory Worker 

attempts to aid the mechanic in any way he can, trouble-shooting the feeding process for the 

mechanic’s benefit.  Both are concerned with the same basic problem—how to get food into a 

worker’s belly effectively and efficiently given the circumstances—but they follow a different 

ethic for exploring potential answers.   

In addition to the shift from a hygienic sponge to a handkerchief, the second scene 

substitutes coffee for soup.  And in the place of the mechanical arm which boosts the bowl of 

soup to the Factory Worker’s mouth, the Factory Worker tries to use a funnel to pour coffee into 

the mechanic’s mouth.  Looking around for some sort of vehicle for the coffee, the Factory 

Worker spies a funnel sitting in an oil can.  Oil, of course, evokes the Factory Worker’s earlier 

“insanity,” during which he sprayed his co-workers with machine oil in an extension of the logic 

of the productive apparatus which had been imposed on him.  The oil in this second feeding 

scene seems more promising, however, as the advertising on its label indicates that it is ideal “for 
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Every Requirement.”  Unfortunately, it, like the earlier oil, will not suffice: the mechanic spits 

out the coffee, and Chaplin’s character makes a sour face when he sniffs the funnel, nodding in 

agreement that it is not a suitable conveyor for the beverage.   

This sequence, too, could be interpreted as an analogy for the primacy of logistical 

problems in the Depression era: even with a remarkable amount of coffee and other goods 

available, not much of it seems to get into the appropriate mouths.  Significant for the reading I 

am developing here, however, is the different mode of relating to each other the characters 

express: where the oil functioned earlier as an extension of the logic imposed on the Factory 

Worker, it is recognized here as toxic and inadequate to the task.  The can’s advertising “for 

Every Requirement” meets a limit that is not acknowledged earlier in the film.  This oil is 

decidedly not for human consumption.   

Confronted with the inappropriateness of the oil funnel as a coffee-delivery mechanism, 

the Factory Worker casts about for another solution.  He spies the roast chicken lying in the 

mechanic’s lunchbox and examines its hollowed-out interior with enthusiasm.  He holds the 

carcass over the mechanic’s mouth and pours the coffee through it.  Solution discovered, he tears 

off one of the drumsticks and carefully, patiently holds it to the mechanic’s mouth, rotating it to 

expose meat as the mechanic bites and chews.  One might expect the mechanic to be beaten by 

this “drumstick” given the earlier scene in which the Factory Worker is fed “nuts,” but instead of 

spinning at industrial speeds like the earlier corncob, the drumstick is rotated gently.   

Chaplin’s character is not a Feeding Machine.  Unlike the Feeding Machine, which plods 

along mechanically despite malfunction and misuse, the Factory Worker listens and responds to 

feedback from the mechanic after each item.  The mechanic plays an active role in the feeding 
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process, and though Chaplin’s character suffers his own missteps in the process, he does not 

“malfunction” in his drive to help.  

The fact of their communicating is perhaps the most pronounced difference from the 

earlier feeding scene.  Their words cannot be heard through the film’s soundtrack, but it is clear 

from their gestures that meaning is exchanged between them.  The fact that viewers cannot hear 

their exchange does nothing to prevent the characters from communicating with each other.  

Earlier, the Factory Worker’s cries for help seem inaudible—both non-diegetically, as they are 

not included in the film’s soundtrack, and diegetically, as everyone from the President and 

administrative team to the sales associates and his own coworkers stands idly by, ignoring him.  

In this later scene, in contrast, Chaplin’s character responds to each bit of feedback the mechanic 

gives him; though we cannot hear the mechanic’s words on the soundtrack, nor see his mouth to 

read his lips, it is clear that Chaplin’s character not only hears him, but understands him and 

responds accordingly.   

Meaningful communication exists here beyond its representability in film—beyond, that 

is, its mechanical mediation.  This is no small claim for the film to make, for as Kornhaber 

observes, the tension between sound and the visual dramatizes the threat of a shift towards 

fascism from democracy.  Sound, she claims, exercises a tyrannical influence over the visual as it 

organizes the meaning of a scene or a shot or even a moment.  Modern Times, she suggests, is 

Chaplin’s “fullest statement on the dangers of a monovocal world.”  Here, as in The Great 

Dictator, his Tramp character “would be placed against the very figures of the modern world 

(industrial titans, capitalist advertisers, political dictators) whose voices were loudest of all.  The 

voiceless Tramp would finally confront the voices of the powerful” (211).  In Kornhaber’s 

reading, the use of sound in Modern Times marks power.  “To the powerful goes the voice” 
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(215), she quips.  Whether the president of the factory or a voice on the radio, the voices we hear 

in the film belong to individuals who “try to shape the world and the people around them to their 

agenda and their goals” (215).  For Kornhaber, the mediation through which speech is conveyed 

in the film is itself a vehicle of power: characters speak when they are in power.  And, then, they 

“only ever speak when [their voices] are mediated in such a way that there can be no response” 

(215).  

And yet here, in the absence of speech and thus in the absence of the tyrannical authority 

represented therein, communication happens locally between Chaplin’s character and the 

mechanic.  Voice does not and will not organize the elements of this scene.  Where previously no 

one acknowledges the Factory Worker’s silent screams, here the Factory Worker clearly 

acknowledges the mechanic’s inaudible feedback; despite their silence, they exchange meaning.  

Indeed, the communication which occurs between the two characters neither capitulates to nor 

reinforces the tyrannical force of sound technology which Kornhaber suggests Modern Times 

rails against.   

As such, the possibility of human connection lies beyond the tyrannical, oppressive, and 

undemocratic space demarcated by the mediation of sound technology.  Beyond this space, 

objects and humans alike are freed from their “intended purposes” and rendered available for 

other purposes and other modes of being.  The “value” of the roast chicken thus lies in the fact 

that its material existence exceeds its intended purpose.  This excess is what makes it available 

for repurposing.  

 Repurposing points to potential—the idea that an object overflows its intended purpose in 

its material facticity.  Or as Terry Eagleton puts it in his discussion of materialism, objects 

overflow “the practical ends for which they were fashioned” (Materialism 63).  Because there is 
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a creative component to repurposing rather than solely and straightforwardly a productive one, it 

points to the possibility of a different sort of relationship between production and value.  And a 

different relationship between sorts of value.  Where the first feeding scene emphasizes 

economic value in the attempt to extract more surplus by minimizing the time that machinery 

and workers lay idle, the second emphasizes moral value in the Factory Worker’s attempt to aid 

another human being rendered incapable of helping himself.  Both scenarios have moral 

implications, of course, fabricating precepts for defining and choosing “good” and “bad.”  As 

Kathi Weeks observes of Marx’s and Engels’s work, “materialism… is a matter not merely of 

the social construction of subjects but a matter of creative activity, of doing and making, the 

ontological trajectories of which are equally synchronic and diachronic.  By focusing on laboring 

practices, or ‘living sensuous activity,’ materialism as Marx and Engels conceive it is a matter… 

[of] the capacity not only to make commodities but to remake a world” (18-19).   

The second factory sequence ends with a pronouncement of strike from the other 

workers.  The Factory Worker and the mechanic stand next to each other in the closing shot, 

scratching their heads in mutual, silent, sad befuddlement at having gone so quickly from being 

unemployed to employed to unemployed once again.   

 

Close Reading: The Restaurant  

 The Factory Worker’s search for work and well-being seems to reach a fulfilling 

conclusion in the film’s final work sequence.  He has been released from jail one last time, and 

the Gamin greets him with the promise of potential work at the Red Moon Café, a restaurant 

where she herself has been hired.  According to the signage, the restaurant specializes in 

“dancing and entertainment,” and features “singing waiters.”  This, finally, is a place which 
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seems to recognize the characters’ talents; the Gamin, after all, has been recruited to the job 

through an unintentional audition.  The restaurant manager simply sees her pirouetting in the 

street to the music from a carousel—twirling as it twirls—and he remarks through the intertitle 

cards that “she’d be good for the cafe.”   

In some sense, the restaurant is the film’s version of free-market capitalism as an ideal: a 

place where one can be recognized for and compensated for talent—for the “product” of one’s 

own labor using one’s own materials.  The fact that the characters find an appropriate niche here 

seems like an endorsement of the “fairness” advertised by the American Dream version of 

capitalism: work hard in an appropriate environment, and you will enjoy success.  The Factory 

Worker was ill-suited to factory work, as demonstrated by his two disastrous stints in a factory, 

and he spends his first night as a Night Watchman stealing food, using department store goods, 

and failing to deter a group of burglars.  But, so the story goes, there is always enough for those 

who are willing to look.  Here, the restaurant manager goes from saying “I’ll give you a trial” to 

offering him a permanent spot based on his performance as an entertainer: “You’re great!” reads 

the intertitle card; “I’ll give you a steady job.”  What was missing from the Factory Worker’s 

experience to this point, it seems, was simply a fitting venue for the expression of his talents.  He 

only needed to find, in other words, a suitable market for his particular product.  Here, finally, 

the characters have discovered the right sort of environment for their sort of “rotating”: the 

twirling of a pirouette in place of a nuts-and-bolts-tightening, a making-of-rounds, or a gear-

spinning.    

The sequence is divided into two main sections, the first of which follows the Factory 

Worker through his travails as a waiter, and the second of which shows him performing a song 

for the restaurant crowd.  The waiter portion of the sequence is a comedy of logistics centered on 
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the Factory Worker’s attempts to bring a roast duck to a patron’s table. Predictably, he is sub-par 

in his duties as a waiter.  He has difficulty following protocol, managing multiple tables, and 

navigating the restaurant space.  As in other sections of the film, the trouble once again takes the 

form of the difficulty involved in getting available goods to an appropriate final destination.  

Once again, the problem is not the availability of the goods—they are plentiful; the problem is 

their delivery.   

The sequence is filled with humor, of course, much of it in Chaplin’s own, classic, 

slapstick tradition.  Thematically, it is related to the earlier “feeding” scenes in the sense that 

here, too, we see an abundance of supply with ongoing difficulties in the delivery mechanisms.  

As the Factory Worker takes an order from one gentleman, for example, a second gentleman 

“screams” that he has been waiting for his roast duck for an hour.  A manager grabs the Factory 

Worker and takes him to the grumpy gentleman’s table, despite the Factory Worker’s objection 

that he is currently occupied with taking an order.  In a repeat of a gesture which is by now 

familiar, the manager shouts at him and points to the grumpy gentleman’s table as if to say, “this 

is where your efforts should be concentrated”—once again despite the effort he was already 

exerting elsewhere.  (Figure 3) 

 As the scene continues, the Factory Worker does manage to get his hands on the grumpy 

gentleman’s roast duck, neatly collected together with a bottle of wine and side dishes on a 

platter.  As the Factory Worker carries the platter towards the gentleman’s table, however, the 

diegetic orchestra erupts into a quick dance number and a crowd suddenly floods the open space 

at the center of the set.  The crowd swallows him in its swirling flow, preventing him from 

reaching the table.  The platter he holds above his head floats around the stage as if it were a cork 

caught in the swirling eddies of an incoming tide.  Eventually, the roast duck is caught on a cast-
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iron hook at the bottom of a chandelier so that when the Factory Worker finally delivers the 

platter to the table it is missing its main course.   

Once again the hollowed-out carcass of fowl is used to comedic effect.  Earlier, the 

second “feeding” scene employed the empty center of a roast chicken as a funnel delivery system 

for coffee—that is, it facilitated consumption even as it maintained its status as an object of 

consumption.  Here, in contrast, the empty center of a roast duck presents an obstacle to its 

consumption.  That is, the duck resists being consumed and it interrupts the process of 

consumption as an object with properties that extend beyond its intended purpose.  The potential 

of each object to be used as a gag is founded on the fact that each object has a material existence 

which overflows its intended purpose.  The fact that each “object” is intended as food is in some 

real sense irrelevant.  The point here seems to be the fact that in addition to being food, each bird 

is also an object, also material, with its own form and its own relationship to the world.   

In both cases, the material nature of the object gets in the way of its use according to an 

intended purpose: roast duck is intended to be eaten, but here its material inhibits its delivery to 

that end.  When the Factory Worker finally manages to bring the duck to the patron’s table, at the 

moment of its delivery it becomes something else.  An extremely intoxicated football team, 

presumably fresh from a victory, leads a cheer in the center of the establishment.  Wearing 

matching outfits and accompanied by their canine mascot, the “team” repurposes the roast duck 

as a football.  Chaplin’s character must intercept a “pass” of the duck and execute evasive 

maneuvers to bring the duck finally back to the patron’s table.   

Here again, the material facticity of the object opens up the possibility of repurposing.  

The duck passes through at least two main roles on the way to the table, and in this way draws 

attention to the fact that material overflows its intended purposes with its materiality.  A roast 
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duck in this film is as suitable for becoming stuck on a chandelier as it is for eating; it is as 

useable as a football as it is as an entree.  Perhaps, the film seems to propose, the duck itself 

doesn’t want to be a meal.  Or, putting aside this more radical but perhaps unanswerable question 

of the possibility of its own subjectivity, the duck has a material existence that overflows its role 

as “meal.”   

 Though the Factory Worker ultimately brings the duck to the patron—leaping duck-first 

across the table as if diving across a goal line in a last-ditch effort to score, then placing the duck 

literally in the patron’s hands—the manager is understandably upset with his performance.  The 

manager pulls him away from the dining room and threatens vaguely, “I hope you can sing,” 

through an intertitle card, shaking his finger at the Factory Worker.   

Nonetheless, it is worth noting that both here and in the performance which follows, 

Chaplin’s character is actually successful in his work goals.  In the midst of the duck’s material 

resistance to the role imposed upon it, for example, he actually brings it to its “final” destination.  

From a logistical standpoint, the work is successful.  Contrary to all the earlier struggles with 

getting food to a final destination, this food arrives.  In this way, the restaurant seems 

categorically different than the other work venues depicted in the film.  It is an ideal space of 

consumption based on the feeding/eating thematic we’ve seen so far.  In this case, the Factory 

Worker himself is responsible for being the conveyor of food—bringing food from a place of 

abundant supply (kitchen) to desiring and receptive mouths (dining room).  Seen in this way, the 

restaurant is actually an extension of the logic presented thus far: from the reduction to the status 

of machine and the treatment like a machine, to an ideal consumer in a place of ideal 

consumption, to a human helping another human in machine-like conditions, and finally to the 
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taking on of the role of the conveyor of value.  As a waiter, the Factory Worker is himself the 

solution to the logistical problem.   

The “problem,” then, is thus revealed as something more than merely logistical.  The 

grumpy gentleman can no longer complain about the lack of a roast duck once it is delivered to 

his table and placed in his hands; rather, his outrage stems from a perceived breach of decorum.  

When the Factory Worker first delivers the platter, for example—before the duck is accidentally 

“hiked” to the football player—the manager reprimands him for placing it directly on the table 

instead of fetching a serving table for the tray from which to serve the meal.  The gentleman does 

not merely want to “eat.”  The Factory Worker’s role as waiter, then, is one that is not tied 

directly to the production nor conveyance of value in the strictly material sense.   

The Factory Worker’s next task amplifies this feature.  He is asked to inhabit the second 

of the job’s paid roles: entertainer.  The song and dance number which he performs constitutes 

the climax of the film.  The performance not only depicts the Factory Worker at his most 

successful point, it also represents the first time Chaplin’s Tramp character is given sound in a 

film—a feature which I will discuss in more detail below.  In a film about finding work, it is 

significant that the success he experiences in this role lies outside the confines of more explicitly 

productive work.  The character neither creates nor delivers a product in the basic material sense, 

nor does he provide a service directly related to property, as he does in protecting goods as a 

Night Watchman.  He engages in an “entertainment” enterprise rather than a produce-driven or 

consumer-driven one.   

The Factory Worker and the Gamin briefly rehearse the song he will sing in the 

restaurant’s side office.  No matter how hard he tries, however, he cannot remember the words.  

The Gamin proposes writing the words on his cuffs as a clever solution.  Unfortunately, he 
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accidentally flings the cuffs from his wrists during his opening dance; when it comes time to 

sing, the Factory Worker is once again left without words.  “Sing!!” mouths the Gamin, 

reinforced by an intertitle card which reads, “Sing!! Never mind the words.”   

When he begins to sing, he actually refuses to sing, in a sense: he produces gibberish 

accompanied by pantomime.  Part of the joke, of course, is that by 1936 audiences have been 

watching Chaplin’s Tramp character with delight for two decades and they have never heard him 

make a sound.  Chaplin himself notes that the character cannot speak, lest he morph into an 

entirely new character.12  The Factory Worker thus makes his first audible utterance in film in 

the form of gibberish and pantomime.   

Laying aside the gibberish and pantomime aspects of his performance for a moment, the 

fact that his first utterance takes the form of song is itself significant.  As Kornhaber contends, “it 

is fitting then that when the Tramp finally ‘speaks’ for the first time on film, he sings.  It is an 

evasion of speech” (218).  Of central importance to my argument, though, his song is not merely 

an evasion of speech.  It is 

an exploration of an alternative to it.  What he offers us through song in this, the last set-

piece of the Tramp’s long film career, is an apotheosis of the interpretive uncertainty that 

has always been part of his filmmaking.  Rather than foreclose meaning, the Tramp’s 

song opens itself to multiple levels of meaning at the same time… Song is for Chaplin a 

form of communicative speech that allows for simultaneity, permits contradiction, and 

marries itself to action, working in concert with it.  (219)   

 
12 “Occasionally I mused over the possibility of making a sound film, but the thought sickened me, for I realized I 
could never achieve the excellence of my silent pictures.  It would mean giving up my tramp character entirely.  
Some people suggested that the tramp might talk.  This was unthinkable, for the first word he ever uttered would 
transform him into another person.  Besides, the matrix out of which he was born was as mute as the rags he wore” 
(Chaplin 366).   
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In place of verbal communication, this moment brings together many diverse layers of meaning-

making: pantomime, diegetic written word (the lyrics on his cuffs), non-diegetic written word 

(the intertitles), silent mouthing, dance, music, and cinematic elements such as shot-scale, set 

design and costuming, etc.   

Chaplin’s “evasion” of speech in this moment is thus also a resistance to the threat of 

tyranny which Kornhaber suggests speech represents in the film’s thematics.  Singing is a 

variation of speech which acknowledges the material nature of voice—a quality which overflows 

voice’s function as a vehicle of communication, and which challenges the domineering presence 

with which speech commands attention in film.  This opens up the possibility of repurposing, 

which can redefine the value of speech as more than/other than a vehicle of communication.  

Sound here becomes an experiential form rather than a communicative medium—these words 

will not deliver meaning, but meaning will be created, and an affective state will be shared.   

As a stand-out moment in the film, it is what Devin Orgeron calls in a slightly different 

context a “success” for Chaplin’s Tramp character.  But the moment adds nuance to Orgeron’s 

assertion that when the Tramp experiences “triumphs” over capitalism, “such triumphs work 

because the Tramp is able to utterly subvert capitalism.”  Orgeron points to a moment in the 

short film The Immigrant (1917), for example, in which the Tramp orchestrates a way to pay for 

both his own and another immigrant’s meal with a third character’s money.  “He consumes,” 

Orgeron observes, “but does not pay and thus does not labor for his pay.  Rather, his labor comes 

in the form of inventing a way around a need to possess his own capital in the first place” 

(Orgeron 90).   

There is a sense in which even this illustration is not a subversion of capitalism, of 

course—the idea of paying for something with another’s money seems like the ultimate 
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capitalist’s dream.  But there is an equal sense in which circumventing the exchange circuit on 

which capitalism is supposedly founded is indeed a “subversion.”  The Tramp experiences 

“success” when he is able to find ways around an apparent tenet of capitalism: the idea that an 

individual must have initial capital to benefit from the system of exchange.  The Tramp does not 

circumvent exchange here—he labors for his food, after all, even if he does not labor for a 

wage—but he does circumvent the uneven exchange of the wage relationship which lies at the 

root of the profit system, the “theft” of surplus value.   

One of the strange aspects of the Factory Worker’s performance at the end of Modern 

Times, then, is its incongruence with the pattern Orgeron observes.  Far from subverting 

capitalism, the Factory Worker’s song and dance earn him immediate recognition as well as the 

promise of future employment, and thus a future wage: “you’re great!” says the café manager in 

the intertitles after the Factory Worker’s performance, amidst the diegetic audience’s thunderous 

applause.  “I’ll give you a steady job.”  In a sense the moment seems to act out another ideal 

version of capitalism—in this case, one of the features that is loudly promoted by its advocates: 

every individual has the capacity to exercise their talents and to be fairly compensated for their 

work.   

On second look, however, the act of “subversion” present in the moment is much more 

subtle; it takes the form of a relationship to sound, but it has much wider ramifications given the 

film’s thematics.  Not only is speech “evaded” here as Kornhaber suggests; sound is repurposed.  

This moment in Modern Times adds a subtle nuance to the conclusion that Orgeron draws from 

The Immigrant and others of Chaplin’s silent films.   

One of the Factory Worker’s “talents” is an artistic one: his ability to adapt to the 

changing status of material.  He refuses to treat value solely as an economic phenomenon, 
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limiting objects to their exchangeability on the market.  Without going so far as to attribute 

consciousness or will to the duck he delivers in his waiter role, it is worth noting that the Factory 

Worker has some success there by acknowledging and playing along with the duck’s changing 

status.  When it “becomes” a football, for example, he takes on the role of running back.  The 

Factory Worker shows flexibility in his environment; he is responsive to his environment.   

What’s shifted is the expression of “product” in an exchange.  In the place of labor-time 

and labor-power is creative activity, which is accompanied by the possibility of an alternative 

system of valuation.  As the film resists the importance given to speech as an organizing 

principle, it resists the tyrannical influence of wage-work, challenging the precept that material 

production and conveyance are conditions of both sociality and of survival.  Alternatively, the 

work done here is affective work.  This is at the center of the artist’s “intervention” in the reading 

of the film I have proposed.  It starts with the recognition that an object “overflows” or 

“exceeds” its intended purpose with its materiality, opening up the possibility for repurposing.   

 But does not the Electro-Steel Company’s president repurpose the Factory Worker’s 

bodily capacity for manufacturing industrial products?  Does not the department store manager 

repurpose his physical presence for the protection of property?  Does not the restaurant manager 

repurpose his creative acumen for patronage and greater food sales?  How does the film 

distinguish between these exploitative practices and the liberatory practices of the labor struggle?  

The distinction, perhaps, is in the contrast between repurposing and appropriation.  The two 

terms both recognize a quantity of excess in any given “thing”—whether an object, gesture, 

movement, thought, feeling, or labor.  The distinction between them is perspective-specific, 

however, and drawn along class lines: where one class appropriates, the other repurposes.  

Repurposing in Modern Times is the artistic and class-specific response to the alienating violence 
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of appropriation.  Read with a focus on the processes and practices of valuation—the creation 

and circulation of value, and the relationship between different registers of value—the film is a 

narrative of the development of an artist, and a manifesto of the role that the artist and art more 

broadly might play in the labor struggle.  
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3. Art in a Riot: The Curious Role of the Artist in Nathanael 

West’s The Day of the Locust 

 

Odysseus at the Mast: The Artist Confronting Art 

On most days Tod Hackett is a painter as well as a set and costume designer for a 

Hollywood studio, but in the closing moments of Nathanael West’s novel The Day of the Locust 

(1939), he finds himself seated in the back of a police car with a leg so severely injured he 

cannot support his own weight.  He is being rescued rather than punished, though certainly some 

of his actions earlier in the novel could have merited police intervention—attempted rape, 

soliciting sex for money, etc.  But in this moment the police have rescued him from a riot which 

erupted at a movie premier, hauling him over the railing to which he had been clinging, gasping 

and “fighting to keep from being sucked back” (ND 184).  After he has been seated in relative 

safety for a few breaths, the police generously offer to give him a ride home.  When the squad 

car’s siren begins to “scream,” however, Tod experiences the disorienting sensation of being 

unable to distinguish its sound from the sound of his own voice.13  “He felt his lips with his 

hands,” the narrator tells us, and there discovers that “they were clamped tight.  He knew then 

that it was the siren.  For some reason this made him laugh and he began to imitate the siren as 

loud as he could” (ND 185).  For Tod, it is an uncanny sound, familiar but strange, coming from 

 
13 Not only does Tod’s name with a single “d” evoke the German word for “death,” “Hackett” seems like a neat 
homonym for his role as a set and costume designer: he hacks it.  And while “Hackett” also resonates with his 
violent predilections, the diminutive “ett” includes his ineffectuality as both a painter, potential lover, and even 
aggressor.   
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himself but from an external source: it is simultaneously the personal sound of his own voice 

propelled by his own sovereign will, and the impersonal sound of the repressive state apparatus.  

Reading this moment allegorically, Tod makes a neat figure for the curious and 

sometimes precarious role of the artist (and of art) in the 1930s—variously critiquing, resistant 

to, influenced by, and productive of the images of the culture industry.  On one hand, Tod sounds 

the alarm as an artist with his artistic “voice”: he announces danger and summons others to 

action by turning his art to the role historically filled by satire, parody, and liberatory 

propaganda.  On the other hand, he manufactures the very images of “the good life” his art seems 

to resist, working as a set and costume designer for a Hollywood studio.14  His commercial 

creations function like the voices of those mythic Sirens who lure sailors to their deaths upon the 

rocks: they contribute to the production of the image culture which naturalizes oppressive social 

and economic relations in the 1930s, lulling the working and middle classes into passive 

acceptance of roles that limit their control over both their material conditions of existence and 

their relationships with each other, while reducing individuals to fungible material. 

Said more plainly, Tod’s “work” critiques the system perpetuated by the culture 

industries while simultaneously contributing to its continuation and growth in return for a wage. 

“Tod is divided,” writes Jay Martin in his biography of West, “between his sensibility and his 

actions, his perception and his desires, his art and his materials for art.  His painting”—the 

masterpiece he plans to call “The Burning of Los Angeles” but which he never quite finishes—

“assumes shape even while his society and his own sanity become so misshapen that they 

 
14 “The good life” is the term Lauren Berlant uses in Cruel Optimism to describe the image of satisfaction which she 
argues legitimizes late 20th- and early 21st-century American social and economic structures.  It is the object on 
which “cruel optimism” hinges—a particular ideological orientation in which the object of optimism is the very 
thing that renders its attainment impossible.  Much of this chapter’s subject matter and method is inspired by 
Berlant’s work in Cruel Optimism, though I hope to show (albeit implicitly) that many versions of “the good life” 
which Berlant analyzes from the late 1900s/early 2000s are already firmly in place by the 1930s.    
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explode sensationally.”  Tod is divided, but he is not merely divided: for Martin, Tod’s painting 

acts as a figure for the novel itself, a fictional analogue for the real-world novel-writing process. 

“His painting,” after all, “takes shape along with the book” (317).   

Tod is an “exemplary” artist in this sense—not an emulable ideal, but a figure for the 

debate over the artist’s role in contemporary culture.  To the extent that his ongoing process of 

conceptualizing his painting highlights his ability to slip into self-reflective, self-critical thought, 

the painting distinguishes him from the other characters in the novel.  With the art of painting, 

Tod creates images rather than merely participating in their pre-established generic relations 

(though he does the latter as well); he observes and reflects rather than leaping into unthinking 

action (though he does the latter as well).   

The main intervention Tod plans for “The Burning of Los Angeles” is to change the way 

the subjugated group of “the masses” is represented.  This group—the people who “had come to 

California to die”—are a fascinating group for Tod from his first moments in the city.  They are, 

the narrator tells us, a group “of a different type” who “loitered on the corners or stood with their 

backs to the shop windows and stared at everyone who passed.  When their stare was returned, 

their eyes filled with hatred” (ND 60).  They are consummate consumers of spectacle, folks who 

“had slaved at some kind of dull, heavy labor, behind desks and counters, in the fields and at 

tedious machines of all sorts, saving their pennies and dreaming of the leisure that would be 

theirs when they had enough… Where else should they go but California, the land of sunshine 

and oranges?” (ND 177)  When they arrive, however, they discover that “they don’t know what 

to do with their time.  They haven’t the mental equipment for leisure, the money nor the physical 

equipment for pleasure.”  Their appetites have been whetted by continuous exposure to the 

sensationalized spectacles of news media and film, and now they find that “nothing can ever be 



LaGuardia 126 
 

violent enough to make taut their slack minds and bodies.  They have been cheated and betrayed.  

They have slaved and saved for nothing” (ND 178).   

Rather than satirizing the group as others have done in the past, using satire’s ability to 

exaggerate individuals and groups to the point of their ineffectuality, he will paint it with 

“respect, appreciating its awful, anarchic power” and cultivating an “aware[ness of the fact] that 

they had it in them to destroy civilization” (ND 142).  In contrast with one of the main strains of 

late nineteenth-/early twentieth-century Leftist thought, which promotes the spontaneous 

development of self-consciousness in the masses as an historically inevitable result of their 

oppression, The Day of the Locust describes a group that might erupt at any moment with an 

orgiastic, destructive, anarchic energy.  The narrator notes an awful change in individuals as they 

become a part of the mass, for instance, pointing to the corrupting influence of the mass as such.  

As “new groups, whole families, kept arriving” to the movie premier at the end of the novel, Tod 

could see a change come over them as soon as they had become a part of the 

crowd.  Until they reached the line, they looked diffident, almost furtive, but the moment 

they had become a part of it, they turned arrogant and pugnacious.  It was a mistake to 

think them harmless curiosity seekers.  They were savage and bitter, especially the 

middle-aged and the old, and had been made so by boredom and disappointment. (ND 

177) 

This is a far cry from the development of an entirely “new man” so many Leftists hoped for and 

worked towards in the period. 
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In this way, one of the central questions West’s novel poses is of the role the artist can 

and/or should play in the history, development, and potential futures of Leftist movements.15 

With Tod as an exemplary figure, the question of the artist’s role is a fraught one, essentially an 

abbreviation of four more specific, nested questions which will serve as the foundation of my 

analysis of the novel: first, how does the novel define the relationship between artist and 

audience?  Since this first question implies specific subject formations, a second question 

follows: what subject formations does the novel authorize?  In other words, what thoughts, 

actions, feelings, and responses are available to the characters?  Third, what role does or can art 

have in producing, influencing, disrupting, or obliterating those subject formations?  And finally, 

in order to discover an answer to the primary question of the role the novel stakes out for the 

artist in the history, development, and potential futures of Leftist movements, we must ask a 

fourth question: on what front or fronts does the novel suggest art functions—economic, social, 

cultural, political, ideological, material, psychological, legal, historical, etc.? 

The answers to these questions have everything to do with affective response, or what 

Gregg and Seigworth call the “accumulation of affect” (13).  Locust seems particularly 

interested, after all, in how people elicit, understand, and communicate their feelings; how 

people intellectualize (or fail to intellectualize) them; and how they sublimate (or fail to 

sublimate) them.16  The novel’s characters exhibit what Lauren Berlant calls in a different 

 
15 Although this chapter is not concerned with authorial intention, some readers might be interested in how 
prominently this question featured in West’s own thinking.  See, for instance, Jay Martin’s biography, especially 
334-337. 

 
16 Concerning the difference between affect and feeling, I am drawing on Lauren Berlant’s sense that affect is “out 
there” while feeling is the categorizable/categorized result of the internal processing of external stimuli.  When 
considering the present, for example, Berlant notes that it “is perceived, first, affectively: the present is what makes 
itself present to us before it becomes anything else, such as an orchestrated collective event or an epoch on which we 
can look back” (4).  “Affect is a metapsychological category,” she continues, paraphrasing André Green, “spanning 
what’s internal and external to subjectivity… Its activity saturates the corporeal, intimate, and political performances 
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context “aesthetically mediated affective responses.”  Taken together, these “exemplify a shared 

historical sense” (3).   

My method will be to show how potentially disruptive moments such as Tod’s siren 

scream, the cockfight, and the brief drag show in the middle of the novel are mediated—or, in 

Berlant’s terms, how they are accommodated into a “logic of adjustment” (10). Potentially 

disruptive moments show most clearly the way that situations, actions, and feelings are 

recuperated into the illusion of a steady, forward stream of historical time—they show most 

clearly, that is, the way in which a particular “logic of adjustment” functions within, while 

helping to create, culture; or more specifically, they show the way in which a particular logic of 

adjustment functions within and helps create an individual’s subjective experience of the present.   

As Louis Althusser claims in his famous essay on ideology, subjects function by and 

large on their own—they “work all by themselves,” and do so “in the vast majority of cases,” 

save those few “‘bad subjects’ who on occasion provoke the intervention of one of the 

detachments of the (repressive) State apparatus” (123).  When subjects “‘work all by 

themselves,’ they are inserted into practices governed by the rituals of the ISAs” (123), or 

Ideological State Apparatuses.  Potentially disruptive moments, therefore, show us the 

functioning of interpellative processes most clearly, and in this way help us identify fissures or 

contradictions rich with the opportunity for understanding and change.   Said in terms of affect, I 

am interested in what Berlant calls “read[ing] patterns of adjustment in [the novel’s] specific 

aesthetic… contexts to derive what’s collective about specific modes of sensual activity” (9).   

 
of adjustment that make a shared atmosphere something palpable and, in its patterning, releases to view a poetics, a 
theory-in-practice of how a world works” (16).   
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Ultimately, The Day of the Locust carves out a role for the artist as the figure responsible 

for placing images into contexts, and, through this labor, asserting a subjective position from 

which to perform an immanent critique of social, economic, and cultural structures.  Locust 

performs this labor by creating a mutually constitutive relationship between the circulation of 

affect and the circulation of descriptive material—descriptive material being tied both to the 

ascription of value and to characters’ affective responses.  Descriptive material does not appear 

from nothing, after all, immaculately conceived and birthed without labor; rather, it always 

develops through the specific labor processes of an individual or group using specific linguistic, 

cultural, and physical materials at specific times, places, and levels of technological 

development.   

 

The Circulation of Descriptive Material 

The circulation of descriptive material provides a way of understanding how potentially 

disruptive moments are, drawing on Berlant’s affective terminology, accommodated into a “logic 

of adjustment” such that each scenario “make sense.”  Two of the clearest examples of 

potentially disruptive moments in the novel are the gruesome cockfighting scene in the final 

third, and the party scene which follows.  In this section, I would like to discuss the patterns the 

novel establishes leading up to these scenes—patterns which the scenes themselves will 

volatilize to the point of explosion.  The ways in which descriptive material appears and 

reappears here point both to its function as a sort of affective analogue, and to the function the 

novel carves out for the artist in relationship to it.  In this case, the novel suggests that the artist 

works with the image as his main conceptual medium, acknowledging the image as a “system of 
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a priori forms determining what presents itself to sense experience” (Ranciere, Politics 8), and 

adjusting the parameters of that system through interpretation and comprehension.     

Over the course of several chapters, the novel introduces the two birds who will later 

fight; it shows the fight; it describes the ensuing “party” during which the human characters take 

on the traits used to describe the birds; and finally, the novel tracks the party’s violent fallout in a 

thematic and descriptive revisitation of the cockfight itself.  Taken together, the chapters create a 

microcosm of what Berlant calls the “precarious public sphere”: “an intimate public of subjects 

who circulate scenarios of economic and intimate contingency and trade paradigms for how best 

to live on, considering” (3).   

The repetition of certain descriptors from scene to scene and scenario to scenario at first 

seems to create a cause-and-effect relationship between groups of birds and human characters: 

the birds’ interactions seem to act as a sort of “template” for the humans’ interactions—a 

pedagogical spectacle through which the characters learn how to function in their relationships 

with others.  But the relationship between earlier and later scenarios is less about cause-and-

effect as it is about repeatability.  The scenarios the characters witness and in which they 

participate are already familiar to them in the sense that the scenarios themselves participate in a 

preexisting system of communicating and interpreting feeling.  The artist, as will become clear, 

does not so much expand the range of material available to sense in each scenario, then, as he 

adjusts the logic through which material is selected as sensible, and through which it is 

interpreted.    

The artist’s act of adjusting is not a “natural” function for individuals, according to the 

novel, however; it is a function he must learn.  As such, Tod begins the novel at a crisis moment 

in his own learning.  He reached a limit during his final year at the Yale School of Fine Arts in 
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the novel’s prehistory: by that time, “he had begun to think that he might give up painting 

completely.  The pleasures he received from the problems of composition and color had 

decreased as his facility had increased and he had realized that he was going the way of all his 

classmates, toward illustration or mere handsomeness” (ND 60-61).  Luckily for him, he was 

recruited by telegram to learn set and costume design in Hollywood after “a talent scout for 

National Films [saw] some of his drawings in an exhibit of undergraduate work” (ND 60).  Once 

in Hollywood, he finds the people who “had come to California to die,” and they reinvigorated 

his interest in painting.   

His fascination with the group extends beyond the “problems of composition and color” 

he faced at Yale to the problems of interpretation and comprehension.  As he continues to think 

through how he will represent the people who had come to California to die—a process I will 

return to in more detail towards the end of the chapter—Tod focuses on translating their 

psychological, emotional, and ideological orientations into the medium of painting.  He focuses, 

in other words, not only on their characterological types, but also on the means of representation.  

The focus on means tunes the artist’s sensibilities to the interpretive gap between “reality” and 

representation.   

The novel suggests the artist’s learning process in free indirect discourse—that “in-

between” space where Tod’s thoughts and the narrator’s “objective” descriptions are 

indistinguishable.  Tod’s reflections as a painter and the narrator’s thoughts as a 

storyteller/novelist are part and parcel of the same process of pattern recognition whereby artists 

comprehend scenarios and pose new ones with their art.17   But the “in-betweenness” of free 

 
17 I’m using “comprehend” to mean several related actions: “to understand the nature or meaning of,” “perceive,” 
and, most notably for the process of intervention I argue the novel eventually proposes, “to take in or embrace; 
include; comprise” (dictionary.com).  
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indirect discourse also troubles the location of the artist’s learning, preventing a clear distinction 

between the sovereign will of the individual and external forces which overly-determine the 

subject.   

The novel points from emotions and intellect to affect with such confusion—mixing up 

the location of a learning that seems to come only from the individual or only from the overly-

determining structures of the many Ideological State Apparatuses.  Just as the origins and 

locations of affect are difficult to pin down, and just as they seem to come from within though 

they are apparently determined from without, so are the origins and locations of this learning 

process difficult to pin down, and so they seem to come from within though they are apparently 

determined from without.  Their dynamics are most readily observable in the novel’s descriptive 

material, which is drawn from the association with previous material but which changes as it 

takes on new associations with each new deployment.  Affect is thus circulated with and 

conditioned by descriptive material.  The consequent analogy between the circulation of affect 

and the circulation of descriptive material is what provides Tod himself with opportunities for 

critical, artistic reflection and abstraction.   

These opportunities are punctuated in the novel by the appearance of birds, which I will 

discuss with specific examples from the novel.  Birds not only highlight specific traits in human 

characters through their similarity to each other; they also emphasize the abstracting quality of 

language itself—the quality, that is, which creates association through the various applicability 

of descriptive terms.  The first time Tod meets Miguel’s “half dozen” competition birds, for 

example, the narrative establishes an implicit comparison between them and a roughly equal 

number of birds that Earle poaches for food.  The scene unfolds as Tod accompanies his ongoing 

but unrequited love interest Faye Greener and the cowboy/horse-opera actor Earle Shoop for 
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dinner at a campsite Earle and his “friend” Miguel have set up a two-canyon hike beyond the dirt 

road Faye “followed… to its end” (ND 112) as she drove them there.  The three characters meet 

Miguel at the edge of the woods around the camp, and as they enter the area the differences 

between the groups of birds is readily observable: while the game cocks reside in coops made 

with “a great deal of pains” and replete with “grooved boards, carefully matched and joined… 

floors… freshly spread with peat moss,” the birds they will eat for dinner sit trapped in the much 

less luxurious dwelling of a “wire basket about the size of a washtub.”  While Miguel stands 

around in his “duck trousers” (ND 113) talking enthusiastically about each of the competition 

birds “he was very proud of” (114), Earle nonchalantly “caught [his] birds one at a time and 

pulled their heads off before dropping them into his sacks” (114).   

As the scene continues, however, the differences between the two groups of birds are 

overshadowed by their similarities.  Readers are led to understand that Miguel’s “birds” are 

chickens and Earle’s are quail by the narrator’s descriptions, but the characters themselves do not 

explicitly distinguish between the species: just after Miguel exhibits his “birds” to Tod, Earle 

announces that “I’ll get the birds,” smudging the boundary between one and the other referent.  

From smudging, the slippage from “game cocks” to “game” in the narrator’s descriptions is a 

short one, and similarities outweigh differences.  (ND 114-15)  Though the groups of birds are 

different and they are held in different cages, they are both nonetheless birds held in cages. Their 

fates differ in detail, but they are identical in the abstract: death in the service of those who 

capture them, their bodies consumed by the process.   

Tod’s “learning” commences as the narrator floats closer to and further away from his 

consciousness in the free indirect discourse, paving the way for a more general applicability of 

the “logic of adjustment.”  This is a scenario which “makes sense,” which is made 
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comprehensible, by virtue of descriptive material.  The abstract identification between groups of 

birds is not unique to this scene, after all; instead, it participates in a circulation of descriptive 

material that connects birds with humans, as well as humans with humans.   

Along the way to meeting Miguel’s birds and eating Earle’s, for instance, the narrative 

underwrites the similarity between the groups of birds with connections made earlier between 

birds and humans.  As Tod, Faye, and Earle first hike towards the camp in the desert wilderness 

just outside Hollywood, two other birds appear and command their attention.  In the beautiful 

bloom of “full spring,” Tod, Faye, and Earle 

stopped to watch a hummingbird chase a blue jay.  The jay flashed by squawking with its 

tiny enemy on its tail like a ruby bullet.  The gaudy birds burst the colored air into a 

thousand glittering particles like metal confetti.  (ND 113)   

Anyone living near hummingbird populations is probably familiar with this spectacle, the 

energetic performance of defending food and territory: a male Anna’s hummingbird, for 

example—a species common to the Southwestern and Pacific Coast United States—with a 

fierce, iridescent blast of red feathers igniting his head in hellish fire; swaying menacingly to and 

fro on a branch; body feathers puffed up in a show of machismo inversely proportionate to his 

diminutive size; his raspy but piercing territorial refrain; his frequent, explosive chatter and dart-

like aerial attacks.  Coupled with the first descriptions of Earle in the novel as a tall, thin, jay-like 

man—with a “big Stetson hat” which like a blue jay’s crest “added five inches or more to his 

height,” and dungarees “bleached a very light blue by the sun and much washing” (ND 108-

109)—the spectacle bears more than a passing resemblance to the conflicts we witness between 

Abe Kusich, whose histrionics are well-known to the group, and Earle, whose sour mood and 

goading of Abe are also well-known.  Since the terms and habits of Abe and Earle’s relationship 
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are familiar in the characters’ world, none of them seem to learn anything new from this 

particular avian spectacle: after all, “Abe’s pugnacity was often a joke.  When he used it on his 

friends, they played with him like one does with a growling puppy, staving off his mad rushes 

and then baiting him to rush again” (66).  Sudden, explosive violence is a familiar sight to each 

of them, and perhaps even emulable for the attention it garners.18   

In this way, what seems like a pedagogical spectacle emerges as a scenario.  The two 

birds do not provide a model for behavior so much as a reflection and naturalization of the 

characters’ already existing social habits.  They journey into the desert wilderness only to 

encounter familiar versions of themselves enacting familiar scenarios, rather than specific, 

irreducible content or an irrefutable conclusion.   

The scenario Tod experiences here as the novel’s exemplary artist figure is one of 

disruption accommodated into the logic of spectacle.  The shift between one mode of 

engagement (artistic contemplation) and another (passive consumption of a familiar spectacle) is 

an ongoing and crucial aspect in Tod’s development of his artistic sensibilities.  As the group 

follows a path to the campsite, for example, the narrator describes the setting in free indirect 

discourse, in the mode of artistic contemplation:  

The path ran along the bottom of a narrow canyon and wherever weeds could get a 

purchase in its steep banks they flowered in purple, blue, and yellow.  Orange poppies 

bordered the path.  Their petals were wrinkled like crepe and their leaves were heavy 

with talcumlike dust.  

 
18 “In America violence is idiomatic,” writes West in an editorial he wrote for Contact, a magazine he brought 
briefly back into circulation with William Carlos Williams in 1932.  “Read our newspapers.  To make the front page 
a murderer has to use his imagination, he also has to use a particularly hideous instrument.  Take this morning’s 
paper: FATHER CUTS SON’S THROAT IN BASEBALL ARGUMENT.  It appears on an inside page.  To make 
the first page, he should have killed three sons with a baseball bat instead of a knife.  Only liberality and symmetry 
could have made this daily occurrence interesting” (“Some Notes on Violence” 399).   
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They climbed until they reached another canyon.  This one was sterile, but its bare 

ground and jagged rocks were even more brilliantly colored than the flowers of the first.  

The path was silver, grained with streaks of rose-gray, and the walls of the canyon were 

turquoise, mauve, chocolate and lavender.  The air itself was vibrant pink.  (113) 

Because of the use of free indirect discourse, it is difficult to say whether the description is 

indicative of Tod’s perspective or the narrator’s, or even whether the narrator supplements Tod’s 

perspective with descriptive material not yet available to him.  As such, descriptive material 

seems to float in the air like pollen, seeking out fertile areas in which to grow roots and flourish.  

Descriptive material from other discourses is detectable even in the contemplation of the land 

and its foliage: weeds “get a purchase” as if securing precious Hollywood real estate; flower 

petals wrinkle “like crepe” while their leaves have “talcumlike dust.”    

The characters’ sudden shift in attention from vegetation and geology to the birds is a 

reflex, a muscle memory established through frequent training.  Like the people who come to 

California to die, Tod, Faye, and Earle have become “sophisticates” (ND 178), requiring nothing 

less than an explosion of color, sound, and motion to stimulate them in the midst of an 

environment already rich in detail.  The subtler elements in their surroundings snap into the 

background as if someone quickly dimmed the lights in a theater to make way for the focused 

light of the projector.  Tod is a slow study, but the scenario ultimately offers him the opportunity 

to see the way in which the birds command attention—not by offering a new spectacle, but by 

enacting a familiar one which elicits a familiar, programmed response.   

As the scene continues to unfold, the characters cook the game birds, eat, and begin to 

sing and dance.  They drink tequila throughout, and by the end they are all quite inebriated, 

abandoning any sense of the etiquette they have had to indulge their baser desires.  For Faye, this 
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entails “toss[ing] away the peanut butter jar” Miguel gave her in a show of hospitality and 

drinking tequila out of a shared jug “like the others” (ND 115).  It also means exploring her 

obvious physical attraction to Miguel despite the fact that she has been “going out” with Earle 

and has been the object of Tod’s violent sexual fantasies for some time.  As she exchanges 

glances with Miguel and begins dancing with him, Earle recognizes her attraction and responds 

with vicious jealousy, cracking a stick over Miguel’s head in an attempt to quell their developing 

relationship.  Faye has the wherewithal to run as the blow falls, and Tod tries to grab her and pull 

her to the ground as she flees.  Happily enough for readers of this dark novel, he fails in his 

attempt, but his inchoate learning has progressed to the point where contemplation is his eventual 

response to the situation.   

Here, as elsewhere, birds punctuate a shift in the mode through which Tod relates to his 

immediate circumstances.  At first he is a hound pursuing its game in the scenario: “shout[ing] to 

her, a deep, agonized bellow, like that a hound makes when it strikes a fresh line after hours of 

cold trailing” (ND 117).  Failing in his pursuit, however, he notices that “somewhere further up 

the hill a bird began to sing.”19  Most importantly—given the heuristic value birds have begun to 

show in the narrative—“he listened” (ND 117).  The distant birdsong triggers practical thoughts 

of the painting he continues to construct in his mind throughout the length of the novel.  He 

decides that “he was going to show the city burning at high noon, so that the flames would have 

 
19 It is noteworthy that the bird and hound elements have already been described as a part of Harry Greener’s 
compulsion to act.  Tod visits Harry during Harry’s illness, with the expressed intent of seeing Faye.  Once he gets 
Harry talking, however, “there was nothing he could do about it… He had to let him run down like a clock” (ND 
119).  Harry tells his tale like the Coleridge’s Ancient Mariner, compelled by some unknown force to repeat his tale 
to whomever would listen: “Let me sit down for a moment,” Harry would tell his unsuspecting audience, “I have a 
stone in my shoe. / I was once blithe and happy, / I was once young like you.”  As he continues his tale, birds and 
hounds become an active part of the scenes he constructs: “He even did the off-stage noises, twittering like birds to 
herald the dawn of Love and yelping like a pack of bloodhounds when describing how an Evil Fate ever pursued 
them” (ND 120).   
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to compete with the desert sun and thereby appear less fearful, more like burning flags flying 

from roofs and windows than a terrible holocaust.”20  True to the “sophisticates” profile he will 

later attribute to the people who had come to California to die, “he wanted the city to have quite 

a gala air as it burned, to appear almost gay.  And the people who set it on fire would be a 

holiday crowd.”  Here Tod conceives of a sort of affective realism: representing a crowd so well-

trained for the extremes of violent spectacle that even a city burning to the ground takes on 

“quite a gala air… almost gay” (ND 118).   

A second burst of the distant birdsong triggers an even deeper contemplation, shifting 

Tod from his painting to his role as an artist and the potential “value” of the painting once 

completed.  Once “Faye was forgotten… he only wondered if he weren’t exaggerating the 

importance of the people who come to California to die.  Maybe they weren’t really desperate 

enough to set a single city on fire, let alone the whole country.  Maybe they were only the pick of 

America’s madmen and not at all typical of the rest of the land.”  Ultimately, Tod concludes that 

“it didn’t make any difference because he was an artist, not a prophet.  His work would not be 

judged by the accuracy with which it foretold a future event but by its merit as painting.”  The 

painting’s “merit as painting” seems like an alibi in Tod’s thoughts, however, since, 

“nevertheless, he refused to give up the role of Jeremiah.  He changed ‘pick of America’s 

madmen’ to ‘cream’ and felt almost certain that the milk from which it had been skimmed was 

just as rich in violence.”  Hollywood takes a primary role in the uprising he predicts, the rising 

“cream” in the large vat of the United States’ populace.  In Tod’s mind, this is where affective 

circulation takes place: “The Angelenos would be first,” he predicted, “but their comrades all 

over the country would follow.  There would be civil war” (ND 118).    

 
20 Note that the term “holocaust” is used here before it was used to describe Hitler’s extermination policies.   
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Tod’s “learning” suggests the circulatory process as a location for the artist’s work—one 

of the “fronts” I mention in the introduction to the chapter.  If the artist is to have a role in any of 

the areas mentioned above, after all—the history, development, and/or potential futures of the 

Left—it will be in the circulatory process: the production, distribution, exchange, and 

consumption of the affective structures which enable what Althusser famously calls the 

“reproduction of the conditions of production” at the level of individual feeling.  “Circulation” in 

this regard takes on two discreet but related meanings: both the movement of value ascribed to 

specific “objects,” physical or otherwise, and circulated with those objects; and the milieu within 

which this circulation takes place—a sort of “stew of stuff” that swirls around subjects in their 

environment and which both includes them and constitutes a part of their subjectivity.  In other 

words, “circulation” includes the value ascribed to and moved with objects, as well as the 

direction, speed, acceleration, deceleration, potential ending points, etc., set by values already in 

motion.   

The artist might take on one or even several of the roles available to him in this structure.  

He might, for example, disrupt the circulatory process; he might revise the process; he might 

create “objects” to circulate, contributing to the overall mass in circulation; he might affect the 

perception of the “objects” circulating; etc.  Many of these roles are of course so closely related 

that they are barely distinguishable.  And even if distinguishable, they are interactive: an artist 

might disrupt circulation by affecting the perception of objects circulated, for example, or 

increase the scope of circulation available to perception by adding to the amount circulated.   

What I am calling the “circulation of affect” in relationship to the circulation of 

descriptive material is thus the creation and distribution of conventions for translating 

material/sensory experience into feeling.  In this way, its similarity to the circulation of value is 
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apparent: both are observable only through their effects, and both determine the conditions of 

sociality as a sort of common sense.  I am using the term here in a sense related to its economic 

definition, in which circulation refers to the moments when value is in the process of changing 

hands, and in particular to money’s function as a medium of exchange.  But I am referring 

specifically to the process of reproducing affective experience in the double sense of 

“refreshing” or “replenishing” a supply, and also “spreading” or “expanding” into areas not yet 

incorporated.  Affective circulation in this sense is something more like a “shadow circulation” 

underwriting the movement of value—a continuous churning that functions as a precondition for 

economic transactions at the various stages of production, exchange, and consumption.  Or, in 

the case of this novel: a precondition for affective dispositions at various stages of performance, 

exchange, interpretation, and comprehension.   

If the circulatory process is the location of the artist’s work according to The Day of the 

Locust, the image is the conceptual level on which he works—descriptive material produced and 

exchanged.  It is through the image that potentially disruptive moments are accommodated into a 

logic of adjustment such that each scenario “makes sense.”  According to Jacques Rancière, 

however, there is a tension at the heart of the image.  The image is the point at which two 

contradictory tendencies meet: the tendency to attest to an absent original whose presence has 

been made available through the representation, and the tendency to modify the meaning of that 

original.  As Ranciere describes in The Future of the Image, the tension between these tendencies 

derives from the fact that the image refers to an “other”: it simultaneously attests to the material 

existence of an other through likeness, and carves out a space for difference from that other.  It 

is, in another way of describing it, a similarity and a difference at once—a “likeness of an 

original,” and “the interplay of operations that produces what we call art: or precisely an 
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alteration of resemblance.  The images of art are operations that produce a discrepancy, a 

dissemblance” (6-7).  As operations, images are “relations between the sayable and the visible, 

ways of playing with the before and after, cause and effect” (5-6).  They “couple and uncouple 

the visible and its signification or speech and its effect, which create and frustrate expectations” 

(4-5).21  Material attains its status as “image” within a network of relations that includes a 

temporal component—a network which enables “the power of anticipating an effect the better to 

displace or contradict it” (5).  In this way, the image functions in the tradition of literature 

radicalized by “the immediacy of the visual” (5).   

The trouble with many analyses of the image for Rancière is that “we continue to regard 

it as a promise of flesh, capable of dispelling the simulacra of resemblance, the artifices of art, 

and the tyranny of the letter” (8).  He sees a continuation today of the critical tendency which 

accompanied the invention of the photograph and the development of a market of images in the 

19th century: mistaking the photograph’s mechanical process of representation for a safe, 

objective representation—the mere fact of the object’s material presence.  (16)  Indeed, the 

mechanical aspect of the process was a part of the initial appeal of the photographic image 

according to Watson and Rappaport, John Berger, and other historians of the image: the 

mechanical apparatus seemed to remove subjectivity from the process of representation.  This 

seemed to liberate the image from discourse in turn, but bound it to the fact of material 

presence—or what Rancière calls the “that was” quality of Barthes’s punctum.  As such, the 

image could “no longer [be] the codified expression of a thought or feeling… [but] a way in 

which things themselves speak and are silent” (13).   

 
21 Rancière refers specifically to the opening images of Bresson’s film au hasard Balthazar here, though his 
observations have wider/general ramifications.   
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Unfortunately, Rancière argues, this line of thinking obscures the relational/operational 

quality of the image.  In particular, “the simple relationship between mechanical expression and 

the punctum erases… the whole history of the relation between three things: the images of art, 

the social forms of imagery, and the theoretic procedures of criticism of imagery” (15).  Said 

another way, it erases “the operations of art, the forms of imagery, and the discursiveness of 

symptoms” (17).  Or, said yet another way, it erases in particular the “three-way interaction 

between the social production of resemblances, artistic operations of dissemblance, and the 

discursiveness of symptoms” (22).   

Historically, Rancière continues, the image reached a crisis moment sometime between 

the 1880s and the 1920s.  Two main approaches sought to liberate the image from its status as 

mediator during this period, practicing an art that would “directly realize the idea in self-

sufficient material form” (19), as well as an art that would “abolish… the distance of the image 

so as to identify its procedures with the forms of a whole life in action, no longer separating art 

from work or politics” (19).  By the 1930s, these two approaches were neither resolved nor 

reconciled so much as they were further troubled by a variety of debates about the nature and 

status of the image, which I will discuss in the following section.   

 

Art/Work: The Status of Artistic Labor and the Mass-Man in the 

1930s 

As I have described, the image is the conceptual level on which the artist works 

according to the novel, and the circulatory process is the location of his work, both reflecting and 

conditioning affective responses towards material.  In these two ways, The Day of the Locust 

intervenes in at least two of the major debates of the 1930s about the nature and status of the 
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image, and of “art” more specifically: the debate over whether art is a product or a process, and 

the debate over the distinction between “high” and “mass” culture.  These debates would have 

consequences not only for the working and living conditions of real artists in the United States, 

but also for ideas of the “subject” who functions as an artist.  The question of whether value 

should be assessed as a precursor to exchange or as a function of the exchange process itself, for 

example, serves as a proxy for the question of whether the subject is a vibrant, complex, creative 

creature, or an automaton—in other words, whether the subject is the source of value or its 

mechanical conveyor.   

The central image around which these debates revolve in the novel is the “people who 

come to California to die,” both in the narrator’s treatment and in Tod’s as he develops his 

painting “The Burning of Los Angeles.”  The group, as mentioned above, is comprised of 

Midwesterners who have moved to Hollywood after a lifetime of wage labor to seek out the land 

promised by the productions of film and other popular media.  The (social) nature of work, 

which touches on the question of whether work is itself a product or process, is in many ways 

their backstory.  They are not in the process of emptying out their lives; their lives have already 

been emptied out, and their current state is characterized by this.   

Their secret is that they have not “come to California to die,” but to live.  They plant 

themselves on street corners, outside theaters, and in stores, and they stare vacantly at all who 

pass by, waiting for some spectacle to enliven them.  Their story, as I mentioned earlier, is one of 

“slav[ing] at some kind of dull, heavy labor, behind desks and counters, in the fields and at 

tedious machines of all sorts, saving their pennies and dreaming of the leisure that would be 

theirs when they had enough” (ND 177).  With the nature of their work as their backstory, the 

shape of their leisure-dreams is shared rather than individual: they find solace in the evidence of 
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life-activity they see in Hollywood films.  In their own mundane, laborious lives, they become so 

fundamentally alienated from themselves and from each other that filmic life-activity comes to 

partially satisfy their desire for their own life-activity.  Their desire for evidence of “life” from 

external sources grows in inverse proportion to how little they find in themselves. 

Unfortunately, the more their fantasies of an ideal future conform to the Hollywood 

versions presented to them, the less value their own lives have.  When they finally come to 

Hollywood, they expect to immerse themselves in the life-activity they have seen on screen only 

to discover that “living” in the Hollywood sense has always been a fabrication.  The great 

discrepancy between the fantasy and the reality leaves them at a tipping point between apathy 

and violence, just at the point where they seek any form of stimulus to remind them they are not 

yet dead.  Their fear of death is a fear of stillness—death, of course, is the ultimate stillness—but 

they are dependent now on external forces to move them.  And so they stand and they stare, 

vacantly.22   

Through the narrator, Tod describes their plight as a tense mixture of the existential and 

practical: “They don’t know what to do with their time.  They haven’t the mental equipment for 

 
22  Debord describes the phenomenon almost 30 years after West’s novel in Society of the Spectacle (1967):  

The alienation of the spectator to the profit of the contemplated object (which is the result of his own 
unconscious activity) is expressed in the following way: the more he contemplates the less he lives; the 
more he accepts recognizing himself in the dominant images of need, the less he understands his own 
existence and his own desires.  The externality of the spectacle in relation to the active man appears in the 
fact that his own gestures are no longer his but those of another who represents them to him.  This is why 
the spectator feels at home nowhere, because the spectacle is everywhere.  (30) 

Even more specifically, Debord implicates the celebrity’s role in maintaining this oppressive system:  
The celebrity, the spectacular representation of a living human being, embodies this banality by embodying 
the image of a possible role.  Being a star means specializing in the seemingly lived; the star is the object of 
identification with the shallow seeming life that has to compensate for the fragmented productive 
specializations which are actually lived.  Celebrities exist to act out various styles of living and viewing 
society—unfettered, free to express themselves globally.  They embody the inaccessible result of social 
labor by dramatizing its byproducts magically projected above it as its goal: power and vacations, decision 
and consumption, which are the beginning and end of an undiscussed process.  In one case state power 
personalizes itself as a pseudo-star; in another a star of consumption gets elected as a pseudo-power over 
the lived.  But just as the activities of the star are not really global, they are not really varied.  (60) 
 



LaGuardia 145 
 

leisure, the money nor the physical equipment for pleasure.  Did they slave so long just to go to 

an occasional Iowa picnic?  What else is there?”  Slowly, their appetites grow violent, 

monstrous: “If only a plane would crash once in a while so that they could watch the passengers 

being consumed in a ‘holocaust of flame,’ as the newspapers put it.  But the planes never crash…  

Their boredom becomes more and more terrible” (ND 178).  The people who come to California 

to die, in short, have had their bodies and minds drained of resources in the name of a reward 

which has never been a possibility—a paper-mâché edifice sustained by rays of LA sunshine 

which melts to the ground with the first drops of rain.   

In his artistic contemplation, however, Tod Hackett ultimately understands their stares 

not as “vacant” so much as vacuuming, consuming everything around them in an attempt to fill 

the uncomfortably empty space created by their previous existence as alienated laborers.  Their 

desire to immerse themselves in a fantasy space outside of or beyond the realm of real working 

conditions is, in part, the fantasy that there is space outside of working conditions.  One way to 

characterize this fantasy is to think of it through the production/consumption cycle: after a 

lifetime of production, the people who come to California to die dream of entering into a space 

of pure consumption.  No longer weighed down by the burden of production, they are free to be 

consumers par excellence.  They fantasize of shifting modes from evacuating the self of creative 

energies to consuming the products of creative energies.  The logic of their scenario is the logic 

of wage-work taken to the extreme: since they have emptied their lives into the commodities 

they produced through work, life exists in and must be lived through the products.23   

 
23 Debord again, ending the passage here with an ominous assertion:  

There can be no freedom outside of activity, and in the context of the spectacle all activity is negated, just 
as real activity has been captured in its entirety for the global construction of this result.  Thus the present 
‘liberation from labor,’ the increase of leisure, is in no way a liberation within labor, nor a liberation from 
the world shaped by this labor.  None of the activity lost in labor can be regained in the submission to its 
result. (27) 
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Their story is not entirely a tragic one, however, as it seems to contain a growing self-

consciousness:  

They realize that they’ve been tricked and burn with resentment.  Every day of their lives 

they read the newspapers and went to the movies.  Both fed them on lynchings, murder, 

sex crimes, explosions, wrecks, love nests, fires, miracles, revolutions, wars.  This daily 

diet made sophisticates of them.  The sun is a joke.  Oranges can’t titillate their jaded 

palates.  Nothing can ever be violent enough to make taut their slack minds and bodies.  

(ND 178, emphasis added) 

This self-conscious turn coupled with growing frustration is precisely the revolutionary fervor 

that so many 1930s leftist activists cultivated with an increasing sense of anticipation.   

The situation will sound familiar to classical Marxists, for whom such frustration always 

contains the possibility of developing revolutionary consciousness.  In the classical account, 

workers learn to recognize their individual circumstances as systemic, and begin to see their 

worsening conditions as driven by employers’ strategies to maximize profit.  The root of profit 

under capitalism lies in the surplus which comes from the single commodity capable of 

producing more value than it takes to renew itself: human labor.  The exchange of wage for 

labor-time is always assymetrical under capitalism in this view, as the worker produces and 

transfers more value in a day’s work than the value-equivalent of his daily means of subsistence 

(at a specific time and place, and at a given standard of living).  Gaining an awareness of the 

shared nature of their fate is tantamount in this account to developing a shared revolutionary 

consciousness.   

As a narrative device, this classical account was a familiar plot line in 1930s proletarian 

writing.  Fictional narratives such as Jack Conroy’s The Disinherited (1936) helped create and 
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sustain what Michael Denning calls the 1930s’ “movement culture”—a culture formed in large 

part by communist and union-sponsored schools and social programs which “began to develop 

an alternative intellectual world in the United States, a proletarian public sphere” (Denning 

73).  The Disinherited sought to revise or even replace the bildungsroman narrative of coming-

into-bourgeois-maturity with an awareness of the responsibilities related to class-consciousness 

and a development of revolutionary animus.   

The classical account carried into and was promoted by popular non-fiction books as 

well, such as Leo Huberman’s introduction to socialist economics, Man’s Worldly Goods: The 

Story of the Wealth of Nations (1936).  It and similar accounts of the economy told from a 

working-class perspective “were CIO and Popular Front best sellers, used in union night schools 

and summer programs” (Denning 74).  Taken together, these books—fiction and nonfiction, 

narrative and theoretical—proffered communist and far-left propaganda under the guise of 

natural, inevitable historical development. Propagandistic writing for the artists involved was a 

willing-into-being of a specific state of consciousness and a specific socio-political 

arrangement—not an innocuously transparent reflection of existing reality, but an attempt to 

bring a new reality into being by asserting it.  Conroy, Huberman, and others asserted a central 

role for art and artists in the struggle.   

Curiously, though, given this context, self-consciousness does not take on an organized, 

revolutionary movement in Locust’s people who come to California to die.  Instead, as I 

mentioned above, it manifests itself as an orgiastic, destructive, anarchic violence.  The “change” 

which comes over individuals “as soon as they had become a part of the crowd” at the movie 

premier which will eventually erupt into a riot, for example, characterizes the people who come 
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to California to die as “the masses”—a group of individuals who are congealed into a group and 

who take on radically different characteristics as members of that group.   

The way Tod relates to this group contributes to the novel’s characterization of the artist 

figure.  Regarding Tod as the novel’s exemplary artist figure, his mode of relating functions as a 

constitutive component of the novel’s description of artistic labor.  As I have begun to describe 

above, his role in relation to them is one of interpretation and comprehension; his goal is an 

affective realism.  As the people who come to California to die represent the explosive element 

in a totalizing system of production and consumption, the question looms large of whether Tod 

can not only align himself with them ideologically but participate with them politically.   

At the center of this question is the distinction between art as a product and art as a 

process.  This distinction took the shape of a public debate in the 1930s, having consequences 

ranging from ascribing value to specific works on the market to making policy decisions at the 

level of the federal government.  As a product, Michael Szalay notes in New Deal Modernism, 

the value of art is determined by its quality, itself assessed by a market of fickle consumers who 

often divorce the object from the labor that went into creating it.24  As a process, in contrast, the 

value of art lies in the labor-power congealed in the art’s production, potentially deferring any 

assessment of its quality.  The apparent mutual exclusivity of these positions resulted in a 

 
24 The meaningful gap between the value of an object measured in terms of the labor time congealed in the object 
and the price it fetches in the market is one of the central features in any market economy, but it takes on a special 
destabilizing significance under capitalism.  As Ernest Mandel notes in his introduction to Volume II of Marx’s 
Capital,    

the quantity and quality of value produced, both that of each individual commodity and that of the total sum 
of commodities, is independent of their use-value.  Use-value is a necessary precondition of commodity-
value.  A good which nobody wants to buy because it fulfills no need cannot be sold, and therefore has no 
exchange-value.  Labor expended in its production is socially wasted, not socially necessary labor…  The 
use-value of… commodities will only be realized if their market prices can be matched, that is, if they can 
be bought… Moreover, the system will be in equilibrium (i.e. expanded reproduction will be possible in 
value terms) only if these commodities are broadly speaking sold at their value, that is to say, if the 
surplus-value produced by the working class is realized in the form of profit.  And this is by no means 
assured under capitalism. (26)   
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contradiction in the Works Progress Administration’s (WPA’s) efforts to create jobs for artists, 

according to Szalay: the WPA initiative helped to establish solidarity between artists and wage-

laborers, garnering some influence for the profession of art in the field of class struggle; but at 

the same time, the WPA threatened art’s potential as a socially progressive institution by linking 

the profession to wages from the state as well as to all of the political-ideological baggage that 

goes along with making one’s self useful to an employer.    

The product/process distinction revolved around definitions of the artist’s relationship to 

art, and through this definition, around the artist’s relationship to the labor struggle.  In “Author 

as Producer” (1934), for example, Walter Benjamin describes how individual writers participate 

as isolated units in a totalizing system of production.  And while he does not explicitly use the 

classical Marxist term “division of labor,” he does characterize artistic labor as 

compartmentalized cultural production.  Many writers do not recognize the shared nature of their 

labor, he asserts.  Some, which he calls “hack writers,” even mistake the freedom to choose their 

own topics and their own forms under the bourgeoisie as “true” freedom.  They mistake, in other 

words, the freedom to choose from among topics and forms which legitimize bourgeois rule for a 

more fundamental freedom of choice.  They align themselves with the bourgeoisie in this way, 

elevating choice to the level of an ideal while limiting it to various ways of supporting the 

existing system of ownership and exploitation.  As such, an artwork’s aesthetic tendency is its 

political tendency, since the artist’s aesthetic decisions represent and promote both specific 

political affiliations and the modes of perceiving which underlie those affiliations.   

In contrast, Benjamin celebrates those “operating writers” who recognize their role in the 

divided labor of cultural production, and who commit their work to revolutionizing the 

productive apparatus itself in service of the proletariat.  For him, the distinction between art as 
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product and art as process is a mystification, a way of obfuscating the totalizing system in which 

individual artists participate.  But the distinction nonetheless affects the roles available to the 

artist as he seeks social and political action.  The question of whether revolutionary change was 

coming was less of an issue for Benjamin than what shape that change would take, and what role 

the artist might take in its development.  His essay, like many other leftist writings in this period, 

demonstrates an almost messianic faith in the masses: the messiah is coming, Benjamin implies, 

and he is the proletarian revolution.25   

The debate over art as product and art as process was compounded by the concurrent 

debate over the distinction between “high” and “mass” culture.  Critics, philosophers, politicians, 

and artists alike argued over whether certain works, genres, media, and movements qualified as 

“high” or “mass.”  Like the distinction between product and process, “high” and “mass” were not 

hollow terms debated without material consequences; they functioned, borrowing Louis 

Althusser’s terms for Ideological State Apparatuses, as one of the “stake[s,] but also [one of] the 

site[s] of class struggle” (99). 

José Ortega y Gasset’s The Revolt of the Masses (1930), for example, which I will 

discuss at length here and which provides one of the earliest mentions of the term “mass-man” I 

have found, divides society into two cleverly opposed categories which allow him to promote his 

own “aristocratic view” of history.  On the one hand, there exist “those who make great demands 

on themselves, piling up difficulties and duties”; on the other lie “those who demand nothing 

special of themselves, but for whom to live is to be every moment what they already are, without 

 
25 Many critics write about West and Benjamin together, in large part because they were writing about similar 
cultural phenomena at a similar time and drawing similar conclusions.  Rita Barnard even goes so far as to suggest 
that reading West alongside Benjamin is necessary to understand his art: “we need to examine the implicit cultural 
politics of West's novels more carefully, and to read his work not by automatically assuming the validity of the 
hierarchical oppositions of the Great Divide, but by placing it in the context of the commercial discourses and the 
cultural politics of his time, as well as the contemporary critical writings of Walter Benjamin” (140). 
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imposing on themselves any effort toward perfection; mere buoys that float on the waves” (15).26  

The former is clearly enough to be associated with “high” culture; the latter of course with 

“mass.”   

Far from celebrating “the masses” with the so-called “vulgar” Marxist sense of their 

historically inevitable consciousness and concomitant uprising, Ortega’s “mass-man” is closer to 

Locust’s people who come to California to die: he is molded in the image of the products he buys 

from mail-order catalogues; his language and gestures are adopted and adapted from radio 

broadcasts and film.  Despite his appearance as part of the “mass,” the mass man is an isolated 

individual among a vast collection of isolated individuals.  He is a homo economicus—a 

caricature of a human being whose identity is limited to shifting market roles. 

One of the main characteristics of the mass-man according to Ortega is the unique 

centrality he claims for himself in early twentieth-century life.  Instead of taking a marginal role 

in the development of mankind at basic and superstructural levels or undergoing the education 

necessary for a more central role, the mass man asserts his centrality for himself as he is, 

operating “as if the world were a paradise.”  Because he is not a student of history, Ortega 

argues, he has no sense that the comfortable life he leads is the result of the efforts of previous 

aristocracies: the substantial cultural and industrial developments of the 19th century.  Because he 

is not a student of the sciences, the mass-man lacks the tools to reproduce the material means he 

 
26 Consider the similarity to the narrator’s descriptions of Faye here: “Either way she would come out all right.  
Nothing could hurt her.  She was like a cork.  No matter how rough the sea got, she would go dancing over the same 
waves that sank iron ships and tore away piers of reinforced concrete.  He [Tod] pictured her riding a tremendous 
sea.  Wave after wave reared its ton on ton of solid water and crashed down only to have her spin gaily away” (ND 
173).  And consider also Tod’s frustration with her apparent wholeness a bit earlier in the novel: sitting next to her 
in a dark theater, “her self-sufficiency made him squirm and the desire to break its smooth surface with a blow, or at 
least a sudden gesture, became irresistible… He began to wonder if he himself didn’t suffer from the ingrained, 
morbid apathy he liked to draw in others.  Mabe he could only be galvanized into sensibility and that was why he 
was chasing Faye” (ND 141).   
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has at his disposal.  Instead, he mistakes them for natural resources: not established, but simply 

available.  In short,  

the very perfection with which the XIXth Century gave an organization to certain orders 

of existences has caused the masses benefited thereby to consider it, not as an organized, 

but as a natural system.  Thus is explained and defined the absurd state of mind revealed 

by these masses; they are only concerned with their own well-being, and at the same time 

they remain alien to the cause of that well-being.  As they do not see it, behind the 

benefits of civilization, marvels of invention and construction which can only be 

maintained by great effort and foresight, they imagine that their role is limited to 

demanding these benefits peremptorily, as if they were natural rights.  (60)   

The mass-man’s education lies only in “the technique of modern life” (51, my emphasis), after 

all, jeopardizing both liberal democracy and technical/scientific knowledge.  Because of his 

ignorance, the mass-man becomes convinced that all of his ideas and ideals are both valid and 

legitimate.  As the logical extension of this stance, he refuses to submit to any external authority. 

(61-63)27  The situation is especially pronounced in the United States according to Ortega, since 

“America is, in a fashion, the paradise of the masses” (116). 

 
27 Although Ortega does not explicitly mention John Maynard Keynes, his description of the mass-man bears a 
remarkable similarity to Keynes’s description of the mass psychological shifts from the 19th to the 20th century in his 
book-length critique of the terms of the Peace after World War I, The Economic Consequences of the Peace (1919).  
Keynes does not go so far as Ortega in declaring a “perfection” in the 19th century, but he does note the 
psychological effects of sustained developments in technology, industry, logistics, and infrastructure:  

The inhabitant of London could order by telephone, sipping his morning tea in bed, the various products of 
the whole earth, in such quantity as he might see fit, and reasonably expect their early delivery upon his 
doorstep; he could at the same moment and by the same means adventure his wealth in the natural 
resources and new enterprise of any quarter of the world, and share, without exertion or even trouble, in 
their prospective fruits and advantages; or he could decide to couple the security of his fortunes with the 
good faith of the townspeople of any substantial municipality in any continent that fancy or information 
might recommend.  He could secure forthwith, if he wished it, cheap and comfortable means of transit to 
any country or climate without passport or other formality, could depatch his servant to the neighboring 
office of a bank for such supply of the precious metals as might seem convenient, and could then proceed 
abroad to foreign quarters, without knowledge of their religion, language, or customs, bearing coined 
wealth upon his person, and would consider himself greatly aggrieved and much surprised at the least 
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Ortega attributes the capacity to govern to another group, which he calls the “intellectual 

minority.”  In the analytical system Ortega creates, the intellectual minority is the superior 

position out of only two available options.  He chastises the mass-man, in contrast, for asserting 

imbecility as a defensible, even imitable, position.  The mass-man is the “spoilt child” of 19th-

century innovations in “liberal democracy, scientific experiment, and industrialism” (56).  His 

governing order is “hyper-democracy” (18)—a direct rule by the masses instead of a handing 

over of governance to a knowledgeable, capable minority.  The problem, in short, is the mass-

man’s obtuseness and related feeling of self-sufficiency.  For Ortega, it is the “innate 

hermeticism of his soul [which] is an obstacle to the necessary condition for his discovery of his 

insufficiency, namely: a comparison of himself with other human beings” (69).  In place of 

intelligent governance, the “vulgar proclaims and imposes the rights of vulgarity, or vulgarity as 

right” (70).  Divided into two neat categories, the intellectual aristocracy is the only rational 

choice: aristocratic governance or barbarism; the continuing elevation of the average standard of 

living or a rapid decline into life beyond the pale.    

In the name of analytical rigor, Ortega’s book mentions two subtler categories within the 

larger spectrum: “pseudo-intellectuals”—those members of the intellectual classes whose 

practice gives the appearance of intellectual labor but whose actions, attitudes, and thought 

patterns align them more closely with “mass-men”; and “nobly disciplined minds”—those 

members of the mass who mimic the intellectuals but who have not yet superseded their mass 

 
interference.  But, most important of all, he regarded this state of affairs as normal, certain, and permanent, 
except in the direction of further improvement, and any deviation from it as aberrant, scandalous, and 
avoidable.  The projects and politics of militarism and imperialism, of racial and cultural rivalries, of 
monopolies, restrictions, and exclusion, which were to play the serpent to this paradise, were little more 
than the amusements of his daily newspaper, and appeared to exercise almost no influence at all on the 
ordinary course of social and economic life, the internationalization of which was nearly complete in 
practice.  (6) 
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media instruction qua mass.  These two subtler categories are ancillary, however, characterized 

only by their status as slight deviations from the two more distinct poles.  Ultimately, the 

totalizing boundaries of Ortega’s analytical structure serves as propaganda for the “intellectuals,” 

elevating them to the superior position as a capable governing minority on the eve of the Spanish 

Revolution.   

The relevance of Ortega’s analysis of mass society in The Revolt of the Masses to the 

question of art’s and the artist’s role can be found in an earlier essay, “The Dehumanization of 

Art” (1925).  Here Ortega suggests that Modern art’s primary role in society is to expand the 

horizons of human perception.  In contrast with earlier techniques which emphasized human 

pathos, in which audiences drew pleasure from art by seeing the feelings they experience in their 

relation to the “real world” reflected in it, Modern art engages in a strategy of “dehumanization”: 

stripping away elements of humanity which have been established and reinforced by traditional 

representation.  For the Modern painter, for example, “it is not a case of painting something 

totally distinct from a man or a house or a mountain, but of painting a man with the least possible 

resemblance to man” (71).   

Because of its singular thematic focus on the aesthetics of form instead of the feeling 

content of pathos, not all individuals are capable in Ortega’s view of appreciating Modern art.  

The art consequently distinguishes a minority of “discriminating men” from the “vulgar” group 

of the masses.  The difference between the two “is a perfectly simple matter of optics.  In order 

to see an object we have to adjust our eyes in a certain way” (68), such as looking through a 

window to see a garden rather than focusing on the windowpane itself.  The two have different 

“goal[s] of vision… To see the garden and to see the window-pane are incompatible operations: 

the one excludes the other and they each require a different focus” (68).    
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Modern art, operating from the periphery of society because of the specific nature of its 

appeal, establishes a new hierarchy by drawing together those willing and capable of seeing from 

a new perspective as opposed to those doggedly invested in reinforcing known perspectives.  

“We not only have to approach these paintings with a completely open mind,” Ortega writes;  

we have to create and invent almost unimaginable characteristics which might fit those 

exceptional objects.  This new, invented life to which no spontaneous response can be 

gained from previous experience, is precisely what artistic comprehension and enjoyment 

is about.  There is no lack in it of feelings and passions, but they belong to a psychic flora 

quite distinct from that which covers the landscapes of our primary and human life.  (71) 

A reader might note similarities to Tod Hackett’s own ambitions in this assessment: far 

from simply confirming or reconfirming an individual’s experience of his own reality and 

accompanying feelings about that reality, the new art Ortega describes seeks to “conjure up an 

unreal horizon” which would expand the limits of perception by shifting perspective as well as 

adding to what is available to see.  He goes so far as to suggest that “art is not justified if it limits 

itself to reproducing reality, to vain duplications” (80).   

Further, there is violence inherent in this act:   

Within the artist there goes on a constant battle, or at least a violent reaction, between his 

own original experiences and the art already created by others.  He does not find himself 

confronting the world on his own; artistic tradition, like some middleman, always 

intervenes.  He may feel an affinity with the past, regarding himself as the offspring who 

inherits and then perfects its traditions—or, he may discover a sudden indefinable 

aversion to the traditional and established artists. (78) 
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Placing “The Dehumanization of Art” into conversation with the later The Revolt of the 

Masses reveals an opposition not between a young attitude on the one hand and a middle-aged, 

old-aged, or “mature” attitude on the other, but rather between two versions of youthfulness.  

The one engages the present world with a sense of clarity that comes from study and observation; 

it moves forward with a sense of bold, curious enthusiasm for expanding the limits of human 

capacities beyond their current strictures.  “If it is still proper to say that art saves man,” Ortega 

continues, “it is only because it saves him from the seriousness of life and awakens in him an 

unexpected youthfulness” (81).  The other is the “spoilt child,” who regards the present world as 

his entitlement.  He will devour it out of ignorance, depleting the world’s ability to sustain 

civilization all the way down to the level of material comfort and sustenance.    

The opposing versions of youthfulness thus sit in a hierarchical relationship to each other, 

one which The Revolt of the Masses translates into an order for governance: it grows from a 

knowledge of history and tradition, and while it maintains sensitivity towards them, it ultimately 

rejects them in the name of expanding the limits of human possibility.  In this view, the artist 

continues to guide the development of human perception even from his seat at the periphery of 

the popular society he seeks to represent.  The artist is, in other words, the figure capable of 

responding to his current circumstances with a knowledgeable but non-limiting relationship to 

the past.  He is pit against the mass-man in an antagonistic relationship—an elite, minority 

position whose fearlessness and capability will generate much more than the salvation of 

humankind; they will drive us toward something like apotheosis.   

Ortega’s arguments from 1925 and 1930 follow similar parameters to Clement 

Greenberg’s influential argument at the end of the 1930s, encapsulated in his Partisan Review 

essay “Avant-Garde and Kitsch” (1939).  What Ortega calls “mass,” however, Greenberg 



LaGuardia 157 
 

identifies as “kitsch,” and with the terminological difference comes differences in orientation: 

whereas “mass” for Ortega is emblematic of asserting baseness and vulgarity as a positive 

politics, “kitsch” is something produced by and sold to the masses as a part of a strategy to keep 

them docile.  In Ortega’s view, the masses’ consumption practices are the life-blood of the 

money-making apparatus, a vulgar institution separated from the aristocracy morally and 

intellectually.  The scope and variety of the commodities produced lend some ill-gotten 

legitimacy to the idea that the mass-man is in some way to blame for the 1930s crises.   

Greenberg, in contrast, attributes whatever “vulgarity” there is to be had to the wealthy 

and avaricious.  He argues that kitsch develops as a “rear-guard” formation in the assault against 

the masses, “a product of the industrial revolution which urbanized the masses of Western 

Europe and America and established what is called universal literacy.”  It fills the space and 

satisfies some of the desires of folk culture, but in stark contrast to the spontaneous expressions 

of folk culture it is “vicarious experience and faked sensations.”28  It is a “synthetic art”—one 

which “predigests art for the spectator and spares him effort.”  Greenberg’s analysis meets 

Ortega’s on the conclusion that kitsch offers an immediate response to a world the spectator 

already understands—an “unreflective enjoyment” opposed to the pleasure of art reflected upon.  

Kitsch does not distinguish between “values only to be found in art and the values which can be 

found elsewhere.”  Kitsch in literature, as in painting and the plastic arts, “provides vicarious 

experience for the insensitive with far greater immediacy than serious fiction can hope to do.”  

 
28 Without explicitly mentioning Marx, Greenberg follows Marx’s own observations about the relationship of 
present socio-political movements to past movements.  As Marx describes in The 18th Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte, 
contemporary movements draw on the revolutionary fervor contained in symbols of the past and appropriate them 
for specific but potentially unrelated—or even contradictory—contemporary uses.  In a similar vein, Greenberg 
suggests that “when enough time has elapsed the new is looted for new ‘twists,’ which are then watered down and 
served up as kitsch.”  He offers the relatively new periodical The New Yorker (founded in 1925) as a good example 
of this process—a watering down of what might otherwise be avant-garde.   
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Through such experience, kitsch ultimately seeks to establish a system of affective identification 

with the current relations of power. 

Both writers agree that this situation is problematic, but they differ on the source of the 

problem as well as potential solutions.  Where Ortega discusses the “innate hermeticism of [the 

mass-man’s] soul,” Greenberg sees the tragic plight of masses who have had their circumstances 

imposed upon them.  Where Ortega seems to suggest that civilization will move forward only by 

surmounting the imbecilic and therefore destructive impulses of the masses, Greenberg seems to 

suggest that civilization will move forward only as the masses discover the unity of their 

upsetting (and manufactured) circumstances.  Ortega celebrates a responsible elite; Greenberg 

celebrates the potential of those excluded by an oppressive elite. 

Greenberg accepts Ortega’s assertion about the “discriminating” effects of Modern art, 

but he troubles them with art’s relationship to wealth.  Instead of promoting the elite group of 

“discriminating men” or the “intellectual minority” which Ortega applauds in its capacity to 

expand human perception, Greenberg recognizes that the quest for a nonrepresentational art did 

not happen without the compromising influence of “real” material wealth.  As early as the 1850s, 

Greenberg suggests, the “first settlers of bohemia” sought to remove themselves from society by 

removing themselves from capitalist markets and rejecting politics while simultaneously relying 

on the patronage of the bourgeoisie. 

Nonrepresentational art, according to Greenberg—“the expression of an absolute in 

which all relativities and contradictions would be either resolved or beside the point”—turned 

artists away from “common, extroverted experience” toward the realm of God, which is to say 

god-like, world-building powers.  Creating its own worlds gave art an introverted perspective: 

instead of using the tools of specific media to represent external reality, painters ultimately 
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imitated painting, sculptors imitated sculpture, novelists imitated novels, etc.  In this way, avant-

garde culture in particular became “the imitation of imitating.”  As artists began to avoid the 

controversies that come with creative activity, they developed a “virtuosity” with the materials of 

their form, focusing less and less on “creative activity” and increasingly on “the small details of 

the form.” 

In its “specialization of itself,” the avant-garde alienated potential fans, advocates, and 

participants.  But, Greenberg continues, it also presented itself as the only position capable of 

moving “forward.”  Both of these factors suggest risks inherent to the avant-garde’s progressive 

or even revolutionary potential.  In Greenberg’s reading of history, both have also happily posed 

challenges for the group he considers the avant-garde’s true owners: the ruling class.  But the 

situation is dangerous for the avant-garde, since its “source of stable income… was provided by 

an elite among the ruling class of that society from which it had assumed itself to be cut off, but 

to which it has always remained attached by an umbilical cord of gold.”   

In terms of its political and ideological viability, then, Greenberg continues, the avant-

garde is severely limited.  The masses favor and will continue to favor kitsch because of the sort 

of immediate, effortless satisfaction it provides.  Even in the face of state educational 

intervention, strenuous labor conditions will continue to encourage the masses in this direction.  

But “the encouragement of kitsch is,” in reality, “merely another of the inexpensive ways in 

which totalitarian regimes seek to ingratiate themselves with their subjects.”  Kitsch is the way 

totalitarian regimes “bring… all culture down to [the masses’] level.”  The avant-garde is 

frustrating for these regimes primarily because it is “too difficult to inject effective propaganda 

into.”  “Here,” Greenberg argues, as with the contemporaneous surge of Fascism in Europe, 

“revolvers and torches begin to be mentioned in the same breath as culture.”   
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The important factor for him is the avant-garde’s continued orientation towards 

subversive action rather than its long-term viability.  “We look to socialism,” he concludes, 

“simply for the preservation of whatever living culture we have right now” (emphasis added)—a 

culture which is adaptive, responsive, and promoting of freedom rather than one dedicated to the 

preservation of existing class-based power structures, complacency, and servitude.  For Ortega as 

for Greenberg, then, the stakes of the high/mass debate are great, though their affiliations differ.   

To summarize, the phenomenon of Ortega’s mass-man derives from surges in the average 

quality of life made possible by remarkable 19th-century innovations.  The mass-man forgets 

these innovations in his ignorance and regards the richness of his world as a natural resource—

one to which he is entitled rather than for which he must work.  In his forgetfulness and in his 

subsequently absurd assertion of vulgarity as a positive value, the mass-man threatens the tenets 

of civilization itself.  For Greenberg, in contrast, the culture of the mass-man has been imposed 

upon him like a synthetic drug—a mass-manufactured substitute for grass-roots culture, 

promoting and sustaining class-based power relations.  Kitsch is a mechanism of control at the 

levels of the economic, emotional, intellectual, and ideological functioning of society.  The 

avant-garde promises some measure of escape from this control, but Greenberg suggests that it, 

too, is implicated in the power structures which are more readily observable in kitsch.   

Describing Ortega’s and Greenberg’s arguments is not to make claims about their 

historical accuracy; rather, it is to suggest some of the discursive milieu within which West’s 

novel was written and to which it responds.  Certainly analytical distinctions like the ones 

Szalay, Ortega, and Greenberg offer are useful for historicizing the period and developing a 

narrative of the artist’s role in Leftist politics no matter the ultimate purposes of their writers.  In 

retrospect, however, the distinctions they outline might have been less tenable in the 1930s than 
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typically acknowledged, despite their promotion by Ortega and many later writers over the 

course of the twentieth century.  In her reflection on the ‘30s, for example, Rita Barnard 

identifies four distinct “areas” that blurred the “Great Divide” between “high” and “mass” during 

the period: the “experiment in proletarian literature” (6), which sought to produce a new classless 

art; the mass reproduction of art that challenged the notion that high art was distinguishable from 

works produced by and for the masses (6);29 the ongoing use of mass-culture products in works 

of high art (7); and the “cultural work produced between 1935 and World War II under the 

auspices of the Popular Front... inspired, in many ways, by the optimistic and nationalistic 

climate created by the New Deal” (8).   

What is important, however, is to recognize that the literature, art, and propaganda of the 

period established and emphasized these distinctions themselves for propagandistic purposes.  

The Workers Cultural Federation, for example—one of the many groups established by the 

Communist Party’s Popular Front initiatives—suggests that culture is always already 

disseminated as propaganda.  Because it is a site dominated by capitalistic forces (those patterns 

of thought, behavioral tendencies, and aspirational images which attempt to reproduce and 

expand current modes of production, circulation, and consumption), the Left must levy cultural 

responses if it is to maintain even the slightest foothold in the labor struggle.  Their manifesto, 

published as “Art is a Weapon” in a 1931 issue of New Masses, insists that the Left recognize 

and promote a connection between external imperialism (disseminating cultural products to 

foreign countries), and internal imperialism (the oppression of workers and especially of 

 
29 This is a notion that gives John Berger quite a lot of hope for liberatory politics in his 1972 Ways of Seeing.  
Following Walter Benjamin’s “Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” Berger claims that the loss of 
“aura” in original works of art has not been lost by their mass reproduction, but merely spread around.  The singular, 
restrictive, elitist sense of an art work which you must visit to see and feel and smell and perhaps touch has been 
replaced by near universal access; the new meanings associated with the idiosyncratic groupings of bulletin boards 
and other impromptu collages democratizes art in the most radical sense.   
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marginalized workers such as black Americans).  The Federation called on the Left to create a 

“bridge” between otherwise isolated “cultural islands” (12).   

The worldview promoted in the Federation’s imperial metaphor for social and economic 

relations insists on the existence of a group which asserts its superiority and which demands 

subservience.  By definition, of course, the metaphor’s demand for subservience entails a group 

of the subservient.  This latter group is forced to shift their behavior, their ideas, and their 

relations to material reality in service of their subjugators.  The “contested territory” between the 

groups functions as an activating trope for the Federation: like Ortega’s division of culture into 

intellectuals and mass-men, the “contested territory” is a trope through which to plan, organize, 

and incite change.  The potential for political and ideological movement is prefaced on the idea 

that there are “cultural islands” in the first place, and that there is a larger exploitative hierarchy 

in place which benefits from the divisions between those islands.   

Challenging the divisions between cultural islands, the Federation also challenged the 

clear distinctions between high and mass culture during the period.  It asserted the capability, 

capacity, and competency of the masses on artistic and intellectual levels rather than shaming 

them for their ignorance or committing the equally denigrating act of wishing for their 

spontaneous burst forward into a more thoroughly idealized state of being (thus assuming a 

thick-headed, fog-brained current state of being).     

The faithful, even fanatical, insistence on the optimistic view of the masses is the element 

that the Workers Cultural Federation and Benjamin share.  Whether as a conclusion derived 

through earnest analysis or a propagandistic attempt to cohere the proletariat by asserting its 

cohesion, the optimistic view associates the superior term in the opposition with “mass,” 

contrary to Ortega’s “aristocratic” view of history.  Once we agree that art is always already 
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disseminated as propaganda, however, the distinction between the poles of the opposition 

collapses.  What remains important, then, is the subject positions made available by the illusion 

of the distinction. This is where The Day of the Locust intervenes.   

 

From Camp to Cockfight 

What characterizes “potentially disruptive moments” in The Day of the Locust is the 

threat to the repeatability of social structures, often through threatening the very selection criteria 

which determine what is available to sense.  The conditions of sociality which subtend the 

“camp” scene I analyzed above can also be seen in the sequence that begins with the cockfight 

and continues into the party which follows.  Like the “camp,” the cockfight and the party scene 

stage a “precarious public sphere” in which characters circulate scenarios of contingency; they, 

too, show how potentially disruptive moments are accommodated into a “logic of adjustment” 

such that each scenario “makes sense”; and they, too, show the figure of the artist going through 

a learning process.  In the repetition of elements from scene to scene and scenario to scenario, 

the novel describes the logic of sense-making as a logic of valuation, a social process of marking 

significance which responds to the discursive milieu recounted above.   

But while repetition reinforces the process by making roles and motivations “familiar” 

and by making the criteria of valuation feel automatic, it is also the very thing that makes the 

process visible, and so, open to critique.  The novel proposes the artist as a figure with the 

potential to implode the extant system of valuation through his relationship to spectacle.  If the 

camp scene demonstrates potentially disruptive moments accommodated into the logic of 

spectacle, the cockfight and party reinforce spectacle as one of the conditions of sociality itself: 

each encounter includes—even insists upon—a performance and an audience set in familiar 
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roles, and the stakes escalate with each repetition.  Spectacle is thus a key component of 

valuation; it is the concept through which each scenario makes sense.   

The cockfight bears an immediate similarity to the camp scene as the group of attendees 

gather at Homer’s garage, where Miguel’s birds are to face off against the birds of a man 

traveling in from San Diego.  As with the hike through canyons to the camp, this scene opens 

with a painterly description of the environment, and the free indirect discourse blurs the 

boundary between Tod’s thoughts and the narrator’s: “It was one of those blue and lavender 

nights when the luminous color seems to have been blown over the scene with an air brush.  

Even the darkest shadows held some purple” (ND 149).   

The cockfight and ensuing party do not merely repeat the descriptive and affective 

structures of the camp scene, however; they intensify them, most notably by bringing the 

“civilization”/”wilderness” opposition to the homefront, relocating the “camp” environment to 

Homer’s garage.  Here, the “other” of the wilderness is encountered in domestic “civilized” 

space, mirroring and thus reversing the dynamic of the camp.  This reveals the wilderness 

inherent in civilized space and the civilization inherent in encounters with the wild.  The two are 

imbricated in the way in which they are interpreted by their spectators.  The importance of the 

opposition and its collapse can thus be found in what is made available to sense rather than the 

specific content of each location or the surrounding circumstances.   

Unfortunately, as Abe tells Tod and Claude, “the fights are off… That stinkola from 

Diego didn’t get here” (ND 150).  The promise of the spectacle that has brought this particular 

group together—Tod, Claude, Abe, Earle, Miguel, and also later Homer and Faye—is thus 

threatened, even if momentarily.  But Claude has never seen a cockfight—“never even seen a 

game chicken,” he says (ND 151)—and he is inspired by the sight of Miguel’s prize-winning 
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bird Jujutla to try to motivate a fight: he offers to buy one of Miguel’s birds to pit it against the 

champion.  The narrator describes Jujutla as a bird with “short, oval wings and a heart-shaped 

tail that stood at right angles to its body.”  Descriptive material like this will be revived in 

descriptions of Faye after the cockfight has reached its expected, gruesome conclusion, though 

again, the use of free indirect discourse blurs the line between the narrator’s “objective” 

descriptions and Tod’s own thoughts both here and in that future moment.  For the time being, 

the narrator continues the description of Jujutla as a bird with  

a triangular head, like a snake’s, terminating in a slightly curved beak, thick at the base 

and fine at the point.  All its feathers were so tight and hard that they looked as though 

they had been varnished.  They had been thinned out for fighting and the lines of its 

body, which was like a truncated wedge, stood out plainly.  From between Miguel’s 

fingers dangled its long, bright orange legs and its slightly darker feet with their horn 

nails.  (ND 151) 

 In contrast with Jujutla, the bird Miguel offers to sell Claude “looked like an ordinary 

barnyard fowl” (ND 152)—a big, dull-looking, red cock named Hermano.  Though Hermano is 

larger than Jujutla, Abe immediately questions its viability as a fighter and argues briefly with 

Earle over who will “handle” it to ensure as fair a fight as possible.  Abe exhibits his expertise as 

he inspects and prepares the bird, selecting and attaching “gaffs” in strategic places on the bird’s 

legs, getting “down on his knees and hon[ing] the gaffs on the cement floor until they were like 

needles” (ND 153).  When he discovers a large “hair line running across the top of the bird’s 

beak,” he interprets it as a crack, and angrily insists that “we’ll fight… but we won’t bet” (ND 

154).   
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 As Abe and Miguel “bill” the birds, thrusting them together several times to make them 

hostile toward each other, the narrator implies a gender difference between the two birds despite 

the fact that they are both roosters: “the big cock became frantic with rage and struggled to get at 

the smaller bird” (ND 154, emphasis added).  And while the smaller bird Jujutla is referred to by 

name and nickname (“Juju”) throughout the scene, the big cock Hermano is only referred to by 

name once, ensuring a generic quality to its role which is emphasized by the descriptors used to 

refer to it: “the bird” (ND 153), “the big red” (ND 154), “the red” (ND 155).  This generic 

quality will become significant at the party as the role that Hermano fills here is made available 

to and inhabited by the human characters.   

The cockfight scene provides one of the novel’s clearest illustrations of a pattern that can 

be abstracted into an affective model that is circulated and recirculated: a capital investment is 

made from a desire for spectacle, and a performance ensues that stimulates an audience with its 

extremes to the detriment or death of the performers.  In this way the fact that no one bets on the 

fight is noteworthy.  Money is foreclosed as a possible return from the outset.  In this case, 

Claude Estee’s offer to purchase one of Miguel’s birds just to see the “champion” fight sets in 

motion the “performance” of the cockfight, which supplements euphemisms of sex and violence 

with descriptions of actual, lethal violence.  The spectators’ gaze functions as the primary 

motivation, of course, but with it is an investment of capital, and, following the logic of 

capitalism’s “golden egg,” an expected return.30  In this case the expected return is a 

 
30 Marx provides this metaphor for the appearance of the valorization of capital from the capitalist’s perspective in 
his discussion of simple exchanges.  Here, he describes exchanges of the form M-C-M, or money exchanged for a 
commodity in turn exchanged for money.   

In the circulation M-C-M both the money and the commodity function only as different modes of existence 
of value itself, the money as its general mode of existence, the commodity as its particular or, so to speak, 
disguised mode.  It is constantly changing from one form into the other, without becoming lost in the 
movement; it thus becomes transformed into an automatic subject.  If we pin down the specific forms of 
appearance assumed in turn by self-valorizing value in the course of its life, we reach the following 
elucidation: capital is money, capital is commodities.  In truth, however, value is here the subject of a 
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(destructive) sense of stimulation.  Or, more accurately, the expected return is the still, satisfied 

state which sets in after a discharge of violent energy.  The passing on of value in this system 

extinguishes the object as the bearer of value. 

 As with the descriptions of the people who come to California to die, evidence of life has 

value in the cockfight.  In this case, the evidence is found in the birds’ struggle to survive against 

an impending but not immediately certain death.  The birds fight for their lives in a spectacle that 

functions like the depictions which entrance the people who come to California to die—

depictions of living produced by Hollywood and various other media.  The cockfight’s audience 

observes living, outsourced: a model for living which is uncanny in that it sets expectations for 

later scenarios at the same time as it is an imitation of life already lived.    

Like the investor in a capitalist market, the gambler in the cockfight advances capital 

with the expectation of a greater return at the conclusion of a specific labor process and market 

exchange.  Unlike the capitalist, however, who seems in the “vulgar” Marxist sense to wait idly 

by while his chickens lay “golden eggs,” the gambler’s proceeds come to him from a more 

readily apparent source: they are the capital forwarded by the participants in the process and 

acquired from the “losers” at the conclusion of the transaction.  In the cockfight, therefore, one 

portion of the violence of the productive apparatus is made visible: the initial capital is valorized 

not merely by the application of new labor to an object, but by the extinguishing of one of the 

value-holding objects and the theft of its value. 

 
process in which, while constantly assuming the form in turn of money and commodities, it changes its 
own magnitude, throws off surplus-value from itself considered as original value, and thus valorizes itself 
independently.  For the movement in the course of which it adds surplus-value is its own movement, its 
valorization is therefore self-valorization.  By virtue of being value, it has acquired the occult ability to add 
value to itself.  It brings forth live offspring, or at least lays golden eggs.  (Capital, Vol I 255)   
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This reading gives us a potential explanation for the respect the group shows to Hermano 

after his death.  Despite referring to him throughout the fight with generic descriptors more 

suited to a role than to an individual with an individual identity, he is nonetheless given the 

respect due to a creature or object named as a bearer of value.  Hermano is “very gallant”; he had 

“greater weight and strength” than Jujutla; “he managed to give as good as he got”; he “didn’t 

retreat an inch”; he “made a great effort”; and even uses the one leg that remains functional by 

the end of the fight “skillfully.”  At the end of the fight, he makes a final, “gallant effort to 

straighten [his] neck” (ND 155), but sadly, Hermano is ultimately killed.  Abe “groaned with 

anguish” and Earle “handled the dead cock gently and with respect” (ND 156).  Descriptors such 

as these create an analogy between Hermano’s “valor” as an aspect of realizing surplus value—

the “valorization of capital” in economic terms— and “valor” as a character trait with moral 

implications.   

The obvious sexual euphemisms involved in standing erect, exerting one’s self, and 

collapsing into a limpness like death brings a sexual component into the scene’s economy that 

will be revisited more explicitly in the party scene which follows.  Indeed, it would be easy to 

read the entire party as a mere structural repetition of the cockfight.  Abe’s and Earle’s brief, 

earlier argument over who will “handle” Hermano, for example, is revisited as a fight over who 

will dance with Faye, and each of the male characters seem to shift in and out of Hermano’s role 

as they compete for Faye’s attentions.  The generic language used to describe Hermano earlier 

makes it easier for each of the male characters to move into and out of his role in the scenario.  

For her part, Faye is consistently connected with Jujutla by descriptors that echo those quoted 

above—from their shared green “attire” to the bird’s long “horn nails” revisited as “very high 

heels.”  The bird’s heart-shaped tail is revisited as Faye’s hips and buttocks, and the bird’s body, 
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visible through its trimmed feathers, is revisited as “the charming line of [Faye’s] spine,” visible 

through her “green silk lounging pajamas”:  

Faye greeted them at the door.  She was wearing a pair of green silk lounging pajamas 

and green mules with large pompoms and very high heels.  The top three buttons of her 

jacket were open and good deal of her chest was exposed but nothing of her breasts; not 

because they were small, but because they were placed wide apart and their thrust was 

upward and outward… From where Claude was sitting he could follow the charming line 

of her spine as it swooped into her buttocks, which were like a heart upside down.  (ND 

156-157).   

Then, as if to insist on Faye’s birdiness, she “peacocked for them all” (ND 157), much to the 

male characters’ delight.     

Indeed, as the party progresses, the similarities between the cockfight and this scene 

become more obvious.  Just as Miguel was Jujutla’s handler during the cockfight, for example, 

so he becomes Faye’s “handler” in the party scene: as he held Jujutla with its “long, bright 

orange legs and its slightly darker feet with their horned nails” “dangl[ing]” “from between his 

fingers” (ND 151), so he dances with “one of his legs thrust between [Faye’s]”; “all the buttons 

on her lounging pajamas were open and the arm he had around her waist was inside her clothes” 

(ND 163).  Occasionally, the descriptive material almost seems to take on a life of its own as it is 

repeated from scene to scene, leaping from descriptions of physical attributes to descriptions of 

motion as when the description of Jujutla’s body “terminating in a slightly curved beak” (ND 

151, emphasis added) reappears as Miguel and Faye “sway[ing] together in long spirals that 

broke rhythmically at the top of each curve into a dip” (ND 163, emphasis added).   
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The novel establishes what Jonathan Veitch calls an erotic economy with descriptions 

such as these—the economization of the erotic.  The erotic, of course, implicates the mass-man 

in much of his current situation, and lies at the heart of the economy’s perpetual motion: the 

reproduction of the conditions of production.  Like other productive processes, the erotic 

involves quite a bit more than (re-)production, including attitudes toward work, the self, others, 

material, institutions, etc.; the creeping pervasiveness of market principles; the reproduction of 

the conditions of production in their biological, ideological, and cultural forms; the attribution of 

value, such as what is considered valuable and how much value it holds—a concept related to but 

not identical with what it can fetch in exchange; the principle of circulation, which involves 

profiting as the realization (and thus destruction) of an “object” of desire.   

Even “love,” Claude Estees proposes much earlier in the narrative, “is like a vending 

machine... You insert a coin and press home the lever.  There’s some mechanical activity inside 

the bowels of the device.  You receive a small sweet, frown at yourself in the dirty mirror, adjust 

your hat, take a firm grip on your umbrella and walk away, trying to look as though nothing had 

happened” (ND 72).  Eroticism takes a market form, and as such it carries market 

consequences.31  Veitch suggests that love in the novel “is understood in terms of financial 

exchange, and financial exchange is apprehended as a form of eroticism.” Drawing implicitly on 

Marx’s idea of the commodity fetish, Veitch argues that the “attribution [of life to the world of 

objects] ultimately takes its toll on human participants by draining life from them.  In West’s 

language there is an assymetry of exchange in which there would seem to be little ‘return’ on 

‘deposits’” (123). 

 
31 Eroticism and love have meaningful differences, of course, but I am following Claude here in using them 
interchangeably.  He further elides the difference between “pro-sport” (Tod’s term for prostitution), “just going to 
see a movie” (Claude’s term for going to see a pornographic film), and “love.”   
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Seen in this light, it is perhaps no surprise that readers continue to see a developing 

revolutionary consciousness in the figure of the artist in The Day of the Locust, as described in 

the historical section above. Tod Hackett’s experience of Hollywood’s misleading surfaces and 

seedy underbelly—the plaster houses, the elaborate costumes drawn from other artists’ 

fabrications and estimations of historical periods, impoverished actors dressed to portray wealth, 

cock fights, drinking, the tense dynamic between Hollywood employees and the people who 

come to California to die, etc.—seems to lead him not only to a consciousness of the anarchic 

but potentially organizable energies of “the masses,” but also to an awareness of his own role in 

the cycle.   

Some critics suggest that the novel stops short of offering a fully formed, positive 

politics, however; instead, they find its radicalism in its critique.  In Robyn Blyn’s reading, for 

example, its aesthetic and ideological critiques are necessary steps toward an end that the novel 

cannot quite imagine in its own terms.  The novel contemplate[s the] possibilities of a revolution 

in the subject who perceives, Blyn suggests. Countering the narrated commodities of the ‘dream 

factory,’ West’s novel discovers… the power of dis-integrating the subject of perception upon 

which… the culture industry relied.  To counter mass culture, West’s novel insists, it is 

necessarily to reevaluate the avant-garde’s relationship to it. (21-22)  

Thus for Blyn the novel’s “reevaluative” potential is what constitutes its resistance to the 

homogenizing and anesthetizing effects of mass culture.  In this view, the novel does not merely 

characterize the avant-garde as a categorizable artistic movement in a specific period and with 

specific generic characteristics; instead, the avant-garde is comprised of instances of disrupting 

specific locally and temporally grounded political, artistic, and ideological contexts.   
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The Day of the Locust focuses its reevaluative potential on the relationship between that 

passive and pacifying culture on the one hand, and the possibility of disruption on the other.  As 

the party scene continues, two shifts in emphasis demonstrate this focus: the precarity of Faye’s 

position is rendered covert in contrast with the overt danger Jujutla faces; and Miguel emerges as 

a potentially disruptive character in the scenario.    

Like Jujutla, Faye appears as the dominant one in the group, though unlike Jujutla, the 

fact that she is fighting for her life is less obvious.  In appearance, the party seems to take on 

some jovial momentum as it continues—the attendees become a bit inebriated, they dance and 

sing songs, etc.—but Faye’s father has died, leaving her without family; she has gone to work as 

a prostitute to pay for his funeral expenses; she is held continuously under the gaze of violent 

and predatory men; and through all of this she continues to dream of “be[ing] a star someday.”  

“If I’m not,” she says early in the novel, perhaps seriously and perhaps hyperbolically, “I’ll 

commit suicide” (ND 98).  The image she cultivates is strategic: it is the image of the star she 

would like to be.  Like the products of consumer capitalism we see paraded around the streets of 

Hollywood at the beginning of the novel—“sports clothes which were not really sports clothes”; 

a “yachting cap” for “going shopping” rather than “boating”; a “Norfolk jacket and Tyrolean 

hat” for a trip to “an insurance office” rather than a mountain climb; etc.—her goal is enticement, 

the evocation of desire rather than its satisfaction.  As such, the “invitation to struggle” that Tod 

sees in the production still of her hanging by his bathroom mirror is structural.  The delirious, 

mad desire of her “fans” is a logical part of the structure.  She employs clothes and makeup and 

gestures as Jujutla dons the gaffs he plunges into Hermano’s chest and eye, ultimately “dr[iving] 

a gaff through one of the red’s eyes into his brain” (ND 156).  Despite Tod’s and the other male 
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characters’ sense that Faye is a prize to be awarded to the victorious (male) competitor, she is a 

competitor herself, fighting for her life.    

Because Faye’s precarity remains covert, masked by the excitement of spectacle, the 

group does not see it; because no one sees it, no one seeks to address it.  The intoxicating 

immediacy of drunkenness, violence, and sexual excitement provides an anesthetizing effect: the 

characters cannot see through to the structural component of their experience.  The excitement, 

the violent discharge of energy, and the ensuing, ragged sense of “calm” take the form of a cycle 

which is reinforced through familiarity.  In this way, escalating emotional content, higher stakes, 

and more damaging results function like an addictive cycle.   

For a bit, however, Miguel seems to threaten the cycle.  When Miguel begins to dance 

with Faye, he touches something deep within her—something sensual that is not tied to her 

desire to act in film nor to her desire to function as an enticing image in her social life.  Miguel 

has neither the industry connections nor the wealth to offer Faye an entry into the film business.  

In fact, outside of gambling over cockfights, the novel leaves the nature of his “work” unclear.  

He is, in this way, a potentially disruptive character in the novel.  He represents, even if only 

metonymically, a potential escape from the toxic, image-centered culture of “civilization” in the 

novel.  He is apparently uninterested in the fame and excitement that Hollywood promises, as 

well as the image-centered work which occupies the other characters, and because of this he 

exists in a space of embodiment rather than image.  His space is a space in which Faye herself 

can be embodied rather than pursuing the impossible, incorporeal existence of the image.  In his 

material presence, the novel introduces the threat that material poses to the totalizing posture of 

the spectacle in its unrepresentability: material’s sheer fact of presence.  Miguel’s ideological 

position is akin to the literal position he takes when he is introduced into the narrative: he is “a 
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man watching their approach from the edge of the wood” (ND 113)—a man, that is, at the 

boundary between city-scape and nature-scape.   

 Even as a potentially disruptive character, however, Miguel is reincorporated into the 

drama of the scene in a known role as “handler.”  In the context of the cockfight, the handlers are 

inside the “performance” though they appear outside it by virtue of the fact that they themselves 

do not subject their bodies to damage nor immediately risk death.  The party scene collapses this 

difference, then, so that even those in “handler” roles are incorporated into the “pit.”  Or, rather, 

it emphasizes the fact that there has not been a difference between an inside and an outside of the 

scenario.  It shows an identity between inside and outside, between internal and external, that is 

founded in the shared, mutually constitute nature of environment and subjectivity.   

The collapse is most apparent towards the end of the scene when Abe, who had been 

Hermano’s handler, tries his best to interrupt Earle’s dance with Faye.  “Le’me dance,” he says, 

at first pushing himself between the two characters but quickly escalating to a full-on assault: 

“charg[ing] between Earle’s legs and d[igging] upward with both hands.  Earle screamed with 

pain, and tried to get at him.  He screamed again, then groaned and started to sink to the floor, 

tearing Faye’s silk pajamas on his way down” (ND 164).  Abe’s strategy is a familiar one, 

repurposed from his handler role.  In an attempt to pull whatever last bits of fight he can from 

Hermano before Jujutla kills him, Abe “blew away the feathers from under its tail and pressed 

the lips of its vent together hard.  When that didn’t seem to help, he inserted his little finger and 

scratched the bird’s testicles.  It fluttered and made a gallant effort to straighten its neck” (ND 

155).   

Like Hermano before him, Earle is treated with respect by the other males in the room 

after his injury.  Miguel helps him to the couch, and then “loosen[s] his trousers while Claude 
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t[akes] off his necktie and open[s] his collar” (ND 164).  Given earlier scenarios in the novel, 

violence is an expected outcome to the party, but the respect given to Hermano and to Earle after 

violent acts is less clearly explained.  The slippery relationship between valor and valorization is 

one possibility, of course, though it only partially explains the characters’ reaction to Earle.  It is 

possible, however, that Earle gains respect from the identification the characters form with 

Hermano and his role.  That is, they respect Earle because they recognize him and each of 

themselves in Hermano: flinging themselves repeatedly into a competition for the affections of a 

character who is not available for affection, accruing psychological and physical injury in the 

process even as their actions imperil Faye.   

The relationship between the cockfight and the party scenes is not necessarily a version 

of the old chicken-or-egg question, however.  In this novel, the relationship between the two is 

structural rather than causative: it does not matter which “came first”; it only matters that 

together they generate a sense of familiarity with certain behaviors and thought patterns, and, 

through familiarity, a rationale.  Where “cause” has a future-oriented component to its logic, 

“rationale” is time-bending: it is the legitimation given to a present action through reference to a 

prior and/or potential future action.    

Abe’s gripping upwards to Earle’s testicles, after all, is not merely a repetition of his 

“handling” Hermano; it is also a repetition of the hummingbird chasing the blue jay on the way 

out to the camp.  There is thus a progression from bird encountering bird to human encountering 

bird, to human encountering human.  The conditions of sociality are set early and continue to be 

revisited, reinforced, and intensified in a way that mirrors capitalist economic circulation, here 

revisited as affective and descriptive circulation: a movement outwards and back from a starting 

point with a sort of mystical, unseen growth that returns more than was sent out.  Like the 
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circulation of capital and its covert growth, though, the volatility of the component elements 

increases, as one or more of the bearers of value is extinguished.   

The role I have been suggesting that the novel carves out for the artist on the ideological 

Left depends on the artist’s potential to affect this circulation.  It depends, in other words, on his 

relationship with an audience.  The artist exercises influence at the level of descriptive material, 

which, I have argued, functions in a mutually constitutive relationship with affect in the novel.  

The categories created by descriptive material are derived from the embodied experience of 

emotional states at the same time as they influence the experience; conversely, the embodied 

experience of emotional states is derived from the categories created by descriptive material at 

the same time as it influences their formation.  Both descriptive material and affect have the 

paradoxical sense of existing outside the individual but seeming internal; both are systems into 

which the individual is born and within which the individual comes to understand himself as a 

subject.  In the practices of reflection and contemplation, Locust intimates, the artist slows the 

speed and intensity of the feedback loop inherent in capitalist circulation; in this way, he holds 

the potential to enact a qualitative change in the interpellative process.   
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4. Fitzgerald Appears: Production, Family, and the Paternal 

Voice of the Capitalist in Wyler’s Carrie 

 

Perhaps the most significant change William Wyler makes in adapting Theodore 

Dreiser’s novel Sister Carrie (1900) into the film Carrie (1952) is to include two appearances by 

a member of the novel’s elite class: Fitzgerald (Basil Ruysdael).  Fitzgerald (and his partner 

Moy) remains unseen in the novel, only “appearing” in the form of references—the name of the 

Chicago saloon where Hurstwood works, Fitzgerald and Moy’s; mentions of Fitzgerald’s name 

in Hurstwood’s thoughts; etc.  My reading of the novel, as argued in Chapter One, hinges on the 

fact that despite their absence as embodied characters, members of the invisible elite as 

represented by Fitzgerald exercise a controlling influence over both the day-to-day existences 

and the potential futures of the novel’s main characters.  I suggest that the novel models a 

dialectical process which encourages a critical awareness of and an engagement with this unseen 

class.   

With this reading of Dreiser’s novel as a background, Fitzgerald’s appearances in the film 

are startling.  His first occurs just after George Hurstwood (Laurence Olivier) begins his affair 

with Carrie (Jennifer Jones).  George (the film prefers the colloquial, first-name address to the 

novel’s “Hurstwood”) leaves Carrie in a hansom cab outside of the restaurant he manages to 

retrieve a chilled bottle of champagne after they have seen a play.  Once inside, George is 

informed that Fitzgerald is in the back office.  He proceeds to the office to check in, and the 

exchange that follows at first seems to adhere to the pattern of dialectical opposition which I 

argue is so crucial to the novel’s structure.  Here in Wyler’s film, as I will discuss in more detail 

below, an opposition hinging on financial matters seems to collapse back into itself as a unity.  A 
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closer look, however, reveals that the “collapse” is not a dialectical pattern leading to a synthesis, 

but an opposition leading to a more entrenched mystification—one term in the opposition 

returning as the natural foundation of the other.  What will become apparent as this scene is 

analyzed and put into context with several of the film’s other visual, thematic, and narrative 

elements, is that the film’s primary opposition is between business and family.  This condenses 

itself into the opposition between two versions of the family—as a biological and as an economic 

unit—which in turn collapses into a single available subjectivity: the individual as a member of 

the productive apparatus.    

Ultimately, however, I will argue that Wyler’s adaptation is not a radically conservative 

departure from Dreiser’s liberatory dialectic in the direction of an oppressive, pro-capital 

conservativism—not an attempt to recuperate the energy and enthusiasm of the radical Left into 

American liberalism—but rather a gentle but necessary step toward the novel’s ethos and away 

from an oppressive, anti-democratic conservativism in the contemporaneous public sphere.  The 

film is, in other words, an adaptation of Dreiser’s novel into a studio film of the McCarthy era.32   

 
32 The argument which follows focuses primarily on the thematic aspects of the film.  In a longer reading, the 
argument might also include attention to the relationship between the two media: (sentimental) novel on the one 
hand, and (melodramatic) film on the other.  Hurstwood’s “progression” in the novel seems to follow Quixote’s path 
from volume I to volume II of Cervantes’s masterpiece, announcing a simultaneous participation in and 
appropriation of a specific generic history.  As Edgar Dryden has observed, one of the principal differences between 
the two volumes is Don Quixote’s relationship to his public persona: he “sallies forth” in the first volume, 
proclaiming his identity to the Spanish countryside; in the second, each of the characters he meets along his way 
proclaims his identity to him.  Thus: “I am Don Quixote!” becomes “You are Don Quixote!”  Moving from text (the 
chivalric romances Quixote takes as his inspiration for returning knight-errantry to the world) to material reality (the 
landscape, objects, and people of Spain) ultimately returns Quixote to text (an image reflected back to him in the 
form of an apocryphal publication of his earlier exploits; the apocryphal volume prevents the people he meets from 
seeing him apart from the character they have read).  Understood in this way, it is no surprise that Quixote “dies” in 
the end, vanishing into the possibility of future narrative as a new character.  In a similar way, it is not surprising 
that Hurstwood “dies,” either, as I will discuss below. 
 Dreiser takes up the movement of Don Quixote’s two volumes, announcing his participation in this history 
by describing Carrie as a Quixote figure.  Carrie “sallies forth” like Quixote, at first a “half-equipped little knight… 
venturing to reconnoiter the mysterious city and dreaming wild dreams of some vague, far-off supremacy” (Dreiser 
2).  By the close of the novel, Bob Ames praises her face for “something peculiar” he sees there:  

I thought you were about to cry… Then I noticed that that was your natural look… There’s a shadow about  
your eyes, too, which gives your face much this same character…. The expression in your face is one that 
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Figure 5.  Fitzgerald in his office, sans his “right-hand man” in the seat over his shoulder.   
(Copyright Paramount Pictures Corporation)  

 

Fitzgerald Appears 

Fitzgerald’s first appearance in the film depicts him seated at his desk, alone for a 

moment, just before George enters the room.  (Figure 5)  The proverbial seat of his “right-hand 

man” sits empty over his right shoulder as if to suggest his awareness of George’s absence, and 

 
comes out in different things.  You get the same thing in a pathetic song, or any picture which moves you 
deeply.  It’s a thing the world likes to see, because it’s a natural expression of its longing. (468)   

Here we have Carrie, our modern “knight of the mournful countenance.”  
 In contrast, Wyler’s film adaptation announces a different lineage, similarly participating in and 
appropriating the comparatively brief but rich history of filmmaking.  Carrie nearly jumps out of her seat in shock 
on the train to Chicago when a second train roars past in the opposite direction, for example.  The angle of her view 
mimics audiences’ angle of the famous Lumiere brothers’ film Arrival of a Train at La Ciotat, a film whose 
spectacle allegedly jolted viewers out of their own seats.  Released in 1895, the film would be Carrie’s 
contemporary.  “Almost got you there!” Drouet subsequently chides, introducing himself with an appropriate 
emphasis on the French pronunciation of his name.  His character in the book offers the same emphasis, but here it 
becomes a subtle reminder of the Frenchmen’s short film.   

 



LaGuardia 180 
 

his furrowed brow signals a frustration which is perhaps more focused on his employee’s lapses 

than with the accounting book he peruses.33  “Good evening, Mr. Fitz,” Hurstwood says 

congenially as he enters the space.  The restaurant’s title has been shortened from the novel’s 

“Fitzgerald and Moy’s” to simply “Fitzgerald’s,” giving Fitzgerald the distinction of sole 

ownership.  And though George addresses him familiarly as “Fitz,” it is not without an 

obligatory “Mr.”; Fitzgerald maintains a last-name only presence in the film, distinguishing him 

from George’s own first-name moniker.    

“Hello, George,” Fitzgerald replies, facing away from Hurstwood but toward the viewer, 

centered and foregrounded in the shot in a display of socioeconomic (and as we will soon see, 

moral) authority.34  Seeming to make casual conversation, Fitzgerald asks about the size of the 

 
33 Beginning with Andre Bazin, Wyler is often called a “mise-en-scène director” in recognition of how carefully the 
multitude of elements in any given frame contribute to meaning.  Wyler directed a wide variety of films rather than 
developing a stylistic and thematic “signature” associated with the concept of the auteur; nonetheless, this careful 
consideration of elements within a frame could be identified as a unifying characteristic of his work.  The empty seat 
of the “right-hand man” is only one of several visual plays on verbal idioms observable in Carrie.  In a more-or-less 
chaste example, for instance, Carrie is “two-faced” when she agrees to begin seeing George while she is still living 
with Drouet, her face reflected in the coatrack’s mirror by the door.  Some of the visualizations are quite graphic, 
however.  When Carrie first meets George to begin their affair, for example, they stroll down the street together.  
She removes one hand from her muff to take his arm, leaving an opening there that suggests a receptivity in his 
direction; concurrently a horse and buggy passes in front of the couple from his side of the frame to hers while a 
baby carriage passes behind them from her side to his in what could be interpreted as either a euphemism for the 
sexual act or a projection of their own intended outcomes of the affair (where she wants “a baby in the carriage,” he 
wants to “take her for a ride”).  When she says yes to run away with him in this same scene, a second horse and 
buggy and second baby carriage repeat the initial movement, this time accompanied by a couple appreciating what 
looks like an Irish Wolfhound in the background and another couple riding a tandem bicycle.  When George realizes 
that Carrie thinks he is proposing marriage—she does not yet know that he is married himself—they sit on a bench 
together, George in front of a blank wall, and Carrie in front of a wrought-iron fence that suggests prison bars.  A 
literal shadow passes over George’s face as a figurative one passes over his conscience.  At the close of the scene, 
the shape of his thoughts as he watches Carrie walk away is clearly indicated by yet another horse-drawn carriage, 
this time matching his own right-to-left movement across the screen to momentarily eclipse Carrie’s figure, drawing 
a direct correlation.  As Michael Anderegg notes in his analysis of a similarly “cinematically self-conscious 
moment” in The Best Years of Our Lives (1946), however, “only analysis makes it seem overly fussy or contrived: it 
looks perfectly natural on the screen” (142).   
 
34 A brief glance at Basil Ruysdael’s performances leading up to Carrie indicates the cultural capital he brings with 
him to the Fitzgerald role.  In sixteen films from 1949-1952, he was hired to play almost exclusively paternalistic 
roles which often blur and combine elements of religious morality, domestic authority, and legal power—including 
judge (e.g. Judge Walker in Pinky [1949]), preacher or father, admiral, and general (e.g. General Oliver Howard in 
Broken Arrow [1950]).   



LaGuardia 181 
 

crowd after dinner.  Hurstwood has been away at the theater with Carrie, of course, and he 

quickly admits it.  “I went to the theater; saw a fine show—Camille.”  “With Julia?” Fitzgerald 

asks, referring to Hurstwood’s wife, but the viewer can discern by his tone of voice and the shift 

of his attention away from the account books he has been studying that he already knows the 

answer.  When Hurstwood tells him, hesitantly, “err, no,” Fitzgerald presses the issue by asking 

about Julia herself: “How is Julia?”  Refusing to take the conversation in the direction Fitzgerald 

suggests—namely, a confession of infidelity, a recanting of his extramarital desires, or a 

spontaneous rededication of his love for his wife— Hurstwood responds that she is “fine, fine.”35     

 

 
Figure 6. Fitzgerald as moral authority.  (Copyright Paramount Pictures Corporation) 

 

 
 
35 In another example of the graphic subtext carried on in the mise-en-scène, we can see in Figure 2 that when 
Fitzgerald implicitly asks for a confession of infidelity, the telephone on his desk is poised to receive George’s 
answer from its source.  The cord extended back toward the open safe on the left shows us where the answer will be 
heard.   
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We can see two concepts blending subtly here—family and business—questions about 

the one leading logically to questions about the other.  At this point, Fitzgerald unites the two in 

a single statement:  “I’ve been in every night this week,” he says, as if to emphasize his reserved, 

almost ascetic Protestant work ethic, “and haven’t found you once.”  Because of the subtle 

blending of the two concepts, this one statement simultaneously accuses George of infidelity and 

indicts his value as a waged employee.   

George, implying a full understanding of both meanings with a sideways glance at 

Fitzgerald (Figure 2), responds to the business half of the statement, drawing a distinction 

between the two: “Does it look as if business is suffering?” he asks, combining two fistfuls of 

cash into one large stack from the desk he has been arranging.  Fitzgerald helps emphasize the 

distinction by overtly presenting the other half: “Oh, I didn’t mean it that way,” he replies.  “I 

thought perhaps something was wrong at home.”   

The conversation takes one last turn relevant to the interpretation I have begun 

suggesting, as Fitzgerald frankly confronts George: “George,” he asks, “what is it you want?”  

George gives a single-word answer that is bound to the economy of desire that Walter Benn 

Michaels observes in the novel, which I discuss in detail in Chapter One.  It evokes the myth of 

limitless accumulation that Marx pins to the emergence of money as a single, universal 

equivalent in the structure of commodity exchanges.  Detached as a means of circulation from its 

terminal use-value function, money promises an infinite series of exchanges that valorize capital: 

“What is it you want?” Fitzgerald asks.  George’s answer is direct: “Everything.”   

If the film endorses an economy of desire as Michaels suggests the book does, this should 

be the end of the conversation.  Fitzgerald could offer a sympathetic word or gesture, perhaps, 

and the film would cut to another scene.  Instead, he asserts a stance opposed to George’s, one 
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that reproaches George’s desire for limitless accumulation.  “I don’t like to hear that kind of talk 

from a man your age,” he says.  “It’s dangerous.  Nobody has everything, George.  Nobody.  

You’ve got as much as anybody I know—a nice home, a good position as long as you want it, 

two fine children.”  This sounds very much like the “economy of scarcity” Michaels proposes as 

one of the terms in the novel, opposed to the economy of excess that Carrie and the book 

espouse.  But instead of promoting the state of contentedness implied by the economy of 

scarcity, Fitzgerald slyly returns an economy of desire to his officious moralizing.  “After all,” he 

concludes, drawing a substantial stack of bills from his breast pocket in an ironic punctuation of 

his statement, “Julia is a sterling wife.”     

We see the film’s conceptual movement here in miniature: speaking of the family and 

business together, both characters represent them momentarily as opposites; Fitzgerald disavows 

their unity only to assert it more emphatically in a single adjectival phrase: “a sterling wife.”  

Like the novel’s opposed definitions of money—which Michaels argue ultimately collapse into a 

single economy of desire, endorsing the very disequilibrium that characterizes modern 

capitalism—the film’s primary opposition of business and family ultimately collapses into “the 

businessman” as a singular, coherent identity.   

 

The Family and Business: Money as Mediator 

Although Fitzgerald’s presence seems here to signal the film’s maintaining of the novel’s 

movements, however, it also signals one of the most substantive changes: refocusing the 

narrative on “the family.”  Dreiser’s Carrie, for example, boards a train for Chicago with her 

family already behind her, leaving it with the merest “touch of regret”; in contrast, Wyler’s 

Carrie leaves with a tearful, physical embrace of her mother, father, and sister (“Remember the 
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things we said,” Carrie tells her sister conspiratorially, implying an intimate history that the 

novel’s Carrie never experiences).  Dreiser’s Carrie assumes the titular role of wife to attain 

material comfort; Wyler’s Carrie explicitly desires contractual marriage over material comfort.  

Finally, Dreiser’s Carrie acts as a wife without any suggestion of procreation; Wyler’s Carrie not 

only becomes pregnant, but suffers a miscarriage.   

The first scene in the film offers a contrast that is indicative of the larger revision: where 

the novel introduces us to Carrie with her family already behind her, we meet the film’s Carrie 

only after we have met her father.  Elements of the mise-en-scène here offer a sense of the effect 

Carrie’s desire to move to Chicago has on him (Figure 3).  Not only is the shot taken from inside 

the ticket-handler’s office, imprisoning Mr. Meeber behind the barred windows of the ticketing 

counter, there is a large fire suppression display behind him: three buckets labeled “FIRE” in all 

capital letters sit on a high shelf by his head, and a fireman’s axe hangs on the wall below.  Their 

presence implies the probability of some future danger, but the large sign reading “FOR FIRE 

USE ONLY” suggests that these tools will be of no use against the threats Carrie will face.  As if 

to drive the point home, a stylus in the inkwell on the counter seems to pierce the poor man’s 

heart as he counts bills for a one-way ticket.  
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Figure 7.  Mr. Meeber buys Carrie’s one-way ticket to Chicago.  (Copyright Paramount Pictures 
Corporation)  
 

The bills are notably located at both the literal and figurative center of the shot.  Not only 

do they visually divide the frame into two even halves along the vertical axis, but all of the 

emotional content of the scene—Mr. Meeber’s tone and demeanor, background and foreground 

elements of the set—center on the financial transaction they represent.  Strategically, the 

transaction is the clearest element of the shot, with Mr. Meeber’s face partially obscured by the 

window’s bars and only the back of the ticketing agent’s head visible.  Even though the two men 

live in a small town (“pop. 618”) and are familiar enough to address each other by name, the 

only element that crosses unfiltered between them is money. 

In this way, money emerges early on as a general indicator of the relationship the film 

develops between family and business.  Indeed, money and the suggestion of money mediate 
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between characters in each of the film’s major interactions:  Drouet pushes the raised letters of 

his business card into Carrie’s open purse as his first advance; Carrie provides her sister’s family 

with as much cash as she can earn and her brother-in-law counts it out on the table as she greets 

her nephew; Drouet “forces” a ten-dollar bill into Carrie’s hands as a sign of his further 

intentions; George secures large sums of money for his employer in the office safe; he 

“accidentally” steals $10,000, giving him the opportunity to develop an extended relationship 

with Carrie while ostracizing him from the business world; Carrie leaves him a purse-full of 

money when she decides to leave him; and, finally, the destitute George solicits money from 

Carrie, declining a ten-dollar bill in favor of a single quarter.   

In this way, the film preserves the emphasis on money that we see in the novel.  Its 

appearances are subtler than the novel’s perhaps because the film does not include a narrator to 

ponder its definition and meaning, but its centrality is apparent throughout.  When we first see 

Carrie with her sister’s family, for example, she begins her interaction with them by giving her 

brother-in-law payment for her room and board.  The compositional elements both center the 

money transaction in the scene and, simultaneously, obscure its centrality.  All four characters in 

the exemplary shot (Figure 4) are stacked along the vertical and depth axes in a way that 

compositionally equates Carrie’s money with her affection; the payment is formally different 

from the hug she gives her nephew, but equivalent in its expression.   
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Figure 8.  Carrie greets her sister’s family with affection, and payment.  (Copyright Paramount 
Pictures Corporation)  
 

Indeed, Carrie’s sense of money and in particular her sense of how money is “made” are 

axiomatic to her character’s subjectivity.  Two matched close-ups of Carrie during her 

productive processes will help to clarify.  The first shot is an image of Carrie after she drives a 

sewing needle through her finger in a poorly lit shoe factory at the beginning of the film.  (Figure 

5)  The moment certainly has practical value, as Michael Anderegg notes: the film could not 

dedicate the time necessary to develop the sense of exhaustion that leads the novel’s Carrie into 

the illness that keeps her from her job; instead, the sewing needle is an economical and suitably 

sensationalistic way for the screenwriters (Ruth and Augustus Goetz) to produce the same plot 

outcome—Carrie losing her job.  (167-68)   
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Figure 9. Comforted by coworkers after driving a sewing needle through her finger.  (Copyright 
Paramount Pictures Corporation) 

 

The fact that the moment is shot in close-up adds significance beyond making the plot-

line economically suited to film.  Close-ups are, after all, rare in Wyler’s films.  As a director, he 

often “stands back from his characters,” according to Anderegg, “refusing to force emotional 

involvement except at very intense moments.”  In The Children’s Hour, for example, as here in 

Carrie,  

the most intimate sequences… are photographed in long shot.  This tendency in Wyler 

does not, as is frequently thought [in 1979], signal his coldness or lack of compassion.  

Throughout his career Wyler deals with highly charged, frequently melodramatic 

material.  In order for such material to have credibility, it is essential that the emotional 

highs be underplayed rather than overplayed.  Wyler instinctively realizes this, and his 
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directorial style reflects that understanding.  His close-ups are infrequent, and when they 

occur they are seldom used for mere audience identification or star glamorization (the 

two major functions of close-ups in the Hollywood film). (54) 

The significance attributed to the shot by its scale could be read as a critique of industrial 

production, as Neil Sinyard shows in his recent A Wonderful Heart: The Films of William Wyler 

(2013).  Sinyard suggests that the moment injects a sense of human pathos into a dehumanizing 

environment, much like the factory setting of Charlie Chaplin’s Modern Times (1936).  The care, 

compassion, and camaraderie apparent in the two women who cradle Carrie’s head lie in stark 

contrast to the antagonism we see among workers in Modern Times, however.  As I argue in 

chapter two, the mechanical system of Modern Times’s factory setting determines workers’ 

behavior: they are enemies competing for a more secure place in the system, treating each other 

as machines even as they themselves are treated as machines.  The “feeding machine” incident 

and The Factory Worker’s subsequent nervous breakdown are representative moments.  Strapped 

into a feeding machine designed to automate the nourishment process necessary to keep workers 

working, the Factory Worker is mistakenly fed machine nuts instead of bits of steak.  Ultimately, 

the factory President decides not to purchase the machine because it is “not practical” rather than 

unethical or cruel—i.e. it is not efficient enough to replace the workers’ own meal-time 

practices.  Then, when the Factory Worker has a nervous breakdown from the speed demanded 

by the assembly line during the afternoon shift, he begins squirting all of his coworkers with 

machine oil, enacting a playful literalization of the structural process of integrating human 

workers into machinery.  Modern Times’s workers reacquire their humanity only outside the 

factory system, as when the Factory Worker’s formerly antagonistic coworker breaks into a 

department store to steal food after he has been fired from the factory.  He greets the Worker 
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with a tearful embrace, in stark contrast to their physically adversarial contact on the assembly 

line.   

Carrie’s workers, conversely, seem to retain their humanity throughout their mechanical 

work.  Carrie’s co-workers respond immediately to her accident with care and assistance, and 

when Carrie is replaced by another, similarly-attired woman, that woman expresses a sense of 

guilt over taking the position that is only outweighed by her desperation for paying work.  The 

bodies and psyches of workers in Carrie are subjected to dangers, then, but their core 

subjectivities are not threatened.  This is not because the film preserves a sense of humanity 

outside of the production process, however, as might be understood; rather, it is because the 

subjectivities available are already determined by the productive process.  In other words, the 

productive process has been universalized here as constitutive of subjectivity rather than as one 

small part of larger, transcendent possibilities.   

This idea is confirmed in the second, matched close-up toward the end of the film. 

(Figure 6)  Here, Carrie lies in bed just after suffering a miscarriage.  The two shots are clearly 

matched: they share a similar shot scale, a similarly pained expression with eyes close and brows 

furrowed, similar fabrics cradling Carrie’s head (shirts and pillow), and the presence of a helping 

hand.   
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Figure 10.  Comforted by George after suffering a miscarriage.  (Copyright Paramount Pictures 
Corporation) 
 

As with the shoe factory incident, some critics associate Carrie’s pregnancy simply with 

its pathos value.  As Robert Morsberger suggests, “the Goetzes introduce [the pregnancy] for 

pathos and melodrama” (224).  And while Morsberger’s description of the ensuing events 

supports this practical rationale for the pregnancy, it also touches upon a logical association that 

takes on new meaning when it is paired with the previous image.  Carrie, he notes, “is shocked 

and goes into hysterics” (224) only when she discovers that George is still legally married.  

Carrie’s miscarriage, in other words, is characterized in the film as a logical consequence of her 

discovery that her child will be illegitimate.  So invested is she in the institution of legal marriage 

and the related processes of production—whether commodity or child—that her body 

spontaneously prevents her from deviating.  She takes solace at the end of the scene with a 
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positive assertion: “I know one thing,” she says, “I’m still young, and I’m going to live.”  Unlike 

George, whose age is beginning to affect his ability to function as a worker in addition to 

impeding the possibility of his being present in his future child’s life (“when [will we have a 

child]?” Carrie asks, resentfully adding, “When you’re eighty?”), Carrie asserts her continuing 

potential to engage in the productive process.   

Together, the two images illustrate the unity the film establishes between two types of 

production: commodity on the one hand, and family on the other.  In each case, Carrie exists as a 

member of the productive apparatus; with her productive potential as her only source of value, 

unable to recognize value outside of a system of universal equivalence, her suffering is not 

merely physical: she experiences the strain of one unable to participate in the productive 

apparatus.36   

As such, Carrie’s character in the film wholeheartedly endorses the unity of business and 

family, or, said another, more pointed way, the coincidence of the family as a biological and as 

an economic unit.  Her suffering in the film only comes as a result of her transgressions against 

this structure.  The film’s punishment for Carrie’s living with Drouet without a validating 

contract of marriage, for example, is lessened only by her strong desire to adhere as closely as 

possible to the values of the system in place.  She embraces the conjugal pair as a singular 

economic unit, the support of which is moral insofar as it preserves the status quo of the labor 

process.   

George, in contrast, not only transgresses, but refuses to accept the structure as valid for 

much of the film.  It is only Fitzgerald’s second appearance in the film that ultimately forces him 

 
36 This twinned shot of Carrie might also be a partial match to a shot from Wuthering Heights of Laurence Olivier 
kneeling by Merle Oberon’s bedside, touching her forehead with a caring hand while she stares blankly into the 
distance.  See Anderegg 77. 
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to accede.  This occurs just after George has “accidentally” stolen money from the restaurant’s 

safe.  Where the novel renders the theft ambiguous—did Hurstwood end up with the money in 

his hands deliberately or inadvertently? is Hurstwood devious and plotting, or ungainly?—the 

film characterizes it as entirely accidental, or even, at first, good-intentioned.  Closing the 

restaurant for the night, George sets the safe’s timer for the late morning only to discover that an 

envelope stuffed full of money blocks Fitzgerald’s small, inner safe from locking.  He withdraws 

the envelope, and, fumbling it to the ground with its contents in hand, he knocks the door shut 

with his hip as he bends to pick it up.  Knowing that he will not be able to access the safe again 

until morning when its timer permits him, he looks around the room for another secure location.  

Not finding any, he decides to pocket the money for safe-keeping.  In this way, George seems to 

act out of a casual goodwill even while increasingly discordant strings in the non-diegetic sound 

mark the portent of the moment.   

When he arrives home and finds Fitzgerald sitting with his wife Julia, he walks straight 

toward him, saying “Hello Fitz, I’m glad you’re here,” and pulls the envelope from his pocket.  

His actions are truncated as Fitzgerald waves off his speech, however.  “George,” he says, “I 

didn’t come here to talk about business; I’m here at your wife’s request.”  As George’s wife 

chimes in to try to explain, Fitzgerald assumes the role of absolute patriarch that he only suggests 

in his previous appearance.  “Now, Julia,” he says placatingly, “you let me handle this.”  When 

George tells him that he should not “meddle in this,” and that “it’s none of [his] business,” 

Fitzgerald replies that it is “very much my business.  We’re managing the most respectable 

emporium in Chicago; that’s how you’ve got to act.”   

The illusion that family and business are separate concepts with separate spaces and 

separate rules is elided here.  Fitzgerald exercises his control of money as a moral authority over 
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George, disavowing with his actions the apparent separation between business and family that he 

announced at the beginning of their conversation.  In this case, Fitzgerald uses money as a moral 

corrective: “I am going to pay your salary to Julia during this unfortunate phase,” he says 

emphatically.  “If you have no more money to spend on this, uh, ‘woman,’ she’ll soon sell her 

favors somewhere else.”   

George is so disturbed by this news that he forgets the envelope full of money in his 

hands as he storms out of the house.  In this, he commits two transgressions in one action: he sins 

against the family by abandoning his wife and children, and sins against business by stealing 

money from the restaurant.  Carrie’s single transgression of living with Drouet as his wife 

without a legitimating contract is much less severe in comparison.  Carrie’s and George’s 

opposition is thus of a different frequency than the novel’s, not precisely as an early draft of the 

screenplay states in its Foreword, “each… the other’s punishment” (qtd. in Morsberger 220), but 

each following the same sin cycle of transgression, punishment and repentance, and finally 

redemption.  Observing the logic of the sin cycle, the terms of George’s repentance and 

punishment are more severe in proportion to his transgressions. 

The film in this way seems to reverse one of the main claims Jennifer Fleissner suggests 

the novel makes: as opposed to an “open-ended orientation toward the future that sentimental 

realism finds itself wholly unable to conceive” (192), the film seeks closure in all its forms.  In 

the adaptation to film, Carrie’s “drift”—to borrow the term that Fleissner uses to celebrate a 

specific but often ignored manifestation of late-nineteenth century feminism—takes the form of 

an unwavering dedication to the values of marriage and productive capacity.  Where 

“domesticity is,” for the novel’s Carrie, “the one thing that is decidedly wrong for [her]” (192), it 

is, for the film’s Carrie, the one sure form of closure.  If the film ends ambiguously with 
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Hurstwood’s thought of suicide, it ends concretely with Carrie’s dedication to him as husband 

and potential father. 

 

Conclusion: A Different Politics for a Different Day 

 Analyzed in these terms, the film’s mystifying ideological conservativism is conspicuous 

in contrast to the novel’s dialectical progression.  Critical viewers of Carrie have traditionally 

not taken it very seriously as a film, however, threatening to overlook its force as a conservative 

vehicle.  In large part, this approach stems from a tendency to focus on the film’s production 

history rather than interpret it as a text.  This story begins with RKO negotiating with Dreiser for 

the rights to adapt his novel.  The company encountered so much difficulty transforming the 

novel’s roughly five hundred densely-packed pages into a two- to three-hour feature that it 

ultimately ended its pursuit with no further production plans.37  By the time Wyler sought the 

rights for Paramount, the Red Scare was in full swing and the House Un-American Activities 

Committee (HUAC) was in full conflict with Hollywood production companies.  Wyler himself 

was an outspoken critic of this tendency in American politics, and an avid force against its 

incursion into Hollywood production.  For some, his vociferous denunciation of HUAC came as 

a surprise, especially given his open support for the American war effort in the previous years.  

Four patriotic, propagandistic films span the time period of World War II: Mrs. Miniver (1942), 

which is widely considered a propaganda piece for American involvement in the war; The 

Memphis Belle: A Story of a Flying Fortress (1944) and Thunderbolt (1947), the two 

 
37 The University of Pennsylvania library’s Dreiser archive offers an online glimpse into this story.  It contains many 
letters Dreiser wrote during the negotiations, including one that expresses his glee at discovering that Ginger Rogers 
was being considered for the role of Carrie.  http://www.library.upenn.edu/collections/rbm/dreiser/  Ultimately, the 
film would not be made until after his death.   
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documentaries he made as a Major in the Army Air Force; and The Best Years of Our Lives 

(1946), the Oscar-winning drama of returning veterans.  The move from these four films and his 

pro-America, pro-war stance to an anti-HUAC stance should not be understood as a shift in 

belief, however.  HUAC threatened precisely the principles of democracy he saw himself as 

defending.   

Criticism of Carrie thus understandably tends to gravitate toward the difficulties Wyler 

had in making the film—first in finding screenwriters willing and able to adapt it, then in its 

casting and filming among a population of blacklisted film actors and crews, then in gaining 

approval from the Production Code Administration (PCA) for certain themes and scenes, and 

finally in getting Paramount to release the picture to the public after a year-long delay.  Many 

critics raise the specter of late-40s/early-50s xenophobic paranoia as an apology for the final 

version of the film, considering it less than an ideal achievement.  Even Wyler himself 

acknowledges that “what it amounts to is that we started to tell the Dreiser story and then didn’t 

have the courage to tell it” (qtd. in Kozloff 468).   

Critics have tried to rescusciate the film’s reputation over the last ten or fifteen years, 

however.  Sarah Kozloff’s 2008 Film History article, for example, argues that the films Wyler 

made after World War II represent his conscious attempt to bring his political views into his 

artistic endeavors.  Coming from the recent failures of a long and active participation in the 

Screen Directors Guild (SDG) and the Committee for the First Amendment (CFA), which he co-

founded,  

Wyler’s intent was clear: to take the fight that had failed in the public, political arena into 

his art.  Since on all of these projects [eight films from 1947 to 1959] he served as both 

producer and director, we know that he was responsible for hiring so many CFA 
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contributors and liberals, and for choosing material written by left-wing writers.  In terms 

of his movies’ themes, Wyler selected stories that were very sympathetic to female 

characters, critiqued aggressive masculinity, revealed abuses of power by law 

enforcement and authorities, showed sensitivity to class boundaries and prejudices, and 

increasingly advocated restraint and forgiveness as opposed to bellicosity or revenge. 

(467) 

Kozloff goes on to suggest that his choice of Dreiser’s novel for adaptation was itself “an 

obvious act of defiance” (467).  This idea is emphasized by the fact that Dreiser was, by that 

time, an official member of the Communist Party, and thus specifically the type of figure from 

which his colleagues at the Screen Directors Guild were urging him to distance himself.   

The conservative elements of the film for Kozloff, as for other critics who discuss the 

HUAC-era influences on its production, come from concessions Wyler had to make to see the 

picture through from conception to the theater.  Wyler suggests that when the film tried to show 

“a sophisticated, cultured man, as we portrayed him, sink… to the depth of degredation… the 

super-patriots said, ‘this is un-American’” (qtd. in Kozloff 468).  Neil Sinyard suggests that even 

after the film was completed, the delay of its release was strategic on part of Paramount 

executives.  Waiting until Wyler was overseas filming Roman Holiday gave them the ability to 

demand additional cuts.  With the rights to final cut written into his contract, the only threat 

Paramount had for bargaining was to prevent the picture from being released at all.  On site in 

Rome, Wyler had little strategic leverage.   

With this production history and critics’ preoccupation with it in mind, it would not be 

fair to propose that the conservative elements in the film come solely from Wyler’s ideological 

orientation.  These forces are great enough that it is worth recognizing them as playing a 
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constitutive role in the film.  Thus, rather than characterize the film as Wyler’s radically 

conservative departure from Dreiser’s liberatory dialectic in the direction of an oppressive, pro-

capital conservativism, we might more justly characterize the film as a gentle but necessary step 

toward the novel’s ethos and away from an oppressive, anti-democratic conservativism in the 

contemporaneous public sphere.   
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Conclusion: Value in Wreckage 

Berlant’s Cruel Optimism 

In my introduction to Chapter Three, “Art in a Riot,” I mention a concept I would like to 

revisit here: Berlant’s “cruel optimism.”  In particular, I would like to relate Berlant’s concept of 

cruel optimism to the idea of “aesthetic value,” which runs throughout my dissertation but which 

is discussed most explicitly in Chapter Two, “Finding Work in Charlie Chaplin’s Modern 

Times.”  To conclude, I offer a reading of a scene from The Day of the Locust during which Tod 

Hackett finds himself at an impasse—a moment during which neither economic nor moral value 

seem produced nor circulated, but during which aesthetic value can emerge as an interpretive and 

mediating influence.   

Berlant coins “cruel optimism” to identify a relation—one which “exists when something 

you desire is actually an obstacle to your flourishing” (1).  Optimism is not necessarily cruel of 

its own accord, she states, but it becomes cruel “when the object/scene that ignites a sense of 

possibility actually makes it impossible to attain the expansive transformation for which a person 

or a people risks striving.”  Within this observation is a sneakier element that sustains it: the 

situation in which “the very pleasures of being inside a relation have become sustaining 

regardless of the content of the relation, such that a person or a world finds itself bound to a 

situation of profound threat that is, at the same time, profoundly confirming” (2).    

In contemporary culture, Berlant argues, one of the primary motivators in relations of 

cruel optimism is “the good life”—those images of satisfaction which legitimize late 20th- and 

early 21st-century American social and economic structures.  The domestic fantasy that the 

Factory Worker and the Gamin construct in Modern Times exemplifies such a relation: the image 
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of a husband and wife parting as the husband leaves for work and the wife skips merrily back 

into the home motivates the two characters’ ongoing quest for work.  Or, I should say, the excess 

they add to this image in their own fantasy construction motivates their ongoing quest for work.  

What they are after, as their shared utopic vision of the scenario shows, is the absence of 

hardship—an environment of plenty, of leisure, contentment, etc.  But this particular image of 

“the good life” sustains its opposite: work, toil, hardship, deprivation, etc.  The pursuit of “the 

good life” is precisely what distances them from its lived experience.  The more intensely they 

dedicate themselves, the more their lives become filled with work and toil and abuse.  The more 

intently they invite that image into their worlds like a lodestone, the more their actual reality is 

defined by deprivation.  The images of the good life are, in short, the mechanism by which an 

opposing life is motivated and sustained.   

 The relation of cruel optimism as Berlant defines it in the quotations above is a curious 

one in the context of value and the practices of valuation.  Berlant’s definition includes the 

notion that the desired object “ignites a sense of possibility.”  The object, in other words, exists; 

it has a relationship to its environment and an impact on that environment.  From the subject’s 

perspective, what might once have been inconceivable is now, in the wake of the fact of the 

object, not only conceivable but to be hoped for.   

 Material has a place in this world.  This is not a world of the subject exclusively, one 

which is generated and lived in by the subject.  It is a world populated by objects in relation.  In 

this sense, “solving the problem” of cruel optimism is less important than seeing the ways in 

which the concept helps us to understand the various, shifting, changing, becoming, developing, 

relations among objects, whether those objects are explicitly material or otherwise.   
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 Berlant suggests that the good life is a “collectively invested form of life,” which is based 

in fantasy.  “As that fantasy has become more fantasmatic, with less and less relation to how 

people can live—as the blueprint has faded—its attrition manifests itself in an emerging set of 

aesthetic conventions that make a claim to affective realism derived from embodied, affective 

rhythms of survival” (11).  That is, we’ve all put all our hopes into the fantasy of the good life, 

building it and reinforcing it together, and imbuing it with a sense of our identity and our 

direction.  That fantasy is worn down, however, by individuals’ experience of its distance from 

their actual, lived experiences.  Berlant’s work is about what happens as that fantasy is worn 

down: a specific “set of aesthetic conventions” comes out of the process.  Those conventions—

which are conventions rather than some transcendent and omnipresent “Truth”—claim to 

represent “embodied, affective rhythms of survival.”   

Cruel Optimism is not about demystification, which is a term that can carry the burden of 

the notion of transcendent “Truth.”  Rather,  it is about understanding relations which are 

constitutive.  “From one vantage point, then, Cruel Optimism is a kind of proprioceptive history, 

a way of thinking about represented norms of bodily adjustment as key to grasping the 

circulation of the present as a historical and affective sense” (20).   

 

The Dream Dump and the Wreckage 

At one point in The Day of The Locust, Tod Hackett finds himself at an impasse.  He 

pauses to rest in his pursuit of Faye Greener through several studio lots.  “He was out of breath” 

(325), the narrator notes, not only because of his physical exertion under the Hollywood 

sunshine—which, the narrator tells us bluntly “was very hot” (324)—but also apparently because 

of the vast array of different worlds he has encountered along the way.  From a “jungle 
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compound with a water buffalo tethered to the side of a conical grass hut” to “the swinging doors 

of a saloon”; from “a Paris street” to “a Romanesque courtyard.”  Tod never quite gains a 

foothold in any specific time or place as the environment whirls around him.  He labors on 

through sheer force of will in the disorienting environment: “he pushed his way through a tangle 

of briars, old flats and iron junk, skirting the skeleton of a Zeppelin, a bamboo stockade, an 

adobe fort, the wooden horse of Troy, a flight of baroque palace stairs that started in a bed of 

weeds and ended against the branches of an oak, part of the Fourteenth Street elevated station, a 

Dutch windmill, the bones of a dinosaur, the upper half of the Merrimac, [and] a corner of a 

Mayan temple” (324-25). 

The temporal, geographical, and cultural disorientation represented here is thematically 

consistent with novel’s opening pages, which set a pre-industrial war scene replete with “an 

army of cavalry and foot… passing” his office, “mov[ing] like a mob” and creating “the groan of 

leather mingled with the jangle of iron and over all... the tattoo of a thousand hooves” (241).  The 

novel breaks the frame by the end of the first page with “a little fat man, wearing a cork sun-

helmet, polo shirt and knickers, [who] darted around the corner of the building in pursuit of the 

army” (241).  These early characters float through the early pages of the novel, “jumbled 

together in bobbing disorder... a wild sea of waving sabertaches [and] sloped muskets.”  The 

“little fat man” is buoyed by his cork sun helmet, retaining some ability to float above the mass 

and control it despite his diminutive stature.  In relationship to the army, which “moved like a 

mob [with its] lines broken, as though fleeing from some terrible defeat,” the small man “darted 

around the corner of the building in pursuit... scream[ing] through a small megaphone” (241).  

The description of the man’s small size and of his voice amplified through what can only be 
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described as an oxymoronic object, takes on a comical note in contrast to the tremendous size 

and the “great din” of the army.  

But here in these later pages as Tod pauses to rest, comic relief is notably absent.  He 

moves into a more contemplative mood and begins to think of great painters, suddenly viewing 

the landscape around him through this filter.  “Looking down hill now, he could see 

compositions that might actually have been arranged from the Calabrian work of Rosa” (325).  In 

the context of “a charwoman on a stepladder [who] was scrubbing with soap and water the face 

of a Buddha thirty feet high, 

…he left the road and climbed across the spine of the hill to look down on the other 

side.  From there he could see a ten-acre field of cockleburs spotted with clumps of 

sunflowers and wild gum.  In the center of the field was a gigantic pile of sets, flats and 

props.  While he watched, a ten-ton truck added another load to it.  This was the final 

dumping ground.  He thought of Janvier’s “Sargasso Sea.”  Just as that imaginary body of 

water was a history of civilization in the form of a marine junkyard, the studio lot was 

one in the form of a dream dump.  A Sargasso of the imagination!  And the dump grew 

continually, for there wasn’t a dream afloat somewhere which wouldn’t sooner or later 

turn up on it, having first been made photographic by plaster, canvas, lath, and 

paint.  Many boats sink and never reach the Sargasso, but no dream ever entirely 

disappears.  Somewhere it troubles some unfortunate person and some day, when that 

person has been sufficiently troubled, it will be reproduced on the lot.  (326) 

The reference to Janvier’s novel is a curious one.  The name “Janvier” seems appropriately 

European among the painterly influences Tod lists: Goya, Daumier, Salvator Rosa, Francesco 

Guardi, Monsu Desiderio.  But in contrast to these 17th and 18th century painters, Janvier 



LaGuardia 204 
 

(whose fuller name is Thomas A. Janvier) writes children’s adventure novels.  The particular 

novel Tod references, In the Sargasso Sea (1898), details Roger Stetworth’s exploits as he is 

marooned on an island made entirely of shipwrecks which have been pushed together into a 

single mass by the currents surrounding the Sargasso Sea in the North Atlantic Ocean.   

On one hand, Tod’s reference seems straightforward, a direct analogy to the studio’s 

“dream dump”: “just as that imaginary body of water was a history of civilization in the form of 

a marine junkyard,” the narrator tells the reader, “the studio lot was one in the form of a dream 

dump.  A Sargasso of the imagination!”  Just as Tod moves his way through various times and 

cultures as he moves through various studio lots, Roger Stetworth takes a metaphorical journey 

into the past as he makes his way from the more contemporary vessels at the “coastline” of the 

shipwreck island to the ancient vessels toward the center.   

Tod, like Stetworth, finds himself stranded in a sea of the material detritus, the material 

remains of past impulses, previous thoughts, actions, and aspirations.  The two find themselves, 

in a word, at an impasse.  The “impasse” for Berlant is a “main genre for tracking the sense of 

the present.”  Contrary to the definition of impasse which describes “a time of dithering from 

which someone or some situation cannot move forward,” Berlant suggests a radical openness to 

the experience:  

the impasse is a stretch of time in which one moves around with a sense that the world is 

at once intensely present and enigmatic, such that the activity of living demands both a 

wandering absorptive awareness and a hypervigilance that collects material that might 

help to clarify things, maintain one’s sea legs, and coordinate the standard melodramatic 

crises with those processes that have not yet found their genre of event.  (4) 
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The possibility of “maintain[ing] one’s sea legs” is of course an appropriate exercise for 

Stetworth out in the middle of the North Atlantic Ocean; figuratively it is also appropriate for 

Tod as an artist who tries to find words and images that will articulate his world, in a context 

very often filled with water imagery.  Both characters “collect material” with the hope that it will 

“help to clarify things.”  “Clarify,” of course, means to make an idea intelligible.  But it also 

means “to remove solid matter from (a liquid)” (dictionary.com), an appropriate description of 

the process of discovery Stetworth undergoes in an old Portuguese wreck.  He finds 

approximately three million dollars’ worth of gold ingots (1898 American dollars), and easily 

many times that in precious stones: 

There in the rotten ooze, strewn thickly, was such a collection of glittering jewels that my 

eyes fairly were dazzled by them; and when I had turned the coffer upside down on the 

deck so that the slime flowed away stickily—giving of the most dreadful stench that ever 

I have encountered—I saw a heap of precious stones such as for size and beauty has not 

been gathered into one place, I supposed—unless it may have been in the treasury of 

some Eastern sovereign—since the very beginning of the world.  At a single glance I 

knew that the great treasure of gold, which had seemed to me overwhelming because of 

its immensity, was as nothing in comparison with this other treasure wherein riches were 

so concentrate and sublimate that I had the very essence of them: and I reeled and 

trembled again as I hugged the thought to me that by my finding of it I was made master 

of it all.  (191)  

Stetworth’s trouble, of course, is that he is alone in the middle of an accidental island in the 

middle of the North Atlantic Ocean.  Like Tod’s survey of the dream dump, the material he 

collects here is insufficient to ability to thrive in his current environment.   
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Both characters’ impasse includes the affective experience of an older system of 

valuation colliding a new one—an experience, in other words, of a residual system of valuation 

coexisting with an emerging one.  The individuals in the process of producing value find 

themselves pulled by the habitual responses conditioned by the old system and the new responses 

they must develop in relation to the new one.  These are times of uncertainty, which in Berlant’s 

words “demand… both a wandering absorptive awareness and a hypervigilance.”   

Tod’s reference to Janvier’s In The Sargasso Sea in the midst of his contemplation of the 

dream dump thus poses a similar question to the one that Berlant poses in Cruel Optimism:  

what happens to fantasies of the good life when the ordinary becomes a landfill for 

overwhelming and impending crises of life-building and expectation whose sheer volume 

so threatens what it has meant to “have a life” that adjustment seems like an 

accomplishment[?] (3) 

As the texts I have studied in this dissertation claim, this is a question the artist is most poised to 

answer.  For Tod, Janvier's book becomes a reference point for understanding a situation in the 

process of unfolding, one which opens up in seeming to come to an impasse.  Similarly to the 

Factory Worker stuck in the gears of the factory, the situation becomes something different when 

the gears seize.   

The “situation,” as Berlant describes it, is an “aesthetic” genres “for describing the 

activity of being reflexive about a contemporary historicity as one lives it.” It is a genre “of the 

emerging event” (5) which includes the possibility of not emerging into event, but does not 

preclude its emergence:  

a situation is a state of things in which something that will perhaps matter is unfolding 

amid the usual activity of life.  It is a state of animated and animating suspension that 
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forces itself on consciousness, that produces a sense of the emergence of something in the 

present that may become an event…  The situation [is] a genre of unforeclosed 

experience.  (5) 

The value in the wreckage is not concrete, not stable, not translatable or transferrable to other 

settings; rather, it is relational.  Understood as “aesthetic” rather than “economic” or “moral,” 

value describes the meeting point between these other two systems even as it mediates between 

them.  The texts I study here are unified in their open-endedness in this way.  Each celebrates 

transformative capacities of art without foreclosing potential futures.    
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