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Introduction 

 Curled up on the arm of a wide rocking chair, just big enough for two, I spent 

countless hours soaking up my grandfather's stories.  He described his mother's escape 

from Italy to the “Land of Liberty” in pursuit of freedoms she imagined for her children, 

not yet old enough to remember the trip themselves.  He sketched for me their small 

Italian community in Boston, a proverbial sanctuary within a foreign new world.  In 

Boston they helped one another learn English and find menial jobs.  He told me about his 

childhood desire to leave the dense, cultivated Northeast for the open, rugged West, 

where strong, dedicated men controlled their own destinies, rather than subscribing to the 

Old World classist systems already in place.  Ultimately, he made his trip with a doting 

wife and a bouncing baby girl.  That girl was my mother.  Farther and farther West, my 

maternal lineage has moved, like many people before and after them, who sought the 

promise of opportunity, wealth, and ultimate liberty in the unknown. 

  Of course, it was not an unknown land, as many of my grandfather's tales led me 

to believe.  People had been living there for thousands of years.  They inhabited, shaped, 

and endured the rugged West for centuries before families like my mother’s arrived.  It 

was not until I was seventeen years old that I learned those people were my own.  My 

paternal grandfather died before I was born, but my unquenchable thirst for stories 

compelled me to spend years begging for details, eavesdropping, and staring at 

photographs to understand his past.  When he was one year old, both parents were killed 

in a car accident, and an Irish-Catholic family adopted him.  He attended church every 
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Sunday, married a good Irish woman, and by all superficial characteristics was Irish-

Catholic himself, except for one.  Dozens of pictures, worn at the edges from the many 

touches of my fingertips, present a man with impeccable facial bone structure, thick black 

hair, and mahogany-brown skin.  Years of searching records and databases resulted in 

few stories for me to feed on, but I learned that my great-grandparents were Native 

Americans belonging to one of the tribes that inhabited present-day Utah and Colorado.  

After much research, it became evident that my great-grandparents were most likely Ute 

or Navajo Indians, two peoples who cherish their customs and rituals enough to pass 

them down through stories, so people, like me, can see into a history we didn’t know 

existed within ourselves.  While my grandfather never experienced the traditions of that 

heritage, it coursed thickly through his blood as it does through mine.  Those two 

histories weaved together when my parents married, and it continues through their four 

children.  After decades of residing in the West, we are a family rooted in that place, 

unwilling to leave because here we found our home.  That is my family's story, but we 

each have our own, and together they comprise the narrative of the experiment that is the 

United States of America. 

**** 

 When the Founding Fathers of the United States assembled to discuss their 

visions for the new country, they attempted to find a balance between the celebration of 

individual progress and the flourishing of a free and independent nation of people.  The 

Fathers debated the best way to implement a government that would allow both the 

individual and society to develop and grow simultaneously.  During this process, two 

major opposing factions were initiated: Thomas Jefferson believed the success of the 
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country could be realized through shaping virtuous citizens who upheld the common 

good for all, while Alexander Hamilton wanted to craft a governing body that could 

control the masses enough to protect individual rights.  It is this divisive founding of the 

country that initiated America’s struggle to find the balance between individual rights and 

communal good.   

 Jefferson’s understanding of human nature as inherently decent and Hamilton’s 

notion that humans by default are egotistical divided the two factions in an irrevocable 

manner.  Jefferson imagined a public education system that would mold the virtuous 

citizens of his vision and an economy based around small-scale agriculture that would 

then sustain those citizens and their virtuous qualities.  Any other economy, such as 

urban-centered manufacturing, would break down those exceptional virtues and enslave 

individuals to their employers and consumers buying their goods.  Because Jefferson was 

not present at the Constitutional Convention, his ideals were not the foundation upon 

which the primary document that guides the United States was created.  Instead, 

Hamilton and the other delegates present used the document to establish a nation reliant 

on a system of checks and balances that would prevent tyrannical masses from disrupting 

individual liberties.  Out of fear that selfishness lies at the root of each individual and that 

those individuals could then create a tyrannical majority, Hamilton conceived of a system 

that would stem collective engagement as much as possible.  Individuals or governing 

bodies would check and balance one another, rather than converse and cooperate 

together, because that was the best method for preserving individual rights, a system 

which we know today as procedural democracy.  Thus, the Constitution set a standard 
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that disproportionately favored Hamilton’s ideal over Jefferson’s, an imbalance that is 

still noticeable and detrimental today.  

 With Hamilton’s ideas as the bedrock of our Constitution, it is essential to explore 

their roots, which lie in the age of Modernity.  European Enlightenment, the 

philosophical framework of the era, moves society toward radical individualization, in 

which personal and private affairs are glorified.  It is believed that much of Western 

tradition and philosophy rose in response to Descartes’ writings, which places individual 

reason at the center of knowledge.  This allows humans to lead lives based on a 

methodical, linear process that separates and extols reason above other faculties.  Not 

only is learning from randomness and error an avoidable mistake, according to Descartes, 

but insights from traditions and past narratives are also unfounded and erroneous.   

 The movement toward finding meaning within only the self and the emphasis on 

individual reason over collective experience and tradition gives rise to libertarian 

thinkers, such as Ayn Rand, who establishes Objectivism.  Objectivist ethics follows 

Cartesian logic and arrives at the conclusion that the pursuit of rational self-interest is the 

proper purpose of life.  The only ethical social structure is thus one that places individual 

rights at the center.  Randian Objectivism clearly manifests itself in the current adoption 

of laissez faire capitalism, which Hamilton praised.  As Rand suggests, individuals can 

and should live in an unconstrained manner, in which no limits are placed upon 

individual aspirations in order to uphold some common good.  In other words, the vision 

for a free America begins to mirror that of Hamilton rather than Jefferson, whose ideal 

would have limited individual pursuits enough for the community, as a whole, to thrive.   
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 Robert Pogue Harrison posits that the perpetuation of an unconstrained and 

limitless understanding of the individual leads to a spiral into nihilism, or 

meaninglessness.  These ideas can be examined through lenses created by Friedrich 

Nietzsche and Bülent Diken, both of whom discuss nihilism in terms of the individual 

purposefully avoiding actions that better the polity.   Instead, in Nietzsche and Diken’s 

view, the individual refrains from achieving an overall good to protect something 

founded on self-deception, ultimately achieving only meaninglessness.  Unconstrained 

hyper-individuality with its nihilistic tendencies acts as a disease that eats through 

potential healthy relationships with the natural world, communities, and the self.  We can 

see these noxious interactions manifest themselves in the crafted ingenuity of authors’ 

words, better known as novels.  Thus, I explore the contentions that arise out of extolling 

radical individualism through two novels set in the West. 

 The first, Wallace Stegner’s The Big Rock Candy Mountain, follows the Mason 

family, with the father, Bo, as the archetypal individualist and the mother, Elsa, as the 

communitarian who limits her personal desires.  Stegner sets the novel in the lean years 

of the twentieth century, when families traveled west to pursue prosperity in risky and 

dangerous businesses, such as mining, gambling, farming, and whiskey running (during 

Prohibition).  While their eldest child, Chet, mirrors Bo and their youngest, Bruce, 

resembles Elsa, both boys receive qualities from each parent that shapes their identities in 

an irrevocable manner.  As the family drifts from town to town, chasing the next mirage 

of success, the audience witnesses the myriad times that Bo’s quest for glory and success 

damages his family beyond repair.  Despite Bo’s ultimate destruction of himself, his wife, 

and Chet, Bruce survives and is able to discover meaning and value in his life that allows 
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the tale to end with the hopeful image of home.  The novel reflects on the necessity of 

embedding oneself in a place in order to allow attachment to the people and the land 

itself.  It is this connection to one’s environment and the surrounding people that can lead 

to stronger communities and versions of freedom that the U.S. has rarely known.  Daniel 

Kemmis’ book, Community and the Politics of Place, explores these ideas through the 

lens of politics, which refers to the Latin root polis, meaning the coexistence of a 

multitude of bodies.  Through politics and a belonging to place, we can begin to shift and 

focus on the balance between social responsibilities and personal progress that the 

Founding Fathers once longed to achieve. 

 James Welch sets my second novel, Fools Crow, in northwestern Montana, during 

the 1870s, a tumultuous period of Indian removal and extermination.  The story follows 

the Lone Eaters, a small band of Blackfeet Indians, as they attempt to survive rampant 

disease and maintain their land to preserve their cultural practices and beliefs.  Welch 

depicts the tense relationship between Fools Crow, a communally conscious Blackfeet 

Indian who attempts to sustain the traditions of his people, and Fast Horse, a young, 

angry renegade, who lives a hyper-individualized existence despite its effects on his 

people.  This novel introduces new possibilities for healing a society stricken with the 

disorder and chaos that radical personal pursuit and violent upheaval cause.   

 These two tales woven together illustrate the immense destruction and continuous 

danger of radical egotism, while simultaneously positing avenues for change.  The books 

may be fictitious, but both tell honest American stories during an era that established the 

West as the home of the rugged individual.  Narratives act as the thread that weaves 

individual pieces of fabric together; without them, we could have no communities, no 
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familial relationships.  They are what tie us to one another, the past, and how we hope to 

guide the future.  Whether they are delicately crafted letters that we read as flecks of 

black ink on paper or elaborate details strung together and whispered to captivated family 

members, our stories allow us to share in collective experience.  Thus, it is through 

novels that these ideas come to life, for only the power of narration encapsulates the 

quintessential American themes I wish to express. 
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I. The Cultivation of a Chasm 

 While the Founding Fathers are able to agree upon a set of valuable rights and 

freedoms that they wish for the American people to have, there are adversarial factions 

among the founders that dispute the future enactment of these powerful liberties in the 

revolutionary country.  Alexander Hamilton represents a group that fears the selfish 

whims of the common people and puts trust in government control and industrial elites, 

whereas Thomas Jefferson bases his vision on the decency of common people and the 

shared virtues of humanity.  The deep divide between these two factions can be reduced 

to a question of trust in ordinary citizens: Jefferson has an idealistic abundance of it, 

while Hamilton has a fatalistic lack of it.  In between these two thinkers is James 

Madison, who acts as a pendulum, swinging from pole to pole and covering more ground 

between than either Hamilton or Jefferson is willing to touch.   

 From March of 1785 to September of 1789, Jefferson served as ambassador to 

France and lived in Paris, during which time Madison and Hamilton wrote and published 

The Federalist Papers.  This compilation of essays acts as a testament that Hamilton and 

Madison’s partnership “was every bit as seamless as the subsequent alliance between the 

two Virginians” (Jefferson and Madison). 1,1  In the Papers, the foundation of Hamilton’s 

                                                        
1 It is Madison and Hamilton’s unification in The Federalist Papers that allows me to 
link the two men’s ideas together during parts of this project.  At other times, though, I 
will illustrate Madison’s firm ties to Jefferson’s vision because Madison was, at the core 
of his beliefs, a staunch republican.  He stressed that citizenship was the performance of 
civic duties that uphold the tenets of a republic.  I do not fully evidence the nuances of 
Madison’s struggle between the two visions nor his own ideals separate from the two 
men due to the scope and purpose of this project; rather, his ideas are used as secondary 
support to Hamilton or to Jefferson when necessary.  
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vision is distrust of the individual’s inherent tendency toward “ignorance, selfishness, and 

an absence of self-control,” where individuals are “entirely biased by motives of self-

interest” rather than the common good.2  According to Hamilton, government was 

necessary “because the passions of men will not conform to the dictates of reason and 

justice, without constraint.”3  Madison seems to agree with a similar outlook on 

humankind, maintaining that if selfish individuals with similar interests cooperated with 

one another, they would gravitate toward becoming a mob.  The mob then dangerously 

places its interests above and dictates the lives of individuals or smaller, less powerful 

groups, creating a system of oppression.4  To avoid this system, which Madison labels the 

“tyranny of the majority,” he suggests that America: 

Extend the sphere, and…make it less probable that a majority…will have a 

common motive to invade the rights of other citizens; or if such a common motive 

exists, it will be more difficult for all who feel it to discover their own strengths 

and to act in unison with each other.5 

Madison advocates that America expand westward to open up more land for people to 

live farther apart from each other, which will deter individuals with similar interests from 

collectively assembling and becoming a tyrannical majority that imposes its desires on 

the rest of society.  Out of fear of individual selfishness, Madison proposes that America 

become a nation of escapists who isolate themselves to protect their individual interests 

from invasion by untrustworthy outsiders.   

 While this attitude toward human nature is provocative and deserves thorough 

examination and explanation, Hamilton skims “over what he assumes to be the obvious 

components of the nature of man and government…to move to the crucial area of 
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political economy,” only one, but a major, tenet of his vision.6  In an attempt to decrease 

the national debt from the Revolutionary War and “increase the ‘active capital’” of the 

United States to develop it into a country of “power, wealth, and empire,” Hamilton 

introduces the idea of a national bank.7  He professes that money is “the vital principle of 

the body politic; as that which sustains its life…and enables it to perform its most 

essential functions.”8  For it to achieve this vital function, a person’s money must reside 

in a bank where “‘it acquires life, or, in other words, an active and productive quality.’”9  

The creation of a national bank would allow the government to intimately link itself to 

that productive money and the wealthy individuals that it belongs to, which makes the 

bank a “political machine” that the government can use to enhance its own power and 

wealth.10   

 While “the fiscal goals Hamilton proposed were synonymous with the national 

vision Madison had advocated…in The Federalist Papers,” Hamilton’s prospective 

method for reaching those goals troubles and terrifies Madison.11  The method, 

assumption, means that the federal government would assume “all the accumulated debts 

of the states,” so that “instead of thirteen separate ledgers, there would be but one.”12  

Simply put, it allows for a coherent fiscal policy in which a central and singular entity, 

the federal government, takes responsibility for the financial well-being of all states.  

Madison worries about injustices done to states that accumulate less debt than others, and 

more importantly, fears the plan’s larger implications.  Madison sees that “under the 

guise of doing states a favor by assuming their debts, the federal government was 

implicitly, even covertly, assuming sovereign authority over…all the states,” and in effect 
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the people of those states.2,13  A central entity with that much influence over the monetary 

stability of the states would have enough power and ability to control more than what it is 

initially intended to and could potentially strip the people of some individual liberties. 

 Hamilton’s dream is impossible if every American citizen is a rural, subsistence 

farmer, as Jefferson and Madison would prefer, so he suggests a system based on “the 

division of labor, technological innovation, the accumulation of capital, and the increased 

productivity of labor,” which is fulfilled by capitalism.14  By introducing citizens “‘at 

very tender age’” to the labor force and advancing machine technology, the owners of 

prosperous industry will have fewer costs and be able to amass wealth.15  Money will 

then trickle down to those who are part of the system and to the State that is intricately 

tied to the most successful individuals.  It is essential to Hamilton’s vision that prosperity 

and well-being “is not for the rich, but by the rich,” and in this way the entire nation and 

its people thrive.16  Out of his demand for an opulent nation, Hamilton conceives of a 

society whose success relies on commercial industry and “the merchants, bankers, and 

business leaders,” which necessitates a government designed to manage those self-

serving individuals.3,17  While Hamilton champions the need for a strong national 

government to oversee self-serving individuals, he also envisions a national bank that 

will stabilize the nation’s credit because of its intricate tie to the wealthy, commercial 

                                                        
2 It is this that sets in motion Madison’s reconversion process “from the religion of 
nationalism to the old revolutionary faith of Virginia” that Jefferson represents (Ellis 55).  
Eventually, Madison’s frame of reference located instinctively in the “dispersal of power 
naturally checked by the inherent diversity of diffused interest groups” is too different 
from Hamilton’s economically minded understanding of the nation to be overcome (Ellis 
64). 
3 They are self-serving, like all individuals are, according to Hamilton’s own beliefs.  To 
have the health and stability of a nation rely on selfish people requires a government that 
can protect others from what could turn into a “tyrannical majority.” 
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elite of the country.  This would make the federal government’s job as manager 

extremely complicated and difficult.  Instead of the government overseeing industry as an 

independent body, the state would rely on the successes of private enterprises, entangling 

itself in the process, rather than separating itself as an impartial supervisor.  Thus, the 

entity putatively created to manage individual egotism relies on the thriving of the very 

individuals it seeks to manage.  While Hamilton most likely does not intend for the 

federal government to become heavily biased toward protecting commercial pursuits, one 

can see how that might occur if the federal government is directly tied to the very success 

of the commercial enterprises it is intended to oversee.  The risks and uncertainties 

inherent in this system allow for Jefferson to challenge Hamilton’s economic principles 

through his own, distinct vision. 

 Rather than depending upon the national political economy to produce the desired 

free nation, Jefferson focuses on small-scale agriculture and the education of individuals, 

who will then create a virtuous, free, and happy society.  Academic writing about 

Jefferson often concentrates on his agricultural ideal as the center of his platform for 

American society, but agriculture is only the economic means to achieving a virtuous 

nation, the true heart of his vision.  Richard Matthews poses two main tenets that 

Jefferson believes will lead to a virtuous, free, and social individual: Humanism and 

Communitarian Anarchism. 

 Before discussion of these two tenets is possible, though, it is necessary to explain 

Jefferson’s definition of virtue and happiness because they underlie each segment of his 

dream.  Jefferson believes that virtue comprises happiness, and happiness is always the 

individual’s aim in life.  According to Jefferson, virtues consist of prudence, temperance, 
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justice, and fortitude as opposed to folly, desire, deceit, and most importantly fear.18  

Jefferson’s idea of happiness is based loosely on Epicurus’ vision that humans naturally 

strive for pleasure.  Jefferson believes it is acceptable to follow this inherent urge toward 

pleasure, but we should limit it with the constraining virtues of friendship and public 

participation.  Friendship “provides a stabilizing hedge against an uncertain, often cruel 

world; it also allows man the opportunity of showing benevolence toward others, 

which…is more pleasurable than receiving it.”19  Jefferson also claims that because 

humans are social beings, they will find happiness in the broader public as well.  In his 

own nod to the teachings of Jesus, Jefferson believes that “Mankind is one family, held 

together, not out of a sense of fear or egotistical self-interest,” as Hamilton might suggest, 

but out of “bonds of love, charity, peace, common wants and common aids.” 4,20  Not 

only does the public realm bring happiness, but also a bond revolving around common 

goods that every individual person can share in and revere.  Because of that bond to one 

another and the necessity of it to experience true happiness, citizens have “a moral duty 

to engage in politics,” or the governance of a human community.21   

 The virtues listed above are human characteristics that rely on individual 

cultivation, so the first of Jefferson’s tenets starts with the person.  It is here where 

Jefferson’s vision of human nature departs diametrically from Madison and Hamilton’s 

view of man as selfish, egocentric, and lacking in self-discipline.  Matthews concisely 

and accurately describes Jefferson’s postulates on human nature: 

(a) man is largely a creature of his environment; (b) he has an innate moral 

sense; (c) this moral sense is what makes all [white] men equal; (d) man is 

                                                        
4 Jefferson is not interested in Christian ethics or Biblical interpretations by churches; 
rather, he accepts the direct teachings of Jesus as moral guidance in and of themselves. 
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naturally sociable; (e) his nature evolves; and (f)…If one is aware that man 

actively participates in the creation of his environment and that his 

environment can have either an impeding (as in an urban center) or an 

enhancing (as in a bucolic setting) effect on his development, then the 

quality of the social milieu is critical to the human pursuit of life, liberty, 

and happiness—a happiness and a life, moreover, that is distinctly non-

market in its ethos.22   

The importance of one’s environment—the society within which one works and lives—is 

thus essential to cultivating an ideal human being.  To foster the ideal being that 

embodies these virtues, individuals must first be in an environment with political and 

economic freedom, unconstrained by the whims of the market or its masters.23  Because 

politics and economics are intertwined and dependent on one another, freedom in one 

realm affords freedom in the other.  Jefferson states in Notes on the State of Virginia that 

there are two options to choose from: “1, licentious commerce and gambling speculations 

for a few, with eternal war for the many; or, 2, restricted commerce, peace, and steady 

occupations for all.”24  The clear difference between the few and the many in his 

description of the Hamiltonian option (option one) illustrates Jefferson’s disbelief that the 

opulence of the few wealthy industrialists will trickle down to the many laborers.  This 

leaves only option two for true economic freedom, which requires restricted commerce 

and steady jobs for all, and Jefferson believes this lies in agriculture.   

 Thus, he does not choose agriculture merely to preserve a traditional way of life 

that opposes growth and expansion, and, contrary to popular belief, Jefferson “is not the 

heroic loser in a battle against modernity.”25  Instead, he champions “progressive 
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agricultural development” and territorial expansion because the former offers efficient 

methods for a sustainable livelihood and the latter provides plenty of land for every 

person to take part in the enterprise.26  Jefferson hopes that these types of growth will 

allow citizens an escape from “the tyranny of…social superiors both as employers and 

magistrates,” which will inevitably surface in the form of wealthy industry owners and 

government superiors in Hamilton’s America.27  Since farmers’ livelihoods depend on 

their own hands, rather than upon employers or the whims of consumers in a commercial 

marketplace, people will be more free and able to become virtuous citizens.   

 Not only does Jefferson advocate for small-scale agriculture, but he actively 

assails Hamilton’s industry for creating dependence, which “begets subservience and 

venality, suffocates the germ of virtue, and prepares fit tools for the designs of 

ambition.”28  Like Madison, Jefferson also advocates westward expansion, but for 

opposite reasons.  Rather than using an abundance of land to separate individuals, 

Jefferson wants to expand American land to provide more space for agricultural pursuits 

and the proliferation of new democratic communities on the frontier.  With more land, 

more people can participate in the virtuous occupation of subsistence farming.  Also, it is 

well known that Jefferson believes all white males should own enough land to provide for 

self-sufficiency, and ownership of property will give white males the ability to vote, 

which offers them political freedom.  Thus, through agriculture one receives economic 

freedom, which leads to political freedom, and the first step in the process of cultivating 

virtuous individuals is achieved. 

 To live virtuously, one must also balance one’s private and public life, though, for 

complete devotion to either would not only be amoral, but “less than fully human.”29  
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Happiness, and thus virtue, partially lies in private affairs, which Jefferson describes as 

“in the lap and love of my family, in the society of my neighbors and my books, in the 

wholesome occupations of my farm and my affairs.”30  All individuals experience 

happiness in the arena of their personal lives, surrounded by the people, activities, and 

entities that they choose to keep close to them, so it is effortless to accept this element of 

Jefferson’s vision.  It is, however, more difficult to envision and actualize the public 

component that Jefferson proposes and that Matthews titles “Communitarian 

Anarchism.” 

 As Jefferson claims in his view on human nature, people are social and just 

beings, which he believes allows them to live communally and cooperatively without 

absolute governance—provided that they are educated properly.31  Life in the public 

arena achieves a version of happiness that the private realm cannot capture, and Jefferson 

believes it is composed of “a citizen’s access to the public realm where he can be free, 

can be seen, and can be…a participator in public affairs.”32  While today our only 

entrance into this realm as constituents, not representatives, is typically through voting, 

Jefferson imagines a different public presence that takes the form of a true republic.  He 

claims, “a government is republican in proportion as every member composing it has his 

equal voice in the direction of its concerns,” which one experiences through voting, direct 

participation in politics, and general education.33  The way toward a sound government is 

not to entrust all responsibility to one select, elite group, but “to divide it among the 

many, distributing to everyone exactly the functions he is competent to,” which in 

Jefferson’s mind visually took the shape of a pyramid.34  The national government 

formed the tiny and narrow apex, then the state governments, followed by counties, and 
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finally the ward-republics comprised the base.  Each ward-republic would have a mayor 

who, given any issue or question, would collect the vote of each person in the ward and 

pass those votes to the county court, who would then convey the votes of all wards in the 

county to the state, then up to the national government.  In this way, each voice would be 

directly considered in decisions that affect the people, creating a participatory democracy, 

rather than a representative democracy.35  Also, the division of responsibilities allows 

each individual to fill a role, other than voting, suitable to one’s preferences and abilities, 

whether it be at the top, the base, or somewhere in between.  To Jefferson, politics “is not 

the activity of the noble few, but rather a noble activity in which every member of society 

will be involved, in order to earn the title citizen” (emphasis added).36  Direct 

participation in one’s government, which will occur for most citizens in the ward-

republic, constitutes personal political freedom alongside that already established through 

economic freedom. 

 Afraid of the lack of judgment and knowledge among the masses, Hamilton and 

Madison want to strip people of public responsibility and participation, whereas Jefferson 

wishes to educate and encourage them.  He writes, “If we think them not enlightened 

enough to exercise their control with a wholesome discretion, the remedy is not to take it 

from them, but to inform their discretion by education.”37  To preserve freedom, 

enlightened public participation, and thus happiness, each ward-republic will guarantee, 

at public expense, public education to all inhabitants, with, eventually, capstone 

universities in each state.38  The subjects taught in these schools would promulgate key 

virtues that would allow for an “education into citizenship, the heart of which was to 

enable people to see (and then act upon) the common good.”39  The real objective of this 
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civic education then was for people to “have before [their] eyes [their] community 

members of the same body…to see that it is their interest to preserve peace and order,” 

which would then preserve peace and order for “the whole body.”40  This system would 

ensure the continuation of participation by virtuous individuals who would strive together 

to uphold the tenets of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.  And, it is between these 

two realms, the public and the private, that balance must be kept for “the pursuit of either 

at the neglect or expense of the other will lead to personal perversion in the individual 

and to social decay in the corporate body.”41   

 Fundamentally, Hamilton disagreed with Jefferson’s view on human nature, 

which led to two radically disparate visions for the land of liberty.  Hamilton and 

Madison’s fear that humankind’s disposition toward ignorance and selfishness influenced 

personal actions too much to trust individuals compel them to devise a government 

secluded from the majority of the people.  Hamilton, despite Madison’s disapproval, 

takes seclusion from the masses a step further and attempts to attach government to 

wealthy industrialists in particular.  Hamilton desires a nation where both laborers and 

government rely on the market and the elites that benefit most from its success to create 

an opulent, rich empire.  While Hamilton’s vision centers on profit, Jefferson’s focuses 

on “aesthetic experiences, friendship, community, felicity, [and] leisure.”42  Jefferson 

envisions a nation of virtuous individuals, who harmonize their private and their public 

lives in order to achieve happiness individually and as one people.  People are not only 

expected to cultivate themselves personally, but are also required to participate in their 

local forms of governance and education systems to ensure that they are well-informed, 

enlightened citizens of a nation.  
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 While Jefferson’s vision is much more thorough and stable in its intricate layers 

of governance and requirement of public responsibility, it lacks the dynamism of 

Hamilton’s imagined spirited and ambitious entrepreneur.  The strict confines that 

Jefferson’s virtues place on the ideal citizen are stultifying and prohibit a flexibility that 

can, at times, lead to innovative advances in societies.  Hamilton’s modernized vision is 

engrossing in its riskiness in a way that Jefferson’s balanced, harmonious society cannot 

be, which could explain one motive behind Madison’s draw toward Hamilton at one 

point.  Jefferson’s vision is comprehensive and stable, but it also has faults that Hamilton 

accounts for.  This exploration challenges Hamilton’s ideas and their foundations more 

thoroughly than Jefferson’s, though, because Hamilton’s vision is disproportionately 

championed in our founding document and in our favoritism of economic, rather than 

political, successes.5 

 The faction between Hamilton and Jefferson did not originate because the former 

defended the rich classes, while Jefferson fought for the poor classes, because many of 

Jefferson’s ideal planters were part of an elite class as well.  Rather, it was about where 

wealth originated—commercial enterprises or agrarian, subsistence farming.  And, while 

both men understood the need for a strong weave between politics and economics, their 

most central dispute was over which one, economy or political life, should be the focus.  

Hamilton wanted to use politics and governmental structures to establish a stable and 

eventually thriving national economy, while Jefferson advocated utilizing farming as an 

economic tool that would allow for a flourishing participatory political life.  Madison fell 

somewhere in between the two men, fluctuating back and forth, praising Jefferson’s 

                                                        
5 By political, I refer to Jefferson’s idea of what constitutes a political (or public) life. 
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staunch republican ideals, yet understanding Hamilton’s desire for a strong national 

government and commercial economy.  While Madison eventually swung and stuck to 

Jefferson’s ideals, moving away from Hamilton’s, his belief in a procedural democracy 

separates him from his Virginian brother’s idealistic, pure republican vision.  And while 

all three views are prominent during the founding of the country, only one becomes 

dominant during the composition of the Constitution. 

 The Constitution of the United States, the supreme law of the land, guides not 

only governance, but more importantly the way we, as individual Americans, constitute 

ourselves as a people.  A group of people “so constituted is, in turn, the only genuine 

source of meaning for the word public,” which suggests that the creation of a public 

requires a deliberate act.43  The composition and ratification of the Constitution was our 

deliberate act, and that document continues to define how we as individuals engage in the 

public sphere.  Jefferson was Minister to France when the Constitutional Convention met 

in Philadelphia in 1787, which prevented him from directly injecting his beliefs into the 

document.  This allowed Hamilton’s voice, along with the other delegates present, to 

dominate the conversation and eventual proposal for ratification by the states.  During the 

Convention, the delegates debated how struggles and conflicts among the people should 

be handled.  They asked: “Should the burden of solving public problems rest most 

directly on citizenship or government?”44  In a letter to Madison during the conversation, 

Jefferson says, “the people…are the only sure reliance for the preservation of our 

liberty,” so “Educate and inform the whole mass…[and] enable them to see that it is their 

interest to preserve peace and order.”45  This response portrays the public that Jefferson 

conceived of, one that “required a high level of interaction among citizens” and an 
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individual ability to “rise above narrow self-centeredness” to achieve the common good 

together.46  But Jefferson was not present at the Convention and was thus unable to fully 

and articulately advocate for those ideas. 

 Out of fear that “the latent cases of factions are…sown in the nature of man” and 

assurance that “It is vain to say that enlightened statesmen will be able to adjust these 

clashing interests…in subservience to the public good,” the delegates denied Jefferson’s 

idea of self-government.47  Instead of instituting Jefferson’s emphasis on public 

engagement, Madison, Hamilton, and the other constructionists established “a highly 

complex procedural machinery of checks and balances and mixed forms of 

government.”48  These mechanisms were meant to “keep tyranny at bay without requiring 

common goals or institutions of intense popular participation.”49  The delegates decided 

that “Individuals would pursue their private ends, and the structure of government would 

balance those pursuits so cleverly that the highest good would emerge.”50  In other words, 

a sense of social, public, or even neighborly responsibility was as little necessary to 

Madison and Hamilton during the writing of the Constitution as commercial industry was 

for Jefferson.  Madison, as the Father of the Constitution, allowed for the construction of 

a unique document designed around keeping people apart, which we now refer to as a 

procedural democracy.  In this system, the people vote for political actors who are 

supposed to represent the needs and desires of the larger body politic, which necessitates 

a structure of checks and balances that will protect the government (and thus the people) 

from corruption.  Through this document, then, Madison directly worked against his 

collaborator and confidant, Jefferson, who envisioned a pure republic democracy, in 

which the power and authority resided directly with the citizens.   
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 While Madison and the other delegates’ intentions were good in their fight to 

protect the people’s liberties, the Constitution ultimately resulted in a nation of citizens 

whose political aptitude is diluted.  Centuries later, we contemplate why there is “steadily 

falling voter turnout, polls which show a progressive loss of trust in all government 

institutions, and other indicators of a waning confidence in our ability to govern 

ourselves,” when the answer lies in the document we hold dearest as Americans.51  It 

began with Hamilton, Madison (at the time), and the other delegates, who wanted to 

reduce individual engagement with the public and who influenced the Constitution that 

defines the American polity.  The direct implementation of Hamiltonian and early 

Madisonian principles in the Constitution compels me to examine the foundations of the 

ideal that those two men envisioned and that continues to govern the American polity 

today. 
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II. The Disease Takes Root 

    “Fuck you, therefore I am.” 
     --Guillermo Gómez-Peña52 
  
 At the roots of the divide between factions of the founding fathers lies a 

philosophical disagreement about the proper way to live.  Jefferson believed that, at the 

core, humans are social and morally conscious beings; therefore, social responsibility 

should not only be required of American citizens but was necessary for the well-being 

and fulfillment of their lives.  Conversely, Hamilton viewed humans as entirely 

egocentric individuals who gain happiness from selfish endeavors, and to combat that, the 

government must interfere with public participation in politics.  The view of the human 

as radical individual is one element of Hamiltonian principles that creates the gulf 

between Jefferson and his counterparts, so it is necessary to explore the commencement 

of this philosophy.  In this section, I plan to outline the philosophical inception of radical 

individuation through a discussion of René Descartes’ Discourse on Method and its 

impact on the promotion of hyper-individualism over communal consciousness in 

American society as seen through Ayn Rand’s The Virtue of Selfishness.   

 Though many philosophers before and during Descartes’ era explore the concepts 

that define the age of enlightenment, Descartes condenses and articulates these concepts 

so well that he becomes known as “The Father of Modern Philosophy.”  In his renowned 

manifesto, Discourse on Method, Descartes embarks on a mission to discover what 

knowledge is, how we acquire and understand it, and how we know it to be true.  To 

accomplish this grand task, he decides to reconstruct his knowledge entirely, by 
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disregarding everything he thought to be true and rebuilding it based only on his 

individual experience through empirical evidence, linear thought processes, and reason.  

This culminates in his popular finding, “I think, therefore I am,” which argues that a 

reasoning self is the only self we know to exist; without reason a human ceases to be a 

human.  By denying tradition, coalitions of minds, and all other indicators of 

understanding, such as intuition and instincts, as forms of discovering knowledge, 

Descartes posits that only reason leads to a true path of comprehension.  Since rational 

thinking is the only acceptable method for uncovering knowledge, the significance of that 

knowledge, meaning, also stems from reason.  In his attempt to discern the true 

foundation of understanding, Descartes delineates a method confined to one path of 

linearity and rationality. 

 According to Robert Pogue Harrison, in Forests: The Shadow of Civilization, 

Descartes’ placement of reason at the center of truth leads eventually to nihilism, 

stripping existence entirely of meaning because life now lacks a redemptive idea.  

Nietzsche agrees with Harrison in his explanation of passive nihilism and his method for 

avoiding it.  Nietzsche notices that “postulating rationality as the supreme principle of the 

world…destabilized the ground on which values are created, that is, life,” or lived 

experiences.53  The capacity to reason is merely one principle by which to guide life, but 

the declaration that it is the cardinal principle, or even the only principle, persuades 

philosophers to follow only the line of knowledge directed by reason.  Harrison claims 

that Descartes’ “quest for truth” is completely self-reliant because it disallows any 

guidance from others’ experiences in the past as well as experiences the self could have 

encountered through incidental errors or deviations from the straight course.54  Thus, 
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rationality and mathematical analysis possess absolute power.  When Descartes doubts all 

that he knows to be true and eventually finds that reason leads to truth, he curtails the 

purpose of human existence, which is to find meaning.  Descartes illuminates only one 

possible avenue of gaining insight into meaning and discounts others, such as tradition, 

faith, and interactions with other reasoning beings.  This lack of tradition leads to a 

consistent projection into the future, which Harrison argues is the first step toward a 

destructive spiral of nihilism because it strips power from everything but the individual 

mind and its capacity to reason.   

 There are many ways in which to practice nihilism, but a common and often 

hidden version is passive nihilism, where actions are devoid of meaning but not 

recognized as such.  Since reason and individual empirical evidence were seen as the 

only foundations for knowledge, we have built an entire society upon those groundings.  

To dispute Descartes’ famous claim and dismantle its solitary power would be chaotic 

because it would bring everything constructed upon it crumbling down.  Out of fear of 

chaos, Bülent Diken argues that we “avoid suffering through the ‘narcotization’ of the 

will.”55  The will is comprised of the different methods of discovering knowledge, and 

therefore meaning, available to us through faculties other than reason, like human 

engagement with one another.  We “narcotize” this will in order to protect some 

semblance of safety from a chaotic, radical dismantling of everything we have taken for 

granted to be true.  While disassembling the notion that only reason leads to true 

knowledge would most likely result in a turbulent time period, it would eventually allow 

us to live from the will, a place where meaning exists and can be shared in collectively.  

But, instead, we choose not to confront our will, and it is here that we become passive 
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nihilists.  The individual purposefully does not act for the betterment of the world; rather, 

the individual refrains from seeking to achieve any overall good in order to protect 

something founded on self-deception.  We have duped ourselves into believing that 

individual reason is the solitary faculty that guides meaning and our best actions.  To 

avoid pain or destruction of the common beliefs that are the glue to a fragile society, 

passive nihilists live a reactionary life, in which happiness and meaning occur only when 

they happen upon a person, rather than being actively sought out.   

 Thus, irony, where “falsehood…wears the mask of truth,” safeguards the 

deceptive, cardinal truth of the age, individual reason.56  According to Nietzsche, by 

residing in irony, rather than true meaning, humans become unhappy with the setting of 

their lives.  Because of this, people exist in a state of “dwelling in hatred.”57  This 

constant anger emerges “when it cannot be translated into politics and thus turns to 

nihilistic destruction.”58  The use of the word politics references its Latin root, polis, 

meaning the co-existence of the multitude of bodies.  Co-existence with others requires 

respect and appreciation for the other and its ideas.  Though co-existence may sometimes 

lead to conflict, Nietzsche proclaims that conflict is an “ontological given,” that humans 

can learn from and hopefully reach consensus together as a coalition of minds.59  To 

avoid conflict, even through individual reason as Descartes suggests, is to live passively, 

which leads to nihilism, whereas social relation and communication about disagreement 

can lead to true meaning in life.    

 Harrison suggests that a redemptive idea, something for people to believe in and 

bring them hope, is necessary to avoid the spiral into nihilism.  Harrison does not 

explicitly articulate the claim that there is a singular redemptive idea that society needs, 
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but he suggests that because “we have been Christianized, spiritualized, internalized” 

there is a demand that we believe.60  This belief does not require a Christian faith, but 

without devotion to an idea with redemptive qualities, the corrosiveness of irony will 

destroy any hope of a fresh, new era of thought. Nietzsche’s concept of the polis, that 

people can co-exist in a productive and amicable manner, is his redemptive idea.  

Jefferson also subscribes to this redemptive idea, as seen through his foundational beliefs 

about human nature—people are inherently good, social, and concerned with their 

environments (and thus the people who comprise that social milieu).  The belief that 

people are intrinsically decent and kind allows for redemption, whereas Hamilton’s belief 

that humans naturally pursue rational self-interest falls into the trap of nihilism. 

**** 

 The movement toward radical individualization and emphasis on reason over 

experience and tradition gives rise to thinkers such as Ayn Rand, who establishes 

Objectivism, which follows Cartesian logic and arrives at the conclusion that the pursuit 

of rational self-interest is the only proper purpose of life.  Because of this, the only valid 

moral social structure is one that places individual rights at the center.  Rand’s clearest 

manifesto on Objectivism is The Virtue of Selfishness, a collection of her most prominent 

essays on leading an ethical life.  The foundation of her argument states, “Man’s actions 

and survival require the guidance of conceptual values derived from conceptual 

knowledge…[that] can be acquired automatically.”61  The faculty that guides this process 

of thinking is reason, which “identifies and integrates the material provided by man’s 

senses.”62  She concludes that there are “no limits set to…knowledge,” but understanding 

does require active effort and discovery by one’s own mind to penetrate the vast sea of 
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knowledge.63  Like Descartes, Rand denies value in tradition and methods for acquiring 

knowledge outside one’s own capacity to reason. 

 Once the bedrock of her argument is established, she posits the three cardinal 

values, those “which one acts to gain and/or keep,” with three corresponding virtues, 

“acts by which one gains and/or keeps” values, that comprise Objectivist ethics.64  The 

three values that are “the means to and the realization of one’s ultimate value, one’s own 

life are: Reason, Purpose, [and] Self-Esteem,” which Rationality, Productiveness, and 

Pride achieve.65  The virtue of Rationality “means the recognition and acceptance of 

reason as one’s only source of knowledge, one’s only judge of values and one’s only 

guide to action,” an entirely individual process that leads to ultimate independence.66  It 

also “means that one must never sacrifice one’s convictions to the opinions or wishes of 

others” and “means the rejection of any form of mysticism, i.e. any claim to some 

nonsensory, nonrational, nondefinable, supernatural source of knowledge.”67  One is 

confined to oneself for knowledge, meaning, and ethical action.  Productiveness is the 

recognition that one must use all ambition, assertiveness, and ability to gain “unlimited 

achievement” and to adjust the environment to suit oneself, rather than vice versa.68  A 

rational occupation that achieves those ends leads to a significant purpose in life.  Finally, 

pride means “one must earn the right to hold oneself as one’s own highest value by 

achieving one’s own moral perfection,” which is achieved through practice of only 

rational virtues.   

 These virtues greatly differ from Jefferson’s Temperance, Justice, Prudence, 

Fortitude, and Friendship because of his dissimilar objective or value, happiness.  While 

personal happiness is partially individual, like Rand’s values, it cannot be acquired 
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through solely personal means.  Justice necessitates fair treatment, which connotes that 

other individuals are involved in the path toward happiness.  Because Jefferson believes 

humans are social beings by nature, Friendship is a more rewarding and personally 

beneficial option than confronting a cruel world alone.  Rand does not include Justice or 

Friendship in her list of principle virtues because virtue is a solitary action that if reliant 

on others, would automatically obviate value.  Even the virtues that lead to happiness that 

can be achieved through personal means, such as Temperance (acting in moderation) and 

Prudence (acting with caution) require self-restraint, which Rand’s virtues of 

Productiveness and Pride directly oppose.  Productiveness obligates humans to pursue 

unlimited self-achievement, which is unconstrained by our environment because we are 

meant to alter our immediate surroundings that can confine us.  Similarly, Pride’s intent 

is self-perfection, which should be achieved regardless of its potential impacts on others 

and our environment.  Rand’s ethical code can be reduced to rational selfishness devoid 

of illogical sacrifice, whereas Jefferson’s is a consistent balancing act of private and 

public happiness, individual and communal interests, self-indulgence and self-restraint.  

Rand’s vision follows a linear path that stems from reason and moves directly toward 

value through virtuously selfish acts.  Conversely, Jefferson constructs a complex ideal 

dependent on interactions and relationships with other individuals, communities, and 

natural settings. 

 Rand attacks altruism and collectivized ethics in her manifesto, which can be 

viewed as an indirect commentary on the Jeffersonian vision that necessitates 

characteristics inherent in both of those ideals.  Rand asserts that individuals “have the 

right to decide when or whether they wish to help others” as long as their justification 
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stems from reason, but “society—as an organized political system—has no rights in the 

matter.”69  For example, concern for those whom one loves is a valid feeling, and if one 

must give time, money, or energy to help loved ones, then the act is not one of sacrifice, 

but one of rational self-interest.  It is in the best interest of an individual to help those 

who have great personal value.70  To Rand, Jefferson’s ideal would force altruism on 

each individual within a given society.  A system in which an individual is “willing to 

serve as the means to the ends of others [and] necessarily regard others as the means to 

his ends” is established.71  The more one tends to “devise schemes “for the good of 

mankind”…or of ‘the public’…or of anything except actual human beings,” the more 

those values and virtues are lost.  Altruism, or Jefferson’s vision of societal cooperation 

and participation, is immoral because it elevates society above the individual, the “single, 

specific, irreplaceable” entity within society.72  Collectivized efforts, such as Jefferson’s 

idea of public education, are unrealistic because they lead to the “unanswered and 

unanswerable question in all of their ‘desirable’ goals,” which is “To whom?...[Who] are 

the beneficiaries?”73  Rand argues that public projects do not directly benefit all the 

individuals whose tax dollars paid for those programs.  While discovery of new 

knowledge through institutions is valuable, they only improve those who “are free to use 

and enjoy their benefits,” and one cannot be free when society is given more importance 

than the self.74   

 Jefferson’s writings suggest that public education would benefit all citizens if 

managed on the micro level of the ward-republic, eventually ending in the virtues that 

lead individuals to happiness.  Conversely, Rand argues, “Capitalism is the only 

system…where progress is accompanied…by a constant rise in the general level of 
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prosperity…and enjoyment of life,” because each individual has control over her own 

Productiveness, uninhibited by societal demands (emphasis added).75  Public need 

becomes more essential to individuals than their own lives, a situation which is 

“incompatible with freedom, with capitalism and with individual rights,” the heart of 

Objective ethics.76  For Rand, when the polity contains that much importance, the 

individual is ultimately reduced to a sacrificial animal. 

 Rand uses Descartes’ conclusions that the rational self discovers and interprets 

knowledge through the only acceptable faculty, reason, to found her Objectivist Ethics, 

which makes her argument susceptible to the same nihilistic tendencies.  It is that spiral 

into meaninglessness that makes her vision of American society, politics, and economics 

problematic.  She also deepens the divide between Jefferson’s ideal and the radically 

individualized one influenced by Hamilton, Descartes, and herself, making it increasingly 

difficult to visualize an engagement in the politics that Jefferson conceives of.  In an 

essay related to these two separate visions, Thomas Sowell epitomizes the crucial 

disparity between the distinct ideas: their relationship to constraint.  According to Sowell, 

the central difference revolves around prudence. In what he calls the “unconstrained 

vision” of responsibility, “moral improvement has no fixed limit [and] prudence is of a 

lower order of importance,” while in the “constrained vision,” “prudence is among the 

highest duties.”77  As Rand suggests, no limits are placed upon individual aspirations, 

which forms an unconstrained vision that Sowell claims does not lead to personal 

prosperity for all, as Rand implies; rather, it eventually leads to a system in which “the 

best conduct of social activities depends upon the special knowledge of the few being 

used to guide the actions of the many.”78  It creates a situation in which only a select 
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group can participate in the freedom that Rand champions and believes is necessary for 

every individual to achieve her maximum potential and value.  Contrarily, in the 

constrained vision, “a complex society and its progress are…possible only because of 

numerous social arrangements” and through use of knowledge and experience “from 

generations past.”79  Jefferson’s ideal American society mirrors the constrained option in 

its affirmation of prudence and because it is bound by social interactions and public 

participation that inevitably lead to productive social arrangements.   

 Through a meditation on Descartes’ Discourse on Method, one can see the birth 

of espousing the hyper-individualized self, which exhibits unhealthy tendencies toward 

nihilism.  Without regard for this concern, Ayn Rand bases her philosophy, 

Objectivistism, on Descartes’ conclusion that linear rationality is the only means of 

gaining true knowledge, which submits her ideas to the same tendencies.  Not only does 

Rand’s philosophy manifest itself as nihilism because of its roots in Descartes’ logic, but 

it also hinders the realization of the outcome it attempts to accomplish.  In an effort to 

achieve individual freedom for all, Rand’s ethics, because of their unconstrained nature, 

lead to a situation that resembles the tyranny of majority that Madison and Rand want to 

avoid.  Conversely, Jefferson depicts a vision where the individual is constrained by the 

common good and public participation.  The tension between these two visions manifests 

itself in American society, politics, and economics, which is in turn captured in the two 

great American novels I shall now discuss. 
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III. Coming Up from the Darkness Underneath 

 In the 1900s, the West was painted as an abundance of unclaimed land and 

promised opportunities for success and wealth.  This enticing image led many men and 

families on journeys toward the uncultivated region in pursuit of the American dream.  

Wallace Stegner’s The Big Rock Candy Mountain illustrates the life of one such transient 

family, who strive to escape poverty and despondency as they move through the West, 

chasing the prospect of prosperity.  The tension between individual and communal good 

that is deeply embedded in the infrastructure of American society rises to the surface in 

this novel.  It provides a microscopic view of the damage that the disease of hyper-

individuality can cause as it spreads through an ordinary family living on the frontier.  Bo 

Mason, whose first name presumably relates him to the figure of the “Boomer,” 

represents the frontiersman who chases mirages of opportunity and success in search of 

economic freedom.  While he longs for wealth and personal prosperity, he also desires 

the love of a decent woman and the comfort of a family, which brings tension to his 

character and difficulty to his quest.  His wife, Elsa, epitomizes the “nester” of this era, 

who yearns for belonging to a home and security for her family, but also longs for 

excitement and adventure, two objectives she finds difficult to achieve simultaneously.  

Chester (nicknamed Chet), their oldest child, and Bruce, their youngest son, carry 

qualities of both parents.  They are also largely shaped by their iterant lifestyle and glory-

seeking father, who has more control and influence over his children and wife than they 

do over him.  While Bo’s unfettered hunt for wealth negatively shapes the other 
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individuals in the family, Stegner leaves his readers with a hopeful view of the future.  

Bruce’s compassion and constraint he learns from his mother and inclination to follow 

his whims that his father teaches him offer a view of what life can manifest itself as when 

one belongs to and participates in a collective community and nation—a lesson his father 

never learned. 

 As Bo and Elsa grow up, their tendencies toward opposite attitudes and life 

objectives germinate, which initiates their attraction for one another.  Stegner describes 

Bo’s father, Fred Mason, as a man for whom “orders were more than his irascible 

individualism would stand.” 80  This stems from his long lineage of family members who 

“never took orders from anybody.”81  Because of this, he prefers to work only “in a burst 

of ambition” when a new innovation piques his interest (emphasis added).82  While his 

endeavors often do not end in success, he continues his search of a modern, commercial 

enterprise that will bring him riches.  In this way, Fred Mason embodies the ambitious 

spirit and irrepressible dedication to personal liberty and success that Hamilton believed 

would carry the nation into a prosperous future.6  Fred’s impulses are sporadic and 

unstable, though, which leaves his children to provide for themselves most of the time.  

The children grow “like savages, each learning to [live] on what he could catch or 

steal.”83  While the children are fond of one another’s company, they do not rely on each 

other; rather, they adopt Fred’s egotistic attitude, subscribing to the idea that every 

individual has to look out for himself.  Thus, when Bo accidentally inhibits one of his 

father’s ambitious endeavors and receives a thorough beating for it, he runs away and 

                                                        
6 This does not mean that Fred Mason resembles Hamilton’s ideal citizen; instead, a few 
of his qualities represent the essence of what Hamilton believed would make America 
unique and successful.   
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never returns.  While Bo thinks of his siblings and mother at times, the ease with which 

he abandons them illustrates his detachment from his childhood home and family.  

Without strong ties to the people or place from which he comes, Bo occupies a space of 

non-belonging.  It is this non-belonging to any particular entity that allows his high 

aspirations to take precedence in his life.   

 With Fred’s ambition now instilled in Bo’s character, he travels until he finds 

himself in the big city of Chicago.  The sight of the city “roaring into incredible size and 

impressiveness…left his mind dazed with grandiose visions,” and it is here he realizes 

that “a future as big as the sky” awaits him.84  Bo does not envision a modest life, in 

which he complacently embeds himself in a potentially mundane, but stable, occupation 

and place.  Instead, Bo anticipates his enthusiasm and initiative leading him on an 

exciting adventure that will end in prosperity.  In six months, he has “an ingrained and 

educated contempt for the law and law-abiding people.”85  Like his father and ancestors 

who came before him, Bo detests those who attempt to reign in and control his ambition, 

like lawmakers and honorable citizens.  To Bo, these people destroy the innovative 

energy that individuals like himself harness to achieve the American dream.  Bo’s disdain 

for the public in which he lives adds to his inability to belong to anything except his 

personal enterprises.  As a young man, Bo’s main goal is to take advantage of his 

aggressive spirit to make “a pile [of money] somewhere where the cream hadn’t been 

skimmed off.”86  The symbol of ultimate success in life for Bo is wealth, which illustrates 

Bo’s devotion to economic advancements, the essence of Hamilton’s vision, rather than 

political successes, which requires belonging to a polity or group of people.  Thus, he 
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journeys alone toward the grand American West, the place where hard work and a little 

luck are said to produce prosperity, with Hardanger, North Dakota, as the first stop. 

 Similarly, Elsa, in her late teens, runs away from her home in Minnesota to escape 

her family and begin anew, but for different reasons and to different ends.  When her 

mother grows ill at thirty-four, Elsa quits school to care for her, and once her mother dies, 

Elsa tends to her younger siblings and father.  But when her father remarries to her best 

friend, Sarah, Elsa flees, despite the fact that “she would miss them…and ache for 

them.”87  Elsa’s family exploits her natural disposition toward caring for others, until she 

cannot bear the burden any longer.  Similar to Bo, Elsa’s upbringing influences the 

qualities that define her.  She is strong enough to withstand much responsibility, yet 

gentle enough to nurture others through compassion and care.  Unlike Bo, when she runs 

away, she chooses to reside with her uncle to stay near to family, rather than completely 

severing ties with them.  While with her uncle in Hardanger, North Dakota, she places a 

daguerreotype of her mother on her nightstand, corresponds with her family regularly, 

and often uses Norwegian, the first language of her parents and ancestors, “groping for 

some contact or reassurance” from her removed kin.88  Elsa feels a connection to her 

family and heritage that provides her with belonging, and in effect responsibility to those 

entities to which she belongs.  While she pursues her personal desires to leave, she still 

continues to nurture her relationship with her first home and her ancestors’ culture, 

striking a balance between personal and familial responsibilities.  If she were to neglect 

her duty to her family, she would cease to belong to them, which is a comfort she is not 

willing to lose.   
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 Stegner plants Bo and Elsa’s past histories and their union within the novel to 

illustrate the nuances of what constitutes “the American life.”  Both characters grow 

within the same nation, yet have disparate experiences and personal qualities that they 

gain from those backgrounds.  This demonstrates that the tension between Hamilton and 

Jefferson’s visions continues to manifest itself in American society nearly a century later.  

Distinctions in Elsa and Bo’s childhoods portray them as products of a nation that never 

settled on one path.  Each vision is apparent in different aspects of the American 

individual and family, and this story illustrates the desire and need for both to co-exist.  

Because Bo is born into a striving family that encourages individual self-reliance, he does 

not have the same fixation on association with or responsibility to a people or heritage.  

His childhood impedes his ability to understand the warmth and tenderness of belonging 

to a loving family and place, but that does not stop him from longing for that feeling.  

While he does not directly express his need for the comforts of inclusion into something 

larger than himself, his whirlwind romance that leads to a union with a woman who 

explicitly places importance on family relationships signifies the need for him.  Thus, Bo 

reveals his own desire for a people to whom he can belong and to whom he is 

responsible.  Furthermore, Elsa establishes that while being a part of a family is fulfilling, 

she craves the freedom from responsibility that Bo’s way of life represents.  As a young 

woman, newly sprung from her claustrophobic surroundings, she hungers for the rush of 

excitement that comes from the spontaneity of following one’s entrepreneurial whims.  In 

marrying Bo, she admits that while performing her duties makes her content, the 

responsible, balanced life, reminiscent of Jefferson’s communitarian ideal, can be 

stultifying.  But, their union proves that it is difficult to bring together a modern world 
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with a more traditional one, and it is nearly impossible for their lives to assemble in a 

neat, happy union.   

 The two begin their transient life by moving from North Dakota to Washington, 

where they buy and run a hotel and conceive their two sons.  Once in Washington and 

thereafter, Bo fully reveals his inability to surrender his individuality in order to 

experience belonging to a family.  At times, when the mirages are fruitful, Bo leaps into a 

hopeful fit of joy where “whistled and hummed and sang.”89  After one particular 

moment of success in farming, Bo composes a cheerful, amusing song that began, “I had 

a kid and his name was Brucie/ Squeezed black bears and found them juicy/ Washed 

them off in a hot-cold river/ Now you boil and now you shiver/ Caught his pants so full 

of trout/ He couldn’t sit down till he got them out.”90  When Bo is in high spirits, his 

irrepressible exuberance filters through the family as well.  Elsa claps her hands to Bo’s 

ridiculous tunes, Bruce’s laughter bubbles up in him, and “everything is wonderful.”91  

This exemplifies Bo’s utter control over the well-being and happiness of his family.  

Unfortunately, the endeavors rarely actualize into success or wealth, so the family suffers 

at the hand of Bo’s irascible need for his pile. 

 Bo’s family describes his common mood during distressing times as irritable, and 

he increasingly spends time alone.  He would “sit staring gloomily out the window” or 

often play solitaire, a symbol of his unwillingness to rely on his family for comfort during 

trying times, a byproduct of his unwavering individual spirit.92  When solitaire cannot 

ease his mind, he resorts to violent acts against innocent creatures, once digging his 

“heavy thumbnail…into the cat’s tail with abrupt savagery.”93  Rather than turn to his 

family for support or guidance, he chooses to sulk in self-pity and act aggressively 
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toward innocent creatures.  He does not enjoy the advantages of belonging nor does he 

accept that belonging requires concessions.  

 When Chet becomes severely ill, his condition prohibits their move to Alaska, the 

next profitable adventure, and Bo reacts with “the swift, hot suspicious look, the look of 

outrage, the look as you traced it over now almost of certainty, as if he had known all 

along that something would happen.”94  He yells at Chet, storms off, and contemplates 

leaving the family to go by himself until they can join him.  His initial reaction to his 

son’s scarlet fever is one of anger, rather than care for his son, because his individual 

pursuits are delayed.  Bo’s tendency toward abandoning his family, rather than 

supporting them, reveals that money and success are his truly coveted goals, not the love, 

comfort, or protection of a reliable family.  While Bo “ought to be glad of them, and love 

them,” he felt his family, especially his young children, “around his leg like a legiron,” 

hindering his ability to prosper.  When commercial interests and wealth become more 

important than the fabric that holds people together, the stability and functionality of the 

family is unsecure and endangered.  This is the risk inherent in ambition and commercial 

enterprises that Jefferson is concerned about.  If wealth is the ultimate goal, what 

prevents a person from destroying the things that get in the way of that objective?  For 

Bo, there was nothing, not even his family, that would stop him. 

 Eventually, in an act of rage that he has not yet found success (which he blames 

his family for) Bo grabs Bruce, throws him on the ground, and shoves “the child’s face 

down to the ground, rubbing it around.”95  With an intense hatred that “flamed in her like 

a sheet of light,” Elsa forces Bo from the property and nurtures her son in her bosom.  

Without contacting his family, Bo finds an opportunity to homestead and farm in 
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Saskatchewan, moves, and abandons them.  While he desires a family, he realizes he 

cannot keep his attachment to a people and simultaneously achieve his dream, so he 

chooses the latter, proving its utmost importance to him.  His act of abandonment 

illustrates not only his priorities, but his difficulty in belonging to anything.  When one 

truly is a part of something, like a family, responsibility and stewardship are required in 

order to continue attachment to it, but Bo refuses to accept those duties.  It is only when 

he deems his family is useful to him that Bo seeks them out after many months apart.  Bo 

is ashamed of his actions, proving that his monstrous qualities are not the only ones he 

possesses, but it is his loneliness, not his shame, that compels him to reach out to Elsa.  

Using membership in a family only when it enhances one’s personal existence is not true 

belonging, but it does follow the tenets of Ayn Rand’s manifesto.  Rather than viewing 

his family as intrinsically worth his attention and care, Bo views their value only in how 

they can benefit or enhance his life.  Thus, their value lies in their ability to bring 

something rewarding to someone exterior from them, not within themselves as human 

beings who are elementally significant.   

 Bo’s unpredictable mood, violent temper, utter abandonment of his family, and 

neglect of their innate worth solidifies his separation from Elsa, Chet, and Bruce.  Even 

when his family returns to him, his children and wife do not trust him to be a reliable or 

positive figure in their lives, constantly keeping as “much distance from him” as they 

can.96  Without the ability to preserve order, benefit the well-being of his family, or view 

them as innately valuable, Bo enters a state of radical non-belonging.  With no place and 

no one to belong to, Bo is left with only himself and his ambition for his pile, even when 

he is physically surrounded by people.  His isolation acts as a slow disease that eats away 
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at Bo’s chance of finding happiness and cohesion in his life, a malady that eventually 

leads to his miserable death.   

 When Bo leaves the family in Washington, Elsa finds herself with two children to 

support, a failing hotel to maintain, and no husband, a hardship that allows her to 

illustrate her most prominent qualities.  While her family is displeased with her for 

leaving and marrying a man beneath her, Elsa is incapable of consistently providing the 

necessities to her children and is forced to return to her father’s home in Minnesota.  Her 

childhood home brings her boys the “shelter and space” they deserve, so she puts her 

pride and ego aside to bring them a sense of peace and security.  Elsa knows that her 

father’s family “didn’t want her there” and only made room for her “out of Christian 

charity,” but “watching the boys…tasting normal childhood, making friends, feeling 

themselves secure” is enough for her.97  She keeps “her own feelings quiet,” watches her 

life go “from day to day by sufferance,” and withstands the judgment of her father, 

stepmother, and sister with poise because it allows her children to finally have a home.98  

While relinquishing her own needs for her family’s sake, she also constantly worries that 

Bo is safe and fulfilled, even though he chose to leave her with responsibilities that 

forced her to endure immense personal guilt and misery.  Elsa’s natural disposition 

toward placing others’ needs and happiness above her own define her not only as 

communally-minded, but as a servant yielding to the whims of others.  Bo’s selfish 

actions force an imbalanced sense of duty on Elsa, who willingly accepts the burden due 

to her virtuous nature. 

 After Elsa and the kids reunite with Bo and his farming adventure fails, Bo turns 

to the occupation that assures him he will make his pile, but it also brings immense 
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danger, instability, and shame to his family: whiskey running.  During Prohibition, one 

could make money quickly from the illegal selling of liquor, and Bo does just that despite 

Elsa’s pleas for him to find a respectable job.  Even though Elsa disapproves of his 

choice, she follows him and in the process, entangles herself in his affairs and illegalities.  

Whiskey running requires Bo to drive hundreds of miles on treacherous roads, through 

life-threatening storms, and with the fear that police might stop him and throw him in jail.  

During the times when Bo is seriously ill from driving through blizzards or locked behind 

bars, Elsa steps into his place and unloads the whiskey to provide for her family.  Despite 

her hatred of the disgrace and instability the job brings, she does what is necessary to 

support her children.  While Elsa works from a place of love for and commitment to her 

family, Bo operates out of self-interest; he knows that whiskey running guarantees him 

his pile and his family’s concerns are secondary to his desire to support his family in the 

way he deems best.  Elsa realizes that “there was no changing him,” and everything he 

did is excused as “characteristic, blind, yet from one point of view reasonable, practical, 

full of insensitive logic” (emphasis added).99   

 Bo moves in a linear direction toward his goal of becoming the most ambitious 

and most prosperous version of himself.  While he had opportunities to take a secure, 

respectable job, he chooses a life of illegality out of his insensitivity toward others and 

his all-consuming need to achieve wealth, despite its instability.  Bo’s slavish pursuits do 

not result in freedom; rather, he is shackled to his need for success, which leads him to 

his ultimate doom.  In this way, Bo represents the dangers attached to unfettered 

selfishness.  While Ayn Rand’s Objectivism does not necessarily condone radical 

selfishness on the level of the family, Bo illustrates that egotism is a slippery slope that 
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when taken too far has disastrous effects on not only others but the self as well.  When 

seen as a virtue, there is a very fine, almost indiscernible, line between egotism as a 

potential good for everyone and egotism as a destructive force.  For people like Bo, who 

cannot find the line, personal interests and goals supersede social responsibility on every 

level, including the family.  Contrarily, those like Elsa are forced to shoulder more duties 

and burdens than a person can handle, leading to disastrous effects for themselves and 

those who rely on them.  Because of her enormous amount of responsibility, she cannot 

participate in a truly public life because she never occupies one community long enough 

to root herself in place.  While Elsa could potentially balance private happiness, familial 

responsibility, and public participation, she is never given the opportunity to nurture 

those instincts or thrive in community in which she truly belongs.  Elevation of egotism 

above all else leads to an imbalance that is still seen today in the exploitation of those 

who act out of communal good by those who single-mindedly pursue wealth and power 

at the expense of others and the stability of the polity.   

 Through all of Bo’s endeavors, whiskey running is the job that sticks, and it 

strings the family from place to place: Canada to Montana to Salt Lake city to Los 

Angeles to Reno.  Bo’s decisions place Elsa and the boys in a situation where the only 

thing they can belong to is their small family.  Thus, whiskey running acts as a metaphor 

that illustrates the corrosive nature of Bo’s egotism, which eats away at the potential 

healthy aspects of his family members’ lives.  Instead of finding comfort and kinship in a 

particular place and community, the Masons are continuously uprooted and transplanted 

to regions where they are outcasts who crawl around in the darkness of illegalities.  Even 

Elsa, who possesses the strong moral compass that holds the family together, is 
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compelled to relinquish her virtuous traits by participating in lawlessness.  This 

demonstrates the corruptive power that a focus on wealth and egotistical pursuits has on 

the individual and, most importantly, those people surrounding him, which was 

Jefferson’s greatest fear of the commercial economy that praises money over community 

values.  In effect, the coming together of the Hamiltonian spirit of individual pursuit of 

commercial successes and the Jeffersonian ideal of virtue and communal responsibility 

leads both Elsa and Bo to a state of despair and unhappy endings.   

 Elsa possesses more strength than any of the Masons, which allows her to 

persevere through their poverty, her personal anguish, her fears, and physical pain.   

Always giving everything she has to her family and never asking for anything in return, 

Elsa becomes the stable foundation upon which the Mason family is built.  Without her, 

Bo would have beaten anything decent out of his children with his harsh temper and 

egotistical pursuits.  He, himself, would not have had the strength to endure their lives 

without Elsa to lean on during difficult times.  After years of maintaining their needs and 

desires, her strength falters and she becomes ill.  She finally admits to herself what has 

comprised the life she chose out of her longing for excitement.  She realizes she never 

receives the thing she truly desired—rootedness.  She feels “as homeless as a tramp on a 

park bench” because she moved at the whim of her selfish husband and “pulled away 

from all [her] family.”100  She has “a father, a step-mother who used to be [her] best 

friend, a sister, a brother, uncles and aunts and cousins, but [she] doesn’t know any of 

them any more.”101  She gives up not only her personal desires, but the people she once 

loved and held dear in exchange for a man and a life that disregards her feelings and 

hopes.  It is not only the cancerous disease that infiltrates her body; rather, it is the years 
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of supporting a husband who constantly dragged her away from the one thing she desired, 

a home.  It is the amount of time she spends protecting, nurturing, and raising two sons 

with different needs, who rely on her for support, strength, and guidance.  It “all finally 

wore her down.”102   

 As is fitting to her character, Elsa never resolves to abandon her family or show 

any sign of weakness.  Despite the constant agony which the cancer and her treatments 

cause her, only her “eyes puckered” in pain.103  She does not complain nor dismiss her 

duties as a mother and wife.  Rather, the only thing she asks is to return and spend her 

last weeks in Salt Lake City, the place she had felt most at home through their travels, 

which proves how meaningful a true home was to her.  In her last days, she cannot eat 

much and her body dwindles, but “She wouldn’t deliberately shorten her agony one 

second.”104  Elsa understands her role in the family and realizes that her family will be 

adrift and disoriented without her, so she withstands her pain and determines to “Play it 

out till the whistle blows.”105  Even in her last and most painful moments, her wishes are 

secondary to those of her family because at Elsa’s core is nothing but love, consideration 

for others, and strength. 

 Bo’s final days also demonstrate his defining qualities that shaped his family’s 

life, which are encapsulated in his cowardice and nihilistic tendencies.  When it is clear 

Elsa has only a few days to live, Bo leaves to pick up more whiskey in Los Angeles 

because he cannot confront her death.  As Bruce claims, Bo is a “God damned 

contemptible selfish cowardly heartless old bastard,” who does not have the courage to 

face the fact that the woman he relied on his entire life is about to leave him.106  Partially, 

he cannot bear to see her suffer, but he also chooses to leave out of “self-pity and 
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superstitious fear” that he cannot exist without her strength and support.107  Bo illustrates 

this by “keeping another woman” while Elsa is sick, which she excuses because “There’s 

something in him that has to have a woman to lean on.”108  Instead of spending time with 

her, he finds a replacement who will be able to shoulder his weight when Elsa passes and 

she can no longer tend to his needs for him.  He does not do this out of ill-will toward his 

wife or some evil inclination; rather, he does so because he is helpless without his wife.  

Bo knows that without Elsa, without the support of a responsible, selfless adult, he could 

not exist as he always had.  Stegner uses the relationship between Bo and Elsa as a 

metaphor for Americans with unquenchable aspirations for greatness through means of 

risky enterprises and wealth.  Ambition can only hold a person up for so long before it 

begins to deflate, and all that is left to hold a family together, a nation together, is a 

reliable foundation of conscientious individuals.   

 After her inevitable passing, all Bo has left are his mirages of success, which 

never culminate in the pile he imagined.  He lives his life according to the motto, “The 

world went forward as a wheel turns, and if you didn’t keep up with it you were an old 

fogy”; he lived for the future and for himself.109  Living in accordance with this motto, 

though, only creates complexities and pushes happiness further into the future.  As “your 

bank account got bigger, your needs became more and more elaborate, your appetites 

required stronger and stronger stimulation, your ideas of what was your just due became 

more grandiose.”110  As Harrison posits, the lack of attachment to past traditions, to 

people, or anything in one’s immediate reality leads to a consistent projection into the 

future that is the first step toward the destructive spiral of nihilism.111  Because of this, Bo 

never achieves the opulence and glory that he thinks he deserves because it is forever 
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projected into the future, into a tomorrow that hasn’t occurred and holds nothing of 

substance or meaning yet.  Not only does Bo lose the respect and love of his sons, he 

never accomplishes the great things he envisioned for himself, and that is a blow to his 

ego that he cannot endure.  At “sixty-one years old, and sick and broke and alone,” Bo 

plans and enacts a murder and his own suicide, the most absolute act of nihilism 

possible.112  His mistress, who leaves him when he loses his money, symbolizes his 

ultimate failure to achieve anything with his life, so he plots to kill her with himself.  Bo 

Mason, the man “who believed in tomorrow as he believed in himself, deliberately 

[schemes] to commit murder and suicide on a tomorrow.”113  His tireless projection into 

the “tomorrows,” much like Descartes’ projection into the future, leads him only to 

meaninglessness.7  Without a woman to support him, a family to blame or comfort him 

when he fails, or a successful pursuit to point to as his life’s accomplishment, he loses all 

hope.  If there is any emblem of absolute nihilism, it is the taking of one’s own life; thus, 

Bo’s suicide is his final acknowledgement that his pursuits have been in vain and his life 

has no meaning. 

* 

 Stegner is only able to avoid a nihilistic conclusion to the novel himself because 

though there is imbalance a century (or even two) after the founding of this nation, there 

are still generations to come who might be able to find the right proportions of ambitious 

spirit and grounded responsibility.  While Bo comes from a lineage that promotes hyper-

individualization and Elsa is reared to care for her loved ones before herself, their two 

children receive a mixture of the two opposites, which creates a nuanced nature to their 

                                                        
7 Reference page 26 for Descartes’ projection into the future. 
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upbringing and ultimate dispositions.  Chet stringently pursues his desires, much like his 

father, while Bruce feels compelled to care for others, like his mother, but both of their 

parents shape them.  Thus, the boys evolve into an amalgamation of the two, revealing 

the possibility of a hybrid American that can better bridge the gap between the 

Jeffersonian and Hamiltonian divide.  Chet, as a young teen, is proud of his strong build 

and boastful of his masculinity, which he inherits from his father.  Once the family moves 

to Salt Lake City, Chet becomes a baseball player like Bo once was, which only further 

boosts his ego.  After getting kicked off his high school team for smoking cigarettes, he 

attends a game, in which he envisions coming up to bat, “in the eighth or ninth with the 

score tied [to] slam one down the right field line…driving Van in from second with the 

winning run.”114  Chet does not dream this out of support for his teammates or concern 

for their win; rather, he imagines his personal glory when his teammates “shake his hand 

and pound him on the back” and the “crowd [yells]” his name.115  Like Bo, he concerns 

himself with his individual pursuits, successes, and personal glory.  Chet is also as 

“stubborn and immovable as a wall, as unwilling to admit a mistake,” as Bo, which he 

proves when he runs away to marry his girlfriend after his father’s whiskey running 

business is discovered by the police and Chet is humiliated.116  With a single goal in 

mind, to escape his father, Chet foolishly marries a woman at the age of seventeen 

despite the pain it causes his family, especially his mother.  While Chet hates his father, 

he mirrors his egotistical demeanor and chooses paths that neither bring him the glory he 

seeks nor release him from the grasp of the man he wishes to evade. 

 But at times Chet also shows reflections of his mother and her softer qualities.  As 

a young teen, while the Masons are in Canada, Bo, Elsa, and Bruce become sick and are 
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forced to stay in the hospital.  Chet is able to watch the property, “milk old Red and sell 

the whiskey,” which allows his family to rest without the worry of their duties driving 

them home before they are fully healthy.117  Though Chet hates the whiskey business, 

much as his mother does, and prefers to be adventuring, like most children, he keeps the 

household affairs afloat to ease his parents’ minds, a selfless act of kindness.  With the 

deadly flu chasing half the town to the hospital for treatment, many people need 

assistance at their homes, so Chet milks their cows for them and brings the frothy, white 

beverage to both the hospital and to those coming home, who are still weak.  People in 

the town applaud and thank him, which make him feel “virtuous, kindly, charitable, like a 

knight helping people in distress.”118  While in this scenario, although he is still a valiant 

knight seeking personal glory, he uses his strength “to hold up his end of [his] community 

obligations.”119  In reference to his brother, Bruce claims that Chet would “give you his 

shirt in zero weather” because “he missed the old man’s selfishness.”120  Bo rarely 

sacrifices his pursuits for his family, let alone his neighbors, but Chet does so because 

part of his community-oriented and compassionate mother lives in him too. 

 It is in Chet’s final moments where the combination of his mother and father’s 

qualities reveals either potential for hope or the perpetuation of the same disastrous 

effects of his parents’ union.  While Chet is presented, in the beginning, as the stronger, 

more likely son to find success, the blending of his parents’ characteristics weakens him 

to the point of failure and eventually death.  Chet’s ego and self-confidence that he 

inherits from Bo leads him to believe that he will be someone great, a fate that he trusts is 

predetermined to occur.  Because of this, he follows whim after whim, hoping that one 

will result in his success, but they only lead to a lack of useful skills and no money to 
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support his wife and newborn child.  During this low moment in his life, Chet becomes 

ill, and his sickness worsens until he dies in his early twenties.  It is not only pneumonia 

that infects and kills Chet, though; there was a weakness, a lack of courage and 

willingness to go on that accompanies the disease and eventually ends in his demise.  

While Elsa knows that Chet is a good-hearted person, she also realizes that “he was a 

little weak” and “didn’t have much backbone.”121  Elsa recalls that as soon as he 

understands that his hopes of greatness are unattainable, “he knew then that he was going 

to die, and… he was glad…as if just then he was more peaceful than he’d been any time 

in years.”122  He could have fought to live for his family and those who loved him, but to 

continue existing in the condition he was in required a courage and strength that he did 

not possess.  It was as if the one quality he inherited from his mother, her compassion, 

alongside the traits he received from his father, his egotism and determination to be great, 

made him weaker.  The qualities Chet possessed accumulated in his inability to move 

past the humiliation he felt at his failures; thus, he succumbs and chooses non-existence 

over a challenging life.  He did not have the strength that Elsa did to move on nor his 

father’s blatant disregard for others to shield him from feeling sorrow for the pain he 

caused his loved ones, so he gave up.  Chet illustrates that while certain aspects of both 

Bo and Elsa are necessary to create a person capable of greatness, not just any qualities 

will do, nor is it an equal balance between the two.  Instead, there must be a proportionate 

mixture that Bruce eventually embodies. 

 Bruce, the dark horse of the family, is, by contrast, delicate and thrives on familial 

care, which he receives from his mother and later employs to help others.  Chet likes 

“being knocked around” and toughened up, but with Bruce “a little difference in your 
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voice [is] enough to scare him.”123  He is sensitive to his surroundings, which influence 

him to care for those things and people around him.  When Elsa falls ill, Bruce spends his 

summer break from college caring for her.  Bruce detests his father for the violent temper 

that left Bruce bruised and broken at times and for Bo’s treatment of his mother, but he 

does not run away to escape him, like Chet; rather, he stays to nurse and protect his 

mother because he knows that no one else will.  He could have left for college and never 

returned, but he took on his family responsibilities instead.  Bruce also acquires his 

mother’s sense of tradition, rather than his father’s yearning for progress.  Elsa reads and 

writes in Norwegian to embrace her roots, whereas Bruce cherishes older activities and 

the traditional sense of family.  While in Nevada, Bo purchases a fishing boat that he then 

enhances with a motor because “he believed in modern improvements” and “Anything 

that wasn’t the latest was an old granny system.”124  Bruce believes a motor is “a lazy 

man’s way to go boating or fishing” and that “The more labor-saving machinery the less 

pleasure.”125  Bruce longs for traditional means of gaining pleasure, such as reading to his 

mother or rowing his own boat, which demonstrates his reverence of the past and his own 

rootedness in it, a quality that saves Bruce from the disastrous effects of his father’s 

consistent projection into the future.  He also attends college in Minnesota, his mother’s 

home state, because “it seemed that [he] knew it some, having a grandfather in Indian 

Falls and an aunt and uncle and cousins in Minneapolis, and great-aunts and great-uncles, 

in a dozen towns where Norwegian is still spoken as much as English.”126  He has not 

spent much time with his relatives and none with his distant ones, yet he still yearns to be 

near to family because it gives him a sense of comfort.  He prefers finding satisfaction in 
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the past generations of his family, rather than the modern advances of tomorrow, like his 

father. 

 Bruce also contains aspects of his father, however.  Because his environment 

affects him so much, Bruce’s attitude changes as his surroundings do.  Similar to Bo, his 

mood can change instantly, and he fluctuates between a state of melancholy and ecstatic 

joy, rarely expressing shades in between.  When he does not receive the things or 

outcomes he hopes for, he becomes “mournful, defeated, ready to cry,” but when he does, 

he is full of “cheer…wonder [and] laughter.”127  Bruce often becomes “absorbed in his 

pity” like his father, which highlights his need to be coddled and tendency to think 

linearly.128  If something good happens, Bruce will cheer and bring joy to those around 

him, but if not, he expects sympathy and kindness from others; there were no other 

options.  While Elsa instills in Bruce a sense of one’s surroundings and responsibility to 

the people in that environment, Bo’s selfish and swift mood shifts infiltrate Bruce’s sense 

of self as well. 

 Bruce is left, at the end of the novel, as the last remaining Mason.  After every 

member of his family dies, Bruce contemplates their individual lives in relation to one 

another and resolves that 

Chet had been too soft, not soft like his mother, but weak.  His mother, soft and 

gentle as she was, had beaten the old man in a way…Because she knew how to 

renounce without giving up herself, she could win just by being herself in spite 

of everything.  Chet couldn’t.  There was enough of the old man in him to spoil 

him, enough of his mother to soften him, but not enough of either to save 

him…The older [his mother] grew the richer she became in herself, and the 
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older and more affluent the old man became, the more he deteriorated…He 

weakened as she grew stronger, he lowered himself year by year.129 

With the death of his compassionate brother, his beloved mother, and the violent, 

nihilistic end to his father, Bruce is the only one to survive the somber, transient life of 

the Masons.  So, what about him?  Who is Bruce Mason?  He watches his father drift 

between risky enterprises and his mother dutifully follow the old man only to receive 

blow after blow to her own dreams.  He has some of his mother’s strength and supportive 

nature, while still maintaining the tenacious and emotive demeanor of his father.  He has 

“enough of the old man’s hardness to armor him” and enough of his mother’s gentleness 

to stop his rash and temperamental actions.130  Rather than adhering to either of their 

paths, he instead chooses his own.  

 Toward the end of the novel, Bruce becomes the main figure to follow and the 

new foundation for the Mason family.  When Chet dies, Bruce swallows his sadness to 

comfort his mother, while Bo wallows in his own grief.  Bruce knows “he couldn’t break 

down” because “The old man was already doing too much of that, throwing more strain 

on [Elsa],” so he musters the strength she taught him to have, holds back his tears, and 

consoles his mother for once.131  Through her sickness, he tenderly cares for her, taking 

her to the doctor, fixing her meals, administering her medicine, and eventually finding 

her a nurse to make her last week more comfortable.  While Bo leaves to avoid Elsa’s 

sickness, Bruce struggles through it with her, relying on a bravery his father never 

contained to witness the most beloved person in his life suffer immense pain and shrink 

into nothing.  After her death, he finds that his father took one of Elsa’s finest fur coats to 

give to his mistress, and his first reaction is to get “the .38 that the old man carried on 
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trips” and shoot him for his betrayal of the only woman who ever loved him.132  It is in 

this moment that Bruce decides who he is to be.  To shoot his father and rot in prison is to 

follow the temperamental, nihilistic path of Bo.  To calmly collect himself and put the 

gun down is to allow Elsa’s spirit to guide him.  After minutes of deliberation, he thinks 

to himself: you cannot “blow your mother’s faith and pride in you, blow every chance 

you had to live down your old man’s life and make something useful of yourself 

(emphasis added).”133  To kill his father would be to waste not only his life, but the 

Mason name.  He possesses in his qualities the ability to become the great man that Chet 

and Bo longed to be and simultaneously achieve the full sense of belonging that his 

mother so desperately needed.  So the violent reaction that his father might have had 

flashes by him, and the thought and consideration of his mother is the action he chooses 

to pursue.   

 Bruce elects to be a proportional mixture of the two, holding onto most of his 

mother, but permitting some of his father’s individual, tenacious spirit and stubbornness 

to enter.  He honors his mother “for her kindness and gentleness and courage and 

wisdom,” but if you refined her qualities, “you would get saintliness…never greatness” 

(emphasis added).134  That is why he held onto parts of his father.  Bruce labels his father 

as “a self-centered and dominating egoist who insists on submission from his family and 

yet at the same time is completely dependent on his wife.”135  He lists his only talents as 

“a violent stubbornness that butts through things and often overcomes them, immense 

energy (generally in the wrong causes), a native tendency to be generous that is always 

being overcome by his developing greediness.”136  Despite the negative image Bruce has 

of his father, he knows that Bo is “more talented and more versatile and more energetic” 
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than most people, especially his mother, and “his qualities [are] the raw material for a 

notable man.”137  And only by using the best qualities from each will allow Bruce to 

become great.  As the last Mason, he knows in order to bring honor to that name and “to 

justify the labor and the harshness and the mistakes of his parents’ lives,” he has to 

become a great man.  There is no choice; rather, “that responsibility was so clearly his, 

was so great an obligation” that he cannot refuse it.138  And that is Elsa and Bo’s best 

achievement.  They are able to share and pass on the best parts of themselves to their son, 

who can refine those qualities enough to make them useful.  As the novel ends, Bruce 

arrives at a similar conclusion, claiming,  

Perhaps it took several generations to make a man, perhaps it took several 

combinations and re-creations of his mother’s gentleness and resilience, his 

father’s enormous energy and appetite for the new, a subtle blending of masculine 

and feminine, selfish and selfless, stubborn and yielding, before a proper man 

could be fashioned.139  

It requires that balance because, as Jefferson sensibly discerned, “the pursuit of either at 

the neglect or expense of the other [would] lead to personal perversion in the individual 

and to social decay in the corporate body.”140  No society succeeds with only Bo Masons 

selfishly pursuing their needs at the expense of all others.  Individuals do not thrive nor 

achieve a state of happiness by constantly and selflessly yielding to others.  But a 

combination of the two allows both to flourish.   

 And that is, as a nation, a lesson we have yet to learn.  While it may seem like the 

great American experiment has aged enough to refine itself, it is still in its infancy.  

Hamilton and Jefferson’s visions were so staunchly disparate that their legacies still exist 
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separate from one another.  It often requires time, many failures, and learning from our 

mistakes for an experiment to reach a reliable conclusion, and we are still going through 

that process.  But Stegner allows us to visualize what that conclusion might one day look 

like if we are simply willing to admit to our errors and try new, unchartered paths.  We 

cannot continue to let the Bo Masons of the nation run unfettered over the Elsa Masons, 

who are attempting to inject some of Jefferson’s principles into this land.  And we 

certainly cannot allow isolation from one another and from the polity to continue to be 

our way of approaching disagreement with each other, which is another insight that Bruce 

arrives at by the end of the novel. 

 For this combined individual to succeed, he or she must belong to something 

outside of the self and even outside of the family.  Elsa and her two boys consistently 

yearn for a home, a place where they are embedded, where they have neighbors and 

friends, where they can shape their community and in turn allow that community to shape 

them.  One of Elsa and her boys’ fondest memories is when they lived in Canada and the 

winter ice bridge near their town is melting and cracking into pieces, about to give way to 

spring.  Bo is absent running whiskey, but the whole town rushes to the bridge to 

celebrate the beginning of the budding season.  Every family attends, and it becomes “a 

picnic, a spontaneous spring overflowing.”141  The three of them “walked home all 

together, arm in arm, singing,” and the boys “went to bed late, drunk and exhausted with 

excitement.”142  This is one of the few moments in the book where the family seems 

genuinely happy, and it is contingent upon the place and people with which it occurs.  

The breaking of the ice bridge is an annual experience that the people of the town grew to 

expect and exalt, as seen in everyone’s attendance and merriment.  The Masons finally 
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feel as if they belong to a place and to a community of people who appreciate their 

involvement in the town’s ritual.   

 Unfortunately, the family does not experience this often in the towns where they 

settle for short periods of time.  Even when they do spend a large amount of time in Salt 

Lake City, Elsa feels that she cannot relate to and enjoy the company of female friends 

because of her husband’s disgraceful occupation.  Her neighbors “talk shop freely and 

openly [and] criticize their husbands because nobody would dare to think for a moment 

that their husbands were not respectable and estimable men,” whereas, Elsa cannot.143  

Bo’s illegal whiskey running thrusts her into “the world of criminals and lawbreakers,” 

where “you moved in the dark underneath, and if you came up for a brief time, as she was 

now, you knew…that you were an uneasy visitor in a place where you didn’t belong.”144  

Even after they settle in a place, Elsa is prohibited from experiencing true inhabitance 

and friendship because her husband’s job threatens to, and often does, take her away from 

her bliss in an instant.   

 Bruce, like his mother, wishes to settle and have a true home, rather than just a 

house, which forces him to question what a home is.  He decides that it is not “where 

your family comes from, and it isn’t where you were born, unless you have been lucky 

enough to live in one place all your life.”145  Instead, a home 

is where you spent…the good years when waking every morning was an 

excitement, when the round of the day could always produce something to fill 

your mind, tear your emotions, excite your wonder or awe or delight…where the 

people you love live…where you have buried your dead…the last sanctuary…you 

have.146   
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Where your family is from or where you are born are pieces of trivia; where your 

memories, heart, and refuge lie is your home.  After this conclusion, Bruce finally lets 

himself “envy the people who had all those things under one roof,” and admits that he 

desired “one place to which [he] belonged and to which [he] would return.”147  Bruce, 

like Chet and his mother, would have traded their transitory life “To have that rush of 

sentimental loyalty at the sound of a name, to love and know a single place,” but Bo has 

more important desires.  Bo is not the only one, though.  Bruce laments that “The whole 

nation had been footloose too long [and] Heaven had been just over the next range for too 

many generations.”148  The Big Rock Candy Mountain is not just the story of the Masons, 

but the story of the American experience.  Those who are not native to this nation severed 

ties with a place they once called home to travel to the land of opportunity, and it is as if 

that separation from place embedded itself in the American identity.  A person is 

expected to “be like a banyan tree or a mangrove, sticking roots down everywhere, 

dropping off rooting appendages with lavish fecundity,” but never belonging to a singular 

place.149  If families do this long enough, they are bound to find the next Big Rock Candy 

Mountain, “that place of impossible loveliness…where the fat land sweated up wealth 

and the heavens dropped lemonade.”150  In reality, many families resemble the Masons.  

They give up their opportunity to become attached to a place and a people that they can 

relate and belong to in search of a delusion that rarely comes to fruition.   

 While both Elsa and Bo’s tales end wistfully, the hope that their mistakes might 

establish a new generation of people rooted in a place, who are able to balance the self 

and the community, concludes the novel on a positive note.  Bo’s selfish endeavors may 

have led him and two of his family members to destruction, but they also generate 
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strength, ability, and courage in the remaining person of the Mason clan.  Rather than 

lamenting the faults of those who pursue the life of the hyper-individual or of the extreme 

communitarian, we celebrate the hope that the next generations might just have that 

perfect combination of both. 

**** 

  Nietzsche uses the Latin root polis, or the co-existence of the multitude of bodies, 

to define politics.  Extrapolated out, Nietzsche’s politics is close to Jefferson’s notion of 

public life, where individuals must learn to co-exist with others, institutions, and the 

place in which they find themselves.  That meaning of politics has diminished over time, 

however.  In Kemmis’ words, we now “retreat from the democratic vistas of…the 

eighteenth century Jeffersonians,” as is evidenced in The Big Rock Candy Mountain.  As 

Madison wished, Americans used the frontier to escape from social responsibilities and 

co-existence with others, but such behavior ultimately leads people toward destructive 

tendencies.  Now that every inch of American soil has been explored, we are being forced 

into contact with one another.  We need Jeffersonian virtues and the common good as our 

final objectives if we are to make the transition into closer contact with one another 

smoother and more desirable for all.  As time passes, the kind of apathy that Bo feels 

toward citizenship and public life becomes more predominant in our society.  We are 

distrustful of our governing bodies, whether they are local or federal, and our community 

members if those members do not agree with our worldview.  Fewer and fewer people are 

willing to be public participants in town meetings, by voting, or even through friendly 

conversations with their neighbors.  The private-public balance is not merely skewed 

toward the private; rather, the private life has swallowed the public in an attempt to avoid 
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its existence altogether.  The struggle toward a resolution of this systemic issue “depends 

upon how we choose to relate to each other, to the place we inhabit, and to the issues 

which that inhabiting raises for us," which is exactly where Big Rock Candy Mountain 

leaves us.151  Since there is “a connection between the places we inhabit and the political 

culture” shaped around that place, “then perhaps it makes sense to begin with the place, 

with a sense of what it is, and then try to imagine a way of being public.”152   

 The West is known for its harsh landscape, which makes it a difficult place to 

live, so only the strongest and most determined individuals moved and remained there.  

For this, they expected their individual rights and pursuits to be left untouched.  The 

West, “then, ‘selected’ people who were willing to accept a substantial amount of 

hardship for the sake of being left alone.”153  This is why the West is the symbol of the 

rugged individual, and why I chose novels set on the frontier to explore the tension 

between personal and collective ways of being, and why I now turn to a book set in a 

Montana community for potential solutions that integrate the two.  The West seduces the 

tough individual, but its harsh landscape engenders the need for community.  Wallace 

Stegner himself claims that the West must learn that “cooperation, not rugged 

individualism” is the avenue to its future.154  But with unfettered individualism as the 

backbone of the region, the West has been ravaged and threatened by exploitative 

endeavors.  The communities living there “tended to turn to regulations (and 

bureaucracies) to preserve the possibility of a good life in hard country” because they felt 

that was their only option to protect their places of belonging.155  Unfortunately, 

“Because the land has bred these contrasting tendencies, the politics of the region 

has…presented itself as…a battle between individualism and regulatory bureaucracy,” 
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rather than Stegner’s politics of cooperation.156  Either one faction wins or neither does.  

We see this manifested daily in the public sphere; a city or town struggles with some 

community-altering problem, “while every possible solution is blocked by one or another 

powerful union or commercial or political interest.”157  We attempt to impede the other 

faction that we label as “the opponent” or “the opposing side,” rather than converse and 

negotiate with them.  And in that way, “the parts wage war against the whole.”158   

 People felt forced to turn to an outside third party, the federal or state 

governments, to establish and enforce regulations, and most individuals do not respond 

well to obligations and pressures that come from a group that is not present in the 

community.  This movement toward bureaucracy also further separates the factions from 

one another because the ardent individuals feel as if they were just tattled on to “Mama 

government” by their little sister and subsequently punished.  Those that run to 

regulations fear the corruptive power of radical individualism and the havoc it can (and 

often has) wreaked on communities and those on the side of free individualism feel as if 

they can no longer trust their peers.  While one party must realize that some regulations 

are necessary and useful and the other must cease turning to bureaucracy as the only 

option, both groups must, most importantly, start to collaborate with one another. 

 To establish a more cooperative, ecosystemic politics of place, where individuals 

are embedded in a home as Bruce describes it, we must turn away from our removed type 

of decision-making, in which factions combat one another.8  We must turn toward “some 

                                                        
8 By ecosystemic, I mean a politics that is complicated, rather than simple, and consists of 
composite parts that do not always fit together as perfectly or conveniently as one would 
hope.  Just as healthy and successful ecosystems are integral to the prosperity of the 
physical world and human life, passionate, yet cooperative, actors and ideas are necessary 
for the health and success of a political and democratic society. 
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conception of shared or communal values” to find solutions for coexistence, which first 

requires us to realize common values and then actualize them.159  Kemmis tells a story of 

Robert Bellah and his coauthors creating a book about American public life, who 

interview over two hundred Americans to find out how they participate in the polis.  They 

find: 

When they talked about what they valued, for example, the would consistently 

speak as if they had chosen those values entirely on their own, or as if they could 

choose others at a moment’s notice, whereas their stories made it clear that the 

values were deeply rooted in their backgrounds, their associations, the way they 

lived.160 

We, perhaps subconsciously, strive to be original individuals because it gives off the air 

of personal strength and dignity, but, in reality, we are all shaped by and give shape to 

our surroundings: our loved ones, our friends, our occupations, our childhoods, and even 

our place of belonging, our homes.  We use “the language of individualism,” but that 

only “keeps us from naming and building upon what we have in common.”  What does 

that leave us with?  When we try, as Descartes did, to separate ourselves from the 

influence of anything outside our own minds, our own values, what do we, as 

communities, gain?  It leaves our places impoverished because there is no collective that 

operates to enhance its well-being, and it leaves us, as individuals, wanting for a deeper 

connection to a home.  Bellah, after interviewing many Americans, claims: 

We know ourselves as social selves, parents and children, members of a people, 

inheritors of a history and a culture that we must nurture through memory and 

hope…In order not to forget that past, a community is involved in retelling its story, 
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its constitutive narrative, and in so doing, it offers examples of men and women 

who have embodied and exemplified the meaning of community.161 

That is Stegner’s vision of a politics of cooperation for the West.  It is what Elsa, Chet, 

and Bruce searched for.  In a place saturated with history, fascinating subcultures, and 

men and women who have passed down traditions for generations, the West has at times 

and can consistently embody the meaning of community if it only ceases elevating 

individuality above all else. 
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IV. Learning to Heal 

 If any people are known and revered for their story telling abilities and attachment 

to place and tradition, it is American Indians.  Many tribes embody community and 

nurture it through retelling and reliving the narratives of their ancestors, while still 

maintaining a healthy dose of self-respect and pride.  Their stories also exemplify the 

disease caused when foreigners, who worship individual prosperity, infiltrate their homes 

and force them from their places of belonging.  During the 1870s, in the Two Medicine 

River territory of northwestern Montana, families like the Masons moved forward into 

the frontier, while bands of Blackfeet Indians experienced catastrophe and upheaval.  

James Welch sets his novel, Fools Crow, in this tumultuous time period, where the Lone 

Eaters, a small clan of Montana Blackfeet Indians, increasingly lose their people to 

disease, their land to white people, and their ability to preserve their customs, rituals, and 

ceremonies.  Welch’s tale follows White Man’s Dog, a boy who eventually becomes the 

man Fools Crow after an act of heroism, and his struggle to find a new way for his people 

and their traditions in a changing world.  The character Fast Horse acts as the foil to 

Fools Crow, in that he rejects the virtues and customs of his people during their darkest 

times to pursue values of the Napikwan—white people.  

 The Blackfeet cherish unique methods of holistic living that are passed on from 

traditional tales to current generations and which require support and cooperation of all: 

gods of the heavens (Above Ones), earth and all its beings (Below Ones), the power of 

the four cardinal directions, and a community of human beings willing to endure 

sacrifice.  Their values thus focus on maintaining order in individuals, their clans, and the 
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natural and supernal world because they depend upon all of them to survive the harsh 

climate and terrain of northwestern Montana. When Napikwans arrive with distinct 

values and a different economy based on trade, their aggrandizement of hyper-

individuality and commercialism acts as a disease that spreads throughout the Blackfeet 

territory and people.  With the infiltration of disorder into an entire people’s way of life, 

hope can only emerge through a healing power strong enough to combat the immensity of 

the destructive forces that attack it, which requires the guidance of a visionary figure—

Fools Crow. 

 While Fools Crow is a fictitious story, it is based upon real events that afflicted an 

entire people, which requires us to comprehend the historical context and Blackfeet 

tradition.  The most important entity and a symbol of plains Indians, including the 

Blackfeet, was the buffalo for its ability to provide people with nutrition, shelter, 

clothing, and, when the Napikwan arrived, contributions to a trading economy.  Buffalo 

“supplied a tasty, easily digested, nourishing, year round food for Indians of all ages,” 

and the Blackfeet used the animal’s body parts (other than its meat) for everyday items, 

such as bridles, ornaments, utensils, sharpening tools, and thread.162  Because this one 

creature provided most of the Blackfeet people’s subsistence, they revered it, believing it 

to be a representation of the universe.  To them, the buffalo “contained all things,” 

including “the earth and all that grows from her, all animals, and even the two-legged 

peoples,” because it gave them all the necessities of life; thus, it was “a natural symbol of 

the universe, the totality of all manifested forms.”163  The magnitude of that connection 

represents the respect and exaltation of this animal in Blackfeet culture and existence, 
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which emphasizes the impiety of their progression toward a treatment of the animal as a 

commodity. 

 Once the Napikwan appear, the Blackfeet are able to trade buffalo hides for 

alcohol, firearms, and a different kind of desired tobacco, which leads to “a greater 

incentive for killing buffalo than ever before.”164  Napikwans introduce an alluring 

economy, in which the Blackfeet trade for goods made faraway that are not locally and 

immediately available to them.  To complete the transaction, though, the Blackfeet must 

give Napikwan society something of equal value, which becomes the sacred buffalo.  

Through Napikwan trade, the Blackfeet, without fully realizing the implications of their 

actions, convert their iconic, totemic buffalo into a commodity, which accelerates the 

near-extinction of the bison.  These changes within Blackfeet society begin to destroy the 

cherished practices that allowed them to survive for generations and initiate a spiral into 

disorder that crystallizes in the form of alcoholism, radical individualism, and the sudden 

conversion of the buffalo from totem to commodity.  The trade economy, its results, and 

the rampant spread of small pox act as representations of disease that disperse across the 

Blackfeet people and their traditions and values.  Many Blackfeet “are hunting for 

themselves, or drunk with the white man’s water, or stealing [white men’s] horses” out of 

spite, rather than providing for their people.  This is a “pitiful sight” where “there is no 

center” that preserves order.165   

 Fast Horse is the pivotal character whose arrogant individualism is revealed in the 

opening scenes.  Indeed, the essence of Hamilton’s modernist revolutionary spirit lies in 

Fast Horse’s actions throughout the novel.  Hamilton noticed the economic world 

modernizing quickly enough to displace traditional forms of government and industry, 
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and he wanted the U.S. to advance using this economic frontier.  Fast Horse, with 

different motives than Hamilton’s, realizes that the overpowering force of the Napikwan 

and their customs cannot be stopped, so he, instead, chooses to follow their lead, 

promoting his own type of “modern revolution.”  Still intent on combating them as 

individuals who have harmed his people, Fast Horse joins them in a more drastic manner 

by adopting their core values.  Instead of attempting to preserve his people’s customs and 

fulfill his expected role as healer, Fast Horse abandons his clan in pursuit of individual 

glory.  Fast Horse is in line to receive the beaver medicine bundle, the most powerful 

bundle available to the Blackfeet, from his father, Boss Ribs.9  The bundle is meant to 

preserve order in the world, which the Blackfeet desperately need at this time.  It is a 

great sacrifice to one’s people to accept that “‘Once you commit yourself to the 

knowledge [of the bundle], there is no turning away.’”166  Though it is Fast Horse’s 

“destiny as well as his duty” (emphasis added) to receive the bundle, “the more he stared 

at it, the more it lost meaning for him.” 167,168  Responsibility for his people’s well-being 

and the health of the world are not his concerns; rather, he wants to gain a “more tangible 

and more immediate power” by joining a band of raiders who kill and rob Napikwan.169  

He disgraces his name and causes much harm to his people, which is an affliction that he 

never recovers from yet does, eventually, regret.   

 In lieu of fulfilling his role, Fast Horse rides away from his camp to join Owl 

Child, “an outcast, feared and hated by many bands of his own people…[who] had made 

the Napikwan cry the most,” and his band of miscreants.170  While many of the bands are 

                                                        
9 Medicine bundles contain sacred objects and ritual songs that are used to alleviate 
ailments and bad luck.  The men who possess them must undergo many hours of practice 
to become knowledgeable in their bundle.  The owners are summoned for help often, 
which places an inordinate amount of demand and duty on them. 
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learning to “treat with the whites,” Owl Child and his gang steal horses and goods from 

white people and do not hesitate to kill those who come in between them and their 

goods.171  They claim that their objective is to “drive the devils from [their] land,” but it 

is also known that they steal and murder out of greed.172   Fast Horse joins them because 

he wants the Napikwan to suffer, but also out of his desire for wealth and personal glory.  

He spends his time “dreaming of the day when his own horses would be many, when his 

lodge would be filled with…honors.”173  He wishes to hold “an exalted place” among his 

people, not as respected healer, but as wealthy dignitary.174  In Hamilton’s vision, the 

entrepreneurs of the elite class pursued wealthy enterprises in order to offer jobs and 

wages to the laborers, in effect, stabilizing the nation as a whole.  Those revolutionaries 

had to subscribe to the notion that individual pursuits would lead to personal success, 

which would then trickle down to the rest of society.  The essence of Fast Horse’s actions 

are similar, in that he believes that his personally remarkable actions will not only bring 

him success, but also harm the Napikwan enough to bring power and control back to his 

people.  He, along with Owl Child and the others in their group, view themselves as 

progressive realists, who have accepted the fate that they must modernize their old ways 

in order to survive and to preserve their homeland, whereas their tribal kin will be lost in 

their desperate attempt to cling to past traditions.   

 What Fast Horse and his gang do not understand, however, is that it is not the land 

(or even the buffalo) that will save the Blackfeet, nor is it mere survival of their people 

that the tribe wishes to salvage.  Rather, the Blackfeet wish to preserve the values and 

virtues of their traditions that have allowed them to endure for centuries.  Just as 

Jefferson believed it was the virtues embedded in agriculture, not agriculture itself, that 
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would lead this country toward a democratic-republic future, Fast Horse realizes that it is 

their values, not necessarily their practices such as hunting and gathering, that will allow 

their people to survive through drastically changing times.  By eliminating the core 

values of the Blackfeet from their belief systems, Fast Horse and his gang live in 

Harrison’s state of irony.  They allow a falsehood (the belief that they can regain control 

of their land by modernizing their values to match those of their opponent, the Napikwan) 

to wear the mask of truth (that adoption of Napikwan values will allow them to defeat the 

enemy).  In reality, by subscribing to the Napikwan’s ideals, Fast Horse has already lost 

to the people he believes he is opposing because he has become one of them.  

 While Fast Horse and his gang convince themselves that they are terrorizing 

Napikwan in defense of their people, in actuality, they harm their people more than help 

them.  The Napikwan who wish to seize Indian land meet with the chiefs of each band to 

establish treaties, but rarely do the Indians receive what the white men promise them.  As 

more harm befalls the Napikwan at the hands of Indians like Owl Child and Fast Horse, 

the angrier and harsher the terms between the two become.  So it was for “Owl Child and 

Fast Horse to roam…And so it was for the [Blackfeet] to suffer.”175  Finally, “the seizer 

[U.S. Army] chief” demands to meet with each clan’s chief in order to divide which ones 

want war on the white people and which desire peace, a divisive decision that Blackfeet 

bands disagree about.176  The actions of Fast Horse and his gang thus create factions and 

disunity between certain Blackfeet clans that once stood in solidarity together.  The 

outlaws also do not attend the Sun Dance Ceremony, “the great tribal religious festival of 

the Blackfeet” that is “an offering of [their] bodies and souls to” the Great Spirit (or Sun 

Chief for the Blackfeet) to bring them plentiful buffalo and wisdom.177   Fast Horse’s 
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absence is a great dishonor to the universal elements that protect and aid his people, 

which jeopardizes the tribe’s chance to receive an abundant spring that many people 

sacrificed to ensure.  Fast Horse was “proud [and] arrogant, ignoring the people” who 

nurtured and provided for him through his youth.178   

 After this act of dishonor and months of neglecting his people, Fast Horse chooses 

to return to his clan only when one of the Napikwans shoots him.  The medicine man 

heals him, and though Fast Horse chooses “bad companions and do[es] bad things with 

them,” his father is still willing to teach him the ways of the beaver medicine bundle.179  

But Fast Horse now looks “down on [his] own people…no longer follows their 

ways…[and] ignores their most sacred traditions,” like the Sun Dance Ceremony.  He 

realizes that “There was nothing in camp for him anymore, nothing about the life of the 

Lone Eaters that appealed to him,” so he rejects his father’s pleas.  For Fast Horse and all 

the newly transformed Indians, whom the disease that the Napikwan bring has infected, 

they prefer “acquiring things” and “gaining wealth” to upholding their people’s values.180  

It is in this ultimate rejection of his father’s love and commitment and the values his 

people champion that Fast Horse enters an absolute state of non-belonging.  He is no 

longer associated with a place or a people; instead, he chooses a path where he is “a 

solitary figure in the isolation of a vast land.”181   

 While there are differences in motive and purpose, Fast Horse’s choice resembles 

that of Hamilton, Madison, and the other delegates of the Constitutional Convention who 

allow for a political vision based on the belief that isolation will provide protection of 

individual freedoms and preservation of democracy.  Fast Horse assumes that because the 

Napikwans will soon overcome his clan, he is making the appropriate decision by 
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removing himself from his people and their defining values.  In order to combat hostility 

and opposition that is outside of one’s control, both Fast Horse and the delegates choose 

separation from others rather than attempting to co-exist with a multitude of bodies, or 

the polis.  Of course, Madison eventually swings away from his total support of isolation 

and the procedural democracy toward his initial roots that lay closer to Jefferson’s vision 

of the republic and Nietzsche’s notion of the polis.  Much like Madison, Fast Horse 

eventually discovers that his choice leads only to despondency for himself and harm for 

his people.  But, for both men, it is too late to change the trajectory that is set in motion. 

 In his protection of something founded on self-deception, denial of tradition, and 

acceptance of hyper individuality and personal glory, Fast Horse’s actions are innately 

nihilistic.  He intentionally negates many of the putatively meaningful aspects of 

existence that his people still cherish and encourage.  While Fast Horse can still change 

the errors of his way, he, instead, rejects life’s intrinsic meaning in an absolute manner.  

After he and his gang kill close to a Blackfeet camp, he begins to understand the 

repercussions of his chosen lifestyle.  If the Napikwan see the dead bodies and overturned 

wagons with missing goods, they will blame and subsequently punish the nearest Indians.  

Fast Horse recognizes the harm they have done, stating, “We have done a bad thing this 

time…We have struck too close to the camps.”182  In this moment, he realizes that he 

cannot continue to live the life of an outlaw, yet he also knows that he has disappointed 

his people too much to return to them.  Like Bo in Stegner’s The Big Rock Candy 

Mountain, a once strong man elects to waste his life in an act of permanent nihilism, 

rather than confront the pain he has caused for himself and his family.  Fast Horse “knew 

he could not ask for forgiveness” for he had denied the love and assistance of the people 
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he once belonged to far too many times.183  While he finally realizes the suffering he 

causes, his life with Owl Child and his gang “had hardened him in a way that was 

irreversible.”184  He hardened himself against the belief that he could return to the life he 

had once been accustomed to, which is ultimately a weakness.  Fast Horse shows us that 

radical change in a human being is possible, but it would require enduring temporary 

suffering, demoting his personal glory and pride, and sacrificing his own desires to regain 

the trust of his people.  He is too weak to accept those consequences of his initial actions, 

though; instead, he chooses to accept his doomed fate as a lone and lost soul who offers 

no assistance to his people and the universal elements nor receives it from them either.   

 The great damage to the preservation of the Blackfeet, as a constituted people, 

does not lie solely with Fast Horse; rather, it occurs because Fast Horse is not alone in his 

actions.  Many younger Blackfeet choose to trade not only goods with the Napikwan, but 

also trade their membership and traditions for the values of the Napikwan.  As the Lone 

Eaters discuss which direction they will choose, war or peace with the Napikwan, they 

realize that regardless of their decision, they “will lose [their] grandchildren.” 185  It may 

occur due to the smallpox rampant in Indian territory, at the mercilessness of white 

people’s powerful weaponry, or worst of all, “they will turn into Napikwans.”186  Many 

children already “attend their school,” while some women and men “wear trousers 

and…prefer the trade-cloth to skins.”187  They “wear their blankets, cook in their kettles 

and kill blackhorns with their bullets.”188  While these seem like trivial alterations, they 

are shifting their culture and customs more rapidly than ever before.  When their goods 

no longer originate from blackhorns, the animals cease to contain the universe in them, 

which shifts a fundamental principle of their beliefs.  The surface-level changes seem 
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harmless, but they are representations of the upheaval of Blackfeet values and the 

acceptance of the tempting trap of modernization.  And reliance on trade with people who 

have not provided what they already promised is a risky gamble that they cannot afford to 

lose.  With fewer young Indians to carry on the virtues that lay the foundation for the 

Blackfeet communities, the chance of survival as a people is uncertain.  But, as disorder 

seeps into the Blackfeet’s traditional way of life and the world becomes “out of balance,” 

Fools Crow unknowingly becomes the hope of the Blackfeet future—a person capable of 

passing on the traditions of the Long Ago People in a time of desperation.189  

 While some of the Indians react to the presence of the Napikwan in the manner of 

Fast Horse, others, like Fools Crow, resist the urge to become self-seeking individuals.  

Stegner’s Elsa innately cared for her family before herself, but Fools Crow is not 

predisposed to the same temperament.  The mirage of unconstrained freedom tempts him, 

like Fast Horse, but he ultimately confronts and refuses that lifestyle.  When Boss Ribs 

asks Fools Crow to find and bring him his son, Fools Crow complies.  While away from 

his people, alone, Fools Crow suddenly understands 

 what Fast Horse found so attractive in running with Owl Child.  It was this 

freedom from responsibility, from accountability to the group, that was so alluring.  

As long as one thought of himself as part of the group, he would be responsible to 

and for that group.  If one cut the ties, he had the freedom to roam, to think only of 

himself and not worry about the consequences of his actions.190 

As soon as he tastes the sweet liberty of drifting in isolation, he is entranced by its 

seeming simplicity and ease.  From Fast Horse’s story, we know it is not painless or 

rewarding, but Fools Crow still feels the heavy “weight of responsibility” bearing down 
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upon him.191  Fools Crow’s craving for unconstrained freedom embodies the struggle that 

Jefferson anticipated each person would experience in attempting to find balance between 

the private and public life.  Jefferson himself prefers spending his time in his personal 

library, filling his extraordinary wine cellar, and enjoying the company of his immediate 

family.  But, like Fools Crow, there is a moral compass within him that relays to him the 

essential need to balance his private and public life, for complete devotion to either 

would be amoral and, according to Jefferson, “less than fully human.”192  And while 

freedom from accountability is alluring, it also implies that a person must renounce 

belonging to a people, an act that Fools Crow cannot bring himself to do. 

 In an enactment of one of Jefferson’s key tenets, Fools Crow endures his 

responsibility and becomes a strong, respectable man, but also finds moments of 

sanctuary alone when not catering to the needs of his people during a devastating time.  

Fools Crow hunts for those in his clan who cannot, sacrifices his own flesh (enduring 

much pain) for the Sun Dance Ceremony, leads raids against other bands to gain horses 

for his people, and ultimately becomes an admired leader of his clan.  Once named White 

Man’s Dog to symbolize his dog-like obedience and insipid personality, he transforms 

into Fools Crow, a respected and notable leader of the Lone Eaters, renowned for his 

courage and steadiness.  While Fools Crow continues to heed orders, he also develops a 

confidence in his abilities that does not mutate into egotism.  He relays to his peers, “If 

we are to be successful, we must act wisely as our fathers…we must be as brave and 

strong as our long-ago people.”193  He realizes that they must take risks to be successful, 

but in those risky moments, they must show bravery and wisdom, rather than arrogance 

and ignorance.  It takes courage to turn away a tempting life, free of responsibility and 
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constraints, and wisdom to guide companions through difficult times.  White Man’s Dog 

develops into Fools Crow because he is hard enough to overcome moments of weakness 

and fear, but also soft enough to feel compassion and duty to his people, as any good 

leader does. 

 The most essential moment for Fools Crow, however, comes when one of his 

helpful spirit animals, the Skunk Bear, leads him to a foreign and mystical land where he 

meets Feather Woman.10  Fools Crow and his people fear that they are trapped, that the 

generations to come will not be able to exist as they always did or be able to find 

happiness and prosperity through other ways of life.  Feather Woman allows Fools Crow 

to see those fears actualized on a predictive Winter Count, a pictorial history that 

represents one year of a tribe’s existence.  The Winter Count tells the bleak future of the 

Blackfeet.  When Fools Crow looks into it, he sees that the maladies that have stricken 

his people are only just beginning, and he must decide how to progress: 

He was no longer eager…to learn the fate of his people…Why did he have to see 

this thing?  He tried to stand, to leave, but his legs wouldn’t move.  He was rooted 

to that spot and he couldn’t stop looking into the yellow skin.  He was powerless 

to keep from seeing, and so he saw inside the lodges and he saw the agony of the 

sick ones, the grief of the mothers and fathers, the children, the old ones.  And he 

saw the bundled bodies of the dead, slung across the painted horse being led from 

camp…he saw the suffering and crying and wailing.  He saw mothers mutilate 

                                                        
10 Feather Woman was a human Blackfeet member, who married Morning Star, the son 
of the Sun Chief (the Great Spirit and most revered Above One for the Blackfeet).  In an 
act of transgression, Feather Woman was banished, sent back down to earth, and 
eventually died in a perpetual state of grief over the loss of her husband and the life she 
once led with the Above Ones. 
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themselves, men rush from lodge to lodge, clutching their young ones, the elders 

sending up their futile prayers.194 

Desperately searching for a sign of hope, his eyes hunt for a trace of that one thing that 

can bring him comfort or a feeling of relief, “But he did not find the blackhorns.”195  

There was no trace of any large animals; “it was as if the earth had swallowed” them 

up.196  We now understand that the massive amount of buffalo killings led to their near-

extinction, but a world without blackhorns is inconceivable to Fools Crow at this 

moment.  While this is crude and an obscene depreciation of buffalo, it can be likened to 

Americans suddenly visualizing a future without the green bills marked by presidents’ 

faces that our society is built around.  The disappearance of the entity that the old, 

traditional Indians revere and cherish most is a sign of the death of not only their 

sustenance, but their rituals, their culture, their identity as a people—their entire universe.  

Fools Crow feels “something dark pass through his heart”; he has seen the end of his 

people as they once were.197 

 As Fools Crow looks at the devastation to come, how he reacts in the next 

moment defines his character and who he chooses to be more than any other moment in 

his life.  Most would feel a hot, torrid rage building inside them, but Fools Crow knows 

“Anger can sometimes do a man good, but now it is futile.”198  He plans to prepare his 

people for what is to be, to help them “make peace within themselves,” so that “they will 

live a good life in the Sand Hills,” where they can “live as they always have. 11,199  While 

he realizes he and his elders “will go to a happier place, far from these Napikwans, this 

disease and starvation,” he claims: 

                                                        
11 The Sand Hills are a place near to in concept as Heaven. 
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I grieve for our children and their children, who will not know the life their people 

once lived.  I see them on the yellow skin and they are dressed like the 

Napikwans, they watch the Napikwans and learn much from them, but they are 

not happy.  They lose their own way.200 

Fools Crow sees that the white people’s ideals and ways of life will infiltrate the Indian 

communities in an irrevocable manner.  Their children will not be able to hold on to their 

customs or their traditional identities because the blackhorns and land that once defined 

those for them will slowly be stripped away.  They will not even enjoy their new society 

the way white people do; rather, they will be “quiet and huddled together, alone and 

foreign in their own country,” uncertain about who they are and what their place is.201  

Their rich and complex culture will diminish slowly and their identities will be 

consumed, as Napikwans grasp possession of the land. 

 While the future is dark and discouraging, Fools Crow finds hope in a forlorn 

time, in between the tensions of modernization and tradition.  Fools Crow, as a 

microcosmic manifestation of the old tensions between the founding fathers, is only able 

to end with an image of hope because Fools Crow is able to find the gray area that 

Jefferson and Hamilton never did.  Hamilton’s vision does not account for the difficulty 

that ancient, established cultures will face when they are forced to rapidly modernize to 

fit a changed society.  Those who do subscribe to immediate modernization, such as Fast 

Horse, ultimately find a despair, loneliness, and shame that no amount of money or 

personal glory can cure.  Fast Horse is born into a society in which rules and ranking 

establish order and individuals work together to create a unified and stable community 

that allows them to endure the harsh landscape within which they live.  When Fast Horse 
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attempts to remove those principles, he finds that he cannot bear lawlessness and 

isolation because the shift is too quick and drastic.  On a macrocosmic scale, the extreme 

reliance on alcohol within Native American communities exemplifies the inability to 

quickly and sufficiently adapt to the modernized world forced upon them.  They become 

dependent on a manufactured good that they never knew existed nor needed when their 

old system of order was in place.  Fast Horse thus illuminates the flaws of Hamilton’s 

vision upon implementation into real American lives.   

 While Fools Crow embodies some elements of Jefferson’s vision, his eventual 

conclusions at the end of the novel illustrate the imperfections within Jefferson’s ideal as 

well.  Welch demonstrates that whether established communities want it or not, societies 

shift and alter, sometimes by circumstances outside of our immediate control.  Jefferson 

understands that the virtues behind agrarianism are the most critical features of his vision, 

but he also posits that subsistence farming is the only means of living through and 

maintaining those virtues.  Any other economies, such as commercial or trade industries, 

dilute the values that farming upholds.  Fools Crow portrays the notion that a particular 

practice or means of livelihood does not necessarily control the preservation of important 

values.  The novel ends with a scene of the Lone Eaters as they celebrate and welcome 

spring with prayers and sacrifice, dance, and song, mourning and merriment.  Fools 

Crow’s newborn son, Butterfly, rests in blackhorn skins and watches the parade of festive 

life pass by him.  His wide-open, large eyes, “calm with curiosity” soak up the customs 

he will one day inherit either through practice himself or through stories from his 

people.202  Butterfly, his mother’s chosen name for him, represents the future of the 

Blackfeet.  He may not fully experience his people’s heritage, but the values cocooned in 
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Fools Crow and the elders will one day burst through, forming a beautiful butterfly that 

will land in the minds and hearts of their children.  And it is here, directly in the people, 

where the Lone Eaters and their traditions will continue to live and thrive.   

 Despite the continuation of hardship, physical disease, and poverty for Blackfeet, 

“there is still found, in the rhythm of their society, and in the beauty of their forms of 

their ancient culture, those great qualities for want of which the modern world is 

becoming impoverished, in spite of its material wealth (emphasis added).”203  Though 

Fools Crow sees that there will be great struggle for his people, he also realizes that they 

possess an advanced understanding of healing disease that infiltrates the most sacred 

elements of their culture.  They realize that to heal, they must re-construct a creed from 

their vanquished way of life and use those principles to steer their way through an 

uncertain future.  If the Blackfeet can agree upon a creed, it will “by its very 

nature…protect itself against profanation” because those values are capable of 

regenerating the old ways subversively, in a way that modernized societies cannot harm 

or destroy them. 204  Superficially it may seem that Napikwan values have consumed 

Blackfeet identity because tribal members now wear Napikwan clothing, participate in 

modern industries, and no longer hunt buffalo, but it is Fools Crow’s hope that a 

meaningful creed that embodies the Old Way will guide his people’s best actions.  

Though Fools Crow is “burdened with the knowledge of his people, their lives and the 

lives of their children, he knew they would survive, for they were the chosen ones.”205  

Through the devastation that Fools Crow witnessed, he seems to understand that even 

without their land, without hunting and gathering or the practice of all of their rituals, and 

even without the sacred buffalo, they can continue to survive through the preservation of 
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their values.  While maintaining their values will not be an easy feat, as seen through 

characters like Fast Horse, it is much simpler than attempting to preserve an entire way of 

life.  The future Blackfeet may not live amid the buffalo nor hunt for their sustenance, but 

the creed, a set of values, that Butterfly and his fellow people will live by is drawn from 

the past traditions and rituals, which, in effect, keeps those customs alive.   

 It is in Fools Crow’s understanding that Blackfeet values can continue to thrive 

within a radically different world than what he had known throughout his life that 

separates him from Jefferson’s ideal.  Jefferson believes that with the proper structures in 

place (civic education, ward-republics, agriculture, etc.), the values he reveres will guide 

the nation.  Fools Crow is able to imagine a world in which the Blackfeet traditions can 

continue even without the order and structures that they hold dear.  While the novel does 

not demonstrate what that world will actually look like, we know that Fools Crow, and 

Welch himself, believe that the essence of their people can still exist.  The final image of 

Fools Crow looking out at newly-born blackhorns illustrates that those animals that 

contain the Blackfeet’s universe within them will continue to live.  While they may not 

always physically be among the Blackfeet, they will always exist through the stories, the 

imaginations, and the creed of the Blackfeet.  And it is that image—Fools Crow’s ability 

to find hope in an utterly hopeless time—that encapsulates why the Blackfeet are “the 

chosen people” and why Fools Crow, much like Bruce, is the perfect figure to lead them 

into the future. 

 Fools Crow illustrates that there is a way in which to live in between worlds—

between Jefferson and Hamilton’s ideals, between modern and ancient lifestyles, between 

Napikwan and Native.  And “those who are qualified to understand it deeply can 
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“strengthen the bridge [between the factions]…leading out of the dark age.”206  This story 

allows us to visualize a new type of society, one rooted in how we choose to constitute 

ourselves as a people in a new generation.  We tried living separate from those who are 

different from us, those who disagree with us, in order to preserve the deception that we 

are happier and that our society still thrives despite our isolation from one another.  That 

has only resulted in the many issues that Kemmis alludes to and that Fast Horse 

epitomizes.  How we choose to act now that we realize our society is plagued is what will 

define us as a nation and as a people.  Fools Crow is faced with an inordinate amount of 

destruction and yet is still able to conceive of a way in which hope and his people’s 

traditions could exist.  We have come to that moment today, so now we must ask 

ourselves: how do we wish to proceed?  Do we allow the status quo to continue its reign?  

Do we accept defeat and relinquish ourselves to nihilism?  Or, do we find a way in which 

to cooperate with one another to move forward toward something that perhaps hasn’t 

even been imagined yet?  With the dynamic, innovative spirit of Hamilton within us and 

the virtuous moral compass of Jefferson keeping us grounded, we can guide ourselves 

toward a future in which we choose to see baby blackhorns on the horizon. 
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V. Conclusion 

 Whether citizens will admit it or not, the U.S. has reached a point of gridlock, not 

only in the political realm, but as a constituted society.12  We are no long a people; rather, 

we are individuals fighting for space in a competitive nation.  We are no longer 

community members because we view others who stand in our way as nuisances and at 

times enemies.  We do not deserve to call ourselves citizens because we rarely, if ever, 

participate in public life.  What we do have is an irrepressible desire to be the greatest 

nation, the freest nation, the nation of most possibilities, where potential transforms into 

accomplishment.  But we have not channeled that passion and determination toward the 

right goals.  The extolment of individual desires over social responsibility has been and 

will continue to be a political, social, economic, and philosophic obstacle that prohibits 

people and the United States from reaching the objectives it once set out to accomplish.  

It is not only an unbalance between the two distinct ideals, but our acceptance and 

promotion of the great divide between the two that has created our current impasse. 

 The chasm between absolute liberty and individual constraint is entrenched in the 

founding of this country, which requires us to look at the men who organized the society 

and the documents that uphold their ideas that we willingly maintain.  Hamilton fears the 

potential adverse effects of the individual’s inherent selfishness, yet he aims to protect 

individual rights above all other concerns.  Rather than attempting to instill virtuous 

                                                        
12 This is the only time I refer to politics in a manner that does not correlate to a 
coexistence of a multitude of bodies. Here, I mean the typical use of the word today, as in 
the political system that governs our nation. 
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qualities in citizens to combat possible conflict, he seeks to separate individuals so that 

their needs and rights can be fulfilled in isolation from the greediness of others.  This 

validates the selfish tendencies that Hamilton fears and perpetuates actions grounded in 

egotism, rather than in the collective good.  It also promotes escapism, instead of 

cooperation, which disallows conversations that might help people to understand the 

needs and ideas of others, shifting our egotistical predispositions to ones of compassion 

and empathy.  It can be seen as a direct cause of Americans’ inability to discuss issues 

that they disagree upon because retreat rather than confrontation is championed in our 

country’s pioneer document.   

 Hamilton believes that commercial industry is the greatest opportunity for 

American prosperity, but this only further fortifies individualism and strips people of 

freedoms that the country was founded to protect.  Commerce relies on capital; without 

capital, profit, and growth, commercial development does not succeed.  Because of this, 

each section of industry covets and fixates on that one goal, which forces individuals to 

acquire skills that will allow them to fit into a needed niche within the trading and 

manufacturing system.  People focus on mastering individual crafts or abilities because 

that will allow them to survive—it is a system that advocates pursuit of individual 

development and success.  It removes freedoms from people in that they are chained to 

the whims of consumers and are managed by employers who oversee their every action.  

While some, such as the owners within industry, gain a nearly infinite amount of 

freedom, most are still imprisoned by the occupations they must have to exist.  These 

beliefs become ingrained in American society through the primary documents that lead 
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the nation, but more importantly, through the individual citizens who adhere to these 

sentiments.   

 These ideas have also been perpetuated in the philosophical foundations for 

thought that appear during early Modernity and which are carried through contemporary 

time.  Descartes’ famous postulation, “I think, therefore, I am,” places the human mind, 

specifically reason, at the center of knowledge and truth.  This statement posits that only 

through the self can one acquire knowledge, and therefore meaning in life.  In this way, 

Descartes resists tradition, past narratives, instincts, intuition, and other faculties of the 

mind as means for gaining observation and insight.  Only through personal interaction 

with an object, phenomenon, or idea can someone truly come to know and understand 

that entity or concept.  This leads to a methodical and linear process, which moves from 

perception to reason to understanding, without any obstructions or side paths in between.  

Robert Pogue Harrison details how this movement toward the self and away from 

tradition is nihilistic in its adoption of self-deceptive “truth.”  Popular thinker Ayn Rand 

then furthers these ideas by creating an ethics around Descartes’ assumptions, which she 

can uphold through visible representations of them, such as our nation’s constitution.  

Objectivism, her ethics, posits three cardinal values with three corresponding virtues: 

Reason, achieved by rationality, Purpose, accomplished through productiveness, and 

Self-Esteem, found in pride.  All are contained within the individual and require the 

elevation of individual pursuits in order to be gained and managed.  Not only should the 

discovery of true knowledge and meaning be contained within the self, but actions should 

be based on personal desires and in pursuit of self-perfection.  This, like the escapism that 

occurs in a procedural democracy, perpetuates the glorification of egotism and radical 
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separation from others within a community and society at large.  American praise of 

individualism is part of a vicious cycle where revolutionary thinkers instilled it in 

American citizens, who then sustain it to the extent that it is now taken for revealed 

wisdom.   

 The danger of radical individualism becomes evident in everyday interactions 

within the United States, and no other creative form captures it better than the American 

novel.  Because Americans portray the West as home to the rugged individual, I chose 

two novels set in this place during a time period that illustrates the pervasiveness and 

destructive tendencies of radical individuality.  Wallace Stegner’s character Bo in The 

Big Rock Candy Mountain embodies a man so intent on personal prosperity that he does 

not halt even when it begins to destroy his family.  His wife, Elsa, becomes a 

representation of how individualists can easily reduce and defeat communally-minded 

people by sucking their power from them to enhance their own.  After his family 

members have died or left him and his successes have failed, he chooses to end his life as 

a self-pitying coward.  Without the people who sustain him, mostly Elsa, and the pile he 

rarely had and quickly squandered in pursuit of more wealth in risky businesses, he finds 

no meaning or value left in life.  He succumbs to his nihilism, taking his own life, the 

most absolute sign that a human has no personal, intrinsic value nor anything to value 

outside of oneself.   This tale encapsulates the horrifying endings that emerge when 

personal desires and the private self become too essential.  For Bo, his pursuits prohibit 

him from attachment to anything outside of his immediate wishes, which causes him to 

commit suicide when he realizes those wishes will never materialize.  His blind greed 
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also harms, and in this instance kills, those in the surrounding environment, an undesired 

side effect that cannot be revoked. 

 In James Welch’s Fools Crow’s two characters are used to exemplify the 

differences between egotism and social responsibility.  Fools Crow represents a group of 

Blackfeet who cling to their past traditions and attempt to protect the entities that define 

them as a people, while Fast Horse depicts a new wave of Indians who begin to follow 

the ways of modern white people.  Fast Horse epitomizes a hubristic egoist who 

abandons his people in search of personal glory and wealth.  While he eventually 

understands his errors, he causes great harm to those who nurtured and reared him and to 

himself.  Fools Crow, contrarily, exemplifies a person constrained by duty to his people, 

who yearns for liberty and isolation at times, but ultimately realizes that his place is with 

his people and in their values.  His initial adoration of freedom depicts the prevalence and 

seduction of hyper-individuality, while Fast Horse’s sad story portrays the ephemeral 

nature of unbounded liberty that usually ends in suffering.  While this story unfolds, the 

background setting is Napikwans abusing Indian trust, reneging on treaties, spreading 

deadly diseases, and dismantling Blackfeet culture.  Welch’s novel brings the micro story 

of Fools Crow into a larger world of dysfunction, where greed rips thousands of people 

from their homes.  Native American writer, Leslie Marmon Silko perfectly encapsulates 

the life of the radical individual through a poetic moment in her novel Ceremony: 

Then they grow away from the earth  
then they grow away from the sun 
then they grow away from the plants and the animals. 
They see no life. 
When they look 
they see only objects. 
The world is a dead thing for them 
the trees and the rivers are not alive. 
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the mountains and stones are not alive. 
The deer and bear are objects. 
They see no life. 
They fear. 
They fear the world. 
They destroy what they fear. 
They fear themselves.207 

Hamilton, out of fear of what collective individuals might do to preserve their self-

interests, destroys meaningful possibilities for cooperation among citizens.  This fear 

penetrates American society through his influence, compelling people to fear the very 

egoistic individuals that they themselves exemplify.  These people grow away from 

everything: the earth, their environment, the people surrounding them, and even the self.  

They grow away from rootedness in a place and belonging to a people.  Instead of 

reaching for human contact and interactions, they pursue objects, things that might 

enhance their livelihood in an ultimately superficial manner.  When those objects no 

longer fulfill them, they continue to grasp for more desires that are less immediate to the 

human condition, and they find themselves spiraling into a state of meaninglessness, into 

nihilism.  They move away from life itself and what it means to be alive. 

**** 

 While some of Jefferson’s ideas are maintained in our principal documents, many 

of the most essential ones are not.  Thomas Jefferson’s belief that humans, by nature, are 

decent, kind, and social underlies his vision of a nation built on the backs of virtuous 

citizens who participate in their communities and the public, rather than only in their 

private homes and places of work.  Through a form of public education that teaches 

respectable qualities and disseminates the need for common goods to be protected and 

upheld, Jefferson hopes to expose and strengthen those qualities already inherent in 

people.  These virtuous citizens would then stabilize and preserve the very liberties that 



 93 

the American Revolution was fought to gain, in themselves as a constituted people.  

Jefferson’s balance between the private and the public is his most pertinent and valuable 

notion, however, because it allows individuals their personal leisure and pursuits while 

still maintaining the public arena of life.  While this vision is stable, it is also far too 

idealistic and, at times, produces a smothering effect.  Elsa embodies the moral compass 

that is capable of putting aside her individuality to hold together a family in turmoil, but 

as Bruce eloquently posits, Elsa could never achieve greatness.  And what we need now 

in order to heal ourselves is greatness.  We need the ingenuity that Hamilton’s idea of 

ambition and risk allow the space to discover.  In order to fulfill the high standards that 

we as Americans set for ourselves, we must embrace the ambitious spirit that Hamilton 

believed would guide us toward success, but also remember and uphold the virtues that 

we believe are capable of creating a sturdy foundation to build off of.  Rather than 

adhering to either of the visions, we should participate in both, which can lead to an 

enlightened society that understands constraint well enough to fight the disease of radical 

individualism and cease its noxious spreading.   

 With our principles in hand and our innovative energy coursing through us, we 

can begin to create homes for ourselves, places where we belong to a land that we care 

about and a people that we respect enough to converse with.  In order to preserve the 

peace and order in our own communities, we will then participate in a politics that 

mirrors an ecosystem, rather than a mechanical one of checks and balances.  We, as a 

cooperative group, will decide what is best for our home, instead of an unbiased third 

party choosing an option no one favors.  Through disagreement and tension, we can build 

stronger individuals, who know how to mediate and uphold the common good, and 
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healthy communities that reflect the desires of the people who belong to them.  Jefferson 

explains this version of public participation best, claiming it “required a high level of 

interaction among citizens” and an individual ability to “rise above narrow self-

centeredness” to achieve the common good together.208   

 When rethinking American public life, it makes sense to begin with place, since 

there is a connection between our inhabited places of belonging and the political cultures 

we shape to fit those areas.  Not every community will be similar or ascribe to the same 

values, but if those values come from a point of cooperative discourse, wherein the 

people of that area decide what is best for them, then they have created something of 

worth.  Their values do not spiral into a nihilistic rejection of meaning; rather, they are 

formed from a place of importance and have substance because the very people who must 

live with those values daily will them into being.  While Fools Crow illustrates that this 

future path is ambiguous and will require a way of life that we are not accustomed to, 

Welch’s novel also illustrates the fruitfulness of that decision.  Values and entities we 

care about can continue to live within us even if they are not always in our physical 

presence.   

 We must confront the cold, hard realities that face us, and it is more endurable to 

do so with a group of people who have the same challenges.  It is more rewarding to help 

yourself and those around you to succeed than to succeed alone and have no one to 

celebrate those achievements with.  While the Blackfeet faced incredible hardship, they 

did so as one people and with a dignity that Americans greatly lack today.  That dignity 

stems from their rootedness in the identity that they chose for themselves.  They know 

who they are, what they are capable of, and why they live the way they do, which allows 
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them to survive through more pain and suffering than most of us have ever experienced.  

That is why Fools Crow labels them the chosen people—they have willed themselves to 

exist in a manner that they agree with and that they are prepared to fight to preserve.  

They could not do that singularly or even without the help of their direct environment and 

the cosmology they created around their specific values.  It requires the assistance, 

sacrifice, and benevolence of an entire people to rid our land, our society, of the disease 

that has permeated every nook and corner of America.  It requires courage and faith in 

humanity and the goodness of people, but, as Stegner posits, we have produced the 

perfect combination of selfish and selfless, stubborn and yielding.  We are now prepared 

to will ourselves into being virtuous citizens who possess a social responsibility that 

allows all to thrive together, rather than one to fail alone. 
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