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From the Headmase¢er's Pen

An American Tragedy: Ruins in Need of Repair

it Hliks

Last night, I finished Theodore
Dreizer's 1925 nowvel, An American
Tragedy. Having read it onthe heels
of a re-read of Dostoevsky's The
Brothers Karamasov, | was impressed
by sorme striking parallels, and that
despite Dreiser's antipathy for
raligion and Dostoevsky's distinctly
Christian framework.

Dreizer's protagonist, like himself,
rebels against a religious upbringing
and pursues the twin “gods” (excuse
my “religicus” language) of sex and
money. He iz faced with the
dilerrima of a pregnant, poor
girlfriend and a more beautiful, rich
one. Religious bigotry, legal
prohibitions (pre-Roe-v.-Wade, of
course), and lack of cash put
abortion out of reach, 5o he settles
ot murder, He is convicted by a
narrow-tminded religious jury, blind
to the extenuating circurnstances,

and he iz executed.

An American Tragedy is hailed as
“one of the greatest 'sodal nowvels'
ever produced in Ammerica, one that
paints the fullest and deepest picture
of Armerican sodety” (Richard
Lingerman's “Introduction” to the
SAgnet edition of the nowvel). It iz said
to uncover the hoax of the
“Armerican dream,” the longings
produced by the promisze of social
and material fluidity belied by the
harsh realities that “the haves”
quickly develop social barriers to
exdude “the have-nots.” The horrer
of the protagonist's crime and
punishment is intended to reflect the
society that both seduced and denied
hirmn.

Like the protagonist, Dreizer spent
his life rebelling against a religious
upbringing, pursuing sexual
freedom and the social and material
allurernents of wealth, He lefta

srrall-town wife in Indiana and
indulged in serial affairs in
Greenwich Village, NY C, with
“liberated wornen”™ as literary success
gave hirm access —but not full
acceptance —into drodes of wealth,
Like many of his generation (and
IMAany more unoonsdous ones of
ours), Dreiser was deeply influencad
by the formative 19%th-century
thinkers, Karl Marx and Sigrmund
Freud., He imbibed the material
detarministm of Marx (desire for
material gain determines our actions)
and the sexual determirism of Freud
(all we do is sexually motivated,
whether we admit it to curselves or
riot), He embraced the atheism of
both, merely modifying Marx's
fammed “opiate of the masses”
metaphor: “If [ were personally to

define religion, I would say thatitis
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American Tragedy cond.,
a bandage that man has invented to
protect a soul made bloody by
circurnstance”™ (Theodore Dreisaer),

Dostoevsky too explores the
implications of atheism in The
Brothers Karamwov, Dostoevsky
writes in the late-19th century
upheaval in Russiansodety as it
moved toward the Bolshevik
Revolution and the great atheistic
experiment known as the Soviet
Urden, Of the many themes of
Dostoevsky's novel, perhaps the
most pervasive iz that of the tortured
implications of atheism. As Sam
Koenen brought outina reading
group discussing this novel last fall,
“dei-cide” (1.e, “killing of God™)
leads to homicide, and ultimately
suidde,

While the objection could be raised

that the “dei-dde” to hormicide
cause-and-effect relationship is
rmanipulated by the artist (quite
corvincingly [ would add), Tam
struck by the parallel of the
unwitting collaberation of Dreiser,
Ideas do have consequences. Life
without reference to God leaves us
in the sterile sea of our desires
resenting all who impede our
pursuits, Unlike in Deostoevsky's
novel, An American Tragedy lacks
any character who convincingly
lives outside of themselves or the
self-centered dictates of their own
dreurnstances, The only ones who
try to point outside of themselves,
avar in Dreiser's blaal: world, are
religious characters who, according
to Dreiser, live in a mira ge created
by their own sublimated desires,

and consequently, lead useless lives

predisposed to failure in life's
practical pursuits (sex and money).

Dostoevsky and Dreiser give us
collaborating responses to the ideas
that infermm the modernage and
garve ag poignant reminders of why
schools like Petra exist: to “repair the
ruins” of a culture that tries to forget
God or imagines that He can be
relegated to a day of the week or a
subject. We do not fight for space to
talk about God but insist that
nothing makes sense or possesses
beauty without Himm. There is no
middle ground between Dreiger and
Dostoevsky: irrelevance and despair,
or every leaf, every morment,
“charged with the grandeur of God”
[ Gerard Hopkins).

AP

Alumnus in the Spotlight

Jerome Hicks '09 1z enjoying his vear at Wheaton College, lllinois. He 15 presently considering a double major in theater

and philosophy. Jerome made the “work-up” team of thirty students who act in the three annual plays performed at
Wheaton, He debuts his college acting career this month, from Feb. 19-20 and 24-27, in Anton Chekhov's, The Seaguil
Jerome plays an old man (" In far round belly with good capon lined " With eves severe and beard of formal cut, Full of

wise saws and modem instances; fAnd so he plays his part” Jacques in Shakespeare's As You Like i) Jerome also enjoys

club soccer and the general horse-play of being a college freshman. He was home at Christmas and enjoyed being

reunited with many of his Petra fnends.

S

Teremiah Oard in Chess compe tition (left)

Anna Hicks in music competition (below)

(left) Leah Huyard and Maddt

Drruckenwmiller tn Fengissance finery!
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