
M o n t a g e

Lorna Hallal seeks the title and au-
thor of a work that describes children 
queuing for the gas chamber while a palm 
reader tells their fortunes. The refrain is 
“the wrong parents, the wrong parents.”

John Gordon writes,� “I remember 
reading somewhere that after the 1746 
Battle of Culloden, a British officer was 
informed that a mother and her children 
were outside his quarters looking for a 
place to spend the night, to which he 
responded, irritably, ‘Oh, hang ’em!’ The 
next morning he was startled to find 
that they had all been, literally, hanged. I 
would appreciate a source on this.”

Pete Hawkins wonders whether any-
one can provide a definitive citation for a 

quotation widely attributed to Friedrich 
Nietzsche: “To forget one’s purpose is 
the commonest form of stupidity.”

“no moral right to decide”� (No-
vember-December 2013). Charles Ha-
gen found “We have no right morally to 
decide as a matter of opinion that which 
can be determined as a matter of fact” 
in Industrial Leadership (chapter 4, “Re-
sults of Task Work,” pages 88-89), the 
published version of management con-
sultant H.L. Gantt’s Page Lecture series 
delivered at Yale in 1915. 

Send inquiries and answers to “Chapter 
and Verse,” Harvard Magazine, 7 Ware 
Street, Cambridge 02138, or via e-mail 
to chapterandverse@harvardmag.com. 

C h a p t e r  &  ve r s e
Correspondence on not-so-famous lost words

Alice Randall’s The Wind Done Gone, a paro-
dy of Gone With the Wind.

Gone With the Wind is not what most peo-
ple would think of as a Great American 
Novel—surely it is too middlebrow, not 
to mention too racist, for that distinction. 
But as Buell points out, the themes Mar-
garet Mitchell writes about—slavery, the 
weight of Southern history, “the old-order 
mystique”—are the same as those of an 
undoubted GAN, William Faulkner’s Ab-
salom, Absalom. (The difference is that “for 
every reader of Absalom, fifty had read Gone 
With the Wind.”) Buell proposes that GAN 
candidates tend to follow a few major 
“scripts,” and Faulkner and Mitchell are 
both using the same one: novels that seek 
to explain America by “imagining across 
or from within” the country’s major social 
divisions, especially the divisions between 
black and white, and between North and 
South. 

The GAN candidates that follow this 
script manage to remain controversial 
even as they attain the status of classics. 
Uncle Tom’s Cabin, by Harriet Beecher Stowe, 
is Buell’s first example: a huge bestseller 
on publication in 1852, it was credited by 
some with helping to hasten the Civil War, 
thanks to its frontal assault on slavery. Yet 
as Buell notes, the book tries hard to de-
pict slavery as a national problem, while 
sparing Southern sensitivities: Stowe 
“makes her arch villain a New Englander,” 
while “she makes her most brainy and ar-
ticulate white character a slaveholder.” 
Though her depictions of black characters 
now strike us as deeply racist, “essential-
izing…Africans as inherently childlike,” 
Buell urges us to consider the novel as a 
“white person’s attempt to comprehend 
nonwhites at a moment when even most 
white northerners considered them less 
than fully human.” 

Uncle Tom’s Cabin inaugurates a long 
tradition of GANs that try to bridge the 
racial divide—though later, more sophis-
ticated works would focus on the ways it 
remained unbridgeable. Here the key ex-
ample is Toni Morrison’s Beloved, the sub-
ject of one of Buell’s best chapters. Like 
many GANs, Buell notes, Morrison’s book 
“undertakes a far-reaching geographical 
scan of the…United States,” following its 
characters from Georgia to Delaware to 
New Jersey to Ohio. But the horrifying 
tragedy at its center—an escaped slave, 
Sethe, murders her daughter rather than 

see her returned to slavery—means that 
it remains a far more challenging and re-
fractory work than, say, Huckleberry Finn, 
another example of this GAN “script.” 
Buell quotes Morrison’s own feeling that, 
in Beloved, she was treating an aspect of 
American history that “the characters 
don’t want to remember, I don’t want to 
remember, black people don’t want to re-
member, white people won’t want to re-
member.”

Yet as Buell insists, the GAN has always 
thrived by criticizing American society, 
not by celebrating it. “Great American 
Novels are not expected to be rituals of 
self-congratulation like July 4 celebrations 
or Hollywood melodramas,” he writes. 
“On the contrary, the historical record 
suggests that serious contenders are much 
more likely to insist that national great-
ness is unproven, that its pretensions are 
hollow, and that the ship of state is going 
down.” 

That is certainly the approach of two 
other prime candidates for GAN-hood: 
John Dos Passos’s USA and John Stein-
beck’s The Grapes of Wrath. These books, for 
Buell, follow a second script—the one 
originated by Moby-Dick, the grandfather 
of all GANs—which tries to encompass 
all of American life, in almost sociological 
fashion, through sheer breadth of vision. 

They are “sprawling performances of en-
cyclopedic scope with multiple agendas 
from the ethnographic to the metaphysi-
cal.” But where the democratic crew of 
the Pequod is destroyed by the monoma-
nia of Captain Ahab, the cast of USA—12 
characters drawn from across the range of 
socioeconomic types—are dragged down 
by the mediocrity and money-madness of 
pre-Depression America.

As Buell cannily notes, the language of 
the characters in USA is not “the speech 
of the people,” as Dos Passos claims, but a 
manufactured “slanguage,” showing how 
Americans’ minds have been colonized by 
“newsreel argot and the platitudes of pro-
fessional wordsmiths.” Unlike Steinbeck’s 
Okies, who are described in a poetic plural 
of “groupthink, grouptalk,” Dos Passos’s 
people seem atomized: “social interaction 
becomes much more diffuse, fleeting, hap-
penstance, compartmentalized, abstract, 
mediated.” One of the purposes of a book 
such as The Dream of the Great American Novel 
is to reintroduce us to forgotten classics, 
and USA, probably the least read of Buell’s 
GAN candidates, is perfectly suited for re-
discovery in our own Great Recession mo-
ment.

If these meganovels seek to take in all of 
American society, a third “script” for the 
GAN focuses on the representative career 
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