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American Racial Perspectives in Stephen Crane’s The Monster

As a legacy of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, The Monster is thematically near-perfect.  There are elements of playing God, dealing with fallout from the creation of life, and commentary on “otherness.”  There is a uniquely American element to racial perspectives that is presented in The Monster and the Whilomville Stories that differs from an understanding Mary Shelley may have had while writing Frankenstein.  As we discussed in class, Shelley based some of her development of the feeling of “otherness” on the Haitian Revolution, but the American perspective is quite different.  This comes from our so-called “peculiar institution” of slavery that lasted for 400 years.  As the rest of the world caught up to more modern race relations, America lagged behind, as is evident in this story and even today, with issues such as Affirmative Action and Black Lives Matter at the forefront of political debate.  Within the context of the Monster, Crane shows us the dangers of white supremacy while simultaneously presenting a racist narrative indicative of prevailing Northern opinion at the time, specifically the waning interest of Northerners as Reconstruction came to a close, in order to make a statement against the racism of the North. 
The prevailing Northern attitude of the late 19th century comes from a variety of influences.  In the antebellum period, free blacks were still “proscribed politically, economically, and socially.  While white indentured servants often became respected members of their communities after their indentures ended, free blacks in the North rarely had the opportunity to rise above the level of common laborers and washerwomen.”[footnoteRef:1]  Though the conditions found in the North were a step up from those in the South, the racist sentiment in the North was still strong.  Many Northern states, such as Ohio, did not end slavery in their state constitutions until the 1820s or later.  Of course, most abolitionists saw the merit of allowing blacks into full society, and fought for those rights.  After the Civil War, Northern carpetbaggers descended on the Southern states to profit from Reconstruction, and to continue to push abolitionist policies through the government.  [1:  Douglas Harper “Northern Emancipation,” Slavery in the North, 2003, available from http://slavenorth.com/exclusion.htm] 

During Reconstruction, many Northern abolitionist groups continued fighting for the rights of newly freed slaves, resulting in the passage of the 13th and 14th amendments in 1865, which ended slavery and “granted citizenship to all people born or naturalized in the US.”[footnoteRef:2]  However, the interest in the movement began to wane when Reconstruction ended in 1877, and continued its decline into the end of the 19th century.  In 1901 WEB Dubois wrote an essay entitled “The Black North: A Social Study.”  In it, he describes the strange circumstances free blacks were placed in after the Civil War ended.  The essay is driven by statistics, but he also noted the social state of the North: “North as well as South the negroes have emerged from slavery into a serfdom of poverty and restricted rights.”[footnoteRef:3]  Though the North did not have Jim Crow laws and experienced far less lynching, the undercurrent of racism in policy and society was still relevant.   [2:  “The Civil War and emancipation,” Africans in America, 1999, PBS, available from http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/aia/part4/4p2967.html]  [3:  W.E.B. Dubios, “The Black North: A Social Study,” The New York Times on the web (November 17, 1901), available from https://archive.nytimes.com/www.nytimes.com/books/00/11/05/specials/dubois-north.html?scp=23&sq=ireland%2520riots&st=cse] 

Dubois also wrote: “Before the civil war the negro was certainly as efficient a workman as the raw immigrant from Ireland or Germany. But, whereas the Irishmen found economic opportunity wide and daily growing wider, the negro found public opinion determined to "keep him in his place."  These factors of racism and white supremacy influenced Stephen Crane, who was born in New Jersey in 1871, just after the end of the war.  As a child and young adult, he would have experienced these circumstances and the treatment of African Americans firsthand, and wrote about them through the Monster and the Whilomville Stories. 
The Whilomville Stories serve to establish a setting in a Northern town based on historical reality.  The characters help to establish a setting where Crane can create commentary on white supremacy and race relations even after the Monster was written, as these stories were published post-publishing of the Monster.  In essence, the stories are a collection of very short stories written by Crane for Harper’s New Monthly Magazine between 1899 and 1900. Chapter 8, “The Knife,” is of particular interest to the subject of this paper because it develops a backstory for “the scattered colony of negroes which hovered near Whilomville.”[footnoteRef:4]  Like the Monster, these stories are about Dr. Trescott and his son Jimmie, chronicling more stories about them and the fictitious town of Whilomville.  These stories help develop a better understanding of the town as well, which shows us how Crane felt about the social issues of the time.   [4:  Stephen Crane, The Whilomville Stories, (New York: Harper & Brothers Publishers, 1900).] 

	The Monster, published in 1898, is one of the last works Crane wrote before his death in January of 1900.  It is set in the fictional town of Whilomville, New York; from biographies of Crane we can understand that this town is loosely based on his own hometown of Port Jarvis, New Jersey.  As a result, this story, and the collection of writings known as the Whilomville Stories are based on Crane’s experiences to a certain degree.  More than anything The Monster is a social commentary, and Crane shows his personal beliefs about the dangers of white supremacy, while also reinforcing a racist narrative.  
	The Monster is a story of Henry Johnson, an African American man who becomes badly burned in a (successful) attempt to save his employer’s son from a house fire.  His employer, Dr. Trescott, saves his life in return, but grapples with the loss of respect by the town for allowing such a monstrosity to live.  At the same time, “The citizens of Whilomville are individually and cumulatively characterized as ‘monstrous.’  They are seen to have the combined attributes of Lear’s ‘cur’: authority, mindlessness, and gratuitous ferocity.  These traits account for their amoral and inhumane response to the putative ‘monster,’ Henry Johnson, and ultimately Dr. Trescott.”[footnoteRef:5]  The question of the text becomes the debate over who the true monster is.  The real focus here is on Crane and how his own beliefs enter the text.  For example, we see very early on that Crane compares Henry to Jimmie: “He grinned fraternally when he saw Jimmie coming.  These two were pals.  In regard to almost everything in life, they seemed to have minds precisely alike.”[footnoteRef:6]  The comparison of a fully grown adult man to a child is a common element of the racism of the pre-Civil Rights era.  The inclusion in this text seems to indicate that Crane either agrees with the prevailing racist narrative of his time, or is setting up a condemnation of it.   [5:  Ruth Betsy Tenenbaum, “The Artful Monstrosity of Crane’s Monster,” Studies in Short Fiction, Vol. 14, Iss. 4 (Fall 1977), 403-405.]  [6:  Stephen Crane, The Monster, (New York: Harper Publishing, 1899), 6.] 

	We see another stereotypical commentary on Henry’s race shortly after the previous statement while Henry and Jimmie are still conversing in the barn.  Crane remarks that “Henry, with the elasticity of his race, could usually provide a sin to place himself on a footing with the disgraced one.”[footnoteRef:7]  If Jimmie has come to expect this behavior, that Henry will put himself beneath Jimmie in order to make himself feel better, it is indicative of the still racist Northern attitudes towards black domestic workers.  African Americans had been in a subordinate position for so long, and so many people believed it was due to the (nonexistent) biological differences between the two races, that it continued to be an issue long after slavery ended.  As the story progresses to the fire itself, this happens again.  Henry is nearly immediately blamed for starting the fire by bystanders, one of whom explains the situation in a way we as readers know to be completely false: “that was the kid’s room—in the corner there.  He had measles or somethin’, and this coon—Johnson—was a-settin’ up with ‘im, and Johnson got sleepy or somethin’ and upset the lamp, and the doctor he was down in his office, and he came running up, and they all got burned together till they dragged ‘em out.”[footnoteRef:8]  There is something inherently racist about the assumption that Henry was so incompetent that he burned down his employer’s house, which Crane attempts to address, and condemn, through the rest of the story.   [7:  Ibid., 7.]  [8:  Ibid., 38.] 

	While Crane spends a majority of the narrative characterizing the racist attitudes of the general townspeople as ridiculous and backwards, he also inserts some challenges to the idea of white supremacy.  After work, Henry is described as if he has never washed a wagon, in purple trousers and a straw hat.  This shows the clear shift in ideology from the antebellum period to the 1890s.  Additionally, as Henry walks through town, Crane describes a scene in the barbershop, where Henry is mocked by the barber and his assistant, as well as other customers, until the “man in the first chair” pulls them away from the spectacle.[footnoteRef:9]  The treatment of the barber’s and other men’s behavior as ridiculous or even childish shows Crane’s feelings towards the idea of white supremacy being ridiculous as well.  [9:  Ibid., 10-14.] 

	Dr. Trescott is one of the most humane characters in the story.  Faced with a town shunning him after being the top doctor for years, he maintains the attitude he explains to the old judge: ““And what am I to do?” said Trescott, his eyes suddenly lighting like an outburst from smoldering peat. “What am I to do?  He gave himself for—for Jimmie.  What am I to do for him?””[footnoteRef:10]  This is also when Trescott begins playing God, a theme taken by Crane straight out of Frankenstein.  It also questionably touches on the theme of racism, conveniently expressed in a literal white doctor saving the life of an injured black man, that whites held control over the very lives of blacks.  Trescott’s attitude about the ordeal again indicates Crane’s acknowledgement of the circumstance, but his rejection of that element of society.   [10:  Ibid., 43.] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]	The commentary Crane makes on the black community in Whilomville turning its back on Henry after the accident is interesting, because it resonates with a narrative we often hear today about black-on-black crime being a bigger issue than police brutality.  According to the Department of Justice, “the rate of white-on-white violent crime (12.0 per 1,000) was about four times higher than black-on-white violent crime (3.1 per 1,000). The rate of black-on-black crime (16.5 per 1,000) was more than five times higher than white-on-black violent crime (2.8 per 1,000). The rate of Hispanic-on-Hispanic crime (8.3 per 1,000) was about double the rate of white-on-Hispanic (4.1 per 1,000) and black-on-Hispanic (4.2 per 1,000) violent crime.”[footnoteRef:11]  Ultimately, the narrative of the Monster encapsulates the black community with the rest of the town to make the townspeople monstrous, but this particular social issue is important to note as one of the ways Crane’s themes, and American race relations in general, pervades.  [11:  David Neiwert, “White Supremacists’ Favorite Myth about Black Crime Rates Take Another Hit from BJS Study,” Southern Poverty Law Center (October 23, 2017), available from https://www.splcenter.org/hatewatch/2017/10/23/white-supremacists-favorite-myths-about-black-crime-rates-take-another-hit-bjs-study] 

Contemporary issues such as Affirmative Action and Black Lives Matter are still affected by the type of attitudes developed towards race relations in the post-civil war period.  Many Americans who feel that reparations have already been made for the 400 years of slavery experienced by African Americans, and Affirmative Action is not necessary.  Many argue that it does more harm than good, because “underrepresented minority students who enter with lower academic credentials end up concentrated at the bottom of the most selective schools.”[footnoteRef:12]  Though the quota system was outlawed by Regents of the University of California v. Bakke in 1978, Affirmative Action has been upheld as an entire legislation through the most recent Supreme Court arguments in the 2016 Fisher v. University of Texas decision.  Those who support the legislation argue that it helps “create more diverse campuses, which better prepares all students for life after school—particularly as the United States becomes increasingly diverse.”[footnoteRef:13]  The debate rises out of the history of racist legislation that held back African Americans, which is part of the uniquely American racial perspective.   [12:  "Debate: Does Affirmative Action on Campus Do More Harm Than Good?” NPR, (March 26, 2014), available from https://www.npr.org/2014/03/26/293767851/debate-does-affirmative-action-on-campus-do-more-harm-than-good  ]  [13:  Ibid.] 

The Black Lives Matter movement is another example of the American racial perspective reaching a boiling point.  Decades after the Civil Rights Movement mostly placed all races on a technically level playing field from a legal standpoint, the issues of police brutality and white supremacy in society are still rampant.  According to their website, “The Black Lives Matter Global Network is a chapter-based, member-led organization whose mission is to build local power and to intervene in violence inflicted on Black communities by the state and vigilantes.”[footnoteRef:14]  Opponents of Black Lives Matter call it everything from a hate group to a terrorist organization.  Any threat to the status quo of white supremacy as Crane references in the 1890s and through the twentieth century is usually treated like this.  Social change for the cause of equality is difficult to reconcile for people who literally owned other humans.  Proponents of the movement refer to it as the new Civil Rights Movement,[footnoteRef:15] and support political candidates who vow to make changes to the way race relations are handled in cities, states, and the country.   [14:  https://blacklivesmatter.com/about/]  [15:  Elizabeth Day “#BlackLivesMatter: the birth of a new civil rights movement,” The Guardian, (July 19, 2015), available from https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/jul/19/blacklivesmatter-birth-civil-rights-movement] 

Crane’s experiences in post-Civil War America gave him a unique perspective on the racial tensions felt by the nation, but especially in the North.  His focus on Naturalism and American Realism in all his writings allowed for a glimpse into a fictional town experiencing real life racial issues.  From a historical fiction standpoint, Crane managed to write a story that details the stereotype racism of the Northern states that emerged from centuries worth of relations between blacks and whites.  These themes resonate to racial relations even today, with issues such as Affirmative Action and the Black Lives Matter movement at the forefront of American political and social movements.  
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