
Chapter II 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

Exploring the satire aspects in Sinclair Lewis 1 

Main Street , we should not go far from the intrinsic e

lements of this novel as the form of the author's expre.§.. 

sion . Since from the elements such as, setting, charac

te r, and conflict , the satire which is emphasized by the 

author in this novel can be easily known and understood 

by the readers. 

II. l. Related Theories 

For his thesis the writer applies the expressive 

theory in analyzing the use of satire in this novel, 

which is supported by the sociological approach and also 

completed with the biographical approach . 

II. 1. 1 .  The Expressive Theory 

As the writer has stated in the previous chapte� 

literature is the manifestation of a certain thought and 

feeling in writing. It is the reflection of the author's 

ideas, feelings, and thoughts . In addition, Harry Shaw 

in his Dictionary of Literary Terms considers literatu

re as writing in which expression and form , in connec -

tion with ideas and concerns of universal and apparently 
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permanently interest, are essential feature . 

This the sis is dealing with the analysis of Le

wis' Hain Stre et , which is regarded as the product o r 

the result of the creative proces s  of the author and as 

the form of eXE·re ssion . As one of literary works, the nQ. 

vel can be used by the author as a me dium to expre ss his 

thoughts, ideas, and fee lings . Through this satirical nQ. 

vel, which is considered as Lewis 1 masterpiece and be st 

novel, the author can talk, react, and criticize about 

life, e s2ecially about American society. Regar�ing this 

novel as the form of expre ssion and the satirical novel, 

the expre ssive theory is applied by the writer in this 

the sis . 

The expre ssive theory of art regards the work. 
as essentially the internal made external, r� 

sulting from a creative process operating un

der the impulse of feeling, el!lbodying the com 

bine d produst of the author ' s  per.ce:!_:·tions, -

thoughts, and fe elings. 

(.Abrams, M . H. ,  The Mirror -
and The LamE, 1979, 22) 

II. 1. 2 .  The Sociological Apyroach 

Since this study is about the satire of Sinclair 

Lewis towards American social condition, the writer fo-

cuse s his attention on the social setting and the social 

conditions of Gp }.'her Prairie, a small and �Jrairie town -

in this novel as the rerresenta tion of today ' s  American 

small town in general, and the life of its socie ty . Ac-
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cording to Rene Wellek and Austin Warre n ,  setting is en 

vironment , e specially domestic interior which may be vi

ewed as an expre ssion o f  character and as phy sical or SQ 

cial causation .  While so cial setting i s  usually about the 

characteristi cs o f  members o f  society and about the phy

sical conditions o f  certain place where the so ciety is . 

In thi s  novel Sinclair Lewis emphasizes and sati 

rize s the bad side s and the ugliness o f  the life of Ame

rican small town . He also emphasize s the way people o f  -

the town treat Carol Kennicott , the main and important -

cha racter in thi s  nove l ,  as the outsider in the town . 

This novel deals with the conflicts between Carol and 

those people , and even the conflict between she and Will 

Kennicott , her husband, They are the inner conflicts o f  

Carol , who was used to live in a big city and now has to 

live in the small town o f  Gopher Prairie . The con fli cts 

between Carol , who has new and dif ferent ideas of impro

vement , and the town peo ple , and also the con f lict bet -

ween Carol and her husband Will , who i s  the native o f  

the town and has the di f ferent background o f  li fe . Acco� 

ding to Robert A .  Nisbet , t he conflict itse l f  is the prQ 

cess o f  so cial interac tion in whi ch two or more persons 

struggle with one another for some commonly prized ob

j e ct or value . 

Nothing is  so likely to reduce conflicts -

wi thin a given so cial relationship as  the 
threat o f  con flic ts be tween that rela tion
ship and othe r ,  possibly ho stile , organiza-
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tion , or individuals on the outside . 

The Latin word 1 ho stis� means ' stranger ' 

o r  'enemy ' . Given the powerful t endenci es in 

human history toward conformity within t he 
group, conflict among groups has o ften be en 
the principal means . 

There is  no group or relationship,  however ,  
small and intimate , i n  which conflict doe s  

not o c ca sionally occur . However devoted two 

friends,  may be , two lovers , a husband and 

wi fe , or brothers , there cannot help but be 
conflict from time tq time . 

( Nisbe t ,  Robert A. , The 
Social Bond ,  1970 , 76 ) 
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By noticing the life o f  Carol Kenni cott in this 

nove l ,  it is  interesting to note that she , as the newco

mer in the small town and as the product o f  modern li fe 

in big cities of Ameri ca , tries  to bring and introduce -

some n ew and modern ways and ideas to the traditional 

people o f  the small and prairie town . Thi s i s  the re fle£ 

tion o f  the condition o f  American so ciety in the twea 

ties . In this case , Sinclair Lewis tries  to criticize -

t he sel f  - satisfied and uncon fo rmist society o f  t he Am� 

rican small town in accepting the new and good influen -

c e s , since Carol,  the high e ducated and modern woman , is  

interested in arts and in general culture . She just wants 

to participate in deve loping the prairie town . Caro l has 

tried to insert tho se new and modern influence s ,  but she 

always fails be cause o f  many impedements in society. 

The de tails o f  con flicts which occur among them will be 
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given in the analysis o f  this paper.  These so cial con 

flicts are actually the real condition o f  American so ci� 

ty , as what Robert a. Nisbet , the American so ciologist , 

has stated , 

The conflict o f  tradi tional folkways and new 

technicways is , o f  course , a clear feature 
o f  our own society . 

(Nisbet ,  Robe rt A .  , The So 
cial Bond , 1970 , 247 ) 

II. l . 3 .  The Biographical Approach 

In creating the satirical novel,  such as Lewis' 

Main Street , the author is the main and important fac

tor .  The author is the subj e c t  matter in regarding and a 

nal;yzing. �·novel as the form o f  expression . Through his -

work, he can express his ideas and feelings o f  disapPQ 

intment towards the li fe and certain people . To observe 

the author's ideas which is re flected in t he satiri cal 

novel , it is certainly conside ring the author's details 

of his background of li fe and t he biography as a prin -

cipal concern. From the author's biography we will know 

the reasons whi ch have become the background o f  the crea 

tive process in creating this satirical novel . 

The most obvious cause o f  a work o f  art i s  
i t s  creator , the author; • • •  we can think 
o f  biography as a f fording materials for a 
systematic study o f  the personality o f  the 
author and o f  the creative process . 

(Wellek and ir:arren , Theory -
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Although this novel i s  not me rely an autobiogra-

phi cal novel o f  Sinclair Lewi s ,  there are some autobio-

graphical elements o f  Lewis whi ch are re fle cted in this 

novel; the character o f  Caro l Kenni co t t ,  t he main cha

racter,  for example is mo stly like Sinc lair Lewis him

self . V/hat happens with her are mostly the same ··:\v ·.i t h 

what Sinclair Lewis himself had experienced.  There are 

also some similaritie s  between other characters in this 

novel and certain persons in Lewi s ' s  own li fe. 

Talking about the character who se life is mo stly 

like Sinclair Lewis himsel f ,  Harry Shaw has de fined that 

kind de finition o f  character as ; 

• • •  the aggragate o f  traits and features that 

form the nature o f  some Farson or animal . I n 

literature , has several other spe ci fic meaning 
notably that o f  a :_Jerson represented in story ,  
novel , play , et c .  

( Shaw , Harry , Dictionary o f  
Literary Terms , 1972 ,  70-71 ) 

Tho se are the importances o f  the biography o f 

the author in literary works . The exact ske t ch o f  Sin

clair Lewi s ,  the aut hor o f  Main Street , will b e given 

i n cha pter III . Thi s  ske tch o f  the author will be com

pleted with some of Lewis ' other works in general di s

cussion whi ch may support the analysis of this the sis . 
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·The writer realizes that there have been many -

studies and critics about Sinclair Lewis and his wo rks,  

e spe cially about his novel Main Street . The writer also 

admits  that he is not the first man who make s the study 

or the thesis o f  Sinclair Lewi s ' wo rks . However , .t h e 

writer thinks it  is an appropriate way to reveal the use 

o f  satire in Lewis' Main Stre e t  on the analysis o f  this 

t hesis ,  which he  believe s is  a di f ferent way to look at 

Lewi s ' work . This spe ci fic study , as the writer h a s 

done , is  analyzed by using the socio logical and biogra

phical approache s . The writer calls it spe ci fi c , because 

Sinclair Lewis as the native o f  Sauk Centre , whi ch ha s.s. 

tirizes in this novel ,  writes the bad side s o f  his own -

hometown . It seems Lewis hates this town very much, but 

in fact he loved and was proud o f  being born there , since 

it  was his own will that his ashe s were returned to Sauk 

Cent re . We can learn further about this fact in chapter 

III of thi s  thesis . 

Here are some studie s  and c ritics about Sinclair 

Lewis and his novel Main Stree t  whi c h  the writer has se 

lected and quoted from c ertain books and whi c h  may sup

port the analysis of this the sis . 

II . 2.1 . 'The America o f  Sin clair Lewi s ' by Lewi s Mumford 

In 1920 Mr . Sinclair Lewis publi shed Main Street. 

For the first time all the nebulous criti cism and dissa-
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tis faction , which had been accumulating over a long pe r! 

od , had found a voice , and what is  more important , had 

been embodied in creature s o f  flesh and blood . The com � 

bat o f  Carol Kenni cott with the stodgy , self - sati fie d  

so ciety o f  Gopher Prairie was symbo lic o f  an underlying 

con fli ct that was going on all over the country . 11 Main 

Street 1 1 ,  said Mr . Lewis in a brief  introduction,  "is the 

c limax o f  civilization . That this Ford car might stand 

in front o f  the Bon Ton Store , Hannibal invaded Rome and 

Erasmus wrote in Oxford cloisters . " 

What did Mr . Lewis show'? He showed a dreary col

le ction o f  hovels lined haphazardly along a s habby tho

rough fare; a hard , pushing ,  aggre ssive e conomi c li fe , in 

which t he only admirable and spiritually inde pendent fi

gure was the town outcast , Miles Bjornstam; and upon the 

muddy surface o f  this so ciety, like a few planks thrown 

despe rately across the slippe ry ooze , a handful o f  wist

ful ignorant souls who aspired to gentleness and culture 

but who were all too easily swallowed up in a vast and � 

ve rpowering banality . 'Fhe·0e f fe ctiveness of Mr. Lewi s ' 

portrait o f  Main Street was due to the fact t hat he was 

not an alien in this environment; his e ssentil foreign. "

ness consisted in his ability to see Main Stre e t  for 

what it was , not for what it thought it was . Was it sati 

re or was it po rtraiture ? Plainly it was bot h; and the 

strength o f  the sa tire was in pro portion to the univer

sal reality o f  the portrait . 
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Are Mr . Lewis' novels repre sentative o f  Ame ri can 

li fe? Yes - i f  one is care ful to quali fy the meanings o f  

t he se words . Mr . Lewi s knows his own people o f  the Mid

dle West very well . His satires have value o f  pho togra

phy . Most o f  the phenomena that Hr . Lewi s  shows in h i s 

novel s  are real . 

( Schore r ,  Mark , Sinclair Le
wi s ,  1962,  102-103) 

II . 2 . 2 .  tThe Great De cade: The Twenties' by Sheldon Nor-

man Grebstein 

Main Street had a tremendous impact upon t he Am� 

rican mind . It  was ,  o f  course , not the first novel to at 

tack the small town , for E . W .  Howe had anti cipated i t 

forty years be fore . However,  Main Street and the mood o f  

the time made Sinclair Lewis the voi ce for whi ch t h e 

young rebels had been li stening . America's intelle ctuals 

and a good part of its thinking citizenry had be come in

tro spectiv e ,  self-concious , and self-critical . 

The critics adde d to the nove l's momentum by dis 

cussing it widely and o ften with glowing praise s .  ·Irvin 

Cobb explained the book ' s  suc cess in this way · 11People 

in the cities are sure to like it be cause it makes fun 

o f  rural place s ,  and the folks that live in villages and 

little towns have to read it j ust to find out what Sin

clair Lewis is saying about them . 11 One writer called it 

11one o f  the mile stones in the discovery of America " ,  and 
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an English criti c wrote , 110ne is tempted to generalize E. 

bout American characte risti c s  on the basis o f  nearly e -

very chapter o f  this book. It sums u p  brilliantly and 

mercile ssly everything that the new generation in Ame ri-

ca de te sts. " 

The public took Main Street wit h  as muc h  seriOU§. 

ness as the critics. What se ems to them most signifi cant 

about the whole affair o f  Main Street i s  t he painful con 

scientiousness o f  any number o f  peo ple in regard to it . 

"This i s  Ameri ca , "  says Mr. Lewis in his own i talicized 

foreword , and far from his being lynched , the re is  a wi

despread uneasy fear that his pic ture may largely b e 

true . . . 

( Grebstein , She ldon Norman , 
-- Sinclair Lewi s ,  1962, 72-73) 

ll . 2.3. An Introduction to Lewis at Zenith 

The delay from 1916 to 1920 was fortunate . Nine 
. -

teen-sixteen might have o�ei1 -aust· -a- li ttte:·-too.- e��ly' but 

the publication o f  MainStreet in 1920 seems to have hit 

almo st to the day the moment at whic h  .American readers 

were mo st re ceptive to pre cisely such an attack on the 

small town , and thi s  whe ther in the larger group that -

praised it as the truest novel ever written about Ameri-

ca o r  in the sensitively de fiant group that damne d it  as 

untrue . The re sult was one of the most explo sive events 

in the history o f  American publishing , and it led. Robert 
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Littell to observe that 'If Main Stre e t  live s ,  it will 

probably be not as a novel but as an in cident in Ameri

can life . 1 

(An Introduction to Lewis at 

Zenith , by Mark Scharer,  vii 
-ix ) 
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