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Introduction to "It Can't Happen Here"

It Can't Happen Here is a prescient political novel written by American
author Sinclair Lewis, first published in 1935. The book explores the rise of
fascism in the United States through the lens of a fictional political
campaign led by a demagogic politician named Berzelius "Buzz" Windrip. As one
of the first American novels to confront the threat of totalitarianism,
Lewis's work remains strikingly relevant in contemporary discussions about
democracy, populism, and the fragility of civil liberties.

Overview of the Novel

"It Can't Happen Here" is set in the fictional backdrop of a dystopian
America that succumbs to authoritarian rule. The narrative follows Doremus
Jessup, a liberal newspaper editor, who witnesses the gradual erosion of
democratic values and the rise of Windrip's totalitarian regime. The novel
serves as a stark warning against complacency and the potential dangers posed
by charismatic leaders who exploit societal fears.

Plot Summary

The story begins with a description of American society in the 1930s, marked
by economic turmoil and social unrest. Windrip, a populist candidate,
capitalizes on public discontent by promising prosperity and national
rejuvenation. His campaign is characterized by aggressive rhetoric and
appeals to nationalism.

As Windrip ascends to power, he enacts a series of draconian measures,
including:

e Suppression of dissent

e Control of the media

e Establishment of a paramilitary force called the Minute Men

Doremus Jessup, who initially believes that democracy is resilient, soon
finds himself in a struggle for survival as he becomes increasingly aware of
Windrip's authoritarian tactics. The novel delves into the psychological and



moral dilemmas faced by Jessup and his circle of friends as they navigate the
oppressive regime.

Thematic Elements

Lewis's novel is rich in themes that resonate strongly with contemporary
audiences. Some of the key themes include:

1. The fragility of democracy: The narrative illustrates how quickly
democratic institutions can be undermined, emphasizing the importance of
vigilance and civic engagement.

2. The role of media: The manipulation of information and propaganda plays
a critical role in Windrip's rise to power, highlighting the media's
influence on public perception.

3. Populism and demagoguery: Windrip embodies the characteristics of a
demagogue, using fear and charisma to rally support, which serves as a
cautionary tale about the allure of populist leaders.

4. The moral responsibility of individuals: Jessup's internal struggle
reflects the ethical dilemmas faced by those who must choose between
personal safety and standing up for their beliefs.

Historical Context

To fully appreciate "It Can't Happen Here," it is essential to understand the
historical context in which Sinclair Lewis wrote the novel. The 1930s were
marked by significant political and social upheaval in the United States and
around the world. The Great Depression had devastated the economy, leading to
widespread unemployment and disillusionment with traditional political
structures.

During this period, the rise of fascism in Europe, particularly in Nazi
Germany and Fascist Italy, served as a cautionary backdrop for Lewis's
narrative. The emergence of totalitarian regimes raised fears about the
potential for similar movements to take root in America. Lewis's concerns
were not unfounded; the 1930s saw the growth of extremist political groups,
including the America First Committee, which espoused isolationist and anti-
immigrant sentiments.



Character Analysis

The characters in "It Can't Happen Here" are intricately crafted, serving as
reflections of broader societal issues. Key characters include:

- Doremus Jessup: The protagonist, a principled and liberal newspaper editor
who struggles to reconcile his ideals with the harsh realities of an
authoritarian regime.

- Berzelius "Buzz" Windrip: The charismatic and manipulative politician whose
rise to power symbolizes the dangers of populism and demagoguery.

- Shad Ledue: Windrip’'s ruthless aide, representing the violent enforcement
of the regime's policies and the moral decay that accompanies authoritarian
rule.

- Miriam Jessup: Doremus's wife, who embodies the personal sacrifices made by
individuals in the face of political oppression.

Each character represents different facets of society and the varying

responses to totalitarianism, making the narrative a complex exploration of
human behavior under duress.

Literary Style and Techniques

Sinclair Lewis employs a variety of literary techniques to enhance the impact
of his narrative. Some notable elements include:

1. Satire

Lewis uses satire to critique American society and politics, drawing
attention to the absurdities inherent in Windrip's campaign and the
gullibility of his supporters. This satirical lens allows readers to engage
critically with the events of the story.

2. Symbolism

The novel is rich in symbolism, with characters and events representing
larger societal issues. For example, the Minute Men symbolize the rise of
authoritarian violence, while Jessup’s newspaper serves as a metaphor for the
struggle for truth and freedom of expression.

3. Foreshadowing

Throughout the narrative, Lewis employs foreshadowing to build tension and



emphasize the inevitability of Windrip's rise. Early warnings from characters
about the dangers of complacency resonate throughout the story, creating a
sense of urgency.

Impact and Legacy

"It Can't Happen Here" has had a lasting impact on American literature and
political discourse. Its exploration of the fragility of democracy and the
dangers of authoritarianism continues to resonate with readers today. The
novel has been revisited in various contexts, especially during periods of
political upheaval or the emergence of populist movements.

In recent years, discussions surrounding the themes of the book have gained
renewed relevance, prompting comparisons between Windrip'’s tactics and those
used by contemporary political figures. The novel serves as a reminder of the
importance of safeguarding democratic values and the need for active civic
engagement.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Sinclair Lewis's "It Can't Happen Here" remains a powerful and
relevant commentary on the potential for authoritarianism to take root in
democratic societies. Through its rich themes, complex characters, and
incisive critique of political dynamics, the novel serves as both a
historical document and a cautionary tale. As readers navigate the
complexities of modern politics, Lewis's work encourages a vigilant and
informed citizenry—one that recognizes the fragility of freedom and the
responsibilities that come with it.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'It Can't
Happen Here'?

The main themes include the fragility of democracy, the rise of
authoritarianism, and the dangers of complacency in society.

How does Sinclair Lewis portray the character of
Berzelius 'Buzz' Windrip?

Buzz Windrip is portrayed as a charismatic yet manipulative politician who
exploits the fears and prejudices of the populace to gain power.



What historical context influenced Sinclair Lewis
when writing 'It Can't Happen Here'?

Lewis was influenced by the rise of fascism in Europe during the 1930s,
particularly the regimes of Hitler and Mussolini, and the socio-political
climate of the United States.

What is the significance of the title 'It Can't
Happen Here'?

The title reflects the common belief that authoritarianism and
totalitarianism could not take root in America, highlighting the dangers of
underestimating such possibilities.

How does the book depict the role of media in
society?
The book illustrates how media can be manipulated to serve political ends,

spreading propaganda and shaping public perception to support
authoritarianism.

What role do the citizens play in the rise of
Windrip's regime?
Citizens are depicted as complicit in the rise of Windrip's regime, often

driven by fear, disillusionment, and a desire for strong leadership, allowing
authoritarianism to flourish.

In what ways does 'It Can't Happen Here' serve as a
warning for contemporary society?

The novel serves as a cautionary tale about the potential for democratic
erosion, encouraging vigilance against the rise of populism and
authoritarianism in modern politics.

How does Sinclair Lewis use satire in 'It Can't
Happen Here'?

Lewis employs satire to critique American politics, revealing the absurdities
and contradictions within society and the political system that allow for
authoritarian rule.

What impact did 'It Can't Happen Here' have on
American literature and political discourse?

The novel sparked discussions about democracy and authoritarianism in



America, influencing both literature and political thought regarding the
vulnerabilities of democratic institutions.

How does the protagonist Doremus Jessup respond to
Windrip's rise to power?

Doremus Jessup, a liberal newspaper editor, initially struggles with
disbelief and later becomes an active opponent of Windrip, representing the
moral conscience of society.
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