
it can t happen here
It Can’t Happen Here is a novel written by Sinclair Lewis in 1935 that
explores the rise of fascism in America through a chilling narrative. The
book tells the story of Berzelius "Buzz" Windrip, a demagogue who rises to
power and transforms the United States into a totalitarian state. Through
this work, Lewis delves into themes of political manipulation, societal
complacency, and the fragility of democracy. This article will explore the
context of the novel, its characters, themes, and its relevance in
contemporary society.

Historical Context

The Rise of Fascism in the 1930s

The 1930s were a tumultuous time globally, with the rise of totalitarian
regimes in Europe. Countries such as Germany and Italy were experiencing the
ascendance of fascist leaders, Adolf Hitler and Benito Mussolini,
respectively. The economic turmoil of the Great Depression exacerbated social
tensions and allowed such leaders to capitalize on public discontent. In the
United States, there was widespread fear that similar movements could take
root, prompting Lewis to write a cautionary tale about the potential for
fascism in America.

Sinclair Lewis: An Overview

Sinclair Lewis was an American novelist and playwright who was the first
writer from the United States to receive the Nobel Prize in Literature in
1930. Known for his sharp social commentary and satirical style, Lewis often
critiqued American society and its institutions. His previous works, such as
"Main Street" and "Babbitt," already established him as a keen observer of
social norms and a critic of American capitalism. "It Can’t Happen Here" is
arguably one of his most significant works, as it reflects his anxieties
about the political climate of his time.

Plot Summary

"It Can’t Happen Here" follows the life of Doremus Jessup, a liberal
newspaper editor living in an unnamed small town in America. As the story
unfolds, Jessup witnesses the rise of Buzz Windrip, a populist candidate who
promises to restore America to its former glory. Windrip's platform appeals



to the disillusioned masses, and he quickly gains a following.

The narrative highlights several key events:

1. Windrip's Election: Windrip wins the presidency through a mix of
charismatic oratory and promises of economic revival, resonating with the
frustrations of the American populace.
2. The Establishment of a Dictatorship: Once in power, Windrip employs brutal
tactics, including the use of a paramilitary group called the "Minute Men,"
to suppress dissent and eliminate opposition.
3. The Personal Struggles of Jessup: As a journalist, Jessup grapples with
the consequences of Windrip’s regime, leading to his eventual imprisonment
and self-exile.

Through Jessup’s experiences, Lewis illustrates the gradual erosion of
democratic values and the ease with which a society can descend into tyranny.

Character Analysis

Doremus Jessup

Doremus Jessup serves as the protagonist and represents the voice of reason
and liberal thought. He is an intellectual who initially believes in the
resilience of American democracy. However, as Windrip's regime gains power,
Jessup’s idealism is put to the test, leading to his disillusionment and
eventual resistance.

Buzz Windrip

Buzz Windrip embodies the archetype of the demagogue. Charismatic and
manipulative, he uses fear-mongering and nationalism to rally support. His
rise to power serves as a cautionary reminder of how easily an authoritarian
figure can exploit democratic processes to undermine civil liberties.

Supporting Characters

- Leora Jessup: Doremus's wife, who grapples with her husband's convictions
and the changing political landscape.
- Senator L. S. G. McGowan: A figure representing traditional political
elites who are ultimately sidelined by Windrip's populist appeal.

These characters serve to highlight the societal dynamics at play and the
varying degrees of complicity and resistance to totalitarianism.



Themes

The Fragility of Democracy

One of the central themes of "It Can’t Happen Here" is the fragility of
democratic institutions. Lewis illustrates how complacency and apathy among
citizens can allow authoritarianism to take root. The ease with which Windrip
manipulates public sentiment underscores the vulnerability of democracy in
the face of economic and social crises.

Media and Propaganda

The role of the media is critical in the narrative, as Jessup's newspaper
becomes a target for censorship under Windrip’s regime. This theme highlights
the importance of a free press in holding power accountable and the dangers
of propaganda in shaping public opinion.

Fear and Paranoia

Fear is a powerful tool utilized by Windrip to maintain control. The climate
of paranoia that he fosters leads to a society where dissent is met with
violence and retribution. This theme resonates with contemporary discussions
about authoritarianism and the ways in which fear can be leveraged to erode
civil liberties.

Relevance Today

"It Can’t Happen Here" remains remarkably relevant in today’s political
climate, as many of the themes Lewis explored continue to resonate. The rise
of populism, the erosion of democratic norms, and the manipulation of media
are issues that have gained prominence in recent years.

Populism and Demagoguery

The allure of populist leaders who promise radical change can still be
observed in various political movements around the world. The rise of figures
who employ similar tactics to Windrip serves as a reminder of the cyclical
nature of history and the need for vigilance in protecting democratic values.



Media Integrity

With the proliferation of misinformation and the decline of trust in
traditional media outlets, the relevance of Lewis’s commentary on the role of
the press is poignant. A free and responsible media is essential in
safeguarding democracy, and the challenges posed by disinformation campaigns
echo the struggles faced by Jessup in the novel.

Societal Complacency

The complacency of citizens in the face of encroaching authoritarianism is a
cautionary tale that calls for active civic engagement. It emphasizes the
importance of being informed and involved in political processes to prevent
the erosion of democratic norms.

Conclusion

"It Can’t Happen Here" is not just a historical novel; it serves as a
prophetic reminder of the vulnerabilities inherent in any democracy. Sinclair
Lewis’s exploration of the rise of fascism in America remains relevant,
urging readers to remain vigilant and engaged in the protection of their
democratic values. Through its compelling characters and themes, the novel
challenges us to consider the fragility of freedom and the responsibilities
that come with it. As we navigate contemporary political landscapes, the
lessons from Lewis's work are more critical than ever, reminding us that,
indeed, it can happen here if we are not careful.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'It Can't Happen Here'?
'It Can't Happen Here' explores the rise of fascism in America and the
fragility of democracy, illustrating how ordinary citizens can become
complicit in authoritarianism.

Who is the author of 'It Can't Happen Here'?
The novel was written by Sinclair Lewis and was published in 1935.

How does the protagonist, Doremus Jessup, respond to
the rise of fascism?
Doremus Jessup initially underestimates the threat of fascism but ultimately



becomes a vocal critic of the regime, representing the struggle of
individuals against oppressive systems.

What historical context influenced the writing of
'It Can't Happen Here'?
The book was influenced by the rise of totalitarian regimes in Europe during
the 1930s, particularly Nazi Germany and Fascist Italy, and reflects concerns
about the vulnerability of American democracy.

What are some key symbols used in 'It Can't Happen
Here'?
Key symbols include the character of Buzz Windrip, who embodies
authoritarianism, and the media, which represents the manipulation of public
opinion and the spread of propaganda.

How does the book portray the role of media in
society?
The book highlights the media's power in shaping public perception and
controlling information, suggesting that a manipulated press can facilitate
the rise of totalitarian regimes.

What lessons can contemporary readers learn from 'It
Can't Happen Here'?
Contemporary readers can learn about the importance of vigilance in
protecting democratic values, the dangers of complacency, and the need for
active civic engagement to prevent the erosion of freedoms.

Has 'It Can't Happen Here' seen a resurgence in
popularity recently?
Yes, the novel has seen a resurgence in popularity, particularly in light of
recent political events that echo its themes of authoritarianism and the
fragility of democracy.

What impact did 'It Can't Happen Here' have on
American literature?
The novel had a significant impact on American literature by blending
political commentary with fiction, paving the way for future works that
address social and political issues.
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