
Babbitt by Sinclair Lewis: A Classic Tale of
American Conformity

Sinclair Lewis's Babbitt is a seminal work of American literature, published
in 1922. The novel offers a scathing critique of American materialism,
conformity, and the stifling nature of small-town life. It follows the
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protagonist, George F. Babbitt, a successful but disillusioned real estate
agent in the fictional midwestern city of Zenith. Through Babbitt's
experiences, Lewis exposes the emptiness and artificiality of the American
Dream.
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The Conformist

George F. Babbitt is the epitome of the American conformist. He is a
member of numerous civic organizations, a pillar of his church, and a
devoted husband and father. However, beneath this veneer of
respectability, Babbitt is deeply unhappy. He feels trapped by his mundane
existence and longs for something more meaningful.

Lewis masterfully depicts the ways in which Babbitt's conformity stifles his
individuality. He is constantly pressured to conform to the expectations of
his social circle, and he fears being labeled an outsider. As a result, he
suppresses his true feelings and desires, leading to a sense of inner
emptiness.
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The American Dream

Babbitt's pursuit of the American Dream is another central theme of the
novel. He dreams of wealth, success, and social status. However, as he
achieves these goals, he realizes that they do not bring him the fulfillment
he had hoped for. The American Dream is revealed to be a hollow promise,
leaving Babbitt feeling disillusioned and unfulfilled.

Lewis's critique of the American Dream is particularly relevant today. The
novel highlights the dangers of pursuing material success at the expense of
personal growth and meaningful relationships. It also exposes the corrosive
effects of conformity and the importance of remaining true to oneself.

The City of Zenith

The fictional city of Zenith serves as a microcosm of American society in
the early 20th century. It is a place where conformity is the norm and
individualism is discouraged. The citizens of Zenith are obsessed with
material possessions and social status, and they are quick to judge those
who deviate from the accepted norms.

Lewis's depiction of Zenith is both satirical and realistic. He captures the
stifling atmosphere of small-town life and the shallowness of the values that
dominate it. Zenith is a place where people are more concerned with
appearances than with substance, and where true happiness is elusive.

Redemption and Renewal

Despite the novel's overwhelmingly pessimistic tone, there is a glimmer of
hope at the end. Babbitt experiences a moment of self-realization and
begins to question the values that have ruled his life. He realizes that the
pursuit of material success has left him empty and unfulfilled.



The novel ends with Babbitt embarking on a journey of self-discovery. He
leaves behind his old life in Zenith and sets out to find a new path, one that
is true to his own values and aspirations.

Legacy and Impact

Babbitt has had a profound impact on American literature and culture. It is
considered one of the great American novels and is widely taught in
schools and universities. The novel's themes of conformity, the American
Dream, and the search for identity continue to resonate with readers today.

Babbitt has also been praised for its satirical brilliance and its keen insights
into the human condition. Lewis's characters are complex and believable,
and his depiction of American society is both incisive and insightful. The
novel is a timeless classic that offers a profound commentary on the
challenges and contradictions of modern life.

Babbitt is a powerful and thought-provoking novel that offers a scathing
critique of American society in the early 20th century. Through the character
of George F. Babbitt, Sinclair Lewis exposes the dangers of conformity, the
hollowness of the American Dream, and the importance of remaining true
to oneself. The novel is a timeless classic that continues to resonate with
readers today, offering valuable insights into the human condition.
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