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  Context


  Sinclair Lewis was born February 7, 1885, in Sauk Centre, Minnesota to Dr. Edwin J. Lewis and Emma Kermott Lewis. Lewis's father remarried within a year of Emma Kermott Lewis's death in 1891. Lewis was an awkward youth overshadowed by his more attractive, popular older brother. He attended Yale University where he made the acquaintance of Upton Sinclair and contributed to the college literary magazine.


  After graduation, Lewis floundered about for several years. He married Grace Hegger in 1914 and wrote several novels that he himself did not much like. In 1920, he finally found his voice in his first published work, Main Street. The novel, which attacked the romantic myths of the American small town, established Lewis as a witty satirist of American culture. It was followed by Babbitt, a satire on the American middle class, in 1922. When he was offered the Pulitzer Prize for Arrowsmith in 1925, Lewis turned it down. He published Dodsworth in 1929. One year later, Lewis became the first American to be awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature.


  In 1925, Lewis divorced his first wife and married Dorothy Thompson. Although he continued to write prolifically, his popularity declined. After divorcing his second wife in 1942, he became increasingly short-tempered with his friends and acquaintances, partly because he resented the accusation that he had become "dated." In 1951, Lewis died in Rome at the age of 66.


  Summary


  Babbitt is set in the modern Midwestern city of Zenith. George F. Babbitt, a 46- year-old real estate broker, enjoys all the modern conveniences available to a prosperous middle-class businessman, yet he is dissatisfied with his life. When the novel opens, Babbitt has begun to regularly indulge in fantasies about a fairy girl who makes him feel like a gallant youth. Babbitt's family consists of his three children, Verona, Ted, and Tinka, and his dowdy, devoted wife, Myra.


  Babbitt's closest friend Paul Riesling is even more dissatisfied with his life. He is also more vocal about it. Although he dreamed of becoming a professional violinist in his youth, Riesling became mired in the life of the average middle-class businessman of his generation. His wife, Zilla, is equally unsatisfied with the monotonous, conventional routine of Zenith, but she vents her frustrations by constantly nagging Paul. Riesling has often spoken of divorcing his wife, but, like Babbitt's frequent declarations that he is going to quit smoking, he never follows through.


  Riesling and Babbitt try to ameliorate their dissatisfaction by taking a vacation in Maine together, but their enjoyment at their newfound freedom is short-lived. They eventually have to return to their lives as middle-aged married men. Both men experience a growing impulse to rebel against social conventions. When Babbitt discovers that Riesling is having an affair, he preaches the value of maintaining one's good social standing in the community. Riesling retorts that his life is miserable, so he doesn't feel guilty for seeking a little comfort in the arms of another woman. Soon thereafter, Riesling and Zilla have another argument; Riesling snaps, shoots his wife, and subsequently receives a sentence of three years in the state penitentiary.


  Babbitt is devastated by the loss of Riesling's steadying presence in his life. His own desire for rebellion comes to the surface when he realizes that he wants his fairy girl in the flesh. When the attractive widow, Tanis Judique, enters his life, Babbitt thinks he has found his fairy girl and begins an affair. At the same time, Babbitt becomes more critical of the conservative opinions of his friends. When the threat of a general strike hangs over Zenith, Babbitt ventures to support some of the claims of the strikers, shocking and alienating his social set. While Myra is away nursing her sick sister, Babbitt stays out late, drinking and partying with Tanis' bohemian friends.


  Babbitt's friends do not fail to take notice of his rebellion. They attempt to coax him back into their inner circle, but Babbitt remains defiant. Upon her return to Zenith, Myra becomes suspicious of Babbitt's activities. When he finally admits to her that he is having an affair, he convinces her that it is her fault. However, Babbitt becomes disillusioned with Tanis when he realizes that in many ways, her life is just as conventional as his. Meanwhile, Babbitt's friends try to bully him into returning to his old ways. When Babbitt refuses to conform, they shun him, and his business begins to suffer.


  When Myra falls seriously ill with appendicitis, Babbitt realizes that it is too late to become a rebel. He once again becomes a devoted husband and deeply regrets the pain he has caused his wife. Babbitt's friends offer their support during the crisis. Babbitt gratefully accepts the chance to resume his old life and quickly regains his respectable social status.


  Meanwhile, when Ted shocks everyone by eloping with Eunice Littlefield, Babbitt takes him aside to speak with him privately. Although he wants Ted to go to college, Babbitt accepts that Ted himself wants to drop out and work as a mechanic. Babbitt explains to his son that he never did anything he wanted to do with his life. Therefore, he urges Ted to resist the heavy pressure to conform to the expectations of others. Babbitt acknowledges that it is too late for him to rebel, but Ted still has a chance to achieve happiness on his own terms.


  Characters


  
    George F. Babbitt - Babbitt is a middle-aged successful real estate broker in Zenith. When the novel opens, he is a typical member of Zenith's hypocritical, ignorant, unthinking, conformist middle class. However, he is vaguely dissatisfied with the monotonous, conventional middle-class lifestyle. After his best friend, Paul Riesling, is sent to jail for shooting his wife in an argument, Babbitt briefly rebels against middle-class values. He has an affair, joins his mistress's Bohemian circle of friends, and voices liberal political opinions. However, his friends and associates quickly crush his rebellion by shunning him socially and refusing to do business with him. When Myra Babbitt falls seriously ill, Babbitt realizes that it is too late for him to rebel. He has too much to lose, and he doesn't want his family to suffer for his unorthodox behavior. He returns to his conventional life to regain his social status and respectability with a new understanding of the hypocritical, ignorant values of his class.

  


  
    Myra Babbitt - Myra Babbitt is George Babbitt's dull but devoted wife. She is also dissatisfied with the monotonous, conventional middle-class lifestyle. She is deeply hurt by Babbitt's affair, but when she falls seriously ill, Babbitt returns to his role as a responsible, family man.

  


  
    Ted Babbitt - Ted Babbitt is George and Myra's teenaged son. He doesn't want to go to college because his talents and interests lay in mechanics. Like most middle class boys, he is interested in girls, nice clothing, and expensive cars. At the end of the novel, he drops out of college and elopes with Eunice Littlefield. Because Babbitt now understands that the conventional middle-class lifestyle is extremely repressive, he tells his son to follow his dreams.

  


  
    Tinka Babbitt - Tinka Babbitt is Myra and George's youngest child.

  


  
    Verona Babbitt - Verona Babbitt is Myra and George's oldest child. She graduated from Bryn Mawr and professes liberal opinions. She wants to have a socially responsible career, but her beliefs and character are still heavily influenced by the materialistic, ignorant values of the middle class. She marries Kenneth Escott, a young reporter for Zenith's local newspaper.

  


  
    Henry T. Thompson - Thompson is Babbitt's father-in-law and business partner. Babbitt thinks he is "old-fashioned" and "provincial" because he didn't graduate from college. However, he is just as eager as Babbitt to take advantage of shady business opportunities in Zenith's real estate market.

  


  
    Paul Riesling - Paul Riesling was Babbitt's college classmate and is his closest friend. When he was young, he wanted to become a professional violinist, but like Babbitt, he became mired in the conventional lifestyle of the middle-class businessman. He is harshly critical of the monotonous, hypocritical character of Zenith's middle class. His wife, Zilla, is equally dissatisfied with this life, but she vents her frustration on Riesling by constantly nagging him. One day, Riesling snaps and shoots her during an argument, for which he is sentenced to three years in prison. The loss of his friend devastates Babbitt, and it prompts him to embark on a rebellion against the middle-class lifestyle.

  


  
    Zilla Riesling - Zilla Riesling is Paul Riesling's wife. She is bored and embittered with their monotonous, conventional, middle-class lifestyle. She vents her frustration by constantly nagging her husband. During an argument, Riesling snaps and shoots her. After he is sent to prison for three years, Zilla "gets religion," but she uses it to morally justify her resentful desire to see Riesling suffer for shooting her.

  


  
    May Arnold - May Arnold is Riesling's widowed, middle-aged mistress. Babbitt finds out about the affair when he encounters them together in Chicago during a business trip.

  


  
    "The Bunch" - "The Bunch" is Tanis's group of Bohemian friends. They include Minnie Sontag, Carrie Nork, and Fulton Bemis. After Babbitt spends some time with them, he realizes they have their own shallow, rigid standards of conformity.

  


  
    Dr. Dilling - Dr. Dilling is a conservative surgeon in Zenith. He helps the other members of the Good Citizen's League in the attempt to coerce Babbitt into conforming to Zenith's middle-class values. He treats Myra when she falls seriously ill.
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