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The Octopus: The Rise of Force, The Death of Men

“...You are dealing with forces, young man, when you speak of Wheat and the Railroads, not with men. There is the Wheat, the supply. It must be carried to feed the People. There is the demand. The Wheat is one force, the Railroad, another, and there is the law that governs them—supply and demand. Men have only little to do in the whole business...” (Frank Norris, The Octopus)

The Octopus, metaphorically speaking, is a “rotund” book. Physically it is a 600-pager, and it also has a complex combination of various sub-plots which, if only tailored in the hands of other authors, can be several different novellas. These sub-plots range from the romantic life of the shepherd Vanamee to the political dilemma of the “old-school” politician Magnus Derrick. The characters and sub-plots are individually interesting as well as prominent, and it is too simplistic to judge one as the central focus of the story. Thus, it is difficult to say the central figure of the story. This seems to be in harmony with the whole theme of the story, that is, the impotency of men. Or, rather hyperbolically speaking, The Octopus epitomizes the death of men in the face of the rising corporation power. This paper will explore this idea aided with, where necessary, Michel Foucault's idea of modern power.

The perfect point to begin the exploration of the above-mentioned idea is the sub-plots that compose The Octopus. These coming paragraphs will discuss some of them individually based on the main characters involved in each of the sub-plot. For this purpose, stories around Presley, Dyke, the Hoovens, the Derricks, Annixter and Vanamee are chosen to be the central of discussion. 

Presley, a “visiting poet” in San Joaquin Valley, experiences an aesthetic conflict which later wears out his psychological condition. As a “poet by training”, he comes to live in Los Muertos hoping to write an epic poem, in hexameters, that can catch and immortalize the soul of the geographical revolution of the fecund valley. However, emotionally moved after seeing to the poignant fact of how the Railroad with its policies in property ownership and transport rate oppresses and, to some extend, pauperizes one of the best-mannered locals, Presley can no longer keep himself to hexameters, and lets his poetry assume its spirit without any restrictions of meters, and thus he becomes a “poet by instinct”, as opposed of his previous title as  a “poet by training”. However, later in the story, he identifies himself with the locals and take their fate as his own, while as a matter of fact his local close friend, Annixter, easily tells him “This is no business of yours” when he wants to assist them in the fight against the coming usurpers of the land. Besides, the participants of the last biggest assembly of the League applaud him for his speech, although they actually do not understand what he just said and consider him an outsider. In the end, Presley, after his double failures—that is, the failure to write his planned “Great Poem of the West” and that to help up with the struggle—and conforming to the reality, leaves the area and the continent for the sake of his health.

Then, comes Annixter with his own sub-plot around selfishness and unwillingness to make marital commitments. Annixter is introduced as a bright, hard-working young person who,  before the final third of the story, has a negative sentiment to anything related with “feemale women”. He “would argue upon every subject in the range of human knowledge, from astronomy to the tariff, from the doctrine of predestination to the height of a horse” (Norris 27). Once, mostly out of jealousy, he fires Delaney, one of his workers. He sees himself as the center of his world; he wants the world to be exactly like what he wants. In that way, he always finds excuses to deny that he is wrong in any arguments by saying “in a way it's so, and then again in a way it isn't” (Norris 27) or anything to that effect. It was later, after the departure of the Trees from his ranch, that he courageously admits that she loves Hilma Tree, narrated in such a strong way that implies how falling in love for Annixter is not an easy thing, because he perceives his position to be lower than the object of his love, he is no longer the center of his consciousness. This moment opens his mind of his obstinacy, not only in his relationship with all “feemale women”, but also with every single thing in his life. Therefore, in Chapter III of Book Two he can easily think of taking Mrs. Dyke and Sidney to his ranch when he knows that the old women and her grand-daughter must have lived in poverty after the departure of Dyke. And his show of wisdom peaks at the moment when he advises his enraged team to settle the conflict “peaceably”, without ever giving in, while S. Behrman and his gang has ransacked his house and flung his “household possessions ... out into the road” (Norris 511).

Vanamee, the most eccentric and mysterious character, also contributes a considerable sub-plot, that is, about his spiritual, mental conflict. The narrator calls Vanamee a “poet by instinct”, who is never seen literally to write poems, but metaphorically lives in poetry. Since the death of Angéle, the love his life, Vanamee has become a recluse who spends months away from the civilization, living with the rhythm of nature, so attuned to it that he develops a particular sixth sense, some kind of clairvoyance. He can make long distance mental contact with anyone he wants. The rape and death of Angéle are the two strongest shocks in his life. Her death is so hard of a shock that his consciousness refuses to accept it. He believes that, with his supernatural power, he can summon Angéle back into his life. Therefore, he tries again and again to call her with his sixth sense. In the end, he is faced to the fact that what he wrongly perceives as the presence of his past girlfriend turns out to be the presence of Angéle's daughter. Then he comes to a realization that Angéle has died and there is nothing he can do about it. 

The next conflict is the one that involves the Derricks, that is Harran Derrick, Magnus Derrick, and, to a lesser degree, Lyman Derrick. This conflict is mainly around Magnus's career as a former politician who turns into a wheat farmer. His past experience in politics makes people entrust him with the leadership of the League, a movement to fight for a better future for the wheat growers. As a respected “old-school” politician who upholds truth and honesty, he would to fight for the farmers' cause as long as the straight ways are concerned. However, as other farmers suggest, since all the straight ways have been attempted without positive results and, after all, their enemy has taken corrupt ways, he had to, although initially with strong resistance, conform to the new school, the way proposed by the other founders of the League. He spends two thousand dollars to put his eldest son, Lyman Derrick, in the railroad commission. Unfortunately, his son is already “bought” by a greater force. At length, the truth behind the bribery is revealed and he falls from grace. On top of that, the people for whom he fought the dirty way turn out to deride him on that account. At the end of the story, he only has his wife to take care of him and has lost his two sons, wealth, dignity, and, even more, commonsense. 

Above those sub-plots is another plot that involves almost all of the male characters in the novel, that is, the plot around the struggle of farmers against the oppressiveness of the Railroad corporation. In San Joaquin Valley, which is very famous for its rich farmland, the Railroad company leases has a huge land and leases this land to farmers. In this case, the Railroad corporation is in a good position because they are the only access to the outer world for the farmers' crop products. As one can easily expects, the corporation can decide whatever price they want. Besides, since the corporation also owns the property, the farmers face still another problem even when they are by normal standard considered wealthy enough to buy the land whose value they have enhanced through their farming. The Pacific and Southwestern Railroad easily dabbles with the life of the farmers. In the end, following the farmers' resistance to the railroad agents in Bonneville, the corporation decide a high price that the farmers can't afford. San Joaquin farmers, led by Magnus Derrick, begins their effort by taking political ways to fight against the Railroad policies by bribing people in the government in order to put Lyman Derrick in Railroad commission with the hope that he will fight for policies that side with the farmers, especially those in San Joaquin. Nonetheless, this bureaucratic way also fails because of the greater fund on the part of the Railroad company and the distribution of Railroad people in the State politics. Later, in the last effort of defending their land and wheat, the farmers took a hard way, with guns and rifles. Again, the farmers do not gain victory, and they even have to lose their prominent figures. In the end, the farmers again fall prey to the play of transport rates, the family members of the prominent farmers live in poverty, and the Railroad corporation gains even bigger benefit from their operation. 

As briefly touched on in the opening of this paper, each of the characters is significant in their respect and none can be viewed as the most important character; nevertheless, it cannot be easily said that together they are the propeller of the story. Some of them are connected in a common fight against and conflict with the octopus, the Railroad company. Nevertheless, as the case of Vanamee, Dyke, and Presley, their conflicts are unique in their respective natures. Seen in this light, this novel shows a prominent difference from important American literary works written and published during the last third of the 19th century. For this discussion, I will take Henry James's The Washington Square, William Dean Howells's The Rise of Silas Lapham (henceforth, Silas Lapham), and Mark Twain's The Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur's Court (henceforth, The Connecticut Yankee) for comparisons. 

The three last-mentioned novels, in spite of their different literary techniques and themes, share the same trait, that is, the centrality of main characters in the creation and solution of conflicts. In The Washington Square, the main motor of the story is firstly Dr. Sloper. With his experience in reading symptoms, he can rightly predict that Morris Townsend does not love Catherine for love's sake but covets the wealth that will come with marrying her. Dr. Sloper's attempts to prevent the bond between Catherine and Townsend constitute the considerable portion of the novel. After Dr. Sloper's death, the baton is transferred to Catherine. She now decides the direction of the story. As for Silas Lapham, it is Silas Lapham, although most of the time wrong in his attempts in business as well as in domestic life, who holds the most decisive part in the current of the novel. His good fortune as a mineral paint businessman and his dream of a decent, classy house for his family, especially for his two daughters, occupies the novel. Besides, other characters' views—such as Bartley Hubbard, Mrs. Lapham, and the Coreys—of Silas Lapham also contribute significantly to the reader's appreciation of the story and Silas Lapham himself. Even in the end of the story, when Silas Lapham goes bankrupt because of the competition with West Virginians, the story still centers around him and how he, previously a country man in taste and morals, finally becomes a dignified person. In the case of The Connecticut Yankee, which is the strangest novel in this list due to its temporal and spatial settings, the most prominent element of the story is the I, a nineteenth century engineer with a knowledge of thirteen centuries ahead. His effort to turn a Dark Age kingdom into an enlightened modern civilization, along with his contemplations and evaluations of the medieval age values and practices, are the central focus of the novel. Here, a person is shown in a level higher, not only than inanimate objects, such as the nature, but also than his less enlightened counterparts. Therefore, in this novel, a man acts almost God-like, thanks to his thirteen centuries ahead knowledgeability,  with his omniscient control over almost all elements in the King Arthur's realm, from the use of thunder to the practice of religious leaders. 

These three novels depict how human beings are the central actors in their world, especially when viewed in the light of the common discourse that they share, that is, the professional discourse. Dr. Sloper is a medical doctor who, in his domestic life, never takes off his professional glasses in examining any symptoms. He sees through Townsend, his sister Lavinia Penniman, and, to some extent, his daughter Catherine. Silas Lapham is a businessman who cannot keep himself from taking his domestic life into professional life—a direct contradiction to Dr. Sloper. In A Connecticut Yankee, the narrator is an engineer who, strangely enough, masters all necessary arts of the nineteenth century civilization who employs modern work discipline in building up his think-tank that later decides the enlightenment in King Arthur's civilization. All in all, the three novels epitomize modernistic order of things, in which men assume an authority of their surroundings, in which the twist and turn of the world is in the hand of human beings. Even further, A Connecticut Yankee and, rather tacitly, Silas Lapham shows how a “heaven” God is surpassed by man-made gods. In Silas Lapham, there are references related with Silas's treatment of his business with a certain spirituality. Silas “believes in” his paint as faithful people believe in God, and he respects those who share the same belief, as shown from the way he trusts Corey when he comes to his office to ask about the possibility to work with the company. In one occasion, when his new house is caught in fire and there is nothing he can do about it because the builder's risk that he holds has expired in one week and hears his wife with a magnanimity of a faithful person in the face of an accident says, “Oh, thank the merciful Lord!”, Silas, tongue-in-cheek, says, “Well, it's a queer way of showing it” (Howells 258). As for A Connecticut Yankee, there might be enough critiques on religion for one to write a single critical analysis book. However, one of the first critiques of church in this novel is how the church has shifted the paradigm from the idea of men's achievement that decides their success to the idea of people's success is decided by their birth, when the narrator says “Before the day of the Church's supremacy in the world, men were men, and held their heads up, and had a man's pride and spirit and independence; and what of greatness and position a person got, he got mainly by achievement, not by birth” (Twain 63). The rest of the book shows how men are supposed to be the one who decides their lives by compensating their limitations and controlling Mother Nature. 

The points discussed in the last two paragraphs are surely in direct opposition to what The Octopus has got to offer. In this novel, human beings do have free will to struggle to turn the world into what they wish it to be, but this struggle does not necessarily give the expected results. Presley, as a trained poet, can easily write a good epic “all in hexameters” as far as the form is concerned. However, when he is confronted to poignantly inhuman reality for the content of his poetry, and thus becomes stupefied and enraged at the same time, he has to give in to the chaos and to write a “fugitive” verse poem, “The Toilers”. The soft-hearted poet is guided by the burdening stress from the death of his best friends during the fight with the Railroad people towards the “six inches of gas-pipe” dynamite and an attempt to kill S. Behrman with it. His object of observation steers him and wears him out. Another character, Vanamee, even with his hard-boiled sixth sense, still cannot summon his past-lover Angéle and finally has to yield to the force of nature, the force of immortality and accepts the death of Angéle courageously. Dyke, a good-natured former-engineer of the Railroad company who by habit does not drink while others drink beer as much as Hilda Hooven drinks milk and keeps a graceful dream of sending his daughter to study in a seminary—and never stops telling people about it—is pushed into a corner of Caraher's saloon and starts drinking during which the evil plot of stealing from the train sneaks into his mind. The dignified politician Magnus Derrick, who every now and then is referred by the narrator of the novel to belong to the “old-school” politicians carrying on only straight practices, is at length forced to adopt bribery as a means to pursue his glorious goal to save the farmers, forced to believe in the greater good for the greater number by overlooking the means. During the momentous moments before Magnus gives his decision, Mrs. Derrick's voice, symbolizing the human voice emerging from the adherence to ethics, does no longer have any significance.

The Washington Square, Silas Lapham, and A Connecticut Yankee portray the potentiality of men, while The Octopus men's impotency. In the first three novels, men are of the highest degree of importance in the stories. There are no turns in the story but those made by men's conscious decision. The extreme example of this is in The Washington Square. Even though she is already made subaltern by Dr. Sloper, especially when before his death Dr. Sloper anticipates Catherine's return to Townsend and then reduces the amount of money that Catherine inherits, Catherine fights back in a unique way against his father's prediction, that is, by consciously rejecting Townsend when he returns to Washington Square with the intention to start over the past-relation; here Catherine uses a double-edged sword to show a revolt against his father's authoritarianism in treating her and, at the same time, against Townsend's bad deed that she finally realizes. Meanwhile, in The Octopus, men are reduced into their reactions to outer forces. In the case of Dyke's and Presley's failed attempts at taking revenge, both men are even reduced into reactionary animals. What the reader find in The Octopus's characters are human realization how he is no longer—or never?—the master of their world. There are things that man is not potent enough to direct. Again, extremely speaking, the novel depicts with an unprecedented clarity the death of men. In a bitter tone in the chapter VII of book two, where the melodrama of Mrs. Hooven's starvation moves along with the high class people's grand dinner, Shelgrim even admits that he cannot control the Railroad business once the business starts, as much as Mr. Derrick cannot stop the growth of wheat.

If men are dead, what is alive then to keep the story flowing? It is Force, or Forces, the word that appears again and again in the pages of The Octopus. These Forces are any external entities that create the condition in which men have to take actions. The Forces found to be operating in The Octopus fall into two categories, that is, those operating at individual level and those at communal level. This phenomenon will surely call into mind Michel Foucault's way of understanding the distribution of modern power in the society, which, unlike the previous power, “is local, continuous, productive, capillary, and exhaustive” (Frase 276). Viewed in these light, the following discussion will be more easily acceptable. 

At individual level, there are several ostensible Forces. The one that operates over Vanamee is the Force of cosmos, that is, the immortality of life. Immortality is too powerful for Vanamee. A dead person can no longer be summoned into life. The strongest sixth sense of Vanamee cannot reach Angéle who is already in the realm of the dead. As a consequence, Vanamee now has to direct his love to another object, that is, the closest substitute for his past love, the young Angéle. As for Annixter, it is the “great vivifying eternal force of humanity” (Norris 368). The departure of Hilma Tree, the girl whom he is in love with, from his ranch gives him a serious shock. During this time, he contemplates on the nature of his feeling and the consequences of fulfilling that need. If previously he wants Hilma Tree to like him, not to hate him, now he tells Hilma that he loves her and “wants to be to [her] the best a man can be to a woman” (Norris 404). He is ready to enter a commitment that he previously thought only suitable for a much older Annixter, not for the currently young Annixter. Then he realizes that men are not supposed to be stubborn and self-centered. The termination of this self-centeredness gives way to the realization that a man is in a net of interconnectedness with other people. From then on, Annixter puts other people on the same degree of importance as himself. This force of ethics makes him see his usurpers, that is, S. Behrman, Christian, Delaney, and the Marshall, at the same level as himself, and thus he will not take their lives unless they start the fight. In the case of Presley, his contempt for the beastliness of S. Behrman as the one who always takes advantage of any situation and the death of his friends force him to quit his soft-heartedness and make him take the failed attempt at killing S. Behrman. As for Minna Hooven and Mrs. Hooven, it is starvation that forces them to lead contemptible lives. Minna Hooven “[goes] to hell” or ends up being a prostitute and Mrs. Hooven, before she realizes it, has become a beggar. Both women do not want even once to lead those lives. However, starvation is such a powerful force. 

At communal level, the reader is presented with the forces of wheat that push the main characters and San Joaquin wheat growers in general to suffer. The first force is the transportation of wheat to other places in the US. This has a direct relationship with the Railroad service. The second force with regards to wheat and Railroad is the ownership status of the land where the farmers grow their wheat plants. These forces drive the characters to adopt an evil way, bribing, to polish their way towards the expected transport rates and desirable land prices. Approaching the end of the story, when Presley visits Shelgrim, the president of the P and S.W., he is stupefied by how the master of the octopus is as a matter of fact a compassionate man, far from what he has imagined based on his experience with the Railroad people in Bonneville and what he has heard from people about him. Shelgrim's statement, as used as the opening quote in this paper, that the Force that has caused the incident in San Joaquin is actually not a human one, makes him realize that this Force is beyond human control, because it is not regulated by human. The Force which can be explained as demand and supply is beyond the control of any human individual. S. Behrman, Delaney, Christian and the Marshall are just the tentacles of this gigantic octopus. Even Shelgrim himself cannot control the movement of this Force. 

Inside this Force, there are some kinds of power practiced, perfectly suitable with what Foucault says about the modern power. In the topmost level, the reader is presented with the power of a corporation. Corporation was a new magnificent power in the nineteenth century America because of the huge amount of capital it could have at its command and the many privileges it then had. In The Octopus, the Pacific and South Western Railroad, with its huge amount of capital and the privilege to own property, has a vast land area in San Joaquin Valley and leases it to farmers. Due to the richness of the farmland, these farmers finally can gain a huge success there and think they are wealthy enough to buy the land where they have been growing their wheat. At this point, the corporation starts showing its authority by playing with the price of the land. In the end of the day, the farmers are left with a soaring land price that they can afford. These farmers' suffering is intensified with the fact that the corporation is holding the monopoly over the transportation of the crop products from San Joaquin valley to other areas in the country. Since no other railroad companies serve the area, the corporation can easily play with the transport rates for the crop products. The only thing that the farmers could expect to alleviate their suffering is the company's compassion, which is highly impossible, especially in the age when the concept of social responsibility is nowhere to be found. Besides, a corporation is not a single person who can be easily touched at the sight of others' misery, it is governed by the law of demand and supply. The corporation is composed of a group of stakeholders who mostly will naturally expect to gain profit, especially when it is already seen before their naked eyes. Even if one member of the corporation has compassion, he still has to win other stakeholders' heart in order that his desire to help people realized. Suppose the railroad company belonged only to Shelgrim, the reader could expect to see him reconsider the rate reduction by 10 per cents that the farmers expect from scene where easily thinks about raising the salary of one of his staffs in order to increase his performance, instead of firing him, because he knows that firing will only make things worse for the staff who has three children. However, in relation to the force of wheat and railroad, which is ruled by the law of demand and supply, “born out of conditions” and “no man […] can stop it or control it” (Norris 576),  Other characters have mistakenly thought that Shelgrim is behind all the beastly policies of the Railroad corporation, that Shelgrim is the person in whose pocket all the money will go, as described with strong emotion in the paragraph that addresses him as the “one individual that [is] constantly in the eye of the world” … “in the New Movement, New Finance, the reorganisation of capital, the amalgamation of powers, [and] the consolidation of enormous enterprises” (Norris 104). The narrator says that “No one [is] more hated, more dreaded, no one more compelling of unwilling tribute to his commanding genius, to the colossal intellect operating the width of an entire continent than the president and owner of the Pacific and Southwestern” (Norris 104). At this point, the narrator slips into a mistaken notion that Shelgrim is the “owner of the Pacific Southwestern”, while actually he is just one of the owners of the corporation who, alone, can never have the power to direct the corporation. He is in command only in the vicinity of his office. He can rise salaries of whom he is in charge of or paid to manage. As for the rate reduction, which involves a huge amount of money and is the source of the corporation's profit, which means involving the obstruction of the business proposition, which is “born out of certain conditions”, it is beyond his capacity as a mere human factor. 

This force is intensified with the fact that the railroad business is already an octopus with ubiquitous tentacles that can reach the most remote areas in San Joaquin Valley. Its strong tentacles work most delicately in the the State politics as well as bully viciously at the farm level taking the shape of Delaney's Winchester rifle. At the State politics, the corporation can buy Lyman Derrick's cleverness to play with the ten per cent rate reduction in such a way as not to reduce the corporation's profit. And at the grassroot level, one of its tentacles, that is, S. Behrman, can force a farmer to mend his fence to protect the cow from obstructing the train's right of way. “Mercury”, the local newspaper that acts as the corporation's tentacle in affecting public opinions, also serves for the same cause. After the fight between S. Behrman's men and the Leaguer's founders, the newspaper releases a news that reveals Magnus's dirty practice of bribery in order to ruin the Leaguers' sympathy with the death of their leaders; and it works. It seems like the corporation has just the right weapons—or specialized tentacles?—for countering any attacks launched by hostile movements. 

It is here that the reader can see the epitome of capillary power, as Michel Foucault calls it. The railroad is a gigantic octopus with an enormous power, but its power is not monolithic. Its actions are not decided at head level, but anywhere throughout the tentacles. The reader can see how the Railroad company does not directly fix the price of their land for the settlers to buy, but wait until its value multiplies. It does not fix the price at the figure they have previously circulated to the settlers, which would only give the farmers profit without leaving none for them. The price fixation that S. Behrman claims to be the corporation's decision delivered during Annixter barn-party seems to be a negative answer to what the settlers ask. The highest price of the land, thirty dollars, for the land where Annixter settles and grows wheat seems to be an answer to Annixter's misbehavior when he comes to Ruggles's office with the intention to buy the land outright. Knowing the price that Annixter if offered, any reader will directly remember when, in Ruggles's office, Annixter says “Do you people think you can hold that land, untaxed, for speculative purposes until it goes up to thirty dollars and then sell out to some one else—sell it over our heads?” (Norris 196). At other occasion, after the shooting incident, 

“Bonneville [is] isolated. Not a single local train [is] running, not one of the through trains [makes] any halt at the station. The mails [are] not moved. Further than this, by some arrangement difficult to understand, the telegraph operators at Bonneville and Guadalajara, acting under orders, [refuses] to receive any telegrams except those emanating from railway officials. The story of the fight, the story creating the first impression, [is] to be told to San Francisco and the outside world by S. Behrman, Ruggles, and the local P. and S. W. agents.” (Norris 541)

This paragraph itself is actually sufficient to show the “octopusness” of the corporation and the “capillarity” of power. A modern-day reader would easily relate this to one of the notions in Jean-Baudrillard's essay entitled “The Gulf War Did Not Take Place”, that is, the argument that what people around the world see as the Gulf War is actually a collection of images and news edited by a certain authority, and the reality on the field itself is actually far from those images and news. This is all only made possible by the total control over various facilities, especially media. In The Octopus, the railroad company that has a total control over transportation, information, and mass media, has the capability to control public opinion.

From the whole exploration above, we can see that Frank Norris shows a good harmony between the form of the novel, an epic novel, without a single prominent hero, but several figures with their equally important conflicts, and the content of the novel, that is, about the impotency of men before the forces of railroad and wheat. The novel shows with a vivid depiction of how the modern life, with its new movements and new finance has called for the death of men and the rise of artificial persons that is devoid of heart to be brave and equipped with tentacles to be omnipresent.
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