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Introduction 
 
  

From the earliest days of the nation, what appears to set American society apart from its old 

world counterpart, is the opportunity it apparently provides for the individual, whoever he/she 

may be, and regardless of their origin, to achieve success.  This success, which is seemingly 

attainable to all who flock to its shores, reputedly disregards the old British class structure, 

where one is born into and held back socially and economically by one’s class, or should I say, 

lack of it. The consequences of this are that theoretically, one could begin life as an uneducated 

forester in a log cabin, and end up governing in the White House. This example may appear to 

be somewhat exaggerated; Abraham Lincoln is probably the exception to the rule, as he 

actually achieved this feat; nonetheless, this is the basis of the dream of a nation, The American 

Dream.      

      During the last few centuries The American Dream has become a phrase synonymous with 

the struggle for success.  Success as a tangible element is something that is extremely hard to 

measure, as different people define and value success in different ways. We too, usually 

categorize success according to different criteria, i.e. economically, romantically, in fact, one 

could argue as does Jim Cullen, that “There is no one American Dream” (Cullen 7). Meaning, 

in my opinion, that one person’s idea of success may not be the other person’s idea of success 

at all.  The success which the American Dream apparently contains as its main allure has no 

doubt changed. With the passing of time, the American Dream’s original allure, one of 

religious freedom, which it could be said is why the Puritans landed on American shores, could 

be conceived to have changed to a point where Americans find themselves today, which could 

arguably be seen as a state where economic freedom and upward mobility are the most 

important factors.          
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From the Rocky Mountain gold rush, to oil wells in Texas, the unclaimed natural resources of 

the land, and the hope of striking it rich have enticed  wave after wave of immigrants to its 

shores, many of whom are hoping for a piece of the dream.  In America’s short history it has 

seen Puritans travel to its shores, set up home there, and proceed forthwith laying the 

foundations for a land and its people. It could be argued that the belief in freedom has now 

been replaced or at least associated strongly by a belief in economic success, meaning that 

freedom of action has been replaced by freedom of acquisition. 

      In this essay I will attempt to give a definition to what could be perceived as the main ideas 

and ideologies concerning economic and religious wellbeing, two cornerstones, on which the 

American Dream is built. Many of these ideas are found and enlarged upon in Jim Cullen’s 

book The American Dream, and comparisons will be made to findings concerning the ideas 

and ideological similarities which can be found in Jane Smiley’s novel, A Thousand Acres. The 

novel which is set in the Midwest, is as typically American as you could possibly get, where 

the quest for bigger and better appear to be sanctioned by the religious aspects and the way of 

life that are found in the novel.  I will attempt to show through a study of the literature that 

alternatives to the supposedly economically driven dream are possible for some of the 

inhabitants of Zebulon County Iowa which is the setting of A Thousand Acres. 

      Even though, as will be discussed, economic success appears to be extremely important, 

religion has, and still does appear to play a large part in the American dream’s fabric, and once 

again, in my opinion, they cannot be separated as modules of study; when one talks of the 

American Dream, one talks of religion and economy. In this essay I will nevertheless be 

examining the relationship between the American dream and religion, how they interact and 

compare the findings to the religious contexts found in Jane Smiley’s novel. The main thesis in 

this essay will be asking if the American Dream is a success, or a failure, as seen in the novel A 

Thousand Acres, and are there, or has there been any alternative within the American cultural 
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and religious network found in the novel that could or has given life to a new dream, an 

alternative to the Protestant American Dream. 

     

The American Dream in Zebulon County 1951 - 1979 

James Nuechterlein argues in his article American Dreaming that “All in all, the subtle and 

complex interplay between idealism and materialism, a relationship at once contradictory and 

complementary, has been central to the meaning of the American experience.”(Nuechterlein)  

The author appears to be suggesting that the friction caused by having to find a balanced way 

of life, while choosing between idealism and materialism has, and possibly is, beneficial. It 

could also be argued, on the other hand, that friction caused by trying to balance the 

relationship between idealism and materialism possibly causes, in some cases, a conflict of 

interests of which the divide is impossible to bridge. Furthermore, it could be argued that the 

subtleness of the difference between idealism and materialism does not exist, at least in certain 

peoples’ eyes. This is the difference between happiness and misery, success and failure. These 

are the conflicts which exist in Jane Smiley’s novel. 

     Jane Smiley’s novel A Thousand Acres is widely known as a contemporary rewriting of 

Shakespeare’s King Lear although the setting for the play is between 1951 – 1979 in the 

American Midwest’s Zebulon County, Iowa. The novel centres on the repercussions for a 

farming family when Larry Cooke, the father, decides to divide the family farm, The Thousand 

Acre of the title, between his three daughters: Ginny, Rose and Caroline.  While this act of 

dividing the farm seems innocent enough, there are however hidden emotions which the two 

eldest daughters, Ginny and Rose, are forced to come to terms with. Accepting the farm would 

mean the same as accepting the father’s dream. The father, Larry, had it becomes clear, 

sexually abused the two daughters in their younger years leaving the youngest of the two 

daughters with the memories of the acts, and the eldest with a mental blank of the whole affair. 
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Tales of how the thousand acres are accumulated, from the great-grandparents initial 

disappointment after their arrival in 1881, when they discovered that the purchased land was 

mostly situated under water. The grand-parents, who then set about draining the land and 

saving money to reinvest in the sodden soil of Iowa, reappear in the novel as heroes.   Ginny’s 

father’s calculated activities to acquire more land are paramount in the plot, where more is 

better, it seems.  

      The farming methods he uses, while effective, pollute the family’s water supply, which in 

turn causes Ginny to repeatedly miscarry her and her husband’s attempts at starting a family. 

(She conceals subsequent miscarriages from her husband.) Rose, the younger sister, is 

diagnosed as having breast cancer, whether this is also due to the polluted drinking water is not 

made clear in the novel although it is certainly suggested.   

      A neighbouring farmer’s son, Jess, reappears after years in the wilderness; he seduces both 

Ginny and Rose, much to the disappointment of Ginny, who appears to fall in love with this 

wandering mystical character. At the novel’s climax, Ginny leaves the farm, which is gobbled 

up by a multi-national conglomerate.  She ends up working as a waitress in a restaurant in a 

large town, alone with her memories.    

      It could be argued that the definition of the American dream is often taken for granted, 

something that just is.  However, seeming to exist almost as a clichéd catchphrase, the 

American Dream is a factual entity, which exists in the hearts and minds of many tens of 

millions of Americans.  Whatever the American dream is, and some would argue that the 

importance of worldly possessions and wealth more than anything else is the main driving 

force behind it, this fact perhaps has not always been so, but in the 21st century; it appears that 

it is so.  
      Jim Cullen debates that materialistic well-being ranks high for the average American, and 

that in fact the most widely realised American Dream is “home ownership” (Cullen 9). The 
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author also informs us that the dream of owning a home of your own was initiated by the 

signing of “the Homestead Act” (Cullen 9) in 1862. This historical document gives every 

American the right to own his/her own piece of American real-estate.  Larry takes this piece of 

American law, and he uses it to justify his huge farm and his farming methods. The author also 

quotes James Truslow Adams from the epilogue of The Epic of America where Adams refutes 

his beliefs of a nation’s dream:  “That dream of a land in which life should better and richer 

and fuller for every man” (Cullen 7). Cullen goes on to question the meaning of Truslow’s 

utterance, questioning what exactly better, richer , and fuller could possibly mean, and for 

whom. Cullen adds further that the answers are defined according to viewpoint, as he states 

here:  “Sometimes ‘better and richer and fuller’ is defined in terms of money – in the 

contemporary United States, one could almost believe that this is the only definition” (Cullen 

7).  The author’s comments here give us many more possible facets of the American Dream’s 

make-up:  

But there are others.  Religious transformation, political 

reform, educational attainment, sexual expression: the list is 

endless.  These answers have not only been available at any 

given time; they have also changed over time and competed for 

the status of common sense. (Cullen 7) 

   However, “Better and richer and fuller” may have meanings on different social and cultural 

levels as Cullen reasons. In A Thousand Acres however, according to Larry, these seem to have 

one meaning and one meaning only, that being the acquisition of more land, regardless of the 

lesser characters’ wishes or feelings. As Ginny tells us about her father, we begin to understand 

the sacrifices forced upon the family, so that the he could uphold his dream: “By contrast it 

was easy to see what my father considered a more acceptable way of life – a sort of all-
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encompassing thrift that blossomed, infrequently but grandly, in the purchase of more land or 

the improvement of land already owned” (Smiley 45).  

      The author stipulates also that in Zebulon County, who you were, your social standing, was 

judged by what you owned: “Acreage and financing were facts as basic as name and gender” 

(Smiley 4). Here we see clearly the importance of land ownership within certain (farming) 

communities which appears to be accepted as an advanced form of home ownership, where,  

acceptance of the land in a historical context from other members of the community also 

appears to be important, as we see in the sentiments expressed of having “a proper history” 

(Smiley 12). This would tend to imply that generations of a family would have to have a 

connection to the land in order to cut any sway, or be taken seriously by any of the other 

farmers in the area. 

      The historic context of the past as a guide to, and inspiration for, the way forward seems to 

play an important role in shaping the present throughout the novel, the need for a history is 

central to certain characters’ requirements. Larry, Ginny’s father is the main culprit, as he 

retells stories of the past constantly, of the macrocosm, Zebulon County, where the events 

unfold in A Thousand Acres. Just as one could argue that the macrocosm that is America is also 

shaped by, and needs the past, short history it has experienced. Being honest is also important 

in the community’s life in Zebulon County; one is allowed to expand one’s enterprises it 

seems, although there appears to be limits as to how and when one’s smallholdings can be 

increased. The method of payment seems to be the most important item on the agenda.  The 

main protagonist in the novel, Ginny, informs us that her father, Larry, has become almost 

obsessed with the fact that a neighbouring farmer has bought new farming equipment; it is not 

so much the new equipment which troubles Larry, but the means by which the equipment is 

purchased:  
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The real bone of contention was not that Harold had pulled ahead 

of my father in the machinery competition, but that he hadn’t 

divulged how he’d financed the purchase, whether cold, out of 

savings and last year’s profits (in which case, he was doing better 

than my father thought, and better than my father), or by going to 

the bank. (Smiley 17)    

  All the neighbouring farmers appear to be chasing the same dream, one of increased land 

ownership, production yield and harvest, which leads to increased profit and inevitably more 

capital at hand for new investments. However, the innocent action of one farmer easily upsets 

the status-quo, simply because the former could be slightly ahead of the latter in the Dream 

stakes. This suggests that perhaps somewhere along the line, the spirit of the first settlers, 

which is used to validate the actions of Larry, the father, has possibly been eroded and replaced 

by greed. 

      We are introduced to another family within the novel, who is also a farming family, of 

sorts. The Ericsons appear to suggest an alternative lifestyle to the one which Ginny lives, as a 

child, and to some degree as an adult.  As a child she gives us descriptions of the Ericson 

family’s farming activities which apparently are not at all in accordance with her father or 

anyone else’s view of how farming should be executed in Zebulon County, as their farm is 

described more as a zoo:   

The Ericson farm was more like a petting zoo-there were hogs, 

and dairy cows and beef cattle and sheep, which was not so 

unusual.  There were also ponies and dogs and chickens and 

geese and turkeys and goats and gerbils and guinea pigs and, of 

course, cats who were allowed in the house, as well as two 

parakeets and a parrot.  (Smiley 43) 
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This description of the Ericsons’ farm is in direct contrast to Ginny’s father’s farm, which is a 

highly productive, efficient and well-organised affair. If the fact that, arguably, one of the 

American Dream’s facets is freedom, there appears to be little room for freedom as far as the 

Ericsons and their methods of farming are concerned, especially according to Larry’s 

benchmark:  “My father and Harold were no less disapproving of Cal’s (Cal Ericson) farming 

methods.  He never consulted the market, they said, only consulted his own desires and didn’t 

focus” (Smiley 44).  It appears to be that Larry is not a man to be carried off on the crest of a 

whim, and the Ericsons do not show any of the discipline that is required of a real farmer.  

Instead, he literally scorns the Ericsons and their whimsical lifestyle which he, Larry, sees 

epitomized in the outward appearance of the Ericsons’ farm, their methods of farming, and 

lack of financial success  ’There isn’t any room for the old methods any more.  Farmers who 

embrace the new methods will prosper, but those who don’t are already stumbling around.’ 

Doubtless he was looking across the road towards the Ericsons’” (Smiley 45). 

      Here, once again, the importance of financial success, gained through the acquisition of 

newer and more efficient farming equipment and techniques, is paramount in Larry’s farming 

philosophy.  Not being “focused”, in Larry’s opinion, means that you are instead pandering to 

your whims.  Discipline is paramount to success according to Larry, and the Ericsons are all 

but disciplined in their methods and ideas of farming.  According to Ginny’s narration, it could 

have been possible for the Ericsons to succeed as farmers, although, it could be argued, that the 

comments that follow resemble, and possibly are, Larry’s words as retold by Ginny:  “It was 

hard to have a dairy farm in Zebulon County- there was no nearby creamery and other products 

were more profitable- but you could have one if you really meant to do it, that is, if you’d build 

a convenient milking parlour with mechanical milkers, milk a hundred cows, and make it 

worth while for a truck to come out every day, or, say, you could milk only Jerseys, or 

Guernseys, and sell only the cream”(Smiley 44). 
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      The subject of the Ericsons’ cows, which appear in Larry’s professional judgement to be 

the only feasible source of regular income, if managed in the correct disciplined way, is a 

further source of amusement to him, as Ginny tells us here, and inadvertently informs us that 

much of what Ginny herself says, are indeed her father’s thoughts, and not her own: “But Cal 

had twenty Holsteins and one Jersey for the family, he and Mrs. Ericson milked by hand and 

they mostly seemed to keep the cows, my father said with a laugh, ‘because they like 

them’”(Smiley 44). 

      The true reasons behind the dismissive attitude Larry has towards the Ericsons, and their 

impossible farming dream become apparent, as Ginny informs us that impossibility appears to 

be a word with two meanings, a positive in regards to their own struggles and history, and a 

much more negative connotation with regards to the ‘Amateurish’ Ericsons, or indeed anyone 

who was not farming ‘correctly’.    

Although I liked to think of my Davis great-grandparents seeking 

the American promise, which is only possibilities, and I enjoyed 

the family joke of my grandfather Cook finding possibilities 

where others saw a cheat, I was uncomfortably aware that my 

father always sought impossibility, and taught us, using the 

Ericsons as his example, to do the same-to discipline the farm 

and ourselves to a life and order transcending many things, but 

especially mere whim. (Smiley 45)  

Larry believes he is a self-made man, so was his father, and his father before him.  According 

to Larry, America was built by self-made men, built from scratch, to what it is today, highly 

productive and highly profitable.  Larry does not agree with the Ericsons’ farming methods, he 

does not agree with their non-productive lifestyle.  Larry knows that the Ericsons could never 

have contributed to building a great nation, as he and his forefathers have done. Therefore in 
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Larry’s opinion, the Ericsons do not belong in the annals of great farming pioneers, as he and 

his ancestors certainly do.    

      The American Dream is in fact many American Dreams; our approach to the dream must 

be therefore widened where each individual has his or her own aspirations within that dream. 

However, Larry lives his life reproducing, reliving, year after year, the success that he feels his 

forefathers have accomplished, their American Dream. One could argue that using his 

forefathers’ escapades as a template for success, he justifies any means or actions that he 

performs today, by referring to his historical template. Larry’s American Dream ideology is 

one of self made man goes one better.  The cost to all who share the same physical space as he 

does is irrelevant to Larry; the cost to the environment is also irrelevant to him. The dream, in 

Larry’s eyes, must continue as it has done for generations: it is the right and proper way to do 

things according to Larry: it is their tradition and duty. 

 
America’s past was, it is argued, fashioned first and foremost by the need for freedom based on 

religious grounds.  There are many other aspects that could be taken into consideration, 

although freedom is the basis of the discussion here. Jim Cullen in his book investigates what 

he feels are the main facets which make up the American dream and religious freedom 

certainly rank high among the earliest settlers’ wishes for their new life.  

      The English Puritans who arrived on the shores of what is now known as Massachusetts in 

1620, have had an awful lot of bad publicity regarding their religious fervour, Nathaniel 

Hawthorne’s Scarlet Letter is evidence of the way in which the Puritans have sometimes been 

perceived.  Jim Cullen states in his book that Hawthorne saw the puritans as: “The source of 

the most defects in American society” (Cullen 12).  An attempt shall not be made  to begin a 

debate on the defects that may or may not be present in American society, however, it would 

be preferable to relate the qualities, which could be described as noble and just, which it could 
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be said the Puritans have given to some of the protagonists in the novel A Thousand Acres, 

qualities which one could argue stem from the Puritans and their ideological dream. 

      The Puritans brought with them to the shores of Massachusetts an ideology which stemmed 

from the belief that “[t]he world was a corrupt place, but that it could be reformed” (Cullen 

15). They believed in “[p]rinciples, hope, and liberty” (Cullen 17). These qualities are 

described in Cullen’s book as “[p]owerful attractions, and would remain so for subsequent 

generations who came here [to America] from all over the world” (Cullen 17 Emphasis mine). 

Unlike the immigrants who have followed in the Puritans’ footsteps, the Puritans, he continues 

“Were not immigrants with nothing to lose” (Cullen 15).  Cullen is not insinuating that 

generally immigrants are in a position where they have nothing to lose; he is trying to make a 

point about the striking phenomena that is, the Puritans’ voyage from England to America, and 

why they bothered in the first place.  He argues further that the Puritans were generally 

speaking “[r]elatively well educated people who in many cases had substantial financial 

resources at their disposal, making their decision to leave everything behind all the more 

striking” (Cullen 17). It appears that the Puritans were decided in their mission, which was to 

set up home, and be a leading example to the rest of the world, and especially to the British.  It 

emerges that while dedicated to their task of reforming the world, a task they felt they were 

alone in, nevertheless found, it seems, comfort in the knowledge that they were engaging in 

these tasks together, as Cullen points out here “If the puritans were essentially alone in the 

world, they nevertheless wished to be alone together” (Cullen 22).        

      It appears that the Puritans were very much social creatures, where the social network was 

of paramount importance, they needed that: “[s]ense of community” (Cullen 22). As Cullen 

explains. Not only were the Puritans who lived in America righteous, all who wished to join 

them should be of the same mould, consequently “The Mayflower Compact” (Cullen22) was 

drawn up, and was to be signed by all newcomers, thus ensuring that all should live by “[j]ust 
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and equal laws”(Cullen 22). The Puritans could be seen as a people who, by choice, changed 

their own destiny, as Cullen suggests: “They accomplished the core task in the achievement of 

any American Dream: they became masters of their own destiny” (Cullen18).   While these 

religious people became masters of their own destiny, they also, Cullen claims, had a love-hate 

relationship to economic matters as he quotes from Max Weber’s study The Protestant Ethic 

and the Spirit of Capitalism (Cullen 24) and John Winthrop’s “A Model of Christian Charity” 

(Cullen 23) Cullen states further that “The Puritans wanted to get rich too, and as a number of 

observers pointed out, their temperament was exceptionally well suited to an emerging 

capitalist world order.” (Cullen 34)  As stated previously in this essay, religion has, and does 

play its part in the fabric that is the American Dream. However, to what extent religion and the 

economic component are connected   is, in my opinion, worth discussing, and although the 

Puritans were religious, they can also be seen to be driven by financial gain.   

      Becoming a master of one’s own destiny, could be argued to be another cornerstone of the 

American Dream, attempting to achieve this task of self determination appears again and again 

in the novel A Thousand Acres. Ginny’s great-grandparents accomplished this task; Ginny’s 

father, Larry, also accomplishes his American Dream, by becoming master of his own destiny 

and owning the largest farm in the county. This could be argued to, once again, show that the 

American Dream’s influence does not touch every American in the same way.  Ginny’s father 

has, it seems, in the quest for his own mastering of destiny, completely and utterly obstructed 

any shade of the basic principles which could be argued to uphold the virtues that are the 

American Dream.  In the shadow of her father, Ginny has no dream, she accepts her father’s 

dreams and values as her own. Larry owns the land, and Larry believes, as his abuse of his 

daughters suggests, he owns his daughters too.  
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Dissatisfaction with the American Dream 

In the novel A Thousand Acres it is understood that Ginny, through her narrative, looks at her 

situation through an historical context. She, as Larry does, justifies her existence through the 

historical escapades of the forefathers who carved out a piece of the dream for themselves. An 

example of the importance of materialistic success, including home ownership, which appear 

to be bound up and sanctioned by historical meaning can be found in the novel, as when Ginny 

narrates Ty, her husband’s background in regards to the size of his acreage and its historical 

importance within the community: “Ty was twenty-four.  He’d been farming for six years, and 

his farm was doing well. A hundred and sixty acres, no mortgage.  Its size was fine with my 

father, because it showed a proper history” (Smiley 12).  

      In A Thousand Acres the events of the past are retold almost in a mythical sense, revered 

times indeed, it seems. Ginny’s retelling of the circumstances surrounding her great-

grandparent’s arrival to Zebulon County and of the immense struggle that they apparently 

faced, opens up to us the historic context in the novel:  

When they came the first time to Zebulon County, in the spring 

of 1890, and saw that half the land they had already bought, 

sight unseen, was under two feet of water part of the year and 

another quarter of it was spongy, they went back to Mason city 

and stayed there for the summer and winter.(Smiley 14)  

However, unperturbed by their apparent duping by an unscrupulous landowner, Ginny’s great-

grandparents took the advice of another Englishman to invest in an innovative land-drainage 

system, which required an awful lot of preparatory work beforehand. The author attempts to 

instil in us the spirit of the first settlers struggle against all the odds, and elements, to cultivate 

their land.  Here the author describes the tools which were needed to begin the tasks at hand 
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[---] “Two digging forks, a couple of straight–sided shovels, a level[l]ing hose, a quantity of 

locally manufactured drainage tiles, and a pair of high boots” (Smiley 14). How the West was 

tamed?  We see here an example of the stories that have been passed down from generation to 

generation in the novel, i.e. from father to daughter(s) possibly exaggerated slightly along the 

way, perhaps not. Nevertheless, the historical struggle of the long dead relatives is an important 

factor when reliving or retelling the story of the American Dream in the novel.   

      Ginny seems to be unwillingly caught up in her father’s American Dream, one of mass 

production and land possession, with little or no time for family life as we would recognise it.  

Ginny’s hopes of having a family of her own are unfortunately little, or none.  In his quest for 

mass production and profit, Larry, and the methods he uses to farm, has contaminated the water 

supply which the family uses causing Ginny to miscarry. The economic success which Larry 

prizes so dearly is paramount to every other aspect of life, even the health of his family and the 

destroying of the environment come second to the success which Larry associates with the 

American Dream. The dream must be lived in a certain way according to Larry; he tries to 

instill this sense of right and wrong that he treasures above all else. Despite his  attempts to 

instill in the young Ginny the right way to go about living his American Dream, Ginny reveals 

to us her true feeling, and shows us that the American Dream really is not one, but many 

dreams: “I loved going over to the Ericsons’, and Ruthie was my best friend.” (Smiley 46) The 

Ericsons clearly represent an alternative, a happiness which was unobtainable to her in her life 

with her father.  Larry uses the Ericsons’ lack of discipline as a guideline for how not to be. 

While Ginny herself, is unsure of what her dream really consists of, she is also unsure of the 

protestant religious aspects which she perceives within the community, where she compares the 

understanding she has, or does not have, of her father with the religious sermons given in the 

local church: ”Trying to understand my father had always felt like going to church week after 

week and listening to the minister we had, Dr. Fremont, marshal the evidence for God’s 
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goodness, or omniscience, or whatever.” (Smiley 20) The lack of understanding Ginny feels 

towards her father is related to the lack of understanding she feels for the religious services she 

attends.  The minister is seen to explain God’s attributes to the congregation, while Larry’s 

attributes, according to Ginny, appear to have lacked any ministerial propulsion to validate or 

explain them.  “My father had no minister, no one to make him gel for us even momentarily.  

My mother died before she could present him to us as only a man, with habits and quirks and 

preferences, before she could diminish him in our eyes enough for us to understand 

him”(Smiley 20). Ginny finds herself in a situation where she has no dream, she has no 

religion. The two are inextricably linked in her eyes, and she appears to be searching for 

something, a foothold to help her up to somewhere else, anywhere than the place she is now: 

physically, mentally and spiritually, she is looking for an alternative.  She finds herself in this 

position for a number of reasons. It could be said that she has no dream, as she lives so 

completely in her father’s.  Her father’s dream, as has been discussed, is one of reliving the 

dreams of his forefather.  While, the forefathers’ dream could be argued to be one of survival in 

the new world, Larry’s is one of pure profit.  Nevertheless, profit comes at a price: for Ginny 

and the land which supplies the profit, the price is pollution. Both the land and Ginny have 

been poisoned by the waste materials that have seeped into the water supply .  Ginny’s body 

rejects her unborn babies; they are buried around the farm, given back to the pesticide 

contaminated land that took them away. These are the main reasons why Ginny is searching for 

the alternative to the now which is the American Dream of a man named Larry which consists 

of sexual abuse, discipline, hard work, pollution, and financial success at all costs.  
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A Glimpse of an Alternative to the American Dream 

 

Alternatives to the American Dream, both the economic and the religious, are few and far 

between in A Thousand Acres. The Ericsons’ farm is the main exception.  The financial success 

and re-investment by the farmers in Zebulon County is, it could be said, the crux of existence.  

There are ways to go about your daily business which are deemed correct, and there are the 

other ways which are deemed incorrect.  Landowners such as Larry, while showing the spirit of 

enterprise and hard work with which the Puritans once toiled to establish themselves, neglects 

other peoples emotions, other peoples rights to have a dream.  For Larry, there is only one 

dream of any consequence, his own.  

      Jess Clark represents an alternative, not least to the methods of mass productive farming 

but also a religious alternative. It is soon discovered that Jess has altered as far as Ginny is 

concerned. Ginny is invited to a pig roast to celebrate the fact that Jess has returned after 

thirteen years in the” unmentionable” regions of draft-dodging (Smiley 6). Even before she is 

reunited with Jess, she savours and anticipates the electric atmosphere that she feels is certain 

to arise:  “The real treat would be watching Jess Clark break through the surface of everything 

that hadn’t been said about him over the years” (Smiley 7). This statement alone sets Jess apart 

from the rest of them; there is a clear definition in Ginny’s eyes of who is the leading actor in 

this tale.  The alternative that was mentioned earlier in the essay is about to show his face, and 

as Ginny tells us, the fact that he is home once more, gives her hope for the impossible to 

become possible, perhaps even in her own life: “Jess Clark’s return: something that had looked 

impossible turning out possible. I felt a quickening of interest, a small eagerness that seemed 

like s happy omen” (Smiley 9).  Jess has changed in the thirteen years of his absence; 

physically he does not resemble any of the farmers at the pig roast, instead he is described as 

slim and agile in his outward appearance, where the farmers are usually pot-bellied. Ginny tells 
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of her suspicions towards the community concerning Jess and his return from self-imposed 

exile: “Actually, he looked good, but not like he was going to quickly ease any neighborhood 

suspicions. Everybody would be friendly to him, though.  People in Zebulon County saw 

friendliness as a moral virtue” (Smiley10). 

      Only now, it seems, as Jess appears, can Ginny begin to question to any degree the 

community around her, to begin to seek the alternative that she sees a glimpse of in Jess.  

Jess surprises the two sisters, when offered his favourite meat dish by them. Once again, 

compared to the meat eating farmers, Jess is poles apart:  “She lifted the lid on her dish and 

Jess raised his eyebrows.  He said, ‘I haven’t eaten meat in seven years’” (Smiley 11). 

Almost everything that Ginny discovers about Jess and his lifestyle appears to give her more 

strength to seek out an alternative dream that could be nearby, if only she could see it.    

While having a conversation with Jess, Ginny is, dare it be said, enlightened by the comments 

concerning his view of negative events that befall people when he states the following: 

“’Anyway, I always think that things have to happen the way they do happen, that there are so 

many inner and outer forces joining at every event that it becomes a kind of fate.  I learned 

from studying Buddhism that there’s beauty, and certainly a lot of peace, in accepting that’” 

(Smiley 22). Ginny appears to be a very anxious person, always worrying about other peoples’ 

health: Jess tries to put this in perspective, according to his Buddhist teachings: 

’Okay, okay,’ he said, ‘how about this? If you worry about it, you draw it to you.’(Smiley 22)     

“I ran a food co-op.  Generally, we sold organically grown produce, range-fed chickens, 

undyed cheeses, stuff like that.  In Vancouver, I ran the community gardens, too, worked at the 

crisis center, things like that”(Smiley 37). 

Ginny informs Jess that she feels that his life “’[d]oesn’t sound very settled’” (Smiley 37). To 

which Jess responds by telling Ginny that his way of life was not very settled but ’for security, 

I cultivated inner peace’ (Smiley 37). This is seen as a quite humorous remark by Ginny, who 
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laughs.  Jess then turns all her beliefs inside out and upside down. The American Dream as she 

has lived it, is suddenly shattered, all of its cornerstones are sinking into the sands of 

uncertainty as he fixes her with his gaze and says: 

 In the Far East, there are plenty of people who own a robe and 

a bowl.  That’s all.  They throw themselves on the waters of the 

world, and they know they will be borne up.  They are more 

secure than you and I. I know by now that I can’t be like that.  

I’m too American.  But I know it’s possible.  That gives me a 

sense of security (Smiley 37).  

These remarks made by Jess are, it could be argued, stand in complete contrast to anything her 

father’s American Dream has to offer Ginny, Larry, or anyone else in Zebulon County.  

Financial security and  land ownership, mastery of your own destiny, all these things pale into 

insignificance as Jess tells of his dream of “inner peace”. Even though he admits to being “too 

American” to achieve his dream completely, he feels “a sense of security” in knowing that it is 

possible, in knowing that there is an alternative dream to be had.     

 
Just as there were, in my opinion, alternatives to be had in Zebulon County as Jess and the 

Ericsons show with regards to how the American Dream’s financial and religious aspects are 

portrayed, could there possibly be any alternatives to be had for the American citizens of 

today?  Jess, while showing qualities which are in stark contrast to any of the inhabitants in 

Zebulon County, is rejected by most of the community.  He apparently did not the fit the mould 

of Zebulon County American Dreamer. There have, it could be said, been men and women 

who, in America’s not too distant past, have offered an approach to life which Jess appeared to 

mirror in A Thousand Acres, with his Buddhist inspired thoughts on the mysteries of life. 

      Buddhism is a religious movement usually associated with far off Asiatic monasteries in 

the East. Nearer to home, there are, quite possibly, a handful of devotees who perhaps practice 
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yoga irregularly, usually as a means to relax after a day caught up in the rat-race. However, in 

my opinion, one would not usually associate Buddhism with, or as, a fast growing Western 

religion, especially one that could at this very moment be growing very fast indeed in the USA.  

However there are those who would state differently. Richard. H. Seager comments in his book 

Buddhism in America that Buddhism is on the increase in the US. This, he maintains, is largely 

due to the number of Asian immigrants who have set up home there (Seager 33) I am unsure 

whether immigrant Buddhists can be included as part of a Buddhist explosion in the USA. 

Seager continues to state the differences between immigrant and convert Buddhists when as he 

delves much deeper, away from the social sphere, into the spiritual:  “Traditional doctrine and 

philosophy often take a back seat to inspiration and creativity.”(Seager 234) The traditional 

aspects of Buddhism appear to have been forsaken by the convert Buddhists, for a more 

Westernised type of Buddhist practice, one which Jess himself might well have deemed fitting, 

being “too American” to accept the Eastern form of Buddhism.  Immigrant Buddhists have 

quite possibly influenced converts to convert to their Americanised form of Buddhism. 

Nevertheless the influences, I would argue, come from much nearer home, from Massachusetts 

to be more precise.                 

      Massachusetts, the Puritans’ first port of call in 1620, was to become the home of the 

transcendental movement in the early- to mid-nineteenth century. The movement started as a 

protest against the general condition of society at that time and in particular the state of 

intellectualism at Harvard University.  Transcendentalism appeared to be rooted in the 

transcendental philosophy of Immanuel Kant.  They seemed particularly interested in what 

Kant had described as: “All knowledge which is transcendental which is concerned not with 

objects but with our mode of knowing objects.”(Wikipedia) This quote can be seen as a 

statement of rejection of worldly goods and possessions, which, once again, defies the norms 

that are usually associated with the American Dream.      



 23

      The important historical link to be found between the Transcendentalists and Buddhists is 

found; according to Seager in the fact that many convert Buddhists see themselves as part of an 

alternative religious or spiritual tradition in the US that can be traced back to the decades 

before the Civil War.  As Larry, the alternative seekers also need their historical roots to justify 

their actions of today.  The source of this lineage is often linked to the Transcendentalists and 

America’s early romantics such as Ralph Waldo Emerson, Walt Whitman, and David Henry 

Thoreau.  Like romantics in Europe, they became fascinated with the religions of Asia, and 

their enthusiasm helped to shape the popular reception of those religions by Americans in 

subsequent decades. The transcendentalist glimpsed an alternative within these newly available 

Hindu and Buddhist texts, just as Ginny saw a chance of an alternative in the qualities that Jess 

displayed.  However, according to the author, the romantics’ exposure to Buddhism was often 

very limited but “[w]hat they lacked in knowledge they compensated for in ardour and 

creativity” (Seager 34). This perception could conceivably link Jess, the American Buddhist 

converts and also the transcendental movement, as being part-time Buddhists, nevertheless, 

enthusiastic and creative in their search and application of an alternative. In 1995 there were 

401,000 Buddhists in the USA (Wikipedia). 

  

 

 

 

Conclusion 

The main thesis of this essay was to ask if the American Dream as I have discussed it, is a 

success, or a failure, as seen in the novel A Thousand Acres. Unfortunately I am inclined to say 

the dream that Larry nurtured in Zebulon County  turned into a nightmare for most members of 

his family.  Larry is a typical example of how not to attempt to live one’s life according to Jess, 
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Ginny and the Buddhist movement. With scant regard for the environment and the wellbeing of 

the population of Zebulon County, Larry pursued the American Dream of maximum 

productivity and profit.  Larry succeeded in his quest to acquire the largest farm in the county, 

at the expense of his family’s happiness, and in some cases their health.  He took his rights of 

ownership far beyond what one could call normal or acceptable behaviour in any ideological 

belief, one could argue, by convincing himself that he owned not only the land that his 

daughters stood on, but in fact the daughters themselves.  Freedom and liberty suited Larry, as 

long as they were his. There were, unfortunately no alternatives for Larry as he dismissed as 

whimsical the Ericson family, who represented to themselves and Ginny, a life far removed 

from the restrictions and discipline of Larry’s economically based Protestant American Dream.   

       
Ginny is caught  between her father’s iron uncompromising will and the need for her own 

dream.  Even given the fact that she is abused by him, her only thoughts are to please him, look 

after his every whim.  Her American Dream is the one that her father bought and worked for. 

An alternative was never going to be an option for Ginny, she saw no alternatives in the 

environment she was brought up in, and where she became an adult. The arrival of Jess Clark, 

and the interest, which was one of mainly sexual attraction to begin with, turned to love, 

mainly due to the understanding and caring (Buddhist) nature that Jess unfolds in Ginny’s 

presence.  Jess Clarke’s religious escapades help pave the way clear for Ginny to take the steps 

away from Zebulon County, although she now did what she did neither expecting anything 

from or being anxious about neither the past nor the future, a true Buddhist mentality was 

Ginny’s alternative.  Jess also attempted to convert the farmers of Zebulon County to a more 

environmentally friendly form of farming, this, of course was a hapless task.  Jess, it seems 

was relatively at ease with his semi-Buddhist religious beliefs, and the environmentally 

friendly farming methods that he would practice. Jess, and indeed Buddhism and Buddhists as 

a whole, do not, in my opinion, devote themselves to making large profits. Jess wanted to farm 
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in harmony with nature, as indeed, Buddhist monks and Buddhist values see harmony with 

nature as a highly important virtue. The economic concept that Jess nurtured was one of 

minimal profit, as opposed the protestant/Puritan/Larry idea of much higher profit margins. It 

was precisely these opposites that Jess and indeed Ginny saw within the Buddhist framework 

that showed them both that an alternative to the protestant, economic based American Dream 

was indeed possible. It was after all this very same system that in the words of Jess during a 

private conversation with Ginny: “Can you believe how they’ve fucked us over, 

Ginny?”(Smiley 55) It is obvious that this quote made by Jess typifies the resentment and 

disappointment felt by both Jess and Ginny at the treatment that they are subjected to by both 

the people and the government who support and condone the practice of profit before people 

and the environment. Jess and Ginny feel that the system, the American Dream, has not given 

them, or upheld the promise; they instead feel betrayed and disappointed by it.      

For the author, Jane Smiley to present the reader, with this glimpse of an alternative, and not to 

follow these opportunities through to any satisfactory conclusion, is a disappointment. The 

reader is left with the image of Ginny working as a waitress, and Jess once again disappearing 

into the wilderness.  The alternative is suggested by Smiley, although never worked out or 

followed through.  The Buddhist philosophical approach to life, where all life, the environment 

is viewed as sacred and economic growth is viewed as a futile exercise, stands in direct 

contrast to the philosophical driving force behind the American Dream, which is one of 

economic expansion at all costs. 
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