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			Context

			Sinclair Lewis wrote It Can’t Happen Here in 1935, during the Great Depression, when the American political climate was shifting toward extremism. Economic upheaval, both at home and abroad, had populations embracing smoke-and-mirrors solutions to their problems. The pro-Nazi German American Bund (or German American Federation) had some 10,000 members, while the anti-Semitic Silver Legion (whose members wore silver shirts, reminiscent of Germany’s Brown Shirts) had spread across the country. There was an assassination plot against President Franklin Delano Roosevelt in 1933, and other novelists had written their own cautionary tales, including A Cool Million by Nathanael West and Those Who Perish by Edward Dahlberg, both in 1934. 

			To a large degree, Lewis’s satirical work responded to a fear in the United States that powerful figures like radio priest Charles Coughlin in Michigan, and Senator Huey Long in Louisiana, would together fuel a dangerous American-style populism. (Long, a Democrat nicknamed “The Kingfish,” had maintained he would challenge FDR, whom he once supported, in the 1936 presidential election.) Although Lewis was not especially political, he was alarmed by extremism. The book features a large cast of characters, and, at the time it was published, many of its readers looked for—and found—thinly veiled versions of real-life figures among them.

			Just weeks after Lewis finished the novel, Long was assassinated at the Louisiana State Capitol. Although any Long usurpation of the White House was now moot, public interest in populist schemes and promises remained high. Lewis’s cautionary tale about the danger of fascism—and the fragility of democracy—still draws readers in today’s fraught political climate. After Donald J. Trump’s inauguration in 2017, It Can’t Happen Here became an instant bestseller: “the novel that foreshadowed Donald Trump’s authoritarian appeal” (Salon). Lewis and John C. Moffitt wrote a stage version of It Can’t Happen Here that, nearly 80 years later, continues to be produced.

		

	
		
			Overview

			The year is 1936, and the United States is preparing for a new presidential election. In Fort Beulah, Vermont, local residents find themselves taking sides in a wave of populism that will pit the honest but uninspiring Republican candidate, Senator Walt Trowbridge, against a charismatic Democrat, Berzelius “Buzz” Windrip, who promises $5,000 to every American citizen. Central to Windrip’s campaign is his book, Zero Hour, which makes confused and contradictory claims and promises but carries something that appeals to everyone.

			Protagonist Doremus Jessup, the local newspaper editor, is troubled by the political campaign. His wife Emma is loving but not a deep thinker, and she is mostly disengaged from the political developments around her. The couple’s offspring—Mary (married to a successful doctor in town and mother of a young son); high-energy uncensored Sissy (courted by Julian Falck, grandson of the local Episcopalian minister); and ambitious lawyer Philip—each experience the impact of the political shift in different ways.

			Doremus is fearful after Windrip, backed by a powerful radio minister with a large following, stages an upset win at the polls. What follows reads like a playbook for the rise of a fascist state. The Congress is co-opted, the Supreme Court is made powerless, and a new regime, known as the Corpo, reorganizes the country.

			Windrip launches a government whose ambitious cabinet members and officials are not prepared for the offices they hold, among them local industrialist Frank Tasbrough, Doremus’s former classmate. Even Doremus’s former handyman, the loutish Shad Ledue, rises rapidly through the brutal ranks of Windrip’s paramilitary, the Minute Men. The Minute Men begin a chilling campaign of terrorism and murder, first singling out Jews and those who speak out in opposition to the Corpo. Education is attacked. People start to go hungry.

			Doremus and friends work for the resistance until Doremus is brutally beaten and sent to a concentration camp. With help from his paramour Lorinda Pike, he escapes to exile in Canada where he works for Trowbridge’s New Underground.

			Within the Corpo power structure, there is constant scheming. A coup scheme ousts Windrip, who goes into exile in France (along with the money he has embezzled during his reign). Then his decadent successor is murdered. Finally, the rigid secretary of war, Dewey Haik, takes power and leads the country into a trumped-up, patriotic war with Mexico. Doremus returns to the United States to help on-the-ground resistance efforts to bring Trowbridge to power and end the madness.

		

	
		
			Cast of Characters

			Julian Falck: The grandson of the local Episcopal minister, and a suitor of Sissy Jessup. He is blond and wiry, neat and polite, and mild-mannered. After his parents died, he was raised by his grandfather, an Episcopal minister with the same name. Under the Corpo regime, Falck courageously infiltrates the ranks of the brutal Minute Men. 

			Adelaide Tarr Gimmitch: A “raging” member of the Daughters of the American Revolution who campaigns tirelessly for her moral beliefs, including Prohibition, taking women out of the workforce and putting them back into the home, and film censorship. She is based on the real life Elizabeth Eloise Kirkpatrick Dilling. 

			Fowler Greenhill: A happy and hustling redhead, and one of Beulah Valley’s physicians, Greenhill is married to Mary, Doremus and Emma Jessup’s oldest daughter. The Greenhills have a young son, David. Greenhill pays a steep price for protesting the arrest of his father-in-law. 

			Mary Greenhill: The daughter of Doremus and his wife, Emma. She is at first an organized, well-heeled wife of Dr. Fowler Greenhill. But her husband’s summary execution turns her into an avenger.

			Dewey Haik: The congressman who nominated Berzelius “Buzz” Windrip as a presidential candidate at their party’s convention. He is an old-fashioned, grim, and rigid military man and a religious fundamentalist. Under the Corpo regime, he rises to the position of secretary of war. He eventually takes control of the country after Windrip is deposed and his successor, Lee Sarason, is assassinated. A stickler about discipline, Haik leads the country into a war with Mexico.

			Cecilia “Sissy” Jessup: Jessup and Emma Doremus’ youngest daughter, 18 years old, with a lighthearted and outspoken nature. She is in her final year of high school, aspiring to become an architect, and chatters about future wealth and romance, when Windrip’s regime takes power. She and her fiancé Julian Falck become activists in the resistance.

			Doremus Jessup: The book’s protagonist and editor of a newspaper in Fort Beulah, Vermont. He is a liberal thinker and usually passive—until cornered and pushed. He first responds to the chilling actions of the Corpo by writing about it. But as censorship of the press kicks in, his knowledge of the Corpo government’s power and brutality sweeps him into the New Underground, a resistance movement. He pays dearly for that decision but sees no alternative.

			Emma Jessup: Doremus Jessup’s wife is a kind woman and a homebody without great intellectual depth. As her husband struggles to find an effective way to resist the tyranny of the ruthless new government, she goes about her daily life little affected. 

			Philip Jessup: Doremus’s oldest son, a graduate of Dartmouth College and Harvard Law School, is 30 years old, married to Merilla, and is “ambitiously practicing law.” Rather than fight the Corpo, he is co-opted.

			Oscar “Shad” Ledue: Ledue is a lumpy and incompetent handyman once employed by a well-meaning Doremus. Under the new government, he makes a meteoric rise to the top ranks of the terrorizing paramilitary. His abuse of power, which becomes legendary, carries him to a brutal end.

			Dr. Hector Macgoblin: A surgeon well-known for his syndicated medical journalism, Macgoblin is one of the dark schemers in the Windrip government. Although active in the coup to unseat Windrip, he later must flee to avoid imprisonment—or worse.

			Karl Pascal: Auto repair shop employee and communist. Windrip’s regime pushes the jovial Pascal to become more of a zealot. 

			Lorinda Pike: The widow of a Unitarian preacher and the manager of the boardinghouse Beulah Valley Tavern, this fearless firebrand is Doremus Jessup’s lover and closest friend. She becomes a pivotal operative in the New Underground and serves as a counterpoint to the Corpo regime’s pushback against women’s rights.

			Reverend Paul Peter Prang: Prang’s weekly radio addresses—every Saturday at 2 p.m.—draw millions of listeners, solidifying his place as a titan with undue political influence. His character is modeled on Detroit’s Father Charles Coughlin, although Lewis positions this fictional radio minister to far surpass the influence of Coughlin. Prang’s support of Windrip marks the turning point in the election.

			Lee Sarason: Windrip’s scheming political operative is an “aged and sagging-cheeked” 41-year-old former newspaper editor with an opaque past. He fervently believes in a government in the hands of a small oligarchy. He is a depraved and powerful force behind the throne, manipulating the increasing petulant and paranoid Windrip. He deposes his boss, takes over as the new leader of the country, and hosts orgies (populated by handsome young men) in the White House. His reign is short-lived; the fed-up secretary of war, Dewey Haik, kills him.

			James Buck Titus: Buck Titus is a big-thinking, broad-shouldered, straight-backed bachelor who looks younger than his 50 years. This literature-loving apple-grower and horse-breeder is Doremus Jessup’s closest friend and joins him in the resistance. 

			Senator Walt Trowbridge: Windrip’s political opponent during the presidential election, Trowbridge flees the country after the Corpo takes over. In Canada, he organizes The New Underground to help political dissidents escape to Canada—and to build a resistance within what used to be the United States. When a revolt against the Corpo finally gains steam, backers of the revolution declare they will make Trowbridge the temporary president of the new “American Cooperative Commonwealth.”

			Berzelius “Buzz” Windrip: A charismatic public speaker and politician, Windrip defeats Franklin Delano Roosevelt at their party convention and becomes the Democratic nominee for the presidency. He handily wins the election and immediately puts into place an authoritarian regime supported by a brutal paramilitary force. Rivalries and paranoia unravel his dictatorship and he is ousted, ending up in exile—with money he has secretly embezzled—in France.

		

	
		
			Summary

			Chapter 1

			At the Ladies’ Night Dinner of the Fort Beulah Rotary Club, patriotic presentations foreshadow a change in the political climate. The dinner takes place in the town’s fanciest hotel. The speeches by General Edgeways and Mrs. Adelaide Tarr Grimmitch are the most alarming due to their populist and conservative messages. Doremus Jessup, the editor of Fort Beulah’s newspaper, and Lorinda Pike, the widow of the Unitarian minister and owner of the local boarding house, are the most outspoken about their opposition. 

			Need to Know: This chapter introduces the characters in the book as well as the themes that will dominate the upcoming presidential campaign: “Peace through Defense,” anti-communism, anti-Semitism, distrust of foreigners and foreign governments, distrust of freedom of speech, and a backlash against women’s rights. 

			Chapter 2

			Following the Rotarian dinner, Doremus joins several other Beulah Valley civic leaders—the miller Medary Cole, the school superintendent Emil Staubmeyer, the banker R. C. Crowley, and the Episcopal minister Reverend Falck—for drinks at a gathering hosted by Francis Tasbrough, Doremus’s old classmate and now the wealthy owner of the local granite quarries. Doremus warns that the country’s growing discontent could lead to tyranny if populist Berzelius “Buzz” Windrip makes headway in the presidential race—and he has a very strong chance of doing so. The other men accuse him of exaggeration, claiming, “It can’t happen here!” But Doremus and the Reverend Falck aren’t so sure.

			Need to Know: During the Great Depression, a time of widespread disillusionment, people of all classes and conditions too-readily buy into easy fixes for their problems. 

			Chapter 3

			Doremus receives an unexpected letter from Victor Loveland, a classics professor at Isaiah College, which counts the newspaper editor among its alumni. Francis Tasbrough and other members of the school’s board of trustees have voted to expel any student or faculty member who publicly or privately criticizes military training (which has been stepped up at the school) by any local, state, or national organization. Even more, students who snitch on those critics will receive extra credit toward graduation. 

			Need to Know: The door is starting to open on militarization of the educational system, combined with a strategy to encourage citizens to spy on other citizens. The chapter foreshadows more powerful attacks ahead on scholars and schools.

			Chapter 4

			The presidential election is just six weeks away. It is clear that Franklin D. Roosevelt and other traditional politicians stand little chance of winning their party’s nomination. The Democratic candidate is almost certain to be the charismatic Buzz Windrip, whose conflicting promises ensure there is something for everyone to celebrate, and who has the support of his “satanic secretary,” Lee Sarason. While Windrip is the face of the operation, Sarason is the brain. For their part, the Republicans will put forward Senator Walt Trowbridge, a bulky and complacent man who is honest and pragmatic but uninspiring.

			Need to Know: The disenchanted populace is looking for an exhilarating message. Whoever can deliver it—whether his claims and promises are true or not—is likely to win voter support.

			Chapter 5

			Doremus, his family, and his friends James Buck Titus and Lorinda Pike head off to a Saturday picnic on the mountain slopes that bank Beulah Valley. Their idyllic afternoon is shattered by the weekly address of the powerful radio preacher, the Reverend Paul Peter Prang. Prang throws his endorsement—and the support of his millions of listeners—behind Windrip’s candidacy. Jessup is chilled, fearing a Windrip victory.

			Need to Know: Politics and religion are becoming intertwined. With the co-optation—and even willing participation—of religious leaders like Prang, Windrip’s road to the presidency will be easier.

			Chapter 6

			Doremus’s mood at home shifts. He is not a left-wing radical but, rather, a mild and “somewhat sentimental Liberal.” However, he does not tolerate injustice, and, when provoked, he can be moved to anger and action. He begins to worry over what will happen if Windrip is elected—and whether there is an alternative strategy that could save the election. 

			Need to Know: The ideologies of communism and socialism are being bandied about—in Doremus’s world and in the United States at the time of Lewis’s writing. But these alternatives do not seem tenable, or even useful, responses to the country’s needs.

			Chapter 7

			At their convention, the Republicans nominate Walt Trowbridge as their presidential candidate. The Democrats ballot over and over to pick their presidential candidate. A weary Doremus drops in at the rectory of the local Catholic priest, Father Perefixe, to listen to the party convention over the radio. There, he finds Buck Titus, Doremus’s son-in-law Fowler Greenville, the banker Crowley, Louis Rotenstern, and the Reverend Falck. At one point, Windrip reads a letter over the radio stating his position: he’s in support of labor, but against strikes; he will raise wages and lower the cost of products made by those same laborers; he is against banking but for bankers (except for Jewish bankers, who will be expelled); and on and on. In other words, his message is attractive and exciting, but entirely unrealistic and deceitful. At dawn Windrip, supported by Reverend Prang’s so-called League of Forgotten Men—throngs of unemployed and disenfranchised Americans—wins his party’s nomination. Not long after, Doremus runs into his shiftless yet angry handyman, Shad Ledue, who will be voting for Buzz, and the conversation belies how little the two men understand each other.

			Need to Know: Doremus feels some sad solidarity with the men at Father Perefixe’s gathering, but class and education barriers separate Doremus and Ledue. Neither understands the other’s day-to-day experiences.

			Chapter 8

			Windrip issues his platform, a confusing fifteen-point proclamation that promises something for everyone, much of which is contradictory. The points take rights away from Jews, women, and African Americans, and consolidate the power in the hands of Windrip and his cronies. Windrip positions himself as on the side of the patriotic common people and against the old political machine. But Doremus sees through the patriotic rhetoric for what it is: five men—Windrip, Sarason, Dewey Haik (the congressman who nominated Windrip), Prang, and Hector Macgoblin, a medical professional and journalist—creating a web of propaganda that masks an unabashed power grab.

			Need to Know: By cloaking unscrupulous intentions in the mantle of patriotism, power seekers can make the masses overlook their faults. And it does not take a big force to take over a government. Lenin, Mussolini, and Hitler all started their rises to power with small, ambitious gangs.

			Chapter 9

			Doremus studies Windrip’s style and action, befuddled by his natural ability to mesmerize the masses. He seems barely literate, has the appearance of a traveling salesman, is vulgar, lies publicly, and has unsound politics. Doremus concludes that Windrip is an incredible actor. He’s been told by political reporters that “under the spell you thought Windrip was Plato, but that on the way home you could not remember anything he had said.” Windrip comes off as a professional common man. People can relate to his down-home charm, yet he also has many of the same issues the common man suffers from: insular viewpoints, a fear of the unknown, and an eagerness to protect one’s own above all costs.

			Need to Know: Author Lewis saw theatrics and oratory skills as powerful drivers of a violent political machine.

			Chapter 10

			Windrip’s economic message resonates among a contradictory band of supporters: from mortgaged farmers to ministers to millionaires. Also jumping on the bandwagon are “Intellectuals and Reformers and even Rugged Individualists, who saw in Windrip, for all his clownish swindlerism, a free vigor which promised a rejuvenation of the crippled and senile capitalistic system.” To reach voters and appeal to the masses, Sarason sends Colonel Dewey Haik around the country to speak to the common man—in mines, to chess clubs, to farmers and stamp collectors—making sure that each moment is captured and printed in the papers. 

			Need to Know: Traumatized by the Depression, the public wants a business recovery. Windrip’s energetic call for efficient international commerce holds appeal across classes and experiences.

			Chapter 11

			The presidential campaign heats up. Republican nominee Walt Trowbridge acknowledges the need for improved distribution of wealth, but eschews the dramatic (and unworkable) solutions of his rival. The various spinoffs of the Communist party announce their party hopefuls. A defiant FDR establishes a break-off faction of Democrats, the new Jeffersonian Party. Doremus finds his readers are rushing to Windrip’s side, not because they see him as the savior of everyone but because they expect to individually benefit from his victory. And the greatest of the Windrip cheerleaders seems to be Shad Ledue. Indeed, so sure are Fort Beulah residents of Windrip’s promised $5,000 per year for every worker that they take on debt, spending the windfall in advance.

			Need to Know: Doremus is astonished by how much he underestimated Windrip’s appeal.

			Chapter 12

			A curious Doremus obtains a ticket to Windrip’s campaign finale in New York’s Madison Square Garden. Although he fears a Windrip presidency, he, too, finds himself captivated by the candidate’s charismatic presence on stage. On election night, a drunken, torch-carrying parade tramps past Doremus’s house, and he knows Windrip has won. The following evening, Doremus receives a note threatening him and his family unless he bows to Windrip (whose government will be known as the Corpo) and his followers.

			Need to Know: Sweeping oratory and public relations stagecraft can substitute for statecraft. After the election, the threats and intimidation begin immediately.

			Chapter 13

			Windrip is elected president. Doremus is unable to conjure up a plan of action. He discusses the election with a social democrat and a communist but feels both only favor a different form of oppressive rule. Doremus concludes that “men of superior cunning,” whether they are followers of communism, socialism, monarchy, utopias, religion or any other ideology, will also have more influence than “slower-witted men, however worthy.”

			Need to Know: Doremus believes individualism and democracy are the values that drive a great America, not fascism disguised as fervent patriotism. 

			Chapter 14

			Doremus turns—unsuccessfully—to church to see if he might find respite from his fear about the election results. In particular, he worries about Windrip’s conspicuous silence on the issue of press freedom. But the only place he finds reassurance is with his lover, Lorinda Pike. When Doremus finds Shad Ledue outside Lorinda’s boarding house, spying on the couple, he fires Ledue. Two weeks later, Ledue, now the secretary for the local chapter of the League of Forgotten Men, demands a donation of $200 for the League. Doremus refuses, and the next day readers of his newspapers begin to cancel their subscriptions. Ledue’s rising power in the community is clear. 

			Need to Know: Regular citizens see their freedoms slowly encroached upon by the new government and the agencies and organizations backing it. 

			Chapter 15

			Leading up to his inauguration, Windrip announces his cabinet: a treasury secretary once indicted on tax fraud charges; a friend and former newspaper editor as secretary of war; Dr. Macgoblin, a surgeon and one of the spinmeisters of the Windrip candidacy, as secretary of education and public relations; and Windrip consigliere Lee Sarason as secretary of state and high marshal of the Minute Men, a paramilitary group with the public face of an innocent marching club. Windrip’s political enemies are offered ambassadorships far away (FDR turns down the post of ambassador to Liberia). The inauguration itself is turbulent, and Congress rejects Windrip’s immediate demand for a bill giving him complete control of the government. Martial law is declared, and within eight days one hundred Congress members and the Reverend Prang are jailed to be “safeguarded,” as are many journalists who criticize the government.

			Need to Know: The new government acts quickly to install its regime—and changes—before effective opposition and obstruction can develop.

			Chapter 16

			Strikes and riots across the country are bloodily suppressed. The most liberal members of the Supreme Court resign. Presidential supporters are rewarded with jobs and contracts, while Congressional investigations are hushed. The country is redrawn as eight “provinces” to reduce the number of governors and better enable Windrip to control the nation. Shad Ledue is named commissioner of the brutal Minute Men in the new county where Doremus lives.

			Need to Know: By discarding the old systems, President Windrip is able to redraw government structures and powers to suit his purposes.

			Chapter 17

			President Windrip announces that all old parties will be eliminated (Democrats, Republicans, Farmer-Labor, the League of Forgotten Men) and replaced with one: The American Corporate State and Patriotic Party—Corpo for short.

			Ledue focuses on Beulah Valley as the executive center of the county, taking over the former county courthouse for his private office. The ranks of the Minute Men—made up of veterans, poor farmers, ex-criminals, and young factory employees—have grown to more than half a million men, many of whom are paid well by the new government. Colleges are required to have them on campus; Sarason is the head of the organization. 

			Need to Know: Widespread militarization and a massive single party militia are part of the fascism playbook.

			Chapter 18

			At his class reunion at Isaiah College, Doremus learns that Professor Loveland, who had written the letter warning him about the increase of militarization on campus, has been fired for being “too radical,” while another professor has been ousted because he is Jewish. Some months later, during the parade of a new company of Minute Men in Fort Beulah, Doremus notices how the smart uniforms and discipline spark a thrill in the crowd. Members of Windrip’s cabinet start appearing in minstrel shows they claim are humorous but which, in fact, are racist. While drunk, Macgoblin shoots his former professor, a German biologist, and kills a gentle rabbi. There are no repercussions when he claims both were Jewish, even though that is not true. With the blessing of Lorinda, Doremus writes an editorial about the shootings and other abuses. Lorinda, meanwhile, must appear in court after her useless business partner at the boarding house files a complaint.

			Need to Know: Attacks on Jews, blacks, foreigners, working women, and others are part of a systematic effort to rally around the idea of common enemies or scapegoats. Complacency and inaction allow demagogues to deepen their power.

			Chapter 19

			The Minute Men storm Doremus’s newspaper office and take over the facility for the Corpo. Doremus is pulled before a kangaroo court. When Dr. Fowler Greenhill turns up at the court to demand his father-in-law’s release, he is summarily executed. Lorinda loses her share of the boarding house in another ruling from the court.

			Need to Know: Fascists and dictators use their laws and court systems to maintain control and punish dissidents. Indeed, governments run by strongmen become almost obsessive about crime and punishment, and fascist police forces have almost unlimited power.

			Chapter 20

			Mary, Fowler Greenhill’s widow, now a shadow of her former self, returns with her son David to live with her parents. The government has confiscated her home and savings. Doremus is spared from prison provided that he trains Emil Staubmeyer to use the Informer office to turn out positive stories about the Corpo state. The government announces that there is no longer any crime anywhere in the country. Even more, the “New American Education” system is revealed when smaller independent colleges are absorbed by larger, Corpo-run universities; traditional curricula (and “intellectual” scholars) are booted out in favor of limited teaching and knowledge building. Languages, history, and literature are replaced with sports, military, and trivial interests such as dog breeding and organization of bridge tournaments. 

			Need to Know: In the face of brutal repression, individuals may find themselves torn between doing the right thing and survival. Fascism typically disdains arts and intellectualism.

			Chapter 21

			Sissy stops going to high school because she cannot bear the daily oath of allegiance to the Corpo. Julian Falck flees Amherst College just before the government shuts it down (they round up the students and arrest several for the fun of it). Falck gets a job as a driver for old Dr. Marcus, who is trying to carry on as the town’s doctor after the loss of his partner, Fowler Greenhill. Sissy and Falck decide to get married.

			Need to Know: Patriotic oaths, mottos, slogans, and songs help build a powerful sense of nationalism. 

			Chapter 22

			Because the prisons are too full, the state opens concentration camps for persons in “protective arrest.” One of them, Trianon, opens nine miles north of Fort Beulah. Doremus starts to hear secret news of government brutality and bloody rebellion against the Corpo. Reports of people’s disappearances come closer to home. Book burning begins, and Doremus’s treasured collection of Dickens’s work, which he inherited from his father, goes into the pyre.

			Need to Know: Book burning is a highly symbolic political act. (In Italy and Germany, it marked the beginning of fascism.) In dictatorships, human rights are disdained.

			Chapter 23

			Doremus and his friends fear Doremus will soon be arrested or sent to a concentration camp. Buck Titus prepares fake IDs and arranges to drive the Jessup family over the border to Canada, where they can join the Trowbridge-led resistance to Windrip. The trip is thwarted when the car is turned back at three border crossings. 

			Need to Know: The family’s personal safety becomes more and more threatened—and the options for avoiding danger become fewer and fewer.

			Chapter 24

			Doremus’s son Phillip seems to be buying the Corpo rhetoric. He asks Doremus to back Corpo theology so he can vie for a military judgeship. Doremus refuses. 

			Need to Know: Under a dictatorship, even family ties are tested.

			Chapter 25

			Townspeople are hauled away to Trianon: Louis Rotenstern, because he is a Jew (Ledue confiscates his tailor shop); hardware dealer Raymond Pridewell, an institution in this community; and Ben Tripper, a local mill hand with a big family who complains when his wages are cut. Even Doremus’s quiet old farmer cousin is taken to the concentration camp. Professor Loveland and the local jeweler, Clarence Little, are beaten before they are trucked to Trianon.

			Need to Know: Dissention is brutally put down, and the police and military forces have unchecked power to punish.

			Chapter 26

			Doremus says he has taught Staubmeyer all he can and asks to be permanently separated from the newspaper. He tells everyone he plans to buy an apple orchard, but he really intends to find an underground way to fight the fascist government. A contact is made with Trowbridge’s New Underground, and Doremus and others begin publishing and ingeniously distributing illegal news sheets detailing the foul actions of the government. An underground railroad spirits enemies of the state into Canada. Sissy acts as a spy and begins to collect information in daring ways.

			Need to Know: When stripped of rights, people like Doremus feel a growing need to channel their outrage into action.

			Chapter 27

			Widow Mary Greenhill, driven to revenge her husband’s death, takes great risks in distributing anti-government publications. Doremus spends more and more time with his lover, Lorinda, but is upset to learn that she has asked the underground to give her an assignment of greater importance in another community. She fears complacency and urges Doremus to focus on the cause, not their love. 

			Need to Know: While Windrip’s government pushes women back into traditional roles, the resistance offers an opportunity for strong women, like Lorinda, to claim space and power.

			Chapter 28

			Sissy’s efforts to play coquette with Shad Ledue in order to extract information turn dangerous. Ledue, demanding and vulgar, fondles Sissy before she can escape into the bathroom, then out of the house. Her fiancé, Julian Falck, is outside the house waiting for her. Her act of courage inspires him to infiltrate the hated Militia Men.

			Need to Know: Like Lorinda, Sissy seeks a way to contribute to the resistance. Indeed, most of the female characters in the book—Doremus’s wife Emma is the exception—become active players in the political arena.

			Chapter 29

			The Corpo, pumping out propaganda in newspapers, radio, and film, tightly controls the official news machine. The growing military force is draining the economy. Taxes rise, and more and more resources are tapped to fuel the militia. Even farmers join bread lines. Through sleight of hand, the Department of Education is funding bayonet training, while labor camp workers are charged for their food and shelter. 

			Need to Know: Windrip had promised to make everyone richer, but the only winners seemed to be his inner circle: businessmen, bankers, and soldiers. Doremus considers how similar all dictatorships are: the lying, the beatings, the fear, the torture. America’s version is no different than those of Germany, Spain, Italy, Poland, China, Cuba, Soviet Russia, and others. 

			Chapter 30

			Some officials within the Corpo are elevated to higher jobs, while others are arrested and tried. The New Underground issues a warning that its agents are being picked up. Doremus is arrested and brutally beaten, as are Buck Titus and two other New Underground operatives, Dan Wilgus and Truman Webb. In custody, the men are subjected to lashings and humiliations. Wilgus hangs himself. Doremus is given a minimum sentence of 17 years in a concentration camp. He is also given a suspended sentence of death by shooting, though he knows the suspension could be reversed at any time. 

			Need to Know: With kangaroo courts and chilling brutality, the Corpo’s control seems absolute. 

			Chapter 31

			Doremus is taken to the Trianon concentration camp, where he finds himself among many old friends and neighbors. He learns that Lorinda, his wife, and his daughters are okay. Buck Titus is interned at a different concentration camp. Julian Falck is found out as a spy within the Minute Militia and sent to Trianon, along with his grandfather. Doremus sees the Reverend Julian Falck beaten to death. Macgoblin denies there is such a thing as concentration camps. He says, rather, they are reconditioning schools.

			Need to Know: The concentration camp prisoners form their own groups, friendships, and support systems. But that serves as no buffer against the fear and waiting. The guards work to turn prisoner against prisoner.

			Chapter 32

			Shad Ledue is arrested and sent to Trianon. Offically, he is arrested for stealing, but unofficially, Tasbrough had Ledue arrested for not sharing enough of his bribe money with him. Doremus’s prisoner-friends conspire to kill Ledue. A wad of gasoline-soaked trash is lit and tossed into Ledue’s cell. He burns to death. The prisoners refuse to reveal who was behind the killing, and, in response, innocent prisoners are randomly shot to death.

			Need to Know: Doremus finds himself forced into actions that he finds morally repugnant. Murdering one person, however evil that person may be, does not do much to stamp down a dictatorship.

			Chapter 33

			Mary Greenhill becomes blinded by her quest to revenge her husband’s death. She leaves her son David with her mother and sister and drives up to Albany to join the Corpo Women’s Flying Corp. There, she hatches a scheme to kill District Commissioner Effingham Swan with a grenade tossed from her plane. The effort fails, so she flies her plane into his. 

			Need to Know: Like Doremus, whose group kills Ledue, Mary engages in an act that would have been unthinkable before the Corpo took over. Unlike Doremus, however, she feels no remorse.

			Chapter 34

			Mary dies in the crash and is given a hero’s burial so as not to reveal the assassination attempt. It is revealed that Ledue was imprisoned because Sissy told officials about his illicit deals for making money behind their backs. Emma Jessup goes off to live with her Corpo son, Phillip, and takes Mary’s son, David, with her. Sissy moves in with Lorinda, ostensibly to help her with her new tearoom; Lorinda says she plans to help Doremus escape. Lee Sarason deposes Windrip and grabs the dictatorship for himself.

			Need to Know: Sissy is assuming greater and greater responsibility. The role women play in resisting the fascists is stepped up.

			Chapter 35

			Cronyism characterizes the Corpo, but shifting loyalties and Windrip’s own increasing paranoia spark his ouster. With money he embezzled, he shuttles off to exile in France. But the recalibration does not stop there. Vice President Beecroft flees to Canada. Secretary of State Sarason becomes president. One month into Sarason’s presidency, rigid and religion-focused Secretary of War Dewey Haik walks in on a party-orgy at the White House and kills Sarason. He then takes over the country. Secretary of State Hector Macgoblin flies off to Cuba.

			Need to Know: The Corpo inner circle is not stable. When those in power overstep, they are removed by others.

			Chapter 36

			Lorinda’s escape plan works and Doremus is spirited out of Trianon. After a short time regaining his strength with Lorinda and Sissy, he crosses the border into Canada.

			Need to Know: Forced to leave his own country, Doremus trades the exile of a concentration camp for a new type of exile. He also ponders the worst parts of Corpo and other dictatorships: they turn honorable and passionate people into fanatics.

			Chapter 37

			Doremus works with Walt Trowbridge’s New Underground in Montreal, but becomes weary of hanging out with others in exile, debating what political solution will best serve the United States. The United States, using trumped-up reasons, goes to war with Mexico. A popular rebellion rises up against the Corpo regime. A faction of military men takes over a swath of the country, calls it the American Cooperative Commonwealth, and declares Trowbridge its president. Trowbridge says he will accept but only with the proviso that the next election will be a free election. Then suddenly the revolt slows. Americans simply do not know what they want. Doremus is asked to return to the United States as a spy and to proselytize on Trowbridge’s behalf.

			Need to Know: Despite what he has seen and suffered, Doremus’s belief in America and hope for its future persist.

			Chapter 38

			Lorinda crosses paths with Doremus to update him before he leaves Canada. Buck Titus is still in a concentration camp, but too heavily guarded for Lorinda to help him escape. Julian Falck and others also remain imprisoned. Emma and David continue living with Phillip, and Sissy is an anti-government agitator. Doremus begins his work back in the United States, roaming from place to place among the New Underground spies, hoping for a better tomorrow. As the story comes to a close, he wakens from a dream that began with all the prisoners in concentration camps being freed and all the victims of the fascists still alive—but then they start running to escape Shad Ledue. Doremus is awakened and learns that a Corpo posse is looking for him. With his family disintegrated and, for all purposes, on his own, Doremus heads out into the sunrise.

			Need to Know: Doremus hangs onto optimism and faith for the future, but he has no real solution. Lewis did not provide a final answer to what must be done but, rather, let the book stand as a warning that thinking people must be ever vigilant if they are to protect their democracy.

		

	
		
			Character Analysis

			Dewey Haik: A colonel, a general, and eventually the new leader of the Corpo regime, Haik is a grim religious fundamentalist and tyrant. Doremus suspects Haik is one of the authors (along with Lee Sarason) of Windrip’s fifteen-point platform. Obsessed with efficiency, Haik ruthlessly drills the army and the Minute Men in all-night practices. As Windrip’s Secretary of War, he perfunctorily brings discipline back to a regime whose inner circle is growing flabby. He is part of the conspiracy to oust Windrip and, not long after, barely flinches when he and his storm troopers walk into the White House and shoot President Sarason and the friends that are with him. After seizing power for himself, Haik launches a war with Mexico and crushes what little remaining joy there might have been in the country.

			Doremus Jessup: The liberal editor of a small-town newspaper and the novel’s hero, Jessup is driven by a sense of social justice. In his role at the newspaper, he exposed injustices in writing. After the Windrip government begins its campaign of censorship, he moves from mainstream journalism into covert journalism, and then into revolutionary action. Early in the book, Jessup and his closest friends are among the few in Fort Beulah who oppose Windrip’s political aspirations. As the Corpo regime erodes democratic rights and institutions, and exacts brutal punishment against its enemies, Doremus evolves from a generally peaceful, nonthreatening character into a man capable of violence. 

			Oscar “Shad” Ledue: Doremus’s shiftless and unhappy handyman represents the uneducated and untrained underclass left behind by society. When Ledue puts his support behind Windrip, he finds himself in a powerful ascent. Yet, even as he moves up in the new Corpo society (and becomes wealthy), many of his goals remain unattainable—such as the adoration (or even admiration) of Sissy Jessup. He has power through violence, but he never achieves the social standing he craves.

			Lorinda Pike: As the Corpo regime works to put women back into traditional roles, Lorinda Pike stands out as a smart, self-sufficient woman. As manager of the boardinghouse Fort Beulah Tavern, she exhibits keen business sense—and her skills (and fearlessness) are put to good use by the resistance. The widow of a Unitarian minister, she is an outspoken social activist with a steady moral compass. When Doremus anguishes about whether to publish a damning story about the Corpo regime, she alone encourages him. Lorinda is unashamed of her romance with Doremus, a relationship that is between equals, but she will not give up everything for him.

			Berzelius “Buzz” Windrip: Buzz begins as a jovial small-town lawyer turned politician. But he morphs into a power-hungry senator who, through his charisma, empty promises, and appeal to patriotic fervor, becomes the US president and then its dictator. Windrip’s methods follow a classic playbook for fascism, but his outward presentation is folksy and American. Indeed, he cannot even bear the stateliness of the White House, preferring to work from an unassuming hotel suite. As his power grows, he becomes more and more isolated, and more and more paranoid. Quick thinking saves him from assassination. His eventual exile to France, while inconvenient, promises to be not too uncomfortable: he had the foresight to embezzle from the country’s coffers.

		

	
		
			Themes and Symbols

			Patriotism: Fascism is fueled by false patriotism, and Lewis underscores this connection repeatedly. In the very first pages of the novel, Fort Beulah’s Annual Ladies Dinner is marked by nationalistic speeches. Just days before the election, Democratic candidate Berzelius “Buzz” Windrip holds a mass meeting at Madison Square Garden featuring his paramilitary force, the Minute Men (like the colonists who fought in the Revolutionary War). Rousing songs are written for and about Windrip, and in public presentations he quotes from the nation’s founders. This patriotic fervor is used near the end of the book to drive the country into an unprovoked war with Mexico.

			Censorship: Windrip’s fifteen-point platform makes no mention of press freedom or individual freedom of expression. That’s because those will be among the first rights the Corpo regime abuses. At the opening Annual Ladies Dinner (even before Windrip becomes president), when Lorinda Pike jumps up to criticize the adulation of military might, she is interrupted and told “freedom of speech becomes mere license when it goes so far as to criticize the Army, differ with the D.A.R., and advocate the rights of the mob.” This foreshadows the aggressive action of Windrip’s government to intercept and punish criticism by arresting newspaper personnel, taking over news outlets, and launching a powerful parallel news machine based on propaganda. 

			Militarization of youth: In Chapter 3, classics professor Victor Loveland tips Doremus off to widespread military training at Isaiah College—plus extra credit for students who snitch on critics of the initiative. By the latter part of the book, Doremus must watch his own grandson playing in a Minute Man costume. The Department of Education’s budget is diverted to pay for the paramilitaries’ bayonet training. Fascists believe that the future lies with the youth of a nation, and in Fort Beulah and beyond, the well-paying military becomes an attractive channel for young people who otherwise have been shut out of schools and jobs.

			Fort Beulah: Fort Beulah stands for the average American town and illustrates how a fascist dictatorship affects all types of Americans in all walks of life—from Doremus Jessup, the liberal newspaperman who fights back, to Shad Ledue, an uneducated blue-collar worker, and Francis Tasborough, a rich businessman, both of whom take advantage of the regime for their own gain. 

			Fascism: It Can’t Happen Here is Sinclair Lewis’s warning that fascist dictatorships can occur anywhere, including the United States. Written at time when fascism was coming to prominence in Italy, Spain, and Germany, Lewis’s novel illustrates that America isn’t so different, with its history of slavery, the KKK, sharecropping, censorship of newspapers, and Huey Long’s consolidation of power in Louisiana. Fascism is a far-right movement that believes liberal democracy is obsolete. It organizes its power around a single leader, or a small group of leaders, backed by a strong military that celebrates the use of violence—in this case, Buzz Windrip. 

		

	
		
			Direct Quotes and Analysis

			“He was, and he knew it, a small-town bourgeois Intellectual. Russia forbade everything that made his toil worth enduring: privacy, the right to think and to criticize as he freakishly pleased. To have his mind policed by peasants in uniform—rather than that he would live in an Alaska cabin, with beans and a hundred books and a new pair of pants every three years.”

			Doremus finds solidarity among the resistance fighters but opposes the communist and socialist solutions they espouse. He believes individualism is the strength of American democracy. Allowing citizens the creative license to live, dream, and work the way they wish is the only way to escape tyranny—and tyranny can come in all shapes and forms.

			“We can go back to the Dark Ages! The crust of learning and good manners and tolerance is so thin! It would just take a few thousand big shells and gas bombs to wipe out all the eager young men, and all the libraries and historical archives and patent offices, all the laboratories and art galleries, all the castles and Periclean temples and Gothic cathedrals, all the cooperative stores and motor factories—every storehouse of learning.”

			Buzz Windrip is now the president-elect, and Doremus is in his study thinking about the fragility of American democracy and its institutions. Amid the obvious warning signs, many still believe that Windrip can’t possibly win—and that, if he does, his presidency might be just what America needs. But Doremus understands that behind Buzz’s “everyman” appeal, real tyranny lurks. Just like in Europe, America is not immune to fascism.

			“An honest propagandist for any Cause, that is, one who honestly studies and figures out the most effective way of putting over his Message, will learn fairly early that it is not fair to ordinary folks—it just confuses them—to try to make them swallow all the true facts that would be suitable to a higher class of people.”

			This excerpt from Windrip’s book Zero Hour justifies the misinformation and censorship the regime must advance if it is to succeed. When Windrip becomes president, newspaper offices churn out propaganda and lies. Anyone that attempts to speak the truth is quickly exterminated: this is what happens to Doremus’s newspaper.

			“Under a tyranny, most friends are a liability.”

			When Doremus’s newspaper is taken over by Corpo, and he is required to teach them how to publish newspapers for their own means, he ponders what happens to his friends and peers. In a regime of terror, the people closest to you become enemies or shun you. Those who don’t may end up dead—with you alongside them. There are some, however, that keep you alive, such as Lorinda Pike.

			“All dictators followed the same routine of torture, as if they had all read the same manual of sadistic etiquette. And now, in the humorous, friendly, happy-go-lucky land of Mark Twain, Doremus saw the homicidal maniacs having just as good a time as they had had in central Europe.”

			Doremus studies up on fascist dictatorships and finds them all remarkably similar. There are beatings, fear, a high military presence, lies, and propaganda. American “exceptionalism” is a false notion when the context is a dictatorship. Sinclair Lewis believed there is a universal pattern to the rise of fascism. In the novel, after the first year of the Corpo rule, the United States resembles the dictatorship of Germany.

			“‘He’s ambitious, he’s a gorilla, and he’s a pious Puritan, and that’s a triple combination I’m scared of.’”

			Macgoblin’s warning about secretary of war Dewey Haik proved prescient. A month after the comment, Haik—with some bloodshed—had installed himself as president. Haik proves to be the perfect fascist—violent and driven, backed by an unshakable dogma.

			“‘More and more, as I think about history … I am convinced that everything that is worth while in the world has been accomplished by the free, inquiring, critical spirit, and that the preservation of this spirit is more important than any social system whatsoever. But the men of ritual and the men of barbarism are capable of shutting up the men of science and of silencing them forever.’”

			As Doremus sits in his cell in the concentration camp, his communist friend Karl Pascal turns into a zealot. Taking away a human being’s liberty can turn anyone into a fascist. Again, Doremus (and Lewis) express criticism of socialist and communist regimes that, in eschewing fascism, opted for other political systems marked by their own control and intolerance. The key to stopping a tyranny and strengthening a democracy is to encourage individual thought, openness, kindness, and intellectual curiosity. Concentrated power can corrupt anyone.

		

	
		
			Trivia

			
					Lewis’s characterizations may have been influenced by his second wife, journalist Dorothy Thompson, who interviewed Adolph Hitler as he made his rise to power. (She became the first American journalist to be expelled from Nazi Germany.)

					Buzz Windrip is based on Louisiana governor and senator Huey Long. Long was an outspoken populist whose power and message closely resembled the fictional Windrip. Long was assassinated in 1935, a month before the publication of It Can’t Happen Here.

					Lewis wrote It Can’t Happen Here in less than four months.

					Pulitzer Prize–winning author Upton Sinclair, best known for The Jungle, his exposé of the meatpacking industry, is mentioned repeatedly throughout Lewis’s novel. In 1906, Lewis spent two months writing and firing furnaces at Helicon, a commune that Upton Sinclair started in New Jersey. In Chapter 10, Sinclair is described as writing about and speaking on behalf of the fictional Windrip. In Chapter 15, he’s named Windrip’s ambassador to the United Kingdom.

					It Can’t Happen Here became an instant bestseller after the inauguration of President Donald J. Trump. Readers noticed many similarities between Lewis’s cautionary tale and the practices and promises of Trump and his cabinet. 

					In Chapter 30, Doremus’s treasured collection of Dickens’s work is destroyed. Lewis also owned a beautiful and valuable Dickens collection.

					In 1930, Lewis became the first US writer to win the Nobel Prize in Literature.

					When awarded a Pulitzer Prize in 1926 for his novel Arrowsmith, Lewis became the first writer to refuse it, saying he did not agree with awards that honored one book or author over another.

					In 1936, the New York Post serialized It Can’t Happen Here.

					Lewis sold movie rights for the book to MGM. Lionel Barrymore was to play the role of Doremus, but the film was canceled after the Production Code Administration told Louis B. Mayer that it would be inflammatory and cause controversy overseas.

			

		

	
		
			What’s That Word?

			Cheapjack: Shoddy or poor quality. When Doremus travels to New York City, he notices the cheapjack shops that line Eighth Avenue. 

			Chew the rag: Make small talk; the same as “chew the fat.”

			Communism: A theory proposing to eliminate private property, and in which goods are owned in common and are available to all citizens as needed. Doremus’s friend Karl Pascal is a communist. 

			Fascism: A political regime or philosophy that puts nation above the individual, has a small centralized government often headed by a dictatorial leader, uses violent means to suppress opposition, and includes severe social and economic regimentation. The Corpo government is a fascist government. 

			Horatory: Urging some sort of action; exhorting. People with fervent beliefs, for instance, communists like Karl Pascal, are horatory.

			Jingo: A person who shows excessive patriotic fervor, often in favor of aggressive foreign policy and war. Louis Rotenstern, the tailor in Fort Beulah, is a jingo in that he believes strongly in his 100% American-ness, and believes that foreigners should be kept out of the country. 

			Nationalism: Devotion to one nation above all other nations; elevating one nation’s culture, values, and interest above all others. Corpo is an intensely nationalistic government. 

			Pacifism: An opposition to war and violence as way of settling disputes; refusing to bear arms.

			Populist: The belief in the wisdom and rights of the common people; a member of a political party who claims to represent the common people. Buzz Windrip runs on a populist platform. 

			Propaganda: The spreading of ideas whose intent is to future one’s cause or damage another. Corpo uses propaganda to increase the regime’s popularity in America and abroad: it overestimates the size of Buzz Windrip’s rallies and denies the use of concentration camps. 

			Rotary club: An international organization of businesspeople, with many local chapters, that helps raise money for needy causes. It Can’t Happen Here begins with the Fort Beulah Rotary Club meeting. 

			Socialism: An economic or political theory that proposes collective or governmental ownership and administration of production and distribution of goods. 

			Tory: In It Can’t Happen Here, Tory is used to denote a person who holds conservative values. Doremus calls his wife Emma a Tory. 

		

	
		
			Critical Response

			
					Prometheus Hall of Fame Award

					An Amazon bestseller

			

			“One of the most important books ever produced in this country … [one that] should take its place with Uncle Tom’s Cabin and with the writings of Tom Paine and Thomas Jefferson.” —Clifton Fadiman in The New Yorker 

			“The novel that foreshadowed Donald Trump’s authoritarian appeal.” —Salon

			“It Can’t Happen Here is a work of dystopian fantasy, one man’s effort in the 1930s to imagine what it might look like if fascism came to America.… Today Lewis’s novel is making a comeback as an analogy for the Age of Trump.” —The New York Times Book Review

		

	
		
			About Sinclair Lewis

			Sinclair Lewis, the first American honored with a Nobel Prize for Literature, wrote widely popular satirical novels in the 1920s and ’30s. His breakthrough work, Babbitt, in 1922, was followed by Arrowsmith (1925), Elmer Gantry (1927), and Dodsworth (1929). Although those novels received greater acclaim for their literary quality, It Can’t Happen Here (1935) became a bestseller for its chilling content. (In a time machine twist, the book became an Amazon bestseller within a week of the 2016 US election.) 

			A redhead from “a prairie village” in Minnesota, Lewis was awarded the Nobel Prize for his “vigorous and graphic art of description and his ability to create, with wit and humor, new types of characters.” He was nominated for a Pulitzer Prize for Main Street (1920) and Babbitt, and he won the award for Arrowsmith but declined to accept it. Throughout his career, his works frequently featured strong working women and themes related to American capitalism and consumerism. He also tackled social justice themes, including race.

			He studied at Yale University and worked two years as a journalist before landing a job at a New York publishing house. He succeeded in selling stories to magazines, which allowed him to support himself as a writer, although his first five novels received little attention. He was married for 14 years to Grace Hegger, a magazine editor in New York; they had a son who was killed in action in World War II. In 1928, he married journalist Dorothy Thompson. They also had a son before they divorced in 1942. 

			Lewis, who struggled with alcoholism, died in Rome in 1951. He was 65.

		

	
		
			For Your Information

			Online

			“The 10 Best Dystopian Books You Haven’t Read Yet.” Early Bird Books. 

			“Buzz Can Happen Here: Sinclair Lewis and the New American Fascism,” New Ohio Review. 

			“How does Donald Trump stack up against American literature’s fictional dictators? Pretty well, actually.” The Washington Post.

			“‘It Can’t Happen Here.’ Hope springs eternal for prophets of fascism.” The Weekly Standard.

			“It Really Can Happen Here: The Novel that Foreshadowed Donald Trump’s Authoritarian Appeal.” Salon.

			“Reading the Classic Novel That Predicted Trump.” The New York Times.

			Books

			1984 by George Orwell

			Animal Farm by George Orwell

			Brave New World by Aldous Huxley

			Bring the Jubilee by Ward Moore

			Fahrenheit 451 by Ray Bradbury

			The Handmaid’s Tale by Margaret Atwood

			Love in the Ruins by Walker Percy
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			The Plot Against America by Philip Roth
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			Other Books by Sinclair Lewis
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			Free Air
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