Nanotechnology Perceptions
ISSN 1660-6795
WWW.nano-ntp.com

Spatio-Temporal Influence On Sinclair
Lewis: An Assessment

Dr. K. N. Sharmila',Ms. M. Valarmathi?

!4sst. Professor of English, Department of English, FEAT, Annamalai University. Annamalai
Nagar-608001.
’Ph. D Research Scholar, Department of English, Annamalai University. Annamalai Nagar -
608001

This paper explores how the geographical and cultural settings in Sinclair Lewis’s novels shape his
satire of American life in the early twentieth century. Through a close

reading of Main Street, Babbitt, Arrowsmith, Elmer Gantry, and Dodsworth, the study argues that
Lewis’s settings—particularly his fictional Midwestern landscapes—are not passive

backdrops but living environments that influence characters’ moral and emotional trajectories. The
physical geography of small towns and the cultural geography of conformity, religion, and ambition
together define the limits and longings of Lewis’s America. His

settings embody the contradictions between provincialism and progress, isolation and mobility,
morality and materialism, showing that “place” itself is a moral force.
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Introduction

"Space and time are not conditions of existence, but time and space is a model for thinking"
—Albert Einstein.
Sinclair Lewis’s fiction has long been celebrated for its merciless satire of American

middle-class life. Yet his satire depends crucially on where it takes place. Lewis’s landscapes
are not neutral; they are dynamic, moral, and symbolic. From Gopher Prairie in Main Street
to Zenith in Babbitt, Lewis uses geography to embody a social condition. As he once wrote in
Main Street, “The town was a savorless prairie village; it was not a place but a state of mind.”
This insight captures the spirit of his art: geography and mentality are one.

This paper argues that Lewis’s geographical and cultural settings are central to his critique of
American provincialism. Through carefully constructed fictional regions—his invented state
of Winnemac, for instance—Lewis transforms local color into national allegory. His
landscapes express both the charm and the tyranny of small-town and city life.

Spatial literary criticism provides the theoretical lens for this assessment. Henri Lefebvre’s
idea that “space is a social product” and Yi-Fu Tuan’s “sense of place” are relevant here:
places in literature both shape and reflect social relations. Lewis’s ‘“spaces”—streets,
offices, churches, college campuses—are constructed environments that embody ideology.

Temporally, the novels emerge in the early twentieth century, when the United States was
transforming through urbanization, industrial capitalism, and the rise of consumer culture.
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The temporal moment is encoded spatially: the landscape of Zenith’s offices and Gopher
Prairie’s Main Street becomes a chronotope of modernity and resistance.

Gopher Prairie: The Geography of Conformity

Lewis’s Main Street (1920) remains the cornerstone of his geographical imagination. The
fictional Gopher Prairie, based on his hometown of Sauk Centre, Minnesota, is a map of
small-town mentality. The opening lines describe a vast, uniform prairie stretching endlessly:

The physical flatness mirrors spiritual monotony. Carol Kennicott, the novel’s protagonist,
dreams of civic beauty and artistic reform, yet finds herself suffocated by sameness. Lewis
writes,

The quote transforms geography into psychology—Carol’s mental emptiness mirrors the
town’s spatial barrenness. The culture of Gopher Prairie is rooted in suspicion of difference
and worship of routine. When Carol proposes civic improvements, the townspeople
respond with derision:

Lewis’s satire exposes how a community’s geography—its isolation, its distance from
cosmopolitan centers—reinforces intellectual parochialism. The “Main Street” itself
becomes symbolic of national complacency:

“Main Street was the climax of civilization; that is, it was a badly paved road lined with
standard-pattern houses.”

Here, Lewis transforms the geography of a single street into a moral diagnosis of the nation.

Winnemac and Zenith: The Geography of Business Civilization

In Babbitt (1922), Lewis relocates from the prairie to the city of Zenith in the fictional state
of Winnemac. Zenith is a generic American metropolis—a composite of Cincinnati,
Minneapolis, and Chicago. Lewis’s detailed map of Zenith makes it a character in its own
right:

Zenith is the finest example of American civilization, the home of a thousand industries, and
of as many business men who are the true princes of this world.”

George F. Babbitt’s life unfolds in this urban landscape of real estate offices, clubs, and
booster parades. Lewis describes Zenith’s skyline as “the temple of standardization.” The
phrase captures how geography—skyscrapers, neon signs, automobiles—embodies the
cultural triumph of conformity and capitalism.

Babbitt’s rare moments of self-awareness are often spatial: when he looks at the lights of the
city from his bedroom window, he feels both awe and emptiness:

“He was not sure whether he was glad or sorry that he was merely a cog in the machine of
Zenith.”
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Cultural Geography of Consumerism

Zenith’s culture values speed, profit, and social status. Clubs like the “Boosters” symbolize
civic religion. Lewis mocks this:

“They met weekly to boost everything about Zenith except thinking.”

Through such biting wit, Lewis shows how a city’s geography—the spatial organization of

business districts, suburbs, and social clubs—produces a corresponding moral geography: the
landscape of ambition without soul.

In Arrowsmith (1925), Lewis widens his map beyond the Midwest to include universities,
laboratories, and tropical islands. Yet the heart of his geography remains Winnemac. The
protagonist, Martin Arrowsmith, begins in the small town of Wheatsylvania and moves
through the University of Winnemac, symbolizing America’s struggle between

science and commerce.

Lewis writes of Martin’s early environment:

“The town was nothing but a street, a row of houses, and the fields; and yet to him it was the
world.”

This sense of local enclosure motivates Martin’s search for broader horizons. Later, at the
university, Lewis contrasts intellectual ambition with mediocrity:

“Here the gods were bacteriology and golf.”

The geographical range—from the rural Midwest to a Caribbean island where Martin

conducts medical experiments—reflects the moral expansion and disillusionment of the
protagonist. Lewis uses geography as moral testing ground: each space exposes a different
cultural sickness, whether it be ignorance, bureaucracy, or commercialization of science.

Elmer Gantry (1927) brings the small-town and urban geographies together under the sign
of religion. Lewis maps America as a circuit of evangelism, traveling tents, and church
pulpits. The towns—Paris, Kansas; Schoenheim; and other imagined communities—become
sites where faith turns into spectacle.

Lewis writes of a revival meeting:

“The smell of sawdust and salvation was everywhere.”

The geography of the revival—its itinerant tents and makeshift stages—mirrors the instability
of its moral foundations. Elmer himself is described as “a spiritual traveling salesman,”
collapsing the distinction between religion and commerce.

Lewis’s satire of geography here is cultural rather than physical: he shows that even moral
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life is spatially organized around markets and competition. The small-town church and the
big-city cathedral differ only in scale, not in spirit.

Crossing Continents: Dodsworth and the Geography of Cultural Encounter:

With Dodsworth (1929), Lewis moves beyond American geography to explore

transatlantic contrasts. The novel’s protagonist, Sam Dodsworth, an automobile magnate
from Zenith, travels through Europe with his wife Fran. The journey turns into a moral
cartography of civilization itself.

When Dodsworth first arrives in Paris, Lewis writes:
“He had never before seen a city which made him feel that life could be lived as an art.”

In this sentence, geography becomes revelation. Europe represents aesthetic experience,
subtlety, and history—qualities absent in Zenith’s mechanized modernity. Yet Lewis resists
idealizing Europe; Fran’s infatuation with aristocratic circles reveals another form of
shallowness. As Sam returns to America, his geographical journey mirrors his moral
maturation: movement through space leads to movement in self-understanding. The contrast
between Zenith and Paris encapsulates Lewis’s enduring theme—the tension between
provincial certitude and cosmopolitan yearning.

Across his fiction, Lewis constructs what might be called “the architecture of conformity.”
Churches, offices, hotels, parlors, and clubs are spatial extensions of cultural norms. In
Babbitt, “the standardization of office furniture” symbolizes the standardization of

thought. In Main Street, the symmetrical houses and dusty streets mirror the social monotony
Carol fights against.

Lewis’s cultural geography is also gendered. Carol Kennicott’s frustration in Gopher Prairie
stems from her confinement to domestic space:

“She wondered why it was considered feminine to be domestic, and why domesticity had
nothing to do with the beauty of a home.”

By exposing such contradictions, Lewis reveals that space itself is socially coded: men
occupy public, productive zones; women inhabit private, decorative ones. His critique thus
extends beyond geography into sociology.

Spatial and Temporal Tension:

The “spatio-temporal” influence in Lewis’s novels lies in how time and space interact. The
1910s-1930s mark a transitional era between Victorian moralism and modernist
experimentation. Lewis’s towns and cities exist on the cusp of modernization: automobiles,
telephones, and motion pictures invade spaces of old customs.

In Babbitt, time accelerates with urban modernity:
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The motors and street cars and factory whistles seemed to be hurrying the sun itself across the
sky.”

This temporal compression mirrors the anxiety of progress. In Main Street, by contrast, time
feels stagnant, reinforcing Carol’s frustration:

“Day after day, the snow and the sky and the talk at the Jolly Seventeen never changed.”

Thus, temporal rhythm corresponds to spatial structure—Zenith’s speed contrasts with
Gopher Prairie’s stillness, and both generate discontent.

Lewis’s geography, though vivid, has been critiqued for overgeneralization. Critics argue that
his “Middle America” lacks nuance in ethnic or racial diversity. His focus on white
middle-class experience leaves large parts of American geography invisible.

Nevertheless, his geographical method—fictional yet credible—allows him to address
universals. As Granville Hicks observed, “Winnemac is not one state, but the United States.”
Lewis’s towns and cities thus become moral archetypes rather than mere coordinates.

In Lewis’s world, to move through space is to undergo moral testing. Carol Kennicott’s
migration from St. Paul to Gopher Prairie, Babbitt’s momentary rebellion in Zenith,
Arrowsmith’s departure from the Midwest, Elmer Gantry’s travels, Dodsworth’s continental
voyage—all are variations of a single motif: the search for authenticity amid environments
that distort it.

The American dream, in Lewis’s rendering, is geographically bounded. The promise of
space—of “the open road,” of movement westward or abroad—often ends in disappointment.
Lewis writes in Babbitt:

“He had been born in Zenith; he expected to die there; and Zenith would die with him.”

This grim symmetry captures the circularity of his spatial vision: outward motion often leads
back to the same moral center.

Conclusion

Sinclair Lewis’s novels form a grand map of American civilization between 1910 and 1930.
His towns, cities, and continents are charged with moral significance. Geography is not passive
scenery but active structure—one that molds and reveals character. Culturally, his

America is a network of spaces devoted to commerce, respectability, and illusion; yet within
those spaces flicker yearnings for art, truth, and freedom.

By integrating spatial realism with cultural satire, Lewis achieves a kind of moral cartography.
His fictional state of Winnemac and its towns—Gopher Prairie, Zenith, and
beyond—constitute a geography of conscience, charting both the triumph and the failure of
American modernity.

As Main Street declares with bitter humor,
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“The small towns are not huddles of ignorance; they are the nation.”
Lewis’s enduring insight is that America’s geography is inseparable from its soul.

Works Cited

PNAN RN =

9.

—Lewis, Sinclair. Main Street. 1920. Harcourt, Brace and Howe, 1920.

—. Babbitt. 1922. Harcourt, Brace and Co., 1922.

—. Arrowsmith. 1925. Harcourt, Brace and Co., 1925.

—. Elmer Gantry. 1927. Harcourt, Brace and Co., 1927.

—. Dodsworth. 1929. Harcourt, Brace and Co., 1929.

—Hicks, Granville. “The Social Geography of Sinclair Lewis.” The New Republic, 1930.
Lefebvre, Henri. The Production of Space. Blackwell, 1991.

Tuan, Yi-Fu. Space and Place: The Perspective of Experience. University of Minnesota
Press, 1977.

O’Connor, Richard. Sinclair Lewis: A Life of Paradox. Putnam, 1971.

10. —- Bloom, Harold, ed. Sinclair Lewis’s Main Street and Babbitt. Chelsea House, 19

Nanotechnology Perceptions 20 No. S16 (2024) 4401-4406



