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Abstract  

Yuko Takase 

 

In  this  dissertat ion I  wi l l  explore  the diverse  aspects  o f  

inheritance and land ownership in  nineteenth-century American 

culture .  In  the novels  o f  Nathaniel  Hawthorne,  Edgar Al lan Poe,  

Herman Melvi l le ,  and Lydia Maria  Chi ld ,  various cases  o f  

inheritance,  especial ly  those  o f  property  are  depicted.  The not ion 

of  inheritance is  based on temporal  dimension,  that  is ,  the  t ime 

di f ference  between one generat ion and the next .  To  inherit  what  

the owner have,  such as  t i t le ,  money,  or  property  etc .  means to  

receive  what  is  le f t  at  the  death of  the  previous owner.  As 

transferr ing the ownership from one to  the  other  is  the  main 

aspect  o f  inheritance ,  possession enters  into  the  focal  point  o f  

this  dissertat ion.   

I  wi l l  d iscuss  the texts  o f  the  writers  o f  nineteenth-century 

America  when the nat ional  movement of  expansion was 

conspicuous.  The expansionism of  this  period,  tr iggered by 

Louis iana Purchase (1803) ,  is  cal led the “Westward Movement”  

which is  successive  act  o f  possession of  the  land.  I  would l ike  to  

propose  a  fresh insight  into  the  not ion of  inheritance  by 

analyzing the cultural  texts  o f  nineteenth century writers .   

   First ,  I  would l ike  to  quote  one paragraph from the second 

novel  o f  Nathaniel  Hawthorne,  The House of  Seven Gables .   In  

the preface  o f  the  novel ,  the  writer  talks  that  what  one 
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generat ion did  transferred through generat ions  as  an 

inheritance.   

 

Not  to  be  def ic ient  in  this  part icular ,  the  author  has  

provided himsel f  with a  moral ,  —the truth,  namely ,  that  the  

wrong-doing of  one generat ion l ives  into  the  successive  ones ,  

and,  d ivest ing i tse l f  o f  every temporary advantage,  becomes 

a  pure  and uncontrol lable  mischief ;  mischief ;  and he would 

feel  i t  a  s ingular  grat i f icat ion i f  this  romance might  

e f fectual ly  convince  mankind—or,  indeed,  any one man—of  

the fo l ly  o f  tumbling down an avalanche of  i l l -gotten gold ,  or  

real  estate ,  on the heads of  an unfortunate  poster i ty… (2)  

 

I t  seems that  this  whole  passage is  about  the negative  

inheritance that  fa l ls  upon al l  future  generat ions .  “An avalanche”  

here  is  used as  an extended metaphor  of  the  negative  aspects  o f  

inheritance.  An avalanche means “a  large mass of  snow,  mixed 

with earth and ice ,  loosened from a mountain s ide ,  and 

descending swift ly  into  the  val ley  below”.  I t  means here ,  a  large  

mass  of  gold  or  real  estate  is  descending to  the  poster i ty .  

Hawthorne expresses  this  “ fo l ly” ,  which means “a  very stupid 

thing to  do ,  especial ly  one that  is  l ikely  to  have ser ious  results” .  

Inheritance  occasional ly  br ings  “ser ious  results”  to  the  poster i ty .  

I  explore  how serious  results  are  brought  by inheritance not  only  

in  this  work but  also  other  works in  nineteenth-century 
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l i terature .   

     I  s tarted my journey from my interest  in  this  passage,  and I  

have broadened my perspect ives  to  consider  American history ,  

the  nature  of  a  house i tse l f ,  the  house moving,  real  estates ,  

Native  American t i t le  and ownership and a  number of  re lated 

areas .  In  the process  o f  undertaking such research,  I  have come to  

understand that  the concept  o f  ownership of  America  is  based 

upon supposit ions  and precedents ,  which are  unstable  and 

ambiguous.  This  is  because the background of  the  sett lement  was 

complicated:  when the sett lers  arr ived on the new continent ,  

Native  Americans were already resident  on the land.  Although 

the idea of  “ the  Discovery of  New World”  by  Christopher  

Columbus is  very  much part  o f  Westernized histor ical  d iscourse ,  

the  naming of  the  histor ical  event  i tse l f  reveals  a  strongly  

European bias .  From the perspect ive  o f  Native  Americans,  i t  was,  

rather ,  an invasion,  or  an intrusion.  The quest ion of  to  whom 

America might  belong thus took on increasing weight  in  my 

invest igat ions  as  a  result  o f  this  research.   

     I f  i t  were  to  be  the case  that  an ambiguity  and unstableness  

with regard to  the process  o f  possessing the land in  America  

existed and /  or  exists  presently ,  the  land of  America  might  be  

considered a  vast  negative  legacy.  Thus,  this  dissertat ion 

explores  the process  o f  possessing the land,  and how the 

bequeathing and succeeding to  property  is  represented in  

American l i terature .   
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     I  have  na r rowed  down the  resea rch  focus  to  n ine teen th -cen tu ry  

l i t e ra tu re  in  th i s  d i scuss ion .  There  a re  two  reasons  fo r  do ing  so :  in  

the  f i r s t  p lace ,  i t  i s  obv ious ly  imposs ib le  to  cover  a l l  genera t ions ,  

and  in  the  second ,  whi le  I  have  resea rched  in to  wr i t e r s  o f  the  

Amer ican  Rena i s sance  such  as  Na than ie l  Hawthorne  and  Herman  

Melv i l l e ,  I  have  p laced  pa r t i cu la r  emphas i s  on  the i r  c r i t i ca l  v iews  

wi th  regard  to  Amer ican  Expans ion i sm.  By  resea rch ing  

n ine teen th-cen tu ry  Amer ican  l i t e ra tu re ,  I  can  thus  exp lo re  d ive r se  

aspec t s  o f  the  sys tem of  inher i t ance  and  the  l and  ownersh ip ,  an  

examina t ion  o f  which  has  the  po ten t i a l  to  r evea l  fundamenta l  

p rob lems  wi th  the  founda t ion  o f  the  na t ion .   

     My dissertat ion explores  inheritance not  only  i ts  

representat ion and depict ion in  l i terature ,  but  also  analyzing 

relevant  histor ical  and pol i t ical  documents  such as  the 

Declarat ion of  Independence,  the  Presidents ’  addresses ,  and 

certain letters .  One of  the  examples  o f  the  documents  is  Common 

Sense .  Thomas Paine,  who encourages  people  in  the Colonies  to  

become independent  o f  Britain in  his  pamphlet ,  re fers  “monarchy”  

and “hereditary succession,”  which imply  inheritance ,  as  the  evi l .  

Thomas Jef ferson once  wrote :  “ the  earth belongs in  usufruct  to  

the  l iv ing”  in  his  letter  to  James Madison in  1789.  His  v iew for  

the  land might  have an inf luence on the Declarat ion of  

Independence.        

     I  would l ike  to  start  by  dividing the system of  inheritance  

into  occupancy,  possession,  bequeathing property  and succession.  
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There are  diverse  inheritance in  the works;  from father  to  

son—primogeniture—, from father  to  a  member of  a  family  except  

son,  inheritance without  blood relat ionship,  renunciat ion of  heir  

and loss  o f  property .  In  each chapter ,  I  focus  on each stage of  

inheritance.   

     Chapter  1  explores  possession in  Herman Melvi l le ’ s  

Moby-Dick or  The Whale  and The Narrat ive  o f  Arthur Gordon 

Pym of  Nantucket .  One should possess  the property ,  such as  the 

land ownership,  before  bequeathing a  fortune to  descendants  and 

succeeding to  ancestral  estate .  Thus,  I  wi l l  undertake an 

invest igat ion of  the  process  o f  possession before  researching 

inheritance.   

     Chapter  2  invest igates  the concept  that  the  occupancy 

conquers  the law in Herman Melvi l le ’s  “Bart leby,  the  Scribner―A 

Story of  Wall  Street” .  Bart leby forces  the lawyer  to  leave his  

o f f ice  by occupying the space  despite  the lawyer  having t i t le .  

However ,  Bart leby himsel f  are  also  removed to  the  Tombs.  I  

explore  the meaning of  the  occupancy in  America  and the sett ing 

of  this  work,  Wall  Street ,  in  this  chapter .  

     Chapter  3  sketches  an out l ine  o f  the  most  general  aspects  o f  

inheritance of  a  house and i ts  s i te  from father  to  son,  in  Edgar 

Al lan Poe ’s  “The Fal l  o f  the  House of  Usher” .  However ,  in  this  

work,  i t  is  o f  especial  interest  that  the inherited house vanishes  

in  the end.  I  explore  the s igni f icant  o f  los ing the property  in  the 

context  o f  the  1830s.     
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     Chapter  4  examines  more complicated issues  o f  inheritance  

in  Lydia  Maria  Chi ld ’s  The Romance of  the  Republ ic .  Switching 

babies  leads  to  a  convoluted inheritance process .  I  focus  

part icularly  on one of  the  characters ,  King,  who is  involved in  the 

switching of  the  babies ,  and examine how he acts  as  an agent  in  

the subsequent  restorat ion of  property .     

     Chapter  5  looks  at  the  renunciat ion of  inheritance  in  Edgar 

Al lan Poe ’s  The Narrat ive  o f  Arthur Gordon Pym of  Nantucket .  

The main character ,  Arthur Gordon Pym has high expectat ions  of  

his  wealthy grandfather ,  who is  expected to  bequeath his  fortune 

to  him.  However ,  Pym’s  plan to  board a  whal ing ship  enrages  his  

grandfather ,  result ing in  Pym resigning his  r ight  o f  inheritance .  

I  consider  the meaning of  his  renunciat ion and further  analyze  

the concepts  o f  hegemony within the context  o f  a  ship  and discuss  

the authorship of  this  work.   

     Chapter  6  explores  the idea that  pr imogeniture  does  not  

funct ion and the hereditary property  negatively  af fects  the  

descendants  in  Nathaniel  Hawthorne ’s  The House of  the  Seven 

Gables .  This  is  a lso  used to  advance the argument that  the land of  

America  is  usurped by the sett lers  from Native  Americans 

unrightful ly .  


