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"My Kinsman, Major Molineux": An Allegory of Social Revolution

As Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels ironically celebrate in The Communist Manifesto of 1848, the American and French revolutions largely marked the victory of movable–and urban–economic power over the much less mobile, land-based “country” power of feudalism. Here’s the way they put it in an introductory paragraph of their famous pamphlet: 

The discovery of America, the rounding of the Cape, opened up fresh ground for the rising bourgeoisie. The East-Indian and Chinese markets, the colonisation of America, trade with the colonies, the increase in the means of exchange and in commodities generally, gave to commerce, to navigation, to industry, an impulse never before known, and thereby, to the revolutionary element in the tottering feudal society, a rapid development. (13)
We see this triumph of the new, brawlingly competitive bourgeois order and the contrast between the new and old societies, with their different attitudes, illuminated in Nathaniel Hawthorne's allegorical tale, "My Kinsman, Major Molineux." Although the bourgeois or “capitalist” system had taken centuries–or millennia–to come to full political power, Hawthorne's short story compresses the essentials of this process. He gives them explosive impact by presenting an intimate view of an intelligent, though innocent, young man, hungry and lonely, passing from the illusions of childhood into the realism of adulthood. In doing so, Robin, his name suggestive of song and spring, moves from the settled, communal warmth of rural family life into the impersonal, competitive, unsettled individualism of the town.
The first thing we see Robin doing as he enters the "new order” is paying the ferryman a double fare, leaving himself only three cents. Hawthorne even alludes to the inflation of the official paper money–"a province bill"–which is the older, declining aristocratic realm’s medium of exchange, referring to "the depreciation in that sort of currency" (1277). The young traveler is willing to pay a high price for his passage because he does not yet understand that his blood tie to a royalist bureaucrat will not substitute for hard cash in the new realm. Because he is unable to find his relative as quickly as hoped, Robin must endure the smell of food in impoverished hunger throughout the evening. He is bewildered by the derision and hostility with which the citizenry respond to his asking after his kinsman. The only hospitality offered Robin is that of a lady of the night. Hawthorne pictures the attractive, dark-haired young woman as a robust entrepreneur untroubled by Puritanic guilt: "[H]er bright eyes possessed a sly freedom" (1281). She is indeed an effective saleslady, whose success–“She had drawn his half-willing footsteps nearly to the threshold”–is interrupted only by the approach of the night watchman. The attentions of this vivacious person contrast sharply with the sisterly and motherly love Robin has hitherto known and which his homespun clothing displays: “[H]is stockings of blue yarn were the incontrovertible work handiwork of a mother or a sister” (1276). 

The character who serves as the main antagonist to Robin as well as the central symbol of dramatic social change is the man who seems to be leader of the local revolutionary cell. He is suggestive of the Samuel Adams who is thought of by some as the organizer of the Boston Tea Party, an affair in which the participants also dressed up in Indian-like costumes. Robin encounters this man, who remains anonymous but memorable, on three occasions during this night of initiation into the new society. The first time Robin sees this mysterious figure is in the tavern run by a man of French extraction. The revolutionary is conversing in low, conspiratorial tones with a small group of confederates. Our preacher's kid is struck by the bulging double forehead and dramatic visage of this strange man, and imagines that the eyes in his singular face glow "like fire in a cave" (1278-9). This creature, in his fiery and arrogant intensity, reflects the dynamic freedom of the new order as opposed to the more constrained, quieter culture based on a traditional, static attachment to the soil. 
The second occasion Robin runs across this "diabolic" character, near the end of the former's frustrated search, the strange man uncovers a face painted half red and half black. This reinforces the "devilish" image, and Robin seems unsure of whether this person is not of supernatural substance: "Strange things we travellers see" (1283). Of course, North American readers perhaps know that they are witnessing a disguised subversive hurrying to a rendezvous with fellow radicals on the waterfront. Usually, however, we are supposed to see those “tea partiers” as on the side of the angels, not the demons. Hawthorne is clearly “defamiliarizing” the Boston tea party in order to look at the dark underside of such enterprises. 
The last time Robin encounters the striking figure, he is on horseback, leading a tar-and-feather party. Here that figure serves as the agent of the young man's final disillusionment, stopping the procession to show Robin the pitiful sight of his deposed kinsman. In this tableau is encapsulated a summary vision of the revolutionary triumph. The leader's face is, again, painted red and black, suggestive of revolution, anarchy, and the infernal. Assembled are all those whom Robin has met earlier: the rising class of shopkeepers, tradesmen, prostitutes, and ambitious agitators (1286-7). The young would-be royalist finally joins their merriment with his own loud laugh, acknowledging his former innocence and the reality of the new society he sees before him, one in which individual, sometimes predatory, business skills and social assertiveness replace blood lines as primary determiners of social and economic status and power–or at least that is the mythos. 
Hawthorne makes his fictional presentation of objective social revolution all the more powerful by harnessing the reader's vision to the subjective impressions of an appealing but unsophisticated young man who undergoes “culture shock” and the destruction of his former conception of his own future. Because of Robin's religious background as a “preacher’s kid” and his unfamiliarity with the seaport town, suggestive of revolutionary Boston and the social changes happening therein, the events of this moonlit night take on a mythic, allegoric quality when filtered through the young man’s mind. What we are left with, though, is the fact of a new system established–vigorous, open, and dynamic–but one that can also be violent, tough, and mean. 
Works Cited

Hawthorne, Nathaniel. "My Kinsman, Major Molineux." 1837. The Norton Anthology of American Literature. Vol. B. Ed. Robert S. Levine and Arnold Krupat. 7th ed. New York: Norton, 2007. 1276-88.
Marx, Karl and Friedrich Engels. The Communist Manifesto. 1888. Trans. Samuel Moore. Chicago: Kerr, 1947.
