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The Hairy Ape by Eugene O’Neill: An Exploration of
Identity and Class Struggle

The Hairy Ape is a powerful expression of the struggles of the working class in early 20th-century
America, crafted by the renowned playwright Eugene O'Neill. This expressionist play, first performed
in 1922, delves deeply into themes of identity, social class, and the search for belonging through the
tragic story of its protagonist, Yank. O'Neill's exploration of these themes resonates with audiences
even today, making it a significant work in American theatre history.

Background of Eugene O’Neill

Eugene O'Neill was an influential figure in American drama, known for his innovative approach to
playwriting and his ability to tackle complex social issues. Born in 1888 in New York City, O'Neill’s
tumultuous family life and experiences with addiction heavily influenced his work. He was the first
American playwright to win the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1936, and his body of work includes
classics such as "Long Day's Journey Into Night" and "A Moon for the Misbegotten."

O'Neill’s plays often reflect his own struggles with mental health, familial relationships, and existential
questions. "The Hairy Ape" is no exception, as it is imbued with O'Neill's personal experiences and
perspectives on the human condition.

Plot Summary

"The Hairy Ape" follows the story of Robert Smith, known as Yank, a fiery and proud laborer on a
transatlantic ocean liner. The play is divided into eight scenes, each illustrating Yank's journey
through the themes of class, identity, and alienation.

Act I: Introduction to Yank

In the opening scene, we are introduced to the crew of the ocean liner as they prepare for their work.
Yank, confident and aggressive, believes he embodies the power of the working class. He takes pride
in his physical strength and the labor he provides, which he views as essential to the functioning of
society. This sentiment is shattered when a wealthy passenger, Mildred Douglas, visits the engine
room and is horrified by the sight of him.



Act II: The Encounter with Mildred

Yank’s encounter with Mildred serves as a catalyst for his existential crisis. She views him as a beast,
reinforcing his sense of alienation from the upper class. Her disdain for him reveals the deep social
divide that exists between the classes, leading Yank to question his identity and place in the world.
This pivotal moment sparks a transformation in Yank, setting him on a quest for validation and
belonging.

Act III: The Quest for Identity

In his search for identity, Yank visits a group of anarchists who share his disdain for the upper class.
However, their ideology does not resonate with him, and he feels increasingly isolated. Yank's
desperation grows as he confronts the limitations of his social class and the harsh reality that he is
neither fully accepted by the upper class nor truly connected with his fellow workers.

Act IV: The Climax of Alienation

Yank's emotional turmoil peaks when he tries to assert his strength and power, only to be met with
rejection and violence. He attempts to confront the wealthy elite but is ultimately rebuffed. This
moment solidifies his sense of alienation and despair. The culmination of his internal conflict leads
him to a profound realization of his insignificance in a world that values wealth and status over human
dignity.

Act V: The Final Confrontation

In the final act, Yank's journey reaches a tragic conclusion as he confronts a gorilla in a zoo. In his
mind, he identifies with the creature, believing that they both represent raw, unrefined strength that
society has rejected. In a moment of desperation, he pleads for acceptance, only to realize that he is
forever trapped in his identity as an outsider. Yank's tragic fate serves as a haunting reminder of the
dehumanizing effects of class struggle and the search for identity in a rapidly changing society.

Key Themes

"The Hairy Ape" is rich with themes that are relevant to both the time it was written and
contemporary society.

Class Struggle

One of the most prominent themes in the play is class struggle. O'Neill illustrates the stark divide
between the working class and the wealthy elite, highlighting how this divide influences identity and



social interactions. Yank's desperate attempts to bridge this gap ultimately lead to his tragic downfall,
emphasizing the futility of trying to escape one's social class.

Identity and Alienation

Yank's character arc embodies the struggle for identity in a world that often defines individuals by
their social status. His journey from pride to despair reflects the alienation many individuals
experience in a capitalist society. O'Neill poignantly captures the sense of being 'lost' in a world that
values material wealth over human connection.

The Role of Technology

The play also explores the impact of technology on human relationships. The industrial revolution
brought about significant changes in society, and O'Neill critiques how technological advancements
have dehumanized workers. The engine room serves as a metaphor for the mechanization of labor,
where workers are reduced to mere cogs in a vast machine, stripped of their individuality and
humanity.

Symbolism and Imagery

O'Neill's use of symbolism and imagery enhances the play's themes and emotional impact.

The Hairy Ape: The title itself symbolizes the primal instincts and raw strength of the working
class, contrasting with the refined nature of the upper class.

The Ocean Liner: Represents the capitalist society that separates classes, encapsulating the
vast divide between the wealthy and the laborers.

The Gorilla: Symbolizes the primal nature of man, suggesting that beneath the veneer of
civilization lies a raw, instinctual being longing for acceptance.

Conclusion

"The Hairy Ape" remains a poignant exploration of identity, class struggle, and alienation, making it a
timeless piece in American theatre. Eugene O'Neill's profound insights into the human condition
resonate with audiences today, as the issues of class disparity and the search for personal identity
continue to persist in modern society. Through the tragic story of Yank, O'Neill compels us to confront
the harsh realities of our social structures and the impact they have on individual lives.

The play not only serves as a reflection of its time but also as a warning of the consequences of



neglecting the human spirit in the face of societal expectations. "The Hairy Ape" urges us to look
beyond the surface and recognize the intrinsic value of every individual, regardless of their social
standing.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'The Hairy Ape'?
The main themes include class struggle, identity, alienation, and the search for meaning in a modern
industrial society.

Who is the protagonist of 'The Hairy Ape' and what is his
occupation?
The protagonist is Yank, a coal stoker on a transatlantic ocean liner.

How does Yank's character evolve throughout the play?
Yank starts as a confident and strong individual but becomes increasingly disillusioned and alienated
as he confronts his identity and social status.

What role does the character Mildred Douglas play in 'The
Hairy Ape'?
Mildred Douglas represents the wealthy upper class and her encounter with Yank catalyzes his
existential crisis and feelings of inferiority.

How does O'Neill use symbolism in 'The Hairy Ape'?
O'Neill uses symbolism extensively, with the 'hairy ape' itself symbolizing the primal instincts of man
and the struggle for recognition in a dehumanizing society.

What is the significance of the setting in 'The Hairy Ape'?
The setting shifts from the industrial ship to various locations in New York City, highlighting the
contrast between the working class and the elite, and emphasizing Yank's feelings of displacement.

In what ways does 'The Hairy Ape' reflect the social conditions
of the early 20th century?
The play reflects the industrialization, class disparity, and the rise of labor movements, showcasing
the struggles of the working class in a rapidly changing society.



What is the climax of 'The Hairy Ape'?
The climax occurs when Yank, after feeling rejected and out of place in both the working class and
upper class, ultimately confronts his disillusionment and seeks to assert his identity, leading to a
tragic conclusion.
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