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The second decade of the twentieth century was a tumultuous and exciting period in 

American history when the development of industrialization and the mass of immigrants changed 

the flow of things in the New World. In this context, Eugene O‘Neill wrote a play that depicts 

the dehumanizing effects of industrialization on the working class. The play is an expressionistic 

representation of human beings in different contexts and class limitations, who are searching for 

their place in the world. Yank, the main character, is an outcast of society. Virginia Floyd, in her 

book The Plays of Eugene O’Neill, quotes O‘Neill‘s description of Yank as a ―man bewildered 

by the disharmony of his primitive pride and individualism at war with the mechanistic 

development of society‖ (237). Yank‘s condition is reinforced through the heavy symbolism that 

O‘Neill chooses to use in the text. Symbols of the ship, the steel, and the white dress are 

expressionistic means to communicate and indicate the playwright‘s ideas and intentions behind 

the play.  

The setting of the first part is a transatlantic liner. The liner is not only a voyage ship, but 

is also a symbol of a wide gulf between the world of the worker and the world of the passenger. 

The audience experiences the two social spheres, the lower and upper social classes, through 

Yank and Mildred Douglas, who embody the worker and the aristocratic, over-privileged child. 

Yank and the firemen work within the cramped and hot stokehole where ―one hanging electric 

bulb sheds just enough light through the murky air laden with coal dust to pile up masses of 

shadows everywhere‖ (O‘Neill 1188). In contrast, on the promenade deck, Mildred and her Aunt 



are able to see ―the beautiful, vivid life of the sea all about – sunshine on the deck in a great 

flood, the fresh sea wind blowing across it‖ (1184). Furthermore, the firemen‘s forecastle—

workplace where coal is held—of the ocean liner is depicted as a cage: ―The lines of the bunks, 

the uprights supporting them, cross each other like the steel framework of a cage‖ (1177). The 

men exist in a symbolically cramped world, void of opportunity and the harsh division of classes 

in the machine age.  

Steel is a key factor in the development of the story. It stands for great power, 

industrialization, and the repression of the working class. Although Yank exclaims in the first 

scene that he is steel, ―the muscles and the punch behind it,‖ (O‘Neill 1183) he is at the same 

time closed into a virtual cage of steel created by the ship around him. In his conversation with 

Yank, Paddy concludes that the men shoveling coal aboard the steam ship are caged in by steel, 

without sight of land or sea like ―apes in the zoo‖ (1182). The steel also represents the 

technology that forces Yank and the firemen into slave-like jobs. They are reduced to work 

animals, who are caged and abused. O‘Neill presents this idea in the sixth scene. When in jail, 

Yank realizes he is trapped and imprisoned in a social identity by companies similar to the one 

run by Mildred‘s father. Peter Clark and James Roberts explain Yank‘s thoughts very well in this 

scene, by stating:  

At this point Yank has come to understand the nature of his own delusion, that far 

from being the force behind the steel, he is the victim of steel. Having been 

robbed of his humanity, his pride in his work, and reduced, literally, to the status 

of a domesticated ape, Yank reacts bitterly against the very steel with which he 

had previously declared his kinship: ‗her old man made ‗dis cage! Cages, locks, 

bolts, bars – dat‘s what it means! – holdin‘ me down wit him at the top!‘ (54)  



Equally important as the first two symbols in The Hairy Ape is Mildred‘s white dress. 

Besides the black and white contrast that it provides between the coal-dusted men and herself, 

Mildred‘s white dress has a very strong impact on Yank. Through her ghost-like appearance, 

O‘Neill depicts not objective reality, but the subjective emotions and responses that Mildred‘s 

dress arouses in Yank. Mildred seems to represent ―something,‖ to bring ―something‖ out of 

Yank that he did not give any attention to before. He repeatedly confesses that ―she was all 

white. I thought she was a ghost,‖ ―she didn‘t belong,‖ ―she‘s new to me‖ (1192–1193). Floyd 

depicts Yank‘s experience by stating: ―The encounter with Mildred rouses him from his lethargy 

and has a twofold effect on him: it makes him aware of his social inferiority and conscious of his 

inadequacies as a human being‖ (241). Mildred is different from raw, physical nature. To Yank‘s 

consciousness, she transcends nature; she belongs to the spiritual realm. She makes him feel 

subhuman, at the very core of his being. In the presence of this ―white apparition‖ (O‘Neill 1189) 

he is indeed crushed, debased. He feels inhuman, alienated from society. Due to the environment 

in which he works and spends his entire time, Yank becomes beast-like as his humanity is 

covered by dust and coal. Floyd expresses that Yank ―has adapted to his environment 

mechanically. He has worshiped the machine, becoming one with it. Proud of his animal strength 

and his ability to satisfy the insatiable appetite of the machine, he has never developed a social 

presence‖ (241).  

The alienation that Yank experiences throughout the play, in his pursuit of belonging, is 

skillfully emphasized by O‘Neill through symbols like the transatlantic liner, the steel, and 

Mildred‘s white dress. The ship serves as a launching place for Yank‘s quest and also as a line of 

separation between his world and that of the aristocratic class. The firemen are deprived of 

human qualities. This irreversible process of degradation takes place in the bottom of the ship, 



where the men are covered in dust, without any connection with the world outside. On the deck, 

the image is quite the opposite. The passengers enjoy the sea breeze, ignoring the situation of the 

people below. The idea of separation is reinforced by the steel. Whether it is the coal shovels that 

the men use, the bars of the prison, or the bars of the gorilla‘s cage in the zoo, the steel represents 

division, and enslavement of the working class. Yank is a direct target of the powerful influence 

of the steel.  

However, his deep pursuit of identity and acceptance commences when he sees Mildred. 

According to playwright Etta Worthington,  

In the course of the play Yank goes from the cocky leader of the mighty firemen 

to a heap of a human being, crushed physically and morally. The fateful encounter 

with Mildred puts his world on edge. He is a man beside himself when her look of 

horror and revulsion emblazons itself on his psyche. His worldview is shattered as 

he realizes he is not the king of anything. And he sets out roaring like a wounded 

beast. 

Thus, the heights of meaning symbolized by the white dress sink into the depths of the ship, 

disrupting the equilibrium that had existed in Yank‘s reality.  

The Hairy Ape is one of O‘Neill‘s greatest early works, a moving theatrical experience. 

In depicting Yank‘s struggle to find his place in the technology-driven world, the author 

successfully integrates expressionistic ideas and symbols in the play. As long as modern 

technology continues to take hold of whomever it encounters, society will find more 

dehumanized, Yank-like individuals who seek to belong. Regrettably, technology created to 

bring progress and beneficial changes, will inevitably devastate mankind (Floyd 247–248). 
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