English 105D

Prof. Howe

Cormac McCarthy, Child of God (1973)

Comparative Analysis: One key historical intertext for McCarthy’s Child of God is a local vigilante group called the White Caps. After reading the following summary of the group, its history, and its motivations, you should consider how McCarthy uses the White Caps in Child of God. How does he paint them in the novel? How is Lester associated with them? How are other characters associated with them? Why? What critical position might McCarthy be offering us in Child of God, given this knowledge? 

________________________________________________________________________

The White Caps of Sevier County, Tennessee, were a vigilante group formed in approximately 1892 by citizens who wished to rid Sevier County of individuals (mostly women) whom they deemed lewd or adulterous. Their modus operandi was to leave the offending party a note signed “White Caps,” occasionally accompanied by hickory withes, warning them to leave town. If this tactic was ineffective, the offending party would be whipped. The White Caps were extremely popular between 1892 and 1896, and thus extremely hard to control legally. Local law enforcement turned a blind eye to their doings, and even when arrested White Caps would frequently tamper with juries to ensure their acquittal. In this atmosphere of tolerance, the beatings gradually increased in severity until Laura and William Whaley were brutally murdered in front of their infant child in December of 1896. Because the Whaleys were generally seen as poor but honest citizens of Sevier County, this event turned public opinion against the White Caps, and the group rapidly declined.
“MS 2513: Donald Paine Collection of the White Caps of Sevierville, Tennessee, 1892-2000.” The University of Tennessee Libraries. 2004-2005. 21 March 20, 2006. <http://www.lib.utk.edu/spcoll/manuscripts/ms2513fa.html>. 
