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The Hairy Ape 

In Eugene O’Neill’s The Hairy Ape, a man named Yank undergoes much trouble trying 

to find himself in an animalistic society. Taking place on an ocean liner, the setting does not 

allow the workers a lot of room to feel free. In order for Yank to feel like he “belongs” to 

society, Yank must overcome the challenges he faces like being stuck on a boat that is secluded 

from the rest of society. Through the use of modernism and dialect, the reader is able to identify 

and interpret how Yank feels about his place in the world and whether or not he feels his 

presence is best in the working world or the broad world of nature.  

As the play opens, Yank’s actions can be described as aggressive as he is the constructor 

of some commotion within the forecastle. Yank States, “Sit down before I knock yuh down!” 

when talking too Long, another ship worker (O’Neill Scene 1). From this excerpt, the reader is 

able to identify that Yank isn’t afraid to show his emotion and how he feels towards other 

workers. Also, the reader can openly predict that Yank views himself not only important to his 

crew but also important to the ship and how the ship functions. “Dem boys don’t amount to 

nothin’. Dey’re just baggage. Who makes dis old tub run? Ain’t it us guys? Well den, we belong, 

don’t we?” (O’Neill Scene 1). Comparing himself to the other passengers of the ship, which he 

calls “baggage,” Yank knows the ship could not function properly if it was not for him and the 

rest of his crew doing the “dirty work” below the deck. 
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For the modernists' movement, the early twentieth century population had a hard time 

conforming to certain junctions of society like the working industry. For most people, economic 

sanctions and suppressed levels of education were huge separation factors of the socialists' 

movement. For this reason, “classes” of society like the fortunate compared to the less fortunate 

were created so that there would be a division of importance. Expressed through the viewpoint of 

Yank, O'Neill tells the tale of the portion of society that is starting to qualify as the working 

class. The reader is able to interpret the levels of education Yank and the rest of the crew have 

based off their dialect.  

Furthermore, education and civilization go hand-in-hand. On multiple occasions, the 

characters of the forecastle are openly saying they will “knock each other down” to get one 

another to “shut up” (O’Neill Scene 1). This allows for the reader interpret that the characters of 

the forecastle are not smart enough to put their masculinity aside and work together to be better 

than the “baggage” that is considered above them in class. Obviously, a cramped area full of 

testosterone will create a debate about who the manliest man is. For this reason, the men in the 

forecastle are playing their own enemy by stalling their process of conforming to the fortunate 

class of society because they are staying true to the habits of those that are less educated and 

economically less fortunate. In order for Yank to feel as if he is apart of the “higher” class of 

society, he must be able to abandon his habits of the less fortunate like drinking on the job and 

bringing the belligerent side out of crew members to establish who is the “man on top.” 

As the play transitions into scene II and III, a character of purity and wealth is introduced 

to add a layer of contrast between the firemen working below the deck and the passengers 

lounging above the deck. O’Neill describes Mildred as “skinny, pale, and dressed in all white” 

(O’Neill Scene 3). From this description, the reader can interpret the contrast between the two 
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classes is literally night and day. Since the firemen are shoveling coal, it can be imagined that 

they are black from all the smoke, dirty from the sweat and dirt of the extreme conditions, and 

above all, they are muscular because shoveling coal is a labor intensive job. From this contrast, 

the reader can identify the first parallelism between the fireman and encaged animals. Like 

animals, the firemen are encaged in the forecastle and put to work like dogs. Introducing Mildred 

just supports the idea that there are higher social classes outside of the forecastle.  

In addition, before Mildred was introduced, Yank was starting to figure out what portion 

of society he belonged to. The working class made him feel empowered because he felt he had 

the capability to power something so large like a ship. It is until Yank saw himself through 

Mildred’s perspective that he is considered an animal. When Mildred says, “Take me away! Oh, 

the filthy beast!” Yank’s pride for labor-intensive work gets bruised because he finally realizes 

what the upper class thinks of him (O’Neill Scene 3). Through this new perspective, Yank is left 

in a world of hurt which ultimately causes him to rethink which ways he belongs to society. This 

feeling of being “a filthy beast” causes Yank to not shower or eat. From this decision, the reader 

can infer that Yank cared a great deal about the working lifestyle and felt that’s where his 

capabilities to be a part of society were maximized. 

At this point, Yank’s persona and social identity are damaged. Yank is finally starting to 

realize his ignorance in his inability to say simple words like “think.” For this reason, Yank puts 

his social skills to the test to prove he is not really a “filthy beast.” In his strut down Fifth 

Avenue, Yank purposely bumps into people walking out of a church so that they will 

acknowledge him. The only thing anyone says to Yank is “I beg your pardon” which is very 

discouraging for Yank because he is searching for a positive response (O’Neill Scene 5). The 

reader can infer Yank is feeling alienated by the rest of society because all the people above his 
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class are looking down on him. This inference conveys the author’s message that the frustration 

of one’s social class can lead to the challenge of belonging. 

Overall, the author is conveying alienation and isolation from society are forms of 

modernism for working individuals of the early twentieth century. Fear of being alone, fear of 

being powerless, and the fear of never becoming socially relevant are all characteristics found in 

Yank. Directing his crew, Yank gets a sense of authority and respect that he could not find 

without his line of work. Because Yank has his crew to work with and spend time with, he is 

never alone. The author enforces a crew of similar education and economic levels as Yank so 

that he can enforce his power without any rebel. This idea is proven at the beginning of the play 

because the men stop talking when Yank says shut up and they get to work when Yank tells them 

too. Without his work, Yank believes he has no social class because of his experiences with 

Mildred and the citizens on Fifth Avenue.  

Moreover, Yank’s fear of being alone has escalated so bad that he turns to an ape at the 

zoo for moral support. While talking to the ape, Yank makes many suggestions of how he and 

the ape are a lot alike. Reasons like being locked in a cage and having no form of social class 

with humanity help Yank connect with a non-responsive ape. This idea allows the reader to infer 

that Yank no longer identifies himself with any class associating with humanity. Instead, Yank is 

starting to associate himself with a world that is associated with the powerless and isolated like 

the encaged ape.  

For this reason, Yank attempts to connect with the ape by saying they are one and the 

same when it comes to social class. “Me ’n’ you, huh?—bot’ members of this club! We’ll put up 

one last star bout dat’ll knock ’em offen deir seats! Dey’ll have to make de cages stronger after 

we’re trou!” (O’Neill 1.8) Since Yank believes he and the ape have many similarities, he is 
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finally convinced he is the “filthy beast” he was once called and the belief allows him to forget 

savagery of real wild animals. Believing the ape understood everything he said, Yank plies the 

cage open and releases the ape into the open world. Blind to the fact that Yank was trying to 

conduct a friendship, the newly freed ape beats Yank to a pulp and leaves him to die.  

Yank can not rightfully identify himself with the human world or the world of nature. 

Since Yank was made to feel like an animal doing what he naturally enjoyed: working, Yank 

believes he can’t be socially relevant in the working world. Searching for reassurance that he 

does belong, Yank also fails to connect with people on the street. In conclusion, this isolation 

from society causes Yank to search for a social connection from something not human. Since 

Yank believes he has the characteristics of a “filthy beast,” he turns to an ape at the zoo who of 

which ends his life after Yank believes he has finally become socially relevant. The reader 

finally identifies that when Yank crawls into the ape’s empty cage to die, Yank was The Hairy 

Ape all along because his fragmentation from society is what caused him to accept the position 

of being an animal isolated from society by both a literal and metaphorical cage. 
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