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Abstrakt  

 

 Bakalářská práce se zaměřuje na analýzu vyobrazení etnických menšin, imigrantů a 

subkultur ve vybraných raných povídkách amerického spisovatele Williama Saroyana. Z díla 

tohoto autora slouží jako primární texty především povídky ze dvou knih, a to sbírky povídek 

Odvážný mladý muž na létající hrazdě (The Daring Young Man on the Flying Trapeze, 1935) 

a knihy Jmenuji se Aram (My Name Is Aram, 1940). První a druhá kapitola této práce se 

věnují obecnému ukotvení otázky etnik a jejich kultur v díle Williama Saroyana. Třetí 

kapitola pak analyzuje, jak jsou jednotliví členové etnických subkultur zobrazováni 

v povídkách, které jsou součástí sbírky Odvážný mladý muž na létající hrazdě. Čtvrtá kapitola 

se posléze věnuje otázce Saroyanova arménského původu a jeho zobrazení v Saroyanovì 

literatuře, především ve sbírce Jmenuji se Aram. 
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Abstract 

 

 The thesis focuses on the analysis of the way in which ethnic minorities, immigrants 

and subcultures are portrayed and used in the short stories of the Armenian-American writer 

William Saroyan. I have chosen the collections The Daring Young Man on the Flying Trapeze 

(1935) and My Name Is Aram (1940) as the primary material for the analysis. The first and the 

second chapters of the thesis deal with ethnicity in connection to the general tendencies of 

Saroyan's literature. The third chapter examines how ethnic and other minorities are portrayed 

in The Daring Young Man on the Flying Trapeze and in what way they are different from the 

mainstream culture. The chapter number four analyzes the way in which Saroyan's Armenian 

background is projected in his writing, especially in My Name Is Aram. 
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1. Introduction  

 
William Saroyan, an Armenian-American writer, was born in 1908 and died in 1981. 

Within the scope of his life, Saroyan proved an extraordinarily prolific author, having 

produced a vast number of short stories, as well as many novels and dramatic pieces (among 

his best known works are The Human Comedy, Time of Your Life, Tracy´s Tiger or My Name 

Is Aram). Many of his texts in one way or another reflect his experience of being from an 

Armenian immigrant family. The event which forced Saroyan´s family to leave their 

homeland and which is frequently referred to in his writing is the Armenian genocide. 

Armenians are an ancient people from the South Caucasus who accepted Christianity in the 

early 4th century, and who eventually fell within the Ottoman Empire, under which Armenians 

became subjected to persecution from the mostly Islamic establishment. The culmination of 

persecution came with the 1908 revolution of the nationalist reformist party of the Young 

Turks and with World War I, between the years 1915 and 1916, when the so-called Armenian 

genocide, carried out mainly through mass deportations, marches and mass killing, took place. 

Christian Armenians were accused of allying with Russian forces during the war and their 

elimination and ethnic cleansing led to the death of more than one million Armenians between 

1915 and 1922, and to the diaspora of those who survived.1 Many of those who fled Armenia 

established communities in the East Coast of the USA and in California. 

Saroyan's family was among those who settled in Fresno, California. William Saroyan 

was born three years after his family's arrival to the USA. After his father Armenak died in 

1911, his mother was unable to provide for all her children and Saroyan, together with three 

of his siblings, spent five years in the Fred Finch Home orphanage, and was reunited with his 

                                            
1Jay M. Winter, America and the Armenian Genocide of 1915 (West Nyack, NY: Cambridge University Press, 2004) 9 - 
79. 
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mother in 1916.2 Fresno then became the setting of many of his stories, which show close 

affinity with ethnic minorities and often reflect Saroyan's own immigrant experience. 

This thesis examines the way in which ethnicity is being presented in the literary work 

of William Saroyan and how he deals with his Armenian origin in his texts. The task is not an 

easy one since, as we will see later, Saroyan's treatment of ethnicity per se cannot be analyzed 

separately as it is always connected to more general ideas that reappear throughout his oeuvre; 

the handling of the ethnic phenomenon is a mere peak of an iceberg. Therefore, in order to 

properly understand ethnicity in Saroyan's writing, we will first have to examine general 

tendencies of his literature. We will first inquire into where ethnicity stands in the overall 

course of Saroyan's literature, then how ethnicity is projected and dealt with in the text and 

finally what is the nature of Saroyan's literary projection of his own Armenian origin. The 

progress will therefore be from the general to the specific – with the knowledge of what 

interests Saroyan as a writer, we will be able to better understand the notion of ethnicity in his 

writing, and then we will use those findings for describing how his ethnic origin is used in his 

literature. As the primary texts for the analysis, I have chosen the short stories found in the 

collections The Daring Young Man on the Flying Trapeze (1935) and My Name is Aram (1940) 

which both fall in the beginnings of his literary career. The reasons for my choice of these 

works are the following. 

First, these texts are among Saroyan's earlier works. The Daring Young Man on the 

Flying Trapeze is Saroyan's first book and the eponymous short story featured at the 

beginning of the collection is the first short story he ever published and it is in here where 

Saroyan, as a young, ambitious author, established his literary voice and determined his tone 

as a writer. Seen as a form of introduction of a very specific type of a writer, the topics and 

tendencies of Saroyan's literature are present, but in their basic and most elementary (almost 

                                            
2Lawrence Lee and Barry Gifford, William Saroyan: A Biography (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998) 169–
201. 
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explanatory) forms – forms that would be later elaborated on in his subsequent works. In this 

way, The Daring Young Man can be understood as Saroyan's manifesto. (D. S. Calonne 

describes the collection as a "quest for self-realization which would pervade his [Saroyan's] 

entire work".3) Thus, for our purpose of locating and defining Saroyan's dominant literary 

tendencies, the essentials found in the abovementioned collections are the most convenient 

material. 

Secondly, the works (and especially the short stories) from the earlier era of Saroyan's 

career evince signs of autobiography, combined with meta-textual thoughts of Saroyan, 

embedded in the text and serving as vantage points from which to look at the events described 

in the story. Frequent comments of the author, his self-critique and self-reflection are typical 

features of his literary work, most often used in the initial periods of his writing. The early 

texts also include overt interruptions of the author, commenting (in an almost post-modern 

way) on the role of a writer, sometimes instantaneously describing the very creation of the 

text the reader is reading at the moment, addressing the reader directly. They also include so 

many essay-like features that the plot and events of the individual stories often serve as 

jumping-off points for deeper philosophical cogitating. That is why Saroyan did not write 

many critical works or works of pure non-fiction (as Dickran Kouymjian explains: "For him 

the writing itself […] should have been sufficient" 4) and that is why it is sufficient for us to 

use the two collections of short stories as the main direct primary sources. 

The collection My Name Is Aram will serve us as a material for the exploration of 

Armenian traces in Saroyan's writing. Published in 1940, the book, according to Walter Shear, 

"employs a second generation ethnic": an "Armenian-American boy"5 and is, as Saroyan 

                                            
3David S. Calonne, William Saroyan: My Real Work is Being (Chapel Hill: The Univeristy of North Carolina Press, 1983) 
14. 
 
4Calonne ix. 
 
5Walter Shear, “Saroyan´s Study of Ethnicity,” Melus  Vol. 13, No. 1/2, Spring-Summer 1986: 46. 
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himself claimed, "based on his own memories".6 It is conveniently "written fairly early in his 

career"7 and at the same time it "investigates most intensively the relationship between the 

young ethnic and the mainstream culture"8, and as such provides an ideal book for our 

purposes. 

Other reasons for my choice of primary materials include the fact that each of the short 

stories features primarily one basic thought or tendency which is thoroughly covered, making 

the orientation in Saroyan's philosophy easier for its systematic quality than in the case of 

analysis of his novels where many issues are dealt with in a parallel way. The young Saroyan 

also seems to be more eager to express his thoughts, his youngster's angst causing him to be 

straightforward and intentionally rebellious. The context of the individual collections, indeed, 

has also been taken into account in connection to the topics to be covered in this thesis. 

As I have already mentioned, in all Saroyan's work, regardless of what specific text or 

literary genre we look at, we may always trace a constant, stable and almost unchanging set of 

values that William Saroyan kept throughout his life and which is manifested in various 

means in all the texts he ever produced. As Herbert Gold states in an interview in the 

documentary "Saroyan", "once he [Saroyan] established himself, he didn't change. He stayed 

the same".9  These values and tendencies of his artistic expression include for instance 

comments on humanity, on human communication, on the uniqueness of each individual or 

the idea of an almost socialistic human brotherhood. In Saroyan's work, particular subjective 

experience is being generalized in an attempt to cover the nature of human existence as such. 

As we will see later, Saroyan's greatest concern, as vague as it may sound, is with the nature 

of man. 

                                            
6Shear 54. 
 
7Shear 45. 
 
8Shear 45. 
 
9Preview to Saroyan, prod. Valley Public Television, 2008, 3 min, 17 sec. 
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However, despite the undoubtedly wide range of topics and concerns evinced by his 

oeuvre, William Saroyan is often remembered primarily as an "ethnic writer"; Walter Shear, 

for example. describes him as "America's most famous ethnic writer".10 In what sense can 

William Saroyan be defined as an "ethnic" writer? 

In a sense, Saryoan's being called "ethnic" in terms of his writing has manifold levels 

of interpretation, out of which we will pick three most important characteristics of his literary 

work that the term "ethnic" may possibly refer to. Firstly, by "ethnic" one may address the 

content and focus of his work, meaning that ethnicity stands at the core of his interest as a 

writer. This is probably the most obvious and most used interpretation, since the vast majority 

of his characters (be it the protagonists or even the people that the narrators of his stories 

encounter) are members of ethnic or racial minorities, and they are usually somehow 

culturally, linguistically or religiously alternative to American mainstream society. Many of 

the stories take place in Saroyan's native Fresno, in the midst of the Great Depression, on the 

verge of society and on the periphery of the town; Fresno also was and still is a place of 

significant and populous ethnic minorities, the most important ones being the Armenians and 

the Jews. Since especially the early stories of Saroyan are very autobiographical and 

sometimes tend to have a quality of a catalogue of people Saroyan encounters on his dangling 

through the town, making his stories dependent on everyday observation, it is only natural 

that most of the characters tend to have an ethnic origin, given the time and place the stories 

were written. In The Daring Young Man on the Flying Trapeze, the vast majority of the 

characters is of ethnic origin. 

Secondly, the adjective "ethnic" in connection to Saroyan's literature may refer to the 

persona of the author as such - to the William Saroyan who is a member of an immigrated 

Armenian family and who spent his childhood partially in an orphanage with a "melting-pot 

                                            
10

Shear 45. 
 



10 
 

atmosphere".11 Of course, this interpretation goes hand in hand with the first one (describing 

"ethnic" as the focus of his work) – Saroyan's ethnic origin placed him among fellow 

Armenians of Fresno, making him a part of a social group that the young author must have 

certainly somehow reflected in his writing.  Also, Saroyan's own ethnic origin might have 

fueled his sensitivity for minor cultures in general. 

Thirdly, and lastly, "ethnic" might refer to the readership. The idea of audience-

oriented definition of William Saroyan as an ethnic writer is supported by Nona Balakian, 

who states that Saroyan was "writing for an Armenian audience".12  The fact that the 

readership eventually significantly widened is for Balakian a sign of Saroyan's success, that is 

of his release from the bonds of being an ethnic writer, ending up in his being a writer 

concerned with topics so universal that they appeal to broad masses. 

Since we will be concerned with primary sources especially, we may leave the third 

interpretation altogether, since none of the texts we will be dealing with does anyhow suggest 

that the author expects his work to be read primarily by members of minorities, despite the 

frequent direct and overt addressing of the reader. In the next two chapters of this thesis, we 

will use mainly the first interpretation, which considers ethnicity as a subject of Saroyan's 

work, in the last chapter we will be more concerned with the second interpretation, i.e. 

Saroyan's own ethnic origin, and we will analyze how his experience of being a member of an 

immigrant Armenian family is manifested in his literature and how he deals with this 

experience. 

 

 

 

                                            
11Lee and Gifford 180. 
 
12Nona Balakian, The World of William Saroyan (Lewisburg : Bucknell University Press, 1998) 48. 
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2. Ethnicity Within the Scope of Saroyan's General Literary Tendencies 

 

2.1. Ethnicity As a Peak of an Iceberg 

For the analysis of the ethnic focus of William Saroyan, the collection The Daring Young 

Man on the Flying Trapeze seems to be the fittest one, since it features a vast number of 

members of ethnic, racial and religious minorities. They are at the core of Saroyan's focus as 

Saroyan is fascinated by their mere existence and by the stories behind them, which leads to 

stories like "Seventy Thousand Assyrians" (featured as a second short story in The Daring 

Young Man), the essential plot of which consists of Saroyan's description of his way to a 

barber's to get a haircut, observing and talking to various characters on his way. This story is 

in a way typical for Saroyan, since it features a first person narrator, through various self-

reflective means basically identified with the author himself, who serves as a mere observer, 

trying to understand every individual he happens to encounter, as we can for instance see in 

the narrator's description of the Japanese barber: 

 

I began to watch the Japanese boy who was learning to become a barber. […] 

I wanted to know the name of the Japanese boy. I am profoundly interested in names. […] 

I was watching the Japanese boy very closely. I wanted to understand from the way he 

was keeping his sense of smell away from the mouth and nostrils of the old man [he was 

shaving] what he was thinking, how he was feeling.13 

 

Descriptions and observations, such as this one of the barber, more or less constitute the 

plots of many of the early stories of William Saroyan. What is the link between them then? 

Without any higher purpose, the stories would serve only as catalogues of the encounters of 

the author. Ethnicity, represented by the individual characters, is the most striking and the 

                                            
13William Saroyan, The Daring Young Man On the Flying Trapeze (New York: New Directions Books, 1997) 29-30. 
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most obvious element of Saroyan's short stories, but in order to understand Saroyan's point of 

view on ethnicity and in order to be able to analyze it, we first have to look at a more general 

set of tendencies and values of Saroyan as a literary figure. There is no purpose in treating the 

ethnic matter of Saroyan's work as a separate characteristic, for, as we will see, Saroyan's 

treatment of ethnicity is nothing but a logical and inevitable result of his general concerns on 

a larger scale which serve as a linkage between seemingly random events and people 

comprising Saroyan's stories. 

The idea that, in the case of Saroyan's literature, ethnicity is merely a peak of an iceberg, 

is shared by many critics. As Balakian says: "In overstressing the ethnic subject, damage to 

Saroyan's work as a whole was being done: Not only did it reflect attention from variety of his 

work, but like a needle stuck in a groove, it left no leverage for critical exploration".14  

Looking only at the superficial surface of ethnicity, one may be lured into thinking that the 

easiness with which the portrayal of ethnicity is carried out is all there is, since Saroyan uses 

"seemingly improvised, often poetic fragments of everyday life" that are "so easy to read that 

no one (critics included) felt the need to probe behind their benign surface appeal."15 This 

consequently leads to the fact that "Saroyan was never in want of critical attention" 16– an 

idea supported by many others, such as Dickran Kouymjian, who argues that "William 

Saroyan […] has had less sustained critical attention than any other major American writer of 

the century".17 

 

 

 

                                            
14Balakian 45 
 
15Balakian 11. 
 
16Balakian 11. 
 
17Calonne ix. 
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2.2. The Idea of the Brotherhood of Man 

The real and genuine core of Saroyan's literary focus is not ethnicity itself; ethnicity is 

only a result of a much greater and a more general scheme. Face to face with the sufferings of 

his people and with the troubles of the Great Depression, a period that Calonne describes as 

"apparently so destructive and so despairing", but at the same time as "a time of 

regeneration"18, Saroyan turns his back to contemporary social and economical tensions, and 

explores the bright sides of essential human nature. As part of a "whole new wave of 

American authors of the thirties who sought new meanings and values", Saroyan steps up 

with the goal to praise what he himself calls the  "brotherhood of man"19.20 In the late years of 

economic depression and social struggle combined with the onset of tensions and political 

turmoil that would lead to World War II, voicing of such a thought seemed like fresh air that 

appealed to the readers of the Depression America. Saroyan unshakably "continued to speak 

out for the unity of humanity"21, seeing the human race in its exciting diversity, but still as a 

unit joined together by humanity, compassion and solidarity. These qualities do not have to be 

necessarily overt, expressed or even realized by the individuals, but in Saroyan's eye they still 

do exist in every individual in his or her mere "being" – a shared characteristic joining 

together all the people of the world in the unity of humanness, regardless of their origin, race 

or ethnic background. 

 In his famous story, "Seventy Thousand Assyrians", Saroyan wrote: "I have no idea 

what it is like to be an Armenian, […] an Englishman or a Japanese or anything else. I have a 

faint idea what it is like to be alive. This is the only thing that interests me greatly".22 As 

                                            
18Calonne 13. 
 
19Saroyan, The Daring 31. 
 
20Calonne 14. 
 
21Calonne 14. 
 
22Saroyan, The Daring 33-34. 
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Calonne puts it, for Saroyan "humanity transcends all racial boundaries".23 Balakian puts it in 

the following way: "One notes that what interests the writer [Saroyan], […] is not the visible 

shell of ethnicity, but more elusive qualities of character and attitude".24  As a manifesto of his 

whole oeuvre, a quotation that appears earlier in the story may be used: "If I have any desire 

at all, it is to show the brotherhood of man".25 His whole work is then a tribute  to "the race of 

man everywhere, to the dignity of that race, the brotherhood of things alive".26 The image of 

universal humanity presented by Saroyan, who sees it as a union of all individuals, requires an 

all-inclusive approach in looking at things on the part of the author, who is attempting to 

grasp the unity. This leads to the author's seeing the world, as he states himself, "from all 

angles" so that he may "have a whole picture, a picture of wholeness" since what he tries to 

imply is "the heart of man".27 How is this connected to the feature of ethnicity which is very 

much present in Saroyan's work? 

 

2.3. Saroyan's Mosaic of Diversity 

Saroyan's interest in (or possibly rather an obsession with) the idea of human 

brotherhood may seem to go as far as to a complete denial of the existence of any ethnic 

group or minority, leveling all cultural diversities into one homogenous brotherhood; this is 

what Saroyan states in "Seventy Thousand Assyrians": "I do not believe in races. […] I see 

life as one life at one time, so many millions simultaneously, all over earth".28 But still, as we 

                                                                                                                                        
 
23Calonne 47. 
 
24Balakian 48. 
 
25Saroyan, The Daring 31. 
 
26Saroyan, The Daring 40. 
 
27Saroyan, The Daring 32-33. 
 
28Saroyan, The Daring 32. 
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said, Saroyan, even though proclaiming what Calonne calls "one-earth philosophy"29, is much 

concerned with members of ethnic minorities, with the people on the periphery, with the 

workers and the poor. Most of the characters of The Daring Young Man collection, including 

the protagonists of the stories, are of provable ethnic origin. How can we connect the general 

oneness on the one hand and the miscellaneous diversity on the other? 

For Saroyan, human togetherness is best shown and most apparent when it comprises of 

elements as various as possible. His vision of brotherhood is not based on the leveling of 

diversities, but rather on accentuating them. The unity is not homogenous, but to the contrary, 

the strength of the connection among all people is best demonstrated when proved to exist 

even among individuals who are completely different from one another. By presenting us 

people of what we might call "cultural extremes", the similarities between them, based on 

their most essential human nature that is shared by all human beings, are more evident when 

juxtaposed with their cultural, racial, ethnic and religious differences, which Saroyan sees as 

less ultimate. Balakian likens this aspect of Saroyan's writing to his predecessors in the 

literary tradition: "He stood somewhat in awe of that curious mixture in them [people] of 

eccentric individuality and sense of community. Odd as they might seem, he saw them as part 

and parcel of the ´human race´ - a phrase straight out of Emerson and Whitman".30 

Saroyan's presentation of the world, that is the grasp of the  "spectrum of varied human 

beings"31, is carried out like an artistic ethnic mosaic. It functions as an impressionist painting, 

where the whole unit consists of separate, independent dots, specific in their color and 

distinguished by it, creating together a whole when looked at from a sufficient distance. 

Expressed in the terms of cultural studies, the multiculturalist idea suggested by Saroyan is 

not that of a melting-pot, where the integrated units are mingled, shaped and leveled so they 
                                            
29Calonne 48. 
 
30Balakian 26. 
 
31Balakian 93. 
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create a uniform product (or a product subordinated to the mainstream culture of the majority), 

but it is rather that of a salad-bowl, where each of the ingredients  keeps its distinct and 

original flavor. 

Hence, characters found in Saroyan's stories are eccentric, usually peripheral in social 

terms, and, as already mentioned, they are usually in one way or another alternative to the 

mainstream culture. Saroyan is sensitive to them since for him they represent a material for 

exploring all the possibilities of human nature. When looking at them from a cultural 

perspective, Saroyan comes to the conclusion that no one has more validity in this sense than 

members of ethnic minorities, with their background of cultural origin strikingly different 

from the rest. 

This is what makes Saroyan present himself as a writer who goes around unusual places, 

observing strangers, talking to them and trying to understand them. He actively seeks 

distinguished uniqueness in people, looking for anomalies to be put in his great literary 

mosaic. In the story "A Cold Day", we learn about his task through his imperative advice to 

the implied persona of a potential author as an addressee: 

 

Go out to some single person and dwell with him, within him, lovingly, seeking to 

understand the miracle of his being, and utter the truth of his existence and reveal the 

splendor of the mere fact of his being alive. […] Go with him to his secret.32 

 

 

As I have shown, Saroyan's literary task is to explore the potential of humanity through 

various different characters that, when connected together, create a miscellaneous unity joined 

together in the "brotherhood of man". Saroyan's interest in individuality and uniqueness of the 

individual characters is what stands at the core of attractiveness of ethnic minorities for 

                                            
32Saroyan, The Daring 161. 
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William Saroyan. In the next chapter, we will look at what qualities Saroyan searches for and 

what are the criteria of the peculiarities of the members of ethnic minorities that interest him 

as a writer. 
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3. Ethnicity at the Core of Saroyan´s Focus 

 
 As I have attested in the previous chapter, Saroyan's concerning himself with ethnic 

minorities is a part of his more general tendency to portray otherness and various kinds of 

peripherality. In this chapter, we will examine the members of ethnic minorities portrayed in 

the stories of The Daring Young Man on the Flying Trapeze. Through the analysis of their 

depiction in the text, we will  look at what makes them noteworthy for Saroyan in contrast to 

those people Saroyan takes no interest in and what are the qualities required for being a part 

of his literary mosaic. 

 

3.1. The Center and the Periphery 

In assessing the way in which William Saroyan treats the members of ethnic and other 

minorities in his writing, it is important to first determine and describe who it is that Saroyan 

considers to be members of minorities and therefore worth noticing. We have so far explained 

the concept of Saroyan's vision of the great human mosaic comprised of all the possibilities 

that human nature offers and we have also claimed that Saroyan tries to present us a 

multicultural salad-bowl with elements as distinct as possible. Such a tendency leads to 

Saroyan's being focused on characters that are somehow alternative or peripheral in both 

social and cultural terms; the members of ethnic minorities are therefore a great material for 

his exploration. However, terms like "peripheral", "alternative", or "minor" are definable only 

in connection to some kind of "center" from which they are in fact derived. The key to 

understanding what Saroyan regards as alternative is to ascertain what it is alternative to. 

Parallel to my use of the word "peripheral" in this paper, I will use the term "Center", by 

which I mean the center axis of mainstream normality that is used as the basis for determining 

the degree of an element's marginality and peripherality. How can we define the Center in 

terms of Saroyan's work? 
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 The Center is most certainly something that William Saroyan despises. It is, generally, 

the WASP establishment of consumerist, popular, mediocre culture and values based on the 

pursuit of acquisition. For him, the Center, manifesting itself in conformity and processes 

leading to it, is a grey zone that levels the peculiarities of human beings. The Center may be 

defined as William J. Fisher does: "money, the success cult, standardization, […] the 

depersonalization which such forces had effected"33. The Center represents the majority and it  

is utterly opposed to what Saroyan searches for: the manifestation of various human 

characters. This is why he has to turn to the minorities. "I am opposed to mediocrity"34 

Saroyan states in "Myself Upon the Earth", an essay-like short story from the Daring Young 

Man collection. In other words, to belong to the mainstream of the Center necessarily means 

to sacrifice one's uniqueness, to reduce one's specifications and to replace the rareness of each 

human being with the mediocrity of a mass, which is a process completely contradictory to 

what Saroyan tries to achieve as a writer: "I want to restore man to himself. I want to send 

him from the mob to his own body and mind. (…) I want him to be himself. "35 

In Saroyan's view, the Center is basically a set of values shared by the majority that 

self-righteously passes judgments on those who are not in accord with it and thus looks down 

on cultural outcasts. The Center may pose a great threat to the individual since it puts 

individual uniqueness in jeopardy. The mainstream values of the Center are conveyed to 

people via popular or mass culture, which serves as its expressive device. In popular culture, 

Saroyan finds general tendencies of the Center, which, as a negative force, has the ability to 

extinguish one's uniqueness. This is a recurrent topic of Saroyan's writing, usually implicit, 

yet still traceable. 
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Logically thinking, it is indeed true that without the Center there would be no 

Periphery and the existence of the Center in fact enables the Periphery to develop. The Center 

helps individuals to single themselves out by their opposing it. However, such positive effect 

of the Center and the necessity of the Center for the formation of the Periphery are not dealt 

with in Saroyan's stories. He generally regards the Center as a negative, dangerous thing. This 

attitude may be most easily observed in The Daring Young Man collection. 

There are several short stories in the book The Daring Young Man on the Flying 

Trapeze that are basically devoted only to the nature and influence of mass culture and to 

warning against its effects. In "Myself Upon the Earth", for example, the narrator, a young 

poor writer, confesses how he himself temporarily became a victim of the bright lights of the 

Center, of the consumerist, WASP ideal presented by the Center as the proper way to live: 

One day he gets "sick of being poor"36 (=belonging to the Periphery) and sells his typewriter, 

a symbol and means of the manifestation of his unique spirit, of his artful capacity. He then 

goes to spend the money he earned in the fashion of the Center: "I went to a theatre. I sat 

among people to see myself in patterns of Hollywood. I sat and dreamed, looking into the 

faces of beautiful women. Then I went to a restaurant and sat at a table and ordered all the 

different kinds of food."37 After a week he becomes "more sober"38 and eventually gets his 

typewriter back, by which he leaves the Center and returns to his role of the spokesman of the 

Periphery. 

Saroyan sees the manifestation of the Center also in popular literature authored by 

mainstream or widely accepted writers. He often mocks popular literature and its techniques, 

frequently warning against it. When giving general advice about writing, Saroyan writes: "Do 

not deceive. Do not make up lies for the sake of pleasing anyone. Simply relate what is the 
                                            
36Saroyan, The Daring 65. 
 
37Saroyan, The Daring 65. 
 
38Saroyan, The Daring 66. 
 



21 
 

great event of all history, of all time, the humble, artless truth of mere being. […] You do hot 

have to create a triumphant climax"39. Saroyan also often puts popular and pragmatic 

literature in contrast with his own, as in "Seventy Thousand Assyrians", where he says his 

writing is nothing like that of "any ordinary journalist" who "would have been able to put the 

whole business into a three-word caption. […] Something clever, with any number of 

implications."40 Another mention of popular literature is in "Myself Upon the Earth": "You 

can turn to any of the national five-cent magazines and find much more artful stories, stories 

of love and passion and despair and ecstasy. […] Stories full of plot, atmosphere, mood, style, 

character."41 He even ventures to criticize a writer from among his own people: "Michael 

Arlen is an Armenian, too. He is pleasing the public. […] I think he has perfected a very fine 

style of writing and all that, but I don't want to write about the people he likes to write about. 

Those people were dead to begin with."42 "I want to preserve my identity," Saroyan states, and 

"if in doing so it is essential for me to remain unpublished, I am satisfied."43 Let us now 

consider some of the features of mass culture that put it in opposition to the efforts of William 

Saroyan. 

 

 

3.2. Negative Aspects of the Center 

 Firstly, as I have already mentioned, in Saroyan's view, the popular culture levels 

individuals and their peculiarities. It is designed for a homogenous group of Everymen and 

for meeting the average, general needs and demands. Consequently, it does no see an 
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individual, but a group as an addressee. However, mass culture is conformist not only in its 

aim, i.e. in how it sees its audience, but also in its content. The characters found in the art of 

mass culture are usually general prototypes rather than particular peculiar individuals, who are 

not given any room in mass culture and who need to be looked for in real life only. Saroyan 

concludes the description of the unusual characters of immigrants encountered in "Seventy 

Thousand Assyrians" with a statement: 

 

You don´t find them [the immigrants] in bright places, making […] trivial remarks about art. 

You find them where I found them, and they will be there forever, the race of man. […] I 

am not expecting Paramount Pictures to film this work.44 

 

Another feature of mass culture are its rules and techniques. In order to make the 

consumption of mass culture as easy and smooth as possible for the audience, it uses 

predetermined patterns which are used over and over and which the audience already knows. 

Thus, the means of original artistic expression are reduced and the stories lack genuineness 

required and presented by Saroyan. This idea appears in the story "Love, Death, Sacrifice and 

So Forth", in which the narrator visits a movie theater and watches a dramatic love story. At 

one moment, near the climax of the story, the development of the plot and a music build-up 

suggest that the main character, Tom, is about to commit suicide. Saroyan then uses irony to 

mock the situation: "For his honor's sake, for the sake of Hollywood ethics, for the sake of the 

industry […], for God's sake, for your sake and my sake, Tom has to commit suicide. If he 

doesn't, it will simply mean we have been deceiving ourselves all these years."45 Here, 

Saroyan mocks the predetermined patterns of popular culture. The artificial, fabricated 

causality of Hollywood movies repeated over and over is made fun of  by the narrator, who 
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describes the ending as inevitable to such an extent that if the pattern is not followed, 

something terrible is going to happen. 

The third feature is connected with pretence. Often functioning as a means of escapism, 

popular culture offers ideal situations and artificial adaptations of truth far from the 

genuineness of real experience and real people that Saroyan demands, expressing a "claim to 

accuracy and truth".46 The aforementioned story ends with a juxtaposition of the suicide in the 

movie and Saroyan's experience with the suicide of his neighbor: "A suicide is not an orderly 

occurrence with symphonic music. […] One afternoon he [the neighbor] committed suicide, 

but it took him over an hour to do it."47 Saroyan then goes on describing the screaming, the 

mess and the horror of the experience, concluding with: "we've got to stop committing suicide 

in the movies."48 For William Saroyan, who developed "a deep contempt for artifice"49, 

genuineness and truthfulness are crucial, he wants every individual to be him or herself and 

not to succumb to the grey zone of mediocrity and adaptation: "If a man is an honest idiot, I 

can love him, but I cannot love a dishonest genius."50 

The scorn for the Center as represented by mass culture and its editing of the real world 

is expressed also in "Seventy Thousand Assyrians". Here, the narrator meets a nameless 

young boy, who he calls "Iowa", who is on the verge of starvation. The naked truth of the 

poverty driving the boy towards death and the world's indifference towards it kindle the 

narrator's affection for the boy. He then puts Iowa's genuine misery in contrast to artificial, 

popular culture.: 
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I think he is dead by this time. It was in him the day I saw him, the low malicious face of 

the beast, and at the same time all the theatres in American were showing, over and over 

again, an animated film-cartoon in which there was a song called “Who´s Afraid of the Big 

Bad Wolf?”, and that´s what it amounts to; people with money laughing at the death that 

is crawling slyly into boys like young Iowa, pretending that it isn´t there, laughing in warm 

theatres.51 

 

 

3.3. Saroyan´s Dislike of Grouping 

Saroyan's despise for "Centralization", i.e. a process of leveling individuals under one 

homogenous culture of patterns, is to a large extent fueled by his general dislike for any 

attempt to gather people together in groups. The grouping process often does not care to keep 

the distinctiveness of the constituents of the group for when regarding people as a collective 

unit, one needs to necessarily detract from approaching the individual elements one by one. 

By this time, when we understand the negative attitude of William Saroyan towards any kind 

of equalizing of people's unique peculiarities, it is easier for us to understand why he despises 

any endeavor to organize people. For Saroyan, any organizing principle poses a serious 

danger for the manifestation of one's specificities, for one is put on the same level with others 

and may be subjected to the agenda of the organizing group. As Balakian states, in Saroyan's 

thinking, the "concept of equality […] can become a source of individual oppression". 

Similarly, Calonne states that in his "quest of the affirmation of life", Saroyan "violently 

opposes any system, belief or authority which seeks to thwart the unfolding of the individual's 

inner self".52 
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For example, when talking about the Turks slaughtering his people in Armenia in 

"Seventy Thousand Assyrians", Saroyan states: "I have affection for all people, even for the 

enemies of Armenia. […] I have nothing against any of them because […] I know, I am 

positive, that one man at a time is incapable of the monstrosities performed by mobs", 

concluding that his sole objection is to "mobs only".53 The basic idea leading to such a 

statement is then expressed in "Myself Upon the Earth": "When the spirit of a single man is 

taken from him and he is made a member of a mob, […] [it] is a blasphemy", for "it is proper 

only to herd cattle".54 That is why Saroyan does "not believe in governments" 55 and is "not 

interested in the destiny of nations", asking "How has it happened that his [man's] solitude has 

been destroyed" and "his godliness herded into a hideous riot".56 In other words, Saroyan 

"recognized no authorities, no leaders, no programs." 57 Saroyan's aversion towards gathering 

people and organizing them in any way is not aimed only against groups on a large scale, such 

as governments and nations, but even against much smaller organizations. This fact is evinced 

both by the author and his characters alike, as in "The Daring Young Man on the Flying 

Trapeze". Here the hero, a young starving writer, thinks about going to a Salvation Army 

center for help, but he eventually denies it, stating that "his life was a private life. He did not 

wish to destroy this fact. Any other alternative would be better".58 Thus, he expresses the 

tendency which is appraised in many of Saroyan's stories, i.e. the adherence to one's 

individuality at all costs. 
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3.4. The Search for an Authentic Being on the Periphery 

Based on the abovementioned findings, we may now describe Saroyan's way of 

approaching the objects of his literary interest. Saroyan's "search for authentic being"59 must 

take place outside of the Center. That is why Saroyan turned his interest to ethnic and other 

minorities "whose non-conformity celebrates the potentials of the individual human spirit".60 

As Calonne states, "Saroyan's sympathy is with the estranged of every race", since the "the 

estranged" found on the Periphery "are blessed; their suffering denotes a spiritual purity 

absent in more self-satisfied and ´fortunate people´" of the Center.61 

Since the "authentic being" is to be found among misfits, Saroyan has to point his 

attention to the Periphery (even in its geographical sense). That is why he chooses barber-

shops or booker's points as a setting of his stories. It is in this milieu that he can find those 

whom he "most deeply loves", and these are "the estranged, the oppressed, the poor, the 

downtrodden, the misfits".62 According to Balakian, such a choice of a setting is a "strategy" 

of the persona of the author, who is "always on mission"63 to find "the limitless potential that 

lies buried within the individual soul" 64 of the individual members of the minorities. For 

Saroyan, "these uncommon people possess an inner magnificence, a grave beauty".65 

Seeing people as strictly individual and wishing them to remain so, he must get in 

contact with them in their own social environment and approach them one by one to fully 

grasp their individual characters. This attempt to grasp one's uniqueness is on Saroyan's part 
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realized by deep, intense inquiries of the person, and it takes the form of a large number of 

subsequent questions addressed to the interviewee. These heart-to-heart talks that the 

protagonists of Saroyan's stories start with anybody within their reach are the means of 

understanding how these individuals feel, how they perceive things, what they remember and 

generally what their lives are like (e.g. "I wanted to know the name of the Japanese boy", "I 

wanted to understand […] what he was thinking" and "how he was feeling." 66) The narrator 

or the protagonist of a Saroyanesque story usually starts a conversation with someone and 

then lets him or her talk as much as possible. As Saroyan states, a "writer goes out to places 

and talks to people"67 for he "is always afraid some significant fact may escape him".68 That 

explains why many of the short stories we are dealing with have the form of someone 

venturing somewhere and subjecting everyone who is present there to a thorough 

interrogation. As Balakian says, in Saroyan's early stories, the sole aim of which is to "render 

the story of man", "there are no major dramatic situations".69 This causes the stories to 

eventually become catalogues of individual, random people and their personal stories of their 

lives. In most short stories from the earlier periods of Saroyan's career, there is a "writer as 

narrator who dominates the action" but who serves as a "perceiver"70 and listener of others. 

The inclination to frequent usage of interviewing techniques is a quality shared by the vast 

majority of the protagonists of the short stories of William Saroyan. 

 A typical story that represents this approach is "Among the Lost" in the Daring Young 

Man on the Flying Trapeze collection. The main character of the story is Paul, a representative 

Saroyanesque character. Being present in a booker's point, he moves around the room, 
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approaches the people present one by one and tries to make each one of them tell their 

individual stories. When the clerk is telling him his story of being once stabbed by a Russian, 

he encourages him by questions such as "What did you think right after he stabbed you? " 71. 

When the clerk is finished with his story, Paul moves to a "thin compulsive Jew" 72 and offers 

him a cigarette. He then makes the Jew tell his story of his being in jail for selling flowers on 

the street, using many words of encouragement: "Tell me about the jail", "Go ahead, […] tell 

me what it is like", "what food did they bring you?".73 When finished with this character, Paul 

sits with an Irish immigrant, Lambourgh, starting with "What's on your mind? ". He then 

makes him talk about Ireland, successfully encouraging him despite Lambourgh's obvious 

reluctance. This is where the story ends. 

 The abovementioned story, "Among the Lost", may be in a sense considered as a 

prototypical one, because of its setting or the protagonist's techniques and tricks to make the 

interrogated individuals talk freely: words of encouragement, questions, offering of a cigarette 

that serves as a typical ice-breaking starter of a conversation (in "Seventy Thousand 

Assyrians", the narrator wants to talk to a stranger, wanting "very much to know his name", so 

he "rolled a cigarette" and "handed the pack to him" 74). The narrator of "Among the Lost" 

may as well serve as a representative for his relentless interest in others, in every single detail 

of their experience, their memory, of what goes through their mind, of their perception of 

things. Similar interest in other people is demonstrated also by the first person narrator of the 

story "Aspirin is a member of the N.R.A." He calls himself "the fellow who is studying the 

subway"75 for he spends the nights "studying the subway, making notes about the people 
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riding in the subway."76 In the protagonist's eyes, nothing is insignificant - all the details are 

equally important as long as they are genuine. 

The interest in individuals features prominently in the stories of The Daring Young 

Man Collection. For example the story "A Curved Line" features a protagonist who attends a 

course in drawing but is in fact more interested in the people he encounters there rather than 

in the art itself. He does not take much of serious interest in what the art teacher says but he 

spends a lot of time observing the people present in the room. When the session is finished, he 

states he wants to go back, but not because he wants to learn how to draw, but because he 

wants to "find out more about the man who sketched Lincoln, and the girl he secretly loved, 

and the lady in the green sweater, and the amazed one, and the fat teacher who gasped." The 

protagonist represents the unstoppable interest in other people observable in many other 

characters of Saroyan's stories. 

Pat and Max, the main characters of the story entitled "Love", may be also seen as 

representatives of such an interest. In the story, they go to a brothel, but instead of having sex 

with the girls or being interested in their physical qualities, they start to take an interest in 

their feelings and talk to them: "At first it was their bodies that he noticed, but after a while 

this bored him and he began to look into their faces, watching their eyes and their lips, 

wanting to know how they felt."77 Later, Pat talks to one of the prostitutes, who looks 

"Jewish"78, in the following manner: "How do you really feel? he said. […] Oh, she said, 

expressing no specific emotion, I feel fine. No, said Pat. Don't talk like a whore to me. Don't 
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be like one with me. I really want to know."79 Eventually, Pat and Max only talk to the girls 

until they are called away for other customers. 

In the abovementioned story, as in the stories "A Curved Line" and "Seventy Thousand 

Assyrians", the narrators again go to a place meant for specific activities, but instead of 

carrying out this activity they merely take interest in the people present in that place. This 

feature is a part of a general tendency in Saroyan's short stories, and that is an unceasing 

concern for other people and their characters which frequently manifests itself in the behavior 

of the narrators and characters of the stories. It is typically the people of the Periphery that 

their interest is aimed at, that is people who are overlooked and ignored by the Center, but 

who are the genuine bearers of human diversity and potential. 
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4. The Armenian Experience 

 
 So far in this thesis we have been concerned with ethnicity as the object of Saroyan's 

interest, in the projection of ethnicity and its manifestation through various characters 

portrayed in Saroyan's short stories. In this chapter, we will examine the way in which 

Saroyan's ethnicity, i.e. his own Armenian roots, are projected in his writing. Again, it will be 

necessary to study this subject in connection with the analysis of Saroyan's more general set 

of tendencies. The conclusions presented so far, commenting on Saroyan's literary tendencies, 

on his focus on the Periphery and on his vision of the "Brotherhood of Man", will be useful  

in this chapter as well. 

 

4.1. The Armenian Paradox in Saroyan 

Saroyan's approach to his origin seems paradoxical. On one hand, as we have attested 

in previous chapters, a recurrent topic frequently found in his literature is overcoming ethnic 

and racial limitations, the idea of universal human brotherhood of sympathy and the 

irrelevance of ethnic and racial origin when compared to the importance of the spirit of strict 

individuality. However, at the same time, when reading William Saroyan, one is constantly 

reminded of his Armenian origin. David S. Calonne states that "on one level, he [Saroyan] [is] 

assuring the reader that as a human being he transcends all racial boundaries; yet the fact that 

he is an Armenian is continually put before us. He obsessively casts back into his past to 

examine the roots of his Armenian identity"80 . This contradiction is an unceasing 

characteristic of Saroyan's literature, abiding all of his oeuvre, and is traceable already in The 

Daring Young Man on the Flying Trapeze collection, even within the scope of a single short 

story. In "Seventy Thousand Assyrians", we read the following statement: "I do not believe in 

races. I don't believe in governments. […] Babies who have not yet been taught to speak any 
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language are the only race of the earth, the race of man: all the rest is pretense, what we call 

civilization".81 This is then what appears only one page later: "I am an Armenian. I have 

mentioned this before. People look at me and begin to wonder, so I come right out and tell 

them. ´I am an Armenian,´ I say".82 And one more page later we read: "We are a small people 

and whenever one of us meets another, it is an event. We are always looking around for 

someone to talk to in our language".83 The obvious discrepancy between the treatment of 

general racial and ethnic phenomena and Saroyan's special concern for his own people is even 

more apparent on a larger scale: while the unimportance of race and ethnicity is a pervading 

topic of the  vast majority of Saroyan's work, some of his most famous books and literary 

pieces have Armenian culture as their almost exclusive major topic (including for instance My 

Name Is Aram). 

 In order to find the reason for what seems at the first sight an obvious inconsistency, 

we will look at the way in which the Armenians and their culture are depicted in Saroyan's 

stories and draw comparison between that and his set of literary tendencies, which will 

eventually show us that Saroyan's inclination to his ethnic origin has its source in his interest 

in far more general qualities. As a representative of the Armenian-focused text by Saroyan, I 

have chosen My Name Is Aram, first published in 1940 (i.e. five years after The Daring Young 

Man on the Flying Trapeze), which is Saroyan's first in-depth exploration of the nature of his 

own people and their heritage and which, when properly analyzed, offers answers to many of 

the questions raised in this chapter. 
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4.2. The Concept of Ambition in My Name Is Aram 

 The stories of My Name Is Aram are interconnected by having Aram Garoghlanian as 

the narrator. They all happen at the time when he is between 8 and 14 years old and, besides a 

few Twain-like stories of school mischief targeted at the authorities of institutionalized 

education, they most importantly offer portrayals of Aram's large family and the relationships 

in it. The collection also draws an outline of the clash between the old, traditional Armenian 

culture and the new American one, as Aram, the "second generation ethnic, the Armenian-

American boy"84  is a member of the "pioneer generation"  of American-born children of the 

Armenians who "adjust themselves to life in America with great ease."85 He is sensitive to 

both cultures and therefore can function as an "understanding go-between"86   who 

understands the personal world of Armenians but at the same time also knows how the 

American world operates. The characters (usually members of Aram's family) are portrayed in 

a vivid, sympathetic way and in many ways they represent the kind of unique alternative 

eccentricity of free-spirited individuals Saroyan is searching for, e.g. in The Daring Young 

Man. However, the depiction of the Armenian culture and Saroyan's choice of the aspects he 

focuses on the most are in many ways peculiar – that is, the portrayal of Armenian experience 

is highly selective. This gives us the idea that it is not only the culture per se that Saroyan is 

interested in merely because of his bond with it, but that the Armenian culture offers 

something Saroyan is generally looking for as an author and his focus on it is caused by the 

fact that the members of the Armenian family depicted in My Name Is Aram represent some 

of the characteristics central to Saroyan's ideal of humanity and human potential. 

The characters in My Name Is Aram often display a relentless and stubborn 

determination to manifest their own individuality and to carry out their personal dreams, 
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despite all the bad circumstances and despite the obvious impossibility to succeed. The stories 

frequently depict ambitious dreams that are not fulfilled as well as pursuits of strictly 

individual needs that are not in accord with what society expects. Walter Shear states that the 

stories of My Name Is Aram "concern what does not happen"87, that is they feature plots 

where many of the goals are eventually not achieved or are actually bound to fail from the 

very beginning. A typical story of that kind is "Pomegranate Trees", the third story of the 

collection, which depicts the attempt of Aram's uncle Melik to grow pomegranate trees in the 

desert. One day, Melik shows Aram a dry land he has bought in the desert and he expresses 

his determination to grow and sell pomegranates and make a living out of it. Aram is the only 

one from the family who knows and they agree not to tell anybody from the family. It is 

implicitly indicated why: they both know that the task is impossible and that from the 

business point of view it is pure insanity. Uncle Melik is "just about the worst farmer that ever 

lived" and is "too imaginative and poetic for his own good."88 Melik's reason for choosing 

Aram as his trustee are as follows: "He knew I was a poet at heart, and he believed I would 

understand."89 The ambitious dream is unusual in that it is clear from the beginning that it is 

doomed – both Aram and Melik know that "what he [Melik] had purchased was worthless 

desert land" and the whole enterprise is by Aram described as Melik's "magnificent impulse 

that was driving him to glorious ruin."90 All this, however, does not discourage Melik from his 

impossible dream to "make a garden in the desert"91 and after four years of struggling, hard 

work, waste of money and harvesting only a few dozen pomegranates overall, he goes 

completely bankrupt and sells the land. Since the bankruptcy is inevitable throughout the story, 
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it does not come as any surprise, neither for the reader nor for Aram himself, and it is not 

considered negatively at all. The ruin of the business is secondary in terms of the focus of the 

story; the main part of the actual text describes Melik's poetic pondering about the land and its 

beauty, as well as his childish and naïve imagination. 

A similar pattern of an unfulfilled goal of a plan is a recurrent theme of the Aram 

stories. In "The Journey to Hanford", Aram goes with his uncle Jorgi, who spends most of his 

time sitting under a tree playing the zither, to Hanford to get a job, but eventually they do not 

succeed in their job-seeking and return back penniless after spending  a month in Hanford, 

doing nothing and playing the zither. In "The Fifty-Yard Dash", Aram makes up his mind "to 

become the most powerful man" in the neighborhood and he starts doing hard exercise to win 

a race, but he fails miserably, ending up last. There is, however, no negative attitude towards 

these failures present in the text. One crucial characteristic of the stories of My Name Is Aram 

is the lack of focus on the importance of reaching or not reaching the dream's goal – what is 

of key importance, however, is the stress on the existence of the dream as such. For Saroyan 

here, human potential and capacity are important qualities of themselves, regardless of what 

one eventually achieves. Moreover, the strength of an individual's belief and the greatness of 

the determination to follow his or her individuality are best shown (and by Saroyan most 

appreciated) when they outlive even the clash with sheer realism of common sense, with 

impossibility and failure. Walter Shear states that in My Name Is Aram "the personal world is 

characterized by a free and innocently irresponsible activity of the human spirit"92 and that the 

book "seems based primarily on Saroyan's reflections of people's infinite capacities"93. The 

central focus is on those members of Aram's family whose activities are contradictory to their 

milieu, and it is these people, according to Calonne, for whom Aram shows "deep affinity" 
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since "they are admirable because they follow their own inner lights against all opposition."94 

By focusing on such individuals, Saroyan serves as what William J. Fisher defines as "a 

restorer of faith in man's boundless capacities"95. In Saroyan's words, as he puts it in "Seventy 

Thousand Assyrians", the human spirit is "the part of man that cannot be destroyed […], the 

part that massacre does not destroy, the part that earthquake and war and famine and madness 

and everything else cannot destroy".96 

 

4.3. The Armenian Hardship 

Since the strength of one's potential can manifest itself especially when obstacles are 

put in its way, the Armenians serve as a great material for Saroyan to explore. Most critics 

agree that Saroyan's interest in the Armenians is not based on any kind of nationalist bond 

with his people. As Balakian states, "Saroyan was immune in his earliest years to the kind of 

nationalistic grandiloquence that sons of immigrants brought to their writing"97
. She claims 

that there is "a reason central to his art and thought behind Saroyan's attachment to his 

Armenians" which is "something […] striking in their total behavior", something "more than 

simple patriotism".98  This reason is Armenian endurance. It is their capability of not losing 

faith even after what they, as a people, had to go through. As Calonne puts it, the Armenians 

became a source of inspiration for Saroyan for "the difficulties" that were "especially great for 

the Armenians"99. What he is referring to is not only the Armenian genocide, the untold 
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horrors and oppression that the Armenians had been subjected to before, but also to the 

contemporary state of Armenian immigrants in the USA. 

 The basic pattern of Saroyan's pointing out of the strength of the undefeatable human 

spirit of the Armenian people is very similar to the one presented in the story "Pomegranate 

Trees", only working on a larger scale – Saroyan presents us with extremely hostile obstacles 

that stand in the way of one´s self-realization and then shows us a person unwilling to give up 

and pursuing his or her quest despite the recognition of the hardship the obstacles evince. 

Similarly to uncle Melik, who pursuits his dream of growing pomegranate trees and whose 

stubborn determination is not shakable even by the uttermost hostility of the land, the 

Armenian people are oblivious to the unfavorable conditions connected with the genocide, 

oppression and hardship of immigration and, in Saroyan´s depiction, they do their best to 

overcome the difficulties. 

To fully demonstrate the resoluteness of the Armenian spirit, Saroyan first has to show 

the hindrances, oppressing humanity and forbidding the development of individuality, serving 

as evidence of what great obstacles human spirit can overcome. The sad events and misery of 

the Armenians are present in Saroyan's work, and they are the reason for the bittersweet 

outcome of his literature, where the positive and hopeful is always interwoven with 

haplessness and despair. Such a system of balanced contrasts is typical for Saroyan's style, 

and we have dealt with a similar framework system already in chapter one, where the 

enhancement of the depiction of the strength of human brotherhood and the sense of 

community is carried out by presenting as unusual, different, and unique characters as 

possible (unity on the one hand, diversity on the other). 

The dark Armenian past and contemporary obstacles are stated either by the narrator 

himself, or by other characters, usually family members of the older generation that "remains 
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firmly connected to the past"100 and its dark side. In "Seventy Thousand Assyrians", the 

narrator states: "We are a small people. […] Little less than a million"101 and he also mentions 

the massacres that increase the death rate.102 He remembers his uncle, who wept: "Why, for 

God's sake, why must we go through all this God damn hell? What have we done to deserve 

all this torture? Man won't let us alone. God won't let us alone. Have we done something?"103 

However, later, the narrator states: "We are hopeful. […] There is no Armenian living who 

does not still dream of an independent Armenia."104 

Similarly, in "The Summer of the Beautiful White Horse" from the My Name Is Aram 

collection, the older members of the family, who are usually depicted very comically, talk 

over coffee and when Aram's uncle Khosrove is told by his neighbor that his horse was stolen, 

he screams: "It's no harm. What is the loss of a horse? Haven´t we all lost the homeland? 

What is this crying over a horse? "105. The contemporary problems of the family are, as in 

most cases of Saroyan´s stories, poverty: "Every branch of the Garoghlanian family was 

living in the most amazing and comical poverty in the world"106. However, the tradition of the 

family still continues, despite the hardships: "We were famous for our honesty. We had been 

famous for our honesty for something like eleven centuries, even when we had been the 

wealthiest family in what we liked to think was the world. "107  Later, in the story "The Poor 

and Burning Arab", uncle Khosrove, who is described as a "man of furious energy and 
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uncommon sadness"108
, talks about the people who have lost their homeland and were forced 

to emigrate as "poor little orphans."109 At the same time he often visits an Armenian meeting 

point in the city, which was frequented by "all who remembered the old country. All who 

loved it. […] All who loved the songs and the stories. And all who liked to be in a place with 

a familiar smell, thousands of miles from home".110 This may be understood as a collective 

attempt to preserve the Armenian tradition. Moreover, Khosrove's affection for the lonely 

Arab and their friendship is a sign of the ability to overcome even the religious animosity, as 

Khosrove shows no hostility towards the Arab despite the happenings in Armenia. 

If we digress to other texts, Saroyan offers an apposite statement on this topic in the 

story "The Armenian and the Armenian" from Inhale and Exhale: 

 

 

I should like to see any power of the world destroy this race, this small tribe of 

unimportant people […] whose wars have all been fought and lost, whose structures have 

crumbled, literature is unread, whose music is unheard. […] Go ahead, […] destroy 

Armenia. See if you can do it. See if they will not laugh again. See if they will not live 

again when two of them meet in a beer parlor, twenty years later, and laugh, and speak in 

their tongue […] See if you can stop them from mocking the big ideas of the world, you 

sons of bitches.111 

 

In this passage, William Saroyan fully and explicitly voices his strong belief in unflagging, 

unstoppable human spirit and its ability to overcome anything. His interest in the Armenian 

people is (at least to some extent) derived from their ability to survive hardships and to keep 
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their unique distinctiveness as a people. For Saroyan they become a symbol of the survival of 

oppressed humanity in general. As Balakian says, Saroyan's Armenians have an "unabashed 

[…] seesawing relationship between dream and reality", since they are "natural utopians" who 

"had a dream instead of a country" and they anticipate "endless possibilities".112 

 

4.4. The Generalization of the Armenian Model 

Saroyan's focus on the Armenians is only a part of Saroyan's more general quest for 

human uniqueness and capability, which are qualities that the Armenians embody to a great 

extent, which makes them a convenient subject of Saroyan's examination. Their spiritual 

quality is what generalizes the nature of the depiction of Armenian culture in his literature. 

The core of his study are not Armenians themselves, but rather a more universal question of 

humanity, freedom and its boundaries that may be identified with all the oppressed in general 

and that have a much larger appeal than only within the racial and ethnic boundaries of 

Saroyan's people. In this way, Saroyan provides hope for all those people who have to face 

similar difficulties as the Armenians. Malcolm Maldorin says about Saroyan's treatment of the 

Armenian heritage that "his [Saroyan's] handling of the immigrant experience" is done "in 

such a way that he becomes the citizen of the world. It is not just a kind of dueling 

nostalgically on his Armenian roots; he was international."113 Margaret Bedrosian also states: 

"Saroyan's relationship to his ethnic group" is an "affinity based less on the shared values of 

communal life than the common experience of wounded homelessness, of belonging to a 

dying race"114, there is no "detailed and accurate delineation of a specific people."115 As 

Calonne says, the characters of My Name Is Aram "suffer from intense grief and loneliness" 
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but "exhibit a passionate vitality and exuberance" and "their fierce yearning would come to 

symbolize the desire" of all "maladjusted characters for some sustaining faith and beauty"116. 

Thus, Saroyan's "plea expands outward from the Armenians to include a shout of defiance in 

behalf of oppressed people everywhere"117 

 

4.5. The Assyrians 

 The fact that the abovementioned qualities of the Armenians are open to generalization 

in Saroyan's writing and that his attitude towards their fate is free of any nationalist tendencies 

may be proved by his treatment of the Assyrians. Saroyan often exchanges his mourning over 

the sad circumstances accompanying the history of the Armenian people for mourning over 

the Assyrians. The Assyrians are a people who have much in common with the Armenians 

since they were also subjected to mass killing in Turkey within the context of the Armenian 

genocide, resulting in about two thirds of the whole Assyrian population vanishing and in the 

diaspora of the majority of those who survived. We learn about Assyria already in The Daring 

Young Man on the Flying Trapeze, where the narrator meets Theodore Badal who tells him 

that he is an Assyrian. He adds how many of the members of his people are left in the world: 

"Seventy thousand. […] That is all. Seventy thousand Assyrians in the world, and the Arabs 

are still killing us".118 The narrator is deeply moved by this and he states: 

 

I thought about the whole business: Assyria and this Assyrian, Theodore Badal, learning 

to be a barber, the sadness of his voice, the hopelessness of his attitude. […] Seventy 

thousand Assyrians, a mere seventy thousand of that great people, and all the others 
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quiet in death and all the greatness crumbled and ignored, […] and a young man 

lamenting bitterly the course of history.119 

 

 From then on, the Assyrians recurrently appear throughout Saroyan's work. They 

function, similarly to the Armenians, as a universal symbol of great oppression and in this 

sense we may consider them an even more extreme version of the Armenians. With the 

hardships the people went through, Saroyan puts them parallel to the Armenians. In "The 

Summer of the Beautiful White Horse", John Byro is an Assyrian character who assimilates 

himself in the Armenian community of Aram´s family. In another work, Saroyan identifies the 

Armenian experience with the Assyrian one: In 1949, Saroyan met Calouste Gulbenkian, a 

wealthy Armenian businessman (who was at that time one of the wealthiest people in the 

world), and this meeting is then described in the story "Calouste Gulbenkian" from Places 

Where I´ve Done Time where Saroyan reflects on his meetings with some of the important 

people. Moreover, this meeting was turned into a novella, The Assyrian, published in 1950 in 

the book The Assyrian and Other Stories, which features an Assyrian writer as the narrator 

who meets a wealthy Assyrian businessman. Their meeting is interwoven with reflections on 

the fact that their race is slowly dying out and that their language is being forgotten120 – a fact 

which is relevant in Armenian culture as well, but which is even more pivotal for the 

Assyrians by its uttermost immediacy. 

 However, there is a crucial difference between the Armenians and the Assyrians, 

connected with the attitude of the latter. While the Armenians, as depicted by Saroyan, are 

able to overcome the heritage of their unfortunate past, the misfortune to which the Assyrians 

were subjected is so enormous that the Assyrians, unlike the Armenians, have lost their hope. 

When the narrator of "Seventy Thousand Assyrians" claims that the Armenians still have a 
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dream of creating new Armenia, Theodore Badal, the Assyrian, replies: "Dream? […] Well, 

that is something. Assyrians cannot even dream any more"121 and he states: "We were a great 

people once. […] But that was yesterday, the day before yesterday. […] We're through, it's all 

over. […] It's an old story, we know all about it".122 Similarly, the Assyrian in the Aram story, 

John Byro, who comes to visit Aram's family in their house, is being referred to as "the lonely 

visitor" and it is said that he, "out of loneliness, had learned to speak Armenian" .123 In his 

conversation with uncle Khosrove, a lively and obdurate Armenian, there is an obvious 

contrast between the two – while Khosrove is very fervent in his talks about their homeland, 

John Byro is lukewarm regarding Khosrove's statements, he does not care about the Assyrian 

issue and overall he gives the impression of a thoroughly broken man, as the following 

passage depicts: 

 

Sighing sadly, he [John Byro] said, My white horse which was stolen last month is still 

gone. I cannot understand it. 

My uncle Khosrove became very irritated and shouted, It´s no harm. What is the loss of a 

horse? Haven´t we all lost the homeland? What is this crying over a horse? 

That might be all right for you, a city dweller, to say, John Byro said, but what of my surrey? 

What good is a surrey without a horse? 

Pay no attention to it, my uncle Khosrove roared.124 

 

The tired resignation in Byro's lack of reaction to the proposition of dealing with the issues of 

the past of his people serves as a manifestation of the depiction of the Assyrians' succumbing 

to their fate as provided by William Saroyan in both My Name Is Aram and The Daring Young 
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Man on the Flying Trapeze. Thus, the Assyrian hopeless response to their woes may possibly 

serve as an example of a defeated human spirit, of oppression so great that it overshadows 

even the Armenian misery and so overwhelming that the Assyrian spirit yields to it. Where the 

Armenians have their dream of the resurrection of their nation, the Assyrians just give way to 

oblivion.  Therefore, they enter Saroyan´s literature as a sad, vanishing memorial to the power 

of the spirit and as such they attain Saroyan's deep compassion. 

 

4.6. Aram as a Representative Saroyanesque Narrator 

 Before moving on the conclusion of this chapter, we will examine the narrator of My 

Name Is Aram and analyze the way in which he is helpful in the depiction of those qualities of 

the Armenians that Saroyan wishes to accent in the book. Aram Garoghlanian is an ideal 

narrator of the stories. Namely, he is able to perceive what interests Saroyan as a writer: for 

example, he is able to recognize and fully appreciate the cultural uniqueness of his Armenian 

people since he is also a part of the new, young American generation “who adjust themselves 

to life in America with great ease.”125  Thus, he has a means of comparison. He is able to 

speak both English and Armenian (he speaks English with his friends, and Armenian with his 

family) while many of the older members of the family do not speak English, as we can see 

that from this account of the reaction of female family members to the rhetoric skills of 

Aram's cousin: "The women would be overjoyed and full of amazement […] and after ten 

minutes of the boy's talking in English, which they couldn't understand, they would burst into 

sweet silent tears because it was all so amazing and wonderful."126 Overall, in being with 

touch with both his Armenian family and the American environment of the school and of the 
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city, "Aram is still spontaneously a member of both Armenian and American societies"127 and 

thus can draw comparisons between the two and, most importantly, fully appreciate Armenian 

culture through his realization that it is alternative to the new American "Center". Calonne 

states that "although Aram loves and understands his Armenian relatives, he is […] different, 

a spectator".128 The twofold cultural engagement of Aram is also manifested in the fact that 

we may divide the stories of My Name Is Aram in two groups –the stories happening within 

the family and dealing with the family matter and Armenian culture (e.g. "The Journey to 

Hanford", "The Pomegranate Trees", "The Poor and Burning Arab") and those focused on the 

mischief of Aram. The latter stories are not distinguished for their special treatment of Aram´s 

uncommon ethnic origin (e.g. "The Circus", "A Nice Old-Fashioned Romance, with Love 

Lyrics and Everything", "The Presbyterian Choir Singers") and they could have easily 

featured a non-ethnic person as the protagonist. 

 Aram also evinces other qualities we may often find in Saroyan's protagonist. For 

instance he is against any leveling powers aimed at the full expression of individual spirit – 

namely authorities and institutions. His free spirit, which is "in essential opposition to all 

forms of authority"129, is recognizable especially in his mischief. Theft of a horse and 

retaining somebody else's property stands at the core of the plot of "The Summer of the 

Beautiful White Horse", where Aram deliberately follows his desires and dreams despite their 

being prohibited and he keeps a stolen horse.  In other "stories of troublemaking", Aram's 

shenanigans are aimed at institutionalized authorities, especially at school teachers. In "The 

Circus", Aram and his friend Joey skip the school in order to go to see the circus that came 

into town, while Aram is commenting on the uselessness of formal education: "All we needed 

to know was that a circus was on its way to town for me and Joey to start wanting to know 
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what good a little education ever did anybody anyway"130. Aram then gets in trouble and has 

to take a beating from the school principal, which in fact happens repeatedly in the book (as in 

"A Nice Old-Fashioned Romance, with Love Lyrics and Everything"). Aram's distrust of 

institutions in general is also seen in his ignorance of institutionalized religion, as we can see 

in the story "The Presbyterian Choir Singers", where he has the following conversation with 

Mrs Balaifal: "You are a Christian of course? she said. I guess so, I said. A Presbyterian of 

course, she said. I don't know about that, I said."131 When Mrs Balaifal offers him to pay 

Aram and his friend to sing in a Presbytarian choir, they sense an opportunity to earn money 

and their negotiating evinces complete indifference to what official institutional form of 

religion they belong to: "One dollar? A voice like that is worth two dollars to any religion. I've 

made my offer, Miss Balaifal said. There are other religions, Pandro said. […] The Baptists 

would be glad to get a voice like that for two dollars, Pandro said. The Baptists! "132 Aram's 

characteristics thus connect him with what have dealt with in chapter 2 and 3. 

 The rebellious attitude of Aram towards the authorities can of course be regarded as 

mere mischievous behavior typical for young boys. However, his determined opposition to 

institutions and personalized authorities on the one hand and his simultaneous compassion 

with the members of his family and the misfits on the other, may also be compared to typical 

qualities of Saroyan's protagonists in general. We can easily draw a connection between 

Aram's concerns and those of the narrators and characters of The Daring Young Man 

collection. 
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4.7. The Diversity and the Togetherness of the Garoghlanians 

 The Garoghlanian family depicted in the stories of My Name Is Aram consists of many 

peculiar and unusual characters. Aram's observation is focused on those members of the 

family who are somehow marginal. In our reading, the fact that the family of Garoghlanians is 

able to produce independent individuals who are thoroughly alternative and unique not only 

in comparison to American culture, but within their own Armenian family as well, is a sign of 

Armenian vitality of human spirit and independence. The "eccentric, humorous, and gentle 

Armenians"133   that comprise the characters of the stories "celebrate the triumph of 

freedom."134 Aram's focus is often directed towards those family members who are peculiar 

and who fully carry out their unique potential, and these are often true misfits even in 

Armenian terms. In the aforementioned story, Aram engages in a secret theft of a white horse 

with his cousin Mourad, "who was considered crazy by everybody who knew him except me 

[Aram]."135. This is then mentioned repeatedly: "My cousin Mourad who was considered one 

of the craziest members of our family"136 and "was considered the natural descendant of the 

crazy streak in our tribe"137. Uncle Jorgi, whom Aram is chosen to accompany on his job-

seeking journey to Hanford, is poetic and lazy, spending all day playing the zither under a tree. 

He is also referred to as "a fool"138 by other family members. Aram's affinity to him is shown 

in the fact that he is the one chosen as Jorgi's company on his journey, a quest highly 

unpopular among other members of the family, as we can see from Aram's grandfather's 

pondering on the need to decide who is going to accompany Jorgi: "Now, who shall we send 
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with him? Which of the uncouth of our children shall we punish by sending him with Jorgi to 

Hanford? "139. Aram´s reaction to his being chose, however, is very warm: "I should go with 

Jorgi to Hanford. That was what it came to. Of course I wanted to go. "140 

A similar attachment to the unusual members of the family is present  in "The 

Pomegranate Trees". Here, uncle Melik, who is "too imaginative"141, chooses Aram as his 

confessor since he knows that Aram is also "a poet at heart" and that Aram would understand 

"the magnificent impulse"142 that is driving Melik. Their agricultural and poetic enterprise is a 

secret to be held only between them: "When we get home I would rather you didn't mention 

this farm to the folks. […] Not a word to a living soul, my uncle said"143. Aram's inclination 

towards outcasts is to be seen also in "Locomotive 38, the Ojibway." Here, Aram meets a 

peculiar Native-American, who claims his name is Locomotive 38, through an incident in 

which a donkey the Indian is riding into town is killed by a trolley, upon which Locomotive 

38 proves to be extremely wealthy by going to the nearest car store and purchasing a Packard. 

He then lets Aram drive him around town for a few days, even though Aram has never driven 

a car before. The "Indian" is a true misfit, since "everybody in town believed he had escaped 

from an asylum"144, which is acknowledged by the Indian himself as well: "Impression they 

[people] get is that I'm crazy. "145 Towards the end of the story, Aram states: "He was just a 

young man who'd come to town on a donkey, bored to death or something, who'd taken 

advantage of the chance to be entertained by a small town kid", and adds: "That's the only 
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way I could figure it without accepting the general theory that he was crazy. "146 Here, we can 

see Aram's tendency (or ability) to recognize individual people's dignity, regardless of the 

attitude of society. As Calonne says, "Aram […] is highly imaginative and thoroughly 

individualistic"147 and characters surrounding him are "creatively alive."148 In focusing on the 

eccentrics of Aram's family, Balakian says, Saroyan "released a new appreciation of his 

Armenian background" since he depicts "colorful exemplars of humanity" that represent "the 

human race's capacity for goodness".149 The diversity of the family and the distinctiveness of 

its members serve as a manifestation of humanity within the family. 

 However, it is not only diversity we can see among Garoghlanian kinsmen, but also 

mutual inclination and consistency that manifest themselves in strong relationships between 

the individual members. The sense of the family's community can be seen in numerous family 

meetings that take place in the book; for instance, in "The Journey to Hanford", members of 

the family gather to collectively decide who is the right person to accompany Jorgi to Hanford. 

Aram's grandfather, the leader of the discussion, has the main say, but he keeps interacting 

with others: "I say he goes to Hanford on his bicycle, he said. What do you say? "150, "He 

turned to the others. Let me hear your spoken thoughts on this theme, he said. Is it wise to put 

down a grown fool and a growing one together, of the same tribe? Will it profit anyone? 

Speak aloud so I may consider"151. Despite the supposed insanity of Jorgi, his relatives are 

trying to help him to be an asset to the family by sending him to work. When he fails and 

returns home without any money, Aram's grandmother gives them  money so they may claim 
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to have earned some. Jorgi then engages again in his idle activity: playing the zither under a 

tree. And even though he is criticized for that by Aram's grandfather, who says: "I won't have 

him singing all day," the grandfather then comes to the tree, begins to listen and eventually 

Aram sees him “stretched out on the couch, asleep and smiling” while Jorgi is playing.152 In 

this, we can see that even though the eccentricity of some of the members of the family is 

acknowledged, it is eventually accepted. The family members frequently help out one another, 

and as Walter Shear states, "the stories show people taking care of one another"153. 

Uniqueness is an acceptable and appreciated virtue since "the characters in the stories exhibit 

a persistent concern for one another's personhood"154
. 

In conclusion, varieties are drawn together by the bond of the family. The 

simultaneous presence of both the individualistic diversity and the bond of togetherness 

makes the family an ideal sample of the ideal mosaic brotherhood joined together by 

humanity and compassion which stands at the core of Saroyan's literary vision. This fact is 

observed by Walter Shear as well: 

 

The Armenian ethnic society seems in the American social order defined by the more 

personal interactions of an extended family, a group which in its affections and its 

tendency to accept people for what they want to be seem to imply a version of the family 

of humankind. 155 

 

In analyzing the way in which the Armenian community is depicted in the stories of My 

Name Is Aram, we may find many connections to Saroyan's general tendencies of his 
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depiction of ethnic minorities we have dealt with in the first and second chapter of this 

thesis. The Armenians present an excellent manifestation of those qualities Saroyan is in 

search for in The Daring Young Man on the Flying Trapeze. It is because the 

Garoghlanians are marginal in cultural terms and peripheral to the central American 

mainstream, their community consists of miscellaneous and unique types of characters 

and is not short of eccentrics with highly developed individualistic wit (frequently 

considered insane by their milieu). However, despite its diversity, the family keeps its 

consistency and closeness of its individual elements (caused to some extent by the 

traditional importance of family in Armenian culture). 
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5. Conclusion 

 

 In this thesis, we have examined ethnicity in the early literary texts by William 

Saroyan. As we have seen, the manifestation of ethnicity is closely connected with Saroyan's 

overall set of values and literary tendencies. These include his focus on humanity, on the 

genuine human spirit and on the importance of immediate and true experience. This is what 

stands at the core of Saroyan's influence on later literature (e.g. the Beats, namely Jack 

Kerouac). We have treated these tendencies as an essential basis for the more specific 

phenomena found in Saroyan's literature, which is an approach used by the critics whose 

works were used as secondary material, such as Balakian or Calonne. They both agree that in 

order to fully appreciate Saroyan's literature one needs to look behind the surface of the 

seeming simplicity with which the texts are written and to search for the more general, 

principal philosophy of Saroyan. They explain the generally lukewarm interest of critics in 

Saroyan's literature as a result of the critics' inability or unwillingness to go into depth in 

terms of analyzing Saroyan. However, in opposition to Balakian and Calonne, there are some 

critics who disagree with their approach. William J. Fisher defines the later Saroyan as 

"troubled pseudo-philosopher" who in his task to portray the all-embracing goodness of man 

showed an “inadequacy of his equipment for the task he set himself"156 Fisher also states that 

Saroyan is unable to articulate his thoughts meaningfully.157 

As I have mentioned before, in my reading, Saroyan's literary values remained 

basically unchanged throughout his career – the set of basic tendencies pervaded. However, in 

Saroyan's later development there is a shift in the focus within this set, leading, in a side effect, 

to the withdrawal of ethnicity from the position of the major means of manifestation of these 
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tendencies. As Saroyan became a husband and a father, in his subsequent work he started to 

deal with more personal and specific aspects of his life (as for instance in the books Mama I 

Love You, Papa You're Crazy, Boys and Girls Together). 

The Armenian heritage is still present in his works, and it still relies on the same 

principle we have described in the previous chapter. However, from the tendency of using a 

balanced juxtaposition of parallel Armenian hardship and the ability to overcome it through 

their spirit, Saroyan shifts to a more somber and solemn focus on the obstacles and on the 

misery, which detracts from the Armenian experience as rejoicing over the capacity of human 

potential (traces of such an attitude can be found in "The Assyrian and Other Stories" or "The 

Man With the Heart in the Highlands and Other Stories"). Possible reasons for Saroyan's 

taking up this direction in writing may be connected with his war experience during his 

service in the army in World War II. Fisher, however, explains Saroyan's literary development 

as a growing disillusionment with humanistic beliefs and as Saroyan's being "forced to 

acknowledge man's limitations"158. While accepting the idea of the stability of the basic 

concerns of Saroyan's literature, Fisher at the same time points out that later, such as in The 

Human Comedy, Saroyan was "no longer able to dismiss evil"159
. 

I would disagree with such a thought. In Saroyan's texts, as we have seen in this thesis 

as well, the positive and the negative were always present simultaneously for the reason of 

showing the power of the positive human potential through its combat with the negative (such 

as in the stories of both the Daring Young Man collection and My Name Is Aram). It is true 

that later in his career, the balance of the positive and the negative aspects in Saroyan's 

literature shifted to more focus on the negative. The positive, however, remained (as for 

instance in The Human Comedy). The reasons and features of Saroyan's development in such 
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a direction are beyond the concerns of this thesis. We may, however, say that the texts we 

have dealt with in this thesis belong to the most optimistic and all-embracing period of 

Saroyan's career, well-timed since during the Depression era they brought fresh air to literary 

art, promising hope to those who are oppressed and encouraging immigrants and members of 

ethnic minorities with a strong belief in their potential by imagining the compassionate 

"brotherhood of man". 
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