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Published in 1970, Bless the Beasts and Childrenby Glendon Swarthout stands as a seminal work in American

literature, bridging the gap between young adult coming-of-age narratives and profound social critiques of the 20th

century. Set against the stark, unforgiving landscape of the Arizona wilderness, the novel chronicles the journey of

six adolescent boys—marginalized as "misfits" and "bedwetters" at an elite summer camp—who embark on a

clandestine mission to save a herd of buffalo from a state-sanctioned slaughter. This article provides an exhaustive

technical and literary breakdown of the novel, examining its narrative architecture, the psychological profiles of its

protagonists, and the complex symbolic frameworks that have maintained its relevance for over five decades.

Historical Context and the Anti-Western Framework

To understand the technical depth of Swarthout’s work, one must first locate it within the historical context of the 

late 1960s and early 1970s. The era was defined by a rejection of traditional institutional authority and a reappraisal 

of the American West's mythos. Swarthout, an established author of Westerns, utilized Bless the Beasts and 

Childrento subvert the genre's tropes. While traditional Westerns celebrate the conquest of nature and the

prowess of the rugged individual, Swarthout presents a narrative where the "heroes" are the vulnerable and the

"enemy" is the bureaucratic machinery of the modern world.

The novel functions as an Anti-Western. In this framework, the rugged cowboy—represented by the camp

counselors and the buffalo hunters—is portrayed not as a figure of virtue, but as an agent of cruelty and emotional

stuntedness. The boys' mission to liberate the buffalo is a direct challenge to the "manifest destiny" ideology,

suggesting that true courage lies in the protection of the weak rather than the domination of the wild.

The Psychological Architecture of the 'Bedwetters'

The core of the novel’s impact lies in its character construction. Swarthout employs a sophisticated psychological 

mapping of the six protagonists, collectively known as the "Bedwetters." Each boy represents a specific failure of 

the American domestic or social structure. Their individual traumas are not merely plot points but serve as a 

theoretical framework for analyzing the failures of mid-century parenting and institutional care.

Comparative Matrix: Protagonist Profiles and Psychological Drivers

The following table provides a technical breakdown of the six boys, categorizing their social status, primary trauma,

and their functional role within the group dynamic.



Character Name Archetypal Role Primary 
Psychological 
Driver

Socio-Economic 
Background

Narrative Function

John Cotton The Catalyst/Leader Parental Neglect/
Search for Purpose

Broken Home (Multi-
divorce)

Provides the 
organizational logic 
and tactical direction 
for the mission.

Lawrence Teft The Rebel/Expert Authority Defiance/
Criminality

Upper-middle class 
(Neglectful)

Provides technical 
skills (hot-wiring 
vehicles, 
marksmanship).

Shecker The Clown/
Scapegoat

Insecurity/Obsessive-
Compulsive

Son of a famous 
comedian

Acts as the 
emotional 
barometer; highlights 
the pressure of 
legacy.

Goodenow The Fragile/Phobic Extreme Anxiety/
Regression

Overbearing Mother Represents the 
paralyzing effects of 
childhood phobias.

Lally 1 (Stephen) The Cynic Sibling Rivalry/
Abandonment

Wealthy, detached 
parents

Serves as the 
internal antagonist; 
highlights the 
breakdown of 
familial bonds.

Lally 2 (Billy) The Innocent Introversion/
Imagination

Wealthy, detached 
parents

The catalyst for the 
mission; his empathy 
for the buffalo 
triggers the plot.

Group Dynamics and Tuckman’s Model

From a sociological perspective, the group's evolution follows the Tuckman Stages of Group Development:

Forming, Storming, Norming, and Performing. In the 'Forming' stage, the boys are united only by their status as

outcasts. The 'Storming' occurs through the internal conflicts between Lally 1 and Cotton. However, the mission to

save the buffalo forces a rapid transition into 'Performing.' Their ability to operate a vehicle, navigate the Arizona

desert, and outmaneuver adults demonstrates a high level of functional integration that contradicts their "misfit"

labels.

Technical Narrative Mechanics: The Dual-Timeline Structure

Swarthout utilizes a non-linear narrative structure to build tension and provide depth. The primary timeline follows 

the overnight missionto the buffalo preserve, while frequent flashbacks detail the boys' experiences at the Box

Canyon Boys Camp. This technical choice serves several purposes:

•  Contrast: It juxtaposes the boys' current agency (saving the buffalo) with their previous victimization (camp 

rituals).

•  Pacing: By alternating between high-stakes action and slow, character-building memories, Swarthout 

maintains a relentless narrative momentum.

•  Causal Analysis: The flashbacks provide the "data" required to understand the boys' motivations, making their 



radical actions in the present appear logical rather than impulsive.

The use of the Third-Person Omniscientnarrator allows the reader to peer into the internal monologues of

different boys, ensuring that while Cotton is the leader, the reader understands the collective psyche of the group.

This narrative perspective is essential for establishing the theme of "The Group" as a singular entity—a beast

composed of six children.

Symbolism and Imagery: The Buffalo as a Mirror

In Bless the Beasts and Children, the buffalo herd is not merely an environmental concern; it is a profound

symbolic mirror for the boys themselves. The technical application of symbolism in the novel can be categorized

into three primary layers:

1. The Sacrificial Victim

The buffalo are confined in pens, waiting for a "lottery" that dictates their death. This mirrors the boys' confinement

at the camp, where their identities are suppressed by the counselors' "Send us a boy, we'll send you a cowboy"

philosophy. Both the animals and the children are victims of a system that values utility and conformity over

inherent worth.

2. The Loss of the Frontier

The slaughter of the buffalo represents the closing of the American frontier and the destruction of the "wild." By

trying to save them, the boys are attempting to preserve a part of themselves that has not yet been "civilized" or

broken by societal expectations.

3. The Radios and Technology

Throughout the novel, the boys carry transistor radios. These devices represent their tenuous connection to the 

outside world—a world that ignores their plight. The constant noise of the radio serves as a leitmotiffor the

chaotic, indifferent society they are trying to escape.

The Box Canyon Boys Camp: A Microcosm of Institutional Failure

The setting of the Box Canyon Boys Camp is a technical masterclass in creating an oppressive environment.

Swarthout describes the camp not as a place of growth, but as a factory of conformity. The "Olympiad" and the

various competitive rituals are designed to reward the "strong" (the counselors and the athletic campers) and

punish the "weak" (the Bedwetters).

Operational Failure Modes in the Camp Structure

The camp's failure can be analyzed through the lens of developmental psychology. The counselors, specifically 

"Wheaties," utilize a Punitive Pedagogical Model. Instead of fostering resilience, this model induces:

1.  Learned Helplessness: The boys initially believe they are incapable of basic tasks because they are 

constantly told they are failures.

2.  Regression: The "bedwetting" of the boys is a physical manifestation of psychological stress and a retreat to 

earlier developmental stages due to a lack of safety.

3.  Social Stratification: By creating a hierarchy where the Bedwetters are at the bottom, the camp reinforces the 

very trauma it claims to treat.

Comparative Analysis: Novel vs. Cinematic Adaptation (1971)



The novel was adapted into a film directed by Stanley Kramer in 1971. While the film remained relatively faithful,

there are distinct technical differences in how the story is told. The following table highlights these variances.



Feature Novel (Glendon Swarthout) Film (Stanley Kramer)

Ending/Resolution Ambiguous but leans toward a tragic, 
sacrificial tone.

More explicit in its emotional 
manipulation; uses the title song for 
impact.

Character Depth High; uses internal monologues and 
extensive flashbacks.

Moderate; relies on visual cues and 
dialogue.

Violence Representation Graphic and visceral; emphasizes the 
"blood lust" of the hunters.

Slightly sanitized for a 1971 PG 
audience, though still impactful.

Themes Focuses heavily on the "Anti-
Western" and social critique.

Focuses more on the environmental 
and "save the animals" aspect.

Pedagogical Implementation: Teaching the Novel

For educators and literary analysts, Bless the Beasts and Childrenoffers a rich curriculum for discussing ethics,

environmentalism, and narrative structure. A technical approach to teaching this book should involve a multi-

disciplinary framework.

Step-by-Step Study Guide Procedure

1.  Initial Thematic Identification: Have students identify the "oppressor" in the first three chapters. Is it the 

counselors, the parents, or the desert?

2.  Character Mapping: Using the matrix provided above, students should track the development of one specific 

boy, noting the exact moment they transition from "victim" to "agent."

3.  Symbolic Analysis: Assign a specific symbol (The Buffalo, The Radio, The Jeep, The Rifles) to groups and 

have them trace its occurrence throughout the text.

4.  Debate: The Ethics of the Mission: Conduct a classroom debate on whether the boys' actions were justified. 

This encourages a discussion on Civil Disobedience and the hierarchy of moral values (Legal Law vs. Moral Law).

5.  Comparative Media Study: Screen the Stanley Kramer film and have students write a technical critique on 

how the change in medium affects the story's "Anti-Western" message.

Technical Challenges and Troubleshooting in Interpretation

One of the primary challenges in analyzing this novel is avoiding the trap of seeing it as a simple "children's

adventure story." To provide an in-depth analysis, one must address potential misinterpretations:

•  The "Happy Ending" Fallacy: Readers often want the boys to "win." However, a technical reading suggests the 

ending is a Pyrrhic Victory. While the buffalo are freed, the boys' future remains uncertain, and the loss of their 

leader, Cotton, signifies the high cost of challenging the status quo.

•  Over-simplifying the Antagonists: It is easy to view the counselors as "evil." A more nuanced analysis sees 

them as products of the same toxic masculinity that they are forcing upon the boys. They are victims of the system 

they perpetuate.

•  Geographic Accuracy: The Arizona landscape is not just a backdrop; it is a character. Understanding the 

topographical challenges the boys face (the heat, the distance, the rugged terrain) is essential for appreciating the 

"technical" feat of their journey.

Synthesis of Broad Implications



The enduring legacy of Bless the Beasts and Childrenlies in its refusal to offer easy answers. It remains a

staggering critique of how society treats those who do not fit into predefined boxes of "strength" or "masculinity."

Through the lens of the six Bedwetters, Swarthout forces the reader to confront the inherent cruelty of institutional

systems and the redemptive power of collective action.

The novel’s technical brilliance is found in its ability to balance a fast-paced adventure with deep psychological and

sociological inquiry. By utilizing a non-linear structure and a sophisticated symbolic lexicon, Swarthout elevated a

story about a summer camp into a timeless exploration of the human spirit's resilience. Whether viewed as a

literary masterpiece, a study in adolescent psychology, or an early manifesto for animal rights, the book continues

to demand rigorous analysis and emotional engagement from its audience.

Ultimately, the mission of the Bedwetters serves as a blueprint for resistance. It suggests that when the "beasts"

and the "children"—the marginalized and the voiceless—unite, they possess the power to disrupt even the most

entrenched systems of violence. In an era still grapping with environmental crises and institutional failures, the

echoes of the boys' "ding-dong-bell" cry remain as relevant as ever, reminding us that the preservation of the wild is

inextricably linked to the preservation of our own humanity.
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