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Abstract  
Jeffrey Eugenides’ 2002 novel Middlesex follows the protagonist Cal Stephanides in his 

exploration of the origins of the genetic mutation which causes him to be born intersexed. Weaved 

into this memoir is a 75-year history of the United States. This essay analyses the forces of the 

ideological phenomenon of the American dream through a Marxist perspective and how it shapes 

and reshapes the identities of five characters in Middlesex. I conclude that although proponents of 

the American dream claim that an individual can choose how to live his/her life through hard work 

and determinism, in Middlesex, the characters’ individual choice seems to be determined by factors 

that are out of their control such as social background, genetics and luck.  

 
Keywords: identity, ideology, American dream, capitalism, determinism, freedom, choice, 
Marxism, genetics 
 
Sammanfattning 
I Jeffrey Eugenides roman Middlesex [2002] får vi följa huvudpersonen Cal Stephanies i sitt 

sökande efter ursprunget till hans genetiska mutation som lett till att han föddes som hermafrodit. 

Invävd i denna memoar finns en 75årig historia av USA. Denna uppsats analyserar krafterna i det 

ideologiska fenomenet ”den amerikanska drömmen” genom ett marxistiskt perspektiv, samt hur 

detta formar och omformar identiteten hos de fem karaktärerna i Middlesex. Min slutsats är att 

även om förespråkare för den amerikanska drömmen hävdar att en individ kan välja hur hen ska 

leva sitt liv genom hårt arbete, verkar karaktärernas individuella val bestämmas av faktorer som är 

utanför deras kontroll, såsom social bakgrund och tur.  

 
Nyckelord: identitet, ideologi, amerikanska drömmen, kapitalism, determinism, frihet, 
valmöjlighet, marxism, genetik  
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Jeffrey Eugenides’ 2002 novel Middlesex tells the story of Cal/liope Stephanides. Cal/liope was 

“born twice: First, as a baby girl, on a remarkably smogless Detroit day in January of 1960; and 

then again, as a teenage boy, in an emergency room near Petoskey, Michigan, in August of 1974" 

(Eugenides 3). Through wit and intelligence, Cal narrates the three-generational family history of 

the recessive gene which ultimately causes him to be born with ambiguous genitalia. Layered into 

Cal’s family history of incest and remodeling of identities is a 75 -year history of America.  At the 

beginning of the novel, Cal states that “in [..] America […], everybody was the master of his own 

destiny” (Eugenides 9-10). This statement functions as a foreshadowing of the plot, as it suggests 

that because they are in the United States, the characters of the novel will be under the impression 

that they can alter their destiny and make choices as to how to live their lives. In other words, in 

the novel the United States functions as a haven where people are able to remake themselves and 

have control over who they are and what they want to be.  

 Middlesex won Eugenides the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction in 2003. The Pulitzer Prize is 

awarded on an annual basis to an American author who “preferably deals with American life” 

(Topping). Through depicting American history from the 1920s onwards, Eugenides outlines the 

way in which American society is shaped and how it in return shapes its inhabitants through 

encouraging behavior and habits that are considered as ‘American’, perhaps most successfully 

through the concept of the American dream. The American dream has commonly been understood 

as the possibility for anyone, regardless of background, to ‘make it’ in America through aspiration 

and hard work. In 2019, The New York Times found that most Americans identify the American 

dream with the “freedom of choice in how to live” (Abrams). They also found that people express 

that living the “American dream is not easy. It requires grit, persistence and drive” (Abrams). 

These attributes point to the presence of competition. Marxist critics argue that the concept of the 

American dream is based in capitalist ideology because it makes people believe that competitive 

behavior is natural. In other words, capitalist ideology suggests that human beings are innately 

competitive and will therefore try to acquire a large number of commodities. Marxist critics 

typically argue that ideologies such as capitalism are so successful and appealing because people 

are deceived into thinking that this behavior is natural and part of who humans are as a species, as 

opposed to it being an ideology (Althusser). It has been commonly acknowledged that the 

American dream is a concept deriving from the United States Constitution, Thomas Jefferson and 

the Declaration of Independence (Speth). More specifically, the American dream is regarded as 
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part of the American “Right to Life, Liberty and the Pursuit of Happiness” (US 1776). Hence, 

obtaining these rights, which are in fact not guaranteed by the founding documents, have become 

an aspiration, a value system and consequently an ideological phenomenon determining how many 

Americans live their lives.  

 By conducting a Marxist reading of Middlesex, I will argue in this essay that Middlesex is 

a novel that provides a historical account of how the prevalence of the American dream creates an 

environment that enables and to some extent even encourages five characters in the novel to 

deconstruct and reconstruct their identities. I will first outline the possible origins of the American 

dream in order to explain how the phenomenon came about. I will then look at the American dream 

through the Marxist framework as it will allow me to highlight the ideological nature of the 

American Dream and to show how the phenomenon is part of capitalist ideology. Next I will 

conduct character analyses of five characters to show how the novel points to the restricted agency 

that comes with one’s social background, social class and even genetics. I will conclude that the 

American dream does not appear to be as available as its proponents suggest because other factors 

such as chance, family history and genetics seem to weigh heavier in determining how the 

characters live their lives. 

THE AMERICAN DREAM AND ITS POSSIBLE ORIGINS 
During the time leading up to the creation of the United States Constitution, life for the European 

born colonizers in the newly discovered land was good (Semuels). In fact, it was so good that 

incomes were quite equally distributed and slow population growth led to more job opportunity 

which enabled upward mobility. Upward mobility was not only possible, it was encouraged as the 

colonizers rejected the English aristocratic class system - a system which had been one of the main 

reasons people had left Europe in the first place. In effect, in the colonies, it did not matter who 

you were by birth because the way early American society was structured, upward mobility and 

economic prosperity was significantly easier to achieve than it is today (Semuels). In the colonies, 

people were able to experience economic equality through balanced income distribution, choice in 

employment, fair wages and property ownership. The colonizers’ initial experience in nation-

building in America seems to have left a significant mark on the American belief system and 

possibly even led to the development of the ideological phenomenon which is the American dream. 

Today, the “immediate associations” to the American dream “are economic – homes with white 
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picket fences, nice cars, upward mobility” (Kaye 471). In 1996 however, public polls revealed that 

most Americans defined the American dream as having the “freedom of choice in how to live 

one’s life” (471). Similarly, in 2019, The New York Times found that 85% of those who answered 

their survey “indicated that ‘to have a freedom of choice in how to live’ was essential to achieving 

the American dream” (Abrams). However, both articles fail to mention that usually the freedom 

to choose hinges on economic stability, especially in the United States where the welfare system 

is weak. Abrams’ article even found that “only 16 percent said that to achieve the American dream, 

they believed it was essential ‘to become wealthy’” (2019). 

 As previously mentioned, the origins and evidence of the American dream can perhaps be 

found in the historical accounts of what life looked like in the colonies circa 1770. However, the 

phrase itself was not coined until 1931 when James Truslow Adams published his book The Epic 

of America in which he defines the American dream as  

that dream of a land in which life should be better and richer and fuller for everyone, with 

opportunity for each according to ability or achievement […] It is not a dream of motor 

cars and high wages merely, but a dream of social order in which each man and each 

woman shall be able to attain to the fullest stature of which they are innately capable, and 

be recognized by others for what they are, regardless of the fortuitous circumstances of 

birth or position. (415-416) 

While Adams is the first to attach a name to this ideological phenomenon, there are multiple 

historical legal documents, declarations, speeches and addresses that highlight some or all of these 

beliefs dating back to before the phrase was coined. Perhaps most notably, and the document which 

is commonly highlighted as a source document for the American dream is the Declaration of 

Independence: “All men are created equal, […] they are endowed by their Creator with certain 

unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the Pursuit of Happiness” (US 1776). 

Building on this notion, the United States Constitution declares that it is the role of the government 

to ensure that these unalienable rights are upheld. Nevertheless, as journalist Alana Semuels notes 

in an article written for The Atlantic: “neither the Bill of Rights, nor the Declaration of 

Independence talk specifically about the nation’s role in making sure its citizens have jobs or a 

home or earned enough to avoid being impoverished” (2016).  Instead, the Bill of Rights are 

amendments made to the Constitution which ensure certain liberties among which are included the 

right to bear arms, freedom of religion and the right to a speedy trial by jury (US Const. amend. 
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II, III, IX). Although the phrase “American dream” does not explicitly originate in the above-

mentioned documents, there seems to be a general consensus regarding its meaning. The phrase 

has been “part of just about every speech given by presidential candidates” (Kaye 471). Most 

significant perhaps being those given by President Hoover during his election campaign in 1928 

and President Roosevelt in his State of the Union Address of 1944. President Hoover, who held 

office during the Great Depression, campaigned on the idea of self-reliance and rugged 

individualism which are typically understood as two of the pillars of the American dream. Rugged 

individualism is the ideology that glamorizes the person who dares to strive for a goal that involves 

high risk and hard work. For example, a person who pursues a high risk financial investment where 

the payout would be remarkably large while simultaneously running the possibility of losing 

everything, can be regarded as a rugged individualist. Hoover stated that through “individual 

initiative and enterprise […] our people have grown to unparalleled greatness” (Hoover 1928). 

Furthermore, Hoover specified that America had “become the land of opportunity to those born 

without inheritance […] because of this freedom of individual initiative and enterprise”. This feeds 

into the idea that in America, everyone has the freedom to succeed if they have the drive to do 

what it takes. 

 In 1932, President Roosevelt took office for the first time, amidst the Great Depression. 

The ‘Roaring Twenties’ had been a time of industrialization, urbanization and wealth. During the 

Great War, America met European agricultural demands. When Europe no longer needed it 

America was still producing, consequently leading to overproduction. In Capital, Karl Marx states 

that “the capitalist production process […] breeds over-production, speculation, crises” (1883). 

The overproduction ultimately led to price deflation and financial collapse in America (Bryan). 

Roosevelt adopted Keynesian economic policies which emphasized “the role of the state in 

managing the economy” (Roosevelt Institute) because the economic policies that had allowed the 

United States economy to grow 42% during the 1920s (Schumacher 69) was also the source of its 

devastating downfall. A capitalist market without state intervention was the ideal situation for 

capitalist proponents. Nevertheless, Keynesian proponents argued that the capital forces could not 

swing back from the recession on their own. In that regard, Roosevelt’s Keynesian politics may 

have been an attempt to assuage the most brutal economic effects of the American dream. In 

Roosevelt’s 1944 State of the Union Address he specified that “true individual freedom cannot 

exist without economic security and independence.” He suggested the creation of “a second […] 
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economic bill of rights”. These rights, he claimed, should include “the right to a useful and 

remunerative job […], a decent home, […] adequate medical care […], a good education” 

(Roosevelt). Although an amendment to the Constitution is yet to be made ensuring these rights, 

these suggested rights are and have been life goals, or the American dream, of many Americans.  

A MARXIST PERSPECTIVE ON THE AMERICAN DREAM 
When defining ideology, Karl Marx and Fredrich Engels (1893) differentiate between two levels 

of the human conscience: the infrastructure and the superstructure. The infrastructure relates to 

that of the real world and tangible things such as the means of production whereas the 

superstructure refers to the world of ideas and illusions created by the ruling class, which they 

point out to be the owners of capital: the capitalists (Harnecker 32). Ideology then, simply put, is 

a creation of the ruling class in order to dominate and oppress the working class. In a capitalist 

society, one means of ruling the working class is to pay workers minimum wage to perform tasks 

in order to keep them from leaving their jobs. In that way, workers feel compensated for their 

efforts. According to Marx, this prevents the restoration of the balance between the classes because 

it keeps the working class from facing reality: they are oppressed (Althusser 1970).  

 Marxist proponents typically maintain that the American dream is part of the repressive 

capitalist ideology. Repressive ideologies are ideologies that, instead of proclaiming that they are 

in fact belief systems, maintain that they are just ‘natural ways’ of viewing the world. These 

repressive ideologies, such as capitalism, are successful precisely because they are able to disguise 

themselves as natural descriptions of human behavior. As Engels wrote, “real motives impelling 

[the person] remain unknown to [the person], otherwise it would not be an ideological process at 

all” (1893). Capitalist proponents often contend that it is a natural human behavior to be 

competitive. Establishing this as part of human behavior is perhaps cemented in the ‘scientific’ 

ideas of social Darwinism which uphold that only the fittest survive. In his essay “Ideology and 

Ideological State Apparatuses” (1970), Althusser expands on ideology as he asserts that a 

repressive state ideology is that in which the state functions as “a ‘machine’ of repression or 

violence, which enables the ruling classes […] to ensure their domination over the working 

class”(Althusser). He then goes on to highlight the driving forces of an Ideological State 

Apparatus, such as religious institutions, schools, politics and even the family, which, through 

various methods but not violence, function to forward the same repressive state ideologies. Social 
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Darwinism played an important role in the industrialization of the United States, where prominent 

capitalists such as John Rockefeller embraced the notion of the survival of the fittest and promoted 

laissez-faire capitalism where businesses were allowed to compete in an unregulated environment. 

Marxists point out that this laissez-faire system leads to the success of very few people, inevitably 

meaning that the masses suffer. However, because of the notion of the American dream and the 

hope of ‘making it’, the masses are reluctant to act against the ruling elite.  

CHARACTER ANALYSIS 
The next part of this essay will analyze five characters in Middlesex in terms of how they are 

formed by the notion of choice, opportunity and freedom in the United States. By providing an 

analysis of five different characters and their different experiences throughout several historical 

points in America, it will portray how the prevalence of the American dream influences them to 

remodel their identities. I will show that some characters, such as Cal Stephanides falls victim to 

the ideological forces in society that attach meaning to his identity before he even knows who he 

is. Others, such as Lefty Stephanides, proactively use America as the land of opportunity in order 

to reinvent himself while other characters such as Milton Stephanides seem unaware of the 

ideological capitalist driving forces that impact and shape him to pursue certain goals such as 

economic prosperity.  

 

LEFTY STEPHANIDES 
Eleutherios Stephanides is one of the characters which the reader gets to know closely quite early 

on in the novel. We meet Eleutherios, or Lefty as he is referred to throughout the novel, in his birth 

village Bithynios. In order to prevent others from finding out that he has romantic feelings for his 

sister Desdemona, he frequently leaves the village for the nearby town of Bursa to pursue women 

and engage in gambling. Worried, Desdemona attempts to matchmake him with the two eligible 

brides of the village. Lefty response is, “joking but not joking” (39) to ask Desdemona to marry 

him. That very evening in 1922, the Turkish forces invade and the matchmaking is put to an abrupt 

end. As Smyrna is burnt to the ground, Lefty and Desdemona begin planning to flee. Lefty finds a 

passage for them which becomes the ultimate chance for them to reinvent themselves as strangers 

and lovers because “no one will know” (59). Onboard the ship, “Desdemona and Lefty tried to 

defamiliarize themselves with each other” (72). They invent “fake histories for themselves […], 
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becoming the “casting directors” (72) of their new lives. The idea of being able to remodel one’s 

identity in this way is perhaps miles away from what Kaye means when stating that polls in 1996 

indicate that the American dream is “to have freedom of choice in how to live one’s life” (471). 

Nevertheless, it becomes a possibility for Lefty and Desdemona to choose a different identity only 

because they leave their village.  

 Although absorbing large amounts of immigrants in the 1920s, America was still exclusive. 

This becomes apparent through the description of the passengers aboard the ship crossing the 

Atlantic 

 The Immigration Act of 1917 barred thirty-three kinds of undesirables from entering the 

 United States, and so, in 1922, on the deck of the Giulia, passengers discussed how to 

 escape the categories. In nervous cram sessions, illiterates learned to pretend to read; 

 bigamists to admit to only one wife; anarchists to deny having read Proudhon; heart 

 patients to stimulate vigor; epileptics to deny their fits; and carriers of hereditary diseases 

 to neglect mentioning them. (73) 

In that sense, the ‘entrance tests’ at Ellis Island are an example of how American society is 

imposing its value system upon others. Desdemona, for example, has her “immigrant braids” (82) 

cut off by YWCA as they most probably consider the look inappropriate for American standards.  

 When Lefty and his new bride arrive in America and meet their cousin Sourmelina, it is 

agreed that Sourmelina will keep their incestuous secret. From that point onward, their new life as 

husband and wife in a stereotypical working-class American family takes form, where Desdemona 

“stayed home and cooked” and “Lefty ground bearings” (98) at the Ford Motor Company. In that 

sense, it can be argued that this life would never have been possible for Lefty and Desdemona in 

Bithynios and it is the fact that they live in America that allows them to reinvent themselves and 

create a new life.  

 The Ford Motor Company, however, was not only Lefty’s place of employment but also a 

place in which he unconsciously serves as a test subject. The company was revolutionary because 

of Ford’s use of the moving assembly line. Mass production where multiple cars were assembled 

simultaneously allowed for the price of the final product, the Model T, to be exceptionally low 

(Chappell). This mass production of consumables enabled by the moving assembly line is 

commonly known as Fordism. Fordism, however, can also refer to the social experiment that Ford 

was conducting on its workers. As Georgios Paris Loizides describes, “the Ford Motor Company, 
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at least until World War II, was also engaged in ‘human engineering’. Ford was ‘making men’ as 

much as he was making cars” (109). As described in the novel, when Lefty is invited to “a pageant” 

to “celebrate the Ford English school graduation” (Eugenides 99) where Lefty is graduating at the 

top of his class, two men from the Ford Sociological Department come to the house to determine 

whether Lefty is living right (100). Loizides states that “through its Sociological Department, the 

Ford Motor Company promoted to its workers a particular constellation of social values that it 

considered as representative of middle-class values including thrift, temperance, diligence, loyalty, 

Americanism and family values” (110). In the novel, through the conversation Lefty has with the 

gentlemen, it is understood that committing to sobriety, having a mortgage, bathing, brushing one’s 

teeth daily (Eugenides 101) and having a clean criminal record (105) are key to becoming the 

American that the Ford Motor Company envisions for its workers. When Lefty is at the pageant, 

he describes “feeling thoroughly American as he pulls on his blue wool trousers and jacket. In his 

mouth: thirty-two teeth brushed in the American manner. His underarms: liberally sprinkled with 

American deodorant” (104). Ironically however, the men from the Ford Sociological Department 

do not share Lefty’s feelings. After finding out that Jimmy Zizmo, Sourmelina’s husband which 

Lefty and Desdemona live with, has a criminal record, Lefty is fired from the company. Soon after, 

Jimmy offers Lefty to work with him smuggling illegal alcohol. Although aspiring to be a good 

citizen, Lefty feels compelled and ultimately accepts the job as he needs to provide for himself and 

his wife. Hard work and drive are obviously not the only variables to ensure success. Lefty is 

willing to work extremely hard, even beating time records grinding bearings, as well as attend the 

Ford School of English after workhours in order to be a model employee. However, when looked 

at by the Sociological Department, for matters which are out of Lefty’s control, he is dismissed.  

 Aboard the Giulia, Lefty speaks of a desire to have his own bar (73). After being in 

America for a while, Lefty is able to act on his dream. He opens the Zebra Room, a speakeasy, and 

brings quite a significant income into the Stephanides household at first. However, after the New 

York Stock Exchange crash in 1929, fewer customers are coming to Lefty’s bar. 

 In order to make enough money he had to keep the speakeasy open sixteen, sometimes 

 eighteen hours a day. He worked seven days a week. To support his family he had to be 

 exiled from them. In the mornings when he was around the house, his children treated him 

 like a familiar relative, an uncle maybe, but not a father. (136)   
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Again, this echoes the idea that living the American dream takes grit, hard work and even isolation. 

Building on individualism, Lefty takes it upon himself to provide for the family singlehandedly. 

As he works constantly, he sees his family less. Despite the financial crisis, Lefty’s confidence in 

the United States’ government does not waver. In fact, he tells his wife: “don’t worry […] President 

Herbert Hoover is taking care of things” (135). This statement and Lefty’s trust in the government 

and the President to solve problems could be seen as an illustration of an oppressed class being 

ignorant of the Ideological State Apparatuses. As Althusser points out, the Ideological State 

Apparatuses are instruments such as advertisement or newspapers which function to convince 

people of the state’s agenda. That the President is the leader with solutions might be part of that 

agenda.   

 Years later when Lefty’s son Milton takes over the Zebra Room and converts it into a diner, 

Lefty is forced into retirement. With nothing to do during the day, Lefty again turns to gambling 

despite feeling constantly guilty. “He wanted to stop. He wanted to go home and confess 

everything to Desdemona. The only antidote to this feeling, however, was the prospect of winning 

the next day” (206). When Lefty becomes addicted to gambling, he keeps hoping that he will win 

back all his losses. Gambling has after all saved Lefty and Desdemona before. It was through 

playing Poker that Lefty had won them the money to pay for the passage across the Atlantic. 

Nevertheless, this is arguably part of the American dream as an ideological phenomenon, as it 

makes people believe that it is possible to also win out of sheer luck, not only through hard work. 

That supports the idea of rugged individualism as it claims that high risk initiatives have the 

possibility of paying out very high gains. Of course, the consequences of Lefty’s gambling put 

him and his wife into the position of living in their son’s house for the rest of their lives as they 

lose all their funds.  

 

SOURMELINA ZIZMO 
The idea of America being a place where anything is possible is also portrayed through 

Sourmelina. Before Lefty and Desdemona arrive in America, Sourmelina is already there. Because 

she “had been caught in compromising circumstances with a few female friends” (86), her father 

“wrote to America” (86) hoping to find an appropriate immigrant bachelor to marry his daughter 

and save her from scandal. His request is answered by Jimmy Zizmo (short for Zisimopoulos) who 

negotiates hard for a large dowry. In that sense, America is regarded as a savior and hence with a 
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proper dowry, even a scandalous misfit can buy a new life. In fact, it can be argued that Jimmy 

and Sourmelina’s marriage is a business deal already in its arrangement and never develops into 

anything else. As it becomes clear to the reader that Sourmelina is not in love with Jimmy or 

particularly interested in maintaining an image of a loving wife, Desdemona asks her cousin why 

she married him if it was not for love, to which Sourmelina responds that she would have done 

anything to leave the village. As “commodification means the transformation of relationships, 

formerly untainted by commerce, into commercial relationships, relationships of exchange, of 

buying and selling” (Marxists Internet Archive), it can be argued that their marriage is 

commodified from the moment Sourmelina’s father exchanges letters with Jimmy and solidified 

once the dowry is paid. Sourmelina, although perhaps not interested in being an American 

housewife, gains something desirable from the business deal: she is able to leave the village. When 

Sourmelina loses her husband, she takes advantage of the fact that she is in America to pursue her 

‘real’ identity that was so shameful and undesired in Bithynios. 

 Although Sourmelina comes to the United States as a commodity, she is one of the 

characters who embrace their new American identity to the fullest. The protagonist describes 

Sourmelina as having become “an American. Almost nothing of the village remained in her” 

(Eugenides 280). She is a woman who “attract[ed] looks”, drove a car when it was still 

“scandalous” for a woman to do so and wore “satin-strap high heels” (87). Sourmelina leaves the 

village to deconstruct her identity as a lesbian and unmarriable woman in order to reconstruct her 

identity as a suitable wife. Sourmelina’s transformation, however, can be seen as merely a 

superficial change, which becomes clear after her husband disappears from the narrative. Because 

Sourmelina lives in a liberal society which was perhaps unique to America at the time, she is able 

to find a female partner whom she spends the rest of her life with, without it drawing any 

significant or negative attention. In that sense, America serves as a savior to Sourmelina in many 

ways as it enables her to become who she really is fully. Open in her sexual orientation and 

extravagant in her personality, Sourmelina’s character serves as an example in Middlesex which 

shows that the American dream can be achieved if it is understood as having the freedom to choose 

one’s own life.  

 
JIMMY ZIZMO 
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When Lefty and Desdemona arrive in the United States, they move in with Sourmelina and her 

husband Jimmy. Jimmy’s nationality is questioned by most and he is accused of being a Turk as 

opposed to the Greek he claims to be because he comes from the Black Sea. Jimmy is described 

as an “amateur herbalist; antisuffragist; big-game hunter; ex-con; drug pusher; teetotaler” 

(Eugenides 88) who also makes a lot of money from smuggling alcohol into the United States from 

Canada during the Prohibition. Shortly after Sourmelina finds out that she is expecting, Jimmy 

drives his car onto a frozen over lake which caves as the ice is too thin to hold the car. When the 

car goes under, Jimmy dies and disappears from the narrative. However, the reader quickly learns 

that Jimmy fakes his own death (295) and uses it as an opportunity to reinvent himself as a 

completely different person.  

 Middlesex is at times considered a “historical novel” (Cohen 371) because it depicts the 

history of the United States from the 1920s until the 1970s. Among one of the most significant 

domestic events of the time was the Race riots which began in the mid-1960s. Prior to the riots 

breaking out, an African American political and religious movement, the Nation of Islam, was 

founded in 1930 by a man known as Wallace Fard Muhammad. As depicted in the novel, this 

movement preaches about the ways in which the white race is physically weaker than the black 

(Eugenides 156) and how African Americans must unite in order to fight back against the white 

man. At the headquarters of Nation of Islam, Fard Muhammad is not only preaching about the 

white devil, but also running a silk business, producing fine religious silk clothing. Desdemona 

Stephanides, through manipulating her national identity a bit and claiming to be Turkish as 

opposed to Greek, gets a job as a silk worker at Nation of Islam’s headquarter. When Fard is 

arrested by the FBI he first claims to be the “supreme being on earth” (162) and later that he 

“invented the prophecies and the cosmologies ‘to get all the money he could’” (162). This 

admittance is made in order to get all his charges dropped in exchange for leaving Detroit. 

However, before he leaves, he confronts Desdemona, who tells him that they all thought that he 

had died in the lake. In response, he tells her “you never knew who I was or where I came from” 

(Eugenides 164). In that regard, Jimmy (or Fard), remodels himself in an environment that was 

perhaps unique to America. During a time of general dissatisfaction among African Americans, he 

reinvents himself as a prophet and a business owner because in America, anything is possible if 

you catch an opportunity, have a vision and internal drive. In that sense it can be claimed that in a 

capitalist system, it is even possible to market and sell dissidence. Fard uses the Civil Rights 
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Movement as an opportunity to exploit African Americans through religious rhetoric while 

simultaneously creating in essence, a factory of his own.  

 The organization that Fard establishes is religious and has its main belief rooted in orthodox 

Islam. Marx famously proclaimed that “religion is the sigh of the oppressed creature, the heart of 

a heartless world. And the soul of soulless conditions. It is the opiate of the masses” (Marx 1844). 

Nation of Islam also claims that it “inculcates black pride and helps elevate African Americans’ 

social and economic status” (Lane). In that sense, the purpose of the movement is not to convince 

the faithful to accept their lot in life which Marxists might argue. Instead, the group is encouraging 

African Americans to resist the status quo and distance themselves in daily life from white people. 

On the other hand, leading up to and during the Civil Rights Movement, African Americans were 

marginalized structurally and socially. In this sense, then, the Nation of Islam might very well be 

the “sigh of the oppressed creatures.” Moreover, as Eugenides’ narrative tone, throughout the book 

but especially in this section describing the Nation of Islam, is full of humor and “best 

characterized as sardonic empathy” (Lawson), it can be understood that he almost ridicules the 

organization. Hence, Eugenides may perhaps criticize the organization as a whole, suggesting it is 

run by a fake persona who is out to get everyone’s money. In that sense, Fard can possibly be 

regarded as a rugged individualist who responds to his environment and in that way tries to create 

his own American dream of wealth and status.  

 

MILTON STEPHANIDES 
As is common with second-generation immigrants, Milton Stephanides, Lefty and Desdemona’s 

son, identifies himself as American and leads quite the “typical American” life (Taylor 7) . Milton 

falls in love with his neighbor, Tessie (who also happens to be his cousin) when he is still a 

teenager. “Tessie had so-called all-American looks, and this was certainly part of what attracted 

[Milton]” (Eugenides 174). Perhaps it is because he identifies as an American, a woman with 

‘American looks’ is more attractive to him than a woman with Greek looks, which his mother is 

desperately trying to set him up with. When Milton returns from serving in World War Two, he 

marries Tessie and they go on to have two children, one boy and one girl. The conception of his 

daughter is carefully orchestrated, as Milton is convinced that he can determine the sex of his child 

by timing the intercourse with Tessie’s menstrual cycle and body temperature. Milton founds a 



              

 

 

Vali 15 

fast-food chain that they name Hercules Hot Dogsä and this “chain of hot dog restaurants began 

to make him a comfortably wealthy man” (271).  

 In that regard, Milton has set up a cliché American life which perhaps even gets close to 

the American dream that President Roosevelt envisioned when giving his State of the Union 

Address in 1944: he acquires a beautiful home in a desirable wealthy neighborhood, has an income 

which allows for recreation, is able to pay for his children’s private education and buys himself 

some expensive cars. Nevertheless, it also becomes clear that Milton, blinded by his desire to 

protect his commodities, is detached from the reality of the deep injustices of the 1960s American 

society. During the Race riots depicted in the novel, Milton runs to protect the diner that once was 

the Zebra Room amidst the looting and chaos that materializes on Detroit’s streets. Milton runs 

into a looter, a black man, and confronts him asking “what’s the matter with you people” to which 

the man responds, “the matter with us […] is you” (246). Although usually analyzing the injustices 

of the class system, the antagonistic relations between races, specifically white and black, can be 

compared to the class system. The American dream rhetoric arguably justifies the existence of 

homeless people and makes it possible for capitalists to claim that people become homeless 

because they are lazy. Hence, if they would just work hard, they would have everything; 

homelessness is, from this perspective, a choice. The same idea can be extended to the way that 

African Americans are viewed by Milton in the novel. Milton claims that “black folks […] don't 

take care of their properties. They let everything go to hell” (230). He seems to be ignorant of the 

structural racism in place in American society which prevents African Americans from benefitting 

from upward mobility. Milton himself even acknowledges that banks do not give loans to African 

Americans (230) but finds it justifiable as they, according to him, are careless. As is suggested by 

the comment Milton makes regarding African Americans in addition to referring to African 

Americans as “you people” and “they”, it can be understood that he identifies himself as white. 

Although seemingly a self-made man, Milton would never have been able to finance his hotdog 

business without the insurance money that is taken out on the diner that burns down during the 

Race riots. As Cal reflects, “shameful as it is to say, the riots were the best thing that ever happened 

to us. Overnight we went from being a family desperately trying to stay in the middle class to one 

with hopes of sneaking into the upper, or at least upper-middle” (252). Hence, Milton is oblivious 

to the ideology at work in shaping his mentality. He is confident that he has earned his wealth 
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through hard work and grit, instead of having lucked out in getting the insurance money that would 

ensure his lifestyle.  

 When confronted with the fact that Cal has ambiguous genitalia, Milton takes his wife and 

daughter to see a specialist doctor in New York. Cal reflects that “it typified the American belief 

that everything can be solved by doctors” (426). This points to the idea that Americans have a 

strong belief in science and medical doctors, convinced that they are telling the truth and can solve 

all sorts of issues. In New York, despite being a wealthy man, Milton checks his family into a 

“gross” (405) hotel with “bulletproof glass” and “wet carpeting” (403) because he was 

“encouraged by the room rates’ (403). After a day or so in New York, Milton leaves for business 

and tries to make it up to Cal and Tessie through suggesting they have a “fancy dinner” and 

“splurge” (415). In other words, even when he faces the biggest crisis of their lifetime, Milton 

comfortably believes that Cal and Tessie can buy themselves happy.  

 In many ways Milton does not necessarily change in response to his environment as much 

as he solidifies his character because of it. Milton is the stereotypical capitalist who prioritizes 

work, country and money and convinces himself that his success is completely related to his hard 

work when in fact it is a combination of creativity, luck and circumstance.  

 

CAL STEPHANIDES 
As readers we are introduced to Calliope Stephanides on the first page of the novel. As previously 

mentioned, we also learn immediately that he “was born twice: first, as a baby girl, […] and then 

again, as a teenage boy” (Eugenides 3). Although we first get to know Cal as a girl, Calliope will 

henceforth be referred to as Cal and he as that is the sex/gender he chooses to identify with as an 

adult. Cal Stephanides holds a unique position in the novel. He is essentially what the whole story 

is about and at the same time, he is the narrator who is able to provide the reader with first-person 

as well as omniscient and third person accounts of the family history. Hence, it could be claimed 

that Middlesex is Cal’s own memoir. Although Cal is part of the story from the beginning, the 

reader learns more about him in his teenage years, when he identifies with the feminine sex, most 

specifically during his time at the private all-girls school, Baker & Inglis which he joins when his 

family moves to Grosse Pointe. It is at Baker & Inglis that Cal starts reflecting on his identity as 

an American.  “Until we came to Baker & Inglis my friends and I had always felt completely 

American. But now the Bracelets’ upturned noses suggested that there was another America to 
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which we could never gain admittance” (Eugenides 298). This exclusivity of being American 

reminds the reader of the experience that Cal’s grandparents had on the Guilia as immigrants 

entering the United States for the first time. To some extent, being American is not only based on 

having American qualities, but also physical looks. Girls who make up the “Bracelets” are 

described by Cal as having a “Protestant” look such as “thin, austere […] lips” and a nose that 

“was not really a nose at all. Only a beginning” (324). In fact, all the girls from a background 

different from those whose ancestors came over on the “Mayflower” and lived at “Plymouth Rock” 

(298) form a clique of their own. In that way, it becomes clear that although Cal lives in an upper-

class neighborhood, attends a private school and has a successful businessman for a father, the 

upward mobility is limited because of ethnicity. Cal states that the Bracelets “wear the same 

uniform I do, but somehow it looks different on them, neater, more stylish” (292). There is some 

irony in this because of the fact that Cal’s father confidently identifies himself as a white American. 

 Cal’s confusion regarding his body becomes clear as he moves from being a child into a 

teenager. Cal reflects: “the beauty I possessed as a baby only increased as I grew into a girl. It was 

no surprise why Clementine Stark had wanted to practice kissing with me. Everyone wanted to” 

(278). As a child, Cal is popular amongst other children but also among Milton and Tessie’s 

friends. Cal, through his omniscient abilities as a narrator, puts himself into the mind of Milton’s 

friends and thinks that some of them would have been interested in marrying him already when he 

was a girl but the fact that they are in America stops them from acting on it (278). In that sense, 

America serves as Cal’s savior from underage marriage. When Cal is in grade sixth and still has 

not menstruated, he begins “to worry less about possible accidents and more about being left 

behind, left out” (285). In that respect it can be understood that Cal begins to suspect that there is 

something different about his body. Although almost all teenagers experience an identity crisis of 

sorts during puberty, Cal’s lack of puberty is what makes him hide away his body, even in front 

of his “best friend, “the Obscure Object” (349). Of course, the Obscure Object also plays a 

significant role in Cal understanding who he is as he comes to realize that he is in love with her. 

Although this idea has changed overtime, in the America of the 1970s during the very beginnings 

of sexual liberation, being in a heterosexual relationship was more acceptable than a homosexual 

one. It is also one of the determining points in what sex Cal chooses for himself when confronted 

with being hermaphrodite. As Cal is in love with the Obscure Object, he reflects: “desire made me 

cross over to the other side” (479). In other words, Dr Luce leads Cal to believe that if he has 
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romantic or sexual feelings for boys, as opposed to girls, it is more likely that his psyche is 

feminine. Dr Luce writes that based on his observations of and interviews with Cal, his “interests, 

gestures, psychosexual make-up – all these are female” (427).  

 Another aspect of being American, as Cal suggests, is the trust one puts in medical doctors 

(426). Dr Luce, although having found that Cal is a “genetic XY (male) raised as a female” (435), 

explains to Cal and his family that he is a girl and his genitals can easily be fixed to make them 

visibly feminine because, as Dr Luce writes in his personal notes, “the ability to marry and pass as 

a normal woman in society are also important goals” (437). This points to the weight that even 

medical doctors were putting on being socially acceptable and following the gender norms. While 

Cal’s parents are meeting with Dr Luce, Cal is at the library looking up the word ‘hypospadias’ in 

Merriam-Webster’s dictionary. Hypospadias is the word Cal had heard the doctors use when 

referring to him in their examinations and as he is curious to know its meaning, he educates 

himself. ‘Hypospadias’ leads him to ‘eunuch’ which leads him to ‘hermaphrodite’ in which the 

definition suggests he look up ‘monster’ (430). As Cal states, “here is a book that contained the 

collected knowledge of the past while giving evidence of present social conditions” (431). Thus, 

Cal, terrified of what he is and angry at the fact that Dr Luce is not honest with him regarding his 

genetic make-up runs away because he knows that he is “a problem” (439). In that way, Cal is 

highly influenced by what American society identify him as being, before he even knows himself. 

Following the pattern of his grandparents, Cal with 300 stolen dollars in his pocket, runs away to 

California in order to figure out who he is. When Cal returns to the family home after having a run 

in with the police, he faces the difficulty of living in his new gender where he identifies as a man.  

 It was not acceptable that I was now living as a male person. Tessie didn’t think it should 

 be up to me. She had given birth to me and nursed me and brought me up. She had known 

 me before I knew myself and now she had no say in the matter. Life started out one thing 

 and then suddenly turned a corner and became something else. (Eugenides 519) 

This citation is interesting not only because it highlights the pain that Cal’s mother Tessie feels 

but also the idea that Tessie believes that gender is not something that an individual can choose. 

In other words, if you are born a certain gender then that should stick. Tessie feels bound to Cal’s 

feminine identity because she was involved in nursing it.  

 Cal does in some ways also live the American dream in ways similar to his aunt 

Sourmelina. He uses migration, first to California and then abroad, as a tool to solidify his ‘new’ 



              

 

 

Vali 19 

identify as an intersexed man. Cal then goes on to live perhaps very much the same as he did before 

finding out that he is intersexed but with ease.  

DETERMINISM AND FREE CHOICE 
In his 1859 book, On The Origin of Species, Charles Darwin claims that our genes determine our 

social behavior. In other words, because of our genetic make-up, there are aspects about us that 

are out of our control. In many ways Middlesex is Cal’s story of how his destiny is predetermined. 

This concept of determinism is already widely explored in the novel’s first chapter. Cal, reflecting 

on his father’s thoughts before he was conceived, explains that, as he dreams of having a daughter, 

Milton ‘scientifically’ figures out a way in which his dream could become reality.  “In that 

optimistic, postwar America, […], everybody was the master of his own destiny, so it only 

followed that my father would try to be the master of his” (Eugenides 20-21). This argument could 

easily fall into the notion of the American dream if one defines this dream as the freedom to choose 

how to life one’s life. Milton wants to have a son and a daughter and is convinced that the baby’s 

sex is something he can control if simply having intercourse at the right time. Determinism is also 

explored through the belief in the relevance of superstitious events and objects. When Milton is 

trying to convince Tessie to have another child, a daughter, Tessie’s desire for a child only happens 

after she meets a charming girl in church. “No one remembers the girl’s name […] She appeared 

at church that one day and never again, and seems to have existed for the sole purpose of changing 

my mother’s mind” (Eugenides 14-15). Cal’s narration suggests that Tessie’s decision to have 

another child was predetermined; it was destiny. Upon learning that Tessie is pregnant, Cal’s 

grandmother Desdemona has a silver spoon which she spins over the pregnant bellies of women 

in order to predict the sex of the baby. With twenty-three correct predictions in her experience 

(17), Desdemona cries out that Tessie’s baby will be a boy. Being American and trusting science, 

Milton dismisses his mother’s claim. Indeed, in 1960, unaware of the genetic mutation that will 

transform Cal into a boy as a teenager, a baby girl is born. This comes as no surprise to Milton, as 

he is determined that he can be the master of his own destiny.  

 During Cal’s short experience working at the 69ers Club in San Francisco, he meets other 

people who are intersexed or transsexual. Through their conversations it becomes evident that they 

are under the impression that one’s genetic make-up affects behavior, temper and appearance (487-

8). At the same time, they are aware of their restricted agency in terms of being able to choose who 
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they are. Cal’s friend Carmen explains her experience with understanding that she was born as a 

man but in fact felt like a woman and she exclaims: “I was like, yo! Who put this dick on me? I 

never asked for no dick” (487).  

 America and its status as the land of opportunity is reflected through the characters’ 

modelling and re-modelling of themselves. However, there is also the continuous idea that choice 

is related to money. In other words, there is opportunity for those with “hard cash” (262). It is first 

outlined in Sourmelina’s generous dowry which allows her to gain entry to the United States. Cash, 

that Lefty obtains through gambling, is then what buys him and Desdemona a passage over the 

Atlantic. Cash that Milton gets through insurance policies on the diner that is burned down, is also 

what allows him to first start his hotdog fast-food chain restaurants, become wealthy and then what 

enables him to bypass the point system of the real estate business and purchase a home in Grosse 

Pointe. In that same timeframe, cash allows Milton to buy Cal a private school education in order 

to get out of the public system that initiates the bussing program, of which Milton as the white 

American he identifies as, does not approve. When Cal runs away from his parents in New York 

and begins hitchhiking west, he avoids suspicion of himself as underage and a runaway by laying 

the “money on the counter right away” (448). Thus, if any motel clerk had been suspicious, the 

cash quickly wipes it away. At the same time, it is suggested that money is not always the savior. 

In the family home upon returning from New York without Cal, Cal’s parents are grief-stricken 

worrying about where Cal is. Cal, again assuming the position as an omniscient narrator, reflects 

on that Father Mike, (Milton’s brother-in law) thinks that “his brother-in-law’s money couldn’t 

protect him from this misfortune” (468). Thus, some characters seem to be under the impression 

that if one is wealthy, bad things are unlikely to happen to them.  

 The despondency and “critique of the American Dream” (Collado-Rodriguez 4) is also 

made clear to the reader as we get to know other characters living in Grosse Pointe. Although Cal’s 

own parents are “fil[led] with wonder and awe” (292) at the “gated driveways” (292) and large 

houses that make up the neighborhood, the inhabitants of these houses seem to be chasing another 

status. While Cal’s family is admiring wealth and property, the ‘Bracelets’ and their families are 

admiring something else: 

 They lived near the water and had grown up, like all Grosse Pointers, pretending that our 

 shallow lake was no lake at all but actually the ocean. The Atlantic Ocean. Yes, that was 

 the secret wish of the Charm Bracelets and their parents, to be not Midwesterners but 
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 Easterners, to affect their dress and lockjaw speech, to summer in Martha’s Vineyard, to 

 say “back East” instead of “out East,” as though their time in Michigan represented only a 

 brief sojourn away from home. (296)   

Hence, the “thrifty industrialists” (297) and their children’s’ desire to be something more than they 

are suggests the shortcomings of the capitalist ideology because there is no ‘limit’ to how much a 

person can have. If you have a surname that you share with American car makers (297), it suggests 

extreme wealth. Nevertheless, these people do not stop dreaming of something more just because 

of that. Instead, the novel suggests that this is a spiral with no end. Cal reflects on social 

determinism when describing his “well-bred, small-nosed, trust-funded schoolmates” (296) who 

have no interest in studying because “maybe the Charm Bracelets understood more about life than 

I did. From an early age they  knew what little value the world placed in books, and so didn’t waste 

their time with them”  (297). Cal on the other hand, convinced that studying and possessing a good 

education will create upward mobility, thinks he “might catch the rainbow of consciousness in a 

jar” (297). It can be understood therefore that the novel argues that one’s destiny is predetermined 

by one’s social conditions and background, and not by thrift and hard work.  

 It can be claimed that the novel itself pinpoints the restricted agency that comes with human 

beings’ genetic social background but also make-up. It is even suggested that before humans 

possessed the scientific knowledge of DNA, we were freer, as being aware of one’s genetic faults 

brings with it responsibility. Cal reflects: 

 I try to go back to the time before genetics, before everyone was in the habit of saying 

 about everything, ‘it’s in the genes,’ a time before our present freedom, and so much 

 freer! Desdemona has no idea what was happening. She didn’t envision her insides as a 

 vast computer code, all 1s and 0s, an infinity of sequences, any of which might contain a 

 bug. Now we know we carry this map of ourselves around. Even as we stand on the street 

 corner, it dictates our destiny. It brings onto our face the same wrinkles and age spots our 

 parents had […] genes embedded so deep they control our eye muscles. (Eugenides 83) 

This determinism is also very much evident in the history of the United States that Eugenides 

outlines. Many of the characters experience obstacles when trying to obtain an American identity, 

either because there is too much competition in making a decent living as portrayed through Lefty, 

or the disadvantages that people of immigrant background face in for example the housing market, 

as outlined in Milton’s experience with the point system. At the same time, it is described at 
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multiple instances (such as Sourmelina’s dowry, Lefty and Desdemona’s fee to cross the Atlantic, 

Milton’s business and home purchase) that hard cash is directly connected to freedom.  

 It could be understood that Eugenides elaborately explains Cal’s family history in order to 

showcase the way in which genetics or social background prevail over free choice. Telling the 

three generational story shows that events are chained together, restricting the agency of any one 

variable. At the same time, it is the queer characters such as Cal, Sourmelina, Lefty, Jimmy and 

Milton who get their story told in Middlesex. More conformist characters such as Tessie’s voices 

are not as loud. This could be Eugenides’ way of ultimately criticizing the ‘ideal’ that has been set 

by society, or by the ruling elite.  

 To conclude, in this essay I set out to outline the ways in which the hope of attaining the 

American dream leads five characters in Middlesex to deconstruct and reconstruct their identities. 

In order to understand what the American dream is, and how today’s Americans conceive of its 

meaning, an investigation into the history of the phrase was conducted. Although most polls point 

to the American dream being a one’s ability to choose how to live one’s own life, significant 

persons in American society throughout history have pointed to the meaning as being broader than 

that. Adams, Hoover and Roosevelt all suggest that living the American dream entails upward 

mobility, economic security, individual hard work and drive. In 1970, Althusser expanded on State 

Apparatuses and Ideological State Apparatuses in which the latter refers to institutions which do 

not at first glance seem to belong to the state but indeed are crucial driving mechanisms of the 

state’s agenda. These institutions include but are not limited to television, literature, sports and the 

political system such as party politics. In Middlesex, the prevalence of the Ideological State 

Apparatuses become evident through beliefs that the characters hold. For example, when the 

financial system crashes in 1929, Lefty is certain that President Hoover will sort things out 

presumably because of his rhetoric. Milton, is not sure if African Americans deserve upward 

mobility because he believes that they are lazy and do not take care of their things. It could be 

assumed then that this idea is part of the political rhetoric that Milton sympathizes with.  

 In terms of how the hope of the American dream leads characters to remodel themselves, 

my findings are ambiguous and at times even contradictory. Characters such as Sourmelina and 

Jimmy are able to use their environment to their advantage: Sourmelina goes to America to be 

Jimmy’s wife and when he dies, she pursues the life she had been forced to run away from in the 

old country. Jimmy fakes his own death only to return as a god-like character in an activist 
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organization of which he is the leader and in which he is able to make money. Lefty uses America 

as his opportunity to move away from his role as Desdemona’s brother and instead become her 

husband. He also experiences the chance to open his own bar, something he only dreams of before. 

Milton, arguably not even trying to change, becomes a wealthy self-made businessman, completely 

identifying as American. Cal, however, becomes the person who actually expresses the one thing 

they all have in common: the mutation of the recessive gene. This gene ultimately serves as an 

obstacle in Cal’s ability to choose how to live his life as it causes him to be born intersexed.  In 

other words, for some characters this is a conscious process where they view America as the land 

of opportunity and remodel themselves as a response to the environment. For others, the influence 

that American society and the capitalist ideology has on them is subconscious: it seems that they 

are unaware of the forces. Through analyzing the context and the characterization, it becomes 

evident that chance plays a more crucial role in the acquisition of wealth and opportunity than 

other factors such as hard work and individualism. It we accept the definition of American dream 

as being the ability to choose how to live one’s life, while simultaneously accepting rugged 

individualism, grit, competition, drive and risk as being prime characteristics of a person living 

the American dream, then choice is not a right but a reward.  

 For Cal, the presence of a mutated gene brings about the exploration of determinism. In 

other words, as I was looking at the characters’ ability to change who they are because of the fact 

that they live in America, I came across the point that as humans, we are all limited by our genetics, 

social conditions and background. This does not only hold true for Cal. It also becomes clear 

through the description of Cal’s classmates who have their futures panned out for them simply 

because they have a famous surname. It also becomes evident through the racism that people who 

are not of “Protestant” background face in the novel. In other words, although there is perhaps 

opportunity in America that is unique to the United States, in Middlesex Eugenides expands on the 

notion that one’s background, social conditions, genes and chance all play a significant role in the 

opportunities that are available to an individual. Finally, Eugenides through Cal suggests his own 

definition of the American dream: “I’m not sure, with a grandmother like mine, if you can ever 

become a true American in the sense of believing that life is about the pursuit of happiness” (524).  
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