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Putting the Past into Perspective: Jack Burden’s Path to Self-Discovery 

 Novels of development are some of the most fascinating stories in literature, and the 

journey of self-discovery is an important journey in anyone’s life. In All the King’s Men by 

Robert Penn Warren, the protagonist—Jack Burden experiences a personal journey of 

development that takes readers along for the journey. Serving as both narrator and participant of 

the action, Jack Burden functions as the readers’ human connection to the political and social 

intrigue of the narrative. By looking back into the past, Jack, the narrator, tells the story of Willie 

Stark, which, for the most part, is only told as a way to understand Jack’s own story. The stories 

of Judge Irwin and Cass Mastern also function as methods for explaining Jack’s journey. 

Throughout Jack’s excursions into the past, he discusses his former philosophical views (namely 

the Great Sleep and the Great Twitch) that allowed him to justify the wrongs committed by both 

himself and others, providing him with a way of not taking responsibility for those actions. The 

manner in which Jack views the past is critical to how he views both himself and the world, and 

as the narrative progresses, Jack’s changing view of the past directly displays his growth as a 

person. This growth only takes place after he gains a better understanding of his own identity. 

Examining his dealings with Judge Irwin, his struggles with writing his dissertation, and his 

relationship with Anne Stanton shed light on Jack’s philosophical transformation.  

 With the opening lines of the novel, Warren immediately lets the reader know that this 

novel will take him or her on a trip. Warren writes that “To get there you follow Highway 58, 
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going northeast out of the city, [. . .] You look up the highway and it is straight for miles, coming 

at you, [. . .] the black line is clear, coming at you with the whine of the tires” (1). Jack’s first 

foray into the past takes place as he remembers driving down this road three years earlier with 

Willie Stark and a few other people. This memory details the last time Jack was in Mason City. 

Jack details how he met Willie Stark, discussing Willie’s magnetic personality and how he went 

from a relative unknown to a thriving political figure. This memory in particular regards an event 

which shaped Jack’s life. As the knowledgeable narrator, Jack describes the scene (the evening 

he and Willie went to visit Judge Irwin regarding a political disagreement) in such a poignant 

way that the reader cannot miss the significance that this event has on Jack’s tale.   

 As Jack and Willie travel to Burden’s Landing, which is over a hundred miles from 

Mason City, Jack thinks about how strange it feels returning home as an adult. Warren 

effectively captures Jack’s disconnectedness from his past, writing that “At night you pass 

through a little town where you once lived, and you expect to see yourself [. . .] standing there 

under the street lamp, out too late, and you feel like telling him he ought to go on home to bed or 

there will be hell to pay” (61). Jack contemplates how people in his hometown view him, as he 

envisions himself in his youth playing on the street in his home town. Jack’s past with his 

hometown and the people who live in it influences how Jack performs his tasks while working 

for Willie. As Jack and Willie enter Judge Irwin’s house that night, Jack reflects on how familiar 

the judge’s home is to him. Warren describes Jack’s memory of being in that particular room as 

he recalls: “reading by myself or hearing the Judge’s voice reading to me, while a log crackled 

on the hearth and the clock in the corner, a big grandfather’s clock, offered us the slow, small, 

individual pellets of time. It was the same room” (65). Jack’s reflective nature suggests that 

although the room looks and feels the same, Jack is not the same person he was when he used to 
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visit the judge in this room. Jack’s job requirements consist of him finding methods for making 

Willie’s agendas successful, and as the first chapter comes to a close, the reader realizes that 

while the narrator seems to be the protagonist of the story, he might not be the hero. Joseph E. 

Baker comments on Warren’s clever choice to construct the character of Jack in such a unique 

manner: “The author has achieved here a great effect, one of the greatest in all American 

literature. We suddenly realize that the narrator is the collaborationist type of intellectual, a 

brilliant technician without those feelings of natural loyalty that make men decent” (124). Willie 

demands that Jack searches for dirt on the judge as a way to ensure Willie’s candidate beats the 

judge’s candidate. Jack the omniscient narrator replaces the Jack of the past, as Jack states that 

“Judge Irwin is dead [. . .] And the Boss is dead, who said to me, “And make it stick.” Little 

Jackie made it stick, all right” (75). With this remark, the reader realizes that Jack feels 

responsible for whatever events resulted with these deaths. 

 This proclamation of guilt is rather ironic considering that the younger Jack—the one 

who diligently investigates Willie Stark’s political adversaries—detaches himself from feelings 

of guilt and responsibility. R. Gray remarks on Jack’s attitude, suggesting that “He has retreated 

from the world and from responsibility into that kind of dismissive cynicism which is perhaps 

the special prerogative of the disillusioned naïf” (304). In order for Jack to perform his job 

effectively, he must not be able to attribute his behaviors and actions as direct catalysts of the 

tragic events that later unfold. Throughout the novel, when he needs to justify his actions, so as 

not to find himself to blame for certain events, Jack aligns himself with a theory he refers to as 

the Great Twitch. This theory entails that there is no meaning to be found in life. The 

occurrences of the world have no direct correlation to the individual choices of humans.  
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Although Jack wants to cast off personal responsibility and relish in his proclivity for 

investigation, tendrils of self-doubt threaten to break through to the surface of Jack’s conscience.  

 At the onset of chapter five, Warren returns to the events at the end of chapter one—the 

moment right after Willie has assigned Jack the job of investigating the judge. Warren 

immediately lets the readers know that Jack’s investigation into the judge’s past will be 

successful. The reader often wonders why Jack works for Willie when Jack repeatedly displays a 

dislike for Willie’s personality and behaviors. Even though Jack himself does not seem to know 

why, Willie knows why—Jack enjoys putting to use his knowledge of history. Jack is 

particularly fond of his ability to uncover truths that previously have been buried. Warren relays 

Jack’s confidence and pleasure regarding the investigation process, stating: “And you do not 

want to find it all at once, not if you are a student of history. If you found it all at once, there 

would be no opportunity to use your technique. But I had an opportunity to use my technique” 

(289). As Jack digs into the judge’s past and finds that it includes bribery and an ignored suicide, 

Jack relishes in the discovery of the judge’s corruptible nature. Harold Woodell states that 

“throughout the research on the judge’s past Jack has been excited by the challenge of his quest, 

and he takes a momentary delight in discovering that two of his heroes, Irwin and Stanton, have 

feet of clay—a realization that morbidly appeases his own low self-esteem” (73). Jack, who 

should feel bad that two men he respects—Governor Stanton and the judge—have made 

unethical choices for political gain, instead appears to find evidence that further encourages his 

belief that there is no meaning to be found in the day-to-day happenings of individuals.  

 Jack’s discovery of the judge’s corrupt past actually leads to Jack’s first step into re-

interpreting how he views the past and its effects on the future. Although Jack at first delighted 

in his discovery of the judge’s past, his affection for Judge Irwin and Anne Stanton leads him to 
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try to offer the judge a chance to justify his past actions. As his heart wishes that the dirt will not 

stick, Jack’s head understands that it will. When confronting Judge Irwin, Jack recognizes the 

effect that the dirt will have on the judge’s reputation. Warren effectively details this moment of 

realization: “I looked at him, [. . .] knew that this was it. It wasn’t the dabble of the foot in the 

water [. . .]. It was the heady race and plunge of the vortex. I ought to have known it would be 

this way” (519). After the judge commits suicide rather than facing the disgrace that would have 

come up from Jack’s investigation, Jack discovers a once-hidden secret—Judge Irwin was his 

biological father. This discovery results with Jack having to reevaluate how he views the part he 

himself played in the past and how those choices dictated the future. Jack, now the heir to the 

judge’s estate, must reject the theory of the Great Twitch and accept responsibility for the 

choices he has made. Warren describes Jack’s blossoming realization of both life and his own 

identity, as Jack states that “I was the sole heir to the estate which Judge Irwin had saved, years 

before, by his single act of dishonesty, the act for which I, as the blameless instrument of justice, 

had put the pistol to his heart” (533). This event has spurred the transformation of Jack’s 

worldviews. Warren’s use of Jack the narrator remembering this monumental event in Jack’s life 

proves effective once again in displaying the differences between the narrator and the Jack of the 

past. Jonathan S. Cullick comments on Warren’s narrative style, relaying that “Consequently, his 

narration reveals two levels of personal involvement. There is the early Jack Burden, who 

believes in his own objectivity, and the mature Jack Burden, who knows what the earlier version 

of himself did not” (199). Jack has finally learned to look at the world from a more mature 

perspective. Malcolm O. Sillars states that “Jack Burden looks through the cloud of action 

without purpose in which he has been existing and begins to see clearly” (352).This 

transformation in Jack’s philosophical beliefs has its roots in the process and tragic outcome of 
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the Judge Irwin investigation, but this is not the only event from which Jack learns to see the past 

from a new perspective.  

 Jack as an intelligent former journalist and current political investigator for Willie, 

displays his historical intelligence and knowledge throughout the novel. Jack’s former research 

as a PhD student influences the development of Jack’s theory of the Greet Sleep. The subject of 

Jack’s dissertation—his ancestor Cass Mastern—reveals itself to the reader with the rather odd 

delivery of a third person narrator. Warren chooses to remove Jack’s voice from the relaying of 

the Cass Mastern story. Although this narration choice seems rather odd, perhaps it functions as 

a way to let the reader know that although Mastern’s story is separate from Jack’s story, 

Mastern’s life does reflect Jack’s inner-struggle with dealing with his own past. Gwen Le Cor 

writes that “Only through the act of narrating does the narrator come to terms with his identity, 

and is ultimately able to say “I.” The Cass Mastern episode is doubly relevant in that respect” 

(129). The loss of first person narration displays more than Jack’s connection to Cass Mastern’s 

story; it also stresses, once again, Jack’s lack of self-knowledge. Removing Jack’s voice from the 

narrative, Warren discusses how Jack comes into possession of Cass Mastern’s journals and 

letters, which detail Cass’s life in the antebellum south. Mastern’s journals clearly infer that 

Mastern carried a heavy weight that he was never able to shed. Cass Mastern describes in his 

writings that he was involved in a torrid affair with the wife of one of his closest friends—

Duncan Trice. Due to Duncan finding out about Cass’s affair with Annabelle, Duncan commits 

suicide. In an attempt to absolve herself of guilt, Annabelle sells her slave Phebe because Phebe 

knows about the affair. Cass Mastern’s desire to right his wrongs is the motivating factor in his 

failed attempt to buy back Phebe and set her free. Cass tragically dies, having never been able to 

accomplish anything significant in his attempt to face off against the horrors of slavery.  
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Unable to understand Cass Mastern’s motivations, Jack puts a halt to his graduate 

research. Warren describes Jack’s reasoning as Jack speaks of himself in third person, remarking 

that “Jack Burden did not say definitely to himself why he did not know Cass Mastern. But I 

(who am what Jack Burden became) look back now, years later, and try to say why” (283). Upon 

finishing the chapter on Cass Mastern, the reader is not on equal terms with Jack, that is to say 

that the reader does not yet understand the influence that Mastern’s journey has had on Jack’s 

own journey. Beekman W. Cottrell states that “It is only gradually that the reader comes to know 

how central it is as the source of Jack’s salvation and as a testament that Warren, like Faulkner, 

sees the past as the arbiter of the present” (116). Warren relays how the mature Jack is able to do 

what the younger Jack could not—find a way to understand and know Cass Mastern as a real, 

flawed human being. Warren intelligently crafts Jack’s assertion of the character and beliefs of 

Cass Mastern: 

He learned that the world is like an enormous spider web and if you touch it, however 

lightly, at any point, the vibration ripples to the remotest perimeter and the drowsy spider 

feels the tingle and is drowsy no more but springs out to fling the gossamer coils about 

you who have touched the web and then inject the black, numbing poison under your 

hide. It does not matter whether or not you meant to brush the web of things. [. . .] but 

what happens always happens and there is the spider. (283).  

After Jack has grown as a person and experienced pain and guilt resulting from his own actions, 

such as the tragic suicide of his father, Judge Irwin, Jack can relate to Cass Mastern. Cottrell 

asserts that “Basically it was the personal sense of responsibility in Cass Mastern which Jack had 

at first been unable to accept or even recognize. Cass did not brush the Spider Web voluntarily. 

Chance threw him in with Annabelle Trice, and the vibrations of the web began” (119). Cass’s 
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tale is one of growing by admitting one’s faults, and this is why Jack cannot resume his 

dissertation research until he is able to admit to the sins of his past. Cullick declares that “the 

discourse Mastern uses to record his life into his journal serves as a model for Burden to make 

sense of his own experience” (202). As Jack ends his story and returns to the present, he 

mentions that he is now able to write about Cass Mastern again due to the fact that he now holds 

the hope that he will one day understand Cass Mastern. As important as this realization is, 

perhaps more important is the fact that Jack has not survived the tragedies of the past simply to 

live alone in his self-discovery; Jack has also found a way to connect with the love of his life-

Anne Stanton. 

 Jack’s relationship with Anne dates back to childhood, but he thought of her only as a 

friend until in young adulthood, he suddenly realized that he has fallen for Anne. Warren 

describes this transformation within Jack’s mind and heart as Jack pictures Anne floating on the 

water during a swim at the bay: “I hadn’t thought of that since it happened, I guess, or if I had 

thought of it, it hadn’t meant a thing, but all at once, lying there, I had the feeling of being on the 

teetering verge of a most tremendous discovery” (415). Warren writes that “Then I thought, quite 

objectively as though I were observing the symptoms of a total stranger: You are in love” (416). 

Jack shares a kiss with Anne the next night, declaring his love for her, and for a time, Jack and 

Anne are inseparable. However, this relationship is nowhere near perfect as Jack cannot maintain 

a mature relationship at this time in his life. Jack’s emotional impotence results with his inability 

to have sexual intercourse with Anne. As she lies unclothed on the bed, waiting for Jack to take 

the next step, Jack is suddenly overwhelmed with an image of a younger Anne—the image of her 

floating in the water. Even though he is able to form a friendship with Anne, Jack is unable to 

form a mature bond with her. As Jack and Anne grow apart, he enters a new relationship, 
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marrying Lois Seager, but this marriage is unsuccessful because Jack cannot view Lois as a 

human being with feelings and emotions equal to his own. When Jack wants to resume his 

romantic relationship with Anne, she has moved on to another man. Carl Freedman comments on 

the emotional distance between Jack and Anne, stating that “The relationship seems inherently 

unstable, and it is, indeed, one crucial and unexpected move by Anne which ultimately topples 

the entire precarious structure of political power and erotic bleakness that has been organized 

around Jack and Willie” (133). Jack cannot understand how Anne could have an affair with 

Willie. Jack does not know himself; therefore, he cannot understand Anne. 

 Philip Dubuisson Castille attributes Jack’s emotional struggles with relationships to his 

damaged relationship with his mother, stating that “When Anne offers her body to Jack, she asks 

him to acknowledge her emergence into sexual maturity. However, Jack cannot accept this 

grown-up Anne, who threatens him with her adult sexuality, as Jack’s mother (in Jack’s mind) 

threatened Ellis Burden” (85). Because Jack always thought that Ellis Burden, the man he 

assumed to be his father, left his family because he could not satisfy all of Jack’s mother’s needs, 

Jack has come to the opinion that his mother does not have the capability of loving someone else. 

Warren relays Jack’s negative view of his mother, as Jack asserts that “I would come home with 

the firm conviction that she didn’t really care a thing about me, that I was just another man 

whom she wanted to have around because she was the kind of woman who had to have men 

around and had to make them dance to her tune” (164). Jack’s is not able to view his mother in a 

different light until after Judge Irwin’s death. As his mother proclaims her love for the deceased 

judge, Jack realizes that he has misunderstood who his mother truly is as a person. Warren 

poignantly expresses Jack’s growth as he contemplates his new view of his mother: “She gave 

me a new picture of herself, and that meant, in the end, a new picture of the world. [. . .] And that 
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meant that my mother gave me back the past. I could accept the past now because I could accept 

her and be at peace with her and myself” (652). Jack’s willingness to understand his mother’s 

past allows him to put his own past into perspective, paving the way for a reconciliation with 

Anne.  

Because Anne’s affair results in the death of Willie at the hands of her brother Adam, one 

path ends for Jack, and he is free to move in another direction in his life—forward. Keith Bebee 

expounds on Jack’s transformation, stating that “Jack Burden, suddenly released from his 

obligations to Stark, apprehends the nature of truth in a new dimension which serves to deepen 

his appreciation of Anne Stanton, to redeem his family relationships, and to achieve insight into 

himself” (194). Jack now understands the role that the past plays in life; he accepts responsibility 

for the part his actions have had in the tragedies that have surrounded him. At the novel’s end, 

Warren once again emphasizes that this narrative of political affairs functions as a way to tell 

readers the story of Jack Burden: “This has been the story of Willie Stark, but it is my story too. 

For I have a story. It is a story of a man who lived in the world and to him the world looked one 

way for a long time and then it looked another and very different way. The change did not 

happen all at once” (656). That Jack lives in his father’s house with Anne and Ellis Burden at the 

end of the novel shows just how far Jack has come from the man who had no moral qualms 

about investigating his friends for Willie Stark.  Jack barely survived the events of the past; he is 

now content in his present life and can look to the future with a sense of hope and 

understanding—a knowledge of time’s effect on his life and the effect he has had on the past. 

Glen M. Johnson states that “the final three paragraphs are in future tense—that puts onto the 

reader ultimate responsibility for resolving the novel’s questions about the meaning of history” 
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(556). The readers are left to ponder their own relationship with time and reflect on their own 

responsibility of the past.  

Jack Burden’s transformational journey is one of heartache and pain, but these emotions 

are the very essence of life. Only through learning to accept his role in the tragic events of the 

past has Jack learned to be at peace in the present and approach the future with both wisdom and 

hope. At the novel’s conclusion, Jack understands the responsibility of history. While the 

younger Jack did not understand why he sought after knowledge and truth, the mature Jack 

understands that only through coming to terms with one’s past can one accept the truths of the 

world. Through his experiences, Jack has finally found his place in the world. By rejecting his 

old philosophical worldviews, Jack can now find meaning in the present and is able to see a 

future for himself and his loved ones.  
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