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People are selfish and egoistic. It is in the human instinct for every person to think about themselves before anybody else. It is the instinct of self-preservation that in times of danger each man fends for himself. However there are different degrees of egoism, the main character in the novel Red Badge of Courage, Henry, is at the highest degree of egoism. Henry is a very self-centered and insecure boy who is looking for fame and glory. However as Henry participates in the many battles of war he begins to realize that it isn’t all about glory and he psychologically matures into a more caring man. During the novel Red Badge of Courage Henry matures from an egoistic self centered boy to an unselfish man.
Henry joins the army for glory. Henry doesn’t join the army for the cause, or for the better of his nation, he joins it for glory and fame. “He had burned several times to enlist. Tales of great movements shook the land. They might not be distinctly Homeric, but there seemed to be much glory in them” (pg.11).From the beginning of the novel the reader can perceive Henry as egoistic in joining the army for the better of himself. He does not consider earning or proving himself worthy of public recognition nearly as important as the recognition itself. “From his home he had gone to the seminary to bid adieu to many schoolmates. They had thronged about him with wonder and admiration… ” (pg.13). So long as he is met by smiling girls and appreciative men, he is content to think of himself as a hero.
Henry runs away from the second battle because he cares about only himself. After winning the first battle Henry is happy, he feels secure in himself that he won’t run away from a battle but suddenly the enemy strikes again and Henry decides to run instead of staying with his artillery. “He ran like a blind man. Two or three times he fell down. Once he knocked his shoulder so heavily against a tree that he went headlong” (pg.45). Many of the regiment stayed and defended their position but Henry decided to run away for survival instead of helping out his regiment. When Henry finds out that his regiment won the second battle he curses them, “The youth cringed as if discovered in a crime. By heavens, they had won after all! The imbecile line had remained and become victors. He could hear cheering.” (pg.49). Henry is very angry, he joined the army for glory and he realizes that if he would have stayed with his regiment he would have obtained glory and fame by holding the enemy down. Instead of realizing his mistake, Henry’s egoistic mind finds a way to blame the regiment for staying and fighting to make him feel better with his self.

Henry develops into an unselfish man after getting recognition. Henry joined the army for glory and fame, the reason he wanted the glory is because psychologically Henry is an insecure youth who just wants to become a man. “But we’re all right, anyhow, for I heard one feller say that we two fit th’best in th’ reg’ment…” (pg.124). This is the turning point in Henry, the psychological change from a young boy to a man. He got the recognition he desired and now he feels like his goal has been obtain, Henry has matured. The novel concludes with an inside reflection of the new Henry, “He saw his vivid error, and he was afraid that it would stand before him all his life…He felt a quiet manhood , non-assertive but of sturdy and strong blood. He knew that he would no more quail before his guides wherever they should point. He had been to touch the great death, and found that, after all, it was but the great death. He was a man” (pg.138). Henry has developed from a youth to a man, realized his errors and learnt from his mistakes.
The novel Red Badge of Courage represents the reality of the civil war while also depicting the psychological changes in humans. It portrays in the novel’s main character the change from a young egoistic, insecure boy to a mature man. The main character Henry starts out as an insecure/selfish boy who joins the army for fame and glory. However the reason he wants fame and glory is to prove to him what he is worth and therefore become a true man. Henry is able to become a man thus showing that with hard work any goals can be obtained.
