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Preface

Dear students,

This book contains Self-instructional Materials on the Core Paper C-2 Fiction

in English up to 19th Century for Semester I and Core Paper-5 Fiction in English:

Modern and Postmodern for Semester II. You are advised to read the syllabus

prescribed for these papers carefully. The syllabus includes General Topics as

well as different texts. As it is not possible to print entire texts in this book, each

unit contains a very detailed summary of the text prescribed for your study. You are

advised to read each text prescribed in the syllabus.

Each unit is interspersed with ‘Check Your Progress’ exercises, which are

simple questions requiring answers in a word, a phrase or a sentence each. The

purpose of these Self-check exercises is to make you go back to the main unit

and get your answers for these questions on your own. The model answers are,

of course, given at the end of each unit. But you should not look them up before

you have tried to write your own answers.

Each unit gives you a list of reference books. You should find time to visit a

college nearby to have a look at the original books as well as books on appreciation

of fiction.

There are exercises given at the end of each unit, which contain broad-

answer type questions which you have to face in the final examination. Try to write

answers to these questions with the help of the material in the units. Write

answers in your own English, and try to refer to the books.

We wish you best luck in your final examination.

Editors
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Each Unit begins with the section objectives -

Objectives are directive and indicative of :

1. what has been presented in the unit and

2. what is expected from you

3. what you are expected to know pertaining to the specific unit,

once you have completed working on the unit.

The self-check exercises with possible answers will help you

understand the unit in the right perspective. Go through the possible

answers only after you write your answers. These exercises are not to

be submitted to us for evaluation. They have been provided to you as

study tools to keep you on the right track as you study the unit.

Dear Students,

The SIM is simply a supporting material for the study of this paper.

It is also advised to see the new syllabus 2017-18 and study the

reference books & other related material for the detailed study of the

paper.
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Unit-1 

Rise and Development of British Novel 

Henry Fielding – Joseph Andrews 

 

Contents: 

1.0 Objectives 

1.1 Introduction 

1.2 Rise and Development of the Novel 

1.3 Henry Fielding : Life and Works 

1.4  Plot Summary of Joseph Andrews 

1.5 Major and Minor Characters in Joseph Andrews 

1.6 Themes in the Novel 

1.7 Glossary and notes 

1.8 Check Your Progress 

1.9 Answers to Check Your Progress 

1.10 Exercises 

 

1.0 Objectives: 

After studying this unit you will be able to: 

� Understand the contribution of Henry Fielding to the English novel 

�  Understand rise and development of the novel 

�  Appreciate Joseph Andrews as a novel 

�  Assess the plot and its development 

�  Comprehend the features of novel in the light of Joseph Andrews 

�  Understand the themes in the novel Joseph Andrews 
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1.1 Introduction: 

 The present unit focuses on the detailed analysis of the novel as a genre of 

literature with reference to Henry Fielding’s novel Joseph Andrews. Through the 

ages, the form of novel has undergone many alterations in terms of its thematic 

concerns, structure and techniques of writing. It has become one of the powerful 

means of representing socio-economical, political and philosophical developments of 

the contemporary period – hence, it is considered as a tool of demonstrating totality 

of life.  

 Since the rise of novel in eighteenth century, it has been evolved through 

various forms – historical novel, picaresque novel, gothic novel, sentimental novel, 

epistolary novel, stream of consciousness novel, etc. Historical novel is a work of 

fiction where setting, manners, characters and events are derived from the history. Sir 

Walter Scott is considered as the proponent of this type of the novel. Few of the 

examples are: Scott’s Ivanhoe (1819), Leo Tolstoy’s War and Peace (1869), 

Margaret Mitchell’s Gone with the Wind (1936), etc. Picaresque novel is an episodic 

narrative of the adventures of an anti-hero through his journey on road. The story 

revolves around the life and events related to the protagonist. Some of the famous 

picaresque novels are Fielding’s Joseph Andrews (1742), Defoe’s Moll Flanders 

(1722) and Dickens’ Oliver Twist (1837). The term gothic novel is applied to works 

in which the elements of romanticism and horror such as ghosts or headless spirits, 

haunt the protagonist or other important characters of the story. Horace Walpole’s 

The Castle of Otranto (1764) is the classic example of the gothic novel. Other works 

are: Clara Reeve’s The Old Baron (1778), Ann Radcliffe’s The Mysteries of Udolpho 

(1794), Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818), and Edgar Allen Poe’s The Fall of the 

House of Usher (1839). The sentimental novel emerged as a reaction to the rational 

thought of Augustan period and focused on the emotional and intellectual concepts 

of sentiment, sentimentalism and sensibility. The works include: Samuel 

Richardson’s Pamela (1740), Oliver Wakefield’s Vicar of Wakefield (1766), 

Laurence Sterne’s Tristram Shandy (1759-67), and Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s Julie. 

The epistolary novel uses device of a series of letters to form a novel. Now-a-days 

documents like recordings, blogs, e-mails, diary-entries etc. also form a part of the 

series which helps the author to present the various viewpoints without the assistance 

of the omniscient narrator. The examples are: Samuel Richardson’s Clarissa (1749), 

Fanny Burney’s Evelina (1788), and Oliver Goldsmith’s The Citizen of the World 
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(1760-61). The term stream of consciousness novel is applied to works which 

present the verisimilitude of multiple thoughts, ideas, concepts and emotions which 

come across in the mind of an individual. The examples are: James Joyce’s A Potrait 

of the Artist as a Young Man (1916), Ulysses (1922), Virginia Woolf’s To The 

Lighthouse (1927), and William Faulkner’s The Sound and The Fury (1929). 

1.2 Rise and Development of the Novel: 

 Though the existence of the novel can be found in various ages including 

medieval romances, courtly love tales of Italy and France, it came into existence in 

the beginning of the early eighteenth century in real terms. There were many reasons 

that were responsible for the rise and development of the novel during the period. It 

is said that the rise of middle-class to the prominent positions which was the result of 

industrial revolution can be called the main cause of the rise of the novel. The middle 

class began to demand the subjects related to their everyday experiences for reading. 

The novel emerged to satisfy these demands as its subject matters and characters 

belonged to the real life events and situations. 

 Another reason responsible for the rise and development of the novel was 

increase in literacy rate which resulted in increase in the number of readers; and 

especially, well-to-do middle class women. The novels were distributed widely for 

the first time in England to fulfill the requirements of increased readers. The middle 

class life was affected by the kind of education introduced to them. It was less 

exclusively classical in context than the education of the upper-class. Women readers 

were considered as a crucial factor in providing readership. A better education for 

women was coincided with a period of a greater leisure for women in middle and 

upper ranks. Education also changed the narrow approach of men who began to see 

beyond the narrow local interests and profession to an inspired motivation. Thus, the 

social milieu and social condition of middle-class life altered during the period. Both 

men and women began to see the novel as a way to open the recent and real worlds 

outside their own world. In addition to this, the novels of the period were semi anti-

romantic which were suitable for the contemporary masses. 

 Furthermore, the development of the novel was accelerated with the fall of 

theatre as a feasible form of entertainment. It was the period of new social and 

intellectual trends which always demanded something different and new. The people 

expected the stories of those who were not too different from them. Drama failed to 
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capture this sensibility whereas the novel succeeded in providing relief to these 

people from their everyday encounters. 

 The expansion of printing press was another crucial factor that contributed to the 

rise and development of the novel. In fact, the modern novel can be called as a child 

of printing press because it succeeded to bring out a huge number of copies to satisfy 

the demands of literate middle-class people in the affordable price. Furthermore, 

market economy geared the development of the novel. In other words, the sociology 

of novel was founded on the grounds of market relationship between author and 

reader, where publications played the role of mediator, which was totally in 

opposition to the previous methods of financing publication or supporting authors 

such as Patronage, or subscription. A market economy increases the relative freedom 

and isolation of the writer and decreases his immediate dependence upon particular 

individuals, groups or interests. 

 The development of the novel was also motivated with the rise of individualism. 

The attention given to the development of individual characters along with complete 

picture of environment became the significant movement in the widespread 

popularity of the novel. The novels of the time were more associated with the town 

instead of the traditional ways of portraying villages. Sometimes the thematic 

concerns were extended to involve both huge numbers of people leading mutually 

dependent lives, affecting and relying upon one another. 

 The eighteenth century is also a remarkable period for the invention of travelling 

library which was up course the part and parcel of trading of the time. These 

travelling libraries helped to easily facilitates the reading material to the people, 

consequently the form of novel was developed more than before. The development 

of the novel was further escalated with the reproduction of news papers and the 

popularity of the periodicals. The great many novels were written in the form of 

letters and published in the newspapers and periodicals. For instance, Richardson’s 

Pamela was planned to be written in the form of series of letters, which then 

presented examples of the correct way of continuing in various delicate social 

situations. Richardson believed that the novelist should indicate morality along with 

his work of informing people about the everyday real life situations. Consequently 

the large number of works were written on the theme of socio-economic issues in the 

frameworks of morality. 
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 Considering the demands of people of the time, many notable changes took 

place in terms of shaping of the plots and delineating ideas by the hands of great 

masters. Daniel Defoe presented the account of great plague that he witnessed in his 

work The Great Plague of London in the journal of the plague year (1722). His novel 

Robinson Crusoe became very popular which was based on the real life incident of a 

Scottish sailor called Alexander Selkirk, who quarreled with his captain and lived 

alone for four years on the island Juan Fernandez near Chile. Such a real incident 

provided thrill to the people. 

 The production of the magazine ‘The Tatlar’ by the hands of Richard Steel and 

Joseph Addison helped to shape the rise and development of the novel. It published a 

collection of essays without too much ornament. The dictionary of Dr. Samuel 

Johnson was written and published during the same period which also became the 

reason for the development of the novel. So many great hands contributed in the 

development of the letter form at the time including Samuel Richardson’s Pamela 

(1740). When these letters appeared women were excited to read them and listen to 

the readers of those letters. The stories of adventure were written by Swift and 

Defoe; whereas Dryden and Chesterfield excellently presented a new prose style 

through ‘The Spectator’. 

1.3 Henry Fielding : Life and Works 

 Henry Fielding was born on 22
nd

 April, 1707 at Sharpham, Somerset. After the 

death of his mother at the age of eleven, he was brought up in the custody of his 

grandmother. He went to Leiden in order to study classics and law at the university; 

however, after some time returned to London because of financial problems. In order 

to support himself, he began writing for the theatre and his early writing was critical 

of the government of Sir Robert Walpole. In the year 1737, the Theatrical Licensing 

Act was passed which restricted the performances dealing with the political satires. 

As a result, he retired from the theatre and resumed his career in law. 

 Fielding continued writing political satires in disguise in the leading periodicals 

including Tory and The Craftsman attacking the government’s bribery and 

corruption. His political views in satirical articles and newspapers made him the 

chief writer for the Whig government. He switched to writing of the novels with the 

tremendous success of Samuel Richardson’s Pamela; and his first anonymous 

attempt was Shamela, a parody of Pamela based on the models of Jonathan Swift and 
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 John Gay. His first original work came out with the publication of Joseph 

Andrews (1742), which is supposed as the story of Pamela’s brother Joseph. Narrated 

in the unique style of writing that follows the epic tradition of poems and dramatic 

tradition of comedy, the novel presented everyday reality of character and action as 

opposed to the fables of the past. His next novel The History of the Life of the Late 

Mr Jonathan Wild the Great published in 1743 is the satirical account on the 

Walpole government where he compares Whig party in Parliament with a gang of 

thieves being run by Walpole. His novel The Female Husband (1746) published 

anonymously fictionalizes the tarnished story of a woman trying to marry with 

another one. In the year 1749, his greatest work Tom Jones came out, where he 

presented a picaresque tale of foundling who came into a fortune. 

 Fielding was rewarded with the post of Chief Magistrate of London for his 

continuous support for the Church of England and anti-Jacobean approach. During 

this period, he exposed the subjects like criminal population of thieves, informers, 

gamblers, and prostitutes. After 1750, he began to suffer with the health problems 

and died on 8
th

 October 1754 in Lisbon in great physical pain and mental distress 

because of gout, asthma, cirrhosis of the liver. 

1.4 Plot Summary of Joseph Andrews: 

Book I 

 Joseph Andrews is brother of Pamela – both live in very poor belongings to 

country parentage and patchy ancestry. He is employed as an animal tender on 

apprentice at Sir Thomas Booby’s farm at the age of ten. His ability to work as a 

horseman fascinates Lady Booby, the wife of Sir Thomas Booby, who then 

employees him as her footman when he is seventeen years old. After her husband’s 

death, Lady Booby pours all her affections on him and even offers herself in her 

chamber while on a trip to London. However, he has committed himself to 

Christianity and therefore refuses her proposal of sexual relations before marriage. 

The disappointment of Lady Booby turns her love in his anguish, who then writes a 

letter to his sister describing his sufferings. Once again, Lady Booby calls him in her 

chamber and tries to seduce him. Yet, he refuses, consequently leading to his 

dismissal from the job and lodging. 

 Joseph sets out to meet his love Fanny Goodwill, a poor and illiterate girl having 

an extraordinary beauty. She is living with a farmer who is close to Lady Booby. 
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Since the childhood, both Joseph and Fanny are closer to one another and even 

intend to marry, but their local parson and mentor Abraham Adams advises them at 

the time to postpone marriage until they find proper means to live contentedly. 

During his journey, Joseph is robbed and forced to take shelter in a nearby inn, where 

he accidentally meets a man who later is revealed to be his mentor Adams in 

disguise. He tells Joseph that he is going to London to sell three volumes of his 

sermons. The thief is also found who then is brought up to inn; but escapes in the 

night with all the possessions of Joseph. Adams, despite his poverty, helps Joseph.  

 Meanwhile, the twenty one years old chambermaid Betty falls in love with 

Joseph, who rejects her because of his commitment to the chastity and love for 

Fanny. The landlord Mr. Tow-wouse, who always admired Betty, takes the 

advantage of her disappointments. Locked in an embrace, they are discovered by the 

choleric Mrs. Tow-wouse, who chases the maid through the house before Adams is 

forced to restrain her. Mr. Tow-wouse then promises his wife that he will not 

misbehave in his life and she accepts his request on the condition that he will be 

reminded of his transgressions once or twice a day during his entire life. 

Book II 

 Adams expects a discussion with a traveling bookseller and another parson on 

his sermons while there in the inn. However, he decides to continue his journey, but 

soon discovers that his wife has ignored the packing of sermons thinking that the 

shirts are more important for him than the sermons. Thus, Adams decides to return 

with Joseph in search of his lost sermons whereas Joseph will go on in search of 

Fanny. 

 In the back journey, Adams shares a stagecoach with an anonymous lady and 

Madam Slipslop, a servant of Lady Booby; whereas Joseph follows them on a 

horseback. The anonymous lady tells the story of The History of Leonora, or the 

Unfortunate Jilt while they are passing through the house of a teenage girl named 

Leonora. Then they stop at an inn for some time and then continue their journey 

where Adams offers his seat to Joseph and walks on the road forgetting his horse. 

When Adams realizes that he alone is ahead of his group, takes some rest by the 

roadside where he is engaged in conversation with a fellow traveler so much that he 

misses the stagecoach while it is passing by him. Adams is involved with the stranger 

on the talk of courage and duty till the night falls. Meanwhile, they listen the 
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screaming sound of a girl, and the stranger, who proudly talks about the virtues of 

bravery and chivalry, flees from the scene without turning back. Adams rescues the 

girl from her attacker, consequently knocking down the attacker to unconsciousness.  

 Though Adams' intention is good, he and the girl are accused of assault and 

robbery. Soon the girl is revealed to be Fanny who is set on her journey to search 

Joseph as she got the news of Joseph’s dismissal from the job. The local magistrate 

releases Adams and Fanny after some comic litigious wrangling and both of them 

depart at midnight in order to search Joseph. After a while, the storm breaks out and 

both of them are forced to take shelter in a nearby inn, where fortunately Joseph and 

Slipslop have decided to spend a night. The happy reunion of Fanny and Joseph 

becomes the anguish for Slipslop, who then departs from the pair in her jealousy. 

The trio – Adams, Joseph and Fanny – decide to leave next morning but their 

departure is delayed by their inability in settling the bill. Adams tries to manage a 

loan from the local parson, who fails to give it. However, the local peddler comes to 

rescue the trio by giving them a loan of 6s 6d. 

Book III 

 The trio leaves the inn at night and resumes their journey; but very soon, they 

are compelled to take break as Fanny needs rest. In the silence, they overhear the 

sound of a few people discussing about the murder of any one they meet. Therefore, 

the three of them go to the local house, where the house owner Mr. Wilson tells them 

that the murderers are in reality sheep-stealers who have decided to kill livestock 

rather than murdering them. Then, Mr. Wilson tells them his life story which 

resembles with Fielding’s life. 

 Wilson’s father died when Wilson was sixteen years old, who then left school 

and travelled to London. There he learned the manners and reputation for 

womanizing necessary to consider himself a beau. He led the life in enjoying 

everything including frequently going to theatre. However, he is financially crippled 

because of the two women, finally leading to join the company of freethinkers and 

gamblers. He began writing plays in order to come out of his financial crisis. He 

spent his last few pence on a lottery ticket that forced him live in jail for his debts. 

After few days, the news reaches him that the ticket he gave away has won a 3,000 

dollars prize. His frustration is short-lived, however, as the daughter of the winner 
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listens to his predicament, gives his debts, and, after a brief courtship, agrees to 

become his wife. 

 Wilson realizes that he is living at the mercy of many of the social ills including 

the saturated literary market, the unfair state lottery, and regressive laws that 

permitted imprisonment for small debts and decides to settle down at the country 

side. Adams, Joseph and Fanny take leave of Wilson and go to the house of a local 

squire, where Adams is humiliated. Then they go to the nearest inn. The squire robs 

them and also accuses of kidnapping Fanny. Adams and Joseph are arrested while he 

himself abducts Fanny who is then rescued by Peter Pounce, a steward of Lady 

Booby. After that they all go together to Booby Hall. 

Book IV 

 The return of Joseph to the parish makes Lady Booby very jealous and she is 

covered with the diverse emotions of rage, pity, hatred, pride and love. Next 

morning, Lady Booby discovers the publication of Joseph and Fanny’s banns and she 

bursts her anger on Parson Adams as he has provided accommodation to Fanny in his 

house. However, when she discovers that all her attempts are fruitless in stopping the 

marriage or deporting them from the parish, she takes the help of Lawyer Scout, who 

further accuses Joseph and Fanny under the false charge of robbery. Because of this 

accusation, the marriage is postponed, but fortunately Lady Booby’s intentions are 

revealed three days later with the arrival of her nephew Mr. Booby. Another 

surprising thing is that Mr. Booby turns to be the brother-in-law of Joseph as he has 

married Joseph’s sister Pamela. Furthermore, the justice who presides over the trial 

of Joseph and Fanny turns to be the acquaintance of Mr. Booby, who then promise 

them his own custody. Mr. Booby realizes the hostility of his sister and decides to 

reunite the lovers and even offers them his own parish and his own family. 

 Adams advises Joseph to submit himself to the will of God and control his 

emotions even in the terrific situations while they talk about stoicism and fatalism. 

But when Adams hears the news of his youngest son Jacky’s drowning, he forgets 

his advice and expresses his grief in the manner contrary to his advice. After some 

time, he again is informed with the latest update that his son is survived as the 

peddler rescued him from drowning. 

Lady Booby, in her attempts to stop the marriage, sends a young beau named 

Didapper to seduce Fanny, who is now living in the house of Adams. Didapper 
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proposes Fanny in a very bold manner but all his efforts of courtship are turned down 

by Fanny. His failure in attracting Fanny provokes him to invite Joseph to fight with 

him; and finally, he and Lady Booby leave the couple in disgust. Meanwhile, the 

peddler sees Lady Booby and tells a tale of a girl who is sold to Sir Thomas Booby. 

The peddler tells that he was in the army when he met his wife, who died young. She 

told her husband on her death bed that she had stolen a beautiful girl child from 

Andrews and then sold to Sir Booby. The story creates the possibility of Fanny being 

the sister of Joseph Andrews. All are now shocked with the new revelation, but there 

is general relief that the crime of incest may have been narrowly averted. 

 In the next morning, the parents of Joseph come to parish, whose attention is 

drawn towards the parentage of Fanny. They identify Fanny as their lost daughter 

and also expose another fact that when the thieves stole away Fanny, they left behind 

a sickly infant Joseph. It is also revealed that Joseph is a kidnapped son of Wilson. 

As promised by Wilson to Adams to visit him, he arrives there and identifies Joseph 

as his lost son by the birthmark on his chest. Now Joseph suddenly turns to be a 

gentleman, who two days later marries with Fanny in a ceremonious way by Adams. 

Analysis of Book I 

 The beginning of the novel marks the breakthrough of the novel from the 

conventional romance, where Fielding fuses together the material in order to instruct 

as well as entertain. Ironically he refers to Horace in the first chapter of this book and 

uses the popular tales with his reference. In a way, he satirizes the modern way of life 

style which fails to adopt the classical principles of entertainment and instruction. He 

ridicules the affections of the people that come out of their hypocritical nature. He 

thinks that it is a more dangerous tool used in the life as when hypocrites mask their 

true intentions and attitudes, they may deceive other people, sometimes to very 

serious effect. He employs this device of affectionate hypocrisy in way to make his 

readers laugh and at the same time judge insincerity. He presents Lady Booby and 

Mrs. Slipslop as the representative of this hypocritical people. So many times Lady 

Booby makes deceptive plans to get closer to Joseph. For instance, Lady Booby takes 

the support of Joseph’s arm to walk in the Hyde Park; but actually she wants to be 

closer to her handsome footman. She becomes more obsessive of Joseph after the 

death of her husband Sir Thomas Booby, who was of merely secondary importance 

to her. Another hypocrite is Mrs. Slipslop, who goes a step further than her mistress 

and tries to show her passions for Joseph. She always pretends to be what she is not 
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on a way that even Parson Adams, who recognizes her coinages as solecism, fails to 

recognize her pretensions. She supposes Lady Booby to be her rival which creates 

humour in the novel as she is postmenopausal woman compared to Lady Booby. 

 Joseph is a stumbling-block who goes through many troubles because of his 

chastity which he supposes very important. His selection of virtuous life is resulted 

out of his determination to remain loyal to his beloved Fanny. It is because of this 

attitude that he becomes jobless as well as homeless, and experiences an extreme 

violence not only of Lady Booby but also of two savage highwaymen. Lady Booby’s 

violent reaction is resulted out of her emotional attachment towards Joseph. She has 

a clear understanding that she can do anything with Joseph except marriage which 

may not suit to the lady of upper class. The realization that she will not get her object 

of love leads her to take revenge and punish him. But in reality, she is the only 

character in the novel who experience more emotional pain than any other and even 

does not encourage any kind of sympathy for herself. 

 The violent reactions of Two Ruffians emerge out of their purpose of robbery. 

They beat and strip Joseph entirely naked, throw him into a ditch and then steal his 

money. After the encounter with Ruffians, the reaction of Mrs. Tow-wouse, wife of 

the keeper of the inn, who offers his shirt to naked Joseph, represents the pragmatic 

and unsympathetic attitude of contemporary society. But the novelist does not fail to 

introduce the moral values necessary for the life. He has created Parson Adams, a 

dedicated clergyman and the spiritual advisor of Joseph, as a touchstone to the moral 

life where other characters reveal their own moral quality through their responses to 

him. Joseph’s admiration and love for Adams shows the respect he deserves and at 

the same time his tribulations demonstrate the alienation of society from the 

Christian values. Though sometimes his ideals seem to be foolish like his notions on 

virtues of poverty and charity, he is in a real way the advisor of true Christian life. 

Analysis of Book II 

 Book II opens with Adams trapped in his own dilemma as he does not have 

money to pay the bill in inn, which in a way the predicament that Fielding faced as 

he was also always in debts when he had written this novel. Adams' request for help 

is rewarded with the financial assistance by the servant in a stagecoach; similarly 

fielding also got financial assistance in his crisis and when he emerged to financially 

strong positions he helped people in the same way. Adams fears the wickedness of 
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other people arises not only from his Christian preaching but also from the readings 

of literary figures like Aeschylus. But he is also an absent-minded person who has 

forgotten to take his sermons along with him. 

 The tale of Leonora is, as many critics believe, a digression in the novel and 

may be the weakness of Fielding’s plot construction. However, the story serves 

opposite function in order to demonstrate the positive side of the main characters. 

Leonora’s negativity exposed in a way that she got everything in a wrong way is 

exactly opposite to the positivity of Joseph and Fanny whose goodness deserves 

reward. In the tale of Leonora, she is graced and blessed with all worldly luxuries 

including wealth, attractiveness, popularity; but she is morally crippled. On the other 

hand Joseph and Fanny do not have comfortable lives but morally they stand above. 

 Fanny Goodwill is introduced first time here in the novel, who stands in sharp 

contrast with Lady Booby in terms of both her rural origins and unaffected 

simplicity. She is bestowed with the natural Gentility that places her above all the 

women sketched in the novel. Her sense of straightforwardness and simplicity makes 

her the perfect match for Joseph; and the couple is the great combination of vibrant 

natural creatures who embody the reality of sex. Fanny does not have the excessive 

lust that Lady Booby or Mrs. Slipslop possess; therefore her love for Joseph is not 

hypocritical, rather it is her attractive innocence. 

 The assault on Fanny and Adams leads them consequently to imprisonment that 

further satirizes the human frailty. The Justice’s lack of seriousness nearly sends 

Adams and Fanny to prison for the crime of assault and robbery which they have not 

committed. The Justice’s negligence is further coupled with the false presentation of 

case by the young men who just want reward from Fanny’s assailant. This 

wickedness in human nature is exposed effectively with the gathering of crowd that 

forces the Justice to look in the matter seriously, who then realizes his fault and 

releases them. 

 Fielding very effectively manages to intervene the plot around the absent-

mindedness as well as extreme innocence of Adams after the incident in order to hold 

the romance of Joseph and Fanny before the formal pronouncement of the wedding 

banns. His arguments with Parson Trulliber and the trust on false-promises of Squire 

are the instances of his innocent dealings with the world of affectation. Parson 

Trulliber is a selfish clergyman who does not care for the Christian values; indeed, he 
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believes that his only work is to believe certain religious tenets, not to conduct 

himself according to the behaviors enjoined by those tenets. Similarly, the false-

promising Squire approaches Adams with the sadistic purpose. He pretends to 

possess those qualities that Adams expects in every man who believes in 

Christianity. Thus, both Parson Trulliber and the false-promising Squire are the 

hypocrites whose wickedness is not recognized by Adams’ innocence. 

Analysis of Book III 

 Joseph emerges as a mature character throughout the actions of Book III. In fact, 

this maturity begins at the end of Book II when he began to look at the upper class 

behavior in a cynical way, which is exposed in his comments about the false-

promising Squire. The maturity of Joseph is seen in his steady and sensible approach 

towards Adams’s impulse to charge the sheep-stealers, the safest way that he chooses 

to carry Fanny to the house of Adams, and his advice to his companions while 

crossing the river bridge. Parson Adams also undergoes through certain changes, but 

these changes are not explicitly visible in his personality. The maturity of Joseph 

provides an opportunity to highlight the weaknesses and vanity of Adams. 

 Another character which is virtuous and more prudent than Adams is Mr. 

Wilson, who, according to some critics, serves as a central norm of sensible 

humanity. His generous yet cautious way is displayed when he welcomes Adams, 

Joseph and Fanny to his house and also makes it sure who they really are. He not 

only verifies their reality but also warns the trio later for their good behavior which is 

evident to him with the gradual acknowledgement. Mr. Wilson’s past experiences of 

urban lifestyle are marked with the affectation, sophistication, and sensuality. His 

early life is dominated with the lust which indicates the absence of guide in the life – 

which fortunately Joseph has in the form of Parson Adams. Mr. Wilson then joins 

freethinking club of deists and atheists that compounded this faulty education. He 

also begins to believe in fortune and therefore purchases a lottery ticket – the 

moment that teaches him a lesson that redemption comes in the way of charity and 

not by luck. 

 The humorous scene in which the hunting dogs harass Adams reveals once 

again the wicked human nature as the Hunter of Men turn barbaric and value dogs 

more than human beings. Later Adams becomes a subject of a series of nasty 

practical jokes which evokes some kind of sympathy that he lost because of his 
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recent exposures of vanity and innocence. Joseph once again comes at the center of 

action after the comic scene of Adams, and abduction of Fanny first time threatens 

the couple since their reunion. It is more important for the readers because they are 

aware about the criminal plan of Hunter from the beginning, and they are also aware 

about the importance of Fanny’s chastity. Fanny never attempts to free herself from 

the assaults but she waits for someone to help her. Though she is innocent, her 

passivity towards the physical attacks is somewhat confusing. 

 Another scene that marks a comical exchange between innocence and hypocrisy 

is the entry of Adams in the coach of Peter Pounce, who also provides a ground to 

contrast the character of Adams once again. Peter is always in a dilemma as he fears 

about the schemes and envy of others. On the other hand he loves to hear his praises 

from the people about his success as a part-time finance capitalist. When Adams 

talks about the charity, he tries to defense against charity and wonder aloud what 

people think about his property. Adams reminds him that his wealth is not inherited 

but is acquired through the business, and therefore it is not the matter of prestige that 

he thinks. The importance of wealth in the life of Peter makes him savage towards 

poor; and in contrast to him, Adams never pays attention towards money in his life.  

Analysis of Book IV 

 The action in Book IV rises to the conflict finally going towards the denouement 

that the virtues to be rewarded in the end. Joseph, Fanny and Adams reach to their 

place of origin where they once again face adversity in the form of Lady Booby’s 

envy. The entry of newly married couple Mr. Booby and Pamela, and the parents of 

Joseph helps to resolve the crisis aroused by the Lawyer and Justice’s materialized 

attitudes and the selfish lust of Beau Didapper. The tension is created with the plots 

of Lady Booby who ensigns Beau Didapper to propose and persuade Fanny which is 

further coupled with Mr. Booby’s amiability, Pamela’s snobbery, Lawyer Scout’s 

corruptness, and Mrs. Adams’s fear of poverty, a driving force in neutralizing Adams 

responses. 

 Parson Adams' failure in conducting himself as per his preaching adds another 

dimension to his characteristics here. He advises Joseph to remain stable and control 

his passion even at the face of adversity; and when he hears the news of his own 

son’s drowning, he forgets all his preaching and expresses his grief over the incident. 

He is even exposed as an unsympathetic and inhuman person when he justifies the 
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impending rape of Fanny as a punishment for Joseph’s sin. Fielding succeeds in 

depicting another side of human nature where his acts may seem contrary to his 

principles. He counsels Joseph that his eagerness to marry Fanny is if the result of his 

sexual lust, then it is a sin; and if it is the welfare of Fanny, then he must trust in 

providence. But when Adams hears the news of Dick’s drowning, he begins to 

lament for his son. Joseph reminds him of his advice and suggests him to follow it, 

who ultimately refuses it. However, when the second news appears informing his 

son’s escape, he immediately switches to his earlier role. 

 Fanny for the first time in the novel casts off her role of passivity and opposes 

the assault of Beau Didapper. Didapper is a representative of arrogant fashionable 

society, who tries to win Fanny with the enticements of wealth and social elevation. 

However, he is physically too weak to overpower Fanny and therefore assigns the 

work of her seduction to a servant.  He also feels that he can easily impersonate 

Joseph and seduce Fanny. The action is reached to the climax with the revelation that 

Fanny originally belongs to the family of Andrews and may probably be the sister of 

Joseph. The arrival of Mr. Wilson fortunately who identifies his kidnapped son with 

the birthmark that resolves the final problem created in the novel. The finding of 

Fanny’s parentage directs to the discovery of Joseph’s parentage, which eventually 

contribute to the happiness and prosperity of the lovers. 

1.5 Major and Minor Characters in Joseph Andrews: 

 1. Joseph Andrews: Joseph is a handsome, virtuous, simple and 

straightforward young man working in the house of Sir Thomas Booby. He is so 

simple that he is unable to identify the impulses of Lady Booby who invites him in 

her bedroom while lying on the bed naked. However, he remains pure and chaste 

which is of course the motivation he received from his sister Pamela. He loves Fanny 

from the bottom of his heart; and for the sake of his sweetheart, he faces all the 

adventures. He is also a good friend and disciple of Parson Adams, who preaches 

him the importance of moral values. His plan to marry Fanny succeeds in the end of 

the novel, which can also be called as the reward to virtues displayed by Joseph. 

 2.  Mr. Abraham Adams: Parson Adams is a mentor and true friend of 

Joseph who guides him thoroughly in the course of the novel. He is a very kind man 

who always intends to help the needy. It is because of this nature, he rescued Fanny 

from the assault. Most of the time people think of him as a hypocritical man because 
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of his preaching, but at many occasions, his actions reveal him as a sincere and 

innocent man. However, he is also an absent-minded man who even forgets smallest 

things like brushing his teeth. He notices and cultivates Joseph’s intellect and moral 

sincerity from early on, and he supports Joseph’s decision to marry Fanny. His 

journey back to the countryside coincides with Joseph’s for much of the way, and the 

vibrancy of his simple good nature makes him a rival of Joseph for the title of 

protagonist. 

 3.  Fanny Goodwill: Fanny is gorgeous and smart beloved of Joseph, who has 

been the object of sexual assaults constantly wherever she goes. She is a simple and 

passionate girl who feels empathy for others and even for the animals, which can also 

be her own weakness. Initially she is believed to be an orphan, but in the end of 

novel her parentage is discovered. However, unlike Joseph she is not blessed with the 

alteration in the class even after discovery and remains poor. 

 4.  Sir Thomas Booby:  Sir Thomas Booby is the recently deceased master of 

Joseph and patron of Mr. Adams. 

 5.  Lady Booby: Lady Booby is the widow of Sir Thomas Booby, whose 

anguished process involves playing cards and propositioning servants. She is 

powerfully attracted to Joseph, her footman, but finds this attraction degrading and is 

humiliated by his rejections. She exemplifies the traditional flaws of the upper class, 

namely snobbery, egotism, and lack of restraint, and she is prone to drastic mood 

swings. 

 6.  Mrs. Slipslop: Mrs. Slipslop is a repulsive and sexually hungry upper 

servant in the Booby household. Like Lady Booby, she also lusts after Joseph. 

 7.  Peter Pounce:  Lady Booby’s parsimonious steward, who lends money to 

other servants at unreasonable interest and supposes himself to be a member of the 

upwardly striving new capitalist class. 

 8.  Mr. Booby: Mr. Booby is the nephew of Sir Thomas Booby and brother-

in-law of Joseph, who appears in the final part of the novel. He identifies the plots of 

Lady Booby and supports Joseph to marry with Fanny. 

 9.  Pamela Andrews: Joseph’s virtuous and beautiful sister, from whom he 

derives inspiration for his resistance to Lady Booby’s sexual advances. Pamela, too, 

is a servant in the household of a predatory Booby, though she eventually marries her 
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lascivious master. Fielding has adapted this character from the heroine of Samuel 

Richardson’s Pamela. 

 10.  Mr. Andrews and Mrs. Andrews: Parents of Joseph. 

 11.  Two Ruffians: Highwaymen who beat, rob, and strip Joseph on the first 

night of his journey. 

 12.  Postilion: Offers Joseph his greatcoat when Joseph is naked after attack by 

Ruffians. 

 13.  Mr. Tow-wouse: The master of the inn where Joseph takes shelter after the 

attack. He intends to lend Joseph one of his own shirts, but his stingy wife prevents 

him. Later he is discovered in bed with Betty the chambermaid. 

 14.  Mrs. Tow-wouse: The frugal, nagging wife of Mr. Tow-wouse. 

 15.  Betty: A chambermaid in the inn of Mr. Tow-wouse. She initially cares for 

Joseph which reveals her good nature, but she is also lustful, and her association with 

him ends badly. 

 16. The Justice: A local magistrate who does not take his responsibilities very 

seriously. He handles the case of Mr. Adams and Fanny when Fanny’s attacker 

accuses them of having beaten and robbed him. 

 17. Mr. Wilson: A gentleman who has suffered a lot in his youth and then is 

retired to the country with his wife and children. He lives a life of virtue and 

simplicity. His eldest son, who turns out to have been Joseph, was stolen by gypsies 

as a child. 

 18. Pedlar: An apparent instrument of providence who pays one of Mr. 

Adams’s many inn bills, rescues Mr. Adams’s drowning son, and figures out the 

respective parentages of both Joseph and Fanny. 

 19. Mrs. Adams: The wife of Mr. Adams and mother of his six children, prone 

to nagging but also appreciative of her husband’s loving nature. 

 20. Hunter of Men: An eccentric and rather sadistic country gentleman who 

sets his hunting dogs on Mr. Adams, allows his friends to play cruel jokes on him, 

and attempts to abduct Fanny. 
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 21. Beau Didapper: A guest of Lady Booby, who tries to win Fanny not 

because he loves her but for lust. He makes several unsuccessful attempts on her. 

 22. Pimp: A servant of Beau Didapper’s, attempts to persuade Fanny to accept 

his master’s advances and then makes a few attempts on his own behalf. 

1.6 Themes in the Novel: 

The susceptibility and Power of Goodness 

 Simplicity and goodness were the primary concerns of the eighteenth century 

literature. Fielding, in this novel, sketched the central characters around these virtues 

of simplicity and goodness. Unlike other parsons depicted in other works of Fielding, 

Parson Adams is a paragon of benevolence who is also poor and utterly dependent 

for his income on the patronage of squires. However, his extreme goodness makes 

him an object of exploitation by unscrupulous people around him. He is also 

humiliated several times, but morally he bears strong grounds and therefore his trust 

in providence is not shaken. Joseph is another character in the novel who represents 

simplicity and goodness in his nature. He is so simple that he is unable to recognize 

the plans of Lady Booby and his goodness is that he remains loyal to Fanny even 

when various women offer themselves to him. 

Charity and Religion 

 Fielding’s novels are full of clergymen, many of whom are less than exemplary; 

in the contrast between the benevolent Adams and his more self-interested brethren, 

Fielding draws the distinction between the mere formal profession of Christian 

doctrines and that active charity which he considers true Christianity. Fielding 

advocated the expression of religious duty in everyday human interactions: universal, 

disinterested compassion arises from the social affections and manifests itself in 

general kindness to other people, relieving the afflictions and advancing the welfare 

of mankind. One might say that Fielding’s religion focuses on morality and ethics 

rather than on theology or forms of worship; as Adams says to the greedy and 

uncharitable Parson Trulliber, “Whoever therefore is void of Charity, I make no 

scruple of pronouncing that he is no Christian.” 

Providence 

 If Fielding is skeptical about the efficacy of human goodness in the corrupt 

world, he is nevertheless determined that it should always be recompensed; thus, 
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when the "good" characters of Adams, Joseph, and Fanny are helpless to engineer 

their own happiness, Fielding takes care to engineer it for them. The role of the 

novelist thus becomes analogous to that of God in the real world: he is a providential 

planner, vigilantly rewarding virtue and punishing vice, and Fielding's overtly 

stylized plots and characterizations work to call attention to his designing hand. The 

parallel between plot and providence does not imply, however, that Fielding naïvely 

expects that good will always triumph over evil in real life; rather, as Judith Hawley 

argues, "it implies that life is a work of art, a work of conscious design created by a 

combination of Providential authorship and individual free will." Fielding's authorly 

concern for his characters, then, is not meant to encourage his readers in their 

everyday lives to wait on the favor of a divine author; it should rather encourage 

them to make an art out of the business of living by advancing and perfecting the 

work of providence, that is, by living according to the true Christian principles of 

active benevolence. 

Affectation, Vanity, and Hypocrisy 

 Fielding’s Preface declares that the target of his satire is the ridiculous, that “the 

only Source of the true Ridiculous” is affectation, and that “Affectation proceeds 

from one of these two Causes, Vanity, or Hypocrisy.” Hypocrisy, being the 

dissimulation of true motives, is the more dangerous of these causes: whereas the 

vain man merely considers himself better than he is, the hypocrite pretends to be 

other than he is. Thus, Mr. Adams is vain about his learning, his sermons, and his 

pedagogy, but while this vanity may occasionally make him ridiculous, it remains 

entirely or virtually harmless. By contrast, Lady Booby and Mrs. Slipslop counterfeit 

virtue in order to prey on Joseph, Parson Trulliber counterfeits moral authority in 

order to keep his parish in awe, Peter Pounce counterfeits contented poverty in order 

to exploit the financial vulnerabilities of other servants, and so on. Fielding chose to 

combat these two forms of affectation, the harmless and the less harmless, by poking 

fun at them, on the theory that humor is more likely than invective to encourage 

people to remedy their flaws. 

Chastity 

 As his broad hints about Joseph and Fanny’s euphoric wedding night suggest, 

Fielding has a fundamentally positive attitude toward sex; he does prefer, however, 

that people’s sexual conduct be in accordance with what they owe to God, each 
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other, and themselves. In the mutual attraction of Joseph and Fanny there is nothing 

licentious or exploitative, and they demonstrate the virtuousness of their love in their 

eagerness to undertake a lifetime commitment and in their compliance with the 

Anglican forms regulating marriage, which require them to delay the event to which 

they have been looking forward for years. If Fielding approves of Joseph and Fanny, 

though, he does not take them too seriously; in particular, Joseph’s “male-chastity” is 

somewhat incongruous given the sexual double-standard, and Fielding is not above 

playing it for laughs, particularly while the hero is in London. Even militant chastity 

is vastly preferable, however, to the loveless and predatory sexuality of Lady Booby 

and those like her: as Martin C. Battestin argues, “Joseph’s chastity is amusing 

because extreme; but it functions nonetheless as a wholesome antithesis to the 

fashionable lusts and intrigues of high society.” 

1.7 Glossary and Notes: 

�  Assizes: In the English justice system, a trial session held four times per year in 

specific locations (one per county), attended by an itinerant judge of a superior 

court. 

�  Banns: A public notice of an intended marriage, announced three times in the 

parish church of at least one of the betrothed. 

�  Beau: A dandy or fashionably dressed gentleman. 

�  Coach and six: A coach drawn by six horses; a status symbol. 

�  Crabstick: A cane or club made of wood, especially that of the crab apple tree. 

�  Curate: In the Church of England, a member of the clergy employed as a 

deputy to assist a rector or vicar. 

�  Cure: Curacy; the district of a curate, rector, or vicar; the spiritual or religious 

charge of the people within such a district. 

�  Excise-man: An official who collects excise taxes and enforces related laws. 

�  Free-thinker: In late-seventeenth- and early-eighteenth-century Britain, a 

radical philosopher submitting traditional religious and moral authorities to the 

test of reason. 

�  Gaffar: Localism for “Godfather,” a term of respect for an older man of low 

social status. 
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�  Gammer: Localism for “Godmother,” a term of respect for an older woman of 

low social status. 

�  Goal: Jail; alternate spelling of gaol. 

�  Ifaukins: Slang for “in faith,” truthfully. 

�  Justice of the Peace: In the English system of justice, a local magistrate whose 

function is to try minor cases in his jurisdiction, recommend more serious cases 

for trial, and perform various administrative duties. 

�  Living: In the Church of England, a post granted to a clergyman that ensures a 

fixed amount of property or income. 

�  Mittimus: A warrant of commitment to prison. 

�  Parish: In Britain, a political subdivision of a county, its boundaries 

corresponding to those of an original ecclesiastical parish. 

�  Postilion: A servant who rides the left horse of the leading pair of horses 

drawing a coach. 

�  Smithfield match: A marriage for money. 

�  Trained-band: A civilian militia. 

�  Whipper-in: A servant who assists the huntsman in managing the hounds. 

 

1.8 Check Your Progress 

Choose the correct alternative from the options given below. 

 1.  What is Joseph’s first job in the Booby household? 

  a. Waiting at table b. Scaring birds 

  c. Weeding the garden d. Tending hogs 

 2.  What ancient language does Mr. Adams want to teach Joseph? 

  a. Greek b. Aramaic c. Syriac d. Latin 

 3.  Why does Joseph initially refuse to approach the stage-coach that passes by 

after his attack by the Ruffians? 
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  a. Mrs. Slipslop is in the coach  

  b. The snobbism of the passengers offends him 

  c. The witty old gentleman is telling dirty jokes  

  d. He is naked and there are ladies in the coach 

 4.  Why is Mr. Adams going to London? 

  a. To procure a living for his eldest son  

  b. To meet with his bishop 

  c. To escape Mrs. Adams     

  d. To publish his sermons 

 5.  Who on the stage coach gives a coat to the naked Joseph? 

  a. The Coachman b. The Proper Lady  

  c. The Lawyer  d. The Postilion 

 6.   Why did Mr. Adams expect that Sir Thomas would give him a living? 

  a. Sir Thomas owed Mr. Adams money 

  b. Mr. Adams saved Sir Thomas's life 

  c. Mr. Adams helped Sir Thomas get elected to Parliament 

  d. Mr. Adams introduced Sir Thomas to Lady Booby 

 7.  Why does Leonora jilt Horatio in favor of Bellarmine? 

  a. Bellarmine is handsomer b. Bellarmine lives on the Continent 

  c. Bellarmine is wealthier d. Leonora's father objects to Horatio 

 8.  Why does Bellarmine jilt Leonora? 

  a. Her father refuses to provide a dowry  

  b. He falls in love with someone else 

  c. Leonora's Aunt offends him 

  d. Horatio threatens him 

 9.  Why does Betty submit to the advances of Mr. Tow-wouse? 

  a. Joseph has rejected her b. Out of spite for Mrs. Tow-wouse 
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  c. She is afraid of losing her job d. Out of boredom 

 10.  Why does Joseph head for the Booby country seat after losing his job in 

London? 

  a. To study Latin with Mr. Adams b. To seek charity 

  c. To reunite with Fanny d. To find employment 

1.9 Answers to Check Your Progress 

 1. b, 2. d,  3. d,   4. d,  5.  d,  6. c,  7. d,  8. a,  9. a,  10. c 

1.10 Exercises 

A)  Answer the following questions in about 200 to 250 words 

 1.  Elucidate Joseph’s adventures to reunite with Fanny. 

 2.  Write a brief note on the theme of chastity reflected in the novel 

 3.  How does the novel represent human justice and its official representatives? 

 4.  Discuss Joseph Andrews as a comic-epic poem in prose. 

 5.  How does the novel Joseph Andrews expose hypocrisy? 

 6.  Sketch the character of Joseph Andrews. 

B)  Answer the following questions in about 100 to 150 words. 

 1.  Character-sketch of Parson Adams 

 2.  Tone of the novel 

 3.  Assaults on Fanny 

 4.  Providence 

 5.  Charity and Religion 

 

��� 
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2.0 Objectives: 

 After completing the study of this unit, you will  

• know about the life and works of Gustave Flaubert 

• know about the plot summery of the  Madame Bovary  

• learn the major and minor characters in Madame Bovary 

• learn the themes and other aspects in Madame Bovary 

• be able to answer the questions on the novel Madame Bovary 
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2.1 Introduction: 

 This unit discusses the life and works of the famous French novelist, Gustave 

Flaubert.  It also presents the detailed summary of his famous novel Madame Bovary, 

the analysis of the Major and Minor characters in the novel and the critical 

commentary on the themes, motifs and symbols used in the novel.   

2.2 Realism (and Naturalism) in Fiction 

 Realism emerged as a movement during the nineteenth century in order to move 

away from romantic illusion and get closer to the social and psychological reality of 

the time. It chose for its subject matter the life of ordinary people in ordinary 

situations. Balzac, a major French realist novelist of the nineteenth century, talked 

about every class of society but very often, he selected. Madame Bovary is 

considered one of the finest "realistic" novels because of its unadorned, unromantic 

portrayals of everyday life and people. The most important characteristic of 

Flaubert's realism is that he captures the dullness of these middle-class people 

without making his novel dull. 

 Some of the characteristics of Realism are: focus on verisimilitude, portrayal of 

characters determined by their environment, chronological narratives, psychological 

dimension of the characters, presence of an omniscient narrator, etc. 

 Jane Austen (1775-1817) was a realistic who lived during romanticism but she 

was not romantic at all. She described middle classes in the countryside. Charles 

Dickens (1812-1870) portrayed the working class and the poor, and dealt with 

poverty and revolt against injustice in his novels such as Oliver Twist (1838), David 

Copperfield (1850), etc. Dickens' characters are defenceless orphans in a cruel world 

and his novels were used for social reforms. 

 In America, after the Civil War, the vision of the Romantic America (Cooper's 

Last of the Mohicans) had disappeared because of the expansion to the West 

("Manifest Destiny") and because the cultural center of the USA moved from Boston 

to New York (which represented modernity). Mark Twain's (1835-1910) The 

Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (1885) is completely written in the vernacular 

language of the young American boy who ran away from "sivilization" (civilization 

of the South) with Jim, a runaway slave. They represent the society of the South 

before the Civil War in a criticism of Southern society. 
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 Émile Zola, another French novelist, is called the founder of the Naturalist 

movement. He rejected the notion of free will. He argued that human behaviour is 

determined by "nerves and blood". For naturalistic writers, since human beings are, 

in Emile Zola's phrase, "human beasts," characters can be studied through their 

relationships to their surroundings. Zola's works had frankness about sexuality along 

with a pervasive pessimism. Naturalistic works exposed the dark harshness of life, 

including poverty, racism, sex, prejudice, disease, prositution, and filth. As a result, 

Naturalistic writers were frequently criticized for being too blunt. 

 The Naturalists were influenced by Charles Darwin's theory of evolution. The 

Naturalistic writers believed that one's heredity and social environment determine 

one's character. Naturalism attempts to determine "scientifically" the underlying 

forces (i.e. the environment or heredity) influencing the actions of its subjects. 

Naturalistic works often included uncouth or sordid subject matter. 

 Naturalism in America emerged as a reaction against the Genteel Tradition of 

Irving, Cooper, Bryant, Longfellow, Whittier, Holmes & Lowell‒–white & male 

idealistic, polite, cultured America. It was a reaction against the realist fiction of the 

1870s and 1880s  associated with William Dean Howells and Henry James, whose 

scope was limited to middle-class or "local color" topics, with taboos on sexuality 

and violence. American naturalists were concerned with the biological constitution of 

man, the impersonal machinelike operations of society, the function of evolutionary 

process. Naturalism showed a concern with the animal or the irrational motivations 

for human behaviour, sometimes manifested in connection with sexuality and 

violence. Naturalistic writers used a version of the scientific method to write their 

novels. They studied human beings governed by their instincts and passions as well 

as the ways in which the characters' lives were governed by forces of heredity and 

environment. 

 � Hamlin Garland, Main-Travelled Roads (1891) 

 � Stephen Crane, Maggie : A Girl of the Streets (1893) 

 �  Frank Norris, The Pit (1903) 

 �  Theodore Dreiser, Sister Carrie (1900) and Jennie Gerhardt (1911) 

 Naturalist fiction portrayed the world of the new raw businessmen & salesmen, 

the immigrant workers, the disenchanted ministers, the rural & urban proletariat. 
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 Naturalism created a new image of man as a small figure in a deterministic 

system. It viewed the universe as an irresistible evolutionary process wholly 

indifferent to individuality. Dreiser observed in Sister Carrie: 

 Among the forces which sweep and play through the universe, 

untutored man is but a wisp in the wind.... As a beast, the forces of life 

aligned with them; as a man, he has not yet wholly learned to align 

himself with the forces. In this intermediate stage he wavers‒–neither 

drawn in harmony with nature by his instincts, not yet wisely putting 

himself into harmony by his own free will. 

 Stephen Crane's Maggie : A Girl of the Streets, an example of the American 

naturalist novel, intended to show "the environment is a tremendous thing in the 

world, and frequently shapes lives regardless" (Crane). The novel is a tale of a good 

girl from a poor background who, soiled and discarded by her lover, is forced to 

become a prostitute, the victim of the genteel accusations of others. Maggie's world 

is a world of amoral energies and misfortunes, the world of the modern city where 

survival depends only on strength and fitness. 

 Some of the Characteristics of Naturalist Novels are as follows: 

 � Characters: ill-educated or lower-class characters whose lives are governed 

by the forces of heredity, instinct, and passion 

 �  Setting:  an urban setting, as in Norris's McTeague 

 �  Plot: "clinical, panoramic, slice-of-life" drama‒–a "chronicle of despair" 

 � Themes: survival, determinism, violence, and taboo 

 Naturalism was criticized for its 'foulness' in Europe. But in America naturalism 

had a special appeal as a way of interpreting material change & systematically 

recording the processes that were altering the nation. The short story & the novel 

expressed America's changing sense of itself. 
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2.3 Gustave Flaubert: Life and Works: 

 Gustave Flaubert (12 December 1821 – 8 May 1880) was a French novelist. He 

had his early education in Rouen, in northern France. He later went to Paris to study 

law. He, however, did not complete his study of law. He left Paris in 1846 and lived 

in Croisset for the rest of his life. From there, he visited many countries. He never 

married and never had children because he said that he would “transmit to no one the 

aggravations and the disgrace of existence.”  

 Flaubert wrote November (1842), Madame Bovary (1857), Salammbo (1862), 

Sentimental Education (1869) Three Tales (1877), Bouvard et Pecuchet (1881), etc. 

He is best known for his contribution to the realist school of French literature and for 

his masterpiece Madame Bovary (1857). The novel was serialized in the Revue de 

Paris in 1856. Madame Bovary is very true in its characterization, very vivid in its 

setting, and very convincing in its plot. The realism of this work shocked 

contemporary readers. Flaubert was condemned by the initial public for portraying 

the life of an adulteress. Emma Bovary tries to avoid the monotony of her life by 

seeking diversion, but she does so at the loss of her self-respect.  

 Madame Bovary is the story of a woman imprisoned by her middle-class 

surroundings. Flaubert’s novel mainly reacted against romanticism. Romantic writers 

stressed feeling at the expense of facts and reason. Such French writers as Stendhal 

and Honorè Balzac as well as such English writers as George Eliot and Thomas 

Hardy had already started challenging romantic idealism with novels that focused on 

the harsh realities of life. However, there existed a strong streak of romanticism in 

Flaubert. In Madame Bovary, romanticism is very much present, but Flaubert always 

treats it with irony. Flaubert presents a few romantic moments but he draws our 

attention to their flaws. 

 Madame Bovary is Flaubert’s most admired work. In many ways, the novel 

provides a foundation for the emergence of the modern novel. Flaubert skillfully 

matches the style of his prose to the action of his story in a remarkable new way. 

Other realist novels of his time made use of detached, objective narration. Flaubert’s 

prose conveys the mood of his characters. When Emma is bored and restless, the 

prose plods dully; when she experiences sensual pleasure, it moves rapturously and 

swiftly. This technique of communicating mood through language has been widely 

used in novels today. 
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2.4 Plot Summary of the Novel Madame Bovary: 

 At the beginning of the novel Madame Bovary, we find Charles Bovary as a 

young boy. He is unable to adjust with his new school. He is ridiculed by his 

schoolmates. Both as a child and a young man, Charles is mediocre and dull. He 

finds it difficult to pass his first medical exam. He manages to become a second-rate 

country doctor. With the help of his mother, he marries a widow much older than 

himself. She makes his life miserable with her suspicions.  

 Charles goes to treat M. Rouault, who has a broken leg. There he meets the 

farmer’s daughter, Emma, a beautiful but restless girl. Her education in a French 

convent has developed in her a thirst for broader experience. Charles starts visiting 

his patient in order to meet Emma, whose charm and grace has cast a spell on him. 

Heloise, his wife begins to suspect the true reason for his visits to the Rouault farm. 

She comes to know that Emma conducts herself like a gentlewoman though she is a 

daughter of a farmer. There is a violent quarrel between Charles and Heloise. Heloise 

dies quickly and quietly. 

 After the death of his wife, he goes once again to the farmer and again falls 

under the influence of Emma’s charms. The father finds Charles dependable and 

perfectly respectable and forces him to marry his daughter. There is a grand wedding. 

They start living in Tostes, where Charles has his medical practice. Emma is 

romantic. At first, she tries to overcome her disillusionment by keeping herself busy 

with every household task. She soon realizes that the rapture which should have 

come with marriage has not arrived. She soon finds that her husband is unable to live 

up to her romantic expectations. Right from her childhood when she was reading 

romantic books in a convent as a young girl, she has hoped that love and marriage 

will provide a solution to all her problems. Instead of a perfumed, handsome lover in 

velvet and lace, she finds herself tied to a dull-witted husband who reeks of 

medicines and drugs. 

 As she is about to give up all hope of finding any joy in her married life, the 

couple has been invited to a ball by one of his noble patients. At his chateau, Emma 

dances with a dozen partners, enjoys the taste of champagne, and receives 

compliments on her beauty.  The contrast between the ordinary life of the Bovarys 

and the wealthy life of the nobleman leads her to dream constantly of a more 

sophisticated life. She starts growing bored and depressed due to the humdrum 
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reality of village life. Charles tries to please her by his futile and clumsy efforts, but 

she becomes more and more discontented at his lack of understanding. She pines for 

a life of fantasies in Paris. Eventually her boredom and depression makes her ill.  

 Charles hopes that a change will improve her condition. So he takes her to a 

different town Yonville, where he sets up a new practice. Here, Emma prepares for 

the birth of their first child. She gives birth to a daughter. In Yonville, Emma meets 

Homais, the town pharmacist. Homais is a pompous windbag who loves to hear 

himself speak. Emma also meets Leon Dupuis, a law clerk, who, like her, is bored 

with rural life. Leon also loves to escape the dull routine through romantic novels. 

Emma had desired a son, but she gives birth to a daughter Berthe. Thus, she is not 

happy with her motherhood either. She continues to be despondent. There develops a 

romantic relationship between Emma and Leon. However, when Emma realizes that 

Leon loves her, she feels guilty and throws herself into the role of a dutiful wife. 

Leon grows tired of waiting. When he finds that he can never possess Emma, he 

departs to study law in Paris. His departure further adds to Emma’s misery and 

illness. 

 One day, Rodolphe Boulanger, a wealthy neighbor, brings his farm tenant to 

Charles for bloodletting. Rodolphe, an accomplished lover, sees in Emma a promise 

for future pleasure. Emma realizes that if she surrenders to him, it will be immoral. 

But she tries to convince herself by thinking that romantic and beautiful love cannot 

be sinful. Deceiving Charles, Emma meets Rodolphe, rides over the countryside with 

him, listens to his urgent appeals of love, and finally succumbs to his persuasive 

appeals. At first she feels guilty, but later she identifies herself with adulterous 

heroines of fiction and believes that, like them, she has known true romance. Once 

sure of her love, Rodolphe gives up his gentle lover’s tricks. He no longer bothers to 

maintain punctuality in his meetings with Emma. Emma is often indiscreet, and the 

people of the town start gossiping about her. Charles, however, fails to take notice of 

this affair. His adoration for his wife and his stupidity combine to make him unable 

to suspect anything. His image as a doctor, meanwhile, suffers a severe blow when 

he and Homais use an experimental surgical technique to treat a club-footed man 

named Hippolyte. When both of them fail to provide proper medical treatment, 

another doctor is called in to amputate the leg. Fade up with her husband’s medical 

failure, Emma throws herself even more passionately into her affair with Rodolphe. 

She borrows money and spends recklessly on jewelry and clothes. She suggests that 
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she and Rodolphe run off together and take little Berthe with them. Rodolphe, jaded 

and worldly, gets bored of Emma’s demanding affections. He refuses to elope with 

her. He leaves her. Betrayed by him, Emma grows desperately ill and nearly dies. 

 Emma later recovers, but, meanwhile Charles finds himself in financial trouble 

because he borrows money to pay off Emma’s debts and to pay for her treatment. 

Still, he decides to take Emma to the opera in the nearby city of Rouen. There, they 

encounter Leon. This chance meeting restarts the old romantic attraction between 

Emma and Leon, and this time the two join in a love affair. Emma continues paying 

visits to Rouen to meet Leon. She also starts borrowing heavily from the 

moneylender Lheureux, who lends her more and more money at exaggerated interest 

rates. She grows increasingly careless in conducting her affair with Leon. As a result, 

many times, her friends and relatives nearly discover her infidelity. 

 Soon, Emma grows bored with Leon. She does not know how to abandon him. 

She instead becomes increasingly demanding. Meanwhile, her debts mount daily. 

Eventually, Lheureux orders the seizure of Emma’s property to compensate for the 

debt she has accumulated. Terrified of Charles finding out, she frantically tries to 

raise the money that she needs, appealing to Leon and to all the town’s businessmen. 

Eventually, she even attempts to prostitute herself by offering to get back together 

with Rodolphe if he will give her the money she needs. He, too, refuses to lend her 

money.  

 Knowing that the framework of lies with which she has deceived her husband is 

about to collapse, Emma resolves to die a heroine’s death and swallows arsenic 

bought at Homais’ shop. Charles, returning from his trip, arrives too late to save her 

from a slow, painful death.  

 For a while, Charles idealizes the memory of his wife. Eventually, though, he 

opens her desk and finds there the carefully collected love letters from Rodolphe and 

Leon. Broken with the knowledge of his wife’s infidelity, scourged with debt, and 

helpless in his disillusionment, Charles dies alone in his garden, leaving a legacy of 

only twelve francs for the support of his orphaned daughter Berthe. She is sent off to 

work in a cotton mill. 
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2.5 Major and Minor Characters: 

Emma Bovary 

 Emma Bovary is the central character in Madame Bovary. Flaubert uses this 

character to criticize romanticism. He is very ironical in his portrayal of this 

character. Through this character, he investigates the relation between beauty and 

corruption and between fate and free will. Whatever Emma does leads to her moral 

and financial ruin. Several men fall in love with her. She is very beautiful, but she is 

morally corrupt. She finds it very difficult to accept and appreciate the realities of her 

life. She has spent her early childhood in a convent. There, she has read a lot of 

romantic novels. Her reading of romantic novels has adversely affected her 

sensibility. She has started feeling discontent with ordinary life. Instead of seeking 

satisfaction in whatever is present in the world around her, she dreams of the purest, 

most impossible forms of love and wealth. Flaubert once said, “Madame Bovary is 

me.” It seems that like Emma, the author, too, suffered from the same weakness for 

romance, sentimental flights of fancy, and melancholy. Flaubert, however, attacks 

romanticism by making use of irony. He draws our attention to its flaws even as he is 

tempted by it. Emma, however, never recognizes that her desires are unreasonable. 

She holds the society responsible for her failures. 

 Emma’s failure is the failure of a woman belonging to the nineteenth century. 

Her character demonstrates that circumstance—rather than free will—determined the 

position of women in the nineteenth century. Emma is unable to enjoy the lifestyle 

she imagines because she is not rich like her lover, Rodolphe. Flaubert at times 

shares her dissatisfaction with the bourgeois society she lives in. For example, the 

author seems to ridicule Homais’s pompous speechmaking or Charles’s boorish table 

manners. This description indicates that Emma’s plight is representative of the 

difficulties of any sensitive person trapped among the French bourgeoisie of the 

nineteenth century. Emma’s errors are that she is unable to accept her situation and 

that she makes an attempt to escape it through adultery and deception. These 

mistakes lead to her ruin. Her mistakes cause harm to innocent people around her. 

For example, Charles, who is stupid and who is unable to recognize his wife’s true 

character, loves Emma very much, and she deceives him. Similarly, little Berthe is 

but an innocent child in need of her mother’s care and love, but Emma is cold to her. 
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Berthe ends up working in a cotton mill because of Emma’s selfish spending and 

suicide. 

 The misogynistic society in which Emma lives is mainly responsible for her 

ruin. Rather than her social status, Emma’s role as a woman seems to have a greater 

effect on the course of her life. Flaubert frequently portrays Emma as the object of a 

man’s gaze: her husband’s, Rodolphe’s, Leon’s, Justin’s—even the author’s. The 

whole novel is essentially a description of how the author as a narrator sees Emma. It 

seems that Emma’s only power over the men in her life is sexual. Before her death, 

when she searches desperately for money, she has to ask men for it, and the only 

thing she can use to persuade them to give it to her is sex. Emma’s prostitution is the 

result of her self-destructive spending, but the fact that, as a woman, she has no other 

means of finding money is a result of the male-dominated society in which she lives. 

Charles Bovary 

 Emma marries Charles who represents both the society and the personal 

characteristics that she detests. He is dull, stupid, and lacks imagination. Once, 

Charles looks into Emma’s eyes and sees not her soul but rather his own image, 

reflected in small size. Charles’s perception of his own reflection does not show that 

he is self-centered but merely a simple, direct sensation, lacking any romantic 

notions. He is unable to imagine an ideal world or find mystic qualities in the world’s 

physical aspects. Instead, he views life literally and directly. He is unable to 

experience the romance in the world. Thus Charles is interested in only Emma’s 

physical aspects. He is interested in her dress, her skin, and her hair. Charles is 

unable to understand the source of her aspirations and depressions. He nods and 

smiles dumbly as Emma conducts the same sorts of conversations with him that she 

does with her dog. Charles is very stupid. He does not know how to manage his 

money well or to see through Emma’s obvious lies. He is a frighteningly 

incompetent doctor. In one scene, as he goes to repair Rouault’s leg, we learn that he 

is trying desperately to “call to mind all the fractures he [knows].” His operation on 

Hippolyte’s clubfoot, while it is not his idea, is a complete failure. Charles is more 

than merely incompetent, however. He is physically repulsive, though it’s hard to tell 

from Flaubert’s descriptions whether he is actually an ugly man or whether he 

appears disgusting only through Emma’s eyes. 
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 Despite his unimaginative nature, Charles is one of the novel’s most moral and 

sincere characters. He truly loves Emma, forgiving her even when he finally 

recognizes her infidelities. He does everything he can to save her when she is ill. He 

gives her the benefit of the doubt whenever her lies seem to fail her. Charles is 

literal-minded, humble, free of temptations, and without aspirations. He is exactly 

opposite of Emma. She possesses some beauty, sensitivity, and intelligence, but she 

suffers from moral corruption. Charles is always good-hearted though he fails due to 

his boorishness and stupidity. 

Monsieur Homais 

 Monsieur Homais is not a central character in Madame Bovary, but he is an 

absolutely essential part of its plot. He is a pompous speechmaker. He goes endlessly 

talking about medical techniques and theories that he really knows nothing about. 

The author seems to have created this character in order to heighten our sense 

of Emma’s frustration with her life. Flaubert relates Homais’s speeches in full. He 

forces us to read them just as Emma is forced to listen to them.  

Homais is also an extremely selfish man. When the Bovarys first arrive in Yonville, 

he befriends Charles in order to prevent him from learning about his disreputable 

medical practices. 

 Homais receives the Legion of Honor in the last sentence of the book. It is a 

medal he has always dreamed of attaining. He receives it when Emma and Charles 

are both dead. Meanwhile, Charles—who loved his wife as deeply as was possible—

and Emma—who yearned to live a romantic life—are both punished. By rewarding 

Homais, Flaubert does not advocate his kind of life. Instead, he shows us a realistic 

portrayal of one of the most disappointing aspects of the world. In actual life, the 

mediocre and the selfish (like Homais) often fare better than either those who live 

passionately and try to be exceptional (Emma) or those who live humbly and treat 

others with kind generosity (Charles). 

Leon  

 Leon is Emma’s friend in Yonville. He later becomes her lover. Leon is a law 

clerk in Yonville. Unlike Charles, he shares many of Emma’s romantic 

preconceptions and her love for sentimental novels. He falls in love with her but 

moves away to Paris to study law. He considers their love impossible as long as she 

remains married. Emma meets him later in Rouen. Now, the time Leon has spent in 
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the city makes him surer of himself. He now believes that Emma is unsophisticated 

and thinks he can win her love. Although Emma accepts him to be cosmopolitan, 

Flaubert presents him as awkward and full of himself. Attracted to his newly 

acquired urban sophistication, Emma begins an affair with him. At first, they succeed 

in living up to one another’s romantic ideals. However, as the affair progresses, 

Emma and Leon grow increasingly bored and disgusted with each other. He cannot 

help her when she is in need of money and makes excuses for failing to help her 

financially. Leon marries shortly after Emma’s death. 

 Rodolphe Boulanger - Rodolphe is Emma’s first lover. He is a wealthy 

landowner with an estate near Yonville. He is shrewd, selfish, and manipulative. He 

has had scores of lovers and believes Emma to be no more sincere than any of them. 

He plots his seduction of Emma with strategic precision. He begins an affair with 

her, and then abandons her when he becomes bored of her romantic fancies and 

emotional demands. 

 Monsieur Lheureux -  Lheureux  is a sly and sinister merchant and 

moneylender in Yonville. He leads Emma into debt, financial ruin, and eventually 

suicide by playing on her weakness for luxury and extravagance. Lheureux is a bit of 

a devil figure who tempts people with luxuries they can’t afford and knows just when 

to appear with his requests for money and promises of more loans. 

 Abbé Bournisien -  The town priest in Yonville, Bournisien tends to focus more 

on worldly matters than on spiritual ones. He often argues with Homais about the 

value of religion, but seems incapable of grasping deep spiritual problems. 

 Hippolyte -  The crippled servant at the inn in Yonville. Under pressure from 

Emma and Homais, Charles attempts to operate on Hippolyte’s club foot. The 

operation fails, gangrene sets in, and Hippolyte loses his leg. 

 Berthe -  Charles and Emma’s daughter, who is condemned to a life of poverty 

by her mother’s financial ruin and her parents’ deaths. 

 Binet -  The tax collector in Yonville. Binet takes his meals regularly at the Lion 

d’Or inn. He is quiet, and amuses himself by making napkin rings on the lathe in his 

attic. 
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 Guillaumin -  Leon’s first employer, the well-to-do lawyer in Yonville. When 

Emma seeks his help with her financial hardship, he offers his assistance in return for 

sexual favors—an offer she angrily declines. 

 Rouault -  Emma’s father, a simple, essentially kindly farmer with a weakness 

for drink. He is devoted both to Emma and to the memory of his first wife, whom he 

loved deeply. 

 Lariviere -  An esteemed doctor from Rouen who is called in after Emma takes 

arsenic at the end of the novel. He is coldly analytical and condescending to his 

inferiors, but he is brilliant and competent, and he feels a real sympathy for his 

patients. 

 The elder Madame Bovary -  A bitter, conservative woman who spoiled her 

son Charles as a youth and disapproves of his marriage to Emma. She sees through 

Emma’s lies and tries to get Charles to rein in his wife’s excessive spending, but she 

rarely succeeds. 

 Justin -  Homais’s assistant. Justin is young, impressionable, and simple. He 

falls terribly in love with Emma and unwittingly gives her access to the arsenic that 

she uses to commit suicide. 

 Heloise Dubuc -  Charles’s first wife. She realizes that Charles has fallen in 

love with Emma. Soon after having this realization, she dies from the shock of 

having all her property stolen by her lawyer. 

2.6 Themes and Other Aspects in Madame Bovary: 

I Themes 

1) THE INADEQUACY OF LANGUAGE 

 Madame Bovary explores the possibility that the written word fails to capture 

even a small part of the depth of a human life. Flaubert uses a variety of techniques 

to show how language is often an inadequate medium for expressing emotions and 

ideas. The characters’ frequent inability to communicate with each other suggests the 

fact that words do not perfectly describe what they signify. In the first chapter, for 

example, Charles’s teacher thinks he says his name is “Charbovari.” He fails to make 

his own name understood. This inadequacy of speech is something Emma will 

encounter again and again as she tries to make her distress known to the priest or to 
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express her love to Rodolphe. It is also present when Charles reads the letter from 

Rodolphe and misinterprets it as a note of platonic affection. 

 The lies that fill Madame Bovary contribute to the sense of language’s 

inadequacy in the novel. Words may be more effective for the purposes of obscuring 

the truth or conveying its opposite, than for representing the truth itself. Emma’s life 

is described as “a tissue of lies.” She invents story after story to prevent her husband 

from discovering her affairs. Similarly, Rodolphe tells so many lies about his love for 

Emma that he assumes her words are also insincere. Flaubert points out that by lying 

the lovers make it impossible for words ever to touch at the truth in things. 

 The strong sense of the inadequacy of language is in part a reaction against the 

school of realism. Although Flaubert was in some senses a realist, he also believed it 

was wrong to claim that realism provided a more accurate picture of life than 

romanticism. He deploys ironic romantic descriptions to establish a tension between 

various characters’ experience of events and the real aspects of life. By combining 

ironic romanticism and literal realistic narration, Flaubert captures his characters and 

their struggles more fully than a strictly literal or a wholesale romantic style would 

allow. 

2) THE POWERLESSNESS OF WOMEN 

 Emma Bovary hopes that her baby will be a man because she believes that “a 

woman is always hampered”. Here, Flaubert demonstrates an intimate understanding 

of the plight of women in his time. We see throughout Madame Bovary how Emma’s 

male companions possess the power to change her life for better or worse—a power 

that she herself lacks. Even Charles contributes to Emma’s powerlessness. His 

laziness prevents him from becoming a good doctor, and his incompetence prevents 

him from advancing into a higher social stratum that might satisfy Emma’s 

yearnings. As a result, Emma is stuck in a country town without much money. 

Rodolphe, who possesses the financial power to whisk Emma away from her life, 

abandons her, and, as a woman, she is incapable of fleeing on her own. Leon at first 

seems similar to Emma. Both are discontented with country life, and both dream of 

bigger and better things. But because Leon is a man, he has the power to actually 

fulfill his dream of moving to the city, whereas Emma must stay in Yonville, 

shackled to a husband and child. 
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 Ultimately, however, the novel’s moral structure requires that Emma assume 

responsibility for her own actions. She can’t blame everything on the men around 

her. She freely chooses to be unfaithful to Charles, and her infidelities wound him 

fatally in the end. On the other hand, in Emma’s situation, the only two choices she 

has are to take lovers or to remain faithful in a dull marriage. Once she has married 

Charles, the choice to commit adultery is Emma’s only means of exercising power 

over her own destiny. While men have access to wealth and property, the only 

currency Emma possesses to influence others is her body, a form of capital she can 

trade only in secret with the price of shame and the added expense of deception. 

When she pleads desperately for money to pay her debts, men offer the money in 

return for sexual favors. Eventually, she tries to win back Rodolphe as a lover if he 

will pay her debts. Even her final act of suicide is made possible by a transaction 

funded with her physical charms, which are dispensed toward Justin, who allows 

Emma access to the cupboard where the arsenic is kept. Even to take her own life, 

she must resort to sexual power, using Justin’s love for her to convince him to do 

what she wants. 

3) THE FAILURES OF THE BOURGEOISIE 

 Emma’s disappointments stem largely from her dissatisfaction with the world of 

the French bourgeoisie. She aspires to have taste that is more refined and 

sophisticated than that of her class. This frustration reflects a rising social and 

historical trend of the last half of the nineteenth century. At the time Flaubert was 

writing, the word “bourgeois” referred to the middle class: people who lacked the 

independent wealth and ancestry of the nobility, but whose professions did not 

require them to perform physical labor to earn their living. Their tastes were 

characterized as gaudily materialistic. They indulged themselves as their means 

allowed, but without discrimination. The mediocrity of the bourgeoisie was 

frustrating to Flaubert, and he used Emma Bovary’s disgust with her class as a way 

of conveying his own hatred for the middle class. Madame Bovary shows how 

ridiculous, stifling, and potentially harmful the attitudes and trappings of the 

bourgeoisie can be. In the pharmacist Homais’s long-winded, know-it-all speeches, 

Flaubert mocks the bourgeois class’s pretensions to knowledge and learning and its 

faith in the power of technologies that it doesn’t completely understand. But Homais 

is not just funny; he is also dangerous. When he urges Charles to try a new medical 

procedure on Hippolyte, the patient acquires gangrene and then loses his leg. Homais 
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does even greater damage when he attempts to treat Emma for her poisoning. He 

tries to show off by analyzing the poison and coming up with an antidote. Later, a 

doctor will tell him that he should have simply stuck a finger down Emma’s throat to 

save her life. 

II Motifs 

1) DEATH AND ILLNESS 

 There are many disturbing references to death and illness in Madame Bovary, 

and the novel can seem very morbid. These references emphasize Flaubert’s realistic, 

unflinching description of the world, and also act as physical manifestations of 

Emma’s moral decay. For example, Lestiboudois grows potatoes in the graveyard 

because the decomposing bodies help them grow, and Homais keeps fetuses in jars. 

Similarly, Hippolyte loses his leg to gangrene, the blind beggar with festering skin 

follows the carriage to and from Rouen, and, when Emma faints in Part Two, 

Chapter XIII, Homais wakes her up with smelling salts, saying, “this thing would 

resuscitate a corpse!” Such excessive corruption is a comment on the physical state 

of the world. Flaubert constantly reminds us that death and decay lurk beneath the 

surface of everyday life, and that innocence is often coupled very closely with 

corruption. This focus on the negative aspects of life is part of Flaubert’s realism. 

2) WINDOWS 

 Windows are frequently associated with Emma. We often see her looking out of 

them, or we glimpse her through them from the street as she waves goodbye to 

Charles or Leon. For Emma, these windows represent the possibility of escape. A 

shutter bangs open to announce her engagement, and she contemplates jumping out 

the attic window to commit suicide. But Emma never manages to really escape. She 

stays inside the window, looking out at the world and imagining a freedom that she 

never can obtain. Windows also serve to take Emma back to the past. At the ball, 

when the servant breaks the window and Emma sees the peasants outside, she is 

suddenly reminded of her simple childhood. Such a retreat to childhood also could be 

a kind of escape for Emma, who would surely be much happier if she stopped 

striving to escape that simple life. But, again, she ignores the possibility of escape, 

trapping herself within her own desires for romantic ideals of wealth she can’t 

obtain. 
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3) EATING 

 The quantity of food consumed in Madame Bovary could feed an army for a 

week. From Emma’s wedding feast to the Bovarys’ daily dinner, Flaubert’s 

characters are frequently eating, and the way they eat reveals important character 

traits. Charles’s atrocious table manners, magnified through Emma’s disgust, reveal 

him to be boorish and lacking in sophistication. When Emma is shown sucking her 

fingers or licking out the bottom of a glass, we see a base animal sensuality and a lust 

for physical satisfaction in her that all her pretensions to refinement cannot conceal. 

Finally, when Emma goes to the ball, the exquisite table manners of the nobles and 

the fine foods they consume signify the refinement and sophistication of their class. 

In each of these cases, what one eats or how one eats is an indicator of social class. 

III Symbols 

1) THE BLIND BEGGAR 

 A picture of physical decay, the blind beggar who follows the carriage in which 

Emma rides to meet Leon also symbolizes Emma’s moral corruption. He sings songs 

about “birds and sunshine and green leaves” in a voice “like an inarticulate lament of 

some vague despair.” This coupling of innocence with disease relates to the 

combination of beauty and corruption that Emma herself has become. While her 

words, appearance, and fantasies are those of an innocent and beautiful wife, her 

spirit becomes foul and corrupt as she indulges herself in adulterous temptations and 

the deceptions required to maintain her illicit affairs. Later, when Emma dies, the 

blind man gets to the end of his song about a young girl dreaming. We then discover 

that what we thought was a song about an innocent woman is actually a bawdy, 

sexual song. This progression from innocence to sexual degradation mirrors the path 

of Emma’s life. 

2) DRIED FLOWERS 

 When Emma comes home with Charles, she notices his dead wife’s wedding 

bouquet in the bedroom and wonders what will happen to her own bouquet when she 

dies. Later, when they move to Yonville, she burns her own bouquet as a gesture of 

defiance against her unhappy marriage. The dried bouquet stands for disappointed 

hopes, and for the new promise of a wedding day turned sour and old. In another 

sense, Emma’s burning of her bouquet foreshadows the way her desires will 

consume her youth and, eventually, her life. 
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3) THE LATHE 

 Binet’s habit of making useless napkin rings on his lathe is a symbol with 

several meanings. First, it represents the useless, nonproductive, ornamental 

character of bourgeois tastes. Second, it represents something more ominous—the 

monotony of the life that traps Emma. In the scene in which she contemplates 

throwing herself out the window, Emma hears the sound of the lathe calling her to 

suicide. Finally, the lathe represents the craftsman repeatedly making a simple, 

uniform work of art. Flaubert once compared himself as a writer to a craftsman 

working on a lathe. 

2.7 Glossary and notes: 

• convincing: realistic 

• monotony :  boredom 

• romanticism: idealism 

• detached: disconnected  

• rapturously : joyfully  

• mediocre : ordinary 

• sophisticated : stylish 

• despondent : sad, unhappy 

• bloodletting : withdrawal of blood from a patient to cure or prevent illness 

• indiscreet: careless 

• arsenic : a deadly poison 

• melancholy : sadness 

• bourgeois : middle class 

• incompetent : lacking ability 

• preconceptions : fixed ideas 

• condescending : patronizing 

• bourgeoisie : the middle class 
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• pretensions : airs  

• mediocrity : poorness 

• gangrene : dead tissue 

• unflinching : unwavering 

2.8 Check Your Progress: 

 Answer in one word/phrase/sentence. 

1. To which school of literature Flaubert made his contribution? 

2. Whose life Flaubert has presented in his novel Madame Bovary? 

3. Against what Flaubert reacted in his novel Madame Bovary? 

4. Which device has been used by Flaubert to criticize romanticism? 

5. What does Flaubert communicate through language? 

6. What is the name of Charles’ wife? 

7. What type of books Emma was reading in a convent as a young girl? 

8. Who, like Emma, likes to read romantic novels? 

9. With whom does Emma develop an adulterous relationship? 

10. What does Emma swallow to commit suicide? 

11. What does Flaubert say about Madame Bovary? 

12. What determined the position of women in the nineteenth century? 

13. What is Charles interested in? 

14. Which medal does Homais receive at the end of the novel? 

15. Who loses his leg?  

16. How does Flaubert describe Emma’s life? 

17. Why does Emma hope that her baby will be a man? 

18. What was frustrating to Flaubert? 

19. With what is innocence often coupled very closely with? 

20. What is the habit of Binet?  
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2.9 Answers to Check Your Progress: 

 1.   Realist 

 2.   the life of an adulteress 

 3.   romanticism 

 4. irony 

 5. mood 

 6.   Heloise 

 7.   romantic 

 8.   Leon 

 9. Rodolphe Boulanger 

 10. arsenic 

 11.   ‘Madame Bovary is me’ 

 12.   circumstance 

 13.   Emma’s physical aspects 

 14.   the Legion of Honor 

 15.   Hippolyte 

 16.  “a tissue of lies” 

 17. because she believes that ‘a woman is always hampered’. 

 18. the mediocrity of the bourgeoisie 

 19. with corruption 

 20. making useless napkin rings on his lathe 

 

2.10 Exercises: 

A)  Answer the following: 

 1.  Bring out the outline of the novel Madame Bovary. 

 2.  Comment on the significance of the title Madame Bovary by Flaubert. 
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3. Sketch the character of the protagonist, Emma Bovary, in Madame Bovary. 

4. ‘Madame Bovary is me.’ Discuss. 

5. Madame Bovary is a realist novel. Explain. 

B)  Write short notes. 

 1.  Charles 

 2.  The Theme of the Powerlessness of Women in Madame Bovary 

 3.  Flaubert’s Use of Irony in Madame Bovary 

 4.  The Theme of the Inadequacy of Language in Madame Bovary 

 5.  Flaubert’s Use of Symbols in Madame Bovary 

 

2.11 Further Readings: 

1.   Brown, Frederick, Flaubert: a Biography, Little, Brown, 2006. 

2. Barnes, Julian, Flaubert’s Parrot, London: J. Cape, 1984. 

3. Steegmuller, Francis, Flaubert and Madame Bovary: a Double Portrait, New 

York: Viking Press, 1939. 

4.  Tooke, Adrianne, Flaubert and the Pictorial Arts: from image to text, London: 

OUP, 2000. 

5.  Wall, Geoffrey, Flaubert: a Life, London: Faber and Faber, 2001. 

��� 



 

 45

Unit-3 

Psychological Fiction  

Fyodor Dostoyevsky – Crime and Punishment  

 

Contents 

3.0  Objectives 
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3.3 Fyodor Dostoyevsky: Life and Works  

3.4 Plot Summary of Crime and Punishment  

3.5 Major and Minor Characters in Crime and Punishment 

3.6 Themes and Other Aspects in Crime and Punishment 

3.7 Glossary and Notes 

3.8 Check Your Progress 

3.9 Answers to Check Your Progress 

3.10 Exercises 

3.11 Further Readings 

 

3.0 Objectives: 

 After completing the study of this unit, you will  

• know about psychological fiction 

• know about the life and works of Fyodor Dostoyevsky 

• know about the plot summary of Crime and Punishment  

• learn the major and minor characters in Crime and Punishment 

• learn the themes and other aspects in Crime and Punishment 

• be able to answer the questions on the novel Crime and Punishment 
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3.1 Introduction: 

 This unit discusses the general topic 'Psychological Fiction' as well as the life 

and works of the famous Russian novelist, Fyodor Dostoyevsky.  It also presents the 

detailed summary of his famous novel Crime and Punishment, the analysis of the 

major and minor characters in the novel and the critical commentary on the themes, 

motifs and symbols used in the novel. 

3.2 Psychological Fiction: 

 The psychological novel is a form of novel in which character, especially the 

inner lives of a character, is the primary focus. It is traditionally understood as a 

genre of prose fiction that focuses intensively on the interior life of characters, 

representing their subjective thoughts, feelings, memories, and desires. While in its 

broadest usage the term psychological novel can refer to any work of narrative 

fiction with a strong emphasis on complex characterization, it has been associated 

specifically with literary movements such as nineteenth-century psychological 

‘realism’, twentieth-century literary ‘modernism’, and the “stream-of-consciousness” 

novel, and with narrative techniques such as free indirect discourse and the interior 

monologue. The term psychological novel also refers to works of prose fiction that 

draw upon (contemporary) psychological theories. 

 Because the term is so flexible, there is little consensus about the origins of the 

psychological novel. Some trace the genre back to the earliest origins of the novel 

itself; others cite influences ranging from Cervantes' Don Quixote (1605, 1615) to 

genres such as the historical romance, the sentimental novel, the epistolary novel, 

and the spiritual autobiography. Some of these diverse influences can be seen in 

psychological novels from the first half of the nineteenth century, including James 

Hogg’s The Private Memoirs and Confessions of a Justified Sinner (1824), which 

makes extended use of the doppelganger, or alter ego, and Stendhal’s realist 

bildungsroman Le Rouge et le Noir (1830, Scarlet and Black). 

 Regardless of its origins, by the second half of the nineteenth century the 

psychological novel was flourishing. Fyodor Dostoyevsky’s novels constitute 

particularly influential examples of the genre; his intense psychological portrayals of 

suffering and despair were precursors to twentieth-century existentialism, and his 
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fictional legacy extends to authors as diverse as Marcel Proust, Albert Camus, Jean-

Paul Sartre, Franz Kafka, James Joyce, Virginia Woolf, and William Faulkner. Leo 

Tolstoy was also crucial in the development of the psychological novel. His detailed 

observations of the inner lives of his characters had an impact on both nineteenth- 

and twentieth-century practitioners of the genre. Anticipating modernist portrayals of 

subjectivity, both Tolstoy and Dostoyevsky embedded internal monologues – direct 

representations or thought-quotations from the mind of a character – in the 

omniscient narrative structure of their fiction. 

 Tolstoy’s intimate and psychologically complex characterizations were echoed 

in a wide range of nineteenth-century novels that not only developed narrative 

techniques for the representation of human interiority, but also reflected and 

contributed to psychological debates of the period. As recent critics have 

demonstrated, nineteenth-century psychological novels explored new theories of 

emotion, attention, habit, selfhood, memory, trauma, consciousness, and the 

unconscious. In particular, authors such as George Eliot and Henry James were 

central figures in the growth of the psychological novel and the rise of psychological 

realism in Britain and America. Both authors drew upon their knowledge of the 

rapidly developing field of psychology to explore the inner lives and unspoken 

motives of characters in works such as Eliot’s Middlemarch (1871–72) and James’s 

Portrait of a Lady (1881). Their close family connections with two of the most 

respected psychologists of the period – George Henry Lewes (1817–78) was 

unofficially married to George Eliot, and William James (1842–1910) was Henry 

James’s brother – further shaped Eliot’s and James’s engagements with 

contemporary psychological theories. Tracing the psychology of characters through 

the use of free indirect discourse and omniscient third-person narration, their 

narratives move subtly in and out of the minds of different characters to convey their 

feelings, thoughts, and perspectives, and to suggest the intricate relationship between 

mind and body, internal motivations, and external actions. In the process, Eliot and 

James (like many of their contemporaries) put into practice some of the principles of 

nineteenth-century physiological psychology, which emphasized the material basis of 

the mind. James’s later novels are characterized by experimentation with points of 

view, interior monologues, and unreliable narrators. In works such as The Turn of the 

Screw (1898), The Ambassadors (1903), and The Golden Bowl (1904), James’s 

indirect and often elusive prose style conveys what Sharon Cameron has called the 
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“omnipresence of consciousness” (1989, Thinking in Henry James). These works 

exemplify not only James’s intense psychological focus, but also his experimentation 

with narrative techniques that link him to both the discourse of late Victorian 

psychology and the developments of modernism. 

 While some styles of psychological realism had begun to decline in popularity 

by the early twentieth century, the psychological novel was far from having “run its 

course”. In a 1907 lecture later published as “Creative Writers and Day-Dreaming”, 

Sigmund Freud (1856–1939) identified the psychological novel as a distinct genre in 

which “the hero – is described from within. The author sits inside his mind, as it 

were, and looks at the other characters from outside. The psychological novel no 

doubt owes its special nature to the inclination of the modern writer to split up his 

ego, by self observation, into many”. Drawing upon psychological theories of 

memory and consciousness, the psychological novel eventually became central to the 

development of literary modernism. The emergence of the memory sciences in the 

latter half of the nineteenth century, including French philosopher and psychologist 

Henri Bergson’s (1859–1941) identification of mémoire pure (i.e., “pure memories” 

that are experienced involuntarily rather than intentionally recollected), coincided 

with a steadily increasing literary interest in portraying the unpredictable vagaries of 

memory and consciousness that had begun in the final decades of the nineteenth 

century. William James’s analysis of “desultory memory” and Lewes’s coinage of 

the term “stream of consciousness” corresponded to literary attempts to replicate the 

experience of consciousness – to convey its paradoxical combination of continuity 

and change – through language. Early twentieth-century writers such as Marcel 

Proust, James Joyce, Dorothy Richardson, Virginia Woolf and William Faulkner 

fused their experiments in literary form with these new understandings of the mind. 

For example, in the multivolume À la recherche du temps perdu (1913–27, 

Remembrance of Things Past), Proust explores “pure” or involuntary memory – 

including, most famously, the role of the senses in triggering memories. Early 

twentieth-century psychological novels were frequently narrated from within the 

minds of individual characters, employing first person narration combined with 

interior monologue to trace the intrusions of fugitive memories, thoughts, 

associations, and perceptions in the experience of consciousness. In addition to 

Proust’s semi-autobiographical fictional memoir, Richardson’s multivolume 

Pilgrimage (1915–38), Joyce’s Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man (1914–15) and 
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Ulysses (1922), Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway (1925) and To the Lighthouse (1927), and 

Faulkner’s The Sound and the Fury (1929) all experiment with portraying the 

evanescence of thought, thereby developing the literary form that author May 

Sinclair first described in a 1918 review of Richardson’s fiction as “a stream of 

consciousness, going on and on” (“Novels of Dorothy Richardson”). Although these 

literary attempts to reproduce the experience of consciousness drew most directly 

upon the theories of Bergson (1896, Matter and Memory) and William James (1890, 

Principles of Psychology), they also coincided with (and, in the later works, drew 

inspiration from) Freud’s revolutionary theories of selfhood and the unconscious. 

 Although Proust, Richardson, and Joyce all published their groundbreaking 

narratives in the years between 1913 and 1915, Joyce’s Portrait offered the most 

radical departure from previous fictional forms. Immersing the reader in the 

fragmented thoughts and memories of a child, Joyce’s opening language provides no 

explanatory critical framework, no traditional narrative frame, no recognizable entry 

point – only the abrupt immediacy of mental perceptions and sensations. Even more 

than the publication of Portrait, however, the appearance of Joyce’s Ulysses in 1922 

reconceived the psychological novel through its revolutionary linguistic rendering of 

the mind. Tracing the “labyrinth of consciousness” through three central characters, 

and transpiring within the period of a single day, Ulysses has been hailed as “the 

fountain-head of the modern psychological novel” (Leon Edel, The Modern 

Psychological Novel). If Ulysses offers an immersion in the playful fluidity of 

waking consciousness, Joyce’s notoriously elusive final novel, Finnegans Wake 

(1939), probes the nocturnal, unconscious mind, weaving a dense linguistic tapestry 

of dream associations and allusions, puns and portmanteau words that assault the 

boundaries of the psychological novel’s coherence and form. 

3.3 Fyodor Dostoyevsky: Life and Works: 

 When Fyodor Mikhailovich Dostoyevsky (11 November 1821 – 9 February 

1881) wrote Crime and Punishment in the mid-1860s, he was already a well-known 

author. He lived in near-poverty and was in debts due to his addiction to gambling. 

Born in Moscow in 1821, he was the second child in a family that consisted of seven 

children. The family’s life was unhappy: Dostoyevsky’s father, a doctor, was a strict 

disciplinarian; his mother, a meek woman, died when the boy was sixteen. Young 

Dostoyevsky was a voracious reader, and he enthusiastically read Russian, French, 
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and German novels. However, his father insisted that Dostoyevsky study 

engineering, and from 1838 to 1843 Dostoyevsky was trained in this subject at the 

military engineering academy in St. Petersburg. During this time Fyodor’s father was 

murdered by one of his serfs, an incident that had a profound impact on Fyodor.  

 In the mid-1840s Dostoyevsky began his literary career, writing several short 

stories and novellas, including “The Double” (1846). The concept of the “double” – 

the notion that a person may have a divided personality, symbolized by a good or 

evil “twin” – reflected in several of his later works, including Crime and Punishment. 

His early published works brought Dostoyevsky some recognition. In 1848 

Dostoyevsky joined a group of radical intellectuals (known as the “Petrashevsky 

Circle” after their leader, Mikhail Petrashevsky). The group discussed literary and 

political ideas and advocated reforming the autocratic tsarist government. 

Dostoyevsky and several of his friends were arrested for treason, tried, and sentenced 

to death. Just as they were lined up in front of the firing squad, a messenger arrived 

with news that the tsar had commuted the death sentence to a term of hard labor in 

Siberia. Dostoyevsky later used this event in Crime and Punishment and in other 

works. During his five years in prison, Dostoyevsky came to know many of the 

prisoners, the great majority of whom were ordinary criminals rather than political 

prisoners. Through his dealings with them, the writer developed an understanding of 

the criminal mentality/psychology and the Russian soul. His political views also 

changed. He rejected his earlier pro-Western liberal-socialist ideas and instead 

embraced a specifically Russian brand of Christianity. His prison experiences 

provided the material for his later book The House of the Dead (1861). 

 Dostoyevsky was released from prison camp in 1854, then he had to spend a few 

years in Siberia as an army private. He returned to St. Petersburg in 1859 and 

resumed his literary career. In the early 1860s he traveled extensively in Europe. 

However, he was troubled by personal misfortune, including the death of his wife 

and his brother, with whom he edited a literary journal. He also was afflicted by 

epilepsy, a condition little understood at that time. Moreover, he could not stop his 

compulsive gambling habit, and he found himself on the verge of poverty. His 

writing during this period was stimulated not only by an intense desire to express 

important ideas but also by a need to earn money. In 1864 he wrote Notes from 

Underground, whose narrator is a self-confessed “sick ... spiteful ... unattractive 

man,” an embittered character who resents society. Immediately after this book, 
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Dostoyevsky started work on Crime and Punishment (1865-66), regarded as his first 

true masterpiece. Important Russian critics praised the work, and Dostoyevsky was 

acclaimed as one of Russia’s most significant writers and thinkers. However, he still 

faced financial crisis, and the next year he wrote, in just one month, a novella called 

The Gambler in order to pay his debts. He subsequently married the stenographer to 

whom he had dictated the work, Anna Snitkina. She helped reform his life, and they 

lived abroad for several years. Foremost among his later novels are The Idiot (1869), 

The Possessed (also translated as The Devils, 1871), and The Brothers Karamazov 

(1880). With Crime and Punishment, these books express the essence of 

Dostoyevsky’s social and moral philosophy and his insight into human character. In 

the last decade of his life, Dostoyevsky finally gained critical acclaim, social 

prestige, and financial security. He died in St. Petersburg in 1881. 

 Dostoyevsky’s reputation and his influence remain strong to the present day. 

Almost all his books have been translated into English and are in print. His insights 

into the complexities of human psychology anticipated the theories of Sigmund 

Freud and other early psychologists. Indeed, Freud acknowledged Dostoyevsky’s 

importance in this field. Later novelists as diverse as Robert Louis Stevenson, Franz 

Kafka, Albert Camus, and Iris Murdoch all drew inspiration from Dostoyevsky’s 

themes and characters, while Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn carries on with Dostoyevsky’s 

unique brand of Russian nationalism and Christianity. Filmmakers like Ingmar 

Bergman and Woody Allen have also acknowledged a debt to Dostoyevsky in their 

views of human nature. With his contemporary Leo Tolstoy, Dostoyevsky is today 

regarded as one of the two greatest nineteenth-century Russian novelists and indeed 

as one of the most important novelists of any nation or period. 

 When the first episodes of Crime and Punishment appeared in the journal 

Russian Messenger in January of 1866, its debt-ridden author, Fyodor Mikhailovich 

Dostoyevsky, had not yet finished writing the novel. However, even before the entire 

work had appeared in serial form, the novel was a great public success. Early Russian 

readers and critics recognized that, artistically and socially, Crime and Punishment 

was one of the most important novels of its time, and it was widely discussed. 

 Broadly speaking, Crime and Punishment is the story of a murder, set in the city 

of St. Petersburg, then the Russian capital. It is not, however, a murder mystery: we 

know the murderer’s identity right from the very beginning of the novel. Moreover, 

although Dostoyevsky depicts the crime and the environment in which it takes place 
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with great realism, he is more interested in the psychology of the murderer than in 

the external details of the crime. 

 Like many of the great nineteenth-century novelists, Dostoyevsky often uses a 

series of incredible coincidences to move the plot forward. His use of parable and of 

dream sequences is also original and remarkable. Further, Dostoyevsky creates a 

gallery of memorable characters, including the proud and tormented ex-student 

Raskolnikov and his two murder victims; the drunken civil servant Marmeladov and 

his daughter, the meek prostitute Sonya, whose love helps to redeem Raskolnikov; 

Raskolnikov’s devoted sister, mother, and best friend (Dunya, Pulkheria 

Aleksandrovna, and Razhumikhin); Dunya’s scheming suitor Luzhin and the sinister 

Svidrigailov; and the canny police investigator, Porfiry Petrovich. Finally, beyond its 

powerful plot and colorful characters, Crime and Punishment is marked by its 

insightful treatment of several major themes. Among other things, the book is an 

expose of social conditions in nineteenth-century Russia, a satirical analysis of 

liberal and radical politics, and a religious call for redemption through suffering. As 

an intensely dramatic study of the nature of good and evil, it is commonly considered 

the quintessential Russian novel. 

3.4 Plot Summary of Crime and Punishment: 

 As the novel Crime and Punishment begins, a poor student named Rodion 

Raskolnikov sets out to visit a pawnbroker (Alyona Ivanovna) in a poor suburb of St. 

Petersburg, the Russian capital. This visit helps him as a trial run (rehearsal) for a 

horrible mission: Raskolnikov plans to murder and rob the old woman. After the 

visit, Raskolnikov feels miserable, so he stops at a tavern for a drink. There he meets 

a drunkard named Marmeladov who tells him how his daughter Sonya became a 

prostitute to support her family. Raskolnikov helps Marmeladov home, and he is 

touched by the pathetic scene of poverty he sees there. After leaving the family some 

money, he returns to his small room. 

 The next day, Raskolnikov receives a letter from his mother. She informs him 

that Raskolnikov’s sister Dunya is set to marry a bachelor named Luzhin. 

Raskolnikov realizes that his mother and sister are counting on Luzhin to give 

Raskolnikov financial assistance after the wedding. As he sees it, Dunya is 

sacrificing herself for her brother, a sacrifice that reminds him of Sonya’s 

prostitution. He berates himself for his passivity. Soon afterwards, he falls asleep, 
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and he dreams of watching a peasant beat an overburdened horse to death. When he 

awakens, he articulates for the first time his plan to kill the pawnbroker with an axe. 

Hearing that the pawnbroker’s sister (Lizaveta) would be away from their apartment 

the next evening, he realizes that the time to execute his plan has arrived. The murder 

itself does not take place as per his plan. Lizaveta, the pawnbroker’s sister, returns 

home unexpectedly, and Raskolnikov kills her too. Distraught, he finds only a few 

valuable items, and he is nearly discovered by two of the pawnbroker’s clients who 

knock at the door. When they leave momentarily, Raskolnikov slips out of the 

apartment undetected. 

 During the next few days, Raskolnikov alternates between lucidity and delirium. 

He feels torn between an impulse to confess his crime and an impulse to resist arrest. 

He begins a game of cat-and-mouse with the examining magistrate, Porfiry 

Petrovich. Porfiry has read an article written by Raskolnikov in which Raskolnikov 

expounds the theory that a few select individuals may have the right to commit 

crimes if they think it necessary to attain special goals. Raskolnikov now explains his 

theory to Porfiry, beginning with the idea that there are two categories of people in 

the world – the masses and the elite. 

 The first group, that is the material, are, generally speaking, by nature staid 

and conservative, they live in obedience and like it. In my opinion they ought 

to obey because that is their destiny, and there is nothing at all degrading to 

them in it. The second group are all law-breakers and transgressors, or are 

inclined that way, in the measure of their capacities. The aims of these people 

are, of course, relative and very diverse; for the most part they require, in 

widely different contexts, the destruction of what exists in the name of better 

things. But if it is necessary for one of them, for the fulfillment of his ideas, to 

march over corpses, or wade through blood, then in my opinion he may in all 

conscience authorize himself to wade through blood – in proportion, however, 

to his idea and the degree of its importance – mark that. It is in that sense only 

that I speak in my article of their right to commit crime. 

 Porfiry wonders whether Raskolnikov might consider himself to be an 

“extraordinary man,” and if so, whether the murder of the pawnbroker could be 

connected with his cynical theory. Porfiry hints that he suspects Raskolnikov of the 

murder, but he avoids making definitive accusations at first, thus keeping 

Raskolnikov on edge. 
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 While this covert duel between Raskolnikov and Porfiry Petrovich continues, 

Dostoyevsky develops several subplots. In an accident, Marmeladov is run over by a 

carriage, and when Raskolnikov takes the dying man home, he sees Sonya. Struck by 

her image of humble self-sacrifice, he feels drawn to her. In the meantime, 

Raskolnikov’s sister Dunya breaks off her engagement to Luzhin, who has become 

insufferably demanding. Yet she now must contend with a new pursuer, her former 

employer Svidrigailov. Svidrigailov is rumored to have abused young women and to 

have beaten his wife. He had made advances to Dunya when she worked for him, and 

his scandalous behavior had unjustly given her a bad reputation. Now he turns up 

again. 

 Haunted by continuing anxiety, Raskolnikov makes two important visits to 

Sonya’s apartment. In the first visit, he alternates between antagonizing her and 

seeking her sympathy. He wonders how she could go on living despite her 

humiliating profession. It occurs to him that the answer may lie in religion. He asks 

Sonya to read aloud the Gospel account (a part from the Bible) of the raising of 

Lazarus. This story of a dead man restored to life perhaps suggests to Raskolnikov 

that he too may someday be able to return to normal life. He tells Sonya that on his 

next visit he will disclose to her the murderer’s identity. 

 During his second visit, Raskolnikov reveals to Sonya his awful crime. The 

moment of confession takes place without words. In a scene that lucidly recalls the 

original murder of the pawnbroker and Lizaveta, Raskolnikov looks into Sonya’s 

eyes, and she reacts with the same terror he had seen on Lizaveta’s face. In an 

instant, she perceives his guilt. Instead of turning away with horror, though, she 

embraces him and shows that she understands how much he suffers. Her selfless 

acceptance of his suffering gives Raskolnikov new strength. He tells her that he 

committed the murder to find out whether he was someone special, someone with the 

right to step over conventional codes of behavior. He now asks her what to do. She 

tells him to go to the crossroads, kiss the earth, and make a public confession. God 

will then send him new life. Yet Raskolnikov is not ready to surrender, and he leaves 

her apartment in a renewed state of indecision. 

 Unknown to Raskolnikov and Sonya, Svidrigailov had been eavesdropping on 

their last conversation, and he attempts to use Raskolnikov’s confession as a tool to 

win Dunya’s love. In other words, Svidrigailov decides to blackmail Dunya. He tells 

her that he knows of Raskolnikov’s crime, and he indicates that he will save 
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Raskolnikov if she gives herself to him. She tries to leave the room, but he has 

locked the door. She takes a revolver out of her pocket, and while he taunts her to 

shoot him, she pulls the trigger twice. The first bullet misses, and then the gun 

misfires. Although Svidrigailov gives her the opportunity to shoot again, Dunya 

throws the gun down. Svidrigailov hopes that she will now surrender to him, but she 

tells him that she will never love him, and he lets her go. Frustrated by her rejection, 

Svidrigailov spends a fitful night in a cheap hotel. A series of dreams reveals to him 

the extent of his internal corruption. In the morning, he leaves the hotel and shoots 

himself in front of an astonished watchman. 

 On that same day, Raskolnikov resolves to turn himself in to the police. He 

makes a final visit to Sonya and goes to the police station. Crossing a public square, 

he recalls Sonya’s words about confessing to the world. He falls to his knees and 

kisses the ground. The mockery of the bystanders, however, stops his impulse to 

make a public confession, so he moves on to the police station. There he learns that 

Svidrigailov has committed suicide. He begins to leave the station, perhaps feeling 

the lure of suicide himself. Outside the building, however, he sees Sonya looking at 

him in anguish. He reenters the station and declares in a loud voice: “It was I who 

killed the old woman and her sister Lizaveta....” 

Epilogue 

 The novel’s epilogue focuses on Raskolnikov’s experiences as a convict in 

Siberia. Raskolnikov initially feels a deep sense of detachment from his fellow 

prisoners. During Lent and Easter, he falls ill, and he has a strange dream in which 

everyone in the world becomes infected with a disease that causes each person to 

believe that he or she is the sole bearer of truth. The deluded people kill each other, 

and the world heads toward total collapse. After recuperating from his illness, 

Raskolnikov walks to a riverbank and gazes at the landscape. Sonya appears at his 

side. Suddenly, Raskolnikov is seized with an entirely new sensation of love and 

compassion. Both he and Sonya realize that something profound has occurred within 

his soul. Love has raised him from the dead, and he will become a new man. 

Dostoyevsky concludes his novel by stating that the story of Raskolnikov’s 

regeneration might be the subject of a new tale, but that the present one has ended. 
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3.5 Major and Minor Characters in Crime and Punishment: 

Pulkheria Aleksandrovna 

 Raskolnikov’s mother. She is forty-three years old widow, but her face “still 

retains traces of her former beauty.” When she arrives in St. Petersburg with her 

daughter Dunya and meets Raskolnikov (whom she has not seen for three years) she 

is deeply concerned about him. She finds his behavior strange, and she worries about 

him. Raskolnikov is embarrassed (among other things) by his mother’s attention. In 

his final meeting with his mother, Raskolnikov reveals his love for her but does not 

tell her about his crime. However, with a mother’s intuition, she is more aware of 

what is happening to her son than he realizes. 

Alyona Ivanovna 

 A pawnbroker whom Raskolnikov murders. In Raskolnikov’s eyes this widow is 

a suspicious, miserly old woman who preys on unfortunate people who are forced to 

pawn their few possessions with her. Raskolnikov considers that she is a “vile, 

harmful louse” who is no good to anyone and who only causes pain and suffering to 

others (including her simple-minded sister, Lizaveta Ivanovna). Therefore, for 

Raskolnikov, her murder is justified. However, Dostoyevsky suggests that the 

murder of even such an unsympathetic character is a crime against humanity. 

Katerina Ivanovna 

 The wife of Marmeladov. The daughter of a military officer, she was a poor 

widow when she met Marmeladov, and since her marriage to Marmeladov she has 

been reduced to total poverty. She has three children from her previous marriage. She 

is “a thin, rather tall woman, with a good figure and beautiful chestnut hair.” 

Raskolnikov guesses that she is about thirty years old. She suffers from tuberculosis 

and has been driven to despair by her husband’s drunkenness and extreme poverty. 

In this piteous state she abuses her children, and on her deathbed she refuses to 

forgive Marmeladov for his irresponsibility. After her husband’s death, she retreats 

into the fantasy that she has an aristocratic background. She dies shortly thereafter. 

Lizaveta Ivanovna 

 The simple-minded younger half-sister of the pawnbroker Alyona Ivanovna. 

Raskolnikov kills Lizaveta when Lizaveta unexpectedly enters the apartment where 

Raskolnikov has just murdered Alyona Ivanovna. Ironically, Raskolnikov had earlier 
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expressed some sympathy for Lizaveta because she was abused by her sister, Alyona 

Ivanovna. Raskolnikov had learned that Alyona would be alone when he overheard 

Lizaveta talking to someone in the market. Curiously, his unpremeditated killing of 

the innocent Lizaveta plays little part in his subsequent feelings of guilt. He later 

learns that Lizaveta was a friend of Sonya Marmeladova. 

Andrei Semyonovich Lebezyatnikov 

 A former student of Luzhin. Lebezyatnikov belongs to a radical Utopian orga-

nization. Luzhin attempts to enlist him as a witness when he accuses Sonya of 

robbery. However, Lebezyatnikov realizes that Luzhin has framed Sonya, and he 

speaks up on her behalf and tells the truth. Dostoyevsky ridicules Lebezyatnikov’s 

naive political ideas, but the character is commended for his basic honesty and 

decency. 

Pyotr Petrovich Luzhin 

 The manipulative fiance of Raskolnikov’s sister, Dunya. Luzhin is related to 

Svidrigailov and Svidrigailov’s wife, Marfa Petrovna, for whom Dunya previously 

had worked as a governess. In his early forties, Luzhin is depicted as a self-important 

dandy with uncertain government connections. He clearly does not love Dunya, and 

his motives for marriage are suspicious. After a brief acquaintance, he has arranged 

for Raskolnikov’s sister and mother (Dunya and Pulkheria Aleksandrovna) to follow 

him to St. Petersburg. However, his arrangements are not good. Raskolnikov 

spontaneously dislikes Luzhin and insults him. Raskolnikov firmly decides to stop 

his sister’s marriage to a man whom he regards as a hypocrite and an opportunist. 

Luzhin later falsely accuses Sonya of having robbed him, but the charges are 

disproven and Luzhin is humiliated. For Dostoyevsky, Luzhin embodies 

superficiality and corruption. 

Semyon Zaharovitch Marmeladov 

 A drunkard civil servant; the father of Sonya and the husband of Katerina 

Ivanovna. In the novel’s second chapter, Raskolnikov encounters Marmeladov in a 

tavern, where Marmeladov tells him the story of his degeneration. Despite his 

drunkenness, Marmeladov is intelligent and perceptive, but he has abandoned his job 

and lost all self-respect. Consequently, his family has fallen into utter poverty, and 

his daughter Sonya has resorted to prostitution in order to support them. Marmeladov 

is fully aware of his irresponsibility and its disastrous consequences for his family. 
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Indeed, he seems to take pleasure in his depravity and suffering. However, he is 

unable to change his ways and reform himself. Marmeladov is later run over by a 

carriage and is seriously injured. Raskolnikov happens to come along and has the 

older man carried to Marmeladov’s apartment, where he dies. Both comic and 

pathetic, Marmeladov is regarded as one of Raskolnikov’s “doubles.” Dostoyevsky 

may also intend him to be symptomatic of a Russian national tendency toward 

slothfulness and irrationality and an inability to reform or modernize. 

Sonya Marmeladova/ Sofya Semyonovna 

 A meek young prostitute to whom Raskolnikov first confesses his crime. The 

eighteen-year-old daughter of the drunken civil servant Semyon Marmeladov, and 

the stepdaughter of Katerina Ivanovna, Sonya has become a prostitute in order to 

help support the family. She is thin, fair-haired, and has “remarkable blue eyes.” 

Raskolnikov first learns about her from Marmeladov. Although other characters 

scorn Sonya because of her profession, Raskolnikov is drawn to her because of her 

innocence. She reads Raskolnikov the biblical passage about Jesus’s raising of 

Lazarus from the dead. She also tells Raskolnikov that she was a friend of the 

murdered woman Lizaveta. When Raskolnikov confesses that he is the murderer, 

Sonya is horrified because she realizes that he has murdered his own human spirit. 

She forgives him and urges him to go to a public place and bow down and confess 

his sin to God. Sonya follows him to Siberia. Sonya represents Dostoyevsky’s 

religious faith. Her Christianity emphasizes redemption through suffering. 

Natasya 

 Natasya is the cook and only servant of Raskolnikov’s landlady. Dostoyevsky 

describes her as a “country peasant woman, and a very talkative one.” She tells 

Raskolnikov that the landlady has been talking about calling the police because he 

has not paid his rent. She is very kind to the poor student, bringing him tea and 

urging her cabbage soup on him, rather than taking his money to buy sausage. 

Nikolay 

 Nikolay is one of the workmen. He is a house painter who confessed to the 

murderers and who is described by Porfiry as a “child ... responsive to influences.” 

His false evidence serves to distract people from suspecting Raskolnikov and 

provides Porfiry with a chance to urge Raskolnikov to make a full confession for his 

own good. 
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Porfiry Petrovich 

 A police inspector whose interviews with Raskolnikov provide much dramatic 

tension in the book. A relative of Raskolnikov’s friend Razumikhin, he is about 

thirty-five years old and pudgy. At times he seems a somewhat befuddled, comical 

character, but in fact he is extremely perceptive and intelligent. His investigative 

methods are highly unorthodox. He is more interested in criminal psychology than in 

standard police procedure or material evidence. Raskolnikov is uncertain how much 

Porfiry really knows about the crime, and he attempts to outwit the detective. 

However, Porfiry’s friendly but persistent and all-knowing manner upsets and 

confuses Raskolnikov. In the end, Raskolnikov breaks down and confesses. Porfiry’s 

emphasis on criminal psychology reflects Dostoyevsky’s own ideas and interests as a 

novelist. 

Rodion Romanovich Raskolnikov (Rodya) 

 Rodion Romanovich Raskolnikov is the central character of Crime and Punish-

ment. Also called as Rodya, he is a poverty-stricken twenty-three-year-old “ex-

student,” and he has dropped out of the university perhaps because of his inability to 

pay his fees. Apart from this, he has been suffering from a spiritual crisis. Proud, 

aloof, and scornful of humanity, at the beginning of the novel Raskolnikov has 

become obsessed with the idea that he is a “superman” and therefore not subject to 

the laws that govern ordinary humans. He has published an essay on his superman 

theory. To prove this theory, he intends to kill an old pawnbroker, whom he regards 

as worthless. However, the murder goes horribly wrong: he also kills the old 

woman’s innocent sister (Lizaveta), who stumbles upon the scene of the crime. 

Moreover, the crime fails to confirm Raskolnikov’s cool superiority. Tormented by 

feelings of guilt, he acts frantically, and he fears that his guilt will be obvious to 

others. Much of the novel centers on Raskolnikov’s irrational state of mind and the 

eccentric behavior that follows from this. On several occasions he comes close to 

boasting that he could have committed the crime, and dares others (notably the 

detective Porfiry Petrovich) to prove that he did it. He insults his friend Razumihkin 

and deliberately offends his mother and sister. However, he also acts in ways that 

show he still has a moral conscience. For example, he defends his sister against her 

scheming fiance Luzhin. He gives money to Marmeladov’s widow Katerina 

Ivanovna. He recoils in horror from the depraved Svidrigailov. Most significantly of 

all, he is drawn to the young prostitute Sonya Marmeladova, who is morally pure and 
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innocent despite her terrible life. He ultimately confesses his crime to her and begins 

his journey to redemption. The Russian word Raskol means “schism” – to split. The 

term was used to describe a split in the Russian Orthodox Church that occurred in the 

mid-1600s. Dostoyevsky’s Russian readers would have been aware of the 

significance of Raskolnikov’s name, which suggests contradictions in his own 

personality as well as his rebellion against God. In the complex Raskolnikov, Dos-

toyevsky created one of the most interesting and most human of all fictional 

characters. 

Dmitry Prokovich Razumikhin 

 Raskolnikov’s best friend. A former student himself, Razumikhin helps to nurse 

Raskolnikov back to health after the latter’s breakdown (following Raskolnikov’s 

murder of the pawnbroker and her sister). His attitude toward Raskolnikov is com-

plex: he often berates Raskolnikov, but he is also protective toward his wayward 

friend. Razumikhin falls in love with Raskolnikov’s sister, Dunya, and he 

subsequendy acts as her protector. He is a cousin of the police inspector Porfiry 

Petrovich, to whom he introduces Raskolnikov. On the surface, Razumikhin is 

himself no paragon of virtue. He is unkempt and ungainly, and when he meets 

Raskolnikov’s mother and sister after a party he is drunk. Razumikhin’s name 

derives from the Russian word for “reason”. Some critics have compared Razu-

mikhin and his role in this novel to Shakespeare’s character Horatio, the friend of 

Hamlet. 

Dunya Avdotya Romanovna 

 Raskolnikov’s sister. She bears a physical resemblance to her brother, but in 

contrast to his morbid character she is self-confident, strong, and straightforward. 

She is devoted to Raskolnikov, and initially decides to marry Pyotr Luzhin primarily 

for her brother’s financial benefit. With her mother (Pukheria Aleksandrovna), she 

unexpectedly arrives in St. Petersburg from the provinces and visits Raskolnikov. 

Raskolnikov is horrified at the thought of her loveless arranged marriage to Luzhin 

and attempts to stop it. Indirectly through Dunya, Raskolnikov also encounters 

Svidrigailov, whom Dunya earlier had served as a governess and whose intentions 

toward Dunya are not entirely honorable. Raskolnikov’s friend Razumikhin falls in 

love with Dunya and serves as her protector; he eventually marries her. 
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Arkady Ivanovich Svidrigailov 

 A mysterious wealthy landowner, Svidrigailov is a shadowy, highly ambiguous 

character. He does not appear directly until the last third of the novel, although he is 

mentioned earlier. He is about fifty years old but looks younger. His “strange face” 

resembles a mask. He has blue eyes, a blond beard and blond hair, and ruby-red lips. 

Svidrigailov’s background is thoroughly distasteful. He and his wife had employed 

Raskolnikov’s sister Dunya as a governess, and he became obsessed with her. (Marfa 

Petrovna helped to arrange Dunya’s engagement to Luzhin in order to get the girl 

away from Svidrigailov.) He confesses to Raskolnikov that his marriage to an older 

woman, Marfa Petrovna, was one of convenience. He is a shameless sensualist 

whose favorite activity was seducing young girls. There are rumors that he is 

responsible for the deaths of a servant, a girl whom he had raped, and his wife; he is 

occasionally visited by their ghosts. Svidrigailov has recently arrived in St. 

Petersburg. While lodging in the apartment next to Sonya’s, he overhears 

Raskolnikov tell Sonya that he (Raskolnikov) is a murderer. Svidrigailov sub-

sequently lets Raskolnikov know that he is aware of the young man’s secret, and he 

attempts to blackmail Raskolnikov emotionally. Yet, for all his lurid interests, 

Svidrigailov is apparently capable of compassion. He gives much-needed money to 

both Dunya and Sonya, and he arranges for Katerina Ivanovna’s children to be put in 

a good orphanage after their mother dies. (However, he hints that his motives for this 

last act may be entirely selfish.) After his last meeting with Raskolnikov he again 

attempts to seduce Dunya. When this fails, he spends a night in a run-down hotel and 

is troubled by dreams about his former victims. In the morning he goes outside, puts 

a gun to his head, and commits suicide. Svidrigailov is often considered 

Raskolnikov’s “double.” His utterly selfish, callous, and destructive nature points to 

what Raskolnikov might become if Raskolnikov were to abandon all conscience and 

follow his theories through to their logical conclusion. 

Zametov 

 The police clerk who tells Porfiry of his suspicions that Raskolnikov is the 

murderer early in the story. When Raskolnikov asks for him at the end of the novel in 

order to make his confession, he learns that Zametov is no longer there. 

Dr. Zossimov 

 Dr. Zossimov is a young physician and friend of Razumikhim who comes to 
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treat Raskolnikov. Described as “a tall fat man with a puffy, colourless, clean-shaven 

face and straight flaxen hair,” he is fashionably dressed and nonchalant in manner, 

but he is known to be excellent at his work. Dr. Zossimov continues to look after 

Raskolnikov, “his first patient,” he says, and is one of two friends to attend the 

wedding of Razumikhim and Raskolnikov’s sister. 

3.6 Themes and Other Aspects in Crime and Punishment: 

I.  Themes 

 On the surface, Crime and Punishment belongs to the popular genre known as 

the crime novel. A young man (Raskolnikov) commits a murder and then tries to 

conceal his guilt and evade arrest. In the end he confesses, is arrested, and is sent to 

prison, where he begins a process of spiritual regeneration. The novel’s suspense 

arises not only from the question “what will happen next?”, but from Dostoyevsky’s 

close and relentless examination of the murderer’s psyche. Dostoyevsky is more 

interested in important philosophical questions than in the technical police 

procedures of bringing a criminal to justice. He is also interested in the criminal’s 

motives, which are ambiguous. The title indicates Dostoyevsky’s interest in 

opposites and in the duality of human nature. The nature of guilt and innocence, the 

role of atonement and forgiveness, and the opposition of good and evil (and God and 

the Devil) all play an important thematic role in the book. While Dostoyevsky also 

examines social and political problems in the Russia of his day, his concerns are 

universal. 

Guilt and Innocence 

 In large part, Crime and Punishment is an examination of the guilty conscience. 

For Dostoyevsky, punishment is not a physical action or condition. Rather (much as 

in Milton’s epic poem Paradise Lost), punishment inherently results from an 

awareness of guilt. Guilt is the knowledge that one has done wrong and has become 

estranged from society and from God. From the very beginning of the novel, 

Raskolnikov (whose name derives from the Russian word for “schism”) suffers from 

this estrangement. In murdering the pawnbroker, he seeks to prove that he is above 

the law. But his crime only reinforces his sense that he is not a part of society. 

Although she is a prostitute, Sonya is the embodiment of innocence. Her motive in 

becoming a prostitute was not one of lust. Indeed, in all of the novel, there is no 
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indication that Sonya has any lustful or sexual inclination. On the contrary, she is 

embarrassed by, and ashamed of, her profession. In Dostoyevsky’s eyes, she is not 

guilty of any transgression. She does what she does out of sheer necessity, not out of 

any base instincts or any hope for personal gain. 

 In contrast with Sonya’s sense of shame over the life she leads, Pyotr Luzhin is 

shameless in the way he manipulates Raskolnikov’s sister and mother (Dunya and 

Pulkheria Aleksandrovna). He is guilty of emotional blackmail as well as of fraud. 

Arkady Svidrigailov is an even more “guilty” character. Luzhin’s crimes are 

calculated, whereas Svidrigailov’s crimes result from his complete surrender to his 

evil nature. Rather than facing up to his guilt and its consequences, as Raskolnikov 

does, Svidrigailov partially acknowledges his guilt but evades the consequences by 

committing suicide. Although Raskolnikov is the central figure of Crime and 

Punishment, Dostoyevsky suggests that Raskolnikov may not quite be the book’s 

most guilty criminal. Svidrigailov and Luzhin are also guilty of criminal misdeeds, 

and they are less open than Raskolnikov to the possibility of redemption. 

Atonement and Forgiveness 

 The theme of atonement and forgiveness is closely related to that of guilt and 

innocence. As Dostoyevsky’s title suggests, punishment is the only logical and 

necessary outcome of crime. Punishment, however, does not mean merely a legal 

finding and a sentence of imprisonment. In Dostoyevsky’s view, the criminal’s true 

punishment is not a sentence of imprisonment. Nor is legal punishment the definitive 

answer to crime. The criminal’s punishment results from his own conscience, his 

awareness of his guilt. However, he must not only acknowledge his guilt. The 

criminal must atone for it and must seek forgiveness. 

 Raskolnikov at first tries to rationalize his crime by offering various 

explanations to himself. Foremost among these is his “superman” theory. By 

definition, the superman theory denies any possibility of atonement. The superman 

does not need to atone, because he is permitted to commit any crime in order to 

further his own ends. Raskolnikov also rationalizes his crime by arguing that the old 

pawnbroker is of no use to anyone; in killing her, he is ridding the world of an 

unpleasant person. Driven by poverty, he also claims that he wants to use her money 

to better his position in life. In the course of the book, he comes to realize that none 

of these excuses justifies his crime. 
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 Raskolnikov’s reasons for fearing arrest are equally complex. It is clear, 

however, that without the example and the urging of Sonya, he would not be able to 

seek forgiveness. He finds it remarkable that when he confesses his crime to her, 

Sonya immediately forgives him. She urges him to bow down before God and make 

a public confession. This act of contrition, she believes, will enable him to begin to 

cleanse his soul. 

 Svidrigailov is aware of his own guilt, but he does not seek forgiveness. Unlike 

Raskolnikov, he does not believe in the possibility of forgiveness. In giving money to 

Sonya and others, he attempts a partial atonement for his sins. However, even these 

gestures are motivated partly by base self-interest. Because he is spiritually dead, he 

feels that the only atonement he can make is to commit suicide. 

Ubermensch (“Superman”) 

 Part of the motive for Raskolnikov’s crime comes from a theory that he has 

developed. In an essay that he publishes, Raskolnikov argues that humankind is 

divided into two categories: ordinary people, and geniuses or supermen. Ordinary 

people must obey the law, but “supermen” — of whom there are very few in any 

generation — are entitled to break existing laws and make their own laws. 

 Raskolnikov cites the French emperor Napoleon as the epitome of the superman 

type. He argues that Napoleon rose to power by overstepping the laws that govern 

ordinary people. Napoleon made his own laws and achieved his goals by killing tens 

of thousands of people in wars. Because Napoleon was a genius, Raskolnikov 

reasons, he was not regarded as a criminal. On the contrary, he was hailed as a hero. 

Early in Crime and Punishment, Raskolnikov has become obsessed with the notion 

that he himself is a “superman.” Therefore, he thinks, he is not subject to the laws 

that govern ordinary people. (In the original Russian text, Dostoyevsky frequently 

uses a word that means “overstepping” or “stepping over” – that is, transgressing. 

This word is closely related to the Russian word for “crime”. Raskolnikov decides to 

murder the pawnbroker Alyona Ivanovna partly to prove that he is a superman. 

However, his indecision and confusion throughout the novel indicate that he is not a 

superman. Moreover, in the course of the novel, Dostoyevsky seeks to prove that 

there is no such thing as a superman. Dostoyevsky believes that every human life is 

precious, and no one is entitled to kill. 

 Dostoyevsky’s formulation of the superman theory (through Raskolnikov) 
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clearly anticipates the ideas developed by the German philosopher Friedrich 

Nietzsche in the 1880s. For Nietzsche, the superman and his “will to power” were 

supreme ideals. Christianity stood in the way of the superman, and Nietzsche scorned 

Christianity as a “slave morality.” Dostoyevsky’s view of the superman is absolutely 

opposed to Nietzsche’s. For Dostoyevsky, following the “superman” theory to its 

natural conclusion inevitably leads to death, destruction, chaos, and misery. Rather 

than seeing Christianity as a “slave mentality,” Dostoyevsky views it as the true 

vision of the human place in the world and of the human relationship with God. In 

Dostoyevsky’s view, all people are valued in the eyes of God. 

II.  Style: 

Narrative 

 Crime and Punishment is written in the third person. However, Dostoyevsky’s 

narrative focus shifts throughout the novel. Crime and Punishment is widely credited 

as the first psychological novel and in many passages, Dostoyevsky is concerned 

with the state of mind of the central character, Rodion Romanovich Raskolnikov. In 

these passages – including those that relate Raskolnikov’s brooding, the murder 

itself, and his encounters with the inspector Porfiry Petrovich – Dostoyevsky puts us 

inside Raskolnikov’s head. We view the action from Raskolnikov’s viewpoint and 

share his often-disordered and contradictory thoughts. These passages read more like 

a first-person confession than a detached third-person fictional narrative. At the same 

time, he describes exterior events with clear realism. 

 Critics have pointed out that Dostoyevsky is essentially a dramatic novelist. He 

does not so much tell a story as enact it. Crime and Punishment is full of dramatic 

scenes, of which Raskolnikov’s murder of the pawnbroker is only one. There are also 

a number of dramatic confrontations between characters. Dostoyevsky’s characters 

rarely have calm discussions; rather, they have fierce arguments and verbal duels. 

Generally (but not always) Raskolnikov is at one end of these confrontations. At the 

other, in various scenes, are his friend Razumikhin, his sister and mother, his sister’s 

corrupt suitor Luzhin, the police investigator Porfiry Petrovich, the innocent 

prostitute Sonya, and the cynical landowner Svidrigailov. These duels and pairings 

help to illustrate the idea of the double. 

Structure 

 Crime and Punishment is divided into six parts plus an epilogue. Each part is 
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broken further into several chapters. For the most part, each chapter centers around a 

self-contained dramatic episode. We should keep in mind that much of this episodic 

structure is attributable to the fact that Crime and Punishment was written for se-

rialization in a magazine. Magazine readers wanted each installment to be complete 

in itself and to contain colorful dramatic incidents. Many chapters end with the 

sudden, unexpected arrival of a new character. By introducing such developments at 

the end of many of the chapters, Dostoyevsky maintained a high level of suspense. 

He knew that his readers would be curious to know what would happen in the next 

chapter and that they would look forward to the next installment. Moreover, an 

unresolved complication at the end of a particular chapter would also stimulate 

Dostoyevsky to write the next chapter. This method of writing helps account for the 

numerous abrupt shifts in the plot focus. 

III.  Setting 

 The action of the book takes place in St. Petersburg, the capital city of Russia, in 

the summer of 1865. (The brief epilogue is set in Siberia.) Crime and Punishment is 

a distinctly urban novel. In choosing a definite urban setting, Dostoyevsky was 

paving new ground for Russian fiction. His Russian predecessors and contemporaries 

such as Gogol, Turgenev, and Tolstoy generally set their stories on country estates. 

In confining the action of his novel entirely to St. Petersburg, Dostoyevsky was 

imitating the English author Charles Dickens, who set his well-known stories in the 

British capital, London. Moreover, St. Petersburg is not just a backdrop, but it is an 

integral part of the novel. Dostoyevsky recreates St. Petersburg’s neighborhoods and 

its streets, bridges, and canals with great realism. In his narrative, Dostoyevsky does 

not give the full street names, but uses only abbreviations. (In the very first 

paragraph, for example, he refers to “S—Lane” and “K—n Bridge.”) Readers who 

were familiar with St. Petersburg would probably have been able to identify most of 

these specific locations. 

 Much of the action takes place indoors, generally in small tenement apartments. 

With these settings, Dostoyevsky creates a tense, claustrophobic atmosphere. For 

example, in the weeks before he commits the murders, Raskolnikov has been lying in 

his small room and brooding. He retreats to this room after the murders, occasionally 

leaving to wander the city’s streets. 

 Most of the book’s main characters are not natives of St. Petersburg, but have 
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come to the city from Russia’s remote rural provinces. Thus, they are not at ease in 

this urban setting. Provincial Russians might normally regard the capital city, created 

by Peter the Great as Russia’s “window on the West,” as a place of opportunity. 

However, for Raskolnikov, Katerina Ivanovna, Svidrigailov, and other characters, the 

city turns out to be a destination of last resort, a place where their diminished 

expectations are finally played out. (Svidrigailov remarks that “there aren’t many 

places where there are as many gloomy, harsh and strange influences on the soul of 

man as there are in St. Petersburg.”) This sense of the city as a dead-end is 

emphasized by the settings. The apartments where Raskolnikov and the 

Marmeladovs live are so small that there is scarcely enough space for a small group 

of visitors. Moreover, at several points in the novel, characters are threatened with 

eviction and fear that they will wind up on the streets. At the end of the book, 

Katerina Ivanovna and her children beg on the streets by singing and dancing. 

 Most readers tend to think of Russia as a “winter” country, with lots of snow 

and cold weather. Dostoyevsky contradicts these expectations by setting his story 

during an unusual summer heat wave. The heat and humidity add to the general sense 

of discomfort that pervades the narrative. They also reflect and reinforce the feverish 

state that afflicts Raskolnikov throughout the book. 

Coincidence 

 Like many other important nineteenth-century novelists, Dostoyevsky does not 

hesitate to use coincidence to advance the plot. Indeed, many of the crucial 

developments in Crime and Punishment depend on sheer coincidences that seem 

highly unlikely to the modem reader. However, coincidence was an accepted literary 

convention of the period. Dostoyevsky does not attempt to explain away his 

coincidences, but on the contrary he simply states them as matters of fact. He uses 

this technique as a short cut to bring together certain characters and set up dramatic 

situations. 

 While he is walking down the street, Raskolnikov comes upon the scene of an 

accident. The accident victim turns out to be Marmeladov, a drunken civil servant 

whom he had met earlier in the novel. Marmeladov has been run over by a horse-

drawn carriage. Raskolnikov takes charge of the situation and has Marmeladov 

carried home, where the injured man dies. This coincidence leads to Raskolnikov’s 

first meeting with Marmeladov’s daughter Sonya, who has turned to prostitution to 
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support the poverty-stricken family. Drawn to Sonya by her meek nature and pure 

heart, Raskolnikov will later confess to her. In another coincidence, Sonya turns out 

to have been a friend of Lizaveta. This disclosure serves to increase Raskolnikov’s 

sense of guilt and further points up Sonya’s selflessness. 

 It is also purely coincidence that the scheming Luzhin happens to be living 

temporarily in the same building as Katerina Ivanovna. This makes plausible his 

appearance at Katerina’s funeral party and his attempt to frame Sonya for robbery. 

Later, Svidrigailov just happens by coincidence to be renting the apartment next door 

to Sonya’s apartment. Thus, he is able to overhear Raskolnikov’s murder confession. 

Svidrigailov’s awareness of Raskolnikov’s guilty secret helps set into motion another 

chain of events. There are many more such coincidences in the course of the story. 

That such coincidences involving a relatively small number of characters would 

occur in a large city like St. Petersburg is almost unbelievable. However, Dos-

toyevsky’s narrative has such dramatic force that the reader is able to overlook the 

implausibility of these coincidences. 

IV.  Symbolism and Imagery 

 As already discussed, Dostoyevsky’s literary technique mixes narrative realism, 

dramatic scenes, and psychological analysis. He also uses symbolism and imagery, 

not so much for aesthetic effect as to emphasize certain points about his characters’ 

psychology. One of his main symbolic devices is the pairing of certain characters. 

Early in his writing career, Dostoyevsky formulated the idea of the “double.” That is, 

he believed that there may be two sides to a human personality. In giving a character 

like Raskolnikov several “doubles,” Dostoyevsky emphasizes certain aspects of 

Raskolnikov’s personality by contrasting him with these “doubles.” 

 Among Raskolnikov’s symbolic “doubles” are Marmeladov, Razumikhin, 

Dunya, Sonya, and Svidrigailov. Where Raskolnikov is obsessed with a theory, 

Marmeladov lives entirely by impulse. Where Raskolnikov is extreme, Razumikhin 

is reasonable. (The Russian word razum means “reason.”) Raskolnikov cuts himself 

off from his family while his sister Dunya is completely dedicated to the family. 

Sonya too sacrifices herself for her family. Furthermore, her meekness and faith con-

trast with Raskolnikov’s pride and his rejection of God. Raskolnikov is literally 

sickened by his crime and does not give any indication that he will commit more 

murders, whereas Svidrigailov takes pleasure in his criminal lust and persists in it. 



 

 69

 Appropriately enough, blood and blood imagery pervades the book. Before he 

commits the murder, Raskolnikov has a horrific nightmare in which a group of 

drunken men flog “a little grey mare” to death. The notion of “shedding blood” be-

comes quite literal. Raskolnikov’s murder of the pawnbroker and her sister with an 

axe is naturally a bloody act. As he attempts to escape notice, Raskolnikov becomes 

obsessed with the idea that he is covered in blood and that this will give him away. 

Toward the end of the novel, his sister Dunya tells him that “you have blood on your 

hands”; Raskolnikov defiantly replies that the world is covered in blood. It can be 

noted, as well, that the novel’s blood imagery is paralleled by frequent references to 

tears. 

 Dostoyevsky uses dreams to give insight into his characters’ psychology, as well 

as for symbolic purposes. Critics have debated the meaning of Raskolnikov’s 

nightmare about the horse, mentioned above. As well as indicating his tormented 

state of mind, this nightmare may also symbolize the brutality of murder and the 

helplessness of the innocent. In the book’s epilogue, in Siberia, Raskolnikov dreams 

that the world is swept by a terrible plague that turns people mad. This dream is 

generally believed to symbolize what would happen if all people rejected traditional 

morality and acted out Raskolnikov’s “superman” theory. Svidrigailov, too, has 

terrible dreams and claims that he has seen the ghosts of his deceased wife and of a 

servant. The night before he kills himself, he dreams about a little girl whom he has 

victimized. In this dream, he sees the moral consequences of his crimes. 

3.7 Glossary and Notes: 

bildungsroman: Sometimes called the “novel of education,” the bildungsroman 

focuses on the growth of a young protagonist who is learning about the world 

and finding his or her place in life; typical examples are James Joyce’s A 

Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man (1914-1915, serial; 1916, book) and 

Thomas Wolfe’s Look Homeward, Angel (1929). 

doppelgänger: A double or counterpart of a person, sometimes endowed with 

ghostly qualities. A fictional character’s doppelgänger often reflects a 

suppressed side of his or her personality. One of the classic examples of the 

doppelgänger motif is found in Fyodor Dostoevski’s novella Dvoynik (1846; 

The Double, 1917); Isaac Bashevis Singer and Jorge Luis Borges, among others, 

offer striking modern treatments of the Doppelganger. 
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epistolary novel: A novel made up of letters by one or more fictional characters. 

Samuel Richardson’s Pamela: Or, Virtue Rewarded (1740-1741) is a well-

known eighteenth century example. In the nineteenth century, Bram Stoker’s 

Dracula (1897) is largely epistolary. The technique allows for several different 

points of view to be presented. 

modernism: An international movement in the arts that began in the early years of 

the twentieth century. Although the term is used to describe artists of widely 

varying persuasions, modernism in general was characterized by its international 

idiom, by its interest in cultures distant in space or time, by its emphasis on 

formal experimentation, and by its sense of dislocation and radical change. 

point of view: The means by which the story is presented to the reader, or, as Percy 

Lubbock says in The Craft of Fiction (1921), “the relation in which the narrator 

stands to the story” – a relation that Lubbock claims governs the craft of fiction. 

Some of the questions the critical reader should ask concerning point of view are 

the following: Who talks to the reader? From what position does the narrator tell 

the story? At what distance does he or she place the reader from the story? What 

kind of person is he or she? How fully is he or she characterized? How reliable 

is he or she? 

psychological criticism: While much  modern literary criticism reflects to some 

degree the impacts of Sigmund Freud, Carl Jung, Jacques Lacan, and other 

psychological theorists, the term “psychological criticism” suggests a strong 

emphasis on a causal relation between the writer’s psychological state, variously 

interpreted, and his or her works. A notable example of psychological criticism 

is Norman Fruman’s Coleridge, the Damaged Archangel (1971). 

stream of consciousness: The depiction of the thought processes of a character, 

insofar as this is possible, without any mediating structures. The metaphor of 

consciousness as a “stream” suggests a rush of thoughts and images governed by 

free association rather than by strictly rational development. The term “stream 

of consciousness” is often used loosely as a synonym for interior monologue. 

The most celebrated example of stream of consciousness in fiction is the 

monologue of Molly Bloom in James Joyce’s Ulysses (1922); other notable 

practitioners of the stream-of-consciousness technique include Dorothy 

Richardson, Virginia Woolf, and William Faulkner. 
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3.8 Check Your Progress:  

Answer in one word/ phrase/ sentence. 

a.  In which journal Dostoyevsky’s Crime and Punishment was first published? 

b.  What is the name of Dunya’s former employer who is constantly trying to 

seduce her? 

c.  At his confession, what does Raskolnikov ask Sonya to read from the Bible? 

d.  What is the name of the pawnbroker’s step-sister? 

e.  In which city the action of Crime and Punishment takes place? 

f.  Who is Arkady Svidrigailov? 

g.  Who is Lizaveta Ivanovna? 

h.  What are names of the painters who were working at the scene of crime? 

i.  Who is Pyotr Luzhin? 

j.  What is the name of the investigating officer of the ‘crime’ who is also 

Razumikhin’s relative? 

k.  What is the name of a doctor who attends Rakolnikov during his illness? 

3.9 Answers to Check Your Progress: 

a.  Crime and Punishment was first published in the literary journal The Russian 

Messenger in twelve monthly installments during 1866 

b.  Svidrigailov 

c.  Raskolnikov asked Sonya to read The raising of Lazarus from the Bible. 

d.  Lizaveta Ivanovna. 

e.  St. Petersburg 

f.  Svidrigailov- Dounia’s former employer, who follows her to St. Petersburg. 

g.  Lizaveta Ivanovna is the pawn-broker Alyona Ivanova’s half-sister. 

h.  Nikolai and Dmitri  

i.  Luzhin is the manipulative fiancé of Raskolnikov’s sister Dunya. He is related to 

Svidrigailov and his wife, Marfa Petrovna, for whom Dunya had worked as a 
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governess. 

j.  Porfiry Petrovitch. 

k.  Doctor Zossimov. 

 

3.10 Exercises: 

A.  Answer the following questions 

i.  Consider Crime and Punishment as an instance of psychological fiction. 

ii. “The psychological novel is traditionally undertood as a genre of prose 

fiction that focuses intensively on the interior life of characters, 

representing their subjective thoughts, feelings, memories and desires”. 

Discuss the statement with appropriate examples. 

iii.  Examine the plot structure of Crime and Punishment. 

iv.  Discuss the role of Sonya as a ‘pure prostitute’ in Crime and Punishment. 

B.  Short Notes 

i.  Raskolnikov’s theory of “ubermensch” (“superman”) 

ii.  The character of Porfiry Petrovich. 

iii.  Epilogue to Crime and Punishment. 

iv.  The character of Razumikhin. 

v.  Significance of the title - Crime and Punishment. 
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4.1 Objectives:  

After studying this unit, you will be able to: 

• Know the genre of Short Fiction 

• trace the development of American Short Fiction in 19th Century 

• know the important American Short Fiction Writers 

• understand the characteristics of Gothic Short Fiction 

• know Edgar Allen Poe’s contribution to American Short Fiction 

• comment on the main themes in ‘The Fall of the House of Usher’ 

• discuss the important symbols used in ‘The Fall of the House of Usher’ 

• know O’ Henry as an important Short Fiction writer 

• understand the important themes and symbols in ‘The Gift of the Magi’ 

4.2 Introduction:  

 In this unit, we are going to study the 19th Century American Short Fiction. 

Short Story is a brief prose narrative having the same elements, types and narrative 

techniques of the novel. It involves certain characteristic moments in the life of 

specific people, organized in a plot structure so as to create a unified impression of a 

significant action, mood or quality of life. It is a brief work of prose fiction that 

contains a minimum number of characters and events. The end of such work is often 

remarkable for it involves a kind of twist. 

 The American short fiction or short story has been called the ‘national art form’. 

The 19th century marks both the invention and heyday of American short fiction 

writing. The emergence of periodicals during the period accelerated the development 

and popularity of the genre. Washington Irving, Edgar Allen Poe, Nathanial 

Hawthorne, Mark Twain, Charlotte Perkins Gilman and Kate Chopin were some of 

the important short fiction writers of the Nineteenth Century. They represented the 

psychological, allegorical and local realities of American life. Some of them were 

true realists while some indulged in representing the mysterious and fantastic world 

around them. In this unit, we are going to study two short stories, Edgar Allen Poe’s 

‘The Fall of the House of Usher’ and O. Henry’s ‘The Gift of the Magi’. 
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 Edgar Allen Poe’s ‘The Fall of the House of Usher’ is considered to be one of 

the best examples of short fiction. It was first published in September 1839 

in Burton's Gentleman's Magazine. In 1840, it was slightly revised and republished 

for the collection Tales of the Grotesque and Arabesque. It is a horrifying tale of 

Ushers and their House. It depicts the psychological trauma of Roderick Usher and 

his sister, Madeline. It is a tale of the twines who have become one with their family 

house and the overall decay of the House has affected their characters immensely. 

Their death at the end of the story also brings about the destruction or collapse of the 

House.  

 Another prescribed short fiction is O. Henry’s ‘The Gift of the Magi’. It is a 

very good example of his trademark style. It depicts the story of a poor young couple 

who love each other very much. They wish to give a worthy Christmas present to 

each other. As they do not have sufficient money to buy such a present, they sacrifice 

their precious possessions. But in doing so, they end up making each others’ gift 

useless.    

4.3  19
th

 Century American Short Fiction: An Introduction: 

 The short fiction is a compact prose fiction that is designed to elicit a singular 

and unified emotional response. It differs from the lengthier novella and novel which 

are characterized by multiple characters and a greater complexity of themes and 

plots. As stated above, it represents certain characteristic moments in the life of 

specific people in a well-organized plot structure to create a unified impression of a 

significant action, mood or quality of life. It has minimum number of characters and 

events. Singleness of aim and singleness of effect are the key features of any short 

fiction. In the words of Edgar Allen Poe, in the short fiction, ‘a skillful artist –having 

conceived with deliberate care, a certain unique or single effect to be wrought out, he 

then invents such incidents – he then combines such events – as may best aid him in 

establishing this preconceived effect.’ This is exemplified in the highly concentrated 

form of short fiction like Hawthorne’s ‘Dr. Heidegger’s Experiment’, Poe’s ‘The 

Cask of Amontillade’ and ‘The Fall of the House of Usher’.   

 The genre of short fiction is, generally, believed as the invention of the 19th 

century. It flourished and met the tastes of the reading public in the century more 

than any other genre. By the end of the second quarter of the Nineteenth Century, the 

Modern short story was a well-established genre with clear formal qualities of its 
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own. The emergence of periodicals during the period accelerated the development 

and popularity of the genre. Washington Irving, Edgar Allen Poe, Nathanial 

Hawthorne, Kate Chopin and Mark Twain were some of the important short fiction 

writers of the Nineteenth Century.  

 The modern American short story or fiction grew out of necessity rather than 

luxury like so many of America’s cultural exports. In 19th century America was on 

the move. There were many adventure and opportunity seekers on the move from one 

town to the next in search of a new opportunity. So they wanted to read something 

short and entertaining published mainly in a newspaper or magazine or periodical 

instead of spending more time on a lengthy work such as novel.  

  So Writers like Washington Irving and Herman Melville taking inspiration from 

German short story writers decided to create self-contained, often fantastical short 

narrative. Readers could finish it in one sitting and newspapers or magazines had 

space to print. Then it became a trend which turned out to be very lucrative both for 

writers and publishers allowing writers to publish a few short stories per year to help 

them get some kind of financial stability while they continued to work on bigger 

projects such as novel writing. Washington Irving is considered to be the pioneer of 

American short fiction. His collection of short stories called Sketch Book (1820) is 

considered as a foundational text. It laid the foundation for the future development of 

the short fiction in America with its blend of wit, satire, and narrative virtuosity.  

 After Irving, Edgar Allan Poe is considered as a crucial figure in the 

development of the short fiction. He is famous for short fiction full of mystery and 

horror. His Tales of the Grotesque and Arabesque (1840) and later volumes 

contained his seminal stories of psychological horror and detective fiction. In his 

essay on Nathaniel Hawthorne’s Twice-Told Tales, Poe outlined the important 

features of the short fiction. According to him, it should be readable in one sitting. It 

should produce singular and unified effect and elicit a primary emotional response in 

the reader. Hawthorne in his collection of short stories, Twice-Told Tales (1837) and 

Moses from an Old Manse (1846) represented the blend of allegorical symbolism and 

internalized characterization that influenced the nineteenth century American readers 

immensely. Edgar Allan Poe and Nathaniel Hawthorne created two distinct strains of 

the short story. The former viewed stories as art while the later viewed them as 

entertainment. This division in the authorial intention impacted the perception of 

writers about the short story or fiction. Those who viewed the American short fiction 
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in terms of its entertainment value were the predecessors to pulp, adventure or crime 

short fiction writers while those who were in the artistic camp were the forbearers to 

more avant-garde or experimental authors.  

 Herman Melville's Piazza Tales (1856) differ from the psychological and 

allegorical tales of Poe and Hawthorne respectively. Some of the stories in this 

volume, “Bartleby, the Scrivener” and “Benito Cereno,” are in realistic tradition with 

internalized delineation of character, and narrative distance.  After the Civil War, 

many regional writers handled the genre of Short Fiction. The regional tales of local 

colorists such as Harte, Bret Harte, George Washington Cable, Thomas Nelson Page, 

Kate Chopin and many other writers depicted the daily existence of ordinary 

Americans. For example, Bret Harte in his short stories depicted the mining camp 

life in California. They were successful in portraying the multifaceted regional 

settings of provincial America in a near-journalistic style in 1880s and 1890s. The 

Short Fiction genre was really very eminently suited to the tastes of the reading 

public in America during the Nineteenth Century.  

4.3.1 Check Your Progress 

Q. 1 Answer the following questions in one sentence each:  

a) What is called the ‘national art form’ of America? 

b) State any four important American short fiction writers of the 19th century. 

c) What is short fiction?  

d) Who wrote short fiction full of mystery and horror?  

e) Who were the American short fiction writers influenced by the German 

short story writers? 

Q. 2 State whether the following statement is true or false. 

a) Short fiction is believed to be the invention of the 20th Century.  

b) Bret Harte and George Washington Cable are local colorists.  

c) Washington Irving’s Sketch Book laid the foundation for the future 

development of short fiction in America.  

d) Short fiction involves multiple characters and complexity of plot and 

themes.  
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e) Short fiction is designed to elicit a single and unified response from the 

readers.  

4.3.2 19
th

 Century American Short Fiction Writers 

 It is not possible to discuss all the short fiction writers of 19th Century America. 

Hence, some of the important short fiction writers such as Washington Irving, 

Nathaniel Hawthorne, Edgar Allen Poe, Herman Melville, Kate Chopin and O. 

Henry are discussed to introduce you to their works and characteristic features of 

their writings.  

 Born in New York City in 1783, Washington Irving started his creative career 

by writing essays and satirical pieces in the first decade of the 19th Century. Though 

he got early success as a writer, his career stalled as he tried to figure out what to do 

next. Then he travelled to England in 1815 to help his brothers in their business. 

When their efforts to revive the business failed, he composed a collection of short 

stories and essays, The Sketch Book of Geoffrey Crayon’ published over the course of 

1819-1820. It contained two of his most famous stories, ‘Rip Van Winkle’ and ‘The 

Legend of Sleepy Hollow’. These masterpieces made him famous both in England 

and the United States. Then Irving followed with Bracebridge Hall (1822), and Tales 

of a Traveller (1824).  

 Nathaniel Hawthorne (1804-1864) was an American novelist and short story 

writer. His writing was mostly centered on New England. His works are regarded as 

part of the Romantic movement, more specifically, dark romanticism. He dealt with 

varied themes such as the inherent evil and sin of humanity. Some of his famous 

short story collections include, Twice- Told Tales (1837), Moses from an Old Manse 

(1846), A Wonder-Book for Girls and Boys (1851), and The Snow-Image and Other 

Twice-Told Tales (1852) 

 Edgar Allen Poe (1809- 1849) was an American short story writer, editor and 

literary critic. He is known for his short fiction of mystery and the macabre. He was 

one of the earliest practitioners of short fiction. He was also called the inventor of the 

detective fiction genre. Many of his stories, such as “The Tele-Tale Heart” and “The 

Fall of the House of Usher”, become literary classics. Poe self-published his first 

book, Tamerlane and Other Poems, in 1827. His second poetry collection, Al Aaraaf, 

Tamerlane, and Minor Poems, was published in 1829. In late 1830s, Poe 

published Tales of the Grotesque and Arabesque, a collection of short stories. It 
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contained several of his most spine-tingling tales, including "The Fall of the House 

of Usher," "Ligeia" and "William Wilson."  

 Harman Melville (1819-1891) was a famous American novelist, short story 

writer and poet. He is best known for his works, Typee (1846) and Moby Dick 

(1851). His writing is marked by complex, baroque style, strong sense of rhythm, 

mystical and ironic imagery, and allusions to Biblical scriptures, myths, literature 

and the visual arts. Melville published short fiction in magazines, most notably 

"Bartleby, the Scrivener" (1853), "The Encantadas" (1854), and "Benito Cereno" 

(1855). Along with three more stories, these works were collected and published in 

as The Piazza Tales. 

 Kate Chopin (1850-1904) was a novelist and short story writer based in 

Louisiana. She wrote short stories for both children and adults that were published in 

some of the famous national magazines as Atlantic Monthly, The Century Magazine 

and Vogue. Her stories created controversies as they were often condemned as 

immoral by some critics. She was known for her two famous short story collections, 

Bayou Folk (1894) and A Night in Acadie (1897). Some of her important short stories 

are ‘Desiree’s Baby’ (1894), ‘The Story of an Hour’ (1894) and ‘The Storm’ (1898).  

   The real name of O. Henry was William Sydney Porter. The important features 

of O. Henry’s stories are wit, plot-twisting endings, warm characterization, difficult 

situation, and awkward and creative ways used by his characters to resolve their 

problems. Since his childhood days, O. Henry was fond of classic literature. He 

started writing stories as a hobby. Since 1902, he had begun writing short stories 

extensively. He almost wrote one story a week for The New York World Sunday 

Magazine for over a year. Some of the well known stories written during this period 

were published in his first volume of short stories, Cabbages and Kings. His second 

collection of stories, The Four Million, was published in 1906. The stories were set 

in New York City. The Collection contained some of his well known stories – ‘The 

Gift of the Magi’, ‘The Cop and the Anthem’ and many others. His most famous 

story, ‘The Gift of the Magi’, is a story about a young poor couple who each sells 

their most precious object in order to buy a Christmas gift for their partner, but in 

doing so they end up making each others’ gift worthless.  
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4.3.3 Check Your Progress 

Q. 3 Complete the following sentences by choosing the correct option: 

a) The short story ‘Rip Van Winkle’ appeared in ______________________ 

  i) Bracebridge Hall  ii) Tales of a Traveller  

  iii) The Piazza Tales  iv) Sketch Book 

b) _________belonged to the Romantic movement, more specifically, dark 

romanticism.  

  i) Edgar Allen Poe  ii) Nathaniel Hawthorne  

  iii) Harman Melville  iv) Kate Chopin 

c) ____________is famous for baroque style of writing.  

  i) Nathaniel Hawthorne  ii) Edgar Allen Poe  

  iii) Harman Melville  iv) O. Henry 

d) _________used to write a story a week for The New York World Sunday 

Magazine.  

  i) O. Henry   ii) Washington Irving  

  iii) Kate Chopin   iv) Nathaniel Hawthorne 

e) Bayou Folk and A Night in Acadie are the two famous short story 

collections by ____________. 

  i) Harman Melville  ii) Kate Chopin  

  iii) Washington Irving  iv) O. Henry  

Q. 4 Match the following  

  A          B 

 a) Harman Melville   i) Twice-Told Tales 

 b) Nathaniel Hawthorne ii) Cabbages and Kings 

 c) Washington Irving  iii) Typee  

 d) O. Henry  iv) Tales of Traveller  
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4.4 The Fall of the House of Usher: 

    By Edgar Allen Poe 

4.4.1 Edgar Allen Poe : Life and Works 

 Edgar Allen Poe was a famous American writer, critic and editor. He is well 

known for his evocative poetry and short stories. His short stories, marked by the 

elements of mystery and horror gave birth to the modern detective short story. Many 

of his stories, such as “The Tele-Tale Heart” and “The Fall of the House of Usher”, 

become literary classics. Poe self published his first book, Tamerlane and Other 

Poems, in 1827. His second poetry collection, Al Aaraaf, Tamerlane, and Minor 

Poems, was published in 1829. Then Poe published Tales of the Grotesque and 

Arabesque (1830), a collection of short stories which contained some of his best 

known stories "The Fall of the House of Usher," "Ligeia" and "William Wilson."  

 Poe, as a critic at the Southern Literary Messenger in Richmond between 1835 

and 1837, contributed some of his works such as two parts of his only novel, The 

Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym. In 1841, Poe introduced the new genre of detective 

fiction with "The Murders in the Rue Morgue." Hence, he was also called "Father of 

the Detective Story."  He was also credited with contributing to the emerging genre 

of ‘science fiction’.  

 His poem, “The Raven” is considered one of the best known poems in American 

literature. In this poem, Poe has tried to explore some of his common themes, death 

and loss.  

 Poe contemplated on his technique in some of his essays as "The Philosophy of 

Composition," "The Poetic Principle" and "The Rationale of Verse."   

 Poe was the first American writer who tried to earn his living as a writer alone 

though it was not so easy.  His work not only influenced American literature but also 

some specialized fields like cosmology and cryptography. The association, ‘Mystery 

Writers of America’, confers an annual award in the name of Edgar Allen Poe for a 

remarkable work in the mystery genre.    

 "The Fall of the House of Usher" first appeared in September 1839 in Burton's 

Gentleman's Magazine. In 1840, it was slightly revised and republished for the 

collection Tales of the Grotesque and Arabesque. It is a horrifying tale of Ushers and 
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their House. The narrator visits his friend’s house and witnesses the destruction of 

the House and its strange owners, Roderick and Madeline.  

4.4.2 Summary of ‘The Fall of the House of Usher’ 

 The unnamed narrator of “The Fall of the House of Usher” is visiting the House 

of Usher as he receives a letter from the former in which Roderick Usher has 

expressed his desire to meet him. Usher is his boyhood friend. In the letter, he 

hasalso informed the narrator that he is suffering from both mental and physical 

illnesses. The narrator is passing on horseback through a dull part of the country on a 

‘dull, dark and soundless’ day near the end of the year. He reaches the House of 

Usher in the early evening after a day long journey. The sight of the house fills him 

with a sense of heavy sadness for some reason. He finds the decaying house very 

disturbing but does not know exactly why. Initially he thinks that it is a dream but 

when he looks at the image of the house in the nearby tarn, the sight is more hideous.  

 Though the atmosphere at the House of Usher is horrifying, the narrator decides 

to stay there to help Usher come out of depression and nervousness. Besides, Usher 

who has been suffering from a nervous illness desires his company badly. The 

narrator remembers that since their boyhood days, Usher has been a sort of reserved 

person. Usher’s family is known for its strange temperaments, reputation for charity 

and good taste in art, especially music. Another important fact about the family is the 

purity of its lineage. Roderick has no direct heir or cousins. The family has always 

had just one direct line of descent. That means there is just one Usher heir at any 

given time. Hence, the name – the House of Usher refers to the building as well as 

the family.  

 As the narrator examines the house again, he feels a dark and annoying 

atmosphere surrounding it, emanating from the walls and the small lake and rotting 

trees nearby. But he consoles himself that his impression is a dream and looks at the 

house again. As a whole the house is intact as none of its parts has collapsed so far, 

though the separate sections are on the verge of crumbling and are covered with 

spider nets. He even sees a jagged crack running from the roof down the wall into the 

lake. He is taken to Usher by a servant. On his way to the room of Usher, he comes 

across strange decorations of tapestries and carvings. He then meets the family’s 

physician before arriving at Usher’s studio which is large and dim. It is filled with 

tattered furniture and books and musical instruments but it seems sad and gloomy. 
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Usher rises from his couch and greets him eagerly. The narrator marks the change in 

Usher’s appearance. Usher’s face is pale and his hair wild and his eyes bright. The 

narrator cannot recognize him. So also, he finds Usher’s manner worrying. His friend 

is trying to hide his extreme nervousness, though the narrator has already guessed his 

condition from the letter.  

 Usher’s condition is severe and beyond the narrator’s understanding. He can be 

energetic at one point but very depressed at other. He thinks that his illness is 

hereditary. He feels unnatural sensations such as aversions to light and food, and 

feeling of terror. He feels that the terror will one day kill him. He does not fear 

danger but the condition of fear itself. He tries to relate his condition to the condition 

of the House. To him, the physical rotting of the House corresponds to his own 

rotting spirit. He also attributes his dreadful condition to the long term illness of his 

beloved sister who is his only living relative and companion. As he is talking about 

his sister, the lady Madeline passes through the room. The presence of his friend’s 

sister fills the narrator with a sensation of horror. He finds his friend weeping as she 

passes from the place. She is suffering from a disease which cannot be explained by 

the physicians. She is gradually wasting away. Sometimes she falls into catalepsy, a 

state of trance due to lack of motion. The narrator thinks that he will probably never 

see her again. 

 The narrator tries to cheer Usher up but in vain. He finds that it is useless to 

bring Usher’s spirit to life. They read, paint and play music together. The narrator 

notes that Usher uses to paint pure ‘ideas’. In one of his paintings, he has painted a 

long vault, without any window or light, but which is somehow still lit. Roderick can 

play only the guitar. He sings a song about a haunted palace. It makes the narrator 

wonder if Roderick is losing his mental balance. Usher tells the narrator about his 

strange feelings. He thinks all the vegetation and inanimate objects including the 

House has gained some intelligence. To him, the House has a great influence over 

him. The stone and the water of the tarn remind him of his ancestors. When the 

narrator visits the family library of Usher, he finds many volumes on death and 

religion which has shaped his friend’s mind. One evening, while they are reading, his 

friend tells him that Madeline has died. He also expresses his plan to keep her body 

preserved for a fortnight in one of the house’s vaults. Her illness was so strange that 

the physician would want to examine her body to know the cause of her death. The 

narrator helps his friend to move the coffin into the dark and musty vault. While 
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carrying the coffin, he looks at Madeline’s face and is struck by the resemblance 

between the two siblings’ look. Roderick informs him that they were twins and had 

always been close. Besides, the narrator observs how healthy Madeleine looks in 

death. Death has put an unnatural blush on her cheeks that is awful to see. They shut 

up the vault and return to the upper floor.  

 The narrator observes a change in Usher’s mood after the death of his sister. He 

grow paler and starts roaming the house aimlessly. His voice gets a permanently 

terrified tone. It seems that he is burdened with a terrible secret that he wishes to 

reveal. He starts to stare vacantly and hear imaginary sounds. The narrator’s mood 

too changes due to the insane behaviour of his friend. He cannot sleep. He thinks that 

it is due to the gloomy atmosphere of the room or the swaying of the draperies. 

However, he starts shaking with fright and has the urge to look into the darkness. He 

hears some low sounds which don’t belong to the storm outside. He just gets out of 

the bed and paces around. He hears footsteps and recognizes them as Roderick’s. 

When Usher comes to meet the narrator, he looks hysterical. He asks the narrator 

whether he has seen it. Then he opens the window to the powerful storm. There is a 

whirlwind and the clouds are so heavy that they cannot see the moon or stars. The 

narrator can also see strange mists around the mansion. To prevent Roderick from 

seeing the storm, he takes him away from the window. Then he picks up a book, Mad 

Trist by Sir Launcelot Canning and reads it to Roderick. This distraction seems to be 

working. However, as they reach a section in the book with a lot of action and noise, 

he imagines he hears an echo from somewhere in the mansion that resembles 

perfectly the sound described in the book. He goes on reading. He reaches a point 

when the knight, Ethelred, strikes a dragon. When the dragon shrieks, he hears a 

similar scream from somewhere in the mansion. However, he ignores the sound and 

continues to pay attention to Roderick. He is not sure whether Roderick has also 

heard similar sounds but he knows very well that something is happening. Roderick’s 

head is resting on his chest. He is rocking and his lips are trembling as if he is 

talking.  

 When the narrator reaches a part in which Ethelred drops his metal shield, 

similar sound reverberates through the house and he jumps up from his seat. He 

rushes over to Roderick. As he puts his hand on his friend’s shoulder, Roderick starts 

murmuring. He tells the narrator that they have buried his sister, Madeleine, alive in 

her tomb. The sounds they have heard have been of her fighting her way out of the 
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coffin. Some days ago, he had heard similar kinds of movements from deep in the 

vault. He also expresses his fear that she will soon be there. So he has to escape. 

Suddenly he jumps to his feet, as he realises that she is right outside the door. As he 

says this, the massive door of the room starts to open and the lady is seen standing in 

the threshold, enshrouded and bloody. She trembles in the doorway for a moment. 

Then with a terrible moan, she falls into her brother’s arms. Usher cannot bear this 

shock and succumbs to death. The twins fall to the ground dead.  

 The narrator flees from the house through the storm. As he crosses the 

causeway, there is a strange flash of light. He turns to look back and sees a blood-red 

moon setting behind him. The moon is seen shining through a crack in the house. 

The crack begins to widen and rip. With the force of a whirlwind and a thunderous 

sound, the house splits apart completely and falls into the tarn, leaving no trace 

behind of the House of Usher.  

4.4.3 Important Themes:  

A)  Sanity versus Insanity: 

 In ‘The Fall of House of Usher’, Poe makes his readers to understand how the 

characters’ minds work. From the beginning, the narrator makes speculations about 

the influential powers of the House of Usher. He is concerned with Usher’s sanity as 

his friend’s mood frequently changes. He is also astonished to know his friend’s 

belief about how his family house is shaping his mind.  

 The narrator doubts the sanity of Roderick and his sister, Madeline as they 

continue to slip further from reality. He also starts worrying about his own mental 

health. This is because he has also felt the power of the house over him. It has 

affected his spirit inexplicably since his arrival. The narrator tries to save Roderick 

from the nervous breakdown by involving him in various activities such as reading, 

painting and playing music but in vain. Rather Roderick calls him a madman for not 

realizing the happenings in the House. Usher may be right in saying that as his senses 

are heightened and the things he hears are real. The narrator does not understand this 

and calls this as Usher’s insanity.  

B)  Deterioration: 

 When the narrator arrives at the House of Usher, he finds that it is falling apart. 

It is covered with fungus and cobwebs. The decay of the House is reflected in the 
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mental state of Roderick and Madeleine. They are suffering from strange diseases. 

The House is crumbling away. Similarly Madeleine appears to be wasting away. 

Roderick’s unpredictable behaviour corresponds with the discontinuous and 

contradictory nature of the House. After the death of Madeleine, both Roderick and 

the House fall apart. Roderick’s condition deteriorates further as he loses control 

over his emotional and mental faculties. When Roderick realizes that he and the 

narrator have buried Madeleine alive, he becomes nervous. He dies when Madeline 

reappears and collapses on him. With the death of the siblings, the House too 

collapses, falling into the lake. So deterioration is an important theme of the story.  

C)  Fantasy versus Reality: 

 The narrator’s feeling in the beginning is compared with the dream of the opium 

smoker. There are many moments in the story in which the question of reality and 

fantasy occur. For example, in the beginning of the story the narrator looks at the 

reflection of the House instead of looking at it directly which gives him strange 

impression of the House. So also, his description of the House can hardly be believed 

as no house can be everywhere decayed and still intact. Similarly, there are instances 

which make us indulge in fantasy such as the death of Madeline, Usher’s decision to 

keep her body in the vault instead of burying it, the library in Usher’s house and its 

incredible influence over his mind.  

 When Roderick’s ballad comes true and Ethelred’s actions correspond with 

Madeleine’s escape from the tomb, the real and imaginary becomes 

indistinguishable. Besides, the sounds described in Ethelred’s story match with the 

events in the story. It is also fantastic to imagine that Madeline escapes from the 

vault without anybody’s help as the vault is sealed deep underground.  

4.4.4 Symbols:  

A)  The House of Usher: 

 The House of Usher is the most significant symbol in the story. From the 

beginning of the story, the House is described as something affecting the personality 

of Usher. It has become one with his mind. It is in a state of gloom. The windows 

look like vacant eyes. The landscape is decaying. It gives the narrator a feeling of 

dread. The title of the story too refers to the absolute chaos that lurks within the 

House. The peasants living near the House have fused with the physical house. The 
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narrator intensifies the symbolic setting by mentioning Usher family’s single line of 

inheritance, their isolation, and melancholic and strange life.  The House stands for 

Roderick’s mind or personality. The overall decay and eventual collapse of the 

House signify the decay and eventual collapse of his mind.  

B)  Weather: 

 From the beginning of the story to the end, weather plays a major role. In the 

opening line, the narrator refers to low and oppressive clouds. They limit his vision, 

his understanding of the house. Then there is a mention of storm. After Madeleine’s 

death, when the narrator wakes up in the night, Roderick opens the window to a 

strange storm. There is also a whirlwind blowing intensely and clouds so low that 

they seem to be touching the towers of the House. The sky is often associated with 

the spiritual realm, heaven. So the weather seems to signify the spiritual turmoil of 

the characters.  

 The weather outside seems to reflect the rising chaos inside the House, after the 

death of Madeline. The narrator hears sounds during pauses in the storm. Towards 

the end of the story, when Madeline returns from the vault and the House breaks 

apart, the weather enters and destroys it.  

C)  The Twins: 

 The twins, Madeline and Roderick are also symbolic in their nature. The story 

itself reflects on the duality of human nature and the conflict between the dualism of 

emotion or body and rationality or mind within the individual.  Roderick represents 

the human mental capacity as he is always engaged in activities such as reading, 

painting and playing music involving mind that is situated in a weak and 

deteriorating body.  His sister, Madeline, represent the human body without 

reference to her mind. She is gradually wasting away of a person. They are 

dependent upon each other so much that they cannot survive without one another. 

Therefore, after the death of his sister, Usher becomes more nervous and dreadful. So 

also, his sister returns from the vault to reclaim her twin. This duality is symbolic of 

the fact that the human body and mind struggle to exist within the same individual 

but are ultimately necessary to complete each person.  
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D)  Other Symbols:  

 There are many minor symbols used in the story. The lake that surrounds and 

reflects the image of the mansion is one of such symbols.  This lake symbolizes how 

the Ushers try to isolate themselves from society and its reflection symbolizes 

Madeline as Roderick's twin.  The upside down reflection of the House in the tarn 

symbolizes the upside down thinking of the Ushers. The bridge that goes over the 

lake stands for the narrator as the only link that Roderick has with the outside 

world. The storm signifies the mood and the violent and unstable emotions that 

Roderick experiences throughout the story. The crack in the House represents the 

split of the twin personalities of Roderick and Madeline. It also predicts the 

destruction of the family and the House. Roderick’s lyric, ‘The Haunted Palace’ 

represents the death and madness. Madeline’s inability to have children symbolizes 

the end of the Usher's lineage. 

4.4.5 Characters: 

Roderick Usher:  

 Roderick is the final heir to the House of Usher. He has a twin sister, Madeline, 

who later dies due to a strange disease. Roderick is so associated with the House that 

they have become one and the same. He is an educated and intellectual person. He is 

engaged in intellectual activities such as reading, painting and playing music. 

However, he is living a melancholic life due to his sister’s constant illness and 

pervasive fear about the destruction of the House. His eyes shine brightly and his hair 

is wild. He is very pale and thin. He is easily affected by his surroundings.  He is 

bound to his sister. They were born together. They are also living together for many 

years. They are like people who are two bodies but one soul. Hence, they are equally 

sicken and finally die together.  

The Narrator:  

 ‘The Fall of the House of Usher’ is related by an unnamed narrator. He does not 

reveal his identity, his name and place. However, his thoughts, moods, conversations 

and his actions convey many details about his personality to readers. He is a boyhood 

friend of Roderick. He comes to the House of Usher as he has received a letter from 

his friend expressing his desire to meet the narrator. He is astonished to see 

Roderick’s condition and his deteriorating health due to the decaying House and his 
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sister’s illness. Though the House starts to affect the narrator in the same way, he 

decides to stay and help his friend recover from nervousness. He involves his friend 

in reading, painting and playing music. However, he is not successful in saving the 

life of his friend who dies at the end along with the destruction of the house.  

Madeline:  

 Madeline is hardly present in the story. She exists except in two ways: as 

Roderick's sister and double. We learn about her strange illness through Roderick. 

The physicians too are unaware of the nature of her illness. They conclude that she is 

wasting away and is suffering from fits of catalepsy. She moves in the House without 

speaking to people. In the middle of the story, Roderick tells the narrator about her 

death. They put her body in the vault instead of burying it. Towards the end of the 

story, Roderick informs the narrator that they have buried her alive. He is frightened 

as she comes back covered with blood from the vault. She falls on her brother. They 

die together as they collapse on the floor. 

4.4.6 The Gothic Elements in ‘The Fall of the House of Usher’. 

 According to M. H. Abrams, ‘the word “Gothic” originally referred to the Goths, 

an early Germanic tribe, then came to signify “germanic” then “medieval (123: 

Handbook).”In literature, it was introduced by Horace Walpole in The Castle of 

Otranto: A Gothic Story (1764). The subtitle refers to the medieval setting of the 

fiction. Many writers then followed Walpole’s example by setting their stories in the 

medieval period. The setting was always a ‘gloomy castle furnished with  dungeons, 

subterranean passages, and sliding panels; the typical story focused on the sufferings 

imposed on an innocent heroine by a cruel and lustful villain, and made bountiful use 

of ghosts, mysterious disappearances and other sensational and supernatural 

occurrences’ (ibid). The main aim of the Gothic fiction was to evoke ‘chilling terror by 

exploiting mystery and a variety of horrors’ (ibid). Although, the term “Gothic” is 

originally used to refer only to literature set in the Gothic (or medieval) period, its 

meaning has since been extended to include a particular style of writing. To fit into the 

category of “Gothic”, literary work has to fulfill some specific requirements. 1. It has 

to set a tone that is dark, somber and foreboding. 2. It must represent events that are 

uncanny or macabre or melodramatically violent or sinister.  Some of the well known 

examples of the Gothic fiction are William Beckford’s Vathak (1786), Ann Radcliffe’s 
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The Mysteries of Udolpho (1794), Emily Bronte’s Wuthering Heights (1847), William 

Faulkner’s Sanctuary (1931) and Absalom, Absalom! (1936) 

 In America, the Gothic literature developed in the 19th Century. American 

Gothic literature was popularized by three writers, Washington Irving, Nathaniel 

Hawthorne and Edgar Allen Poe. In their works, they explored and represented dark 

human psychy, and the macabre and mysterious world.  

 Edgar Allan Poe is known for short fiction full of mystery and horror. The 

tradition of the Gothic fiction and American literature forms the background of Poe’s 

short fiction. In his fiction, he represents people’s fear or horror towards supernatural, 

death, evil and disintegration of personality. To him, the horror originates from our 

soul. He also tries to make us realise how evil and horror brings about the purification 

of man’s inner world.  

 ‘The Fall of the House of Usher’ is considered as an early example of Gothic 

Short fiction.    

 In it, the atmosphere is used to create the Gothic setting. It establishes a mood 

and gives an idea about the future events. Poe communicates many facts about the 

characters through atmosphere. Symbols are also used to intensify the Gothic setting. 

Poe establishes an atmosphere in the reader’s mind by using each word in every 

sentence carefully. It helps him create a gloomy mood. To create a decayed 

atmosphere, he uses expressions like “cracks” in Usher’s house, its “vacant, eyelike 

windows”, “white trunks of decayed trees”, “black and lurid tarn” and so on. 

 Poe’s characterization is Gothic in nature. Both the narrator and Roderick are 

obsessed with the gloomy atmosphere of the House. They are frightened and 

nervous. Roderick is on the verge of madness. He has become one with the House. 

The decay of the House is reflected in the degeneration of Roderick’s personality. 

Madeline serves as the other self of Roderick. They are twins who are equally 

affected by the decayed setting of the House. Roderick’s mind and Madeline’s body 

are the victims of the degenerated House of Usher. He is becoming mad while she is 

just wasting away. Some events like the death of Madeline, her dead body being kept 

in the vault from where she returns at the end, the death of the twins at the end add to 

the Gothic atmosphere of the fiction.  

 Poe’s use of symbols is also aimed at creating Gothic horror in ‘The Fall of the 

House of Usher’. The House of Usher is the important Gothic symbol in the fiction. 
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It has a dreadful effect on Roderick’s mind. It has become one with his mind. It is in 

a state of gloom. The landscape is decaying. It gives the narrator a feeling of dread. 

The narrator intensifies the symbolic setting by mentioning Usher family’s single 

line of inheritance, their isolation, and melancholic and strange life.  The House 

stands for Roderick’s mind or personality. The overall decay and eventual collapse of 

the House signify the decay and eventual collapse of his mind.  

 Another Gothic symbol is the weather. It plays a major role in the story. There is 

a description of the low and oppressive clouds, storm, and a whirlwind. The weather 

symbolizes the spiritual turmoil of the characters. The weather outside also 

represents the rising chaos inside the House, after the death of Madeleine. At the end 

of the story, when Madeleine returns from the vault and the House breaks apart, the 

weather enters and destroys it.  

 Some of the other Gothic symbols in the story are the lake, bridge, storm, crack 

in the house and Madeline. The lake represents Usher’s efforts to isolate himself 

from society. The bridge that goes over the lake stands for the narrator as the only 

link that Roderick has with the outside world. The storm symbolizes the mood and 

the violent and unstable emotions that Roderick experiences throughout the story. 

The crack in the House signifies the split of the twin personalities of Roderick and 

Madeline. It also predicts the destruction of the family and the House. Madeline 

symbolizes the degenerated physical aspect of Roderick’s personality.  

 The Gothic elements such as setting, characters and symbols in ‘The Fall of the 

House of Usher’ bring out the sense of sublimity for spiritual purification among 

readers. The story convinces readers to believe that there is nothing to be afraid of. It 

wakes up the terror in their soul and then turns it into a pleasure experience.  

4.4.7 Check Your Progress 

Q. 5 Complete the following sentences by choosing the correct option: 

a) 'The Fall of the House of Usher' appeared in the short story collection 

called _________________.  

  i)  The Piazza Tales   ii) Twice-Told Tales  

  iii) Tales of the Grotesque and Arabesque   iv) Bayou Folk 
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b) ______________was suffering from a strange illness.  

  i) The narrator   ii) The Physician   

  iii) Madeline   iv) Roderick  

c) The House of Usher symbolizes ___________________ 

  i) happiness   ii) Roderick’s mind  

  iii) optimism   iv) isolation 

d) The word “Gothic” originally referred to something ___________ 

  i) Modern   ii) Medieval  

  iii) Primitive   iv) Natural 

e) ____________ is one of the important themes of The Fall of the House of 

Usher. 

  i) Happiness   ii) Fantasy versus reality  

  iii) Love      iv) Nature 

Q. 6 Answer the following questions in one sentence each:  

a) What are the important symbols used in The Fall of the House of Usher?  

b) State the important characters in The Fall of the House of Usher. 

c) Why did the narrator visit Roderick Usher’s house?  

d) Which book did the narrator read to Roderick Usher at the end of the story?  

e) Whom did Roderick and the narrator bury alive in the vault?  

4.5 The Gift of the Magi:  

 By O. Henry 

4.5.1 O. Henry : Life and Works 

 O. Henry (1862 - 1910) was born in Greensboro, North Carolina in 1862. The 

real name of O. Henry was William Sydney Porter. As he was serving a prison term 

for embezzlement, he disguised his identity under the name O. Henry. He thought 

that no would buy his stories if they come to know his true identity. He did many 

sorts of jobs such as a pharmacist in North Carolina, a ranch hand in Texas, a 
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draftsman, a singer and a musician. He is one of the most famous short fiction writers 

in the world. His stories are noted for their witticism, clever wordplay, and 

unexpected twist endings.  O. Henry wrote and published well over six hundred 

stories. Most of them are about his life in the city of New York. They are set in his 

own time, 20th Century.  

 Since his childhood days, O. Henry was fond of classic literature. He started 

writing stories as a hobby. Since 1902, he had begun writing short stories 

extensively. He almost wrote one story a week for The New York World Sunday 

Magazine for over a year. Some of the well known stories written during this period 

were published in his first volume of short stories, Cabbages and Kings. His second 

collection of stories, The Four Million, was published in 1906. The collection was 

named after the population of the New York City at that time. The stories were set in 

New York City. The Collection contained some of his well known stories – 'The Gift 

of the Magi', 'The Cop and the Anthem' and many others. The important features of 

O. Henry’s stories are wit, plot-twisting endings, warm characterization, difficult 

situation, and awkward and creative ways used by his characters to resolve their 

problems.  

 ‘The Gift of the Magi’ is a very good example of O. Henry’s trademark style. It 

is a story of a poor young couple who love each other very much. They want to give 

a worthy Christmas present to each other.  But they do not have sufficient money to 

buy such a present. Their problem finds a famously endearing and ironic resolution. 

4.5.2 Summary of ‘The Gift of the Magi’ 

 The story is about the love between two ‘foolish’ but truly loving people, Jim 

and Della Dillingham. It is set in the small and ordinary flat of Jim and Della on the 

day before Christmas. Della has just finished paying the household bills. After 

paying all the dues or bills, she finds that all she has left to spend on a Christmas 

present for Jim is $1.87. She is unhappy to have such a little amount to buy a fair 

present for her loving Jim which he will treasure and rightly deserve for all of his 

hard work. She is at loss to find solution to this problem. Suddenly she gets an idea. 

She thinks of her most valuable possession, her beautiful hair. Her hair is long and 

charming. It is compared to the beauty of the Queen of Sheba. She decides to sell it 

off to buy something for her Jim. She puts on her clothes and hat to visit a 
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hairdresser. She comes across a hairdresser named Madame Sofronie. Madame 

inspects her hair and offers to pay her $20 for it. 

 Della takes the amount as she is in a hurry to buy something before Jim arrives 

home. She looks for the perfect present for Jim. Initially, she cannot decide upon the 

present for him and gets disappointed. But then she remembers Jim’s most treasured 

possession, his gold watch. The watch was given to him by his grandfather. It also 

strikes her that he had to tie a leather strap to his watch after its chain broke. So she 

decides to buy a chain for Jim’s watch. She goes from shop to shop looking for a 

perfect chain for his watch until she finally finds one handsome, platinum watch 

chain. Della buys it for $21.  

 As she reaches home, she begins to worry that Jim would certainly find her 

attractive without her hair. So she spends her evening making it as presentable as 

possible before preparing dinner. When Jim arrives, he is shocked to see her long, 

beautiful hair gone. Della fails to understand his reaction since he isn’t angry, or sad 

or disgusted but just sort of surprised and confused. She tries to convince him why 

she has to sell her hair off that is to buy a nice Christmas present for him. But he just 

hands over his Christmas gift to her to solve the mystery surrounding his reaction. 

She opens the gift and finds a set of combs in it. She has been longing for these 

combs ever since she had seen them in a Broadway window. He thought that they 

would fit her beautiful hair, but now she has no hair to use them.  

 When Della gives her gift to Jim, it does not cheer him up. He informs her that 

in order to buy these expensive combs, he had to sell his watch. They decide to keep 

these gifts to remind them just how much they love each other.  

 O. Henry compares Jim and Della’s gifts to the gifts of the Magi, the three wise 

men who brought the first Christmas gifts to the baby Jesus and thus started the 

tradition of offering gifts on Christmas. Jim and Della appear to be foolish in giving 

up their most valuable possession and for being left with useless items. But their 

sacrifice reveals the fact that their love is far more valuable to them than any of their 

possessions.  
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4.5.3 Important Themes:  

A)  Values:  

 "Gift of the Magi" is a story of a young couple, Della and Jim who are not 

financially very sound. The beginning of the story focuses on their poverty – the 

shabby couch, the eight-dollar flat, the lack of mirror, and the broken doorbell. But 

their love for each other make up for all their poverty. So Jim always arrives home to 

be “greatly hugged. Which is all very good.” The story deals with the theme of 

material vs. inner value. Their poverty does not affect their happy and cozy home 

life.  

 Della thinks that Jim’s watch which is “simple and chaste in design” suits his 

personality. Jim too possesses inner value despite having a slight income. The 

narrator compares Jim’s watch and Della’s hair with the treasures of King Soloman 

and the Queen of Sheba respectively. It suggests that the value of the possessions of 

Jim and Della is no less than any royal possessions. The narrator thinks that “Eight 

dollars a week or a million a year – what is the difference? A mathematician or a wit 

would give you the wrong answer.” So affection and respect for each other are 

greater values as compared to the material possessions.   

B)  Love:  

 Another Important theme of the story is love. Jim and Della love each other so 

much that they are ready to sacrifice their most cherished gifts. In the beginning, 

Della looks worried as she has only saved $1.87 after carefully spending on 

housekeeping. This amount is not enough to buy a worthy Christmas present for Jim.  

 At the ending, when both of them realize that their gifts are now useless, they 

just sit and take pride in the fact that they have sacrificed their most prized 

possession for buying gifts for each other. Their love ultimately triumphs over 

material possessions. Their gifts are not just material objects but expression of love.  

C)  Sacrifice:  

 One of the important themes of The Gift of the Magi is sacrifice. Della and Jim 

have two most valuable possessions – Della’s hair and Jim’s watch- in the beginning 

of the story. Both want to give a worthy Christmas present to each other. Since they 

don’t have enough money to buy the present, they sell out their prized possessions. 

So they sacrifice their prized possession to get money to buy something worthy as 
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Christmas present for their partner. However, their sacrifice turns out to have been 

made rather uselessly, as the presents they give to each other cannot be used. Still 

their presents have added value to their relationship through generosity and sacrifice. 

The narrator compares their act of giving gift with the Magi who invented the art of 

giving gift when they first offered the gift to the little Jesus.  

D)  Beauty: 

 In ‘The Gift of the Magi’, the writer contrasts the idea of inner beauty and value 

with external appearance. The story begins with the display of Dillingham’s poverty; 

description of bleak surroundings, “shabby couch” and so on. However, the narrator 

does not fail to mention the warmth of the home- Jim arrives home “to be greatly 

hugged”. Della knows how much Jim loves his grandfather’s watch but she also 

realizes the broken watch chain. She admires the value Jim attaches to the watch but 

also feels his longing for a suitable watch chain. Similarly, she knows how much Jim 

loves her hair. However, she is unhappy that she cannot buy a worthy Christmas 

present for Jim with the amount $1.87. When she sells her hair off to buy the present 

for Jim, she worries that he will no longer find her pretty without her hair. But she is 

confident that Jim will forgive her for her generosity. Jim too does not say anything 

when he finds her without hair as he realizes that she has done this to buy the present 

for him. Though he knows that the presents bought by them are of no use, he just sits 

back on the couch and smiles.  

4.5.4 Characters:  

Della 

 Della is Jim’s loving wife. She is described as young, affectionate, selfless and 

somewhat hysterical. The omniscient narrator tells most of the story through her 

perspective. She is a loving and caring wife who greets her husband affectionately. 

She loves Jim so much that she is worried about the Christmas present she can give 

to him. But she has got only $1.87 with her. She knows that she cannot buy anything 

worthy for Jim with such a little amount. She decides to sell her prized possession i. 

e. her hair so that she can get enough money to buy a present for Jim. She sells her 

hair for $ 20 and buys a chain for Jim’s watch.  

 

 



 

 98

Jim 

 Jim, Della’s husband, is only twenty-two but is heavily burdened by the need to 

support the household on a low salary.  Though he is poor, he is content, good 

natured and loving person. He loves his wife Della so much that he sells off his 

prized possession i.e. his grandfather’s watch to buy fancy combs for Della’s 

beautiful hair.  

Madame Sofronie 

 Madame Sofronie is the owner of hair shop to which Della sells her 

beautiful hair. She’s described as “large, too white, chilly.” Her manner with Della is 

brusque and to the point. She just judges the worth of her hair and offers to pay $20 

which Della readily accepts.  

4.5.5 Symbols 

 There are two important symbols in ‘The Gift of the Magi’ – Della’s hair and 

Jim’s gold watch. They are the most prized possessions of the couple. They stand for 

beauty and value in general. Della’s hair symbolizes beauty and youth. Her hair 

reaches down below her knees. The narrator compares them to the beauty of the 

Queen of Sheba. The sentimental value that she attaches to her hair is contrasted with 

the materialist value offered by Madame Sofranie.  

 Jim’s watch also has sentimental value attached to it as it has been passed down 

from generation to generation. It connects Jim to his forefathers. It is also adorned by 

Della. So it stands for inheritance. It also represents time that he gives to Della as the 

narrator mentions that Jim is never late from his work. Though he loves his watch 

very much, he decides to sell it off to buy fancy combs for Della’s hair. So finally the 

watch stands for love and sacrifice.  

4.5.5 Check Your Progress 

Q. 7 Answer the following questions in one sentence each:  

a) Who were the Magi?  

b) What was O. Henry’s real name?  

c) Why is Della worried on the eve of Christmas? 

d) What gift does Jim bring for Della?  

e)  State two important symbols in 'The Gift of the Magi'.  
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Q. 8 Complete the following sentences by choosing the correct option:  

a) 'The Gift of the Magi' appeared in the short story collection __________ 

  i) Cabbages and Kings  ii) The Four Million  

  iii) Twice-Told Tales  iv) The Piazza Tales  

b) O. Henry’s stories are remarkable for their ________________ 

  i) allegory   ii) satire  

  iii) witticism   iv) mysterious settings 

c) Della sells her hair for ___________ 

  i) $ 10    ii) $ 20    iii) $50     iv) $ 5 

d) Della’s hair are compared to ___________ 

  i) Helen   ii) Queen of Sheba   

  iii) Cinderella    iv) Magi 

e) ____________is one of the important themes of The Gift of the Magi.  

  i) Victory ii) Passion iii) Sacrifice  iv) death 

4.6 Glossary: 

a. Allegory: a story, poem, or picture that can be interpreted to reveal a 

hidden meaning, typically a moral or political one.  

b. Allusion: an expression designed to call something to mind without 

mentioning it explicitly, implicit or passing reference.  

c. Ballad: a poem or song narrating a story in short stanzas.  

d. Baroque: relating to or denoting a style of European architecture, music, 

and art of the 17th and 18th centuries that followed Mannerism and is 

characterized by ornate detail.  

e. Brusque: abrupt or offhand in speech or manner. 

f. Causeway: a raised road or track across low or wet ground. 

g. Classic: judged over a period of time to be of the highest quality and 

outstanding of its kind. 

h. Cosmology: the science of the origin and development of the universe. 

i. Cryptography: the art of writing and solving codes. 

j. Duality: the quality or condition of being dual. 



 

 100

k. Imagery: visually descriptive or figurative language, especially in a literary 

work. 

l. Lineage: direct descent from an ancestor, ancestry or pedigree.  

m. Macabre: disturbing because concerned with or causing a fear of death.  

n. Masterpiece: a work of outstanding artistry, skill or workmanship.  

o. Narrative: a spoken or written account of connected events; a story. 

p. Novella: a short novel or long short story. 

q. Romanticism: a movement in the arts and literature which originated in the 

late 18th century, emphasizing inspiration, subjectivity, and the primacy of 

the individual.  

r. Virtuosity: great skill in music or another artistic pursuit.   

4.7 Answers to Check Your Progress:  

Q. 1 Answer the following questions in one sentence each:  

a) The short fiction is called the ‘national art form’ of America. 

b) Nathaniel Hawthorne and Washington Irving were the important American 

short fiction writers of the 19th century. 

c) Short fiction is a brief work of fiction involving certain characteristic 

moments in the life of specific people, organized in a plot structure so as to 

create a unified impression of a significant action, mood or quality of life.  

d) Edgar Allen Poe wrote short fiction full of mystery and horror.  

e) Washington Irving and Herman Melville were the American short fiction 

writers influenced by the German short story writers. 

Q. 2 State whether the following statement is true or false. 

a) False   b) True    c) True     d) false     e) true 

Q. 3 Complete the following sentences by choosing the correct option: 

a) The short story ‘Rip Van Winkle’ appeared in Sketch Book. 

b) Nathaniel Hawthorne belonged to the Romantic movement, more 

specifically, dark romanticism.  

c) Harman Melville is famous for baroque style of writing.  

d) O. Henry used to write a story a week for The New York World Sunday 

Magazine.  
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e) Bayou Folk and A Night in Acadie are the two famous short story 

collections by Kate Chopin. 

Q. 4 Match the following  

  A       B 

 a) Harman Melville   i) Typee  

 b) Nathaniel Hawthorne ii) Twice-Told Tale  

 c) Washington Irving  iii) Tales of Traveller  

 d) O. Henry  iv) Cabbages and Kings 

Q. 5 Complete the following sentences by choosing the correct option: 

a) The Fall of the House of Usher appeared in the short story collection, Tales 

of the Grotesque and Arabesque. 

b) Madeline was suffering from a strange illness.  

c) The House of Usher symbolizes Roderick’s mind. 

d) The word “Gothic” originally referred to something Medieval. 

e) Fantasy versus reality  is one of the important themes of The Fall of the 

House of Usher.  

Q. 6 Answer the following questions in one sentence each:  

a) The House of Usher, weather, the twins, tarn, storm, crack in the house and 

Roderick’s lyrics are the important symbols used in The Fall of the House 

of Usher.  

b) Roderick Usher, Madeline and the narrator are the important characters in 

The Fall of the House of Usher. 

c) The narrator visits Roderick Usher’s house because he receives a letter 

from the latter.  

d) The narrator reads Mad Trist by Sir Launcelot Canning  to Roderick Usher 

at the end of the story.  

e) Roderick and the narrator bury Madeline alive in the vault. 

Q. 7 Answer the following questions in one sentence each:  

a) The Magi were the three wise men who brought gifts to the infant Jesus.  

b) William Sydney Porter was O. Henry’s real name.  

c) Della is worried about the gift she wants to give to Jim for Christmas 
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d) Jim brings a beautiful set of combs as a gift for Della 

e)  Della’s hair and Jim’s gold watch are the two important symbols in 'The 

Gift of the Magi'.  

Q. 8 Complete the following sentences by choosing the correct option:  

a) 'The Gift of the Magi' appeared in the short story collection, The Four 

Million. 

b)  O. Henry’s stories are remarkable for their witticism. 

c) Della sells her hair for $ 20. 

d) Della’s hair are compared to the Queen of Sheba. 

e) Sacrifice is one of the important themes of The Gift of the Magi.  

4.8 Further Readings: 

1. Abrams, M. H. A Handbook of Literary Terms. CENGAGE Learning, New 

Delhi. 2009 

2. Bausch, Richard. Norton Anthology of Short Fiction. Norton & Co. Inc. 

2015 

3. Leech, Geoffrey. Style in Fiction. Longman. 2004 

4. O. Henry. The Very Best of O. Henry: Short Stories. Embassy Books. 2017 

5. Poe, Edgar. Complete Tales and Poems. Castle Books. 2003. 
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Unit-1 

Existentialism and Modern Fiction 

Albert Camus - The Outsider 

 

STRUCTURE: 

1.0 Objectives  

1.1 Existentialism 

 Introduction to Existentialism    

 The Historical Background of Existentialism  

 Existentialism in Literature 

 General Characteristics of Existentialism  

 Conclusions 

1.2 Albert Camus : Life and works 

1.3 Plot Summary of The Outsider  

1.4 Major and Minor Characters in The Outsider 

1.5 Themes in the novel 

1.6 Glossary and Notes 

1.7 Check Your Progress  

1.8 Exercises  

1.9 Answers to Check Your Progress 

1.10 Books for Further Reading. 

1.0 OBJECTIVES:  

1.  To acquaint the learners with Existentialism and  general characteristics of 

Existentialism.  

2.  To acquaint the learners with the major Existentialist writers. 

3.  To highlight Existentialism in Modern and Postmodern fiction in English. 

4.  To acquaint the learners with Albert Camus’ The Outsider  
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5.   To make the learners to inculcate different aspects of Albert Camus’ The 

Outsider such as themes, symbols, idioms, existential paradox and technical 

accomplishments.                                 

1.1 Existentialism: 

  Existentialism is a movement in philosophy and literature that emphasizes 

individual existence, freedom and choice.   It states that existence precedes essence. 

Man exists and in the process man defines himself and the world in his own 

thoughts, and wanders between choice, freedom, and existential angst. It is based on 

the view that humans define their own meaning in life, and try to make rational 

decisions despite existing in an irrational universe. 

Introduction to Existentialism  :   

 Existentialism  is a term applied to a group of attitudes current in philosophical, 

religious and artistic thought during and after World War II ─ which emphasizes 

existence rather than essence, and recognizes the inadequacy of human reason to 

explain the enigma of the universe as a basic philosophical question. 

 Existentialism may be described as a modern youngest philosophy. It is very 

difficult to find its roots in any of the ancient philosophies. It is a modern twentieth 

century philosophy. Its main exponents are: (i) Soren Kierkegaard the Danish 

Philosopher (1813-1835), (ii) Jean Paul Sartre, a French Writer, (iii) Karl Jaspess, a 

German Philosopher, (iv) Reinholf Niebuhr, a leading protestant theologian. Soren 

Kierkegaard   is often considered to be the father of them all, but Friedrich Nietzsche 

is a crucial figure at the origins of the developing line of atheistic existentialism. 

 Contemporary existentialist philosophy views man as participating in a world of 

things and events, and encountering other men. The meaning of human Existence is 

that it is man’s nature to exist “to stand out into reality, to participate in being, to be 

present to all that is.” Soren Kierkegaard, the Danish philosopher, described the 

dilemma of the individual man more than a century ago, with keen psychological 

insight. 

The Historical Background of “Existentialism”:  

 Existentialism is a philosophical and literary perspective that focuses on the 

experience of an individual person and the way that he or she understands the world.  

After World War II, some philosophers and writers saw the world as an indifferent 
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place without a set of universal rules that applied to everyone. In light of the large 

number of casualties, the Holocaust and the use of the first atomic bomb, post-war 

writers in particular found societal rules and views especially unreliable. 

 Philosophers were trying to understand what it meant to have a 'self' and how 

human beings could live an ethical existence. After the Second World War, 

existential writers started to think of human beings in more individualistic terms, as 

confused and powerless as they might be in the universe. Instead of focusing on 

society's expectations of a person, existential philosophers and literary figures aimed 

to explore the meaning individuals created for themselves. Existentialist-type themes 

appear in early Buddhist and Christian writings (including those of St. Augustine and 

St. Thomas Aqunas). In the 17th Century, Blaise Pascal suggested that, without a 

God, life would be meaningless, boring and miserable, much as later Existentialists 

believed, although, unlike them, Pascal saw this as a reason for the existence of a 

God. His near-contemporary, John Locke, advocated individual autonomy and self-

determination, but in the positive pursuit of Liberalism and Individualism rather than 

in response to an Existentialist experience. Existentialism is a term applied to the 

work of a number of philosophers since the 19th century who, despite large 

differences in their positions, generally focused on the condition of human existence, 

and an individual’s emotions, actions, responsibilities, and thoughts, or the meaning 

or purpose of life. Existential philosophers often focused more on what is subjective, 

such as beliefs and religion, or human states, feelings, and emotions, such as 

freedom, pain, guilt, and regret, as opposed to analyzing objective knowledge, 

language, or science. 

 Existentialism in its currently recognizable form was inspired by the 19th 

Century Soren Kierkegaard the Danish Philosopher (1813-1835),   Jean Paul Sartre, a 

French Writer, Karl Jaspess, a German Philosopher, Reinholf Niebuhr, a leading 

protestant theologian.  and writers like the Russian Fyodor Dostoevsky (1821 - 1881) 

and the Czech Franz Kafka (1883 - 1924).   

 Existentialism philosophy is by most standards a very loose conglomeration of 

perspectives, aesthetics, and approaches to dealing with the world and its inherent 

difficulties. There are therefore countless permutations and flavors of existentialism 

which cross disciplinary lines and modes of inquiry. In the most general sense, 

existentialism deals with the recurring problem of finding meaning within existence. 

From this perspective, there are no meanings or structures that precede one’s own 
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existence, as one finds in organized religion. Therefore, the individual must find or 

create meaning for his or her self. Some of the popular tropes associated with 

existential philosophy, such as angst, boredom, or fear, likewise strike the average 

observer as dripping with pessimism. However, nothing in the philosophical train of 

thought of existentialism dictates a negative view of humanity or reality. In fact, 

much of the philosophy revolves around the limitless capacity for ethically and 

intellectually engaged persons to enact change in the world. 

Existentialism in Literature:  

 The writings of Soren Kierkegaard provided the base upon which later thinkers 

and artists built up the edifice of existential philosophy. Kierkegaard was a Danish 

philosopher deeply interested in human psychology and Christian ethics. His 

principal concerns were with how people responded under crisis, and the choices one 

made in the shaping of one’s life. One of his most famous works is Fear and 

Trembling, an exploration of the nature of faith in the face of complete loss and fear. 

A speculation on the psychology and emotions of Abraham when asked by God to 

sacrifice his son Isaac, Fear and Trembling is a fundamental work in the canon of 

Christian existentialism. More than that, Kierkegaard paints a portrait of total 

loneliness, secrecy, doubt, and finally resignation to fate. His work complicates the 

simplistic and ideal notions of religious faith, showing real and absolute faith to be a 

kind of limitless, timeless sacrifice to an unknowable being.  

 Martin Heidegger was an important early philosopher in the movement, 

particularly his influential 1927 work "Being and Time", although he himself 

vehemently denied being an existentialist in the Sartrean sense. His discussion of 

ontology is rooted in an analysis of the mode of existence of individual human beings, 

and his analysis of authenticity and anxiety in modern culture make him very much an 

Existentialist in the usual modern usage. 

 Existentialism came of age in the mid-20th Century, largely through 

the scholarly and fictional works of the French existentialists, Jean Paul Sartre, Albert 

Camus (1913 - 1960) and Simone de Beauvoir (1908 - 1986). Maurice Merleau-Ponty 

(1908 - 1961) is another influential and often overlooked French Existentialist of the 

period. 

 Sartre is perhaps the most well-known, as well as one of the few to have 

actually accepted being called an "existentialist". "Being and Nothingness" (1943) is 
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his most important work, and his novels and plays, including "Nausea" (1938) 

and "No Exit (1944), helped to popularize the movement. 

 The art world has been enormously influenced by the current of existential 

thought, even from its very beginnings in the nineteenth century. First the novel, and 

later the cinema each had unique contributions to make to existential philosophy. 

Many existential philosophers have intimated that literature is especially well 

positioned to communicate the central tenets of their philosophy. 

 In world literature, the writings of Franz Kafka have long been associated with 

twentieth century existentialism. Born to Jewish parents in the Austro-Hungarian 

Empire, Kafka lived through the turmoil of the First World War. The death and 

destruction which ravaged Central and Western Europe most definitely had an 

impact on Kafka’s aesthetics. Like many existential writers, Franz Kafka saw the 

individual as being caught up in systems and bureaucracies that were beyond 

understanding.   He approaches the inherent terror of existence with a wink and a 

nod.  

 Existentialism is rooted in both affirmation and rebellion, and Camus brilliantly 

described how the two interpenetrate. But humanistic psychology virtually excludes 

revolt.   

 Albert Camus was a French-Algerian philosopher, journalist and author who is 

generally described as an existentialist writer. He started to his career as a journalist, 

and he is also known as a playwright and actor in Algeria. He worked for an anti-

colonialist newspaper while he was a journalist, and he also wrote about poverty in 

Algeria.   From 1944 to 1947, he worked as editor-in-chief of the Combat, which was 

an important underground newspaper. Millions faced the horrors of Nazi regime, they 

saw the unprecedented slaughter of this war, and nobody could accept that human 

beings have a purpose or a rational meaning. Wars, famine, starvation… On the one 

side, there are some people who are starving. On the other side, there are some people 

who live in luxuriousness. It is beneficial to focus on Camus’s masterpiece, The 

Stranger, to understand his philosophy. The main character of the novel is Meursault 

who is considerably passive.   In his novel, Camus successfully fictionalizes his key 

concept or in another words “the absurd”. According to  Albert   Camus, life is absurd 

and full of unfairness.  
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  Albert Camus’s novels typically represent characters caught up in situations and 

systems well beyond their control. In The Stranger, the protagonist Meursault almost 

randomly commits a murder on the beach, yet seems to lack deep human feelings.   

The prevailing themes of the novel are isolation and ostracism, and the sense of 

being insignificant within the larger systems of society. The absurd and the isolated 

nature of human existence is definitely a recurring theme for Camus.  In "The Myth 

of Sisyphus" (1942), Albert Camus uses the analogy of the Greek myth of Sisyphus 

(who is condemned for eternity to roll a rock up a hill, only to have it roll to the 

bottom again each time) to exemplify the pointlessness of existence, but shows that 

Sisyphus ultimately finds meaning and purpose in his task, simply by continually 

applying himself to it.  

 According to Camus, when an individual's longing for order collides with the real 

world's lack of order, the result is absurdity. Human beings are therefore subjects in 

an indifferent, ambiguous and absurd universe, in which meaning is not provided by 

the natural order, but rather can be created (however provisionally and unstable) by 

human actions and interpretations. 

 There is another name worth noting in existentialist literature, which is Samuel 

Beckett. His Waiting for Godot is one of the most known absurdist plays.  Humanity 

struggled to overcome new challenges. Samuel Barclay Beckett was an Irish 

playwright, novelist, poet and theatre director who had notable experimental and 

innovative works in both English and French. His plays had made him one of the most 

important figures of “Theatre of the Absurd”, the movement which offers its audience 

the idea of existentialism and the theme of absurd.   The themes like lack of rationality 

of the way of people live and the quest for meaning of human existence are handled in 

the play very  artfully. Samuel Beckett reflects the ideas of absurdity and 

existentialism skilfully in his masterpiece Waiting for Godot. 

 Simone de Beauvoir, an important existentialist who spent much of her life 

alongside Sartre, wrote about  feminist and existential ethics in her works, 

including "The Second Sex" (1949) and "The Ethics of Ambiguity" (1947). Simone de 

Beauvoir (1908-1986) wrote scholarly and fictional works that popularized existential 

themes, such as dread, boredom, alienation, the absurd, freedom, commitment and 

nothingness. 
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 Kierkegaard saw rationality as a mechanism humans use to counter 

their existential anxiety, their fear of being in the world. Sartre saw rationality as a 

form of "bad faith", an attempt by the self to impose structure on a fundamentally 

irrational and random world of phenomena ("the other"). This bad faith hinders us 

from finding meaning in freedom, and confines us within everyday experience. 

 Kierkegaard also stressed that individuals must choose their own way without the 

aid of universal, objective standards.  Friedrich Nietzsche further contended that the 

individual must decide which situations are to count as moral situations. Thus, most 

Existentialists believe that personal experience and acting on one's own  convictions 

are  essential in arriving at the truth, and that the understanding of a situation by 

someone involved in that situation is superior to that of a detached, objective observer 

(similar to the concept of Subjectivism). 

 Although Sartre is considered by most to be the pre-eminent Existentialist, and 

by many to be an important and innovative philosopher in his own right, others are 

much less impressed by his contributions. Heidegger himself thought that Sartre had 

merely taken his own work. 

 The twentieth century’s greatest existential thinker was undoubtedly Frenchman 

Paul Sartre. Uniquely, Sartre was the only person to ever decline the Nobel Prize in 

Literature award. His was a life committed to activism and the advancement of social 

causes.  In The Nausea, Sartre tells that story of an academic who becomes aware of 

the intense singularity of his own existence. This leads to the realization of complete 

freedom, but also complete isolation. In the novel, this freedom is terrifying. The title 

explains perfectly the feelings of the protagonist when confronted with his own 

essential Being.  

 Contemporary film and literature have by no means given up the ghost of 

existential thought. Chuck Palahniuk, Stanley Kubrick, and David Lynch all have 

created works of art that follow a direct line from nineteenth century existential 

philosophy.     

  Major Existentialist Writers: de Beauvoir, Simone (1908-1986),  Beckett, 

Samuel (1906-1989), Bukowski, Charles (1920-1994), Camus, Albert (1913-1960), 

Dostoyevsky, Fyodor (1821-1881), Heidegger, Martin (1889-1976), Ionesco, Eugène 

(1909-1994), Kafka, Franz(1883- 1924),Kierkegaard, Søren (1813-1855), Marcuse, 
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Herbert (1898-1979), Nietzsche, Friedrich (1844-1900), Thoreau, Henry David 

(1817-1862), Sartre, Paul (1905-1980) 

General Characteristics of Existentialism: 

 1.  Existence before Essence:  Existentialism gets its name from an insistence 

that life is only understandable in terms of an individual’s existence, his particular 

life experience.  It says a person lives (has existence) rather than is (has being or 

essence), that every person’s experience of life is different from another’s, and that 

individuals’ lives can be understood only in terms of their commitment to living 

responsibly.  The question existentialists ask is, “Who am I?” with its suggestion of 

the uniqueness and mystery of each life and an emphasis upon the personal rather 

than the impersonal.  To the existentialist, man is the centre of the universe, the 

centre of infinity, and from this view comes much of the rest of existentialism.  

Among the leading atheistic existentialist philosophers are Kierkegaard, Nietzsche, 

Heidegger, Sartre, and Camus. 

 2.  Reason is Unable to Deal with the Depths of Life:  There are two parts to 

this idea: first, that reason is relatively weak and imperfect, (people often do not do 

the “right” thing), and second, that there are dark places in life which are “non-

reason,” to which reason scarcely penetrates, (meaning we often commit acts which 

seem to defy reason, to make no sense).  Existentialism unites reason with the 

irrational portions of the psyche, insisting that people must be taken in their 

wholeness and not in some divided state; that the whole of a person contains not only 

intellect, but also anxiety, guilt and the will to power.  The emphasis of the 

existentialist is not on idea, but upon the thinker who has the idea.  Existentialism 

accepts not only people’s power of thought, but their fallibility, frailty, body, etc. and 

above all, their death.  People are felt to find their true selves not in the detachment 

of thought but in the involvement and agony of choice and in the pathos of 

commitment to choice. 

 3.  Alienation:  Existentialism holds that, since the Renaissance, people have 

slowly been separated from concrete earthly existence.  Individuals have been forced 

to live at ever higher levels of abstraction, have been collectivized out of existence, 

and have driven God from the heavens, (or, what is the same thing to the 

existentialist), from the hearts of men.  It is believed that individuals live in a 

fourfold condition of alienation: from God, from nature, from other people, and from 
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our own “true” selves.  People have become hollow, powerless, faceless.  At a time 

in our history when mankind’s command over the forces of nature seems to be 

unlimited, existentialism depicts human beings as weakened, ridden with nameless 

dread. 

 4.  “Fear and Trembling” and Anxiety:  The optimism of the 18th and 19th 

centuries gives way, after WW I, to the Great Depression, WW II and the Holocaust, 

to a feeling of pessimism, fear and anxiety.  Another kind of anxiety facing 

individuals in the 20thC when the philosophy of existentialism develops is “the 

anguish of Abraham,” the necessity which is laid upon people to make “moral” 

choices on their own sense of responsibility.  In the parable, Abraham is commanded 

by God to sacrifice his son Isaac.  Abraham thus becomes the paradigm of one who 

must make a harrowing choice, in this case between his love for his son and his love 

for God, between the universal law which states, “thou shalt not kill,” and the unique 

inner demand for his religious faith.  Abraham’s decision, which violates the abstract 

and collective law of man, is not made in arrogance, but in “fear and trembling,”. 

 5.  Encounter with Nothingness:  According to the existentialists, for 

individuals alienated from God, from nature, from other people and even from 

themselves, what is left at last but Nothingness.   

 6.  Emphasis on Freedom and Responsibility:  Existentialists believe that man 

is the cynosure of the universe and nothing else is equal to ‘man’. The fundamental 

thing of a man’s personality is the necessity of unfettered and unbridled freedom. It 

discards anything which stunts and stifles this development of personality. All of 

these ideas either describe some loss of individuals’ freedom or some threat to it. 

Existentialist writings bear upon freedom.  Albert Camus asserts the possibility for 

improvement, if not hope. 

 7.  Emphasis on Subjectivity: Existentialists consider objectivity as the enemy 

of man’s life as it tends to give the man a secondary place. It goes against all 

attempts to ignore the uniqueness of his subjective experience. Truth or value is 

revealed in the subjective experience of living. Man experiences the truth within him. 

Thus, subjective awareness is the unit of existentialist philosophy. 

 8.  Mind is the Source of all Forms of Knowledge: Existentialists believe that 

mind is the spring of all knowledge. They view that critical dilemmas of an 

individual’s life are neither solved by intellectual exercise alone nor by laws of 
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thinking. The solution comes through conflicts of the mind as well as out of 

anxieties, agonies and adventures into unknown territories.  

Conclusions:  

 The 20th century was a traumatic period due to horrors like World War I and II. 

Also, the emergence of philosophies like those of Nietzsche and Freud, which directly 

denied the existence of god and that a human is a being superior to any other force. 

Along with it, the discoveries made in quantum physics rendered the world in minds 

of the contemporary people in such a way that they had nothing else to do than to 

cling on subjectivity and accept it as truth in order to have a glimpse on a bright future 

in their minds, which does not have to be questioned by objective knowledge. 

Certainly, it left a trait on literature.  

  Existentialism is a philosophy that emphasizes individual existence, freedom 

and choice. It is the view that humans define their own meaning in life, and try to 

make rational decisions despite existing in an irrational universe. It focuses on the 

question of human existence, and the feeling that there is no purpose or explanation at 

the core of existence. It holds that, as there is no God or any other transcendent force, 

the only way to counter this nothingness (and hence to find meaning in life) is 

by embracing existence. 

 Thus, Existentialism believes that individuals are entirely free and must 

take personal responsibility for themselves (although with this responsibility 

comes angst, a profound anguish or dread). It therefore emphasizes action,  

freedom and decision as fundamental, and holds that the only way to rise above the 

essentially absurd condition of humanity (which is characterized by  suffering  and  

inevitable  death) is by exercising our personal freedom and choice 

 Existentialism has become a salvation for all those who found themselves, as 

Sartre says, in the middle of the play without a script. Even though it can be debated 

whether existentialism brings salvation or not, it definitely makes people get rid of 

their erroneous interpretations of the world, and forces people to face the very essence 

of themselves, the essence that comes after existence. Existentialist literature deals 

with a theme of alienation, as existentialists think that every individual is essentially 

alone. He or she is essential deficiency of communion with others. That makes the 

individual essentially responsible for his own determinations. Therefore, 

existentialists avoid principle and ideology. One of the most visible traits of 
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existentialists is rejection of authority. In addition, existentialist has gathered on 

unjust standing for pessimism. And also, this standing is quite understandable. The 

idea strikes some as ultimately meaningless or absurd. Some of the popular hints 

related to existential philosophy like boredom, fear and anxiety. Literature could not 

ignore this problem of the era.  

1.2 Albert Camus : Life and works  

 The French novelist, essayist, and playwright Albert Camus (1913-1960)   was 

the literary spokesman for his generation. His obsession with the philosophical 

problems of the meaning of life and man's search for value made him well loved by 

readers, resulting in his award of the Nobel Prize in Literature at the age of forty-

four.  

   Albert Camus was a Franco-Algerian philosopher with some great insights on 

the meaning of life. His views contributed to the rise of the philosophy known 

as absurdism. He was a representative of non-metropolitan French literature. His 

origin in Algeria and his experiences there in the thirties were dominating influences 

in his thought and work. He is often associated with the existentialist school of 

thought, though he preferred to be considered separately from it. His life and way of 

thinking are rather different from most philosophers and even the existentialists he is 

grouped in with. The essay Le Mythe de Sisyphe (The Myth of Sisyphus), 1942, 

expounds Camus's notion of the absurd and of its acceptance with "the total absence 

of hope, which has nothing to do with despair, a continual refusal, which must not be 

confused with renouncement - and a conscious dissatisfaction". His austere search 

for moral order found its aesthetic correlative in the classicism of his art. He was a 

stylist of great purity and intense concentration and rationality.  

Camus’ The Outsider:  

 Camus’ The Outsider addresses the constrictive nature of society and what 

happens when an individual tries to break free from the conformity forced upon him by 

staying true to himself, and following his own ideal of absolute truth and sincerity in 

every action. Propelled more by the philosophy of existentialism and the notion of the 

absurd than plot and characters, Camus’ novel raises many questions about life, and 

answers them in a final chilling climax. 
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 In The Outsider (1942), his classic existentialist novel, Camus explores the 

alienation of an individual who refuses to conform to social norms. Meursault, his 

anti-hero, will not lie. When his mother dies, he refuses to show his emotions simply 

to satisfy the expectations of others. And when he commits a random act of violence 

on a sun-drenched beach near Algiers, his lack of remorse compounds his guilt in the 

eyes of society and the law. Yet he is as much a victim as a criminal. 

 Albert Camus' portrayal of a man confronting the absurd, and revolting against 

the injustice of society, depicts the paradox of man's joy in life when faced with the 

'tender indifference' of the world. Camus called Meursault "a man who… agrees to 

die for the truth" and characterized him as "the only Christ that we deserve".   

 Meursault’s  past actions affect the outcome of his trial.  The  author  stylistically 

links the past and present to demonstrate that they are inevitably related, where certain 

events are unavoidable or the past is undeniable. In ‘The Outsider’, the society 

continually brings back Meursault’s past actions against his will, such as his behaviour 

at his mother’s funeral. Despite this, the society tries to fabricate or impose rational 

explanations of Meursault’s irrational action. This is evident during the trial process 

when the prosecutor rationally explains for Meursault the series of event that 

happened, although Meursault himself does not have a solid explanation for his 

actions. The prosecutor explains it so well, that even Meursault himself finds it “quite 

plausible”  

 The death of Meursault’s mother, immediately preceding the novel, is of huge 

significance. Despite his assertion that “nothing in [his] life had changed” following 

the death of his mother, on a subconscious level Meursault is never free of her or her 

funeral.   

   His mother and her friend Perez dealt with absurdity by forming a true 

relationship and trusting in hope. There is only one exit from the symbolic prison, 

and later Meursault is faced with the same situation as his mother, when he is 

incarcerated. Unlike her he does not repent and fall back upon religion, but there is a 

nod to the cyclicality, the inevitability, of man’s predicament.  

 Meursault’s funeral vigil is symbolic of an existential paradox too – that the 

knowledge of death, of its inevitability, is the beginning of life in the authentic sense. 

As Meursault sits with his mother’s coffin he is watched over by twelve people (ten 

old people, the caretaker and the nurse) who form a symbolic jury, judging him.  
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They foreshadow the jury who will later condemn him. Meursault represents youth 

and vitality in this scene, the coffin sterility and death, and the onlookers the point of 

mediation in this antithesis. 

 The vigil takes place in a room that is almost oppressively white, to the point 

where Meursault can barely stand it and has the urge to flee its harsh reality. Still 

bound by social order, he is unable to physically leave and so closes his eyes to the 

scene, eventually falling asleep. The bright light of the room represents the 

overpowering sensation of death and the knowledge of the absurd, something which 

Meursault refuses to acknowledge, his failure to physically awake symbolic of his 

failure to metaphorically awake to the full implications of death. This brightness is 

tied to the symbolism of the sun, a recurring image, and the scene itself is linked with 

the shooting of the Arab, in which the burning sun plays a large part.  

 Camus is first and foremost an essayist, and his novels are written more as 

extended essays than creative pieces of writing. In the case of The Outsider, Camus 

believed that authenticity, being an abstract concept that goes beyond the rational, 

could be best relayed through the medium of literature rather than exposition. 

However, the novel should be read in relation to its companion piece, The Myth of 

Sisyphus, an explanatory essay that was published months after The Outsider, which 

provides the reader with a more structured discussion of the absurd, in comparison to 

the abstract vision of The Outsider.  

 Albert Camus used compressed, concentrated, economical style. There is flat, 

dispassionate, non-figurative description of people and events.   Tone is informal, 

familiar, colloquial and matter-of-fact. The novel is an exercise in abstract thought 

and carries no abiding message, and yet it is wonderfully constructed. The 

conclusion set in motion during the opening lines, it moves inexorably towards 

Meursault as his life is carried away from him.  Set in Algiers during the 1920s, 

when Algeria was still a French colony, the novel is told predominantly in the past 

tense, as a reflection and meditation on the actions that resulted in Meursault’s 

acceptance of the absurdity of life and his acceptance of authenticity. The narrative 

occasionally slips in the present tense, emphasizing the immediacy of the action, and 

the evolving nature of Meursault’s consciousness. In many ways the story is more 

than a retelling of the past; it is a re-experiencing.  The strange mix of past and 

present tense in which the narrative is relayed simultaneously implies a reflective 

stance and an immediacy of action.  
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 Camus used short but sharp sentences.  He emphasized the discontinuity of time.  

Structurally, the novel is beautifully constructed. The story is split into two sections: 

in the first Meursault witnesses the collapse of the ethos of sincerity which he has 

bought into to an extent, and begins to feel the absurd on a conscious level rather 

than a subconscious level. The second part of the story sees Meursault become fully 

aware of the notion of absurdity and reflect upon his life. He affirms his life and 

authenticity, and faces his imminent death. Part one is a narrative or journal 

recording. Part two is a retrospective, reflective commentary on those events and 

description of their consequences. 

 The story is perfectly balanced. The narrative appears to roll inexorably towards 

its conclusion. The writing is sparse, with few adjectives or descriptive passages 

outside of those relating to the sun and the murder.   Both the Arab and Meursault are 

used as symbols for Christ. The five shots that kill the Arab suggest the five blows 

that kill Christ (the four nails used to crucify him, and the spear driven into his side). 

In the Arab’s death, Meursault finds salvation; the Arab is his personal Christ.   

Meursault   killed the Arab to receive his redemption in the form of authenticity. 

Meursault’s actions are symbolic for all men, there is no imperative for each 

individual to kill. Meursault has taken that burden from us, and thus he becomes the 

novel’s second Christ figure.  

 The Outsider thrives on the ambiguities Camus creates – the strange, intangible 

aura that surrounds his writing. Camus displays an unnerving comfort in the disorder 

and oddness of things.      

1.3 Plot Summary of The Outsider:    

 The story, The Outsider is about   Meursault who works in a private farm as an 

employee, leads a semi-confined social life and enjoys nature and natural instincts. 

He socializes with a few people Raymond, Masson and Salamano, and spends a 

quality time with his girlfriend, Marie Cordona. The two events are found to be 

driving force of the book. The first is that, during his mother’s funeral, he shows 

some socially unacceptable attitudes by smoking, taking white coffee and not 

seeking his mother’s face. The second one is that Meursault cruelly but accidentally 

killed an Arab. This is how the first part of the story ends.  

 The second part is about Meursault’s trial and legal procedure which leads him 

to the capital punishment. His feelings, rejections and convictions have been 
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juxtaposed against social and legal practices. His denial of repentance and utter 

hopeless on forgiveness from God have made him villainous in the eyes of law and 

society. To the moment, he keeps denying the belief in God and in papal authority. In 

the end, he was hanged in public.    

  Severe conflicts between society and the protagonist, exploitative grip of 

societal norms, the victimization of the individuals under the wheel-fire of society 

have not been taken into considerations. Meursault   is regarded as “victim of 

society”,  “absurd happy man”, “scapegoat of modern civilization”, and “modern day 

Christ”.   

1.4  Major and Minor Characters in The Outsider : 

 Meursault : Meursault  is the protagonist and narrator of The Outsider, to 

whom the novel’s title refers. Meursault is honest in that he is committed to his own 

values. He will not lie to himself nor will he lie in a court of law to save himself.   

Meursualt is true to himself and to his conscience   

   Meursault as an outsider is detached.  He is therefore alienated from society.  

His culture rejects conventional authority and the cliched attitudes or standards of the 

culture. He lacks conventional emotions and is not judgmental.  He does not believe 

in God or life after death.   He is curiously candid about himself. He refuses to 

disguise his feelings and   threatens the ideas and stances of society. He confronts 

death courageously in his last moments.     

 Meursault lives a quiet life of routine. He is content with his simple office job 

and uncomplicated way of living. He is a man without a past, without definable 

motivations.  Meursault  has two defining characteristics. Significantly, he does not 

lie - adhering very strictly to his objective view of truth - and refusing to alleviate the 

discomfort of . This dogmatic honesty is not born from a firmly held moral position, 

rather it grows out of his indifference.  He reminds the reader constantly, he “doesn’t 

mind”. Indeed, this indifference is Meursault’s second defining characteristic. He 

feels no grief for his dead mother. He has no romantic or career aspirations. He 

doesn’t make moral judgment of others.  

 Camus demonstrates the impossibility of living a life of principled sincerity, of 

honesty without compromise. In maintaining the highest levels of honesty, Meursault 

embodies many of the ideals that society is so keen to promote.   Meursault is 
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shunned by society for upholding their ideals to an extent that they themselves 

cannot. There is complete congruence between his emotions, thoughts, and acts .  

Meursault is “a menace to society” only in so much as he undermines society, and it 

is for this reason that he must be put to death.  

 Meursault’s behaviour and ethos are entirely in line with the ideals of Kant’s 

Categorical Imperative. Yet the result is a mechanical, sub-human existence. As the 

novel progresses Meursault begins to see the hypocrisy of those moral arbiters of 

society, who are charged with upholding the ideals of such an ethos, and balks at the 

hollowness of their rhetoric. As he waits for death in prison, Meursault turns inwards 

for morality and develops an informed pathos, not about his own death, but about the 

absurdity of the life that surrounds him.  

 The novel charts Meursault’s transformation through experience, and his 

realisation of the absurdity of life. Camus himself has said that Meursault was 

intended to be a character that was aware of the absurd throughout the novel.  

 Meursault himself is often considered ‘The Outsider’, and yet in many ways the 

novel’s title is ironic.  Meursault’s realization of the absurdity of life gives him a 

divine knowledge of the world.    Meursault’s belief that earthly life is one’s only life 

makes death the ultimate act of nihilism, and with this knowledge Meursault 

achieves a level of authenticity at the novel’s conclusion.  

 As an embodiment of humanity Meursault is paradoxically both impenetrably 

complex and risibly simplistic. There is an interesting interplay between the reader, 

narrator, and third-person characters, who all perceive Meursault’s character 

differently. The reader may view Meursault as emotionally-stunted, there is little 

evidence that the other characters view him in this way, in fact they treat him as a 

fully-rounded human being, whose company and companionship is to be sought. 

However,   some characters form relationships with him, they are all one-sided, with 

Meursault indifferent to their friendship. Marie and Raymond - his closest 

companions within the novel - take advantage of Meursault’s passivity, ignoring 

responses they do not like and taking his lack of forceful disagreement as assent. 

They assume a bond, which Meursault himself does not feel. Indeed, Meursault 

allows others to define his reactions and shape an identity for him, which proves 

increasingly tragic as the novel progresses.  
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 The reader has a more objective viewpoint and is struck by Meursault’s lack of 

emotion and his distance from Marie and Raymond, as well as from themselves. 

Indeed, Meursault does not endear himself to the reader as one might expect a 

protagonist to in a first-person narrative, and instead the reader feels as disengaged 

from Meursault as he does from the world. Where Marie and Raymond fail to see it, 

the reader recognizes the void in Meursault’s life, and identifies him as ‘the 

stranger’. 

 There is nothing extraordinary about Meursault - he is an everyman - a cipher 

for our own existence, worthy of contemplation only for his unnerving adherence to 

objective truth. He has no aspirations, other than to be allowed to continue life as he 

has chosen to live it; he rejects his employer’s offer of promotion, and is apathetic to 

Marie’s proposal of marriage. Meursault is not disengaged, he is simply not 

committed to life in the way others are; he exists, and that, for Meursault, is enough. 

Marie Cardona 

 Like Meursault, Marie delights in physical contact. She kisses Meursault 

frequently in public and enjoys the act of sex. However, unlike Meursault’s physical 

affection for Marie, Marie’s physical affection for Meursault signals a deeper 

sentimental and emotional attachment. Though Marie is disappointed when 

Meursault expresses his indifference toward love and marriage, she does not end the 

relationship or rethink her desire to marry him. In fact, Meursault’s strange behavior 

seems part of his appeal for her. She says that she probably loves him because he is 

so peculiar. There also may be an element of pragmatism in Marie’s decision to 

marry Meursault. She enjoys a good deal of freedom within the relationship because 

he does not take any interest in her life when they are not together. 

 Whatever her motivations for entering into the relationship, Marie remains loyal 

to Meursault when he is arrested and put on trial. In the context of Camus’s absurdist 

philosophy, Marie’s loyalty represents a mixed blessing, because her feelings of faith 

and hope prevent her from reaching the understanding that Meursault attains at the 

end of the novel. Marie never grasps the indifference of the universe, and she never 

comes to understand the redemptive value of abandoning hope. Camus implies that 

Marie, lacking the deeper understanding of the universe that Meursault has attained, 

is less “enlightened” than Meursault. 
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Raymond Sintes 

 Raymond acts as a catalyst to The Outsider’ s plot. After Raymond beats and 

abuses his mistress, he comes into conflict with her brother, an Arab. Raymond 

draws Meursault into conflict with “the Arab,” and eventually Meursault kills the 

Arab in cold blood. By drawing Meursault into the conflict that eventually results in 

Meursault’s death sentence, Raymond, in a sense, causes Meursault’s downfall. This 

responsibility on Raymond’s part is symbolized by the fact that he gives Meursault 

the gun that Meursault later uses to kill the Arab. However, because the murder and 

subsequent trial bring about Meursault’s realization of the indifference of the 

universe, Raymond can also be seen as a catalyst of Meursault’s “enlightenment.”   

 Raymond’s character traits contrast greatly with Meursault’s, he also functions 

as a foil for Meursault. Whereas Meursault is simply amoral, Raymond is clearly 

immoral. Raymond’s treatment of his mistress is violent and cruel, and he nearly 

kills the Arab himself before Meursault talks him out of it. Additionally, whereas 

Meursault passively reacts to the events around him, Raymond initiates action. He 

invites Meursault to dinner and to the beach, and he seeks out the Arabs after his first 

fight with them. 

 A good deal of ambiguity exists in Raymond’s relationship with Meursault. On 

the one hand, Raymond uses Meursault. He easily convinces Meursault to help him 

in his schemes to punish his mistress, and to testify on his behalf at the police station. 

On the other hand, Raymond seems to feel some loyalty toward Meursault. He 

asserts Meursault’s innocence at the murder trial, attributing the events leading up to 

the killing to “chance.” It is possible that Raymond begins his relationship with 

Meursault intending only to use him, and then, like Marie, becomes drawn to 

Meursault’s peculiarities. 

 Meursault’s Mother -  Madame Meursault’s death begins the action of the 

novel. Three years prior, Meursault sent her to an old persons’ home. Meursault 

identifies with his mother and believes that she shared many of his attitudes about 

life, including a love of nature and the capacity to become accustomed to virtually 

any situation or occurrence. Most important, Meursault decides that, toward the end 

of her life, his mother must have embraced a meaningless universe and lived for the 

moment, just as he does. 
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 The Chaplain  - A priest who attends to the religious needs of condemned men, 

the chaplain acts as a catalyst for Meursault’s psychological and philosophical 

development. After Meursault is found guilty of premeditated murder and sentenced 

to death, he repeatedly refuses to see the chaplain. The chaplain visits Meursault 

anyway, and nearly demands that he take comfort in God. The chaplain seems 

threatened by Meursault’s stubborn atheism. Eventually, Meursault becomes enraged 

and angrily asserts that life is meaningless and that all men are condemned to die. 

This argument triggers Meursault’s final acceptance of the meaninglessness of the 

universe. 

 Thomas Perez  - One of the elderly residents at the old persons’ home where 

Meursault’s mother lived. Before Madame Meursault’s death, she and Perez had 

become so inseparable that the other residents joked that he was her fiancé. Perez’s 

relationship with Madame Meursault is one of the few genuine emotional 

attachments the novel depicts. Perez, as someone who expresses his love for 

Madame Meursault, serves as a foil the indifferent narrator. 

 The Examining Magistrate - The magistrate questions Meursault several times 

after his arrest. Deeply disturbed by Meursault’s apparent lack of grief over his 

mother’s death, the magistrate brandishes a crucifix at Meursault and demands to 

know whether he believes in God. When Meursault reasserts his atheism, the 

magistrate states that the meaning of his own life is threatened by Meursault’s lack of 

belief. The magistrate represents society at large in that he is threatened by 

Meursault’s unusual, amoral beliefs. 

 The Caretaker -  A worker at the old persons’ home where Meursault’s mother 

spent the three years prior to her death. During the vigil Meursault holds before his 

mother’s funeral, the caretaker chats with Meursault in the mortuary. They drink 

coffee and smoke cigarettes next to the coffin, gestures that later weigh heavily 

against Meursault as evidence of his monstrous indifference to his mother’s death. It 

is peculiar that the court does not consider the caretaker’s smoking and coffee 

drinking in the presence of the coffin to be similarly monstrous acts. 

 The Director -  The manager of the old persons’ home where Meursault’s 

mother spent her final three years. When Meursault arrives to keep vigil before his 

mother’s funeral, the director assures him that he should not feel guilty for having 

sent her to the home. However, by raising the issue, the director implies that perhaps 
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Meursault has done something wrong. When Meursault goes on trial, the director 

becomes suddenly judgmental. During his testimony, he casts Meursault’s actions in 

a negative light. 

 Celeste -  The proprietor of a cafe where Meursault frequently eats lunch. 

Celeste remains loyal to Meursault during his murder trial. He testifies that 

Meursault is an honest, decent man, and he states that bad luck led Meursault to kill 

the Arab. Celeste’s assertion that the murder had no rational cause and was simply a 

case of bad luck reveals a worldview similar to Meursault’s. 

 Masson -  One of Raymond’s friends, who invites Raymond, Meursault, and 

Marie to spend a Sunday at his beach house with him and his wife. It is during this 

ill-fated trip to Masson’s beach house that Meursault kills the Arab. Masson is a 

vigorous, seemingly contented figure, and he testifies to Meursault’s good character 

during Meursault’s trial. 

 The Prosecutor -  The lawyer who argues against Meursault at the trial. During 

his closing arguments, the prosecutor characterizes Meursault as a cool, calculating 

monster, using Meursault’s lack of an emotional attachment to his mother as his 

primary evidence. He demands the death penalty for Meursault, arguing that 

Meursault’s moral indifference threatens all of society and therefore must be stamped 

out. 

 Salamano -  One of Meursault’s neighbours. Salamano owns an old dog that 

suffers from mange, and he frequently curses at and beats his pet. However, after 

Salamano loses his dog, he weeps and longs for its return. His strong grief over 

losing his dog contrasts with Meursault’s indifference at losing his mother. 

 The Arab  -  The brother of Raymond’s mistress. On the Sunday that Raymond, 

Meursault, and Marie spend at Masson’s beach house, Meursault kills the Arab with 

Raymond’s gun. The crime is apparently motiveless—the Arab has done nothing to 

Meursault. The Arab’s mysteriousness as a character makes Meursault’s crime all the 

more strange and difficult to understand.  

1.5 Themes in The Outsider:  

 Existentialism: The major theme the book, The Outsider explores is 

existentialism. Camus' explored existentialism through Mersault's views on life and 

death. Existentialism is a philosophical movement that views human existence as 
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having a set of underlying themes and characteristics, such as anxiety, dread, 

freedom, and awareness of death. It is also an outlook, or a perspective, on life that 

pursues the question of the meaning of life or the meaning of existence.  

  The Outsider, written by Albert Camus, revolves around a protagonist - 

Mersault. There are a lot of references to death in the book - Mersault's mother dies 

in the beginning, later on, Mersault commits murder killing an Arab man, and near 

the end he is sentenced to death. Mersault is Camus' symbol for portraying the 

Absurdity in life.   Death is an inevitable part of the life. Mersault acts completely 

irrational. He is emotionless and numb. He shows no remorse to his mother’s death, 

nor to the murder has he committed.   

 As the trial continues, it becomes evident that he is not being questioned about 

the murder but over his mother's death. "'Come now, is my client on trial for burying 

his mother or for killing a man?" This is a crucial point of the novel, as the real 

reason for Mersault being put on trial is revealed. The prosecutor responds to his 

lawyer, "'Indeed (...) I accuse this man of burying his mother with crime in his heart!' 

The fact that he was so straightforward and honest was disruptive and threatening to 

their society as they were not accustomed to it, and therefore, they saw no meaning, 

which would consequently create chaos in their orderly lives.  

 Mersault's behaviour recreates exactly that of a man who believes his life is 

absurd - he doesn't see any other form of life other than physically being present in 

the world. Society has rejected him by distorting the truth in the case and trying him 

for that single event, which is his mother's death, and his stoic behaviour towards it. 

In making Meursault a stranger from society and the legal system, Camus reveals his 

philosophy of existentialism. 

 The Magistrate and the Priest   are depicted to have structure and purpose in life. 

Camus has the Magistrate saying 'do you want my life to be meaningless?'  in reply 

to Mersault's disbelief in God.  This shows the true absurdity of life. In contrast to 

the Magistrate there is Meursault - in societies view a totally erratic and absurd man, 

who is actually portrayed as quite logical into his thoughts and reasoning.  

 Camus' portrayal of the absurd comes mainly in the form of strong 

characterization of his main character throughout the novel  and symbolism-such as 

the Sun symbolizing society. Underlying every action that the protagonist takes, 

every subject explored is to some extent linked with the philosophy of existentialism. 
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Camus, through his utilization of Meursault, has thoroughly explained the absurdities 

of life. By supplying Meursault with the nature to rebel against preconceived 

misconceptions, Camus has managed to gain insight in to the ideals of an 

existentialist.   

 The Individual versus Society:  Society has alienated the outsiders who live by 

other rules. The society expects certain patterns of behaviour and judges   negatively 

if we don’t. Meursault does not react as most of us are expected to.  Meursault is 

trapped by his refusal to conform to social mores.  Meursault does not ‘play the 

game’ and is thus ‘a stranger’ to his society.  Camus exposes the tyranny and 

hypocrisy of Law and Church. Compassion and  forgiveness tendered only if 

Meursault renounces his own ideas and adopts conventionally acceptable religious 

beliefs. The magistrate’s moral self-righteousness and zealotry are exposed.  To him,  

Meursault is a criminal because he does not believe in God.  Meursault is labelled a 

monster because he disobeys conventions and does not ‘play the game’.  Camus’ 

presented the prosecutor as a thorough villain   

 Camus exposes the irony that, though the judge cites that the case will be 

handled “in the spirit of justice”, there will be no justice in Meursault’s trial.  

Meursault is found guilty by the jury, not because he murdered an Arab, but mainly 

because he did not weep at his mother’s funeral. Meurault’s lawyer and the 

magistrate represent the deceits and corruptions of the law.  At the trial, Meursault is 

the victim of cynical manipulation and distortion of the truth.   

 Death: Death is the most relevant and significant theme of existentialism. Most 

of the existentialists assume death as the final form of nothingness. According to 

Jean Paul Sartre, “Death is as absurd as birth—it is no ultimate, authentic moment of 

life, it is nothing but the wiping out of my existence as conscious being. To 

Meursault, death appears as a liberating force from absurdity of human life, and thus 

it gives life meaning and accomplishment. As he expressed: “so close to death, 

mother must have felt liberated and ready to live her life again. No one, no one at all 

had any right to cry over her (116).  

 The Outsider revolves around three deaths: Meursault’s, his mother’s, and the 

Arab’s. Both the death of his mother and the Arab set in motion the death of 

Meursault himself, and all three express degrees of encroachment of fate upon 

Meursault’s existence.    



 

 125

 Meursault is experiencing an existential crisis that has been revealed at the very 

outset of the novel with his first statement where he says, “Mother died today. Or 

maybe yesterday, I don‟t know” . It is certainly not the complexity of language rather 

it manifests existential crisis through which he is going. Alienation, the pivotal theme 

of existentialism, is working as a force inside him which has been magnified for 

being a citizen of colonial state where he always finds himself as an alien. Another 

noticeable feature of his character is that he does not have faith in existing social 

structures or centre of the society. All of these structures of society seem 

meaningless to him. Therefore, he shows a sheer indifference to the society in 

general, and to the life under this society in particular. His denial of shifting to Paris 

for a lucrative offer of job proves his indifferent attitude.   

  Meursault, the very character, is an example of honesty, truth and integrity. He 

never tells a lie, never hides a truth, nor even exaggerates a truth. He speaks out his 

inner feelings as it is, a bare truth. For this reason, very plainly he expresses his 

bearing about his mother’s funeral and his response to the question of love and 

marriage. In a conversation with his girlfriend, he says, “I replied as I had done once 

already, that it (love) didn’t mean anything but that I probably didn’t” (Albert 44).  

 Important characteristics of a person are compassion and positivity towards 

happenings in life. For an existential character, the most challenging aspect of life is 

his perception about death.   The very character Meursault though does not realize 

any meaning of life till his proximity to death, at his final moment he finds death the 

only way to make birth and life meaningful. Death viewed by Meursault in the end as 

fulfilment rather than frustration or an object of fear. Here he can be compared with 

Christ or Socrates regarding tranquility in accepting death. And this realization has 

made Meursault uniquely resilient character who becomes a shelter for all those 

people who often remain anxious about death or do not possess any obvious religious 

beliefs. 

Symbols in The Outsider:   

 The book is full of symbols like water, sunlight, wind and imprisonment.  The 

sun is a complex symbol – particularly in the climactic murder.  

 Fate:  Fate features in The Outsider, not in the sense of pre-determined paths 

laid out by a transcendental force, but in the sense that fate is simply the notion that 

we all die. Meursault’s fate is his   his own existence. He, like all men, are confined 
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to death, the ultimate pre-determined conclusion. In his final revelation, Meursault 

comes to the conclusion that death is the ultimate canceller of freedom.  Death , for 

Meursault is his imminent execution that represents the final victory of fate over 

freedom.  

 Fate is most prominent in the scenes that lead to the Arab’s murder. When 

Raymond is eager to shoot the Arab, Meursault stops him, claiming “It would be a 

low-down trick to shoot him like that, in cold blood”.  Meursault does not intend to 

kill the Arab himself, the trigger “gives way”. In his deliberation he reasons that to 

shoot or not to shoot is not an issue, the outcome is inevitable in either case. At the 

moment he fires the gun he condemns himself to the judgement of man. But the 

Arab’s and his own death were always inescapable, he has simply determining their 

form. The sun plays a large role in the murder scene. In The Outsider, the sun is 

nearly always oppressive, directly in opposition to freedom, and so comes to 

symbolise fate. It intrudes at crucial points in the novel; at the funeral, on the beach, 

and finally during the trial, in which Meursault’s right to freedom is finally revoked. 

 The Sun: Throughout the novel, the sun acts as symbol of life and death; The 

sun lights the ultimate truth; death. The sun recurs throughout the key scenes of the 

novel. In the murder scene, the sun’s rays glint across the Arabs head, as if a 

guillotine waiting to fall and, as he stands, staring at the Arab, Meursault recognizes 

that the sun is the same warm sensation he had at his mother’s funeral. As Meursault 

contemplates the scene he recognizes that the Arab stands between himself and the 

shade, a symbolic divide that Meursault crosses when the sun’s glare hits his eyes, 

and the gun’s trigger gives way, the sun symbolic of his awakening to the absurdity 

of life.  

 In the funeral procession, the sun is hot and inescapable. Meursault is warned 

that moving too fast will make him unwell. He is forced to walk a fine line, but is 

always at the sun’s mercy. The violence of the light that signals consciousness 

suggests the mental shock of the realisation of the absurd. 

1.6 Glossary and Notes: 

Part 1:  

1. Amiable : sociable, friendly, good-

natured 

Part 2:  

11. Ingenuousness: innocence, 

sincerity  
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2. Aversion: dislike, hate, distaste  

3. Cogent: well-argued, rational, 

convincing  

4. Dubious: uncertain, doubtful, 

suspicious  

5. Elicit: draw out, extract, obtain  

6. Execration  

7. Futile : useless, fruitless, vain 

8. Gaunt : skeletal, lean, bony 

9. Imperceptible: unnoticeable, 

unremarkable,    

10. Infirmity:  , ill-health, fraility 

12. Languid: unenergetic, leisurely  

13. Odious: horrible, revolting, 

repulsive  

14. Plaintive: mournful, sad 

15. Reproach: scolding, censure, 

rebuke  

16. retching  

17. scrupulous: meticulous, careful,   

18. taciturn: introverted, reserved  

19. vexation: displeasure, irritation  

20. voraciously: greedily, ravenously 

1.7 Check Your Progress:  

1.  What do you mean by existentialism? 

2.  What is Sartre's definition of existentialism? 

3. Who is the father of existentialism? 

4.    Who was Albert Camus?  

5.    What is Albert Camus philosophy?  

Multiple Choice Questions:  

1. How does Camus define the term absurdity? 

a. Humanity's meaningful struggle to make sense of a rational universe. 

b. Humanity's futile attempt to find rational order where none exists. 

c. Humanity's extraordinary need to find connections and embrace emotions. 

d. Humanity's unwillingness to accept defeat. 

2. According to Camus's absurdist philosophy, what is the meaning of life? 

a. To find God. 
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b. To conquer injustice. 

c. To embrace experience. 

d. It has no meaning. 

3. How do Meursault's descriptions change when he discusses the physical 

world? 

a. They become vivid and ornate. 

b. They become terse and plain. 

c. They become thoughtful and sentimental. 

d. They become irrational and meaningless. 

4. What does the courtroom symbolize? 

a. Death 

b. Meaning 

c. Society 

d. Absurdity 

5. Which belief system does Meursault's worldview oppose? 

a. Existentialism 

b. Nihilism 

c. Christianity 

d. Socialism 

1.8 Answers to Check Your Progress: 

 1.  Existentialism is a philosophy that emphasizes individual existence, 

freedom and choice. It is the view that humans define their own meaning in 

life, and try to make rational decisions despite existing in an irrational 

universe. 

 2. “Existence Precedes Essence” Sartre's slogan—“existence precedes 

essence”—may serve to introduce what is most distinctive 

of existentialism, namely, the idea that no general, non-formal account of 
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what it means to be human can be given, since that meaning is decided in 

and through existing itself. 

 3.    Soren Kierkegaard (1813-1855) ["the ultimate anti-Christianity Christian"] 

is often considered to be the father of them all, but Friedrich Nietzsche 

["the ultimate anti-Christ philosopher"] is a crucial figure at the origins of 

the developing line of atheistic existentialism. 

 4. Albert Camus was a French-Algerian journalist, playwright, 

novelist, philosophical essayist, and Nobel laureate. 

 5.  Camus considered the Absurd to be a fundamental and even defining 

characteristic of the modern human condition. 

MCQ:  

 1-b, 2-d, 3-a, 4-c, 5-c. 

1.9 Exercises:  

 1.  How do Meursault’s and Marie’s views of their relationship differ? 

 2.  Compare Meursault to Raymond Sintes. How are the two neighbors 

different? How are they similar? 

 3.  Trace the development of Meursault’s philosophy. How does he come to 

open himself to “the gentle indifference of the world”? 

 4.  Discuss the style of The Outsider. How does Meursault’s language 

correspond to the subjects he describes? 

 5.  Is Meursault really a threat to his society? Does he deserve the death 

penalty? Is he more or less dangerous than a criminal who commits a crime 

with clear motive? 
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Tribe and Nationhood in Modern Fiction 
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2.1 Objectives: 

• To introduce and acquaint students to major trends in Post colonial literature. 

• To create and develop literary sensibility among students to critically 

appreciate literary text. 

• To enable students to understand contemporary social, political and economic 

structures during colonialism and its impact on native societies.  

• To create awareness among students about documentation of social realities 

in literary texts. 

• To enable students to comprehend literary text from post colonial point of 

view. 

 

2.1 Introduction: 

 Things Fall Apart is acclaimed as the finest novel written about life in Nigeria at 

the end of the nineteenth century. It is one of the first novels about the colonial era to 

gain worldwide recognition. The novel provides a greater access to pre-colonial 

Nigeria and the devastating changes brought about by the British. The novelist makes 

history accessible to the Western readers through English literary form and he 

interweaves the narrative with Igbo proverb and folk tales. 

 Things Fall Apart challenges Western notions and claims of historical truth, and 

provokes his readers to question perceptions of pre-colonial and colonial Africa. The 

book is a sharp criticism of European imperialism of the countries from the other 

continents.  Achebe has devoted major part of the novel to depict Igbo culture. The 

story follows the life of Okonkwo, an Igbo (Ibo) leader and local wrestling champion 

in the fictional Nigerian village of Umuofia. The work is divided into three parts; the 

first describes his family, personal history, the customs and society of the Igbo, and 

the second and third sections introduce the influence of British 

colonialism and Christian missionaries on the Igbo community. Things Fall 

Apart marked its influence at different levels. At the outset it fore grounded 

numerous African novelists due to its eloquent and effective mode of expression of 

the particular social, historical and cultural situation of modern Africa. It was the first 

time that African person had written about African society and culture. 
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Before Things Fall Apart was published, Europeans had written most novels about 

Africa. In their portrait of Africa, European writers had interpreted Africans as 

savages and barbaric and expressed need for enlightened by Europeans. Achebe over 

ruled African identity portrayed from European point of view by portraying Igbo 

society in a sympathetic light. It led even the readers to examine the effects of 

European colonialism from a different perspective.  Achebe's writing about African 

society, in telling from an African point of view the story of the colonization of the 

Igbo, tends to extinguish the misconception that African culture had been savage and 

primitive. 

  Things Fall Apart was included in TIME 100 Best English-language Novels 

from 1923 to 2005 by Time Magazine. Its popularity is understood in a better manner 

as the novel has been translated into more than fifty languages. It is often cited and 

quoted in literature, world history, African and post colonial studies across the world. 

  

2.2 Tribe and Nationhood in Modern Fiction 

 Things Fall Apart written by Chinua Achebe is a milestone in African 

Literature. The novel is considered to be the archetypal modern African novel in 

English. It is widely read in Nigeria, Africa and the world. Things Fall Apart brought 

Achebe into limelight because it is treated as his magnum opus; as a result, the novel 

generated the most critical response, examination and literary criticism in terms of 

Achebe’s thematic focus in the novel on tribe and nationhood.  

 During modern times, in post colonial circumstances, the literary impressions by 

the writers have been specifically characterized by elements of post colonialism. It 

includes conscious focus, information and analysis of tribe and at the same time it 

inducts element of nationalism. The process and interaction in colonizer-colonized 

situations was always one sided. The colonizers controlled the colonies politically, 

economically and culturally. It led to multilevel deep impact on colonial societies, 

cultures and identities. The cultural and capitalistic hegemony led to suppression and 

hybridity among colonies. As a result, native identities and cultures experienced 

rootlessness.  

 In the post colonial writings during modern times, the writers have been 

characterized with the theme of subversion of colonial standards and established 
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native standard with the focus on elements of reassertion of self and cultures, 

societies and nations. Indigenous nations and cultures are seen to be appearing 

prominently.  

As a part of these newly practiced post colonial ideologies of writing, the writers 

focused on providing information and analysis of the native cultures and nations; and 

it also extended to bring to notice about how these tribes and nations were affected 

by the process of colonialism.  

 Achebe too highlighted African identity, nationalism and decolonization; 

moreover, he pin pointedly focused has been cultural ambiguity and contestation. 

The critic interpreted the complexity of Things Fall Apart rests on Achebe's ability 

and vigor to bring competing cultural systems, identity and customs of tribe, their 

languages and disintegration of theses societies due to colonial encounter to the same 

level of representation, dialogue and contestation.  

 Achebe has narrated the story in the third person narrative. Thus, the reviewers 

have praised Achebe's neutral narration and have placed Things Fall Apart in the 

category of realistic novel. The socio-political aspects narrated in the novel, early 

stage of colonialism and religious conversions, the views and beliefs of the Western 

government about the orients support the claim that the novel is realistic socio-

political document of the contemporary Nigeria.  

 At one side, Achebe has explored the Nigerian culture and on the other side, he 

portrayed the western culture as being "arrogant and ethnocentric" insisting that the 

African culture needed a leader. Due to forced colonial invasion and repression, 

Umuofian culture and Igbo language faced destruction. Although, Achebe favours 

the African culture of the pre-western society, he also points out that destruction is 

also a result of "weaknesses within the native structure." 

 

2.3 Achebe: Life and Works 

 Born in the Igbo town of Ogidi in the eastern Nigeria on November 16
th

, 1930 is 

considered as the most influential African writer of his generation. He was the first 

child of Isaiah Okafor Achebe and Janet Iloegbunam Achebe. Achebe’s father was 

an instructor in Christian Catechism for the Church Missionary Society. Through his 

writing, Achebe was introduced the readers throughout the world in the form of the 
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factual inside account of modern African life and history. He made significant 

contribution in reshaping the perception of African history, culture and place in the 

world affairs. 

 During early years of Achebe, Nigeria was a British colony. He attended the 

Church Missionary society school in the initial years of his schooling where the 

primary language of instruction for the first two years was Igbo. Later, he was 

introduced to English at the age of eight. Naturally, early introduction to Igbo 

language developed a sense of cultural pride and appreciation for the native tongue. 

However, his home fostered his understanding of both the cultures. In an 

autobiographical essay, Achebe describe his childhood “as being at the cross road of 

two cultures”.  

 Achebe was shortlisted to study in the Government College in Umuahia. It was 

the best college in the West Africa during the time. He completed graduation at 

eighteen; he was selected to study medicine at the New University College at Ibadan. 

It was a member college of London University.  

 The feeling of nationalism grew in Chinua Achebe with growing age. While in 

the University, he dropped his name “Albert” in favour of Igbo name “Chinua”. At 

the University College, he switched himself to liberal Arts which included history, 

religion and English. 

 After his graduation in 1953, Achebe joined the Nigerian Broadcasting 

Corporation as a producer of Radio talks. He went to London to attend the British 

Broadcasting Corporation staff school in 1956. During his stay in London, Chinua 

Achebe submitted his manuscript of Things Fall Apart to the publisher and the novel 

was published in 1958. He returned to Nigeria in the Nigerian Broadcasting 

Corporation in 1961. Achebe worked hard for the development of National identity 

and unity through radio programmes. However, turmoil in Nigera from1966 to 1972 

forced Achebe to flee away to Eastern Nigeria where he worked as a Senior Research 

Fellow at The University of Nigeria. He then continued his writing endeavour as well 

as visiting professor. He died in 2013 at the age of 82.  
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Chinua Achebe as a Writer:   

 Chinua Achebe believed that literary and artistic work must basically deal with 

the problem of the society. He expressed the motto of writing that it should serve the 

mankind and it should also have a message and purpose.  

 Chinua Achebe began his career in writing stories for the student publication the 

University of Herald which he later reprinted in 1972 in the form of collection of 

stories. However, with the publication of his first novel Things Fall Apart in 1958, 

Achebe became known worldwide.   

 The literary output of Achebe includes Novel, short story, poetry, essay, 

criticism, nonfiction and political commentary, children book, etc. forms. Following 

is the form wise list of his writing: 

Novels 

• Things Fall Apart (1958) 

• No Longer at Ease (1960) 

• Arrow of God (1964) 

• A Man of the People (1966) 

• Anthills of the Savannah (1987) 

Short stories 

• Marriage is a Private Affair (1952) 

• Dead Men's Path (1953) 

• The Sacrificial Egg and Other Stories (1953) 

• Civil Peace (1971) 

• Girls at War and Other Stories (including "Vengeful Creditor") (1973) 

• African Short Stories (editor, with C. L. Innes) (1985) 

• The Heinemann Book of Contemporary African Short Stories (editor, with C. L. 

Innes) (1992) 

• The Voter 
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Poetry 

• Beware, Soul-Brother, and Other Poems (1971)  

• Don't Let Him Die: An Anthology of Memorial Poems for Christopher Okigbo 

(1978) 

• Another Africa (1998) 

• Collected Poems  (2005) 

• Refugee Mother And Child 

• Vultures 

Essays, criticism, non-fiction and political commentary 

• The Novelist as Teacher (1965)  

• An Image of Africa: Racism in Conrad's "Heart of Darkness" (1975)  

• Morning yet on Creation Day (1975) 

• The Trouble With Nigeria (1984) 

• Hopes and Impediments (1988) 

• Home and Exile (2000) 

• The Education of a British-Protected Child (6 October 2009) 

• There Was A Country: A Personal History of Biafra (11 October 2012) 

Children's books 

• Chike and the River (1966) 

• How the Leopard Got His Claws  (1972) 

• The Flute (1975) 

• The Drum (1978) 

Awards:  

 In the course of distinguished academic and literary career much of it in exile, 

Achebe was honoured with numerous awards.  

• 2010 Dayton Literary Peace Prize (US) 
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• 2010 Dorothy and Lillian Gish Prize 

• 2007 Man Booker International Prize 

• 2002 German Booksellers Peace Prize 

• 1996 Campion Award (US) 

• 1987 Booker Prize for Fiction 

• 1975 Lotus Award for Afro-Asian Writers 

• 1974 Commonwealth Poetry Prize 

• 1964 New Statesman Jock Campbell Award for Commonwealth Writers 

• 1959 Margaret Wong Memorial Prize 

 

2.4 Plot and summary of the novel 

a.  Summary: 

 The events of Things Fall Apart take place in the late 1800s and early 1900s. It 

was the time just before and during the early days of the British Empire's expansion 

in Nigeria. The novel depicts details about life in an African culture. Things Fall 

Apart by Chinua Achebe is about the tragic fall of the central character, Okonkwo 

and the Igbo culture. Okonkwo is a respected leader within the Igbo community of 

Umuofia in the eastern Nigeria. About twenty years ago, Okonkwo distinguished 

himself and brought honour to his village when he wrestled and threw to the ground 

Amalinze the Cat, a man who had not been defeated for seven years. Since then, 

Okonkwo's reputation as a wrestler has grown throughout the nine villages of 

Umuofia. Okonkwo's father, Unoka, was a lazy and wasteful man. He often 

borrowed money and then squandered it on palm-wine and merrymaking with 

friends. Consequently, his wife and children often went hungry. Within the 

community, Unoka was considered a failure and a laughingstock. Unoka died a 

shameful death and left numerous debts. Despite his father's shameful reputation, 

Okonkwo becomes highly respected in Umuofia, which honours individual 

achievement rather than family heritage. Still a young man in his thirties, Okonkwo 

has become a wealthy farmer of and supports three wives. He is a significant 
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indicator of wealth and "manliness." He is also known for his incredible prowess in 

two intertribal wars and two honorific titles. 

 Okonkwo despises and resents his father's gentle and idle ways. He resolves to 

overcome the shame that he feels as a result of his father's weaknesses by being what 

he considers to be "manly"; therefore, he dominates his wives and children by being 

insensitive and controlling.  

 Being a leader of his community, Okonkwo is asked to care for a young boy 

named Ikemefuna, who is given to the village as a peace offering by neighboring 

Mbaino to avoid war with Umuofia. Ikemefuna befriends Okonkwo's son, Nwoye, 

and Okonkwo becomes inwardly fond of the boy. To secure his manliness, Okonkwo 

believes that he should beat members of his family (Nwoye, Ikemefuna, Ojiugo, and 

his wives) and that he should ridicule men who remind him of his father — even for 

slight annoyances. Over the years, Okonkwo becomes an extremely volatile man; he 

is apt to explode at the slightest provocation. He violates the Week of Peace when he 

beats wives and children. Although he may inwardly experience emotions of 

affection and regret, he cannot show these emotions to others, so he isolates himself 

through extreme actions.  

 Nwoye and Ikemefuna spend all their time together like brothers. In the 

evenings, they sit with Okonkwo in his hut and listen to his manly stories of violence 

and bloodshed. Nwoye still enjoys his mother's folk tales and legends, but he tries to 

impress Okonkwo by acting masculine by pretending to dislike the women's stories 

and by grumbling about women. Okonkwo is inwardly pleased as Nwoye grows 

more tough and manly and he credits the change to Ikemefuna's good influence. 

 Ogbuefi Ezeuder, the oldest man in the village communicates message of the 

Oracle to Okonkwo that Ikemefuna must be killed as part of the retribution for the 

Umuofian woman killed three years earlier in Mbaino. He tells Okonkwo not to 

partake in the murder; however, Okonkwo doesn't listen. He feels that not 

participating would be a sign of weakness. He takes Ikemefuna to the outskirts of the 

village and into the forest. With Okonkwo walking near him, Ikemefuna loses his 

fear and thinks about his family in Mbaino. Suddenly, Okonkwo drops to the rear of 

the group and Ikemefuna is afraid again. As the boy's back is turned, one of the men 

strikes the first blow with his machete. Ikemefuna cries out to Okonkwo, "My father, 

they have killed me!" and runs toward Okonkwo. Afraid to appear weak, Okonkwo 



 140

kills Ikemefuna with his machete. When Nwoye learns that Ikemefuna is dead, 

something changes within him. He recalls the feeling that he experienced one day 

when he heard a baby crying in the forest — a tragic reminder to him of the custom 

of leaving twins in the forest to die. With the killing of Ikemefuna, Achebe creates a 

devastating scene that evokes compassion for the young man and foreshadows the 

fall of Okonkwo, again in the tradition of the tragic hero. Nwoye realizes that his 

father has murdered Ikemefuna and begins to distance himself from his father and the 

clansmen. Okonkwo develops an element of depression after killing Ikemefuna, so 

he visits his best friend Obierika.  Obierika too disapproves his role in Ikemefuna's 

killing saying that Okonkwo's act will upset the Earth and the earth goddess will seek 

revenge. After discussing Ikemefuna's death with Obierika, Okonkwo is finally 

relieved mentally and he is able to sleep restfully.   

 The narrative proceeds with serious illness of his daughter Ezinma to whom 

Okonkwo is fond of. Okonkwo gathers grasses, barks and prepare medicine for 

Ezinma. Further, Chielo informs Ekwefi message of Agbala (the Oracle of the Hills 

and Caves) who needs to see Ezinma. In spite of Okonkwo and Ekwefi’s protest, 

Chielo takes a terrified Ezinma on her back and forbids anyone to follow. Ezinma is 

carried to all nine villages and then taken the Oracle's cave. Irresistible Ekwefi 

follows secretly, waits at the entrance of the Oracle. Okonkwo surprises Ekwefi by 

arriving at the cave, and he also waits with her. The next morning, Chielo takes 

Ezinma to Ekwefi's hut and puts her to bed.  

 During the large funeral of Ezeudu, Okonkwo's gun goes off accidentally killing 

Ezeudu's sixteen-year-old son. Although it is an accidental killing of a clansman, it is 

believed to be a crime against the earth goddess. Thus, as per customs of Clan, 

Okonkwo and his family were exiled from Umuofia for seven years. The family 

moves to Okonkwo's mother's native village, Mbanta. Achebe presents a paradox 

about the manly and womanly aspects of Okonkwo's circumstances. Okonkwo 

begins his exile deeply discouraged and unmotivated. While striving for even greater 

manliness, he committed a female murder; he accidentally killed a boy during the 

funeral ceremony. Making things worse, he has been exiled to the woman's side of 

his family. He thus feels that this transition is an extraordinary challenge to his 

manliness. After they depart Umuofia, the village men destroy Okonkwo's compound 

and kill his animals to cleanse the village of Okonkwo's sin. In this incident, Village 

people are seen to strictly follow the traditions and customs of the clan without 
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inquiring about logic behind it. Friend of Okonkwo, Obierika comes forward to help 

Okonkwo. He stores Okonkwo's yams in his barn and also continues to inform 

Okonkwo about developments in the village. Okonkwo is welcomed to Mbanta by 

his maternal uncle, Uchendu, a village elder. Okonkwo is given a plot of land on 

which to farm and build a compound for his family. But Okonkwo is depressed, and 

he blames his chi (personal spirit) for his failure to achieve lasting greatness. 

 During Okonkwo's second year in exile, his best friend, Obierika visits him. 

Obierika informs sad incident in the village of Abame that villagers of killed the 

white man and weeks later, a large group of men slaughtered the villagers in 

retribution which deserted the village. In the next visit, Obierika informs that the 

White Christian missionaries have arrived in Umuofia, have built a Christian church 

and have recruited some converts. Nwoye was one of them who had come under 

influence of missionaries in Umuofia. Nwoye, is captivated and becomes a convert 

of Christianity.  

 The Christian missionaries build a church on land given to them by the village 

leaders. However, the land is a part of the Evil Forest and according to tradition; the 

villagers believe that the missionaries will die because they built their church on 

cursed land. But when nothing happens to the missionaries, the people of Mbanta 

conclude that the missionaries possess extraordinary power and magic. The first 

recruits of the missionaries were the weak and worthless men of the village. Other 

villagers, including a woman, soon get converted to Christianity. The missionaries 

then go to Umuofia and start a school. Nwoye leaves his father's hut and moves to 

Umuofia so he can attend the school. As the Christians begin to gain power, the 

villagers see their traditional beliefs as increasingly outdated and powerless. Achebe 

implies that clinging to old traditions and an unwillingness to change may contribute 

to their downfall. Achebe does not pass judgment on their point of view, but he 

illustrates the kinds of circumstances that could make Things Fall Apart. The 

missionaries are beginning to influence not only the community's religious views and 

practices but also its deeper social customs and traditions. 

 After exile of seven years, Okonkwo’s and his family arranges to return to 

Umuofia. Before leaving Mbanta, they offer a huge feast for Okonkwo's mother's 

kinsmen in appreciation of their gratitude during years of exile. On his return to 

Umuofia, Okonkwo discovers that the village has changed during his absence. Many 

men have renounced their titles and have converted to Christianity. The white men 
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have built a prison; they have established a government court of law, where people 

are tried for breaking the white man's laws; and they also employ natives of 

Umuofia. Okonkwo wonders why the Umuofians have not incited violence to rid the 

village of the white man's church and oppressive government. 

 Okonkwo realizes that some members of the Igbo clan have accepted the 

changes in Umuofia. Mr. Brown, the white missionary respected the Igbo traditions. 

He made an effort to learn about the Igbo culture and became friendly with some of 

the clan leaders. He also encouraged Igbo people of all ages to get an education. Mr. 

Brown informs Okonkwo that Nwoye had taken the name Isaac is attending a 

teaching college. Over all development of the village makes Okonkwo unhappy. 

 Soon Mr. Brown is forced to return to his homeland after he became ill. He was 

replaced by Reverend James Smith who was exactly opposite of Mr. Brown.  

Reverend Smith was intolerant of clan customs and was very strict.  

Violence arises after Enoch, an overzealous convert to Christianity, unmasks an 

egwugwu. In retaliation, the egwugwu burn Enoch's compound and then destroy the 

Christian church because the missionaries have caused the Igbo people many 

problems. 

 When the District Commissioner returns to Umuofia, he learns about the 

destruction of the church and asks six leaders of the village, including Okonkwo, to 

meet with him. The men are jailed until they pay a fine of two hundred and fifty bags 

of cowries. The people of Umuofia collect the money, pay the fine and the men are 

set free. 

 The next day at a meeting for clansmen, five court messengers who intend to 

stop the gathering approach the group. Suddenly, Okonkwo jumps forward and 

beheads the man in charge of the messengers with his machete. When none of the 

other clansmen attempt to stop the messengers who escape, Okonkwo realizes that 

they will never go to war and that Umuofia will surrender. He realizes that 

everything from his village and culture has fallen apart for Okonkwo; he commits 

suicide by hanging himself. However, the Commissioner saw himself as a benevolent 

ambassador to the natives — one who must maintain his dignity at all times in order 

to earn the favorable opinion of the natives. He felt pride for himself on having spent 

many years toiling to bring "civilization to different parts of Africa". The 
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Commissioner felt that his experiences allowed him the privilege of writing the 

definitive book on The Pacification of the Primitive Tribes of the Lower Niger. 

b.  Plot 

 Things Fall Apart, a novel set in Pre-colonial Nigeria in the 1890s highlights the 

fight between colonialism and traditional societies. Chinua Achebe has divided 

narrative of the novel Things Fall Apart into three sections. The first section is about 

the traditional tribal life in Africa; the second section is about Okonkwo’s exile to his 

mother’s land for seven years and the third section is about the entry of the white 

man into the lives of the African people and Okonkow’s struggle to protect the 

culture as well as self masculinity. The three sections are different lengthwise also; 

the first is the longest in length is extensive information about the Igbo culture, 

customs rituals, etc. whereas the third section is the shortest section which highlights 

the major theme and symbolism mentioned in the title of the novel. The central 

protagonist Okonkow and his culture meets tragic end.  

 The vindication of tribal life in Africa and the rise in power and authority of 

Okonkwo is introduced with the intricacies and rituals of the Igbo culture that serve 

as his backdrop. His emergence as the influential clan leader by defeating wrestlers 

of other villages, family structure, wealth, likes and dislikes are described in depth. 

At the same time, his fear for feminine behavior and hard struggle to create self 

image exactly in contrast to his father is also described. The author also highlights 

his strengths as well as his obsession with success. He is haunted by the actions of 

Unoka, his cowardly and spendthrift father, who died in disrepute, leaving many 

village debts unsettled. In response, Okonkwo became a clansman, warrior, farmer, 

and family provider extraordinaire. He has a twelve-year-old son 

named Nwoye whom he finds lazy; Okonkwo worries that Nwoye will end up a 

failure like Unoka. Okonkwo does not show any love in dealing with his three wives 

and children. This part reveals that Okonkwo’s actions are often irrational and 

imprudent, which will be the cause of his eventual fall. The story of Okoknow is 

intermingled into the tribal rituals and customs which give readers in depth idea 

about language and customs of the tribe. Non native readers also get introduced to 

the culture. The reader learns about the traditions, superstitions and religious faiths of 

the villagers. The reader also learns about the life of the tribals, their agricultural 

pattern, the importance of the Oracle of the Hills and caves, the Egwugwu and their 

ceremonial arrangements. 
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 The second section opens with Okonkwo’s exile to his mother’s land for seven 

years.  At Ogbuefi Ezeudu’s large and elaborate funeral, the men beat drums and fire 

their guns. Tragedy compounds upon itself when Okonkwo’s gun explodes and kills 

Ogbuefi Ezeudu’s sixteen-year-old son. 

 Because killing a clansman is a crime against the earth goddess, Okonkwo must 

take his family into exile for seven years in order to atone. He gathers his most 

valuable belongings and takes his family to his mother’s natal village, Mbanta.   This 

section also announces the entry of the white man into the lives of the African 

people. Okonkwo is inwardly disappointed, he begins a new life with his family on 

his uncle’s bounty, dreaming and planning for the day when he would return to his 

own land. During seven years of exile, he hears of the destruction of the village of 

Abame by the white men because the natives there had killed a white man. This part 

also introduces the missionaries into the lives of the people with particular reference 

to their interest of converting people into their religion. Finally, the section concludes 

with the farewell feast that Okonkwo arranges for the whole village before he returns 

to his own village after his seven years of exile. 

 The third section deals with Okonkwo’s return to his village and his 

disappointment at the lack of interest in his arrival. Returning from exile, Okonkwo 

finds his village changed by the presence of the white men. He and other leaders try 

to reclaim their hold on their native land by destroying a local Christian church. The 

village has virtually ‘fallen apart’ with the entry of the white men who have brought 

about a lot of changes in the village. They have brought in a new government and 

many villagers have converted to the new religion, including Nwoye, Okonkwo’s 

son. Trade has also been established. The last two chapters inform about the terrible 

treatment meted out to the leaders of the tribe by the District Commissioner. His 

actions impel Okonkwo to behead one of their messengers and after finding that his 

action has no support from the tribe, Okonkwo is compelled to take his own life. 

When the local leader of the white government comes to Okonkwo's house to take 

him to court, he finds that Okonkwo has hanged himself to avoid being tried in a 

colonial court. Among his own people, Okonkwo's actions have tarnished his 

reputation and status, as it is strictly against the teachings of the Igbo to commit 

suicide.  

 Even at this last stage of his life, his fellow clan members do not bury him since 

he has desecrated the land of the Goddess Ani, by taking his own life. The narrative 



 145

ends with a note of irony as the point of view shifts to the District Commissioner’s 

who sees the situation only in terms of his own ambitions and ruthless need to 

subjugate the native populace. The tragedy of Okonkwo is described by the District 

Commissioner as ‘The Pacification of the Primitive Tribes of the Lower Niger’. The 

author at the end of the novel criticizes the British for their lack of sensitivity and at 

the same time laments the demise of Okonkwo.  

 The narrative of the novel focuses on tragic end of Okonkow and dispersion of 

his culture. Thus the plot of the novel is designed similar to the structure of tragic 

play. Although, Okonkow is not from a royal family origin, he has made a name and 

fame for himself with his achievement. His destiny does not play role in his tragic 

fall; he himself leads to his tragedy. The shift of the centre is clearly delineated at the 

end of the novel.   

 Achebe was familiar with Western literature and its traditional forms. He 

structured the novel in the tradition of a Greek tragedy. The story is centered on 

Okonkwo, the tragic hero. Aristotle defined the tragic hero as a character who is 

superior and noble, one who demonstrates great courage and perseverance but is 

undone because of a tragic personal flaw in his character. Achebe sets up Okonkwo 

as a man much respected for his considerable achievements and noble virtues which 

are key qualities of a tragic hero. Okonkwo's tragic flaw is his obsession with 

manliness; his fear of looking weak like his father drives him to commit irrational 

acts of violence that undermine his nobleness.  

 

2.5 Major & Minor Characters  

Major Characters in the Novel: 

Okonkwo :  

 Okonkwo is a tragic hero of the novel who holds a position of power and 

prestige in his community. He earns this with his might and vigour. Okonkwo 

becomes a leader of the Igbo community of  Umuofia in his thirties.To succeed in his 

motifs, he chooses wrong course of action, possesses a tragic flaw and gains 

awareness of circumstances that lead to his tragic fall. Okonkwo's tragic flaw is his 

fear of weakness, meekness and failure.  
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 Okonkwo is renowned as a wrestler, fierce warrior and a successful farmer of 

yams (a "manly" crop). He has three wives and many children who live in huts on his 

compound. Throughout his life, he wages a never ending battle for status; his life is 

dominated by the fear of weakness and failure. He is short tempered and head strong 

and ashamed of his father’s laziness and weaknesses. However, Okonkwo 

overcompensates for his father's womanly (weak) ways, of which he is ashamed, 

because he does not tolerate idleness or gentleness. 

 There is no dearth of inward affection and love; he never expresses affection 

towards anyone. On the contrary, he exhibits anger every now and then, becomes 

violent and acts stubborn and irrational. He nags and beats his wife as they don’t 

work hard and are not physically strong like him. 

 Okonkwo is reckless; he acts before he thinks. As a result, Okonkwo offends the 

Igbo community and their traditions as well as the gods of his clan. He kills 

Ikemefuna against the suggestions as he is afraid of being thought as weak. 

 When the white man brings Christianity to Umuofia, Okonkwo opposes to the 

new ways. He thinks that the changes imposed by the colonization and Christian 

missionaries are destroying the basic of Igbo culture. He is unable to accommodate 

and compromise and he is unable to move away from the traditional beliefs and 

mourns the loss of the past. During the large funeral of Ezeudu, Okonkwo's gun goes 

off accidentally killing Ezeudu's sixteen-year-old son. Although it is an accidental 

killing of a clansman, it is believed to be a crime against the earth goddess. Thus, as 

per customs of Clan, Okonkwo and his family were exiled from Umuofia for seven 

years. However, after his return Okonkwo is deeply pained to see the things changed 

in his community. He attempts to oppose the new imperial government and the 

religion but realized that he is alone who is attempting to defend the tradition.  

Okonkwa rashly kills a messenger from the British district office, his clansmen back 

away in fear; he realizes that none of them support him and that he can't save his 

village from the British colonists. Okonkwo feels that he is defeated. Instead of 

getting caught at the hands of the British, he selects choice to commits suicide and 

hangs himself; however, committing suicide is an act of cowardice, shame and 

disgraceful act according to tradition of Igbo community. Thus, Okonkwo is denied 

royal funeral by the clan. Okonkwo becomes a victim of repercussions of 

colonization at the same time, he is interpreted as a tragic hero who met his doom 

due to his own acts.  
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Unoka 

 Unoka was Okonkwo's father. He was as a tall andthin man with a slight stoop. 

He appeared "haggard and mournful . . . except when he was drinking or playing his 

flute." He is lively and meek who enjoys his life to the fullest. His favourite time was 

after the harvest when he joined with village musicians to make music and feast. His 

priority was playing flute; he was happy and peaceful when he was playing his flute, 

in spite of the sorrow and grief that was evident in his music. 

 Unoka was irresponsible, poor, lazy and neglectful towards his family. There 

was no status or respect from the villagers as he never gained a title. The villagers 

consider him as a loafer and considered him a laughing stalk. Unoka was a debtor 

and a complete failure; he was never successful in his life. His son, Okonkwo 

considered him a coward who never became a warrior. Unoka's behavior was 

contrary to typical Igbo tradition, so he was not taken seriously and was treated in a 

demeaning manner by Igbo clansmen and, later, by Okonkwo, his son. Evil fortune 

seemed to follow Unoka to his grave. He died of a horrible illness — a swelling of 

the stomach and limbs — and was left to die above ground in the Evil Forest. 

Obierika: 

 Obierika was Okonkwo's best friend who serves as a foil for Okonkwo. 

Obierika's personality contrasts with and enhances the distinctive characteristics of 

Okonkwo's personality. Obierika is a reasonable person who thinks before he acts, 

unlike Okonkwo, who is impulsive. Obierika does not advocate the use of violence to 

get revenge against the British colonizers — Okonkwo does. Obierika is open-

minded; he understands and appreciates the changing values and foreign culture that 

is infiltrating the Igbo traditions. Obierika is receptive to new ideas and is willing to 

adapt to change, whereas Okonkwo is narrow-minded, unable to accept any change 

to traditional Igbo culture and beliefs. 

 Even though the personalities of Obierika and Okonkwo are vastly different, 

Obierika supports Okonkwo as a friend. He comforts Okonkwo when Okonkwo is 

depressed over Ikemefuna's death, despite the fact that he disapproves of Okonkwo's 

role in Ikemefuna's murder. When Okonkwo goes into exile, Obierika sells 

Okonkwo's yams and seed-yams and gives Okonkwo the profits. 

 Unlike Okonkwo, Obierika questions the Igbo traditions and ritual, as well as 

their tribal law. He thinks that change may improve the Igbo society. Whereas 
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Okonkwo's solution is to use violence against the British, Obierika understands that 

rising up against the British is too late. He comments that the white man "has put a 

knife on the things that have held us together and we have fallen apart." 

Mr. Brown: 

 Mr. Brown is the first white Christian missionary in Umuofia and Mbanta. He is 

a patient, kind and understanding man. He is also open-minded and willing to make 

an effort to respect and understand the Igbo beliefs. 

 Mr. Brown restrains overeager members of his church from provoking clan 

members; evidence that supports his shared belief with the Igbo people in the value 

of peaceful relations. He befriends many great men of the clan who begin to listen to 

and understand his message. He also discusses religious beliefs with Akunna, a clan 

leader of Umuofia. Neither man gives up his belief, but they learn about each other's 

faith and gain respect for one another. 

 Mr. Brown builds a school and a hospital in Umuofia. He urges the Igbo people 

to send their children to school and makes a point of giving gifts, such as singlets and 

towels to the children (and later to adults) who attend school. Mr. Brown tells the 

Igbo people that their future leaders will have to know how to read and write. He 

knows the British way — to do away with the traditional government of the Igbo 

people and instate their own form of government. Mr. Brown informs the Igbo 

people that they will need to adapt so they will not lose all their autonomy — and 

their traditional beliefs. 

Ikemefuna: 

 Ikemefuna is a fifteen year old boy from a neighbouring clan, Mbaino, who is 

given up to Umofia as a sacrifice for killing one of the women of Umuofia. He lives 

with the Okonkwo’s family for three years before the elders order him to be killed. In 

those three years, he grows very close to Okonkwo’s family, especially, Nwoye. 

Okonkwo even prefers him to his son. He considers Ikmefuna as a promising and 

hard-working young man. However, Okonkwo is ordered to kill Ikmefuna by the 

Clan men. In spite of suggestions by his friend, Okonkwo kills Ikmefuna, which 

leaves a deep scar on his mind. This gives a turn to the events in the novel. Though 

there are no such actions by Ikemefuna to take into consideration, his death makes 

the things work in such a way that helps to have a deeper impact on central character 

Okonkwo’s mind and actions. Okonkwo’s son, Nwoye comes to know that Okonkwo 
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has killed Ikmefuna, so he distances himself from his father and after a few days, he 

is found among the missionaries.  

 Ikmefuna’s stay with Okonkwo’s family had changed the atmosphere of 

Okonkwo’s family. Even, Okonkwo had become fond of Ikmefuna. 

Minor characters 

• Nwoye - Okonkwo’s oldest son; from Okonkwo’s point of view he is weak and 

lazy.  

• Ekwefi - Okonkwo’s second wife. 

• Ezinma - The only child of Okonkwo’s second wife, Ekwefi.  

• Reverend James Smith - The missionary who replaced Mr. Brown. Contrary to 

Mr. Brown, Reverend Smith is uncompromising and strict. He demanded that 

his converts should reject all of their indigenous beliefs, and he showed no 

respect for indigenous customs or culture.  

• Uchendu - The younger brother of Okonkwo’s mother who received Okonkwo 

and his family warmly when they traveled to Mbanta. 

• The District Commissioner - An authority personality in the white colonial 

government in Nigeria. He is the prototypical racist colonialist. 

• Ogbuefi Ezeudu - The oldest man in the village and one of the most important 

clan elders and leaders. He was a great warrior in his youth and now delivers 

messages from the Oracle.  

• Chielo - A priestess in Umuofia who is dedicated to the Oracle of the goddess 

Agbala. Chielo is a widow with two children. She is good friends with Ekwefi. 

•  Akunna - A clan leader of Umuofia.  

• Obiageli - The daughter of Okonkwo’s first wife.  

Ojiugo - Okonkwo’s third and youngest wife, and the mother of Nkechi.   
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2.6 Themes & other aspects of the novel 

 Things Fall Apart is a narrative of multiple themes. According to the Oxford 

English Dictionary, theme is “the subject of piece of writing.” It is a subject matter 

and driving force of a novel. It makes a narrative of novel concrete and tangible. 

Theme also guides and controls author’s writing in terms of directions for the story, 

mood and its portrayal, style, emotional effect arising out of story.    

Themes: 

Tribe and Nationhood  

 Chinua Achebe provides access to the Igbo culture of pre colonial time and its 

complexity in the novel.  It is further interwoven with the theme of the clash of 

cultures. The Igbo people are an ethnic group native to the present-day south-central 

and southeastern Nigeria. Geographically, the Igbo homeland is divided into two 

unequal sections by the Niger River – an eastern and a western section. The Igbo 

people are one of the largest ethnic groups in Africa. Before the British colonial 

rule in the 20
th

 century, the Igbo were a politically fragmented group. They became 

overwhelmingly Christian under colonization. The novel gives extensive information 

of the Igbo culture, language, rituals, traditions, etc. interwoven in the story of 

Okonkwo and incidents happening in and around his village. The arrival of the 

Christen missionary and the British imperialistic power create collision between two 

cultures. This collision of cultures occurs at the individual and societal levels. The 

forceful religious conversion into Christen and initial resistance by the natives create 

clash and awareness of nationhood throughout the novel. When Things Fall 

Apart was first published, Achebe stated his purposes was to present a complex, 

dynamic society to a Western audience who perceived African society as primitive, 

simple, and backward. Unless Africans could tell their side of their story, Achebe 

believed that the African experience would forever be "mistold". 

Social Disintegration: 

 Towards the end of the novel, the readers witness the events by which Igbo 

society begins to fall apart. Religion is threatened, Umuofia loses its self-

determination and the very centres of tribal life are threatened. These events are all 

the more painful for the reader because so much time has been spent in sympathetic 
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description of Igbo life. The novel is praised for its intelligent and realistic treatment 

of tribal beliefs and of psychological disintegration coincident with social unraveling. 

Tradition and change:  

 The narrative of the novel focuses on Umuofia traditions and Igbo culture. It 

extensively describes marriage, burial and harvest. Achebe has used a third-person 

narrator instead of writing the book from Okonkwo's perspective. The third-person 

narrator gives sense of objectivity to the description of various facets of Umuofian 

society. Achebe has presented their love of proverbs or how they make judicial 

decisions. The social structure, traditions, rituals, festivals, traditional judiciary, 

religion, cultural connotations have been narrated through typical expressions of 

language. He merged Igbo vocabulary, terms, ideas, rhythms, etc into English to the 

extent the readers understand meanings of most of Igbo words through illustration of 

context. However, the initial theme of narrating the cultural, religious and social 

tradition of Umofia takes twist symbolized in the title of the novel. The central 

character Okonkwo is among the selected responsible persons of the clan to retain 

the native tradition. He holds conventional ideas of rank, reputation, and masculinity 

in high esteem. Gradually, the traditions that form the center of Umuofia society 

cannot survive in the face of major changes occurring around them. With the arrival 

of Imperialistic British and Christen Missionaries, they begin to impose their world 

order upon them resulting disintegration of the culture. 

 However, with the progress of the narrative, the centre shifts and Okonkwo 

begins to fall out of favour with the clans and his descent signals the crumbling of 

traditional Umuofia society. Mutiple incidents in the story signal the statement. He 

adheres to tradition to the extent that drives him to kill his own surrogate 

son, Ikemefuna, driving away Nwoye from the culture and adopting new one. Nwoye 

feels cold when he contemplates certain aspects of Umuofia society and symbolizes 

agent of change. He is pushed to join the Christians like many other people from the 

clan. Although new religion and customs were forced by the British, people accepted 

them as a replacement of the native culture.    

Masculinity: 

 Okonkwo is a respected and influential leader within the Igbo community of 

Umuofia in eastern Nigeria. He first earns personal fame and distinction, and brings 

honour to his village, when he defeats Amalinze the Cat in a wrestling contest. 
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Okonkwo determines to gain titles for himself and become a powerful and wealthy 

man in spite of his father's weaknesses. He strives hard to be as masculine as possible 

and through his rise to become a powerful man of his tribe. However, he faces 

subsequent fall within the tribe and in the eyes of his son Nwoye. Okonkwo believes 

in the traditions of Igbo culture and believes in traditional societal and gender roles. 

He thus struggles hard to protect the native culture. He fears feminine nature; His son 

Nwoye’s feminine behavour pains him. On the other hand, Ikmefuna’s bravery 

attracts him.  He always wished that his daughter Ezinma were a boy. However, 

Okonkwo's adherence to masculinity and aggression leads to his fall in society. He 

becomes brittle to the extent that he is unable to bend with the changes taking place 

in his clan. To keep himself with the principle of masculinity, Okonkwo forces 

himself to kill his own surrogate son, murder the white man against his better 

judgment and hang himself before a punishment can be imposed by others. 

Okonkwo's aggression makes him weak in the end. 

Other important issues in the novel 

Nigeria and Things Fall Apart:  

 The history of Nigeria is driven by its geography. Nigeria is located above the 

inner curve of the elbow on the west coast of Africa, just north of the equator and 

south of the Sahara Desert. There are more than two hundred ethnic groups. Each 

group is with its own language, beliefs and culture live in present-day Nigeria. The 

largest ethnic groups are the mostly Protestant Yoruba in the west, the Catholic Igbo 

in the east, and the predominantly Muslim Hausa-Fulani in the north.  

 Things Fall Apart narrates the events which take place at the end of the 

nineteenth century and in the early part of the twentieth century. The British 

occupied most of Nigeria in the early years of 20
th

 century; however, they had a 

strong presence in West Africa since the early nineteenth century.  

 The British were in competition with other Europeans for control of the natural 

wealth of West Africa. At the Berlin Conference of 1884-85 — a meeting arranged 

to settle rivalries among European powers — the British proclaimed Nigeria to be 

their territory. They bought palm oil, peanuts, rubber, cotton, and other agricultural 

products from the Nigerians. Indeed, trade in these products made some Nigerian 

traders very wealthy. In the early twentieth century, the British defined the collection 
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of diverse ethnic groups as one country, Nigeria, and declared it a colony of the 

British Empire. 

 The British moved into Nigeria with a combination of government control, 

religious mission, and economic incentive. In the north, the British ruled indirectly, 

with the support of the local Muslim leaders, who collected taxes and administered a 

government on behalf of the British. In the south, however, where communities (such 

as Umuofia in Things Fall Apart) were often not under one central authority, the 

British had to intervene directly and forcefully to control the local population. 

 The British destroyed the powerful Awka Oracle and killed all opposing Igbo 

groups. The British operated an administrative system and introduced a form of 

British culture to Nigeria. Nigeria became an independent country on October 1, 

1960, and became a republic in 1963. 

Title of the Novel 

 Chinua Achebe has derived the title of the novel Things Fall Apart from the 

poem, “The Second Coming” by W.B Yeats.  These lines of poems are: 

“Turning and turning in the widening gyre 

The falcon cannot hear the falconer; 

Things Fall Apart; the centre cannot hold; 

 Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,” 

 W. B. Yeats was an Irish poet and he was associated with the Celtic movement. 

He supported the Irish independence and revival of tradition and folk culture of 

Ireland. The Celtic movement was against the cultural and political imperialism of 

the English. The poem ‘Second Coming’ signifies the Christen notion of the Second 

Coming of Christ. According to Christen mythology, Christ first entered the world in 

the Incarnation when He was born of the Virgin Mary. It is believed that He shall 

come again with glory to judge both the quick and the dead. 

 The narrative of the novel is unfolded in the manner that the readers understand 

something was believed that it would last forever; however, it has come to an abrupt 

end due to certain reason. It also suggest that the proper balance of every element in 

the culture and society settles everything in order but imperial invasion has lead to 

loss of balance.  
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 The title of the novel Things Fall Apart signifies the central message in the 

narrative foreshadowing the tragedy which takes place at the end of the novel. The 

novel depicts the tragedy of an individual as well as the tragedy of a society. The 

central character of the novel Okonkwo is portrayed as a wealthy, respected warrior 

and influential clan leader of Umuofia meets tragic fate. He is a well-known person 

throughout the nine villages and beyond. The Igbo culture was self reliant and 

independent with its own cultural norms. However, the centre shifted gradually with 

the arrival of the missionary resulting to the fall of Okonkwo who suffered and 

became victim at individual level. Okonkwo's life first begins to fall apart when he 

kills Ikemefuna. Gradually, the centre shifts and finally fearing the humiliation of 

dying under white law, Okonkwo commits suicide and his life totally falls apart. The 

novel ends with his tragic end.  

 The introduction of the British Imperial power and Christen Missionary had 

biased notion in the mind that before their arrival no culture exited in Igbo society. 

This notion of Imperial power created chaotic situation. Achebe’s title of the novel 

draws parallels between the English oppression of Ireland and oppression of Nigeria. 

The central character Okonkwo symbolizes dual role as an agent of the chaos 

engulfed Igbo culture and at individual level he is the victim of British oppression at 

individual level.     

        Like the protagonist Okonkwo his Igbo society also falls apart. The initial 

sections of the novel, Igbo society is shown as socially, politically and religiously 

organic society. However, the organic society is divided gradually. Thus, the novel 

documents the falling apart of the Igbo tribe on account of its own brutal rules as 

well as the arrival of the Christian missionaries and the rule of the English 

government. 

 The novel concludes with the end of the Igbo culture and society and the death 

of the hero. In the face of the chaos caused by the incursion of Christianity, 

Okonkwo becomes a murderer and then hangs himself. His world has literally fallen 

apart, and it symbolically represents that Igbo society has fallen apart. Thus, the title 

of the novel, Things Fall Apart tunes up with its theme. 
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Use of Language: 

 The post colonial writers debated over the selection of language for their 

creative expression; whether it should be English or native dialect. Selection of 

English as a medium of creative expression was believed to be an attempt to 

propagate imperialistic tendencies. In addition, writing in English would lead to 

cultural subtleties and loss of meaning in the process of translation and foreign 

language would not be sufficient to describe native culture. Achebe's choice to write 

in English has caused controversy. While both African and non-African critics agree 

that Achebe modelled Things Fall Apart on classic European literature, they disagree 

about whether his novel upholds a Western model, or, in fact, subverts or confronts 

it. Achebe wrote his novels in English because written Standard Igbo was created by 

combining various dialects, creating a stilted written form. In a 1994 interview with 

The Paris Review, Achebe said, "the novel form seems to go with the English 

language. There is a problem with the Igbo language. It suffers from a very serious 

inheritance which it received at the beginning of this century from the Anglican 

mission.” He further explained his views in a book “Morning yet in Creation Day” 

which was published in 1966 where he stated that a new voice was coming out of 

Africa , speaking of African Experience in a worldwide language. He advocated the 

use of English language to fashion in such a way that it should be at once universal 

as well as to be able to carry a peculiar experience. Achebe thus made Things Fall 

Apart a ground breaking work with controlled use of Igbo language which extended 

boundaries of English fiction. He introduced new form and language into a 

traditional western narrative structure to communicate African experience. He 

introduced Igbo culture and language, native proverbs, metaphors, speech rhythms, 

etc. in the novel.  

 Achebe believed in social purpose of creative writing. He exposed the fact that 

African people had lost dignity, depth, value and beauty of language and cultural 

during period of colonialism and it must be regained. He attempted to reestablish 

own national culture in post colonial period. He executed these strategies through 

various means:  

a. The language of the novel marked the emergence of the modern African novel. 

Because Achebe wrote in English, portrayed Igbo life from the point of view of 

an African man and used the language of his people, he was able to greatly 

influence African novelists.  
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b. Exposed African experience in English language worldwide for non African 

readers. 

c. He also presented the complexities and depth of African culture to the readers of 

other cultures. Being introduced to both English and Igbo languages in the 

childhood, he skillfully moulded literary expression in English and reached large 

number of readers.  

d. He overcame problems related to the understanding of Igbo customs that were 

unaware about the Igbo culture and language. He merged Igbo vocabulary, 

terms, ideas, rhythms, etc into English to the extent the readers understand 

meanings of most of Igbo words through illustration of context. Thus, bridged 

cultural divide. Use of Proverb provided smell of contextual authenticity to the 

writing.  

e. He used occasional speech patterns and rhythms to represent moments of high 

emotions and tensions. 

f.  Strategic use of simplified form of language for communicating between groups 

of people from different languages.  

g. Being tonal form of language Igbo language, he included and weaved in 

proverbs from Igbo oral culture into his writing. 

 

Novel as the tragedy of an individual and tragedy of culture: 

 Tragedy is a series of events occur in a life of a hero that author constructs to 

maneuver the readers to experience the tragic emotions of its characters.  Aristotle’s 

catharsis insists on the reproduction of tragic emotions at the end of the story; for 

this, he gives the characteristics of a tragic hero and tragedy. Aristotelian tragedy 

also consists hamartia, peripetia and anagnorisis. Chinua Achebe tries to use it to 

show the repercussions deeply affecting the individuals and culture at large in his 

well-known novel, Things Fall Apart. Achebe uses Aristotelean theory of tragedy to 

point out how deeply colonization has affected the lives of Igbo community. 

 The central character Okonkwo stands for manliness and his society respects his 

masculine achievements. Okonkwo is renowned as a wrestler, a fierce warrior and a 

successful farmer of yams; however, his life is dominated by the fear of weakness 

and failure and he is ashamed of his father’s weak ways. He isolates himself by 
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exhibiting anger through violent, stubborn, irrational behavior.  In his fit of adventure 

and a strong yearning to prove himself; he commits irreparable mistakes. As a 

punishment to this he is sent on exile of seven years, after his return he finds radical 

transformations in his village due to the impact of colonization. 

 Okonkwo’s father was a lazy man and without any nobility of family. However, 

he possesses great nobility that brings fame and respect from his clan members. 

Okonkwo earns his own reputation in the village. His obligations to be a noble and 

respected man in Igbo community lead to his tragic end. Results in killing 

Ikemefuna, whom Okonkwo considers him as his own son. 

 Okonkwo is advised not to participate in the murder of Ikefemuna, but he 

actually kills Ikefemuna because he is "afraid of being thought weak." When the 

white man brings Christianity to Umuofia, Okonkwo is opposed to the new ways. He 

feels that the changes are destroying the Igbo culture, changes that require 

compromise and accommodation — two qualities that Okonkwo finds intolerable. 

 Too proud and inflexible, he clings to traditional beliefs and mourns the loss of 

the past. When Okonkwa rashly kills a messenger from the British district office, his 

clansmen back away in fear; he realizes that none of them support him and that he 

can't save his village from the British colonists. Okonkwo is defeated. He commits 

suicide, a shameful and disgraceful death like his father's. 

 Okonkwo’s life ambition is to gain the most possible titles a man could achieve 

in his village; during his exile these ambitions are put to an end. He cannot even 

dream of any achievements or titles. He is entrapped in living with different values 

and ideals from the ones he devotedly cherished so far. After his return from seven 

years’ exile, he finds the ideals he worked for; his dreams to achieve greatness are no 

longer respected. No one gives importance to his aspirations; things have changed to 

a great extent which he cannot accept easily. He finds that “worthy men are no 

more”. 

 Okonkwo understands this as a result of his absence from village to stop the 

missionaries from influencing the culture of his village. He ends his own life in his 

struggle to be the perfect man. Instead of submitting to the changes, he tries to 

conquer and control, but fails to succeed and results in his suicide. The tension is 

built to such an extent that he loses all hold on life. 
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 Okonkwo’s suffering is at different levels; his killing of Ikemefuna, his exile 

and his failure in retaining the old order and values of the clan. His nobility is the 

sole reason to commit suicide. He has a violent temper is a major flaw that leads to 

his tragic end. He is deeply wounded, spiritually, emotionally and mentally. After 

killing the boy, he spends sleepless nights, his conscience never sleeps. 

 The struggle with the emotion and grief that grows inside of him results in his 

death. The novel is set during the time of the colonization of the Igbo people in 

Nigeria. Achebe shows how colonization of the Igbo community has made the 

culture of the community without any centre to hold it together. The colonizers 

considered themselves to be noble and the superior race as compared to the Africans. 

The destruction was in fact caused largely by the act of colonization. The present 

novel represents the tragedy due to colonization. Okonkwo’s committing suicide is a 

crime and act of sheer cowardice according to the rules of the clan. In fear of being 

coward, he submits himself to the worst act of cowardice; it is the greatest irony of 

Igbo culture. 

 The Igbo culture was self sufficient and independent with its own cultural 

norms. Igbo culture has its own strong centre in cultural traditions. However, the 

centre shifted gradually with the arrival of the missionary resulting in the fall of 

Okonkwo whose suffering exemplifies the victimization by colonization. Okonkwo's 

life first begins to fall apart when he kills Ikemefuna. Gradually, the centre shifts and 

finally fearing the humiliation of dying under white law, Okonkwo commits suicide 

and his life totally falls apart. 

 The imperialist colonizers were baised towards the self-reliant culture of Africa. 

Christian Missionary played instrumental role in purifying the African culture.  This 

baised notion of Imperial power created chaotic situation. Achebe’s title of the novel 

draws parallels between the English oppression of Ireland and oppression of Nigeria. 

The central character Okonkwo symbolizes dual role as an agent of the chaos 

engulfed Igbo culture and at individual level he is the victim of British oppression.     

        Like the protagonist Okonkwo, his Igbo society also falls apart. In the beginning 

of the novel, Igbo society is shown as socially, politically and religiously organic 

society. However, the organic society is divided slowly but steadily. Thus, the novel 

documents the falling apart of the Igbo tribe on account of its own brutal rules as 
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well as the arrival of the Christian missionaries and the rule of the English 

government. 

 The novel concludes with the end of the Igbo culture and society and the death 

of the hero. In the face of the chaos caused by the incursion of Christianity, 

Okonkwo becomes a murderer and then commits suicide. His world has literally 

fallen apart, and it symbolically represents that Igbo society has fallen apart ending in 

the tragic situation. 

 

2.7 Glossary and notes 

agadi-nwayi:  an old woman. 

Chielo: the priestess. 

Agbala: the Oracle the prophet of the Igbo.  

Albino: a person whose skin, hair and eyes lack normal coloration because of 

genetic factors: albinos have a white skin, whitish hair, and pink eyes. 

Amadiora:  the god of thunder and lightning. 

Ani : the earth goddess who owns all land. 

Callow:  young and inexperienced; immature. 

Chi:  a significant cultural concept and belief meaning one's personal deity; also 

one's destiny or fate. 

Chielo:  the name of the current priestess of Agbala, the Oracle of the Hills and the 

Caves. 

Chukwu:  the leading god in the Igbo hierarchy of gods. 

Coco-yam:  the edible, spherical-shaped tuber of the taro plant grown in the tropics 

and eaten like potatoes or ground into flour, cooked to a paste, or fermented for 

beer. Court messengers: the native Africans hired by the British to carry out 

their law enforcement activities. 

Cowries: a kind of mollusk related to snails and found in warm seas; especially the 

shells of the money cowrie, formerly used as currency in parts of Africa and 

southern Asia. 
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Efulefu:  worthless men in the eyes of the community. 

Egwugwu:  leaders of the clan who wear mask during certain rituals and speak on 

behalf of the spirits; the term can be either singular or plural. 

Emissary: a person or agent sent on a specific mission. 

Entrails:  the inner organs of humans or animals; specifically, the intestines; viscera; 

guts. 

Esoteric: intended for or understood by only a chosen few, as an inner group of 

disciples or initiates (said of ideas, literature, and so). 

Evangelism:  a preaching of, or zealous effort to spread, the gospel. 

Ezeugo: the name for a person of high religious significance, such as an Igbo priest. 

Fetish:  any object believed by some person or group to have magical power. 

Guttural:  loosely, produced in the throat; harsh, rasping, and so on. 

Gyre:  a circular or spiral motion; a revolution. The word appears in the book's 

opening quotation from a W.B. Yeats poem, "The Second Coming." 

Harbingers:  persons or things that come before to announce or give an indication of 

what follows; heralds. 

Harmattan:  a dry, dusty wind that blows from the Sahara in northern Africa toward 

the Atlantic, especially from November to March. 

Iba:  fever, probably related to malaria. 

Ibo: a member of a people of southeastern Nigeria; known for their art and their 

skills as traders. Today, the word is spelled Igbo (the g is not pronounced). 

Ilo:  the village gathering place and playing field; an area for large celebrations and 

special events. 

Impudent:  shamelessly bold or disrespectful; saucy; insolent. 

Isa-ifi:  the ceremony in which the bride is judged to have been faithful to her 

groom. 

Kernels: the inner, softer part of a nut, fruit pit, etc. Here, found in the fleshy 

remains of the palm nut after its husk is crushed for palm-oil.  
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Mbaino: This community name means four settlements. 

Mbanta:  The name means small town and is where Okonkwo's mother comes from, 

his motherland, beyond the borders of Mbaino (Ikemefuna's original home). 

Obi: a hut within a compound. 

Ogbanje: a child possessed by an evil spirit that leaves the child's body upon death 

only to enter into the mother's womb to be reborn again within the next child's 

body. 

Ogbuefi: a person with a high title, as in Ogbuefi Ezeugo (the orator) and Ogbuefi 

Udo (the man whose wife was killed in Mbaino). 

Ogwu: medicine, magic. 

Okonkwo: The name implies male pride and stubbornness. 

Okoye: an everyman name comparable to John Doe in English. Okoye represents all 

the people to whom Unoka owes money. 

Oracle: the place where, or medium by which, the deities are consulted; here, the 

Oracle of the Hills and the Caves. 

2.8 Check your progress 

i.    In what country does Things Fall Apart take place? 

ii.  The name of Okonkwo’s motherland. 

iii.  Reason for Okonkwo’s exile? 

iv.  How does Okonkwo die? 

v.   The title of the novel is taken from a poem written by? 

vi.  Which child is Okonkwo’s favorite 

vii.  What does Okonkwo think his son, Nwoye, lacks 

viii.  Which of the following best characterizes Reverend James Smith? 

ix.   What is chi? 

x.  Who cures Ezinma? 
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2.9 Answers to check your progress 

i.  Nigeria 

ii.  Mbanta 

iii.  Killed a fellow clan member unintentionally  

iv.  By hanging himself 

v.  W. B. Yeats 

vi.  Ezinma 

vii.  Manliness, bravery and ambition 

viii.  Brutal and zealous 

ix.  An individual personal god that decides future 

x.  Okonkwo 

 

2.10 Exercise 

1. How does Chinua Achebe portray Igbo culture and tradition in the novel? 

2. How does the destiny of the tragic hero Oknkwo from Things Fall Apart echo 

the destiny of the tribal Igbo in Nigeria?  

3. Achebe presents details of daily village life in Umuofia, as well as details 

concerning the Igbo culture. Describe the setting of the novel. 

4. What are the major themes in the novel Things Fall Apart? 

5. How does colonization change Nwoye in Things Fall Apart? 

6. Describe pre colonial Nigeria and the Igbo way of life in Things Fall Apart? 

7. How would you characterize the relationship between Okonkwo and Nwoye as 

tragic in Things Fall Apart? 

8. How does society contribute to the tragedy of Things Fall Apart? 

9. What literary devices does Chinua Achebe predominantly use in Things Fall 

Apart? 

10. How does Achebe characterize fate and free will in the Things Fall Apart? 
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11. How do the oral traditions, proverbs, Igbo wisdom and language used add to the 

effect of the novel’s tragic ending and the downfall of Okonkwo? 

12. Things Fall Apart focuses on the customs and society of the Igbo and the 

influence of British Colonialism and Chrustian missionaries on the Igbo 

community during the late nineteenth century. Comment. 

13. What features contribute to the Postcolonialism within Things Fall Apart? 

14. How is the issue of imperialism related to the novel and characters of Things 

Fall Apart? 

15. What is the plot structure of the novel? 

16. How would you characterize the relationship between Okonkwo and Nwoye as 

tragic in Things Fall Apart? 

17. How does Achebe characterize fate and free will in the Things Fall Apart? 

18. How do the oral traditions, proverbs, Igbo wisdom and language used add to the 

effect of the novel’s tragic ending and the downfall of Okonkwo? 

19. What features contribute to the Postcolonialism within Things Fall Apart? 

20. What are the major themes of Things Fall Apart by Chinua Achebe? 

21. What is the plot structure of the novel? 

22. What are the Post Colonial features of Achebe’s novel Things Fall Apart? 

23. What are the conflicts in Things Fall Apart? What types of conflict (physical, 

moral, intellectual, or emotional)?  

24. Discuss use of language on the novel Thing fall Apart. 
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Unit-3 

Postmodernism in Fiction  

Orhan Pamuk – My Name Is Red 
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3.5  Themes and Other Aspects in My Name Is Red 

3.7  Further Readings 

3.0 Objectives 

After completing the study of this unit, you will  

• know about the life and works of Orhan Pamuk 

• know about the plot summery of the My Name Is Red  

• learn the major and minor characters in My Name Is Red  

• learn the themes and other aspects in My Name Is Red  

• be able to answer the questions on the novel My Name Is Red. 

3.1 Introduction 

 This unit discusses the life and works of the well-known Turkish novelist, Orhan 

Pamuk.  It also presents the detailed summary of his famous novel My Name Is Red, 

the analysis of the major and minor characters in the novel and the critical 

commentary on the themes, motifs and symbols used in the novel. 

 My Name Is Red is a novel by Turkish writer Orhan Pamuk, who won the Nobel 

Prize for Literature in 2006. Set in Istanbul, the capital city of the powerful Ottoman 
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Empire, in 1591, the novel functions at many different levels. Covering a period of 

about a week, it is at once a murder mystery, a love story, and an examination of the 

cultural tensions between East and West. These tensions center around different 

theories of art. The Ottoman Sultan has commissioned an illustrated book to 

celebrate the power of his empire, and he has ordered that the paintings employ the 

techniques of the Italian Renaissance, in which the use of perspective and shadow 

create realistic portraits that are quite different from the stylized representations of 

Islamic tradition. The use of the new style creates fear amongst the artists 

commissioned to produce the book, and two murders are the result. Black, an artist 

who has just returned to Istanbul and is courting the beautiful Shekure, is told by the 

Sultan that he must solve the case within three days or he and the other master artists 

will be tortured. With its theme of East-West conflict, and its examination of what 

happens when Western ideas creep into a restrictive Islamic society, My Name Is 

Red, although set four hundred years ago, has much relevance for the cultural 

conflicts of today. A recent edition of the story, translated from the Turkish by Erdağ 

M. Göknar, was released by Vintage International in 2002. 

3.2 Orhan Pamuk: Life and Works  

 Orhan Pamuk was born in Istanbul, Turkey, on June 7, 1952, and grew up in a 

large family in a wealthy area of the city. When he was a child he acquired an 

interest in painting and wanted to become an artist, a desire he entertained until he 

was in his early twenties. 

 Pamuk graduated from the American Robert College in Istanbul and studied 

architecture for three years at Istanbul Technical University. But he decided not to 

pursue his earlier goals of becoming an artist or architect and instead turned to 

journalism. He graduated from the Institute of Journalism at the University of 

Istanbul in 1976. However, he never pursued a career in journalism. Instead, at the 

age of twenty-three, he decided to become a novelist. For the next seven years, he 

lived with his parents, who supported his writing. 

 Pamuk’s first novel, Cevdet Bey ve ogullari: roman, was published in 1982. It is 

the story of three generations of a wealthy family living in Istanbul. Pamuk then 

wrote Sessiz ev: roman (1983). His third novel, Beyaz kale: roman (1985), was 

translated into English and published as The White Castle: A Novel (1990 in 
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England, 1991 in the United States). About the interaction between East and West in 

Istanbul, the novel earned Pamuk an international reputation. 

 Pamuk was a visiting scholar at Columbia University, New York, from 1985 to 

1988. During this time he wrote most of his next novel, Kara Kitap, which was 

published in Turkey in 1990 and in the United States in 1994 as The Black Book. 

Yeni hayat (1994) was translated as The New Life (1997). 

 Benim Adim Kirmizi (2000) was translated from Turkish and first published as 

My Name Is Red in the United States in 2001. The novel won the French Prix Du 

Meilleur Livre Étranger (2001), the Italian Grinzane Cavour (2002) and the 

prestigious International IMPAC Dublin literary award (2003). 

 Kar (2002) published in English as Snow (2002), which Pamuk described as the 

only political novel he has written, is about tensions between political Islamists, 

secularists, and Kurdish and Turkish nationalists. 

 Over the years, Pamuk has been critical of the Turkish government over human 

rights issues, and in 2005, he was subjected to criminal charges over remarks he 

made in an interview with a Swiss magazine. Pamuk commented that thirty thousand 

Kurds had been killed in the conflict between Kurdish nationalists and Turkish 

security forces, and that a million Armenians were killed in Turkey in 1915, but that 

no one spoke about it. 

 After an international outcry, the charges against Pamuk were dropped in 

January 2006. He has subsequently stated that his intent in making the controversial 

statements was to draw attention to freedom of expression issues in Turkey. 

 In 2006, Pamuk was awarded the Nobel Prize in literature. In the same year, he 

was appointed visiting professor at Columbia University. In 2007, Pamuk was a 

Fellow with Columbia University’s Committee on Global Thought. 

3.3  Plot Summary of the novel My Name Is Red 

Chapters 1–10 

 Set in a winter in Istanbul in 1591, My Name Is Red is told in brief chapters by 

multiple narrators; the narrator is identified in the heading of each chapter. Chapter 1 

is told by a murdered man whose as-yet-undiscovered-corpse lies at the bottom of a 
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well. His name was Elegant and he was an artist working on illustration for a secret 

book commissioned by the Sultan. 

 Chapter 2 is narrated by Black, who has just returned to Istanbul after a twelve-

year absence. For all that time he has been in love with his cousin, Shekure. He is 

returning to Istanbul at the invitation of his uncle, Enishte, to whom he was formerly 

apprenticed. Enishte is also an artist, and it is he who is in charge of preparing the 

secret book for the Sultan. Enishte has asked Black for assistance, since Black has 

experience commissioning artists. Black walks the streets of Istanbul and enters a 

coffeehouse, in which a storyteller has hung a picture of a dog. He is giving voice to 

the dog and pointing at the drawing. The next chapter is narrated by the dog. He 

questions why some people dislike dogs. 

 Chapter 4 is narrated by the man who murdered Elegant, although he does not 

identify himself. He is also in the coffeehouse, and he reveals that, he, like Elegant, 

is a miniaturist. He discusses what it feels like to be a murderer and reveals that 

Elegant had believed the illustrations they were doing were heretical. The murderer 

feared that they would all be denounced to the fundamentalists. 

 Chapter 5 is narrated by Enishte, Black’s uncle, who recalls the circumstances 

of Black’s departure, twelve years ago. This happened because Black fell in love 

with Enishte’s daughter, Shekure, but was not considered a suitable match, so he was 

asked to leave the house. Several years later, Shekure married a cavalryman and had 

two children. But her husband, after going off to war, has now been missing for four 

years. Enishte tells Black that the portrait of the Sultan that is to be included in the 

secret book will be painted in the Venetian style, as a genuine portrait of the man. 

This will be a departure from the impersonal style of the Islamic miniaturists. 

 Chapter 6 is told by Orhan, Shekure’s six year-old son. Orhan overhears his 

grandfather telling Black that he thinks Elegant was murdered because of the 

controversial nature of his work, even though Elegant worked in the old style. Orhan 

and his brother Shevket misbehave and their mother makes them wait in the kitchen 

until Black leaves. 

 Black takes up the story in chapter 7. He relates his feelings on visiting 

Enishte’s house. 

 He desperately wants to see Shekure again. Enishte tells him he must visit all the 

miniaturists working on the book, as well as Master Osman, the Head Illuminator. As 
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he rides away, a clothes peddler named Esther hands him a letter from Shekure, and 

he also catches a glimpse of Shekure’s face in the window.  

 In chapter 8, Esther, who delivers letters as she hawks her wares around the city, 

relates how she came to deliver the letter to Black. She knows that Shekure has told 

Black not to return. Esther guesses, however, that Shekure does not mean what she 

says. 

 Shekure tells her own story in chapter 9. She confirms Esther’s intuition that she 

does not want to discourage Black, and also tells the story of how she fell in love 

with her husband. After he went missing, she had to move back in with her father. 

She knows that Hasan, her brother-in-law, wants to marry her, but she does not want 

to marry him. 

 Chapter 10 is told by a tree, which says it does not want to be depicted in the 

Western, Venetian style, like a real tree. Instead, it wants to reveal what the meaning 

of a tree is. 

Chapters 11–20 

 Black is the narrator in chapter 11. He reads Shekure’s letter and dreams of 

being married. In the morning he visits the royal artisans’ workshop, and senses that 

Master Osman is suspicious of him. Osman reveals that the miniaturists Olive, Stork, 

and Butterfly work on the special book – not at the workshop but at home. Black is 

given a tour of the workshop, and on his way back he gives Esther a letter for 

Shekure. 

 The next three chapters are related by, respectively, Butterfly, Stork, and Olive. 

Each artist receives a visit from Black, who questions them about their philosophical 

approach to art and looks at some of their paintings. Each artist tells three stories that 

allude to the matter of artistic style (Butterfly), the nature of painting and time 

(Stork), and blindness and memory (Olive). Black observes everything in their 

homes, searching for any clue to Elegant’s disappearance. News arrives that 

Elegant’s body has been found. 

 Chapters 15 and 16, narrated by Esther and Shekure respectively, return to the 

love story of Black and Shekure. Esther visits Hasan and shows him the letter Black 

has written to Shekure, in which he says he wants to marry her. Hasan, who also 

wants Shekure, gives Esther a letter he has written to Shekure. He asks Esther what 
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he can do to convince Shekure and her father that he would make a suitable husband. 

Shekure is confused by the situation. 

 In chapter 17, Enishte tells of his attendance at Elegant’s funeral. Butterfly tells 

him that the miniaturists were jealous of one another over who would assume 

leadership of the workshop after Master Osman died. Butterfly admits that he had a 

bad relationship with Elegant, but believes Olive and Stork are exploiting this in 

order to blame him for the murder. 

 Chapter 18 is narrated by the murderer, who attended Elegant’s funeral and wept 

more than anyone else at the graveside. Chapter 19 is told by a gold coin, which 

narrates its travels across Istanbul. 

 The story returns to Black’s viewpoint. He listens to Enishte speak of the 

portraits he had seen in Venice, where portraiture is popular amongst the affluent. 

Enishte is both attracted to the portraits and appalled by them. 

Chapters 21–30 

 In chapter 21 (told from Enishte’s point of view), Enishte explains to Black how 

he had persuaded the Sultan to fund the secret book, and that the last picture was 

nearly finished. He shows Black a picture of Death, painted by Butterfly, and all the 

other illustrations to the book. Black goes home thinking of Shekure, believing that 

she was watching him while he visited her father. He contemplates the task Enishte 

has given him, which is to write a story to accompany each illustration in the book, 

and he knows he must do this if he is to win Shekure. 

 In chapter 23, which is narrated by the murderer, the culprit describes how 

tormented he is following the murder. He reveals that he is also in love with Shekure. 

In the next chapter, Death reveals that the miniaturist who was persuaded by Enishte 

to illustrate Death regrets his decision because in painting the picture, he was 

unwittingly imitating the Frankish (Western) method.  

 Esther narrates how, in a letter, Shekure tells Black that he must complete the 

manuscript if he is to win her love. Black asks her to meet him at an abandoned 

house.  

 In chapter 26, Shekure tells of reading Hasan’s letter, in which he says that he is 

going to the judge in order to force her to live with him. Shekure ignores Hasan’s 

letter but agrees to meet Black at the abandoned house. When they meet, they 
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embrace and kiss. In chapter 27, Black agrees to testify that he has seen the corpse of 

her husband, so that she can be declared a widow and be free to marry him. 

 Chapter 28 is narrated by the murderer, who visits Enishte and tells him about 

the rumors that the book they are preparing is blasphemous. He is worried about the 

final illustration and fears it is painted in the Frankish style. Enishte replies that two 

styles can be brought together to create something new. But the two men grow 

suspicious of each other, and then the murderer confesses that he killed Elegant. 

 The narration is taken up by Enishte in chapter 29, who fears that the murderer 

will kill him, too. After a lengthy discussion about the nature of painting, the 

murderer hits him on the head with an ink pot, killing him.  

 Shekure narrates how, when she comes home, (Chapter 30) she discovers her 

father’s body. She moves it into a back room and tells the children that their 

grandfather is sleeping. She informs Hayrire of the murder but tells her to behave as 

if nothing has happened. 

Chapters 31–40 

 After chapter 31 is narrated by the color red, Shekure continues the story. She 

tells Black she wants to conceal Enishte’s death because otherwise Hasan and his 

father will be appointed her guardians. She says that she will marry Black, but until 

the murderer is caught and the Sultan’s book is finished, she will not share his bed. 

Chapter 32 is then narrated by Black, who bribes the authorities to grant Shekure a 

divorce. At the wedding ceremony, the dead Enishte is dressed in nightclothes, as if 

he were sick, so he can act as Shekure’s guardian. 

 After the wedding, Shekure and Black agree, in chapter 34 (told by Shekure), to 

announce in the morning that Enishte has died in his sleep. Shekure awakes during 

the night, goes outside and finds Hasan and Black arguing. Hasan claims the 

marriage is invalid. He also claims that Shekure, in league with Black, killed her 

father. He says he will forgive her if she returns to live with him. Black responds by 

accusing Hasan of killing Enishte. 

 Chapter 35 is narrated by a horse, who argues in favor of the Frankish style of 

painting. 

 In the morning, Shekure announces Enishte’s death. Black gets an audience with 

the Head Treasurer and tells him that he suspects the secret book Enishte was 



 

 172

working on was the cause of his murder because it fostered jealousy among the 

artists. 

 In chapter 37, the dead Enishte tells of his public funeral, which was attended by 

many dignitaries. He says his soul is at peace. Chapter 38 is narrated by Master 

Osman, who is summoned to a meeting with the Head Treasurer and the Commander 

of the Imperial Guard. The Head Treasurer says the Sultan is furious that Enishte has 

been murdered. He wants the book finished and the murderer caught. Black, Olive, 

Stork, and Butterfly are all suspects. The Commander says he is authorized to torture 

Black and the others if necessary during interrogation. 

 Chapter 39 is narrated by Esther. Esther visits the widow of Elegant, who 

informs her of some sketches of horses that were found with the body of her 

husband. Since Elegant did not draw horses, they might be the work of the murderer. 

In chapter 40, Black tells readers that he is summoned to the palace, where he is 

tortured. He denies knowing anything of Elegant’s murder, and Master Osman 

informs him that the torture was only a test. But Osman also informs him that unless 

he finds the murderer within three days, as well as the missing final illustration, he 

will be the first to be tortured. 

Chapters 41–50 

 Master Osman tells of how he and Black examine illustrations from the secret 

book to determine which miniaturist illustrated which one. Osman dislikes the 

pictures and has no desire to finish the book. With Black, Osman discusses the 

talents and temperaments of Olive, Butterfly, and Stork. He reveals that he favors 

Butterfly to succeed him as leader of the workshop because he is the only one who 

could resist the lure of Venetian artistry. 

 In chapter 42, narrated by Black, Shekure’s letter enclosing the sketches of the 

horses is delivered to the palace, where Master Osman and Black receive it. They try 

to match the sketches to an illustration of a horse in the secret book, concluding that 

they were drawn by the same hand. They notice that the horse’s nostrils are drawn 

oddly. It is a clue as to which miniaturist might have drawn the picture. They 

examine hundreds of other horses painted by Butterfly, Stork, and Olive, but none of 

them bear this peculiarity. Master Osman suggests to the Sultan that they ask each 

miniaturist to draw a horse quickly and say it is for a contest. 
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 In chapters 43–45, Olive, Butterfly, and Stork respectively narrate how they 

were asked to draw a horse to see who could draw the best horse in the shortest time. 

They describe their technique. In chapter 46, the murderer reveals that he knew it 

was not a competition, and that the authorities wanted to catch him. However, he 

believes he has no peculiarity of style that will betray him. 

 Chapter 47 is narrated by Satan, who has just been identified by the murderer as 

the being who first separated East and West by asserting his own individuality and 

thus, in artistic terms, adopting a particular style. But Satan refutes this argument, 

which is also put forward by the fundamentalists. 

 Chapter 48 returns to Shekure’s point of view. She has doubts about her 

decision to marry Black. Black tries to reassure her by saying how much he loves 

her. Black (in chapter 49) goes to the palace, where Master Osman tells him that they 

are unable to determine from the three horse illustrations who drew the horse in the 

sketches found on Elegant. Osman persuades the Sultan to allow him to examine 

centuries-old books in the Treasury to find out whether the unusual depiction of the 

horse’s nose is a mistake or whether it reflects other techniques from the past. They 

examine thousands of pictures. 

 Chapter 50 is related by two dervishes, characters in a painting over one 

hundred years old rendered in the Venetian style. 

Chapters 51–59 

 In chapter 51, Master Osman relates how he spends the entire night in the 

Treasury with Black studying thousands of illustrations. He feels deep affection for 

all the masters of old, and he relives with delight all the years he has labored as a 

painter. He knows that the artistic world he knew is coming to an end. After studying 

the legendary Book of Kings, he finds the needle that the great master Bihzad had 

used to blind himself. Knowing that he cannot prevent the spread of the new method 

of painting, Osman presses the needle into his eyes, which means he will soon go 

blind. 

 Chapter 52 is narrated by Black, who discovers in an album a picture of a horse 

with peculiar nostrils and takes it to Osman. Osman identifies the nose as resembling 

the noses of Mongol horses, who had their nostrils cut open. It is painted in the 

Chinese style. Osman then says he thinks Olive is the one who drew the horses in 

Enishte’s book, because he is the one who best knows the old styles. But he does not 
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believe Olive is the murderer, because both Olive and Elegant were devoted to the 

old methods. Osman believes the murderer was Stork. Black is confused, and even 

suspects that Osman orchestrated the murders. As he leaves the Treasury he takes 

with him the needle that Bihzad and Osman used to blind themselves. 

 Chapter 53 is narrated by Esther, who receives a visit from Black. She informs 

him that Shekure’s former husband is on his way back and that Shekure and her sons 

are now living at Hasan’s home. Black and some armed men go to the house. Hasan 

is not at home so Black sends Shekure a note. Esther notes how confused she is, 

ready to love either Black or Hasan if either of them prove to be a good father to her 

boys. She finds out that the former husband is not really returning; that was Hasan’s 

lie. Black and his men attack the house although they do not enter it. Eventually 

Shekure agrees to return to live with Black. 

 After a chapter narrated by a man who dresses as a woman, the story returns to 

Butterfly’s point of view in chapter 55. Butterfly reports an attack by the followers of 

a fundamentalist preacher on a coffeehouse. On his way back, Butterfly is accosted 

by Black, who presses a dagger to his throat. Black forces Butterfly back to 

Butterfly’s house, telling him he is going to search it. He wants to find the final, 

missing illustration. At the house, Butterfly turns the tables on Black, pinning him to 

the ground and threatening to kill him. Butterfly is worried that Stork and Olive are 

conspiring against him, and he convinces Black to accompany him to Olive’s house. 

Olive is not at home. 

 In chapter 56, narrated by Stork, they arrive at Stork’s house, ransack his 

possessions and quiz him about which miniaturist drew certain pictures for the 

storyteller in the coffeehouse. Eventually they all decide to join forces, since they are 

scared of Master Osman and the tortures they may all face, and they find Olive at a 

dervish lodge. Chapter 57 is narrated by Olive, who claims he was not the one who 

drew the horse with the peculiar nostrils, but Black and Stork search his rooms 

anyway. Chapter 58 is then narrated by the murderer. The other miniaturists attack 

him, and Black thrusts a needle into his eyes. He finally confesses to the murders and 

reveals the missing illustration. It is not a portrait of the Sultan but of the murderer 

himself, who feels guilty about painting a self-portrait in the Venetian style. The 

murderer, now revealed as Olive, attempts to flee. He attacks and injures Black and 

then runs out and heads for the harbor. 
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 He is intercepted by Hasan, who beheads him with his sword. 

 The story is completed in Shekure’s voice. She nurses the wounded Black back 

to health. He remains melancholy but retains his interest in painting. Enishte’s book 

remains unfinished; Stork became Head Illuminator following Master Osman’s 

death. Butterfly devotes his life to drawing ornamental designs for carpets and tents. 

3.4 Major and Minor Characters: 

Black 

 Black is the nephew of Enishte. In Black’s youth, Enishte enrolled him at the 

artisans’ workshop, but he preferred a bureaucratic post. When he was twenty-four, 

Black fell in love with Shekure, but his uncle did not consider him a suitable match, 

and he was asked to leave the house. He then traveled extensively. While in Tabriz, 

he produced books for pashas and other wealthy patrons, dealing directly with the 

artists. He was also in the service of various pashas as clerk or treasurer’s secretary. 

On his travels he witnessed many battles, and he has written a history of the Persian 

wars that he plans to present to the Sultan. Black is a cultured man who regards 

himself as a connoisseur of illustrating and decoration. He returns to Istanbul at the 

age of thirty-six at the request of Enishte. He is still in love with Shekure and wants 

to marry her. Black is tall, thin, and handsome, and Enishte regards him as a 

determined, mature, and respectful nephew. 

Butterfly 

 Butterfly is one of the four master miniaturists selected to work on the secret 

book for the Sultan. Butterfly thinks he is the best artist since he makes the most 

money. He enjoys his work and has recently married a woman whom he regards as 

the most beautiful in the neighborhood. Enishte also thinks Butterfly is the most 

talented artist, and says Master Osman was in awe of him for years. Master Osman 

confirms this in his own reminiscences, saying that Butterfly was so handsome in his 

youth that people could hardly believe it and took a second look. As an artist, 

Butterfly’s strength is in applying color, and according to Master Osman, he paints 

from the heart. But Osman also regards Butterfly as flighty and indecisive. 

Elegant 

 Elegant was a master miniaturist who embellished books, coloring the borders 

with designs of leaves, branches, roses, flowers, and birds. When he was younger, he 
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would decorate a plate or a ceiling, but he decided to work only on manuscript pages 

because the Sultan paid well for them. Elegant was murdered just before the story 

begins. He had been afraid that the illustrated book he and the others were working 

on was blasphemous, and it appears that he was murdered because of fears that he 

would denounce the entire project to the religious fundamentalists, thus endangering 

everyone who has worked on it. It also appears that Elegant was greedy for money; 

Shekure thinks he was ugly and spiritually impoverished. 

Enishte 

 Enishte is Black’s uncle. His wife and three sons are dead, and he lives with his 

daughter Shekure. Enishte aspires to be a venerable elder, and he has no objection to 

Shekure marrying a suitable man but insists that she should remain living in his 

house. However, Shekure fears that Enishte would not respect a son-in-law who was 

willing to live in his house and would soon start to belittle him. 

 Enishte is a former artist who has been commissioned by the Sultan to prepare a 

special book of illustrations, which are to be painted in the Western style, a style 

Enishte admires. This brings Enishte, who does not have the standing of a master 

illustrator, into conflict with Master Osman, who is a traditionalist. The two men 

dislike each other. 

 After the murder of Elegant, Enishte fears that he may also be murdered because 

of his involvement with the controversial book. At one point he decides to 

discontinue his involvement with it, but quickly reverses his decision. His fear of 

being murdered is justified, however, since this is to be his fate, killed by the same 

man who murdered Elegant. 

Esther 

 Esther is an overweight Jewish woman who roams the streets of Istanbul selling 

clothing. 

 She also acts as letter courier, mediator, and matchmaker. She has few 

principles, and thinks nothing of reading people’s letters, even though she is illiterate 

and has to get someone else to read them for her. She allows Hasan, for example, to 

read the letters Black sends to Shekure. Esther is boisterous, good-natured, and 

lively, with a good understanding of human nature and the ways of the world. As a 

Jew in an Islamic city, she is forced to wear a pink dress.  
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Hasan 

 Hasan is Shekure’s brother-in-law. He is in love with Shekure and seeks to force 

her to marry him. For a while after Shekure’s husband went missing, he and Shekure 

lived together. But although Shekure liked his humble demeanor, and the fact that he 

played well with her children, he alienated her by forcing her to do housework, and 

this prevented her from loving him. Hasan, although he has an aggressive, belligerent 

element to his personality, lacks confidence and knows that Shekure will never love 

him. Because of this he tries to force her to return to live with him by getting a 

judicial order to this effect. When Shekure marries Black, Hasan accuses her of 

entering into an invalid marriage, but his protests lead nowhere, although for a brief 

time after Enishte’s murder he does persuade her to live with him. At the end of the 

novel, it is Hasan who kills the murderer, believing that he is one of the men who 

took part in a raid on Hasan’s house to abduct Shekure. 

Hayrire 

 Hayrire is a slave girl in Enishte’s house. She is also his mistress. Shekure 

suspects that she may have had a child by Enishte and that she is maneuvering to 

become mistress of the house. 

Nusret Hoja 

 Nusret Hoja of Erzurum is a fundamentalist preacher who claims that recent 

disasters in Istanbul, such as plagues, fires, and wars with the Persians, happened 

because people have strayed from the path of Islam. 

Olive 

 Olive is one of the four master miniaturists who are working on the illustrations 

for the secret book. In the chapters he relates, he reveals very little about himself, 

although he does let slip that he is conceited about his own abilities and thinks the 

other artists are jealous of him. Master Osman, who has known Olive since he was an 

apprentice, regards him as quiet and sensitive, but also proud and wily, and the most 

devious of the master artists. But Osman does not believe Olive is the murderer, and 

he has a high opinion of his talent, commenting that Olive comes from a long line of 

masters. Black believes that Olive is enthusiastic about the Frankish style favored by 
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Enishte, although nothing Olive says confirms this, until the startling revelation at 

the end of the novel. Olive is ultimately exposed as the murderer. 

Orhan 

 Orhan is the six-year-old son of Shekure. He is a mischievous boy who is 

constantly quarrelling with his older brother. Black thinks he is sensitive and astute. 

Master Osman 

 Master Osman is the ninety-two-year-old Head Illuminator. Regarded as a great 

master, he is half-blind. Gaunt and bony, he admits he is short-tempered and 

complains about everything. His virtue is that he has devoted his entire life to art, but 

Enishte despises him and calls him senile because of his allegiance to the old 

methods and his hatred of innovation. Master Osman has similar feelings about 

Enishte. Master Osman loathes the idea of imitating European artists and reveres the 

old masters. He claims that sixty years ago he met the great master Bizhad and kissed 

his hand. Master Osman’s knowledge is vast and he identifies strongly with the 

dedication and the suffering of all the artists of the past, whose lifelong labors often 

ended in blindness. Eventually, realizing that the world he loves is coming to an end 

and there is nothing he can do to stop the advance of the Venetian style, he chooses 

to blind himself. 

Shekure 

 Shekure is the daughter of Enishte, with whom she lives, along with her two 

young sons. Shekure is twenty-four years old; she is beautiful and intelligent and 

knows her own worth. However, she is in a dilemma. Her husband, a military man, 

has gone missing in the war, and she finds herself courted by two men, Hasan, her 

brother-in-law, and Black. She appears to put Black off, but really she is attracted to 

him. Shekure is a wily woman who does not always tell the whole truth, and she is 

often confused about her situation, wanting the best for her children, needing to 

please her father, and not sure of her own affections. After her husband disappeared, 

she fell upon hard times and had to go to live with Hasan, who sold their slave and 

made her do housework that she detested. So she is unwilling to marry him, fearing 

that she would become his slave rather than his wife. Eventually she agrees to marry 

Black, although she says he must solve the mystery of the murders and finish the 

Sultan’s book before she will sleep with him. 
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Shevket 

 Shevket is the seven-year-old son of Shekure. His grandfather, Enishte, 

describes him as stubborn, but Black tells Shekure he thinks Shevket is strong, 

honest, intelligent, and decisive as well as stubborn. 

Stork 

 Stork is one of the four master miniaturists who is working on the secret book 

for the Sultan. He was the first Muslim illustrator to go on a military campaign with 

the army and depict the scenes of battle. Stork also acquired a reputation as one who 

liked to depict gory scenes. When he talks about his craft, he says he commits 

everything he sees to memory, and Master Osman notes how Stork observes every 

obscure detail. Master Osman recalls how Stork committed to paper what no one 

before him had been able to do, but he also regards Stork as ambitious and conceited. 

He is a hard worker, and if left to himself, he would make all the illustrations in the 

workshop himself. Although according to Master Osman, Stork’s approach 

resembles that of the Venetians, he did not depict people’s faces as individual or 

distinct since he did not consider faces important. Master Osman believes, 

incorrectly, that Stork is the murderer. 

The Sultan 

 The Sultan appears directly only once, when Master Osman and Black are in the 

palace. Black is almost overwhelmed by the sight of the man and throws himself at 

his feet. He is struck by the Sultan’s dignity and handsome appearance. The Sultan 

takes an active interest in the illustrations for the book, and he orders that the 

murderer of Elegant and Enishte be quickly found. 

3.5 Themes and Other Aspects in My Name Is Red: 

I.  Themes 

The Clash between East and West 

 At the heart of the novel is the clash between Eastern and Western methods of 

painting, which reflect different ways of seeing the world. The painter of Islamic 

miniatures followed tradition. He would imitate the work of previous masters; there 
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was no question of cultivating originality, a personal style or an individual technique. 

He saw no need to sign his name somewhere in the picture. Individual creativity was 

frowned upon because creativity was considered the preserve not of man but of 

Allah. 

 The Islamic miniaturist attempted to represent the world from the point of view 

of Allah, from high above, so to speak, whereas the European painters of the 

Renaissance adopted a human point of view, developing the art of portraiture, in 

which every minute detail of an individual was represented. Islamic miniaturists 

depicted individuals in a more impersonal way. 

 For example, Black sees an illustration at the artisans’ workshop in which the 

Sultan’s face is drawn adeptly, but “not so detailed as to permit one to distinguish 

Him from others by features alone.” In contrast, in the Venetian style, individual 

portraits were clearly of one particular person and could not be mistaken for anyone 

else. Traditionalists such as Master Osman are appalled by this new method, which 

to them raises man to the center of the universe and therefore borders on the 

blasphemous. In the Venetian style, the painting exists for its own sake, whereas in 

traditional Islamic art, the miniaturists are only illustrating a story, not creating 

something that stands alone. The traditionalists fear that if they adopt the Venetian 

style, eventually the picture will become an object of worship in its own right. They 

are also alarmed by the use of perspective. Those who oppose the Venetian style 

regard it as a sin to draw a dog, a horsefly and a mosque as if they were the same 

size, using the excuse that the mosque is in the background. In the traditionalist view, 

this is an inversion of true values because it sees from the human eye rather than the 

eye of God. In this novel, paintings raise important religious and spiritual issues 

because a painting influences the way a person sees the world. 

 The progressives among the artists want to make use of both Western and 

Eastern styles. The Sultan’s purpose is political (although there may be individual 

pride involved as well). He wants to show that the Ottomans can use the Western 

style as well as the Europeans, thinking that such illustrations in a book about Islamic 

military strength and pride will awe the Venetians and increase Ottoman power. This 

turns out not to be the case, since Olive admits that his attempted self-portrait in the 

Frankish style is crude and unsuccessful. Despite his artistic talent, he failed in his 

task and says it will take the Islamicists centuries to attain the same proficiency as 
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the Venetians. What the Sultan intended as a demonstration of Ottoman power 

becomes instead a symbol of its impotence.  

 Another character who wants to make use of both styles is Enishte. He argues 

that the coming together of two different styles is to be welcomed and has happened 

before in Islamic history. He says that Persian painting was a combination of Arabic 

illustrating and Mongol-Chinese sensibilities. This is confirmed by Stork, who 

attributes the renaissance of Islamic illustration hundreds of years ago to a man 

named Ibn Shakir who absorbed the techniques of the Chinese masters. Stork seems 

to endorse the new style in his argument with Butterfly in chapter 56. Stork is 

determined to illustrate battles the way he has actually seen them, “a tumult of 

armies, horses, armor-clad warriors and bloodied bodies.” When Butterfly counters 

that the artist must draw what Allah sees, not a confused battle scene as it appears to 

human eyes, but two opposing armies in orderly array, Stork replies, “exalted Allah 

certainly sees everything we see,” which neatly justifies the presentation of a subject 

from the human point of view, since such a view does not of itself invalidate the 

divine perspective. 

 The futility of much of the argument on both sides is made clear by Enishte after 

his death, when he confesses to Allah his attraction to the Venetian art. The answer 

Allah gives, which Enishte recalls in his thoughts, is “East and West belong to me,” 

an all-encompassing viewpoint that makes the disputes that drive the novel seem 

small and petty by comparison. In this novel of fanaticism, in which people kill over 

matters of art, Butterfly also reaches a sane conclusion with which the modern reader 

can concur: “An artist should never succumb to hubris of any kind . . . he should 

simply paint the way he sees fit rather than troubling over East or West.” 

Blindness 

 The eventual blindness of the artist who labors all his life creating art is a 

recurring theme. But blindness is presented not as a tragedy but almost as a goal; 

instead of preventing the production of art, it actually enhances it. The idea in Islamic 

art is that the artist works within an established tradition, following the work of 

previous masters. He works not so much from direct observation of objects but from 

imitation of earlier works and repetition of the same methods. After many years of 

working in this way, the artists find that they are painting from memory, so they do 

not actually have to see in order to paint. Blindness also frees them from being 
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influenced by other artistic styles and from the sensory realm and all the distractions 

that come with it. For example, Olive says to Black, “Blindness is a realm of bliss 

from which the Devil and guilt are barred.” Blindness is not a disability or something 

to be feared; it is a reward offered by Allah after an artist has devoted his life to his 

work. Olive also remarks that some of the miniaturists who have become old without 

going blind are embarrassed by this fact and fear that it will be perceived as a lack of 

talent or skill. Some artists even pretend to be blind when they are not; they long to 

perceive the world the way a blind man does. 

 What an artist thinks about blindness is one of the three questions that Master 

Osman tells Black to put to the miniaturists. He says it will reveal how genuine a 

painter is. For Master Osman, blindness is “the farthest one can go in illustrating; it is 

seeing what appears out of Allah’s own blackness.” In other words, blindness helps 

the artist to present objects and scenes, not as they appear to men, but as they are 

viewed by Allah. When Master Osman spends the night poring over illustrations in 

the Treasury, he comes across many legends about blindness, which he refers to as 

“the ageless sorrow and secret desire of the genuine miniaturist.” One illustration 

depicting a man being blinded by an arrow appears to him not as a tragedy but as a 

celebration. It is against this background that Master Osman’s decision to blind 

himself must be seen. It is amystical desire to encounter the “blessed darkness” of 

Allah.  

II.  STYLE 

Setting and Atmosphere  

 The novel creates a lively picture of late sixteenth-century Istanbul, a great 

imperial city that is going through troubled times. It has been shaken by fires and 

plague; military defeats against the Persians have disrupted the economy and led to 

runaway inflation, a situation made more unstable by the influx of counterfeit 

currency. The social disruption has allowed fiery conservative clerics to rise to 

prominence. They preach that the disasters that have afflicted Istanbul happened 

because people have strayed from the strict path laid out in the Koran. These 

preachers oppose tolerance to Christians, the sale of wine and the playing of music in 

the dervish houses. They also denounce the drinking of coffee as a sin that dulls the 

mind and causes ulcers and hernias. They want the many coffeehouses in the city, 

which they see as the disreputable haunts of pleasure-seekers and the wealthy, to be 
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closed. One of the coffeehouses is frequented by the miniaturists, and they enjoy 

listening to the irreverent stories told there by a storyteller who mocks the 

conservative preachers and undermines or questions traditional attitudes towards 

social and religious matters. This particular coffeehouse is located in the back streets 

of the slave market, a reminder that slavery existed in the Ottoman Empire at this 

time. Enishte keeps a slave, Hayrire, in his house. 

 The atmosphere of Istanbul is conveyed by characters such as Black, Enishte 

and the murderer as they walk through the streets of the city. Returning after a long 

absence, Black finds the city bigger and wealthier, but not as happy as he remembers 

it. It seems to be a city of extremes. He is astonished by the extravagant new houses 

that have been built, with expensive Venetian stained glass. But the streets seem 

narrow to him, and there are beggars on them, too. But despite the ominous aspects 

of the city, Black is entranced by its sights and sounds, which he captures in this 

passage as he looks down from a high vantage point: 

 The cypress and the plane trees, the rooftops, the heartache of dusk, the sounds 

coming from the neighborhood below, the calls of hawkers and the cries of children 

playing in mosque courtyards mingled in my head and announced emphatically that, 

hereafter, I wouldn’t be able to live anywhere but in their city. 

III.  Recurring Motifs 

 The title of the novel is a clue to the importance of the color red, a recurring 

motif (a motif is a recurring pattern, theme, symbol or image in a work of literature) 

that occurs in a number of contexts. Colors are vital to the painter and have a 

religious significance. Enishte speaks of “the mysteries of red ink,” and the artists 

agree that if the Mongols had not brought “the secrets of red paint,” they would not 

be able to produce their paintings. The Treasury itself, in which Black and Master 

Osman examine thousands of illustrations, is suffused with a dark red, caused by the 

cloth and dust in the peculiar light of the candles. Master Osman explains that the 

particular color red in one illustration belongs to the great master Mirza Baba Imami, 

who never disclosed his secret to anyone. “Allah never directly revealed this fine red 

except when He let the blood of his subjects flow,” he says. It is only visible in the 

work of the greatest masters. 

 The connection between the painter’s red pigment and human blood occurs in 

another context, too. When Black presents his uncle with a bronze three-hundred-
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year-old inkpot, he says “Purely for red.” This is the same inkpot that Olive uses to 

kill him, which gives an ironic meaning to Black’s earlier words, since the red color 

the inkpot produces is also the red blood of Enishte. As he dies, Enishte finds that red 

is the only color he sees: “What I thought was my blood was red ink; what I thought 

was ink on his hands was my flowing blood.” 

 The color red also acquires a mystic significance. As Enishte’s soul approaches 

Allah, he feels the presence of “an absolutely matchless red,” and soon a beautiful 

red suffuses him and the whole universe: 

 The red approaching me – the omnipresent red within which all the images of 

the universe played – was so magnificent and beautiful that it quickened my tears to 

think I would become part of it and be so close to Him. 

3.6  Further Study: 

Afridi, Mehnaz M. and David M. Buyze. ed. Global Perspectives on Orhan Pamuk: 

Existentialism and Politics. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012. 

Cicekoglu, Feride, “Difference, Visual Narration, and ‘Point of View’ in My Name is 

Red,” in the Journal of Aesthetic Education, Vol. 37, No. 4, Winter 2003, 124–

37. This essay focuses on the difference between Eastern and Western ways of 

visual narration, taking My Name is Red as its frame of reference. 

———, “A Pedagogy of Two Ways of Seeing: A Confrontation of ‘Word and 

Image’ in My Name is Red,” in the Journal of Aesthetic Education, Vol. 37, No. 

3, Fall 2003, 1–20. This essay explores the role that the confrontations between 

different traditions play in the resolution of the two aspects of the novel’s plot, 

the love story and the murder mystery. 

Erdağ M. Göknar, “Orhan Pamuk and the ‘Ottoman’ Theme,” in World Literature 

Today, Vol. 80, No. 6, November-December 2006, 34–38.Göknar discusses 

Pamuk’s writing as a whole, including My Name Is Red. Because the novel 

focuses on the Ottoman Empire in a European context, Pamuk is able to explore 

his frequent practice of presenting characters who question their identities and 

try to establish a new way of understanding themselves through painting or 

writing. 
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4.0 Objectives 

• To introduce and acquaint students to major trends in Indian Writings in 

English. 

• To enable students to read and appreciate the works of major writers of Indian 

English literature. 

• To create literary sensibility and emotional response to the literary text and 

impact a sense of appreciation. 

• Enable students to comprehend Indian English Writings in the global context. 

4.1 Introduction 

 A number of literary personalities have been contributing to Indian Writings in 

English in the form of poetry, novel, drama, short stories, essays and much more. It 

is essential to introduce to the students Indian Writings in English, the different 

writers, trends and their thematic concerns. The concepts and trends can be 

significantly used to comprehend and analyse social, cultural and political scenario in 

the global context. Women writers have been contributing in a significant way and 

there is practically no issue/ topic that had been untouched.  

 Gita Hariharan has been a chronicler of our age and her writings portray change 

and a quest for the unknown. Her works raised the consciousness of a multitude of 

women readers calling for a change in their lives. Her writings continue to influence 

and impress young readers. She deals with myriad themes and challenges the women 

not only to dream but also work towards its realization. 

4.2 Presentation of Subject Matter 

4.2.1 Feminism in Postmodern Indian Literature 

 Feminism in literature is concerned with the representation of women in society. 

Woman is considered more as a product of cultural norms rather than a creation of 

Nature. The fact that the discrimination of sexes is a cultural construct and not 

merely a biological phenomenon being accepted, women writers came out with two 

concerns: 

1. A desire to demolish universal concepts related to women as they served vested 

interests. 
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2. To restore a female perspective about the experience of women and their 

contribution to culture. 

Feminist consciousness has given a new lease to literary studies and the same is 

being looked at through in a newer light. Women have further unveiled some bias at 

work, wherein the traditional approaches to literature were so far dominated by a 

masculine perspective. The psyche of a woman is formulated by her experience in a 

gender-based society. Each woman’ sexperience differ from the other, hence it is 

unique in itself. Their subjugation in a patriarchal order also depends and varies 

according to various factors. 

 Women being subject to intense suffering seek a redressal possible only through 

a drastic social change. Female subjectivity being the most regressive element yearns 

for love, financial security, material comforts and emotional sustenance. Inspite of 

the subordination of women and the injustice meted out to them, they have almost 

always emerged as winners with a stoic persona and with the virtue of sustenance. 

 It is also true that women during the years have exercised power- sometimes in 

an informal or collective way. 

 The post-colonial Indian Fiction in English, especially by women writers seek to 

analyze the women characters living in the male dominated society. There even trace 

their evolution from feminine to female. A number of novelists have focused their 

attention to the female predicament and their place in the social, cultural, political, 

religious and spiritual order. 

 Indian English Fiction has been focusing its attention on my riad issues – social, 

political, cultural, religious, economic and much more. Interestingly women writers 

have also contributed quantitatively and qualitatively towards the literary field. 

 The second generation of Indian English Women Novelists has even dealt with 

the post-independence psychological realities. Writers like Anita Desai, Kamala 

Markandeya, Ruth Prawer Jhabvala, NergisDalal, Shashi Deshpande, Shobha De, 

Bharati Mukharjee, Manju Kapoor have treated emotional and intellectual issues 

very aptly. Their minute observation, sharp aptitude,and acquaintance with the 

nuances of life have helped them achieve that psychological edge over their male 

counterparts. These women writers are of the opinion that there is a need for a 

massive change in the social order to avert the subordination and oppression of 

women. The women who were so far portrayed as ‘the other’ and who stood as 
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symbols of withdrawal, decay, degeneration and dearth, hopped back with positive 

energy and proved that they symbolized birth, growth, regeneration and life. 

Freedom and equality are the two factors that the women strive for. Faced with a 

number of problems from various quarters, these women fight realizing their 

limitations. They understand that in a maledominated social order an easy solution or 

a smooth exist is not possible. They refuse to accept defeat and keep going. Some 

women, especially from the economically sound strata of the society, wear a mask to 

conceal the truth. However, even behind this mask lies loneliness and agony. 

 The postmodern feminist literature also deals with the exploration of the 

feminine consciousness. Self-introspectionleads to self-discovery. This realization 

helps in tapping their innerpotentials. After a series of adjustments and re-

adjustments these women finally resist all unjust social oppression. Often these 

women are subject to binary opposition- tradition v/s modernity, east v/s west, head 

v/s heart and so on. Sheseriously juggles with these oppositions and finally decides 

to compromise. Asense of loneliness, alienation, suicidal tendency, agony, conflict 

and compromise loom large in these writings. 

Writers like Shashi Deshpande,  Manju Kapoor, Gita Hariharan etc. delve deep into 

the human mind and focus on the working of the female psyche. These writers 

concentrate on the dilemma of the career oriented women and the crisis they 

encounter. Some encounter a lot of psychological disturbance and trauma and 

ultimately emerge out of it. 

 There are two kinds of women found in these works. One, with a resigned 

attitude towards life, despondent, and negative, while the other lot have a positive 

attitude to life, with a compromising nature seeking a life of fulfillment. 

 In short the postmodern feminist writers have gone ahead and broken the myth 

about the male made social order and adherence to the patriarchal norms. They have 

shattered the age-old tradition and have revalidated the belief that women are indeed 

a form of the divine ‘Shakti’ (strength) and cannot be subjugated. 

 The new generation of women writers have successfully picked up the threads 

and are efficiently portraying their female characters as never before. 
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4.2.2 Feminism in Post Modern Literature 

 Postmodern feminism is a movement that questions andrejects traditional 

essentialist practices, as established in and by modernity. The general premise is the 

rejection of the western idea of establishing universal grand narratives as a means of 

understanding and explaining society. It generally challenges the claims of a unified 

subject, which is then presented as representing an objective point of view. 

Postmodern feminism also allows for a questioning of essentialist approaches 

within/outside feminism. Being an expansion of feminist scholarship themes such as 

‘gender’ and other issues inherent to feminism are dealt with. 

 The dictionary defines the term “Feminism” as the advocacy of women’s rights 

on the ground of the equality of the sexes. 

 Feminism includes a range of political movements, social movements and 

ideologies that seek to define establish and achieve political, economic, social and 

personal equality of sexes. This also is inclusive of equal educational and 

professional opportunities. 

 The feminist movements campaign for women’s rights, the right to vote, to 

work, to earn fair wages/ equal pay, to own property, to receive education, to hold 

public office, equal rights within marriage, to avail for maternity leave, to enter 

contracts etc. protection from rape, sexual harassment and domestic violence. 

Changes/ modification in dress and acceptable physical activity are also included.  

  Feminist campaigns have resulted in major historical societal changes for 

women’s rights. They have been credited with achieving women’s suffrage, gender 

neutrality and reproductive rights (inclusive of access to contraceptives and 

abortion). 

 Feminist theory which is an offshoot of the feminist movements aims to 

examine women’s social roles and experiences and there by comprehend the nature 

of gender inequality. Theories in various disciplines have been developed in order to 

respond to issues concerning gender. 

 Charles Fourier, a Utopian Socialist and French philosopher, is credited with 

having coined the term ‘feminism’ in 1837. The modern western feminist movement 

is categorized into 3 waves. Different issues and aspects were dealt with by the 

different waves. 
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I  Wave: Women’ suffrage and promoting women’s right to vote. 

II  Wave: Legal and social equality for women. 

III  Wave: A continuation and reaction of/to the failure of the 2nd wave of 

feminism. 

 French philosopher Simon de Beauvoir in her book ‘LeDeuxieme Sexe’ (The 

Second Sex1949)expressed the feminists’ sense of injustice and also provided a 

Marxist solution and an existentialist view to the many questions of feminism. 

 Betty Friedan in her book ‘The Feminine Mystique’ (1969) voiced the 

discontentment of the American Women. The book was very successful and was 

looked upon as the Bible by the Feminists. 

Some of the feminist movements developed over the years are: 

- Liberal Feminism 

- Radical Feminism 

- Conservative Feminism 

- Separatist Feminism 

- Ecofeminism etc. 

 Postmodern Feminism is an approach to the feminist theory that incorporates 

postmodern and post structuralist theory, moving beyond the polarities of liberal 

feminism and radical feminism. 

 It was Judith Butler in her book ‘Gender Trouble’(1990) whoargued that ‘sex or 

gender’ is some thing constructed through language. She criticized the distinction 

made by previous feminists between sex(biological) and gender(social). She quipped 

why we assume that material things(body) are not subject to the process of social 

construction. This according to her does not allow for a considerable criticism of 

essentialism. Further, she says, that women’s subordination has no single cause or 

single solution; therefore postmodern feminism does not offer a clear path to action 

or remedy. Butler rejects the term ‘post modernism’ as too vague to be meaningful. 

However, Butler’s views were not accepted from all quarters. Paula Mayo was of the 

opinion that Butler could not rank the varieties of oppressions and felt that they could 
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not be ranked at all. Due to this she not only throws out the idea of postmodernism, 

but women in general. 

 In spite, of the difference, it is possible to identify certain themes or orientations 

that the postmodernists share. 

1. Human experience is located “inescapably within language”. Language shapes 

and restricts our reality. However, language being open to reinterpretation can 

also be used to resist the shaping and restriction. 

2. Sex is not something completely definable and determinate. It is a part of a 

system of meaning produced by language. The female body is encoded with 

meanings through cultural mechanism, which is then explained “by an appeal to 

the natural differences between the sexes...” 

3. Postmodern feminist writings were considered to be a new form of writing 

rooted not in biology but in linguistic change. 

4. The issues off eminity are central to the postmodern feminist writings. 

5. One appealing aspect of postmodern feminism has been the focus on difference. 

It was Simonede Beauvoir who explored the notion that women have been 

created and defined as 'other’ by men. Challenging the male definitions of 

women, she also called on women to define themselves outside the male female 

premise. Women, she argued, must be the subject rather than the object(other) of 

analysis. 

4.2.4 Feminist Elements in The Thousand Faces Of Night 

 The Thousand Faces of Night basically deals with the suppression of Indian 

Women in the patriarchal set up. Hariharan portrays the marginalized lot (women) 

and their urge to find their roots and their own space. Her women being aware of the 

gender based differences assert their individuality by protesting against the existing 

male-centric society. 

 Against the framework of Indian myths and legends the novelist brings out 

unspoken realities of women. The traditional Indian values are juxtaposed with 

modern thoughts. The women presented in the novel are of different generations, but 

they all suffer. Aspects of the Indian mythology are aptly brought into the story, so 

also are the trends of Feminism. The practice of the Swayamvar System and how the 

women were free to choose their husbands is glorified by Sita. She says that it is very 
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similar to the ‘bride-seeing’ program that is practiced to this day. However, in reality 

the girl has very little say as it is not she but the prospective groom and his family 

who approves of the bride. Fair, beautiful, home-loving and adjustable girls are 

preferred. If the girl is meek and submissive then it is an extra bonus. The parents of 

Mahesh were looking out for such a girl, but they also wanted her to be intelligent 

and converse proficiently with her husband’s friends. 

 This novel also brings to fore the values of lasting relationships. Any 

relationship can be sustained only through adjustments. Any marriage can be made to 

last only when both parties work relentlessly to keep it going. The relationship 

between husband and wife is something very delicate and both are supposed to keep 

working at it. However, in the Indian society it is seen that extra efforts are taken by 

the woman. She puts in all her energies and her complete self to save any 

relationship. She puts everything in to save her marriage and in the process may 

completely be broken. In Indian marriages the horoscope of prospective couple are 

considered. The marriage can be perfect and harmonious only when the horoscopes 

match. However, it is ironic that inspite of horoscopes being considered by the elders 

and priests, problems creep in. 

 The societal norms have to be adhered while performing any marriage. Men 

have always been placed on a pedestal, second to none. Women are not only 

restricted to the secondary position but also oppressed and harassed in every possible 

way. Marriage further gives a legal sanction to the man, wherein he can tame and 

torture the woman endless. 

 Right from childhood, Devi’s mental faculty has been shaped by the mythical 

and historical tales impressed upon her tender mind by her grandmother. After her 

marriage, she accepts life as a dutiful wife and daughter-in-law and decides not to 

protest against the established order. This is because her upbringing and culture 

prevents her from doing so. She even puts away her Veena as per her father-in-law’s 

order, because that stands as a hurdle (according to him) in her way, thereby 

preventing her from discharging her duties diligently. The Veena was a part of her 

dowry, but she never picks it up again. She gives up her passion for music and 

resigns to her fate. She does not assert her individuality. She burns from within, but 

keeps calm, for an Indian wife is not supposed to either protest or be assertive. 
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 However, towards the end she voices her concerns and becomes assertive. Her 

way of protesting is by walking out of her husband trampling his ego. She decides to 

gather together the fragments of her life and embark on her first real journey. 

Asserting her individuality she breaks free from all personal and social shackles that 

were actually hampering her growth. 

 Feminism for Hariharan is not only a philosophy but a way of life. The women 

she has selected cover a span of 3 generations and represent the culture and tradition 

of that particular generation. Devi’s grandmother represents the traditional past, 

whereas Devi stands for the modern contemporary woman. Devi’s mother, Sita is a 

fusion of both the cultures. A lot of episodes from myths and legends are taken up 

and the Indian women try to draw their role models from them. 

Women being oppressed and suppressed for centuries are learning to pay back in the 

same coin. Devi while adhering to the societal norms also begins to realize her 

vulnerability. She has fallen prey to temptations and her crushed self seeks an outlet 

through her relationship with Dan and Gopal. 

4.3 Gita Hariharan : Life and works 

 Gita Hariharan is an Indian writer and editor who won the ‘Commonwealth 

Writer’s Prize’ in 1993 for her first novel The Thousand Faces of Night. 

 Gita Hariharan was born in Coimbator (Tamil Nadu) in a Tamil Brahmin family 

from Palghat (Kerala) but spent her growing years in Mumbai and Manali. 

 Her father was a journalist in a leading newspaper ‘The Times of India’, and her 

mother was a homemaker. She had a happy childhood with her other 2 siblings and 

her love for books made her a voracious reader. She completed her graduation in 

English from the University of Mumbai and her Masters in Communication from 

Fairfield University (U.S.A). 

 Hariharan has worked in the Public Broadcasting System in New York and later 

as an editor with a publishing firm in India. She has also worked as a freelance 

editor. 

 Her debut novel The Thousand Faces of Night in which she has explored 

universal themes such as freedom, desire and quest for identity was well accepted 

and this placed her on a pedestal few can boast about. Today, we find Hariharan 

shining luminous in the galaxy of Indian English Writers. 
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Her Works  

As An Author: 

� The Thousand Faces of Night (1992) 

� In Times of Siege (2003)  

� When Dreams Travel (1999) 

� The Ghosts of Vasu Master (1994) 

� The Winning Team (2004) (Short Stories) 

� Fugitive Histories (2009) 

� The Art of Dying (1993) (Short Stories) 

� Almost Home: Cities and other Places (Essays) 

� From India to Palestine Essays in Solidarity (Essays) 

As Editor: 

� A Southern Harvest, 1993 

� Sorry, Best Friend, Illustrated, Ranjan De, Julika Publishers, 1997 

 

Major Themes in the Writings of Gita Hariharan 

 Women writers have been contributing in a magnanimous way and having their 

say through the medium of literature. There is practically nothing that is left 

untouched by the women writers. 

 Laxmi Holmstrom very aptly points out that women’s writings since 

independence hint at the social context of ‘Colonialism and its aftermath, partition 

and exile and changing social conditions’. (Holmstrom, p xi) 

 Much of the writings are feminist and things/events are presented from the 

woman’s point of view and perspective. Writers like Anita Desai, Kamala 

Markandeya, Nayantara Sehgal, Bharati Mukharjee, Manju Kapooretc. took up 

themes that probed into the personal and private areas of the women creating self-

awareness, quest for identity, seeking fulfillment and sometimes even going beyond 

the barricades of marriage.  



 

 195

 A few other themes very deeply dealt with by the women writers include 

exploration of early childhood experiences, conditioning on the feminine psyche, 

sexuality, traditional/joint family system, exploring the truth, quest for love, 

conflicts- emotional, social, political, physical, sexual etc. Man-woman relationship, 

disintegrating family values, political upheaval and the traditional narrow minded 

Indian society . 

 Gita Hariharan’s The Thousand Faces of Night (1992), highlights an educated 

woman’s quest for her roots. It depicts the life of three women of their generations, 

in addition to the mother-daughter bond. Everyone is coping with their lives which 

seem to be directionless. 

 In her novel The Ghost of Vasu Master, Hariharan addresses many issues such 

as the process of marginalization, neglect of women, physical and psychical 

suppression of women, friendship among women. In her own words she states: The 

Ghost of Vasu Master was my most ambitious attempt at looking at gender 

elliptically. And I think that is actually the most autobiographical of my novels”. 

(www.anothersubcontinent.com) 

 The novel In Times of Siege is quite different from the rest. Hariharan aims at 

instilling a sense of rightness rather than dissatisfaction. Reaffirmation in values and 

the right to know a thing in every possible way is what she aims at. 

 Gita Hariharan’s multi-voiced narrative assumes the significance of a modern 

myth in When Dreams Travel. She suggests that even the powerless must dare to 

dream, dreams that can break all barriers. In addition to this, aspects such as the 

power patriarchy, myths and reality, tradition and protest, gender discrimination, 

emotional and egoistic satisfaction, struggle against hardships, dual moral standards 

make their way into this work. 

 Fugitive Histories which is set against the backdrop of the Gujarat carnage of 

zoos, is a beautiful amalgamation of myriad human emotions and the attempt to 

answer the many prejudices that affect us. She wonderfully portrays a web of human 

connections that bind as well as divide us. 
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4.4 Plot Summary of the novel 

 The Thousand Faces of Night is Hariharan’s debut novel which interweaves 

myths and legends of India. Along with a young woman’s quest for self and freedom, 

other relevant topics such as patriarchal system, survival strategies, marriage, 

woman’s individuality, marginalization and much more are dealt with. 

 The Thousand Faces of Night depicts a single face of thousand lives. In fact it is 

the face of thousands of Indian women caught within the shackles of age old customs 

and traditions. The male-made society and the patriarchal order hamper the progress 

of women. All that she can do is either fight back or succumb to the existing order. 

 The novel portrays the lives of women from 3 generations – Devi, Sita and 

Mayamma. Despite the difference in background, education and generation; the fate 

of the women is no different. Every woman is expected to adhere to the societal 

norms and the centuries old routines. 

 Devi, the protagonist of the novel returns from America after her education. 

Staying in Western Country and being exposed to their culture does not make things 

easy for her, nor can she claim any kind of concession. She decides to go in for an 

arranged marriage and marries Mahesh, the husband chosen for her. She learns to be 

good wife and dutiful homemaker. She spares no efforts in loving her husband, 

entertaining his family and friends and does not speak out even when angry, hurt or 

sick. 

 The key to a successful marriage is the ‘ability to endure’. This has been 

instilled in her by Mayamma. 

 Mayamma was married at a very young age and was abused by her drunken 

husband, mother-in-law and her own son too. But she endured all and kept working 

at the wheels of domestic bliss. Patience and endurance are the two qualities that 

every woman should possess. 

 Devi’s mother Sita too is a propagator of Indian values and virtues. She plays 

every role ascribed to her very loyally. She is also successful in convincing her 

Western educated daughter to come back into the realms of the Indian Culture and 

Tradition. She also instills the much needed virtues in her daughter. She accepts the 

death of her husband very stoically and realizes that fate and change are the two 

facets of the life. On Devi’s return from America, her mother arranges for the bride 
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seeing program and invites a few families over. The prospective bridegroom is found 

in Mahesh and as per the tradition and customs Devi gets her daughter married. 

 Mahesh makes it very clear to Devi about his job profile, his long hours of work, 

his frequent travels etc. He also tells her that she has to look after the house, his 

parents etc. Devi is carried away by his frankness and tries to find a soul mate in him. 

She plays the role of a dutiful wife, devoted daughter-in-law, perfect host to his 

friends and lives up to every expectation. 

 However, things don’t move the way she expects. The relation of the husband 

and wife remain cordial for a very long time. The real gap between them is never 

bridged. Long hours of loneliness, frustration and disillusionment become her lot and 

she slowly begins to drift away. She meets Gopal, a classical singer and is attracted 

to him. She finds solace in him and finally they elope, thus breaking all social norms. 

Mahesh proceeds to take legal action against her. 

 However, after some time Devi realizes that her relationship with Gopal is also 

not built on a strong foundation. Soon she leaves him and decides to return back 

home to her mother. She is sure that her mother would understand her and welcome 

her whole heartedly. Her returning back heralds the expectation of better things and a 

hope for bright future. 

4.5 Characters in the Novel 

 The characters found in the novel are not mere puppets being pulled by the 

strings of fate. On the other hand they stand as representatives of a particular 

generation, tradition, customs, beliefs, ideals, values and virtues. These characters 

also stand as examples of human behavior and social segmentation. They also 

represent the socio-cultural realities. 

 Hariharan centers the action of the novel on 3 women characters, Devi, Sita and 

Mayamma. Although they belong to different time (age), their problems of struggle 

are similar. Each person is seen struggling to assert her individuality and proclaim 

her identity. Fight for freedom and survival seems to be a common problem. These 

are women caught in a flux of the male dominated society. 

 The novel while being an amalgamation of facts and fantasies also bring to fore 

feelings of passion and loneliness, aspects of love and death, submission and struggle 

etc. 



 

 198

 Devi: The protagonist of the novel Devi, although educated in the West, turns 

down the proposal of her African-American friend Dan only because their cultures 

are different. Being very close to each other, everyone guessed that their relationship 

would culminate into marriage. However, Devi has her own doubts and reservations 

due to her ambivalence towards the American culture. Although, the Western 

education has instilled a sense of liberation in her, Devi could not do away with her 

Indian upbringing. She looks up to men only for security or to reaffirm her values. 

She literally uses Dan only as a shield in   the die white claustrophobia of an all 

clean, all American campus. She keeps her relationship with Dan going even while 

being aware that   there can never be oneness- mental and emotional with him. She 

also develops habits such as physical intimacy with Dan and smoking hashish which 

could have given cultural shocks to her mother. This can also be seen as a revolt 

against the tradition bound society in which she was bred and reared.  

 Devi returns to India on her mother’s say and decides to be an obedient child. 

She agrees to go for an arranged marriage just to please her mother and uphold the 

family honor. She once again molds herself, as per her mother’s say, into the 

traditional attire, jewels and the proper smile. Prospective grooms along with their 

families are called to meet Devi. Once again Devi finds herself in a sociological 

niche and the Indian culture, tradition, mythology and societal order begins to play 

upon her psyche. 

 She finds her life partner in Mahesh and like any other girl begins to weave the 

dreams of marital bliss. She finds Mahesh honest and straight forward. Mahesh had 

informed her about putting up with loneliness as his job would keep him away most 

of the times. Devi doesn’t think about it as a serious problem and consider coping up 

with the same. Soon after marriage she realizes that coping up with Mahesh’s 

attitude and endless hours of loneliness is not an easy task. Mahesh is indifferent to 

her loneliness and never indulges her in business matters. He expects her to be 

passive and submissive, catering to the needs of his father, the house, his friends etc. 

He doesn’t allow her to pursue her dreams, not even simple desires like learning 

Sanskrit and playing cards. He opines that happiness doesn’t depend on education. 

They are 2 different things. He justifies his point by giving the example of his 

grandmother. Devi, very soon, realizes that she doesn’t share any level of 

compatibility with Mahesh and that the marriage is simply being built on a 

foundation of pretense and subordination. 
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 Devi begins to drift away from the marital path and finds solace in Gopal. He is 

a Hindustani Classical Singer and his music greatly impresses her. She elopes with 

him and tries to seek true happiness and fulfillment. All these years, Devi was 

following the preaching from mythology as she was told by her mother and 

grandmother to fashion her life after these mythical characters. 

 Devi seeks her roots and wants to do away with the identity crisis. The dilemma 

of the 2 contrasting cultures intensifies her agony and she wishes to break free. 

Although she plays different roles in different capacities, she realizes that a man 

always expects the woman to fuse her identity with his. 

 Sita: Sita is not recognized merely as Devi’s mother, but she stands out as an 

individual with her unique characteristics. She led a very simple secluded life and 

preferred staying away from the crowd of friends and relatives. She is happy to 

welcome her daughter, Devi, who has returned back from America after her 

education. She arranges a small get together of her friends and relatives to mark the 

homecoming of Devi. There is another reason behind this. She wanted to prove that 

the American culture has not affected her daughter in any adverse manner. She also 

wanted to announce to all that her daughter was ready for marriage and any 

prospective match was welcome. Sita began inviting the parents of prospective 

grooms home to meet Devi. After a series of ‘bride-seeing’ ceremonies, Devi 

approves of Mahesh. Sita is not only happy but relieved that finally a suitable groom 

has been found for her daughter.  

 A unique feature of her personality is her determination and ‘no-die’ attitude. 

She travels through the various phases of life- a daughter, wife, daughter-in-law, 

mother. She strives hard to perform all roles with perfection. Her determination and 

resoluteness is compared to that of Gandhari from Mahabharata. This can be 

justified from the following incident. Sita used to play Veena (musical instrument) 

before marriage. So naturally the Veena came along with her after marriage, as a part 

of the dowry. Her husband once told her that she was neglecting her domestic duties 

due to her Veena recital. The strong headed Sita pulled away the strings and since 

then never ever touched the Veena. 

 Sita carefully monitored the growth and progress of her daughter. She kept a 

track op her friends and was choosy about the friends she made. She was not happy 

when Devi was born as she was not beautiful in the conventional way. She was very 
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thin, angular, had blisters on her face and used to stammer. It was a real challenge 

bringing her up and Sita spared no efforts. Even when in America, Devi received 

letters from her mother, which were in a way instructions to be followed even when 

away. 

 The death of her husband did not break her down completely. On the other hand 

she realized her strength and developed into a better person with finer sensibilities. 

Her receiving the mourning relatives, putting up through all the ordeal courageously, 

cleaning up the entire house, developing a very beautiful garden etc. speaks volumes 

about her personality. She believed in good housekeeping, hard work and having a 

great taste. 

 She is upset and shocked when she receives a telegram from Mahesh regarding 

the elopement of Devi. Probably she silently visualizes the reason and decides to 

support her daughter. When finally, Devi leaves Gopal and returns home to her 

mother, she hears the melodious tune of the Veena. She had put aside the Veena to 

prove her credentials of a dutiful wife and daughter-in-law. Now that she is free from 

every kind of bondage, she decides to pursue her passion for music. The sound of the 

Veena is both soothing and welcoming to Devi. All this goes to prove without any 

doubt that Sita is both mentally and psychologically strong. 

 Grandmother (Pati): Devi’s grandmother also known as Pati, is yet another 

interesting character. In the words of Devi we can have a fair idea about her 

personality. She says that her grandmother was “as thin as a stick. Her shoulder 

length grey hair was tied in a never changing knot about the size of a gooseberry. I 

don’t think she had ever seen herself in the mirror. She was totally devoid of any 

physical vanity. The only thing I saw her wear was a faded nine yard sari draped 

between her legs so that she did not need a petti coat underneath. She did not wear a 

blouse- modern nonsense she called it”. However, she decently covered he upper 

body with the top half of the sari. 

 Pati was short, thin with wrinkled face and skin. She lived in a small house in 

the agraharam(the Brahmin quarters of a village). The house being in a dilapidated 

condition was full of insects. Devi has fond memories of her grandmother and the 

happy times she shared with her in the village during the summer vacations. She 

would eagerly be waiting for her daughter and granddaughter and would not let them 

in until she had exorcised the city ghosts clinging to them.  
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 Devi remembers all stories that grandmother told her. They were not mere bed 

time stories told like any other grandmother, but there were stories with a difference. 

She had a story for every occasion or some stories came about as answers to the 

innocent queries of Devi. Her stories came from the Puranas, Ramayana and 

Mahabharata. Each story was meant to mould Devi into a good Indian Woman with 

fine sensibilities. All these had a great influence on Devi’s life and she remembered 

all the details very precisely. The character of grandmother comes alive in the novel 

and her pleasant approach with all goodness keeps lingering in our memories. 

 Mayamma: The character of Mayamma and the various incidents of her life is 

heart touching. She was married at the tender age of 12. Our heart goes out to this 

little child who was fast asleep in her father’s lap during the wedding ceremony. Her 

husband was much older to her and the mother-in-law seemed interested only in the 

dowry and the jewelry she brought home.  

 Her husband was a very cunning and crooked man with a doubtful character. 

Her mother-in-law was good to her during the first year of her marriage, but slowly 

changed her nature when Mayamma failed to conceive even after one year. The 

superstitious mother-in-law made the little girl perform all kinds of penances in order 

to appease all the Gods and Goddesses. Some of the things that she was forced to do 

was waking up at dawn, dipping in the cold pond, giving up salt and tamarind, 

prayers and meditation, feeding snakes with rice and curds and much more. When 

nothing of the above could help Mayamma conceive, her mother-in-law made her cut 

her breast, collect the blood and bathe the lingam with it. This would definitely work 

she said.  

 One fine day, her husband walked away taking with him most of her jewelry. He 

never ever returned home. Meanwhile Mayamma became pregnant and gave birth to 

a son. The mother-in-law was elated and there was a small celebration. However, the 

son, Raja turned out to be a vile creature. He was worse than his father. He began 

drinking, threatening his mother and even beating her ruthlessly. One day he picked 

up her diamond earrings and walked away. Inspite of all this she nursed him when he 

was ill, but he did not survive. 

Thus in her domestic life, Mayamma never received any kind of support, joy or 

comfort; but she accepted everything without a murmur.Mayamma then joined the 

house of Parvatiamma as a cook cum caretaker. She found her mistress very 
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supportive and caring and was happy. However, she became lonely again when 

Parvatiamma left the house forever. She found solace in Devi but was a little 

apprehensive in the beginning. Later, we find a fine bonding between them.  

 Mayamma stands as a representative of all those oppressed, suppressed and 

harassed women who go along with the tide, but they also possess the ability to 

survive against the odds of life. Patience, tolerance and simplicity are the virtues 

found in her. 

 Mahesh: Mahesh, the husband of Devi was the regional manager in a multi-

national company. Devi was quite impressed with him during their first meeting. He 

spoke to her about his job and that he was required to travel a lot in relation to his 

job. This would give her very little time with him. He also made it clear that his 

parents were there to be taken care of. He was also considerate enough to give her 

the freedom to make her choice. 

 Devi thought that she found her soul mate and they were married. He was very 

considerate towards her and gave her a lot of time and space to adjust. He did not 

force himself upon her and was a ‘polite stranger’. But this politeness changed and 

once in the room, in darkness he was unashamed. Inspite of trying hard and making 

adjustments, Devi began to find her married life boring. Her long hours of loneliness 

took its toll on her. The house was very huge and spacious. Devi kept missing her 

way and was always entering the wrong room. In spite of all comforts, she found the 

house very boring and dull.  

 There was always a distance between them and this began to widen day after 

day. She was not able to conceive for a long time and this made things worse. He 

was finding fault with everything she did and even blamed her for not being capable 

and efficient as her mother. Devi really wondered about the status of their 

relationship and found him least interested in anything. 

 She had to accompany him to a number of parties and actually hated it. He 

considered parties an essential part of business dealings, whereas she found them 

boring and a waste of time. Once again she began drinking. She had done this before 

in America probably out of fun and to experiment. However, now it was to drown 

her loneliness and sorrows. 

 Not having a child for a long time made him go to a doctor and he was very 

proud and happy to know that there was nothing wrong with him. His tone suggested 
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that he was man enough and the problem lay with Devi. He suggested that he would 

take her to a gynecologist and this proved to be a very frustrating experience.  

 Their relationship began to sour down further. He was always on tour and even 

when he was around nothing was good. He never discussed his work with her and 

she remained totally ignorant of what was happening. Her loneliness increased when 

her mother-in-law left for the US. 

 Devi thought of taking up a job to kill her loneliness. When she suggested this to 

Mahesh, he told her to join Tara’s painting classes. Very dutifully she even did that 

but did not find either the class or the companions appealing.  

 Once again she spoke to him about taking up a job as a research assistant. She 

had seen this advertisement and found it interesting. But he put it off saying that her 

qualification was not enough and that she needed an additional qualification. He 

always made the decision, no matter what, even if it involved her. He was the 

decision maker and she was the silent follower. Loneliness and frustration became 

her constant companion and she tries to seek solace elsewhere. She finds the 

companionship and comfort in Gopal, a singer by profession and music teacher. 

When Mahesh learns about his wife’s elopement he does not react as any normal 

husband would. On the other hand he only informs her that the necessary legal action 

has been taken. He seems to be happy getting rid of her and suffers no remorse.  

 In short, Mahesh is an irresponsible husband who does not consider his wife to 

be an equal partner nor does he share a compatible relationship with her. 

4.6 Themes in the novel The Thousand Faces of Night 

 The novel The Thousand Faces of Night by Gita Hariharan depicts stories of a 

number of women belonging to different generations. The basic problem that all 

these women face is the same. Put up in a male dominated society and with the 

patriarchal order, women are often subdued, harassed and oppressed. A woman does 

not even have the freedom to make a choice or take her own decision. Each woman 

presented here has her own story. A tale filled with pain, agony, sorrow and 

oppression. They have their own way of fighting back. Some silently resign to fate 

whereas the others keep working at the wheels of life maintaining a fine balance.  
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Some of the major themes found in the novel are: 

1. Insensitivity towards Women: Women are merely treated as the other. Their 

feelings, emotions and likes are least cared about. Sita has to give up passion for 

music and playing the Veena because her in-laws felt that it stood in the way of her 

being a dutiful wife and daughter-in-law. Devi gives up her culture and fits into the 

mould made by her mother so that she presents herself as the ideal wife. Her feelings 

and desires are crumpled by her husband and all her dreams lie shattered at the altar 

of the male ego. 

 Another deplorable condition is that of Mayamma. This poor woman has no say 

and is tortured all her life. The pain, torture, loveliness and suffering meted out to her 

are looked upon as fate by her. 

2. Injustice on Women: All the women in the novel face injustice from various 

quarters. Devi, Sita, Mayamma, Gauri, Uma, Pati(Grandmother) all are denied 

justice. Oppression, harassment and subjugation are their lot. Women like Uma, 

Gauri and Annapurna have their own sad and unfortunate tales. Finding no succor or 

support they either resign to their fate or turn rebellious.  

All these are victims of the patriarchal order. Some are ill-treated, others are 

frustrated and lonely, whereas the rest suffer silently and patiently hoping for better 

times to come. 

3. Incompatibility in Marriage: Marriage should be built on the foundation of 

trust, friendship and mutual understanding. Most of the marriages suffer because 

there is a lack of compatibility between partners.  

 Mahesh only considers Devi as a legal partner and never shares any personal or 

job related information with her. Even her barrenness is considered as her fault. 

Mahesh basks in the glory that there is nothing wrong with him and he is man 

enough to father a child. 

 Even Sita has to sacrifice and do away with her passion for music as her 

husbandconsiders it a hurdle in the way of being a dedicated home maker. 

4. Mother-Daughter Bonding:Sita and her daughter share a close bonding. There 

were many things that Devi did not approve of her mother but never voiced it. Like a 

dutiful daughter, Devi returns from the U.S and gets married in the traditional way. 

Even Sita takes pride in the fact that Devi has returned home, unlike the other girls 
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who never return from the West. The two share a special bonding and are 

emotionally attached. Finally when Devi leaves Gopal too for good and returns to her 

mother, the melody from the Veena, untouched so far, gives out a positive message 

to Devi. She knows that her mother would forgive and accept her whole heartedly. 

4.7 Glossary: 

1. Feminism: the advocacy of women’s rights on the ground of the equality of the 

sexes. 

2. Liberal Feminism: a feminist theory which focuses on women’s ability to 

maintain their equality through their own actions and choices. 

3. Radical Feminism: perspective within feminism that calls for a radical 

recording of society in which male supremacy is eliminated in all social and 

economic contexts. 

4. Conservative Feminism: seeks to re-establish the values of the traditional roles 

of women as wives and mother.  

5. Separatist Feminism: the theory that feminist opposition to patriarchy can be 

achieved through women’s separation from men. 

6. Eco-feminism:the term ecofeminism is used to describe a feminist approach to 

understanding ecology. 

7. Patriarchy: a system of society or government in which men hold the power 

and women are largely excluded from it. 

8. Hashish: a drug made from the resin of the cannabis plant. 

9. Mythology: a collection of myths, especially one belonging to a particular 

religious or cultural tradition. 

10. Veena: a stringed musical instrument. 

11. Pati: grandmother. 

12. Agraharam: Brahmin quarters in village. 

13. Puranas: any of a class of Sanskrit sacred writings on Hindu mythology and 

folklore. 

14. Negro: a member of a dark skinned group of people originally native to Africa.   
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1. The word ‘night’ in the title symbolizes sorrow and suffering. 

2. Sitaknew how to rule with an iron hand. 

3. Dan was a black negro friend of Devi. 

4. Sita/Amma is compared to Gandhari from the Mahabharata. 

5. The two story tellers in the novel are Grandmother (Pati) and Baba. 

6. Grandmother narrated stories from the ancient epics and puranas. 

7. Mayamma was the cook cum caretaker in the house of Mahesh Babu. 

8. ‘The Thousand Faces of Night’ was published in the year 1992. 

9. ‘The Thousand Faces of Night’ won the prestigious ‘Commonwealth Writer’s 

Award. 

10. Uma, the cousin of Devi was compared toAmba, from Mahabharata. 

11. Baba (Devi’s father in law) was a learned  Professor of Sanskrit. 

12. Mayamma was a victim of the atrocities at the hands of her husband and son. 

13. Mayamma was subject to a lot of penance to appease the Gods. 

14. Gopal was a music teacher. 

15. Pati lived in a small, dilapidated house in the agraharam (Brahmin quarters of 

the village). 

16. Gita Hariharan has used the technique of story within story to narrate incidents 

in this novel. 

17. Mahesh was a regional manager in a multinational company producing 

detergents and toothpastes. 

18. To get rid of boredom, Mahesh suggested Devi to join Tara’s Painting classes. 

19. The love for music brought Devi and Baba close.  

20. Parvatiamma was the mother of Mahesh. 

21. Annapurna was the distant cousin of Amma (Sita). 
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4.8 Check your progress 

Questions: 

1. What is the primary theme of the novel? 

2. What are the other issues dealt with in the novel? 

3. What does the novel depict? 

4. What do the women characters do? 

5. What is meant by the term Feminism? 

6. What does the term ‘Darkness’ denote? 

7. Who was Mayamma? 

8. Where did Pati live? 

9. What does the term ‘thousand’ in the title suggest? 

4.9 Answers to check your progress 

1. The primary theme of novel is quest for identity. 

2. The other issues dealt with in the novel are marginalization, suppression of 

women, physical and emotional neglect, friendship among women etc. 

3. The novel depicts the single face of thousand lives. It is the face of the many 

women caught within the shackles of age old customs of traditions. 

4. The women being aware of the gender based distinction, assert their 

individuality by protesting against the existing male centric society. 

5. Feminism is the advocacy of women’s rights on the ground of the equality of 

sexes. 

6. The term ‘darkness’ denotes an emptiness or lack of something. 

7. Mayamma was the cook cum caretaker in the house of Mahesh Babu. 

8. Pati lived in a small dilapidated house in the agraharam. 

9. The term ‘thousand’ in the title suggests the large number of women who suffer 

silently. 

10. The key to a successful marriage is the ability to endure. 
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