


 

his theory of indirect speech acts, and Paul Grice, whose theory of implicature is of great influence within 
the field of pragmatics. As far as this thesis is concerned, two separate sections of the chapter are devoted 
to the introduction and analysis of the theories of Austin and Seale in general, as well as some key notions 
of taking language as action. 

Conclusion 
Although a discipline born from analytic philosophy in the 1930s, SAT can be traced back long before 
that era. The view of taking language as action has been sporadically discussed in traditional philosophy 
(especially by the phenomenologists) at the end of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the 
twentieth century, anthropological and social studies of language (e.g. Sapir and Malinowski) in the 
1920s. The ordinary-language approach to language develops with the work of Ludwig Wittgenstein at 
Cambridge and John L. Austin at Oxford at about the same time in the 1930s. Despite many differences, 
the two philosophers share the common aim of looking at the actual uses of language and attention to the 
pragmatics of language. They treat language as an activity/action, and this is what Austin’s SAT is 
directly based on.  
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[Abstract] Charles C. Fries is a classical figure in the age of U.S. structuralism and also a researcher with 
unique methodological insights. Throughout his teaching and researching career, he persisted in describing 
language in communication, adopting a scientific approach to the study of linguistics and seeking interaction 
between theory and practice. Drawing upon the methodological significance and value of his research, the 
paper offers some suggestive reflections on the current interpreting studies. 
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Introduction 
Among contemporary structuralists, Charles C. Fries is never a negligible figure whose linguistic inquiry, 
albeit structure-centered, is not without uniqueness. Unlike his peers such as Bloomfield and Sapir who 
spent most of their time studying American Indian languages, Fries set off his journey of linguistic 
research from teaching English as a foreign language and his theoretical quest has never deviated from 
pedagogical issues. Thereafter, he devotes himself to linguistic description, textbook compilation and 
foreign language teaching and has set a good example of a research-minded educator of foreign language. 
He is, therefore, renowned as the first applied linguist in modern sense (Howatt, 1984, p. 313). Compared 
with that of the linguistics, the history of interpreting studies only traces back to the 1950s (Pöchhacker, 
2004, pp. 31-32), and despite that it has gone beyond discussion of linguistic transfer, the activity of 
interpreting is nevertheless effective without the use of languages. It may thereby be argued that 
interpreting studies will have to be continually benefited from linguistics, both theoretically and 
methodologically. The present paper attempts at generalizing the methodological significance of Fries’ 
linguistic inquiry and discusses its implications for the current interpreting studies.  

Language as Interaction and its Description 
Ever since Saussure proposes the dichotomy of langue and parole, linguists are divided in their focus in 
investigating language. Typically, formalists represented by Chomsky advocate that the task of linguists 
is to unravel the intrinsic mechanism by studying the language of ideal speakers while functionalists such 
as Halliday postulates the need of researching the language in use. It is fair to say that the choice of 
linguistic forms (i.e. langue) or linguistic functions (i.e. parole) has determined the value of context and 
meaning in the eyes of a linguist. Saussure himself is pro-langue rather than parole due to, presumably, 
many technical restrictions to carry out any study on the latter. Accordingly, many structuralists later on 
are unanimously interested in the depiction of linguistic form and structure while turning a blind eye to 
meaning and function of language. However, Fries is an exception. 

For Fries, language is the abstract form of symbols which he calls “code of signals” (Fries, 1963, p. 
100). Language itself is not meaning but the vehicle of transmitting the message encoded from one side to 
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the other. He also holds that we must attend to the reaction of recipient if our focus of study is the 
language functioning as the tool of social interaction which helps nail down the meaning concerned. He 
further points out that linguists are obligated to uncover how languages are communicatively effective in 
specific social communities (Fries, 1952, pp. 4-35). Obviously, Fries’ attachment on interaction, meaning 
and function of language renders him a linguist with different cognition of language as opposed to the 
other structuralists.  

Although Fries is not innovative insofar as the description of language is considered, the linguistic 
resources he uses is by no means randomly picked. As he sees it, the reliability of linguistic analysis has 
to “be based on language gathered from the stream of speech when the speakers were focusing on the 
meanings being expressed, not on the language used” (Fries, 1985, pp. 63-84). Clearly, what he affirms is 
that it is only language used in specific context can be helpful in uncovering the truth and function of 
language. As his research on linguistics indicates, he has always abided by this prerequisite in spite that 
his delineation of English grammatical structure is centrally structuralistic. Among others, all materials he 
uses in two of his monographs entitled American English Grammar and The Structure of English 
respectively are originated from real-life situations and these two books are ranked among the most 
important works devoted to English linguistics (Howatt, 1984, p. 313). Of course, the fact that Fries 
chooses language in interactions as his object of research is not irrelative to the prevalence of teaching 
and describing literary language and negligence of colloquial or non-literary works in the beginning of 
20th century. In his opinion, traditional grammar does nothing more than categorization of linguistic 
elements and thereby lacks power in explaining interactive acts such as spoken English which was then 
never systematically investigated (Fries, 2008). Correspondingly, his linguistic inquiry is uniquely 
positioned and at the same time foresighted in the sense that he attends to the interactive nature of 
language, determines the part of speech as per the function of words, attaching equal importance to 
structural and socio-cultural meaning of sentence.  

Similar to Fries’ spoken English, interpreting is also a communicative activity in which interpretation 
is the product whereby an interpreter achieves the goal of interaction. Simultaneously, interpreting is 
different from spoken language in that the former involves at least two different languages and three 
parties and the message goes through minimally two phases. Viewed from Fries’ lens of language as 
interaction, interpretation is undoubtedly reflective of linguistic functions and therefore worthy of 
description. However, in the context of current interpreting studies, description as such can never be 
matched with the methods in structuralistic times and has to delve into the intrinsic features and distinct 
regularities of the activity of interpreting.  

In the process of meaning transfer in interpreting, interpretation situates at the end of communication 
and belongs to the category of product. It is not only the medium whereby meaning in the source 
language is able to be transmitted but also the result of an interpreter’s mental processing. However, it is 
be regrettably true that interpretation is comparatively less touched upon (among others, its description 
for example) compared with the comprehension or processing in interpreting, which contrarily means that 
the room for research on interpretation is incredibly large. Different from Fries’ time, modern linguistics 
as of today has produced multiple branches such as discourse analysis, psycholinguistics, corpus 
linguistics, etc. which provide a constellation of perspectives and methods for those from the interpreting 
community to draw on. Researchers can either analyze an interpreter’s discursive strategies and cohesive 
tools from a discourse viewpoint or explore prosodic features such as pausing, repetition or repair of 
certain interpreter(s) by relating the expertise in psycholinguistics or L2 studies. Also, investigation of 
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(non)linguistic patterns of interpretation will not only deepen our understanding of interpreting as a 
demanding mental task but also broaden the horizon of cross-linguistic research. Having said that, it is 
nonetheless noteworthy that more and more attempts have been made in these regards recently and further 
explorations as such will indubitably conducive to the pedagogy and research of interpreting. 

Linguistics as a Science 
Fries’ insights on linguistic research are also reflected in his understanding of the discipline, which, in his 
terms, is a science (Fries, 1985, p. 74). As he sees it, the task of linguistics is to get to the bottom of 
essence of language and its operational mechanism which has to rely on a set of effective analytical 
methods and procedures (Fries, 1963, p. 91). He further contends that linguistic science necessitates all 
description to be based on objective data and subjected to new tests. For him, impressionistic and casual 
observations are often unreliable and convincing results only come from systematic recording of evidence 
and the listing and counting of occurrences that follow. These conclusions “may still be wrong, but at 
least they are good for the body of material examined and can be supplemented and corrected by others” 
(cited in Fries, 1985, p. 75). In line with such guidelines and principles, Fries systematically collects a 
mass of linguistic data on which he does much original research. For example, the doctoral dissertation 
entitled Periphrastic Use of Shall and Will he completed in 1922 is based on more than 20,000 instances 
of shall and will in British and American drama. His American English Grammar and The Structure of 
English are also underlain by a telephone conversation database (around 50h) of more than 250 thousand 
words and 3,000 letters received by American war department during World War I. From today’s 
perspective, Fries’ ideas and methods are in perfect line with the essence of corpus linguistics which, as is 
publicly conceived, only came into being in the beginning of 1960s.  

Noteworthy is that although spoken English is always Fries’ research object, it is only in his late 
years that he is able to work on his The Structure of English thanks to the technological advances. From 
initial description of drama language to analysis of recorded data, Fries has been insistent in 
methodological innovation which, as it were, is traceable to his belief that linguistics is a science.  

Using corpora in linguistic research is an important facet in Fries’ inquiry of language. In today’s 
measure, his database is by no means large and technically sophisticated (mainly reliant on manual 
counting), but it is nevertheless an indication of the budding empirical orientation in early development 
period of contemporary linguistics. In addition, Fries is conservative towards linguistic evidence attained 
from artificially controlled experiment and distinguishes it from language used in real-life situations 
(Fries, 1964, p. 245). This demarcation is not without reasons and sets forth higher requirements for our 
research on language in interactions.  

As a subcomponent of translatology, interpreting studies has been developing at an unprecedented 
pace with more researchers joining the community and an increasing growth of research output. However, 
empirically oriented studies are yet to galvanize more impetus as opposed to traditional retrospection 
based on experience and observation (Zhang, 2011). Adding to that, the limited empirical explorations are 
often associated with the concern of ecological invalidity as many of them are de-contextualized and 
experimental (Wang, 2012).  

The approach of Fries’ linguistic inquiry is perfectly told by one Chinese proverb: Good tools are 
prerequisite to the success of a job. Indeed, elimination of impressionistic and retrospective observation in 
research has to be reliant on the adoption of scientific methods and this is particularly important for 
interpreting studies. This means, on the one hand, researchers must never restrict their minds in 
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designated areas against the backdrop of fast development of various disciplinary expertise and should 
actively win on the perspectives, ideas and knowledge of relevant disciplines to conduct systematic 
investigation of interpreting in a profound manner; on the other, researchers, instead of stopping at 
experiential recognition and sensical feelings, should spontaneously resort to empirical tools and fully 
exploit the values of various resources (including teaching, professional practice, media, etc.) in research 
on interpreting. 

The history of using corpora in doing interpreting studies is only a lapse of ten years and not without 
problems, such as lack in variety of research means, narrow scope and low output (Zhang, 2012). Taking 
China as an example: interpreting studies has been attracting increasing interest and yielded a steady 
output over the years, however, latest figure indicated by CNKI as of 2013 shows that there are only 7 
research articles dealing with corpus-based interpreting studies published in core foreign language 
journals. For one thing, these research works is yet subject to further verification on the 
representativeness of their conclusions, for instance, the extent to which sampled corpus-based analysis of 
interpreting exams applies to authentic operation of interpreting by the majority of trainees; for another, 
research potential of interpreting corpora is arguably vast, including contrastive analysis of source/target 
language, interpreter’s strategies and roles and verification or falsification of hypothesis, etc. Thus, 
researchers in the future should not only make endeavor in compiling corpora of representativeness and 
authenticity but also maximize the value of various corpora so as to better contribute to a scientific 
approach to interpreting studies.  

Teacher as a Researcher 
Aside from his foresight of linguistics, Fries also has profound observations of the relationship between 
teaching and research which, arguably, is relative to his experience as a foreign language teacher. To be 
more exact, his interest in linguistics originates from the process of his teaching where problems arouse 
his passion to find solutions. He believes that the way out for these hurdles lies in a teacher’s 
consciousness and initiative to draw on relevant existing knowledge and expertise and resort to 
innovations as needed. As he argues, “…linguistic theory must be tested by practical applications and 
practical teaching will help to develop that theory…” (Fries, 2008). Personally and exemplarily, he not 
only endeavors to make novel contributions to the understanding of essence and function of language but 
also explores the possibility of applying such understanding to solving problems in pedagogy (Fries, 
1963, p. vii).  

Fries’ perception of a teacher being a researcher is fully demonstrated during the period when he was 
the dean of English Language Institute at Michigan University. Although he was a teacher for years 
before that, teaching English as a foreign language only flourished after he had founded the school in that 
foreign language teaching was not popular in the US before World War II (Howatt, 1984, p. 268). Fries 
believes that effective learning of foreign language is not possible without good textbooks and the 
compilation of textbooks and selection of materials should be preceded by a contrastive analysis of 
students’ mother tongue and the foreign language they learn (Fries, 1955).  

Essentially, this demands a systematic description of linguistic structures based on contrastive studies 
prior to the design and compilation of textbooks which, when put into teaching practice, will help 
students acquire spoken skills efficiently based on repetitive practice. Clearly, Fries’ pedagogical model 
of foreign language combines linguistic description, textbook compilation and classroom lecturing in an 
orderly manner and thereby he and his colleges play triplex roles of descriptive linguists, applied linguist 
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and teachers. The Michigan model of foreign language teaching had profound influence in the US and 
overseas, producing many research fruits in applied linguistics and numerous foreign language talents for 
national departments (army in particular) during World War II.  

 As Gui (2005) points out, the ultimate goal of foreign language teaching is to have the students 
express meaning and communicate thoughts in foreign language. Fries’ model and achievement in foreign 
language teaching suggest that the participation of research-minded teachers is indispensible to such 
success in that teachers face learners directly and they have good knowledge of language acquisition 
regularities and actual problems. Fries’ pedagogy of foreign language is the product of structuralism and 
is often criticized for its monotony, dullness and negligence of learning subjects, his views are 
nonetheless valuable.  

In comparison with spoken foreign language, interpreting is a much more complicated form of 
communication. The goal of teaching interpreting, accordingly, is to develop students’ abilities of 
bilingual transfer and communication (Liu, 2005, p. 100), which, apparently, raising more demands on 
interpreting teachers as opposed to their foreign language counterparts. In China, the course of 
interpreting was only taught in a few foreign language universities and comprehensive universities before 
2000 when it was listed as a compulsory curricular component for English majors (Mu, 1999, p. 63). As 
the economy and society continue to develop since the new millennium and the demand for high-caliber 
interpreters increases all the while, interpreting training has been greatly promoted in terms of levels, 
scale and status. Following the first pilot program of translation at undergraduate level in 2006, the State 
Council Academic Degree Committee approved the establishment of Master of Translation and 
Interpretation (MTI) in an effort to foster high quality professional translators and interpreters. As of 
today, there are 110 universities offering interpreter training program out of 159 MTI degree conferrers. 
(http://www.tac-online.org.cn/ch/tran/2010-10/12/content_3765889.htm>).  

 However, as the cause of interpreting teaching flourishes, the problems facing the enlarging team of 
teachers are also thorny. Among others, many are traditional foreign language teachers who lack 
experiences of interpreting or training and are yet to develop an understanding and research awareness of 
interpreting (Liu, 2007). While interpreting is centrally multiple skills oriented, its pedagogy is naturally 
different from normal language teaching as “the latter cultivates linguistic communicative abilities 
whereas the former fosters interpreting abilities based on the acquired linguistic abilities” (Liu, 1999). 
Therefore, if an interpreting teacher fails to adapt to the characteristics of the course and indiscriminately 
copies the experience of foreign language teaching, the training is arguably ineffective.  

Recognizing that interpreting training must be skill-based necessitates teachers’ reflections on 
various problems in the course of students’ interpreting abilities development. In Fries’ view, such 
reflections can serve as the starting points of research on pedagogy before theoretical solutions or 
innovations can be made. They may also become the channel through which good interpreters can be 
fostered as a reward for scientific pedagogy. Essentially, teaching and research are mutually beneficial in 
that problems in teaching offer subject matter for research while research underpins effective teaching. In 
China, the pedagogical issues have always been the predominant concern of researchers in the community 
of interpreting studies. And yet, most of the discussions remain at the level of teaching content, 
cultivation orientation, textbook, etc. and much of them lack theoretical and pedagogical insights (Liu & 
Xu, 2012). I believe these are not irrelative to the negligence of problems in interpreting training. In fact, 
attending to the bottlenecks and hurdles in teaching and learning is not only a way of examining the 
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regularities and characteristics of interpreting but also the aspiration of informed teaching methods and 
pedagogical reforms.  

Conclusion 
Although Fries is linguist in the structuralistic times, his approach to and methods of doing linguistic 
studies and teaching are never old-fashioned even by present standards. He attaches importance to the 
interactive nature of language, emphasizes the importance of describing language in communication and 
takes the initiative in carrying out empirical research. Moreover, he never distances himself from teaching 
and advocates a complementary relationship between teaching and research. All these provide much 
methodological enlightenment for researchers of interpreting studies and are also worthy of learning on 
the part of interpreting teachers at large.  

Notes 
1.  See <http://www.tac-online.org.cn/ch/tran/2010-10/12/content_3765889.htm>.  
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[Abstract] The Call of the Wild is an immortal literary work produced by Jack London. Mostly, the critics at 
home and abroad classify the novel as a naturalistic work. A dog is personalized in the novel, and human 
nature is embodied in the story of the animal. It is believed that the human nature that Jack London wishes to 
present in the novel is not only a nature of an animal, but the shining part of human nature. That is to say, 
besides the discussion about his naturalist “born evil” pessimistic fatalism, Jack London’s compliment to the 
morality should also be discovered.  

[Keywords] Jack London; The Call of the Wild; naturalism; humanity 

Introduction 
According to a survey of UNESCO, including the former Soviet Union, Jack London is an American 
writer whose works are so popular that they are the most translated literary work in Europe. More people 
research Jack London’s work in foreign countries, and they find the content richer and more extensive 
interpretations of his works. His best-known work and masterpiece, The Call of the Wild, has been 
repeatedly translated and pondered by scholars for over 80 years after its release, and we can see how 
important the work is. 

The Call of the Wild was published in 1903. Naturalism was a very popular literary trend in literary 
circles of that time. Most novelists define The Call of the Wild as a typical novel of naturalism, and the 
naturalistic pessimistic viewpoint obviously lies in this novel, which tends to show the characters are in 
the palm of some uncontrolled forces, such as environment, heredity, and chance, which cause Buck’s 
complex character. 

Buck’s Evil 
London always depicts the Northland as a vast and unconquerable terrain that is indifferent and merciless. 
It is due to the particular environment that Buck intrudes by chance, and he often produces illusions of 
atavism in his mind due to his ancestry. Robert Leighton, writing in 1910 about the origin of the dog, 
contended “the present domestic dog likely descended from the breeding of wild dogs and wolves” (p. 6). 
This is in line with the sentiment in London’s novel, in which Buck seems to recognize the wild wolves 
of the Yukon as his forefathers: “And when, on the still cold nights, he pointed his nose at a star and 
howled long and wolf-like, it was his ancestors” (London, 2009, p. 21).  

From the description of the novel, we can conclude that in London’s mind, the dogs and wolves can 
be converted arbitrarily because of their genetic connections. The symbolic significance of dogs and 
wolves is obvious; they stand for civilized domestication and savage primitiveness, respectively. 
Therefore, in the novel, for some reason, Buck’s adaptation to the hostile Northland environment means 
the deterioration of his moral nature as he learns to steal and kills to survive. 
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Obedience – The Law of Club and Fang 
The mania for gold in a part of the world where travel is feasible only by dogsled places a premium on the 
dogs and puts them all in jeopardy. Buck, because he is big and has a thick coat of fur, is a natural target. 
So, it is the gold rush that hurls him out of paradise, the gold rush that drives men to subdue him with 
clubs, and the gold rush that turns him into a slave laborer. He was first introduced to adversity by the 
rope and the cage, and then he was confronted with his next trial. A man in a red sweater released him 
from his cage and beat him into submission with a club. From this moment on, Buck would be aware that 
it is self-defeating to defy a man with a club. Men are stronger than he and therefore, he obeys them. He 
knows he is beaten, but his spirit is never broken.  

Buck learns the next lesson on Dyea beach. It’s a new environment, which fosters action, alert 
behavior, and ruthlessness. Curly, whom he had befriended, was killed by the huskies when she made 
friendly advances to one of them. As a response to Curly’s friendly greetings, a husky attacked Curly 
unexpectedly, and Curly was hurt badly; then, somehow, she was surrounded by thirty or forty huskies. In 
two minutes, she was literally torn to pieces. Witnessing Curly’s death, Buck learned that fairness and 
equity were not transcendent values in the gold rush’s brutal economic environment. 

Those traumatic lessons often return to haunt his sleep. There seems to be only one law in this new 
world, which both men and beasts obey – the law of club and fang – and one has to learn to give nothing, 
ask for nothing, and expect nothing. As a domesticated dog, he is so scared by those exploitations and 
slaughters that he lowers his noble head. While as a distant descendant of a wolf, he is so cunning and 
cruel that he deceives the enemy by obedience and learns the wolf manner of fighting by sneaking. 

Cunning – Survival of the Fittest 
In the primitive world, Buck demonstrated the “the survival of the fittest” in a specific way – he stole a 
slice of meat from his master, which was his first step to break the traditional morality. Buck stole the 
food not because of “the joy of it, but because of the clamor of their stomach” (London, 2009, p. 20) and 
“it was easier to do this than not to do it” (London, Call, p. 20) in extreme hunger. As a result, London 
makes it clear that Buck’s first theft implies that he adapts to the hostile Northland surroundings: “It 
marked his adaptability, his capacity to adjust himself to changing conditions…. It marked, further, the 
decay or going to pieces of his moral nature, a vain thing and a handicap in the ruthless struggle for 
existence” (London, Call, p. 20). London comments with some irony that, while living on Judge Miller’s 
estate, Buck would have died for a moral principle, such as the defense of the Judge’s riding whip, “but 
the completeness of his decivilization was now evidenced by his ability to flee from the defense of a 
moral consideration and to save his hide” (London, 2009, p. 20).  

After he broke through the bottom line of the morality, Buck seemed to be increasingly cunning. As 
his body became stronger and his hatred for Spitz grew day by day, an overwhelming idea came to 
Buck’s mind – defeating Spitz and becoming the leader of the sled dogs. The tricky boy’s first step to 
success was to shake the morale of the army. He continuously interfered between Spitz and the culprits 
who should be punished, and he did it craftily because he was afraid of Francois’s whip. Seemingly, he 
was innocent and worked hard, while, stealthily, he destroyed the solidarity of the team. It’s no doubt that 
from stealing to sabotage, Buck seemed to go far away from the morality and more resembled the 
immoral huskies and, furthermore, the blood of wolf in his body was awakened, making him greedy and 
cunning in order to achieve the survival of the fittest. 
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Contest for Power – The Duel with Spitz 
Where there is smoke, there is fire. Shortly after watching Curly’s death, Buck was terrified and was off 
balance. Taking strength from the instinct to survive and from the team of which he had become a 
member, Buck met this challenge by going for the jugular of one of the marauders. At this moment, 
another startling act of canine cruelty occurred. Spitz, the leader of Buck’s team, slashed Buck’s throat 
while Buck was fighting one of the huskies, their common enemy. Instantly, Buck realized that he was in 
a death struggle, not with a man, but with another dog.  

Know your enemy and know yourself. Buck’s rival Spitz had a fox-like nature. Spitz seemed to be 
immediately at home in the cold weather, so he took the leader’s position, which signified that he held the 
most intelligent and experienced place. Spitz was described as “smiling into one’s face while he 
meditated some underhand trick” (London, Call, p. 11). Buck himself was not a fuel-efficient lamp. 
According to his master Francois’s words, “Dat Buck two devils, all de time I watch dat Buck I know for 
sure” (London, 2009,p. 27).  

Everything seemed ready. That outburst was triggered by a rabbit. Spitz rushed out halfway to 
scramble for Buck’s prey and inevitably, a fight broke out. While Spitz was the more experienced fighting 
dog, his superior track record proved futile against Buck’s spirit. “As they fight, the silent and wolfish 
circle waited to finish off whichever dog went down” (London, 2009, p. 35). This severe moment fostered 
Buck’s fighting spirit and awakened his knowledge of ancestral fighting techniques instantly: “To Buck it 
was nothing new or strange, this scene of old time. It was as though it had always been, the wonted way 
of things” (London, 2009,p. 34). At the fight’s conclusion, when the huskies tore up his crippled enemy, 
Buck felt good. Buck had indeed come of age, and, although his wild nature was not motivated 
completely, he had proven that he was the survival of the fittest in the fierce circumstance. 

Cruelness – Chasing After the Bull on the Wilderness 
In The Call of the Wild, London had developed a vision of the Klondike as an enormous laboratory of 
red-blooded adventure. “Survival for both man and beast in such an environment depended on the 
successful adoption of instinctive codes of behavior” (Lundquist, 1987, p. 79). Thus, Buck learns through 
experience and proves that he is eminently adaptable and fit. His body also adapts well to the new 
demands of the environment. Heredity also plays an important role in his survival: 

And not only did he learn by experience, but instincts long dead became alive again…. 
They quickened the old life within him, and the old tricks which they had stamped into 
the heredity of the breed were his tricks (London, 2009, p. 21). 

The basic instinct that came to life in Buck was the instinct to kill: “He was ranging at the head of the 
pack, running the wild thing down, the living meat, to kill with his own teeth and wash his muzzle to the 
eyes in warm blood” (London, 2009,p. 33). The hunt of the snowshoe rabbit marked the awakening of 
Buck’s desire to kill. As the “blood longing” grew stronger in him, Buck fought larger and larger prey 
and began more and more to resemble his wild brothers, transforming in the secrecy of the forest into the 
wilderness. Buck killed a large black bear and a huge bull-moose, which he stalked and worried for four 
days before finally pulling down with the “dogged, tireless, persistent” patience of the wild “when it 
hunts its living food” (London, 2009, p. 84).  

He finally had an encounter with the wild in the form of a timber wolf. He spent more time hunting 
in the wild, bringing down larger and larger prey such as the bear and the moose. Then, out of despair and 
anger over the murder of John Thornton, Buck attacked and killed men, “the noblest game of all” 
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(London, 2009,p. 88), who had massacred Thornton’s party, in spite of the law of club and fang. Without 
Thornton as a connection to civilization, he gave himself up completely to the wild. The transformation 
from a civilized dog to a wild wolf was complete.  

Buck’s Good 
Buck is a massive, strong, regal dog with a rich coat of fur. He is intelligent, courageous, self-confident, 
and even-tempered, except when pushed too far and then he is as fierce as any wolf in the wild. He is 
sparing with his affection but protective of his weaker team members and capable of great loyalty. Buck 
seems to have the best of the domestic canine world in his blood, which makes him adapt to the severe 
environment, and at the same time embodies the strengths of morality. 

The dogs whose blood runs in Buck’s veins are the Scotch shepherd (his mother) and the St. Bernard 
(his father). Unlike the husky, the shepherd grew to be an ideal family dog, protective, intelligent, and 
patient with children. The narrator says that Buck got size, weight, and intelligence from his St. Bernard 
side. Jack London acknowledged using dog expert Edward Jesse’s 1878 Anecdotes of Dogs in writing The 
Call of the Wild. Here, Jesse (1878) describes the St. Bernard:  

In the first place, members of this breed are intelligent. In the second place, they have 
early on had the uncanny ability to communicate with humans like the Swiss monks who 
seemingly developed the breed. They are strong dogs who thrive in intense cold. (p. 241) 

Self-Respect – Buck’s Dignity 
Buck is always a noble and proud dog because of his excellent ancestry. When he was kidnapped, Buck 
had “accepted the rope with quiet dignity” (London, 2009, p. 5). After discovering the gardener’s betrayal 
by handing over the ends of the rope to a stranger and accepting money, Buck growled menacingly and 
sprang at the stranger. Then the rope tightened mercilessly, and all the struggles were proved to be 
useless. Buck was in a fury: “Never in all his life had he been so vilely treated, and never in all his life 
had he been so angry” (London, 2009,p. 5). When he was thrown into a cage, he jumped to rage at them. 
Realizing they laughed and poked sticks at him, Buck expressed his silent protest by “laying down 
sullenly and allowing the crate to be lifted into a wagon” (London, Call, p. 7). 

Although his St. Bernard ancestors flourished in a snowy climate, Buck, raised in California, was 
terrified by his first introduction to snow on the shores of Dyea. “He sniffed it curiously, then licked some 
up on his tongue” (London, 2009, p. 12). When his antics are met with raucous laughter by those around 
him, Buck “felt ashamed” (London, 2009,p. 12). Then he suffered another blow – Francois used a harness 
to fasten him in order to set him to work like the horses and “his dignity was sorely hurt” (London, 
2009,p. 15). When sleeping, he was so cold that he burst into the tent where he suffered from masters’ 
curses and beats. In a surprise, he “fled ignominiously into the outer cold” (London, 2009,p. 16). 

Afterwards he met his beloved master, John Thornton, Buck expressed his love implicitly. “Unlike 
Skeet, who was wont to shove her nose under Thornton’s hand and nudge and nudge till petted, or Nig, 
who would stalk up and rest his great head on Thornton’s knee, Buck was content to adore at a distance” 
(London, 2009,p. 63). Therefore, we can see no matter what the circumstances, good or bad, Buck 
retained his dignity and never fawned upon his master as the other dogs did.  
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Wisdom – Buck’s Wit 
There is a sentence describing Buck’s wisdom: “His cunning was wolf cunning, and wild cunning; his 
intelligence, shepherd intelligence and St. Bernard intelligence” (London, 2009,p. 83). Then whom does 
Buck’s excellent heredity come from? This is the breed of Buck’s mother. From her, he gets his superior 
intelligence, the quickness with which he learns his work as a sled dog, and the cunning with which he 
defeats his enemy Spitz and takes over the dog team.  

Buck, the dog reared in sunny California, was stunned by the snow, ice, and bitter cold of the Yukon. 
He had to learn techniques for survival in the harsh climate. His senses developed to an incredible 
acuteness, and forgotten instincts came to life in him. He quickly learned how to fulfill his job as a sled 
dog perfectly, how to bite the ice from his feet, how to burrow under the snow to sleep, and how to break 
the ice with his forelegs to get at drinking water. He learned so quickly that his master, Francois, cried, 
“What I say? Dat Buck for sure learn quick as anything” (London, 2009,p. 17). 

On the other hand, Scotch shepherds, the breed of Buck’s mother, “were even rumored to understand 
an impressive range of human language” (Johnston, 2007, p. 137). Therefore, Buck is a more complex 
humanized animal than those found in fables. Even the first chapter indicates that if he could read, Buck 
could know that dogs were popular for service in the Klondike. Throughout the novel, he observes and 
draws conclusions in human fashion. He always seems to understand human language, and he even has 
moral consideration. John Thornton says to Buck, “God! You can all but speak!” (London, 2009, p. 63).  

Perseverance – Buck’s Feat 
Before introducing Buck’s feat, drawing a sled with one thousand pounds, we should get to know Buck’s 
father, a St. Bernard,is recognized in England and America as an impressive and valuable dog. “The St. 
Bernard has the Newfoundland’s massive size, averaging two hundred pounds as an adult. Its body is also 
thick and extremely muscular. Its chest is broad and its coat is dense” (Johnston, 2007, p. 137). Therefore, 
his look coming from his father is impressive and dignified just, as the novel describes: 

He was in perfect condition, without an ounce of superfluous flesh… The great breast and 
heavy fore legs were no more than in proportion with the rest of his body, where the 
muscles showed in tight rolls underneath the skin (London, 2009, p. 71).  

The Call of the Wild contains two saloon scenes, which signify Buck’s courage: the scene at Circle 
City in which Buck attacks “Black Burton” and the one in the Eldorado Saloon in Dawson in which Buck 
is made to pull a sled loaded with a thousand pounds of flour. London himself experienced the exciting 
and riotous scene of wager many times. It was in such bars that sourdoughs were famous for gambling 
away their fortunes. As Buck approached the finishing point, “a cheer began to grow and grow, which 
burst into a roar as he passed the firewood” (London, 2009,p. 73). London made a fairy tale, a superman 
with inflexible will who later became the leader of wolves, roaring through the merciless nature. 

Loyalty – Buck’s Love to John Thornton 
When he was kidnapped and forced into work, Buck was mercilessly exploited by his masters, capitalists 
we should call them. “He had the muscle, and they make money out of it while he made but a very 
indifferent living out of it” (London, 1964, p. 394). Therefore, although other masters, except the 
incompetent Mercedes, Charles and Hal, treated him kindly, Buck couldn’t afford his heart because they 
needed his labor and he needed food, which is an employment relationship. 
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Then he met John Thornton by chance after Thornton saved him from the cruel master, Hal. In 
Thornton, he discovered “warm faith in the human, glowing idealism, sweetnesses of unselfishness, 
renunciation, and martyrdom – all the splendid, stinging things of the spirit” (London, 2009,p. 396). From 
then on, Thornton lavishes affection on him, which made the life wonderful and glorious and made him 
glad to be alive. Buck saw Thornton as true friend and obeyed his orders, regardless of the consequence. 

When Thornton ordered him to jump from a cliff, he jumped immediately; when a stranger pushed 
and shoved Thornton unintentionally, Buck sprang to attack him; when Thornton fell into the river, Buck 
saved him at the risk of his own life; when Thornton boasted about Buck’s strengths and placed a bet on 
him, Buck made all his efforts to support his friend; when Thornton was killed by Indians, Buck revenged 
him madly. It’s worthwhile to mention Buck rescued Thornton from the rapid river. Although Buck’s 
ability to save John Thornton seems appropriate to his heritage from his father, a water dog, there is no 
doubt that it’s Buck’s affection to Thornton that made him jump into the dangerous river again and again 
at the cost of his own life. 

Conclusion 
Due to the circumstance, heredity, and chance, Buck’s personality is something of a contradiction in 
terms. He is both heroic and demonic. In Buck’s individual actions, of course, the forces that drive him 
are instinct, tribal memory, and the laws of nature. Despite his immense prowess and intelligence, these 
forces, vague and indistinct and beyond his control, and are primarily what determine his life in the 
presence of a club, another threatening dog, or the wolf pack that he joins.  

Throughout most of the book, Buck follows his heart and intuition. He fulfills a social role where 
work is all-important, and, at the same time, he is in tune with his instincts. Indeed, he is now more fully 
alive than he ever was on Judge Miller’s ranch. Buck had lived a life of quiet happiness in California, 
which was ruled by his civilized, good-dog persona. In the Northland, after his instincts have been 
awakened, he lives intensely every aspect of life, be it pain, joy, love, hatred, or work. In fact, he 
discovers passion, which is a manifestation of the sound personality.  

Seemingly, the novel shows London infinitely yearns for the nature, while actually it’s a sad melody 
to humanity in the industrialized society. The extensive use of nature elements in the novel and London’s 
love-hate ambivalence about human nature illustrate his seeking for vigorous life and powerful hero by 
resorting to the wild, revealing people’s mental dilemma and pursuit of the road to harmony and equality. 
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[Abstract] Lord of the Flies tells the story of a group of English schoolboys stranded on a tropical island after 
their plane was shot down and crashed. The novel’s utilization of isolationism and characterization depicts 
human nature through order and chaos.  
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Introduction 
Order and chaos have kept the balance of the world since the beginnings of civilization. Human beings 
have established our culture based on that delicate equilibrium; yet, to author William Golding, “the 
universe is a ‘cosmic chaos’ that resists simplistic patterning” (Friedman, 1993, p. 14). In Lord of the 
Flies, Golding uses an isolated community to show the progression of human nature when confronted 
with uncertainty. His use of isolationism and characterization depicts the nature of mankind through order 
and chaos.  

 Golding extracts the boys in the novel from the chaotic society that they are in and isolates them in a 
natural environment so that the characters remove themselves from the distractions of everyday life to 
confront that who determines their futures – their inner selves. Golding understands that most people who 
follow the political and moral doctrines of a civilized society neither care, nor have the ability, to 
influence its development. People do not truly understand why laws and legislations are established; they 
know rules and codes protect them, yet, they decide to break the links with a civilized order to pursue 
mere materialistic gains that are for their personal benefits. In order for the characters in the novel to 
make the journey to understand the rules of society and to determine their own destiny, Golding provides 
the isolated island setting for the confrontation to take place.  

 When the boys are first introduced to the island, an inherent flaw is already evident within the 
community that would soon be created. The plane the boys took was shot down during an “atomic war” 
that rages on elsewhere in the world. Piggy also enlightens the readers and reminds Ralph what “the pilot 
said about the atomic bomb” and that those with knowledge of their location “are all dead” (Golding, 
1954, p. 14). The boys, however, establish a settlement on the beach and “despite the jungle, the readers 
are invited to feel at home” (Atkins, 1980, p. 81). Yet, gradually, the boys indulge in the world without 
rules, punishment, or order, and bring about a very progressive deterioration of civilization. The first 
element that contributes to the destabilization of the island society is the initial fear of the unknown that 
the island presents to the stranded boys. The mysteries of the island cause worries among the boys and 
gives birth to the idea of the Beast; even at the beginning of the novel, dissent caused by isolation spreads 
around the group like a film of oil on the water, just waiting to be set off by the slightest spark toward 
conflict. While the setting obviously alludes to the feared outcome of a wartime society, one must realize, 
however, that “the book exhibits the darkness of man’s heart, not the temporary malaise of one historical 
disaster” (Reilly, 1992, p. 6). The setting only introduces the blight that mankind has caused damage to 
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nature and shows that without proper guidance toward an orderly society, breakdown of relations is 
imminent.  

Analysis of Fictional Characters 
In order to show the degradation of an isolated society, Golding uses a wide spectrum of characters to 
convey human nature through order and chaos. The boys are initially logical and led by characters 
possessing reason and confidence. However, at the end of the story, they demonstrate the dark side of 
humanity and the capacity for evil and savagery. The transformation of Ralph, Jack, and Roger, and other 
characters show how easily mankind could fall to the chaotic nature, but it also shows that mankind has 
the power to choose our destiny despite of all outside influences. 

The Transformations of Ralph, Jack and Roger 

Ralph.  
To begin with, Ralph’s progression from order to chaos can be distinguished through his clothes, his 
name-taking, and his rule-making. Throughout the novel, Ralph’s clothes and his perception of them 
change as he goes from order to chaos. For instance, one of the first things Ralph did on the island was 
“he undid the snake-clasp of his belt, lugged off his shorts and pants and stood there naked” (Golding, 
1954, p. 5). For Ralph, the clothes start off as a restriction because they are uncomfortable and prevent 
him from having fun, which is all Ralph wants to do. However, as situations on the island progressively 
become worse “to put on a grey shirt once more was strangely pleasing” (Golding, 1954, p. 9) for Ralph. 
He uses the clothes for comfort because they are one of the very few links that he has to civilization, 
society and home. When almost all of the boys on the island become savages, Ralph hopes to bring back 
order, stating, “Supposing we go looking like we used to, washed and hair brushed after all we aren’t 
savages really and being rescued isn’t a game” (Golding, 1954, p. 189). Moreover, he is the one who first 
insists that everyone uses one’s name; the action itself represents that Ralph is capable of making order in 
the society. Names represent recognition and legitimacy; without names, mankind would plunge into the 
primitive way of life that our ancestor lived. Ralph also creates the rule that the conch would indicate the 
speaker, passing around the symbol of democracy so that anyone “can hold it when he is speaking” and 
not be interrupted, except, of course, by himself (Golding, 1954, p. 33). Throughout the novel, Ralph’s 
approach to survival incorporates rules and ideas that others have to conform and contributes to insure 
their rescue. He tells the boys to build shelters so that they would be safe from the weather, and he also 
tells them to keep a signal fire burning because it is their only hope of being rescued; however, Ralph’s 
infatuation with the signal fire presents Jack and the readers with his weakness; Ralph fails to inspire 
people to work for the greater good and eventually a type of anarchy will turn against his democratic 
ideals and embrace the savage and raw emotions of Jack, another important character in the novel. 

Jack. 
Jack’s journey through the process of order to chaos can be observed through his clothes, the rules and 
authority he follows, and his killing. Since the clothes make the man, Jack’s transformation in character 
can also be followed through what he wears. For example, Jack and his whole choir start off wearing very 
constricting clothing: “their bodies, from throat to ankle, were hidden by black cloaks which bore a long 
silver cross on the left breast and each neck was finished off with a hambone frill” (Golding, 1954, p. 15). 
The choir uniform that Jack initially wears clearly portrays his order because it makes him look prim and 
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proper, showing his connection to civilization and society. As the novel progresses, Jack changes in his 
clothing because “except for a pair of tattered shorts held up by his knife-belt, Jack was naked” (Golding, 
1954, p. 48). This loss of clothing helps portray his further descent into savagery, thus proving his 
disconnection from civilization and society. However, the final change in Jack’s clothing  finally leads 
him to chaos when he switches to wearing no clothes at all, as he was “stark naked save for paint and a 
belt” (Golding, 1954, p. 154). Losing all of his clothes symbolizes the complete takeover of Jack by 
savagery and primitiveness, blocking out any civilized instinct left in him. Furthermore, since the 
previous society restricted his personal expression of power and emotions, Jack positively reveals the fact 
that they are trapped on the island. While at the beginning of the novel, Jack still preserves some reserve 
that makes him coordinate with Ralph’s rational demands, he strays more and more from the path towards 
reason and begins to embrace the darkness within. One such instance is that he insists that the island 
should have lots of rules and that those who break them shall be punished, yet he consistently abandons 
these shackles in order to further his own interest of hunting. The quarrel between Jack and Ralph 
escalates further when the hunters fail to light the signal fire and miss a chance of being rescued. Jack is 
more interested in the “blood lust” of his kill, so his thoughts stray “far from rescue and he at first barely 
comprehends Ralph’s anger” (Friedman, 1993, p. 22). The killing of the first pig also marks the beginning 
of Jack’s quest for both physical and psychological dominance of the boys.  

 While the island provides a stage for the inevitable confrontation that must take place between chaos 
and reason within the heart of man, when given a taste of freedom from the shackles of civilized society, 
Jack reverts back to the instinctive primal nature that he was born with, thus further corrupting the island 
society. The hunters also follow suit and take part in the most savage act of killing; one could say that it is 
“not that the boys are dehumanized but that they are all too human. Man’s basic instinct is to kill, and the 
depth of his depravity is measured by the urge to kill his own species” (Friedman, 1993, p. 27). Rather 
than killing for survival as they set out to do, the hunters soon kill for the act of killing; the urge to 
express complete dominance over a living creature provides too much for the boys to contain. Jack’s main 
goal then is to “Kill the pig. Cut her throat. Bash her in” (Golding, 1954, p. 75).  

 The community chooses to endorse Jack’s actions partly because of fear of what will happen if they 
do not, but mostly because they feel the need to dominate and control. Jack then becomes the first to give 
in to the primitive desires of mankind and claims the title of “Chief” of the boys. As Jack continues to 
gain power, he alienates Ralph from his supporters, especially Piggy, so that the decline in Ralph’s 
influence would further his ascent. Finally, the stealing of Piggy’s glasses illustrates the complete defeat 
of common sense by the savagery. However, when Piggy attempts to retrieve his glasses, ,a small boy that 
could barely throw a rock at someone murders him. Roger rolls a boulder down at Piggy, striking and 
killing him; at the same time, the conch cherished by Piggy, which symbolizes the traditional system of 
authority and logic, is “exploded into a thousand white fragments and ceased to exist” (Golding, 1954, p. 
181). These events show the complete obliteration of rationalism from the island, and Jack realizes the 
crushing defeat of his rival and yells triumphantly, “I’m Chief!” 

Roger. 
Similarly, Roger journeys through order to chaos through his acknowledgement of the rules and authority 
and his killing. First of all, throughout the course of the novel, Roger’s recognition of the rules and 
authority changes as he becomes more savage. For instance, when the boys first gather  together on the 
island, Roger is the one to suggest to “have a vote, a vote for a chief” (Golding, 1954, p. 18). Wanting a 
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chief and rules shows Roger’s request of order as he still has a connection to civilization and society and 
he wants to maintain that on the island. After Jack becomes chief and the connection to society declines, 
Roger thinks by himself and “assimilates the possibilities of irresponsible authority” (Golding, 1954, p. 
176). Through this, Roger discovers that he does not need rules anymore because he has the freedom to 
do whatever he desires without any consequences. The more Roger disregards the rules, the more 
intimidating he becomes, so he “advances upon the boys wielding a nameless authority” (Golding, 1954, 
p. 202). Roger’s total loss of respect for rules causes other boys to fear him, giving him a certain power 
and authority over them. Next, Roger’s transition can also be proven through his killing. For example, 
when Roger encounters his first opportunity to hurt someone, which was to hit Henry with rocks, he 
refrains from doing so because “his arm was conditioned by a civilization” (Golding, 1954, p. 65). Roger 
could not throw the rock at Henry because he was taught by the orderly society not to do so. However, 
Roger slowly starts to lose this order as he “becomes a hunter” (Golding, 1954, p. 168) and joins the 
circle of boys who killed Simon by accident. The fact that Roger killed Simon accidentally increases his 
capability to kill someone and do more evil. This evil builds up inside Roger until he “leaned all his 
weight on a lever, which causes a rock to strike Piggy a glancing blow” (Golding, 1954, p. 200), 
ultimately leading to Piggy’s death. Roger kills Piggy with no remorse because he becomes more 
impulsive and worries less about the consequences of his action as a result of his savagery and complete 
loss of order. To conclude, Roger’s transformation from order to chaos can be confirmed through his 
acknowledgement of rules and authority and his killing. 

The Death of Piggy and Simon 
The truly logical element within the side of reason and order is represented by Piggy. All of Piggy’s 
attributes contribute to the symbolic role of an adult in the novel. Throughout the story, he contributes as 
a wise person that Ralph could look to for reason and guidance. Regrettably, only Ralph realizes Piggy’s 
potential, and the other boys bully him because of his physical appearance. Piggy is short and fat, which 
leads to a common lack of respect from other boys; also, his asthma, bad eyesight, and thin hair are all 
afflictions of old age. He does, however, possess the ability to think things through:  “Whereas Ralph 
can’t think. He could think. He could go step-by-step inside that fat head of his; only Piggy was no chief. 
But Piggy, for all his ludicrous body, had brains” (Golding, 1954, p. 78). Piggy realizes the boys’ 
situation and considers how they are going to survive. At the beginning of the novel, he says to Ralph "we 
got to find the others, we got to do something," demonstrating his ability to stay focused on a specific task 
(Golding, 1954, p. 14). We then see an indication of his intelligence as he describes the shell as "a 
conch,” which could be blown to signal people “for miles” (Golding, 1954, p. 17). The advice offered by 
Piggy represents what adults and teachers might say to the boys back at home; he is shunned due to his 
physical appearance, as many brilliant people today are. The island society does not realize the value of 
Piggy’s advices, and, when presented with the choice, they indulged in “fun and games” instead of 
reason.  

The fatal flaw in Piggy’s character is that he does not possess enough courage to confront the 
problems faced by the island society. With the progression of the story, Piggy slowly fades out from the 
minds of the boys. Ever since the beginning, he has been ignored and ridiculed for his reasonable and 
logical suggestions. For example, the boys forcefully take Piggy’s glasses, which in a way represents his 
intellect and reason--without them, he is blind to the world; the boys demonstrate their mutinous nature 
when they “surrounded him before he could back away” and “Jack snatched his glasses off his face while 

600



his voice rose to a shriek of terror” (Golding, 1954, p. 40). The event is the first case in a series of 
injustices that shows the gradual deprivation of reason and logic. Piggy’s power continues to diminish 
when the lens is broken during an argument that breaks  out about the fire. Piggy, however, can almost 
"see" what is going to happen to the boys; he condemns them for "acting like a crowd of kids" and tries to 
use his superior intellect to deter the boys from the inevitable fall from reason.  

Golding also includes “a Christ-figure in his fable,” who “is the little boy Simon: solitary, 
stammering, a lover of mankind, and a visionary” (Friedman, 1993, p. 24). Simon’s thoughts and actions 
give us one of the truly neutral takes on the story, for he is influenced by neither Piggy’s holy crusade 
towards reason nor Jack’s continuous challenges for power. Instead of being a peacemaker to ease the 
rising conflict between Ralph and Jack, Simon usually deeply involves in his own love of solitude to 
think “his own thoughts rather than those officially recommended” (Atkins, 1980, p. 82).  

Simon is characterized as the potential savior of mankind,  alone possessing the “saintliness, 
selflessness, and undiscriminating love for his fellow creatures”;  Simon is charged to guide the 
community towards stability (Kruger, 1999, p. 167). One such instance is when he makes a prophecy to 
Ralph that “he’ll get back to where he came from” (Golding, 1954, p. 111). Like many of Christ’s 
messages, however, Simon’s precognitive abilities are dismissed by those who either fear or question 
them. Nevertheless, Simon strives to maintain balance within the society, trying to help those who are 
“too immature to account for the enemy within” and dissipating the “irrational fears” that are “projected 
onto the outside world” (Friedman, 1993, p. 21).  

Simon could inspire much good within the boys of the island; the boys, however, are puzzled by the 
actions of kindness without explanation. Simon’s actions receive little or no appreciation at all. Much like 
the fact that human beings search for Christ’s efforts to save them , the boys sneer at Simon’s message 
about the fact that the Beast “is only us” with “laughter that beat him cruelly” (Golding, 1954, p. 89). 
When Simon finally goes to share his revelation with the others after learning the true nature of the beast, 
the hunters, led by Jack, commit the ultimate sin of murder. The killing of the Christ-figure marks the end 
of innocence because Simon’s death seems to have no significance for the boys; his knowledge dies with 
him. Simon’s death forces the boys to cross  the threshold where fear has been planted since “reason has 
failed to explain the darkness within,” and “the island paradise begins its fatal transformation into hell” 
(Friedman, 1993, p. 22).  

The Beast 
Ralph, who tries to assemble a democratic government, agrees to separate Jack and his choristers to 
become hunters. Ever since then, Jack’s challenges for power are subtle at first, but it plunges the island 
community into chaos. More importantly, the dictatorial fashion through which Jack gains  power is 
made possible by the fear of the Beast. The Beast is created by the littluns on the island to materialize 
their fear in order to combat it; when they fail to do so; however, the unknown of the island jungle creates 
an excuse for the rise of Jack’s order.  

Initially, the Beast is introduced as the “snake-thing,” similar to the undergrowth and creepers of the 
jungle, by the boy with the mulberry-colored birthmark (Golding, 1954, p. 35). As the novel progresses, 
however, the Beast transcends from mere fear of the environment to become “the Lord of the Flies,” 
which represents something anarchic and evil in the very core of human nature. “Lord of the Flies” is a 
translation for Beelzebub, the Prince of Devils; Golding believed that such a hideous demonic force could 
only be represented by the fly-covered head of the swine. In the exchange between the “Lord of the Flies” 
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and Simon, we understand that the Beast is not “something you could hunt and kill” and that he is “a part 
of us” and the reason “why it’s no go…why things are what they are” (Golding, 1954, p. 143). Ralph tries 
to convey the idea that the Beast cannot be real, yet he does not know why things are breaking up. The 
leader of the group is too concerned with the idea of rescue to care for the conditions within the 
community. Those who question the existence of the Beast fail to help the group confront the fear within 
the community because of their lack of resolve and allow Jack to project the feasibility of hunting the 
Beast, thus solidifying the tangibility of the idea and his own power among the boys. 

Implications and Conclusion 
Man can be influenced by both good and evil sources; however, we must confront our true nature and 
decide which path we should take. The novel ends so chaotically with the hunt of Ralph and the burning 
of the jungle due to the choices that the boys make while stranded on the island. Jack, Roger, and the rest 
of the characters chose to embrace the savage nature that plagued the island; they, and even the readers 
sometimes, are indulged in the hunt and they forget to notice the precious reason they give up. The 
supposedly rational Ralph loses sight of reason as he, too, is sucked into the primitiveness offered by Jack 
and his hunters; he is even proud of himself when he gets to stab at the pig. The arrival of the dead pilot, 
however, signifies that even adults are not immune to the savage nature of mankind. Golding implies that 
the boys attain salvation when they are rescued; in the harsh way of the world, nevertheless, the boys are 
only taken from one chaotic society to another, where instead of redemption, they will simply be molded 
into the soldiers of tomorrow. Ralph also understands this at the end of the novel because he “weeps for 
the end of innocence, the darkness of man’s heart, and the fall through the air of the true, wise friend 
Piggy” (Golding, 1954, p. 202). Mankind could differentiate perfectly between reason and chaos; the fact 
we give in to the primal urges is because the inherent evil provides us with a much easier and quicker end.  

Golding presents a scarily realistic possibility of the future of mankind, even at such a young age. 
Our inherent flaws have made our lives, under a reasonable circumstance, extremely difficult and the tale 
of the Lord of the Flies shows “how far the boys have moved away from civilization and what a tiny 
journey it is” (Koopmans, 2003, p. 81). The generations of mankind pass on the power to make the 
decision between light and darkness; our inability to make the reasonable and logical choice is due to “the 
impact of the inherent evil in us, entirely natural and yet invisible like the beast” (Fitzgerald & Kayser, 
1992, p. 81). 

 Golding uses various literary elements in Lord of the Flies to reflect the isolated development of 
human nature. The setting that provides the initial transition into chaos and the breakdown of the island 
society turns the island paradise into an order of raw emotions and selfish desires. Spearheaded by Jack 
and Roger, the hunters then pursue to end the rational group led by Ralph and eventually succeed in 
terminating the source of logic, Piggy, and the potential savior of mankind, Simon. The story results in 
the death of reason due to man’s failure to confront and overcome the primal aspect of his emotional and 
psychological character. By giving in to the inherent evil within mankind, a man embraces the darkness 
within his heart and emerges not as a human being, but a primeval beast that is ready to hunt all manner  
of life, not just the inhabitants of the island society. 
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[Abstract] As a classic among children’s literature in the world, Charlotte’s Web, with its unique literary charm, 
has attracted numerous children and adult readers. In E. B. White’s fairy tales, the animal world intersects with 
human society, and the theme of social life of human world, especially the reflection on the meaning of life, is vividly 
depicted in the animal world. From the aspects of life’s mission, meaning, and realm, this thesis will discuss the 
reflection on the meaning of life, which is reflected by the animal world in Charlotte’s Web. 

[Keywords] Charlotte’s Web; animal world; meaning of life 

Introduction 
Elvin Brooks White, a famous contemporary American essayist and critic, has written, in addition to 
dedication to his essays, three fantasies for children: Stuart Little, Charlotte’s Web, and The Trumpet of 
the Swan, all of which are favorite literary classics for both children and adults. Among them, Charlotte’s 
Web is widely regarded as White’s masterpiece and has become one of the classic works of children’s 
literature. Scholars, both at home and abroad, as well as literature lovers have analyzed this work from 
multiple perspectives. In this story, life and psychology of the animals are vividly described. Though their 
appearance, dietary habits and life-styles still remain, their features, their personal characters, thinking, 
and behaviors are humanized and socialized. In addition, the animal world reflects the meaning of human 
life; the theme about human life is expressed through these animal images, and it is actually the author’s 
reflection on the meaning of life. 

Public opinion on the definition of life are divergent. Biologically speaking, life means the survival 
process of living organisms, but philosophers think differently. William James believes that life is 
something that is moving on (Chai & Liu, 2011, p. 84). No matter what the definition of life is, what we 
can be sure of is that human life is a process of development. It won’t just stay on the low-level need of 
survival but will achieve its meaning and value through practice and development. The famous Chinese 
animal novelist Shen Shixi said what animal novels reflect is human society, and the unique way of life 
and philosophy of existence of animals should be thought about and learned by human beings, who share 
the same biological properties (Shen, 1997, p. 7). In Charlotte’s Web though, the theme of life is related 
with the animals, and the development of the meaning of human life is perfectly demonstrated in it. 

Survival – Mission of Life 
Survival, as the basis of physiological substance for an animated body, is the most basic requirement for 
life to continue, meanwhile, the attitude towards life and the way to survive are the premises that realize 
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the value and significance of the existence of human life. Just as Shen Shixi said, with the changing times, 
culture will rise and fall, etiquette will change, morals will be revised, and social civilization will be 
continuously updated, but the spiritual kernel of brutal competition, tenacious survival, and pursuit for 
glory in life will never change (Shen, 1997, p.7). In Charlotte’s Web, the tenacious survival of animals 
has inspired profound thinking of life in its readers. 

In Charlotte’s Web, Wilbur, the pig, is not only the leading character that reflects the theme of life, 
but also a typical example of love for life and tenacious survival. As a runt, both small and weak, Wilbur 
was never thought of as amounting to anything, and he was faced with the fate of being killed just 
because he is smaller than others. To this, the little girl Fern yells out that it’s unfair. It must be most of 
the readers’ heartfelt response, especially children readers’ who may also have similar doubts as Fern: the 
pig couldn't help being born small; if they themselves had been very small at birth, would their parents 
have killed them? Though the author gives a negative answer, which may comfort children readers, 
nevertheless, the theme about life and death must arouse readers’ reflections about life and survival. What 
decides Wilbur’s fate was the criteria of survival of the fittest in nature; these criteria may not exist in 
families, however, what about in society or in nature? Readers have to ponder this. Fern saved Wilbur 
from the fate of death at birth, and she took care of and loved him, which, to Wilbur, is the care and love 
from family. However, when he was five weeks old, he was sold to the Zuckermans, which is equal to his 
stepping into society; he must face again the brutal test of survival of the fittest. That is, if he had 
remained just as ordinary as other spring pigs, he would never be heard of by anyone, and he would be 
turned into smoked bacon and ham at Christmastime when the real cold weather set in, even though he 
had escaped the fate of death at birth. Fortunately, with the help of Charlotte, a spider, and other animals 
in the barn, Wilbur survived and escaped the destiny of common spring pigs. Beyond any doubt, Wilbur’s 
survival was due to his friends’ help, and readers would also be touched by this heart-warming friendship.  

But what is worth considering the reason why Zuckerman didn’t kill him: it is not because of the 
friendship between Wilbur and Charlotte, but because Wilbur was acknowledged to be an extraordinary 
pig: he was a “some pig.” He was “terrific,” “radiant,” and “humble.” Wilbur’s reputation meant a great 
deal to Zuckerman because it made him believe that there was a miracle in his barn. What’s more, Wilbur 
won him a medal and twenty-five dollars. In a word, Wilbur could survive because he was unusual: he 
was “some pig.” To some extent, Wilbur’s survival was not only the result of his own efforts, but his 
desire for tenacious survival and the pursuit of glory can also give readers some inspiration. While in the 
story, Charlotte, the spider, and Templeton, the rat, directly displayed their consciousness in survival and 
life. 

Different from Wilbur, who lived an easy life, with everything provided, Charlotte had to earn her 
own living. No one would send her food with a bucket, therefore, she had to be flexible, or she would 
starve. She caught anything careless enough to get caught in her web and drank their blood. Charlotte 
loved blood, but she was not entirely happy about her diet of flies and bugs. She did so because she was 
made that way, as a spider, she had to pick up a living somehow. Charlotte was carrying out the mission 
of life: to survive tenaciously. 

Templeton’s case can be taken as another example. Because of his wiliness and selfishness, 
Templeton wasn’t welcomed or trusted by anyone, and no one liked him much. But it is undeniable that 
he is a real tenacious survivor. When Wilbur wanted to play with him, he answered, “Play? I hardly know 
the meaning of the word”; “I never do those things if I can avoid them”; “I prefer to spend my time 
eating, gnawing, spying, and hiding. I am a glutton but not a merry-maker” (White, 1989, pp. 29-30). At 
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night, when other animals were sleeping, Templeton gnawed holes in the grain bin to preserve his food. 
Tough Templeton’s way of life may be scorned by others, but his love for life and indomitable spirit of 
survival are undoubted. 

Love – Meaning of Life 
Hegel once said that man lives in two worlds: in one world man has his reality, which is to be gone, and 
this is also his natural property, his self-sacrifice, and his transiency. But in another world, with his 
absolute permanence, he realizes that he is absolutely essential (Zhang, 1986, p. 273). Chai Xiubo and Liu 
Qingdong divide human existence into two dimensions: the world of facts and the world of meaning 
(2011, p. 115). Human life is not only a process to maintain a physical presence, but also a process of 
giving life its meaning which lies in self-development, self-improvement, and achieving a sense of 
meaning. In Charlotte’s Web, the theme of love deeply reflects the meaning of life. 

Charlotte can be said to be the embodiment of love. When Wilbur felt lonely, needed love and a 
friend, Charlotte extended the hand of friendship. When Wilbur threw himself down in the manure and 
sobbed after looking for friends in vain, there came a small voice which said, “I’ll be a friend to you. I've 
watched you all day and I like you” (White, 1989, p. 31). From then on, like a mother, Charlotte gave 
Wilbur a sense of security by her love; before Wilbur went to sleep, she told stories and sang lullabies for 
him and she even saved Wilbur at the cost of her own life. Charlotte’s love was boundless because she 
loved not only Wilbur, but also the other animals. For example, except for the goose herself, Charlotte 
was the first to know that the goslings had at last arrived. When the first gosling poked its grey-green 
head through the goose’s feathers and looked around, Charlotte spied it and made the announcement and 
offered her sincere congratulations. Though she loved blood and ate anything that was careless enough to 
get caught in her web, she always gave them an anesthetic so they wouldn’t feel pain, which she said is a 
little service she threw in. Even to the unwelcomed Templeton, Charlotte was also tolerant – she asked 
Wilbur to leave some food for Templeton at each meal. At the last moment of her life, Charlotte said to 
Wilbur, “You have been my friend, that in itself is a tremendous thing. I wove my webs for you because I 
liked you. After all, what’s a life, anyway? We’re born, we live a little while, we die. A spider's life can’t 
help being something of a mess, with all this trapping and eating flies. By helping you, perhaps I was 
trying to lift up my life a trifle. Heaven knows anyone’s life can stand a little of that” (White, 1989, p. 
164). The value and meaning of Charlotte’s life were perfectly upgraded in the love she gave to others. 

Love is a force that can be passed to others, and at the time of receiving love, Wilbur learned how to 
love. After being sold to Zuckerman’s barn, Wilbur lived an easy life; his need for survival was satisfied. 
and at this time, what he wanted was not food any more, he needed love and a friend. Wilbur got 
Charlotte’s love and, at the same time, learned from her how to love. First, he learned to love and enjoy 
life; though he still worried about being killed, he usually felt happy and confident. At twilight, “Wilbur 
heard the trill of the tree toad and the occasional slamming of the kitchen door. All these sounds made 
him feel comfortable and happy, for he loved life and loved to be a part of the world on a summer 
evening.” He said, “I just love it here in the barn, I love everything about this place” (White, 1989, p. 62). 
Besides, Wilbur learned to love his friends; “he realized that friendship is one of the most satisfying 
things in the world” (White, 1989, p. 115), and even the sad, monotonous song of the crickets did not 
make Wilbur too sad. After listening to Charlotte’s interpretation of life, Wilbur said, “I’m no good at 
making speeches. I haven’t got your gift for words. But you have saved me, Charlotte, and I would gladly 
give my life for you – I really would” (White, 1989, p. 164). When Charlotte was dying, he “threw 
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himself down in an agony of pain and sorrow. Great sobs racked his body. He heaved and grunted with 
desolation.” He shouted, “I won’t leave you here alone to die. If you’re going to stay here I shall stay, 
too” (White, 1989, p. 165). To take Charlotte’s children back, Wilbur made Templeton a solemn promise: 
“Templeton, get Charlotte’s egg sac for me, and from now on I will let you eat first, when Lurvy slops 
me. I will let you have your choice of everything in the trough and I won’t touch a thing until you’re 
through” (White, 1989, p. 168). After Charlotte died, Wilbur’s love for his friend moved to Charlotte’s 
children; all winter he watched over Charlotte’s egg sac as though he were guarding his own children. 

Unlike animals, people have spiritual needs in addition to the material needs for existence. One needs 
an object worthy of devotion to guide him to continue moving forward (Chai & Liu, 2011, p. 116). This 
object gathers his various capacities in one direction, and inspires him with enthusiasm so as to invest life 
with meaning (Huang, 1989). It could be said that in Charlotte’s Web this object is the love that 
demonstrates the meaning of life, Charlotte dedicated her own life to love, and Wilbur gave out the food 
he lived on for love. All these examples show the reflection on the meaning of human life. 

Gratitude – Realm of Life 
A person with a perfect personality should not only have self-consciousness of questioning the meaning 
of existence, but also a high social sense of responsibility and noble spirit realm (Chai & Liu, 2011, p. 
240). In ancient China, there are many different views on the realm of life. For example, for Confucius, 
the realm of life was to self-cultivate and achieve an ideal personality through reflection on life and be 
concerned with the value and meaning of life. Meanwhile, gratitude is an important theme in man’s 
spiritual life; some scholars believe that only by gratitude can a person be one of complete personality 
with a healthy mind (Tao, 2004). Therefore, gratitude is the realm of life achieved after the test of 
survival and pursuit of meaning of life. 

In Charlotte’s Web, Charlotte’s death is a coming-of-age ceremony for Wilbur. After facing 
Charlotte’s death, Wilbur has grown up – his heart was full of gratitude after coming back to the barn, and 
he intended to experience life. He kept his word and let Templeton have his food first at each meal; 
patiently he awaited for the end of winter and the coming of spring; he listened to birds singing and 
welcomed new lambs born one after another. Life and everything around were smooth and peaceful with 
nothing extraordinary, but in Wilbur’s heart, this was the best home and the best life. Charlotte was not 
there anymore, but Wilbur never forgot her; a few strands of her old web were still hanging in the 
doorway, so “every day Wilbur would stand and look at the torn, empty web, and a lump would come to 
his throat” (White, 1989, p. 173), missing his affectionate, loyal, and skillful friend. In Wilbur’s mind, 
Charlotte is unique. Out of gratitude for Charlotte, Wilbur took responsibility for her children; he took 
them back from the fair and scooped out a special place in the manure for them. “All winter Wilbur 
watched over Charlotte’s egg sac as though he were guarding his own children. On very cold nights he 
lay beside it so that his breath would warm it. For Wilbur, nothing in life was so important as this small 
round object – nothing else mattered” (White, 1989, pp. 175-176). He would always bear in mind that it 
was Charlotte who had made him what he was now, so he guarded her children with a grateful heart and 
the warmest gesture. Charlotte’s children, grandchildren and great-grandchildren also passed this 
gratitude from generation to generation. “Each spring there were new little spiders hatching out to take 
the place of the old. Most of them sailed away, on their balloons. But always two or three stayed and set 
up housekeeping in the doorway” (White, 1989, p. 183). 
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Conclusion 
For children and teenagers, reflection on the meaning of life is an important enlightenment to come upon 
the stage and to understand life and an important channel to improve their social feeling. In Charlotte’s 
Web, the animals’ passion for life, their tenacious survival consciousness, and their persistent pursuit for 
the meaning and the realm of life reflect the development process of the meaning of life and have great 
significance and value for the growth of children readers. Mr. Mao Dun once said that children's literature 
and art should express the rich life and profound truth through the form of the simplest fun, and 
Charlotte’s Web is such a classic, through life and death in the animal world, it expresses the profound 
theme of meaning of life through the form of the simplest fun. It encourages children and teenagers to 
face the pressures in life positively, seek for life and development, put themselves into the social 
competition for survival bravely and strive to become stronger and support themselves. At the same time, 
it passes to children and teenagers the revelation of life and enlightens them to reflect on the meaning of 
life and pursue the realm of life. 
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[Abstract] This paper, based on Marcus’s definition of the Initiation Story, tries to analyze the initiation 
process of the black protagonist, Celie, and other black women in The Color Purple, and concludes that by 
adding new stories of African American women, Alice Walker recasts the traditional European and 
male-centered forms of initiation stories and successfully develops women's initiation stories. Meanwhile, the 
growing process of black women in the novel illustrates a way for all the women in the world, which is worthy 
of people’s attention. 
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Introduction 
Since it was published in 1982, The Color Purple has captured the attention of people all over the world 
and created a great stir in literary circles and has inspired a large number of reviews, essays, and 
book-length studies on various subjects with different critical methodologies. Many critics focus 
especially on the themes. Bloom (1989) made an assessment in Alice Walker and The Color Purple, 
stating “The Color Purple broadens the scope of literary discourse, asserting its primacy in the realm of 
academic thought while simultaneously stirring the reflective consciousness of a mass audience. Unlike 
most novels by any writer, it is read across race, class, gender and cultural boundaries. It is truly a popular 
book – a book of the people – a work that has many different meanings for many different readers” (p. 
185). As to the narrative strategies adopted in The Color Purple, Bell Hooks (1993) initiated a critique of 
Walker’s narrative strategies of The Color Purple in the essay Reading and Resistance: The Color Purple. 
Concerning Walker’s characterizations, many critical responses focus on her female characters. In the 
essay The Dialect ＆ Letters of The Color Purple, Elizabeth Fifer (1985) discussed how Alice Walker’s 
characters in The Color Purple emerge from silence and oppression into articulate strength and 
independence. With the development of passion for American minority literature, more and more Chinese 
critics and scholars show their great interest in Alice Walker’s well-known novel The Color Purple. Most 
Chinese scholars focus on Walker’s womanism, the anti-sexism of the novel, the relationship between 
Celie and Shug, the symbol of colors, the female characters and the language skills. For instance, 
Professor Wang Chengyu (2001) illustrates Alice Walker’s anti-sexism in The Color Purple as her main 
ideas of womanism and discusses women’s suffering in sexual relationships and consciousness about 
sexual discrimination in the process of their awakening, changing, resisting, and fighting. Today, more 
and more people in China are interested in Alice Walker and The Color Purple, and they find different 
perspectives to approach it on various levels. However, few papers have been made from the perspective 
of initiation story. This paper intends to explore how the novel manages to use the specific genre of the 
initiation story to show the growing process of the protagonists, Celie and other black women, in hope 
that some perspectives here may contribute to the study of the black female literature. 
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The Initiation of Black Women in The Color Purple 
According to Marcus (1969), “An initiation story may be said to show its young protagonist 

experiencing a significant change of knowledge about the world or self, or a change of character, or of 
both, and this change must point or lead him towards an adult world. It may or may not contain some 
form of ritual, but it should give some evidence that the change is at least likely to have permanent 
effects” (p. 32). He further divided the initiation story into three types: first, some initiations lead their 
protagonists only to the threshold of maturity and understanding, but they do not definitely cross it. Such 
stories emphasize the shocking effect of experience, and their protagonists tend to be distinctly young. 
Second, some initiations take their protagonists across a threshold of maturity and understanding but 
leave them enmeshed in a struggle for certainty. These initiations sometime involve self-discovery. Third, 
the most decisive initiations carry their protagonists firmly into maturity and understanding, or at least 
show them decisively embarked toward maturity. These initiations usually center on self-discovery. For 
convenience, he calls these three types “tentative, uncompleted and decisive initiations” (p. 32).  

From Marcus’s definition of the initiation story, we can see that the narrations of the growing 
progress, the experiences of the growing journey and the changes of the character’s personality are the 
essential parts of the initiation stories. After undergoing the trials and tribulations in the course of growth, 
the protagonist obtains new a perception of society, life, and himself. From here we can see that the 
character in the initiation story must be dynamic. Like other initiation stories, The Color Purple puts 
weight on the theme of “change” and change always means growth, though it can be attained at great cost. 

Initiation of Celie  
Set in the rural South and presented in an epistolary form, The Color Purple covers thirty years of Celie’s 
life from the 1920s to the 1940s, from her childhood to her maturity, focusing on Celie’s growth as a 
person and her evolving perception of God as a consequence of this growth.  

Celie’s sexual awakening. 
Before Shug’s entry into Celie’s life, no one has ever taught Celie anything about herself, her own body 
or about sex. Convinced by the opinion imposed on her by her stepfather and her husband, Celie never 
looks into the mirror because of being ugly. Celie knows nothing about sex and has never enjoyed sex, 
she cares little about herself and her sexual feeling, and considers sex with her husband as nothing more 
than doing “his business.” However, the first sight of Shug’s picture makes Celie sexually awaken. When 
she is watching Shug’s performance, Celie has a strong desire for Shug’s attraction: “I got my eyes glued 
there too. I feel my nipples harden under my dress. My little button sort of perk up too” (Walker, p. 77). 
Hearing Celie’s story, Shug warms up Celie with her tender love, “Then I feels something real soft and 
wet on my breast, feel like one of my little lost babies mouth, Way after while, I act like a little lost baby 
too” (Walker, p. 103). Shug encourages Celie to look into the mirror to appreciate her own body by 
exploring her body and feeling its different parts. The mirror scene is crucial to Celie’s discovery of her 
own sexuality. Once she begins to appreciate her own body, Celie starts a process of sexual awakening. 
She now recognizes her genitals as one enjoyable part of a complete self. At the same time, Celie’s self 
has been awakened gradually, and she regains the sense of being a woman and knows how to love her 
body. Celie begins to love herself by appreciating her own body, which means that her gender identity has 
been aroused again. For Celie, sexual awakening not only transforms her relation to her body and to 
pleasure in general, but also leads to a major shift in her understanding and mastery of power in the 
world.  
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Celie’s spiritual awakening. 
As a child, Celie believes in God. She attends church regularly, even during her pregnancies. Church is 
the only place she can escape to because God is the only person she can tell the truth to. She believes that 
good behavior should be rewarded by God. At the beginning of this epistolary novel, she employs her 
letters to God as an outlet to narrate her confusions and her painful thoughts about all that happens to her, 
and she always turns to the Bible for answer. Celie always accepts blindly what the Bible says: “Couldn’t 
be mad at my daddy cause he my daddy. Bible say, honor father and mother no matter what” (Walker, p. 
43-44). When faced with the unfair treatment, Celie places her hope on the empty afterlife: “Well, 
sometime Mr.__ git on me pretty hard. I have to talk to Old Maker. But he my husband. This life soon be 
over, I say. Heaven last all ways” (Walker, p. 44). When she finds herself has done something wrong, for 
instance, telling Harpo to beat Sofia, she chooses to read the Bible. Later, with the help of Shug, Celie 
discovers Nettie’s letters hid by Mr.__ for almost thirty years and knows that “Pa is not our pa!” (Walker, 
p. 182), which shakes Celie’s belief in God, and she expresses her anger by blaming God: “You must be 
sleep” (Walker, p. 183). Finally, Celie finds the white-man-like God never does her any good: “Yeah, I 
say, and he give me a lynched daddy, a crazy mama, a lowdown dog of a step pa and a sister I probably 
won’t ever see again. Anyhow, I say, the God I been praying and writing to is a man. And act just like all 
the other mens I know. Trifling, forgetful and lowdown” (Walker, p. 199). The image of God in Celie’s 
mind is destroyed, and she does not believe in God any more. Along with the collapse of God’s image in 
Celie’s mind, Shug restructures Celie an absolutely new “God”: “…God is inside you and inside 
everybody else. You come into the world with God. But only them that search for it inside find it… I 
believe God is everything…and be happy to feel that, you’ve found it” (Walker, p. 202). What Shug 
explains to Celie about God makes her reflect on her old notion of God: “I been so busy thinking bout 
him I never truly notice nothing God make. Not a blade of corn (how it do that?) not the color purple 
(where it come from?) Not the little wildflowers. Nothing” (Walker, p. 204). The final letter Celie writes 
to God fully delineates Celie’s new conception of divinity: “Dear God, dear stars, dear trees, dear sky, 
dear peoples. Dear everything. Dear God” (Walker, p. 292). The long list of what Celie addresses to 
reveals that in her mind God has become an immanent power in the universe, and she has a freshly new 
concept that God is nothing beyond anything in the nature; it is but a part of nature, parallel to  
everything else in the world around people, just like the stars, the sky, the trees, and the people with an 
immanent God existing in themselves. As Awkward (1989) commented: “Celie is able to reject her 
former conception of an absent white male God in favor of a notion of a natural, present, non-gendered 
deity” (p. 160). 

Celie’s economic independence. 
With sexual and spiritual awakening, Celie leaves for Memphis with Shug and makes a living by making 
pants. “Making folks pants” presents an artistic symbol for Celie to explore economic independence by 
herself. Originally, only men had the right to wear pants. Celie now makes different sorts of pants for 
different men and women, which represents her brave challenge to male economic dominance by her 
feminine artistic creativity. When the novel concludes, Celie achieves great economic success, and she 
becomes a free designer and a successful black woman entrepreneur, owning a workshop to produce all 
kinds of pants designed by her. By making pants, she completely frees herself from subordinate status in 
economy and realizes her self-independence in the society. Besides, her new status leads to the 
transformation of her husband, who eventually realizes that Celie is an independent and respectable black 
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woman with equal rights to him, and they become good friends. At last, after undergoing the crucifixion 
in life, Celie obtains new recognition of society, life, and herself. Just as she writes in the last letter, “And 
I see they think me and Nettie and Shug…real old and don’t know much what going on. But I don’t think 
us feel old at all. And us so happy. Matter of fact, I think this the youngest us ever felt” (Walker, p. 295). 
Celie is expecting the future with the youngest heart that she has never had. 

The protagonist Celie has progressed from a fragmented self through a turbulent awakening to a 
realigned whole. She accomplishes the initiation journey after a series of shocking accidents and becomes 
a successful and independent woman with a new understanding of life and, thus, accomplishes the 
“decisive initiations.” 

Initiation of Other Black Women 
Besides the central character Celie, the novel also depicts the slow initiation of several other black 
females. Shug, Albert’s lover, independent and strong in mind as she is, is hated by other women, because 
she is self-centered and gives no concern to the pain that she has caused to the other women. As she is 
unable to marry Albert because of Albert’s father’s objection, she ruins Albert’s marriage with Annie 
Julia by having affairs with Albert. When she is ill and taken to Albert’s home by Albert to live with 
Celie, Shug is filled with jealousy and behaves aggressively. When she first meets with Celie, she insults 
Celie by telling her that she is surely ugly. When later moved by Celie’s tender care and kindness, Shug 
realizes that she has done wrong to Annie, Julia, and Celie. She also realizes that Albert is a terrible man 
who beats Celie often. Shug begins to love and care about other black sisters. She helps Celie find her 
own identity and encourages Squeak to sing the blues and takes her to Memphis for further development. 
She goes out of her way to visit Sofia when she is in jail. During the course of establishing sisterhood 
between herself and Celie and the other black women, Shug grows up and finds motherhood and becomes 
a healthy and blissful woman. 

Nettie, Celie’s younger sister, has to start a trip to Africa with a couple of black missionaries in order 
to avoid her stepfather’s ferocious rape and her brother-in-law’s covetousness. This travel promotes her 
self-awareness and defines her self-identity. As she expresses her feelings to Celie: “Did I mention my 
first sight of the African coast? Something struck in me, in my soul, Celie, like a large bell, and I just 
vibrated” (Walker, p. 241). At first, she doesn’t understand the African people and tries to teach them 
what she thinks is right. Meanwhile, when she is faced with difficulties, she usually thinks of God just as 
Celie does. But after her missionary journey to Africa, Nettie changes her mind on God: “God is different 
to us now, after all these years in Africa. More spirit than ever before, and more internal. Most people 
think he has to look like something or someone – a roofleaf or Christ – but we don’t. And not being tied 
to what God looks like, free us” (Walker, p. 264). She started to understand all aspects of her ancestor’s 
traditional culture and social life in the difficult journey to Africa, thus she knows more about herself. 
This understanding contains her pride and self-confidence based on her black skin, pursuit and inherits of 
black traditions, the confirmation of her ability and value, the re-construction of her view on religion and 
culture. 

Squeak, Harpo’s lover, is quiet and obedient, doing anything Harpo asks of her. She is the complete 
opposite of Sofia, but an analogy to the young Celie, who is still in search of her self-recognition. After 
Sofia punches her in the mouth at Harpo’s pub, she starts to develop a backbone, standing up to her man 
and his family. When Sofia is put into prison, Squeak tries to help her out of prison and is raped by her 
white uncle, the prison warden. But in telling her friends about the rape, she becomes stronger, insisting 
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that she will no longer be called by her nickname “Squeak,” reclaiming her real name, Mary Agnes. With 
Shug’s encouragement, she finds her gift in singing the blues, and she even creates her own song. With 
her being accepted as Mary Agnes, she ultimately regains her self-identity, and she decides to go to 
Memphis with Celie and Shug, planning to make a living on singing like Shug. Squeak is Celie’s 
companion in the journey of leaving home and an “initiation companion” (Rui, 2004) who, together with 
Celie, begins her long course of growing up into her whole womanhood. 

Conclusion 
Alice Walker recast the traditional European and male-centered forms of initiation stories by adding new 
stories of African American women who had been excluded from the normal process of development for 
centuries. By depicting the initiation of black women, she explored female African Americans’ internal 
struggle and unraveled immense complexities of race, identity, and gender. In this way, she successfully 
developed the initiation story. As a universal and inevitable stage in one’s life, initiation usually affords a 
person knowledge, ability, and confidence to confront society and life independently. Therefore, the 
initiation theme played a vital role in western literary history. Throughout literary history, many writers 
used this kind of literary genre to express the initiation of the adolescents and the experiences that they 
gained from their sufferings. More and more Chinese scholars have realized that the initiation story is an 
important part of literature and have begun to pay much attention to it. Therefore, the initiation story is 
worthy of our attention. 
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[Abstract] James Joyce is famous for his stream of consciousness and artistic use of symbols. Dubliners is 
Joyce’s first work. It reflects the moral paralysis of Dubliners, but Joyce does not despair. In “The Dead,” he 
not only shows a moral death, but also the hope of rebirth. His ideas are enhanced by the successful use of the 
symbol of snow.  
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Introduction 
James Joyce is one of the most brilliant literary figures in the first half of the 20th century. His skillful use 
of stream of consciousness influenced a great many writers in and after his time. Whenever Joyce’s 
protagonists’ stream of consciousness is interpreted, the paralyzed spirit and the unstable and corrupted 
mind of modern people are vividly presented. Dubliners was James Joyce’s early work. This collection of 
fifteen short stories was the first product of Joyce’s lifelong preoccupation with Dublin life. Though 
Joyce exiled himself by living and working in France, Italy, and Switzerland for most of his life, except 
for a few brief trips back to Ireland, in his novels he explored the themes of the moral history of Ireland 
or, more exactly, Dublin (Attriage, 2000). In Dubliners, he described the paralyzed spiritual life of 
Dubliners in four aspects: childhood, adolescence, maturity, and public life. 

“The Dead” is the last and the longest story in Dubliners. The protagonist, Gabriel Conroy, is  
implied as the author, or James Joyce, in some sense. Through Gabriel’s mouth, Joyce speaks his attitude 
toward his country and its people. With Gabriel’s speech, Joyce weakens the gloomy tone of death and 
moral paralysis in the former fourteen stories. Though Gabriel is still a failure with spiritual weakness, his 
sleep at the end of the story and the heavy snow on Christmas Eve seem to announce a kind of new birth, 
which is what Joyce greatly proposes. 

Death and Rebirth in “The Dead” 
On the one hand, as the conclusion of Dubliners, “The Dead” follows the tone of the whole collection, 
which is moral paralysis, and spiritual death is its obvious result. Therefore, putting “The Dead” as the 
end of the whole book is reasonable. On the other hand, although this story happens on Christmas Eve, 
which celebrates the birth of Jesus Christ, the whole story is covered with chaos, quarrels, and gloomy 
images. All the details are the best proof of spiritual death of Dubliners. In this sense, “The Dead” not 
only includes the people who have passed away, but also includes those who have spiritually died or have 
been dying. Moreover, the death spreads not merely among common people, but also in the relationship 
between people, art, and every part of social life. In this way, Joyce raises the problem that harms the 
whole of Ireland. 
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First, the death image can be found in the name of the characters and places Joyce uses in the story. 
The story begins with the caretaker’s daughter Lily running off. Joyce’s choosing “Lily” to name the girl 
seems to have some profound meaning. “Lily” is not only a common girl’s name in English, but it is also 
a kind of beautiful flower with a pure white color. The girl named “Lily” must be pure and innocent like 
the pure white lily flower. However, Lily was “a slim, growing girl, pale in complexion and with 
hay-colored hair” (Joyce, 1996, p.122). Readers can find the image of an active and dynamic feature of a 
young girl. She was pale, not white, which means that she may be ill. This illness might be both physical 
and spiritual illness. The color of her hair is the color of “hay,” which means the withered grass. No living 
traces can be found in this young girl. Lily met with Gabriel on Christmas Eve. Without greeting him 
with “Merry Christmas” or “Nice to meet you,” she just talked about the weather, which is a quite 
common and unaffectionate greeting even among strangers. It shows her indifference to the relationship 
among people. Moreover, when Gabriel asked her about her marriage, she said bitterly: “The man that is 
now is only all palaver and what they can get out of you” (Joyce, 1996, p.124). Lily should be a young 
girl who has just finished her schooling. However, she has experienced and seen through the cheating and 
hypocrisy. In some sense, she has died spiritually. Furthermore, as a flower, lily is always worn by people 
who attend funerals. Therefore, arranging a young girl named “Lily” to appear from the beginning to 
almost the end enforces the gloomy tone of the whole story.  

Another female character, Gabriel’s wife Gretta, is dramatically connected with three interesting and 
meaningful places. The first place is “Nuns’ Island.” It was her grandmother’s home, and it is in Nuns 
Ireland that she meets her beloved Michael Furey for the last time. After that time, Gretta went to the 
“convent” and Michael Furey died. From then on, the door of Gretta’s love closed, even when she met 
Gabriel and settled in “Monkstown.” “Nun,” “convent,” and “monk” are in total contrast to conventional 
love, but Joyce uses these three words to form the names of the places for the development of Gretta’s 
love. On the one hand, it means that Gretta’s love has finished when Michael Furey died. Though she 
married Gabriel, there is no love for him in her heart. The so-called “love” between Gabriel and Gretta is 
a lie. On the other hand, it means that though Michael Furey has died, his influence has never ended. That 
is why it easily reappeared and controlled Gretta, when she heard the song he used to sing well. In this 
sense, the marriage of Gabriel and Gretta is under the control of a dead person. It is not only the failure of 
Gabriel to win Gretta’s love, but also the failure of Gretta herself, for she could not get rid of Michael 
Furey, who had been dead for a long time. Her marriage with Gabriel is always with the death image. 

Second, the designed characterization provides the story with a group of spiritually dead people 
together with those who have died physically. Gabriel’s aunts, Miss Julia and Miss Kate, live in a dark 
and gaunt house on Usher’s Island, which has a history of over thirty years. The annual dance on 
Christmas Eve is a great affair to them, for at other times, they have to bear both physical and spiritual 
solitude. As to the guests, Joyce uses a few words to illustrate their looking vividly. Even at Christmas 
time, there is no dynamic or energetic reflection in them: Mr. Browne is “a tall wizen-faced man, with a 
stiff grizzled moustache and swarthy skin” (Joyce, 1996, p.127). Freddy Malins’s face is “fleshy and 
pallid, touched with the color only at the thick hanging lobes of his ears and at the wide wings of his 
nose” (Joyce, 1996, p.129). Just like Gabriel, who used to think he was well educated, proud, and perfect, 
is finally disillusioned hearing the wife’s love story. All of the people mentioned are the images of death 
with no vitality or energy. 

Third , the gloomy image of death can also be found in some minor details and between the lines in 
the story. The setting of the annual dance is decorated by music. However, it is hard to find happiness in 
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the music. Only old-fashioned and obscure music can be heard clearly. The person who plays the piano is 
Mary Jane. She was quite old, but “was still leading soprano in Adam and Eve’s” (Joyce, 1996, p.122). 
Another person, Miss Kate, was “too feeble to go about much” (Joyce, 1996, p.122), but she still gave 
music lessons. Even the piano was old. As to the music, it was academic and difficult for others to 
understand, but all the listeners pretended to appreciate it. The satirical details were reflected when the 
music finished; Mary Jane received the most vigorous clapping from four people who had gone away to 
the refreshments room at the beginning of the music and had just come back when it had stopped. Those 
who actually do not listen give the greatest clapping. It can be found how obscure the music is. So do the 
people and the society, which is Joyce’s real meaning. By the end of the story, Gabriel’s despair came 
from the evidence that his wife had never loved him at all. Gretta’s real love was all aroused by an old 
melancholy song that normally should not appear in Christmas time. This melancholy music was sung at 
the end of the party, which made the whole party gloomy and it triggered Gabriel’s miserable epiphany. 
Moreover, even the decorations in the house are spiritless and full of the meaning of death. There were 
two pictures on the wall above the piano. One was “the balcony scene of Romeo and Juliet” (Joyce, 1996, 
p.129), and the other was “a picture of the two murdered princes in the Tower” (Joyce, 1996, p.129). 
Romeo and Juliet is Shakespeare’s famous play in which the protagonists, Romeo and Juliet, died because 
of the feud between the old generations. Though the balcony scene is considered the most romantic and 
beautiful part in this play, the powerful love cannot escape death. As for the two princes, they were 
murdered by the ambitious, but old power. It is a symbol of political corruption. Besides, these two 
pictures convey a deeper meaning, which is the great damage that old and traditional power brings to the 
young. 

As mentioned earlier, the theme of “The Dead” or even the theme of the entire book is the moral 
paralysis of Dubliners. However, James Joyce does not end the collection with a gloomy atmosphere. In 
the last story, “The Dead,” Joyce transfers the theme of death to a kind of hope; that is, after the paralyses 
and the death to which the paralysis leads to, it should be the rebirth of revolutionary new values and 
power. This kind of rebirth will be successful because it collects the energy that is given by the death of 
the old things. Gabriel in “The Dead” is the spokesman for Joyce. Through Gabriel’s mouth, Joyce 
expresses his dissatisfaction about the moral paralysis and stagnant atmosphere of Dublin and Ireland: 
“I’m sick of my own country, sick of it” (Joyce, 1996, p.132). Though he did not respond when Miss 
Ivors asked him the reason for his sickness, the reason is clearly presented in the story, which is analyzed 
in the former part. That is the moral paralysis of the people and society. A country with morally paralyzed 
people cannot be prosperous and hopeful. This is not what Gabriel, or more exactly Joyce, wants to see. 
However, Joyce is not paralyzed and loses his heart like the characters in his stories. He uses Gabriel to 
present his hope: “If they are gone beyond recall, let us hope, at least, that in gatherings such as this we 
shall still speak of them with pride and affection, still cherish in our hearts the memory of those dead and 
gone great ones whose fame the world will not willingly let die” (Joyce, 1996, p.142). In this story, there 
is not only Joyce’s hope of the rebirth, but also some of his detailed proposals, such as the power that can 
undertake the task, the foundation of rebirth, and the way to achieve it. In Joyce’s mind, the task of rebirth 
should be taken by “a generation actuated by new ideas and new principles,” for in the current society, the 
old generation is not energetic and vigorous enough to take the responsibility of the reform of the country. 
And this generation is growing up. Though Gabriel seemed to be disappointed about the country, he did 
not give up. Ireland still has the foundation for rebirth. It contains the qualities of hospitality, of humor, 
and of humanity, which can be inherited by the new generation and help them to fulfill their task. Finally, 
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because Ireland is not spacious enough and there are still many obsolete values, which are harmful to the 
rebirth, Joyce suggests going abroad to find solutions. In France, Belgium, or Germany, the new 
generation can search for the way of change. It is not betrayal to his country, and Joyce is not “West 
Briton”, as Miss Ivors called Gabriel. Though he left Ireland for a long time, he did not forget it at all 
(Abrams, 1986). His novels and stories all focus on Irish people. Joyce tends to use his stories and novels 
to arouse people’s attention to the moral paralysis of Irish people and, therefore, to call for reform. In this 
sense, exile is another way to contribute.  

In all, “The Dead,” as the last story in Dubliners, shows James Joyce’s detailed description of 
Dubliners’ moral paralysis. However, the paralysis and death are not the final ending. It means the 
beginning of the rebirth. The relationship between death and rebirth can also be found in some typical 
symbols used in the story. 

The Symbol of Snow in “The Dead” 
James Joyce is not only famous for his stream of consciousness, but also well known for his artistic use of 
symbols. Traditional symbols in his stories are endowed with some important functions, together with the 
protagonist’s stream of consciousness. In “The Dead,” snow is the most significant symbol. It appears 
repeatedly in the most crucial moments during the development of the story, functioning as the tool that  
builds the gloomy atmosphere, enhances the theme, and helps the epiphany. 

As mentioned earlier, the main theme in “The Dead” is the moral paralysis and death in the 
Dubliners. However, this death may bring about another rebirth to set up a new and better morality and 
standard. Both death and rebirth can be found in the symbol. First, it only snows in winter, which is 
commonly regarded as the end of a year. In winter, the flowers wither; the trees are bare; the animals 
hibernate. Everywhere is lifeless. This lifelessness is in correspondence with the main theme of death in 
the story. Dublin is a city in winter, both realistically and spiritually. The entire city or even the whole 
country is covered with a stagnant atmosphere, and it is hard for new life to survive. The relationship 
among people is apathetic. The acquaintances met each other with unaffectionate greeting, just like Lily 
and Gabriel. Even the couple that should have had the closest and the most intimate relationship turn out 
to be actually at variance. Gabriel used to be quite satisfied with his marriage and his wife. He wished a 
romantic Christmas Eve with Gretta. He had felt proud and happy because he possessed a beautiful and 
graceful wife. But at that time, the man that actually was in Gretta’s heart was not Gabriel, her husband, 
but a man who had been dead for quite a long time. The love between Gretta and Michael Furey began 
when they were rather young, and it was very transient with Furey’s death. However, their love that 
deeply rooted in Gretta’s love easily won over the so called “love” between Gabriel and Gretta, which 
was built up with a relatively firm foundation of marriage and children. The dead simply defeated the 
living by merely an old song. All the evidence is suddenly revealed on a Christmas Eve with heavy snow 
outside. The heavy snow, which covered Dublin and the whole Ireland with white ice, is just like a large 
white cloth that covered the dead person. In this sense, Ireland has died spiritually. The snow creates a 
setting for the funeral of Irish spirit, together with the paleness of the characters and the sad, obscure 
music. 

Nevertheless, winter is not the final ending of everything. It is also an announcement that spring is 
coming near. The flowers and plants can regain their energy. The animals will wake up in spring. In this 
sense, winter is not the end but an inevitable transitional period. The story happens on Christmas Eve. 
The festival itself represents the coming of a new life. At that time, it snowed heavily. The snow, the 
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winter, and Christmas Eve all suggest a new coming. It seems to present the author’s idea that the moral 
death is transient and everyone should not be in despair. The situation should be changed, and the rebirth 
of a better value will be coming like the coming of spring. In “The Dead,” James Joyce sets a sharp 
contrast between the heavy snow outside and the atmosphere in the house. On the one hand, it was 
Christmas Eve, and the annual dance is a great affair for all the people. In the house, all people seemed to 
be in high spirits. There was dance, music, and delicious food. However, as analyzed earlier, the entire 
atmosphere is gloomy and stagnant. The actual relationship is indifferent. There were quarrels, drunken 
men, and chaos. The superficially warm atmosphere cannot conceal the coldness in spirit.  

On the other hand, the heavy snow outside brings a flow of new and fresh air. It contains hope. 
Though it seems cold, it makes people awake and energetic. From many descriptions of snow in this 
story, it can be easily found the freshness and hope. The first description of snow appears with Gabriel’s 
coming: “A light fringe of snow lay like a cape on the shoulders of his overcoat and like toecaps on the 
toes of his goloshes; and, as the buttons of his overcoat slipped with a squeaking noise through the 
snow-stiffened frieze” (Joyce, 1996, p.122). Moreover, after Gabriel quarreled with Miss Ivors, he 
retreated near the window, looking out and seeing the falling snow. He expressed his feeling through 
snow. “The snow would be lying on the branches of the trees and forming a bright cap on the top of the 
Wellington Monument” (Joyce, 1996, p.133). The house makes him fettered, while the snow outside 
brings him the freshness. Although it is cool, it is pleasant. In Joyce’s mind, the spirit of Dubliners is 
paralyzed. The society is corrupted. However, the snow can function as a filter. Because of the snow, the 
air became pure; the harmful insects are frozen to death. The environment created by the snow will be 
good for the beginning of new birth. Snow will turn to water in the spring, which is the essential element 
for the rebirth of plants. In this sense, snow represents a prosperous coming year. The falling of snow on 
Christmas Eve is not a bad phenomenon. It represents hope and prosperity. Furthermore, at the end of the 
story, Joyce shows the influence of snow greatly and widely: “Snow was general all over Ireland” (Joyce, 
1996, p.156). The snow influences the whole country and, therefore, brings about a kind of prosperity 
later on, which is Joyce’s great hope. With the falling of snow, Gabriel’s soul swooned slowly. His old 
and paralyzed soul had died. A new and energetic soul was reappearing. 

Conclusion 
In James Joyce’s Dubliners, the eternal theme is always spiritual paralysis. However, as the last story in 
this collection, “The Dead” gives new hope. There is no longer the endless spiritual paralysis. Together 
with death, there comes some sense of rebirth. The new generation is searching the way to reform. 
Moreover, as a typical symbol, snow appears in the story again and again. Joyce uses it as a very 
important tool to emphasize the new theme of hope. In Joyce’s mind, snow is not the symbol of winter 
any more. It represents hope and prosperity. Its falling on Christmas Eve opens the door for a new life. In 
this way, the author raises the theme of hope and rebirth to a new level. 

All in all, both the theme and the typical symbols used make “The Dead” the most brilliant and 
moving story in Dubliners. It perfectly summarizes the tone of the whole collection and ends it with hope. 
The skillful use of all kinds of symbols paves the way for James Joyce’s later success. 
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[Abstract] As a writer living in a transitional period of American society, Willa Cather was sensitive about the 
predicament of modern people. Through her three short stories selected in this paper, we can see Cather’s 
concern about some essential social issues, such as the relationship between nature and human nature, man 
and his proper homebase, and alienation between people. The insightful philosophy of life reflected in her 
works has transcended the boundary of its time, and can still give significant inspiration to modern people who 
are suffering from the absence of belief and orientation in their lives.  
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Introduction 
Willa Cather is well known for a writing style that is different from that of other American writers. She 
established her reputation for her novels about the pioneering life of early American immigrants, 
particularly those who cultivated the vast prairie of the Mid-western America. Growing up on the 
Nebraska prairie, Cather’s values were traditional and thus, the Old West becomes the origin of moral 
reference against which modern existence is measured in most of her novels. Facing the social changes at 
the turn of the 20th century, Willa Cather appeared a little conservative: she lived between the split world, 
“rejecting the modern and trying to escape into the refuge of the past” (Chang, 2002, p. 332). But in her 
works, the readers can always feel a sensitive soul that draws value from the past, which our world is still 
in need of today. Through the analysis of her three short stories – “The Enchanted Bluff,” “Neignbour 
Rosicky,” and “Old Mrs. Harris” – we will see Cather’s profound meditation on life and gain 
enlightenment from the insightful philosophy of life reflected in her works. 

Nature and Human Nature: Lost Innocence in the Mundane World 
In Cather’s woks, readers are often attracted by touching emotions rather than by the plot, for in the 
seeming trifles lies Cather’s profound meditation on life. Among her works, Cather often embodies 
human nature in natural settings, ,which often serve as metaphors or symbols that enlighten readers’ 
perceptions of human nature. Hence, nature and human nature are often correlative in Cather’s works. We 
can see it from her short story “The Enchanted Bluff.” 

Pure Human Nature Reflected in the Images of Nature 
“The Enchanted Bluff” is a fairly short story, yet in it, we can feel the images of nature that contain 
Cather’s meditation on human nature. At the beginning of this story, the narrator recalls the natural scenes 
of that summer. The flowing river is, in effect, an image of the evolving nature, which continuously 
builds, yet changes the sandbars. As Cather describes, “The channel was never the same for two 
successive seasons. Every spring the swollen stream undermined a bluff to the east, or bit out a few acres 
of cornfield to the west and whirled the soil away, to deposit it in spumy mud banks somewhere else: 
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when the water fell low in midsummer, new sand bars were thus exposed to dry and whiten in the August 
sun” (Cather, 1956, p. 411). 

Here, through the image of the flowing river and the changing sandbar, readers can perceive human 
reality since the ever-changing natural scenes are similar to the inconstant affairs in human society. In 
addition, sense impressions about the outside world in literary works can sometimes suggest a 
psychological reality, giving readers hints concerning the characters’ inner world. So, in the opening 
scene of the story, Cather succeeds in creating a carefree atmosphere in which six little boys talk frankly 
about their dreams and some fancy ideas in a natural state. In the story, through the six boys’ talk about 
the fairytale-like sky, Cather gives the readers enlightenment about life. As Percy lies on the sand and 
points to the North Star, he says, “Anyone might get lost and need to know that” (Cather, 1956, p. 414).  
Otto adds, “My father says there was another North Star once, and maybe this one won’t last always. I 
wonder what would happen to us down here if anything went wrong with it?” (Cather, 1956, p. 414). 
Obviously, what the boys say about the stars shows their innocence, and it also functions as a metaphor 
for people’s longing for a beautiful future. The Enchanted Bluff is also a metaphor for the boys’ dreams: 
they want to climb to the top of the bluff someday, though none of them make it because of the mundane 
concerns they face when they grow up; yet, the bluff bears their childhood dream. The flowing rivers, the 
bright stars, the ever-changing sandbar – all these natural scenes offer them endless imagination and hope 
for the future and impel them to strive for their dreams. So, through the depiction of the carefree life of 
the innocent children, along with the images of nature, Cather shows us the interrelationship between the 
cleansing of nature and innocent human nature.  

Lost Innocence in the Mundane Society 
The ending of the story is a gloomy one: Arthur died at a early age with unfulfilled dreams, Otto lost his 
foot on the railroad and had to succeed his father as the town tailor. The other boys grew up, all living a 
plain life. The once innocent dream they shared had faded away. Living in a mundane society, they 
suffered from the loss of innocence: Percy became addicted to motor cars; Tip had pinned his hope on his 
son. At the end of the story, the narrator came to call their dreamed bluff “only the romance of the lone 
red rock” (Cather, 1956, p. 420). The drastic change between the childish innocence and the depressing 
mundane society can’t help making readers meditate, pondering about the changeability of life, as well as 
human nature. In their early childhood, each boy had their bold goal to climb to the top of the bluff and 
they gave full rein to their imagination under the starry sky. As they grew up and entered into the 
mundane society, far from the “Enchanted Bluff,” their minds became secularized. However, it’s human 
nature to long for the innocent way of life in spite of the tangled, everyday trifles. So, at the end of the 
story, while showing the disillusionment of the boys’ dreams, Cather had Tip’s son Bert continue their 
dream when he was old enough, and in the end, Bert began to “think of nothing but the Enchanted Bluff” 
(Cather, 1956, p. 420). So, at last, we are led to see that human nature’s consistency for the purifying 
nature from generation to generation. 

So, from the analysis above, we can see that what’s embedded in Cather’s description of nature and 
the mundane society implies human nature. Just as Wordsworth enjoyed serenity and contentment from 
nature in his “To the Daffodils,” Cather shows innocence growing through the river, the sandbar, the 
bluff, and the star. Although interrupted by the material pursuit in the mundane society, the dream for the 
“Enchanted Bluff, that is, the purifying nature, has gone down to the next generation. In the purifying 
nature, we come to see that dreams are developed in people’s hearts when they are in their innocent 
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childhood. Although they may be hooked up by material pursuits in the mundane society as they grow up, 
their dreams may always be latent in their hearts. Although the sands are still shifting with the flow of the 
river, there’s always something latent in nature that can purify one’s soul, and the “Enchanted Bluff” will 
always keep a pure space in people hearts that live in the materialized mundane world. 

Man and His Proper Homebase: Urbane Civilization or Rural Tranquility? 
With the development of modern civilization, people can enjoy more comfortable houses, delicious food, 
and luxurious equipment, but in the modern metropolis, the overwhelming material temptation can easily 
bewitch people’s innocent hearts and make them lose their way. Living at the turn of the 20th century, 
Cather was sensitive enough to perceive the crisis of urban people and showed her concern about people’s 
spiritual homebase. In her short story “Neighbour Rosicky,” Cather meditated on the issue of man and his 
proper homebase, that is, whether man’s homebase lies in urban civilization or rural tranquility. The 
endeavor of Rosicky in Cather’s story gives the readers valuable enlightenment on how to deal with the 
predicament of modern life and find one’s real spiritual homebase. 

The Suffocating Life Experience of Rosicky in the Urban Civilization 
“Neighbour Rosicky” is mainly about the life experience of old Rosicky, the descendant of Czechs. He 
once went to work in the cities of London and New York, but the miserable experience and the 
suffocating atmosphere in the big cities made him feel uneasy and empty. So, at last he went back to the 
countryside, where he got married, had children, and planted his own farm. The whole family lived 
harmoniously in their pastoral world. In the short story, “through the depiction of Old Rosicky and the 
contrast of his life in the city and in the countryside, Willa Cather expresses her love for the simple and 
tranquil rural life and abhorrence for the suffocating urban life” (Xu, 2006, p. 12). 

Through the reminiscence of old Rosicky, we get to know his pathetic experiences in London and 
New York. In London, young Rosicky worked as an apprentice in a German tailor’s shop, suffering from 
hunger and coldness constantly. Although with the help of a friend, young Rosicky went to New York 
and his life changed for the better, living at the center of American economic and cultural life this time, 
he sensed a moral and spiritual void. Then one day when he was sitting in Park Place, young Rosicky 
suddenly had an epiphany: he finally realized that this was the trouble with big cities which “built you in 
from the earth itself, cemented you away from any contact with the ground. You live in an unnatural 
world, like the fish in an Aquarium…” (Cather, 1932a, p. 243). 

So through the feelings of Rosicky, Cather shows her negative view towards the suffocating life in 
the urban civilization and, at the same time, makes the readers ponder about what the proper homebase is 
like for humankind. 

The Calling of The Tranquil and Pure Rural Life 
In the modern city, the urge for a better life often drives people to loaf about in the “cement forest” where 
they cannot find the warmth of home. Home is a place where people can let their soul and body be totally 
at ease, so, in a sense, home is not only geographical, but also spiritual. The homesickness of modern 
people, as reflected in Rosicky, is, in effect, a desire to find their spiritual homebase, and the rural 
tranquility is the best atmosphere for the tired and blundering souls. So, deep in his heart, the tranquil and 
pure rural life is calling him, and finally Rosicky turns his back on the big city and settles down on the 
west Nebraska prairie. There, he and his family live a harmonious and self-sufficient life in the 
countryside, and, at last, Rosicky regains his peaceful mind. There, he renews the tie with the earth and 
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the farm, animals, and growing things, “which gave him the strength growing up on his grandparent’s 
farm in Czechoslovakia” (Cather, 1932a, p. 243). To him, the earth is not only a source of subsistence but 
also spiritual nourishment. Besides, in the serene countryside, far from the environment of incessant 
pursuit of money and fame in the cosmopolitan cities, Rosicky is quite content with his simple, yet full, 
life. He cares little about the growing wealth of his neighbors;  what he cares about more is the well 
being of his family. Here, through the portrayal of Old Rosicky, who would rather put some color into the 
children’s face than put money into the bank, we can see clearly Cather’s attitude towards the 
approaching industrialized farming operation. For Cather, the shift may threaten the tranquil life of rural 
communities, leading to the urbanization of the countryside and making people lose the last paradise. 
Through the narration, we can see clearly the life Rosicky pursues is just the ideal life that Cather longs 
for; it is the kind of life in which human beings are friendly to each other and, at the same time, live 
harmoniously with nature where people needn’t to hurry through life, skimping and saving, driven by the 
desire for more money.  

Obviously, Old Rosicky is an ideal man depicted by Willa Cather, and he embodies her insightful 
philosophy of life. Just as Old Rosicky “accepts nature’s adversity and finds his ecological identity in 
nature” (Schubnell, 2002, p. 1), Cather also shows her tendency for the peaceful rural life, for in spite of 
the hardship of the countryside in Cather’s works, the life there is purer, more orderly, and more 
meaningful, while the life in the city is degraded and full of vice and violence. Nowadays, we are living in 
a morally degrading modern society: “the relationships between people are becoming more and more 
indifferent and the pursuit of material wealth seems to have become the sole aim of one’s life. And many 
of us take it for granted that human beings are the controllers of the universe; thus they destroy nature 
blindly in the name of economic growth” (Xu, 2006, p. 12). Willa Cather was sensitive enough to 
perceive these human misconceptions at an early time, so, through her works, she prompts people to clear 
up their tangled mood in tranquility. “Old Rosicky” conveys pioneering ecological ethics, which 
undoubtedly leaves an inspiring literary record of a thinking mind’s response to the dilemma of people’s 
choice between material pursuit and tranquil mentality in a natural state.        

Alienation Between People: Rushing Hastily Versus Filial Piety and Fraternity 
Alienation is a major subject in Cather’s works. As people are obsessed by the pursuit of material success 
in modern society, they tend to be self-centered. Every day, they’re eager to compare themselves with 
others in wealth and social position while ignoring the fraternity between people, thus leading to 
alienation between people. People may appear intimate with each other, but deep down, they often set up  
“fences” between each other. This kind of abnormal mentality can even affect the relationship between 
family members. Although in many of Cather’s works she praises highly the pioneering spirit of the 
young people, their negligence of the tender feelings between people and their indifference towards the 
elderly while rushing forward hastily for their material success are also her targets of criticism. Living at 
the turn of the 20th century, Cather was sensitive enough to realize the latent hazard to modern people of 
the overall materialization of the society. This is well reflected in her short story, “Old Mrs. Harris,” 
which presents the alienation between neighbors and even family members, thus impelling us to think 
about the appropriateness of blind material pursuit while neglecting fraternity and even filial piety.  
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A Devoted Old Woman, a Reminder of Filial Piety   
“Old Mrs. Harris” is a story that shows the daily life of an ordinary pioneer family, the Templetens. 
Through the seemingly quiet and trivial descriptions of the Templetens’ life, Cather shows the readers the 
obscure destiny of people who are caught in an egocentric pursuit of success in the modern civilization. 
The younger generation just rushes forward hastily to keep up with the Joneses every day while 
overlooking the devotion of the elderly. The relationship between neighbors is also quite indifferent. The 
story is mainly told from the perspective of Mrs. Rosen, who is quite an inquisitive, but kind-hearted 
neighbor. Because of the indifferent attitude of Vicktoria, Mrs. Harris’ daughter, Mrs. Rosen seldom 
visits Mrs. Harris’ house except occasionally dropping in when Vicktoria is absent. So, from Mrs. 
Rosen’s eyes, a mysterious Mrs. Harris gradually walks into the mind of the readers: an affable, 
composed, “unprotecting” and “unprotected” woman (Cather, 1932b, p. 264), who takes care of the whole 
household without any complaint. Seven times in the story, the author mentioned the sign of the 
deteriorating health of the poor lady, yet it is the servant Mandy and Mrs. Harris’s neighbor, Mrs. Rosen, 
who notice her worsening health condition, while her beloved daughter, Victoria, and her granddaughter, 
Vickie, are both so obsessed with their own affairs that they pay Mrs. Harris little attention. In spite of 
poor health, Mrs. Harris cares little about herself. Instead, she worries about Vickie’s education and tries 
to save money for Vickie’s college fees. Though as the elder in the family, Mrs. Harris is used to putting 
herself at the backstage of the family, so she even feels apprehensive about receiving visitors alone. She 
hides the sweater Mrs. Rosen gives her and feels the warmth of it only when she is alone at home because 
“her daughter couldn’t bear to have anything come into the house that was not for her to dispose of” 
(Cather, 1932b, p. 271). No matter how she is neglected by the younger generations, Mrs. Harris still 
shows her unselfish, maternal love: She tells stories to the children every night, in spite of a whole day’s 
hard work; she mends the torn pants and stockings of the children and prepares the whole family’s meals 
quietly. At the end of the story, when Old Mrs. Harris dies peacefully, the family realizes her importance. 
As Cather says in the ending: “When they are old, they will come closer and closer to Grandma Harris. 
They will think a great deal about her and remember things they never noticed… they will regret that they 
heeded her so little…” (Cather, 1932b, p. 314). Just as a Chinese saying goes, “The trees prefer calm 
while the wind doesn’t subside; the children intend to be filial while the parents have died.” Willa Cather, 
though an American writer, conveys the same universal human ethics through the portrayal of the image 
of devoted Mrs. Harris, which prompts us to reflect on our responsibility to the elderly.  

The Self-Absorbed Younger Generation Versus a Considerate Neighbor 
In contrast with the saint-like Mrs. Harris, Vicktoria is a selfish and mean woman, though sometimes she 
tries to present herself as a Southern gentlewoman. So, it’s very ironic when we learn her bullying 
behaviors, such as “she could not bear that special dainties should come into the house for anyone but 
herself” and Mrs. Harris has to have her feet rubbed in the kitchen simply because “Vicktoria doesn’t like 
anybody slipping about” (Cather, 1932b, p. 270). Also, Mrs. Harris has to keep her soap in a tin 
tobacco-box alone and avoids its getting mixed with the children’s because Vicktoria would be angry 
about it. Besides, we are also told in the story that Vicktoria “takes no more responsibility for her children 
than a cat takes for her kittens” (Cather, 1932b, p. 273). However, in the social atmosphere, Vicktoria 
tries to be amiable to everyone: “she would give away anything she had. She was always ready to lend her 
dress and hats and bits of jewelries for the school theatricals, and she never worked people for favors” 
(Cather, 1932b, p. 278). Not as acrid as Vicktoria, Vicki sometimes helps grandma with some household 
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chores, but Vicki also cares more about her own concerns. Due to the lack of money for her college 
tuition in the family, Vicki complains to Mrs. Harris without considering her grandma’s feelings, thus 
making the old woman suffer from insomnia for several nights. When Mrs. Harris manages to persuade 
Mr. Rosen to lend the needed money, Vicki is very excited, but she doesn’t know the effort of her 
grandma in the affair, so she just “brusquely announced her news and hurried away” (Cather, 1932b, p. 
306), leaving Mrs. Harris, who sighed and closed her eyes happily. Later, when Grandma is severely sick, 
Vicki is still preoccupied with her own affairs, worrying about how she has no trunk and no clothes or 
anything for college. 

As Mrs. Rosen sighs over the carelessness of the Templeton’s family: “These young people are full of 
their own affairs” (Cather, 1932b, p. 303), we can clearly sense Cather’s voice in it. The younger 
generations of the family take most concern about themselves while neglecting Old Mrs. Harris’s 
devotion and sacrifices. So, at last, in the voice of the narrator, Cather speaks her viewpoint again: “the 
younger generation, first Vicktoria’s and then, in turn, Vicki’s, will come to realize their heartlessness” 
(Cather, 1932b, p. 314). Through the portrayal of Mrs. Rosen, who sometimes appears to be a busybody 
but, actually, she is a warm-hearted person, and also Mr. Rosen, who is kind enough to lend the urgently 
needed money to the Templeton’s family, Cather also shows us the importance of fraternity between 
people because it’s Mr. and Mrs. Rosen, though neighbors of old Mrs. Harris, who give much concern 
and care to the long-neglected old woman and let us feel the warmth between people. 

Conclusion 
Although Willa Cather was regarded by some critics as “a romantic and nostalgic writer who could not 
cope with the present” (O’Brien, 1989, p. 112) because of her constant absorption in the idealized past in 
her works, we can clearly sense her concern about contemporary life. Through her plain language, Cather 
illustrates a comprehensive picture of the approaching modern civilization with people who have lost the 
sense of nature and their innocent spiritual homebase, thus living in an alienated state. From her works, 
we can feel a sensitive soul’s profound meditation on the spiritual crisis of the modern people, and the 
philosophy of life reflected in her three short stories has obviously transcended the boundary of its time, 
which still gives significant inspiration to modern people who are suffering from absence of belief and 
orientation in their lives.  
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[Abstract] Maya Angelou has been infusing her art with cultural consciousness. Her poetry reveals themes of 
survival, development, and self-actualization. This paper explores the theme of self-discovery in African 
American women in her poetry from the perspectives of feminism and racism. It concludes that her work 
manages to awaken African American women’s self-consciousness by encouraging them to break away from 
the conventional cultural context and lead them out of the margins.  
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Introduction 
Maya Angelou (1928 - ), an African American memoirist and poet, is best known for her autobiographic 
novel I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings and her long poem “On the Pulse of Morning,” which she was 
invited to read at the inauguration of President Bill Clinton in 1993. As a contemporary black female 
writer, she distinguishes herself by infusing her art with consistent cultural consciousness and personal 
and cultural experience. Angelou stresses themes of survival, development, and actualization of African 
American women. Based on her life stories, I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings caused a great sensation in 
American literary world and was nominated for National Book Award. “Until recently, Angelou’s poems 
have received less critical attention than her autobiographies” (Gates & McKay, 1997, p. 2038). However, 
Angelou writes about the tropes of African American women’s violation and betrayal by men, the life of 
the single mother, their sense of displacement, and “a variety of racial themes and concerns” (Hagen, 
1997, p. 124): their experimenting with cultural identities and the continuing process of self-discovery in 
her poems; as such, her poetry “becomes a celebration of black people – and of black women in particular” 
(Guerin, et al., 2004, p. 210). 

In this paper, the author proposes to analyze Maya Angelou’s poetry with particular emphasis on the 
depiction of black American women in a) a patriarchal male society in which black women confront triple 
jeopardy: sexism, racism, and classism; b) their “O” gender identity in such an environment; c) the black 
female’s resistance to black men and white male objectifications and their search for their own authentic 
selves; d) and the celebration of their liberated selves as phenomenal women. In the final analysis, the 
article will examine Angelou’s poetry from the point of the protagonist black women’s movement from 
appreciation to self-actualization. 

African American Women’s Dilemma 
Angelou’s emphasis has been on African American women. It is both the African American women’s 
struggle and their pain that traumatize her. Historically, African American women have endured an 
unlimited amount of physical and psychological debasement. They occupy a great portion of the bottom 
in American economy, opportunity, and Eurocentric culture. In other words, they have been denied in 
every sphere. Her work reflects that within the white patriarchal authority, African American women 
were debased as “naturally” inferior and suffered acute oppression concerning race, class, and gender. In 
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Angelou’s poems, she explores with passion and scornful illustration how African American women have 
been disadvantaged and harassed. Her themes range from African American women’s domestic 
responsibilities and their narrowness of range to their frustration and anger. 

Unique and Peculiar Dilemma 
Angelou’s works contain an accurate record of the impact of patriarchal values and practice upon the lives 
of African American women. As blacks, they suffer all the burdens of prejudice and mistreatment that fall 
upon anyone with dark skin. As women, they bear the additional burden of having to cope with white and 
black men. Sociological scholarship has evolved to claim that economic class constitutes a third jeopardy. 
Relationships among these oppressive forces have placed African American females, historically and 
currently, at the bottom of the social hierarchy, thereby marginalizing and silencing their experience. 
Thus, as the victim of the three, they have profoundly felt the pain of their absence – their nonexistence in 
the society. In her “Nothing Much,” she fully illustrates African American women’s “zero” identities: 
“My life, so I say / Nothing much” (Angelou, 1994, p. 247). The lives of black women are nothing in this 
male-centered white world, and though they have been performing their roles with great efforts, they 
remain as “…Nothing of importance” (Angelou, 1994, p. 247). The feeling of being invisible, voiceless, 
lonely and powerless torments African American women from time to time. “Our Grandmothers” reveals 
that they are merely “nigger, nigger bitch…” (Angelou, 1994, p. 254) in the eyes of a white, and “mammy, 
property, creature, ape, baboon, / whore, hot tail, thing, it” (Angelou, 1994, p. 254) instead of personhood 
to white men – racism duplicated the misfortunes of African American women’s predecessors.  

The “O” Gender Identity 
Experiencing the unique multiple oppression, African American women remain on the side of negativity, 
absence, and lack of authentic identity. Within the racial and sexist exploitative system, they are 
suppressed as an alienated “Other.” Within this milieu, women are usually devalued, debased, and 
stereotyped, and they are required to conform.  

Hooks (2000) states that an African American woman’s life is more like a tragedy because black 
men encourage black women to assume a more subservient role. In this patriarchal society, African 
American women are often reduced to their sexuality. In poems “They Went Home” and “Poor Girl,” the 
poet exposes the fact that women are downtrodden as sexual tools of men in the male-centered society. 
The male in the first poem defines the woman he meets as a tool of his sexual satisfaction. Tragically, the 
women here are reduced to sex-related objects without commitment: “they liked my smile, my wit, my 
hips, / they’d spend one night, or two or three. / But…” (Angelou, 1994, p. 7). In the latter poem, the poet 
renders her meaning in an implication of sexism: “You’re going to leave her too / and I know it” 
(Angelou, 1994, p. 70). The speaker realizes clearly it is sexism that makes the man abandon one woman 
after another. Man in this poem treats women as his sexual object. It is these women’s sexuality that 
structures their objectivity within the male-dominated context of the black community.  

Limited by their social status, African American women suffer sexism in both communities of black 
and white. In the poem “Born That Way,” Angelou reveals the tragic impact the patriarchal 
discrimination has on a young woman claimed to be born to be a whore. The persona faces incest as well 
as sexual abuse and prostitution. To earn a living, she becomes a sexual outlet for men. Beyond the 
tragedy of her personal life is the betrayal of the indifferent community that represents a culture 
constituted in relation to the African American woman as “Other.” She could not understand it is sexism 
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and racism that persecute her into the bottom of the society: “She just took for granted / She was born that 
way” (Angelou, 1994, p. 244). 

In black communities, many black men abandon their women and children. It is black mothers who 
withstand the difficult experience of bringing up their “discarded” babies. Constructed as one of the 
stereotypical roles, single mothers endure the most tragic lives, and they play the essential role in black 
families. In “Starvation,” the writer depicts the hardships a black mother meets. The mother hails “Hurry! 
Hurry” to find sufficient foods to “fill the bellies of my children” (Angelou, 1994, p. 200). Her misery has 
been long. Thus, dignity cannot be preserved confronting poverty: “…Don’t wait / out my misery. Do not 
play / coy with my longing” (Angelou, 1994, p. 200).  

Situated within the two social domains, African American women constitute the bottom of the 
patriarchal society. In reality, African American women are expected to bear innumerable burdens of 
fieldwork as well as domestic toil. The poem “Momma Welfare Roll” portrays the tragic life of a 
struggling African American old woman. It acknowledges the “demeaning turmoil endured when 
accepting welfare benefits” (Hagen, 1997, p. 130). The speaker of the poem, a representative of African 
American women’s predecessors, bitterly complains about the miserable living conditions; her children 
are strangers to “…childhood’s toys, play / Best the games of darkened doorways” (Angelou, 1994, p. 
148). Though she has been working all her life, supporting herself and her children remains impossible. In 
the patriarchal world, a poor woman has no means to survive but becomes a whore – the sexual object for 
men. However, this woman is “Too fat to whore” (Angelou, 1994, p. 148), making a living is the most 
urgent thing. Facing such situations, she must take “welfare” for black women who have no husband, no 
work, and no money that is actually humiliating for a dignified person: “They don’t give me welfare. / I 
take it” (Angelou, 1994, p. 148).  

While white women generally complain that they are restricted to the house and have no chance to 
work outside so as to fulfill their self-value, African American women are overburdened by work within 
and outside of their community. In addition to being sexual objects, traditional white patriarchal society 
imposes mother and worker as gender identities upon African American women. The female narrator in 
the poem “Me and My Work” is a domestic worker whose full development to black womanhood is met 
by numerous obstacles. The unbearable life she has to endure is reflected in the family duty she has to 
take on. She “Got three big children to keep in school, / need clothes and shoes on their feet” (Angelou, 
1994, p. 242) besides providing sufficient food for the children, the woman has to educate them to “keep 
them out of the streets.” In order to fulfill successfully her role as a mother, she must work outside: “I got 
a piece of a job on the waterfront… / because the wife works too” (Angelou, 1994, p. 242).   

Indeed, African American women force themselves to pretend they have no dreams, no needs, and 
no desires to fulfill. In order to live, they must accept all the forces that have shaped their struggle and 
sometimes surrender to the imposed gender identity. The wife in “Coleridge Jackson” is such a woman 
who suffers in silence. In the white phallocentric culture, the male demands a complete control over 
everything in both society and family. While trying to assimilate into the white dominating class, African 
American men adopt the white male’s cultural values along with other conventional white culture. 
Ironically, in a world that the white men run, African American men find they are not allowed to display 
their masculine dignity – that is, to exert their male authority in front of the white. Stressed by the white’s 
oppression and the expectation of the patriarchal ideology, they usually release the pressure by turning to 
their women and children, and mostly, through violence – “hierarchical gender dynamics – sexual 
brutality” (Awkward, 1995, p. 102). As illustrated in poem “Coleridge Jackson,” black women are 
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maltreated by men because they are at the lowest position in society; their lives are determined by men 
and their existence are worthless. In the poem, Coleridge Jackson is a typical example of an African 
American male who has prejudice against female; meanwhile, he is prejudiced against by racism. As the 
two forces working together, his wife becomes a silent receiver of his outburst anger. Like most of the 
victims of the white domination, Coleridge is frequently disgraced by the white dominator and could not 
find dignity to be an individual: “… a sorry nigger, / Coleridge kept his lips closed. / Sealed, jammed 
tight” (Angelou, 1994, p. 234). Attacked by such insult, this black man retreats: “Wouldn’t raise his eyes, 
/ held his head at a slant, / looking way off somewhere / else” (Angelou, 1994, p. 234). However, the 
patriarchy system allows him to maintain his “male identity” by exploiting his woman and children. In 
this way, he turns his powerlessness into “power”: he came home “pull off his jacket, take off / his shoes, 
and beat the / water and the will out of his puny” (Angelou, 1994, p. 234). With great sadness, the poet 
writes of the real pain that his wife and children endure: “… about the black eyes and the bruised/ faces, 
the broken bones” (Angelou, 1994, p. 234). Actually, as long as the relationships between men and 
women are embraced by a larger system in which men dominate, no woman can expect to attain selfhood 
in marriage. 

Women Walking Out of the Margin 
Maya Angelou is extremely sensitive to African American women’s cultural condition. While writing 
about women, she not only portrays their frustration, distress, and hatred, but also celebrates their 
happiness, love, and dreams. The female characters in her poetry are not just the passive victims of dark 
hours. Instead, they are able to exercise free will and intelligence; they make their own decisions contrary 
to the wishes of the males in positions of authority.  

Quest for the Self 
The essential condition characterizing African American women’s lives is the violation and degradation 
of their personhood. In the context of white patriarchal domination, which distorts and even erases 
African American women’s self-value, Washington observes that the struggle for self-assertion is “an 
open revolt against the ideologies and attitudes that impresses [Black] women into servitude” 
(Washington, 1980, p. xv). Thus, Angelou immerses herself in helping them to break out of the 
stereotypical roles traditionally ascribed to them by encouraging them to quest for the self and assert their 
Black womanhood.  

Therefore, African American women in these selected poems are no longer inferior. As long as they 
insist on utilizing their wit, they could achieve the “self.” The female characters are all brave enough to 
challenge the male’s authority, transcending race and class barriers. The women in “Starvation” and “The 
Mothering Blackness” are strong, imposing, and resourceful females who refuse to succumb to the 
oppressive forces of the racist and sexist society. The tough momma manages to be the owner of her own 
life and openly resists the traditional passive servitude roles ascribed by the racist patriarchal society. The 
first poem demonstrates the difficult life most African American women have to endure: “Hunger has 
grown old and / ugly with me” (Angelou, 1994, p. 200). Though under adverse circumstances, she dares 
to challenge the racist, patriarchal authority and takes pride in being rebellious against the cultural norm 
that represses black women: “… Don’t wait / out my misery. Do not play / coy with my longing” 
(Angelou, 1994, p. 200). She despises being hypocritical: “…We hate from / too much knowing”, and she 
“laughs at each eviction notice” (Angelou, 1994, p. 200). 
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Courage is frequently repeated in Maya Angelou’s work. She believes that virtue carries more 
significance for women because without courage women cannot practice any other virtue consistently. 
Standing up is what “Equality” about. The spirit of the poem is what generations of African American 
women have passed down – courage of struggling against social and sexual oppression and search for self. 
It remained for Black women to accomplish the task of freeing “the images of Black women in the 
national psyche” (Evans, 1984, p. 25).  

The pronoun “I” is used as a representation of collective African American women. In the white 
patriarchal society, African American women suffer from multiple oppressions with their self being 
violated: “We have lived a painful history, / We know the shameful past” (Angelou, 1994, p. 232). These 
two lines refer to the oppressions from the white culture, at the same time men become another destroying 
force: “You declare you see me dimly / through a glass which will not shine.” Womanhood is twisted, 
and they lose their self in this society. Patriarchal prejudices contempt women: “You announce my ways 
are wanton, / that I fly from man to man” (Angelou, 1994, p. 232). The truth is that women have been 
placed in the position of the rim throughout history: “… I’m just a shadow to you” (Angelou, 1994, p. 
232). 

They never seem to have lives worthy of memorizing. They are degraded to be an “object” and for 
their entire life they are presented as nothingness, or “zero” – what they possess is only the “O” identity. 
Words in the poem are deliberately employed like “dimly” and “faintly” which illustrate the absence of 
the African American women who are stereotyped by the dominant culture. “Blinders” and “padding” 
fatherly confirm the obstacle women encounter in the communication with the white patriarchal society. 

Nevertheless, they struggle to search for their self and prove their presence. Women stand boldly, 
and courageously speak out for equality. This poem requires men to expel racial and sexual 
discrimination and inspires the contemporary women of African descent to continue their struggle of self-
discovery and reconciliation: “Take the blinders from your vision, / take the padding from your ears,” and 
“…confess you’ve heard me crying, / and admit you’ve seen my tears” (Angelou, 1994, p. 232). With this, 
communication between men and women could be accomplished eventually. These women never hesitate 
about their choice of questing for self and fulfillment of black womanhood; being fearless and resolute 
empowers them to face adversity positively. At the conclusion of the poem, they stand up and declare 
they will dedicate to the positive black being. 

Their rejection of the otherness signifies their uncompromising mind. Firmly holding the belief that 
their positive self-identity could be developed, these African American women revise their image from 
the molded to the creator.  

Manifestation of Self-Assertion 
To totally liberate themselves from the social and sexual constrictions, African American women in 
Angelou’s poetry strive to assert their regained self and defend the self. This inspiring spirit is shown in 
the poem “Me and My Work.” In this poem, the working-class African American woman is a stunning 
image totally independent of racial, patriarchal norms. Her awareness of the capacity for hard work may 
have imparted to her a confidence in her ability to struggle for herself, her families, and her people (Davis, 
1983, p. 11). Though coming from the rock bottom of society, she breaks through the economic and 
sexual enslavement of the male-dominated and racist structure. The woman in the poem proudly declares 
she is economically independent, which signifies her assertion of a female self. Economic independence 
is of special significance for women to gain their right of discourse in a society and it enables women to 
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control their own life. The new economic status encourages women to perform the best on the social stage. 
Obtaining economic independence, it suddenly occurs to the woman in the poem that she is not just an 
appendage to anybody. She begins to perceive her role and value herself in a new, profound way. That is, 
she stops being the object identity, no longer the passive one of male aesthetics and sexual desire. The 
woman proudly and successfully fulfills her role as a mother and a wife. In this sense, she emerges as a 
self.  

Besides, she autonomously accepts that she is black and identifies with the blackness. In the last 
stanza, she reasserts her self by stressing proudly her black womanhood, and as an independent self, she 
does not need any sympathy: “Yet the only thing I really don’t need / is strangers’ sympathy” (Angelou, 
1994, p. 242). 

The act of asserting women’s black selves is a challenge to the social positions which men have 
traditionally exerted domination. The new black women in Angelou’s poetry stand up and prove 
irrationality of this patriarchal ideology.  

Self-assertion is the theme of “Phenomenal Woman” in which black womanhood is eulogized. In this 
poem, the speaker arrives at a deep understanding of herself and enjoys the life of being a black female. 
Self-love is the first step of the recovery of self-consciousness for black women because love for oneself 
helps remove the psychological burden grounded in black women’s lives. The refrain of this poem is a 
bold declaration of black women’s love of themselves.  

In the first stanza, by means of imagery, Angelou gives the reader a sense of what the persona looks 
like. She states: “I’m not cute or built to suit a fashion model’s size” (Angelou, 1994, p.130). She then 
lists characteristics to help further the reader’s sense of the persona: “The curl of my lips.... / It’s in the 
fire in my eyes.../ The sun of my smile.../ The need for my care” (Angelou, 1994, p. 130). She uses such 
imagery so that the proud, confident persona can be better understood. Traditionally, women with good 
appearance gain a sense of pride in the patriarchal world because they are regarded as a piece of property. 
The self-asserted woman in “Phenomenal Woman” strongly rejects the subordinate identity that the 
society wants to impose on her. Nonetheless, this woman can assert that, although she is not pretty, she is 
phenomenal. This unconventional woman does not need man to prove her existence because she is able to 
create her own self. Instead of surrendering, she chooses to transcend the social and sexual limitation and 
asserts the self. Men’s authority is greatly challenged when “I walk into a room” men “stand or / Fall 
down on their knees” (Angelou, 1994, p. 130). Here, men stop being the subjects that usually judge 
women and choose women. Conversely, women become the subject and have authority over men. 
Ironically, Angelou continues to depict the response of men by a metaphor: “Then they swarm around me, 
/ A hive of honey bees” (Angelou, 1994, p. 130). This ironic approach could also be found in “Man 
Bigot” in which men become the objects of women’s judgment: “The man who is a bigot / Is the worst 
thing God has got” (Angelou, 1994, p. 226). Openly judging the male, undoubtedly, is a daring 
demonstration of the disdain to the male ideology and assertion of one’s subjectivity.  

Maya Angelou uses repetition in this poem to stress certain phrases. Her use of repetition helps to 
give the poem a flow and make it seem more familiar and lyrical. An example of this is “I’m a woman / 
Phenomenally. / Phenomenal woman, / That’s me” (Angelou, 1994, p. 130). Angelou also uses repetition 
as the structure of her poem. The persona says that pretty women ask her what her secret is and she tells 
them by listing her qualities. She walks into a room and gathers attention and tells the reader why by 
listing her qualities. She says that men even wonder why they are smitten by her, and she tells them by 
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listing her qualities. In the final stanza she tells the reader that now, they should understand and be proud 
of her as well and again, she lists personal qualities.  

Conclusion 
With self-respect and self-love, the African American women step to the world fearlessly. Angelou 
encourages African American women to smash the conventional image of weakness and rebuild their new 
image of courage. By liberating herself from the sexual and social constrictions, she successfully ascends 
to self-assertion and self-fulfillment; she becomes herself. 
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[Abstract] Traditionally, Jack London is considered as a naturalist writer. This paper argues that Jack 
London, prior to his contemporaries, experiments with modernism in his novel writing. Taking London’s 
masterpiece, The Call of the Wild, as an example, this paper probes into the themes of modernism in the novel. 
They are the theme of alienation and the theme of despair. Jack London, with his acute insight, manifests those 
double themes of modernism through his hero Buck’s returning to nature to be a wolf. After a detailed analysis 
of these double themes, this paper concludes that Jack London deserves to be considered a literary pioneer in 
American modernism. 
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Introduction  
Jack London (1876-1916) reached his prominence in American literature at the beginning of the 20th 
century. As a genuine and prolific writer, he created nineteen novels, eighteen books of compiled short 
stories and articles, three plays, and books of autobiography and sociology (Foner, 1964, p. 130). Among 
them, The Call of the Wild, The Sea-Wolf, The Iron Heel, and Martin Eden are considered as four 
masterpieces, and The Call of The Wild is always ranked on the top of American bestseller list. 
Traditionally, The Call of the Wild is regarded as a naturalistic novel. The representative critic holding 
that idea is Charles C. Walcutt. In his famous American Literature Naturalism: A Divided Stream, he 
includes Jack London and The Call of the Wild into the naturalism stream. The same idea can also be 
found in the Oxford Companion to American Literature. Christopher Gair in his Complicity and 
Resistance in Jack London’s Novel calls the hero Buck “a naturalist self” (1997, p. 25). But some critics 
argue that The Call of the Wild is not simply a naturalistic novel. It even has deeper meanings. The 
American famous poet Carl Sandburg points out that The Call of the Wild is a probe into the strange and 
unstable motives in man’s deepest soul. Maxwell Geismar says The Call of the Wild “is a beautiful prose 
poem, or nouvelle, of gold and death on the instinctive level” (Labor, 1994, p. 41). Earle Labor, the 
famous American critic on Jack London, says that “The Call of the Wild was a shot in the dark in an 
unintended sense—into the dark wildness of the unconscious. And as with other great literary works, its 
ultimate meaning eludes us” (Labor, 1994, p. 46). 

After the dawning of the new century, Jack London and his works attracted critics’ attention again. 
With the diversity of the literary critical approaches, the interpretations of Jack London’s works 
rejuvenated. Critics tried to probe into his work beyond the former research. In China, one critic 
interpreted London’s works from Carl Jung’s collective unconsciousness theory; some study London’s 
works from the cultural perspective and some focus on the acceptance history of Jack London’s works in 
China. But few aim at studying the modernist features in London’s novel. Although the peak of 
modernism occurred a little later than the writing time of Jack London, as a sensitive literary pioneer 
London foreshadowed his works with the modernist outlook. This essay will research the themes of 
modernism in The Call of the Wild. 
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Study on One Theme of Modernism – Alienation in The Call of the Wild 
The modernists see modern man living in a hostile and absurd world in which some unseen alienating 
forces depress and torture him. Man, under those alienating forces, cannot preserve his original self. He 
loses his nature and finally becomes a non-man. In modernists’ eyes, the modern world is chaotic, 
grotesque, and evil. It functions as an alienating force to extort, depress, and even kill the modern man. 
Modern man is extorted and alienated by the hostile world around him. The exposure of modern man’s 
alienation in an alien world is a recurring theme in the modernist literature. 

Jack London suffered alienation himself. At the age of thirteen, he dropped out of school and worked 
as a child laborer. To him, life was merely a struggle to meet basic demands of living. He said he was not 
a man but a “work beast” (Rothburg, 1963, p. 4). He called himself a “brain merchant” (Rothburg, 1963, 
p. 5). He was anything but a man himself. Writing was a means of earning money rather than a career of 
enjoyment. When he finally struggled into upper society, he found it hypocritical. Excessive drinking and 
smoking ruined his health. In despair, he ended his life at the age of forty.  

In The Call of the Wild, London exposes the modernist theme of alienation through the hero Buck’s 
transformation from a tamed dog into a wild wolf. Buck, when in the sun-kissed South, lives in dignity 
and nobility. In the peaceful and fair world, he is a loyal dog who believes in man’s authority. However, 
when kidnapped and sold to the harsh Northland, he finds himself in a totally alien world. It is a world 
under the law of club and fang, a world without order, safety, and justice but with violence, depression 
and persecution. The wild Northland is an alienating force that extorts both men and dogs. Men are first 
alienated. The human inner virtues – benevolence and sympathy – disappear. Instead, cruelty and slyness 
reign. Nearly all the human characters occurring in The Call of the Wild are depicted as cunning and 
merciless. They beat Buck with big clubs and make him obedient. Excessive toil and extreme starvation 
tortures Buck. The first thing that is alienated from Buck is his dignity. Men’s persecution deprives Buck 
of his dignity. They teach him a lesson: a man with a club is a lawgiver and a master to be obeyed. If not 
conciliated, one will end up in death. Under men’s depression, Buck’s honor and dignity gradually loses. 
He goes on his way to alienation. The second thing that is alienated from Buck is his morality. Stealing 
and killing are symptoms of his moral decay. Buck first steals when he can no longer put up with 
starvation. The first theft marks the decay of his morality. Under men’s persecution in the savage and 
primordial Northland, morality is doomed to die. Buck then learns to kill. He kills the other dog that 
challenges his position. He kills a deer when he is hungry. Gradually, with the awakening of his wildness, 
Buck totally loses the qualities of being a domesticated dog. He returns to the wild, and there he finds 
where he belongs – in a wolf pack. He becomes the pack leader. Buck, thus, finishes his process of 
alienation from a tamed dog to a savage beast.  

The time when The Call of the Wild was written was a time when Nietzsche claimed, “God has 
died.” With the giant development of capitalism, money showed its overwhelming power. It replaced God 
and became people’s new source of worship. In The Call of the Wild, it is gold, a symbol of money, 
which drives thousands of people from the civilized world to the primitive Northland. The crazy desire 
for money alienates men from their virtues and morality. Instead, greed and cruelty takes precedence. 
Greed is the root of men’s alienation. Buck’s transformation from a dog into a beast is the symbol of 
human alienation. 

Modernist literature is characterized by modern man’s exposure in an alien world. Jack London, with 
his acute perspective, touches the theme of alienation in The Call of the Wild. Compared with his 
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contemporaries, London was among the earliest that sensed modern man’s existence in alienation and 
exposes it in his novels. Jack London was a literary pioneer in experimenting modernist ideology. 

Study on the Other Theme of Modernism – Despair in The Call of the Wild 
Modernist literature is obsessed with a mood of despair. Modernists realize that the modern world is sick. 
Social conflicts, economic crises, moral decay, and a faith vacuum are embedded in the modern society. 
Those crises are so rooted that modernists finds no way to cure them. They feel disappointed in the 
modern man and society. The disappointment, when it becomes to an extreme, becomes a mood of 
despair. The modernists’ despair is pervasive and penetrating. The exposure of despair towards a restless 
and hostile human world is another feature of modernist literature. In The Call of the Wild, Jack London’s 
despair towards the human world is manifested by his negative depiction of the human characters and his 
hero Buck’s resolute desertion of human society. 

Nearly all the human characters in The Call are depicted negatively. All the evils in human nature 
like stealing, cheating and killing have spokesmen in the novel. Judge Miller’s gardener steals and sells 
Buck for money. The cruel man in the red sweater beats Buck nearly to death with his big fang. The 
Canadian postman kills dogs anytime as he likes. The Hal’s families mistreat dogs to death. The evil 
flowers blossom in The Call of the Wild. Human greed, cruelty, conceit and ignorance are laid bare by 
London’s sharp and critical description of human beings. In contrast to the evil modern men, Jack London 
makes a positive depiction of dogs. On the harsh cold Northland, dogs’ adaptability and endurance is 
admirable. They sacrifice themselves to the work of pulling sledges. When harnessed, they are alert to 
assure the work goes well. A dog named Dave, who is too ill to pull the sledge, refuses to leave his 
position. He would rather die on the trace of toil than die without work. The dogs’ passion for work and 
their spirit of sacrifice forms a sharp contrast to modern men, who, like the Hal’s family, when faced with 
the hard living condition in the North, do nothing but complain and blame each other. In London’s 
writing, men’s performances are inferior to dogs when faced with the hardships. Jack London 
compliments of dogs and his derogatory statements of  men imply his disappointment at the modern men. 

Buck is Jack London’s ideal of life. To London, an ideal life is simple, bright, and swift. London 
sings for Buck’s stoutness, rapidness, and wildness. With his poetic language, London walks in Buck’s 
body and spirit. He even touches Buck’s unconscious world. London’s ode to dogs implies his real 
intention—to reveal the despair of modern men and society. That despair is finally exposed through 
Buck’s resolute desertion of human beings and his returning to nature. When it comes to nature, London’s 
style becomes lyric and buoyant. Nature, to London, is generous and benevolent. She is a mother who 
opens her arms to embrace all kinds of living. Nature is pure and holy. She is a contrast to the human 
world, which, to London, is full of hypocrisy, persecution, and inequality. The modernization of human 
society is accompanied by the exploration of other species. Buck is one of the victims. London feels 
worried about that. He sets his novel The Call of the Wild against the background of nature – the vast 
uncultivated Northland. London means to replace the anxiety towards modernization with the worship of 
nature. Nature, in The Call of the Wild, is holy and solemn. It is a substitute for the modernized human 
society.  

Nature is motherly; the human world is cruel. Buck’s desire to return to nature becomes tenser and 
tenser. But the love for the master, Thornton, holds him. However, Thornton is slaughtered by a group of 
Indians, which is another proof of men’s mercilessness. The only tie between Buck and the human world 
is broken. After killing the Indians in revenge, Buck runs into the wildness, where he finds where he 
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belongs. “When the long winter nights come on and the wolves follow their into the lower valleys, he 
may be seen running at the head of the pack through the pale moon light or glimmering borealis, leaping 
gigantic above his fellows, his great throat a-bellow as he sings a song of the younger world…” (London, 
2001, p. 120). The word young symbolizes Buck’s new life. In the vast wildness, relieved of human 
beings' persecution, Buck is a free life full of vigor, joy, and passion. Buck’s leaving makes modern men 
taste the bitterness of being abandoned. Buck’s desertion of human society is revenge on the persecution 
and cruelty that modern men have foisted on him. It is ironic that modern men’s conceited supposition 
that man, as a master of other species, can dispose of animals at their own will. London’s despair of 
modern men and society is demonstrated by his hero Buck’s resolute departure from the human world and 
his return to the wilderness. Modern men have to contemplate whether the modern civilization 
accumulated through money and power is good or not.  

Modernist literature is obsessed with a mood of despair about the modern world. Just like the suicide 
of Martin Eden, in The Call of the Wild, the hero Buck’s desertion of the human world foreshadows a 
mood of despair in the later American modernist literature, which finds its voice in Hemingway and 
Fitzgerald. Jack London, in that sense, deserves the title of a literary pioneer in experimenting with 
modernism. 

Conclusion 
A critic says London is “a literary pioneer” (Foner, 1964, p. 130). “He remains one of the American’s 
most significant writers because he concerned himself with vital problems of his age” (Foner, 1964, p. 
130). London himself said there were philosophical ideas and motives beneath his colorful stories. To the 
critics, “The Call of the Wild must rank high among animal stories” (Perry, 1981, pp. 130-131) and “The 
Call of the Wild is a bookish reader might conceivably read it as a sort of allegory with a broad human 
application” (Perry, 1981, pp. 130-131). This paper is an effort to interpret London’s The Call of the Wild 
through a study on the themes of modernism. 

With his acute observation based on personal experience, London’s exposure of alienation – one 
modernist theme is ahead of his contemporaries. On the harsh severe primordial Northland, men are 
alienated. They lose their virtues and invite evilness in turn. Under the persecution of the alienated men, 
Buck, a domestic dog, is alienated into a wild wolf. Buck’s alienation is the symbol of modern man’s. 
Thousands of people rush to the harsh Northland in search of gold. In front of money, men are extorted. 
They lose their virtues and, consequently, the evils come to the stage. The greedy desire for gold is men’s 
root of alienation. Alienation is a typical phenomenon in modern man’s existence, which is always 
manifested in the modernist literature. However, Jack London, who is traditionally considered a 
naturalist, touches that theme in The Call of the Wild earlier than other American writers.     

On the other hand, London senses the crises embedded in the modern society and worries about that. 
He, like the other modernist writers, feels disappointed in the modern world in which he lives. When the 
disappointment comes to an extreme, London despairs of modern men and society, and his despair 
towards modern men is exposed by his negative depiction of nearly all the human characters in The Call 
of the Wild and, more sharply, by Buck’s resolute desertion of human society. Buck’s return to the 
wildness makes modern man taste the bitterness of being abandoned. It foreshadows the mood of despair 
in the novels of later generations, like Hemingway and Fitzgerald.  

Jack London is a writer worthy of study. He is the writer we traditionally define as a literary pioneer 
who experiments the modernist ideology in his novels. Critics appeal for “critical establishment to grant 
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Jack London to full literary status” (Labor, 1994, p. 134). With more and more studies engaged in 
London’s works, more charm and magic in his writing will be revealed. His position in the history of 
American literature will be justified. 
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[Abstract] Ondaatje’s Booker Prize-winning novel The English Patient is an elegant and compelling work of 
fiction. This paper discusses Ondaatje’s philosophy of history reflected in The English Patient through his 
perspectives of nationalism and colonialism. In the conclusion part, it is pointed out that Ondaatje’s 
dual-cultural identity allows him to see the true history with a sharp and refreshed insight, helping to enlighten 
the reader to reflect history with an objective and different approach of understanding. Thus the call for peace 
is echoed and the notion of a non-map earth creeps to and gets rooted in the reader’s mind. 
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Introduction 
On October 13th, 1992, at 49, Ondaatje became the first Canadian to win the prestigious Booker Prize. In 
one night, Ondaatje’s status as an international writer was confirmed. Ondaatje’s philosophical meditation 
on humanity, history, and his exquisite craftsmanship are reflected through the novel. On every page, the 
novel pulses with intellectual and aesthetic excitement. Weaving a beautiful and light-handed prose 
through the mingled stories of people caught up in war, Ondaatje, with his wonderful creative power, 
burning imagination, and impressive skills, offers us a magically told thought-provoking story of many 
layers. As put by Ondaatje himself, “I didn’t want the reader to feel locked into one character. I love that 
sense that history is not just one opinion. I prefer a complicated history where an event is seen through 
many eyes or emotions, and the writer doesn’t try to control the viewpoint” (Jewinski, 1994, pp. 
133-134). 

The paper aims to analyze Ondaatje’s philosophy of history as reflected through The English Patient 
from two aspects, namely, negation of nationalism and disintegration of colonialism. It is pointed out that 
The English Patient is a fierce militant denunciation against nationalism and colonialism and yearning 
exclamation for equality in international affairs. 

Negation of Nationalism 
The dominant view in the novel is that wars or slaughters relate to nations, such as the death of Madox 
being considered as the result of conflicts initiated by nationalism mentioned twice – “Madox died 
because of nations” (Ondaatje, 1992, p. 138). “Madox was a man who died because of nations” (p. 242). 
Therefore, the novel intends to dispel or tries to eliminate the antagonism between nations, which is built 
up to accelerate the process of wars or slaughters. 

In the cultural context of the “first world”, or the white world, nationalism, in essence, is great-nation 
chauvinism, which holds an aggressive and irrational belief that one’s own country is better that all 
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others. In this respect, there are various interpretations to nationalism. Some critics relate nationalism to 
destructive, extreme and threatening acts; some call people’s heed to the request for territory and/or 
external expansion due to nationalism; some lead people’s understanding to its nature of militarism and 
the privilege of one-country sovereignty over the whole world’s happiness or the monopoly act of one 
power in the form of overriding other nations’ needs and requests; some even link nationalism with the 
act of hostility towards other cultures and nations, or with the consequent advocacy of exterminating 
those cultures and nations or with the betrayal of morality. 

The novel takes labor to penetrate the darkness of nationalism and the evilness of the Second World 
War incited by the fever of nationalism. Hana, a young, carefree and vigorous Canadian girl got herself 
involved in war as a nurse after her father and Caravaggio left for war. Everyone seemed to be inflated 
with the ambition to make themselves distinguished in this glorious war or to make contribution which 
they thought reasonable to this just cause. Nationalism spoke itself and defended itself so well that people 
lost their reason and judgment until their enthusiasm began to fade away and their dreams got shattered 
by the cruelty of reality. While living in blood and corpses, Hana became harsh, cold, and in her eyes life 
turned out to be a treacherous opera and her homeland a place with no warmth. The descriptions of 
Hana’s two renditions of La Marseillaise deliver her change of belief in war and nationalism, and likewise 
put Ondaatje’s thoughts vividly into words. Coming out of what had happened to her during the war, 
Hana was determined that she would not be ordered again or carry out duties for the so called greater 
good. It is obvious that nationalism could no longer stir any fever in her and she painfully was forced to 
undergo significant spiritual growth. Her spirit was awakened by the jolt of understanding the true nature 
of war. 

Caravaggio, a professional thief, who was full of energy and enthusiasm toward life, might be the 
fiercest in the novel to attack nationalism and nations verbally (Green, 1997). Before war, he might have 
been put into prison if he had been caught stealing; but in war, his special skills were legalized and 
utilized by his nation for the sake of public benefit. When he was caught in a mission, Caravaggio 
betrayed and traded with the Germans in order to save his life; after Germans left, he became a war hero, 
a celebrity; but he felt safest revealing nothing until he saw Hana and befriended the other two in the villa. 
He seems to be the most cynical among the four, always pointing out the essence of things without mercy 
or reservation. It’s a farce in which you are lost telling the rights and wrongs. Is Caravaggio being 
cynical? No, he is just being sincere and truthful. This is what nationalism has sown and harvested in 
people’s minds; this is what people have been pushed to the edge of desperation to realize. 

Madox, whose death was mentioned twice by Almasy was Almasy’s colleague and friend. They 
were in the same desert expedition. When the war broke out, they were all leaving, in any case, to join the 
war. Different nationalities determined the fact that they had to serve their own countries, which made 
friends fight against one another for the benefit of their own nations (Kempley, 1996). Madox was a man 
who had difficulties making friends. He was a man who knew two or three people in his life, and they had 
turned out now to be the enemies. It isn’t hard to imagine what loss and damage the war cast to Madox: 
friendship had got strangled by the toxicity of nationalism. Madox returned to the village of Marston 
Magna in Somerset where he had been born, and a month later sat in the congregation of a church, 
hearing the sermon in honor of war. When the sermon began half an hour later, it was jingoistic and 
without any doubt in its support of the war. The priest intoned blithely about the battle, blessing the 
government and the men about to enter the war. Madox listened as the sermon grew more impassioned. 
He pulled out the desert pistol, bent over and shot himself in the heart. According to Almasy, “Madox 
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was a man who died because of nations” (Ondaatje, p. 242). The death of Madox may be classified as the 
cause of despair and pessimism, but his choice of committing suicide at a “holy” place during the priest’s 
“holy” advocacy of the brutal war, beyond any doubt, is a vehement action of revolt towards nationalism. 
This, by all means, smashes the illusion of nationalism functionally. 

The hatred toward nations and the strong wish to abolish nations can be traced obviously throughout 
the novel; so is reflected the hope of annulling nationalism and separatism, as put in the novel, “Erase the 
family name! Erase Nations!” (Ondaatje, 1992, p. 139). No need for doubt, there are plenty of 
descriptions about conflicts, distress, death and external expansion in the novel, employed as sharp 
criticism to the destruction, partly or wholly, brought about by nationalism. In this respect, the desert and 
Bedouins negate the idea of nations. A sort of supra-national unity seems to be established in the desert 
(Carr, 1996). Bedouins, nomads, having no notion of state or territory, were the most beautiful humans 
that Almasy thought he had met in his life. 

In short, all the divergences of nations get dissolved on the expressionless face of the English patient 
Almasy: to Hana, he might be either a German spy of an English patient, through whom a sublime 
attitude or symbolic significance is set out, i.e. nationality is no longer important. With the portrayal of 
Hana’s caring for Almasy, or more extensively and profoundly, with the account of the stories of Hana, 
Caravaggio, Kip and Almasy who are different in appearance but similar in nature, and with the 
description of the life of the desert tribe, Bedouin, certain symbol detached from nationalism and its 
destructive act, Ondaatje endeavors to say that nationality is no longer important. So a constructively new 
establishment of human relationship is emphasized in the novel. The main point is that the characters are 
found together in a century filled with disputes and hatred, and precious friendship is built above the 
dilapidated walls, which is a vehement counterattack to terror and brutality. Therefore, the negation of 
nationalism is established. 

Disintegration of Colonialism 
There are many parts in the novel that involve the spots not marked on the map of the colonists, and the 
issues due to the drawing of map. Drawing a map is treated as an extension of a colonial act (Bolland, 
2002). What captures our consideration is that this map drawing, in a degree, relates to power, servants 
and slaves; in other words, it has a certain kind of relationship with hegemony invasion, and seemingly it 
has accelerated this process. The spots marked by colonists are like the names of rich men and women 
engraved on buildings as put in the novel. Rich men and women belong to the upper class, who think 
themselves superior, sublime, and are always in a fear of losing their wealth and dignity so they try every 
means to sustain and keep people aware of their glorious past; thus they have their names carved on 
buildings, as a symbol of their authorities. The colonists’ colonial act is compared to rich men and 
women’s ambitions and hypocritical intention which bear the same nature of ownership. The sphere of 
colonists’ influence speaks volumes for the extension of their power and the number of people in the 
colonies that they may enslave. Thus the competition of colonial extension is the rivalry of power. In this 
regard, definite criticism can be detected in the novel to colonialism and the ambition for territory and 
empire. Hence it is safe to infer that anything separating itself from a colonists’ map in the novel will be 
celebrated; Ondaatje gives his approval to an earth without maps, i.e. an earth without colonial 
oppression. 

The bluster of colonists in the novel has become a candle in the wind and the momentum of 
colonialism has come to an end as demonstrated by Ondaatje’s ingenious invention of the title of the 
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novel and his narrative description of Lord Suffolk’s death and Kip’s awakening. The British Empire at 
the moment was beginning to dissolve. She was reduced to a “patient” who had been infected with an 
incurable disease. As the representative of colonists, her decline indicates the end of the history of 
colonialism and the end of the dream of expansionism. 

The death of Lord Suffolk in the novel symbolizes the collapse of the moral strength of British 
Empire. Lord Suffolk was a hearty old man, a typical gentleman of British type. He was accustomed to 
his secluded life before the war. At the outbreak of the war, he persuaded the UXB Committee to allow 
him to set up his experimental bomb outfit. Kip happened to be a smart and qualified sapper he favored in 
his examination of selecting his staff, and Kip proved to be his best assistant later on. When Kip arrived 
in England knowing nobody, distanced from his family in the Punjab, he met no one but soldiers, and 
Lord Suffolk was the first English man who welcomed him with warm arms and friendly manner. To Kip, 
Lord Suffolk was the best of the English and the first real gentleman he had met in England. Taking great 
pains, Lord Suffolk introduced the customs of England to the young Sikh as if it was a recently 
discovered culture. What Lord Suffolk represents in the novel is the goodness and moral strength in this 
corruptive society. He is described as a moderate, who is gentle, kind and easy to approach. It is narrated 
in the novel that Lord Suffolk offered to take Kip to an English play, Kip selected Peter Pan, and Lord 
Suffolk, wordless, acquiesced and went with him to a screaming child-full show. As an adult, Kip chose 
the noisy children’s play Peter Pan, but Lord Suffolk did not laugh at him or scold him; instead, he 
accompanied him. On the one hand, we could say that he is kind and tolerate to Kip; but on the other 
hand, it wont’ be wrong to say that his tolerance is a kind of belittling and favor granting. It isn’t difficult 
to conclude the theory of the white imperialists, a sugar-coated excuse for their shameful conduct, from 
his way of treating Kip: imperialists are not extending the colonial rule for their own interests but rather to 
civilize the natives of the colonies, who are backward and unable to govern themselves. Kip’s respect and 
loyalty for Lord Suffolk was that for the goodness he saw in British Empire; likewise, his admiration for 
western culture was due to his inferiority complex borne from his motherland, India. When Great Britain 
was walking on the edge of dissolution, Lord Suffolk, too, as a moderate, was eager to clear up the mess; 
his profession, dismantling or clearing up the bombs, interestingly is a metaphor of clearing up the mess 
of the Empire. But he was an old man just as his homeland was. An old man’s hope and efforts could not 
save the world. His death in a mission foreshadowed the impotence and doom of Great Britain, and 
meanwhile, as the symbol of moral strength, he collapsed, which wasn’t realized by Kip until his 
awakening fired by the two bombs cast by Americans in Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 1945. 

Kip, a sapper, plays a decisive role in the novel. His experiences reveal that he found no harmony 
between the British he pledged loyalty to and his homeland which had fallen into British hands as a 
colony. In a sense, he belonged to two worlds but still was an “outsider” and a “wanderer” (Ondaatje, 
1992, pp. 270-271). In other words, the novel gets a load of the problem of cultural diversity: his 
contradictory loyalty and the double cultures he found himself lingering between. It seems that we cannot 
irresponsibly show either positive or negative perspective to these trans-cultural relations, which cannot 
be reduced to or simplified as oppressing and being oppressed, colonizing and being colonized, a notion 
of traditional dualism. Kip, in fact, represents those who contradict themselves in the dual-cultural 
situation and his process of awakening is slow but dramatic. 

He hummed with great joy and a particular fancy the western songs he had learned for himself in the 
last three years of the war. He liked drinking English tea. As put by Hana, “he believes in a civilized 
world. He is a civilized man” (Ondaatje, 1992, p. 122). Here the “civilized world” is the synonym of the 
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white world. The white enjoy boasting that they have created modern civilization and the civilization of 
the world is, in fact, the western civilization. This is firmly installed in Kip’s consciousness, and such an 
understanding of his makes it natural for him to follow the western fashion and codes, and to throw 
himself under the guidance of his “English fathers” as a “dutiful son”. “He is a civilized man” actually is 
equal to “He is a spiritually colonized man.” To Lord Suffolk, his boss, “he had already decided that in a 
war you have to take control, and there was a greater chance of choice and life alongside a personality or 
an individual” (Ondaatje, 1992, p. 187). Here his blind but earnest admiration for the white is put to full 
revelation. His self-depreciation is depicted clearly during his test for acceptance as a sapper, “he sensed 
he would be admitted easily if it were not for his race” (p. 188). After he was accepted, he felt “He 
stepped into a family, after a year abroad, as if he were the prodigal returned, offered a chair at the table, 
embraced with conversation” (p. 189). He is described as “a man from Asia who has in these years of war 
assumed English fathers, following their codes like a dutiful son” (Ondaatje, 1992, p. 217). 

As a professional sapper, he showered his total loyalty to the English he served, but he remained the 
foreigner, the Sikh. His only human and personal contact was the enemy who had made the bomb. He 
was accustomed to his invisibility. While in England he was ignored in the various barracks, and came to 
prefer that. He chose to be invisible. It was as much a result of being the anonymous member of another 
race, a part of the invisible world. The physical examination before he joined the army offers a proof for 
such an invisible world in which Kip and some of his natives were content to live. They were treated as a 
herd of cattle, or the slaves being auctioned at a labor market. But no opposition came from them, 
including Kip. They seemed to think it was natural and reasonable; they “did not feel insulted by this” 
(Ondaatje, 1992, p. 200). Between antagonism and obedience, Kip and some of his natives chose to be 
obedient and invisible. 

But in August, 1945, all his admiration and regards held for the western civilization collapsed when 
Americans dropped two bombs to Hiroshima and Nagasaki, two Japanese cities. Until then he was 
convinced that Europeans, the deal makers, the contract makers, the map drawers, didn’t deserve being 
trusted or relied on, though he had been easily impressed by the speeches and medals ceremonies of 
Europeans. He could not help questioning himself, “What have I been doing these last few years?” 
Cutting away, defusing links of evil. For what? For this to happen? (Ondaatje, 1992, p. 285). He thought 
that he was utterly taken in. He didn’t believe in humanity any more (Stack, 1996). He no longer had 
confidence in civilization; and more critically, he felt impotent in his love with Hana. He therefore turned 
his back on the ruined church, bade farewell to his love (Corliss, 1996), and returned to India. European’s 
attempt to colonize or hypnotize the mind or spirit of the people of the “third world” got shattered and 
disintegrated in Kip’s awakening. His fantasy of the white world was disrupted on which his awakening 
was constructed. 

Conclusion 
Ondaatje’s historical philosophy can be fully observed in The English Patient. Through his description, 
what World War Two impresses us is not justice or glory, as depicted and recorded in history books, but 
woe and or disaster, which leads human souls to nowhere. Ondaatje’s dual-cultural identity allows him to 
see the true history with a sharp and refreshed insight, helping to enlighten the reader to reflect history 
with an objective and different approach of understanding. Thus the call for peace and notion of a 
non-map earth creeps to and gets rooted in people’s minds. 
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[Abstract] Mama is the first novel written by Terry McMillan who is a representative African American author 
gradually establishing her reputation in the 1990s. The essay is to study the family ethic revealed in Mama. In 
the novel, the author inherits the tradition of African American women’s literature, portraying a black mother 
as the head of the family. However, the novel displays some new features: the relationship between family 
members tends to be closer; the mother emphasizes more education and instillation of right values on money, 
love and marriage. The new features have shown the changed connotation of “female family head”—“female 
family head” in material sense has changed to that in spiritual sense.   

[Keywords] Mama; family ethic; woman as head of the family; changed connotations 

Introduction 
Terry McMillan, a prolific African American author, gradually established her reputation from the end of 
the 1980s to the 1990s. Many of her books are bestsellers. Her first book, Mama, was published in 1987. 
Her other works include Disappearing Acts (1989), Waiting to Exhale (1992), How Stella Got Her 
Groove Back (1996), A Day Late and a Dollar Short (2001), The Interruption of Everything (2005) and 
Getting to Happy (2010). She achieved national attention with Waiting to Exhale, which remained on The 
New York Times bestseller list for many months and was turned into a film starring Whitney Houston in 
1995, being the second novel by a black woman writer to be adapted into a feature-length Hollywood 
movie. (The Color Purple was the first one.) At the time, Toni Morrison’s Jazz, Alice Walker’s 
Possessing the Secret of Joy appeared on The New York Times bestseller list simultaneously, but Waiting 
to Exhale lasted the longest (Jarrett, 2010, p. 347). How Stella Got Her Groove Back was also made into a 
movie in 1998. “Terry McMillan’s exceptional talent and determination have won her fame, fortune and 
fulfilling love. What she feels she has not received to date is respect for her artistry” (Richards, 1999, p. 
11). She has received some awards and scholarships, which have been dwarfed by her tremendous 
financial success. 

In “Current Situation and Future Trend of Ethical Literary Criticism”, I defined “ethic” as the 
naturally established relationship and order either between people and things or inside things. The change 
of ethic is determined by the evolution of the essential connotation of the concept of Man. In the course of 
history, the essential connotation of the concept of Man has changed from “Natural Man”, “Social Man” 
to “Cultural Man”. Therefore, ethic based upon the maintaining basis of human relations evolves from 
“Natural Ethic”, “Social Ethic” to “Cultural Ethic”. Synchronically, according to the situations and the 
aspects of life and activities that are related to the relationship between people, “ethic” can be classified as 
“survival ethic”, “sexual ethic”, “family ethic”, “interpersonal ethic”, etc. “Family ethic” means the 
relationship naturally formed between family members under family background, including the 
relationship between parents and children, that between siblings and that between grandparents and 
grandchildren. Ethic between people implies their moral values.  

Mama depicts a black woman Mildred Peacock, a strong-willed working class mother of 4 daughters 
and a son, who struggles to raise her children in the mid-1960s after divorcing her husband because of his 
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abuse and infidelity. Her children are the only reason for her to live. In her life of continuous struggle, she 
gets addicted to “nerve pills” and alcohol. She never stops searching for her own happiness. The family 
tries to overcome poverty and leave their marks in life.  

Family Ethic in Mama 

Mother as Head of the Family  
To a great extent, McMillan inherits the interpretations of a black mother given by Zora Neale Hurston 
and Toni Morrison, portraying Mildred as a mother who is willing to preserve her family at all costs. Like 
Eva in Sula, Mildred’s husband Crook does nothing helpful for the family and has a love affair with 
another woman on and off for 12 years. However, whenever he catches sight of Mildred speaking to other 
men or some other man staring at her, he will firmly believe she is “flirting” with them and beat her half 
dead leaving her with bruised face, swollen lips and feet, even temporary memory loss as well. His 
excuses are quite simple. “You my wife, you understand me? My woman, and I don’t want nobody 
talking to you like you ain’t got no man. Especially in front of my face ’cause the next thang you know, 
I’ll be hearing all kinds of mess up and down the streets. You understand me, girl? You listening to me?” 
(McMillan, 1987, p. 4). Mildred hates Crook most of all. “And if it were not for their five kids, she’d 
have left him a long time ago” (McMillan, 1987, p. 1). Motherhood means everything to her. Most of the 
black men in the little town of Point Haven can’t find jobs and have almost no idea of Black Rights, 
living like sleepwalking and venting their dissatisfaction and disappointment on their wives or girlfriends 
or whores.  

After the divorce, it has been her top priority to keep the kids amply fed and clothed. In order to 
fulfill this task, she doesn’t mind whatever she has to do: scrubbing floor on knees for the whites, tending 
the old at a nursing home, being a prostitute, resorting to social services which she regards as “begging” 
or even being forced to marry Rufus in desperation. She once says to Freda, “and you can mark my 
words. Y’all ain’t never gon’ have to worry about eating, that’s for damn sure. It may not be steak and 
onions and mashed potatoes and gravy, but you won’t go hungry. And y’all ain’t gon’ never be caught 
looking like no damn orphans, either” (McMillan, 1987, p. 27). When Freda expresses concern for her 
hard work and determination to become rich ensuring her a relaxed life, she replies quite calmly that 
“Women’ve done worse thangs to earn a living, and this may not be the bottom for me” (McMillan, 1987, 
p. 26). She is constantly faced with extreme poverty: unpaid bills, frozen winter without heating and has 
to do with pock-n-beans for days and suffers 3-week nerve breakdown, she never regrets being a mother. 
Even if she becomes dependent on alcohol and nerve pills and has to bail out her only son Money out of 
prison many times, she doesn’t ignore her duty as a mother and later as a grandmother helping take care 
of Doll’s son when she decides to go to college.  

Detachment and Closeness Between Mother and Children 
The relationship between family members in Mama exhibits some similarity to that disclosed by such 
black women predecessors like Hurston and Morrison. The children feel detached from the mother. 
Nanny, in Their Eyes Were Watching God, knows nothing about her granddaughter Jannie’s needs and 
only wants to marry her off. In Sula, Hannah asks Eva if she has ever loved them. In Mama, on many 
occasions Mildred talks to the kids like giving orders and she usually informs them of such decisions as 
selling their house or marrying one man after another instead of discussing or consulting with them. She 
is always cussing and hollering. Sometimes when she has a fight with Crook, she would shout at them, 
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“And I want y’all to get out of this house today. Go and play. My nerves ain’t this” (McMillan, 1987, p. 
10). The children are used to her giving orders and feel “relieved”. They obey her mostly out of fear, not 
out of understanding. 

The detachment between Mildred and her children can also be perceived from her inability to express 
her tender feelings like apology, attachment or fondness. Years of hard life and struggle to a great extent 
has hardened her, making her incapable of showing any soft emotions though she feels them strongly at 
the bottom of her heart. Once just before Christmas, she is very short of money and at a loss what to do 
faced with the kids’ shopping list: Money’s bike, Bootsey’s sleds and skis and Freda’s fabric for 
homemaking class. When at last she takes efforts to explain their situation and asks Freda to give up for 
the younger ones, her “heart was signaling her to reach over and pull her oldest daughter inside her arms. 
But she couldn’t. A plastic layer had grown over that part of Mildred’s heart and it refused to let her act 
on impulse” (McMillan, 1987, p. 37). “Freda wanted her mama to hug her, but she was afraid to make the 
first move….At that moment, Freda couldn’t remember Mildred ever hugging her, or any of them” 
(McMillan, 1987, p. 38). When Freda is leaving home for California to pursue her study and dream, she 
sees her off at the airport without giving her a hug and warm kiss. However during the first week of 
Freda’s absence, she misses her so much and feels so painful that she keeps calling the others Freda. It is 
at the end of the novel when she is almost fifty that she finally says “I love you, Freda”. 

Although Mildred always adopts a condescending manner to her children and behaves most of the 
time assertively, she does try to talk to her kids and inform them of any of her decisions, such as selling 
their house, marrying some man or moving to California and back to Point Haven. Whenever she is aware 
of some problems happening to her kids, she will have a heart-to-heart talk with them. Because of her 
efforts to communicate with the children, they also try to understand her though this may not be 
successful most of the time. However there is a strong bond between mother and her children and 
between siblings. Though Freda doesn’t like the idea of Mildred’s marrying Billy, she explains to other 
children that their mother is lonely and they should understand. As a teenager, she dares to fight with 
Rufus when seeing him beating Mildred. It’s also Freda who works like the devil to prepare for her family 
to move to California. Mildred opens her arms to welcome her son when he feels almost hopeless in Point 
Haven. There exist moments of inexplicable exchange of love and tenderness between mother and 
daughter, especially between Mildred and Freda. They sleep side by side in one bed. They stand 
half-naked in front of the mirror appreciating each other’s beauty.  

Moral Values of the Family Members  
In Labor of Love, Labor of Sorrow: Black Women, Work and the Family, from Slavery to the Present, 
Jacqueline Jones has argued that “A focus on black working women—not only what they did, but also 
what they desired for themselves and their children—reveals the intersection of African American, 
laboring class, and the female cultures, all of which tended toward a cooperative ethos: In the words of an 
Afro-American saying, ‘What goes around comes around’” (Jones, 2010, p. 3). From the 
above-mentioned analysis it is safe to draw a conclusion that the general moral outlook held by the family 
is “family bond fist”, which is regulated by individuality and rationality. African culture and American 
mainstream culture help to produce African Americans. What Mildred tries to teach her children are 
mainly white middle-class values. “With the goal of raising happy and successful children in American 
society, African American parents often focus on universally human values in this society by emphasizing 
self-development, life skills, morality, equality and peaceful coexistence” (Coard & Sellers, 2005, p. 267). 
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New Connotations of Black Motherhood 

Emphasis on Education 
Mildred according to her life experiences and those of the blacks around her comes to the conclusion that 
if the blacks want to live a better life, they must receive good education. Therefore, she often says loudly 
and firmly to her children, “ If I can’t give you what you need, you ain’t gon’ get it, and I don’t care if I 
have to beg, borrow, or steal, every last one of y’all is going to college. I mean it. All y’all got good 
sense, and I’ma make sure you stretch it to the fullest” (McMillan, 1987, p. 27). She takes pride in 
whatever her kids have achieved at school and can’t help showing off occasionally to others “but I don’t 
have no stupid kids. They get As and Bs on they report cards. They clean, well-mannered, and they know 
how to thank for they damn self. I give ‘em that much credit” (McMillan, 1987, p. 93). 

Her daughters almost all come out successfully in school and become the envy of the neighbors. 
Freda is accepted by Stanford with grants after finishing her education at a community college in 
California and later becomes a writer. Angel goes to UCLA and becomes a teacher. After giving birth to 
her son, Doll goes to college and works part-time as UPC driver.   

Instillation of Right Values on Money, Love, Marriage and Hardship     
Mildred imbues the children with the correct attitudes towards money and warns them that material 
success is not the only goal in their lives. She stresses more such traditional virtues like family bond, 
nuptial love, parental love and decency that weigh far more than money and wealth. Once she takes Freda 
with her to the Hales’, one of the white employers. Awestruck by the countless rooms, extravagant 
furniture and various food in the fridge, Freda can’t hide her envy and longing, saying proudly to her 
mother that “I’ma be rich when I grow up and I’ma buy us a better and bigger house that the Hales’ and 
you aint’ gon’ have to scrub no floors for no white folks.” Mildred says to her in all earnestness that “And 
baby, let me tell you something so you can get this straight. That big fancy house ain’t the only thang in 
life worth striving for. Decency. A good husband. Some healthy babies. Peace of mind. Them is the 
thangs you try to get out of life. Everything else’ll fall in place. It always do” (McMillan, 1987, p. 27). 

She is proud of being self-sufficient and self-reliant, even within marriage life and sets a good 
example of seeking a marriage life based on love and being faithful to love and marriage. Love outweighs 
all the other things like money and skin color. She marries three times and has been with several men, she 
is never close to others behind the back of any of them. Although she is badly in need of money, she 
never loves or marries any man except Rufus for the sole purpose of money. After she and Crook get a 
divorce, she hasn’t got any alimony from him ever since. When she is deeply attached to Spooky, she 
doesn’t ask for anything in return. Although her love and marriages are short-lived, she never stops 
searching for her Mr. Right. She underlines the importance of marriage to her daughters as the way of 
making their men know “you want to be with them forever” and that of having babies as an unavoidable 
commitment. So long as her daughter is sure of his man’s love, she doesn’t care whether she marries a 
black or a white man. She once gives firm support for Angel’s choice of a white fiancé, which appears to 
be a great surprise to other children.      

She illustrates the importance of optimism and tolerance when they are faced with poverty and 
coldness instead of complaining and swearing, “Well, ain’t none of you starved or froze to death, have 
you? Well, sometimes you have to do thangs in this world that you don’t want to do in order to make 
thangs right when they’re wrong, easier when they’re hard,…”(McMillan, 1987, p. 52). Under the 
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influence of Mildred’s cultivation and her role model, the kids are all very thoughtful and considerate, 
willing to help with the family difficulties. Freda learns to act as Mildred and takes care of her sisters and 
brother at a very early age and gives up her Christmas wishes for the younger ones. In high school, she 
begins to baby-sit and help in the library to supplement the family income. Money shovels snow for 
neighbors to buy food.  

Mildred also encourages her children to have and cherish their ideals. For many times, she stresses 
the point that they should go and see the outside world. “I want you to see the world.” “You should meet 
all kinds of people and see this world.” When Doll is afraid that the coming baby might stop her from 
going to college, Mildred promises to take care of the baby and inspires her by saying, “ A baby don’t 
stop no show. It may slow it down but it don’t stop it” (McMillan, 1987, p. 163). She firmly believes and 
inculcates the idea in her children that they “deserve the best of life”. The children are all consciously or 
unconsciously deeply influenced by this. So when Doll decides to resume education, she tells Angel she 
simply doesn’t want to fall behind in the family. After years of marriage, Bootsey is fed up with working 
in a factory and determines to open her won business.  

Consistent Pursuit of Personal Happiness   
Although Mildred has an unhappy first marriage with Crook, which leaves her only with psychic trauma 
difficult to heal and financial burden hard to shoulder, she never ceases searching for love, especially 
marriage combined with love. The previous mother images in Afro-American women’s novels can be 
roughly put into two categories. Those who only want to satisfy their sexual impulses and never settle 
with marriage. Eva flirts with other men but is never serious; Hannah simply sleeps with whatever man 
she likes whether he is single or married. Pilate doesn’t have a husband and her daughter doesn’t have a 
husband either but gives birth to a daughter. The second type is those who busy themselves with kids and 
bury their spiritual and physiological needs. Neil is a typical example. The biggest difference between 
Mildred and the above-mentioned mother images is that she doesn’t only satisfy her sexual impulse, but 
also tries to find true love and settle with marriage.  

Mildred sticks to her principles in the aspect of love and marriage. She doesn’t favor illegal love 
relationship. “Mildred didn’t believe in messing around with anybody’s husband, no matter what kind of 
financial proposition they made” (McMillan, 1987, p. 43). The only exception is Spooky. In addition, 
generally she doesn’t love or marry for money. Other things like appearance, age, race, family opposition 
and neighbors’ gossip won’t matter anything. However, when love disappears or unfaithfulness appears 
instead, she will not feel reluctant to end the relationship with a quick decision. Her marriage and divorce 
with Billy 12 years her junior is a case in point. When Freda knows Mildred’s affection for Billy, she 
behaves wildly and cries to stop the love affair, but Mildred simply says to her, “Let me tell you what it’s 
been like for your mama to lay in that cold-ass bed every night and all I do is thank about what’s gon’ be 
here for the kids to eat tomorrow….And who worries about Mildred? Huh? Nobody! You know who 
kisses and comforts me when I need it? No damn body, not one goddamn soul” (McMillan, 88)! 
Regardless of the kids’ incomprehension and opposition, Mildred marries Billy, ignoring the whole 
town’s gossip. However after some time of passion and wonders, the reality of five kids’ company and 
the incurred pressures make Mildred’s spell gradually disappear and Billy begins to have an affair with 
another young girl, trying to excuse his behavior by explaining that he is not ready for married life. After 
knowing this, Mildred says to him resolutely, “Well, go on and leave, motherfucker, but I’ll tell you 
something. When you come crawling back here don’t think I’ma be sitting her waiting for you. My 
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behind’ll be sweet for a long time. Maybe one day I’ll meet me a real man who knows how to handle it!” 
(McMillan, 1987, pp. 90-91). 

Conclusion 
Just like what bell hooks has observed and O’Reilly maintains, some white, middle class, college 
educated women argues that to some white, middle-class college educated women, motherhood is the 
“locus of women’s oppression” while “mothers and motherhood are valued by, and central to African 
American culture” (O’ Reilly, 2004, p. 4). Black motherhood has been a great concern of Afro-American 
women’s literary creation, in which black women have always been the head of the family, as it is still 
true in Mama. However, the new connotations of motherhood revealed in the image of Mildred and closer 
relationship between the family members have demonstrated that “female family head” in material sense 
has changed to that in spiritual sense.  
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[Abstract] David Lodge’s campus trilogy provides him an ideal place to adopt his critical theories. The most 
obvious theory used in the trilogy is the “Binary Opposition”. This paper endeavors to take the writing techniques 
of realism and experimentalism to illustrate the conflicting and integrating process of “Binary Opposition” in his 
trilogy.  
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Introduction  
Morace (1989) once wrote a book on Lodge’s trilogy. In his book, Morace discusses the trilogy by 
applying several theories of Mikhail Bakhtin, “to indentify the play of dialogically interesting voices not 
in order to subordinate some to others, and in this way to resolve the dialogical tension, but in order that 
the voices may be heard in all their confusion and complexity”, and shows “that these works stand neither 
for tradition nor against it but, rather both together, and at once” (p. 29). This discussion is based on the 
dialogicality between traditional and non-traditional writings and the combination of realistic writing and 
postmodernist devices in Lodge’s trilogy. Bakhtin can only find the characteristic of Lodge’s writing 
techniques, but he can’t find out the temporary two-way interactions of the two writings. Lodge lives in 
the 20th century, which is a special time, and he can practically combine tradition with non-tradition. 

Lodge talked about the influence of the literature in the 1960s on his writing in an interview by 
Aretê. He said that the decade of the 1960s in which he grew up with his literary creation was a line of 
demarcation not only in social life, but also in the development of literature and his own writing devices 
and strategies that freed him from the conventional realistic writing style. Though he did not participate 
wholeheartedly in the experimentations of those new devices, his observations of them and responses to 
them are enough to make some of them reappear in his novels and lend variety to the realistic writing he 
himself has been keeping to (Wang, 2005). Then how can Lodge use realism and experimentalism at the 
same time? The following part will analyze the question in detail. 

Realism in Lodge’s Novels 
Lodge suggests every person has two sides (Ma, 2004). As a critic and novelist at the same time, Lodge 
always adopts “Binary Opposition” in his writing. As to his writing technique, he adopts both realism and 
experimentalism. The developing orbit of English novels of the 20th century is 
realism—Modernism—anti-modernism—postmodernism, and it frequently cycles between realism and 
experimentalism (Qu, 1998). In the developing process of the twentieth century’s English novel, realism 
sometimes becomes the main stream, other times experimentalism gets the run upon. The transit of 
realism and experimentalism is due to certain rules. As we know, capitalist economy has its own 
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regularity，which can also influence the capitalist economy. When capitalist society has economic crisis 
and sharp class contradiction, realism gets the run upon. When the economy flourishes and the class 
contradiction is not sharp, experimentalism gets the run upon. Lodge lives in a spilt time, and he 
exquisitely grasps the spirit of the society and creates his own writing feature, that is, “Binary 
Opposition”. Malcolm Bradbury has ever pointed out that the twentieth century would not have a style; it 
would be an age in ceaseless quest for a style, an aesthetic battlefield (Huang, 2006, p. 54). In the 
twentieth century, Lodge (1981) points his own novel as “basically antimodernist, but with elements of 
modernism and postmodernism” (p. 16). Lodge enforced his belief in realism by using various 
experimental techniques and between which he reached a balance. In Lodge’s trilogy one can easily fix 
the trace of realism and experimentalism. Before analyzing it, one should first know what realism is. 
Realism is “emphasizing the truthfulness of detail” (Song, 2002，p.10-11). 

The trilogy – Changing Places, Small World, and Nice Work are realistic as to the subject matter. 
Three novels all show concern to the society. They pay attention to the academic world and the industrial 
world. They all tell stories of everyday life and show concern to different social classes of the 1960s. 

In detail, the trilogy’s realistic features can be proved from the following three aspects. First, the use 
of characterization is realistic. As for characterization, Galens (2002) argued that many realist writers 
have been celebrated for their masterful creation of a wide range of characters from all walks of life…in 
their use of dialogue, capturing regional dialects as well as differences in the speech patterns of people 
from different socioeconomic backgrounds. As we know, Morris Zapp and Philip Swallow actually 
appear in all the three novels. The images of the two characters are vivid and touchable. We can find the 
real person in daily life. Morris Zapp and Philip Swallow are the representatives of their own nations, so 
they have different features. Swallow is timid and badly informed. In contrast, Zapp is a radical and 
self-confident man. They are all truthfully portrayed. One typical example can be found in Changing 
Places: “Zapp was distinguished while Swallow was not…Swallow was a man scarcely known outside 
his own department and was not halted at the top with slender prospects of promotion, not that Philip 
Swallow was lacking in intelligence or ability; but he lacked will and ambition, the professional killer 
instinct, which Zapp abundantly possessed.” (Lodge, 1978, p. 15). From the portrayal of the two persons, 
one can clearly see the different characterization between them. 

Second, the background is realistic. Lodge once claimed that it was born out of his own experiences 
of going from one university system to another, and the idea of the academic exchange came to him as a 
way of handling how to make the story in the novel happen (Wang, 2005, p. 116). Lodge and his family 
traveled to the United States because of the changing program. There, Lodge was inspired by his 
experiences and created the novel Changing Places. Changing Places records some of his own 
experiences realistically. At that time, students’ strikes and protests often broke out. In the novel Lodge 
also describes this phenomenon.  

As for Small World, the background is also realistic. In the interview with Raymond H. Thompson 
Lodge said: “When I started thinking about the novel. I wanted to deal with the phenomenon of global 
academic travel. The idea came to me at a James Joyce conference in Zurich, which in fact is one of the 
settings for the novel. I was getting into that international conference—going straight from Zurich to 
another conference in Israel. I was intrigued by the conjunction of high-level academic discussion with a 
certain amount of partying and tourism…” (Wang, 2005, p. 117). Based on his own experiences, Small 
World presents us a vivid picture and real situation of academic conference. Lodge transfers his own 
experiences of attending different conferences to the novel, and has created a realistic effect. 
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Although Lodge doesn’t have the experience of taking part in the “Shadow Scheme” as was 
mentioned in Nice Work, he also hopes to uncover some social problems by choosing such a subject. 
Anthony (1988) pointed out that Lodge has stepped outside (but not too far outside) campus and 
conference to confront the realities of ‘ordinary life’. Nice Work is not exactly a state-of-the-nation 
critique, but it does seek to uncover certain rottenness at the heart of Thatcher’s Britain, focusing on two 
quite different people engaged in the struggle for survival (p. 37). 

Third, the setting is also realistic. In David Galens’s opinion, setting is another important element in 
realistic novels. “Realist writers sought to document every aspect of their own contemporary cultures 
through accurate representations of specific setting…taking care to accurately portray the working and 
living conditions of characters from every echelon of society” (Galens, 2002, p. 253). Here, we only take 
Nice Work as an example to illustrate it. In Nice Work the setting appears both in factories and 
universities. The description of factories can show the harsh working conditions of the workers. “ 
Everywhere there was indescribable mess, dirt, discourse. Discarded castings, broken tools, empty 
canisters, old bits of iron and wood, lay scattered around” (Lodge, 1989, p. 127). From the description 
one can see the harsh conditions of the factory, and the bad living standard of the workers. The realistic 
description of factory can give a deep impression on readers, who can form a vivid picture in their mind 
and feel personally on the spot. 

Experimentalism in Lodge’s Novels 
Besides realism, Lodge also adopts experimental techniques to construct his trilogy. He has ever argued: 
“I don’t take up strongly defined positions. I am by nature a kind of compromiser, I suppose, looking to 
reconcile apparently opposed positions. As a critic I am a domesticator of more extreme types of 
continental criticism, and as a novelist I use certain experimental devices but in a way that is slightly 
tamed as compares to the kinds of books from which they are borrowed” (Haffenden, 1985, p. 11). This 
statement is just Lodge’s own explanation of his “Binary Opposition” in using both realism and 
experimentalism. At the same time of realistic writing, Lodge (1977a) also finds a different zest in him, “I 
discovered in myself a zest for satirical, farcical and parody writing that I had not known I possessed; and 
this liberated me, I found, from the restrictive decorum of the well-made, realistic novel. The British 
Museum is Falling Down was the first of my novels that could be described as in any way experimental. 
Comedy offered a way of reconciling a contradiction, of which I had long been aware, between my 
critical admiration for the great modernist writers, and my creative practice, formed by the neorealist, 
anti-modernist writing of the 1950s’” (p. xviii).  

In his trilogy, Lodge fully vents his zest by using parody, word play, pastiche and other experimental 
techniques. The experimental techniques can be found in all his three novels. In this paper we just take 
Small World as the distinctive example to analyze. First, there is parody used in the novel. As we know, 
Wildness adopts the plot of the Legend Chamber, and Ulysses is the parody of the re-explained Grail 
Legend. In Britain, Grail Legend and the traditional story of Fisher King connected closely (Ma, 2004, p. 
170). Small World is David Lodge’s parody of the Grail Legend. Persse is the short name of the Grail 
knight. The leader of academy—Arthur Kingfisher resembles the name of Fisher King in the Grail 
Legend. Although the name is resembled, the characteristics and results are different. In the story, Persse 
is the only pure person in that materialistic world. He doesn’t understand the popular critical theory, isn’t 
interested in any kind of mysterious theories and almost an outsider. He is loyal and persists in pursuing 
love. However, his purity doesn’t grant him the Grail. After he fails to pursue for Angelica he switches 
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his way to Chery Summer bee, but the result is unknown until the end, he wonders where in the entire 
small narrow world he should begin to look for her. It seems that he returns to the original point. Persse’s 
pursuit of the Grail failed, similarly, the academic leader—Arthur Kingfisher has lost his vitality and 
innovative ability in academy, and the literature field has also become a wild and lifeless place, but still 
Arthur Kingfisher wants to hold the position which will allow him to own an attractive amount of income 
for free. Initially, all the scholars didn’t know his intention and all endeavored towards the position.  

What is unexpected is that in the end of the MODERN LANGUAGE ASSOCIATION OF 
AMERICA, Arthur Kingfisher announces that he is prepared to come out of retirement and allow his 
name to go forward for the chair. Everybody is fooled; the reason why he makes this decision is that 
Persse’s question gives him vitality and energy. Persse asks that what will follow if everybody agrees 
with them. Hearing this question, Arthur Kingfisher flashes a sudden smile that is like sunshine breaking 
through cloud. It seems as if Persse’s question is the essence question that he is waiting for. He then 
answers that what matters in the field of critical practice is not truth but difference. If everybody is 
convinced by your arguments they would have to do the same as you and then there would be no 
satisfaction in doing it. To win is to lose the game. It is Persse’s question that grants him the inspiration. 
Different from the end of the Grail Legend, the result of the Small World is unpleasant. The critical field 
doesn’t revive, and scholars remain pursuing. For this phenomenon, David Lodge adopts the method of 
parody to analyze. 

Second, the technique of word play can be found in small World. Word play is a literary and 
narrative technique in which the nature of the words used themselves becomes part of the subject of the 
work. It means that the significance of the text disappears in the book. The theory is expressed through 
the decisiveness and spoof between people in the novel. Small World has two main themes: the first one 
is the pursuit of love, which is guided by Persse; the other theme is the pursuit of fame, which is guided 
by Zapp. Firstly, it is Angelica’s spoof of Persse. From the very beginning when Persse met Angelica at 
Rummidge campus, Angelica has become the symbol of signifier. Persse pursues Angelica for long and 
hopes to acquire the significance of signified. But the result is that Persse is fooled everywhere and every 
time by Angelica. The process of Persse’s pursuit itself hints language’s signifier and signified. In the 
other theme—pursuit of fame, Zapp and others tried their utmost to gain the position of the UNESCO 
chair of literary criticism. The former chairman of this position is Arthur Kingfisher. When everybody is 
fighting for this position and desirably waiting for the result, Arthur Kingfisher unexpectedly announces 
that he himself would come out of retirement and allow his own name to go forward for the chair. This 
end is undoubtedly out of everybody’s expectation. Then from the viewpoint of language, this position 
becomes the symbol of signifier.  

Zapp and other people pursue this position and wish to gain the significance of signified. But they 
are all disappointed and fooled by Arthur Kingfisher. People are deceiving each other and everything is 
uncertain. By analyzing all of these, Lodge tries to tell us that every word in academic field is both 
signifier and signified, and they are exchanging endlessly. Just as what Zapp has ever said in the novel 
“every decoding is another encoding”, so the word and even the world lose their significance. The above 
example tells us that language loses the accurate significance, and writing is just word play. Different 
readers can render the text with different meanings, and which are also in the process of deconstructing; 
as Rodney Wainaright can never complete his paper, Frobisher can never write novels again (Lodge, 
1977b, p. 1). Lodge has his own usage and definition of experimentalism. Lodge thinks that experimental 
novel suggests a sort of avant-garde determination to be outrageous, to be unpopular, and that a young 

653



writer of literary ambition nowadays, probably in both British and America, doesn’t seek to be willfully 
obscure or to be a writer for a minority audience. Lodge believes even writers of serious literary 
pretension are also very much alert to the market; they want to teach as big an audience as they can 
without comprising their artistic integrity, and they don't use experiment for the sake of it, but because 
that’s part of what they are trying to do or what they have to say (Joan, 2001, p. 297-303). Just as Lodge 
says, his adoption of parody and word play is avant-garde, but doesn’t it subvert his belief in realism? In 
the following part, this question will be answered. 

Postmodern Realism 
In the field of literary criticism, there are various definitions of realism. But in different stages it has 
different significances. In postmodern times, realism has its distinctive significance. Experimentalism and 
realism are not contradicted with each other, but two different writing techniques. In postmodern times, 
the two can paradoxically relate. Lodge, a writer who has experienced the postmodern times has grasped 
the spirit of the time and successfully used them at the same time to prove his feature of “Binary 
Opposition”. Lodge’s use of experimentalism doesn’t totally influence his realistic subject matter, instead, 
it reinforces his belief in realism, and all his novels reinforce the privileged position of literature, while it 
updates the traditional narrative techniques of the novel (Jackson,1983, p. 478). Indeed, in Lodge’s 
campus novels one can find this characteristic.  

The trilogy is created in realistic narrations with both modernist and postmodernist experimental 
devices. Lodge doesn’t want to adopt one and give up another; he uses them at the same time. As he says, 
“Though I play games with novels; basically I’m in the English realistic tradition. In order to create 
characters, I have to imagine histories for them, which are consistent eternally and also with real history” 
(Song, 2002, p. 10). Lodge does as he has ever said because he has discovered the feature of the 20th 
century – the special time. He knows what postmodern times require in literary writing. Lodge (1977a) 
points, “the falsity of the patterns imposed upon experience in the tradition realistic novel is common 
ground between the modernists and the postmodernists, but to the latter it seems that the modernists, too, 
for all their experimentation, obliquity and complexity, oversimplified the world and held out a fall hope 
of somehow making it at home in the human mind” (p. 226). 

The complex cultural condition requires more writing techniques, and Lodge tries to temporize both 
for artistically experimental reasons and because of the nature of reality (Haffenden, 1985, p. 11). 

As a matter of fact, realism and experimentalism can be linked together. Lodge (1977a) once 
suggested in his The Modes of Modern Writing that: “A working definition of realism in literature might 
be: the representation of experience in a manner which approximates closely to descriptions of similar 
experience in nonliterary texts of the same culture” (p. 25). And in his Working with Structuralism he 
says that Antimodernist writing, then, gives priority to content, and is apt to be impatient with formal 
experiment, which obscures and hinders communications (1977b). From the above statements one can 
find that realism and experimentalism are just the two sides of a coin. Imagine that if realism shows more 
concern on some contents of experiences, realism and experimentalism can be related for new forms. 
Lodge’s keeping choice of realism and experimentalism is the choice of a liberalist intellectual, for in 
Lodge’s (1971) own words, “if the case for realism has any ideology content it is that of liberalism.  

The aesthetics of compromise go naturally with the ideology of compromise, and it is no coincidence 
that both are under pressure at the present time” (p. 33). Lodge has proved the rationality of his use of 
both realism and experimentalism. The two elements are not exclusively opposite but can be connected in 
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a paradoxical way. His campus novels are deviations of realistic writings in postmodern times, and the 
trilogy also continues his realistic feature which is Lodge’s special way of attending to the postmodern 
times. That is why Lodge’s variety of forms and techniques is remarkable, and at the same time enjoys a 
big audience. At the crossroads, Lodge doesn’t lose his direction, and has formed his own style by using 
the technique of “Binary Opposition”. 
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[Abstract] Yan Geling has been focusing on women’s deep affections and experiences with great passion. The 
stories she told in her novels are unique, intricate and imbued with deep infections. In Fusang, Yan revealed a 
hard, bloody and tragic history of the Chinese immigrants. Her narration is a new annotation of the ancient 
Chinese femininity, gender relationship and cross-cultural communication. In this story, Yan showed deep 
concern for the survival state of traditional females abroad. She not only based the story on cross-cultural 
communication, but also combined her own life experiences with the story. It is no doubt that Fusang’s tenacity, 
tolerance, salvation and self-redeeming ability have given full expression of Yan’s appreciation and ode to the 
most primeval bionergy of women.  

[Keywords] Fusang; feminine virtue; salvation; maternal tolerance; ode to humanity 

Introduction 
Yan Geling is one of the most influential overseas Chinese writers in America. Arguing from her own 
female experiences, Yan has constructed a female world of rich connotation in her novels in the 
constructing way of female utterance. Just as Wang Anyi, a Chinese female writer pointed out, “All 
female writers observe and study life experiences and society congenitally from self starting. Self is the 
most important for them and place self in the most obvious position in their literary creation” (Wang, 
1992, p.134). 

Fusang, or The Lost Daughter of Happiness, a novel by Yan Geling, has become the major concern 
in the circle of literature since the publication in 1996. Most readers firmly believe that there was once 
such a real female as Fusang, the heroine in human history, though the heroine may purely be fabricated. 
However, because of Fusang, tribulation and perfect virtue have now become many scholars’ themes in 
their researches, though these researches may show more concern for feminine visualization. Most 
researchers, proceeding from Feminism and Post-Colonialism, often dissect such problems as 
feminine consciousness, self identity, traditional virtue and self-sacrifice and great love that are revealed 
in the novel. However, as an ignoble and controversial prostitute struggling underneath the American 
society, Fusang has seldom been found out to possess unimaginable greatness in filth and loftiness in 
adversity. Limitation is to be pointed out to former fruits of researches on Fusang.  

Fusang, a Tragedy of the Oppressed Women in Old China & Fusang, A Victim of Chinese 
Traditional Concept 

Fusang is a traditional female that inherited Chinese virtue while she is a woman of tragic fate. In feudal 
China, there were so many pandemic systems and etiquettes enforced to bound women. All through the 
feudal ages, men and the ruling class were doing their best to shackle women with Confucian ethics. 
Women had no social status as equal as men, but had to withstand pressure of political power, clan power, 
theocracy and manus. They possessed nothing except virtue and tragic fate. 

In Fusang, Yan Geling revealed the history of the oppressed women that had been covered with dust 
for about a hundred years. In this novel, through an overseas Chinese prostitute, Yan appealed boldly for 
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a correct evaluation of women struggling in abysm, showing deep concern over women’s status, destiny 
and rights, and bore conspicuous tint of feminism. Fusang is a typically oppressed woman experiencing 
numerous sufferings and hummed with all virtues of ancient Chinese women. She was an esteemed 
goddess as well as an ignoble whore. As a girl from impecunious China, she was looked down upon by 
white men and her fellow country men as well, at the same time when she greatly touched her 
surrounding world with her virtuous, frugal, lenient, caring, dedicating and self-motivating spirit. It is the 
very traditional virtue reflected by the Chinese women that often surprises gentlemen in the West World. 
Although Fusang was a prostitute from an ordinary family and suffered greatly from oppression, she 
played a superlative song of greatest virtue in misery.  

 Stimulations and Constraints of Feudal Ethics and Rites to Fusang 
Fusang not only keenly reveals the mischief to a Chinese prostitute in America but truly reflects 
constraints on the Chinese custom of politeness in the feudal autocratic age. Fusang was a rebel and a 
faithful servant of feudal ethics and rites. It is obvious that her tragedy originated from her pursuit of 
happiness. Just as Friedrich Engels pointed out, “All men will be in pursuit of happiness in their life time. 
They will seek for happiness in the outer world and in themselves as well. This is a mental awareness, and 
feeling has been condensed and deposited in the historical development of human beings” (Engels, 2003, 
p.51). She was ready to sacrifice anything in order to obtain her happiness. For the sake of happiness, she 
traveled far away independently across the sea and appeared to be brave and strong, regardless of her 
ignorance and weakness. As a result, she paid the price for happiness. 

Marriage without love was a common situation for women in the feudalist society. Fusang’s 
happiness searching resulted in her tragic fate and made her a prostitute, yet she didn’t thus sink for ever. 
She was not a girl regarding her chastity as her life, but she was also a holy virgin. As far as her 
unfavorable situation is concerned, she might marry to another man so as to get rid of her troublesome 
life. Yet she refused to accept any man, though at a time she realized that the husband she had been 
looking for had abandoned her. This fact shows that Fusang was restrained by the concept of feudal ethics 
and rites, because in ancient China, it was an unpardonable crime for a woman to marry again even if her 
husband had died. In matter of marriage, women had to obey their parents’ order and matchmaker’s 
words. They were forced to follow them whoever they married with. They couldn’t choose an ideal 
husband as they wished. A woman might be abandoned by her husband freely, but she should never leave 
him on her own will. A husband might mistreat his wife, but the wife had to be loyal to her husband.  

 Fusang’s Tenacious Spirit in Her Weak Representation – The Representative and Weak 
Features of Fusang 

“The history of the women in oppression and discrimination in the past thousand years is actually a 
history of depravity, since it has crowded human culture with disgrace and led to a great deviation of 
humanity” (Liu, 1996, p.21) Fusang lived in a period when the feudal society would die out and capitalist 
society began to sprout. At that time, feudalists believed that women were inferior to men and this 
thought had also branded in women’s soul. Women’s fate should only be controlled by men. So since the 
day when Fusang was born, she was doomed to be a weak one, not only in body but also in soul. She 
could only live by attaching herself to the patriarchal society. When she was a baby, her father married 
her to a stranger. From then on, her life was, without any choice, sentenced to her husband whom she 
never met. Although the husband had left home for gold rush when she grew up, she was still constrained 
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by her husband’s family. She was grabbed to kowtow with a rooster on the day of wedding and she began 
doing the entire household since the day she arrived at the family. For such a reason, Fusang was mocked 
by others, “Your mother-in-law has married you in for herself. Don’t you know that?” (Yan, p. 46). 

While in America, Fusang once tried to fight against her fate since she was reluctant to be a 
prostitute. So she ran off with another girl without clear intention. But she came back willingly the next 
day. Her unexpected return cruelly discouraged so many readers. Some may angrily think that she would 
degrade herself. However, if they will put themselves in her place, the readers will know that without the 
hateful whorehouse, it was impossible for her to survive in the patriarchal society. She had no other 
alternative, since she had no money, skill or social status. The patriarchal society had deprived her of 
everything materially and psychologically. The only thing she possessed was her living-making body. In 
order to earn her basic sustenance, she kept selling her body to men. It is another embodiment of Fusang’s 
weak nature. 

Fusang’s Tenacious Quality 
Fusang was always manipulated and stayed at a passive position. She suffered multiple exploration and 
oppression from woman traders, procuresses and ruffians in China Town. Although her body completely 
became a kind of commodity intended for men, she always kept tough and lenient. She could contain all 
the misery and aggression. Her courage and ability of bearing made her a goddess of domination. Her 
water like effeminacy and obedience meant subjugation. Just as Lao Tze, a Chinese philosopher, 
mentioned in his Tao Te Ching, “Women are as good as water. In the world there is nothing more 
submissive and weak than water. Yet it is also hard, strong and all-conquering. Penetrating stone are 
solvency, large proportion of ubiquity and duration” (Wang Bi: 2011, p.45). Fusang used her feminine 
tenderness to deal with virile robustiousness. That was her only survival tool. On the surface, she 
depended upon or even attached to males, yet she in fact dominated her own body, males and even the 
world and became a myth of women in the vision of men. Most of the prostitutes could not stand the life's 
hardship. They returned to dust soon after they lost their chastity and charm as flowers faded in. But 
Fusang was still fresh and beautiful like a “good-as-new bride” (Yan, p. 3). That’s because she could keep 
smiling sincerely no matter what happens; she was content with every one and every thing. Event in front 
of the misery, she still remained unruffled.  

Fusang’s Elegy for the Spiritual Salvation: Fusang's Humanistic Salvation to Dayong 
“Females are both creators and savers of lives” (Li, 2008, p.32). Fusang’s rendering-good-for-evil 
philosophy formed her humanistic salvation to Dayong. He was a complicated figure. As a famous mob 
in China Town he owed five human and nine horse lives. He had a cruel and pitiless character. At an 
auction, he killed an innocent baby with no hesitation and got delight in selling women. He was also a 
man who dared to say “No” to white men. To him, Fusang was only a pet and a tool for discharging 
desire. But she was dedicated to taking care of his daily life. She never said ‘No’ to Dayong’s 
arrangement and decision. She was not able to remember any name of the whoremaster, but remembered 
clearly every habit and itching of Dayong. Even after suffering the gang-rape in a revolt, she still got up 
to prepare soup for him on the next morning, as she did everyday. When she knew that the man who had 
bought and sold her was the husband she was looking for, she might have sorrow, despair and wrath in 
her heart, but she had no resent and only kept the misery for herself and bore everything silently. The 
silent Fusang was dumb in front of the ‘husband’. Her silent tolerance and calmness toward misery 
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changed the mob gradually. “No one knew what had made him suddenly start performing good deeds” 
(Yan, p. 252). More and more goodness were revealed in his human nature. He stopped the physical 
business of selling prostitutes and stopped killing people arbitrarily. When he found that the watchman of 
the whorehouse stole his money and wanted to run away, he did not kill the man as he did in the past. He 
only said, “Go away”. He also stopped treating Fusang as a pet or a tool of making money, he began to 
respect her. He wanted to marry her off to make her lead a normal life as a normal woman.  

Fusang’s Spiritual Salvation to Chris 
In front of Chris, Fusang exhibited her maternity. Her maternity impelled Chris to go on his mental 
adventure. In his eyes, she was a beautiful legend and story of the Orient. Her every smile and gesture 
contained myth of the magic Orient. Her ‘three-inch lotus feet’, which were really two-point-eight inches, 
stabbed the eyes and nerve of this 12-year-old boy. His primal desire and impulsion were lifted by her red 
blouse. He raped her in a revolt, but she didn’t hate him, instead she tolerated his crime. Just as a Chinese 
scholar said, “Give space to people through understanding and give opportunities to yourself through 
tolerance. The world is inevitably wide for those who can tolerate others for their mistakes and even 
crimes” (Jia Wei: 2010, p.19). Toward Chris, Fusang always held a sheltered love which was full of 
maternity. She showed Chris her tolerance, sympathy and care. When she knew that Chris suffered a lot 
for her, she pretended not remembering who raped her. She hoped her lover who was still a child could 
forget her. This tender mother love made Chris become more infatuated. But when she saw the sad eyes 
of Chris, she exhibited her motherly care again, “I really am sorry” (Yan, p. 40), Fusang said again, 
consoling him with her eyes. For this love and care, Chris betrayed his family. Chris spent nearly all his 
time in understanding gradually that the reason he threw himself into this woman was her maternity. His 
desire for maternity was awaken by ignoble woman. Just as Kong Fanru wrote, “Fusang wove her 
tolerance into a fishing net and round up good and evil on earth at one fell swoop. Her maternal instinct 
that can tolerate the world earned her the respect of world people and showed the unique character of 
Chinese traditional females” (Kong, 2013, p.32). 

D. H. Lawrence said: “For mankind, great interrelationship starts invariably from the relation 
between the two sexes. And this always-in-change relation will forever be a new and central clue for 
understanding life” (Lawrence, 1987, p.51) Fusang forgave the offence of Chris’s rape. She kept Chris’s 
evidence of crime – a brass button, in her hair silently. Her tolerance for Chris was an ostrich policy. It 
was like a child who was cheated gently by the young and naughty mother. Fusang “had…her forgiveness 
into a net…in that net of forgiveness, she had even take away his chance of tell her what he had done” 
(Yan, p. 249). No blame and question, she contained all the things. No matter right or wrong, good or 
evil. She had no judgment and comment, she only offered her love. Only maternity can own such 
profound forgiveness and satisfaction in front of death. The ancient oriental maternity gave Fusang the 
power and courage to open herself to be trampled by others.  

Fusang’s behavior and attitude made Chris feel ashamed of himself. So he decided to make up for his 
outrage and compensate her for the sufferings with a marriage. Chris dated with her, regardless of his 
family instructions and betrayed his family. Fusang also loved the white boy in the depth of her heart. But 
she did not choose to live with him. Because she knew that the moral standard of the cultural society 
required a woman to obey the etiquette norms in a normal society with a clean body and heart. Maybe, 
Chris would really marry with her, but they might not be able to keep love and marriage at an identical 
position all the time. Fusang was a kind of beauty that generated from crime. She could not exist in the 
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cultural criterion and order. All the education, family and discipline of Chris could not bear such a woman 
like Fusang. She understood her own identity and status, so she depressed her affection toward Chris. She 
cut off the entanglement between her and Chris with a marriage. Her choice kept their love stayed at the 
most beautiful moment which left Chris a sweet memory. Her choice was good for Chris’s life. With her 
help, Chris could lead a peaceful life at ease. He did not have to bother to fight with secular pressures and 
discrimination. “He had realized that his whole upright life had been ushered along by Fusang’s 
forgiveness” (Yan, p. 250). It was a prostitute who fulfilled a spiritual salvation toward him. He spent his 
whole life on opposing the persecution toward the Chinese. He tried his best to save Fusang’s fellowmen 
with grateful mind. He developed her salvation into a new range which transcended gender and race.  

Fusang’s Self-redeeming Ability Is Psychic Salvation to All Human Beings 
Just the same as Eugene O’Neill, an American playwright, who shaped an earth mother as a prostitute in 
his play The Great God Brown, Yan Geling created Fusang to be a natural oriental woman who owned 
broad and flexible temperament of an earth mother. When she was trampled and destroyed, she used her 
submissive attitude to protect herself. Her soul became a phoenix which rose from the ashes and was 
reborn through the fire. When she was a slave to men, her gesture of kneeling was a gesture of 
forgiveness, losing its original sense of slavishness because of its moderateness. When she suffered the 
distressing rape in succession, she broke up the unbearable tragic fate again by her way of accepting 
misery. The freedom of her heart finally turned “passiveness” into “domination”. She liked the broad and 
steady earth as it nourished numerous vibrant creatures with its body which could shelter all the evils. It 
supported both the strong and the weak existing in the broad world with its eternal gesture of being 
trampled. Fusang, with her silence and forgiveness, finally combined the status of a prostitute and 
temperament of an earth mother as one. She became a typical oriental female image among Yan’s works. 
She owned frankness, forgiveness and unconditional sacrificial spirit of the ancient female.  

In Yan Geling’s novels, forgiveness and deliberation of females make the salvation toward men 
come true. However, the women’s consciousness of saving themselves and the cost of self-salvation are 
more impressive. Fusang’s forgiveness and deliberation not only saved others, but also eliminated the 
misery and danger for her time and time again. At first, she was abducted to step on the boat for America. 
When the women trader removed the poultice on her mouth and urged her not to take it to heart with a 
sigh, she slurped a bowl of congee down with black gunk. She was the only one among the kidnapped 
girls who did not raise a huge resistance and refuse to eat. During the three month of crossing the sea, she 
could sleep deeply even when she was sitting. Most of the kidnapped girls were died of infectious disease 
on the way. But Fusang’s calm state of mind kept her far away from the disease. She finally arrived in 
America with a healthy body. Fusang was forced to be a prostitute in America and she saw many 
prostitutes died when they were still very young. Except the damage on their bodies, the damage on spirit 
was more fatal to the prostitutes. Every prostitute hoped to be redeemed by a man, but “men spoke of 
marriage all the time, but once the promise escaped their lips, they disappeared” (Yan, p. 93). They look 
forward to the man day after day. Gradually, their hearts died, and then their bodies would not live longer. 
Although Fusang had received numerous guests, she forgot them immediately. She never held any 
imagination and hope towards men, she could face all the misery by herself. No hope, no disappointment. 
So she lived till her ninety. It was rare among the prostitutes.  
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Conclusion 
All in all, Fusang was a woman with prosperous vitality. Just as Professor Jin Yuanpu concluded, “The 
ancient and feminine characteristic of the Oriental women has been bloodily displayed in this woman. She 
is as perfect in virtues as a goddess” (Jin, 2004, p.151 ). As a prostitute, she should be looked down upon 
by conventional people, yet many traditional virtues of an Oriental female embodied in her will be 
respected by all people. Her docile, humble, perseverant, apprehensive and self-sacrificing character will 
be extolled by all men. A woman like Fusang may live in whatever humiliating and humble environment, 
her humanity and maternity will always shine brightly. Therefore, an individual's greatness cannot be 
judged objectively by his or her earthshaking achievements, but his or her extraordinary in the ordinary. 
This is the main ingredient of Fusang’s superlative virtue song. While reading Fusang, a careful reader 
may find a strangely familiar gaudiness in it. That is not the literal gaudiness; that is not the descriptive 
gaudiness. That is the primitive gaudiness that inherits glorious humanity. 

References 
Lawrence, D. H. (2009). Morality and novels. Shanghai: Shanghai Translation Publishing House. 
Friedrich Engels.(2003). The origin of family, private ownership and state. Beijing: People's Publishing 

House.  
Jia, Wei. (2010). Women of good mentality lead a charmed life. Beijing: China Textile Press.  
Jin, Y. P. (2004). Culture study: Theory and practice. Kaifeng: Henan University Press. 
Kong, Fanru. (2013). On problems of cultural identity of the overseas Chinese women in Fusang. 

Changsha: Literatures.  
Li, Yanxia. (2011). Sympathy and redemption. Zhuhai: Journal of Zhuhai City Polytechnic College.  
Liu, Huiying. (1995). Walk out of the traditional hedge of patriarchy. Beijing: Sanlian Press.  
Wang, Bi. (2011). Annotation of Laozi’s Tao Te Ching. Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company.  
Wan, Anyi. (1992). My collection of anchorless language. Shanghai: Shanghai Literature and Art Press.  
 

661



Xiang Zhu’s Absorption and Innovation from Coleridge∗  

Cui Dan 
School of English Studies, College of Humanities & Sciences of Northeast Normal University, 

Changchun, China  
Email: summerelephant@126.com 

Sui Mingcai 
School of English Studies, College of Humanities & Sciences of Northeast Normal University, 

Changchun, China 
Email: mingcai5266@yahoo.com.cn 

[Abstract] As one of Chinese influential new poets, Xiang Zhu enjoys a high reputation for his great 
contribution to new poetry in view of his poetic creation as well as certain aesthetic principles in poetry 
appreciation and composition. Undoubtedly, Xiang Zhu is deeply influenced by English Romanticism, 
especially by Keats. However, undeniably noted is the fact that Xiang Zhu also takes inspiration from another 
Romantic poet Coleridge due to the latter’s marvelous imagination, bizarre and gothic atmosphere creation 
and images as well as delicate arrangement of English words to achieve certain rhythm and rhyme. Further, 
instead of following every step of Coleridge, Xiang Zhu, immerged in Chinese ancient poetry and observed 
carefully the characteristics of Chinese character, achieves certain innovation from Coleridge in view of 
mingling Chinese legendary tales into poetry and Chinese featured rhythm to produce special Chinese new 
poetry. 

[Keywords] Xiang Zhu; Coleridge; influence; innovation 

Introduction 
Highly praised as “Chinese Keats” (Xun Lu) and “poet’s poet” (Wuji Liu), Xiang Zhu (1904-1933) is one 
of vigorous and influential Chinese new poets for his composition of Chinese romantic poetry. 
Unfortunately, he committed suicide at 29, leaving such a loss to Chinese new poetry history. However, 
he wrote over 100 short and long poems in various experimental forms and thus made certain contribution 
to Chinese new poetry. Although we can not ignore or deny the controversy over his identity as the 
member of “Crescent School” established by Zhimo Xu, another pioneering new poet in China, one thing 
can be guaranteed is that his poetic style represents the Chinese romanticism that is to a large extent 
influenced by English Romanticism, especially by Keats according to the current academic conclusion in 
the comparative study. However, certain concentration on the similarity and identification of Xiang Zhu 
with Keats can enrich the present research and propel it to in-depth degree, but it sometimes makes us 
unconsciously turn a blind eye to the influence from other romantic poets, among whom Coleridge should 
be concerned most.  

Xiang Zhu admires Coleridge so much that he always expresses his worship for Coleridge, taking his 
poetical thoughts and practice as the resource for further innovation. Several reasons can be attributed for 
his learning from the exotic forefather, and among them the overseas study and abundant reading account 
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for most. Xiang Zhu, in order to gain inspiration from western literature, obtains the opportunity to get in 
touch with English Romantic in one way or another. Therefore, it is quite certain that within close contact 
with Coleridge, Xiang Zhu must be influenced by the latter to a great extent. Therefore, Xiang Zhu is 
quite grateful towards and admirable for Coleridge’s poetic attainment. Xiang Zhu once clearly 
articulated that only Coleridge’s imagination is incredible and incomparable since Coleridge not only 
seeks the inspiration from ordinary life but is stimulated by the super body experience and creates 
super-sensed “imagination” instead of “fancy”. Also, Xiang Zhu worships Coleridge’s gothic and bizarre 
images as well as the manipulation of intense colors. Besides, in his mind, Coleridge’s exquisite syntax in 
view of alliteration, assonance, consonance, etc. have set up good models for Xiang Zhu to follow. 
However, Xiang Zhu is not limited within Coleridge’s delicately technical range but realizes individual 
innovation in view of the features of Chinese characters. Consequently, Xiang Zhu ultimately 
accomplishes his contribution to Chinese new poetry through his diligent learning from Coleridge and 
creative composing of poems.  

Coleridge’s Influence on Xiang Zhu 
Even though there is lack of direct evidence to identify his direct approach to Coleridge, however, based 
on his later thorough appreciation and comprehensive interpretation of Coleridge’s poetic practice and 
principles, we can positively assert that he could have certain recognition of Coleridge as one of the 
influential English romantic poets. Besides, his overseas study provides him precious opportunity to 
contact with Coleridge’s works. While studying in America, Xiang Zhu was determined to collect rare 
books and took them back to China in order to enrich the research scale of foreign literature, among 
which English romantic poems account for a proportional part and his selective course on British 
literature offered him chances to read Romantic poems, among which “Coleridge’s Youth and Age, 
‘Kubla Khan’, Ancient Mariner and Christabel” won his favor (Pu, 1994). Complimented as the 
contributor to the romantic poem translation, Xiang Zhu devoted himself to some of Coleridge’s poems 
including “Kubla Khan” and “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner”, and thus naturally was influenced by 
this precursor in the poetic creation.  

Xiang Zhu’s thrilling and marvelous subjects should be attributed to that of Coleridge. While Xiang 
Zhu presents his comments on the poetic subjects of Moruo Guo, he finds out the similarity between 
those of Moruo Guo’s and of Coleridge’s, for he realizes that both poets “seek out the subjects from the 
modern life” (Pu, 1994). For example, Moruo Guo’s poem Standing upon the mountain top weaves the 
subject of “vessels” in “At heavy, dark harbors, are lying those vessels, Those vessels are moving, Those 
numerous vessels” (Pu, 1994). Here, the core subject of “vessel” reminds Xiang Zhu of Coleridge’s 
verses of “Like those trim skiffs, unknown of yore, /On winding lakes and rivers wide,/ That ask no aid of 
sail or oar,/ That fear no spike of wind or tide” (Pu, 1994) in Youth and Age. In the same token, a careful 
investigation into Xiang Zhu’s poetry can prove Xiang Zhu’s pursuit for introduction of ordinary items 
into new poetry. He uses the subject of “skiff” in “Along the beach, after you kissed me with lips,/then 
returning to the skiff for wandering” in Dynamics and Tranquil. Even sometimes he seek sources from 
the trivial issues in daily life like “purchasing the shoe polishing ”, “company”, “car horn”, “skyscraper” 
in Rain (Zhu, 1987). 

Simultaneously, Xiang Zhu identifies with Coleridge’s distinction of “fancy” from “imagination” 
(Pu, 1994). He pinpoints that Coleridge has aroused the literary figures to distinguish both terms, which 
according to Coleridge’s comprehension, “‘fancy’ is the fake antique but ‘imagination’ is unique” (p. 
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173). Xiang Zhu highly praises Coleridge’s unprecedented imagination that he deems except for Bo Li, 
the famous poet in Tang Dynasty in China, seldom any other Chinese poets can realize such high 
theoretical level. According to Xiang Zhu, one of resources for the incomparable imagination in 
Coleridge case probably stems from the latter’s super body experience caused by opium. It seems, from 
Xiang Zhu’s perspective, quite a controversial issue. Since on one hand, Xiang Zhu has to admit the 
negative impact of the opium on Coleridge’s poetic inspiration, for he laments, “It is one of most tragic 
stories in literature history that Coleridge’s happiness and health are devastated by opium” (Pu, 1994). 
But simultaneously, Xiang Zhu admits objectively that “it is worthy for Coleridge to taste the opium and 
to come up with Kubla Khan” (Pu, 1994). Conclusively, Xiang Zhu admires Coleridge’s 
super-experienced feeling created in his poetry, a kind of separation of the “body” and “soul” (Pu, 1994). 
Interestingly, though Xiang Zhu consciously understands the devastating effect of cigarettes on health and 
prefers to quit smoking, however, he still can not help smoking, especially for the poetic composition 
since “he always betrays the sacred commandment while composing poetry” (Pu, 1994). Xiang Zhu once 
indicates his hope for simple poetic creative career in Italian Sonnet 35, especially his primitive request 
for cigarettes in the verses of “Others I do not desire, neither do I demand, / besides a good cigarette, for 
smoking a whole day” (Zhu, 1987). Therefore, in his poems, Xiang Zhu originates the super body 
experience.   

Xiang Zhu is also influenced by Coleridge in description of the sound. In his criticism on Yiduo 
Wen’s poetry, he disagrees with Wen’s techniques of metaphors and categorizes them into the fallacy of 
“Mixed Metaphor”. Then, he quotes Coleridge’s poetic lines to share with Wen “Slowly the sounds came 
back again,/Now mixed, now one by one./ And now’t was like all instruments,/ Now like a lonely flute” 
from The Rime of the Ancient Mariner. Xiang Zhu emphasizes that “these lines as the description of the 
sound are genuinely impressive” (Pu, 1994). Similarly, in composing poem “Pray for the Sun”, Xiang 
Zhu describes the scenes of “mixed all instruments” and the “harmony of drums and bells” (Zhu, 1987). 
In the same token, Xiang Zhu describes the sweet song of the birds in his poem Rain: “Also, from 
somewhere through the atmosphere, /Lingering the crisp, crystal chirpings of birds” (Zhu, 1987). In 
another poem “The Spring Bird”, Xiang Zhu still declares his favor for the celestial voice of the bird in 
the line of “The bird of spring,/ Although I don’t know thy name,/ Under the clouds,/your singing is heard 
everywhere” (Zhu, 1987). 

Next, Xiang Zhu appreciates Coleridge’s mature and crafted description of colors to create certain 
mysterious and gothic atmosphere as well as bizarre images. Xiang Zhu once expresses his understanding 
of poetic beauty represented by conspicuous and prominent combination of distinct colors. In Xiang 
Zhu’s mind, “the beauty of poetry is not only confined to the colors of ‘red’ or ‘green’, though 
Coleridge’s The Rime of the Ancient Mariner is dominated by those colors” (Pu, 1994). Actually, 
Coleridge’s vivid and life-like description of the bizarre and gothic atmosphere through the manipulation 
of dazzling colors was quite representative. For example, Coleridge depicts various states of sun in “Nor 
dim nor red, like God’s own head./The glorious Sun uprist” (Wang, 2010) and “All in a hot and copper 
sky,/The bloody Sun, at noon” (p. 677) as well as the “Almost upon the western wave,/Rested the broad 
bright sun” (680). He also describes the pale color of moon in “Whiles all the night, through fog-smoke 
white,/ Glimmered the white Moon-shine” (Wang, 2010). His stars have lost their glistening and 
twinkling in “The sun’s rim dips; the stars rush out”. All of those descriptions present us the feelings of 
thirst and desperation of the old mariner, the overwhelming power of the god and nature as well as the 
threatening and terrifying atmosphere. Also, an eye-catching image of water snake comes into being 
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under Coleridge’s pen in his verses “Within the shadow of the ship/I watch’d their rich attire: Blue, 
glossy green, and velvet black, /They coil’d and swam; and every track/ Was a flash of golden fire” 
(Wang, 2010). Also, Xiang Zhu portrays the bizarre Death of Plague in “a snake in hand and a black bag 
flung back, / dark green splendor shining over the whole body” in the “Victory of Death” (Zhu, 1987). 

Likewise, Xiang Zhu makes the best use of colors in the description of the natural scenes and 
surroundings to create certain atmosphere. In order to establish the splendid and grand feeling, he 
describes the bright flames beside the palace gates in contrast to the dimness and darkness in “Before 
palace entrance, strong flames from two torches, break the darkness and lighten the walls” in Morning 
Melody (Zhu, 1987). He also characterizes the mournful lamenting in describing the tomb by contrasting 
bright and dark in “A yellow crescent,/Peeped through the dark clouds,/ A yellow crescent,/ suddenly fell 
from mountain range” in the poem There is a Tomb. 

From poetic perspective, Xiang Zhu admires Coleridge’s thoughts of “consciousness arrangement of 
words” proposed in his Biographia Literaturia. Xiang Zhu even emphasizes the importance of the poetic 
form to the whole quality of poetry through the metaphor of the sportsman. According to Xiang Zhu, the 
syllables to a poem are just like the muscles to the sportsman, which means good syllables create good 
musical effects, which are the key elements to the ultimate attainment of good poetry. Xiang Zhu makes 
the assumption that “if there is no musical effect in poetry, then, it can not be designated as poetry as a 
flower is not a flower if it does not smell sweet or a beauty woman without eyes” (Pu, 1994). In Xiang 
Zhu’s view, the syllable can guarantee the musical effect, which refers to “rhythm” and more specifically, 
the “rhyme”. However, according to Niansheng Luo, the “rhythm” in Xiang Zhu’s mind refers to a great 
extent the “rhyme”. Xiang Zhu actually pays much attention to the rhyme, and he seldom writes the 
unrhymed poetic form like blank verse except for one poem “Sea Sailing”. Apart from that, almost all of 
his poems are composed in certain rhyme. Sometimes, he is so stubborn that he breaks the fixed set 
phrase at the end of the verse, “which realizes the rhyming effect however at the expense of the clear 
meaning” (Luo, 2010) and therefore due to such ardent pursuit, he is often criticized. 

Thus, through the direct and indirect contact with Coleridge’s poetic practice and principles, Xiang 
Zhu is influenced from multiple facets including poetic imagination, super experience, and manipulation 
of colors as well as description of sound. Also, following the trace of Coleridge, Xiang Zhu pays more 
attention to the rhyming of his poetry. Thus, while inspired by Coleridge, Xiang Zhu contributes more to 
the Chinese new poetry with rich imagination and poetic form transformation in comparison with other 
new poets.  

Xiang Zhu’s Innovation from Coleridge 
Although Xiang Zhu is significantly influenced by Coleridge, he does not lose his own identity in the 
process of learning from this precursor. With sufficient nurture in the Chinese traditional culture and his 
strong native consciousness, he is determined to create poetry with Chinese characteristics, which can be 
indicated and interpreted by his term the “cultural imperialism”, referring to the maintenance and 
prosperity of Chinese culture. Actually, his learning from Coleridge can be considered as an expedient 
due to the anxiety caused by the “strong poet” (Bloom, 1997). His imagination stems from the solid 
foundation of the Chinese folk and legendary tales as well as some Chinese historical figures and reputed 
romantic poets. Also, he endeavors to make the best use of Chinese characters’ syllables and 
pronunciation to create certain rhythm and rhyme.  
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In view of Chinese legendary tales introduced into imagination, he interweaves Naihe River 
(Acheron) in poetry to imply death. Naihe River, according to Chinese traditional culture, is the place 
which the souls of the dead have to cross over after death before being sent to see the Lord Yanluo (King 
of Hell) in order to forget about his or her identity in the previous life and start a new life through 
reincarnation. On the topic of death and rebirth, Xiang Zhu puts the motif of reincarnation in poem 
“Summoning the Spirit of Dead”. Besides, in some of his poetic works, Chinese historically influential 
figures and famous poets are incorporated into his serial poems. Here in one poem the emperor of Nan 
Tang Dynasty, Yu Li is lamented due to his irresponsible administration over his nation and Zhaojun 
Wang is highly praised in his poem “Zhaojun comes to the frontier”. Chinese well-noted romantic poet Po 
Li (A.D. 701-762) in Tang Dynasty is worshiped due to his romantic spirit. Po Li is the comprehensive 
model for the Chinese Romantic spirit, which exerts great influence on Xiang Zhu for arousing his 
passionate emotion and Romantic spirit, especially in his imagination. Shi Su, another popular poet in 
Song Dynasty dominates a poem to cast the traditional charming to the whole poetry.  

Furthermore, Xiang Zhu’s significant contribution “lies in the innovation of poetic form” (Li, 
104-105). In terms of rhythm, Xiang Zhu finds out that individual Chinese character featured with the 
single syllable can only achieve certain rhythm effect in accordance with the Ping (Stressed) and Ze 
(Unstressed) rules. Xiang Zhu with his fundamental accumulation and penetrating interpretation of 
Chinese ancient culture usually emphasizes such aesthetic principle above mentioned rule. He highlights 
the technique of repetitive fixed number of characters in each line to achieve the rhythm. Throughout his 
poems, he tries numbers of characters ranging from one to eleven. Therefore, when composing poems, he 
turns to arrange the rhythm according to Chinese character’s vocal features and numbers. In view of 
realizing alliteration and consonance as well as assonance, which are quite dominant features of English 
Romantic poetry, Xiang Zhu exploits the similar pronunciation of Chinese characters to realize these 
effects. This is especially due to The Rime of Ancient Mariner, which is one of Xiang Zhu’s favorite 
works featured with alliteration, consonance as well as assonance. For the purpose of alliteration, Xiang 
Zhu exploits the phrases beginning with the same pronunciation like “xiāng xìn”, (trust) (Zhu, 1987) “sǐ 
shén”, (God of Death) (Zhu, 1987). For the assonance, he would like to coinage phrases with similar 
sounds like “xījì” (hope), “chǒng hǒng” (spoil), “lián mián”(connection).  

Also, “rhyme” in Xiang Zhu’s poem performs the responsibility of conveying the poetic meaning, 
sometimes the intense emotional change or the cheerful and happy feelings, just name a few. He would 
like to use the prolonged pronunciation of “ang” as the end rhyme in “Dàn Shì Xìu Chéng Gong 
YīShàng,/ Yǐ Jīng Gùo Qù lè Chūn Guāng”, (While embroidering is done,/Alas the spring time is gone) in 
“Long Song” (Zhu, 1987). By “ang”, Xiang Zhu in this poem conveys the narrator’s sorrowful and 
regretful feelings towards his lass. Besides, he exploits the rhyme of “in” in “Shuí Zhī Dào Lián ZǐDe 
Xīn/ Cháng Dào le Zhè Bān Kǔ Xīn.” (Who knows the seed of lotus, can ever be utmost bitter) (Zhu, 
1987). Through Chinese Pinyin “in”, the narrator would like to voice his miserable and suffering 
experience.   

Actually, Xiang Zhu highlights that Chinese Character possesses the feature of ideogram-constitution 
of Chinese character conveying certain implication. He appreciates “飙” (biāo), indicating fast speed. 
Divided habitually into two parts, the left and the right, “飙” implies “three dogs are racing against the 
wind”. Therefore, quite a clear picture takes shape. Embracing such idea, Xiang Zhu injects this usage 
into his poetic creation and accomplishes many high-qualified poems. Take the poem of “Zhāojūn 
Coming to the Frontier” for example. Xiang Zhu manages to produce the tranquil and gloomy atmosphere 
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by the music stemming from Chinese traditional musical instrument Pipa (琵琶). In technique, Xiang Zhu 
consistently repeats it in the first line in each of five stanzas, “Pipa, my Pipa in accompany” (Zhu, 1987). 
When confronted with several strokes in this word, people are intrigued to imagine the exquisite and 
delicate constitution of this musical instrument, especially the winding curves in the word representing 
the strings in the instrument.   

Conclusion 
As one of influential new poets in Chinese modern poetry history, Xiang Zhu did impressionistic 
contribution towards Chinese new poetry due to his poetic efforts in the imitation of as well as surpassing 
over Coleridge. Admittedly, Xiang Zhu’s admiration for English romantic poets and their respectively 
exquisite skills and crafts have deeply aroused Xiang Zhu’s interest and consequently stimulated his 
conscious or unconscious admiration for them. If Keats is the initial stimulus, then Coleridge must be 
Xiang Zhu’s guide in some specific skills like imagination, subjects, colors as well as sounds. Shadowed 
in Coleridge’s glowing image, Xiang Zhu is not limited within Coleridge’s poetic achievements and 
creatively utilizes Chinese poetic marrows to enrich his composition. Thus, Xiang Zhu accomplished 
certain kind of Chinese romantic poetry with certain traditional styles.  
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[Abstract] The Iceberg Theory (also known as the "theory of omission") is American writer Ernest 
Hemingway’s writing style, which is an art of concision, namely, wordy concision and experience concision. 
Through the concision and deletion the author expresses the voice from the bottom of his heart with minimal 
amount of words. A Clean Well-lighted Place is one of Hemingway’s distinguished short stories, in which we 
can see clearly how the theory functions in it. This paper tries to demonstrate its function through analyzing 
symbols, characters and repetitions.  

[Keywords] Ernest Hemingway; iceberg theory; A Clean Well-lighted Place; nothingness 

Introduction 
Ernest Hemingway has gained a worldwide reputation not only for his novels but his short stories. He is a 
master in writing the short sentence with the swift, terse dialogue. He was awarded the Nobel Prize for 
literature in 1954 for his “mastery of the art of modern narration”. From his writings we can find his 
unique style, iceberg theory, a classic writing style demonstrating “the art that conceals art”. He explained 
the theory as seven-eighths underwater and one-eight showing before the readers. Anything the writer 
eliminates and hides from the readers that can strengthen the iceberg. Hemingway further explained, “If a 
writer knows enough about what he is writing, he may omit things that he knows and the reader, if the 
writer is writing truly enough, will have a feeling as strongly as though the writer had stated them. The 
dignity of movement of an iceberg is due to only one-eighth of it being above water.”(Hemingway, 1932，
p.192). He also said, “A writer should once write what he wants to say but not speak it.”(qtd. Cui & Zhu, 
2009).  

The iceberg theory is a writing skill related to the art of both words concision and experience 
concision. The former means to make language as necessary as concise as possible by using the minimum 
amount of adjectives, metaphors, and even the long sentences, while the latter refers to finite words with 
infinite meanings. What Hemingway deleted is the world leaving for readers to imagine, and the deletion 
activates the reader’s participation at maximum to follow the writer’s thoughts with his own experience 
and knowledge. It was a different activation from the wordy Realistic writing method and sentimental 
Romantic writing method. The experience concision was requiring a higher level of recognition from both 
the reader and the writer. So how to express the complete idea of the writer with the one-eighth part of 
“what he has to say” is of importance in Hemingway’s works. Here we try to find the seven-eighths part 
of “what he did not say” underwater. 

The Iceberg Theory Functions in the Story 
This is a big topic, so we just discuss it from the following aspects. 

The Title A Clean Well-lighted Place 
The theme of Hemingway’s A Clean Well-lighted Place is nothingness, from which we see the void from 
the old man’s unsuccessful suicide and the old waiter’s soliloquy. Actually the phrase “a clean, 
well-lighted place” caused the same strong emotional resonance to Americans as the Shakespeare’s lines 
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“To be or not to be” caused to the British. It means a refuge for the old people (Mi, 2010). The old man 
looked for a clean, well-lighted place to drink hard and to drive away his fear. The young man lived 
confidently and ignored the truth of life. The old waiter seeing nothing optimistically also looked for 
order and meaning by staying late in the clean, well-lighted café. A Clean Well-lighted Place implies the 
orderly place where the solitary people can drink with dignity. Thus the theme of the story is revealed, 
namely, human desires for order and meaning in the chaos of reality. The author suggests that man should 
face the challenge with dignity, fight the battles with passion though life is nothingness and meaningless.  

This is a theme story in which Hemingway uses 83 paragraphs and 136 sentences in all. He is a 
master of the art of words. The words he employs are not only concrete, specific but commonly found and 
conversational. The sentences he uses are syntactically short and simple with orderly organization and 
concise expression. Sometimes they are too colloquial and even ungrammatical. The author tells the story 
by jointing symbols and characters and by repeating the image of dark and the word of nada. Symbols are 
objects, characters, or colors used to represent abstract ideas or concepts. Hemingway uses symbols to 
help the reader to gain a better comprehension of what the seven-eighths of the theme underwater that 
looks like in this story.  

The Contrast between Light and Darkness 
A Clean, Well-lighted Place is a story of light and shadow. Instead of portraying a colorful world, the 
writer chooses a story happened at night. The simple but sharp contrast between light and dark made an 
easier way for the reader to think of the image of death. This is the experience concision. The light 
symbolizes the comfort and the company of others, while the night symbolizes death. Light is the source 
of energy and the meaning of existence. It is the hope and enlightenment to human being. It means being 
alive. At the beginning of the story, “the shadow of the leaves” and “the darkness of night” indicate fear, 
loneliness and despair, which, as old age, they are the proper nouns of death (Mao, 2000). Reading 
between lines, we can feel the overwhelming nothingness or nada. There is no hope in the dark, but a 
beam of light and clearness can comfort the suffering soul. The clean and well- lighted café light can give 
one peace and solace but it is a temporary refuge separating the darkness of the night from outside. The 
limitation of the café light is not the natural light from the sun, the moon or the stars. Natural light is the 
source of energy, and the café’s light is the electric artificial light from the industrial civilization, thus the 
people obtained is both temporary and incomplete (Wang, 1998).  

Café is a place of modern civilization where what the natural-seeking people can find is only the 
shadow of leaves. The modern people keep building up all kinds of boundaries to keep themselves from 
the nature, from other people. The so-called modern civilization makes people feel lost like a lonely 
island in the sea. Hemingway contrasts light and dark to demonstrate the difference between the old man 
and the young people around him and to reveal the image of nada and the theme as well. The contrasts 
serve as a symbol showing man’s fear of death and man’s desire for security. The café is a bright place 
keeping the dark night from the outside, and dark symbolizes the negative side of the modern civilization, 
the loss of humanity, and even the death. The author suggests that each individual would walk into this 
dark night, he should learn to live with it, he should acquire the capacity to bear it, and he should find a 
way out of it (Deng, 2010, p.190).  

The Clean and Well-lighted Place  
A Clean Well-lighted Place is not a common place. We can see its special from the following excerpts of 
the novel. 
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“Each night I am reluctant to close up because there may be some one who needs the 
café.” said the old waiter. 
“Hombre, there are bodegas open all night long.” answered the young waiter. 
“You do not understand. This is a clean and pleasant café. It is well lighted. The light is 
very good and also, now, there are shadows of the leaves.” said the old waiter 
After they closed the café, the old waiter murmured to himself, “It is the light of course 
but it is necessary that the place be clean. You do not want music.” 
When the old waiter entered a bar he said to the barman, “The light is very bright and 
pleasant but the bar is unpolished.” 
When the old waiter left the bar he thought that “he disliked bars and bodegas. A clean, 
well-lighted café was a very different thing.”  (Hemingway, 1987,p. 288-291) 

From above descriptions, we know that the café must be the place that is bright and clean. The author did 
not explain why the place cannot be the bar or an empty apartment. The reader can only understand the 
reason by sharing his own experience with the author. If he has ever experienced depression and 
loneliness he know that the place should have some fellows sharing the same traumas as companion and 
at the same time leaving some personal privacy for each other. And it should not have distractions as 
music. The place here represents order and pleasure (Mao & Gu, 2011). This is the wordy concision. The 
lack of words makes this story ultimate in flexibility, that is, there are very few constraints on what the 
reader can image. For the old man the café is not only a drinking bar, but also a symbolic island of refuge 
from chaos, loneliness, and sleepless nights. For a moment he could forget the old age, the meaningless 
life, and the impending death.  

The oldness is a phase of life which should be evaluated much more on the qualitative aspect than on 
the quantitative one. The café means brightness, tidiness, pleasant and order for the aged people who 
cannot find quiet moments in a noisy, over-crowded downtown. We know that the outside world is full of 
social distractions. From the old waiter’s soliloquy: “You do not want music. Certainly you do not want 
music.” we see even the music is sometimes a kind of distraction of expressing others’ ideas. This clean 
and well-lighted place is essential to those who are experiencing existential despair and are looking for 
the distraction-free paradise. Café here serves as a paradoxical embodiment both of home that offers 
temporary comfort and of civilized modern place cut off the natural connection between people.  

The Three Characters 
The three characters are symbols representing people in three different stages in modern society. We 
know the young waiter, the old waiter and the old man are all nameless. The author intends to let the three 
people to be everyone in society. There is no psychological description in the characterization, but the 
reader can feel such feelings as fear and nothingness through their plain conversation. In the story all 
characters seemed to escape from a thing they fear. The old waiter with no wife fears to be alone in his 
own room, for his insomnia always keeps him awake in the night. The old man is a deaf which is a 
physical gift separating him from the outside chaos. But his absolute space and his dreadful power make 
the young waiter feel uncomfortable and want to get away from him (Su, 2000). 

The young waiter, self-confident but selfish, is impatient with the old man who is already drunk. He 
wants to go home early because his wife is waiting for him to come back. In this sense, he just wants to 
find a shelter to get some peace in his mind, which he cannot find in work. He cannot understand why the 
wealthy man commits suicide. He is talkative, complaining all the time. He has no sympathy for the old 
man and has no care about the value of people’s existence. He is pursuing material happiness and satisfied 
with this way of living. He, a representative of the naive young generation, has no perception of the 
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destructive power of the war and still clings to social standards. He lives a life that the society must 
approve of for his life includes a social meaning endowed by his wife and a material meaning endowed by 
his bill-paying job. The reader can learn the young waiter’s lack of confidence from his external behavior. 
As he always said “I have confidence, I am all confidence.” With only seven words, the young waiter’s 
vivid image was shown on the paper. This is how the iceberg theory demonstrated in the characterization. 
The young waiter considers his “confidence” - youth and a job as something supreme.  

Unfortunately, the youth will fleet and old age will bring nothing but disappointment, and he does 
not know that his confidence is useless and non- productive. He runs away from the light into the 
darkness, only to become old and civilized. He has false recognitions that his life is meaningful and 
enjoyable. Such values he cherishes now as youth, love, passion, will elapse quickly, the despair and 
“nothingness” approaching instead. The social value system that nurtured the young waiter is imperfect. It 
never encourages individuals to seek for their own meaningful lives. The young waiter merely listens to 
his desires, but the old waiter who has experienced the social and cultural customs has a deep 
understanding towards the old man.  

The older waiter, in contrast, is friendly with those who stay late at the café. He is willing to stay as 
late as the old man wants him to, because he is also “one of those who like to stay late at the café”. For his 
own part, he always sits up because he cannot fall asleep till dawn and he tries desperately to escape from 
the darkness. Hemingway describes the old man’s insomnia as such a trivial thing that he gets particularly 
short swift. The insomnia is the painless wound of the modern city which symbolizes people’s fear of 
darkness, awareness of life’s meaninglessness and their dread of solitude and death. Just as the old man, 
the old waiter can recognize the nothingness in his life. He is undergoing such heavy life burden that he 
questions the big separation between the individual and social worlds. In the dark night, the sleepless 
people are tortured by the boundless pain of nada. Insomnia is an agonizing experience that makes people 
feel more threatened by the power of death.  

The word “insomnia” leaves us an infinite reverie in which we could hear the sound of silence and 
the sob of the depression, thus providing the reader with the seven eights of the iceberg beneath the water. 
He represents the middle-aged people in modern society. He is not as superficial as the young waiter to 
agree with every social precept, but he is not as indomitable as the old man, either. He is in the second 
stage of human life. Should he be capable enough to manage to overcome the dark obstacles and to move 
into the old man’s stage? At the end of the story, he said to himself, “it is probably only insomnia, many 
must have it.” The “insomnia” is used to indicate that the old waiter’s tough character stands vividly on 
the paper. 

The old man chooses to stay in the bar instead of at home. For him, home is no longer family, for all 
the members of his family have gone. The comfort from his physical home is only a transient delusion of 
happiness. No matter how much material wealth he has gained, how hard he has tried to support his wife, 
his children, he cannot hold happiness he pursues. The old rich man, failing to kill himself, feels life 
meaningless and spent night in vain by drinking. The old man in this story represents the old people and 
the people wounded spiritually by the war. The old man is a paradox for he is escaping both from the light 
and from the darkness. He stays late in a café that was full of light, but he sits in the dark, hidden in the 
shadow of the leaves. He enjoys the brightness, but as the same time he is afraid of being exposed. This 
reflects his restless mind. He has undergone the loss of the whole family - his wife has died and he has no 
child. The old man attempts to escape from darkness through various means including suicide, then he 
realizes that the nothingness of death is the only permanent escape (Guo, 1994). He is rescued by his 
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niece who saved him not for love but for her religious belief, according to which his action is sinful. But 
the old man believes in neither religion nor social principles. Needless to say, the old man bears many 
resemblances to Hemingway himself. Hemingway is a representative writer of “the Lost Generation”. He 
was a hero in his youth, but he lives his miserable life in his old time.  

During the war time, he was sent to the front as a journalist. He was injured so heavily that 237 steel 
fragments were taken out from his body during the operation. He survived through 3 car accidents and 2 
air crushes. For such a hero, what would be left for him when he was an old man? His daughters and wife 
died tragically, so he can never really get hold of happiness no matter how hard he tried. His days of 
retirement are empty and meaningless. He has experienced so much existential fear that he cannot stand 
living in a vacant life any longer. All precious belongings he once cared for has gone. For him, life’s 
nothingness is just as a fruitless tree after many years’ laboring. He has realized the futility of life but he 
decided to live it with dignity. Thus we should look at him from a new perspective that he is now a strong 
man who regains the dignity of life, who is now not afraid of death or of anything, and who can accept 
whatever life would grant him (Zhang, 2012). The old man is strong enough to carry on the normal 
burden of life. Facing the cruel reality, suffering the heavy loss, he lives decently and peacefully. Though 
he is doing nothing now, that does not mean he is a coward. He has been fighting against the fate through 
his lifetime. Now he understands that every action would lead to failure, but his dignified existence under 
the great pain strongly strike back against the hostile nature, the cruel reality.  

The Repetition of Nada 
Contrary to his minimalism and simplicity, Hemingway uses lots of repetitions in this story such as the 
repetition of the word “nada” which is the Spanish word for “nothing”. No one would ignore the long 
monologue of “nada” in this story. “nada” means no hope, no closeness, no truth or meaning in life. This 
is the reason why the old man commits suicide. “Nada y pues nada y pues nada.” means “Nothing and 
then nothing and then nothing.” in English. The repetition of “nada” leaves us a picture that we living 
creatures are drowning in the sea of nana. It also serves as a classical example of the iceberg theory in this 
story. It is the inner monologue of the old waiter. With so many nada’s, this part highlights nothing. Even 
without understanding this whole paragraph, we can get the meaning of nothingness directly. And we can 
feel the desperate feeling as the old waiter felt it. But the old waiter meditate nada in his prayer, as we all 
know, prayer is often connected with God. The word “nada” comes into prominent use, which replaces 
such divine words as Father, Heaven, Amen, etc. It demonstrates his realization that religion doctrine 
cannot add meanings to one’s life as social precepts can’t fulfill individual mind. The repetition of nada 
highlights the theme of nothingness more profound and lasting than omission. This repetition well 
illustrates the function of iceberg theory from which we can perceive the theme conveying the most 
thoughtful meaning with the least words. So when the whole language style is simplicity, the using of 
repetition can easily catch the readers’ attention and achieve the effect of reinforcement.  

Conclusion 
From the above analysis, we can see the iceberg theory is a writing style with which Hemingway makes 
the writing an art of expression. Through such symbols as the shadows of leaves of trees, the light, the 
tidy café, the characterization of the three people, and the repetition of nada, we see the author’s view of 
the world and his attitude to life. In this short story, Hemingway mainly uses the art of concision to 
achieve the effects of the iceberg theory: wordy concision omits the excessive modifiers of the sentence, 
while experience concision enlarges the spiritual world of the readers. Each character has a different 
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standard towards life, representing the different maturity of their life stage. These three men display three 
stages in human life both synchronically and diachronically. The word “nada” is the basic symbol of the 
story that reinforces the theme of the story. The characters’ different reactions to the darkness and their 
attitudes toward “nada” are the iceberg beneath the surface. Hemingway views life as a battlefield where 
everyone will be eventually wounded and doomed to lose. He may emphasize that one should act with 
grace under great pressure.  
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[Abstract] The paper presents the usual problem that junior and senior English major students will lag behind 
in their spoken English. The main reason is that in the last two years they rarely have chances to speak in the 
traditional --teacher-centered classroom. Then, it offers the solution to the problem. That is the application of 
constructivism to teaching selected reading in American literature course where presentation, group work 
(talking about the text to find the problem and trying to find the most reasonable answer), report and 
discussion are involved in the class procedure. On the basis of such a practice in this class, the students will 
find it a most encouraging and efficient way to keep their speaking ability and literature teachers will find it a 
most active, interesting, informative, instructive and satisfactory class. 

[Keywords] Constructivism; selected reading in American Literature; a teaching model; facilitator 

Introduction 

Background 
The students of the English Department where the author has been working in the Northeast Normal 
University have been taught in a communicative method when they entered college because they have 
received CECL classes in a communicative way for even eight periods a week since a Sino-British 
cooperation project was started in the early 1990s. In their first two years, they have eight period CECL 
classes every week. Besides these, they also have oral lessons – two periods a week for the first two 
academic years. With the innovation of the teaching method in the first two grades and with the class 
observation and tests, it proved that the students in the department where the author has been working 
could reach the highest peak of their speaking ability when they finish the first two-year schooling. But 
with the increase of their grade, their speaking ability would decrease. This is a problem. The reasons 
after the observation, study and analysis have been found out. There are two reasons for this. 

First, there are too many practice classes in lower grades vs. too few practice classes in higher 
grades. Second, all the practice class teachers in the department where the author has been working have 
adopted and experimented with the communicative teaching method, so in their classes, students in the 
first two years can have enough time and opportunities to participate in the spoken activities. There is a 
saying “Skill comes from practice and practice makes perfect.” Therefore, after two years of such a kind 
of practice, the students in the department can speak perfect English especially in fluency when they have 
completed the first two school years of the communicative-way education. On the contrary, when the 
students come to the junior and senior years, they have no practice classes (no CECL classes and no oral 
English lessons) and they only have British literature, American literature, linguistics, survey of Britain 
and America, writing, translation and advanced English etc. Almost all of their courses are traditionally 
taught. For all of these classes, the type of class activity is still teacher-fronted explanations based on the 
texts and the teachers’ lesson plans. This approach cannot leave any space for speaking practice. As a 
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result, when the students have finished the last two years of schooling, when they are leaving college, 
they find that their speaking ability is no better than those two years before.  

In order to solve the problem, as an American literature teacher, the author tried her best to improve 
her teaching, especially my teaching approach to provide the junior and senior students with chances to 
speak in class. Another reason to do this which should be mentioned is that the students are all used to the 
communicative teaching method, thus the further reform of the teaching approaches for the junior and 
senior students are to be conducted immediately. 

Questions Raised 
Based on the above condition, the following questions are put forward. How shall constructivism learning 
theory be applied to teaching selected reading of American Literature? What effects will it bring to the 
teaching or to the class or to the students? (Will it really provide the students – junior or senior English 
majors with more chances to talk or speak in English?) 

This paper presents an account of a new teaching model of selected reading in American literature 
course that is not taught in a traditional way. In such a classroom, the class is not dominated by the 
teacher’s only speech, but controlled by students’ activities with the teacher’s guide, instruction and 
added information and explanation. In fact, it is an action research on application of constructivism 
learning theory to the teaching class of selected reading in American Literature. 

Constructivism Learning Theory 
“Constructivism learning theory is a philosophy which enhances students' logical and conceptual growth. 
The underlying concept within the constructivism learning theory is the role which experiences-or 
connections with the adjoining atmosphere-play in student education.” “The constructivism learning 
theory argues that people produce knowledge and form meaning based upon their experiences” (Joyce & 
Calhoun, 2004, p. 12). 

According to Models of Teaching by Bruce R. Joyce, Marsha Weil, and Emily Calhoun, the process 
of learning is that of the construction of knowledge. In the process of learning, a person’s mind stores 
information, organizes it and revises previous conceptions. So learning does not mean a process of taking 
in new information, ideas, and skills, but it means the new information or new material is constructed for 
another time by the mind. 

According to the book Models of Teaching, “knowledge is not just transmitted to the student by 
teachers or parents, but inevitably has to be created as the child responses to the information in the 
educational environment” (Joyce & Calhoun, 2004, p. 12). So the teacher’s role is very important when 
the author wants to apply the constructivism learning theory to her teaching. The teacher will not give a 
lecture like the traditional method of teaching; he will function as a facilitator. In such a class, the 
students are exposed to all the information, data, primary resources and the ability to interact with other 
students. The teacher’s role is to assist students, guide them, and encourage them until they come to their 
own understanding. So it is not a teacher-centered classroom; it is a students-centered classroom. It is a 
new model of teaching compared with the traditional teaching method. In the classroom, the teacher 
should start asking questions instead of telling.  

The teacher should converse with the students continuously, creating the learning experience that is 
open to new directions depending on the needs of students instead of giving the answers directly to the 
students. The teacher does not make the students rely on the information given by the teacher and accept 
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it as truth; the teacher just gives guides like a mentor, a consultant, or a coach. Finally the students come 
to the conclusion on the own instead of being told by the teacher. 

Methodology 
More accurately speaking, it is not just one action research. Here the author, as a university teacher 
teaching the selected reading of American Literature, has practiced the constructivism learning theory in 
her teaching for several academic years. Usually the subject is the senior English majors in the English 
Department of Northeast Normal University. For some academic years, the author has been in charge of 
two classes in either of which there are about 27 students. For other school years, the author has been in 
charge of the whole grade – usually about four classes of the similar size. The practice lasts two semesters 
of the senior year. Usually the students have three periods for this course each week. They totally have 
about 80 periods of selected reading of American Literature in their last year because in this year they 
usually have two -half-term classes. As normal university students, they usually have to practice teaching 
in middle schools for about two months in their seventh semester and they spend about six weeks in their 
eighth semester finishing writing their graduation papers.  

Therefore, it is not just one action research, for it has been repeated for many times. By and by, it has 
become a teaching model. This new teaching model is quite different from the traditional teacher-centered 
type of class. It is half students-centered and half teacher-dominated. The whole procedure is completed 
by active involvements of the students. The class procedure is as follows. 

Presentations 
For every piece of literature, the lesson used to start with introductions. The teacher would introduce the 
author and the work to the students. But in the new teaching model, the students are asked to read the 
selected piece of literature before class and to consult materials about the author and the work to prepare 
for the presentations in class. So when the teacher declares the start of the work, every one of my students 
will try to be the first to introduce the author, to talk about the importance of the author in American 
literature and the special features of his (her) writing. (One point should be mentioned here that as a rule, 
students’ involvements are recorded as a part of their final score. So it is one way of assessment.)      

During their presentations, the teacher can communicate with them in an interactive way. For 
example, the teacher can confirm something or question something if the teacher feels what the student is 
saying unclear. After the presentations by the students, the teacher will add something if the students’ 
introduction is not complete or the teacher will point something important if the students have not 
emphasized that. Usually the teacher just summarizes the work briefly. After that, the teacher will check 
if the students have read the text or not. The teacher asks the factual questions about the text orally and 
the students answer them sometimes in a written way if the teacher collects their answer in paper and 
sometimes in a spoken way in class. And then they move to the next step. 

Group Work and Discussion 

Raising questions. 
After presentations, the whole class is divided into several groups. Four, five, or six students form one 
group and start their discussion. The task of each group is to raise one or two questions from the text for 
other groups. (Because they finished British literature in the third year, now most of their questions are in 
appreciation, not in understanding.) So they all start talking about the question they will put forward, 
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trying to offer the best quality and the most difficult questions to the others. (At this moment, perhaps 
they themselves do not know the best or correct answer to their own question. If the question at the 
beginning puzzles them, it is more challenging.) Several minutes later, one from each group will go to the 
front to write the question on the blackboard. When all the questions have been numbered and put on the 
blackboard, another step will begin. 

Finding answers. 
The group discussion continues. While looking at all the questions on the blackboard, they are discussing 
them one by one, trying to present all their possible and reasonable answers with supporting details 
according to their own understanding and trying to reach agreement in each answer. In particular, at last, 
each group has to put emphasis on their own question because they will be responsible for the most 
reasonable answer to their own question later after next step--class discussion (report work). 

Report Work and Summary Discussion 
When all the groups have finished their discussion for one question, students will be asked to put forward 
their ideas on it. Then one student is selected from each group to report their discussion to the whole 
class. (Everyone is eager to report their work because the times they speak in class will be recorded as a 
part of their grades.) But this time, the host group waits for the other groups to air their answer to the 
question the host group has raised. After the report work, the representative from the host group will 
conclude the report or make some comments or tell the whole class the most appropriate and the most 
reasonable answer they believe if they think the answers other groups have put forward unreasonable. At 
this moment, the teacher, as the guide, must make comments or give explanations to the question. (Here it 
should be mentioned that during the report work, students converse with each other in an interactive way. 
At the same time, the teacher should not be a stander-by.) Do not forget that the teacher should be the first 
responsible person for explaining all the questions or puzzles in the classroom. When all the questions 
students raised have been discussed, the teacher will supplement some questions the teacher thinks 
important and the students should master in this piece of literature. Then another round of group 
discussion starts and another round of report work resumes. The teacher involves in the report 
occasionally. As a result, report has changed into summary discussion. Of course, the teacher’s comments 
or explanations are indispensable, too. 

Findings and Conclusion 
Based on the repeated practices of several years, it is discovered that the new teaching model not only 
stimulates the students’ interest and enthusiasm for the class, reaches the teaching aims, accomplishes the 
teaching task for literature course, but also polishes the speaking ability of senior English major students, 
which is the by-product of the action research. Of course, the findings are based on many classroom 
observations, many interviews and many questionnaires of many years.  

In the class of the new teaching model, all the activities and assessment criteria are designed to 
encourage and stimulate students to speak and their active participation. Therefore, students and the 
teacher have to admit that it is an encouraging and efficient way to keep their speaking ability in fluency 
and even improve it especially in accuracy. Although the teacher has to spend more time in preparing a 
detailed lesson plan because the students’ questions in class cannot be thoroughly predicted and expected, 
the teacher still feels it worthwhile and deserved, for with active involvement of students, the teaching 
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task can be completed in a lively and challenging way. The teaching aims are reached and students’ 
speaking ability has been polished. Besides these, it is also an interesting informative and satisfactory lesson.   
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[Abstract] Donne’s sense of patriarchal ideology is fully revealed in his description of women. In many of his 
poems, women’s images are distorted and dehumanized. They are regarded as objects and tools that are 
inferior to men and their images are sometimes obscure and speechless which reflects Donne’s negative 
attitude to women. The reason for Donne’s patriarchal ideology is the influence of the traditional ideas, his 
life experience and his consciousness of anti-literature tradition. The study on Donne’s sense of patriarchal 
ideology is not only helpful for us to understand Donne himself, but also beneficial for us to understand the 
society of his time.  

[Keywords] John Donne; women; sense of patriarchal ideology 

Introduction 
In Donne’s metaphysical love poetry, he expresses his unique view on women and love. Although Donne 
sometimes appraises women in a positive way, it doesn’t mean he could get rid of the traditional ideas 
which regard women as subordinate objects. The beautiful description of women and love is actually 
based on Donne’s strong consciousness of male dominance and the will to control women. In fact, in 
many of his poems, he puts women in a subordinate position and distorts their characteristics and 
sometimes, he even despises women directly, which reflects his strong sense of male dominance. This 
paper tries to analyze Donne’s completely negative attitude to women and the aphasia of women in 
Donne’s poetry in order to give a deep research on Donne’s consciousness of male dominance. 

Women in Donne’s Eye 
In the traditional patriarchal society, men always put women into a subordinate position and they also 
propagandize the idea that female is inferior to male. This thought is called the Biological Essentialism, 
because it is based on the biological sex difference which is impossible to change for both men and 
women. From the traditional point of view, male is strong, rational while female is regarded as soft, 
sensitive and obedient. In fact, these characteristics are created by the male rulers who intend to maintain 
their dominant position. Influenced by those ideas, Donne shows his contempt towards women. 
Generally, he disparages women by regarding them as object or even a tool. 

Regarding Women as Object  
George Parfitt argues that Donne has a strong tendency to reduce women, to simplify women into 
“objects of contempt, stereotypes, objects for conquest” and that women have “no imagined qualities 
except negative ones and being useful mainly as the object of mail wit” (Parfitt, 1989, p. 36). Women are 
defined as secondary and monotonous. Indeed, there are so many verses which expose Donne’s 
discrimination and prejudice towards women. Women in “Community” (Smith, 1971, p. 48) are nothing 
but “fruit” whose kernel is eaten and whose shell is thrown away.  

If then at first wise Nature had  
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Made women either good or bad, 
        Then some we might hate, and some choose, 

But since she did them so create, 
That we may neither love, nor hate, 

        Only this rests, All, all may use. 
In the speaker’s eye, women are useless, and they are like toys which could be chosen and 

abandoned freely. At last, this contempt towards women develops to the dehumanization of women which 
deprives their right as human beings.  

But they are ours as fruits are ours, 
He that but tastes, he that devours, 

        And he that leaves all, doth as well: 
Change loves are but changed sorts of meats, 

        Who doth not fling away the shell? 
The poet here describes women as shells, who have no feeling, no value, or no status. Men can 

possess them as fruits and also throw them away as shells. With no right, women should be always 
obedient to their male masters. This a real picture of that society in which women are sold and bought as 
commodities. In another poem “Confined Love” (p. 49), women are described as even inferior to animals 
and birds which can enjoy more freedom of love: 

Are birds divorced, or are they chidden 
If they leav their mate, or lie abroad a-noght? 
Beasts do no jointures lose 
Though they new lovers choose, 
But we are made worse than those.  

The woman speaker in the poem puts herself in a position lower than that of a dehumanized state, 
worse treated than animals. Even animals have the right to choose their lovers, but women have no such 
right and they must behave according to the rules and regulations of the patriarchal system. If not, they 
will be seriously punished even killed. 

Regarding Women as Tools 
When talking about women’s value, Donne always simplifies them as sex tools for men. Women are not 
allowed to have any feeling or conditions. Once men are satisfied, women become useless, just like the 
shells in “community”. The speaker’s will to possess and control women is stronger in “To His Mistress 
Going to Bed” (pp. 124-125). Donne vividly describes the process of “going to bed”: 

Off with that girdle, like heaven’s zone glistering, 
But a far fairer world encompassing. 
Unpin that spangled breastplate which you wear, 
…… 
Unlace yourself, for that harmonious chime. 
…… 
Off with that happy busk, which I envy, 
…… 
Your gown going off, such beauteous state reveals, 
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…… 
Off with that wiry coronet and show 
…… 
Now off with those shoes, and then safely tread 
In this love’s hallowed temple, this soft bed. 
…… 
Licence my roving hands, and let them go 
Before, behind, between, above, below. 

A series of verbs of “off’, “unpin”, “unlace”, and locative prepositions of “Before”, “ behind”, 
‘”between”, “above”, and “below” make a picture of the man’s possession of the woman and this 
satisfaction gives the speaker great happiness.  

O my America, my new found land, 
My kingdom, safeliest when with one man manned, 
My mine of precious stones, my empery, 
How blessed am I in this discovering thee! 

Here the male speaker take woman as his newly-found land and his kingdom, in which way he 
commits his desire to conquers and control. So the speaker’s happiness does not come from the love of 
the woman, but from his satisfaction of the power to possess. In the speaker’s eyes, women are only the 
tools to commit their desires and they have no real value. Even they are compared to precious stones and 
newly-found land, it doesn’t mean they are priceless treasure, because there will be more other “precious 
stones and newly found land” waiting for them. The strong sense of male dominance in the poem implies 
the low status of women and men’s rough control of women. 

The Male’s Domination of Discourse and the Female’s Aphasia 
The language is the primitive impulsion from spirit and the foundational essence of human beings. 
Civilization and culture depend on language. Heidegger once said: “The language is the existence 
homeland” (My translation, Heidegger, 1991, p. 6). If the human beings do not have the right of 
discourse, there will be no way of catharsis for all their emotions and desire. But the right of discourse is 
dominated by the male rulers. With the male-dominated language, women have been trapped inside a 
male “truth”. 

In most of Donne’s love pomes, there is no voice of women. Women are always silent and their 
images are unclear, just like those in the above poems: “A Valediction: forbidding Mourning”, “The 
Indifferent” and “To His Mistress Going to Bed”. The three poems are full of men’s orders and 
commands but no reaction of women, which are good examples for feminine aphasia. 

There has never been a concrete woman image in Donne’s poems, even when he praises love and the 
happy time with his lover. In “Sun Rising”, the speaker compares the sun with his lover’s eyes. He thinks 
that the sun light is not so bright as his lover’s eyes: her eyes even blinds the sun, so in the speaker’s 
heart, her lover is the most beautiful one. But even in this case, there is still no image of his lover. The 
only description of the woman is: “I would not lose her sight so long” (Winny, 1981, p. 129). What is the 
concrete sight? The poet never mentions. The whole poem is full of sweetness and happiness felt by the 
speaker, while the woman is hidden behind. 
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The woman image is described by the male speaker, and she is unclear and distorted. What’s the real 
situation and what’s the true feeling of the woman? There is no objective answer, because the woman has 
no right to speak in the poem. In the Flea, the dominant and leading voice is that of the speaker. He tells 
the listener (a lady) how little she denies him, for the flea has mingled their bloods. The reader couldn’t 
know what the lady really said. All the information is supplied by the male speaker. According to his 
inference, the reader is easily to stand on the man’s side, and they will also think that the woman is too 
cruel. However, it is not difficult to discover that the whole story is told by the man and the female has 
been at the silent condition.  

The Formation of Donne’s Attitude towards Women 

The Influence of the Traditional Ideas 
The intense male power consciousness in Dunne’s poetry is connected with its social background. In the 
traditional British society, a woman is inferior to a man. Men keep the leader’s position while women 
have low status; they are just purely property and the tools of the male masters or the masculine family’s. 
The common law and church rules make strict orders for the female, and there is no opportunity for them 
to express freely. The female who constrained in this condition gradually became used to it and endured 
silently, thus the rights of discourse is also eliminated. Although in renaissance period, some people start 
to accept the view of humanities scientist Mole, that both men and women are suit to study knowledge so 
as to promote understanding, the ingrained treatment of women as inferiors was still imprisoning people's 
mind. Law in that period favored the male obviously, the female has been eliminated nearly all the right. 
Woman is father’s property before the wedding, and after marriage she is her husband’s property.  

This kind of situation reflected in the literary works: female is divided by male writer into the angel 
and the monster woman images, according to the male dominated society’s standard. Those who accept 
traditional sex role, humble, amenable, loyal to the male and scarifies for the family are defined as the 
good woman or the angel; on the contrary those who do not follow the traditional woman morality 
standards, dare to revolt against, and threat the male power, are defined as bad women. As a male writer, 
Donne is influenced by this traditional idea inevitably. The female who are blamed and criticized in his 
work mostly belong to the above-mentioned monster women, and the thorough denial of women as well 
as the elimination of the right of discourse of women rooted in the idea that women are inferior to men. 

The Influence of Donne’s Life Experience 
Another substantial reason for the formation of Donne’s strong sense of patriarchy ideology is his 
Catholicism complex. Donne was born in a rich merchant family in London, and all the family members 
believed in Catholicism. He received good education when he was young (once study in Oxford and 
Cambridge), but did not attain the degree because of religious family background. Afterward, he entered 
the Lincoln law school to study law. In this period he traveled in Europe for pleasure, and was engaged in 
the game of love. Then he won the recognition of imperial jade seal Minister Tomas Iraq Girton (Thomas 
Egerton) because of his overflowed talent, he got the work as secretary of Girton from 1597 to 1601 
(Winny, 1981, pp. 12-21). Donne had utility ambition at that time and also created massive parable 
poems, elegies, lyric poetry, and a few prose style letters.  

However, while Dunne was successful in official career, his life was disastrously attacked by the 
meet of Anne Mole and the unification of the two. George Mole announced that their marriage was 
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invalid, and requested Iraqi Girton to relieve his secretary. Afterward, Donne was put into prison, and this 
imprisonment killed his official career thoroughly. In the following years, his condition was worse: the 
implication of numerous children, the depressed and constrained mood as well as life under subjugation, 
and Donne was once unable to recover. 

Although fate plundered so much, Donne was still unwilling to give up his ambition. However, if a 
Catholic wants to obtain status in an Anglican society, he has no way but to attach powerful officials in 
Anglican Church. This caused his innermost contradiction and confusion. Under the formidable pressure 
of James 1st, Donne finally took the oath to work in Anglican Church in 1615 and won Paul’s dean’s 
throne in 1621, until died (pp. 21-25). Catholicism’s religious doctrine, based on the patriarchy, has strict 
division on male and female. God is supreme and its sex is male, thus the important priesthood must be 
held by male in church. It is impossible for Donne to be separated from this kind of deep patriarchy idea 
as a faithful Catholicism believer. Certainly, from the frustration he learns that he must adapt to the 
requirement of male power and the standard characteristic of the masculine, including social moralities 
for feminine. All these factors promoted Donne’s intense male dominance consciousness as well as 
prejudice and the discrimination to the feminine. 

The Consciousness of Anti-Literature Tradition 
Donne’s consciousness of male dominance is the embodiment of his consciousness of anti-literature 
tradition. It is well known that the vogue of Patriarchan love poetry prevailed in England, and most poets 
tended to think in the same way when they wrote love poems. In their poems, the lady is blonde, chaste, 
and cruel; the lover is supposed to love for years on end, though his love is one that will never be 
consummated; the lady is always presented in an idealized and unrealistic way. 

Donne is unusual. The stereotyped pattern is unable to satisfy Donne’s quick-witted mind and the 
colorful expression demand. He has carried on a bold innovation, particularly in poetry subject. In 
Donne’s poetry, one cannot find the traditional description of the “lily hands” of a lady who controls a 
man’s life. A kind of realistic attitude takes the place of the romantic feeling expressed by the sonneteers 
of his time. The romantic thought and feeling vanishes almost altogether in Donne’s poetry. Donne thinks 
of women realistically, treating them as they are, instead of making them a romantic symbol in which way 
women are not so perfect and they embodies some unendurable shortcomings. The male speakers rise up 
and become the masters. Donne distorts the women image intentionally to show his consciousness of 
anti-literature tradition.  

Conclusion 
With the unique thought and the creative writing characteristics, Donne brings the profound 
enlightenment to the posterity. He praises love and women in some of his poems, however, influenced by 
the social background and personal experience, the traditional idea that women are inferiors to men has 
been rooted in his mind, therefore in his poetry he holds double views on women, and in many of his 
poems he completely denies women. In addition, the female suffers a lot from the aphasia, with no right 
to speak, and their images are also unclear. All these indicate Donne’s feminine discrimination and his 
will to challenge the Petrachan tradition. The study on Donne’s consciousness of male dominance is 
worthwhile, because it is not only helpful for us to understand Donne himself, but also benefit for us to 
understand the society of his time.     
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[Abstract] Instead of following the historical timeline in introducing modern children’s fantasy in America, 
this paper seeks to trace its development in terms of the themes evident in the imaginative works so as to offer 
a new perspective in their appreciation and to better understand the social and historical significance of this 
oft-called “escapist” literary form. Starting with protagonists’ exploration for inner perfection, children’s 
fantasy has gone further to write about conscious fights against evil forces either inside or outside themselves, 
and self-reflection brought about by inner conflicts, each representing a variation of the eternal struggle of 
good and evil.  

[Keywords] American children’s fantasy; themes; good versus evil; virtue; evolution 

Introduction 
When it comes to fantasy, more consensuses have been reached on its central theme than on its definition. 
Ursula K. Le Guin (1992) pointed out that “fantasy is the natural, the appropriate language for the 
recounting of the spiritual journey and the struggle of good and evil in the soul” (p. 64). Pamela S. Gates 
(2003) later confirmed this idea by saying that, “fantasy literature … springs from the human need to 
understand the struggle of good versus evil” (p. 2). It follows that the struggle of good and evil stands 
tenably as the primary concern of children’s fantasy, however, this is no reason for ignoring the 
adaptations the genre has made over time in history to demonstrate and tackle problems emerging in 
different times. In America, where children’s fantasy is generally agreed to have begun with the 
publication of L. F. Baum’s groundbreaking novel The Wonderful Wizard of Oz in 1900 (Nikolajeva, 
2012), the genre can by no means be exempted from such a change. Different social ethos witnessed a 
noticeable variation in the thematic concern, which is briefly classified into three groups for further 
elaboration.  

Self-Awakening of Innate Power 
Baum’s whimsical book has established fantasy as a formal genre amid the prevailing realistic tradition 
and breathed fresh air into then religious and educational American children’s literature. As a result, 
during the first few decades in the twentieth century till the end of the Second World War, American 
children’s fantasy has experienced a relative renaissance. The tradition of whimsy has continued in 
Elizabeth Coatsworth in the 1930s and in James Thurber in the 1940s-50s (Martin, 2009). Apart from the 
interesting and exotic stories they present, what they also share is the belief in the innate goodness in 
children. Characters are thus shaped as fundamentally kind, capable of goodness. Accordingly, the 
struggle of good versus evil in this period has taken the form of inner perfection. What the protagonist 
pursues turns out to be the way or means to make him or her into a full-fledged creature. The quest or 
adventure renders a projection of the journey inside to overcome personal weakness or inner struggle with 
the evil ideas or qualities. 

The Wonderful Wizard of Oz describes the heroine Dorothy’s adventure in a foreign country with 
unexpected challenges. Along with three companies, she has to surmount one difficulty after another for 
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the sake of wish fulfillment: Dorothy’s going back home, Scarecrow’s brain, Tinman’s heart and Coward 
Lion’s courage. On the way to the Emerald City of Oz, the much sought-after quality has become 
self-evident in the characters performing the formidable tasks. Scarecrow establishes itself as the 
think-tank and commander whenever the group is cornered in crises; Tinman turns out loving and 
sympathetic as is seen in his tears of sadness over the loss of a beetle and tears of joy at being rescued by 
Dorothy; and the Lion proves to be gallant and determined in face of danger. They are powerful in their 
own right, yet ironically they are ignorant of the power already endowed in themselves just as Dorothy 
stays in the dark all the way about the magical power of the silver shoes she has on herself on the first day 
in the Land of Oz. The false empowerment from Oz is nothing but a ritual to assert or awaken the quality 
and power living within, which they are capable of from the very beginning of their creation. Moreover, 
the three qualities have appeared to be what Dorothy lacks in returning to Kansas. Whether it is a 
coincidence or a carefully-planned arrangement of the writer is not the issue in question here. In fact, 
what readers do see is that Dorothy grows from a vulnerable and helpless girl taken care of by her fellows 
into a smart, caring and courageous “savior” to rescue and restore her “followers” to power. 
Psychoanalytically the three friends live as three projections of her inner self (Nikolajeva, 2012). The 
outlandish travel in the foreign land is somewhat a “pilgrimage” taken to internalize the virtues and power 
essential to humanity, and gain competence to cope with life.  

This vein gets continued in The Cat Who Went to Heaven (1930) by Coatsworth, in which the 
personified cat in a way resembles the image of children, who breaks the traditional stereotype of cats as 
cursed, superior creatures disrespectful to the Buddha to win a place in the presence of the Buddha and 
enjoy the blessing with its exceptionally proper behavior characteristic of sympathy and understanding, 
plus his loyalty and homage to the Buddha. The inner rehabilitation seems quite rewarding in that the 
reconciliation with the Buddha may guarantee the access to Nirvana, from which cats are often barred for 
their ill behavior. James Thurber’s The White Deer (1945) fosters the faith in love by imaginatively 
portraying how a princess transformed from an enchanted white deer sets three princes on different tasks 
to decide which one to marry. Each task poses a test to their qualities in some aspects, with the final test 
to see their faith in love. The story with various quests epitomizes the questions and doubts showering 
upon human virtues, and concludes with the conviction that love is still inherent in mankind.  

Children characters portrayed in fantasy books of this period appear to be unconscious of their 
potential power, which lies in hibernation waiting for the waking call from a great challenge or test. 

Self-Affirmation in a Torn Struggle 
After the Second World War, the victorious United States suffered civil turbulence at the nationwide 
counterculture movement, whose influence directly continued into the 1970s and is to some extent still 
felt today. The rejection of conventional social norms of the 1950s, the movement involved the youth as 
the bulk, who went against their parents’ cultural standards and vehemently condemned social injustice. 
Social evils like racial segregation, sexual suppression and the Vietnam War incited contempt and 
indignation as well as demonstrations and protests. The Hippie culture may best represent the practice and 
mentality of the youth back then. Faced with a lack of proper means in pursuit of a hoped-for ideal, they 
were forever torn between their noble dream and the grey reality. The passion got repressed, ambition 
frustrated and blueprint falling flat. This lone fight won little support and understanding from the adult 
community, where deceit, criticism and oppression had monstrously twisted the nature and image of the 
young, and confused the innocent minds about the justice of their revolutionary cause. 

686



Ironically, children’s fantasy in America during this time thrived on such an unpropitious context. 
While some scholars argued that fantasy provided the best way for children to escape from the 
disheartening reality and doomed failure to indulge in their beautifully-woven reveries, it would be 
abusive and presumptuous to ignore the social concern keenly expressed in the fantastical works, which in 
an era marked by cultural disturbance and political sensitiveness offered the best outlet for the expectation 
and ideal they fell short of. Therefore, fantasy has instituted itself as the powerful vehicle for their 
political belief and, more important, self-affirmation in the face of unfounded charges from the adult 
world. Amid such a turmoil, where everything positive is obliterated and the nature of children distorted, 
what will become of children? Fantasy has, to some extent, become the most devoted spokesman and 
safeguard of the power, innocence and virtues of the young as well as a sagacious guide to the young 
entangled in dislocation and disillusionment. Yet what merits notice here is that the inward perfection in 
the first half of the twentieth century is replaced by outward affirmation in direct external confrontation 
with the evil, with regard to the harsh reality and arduous task before the young in this particular 
historical age.  

Quests and adventures taken gradually dawn on the hero that the evil creature he came into battle 
with is no other than an incarnation of the inner weaknesses. He stumbled all the way through trial and 
error only to discover the holy mission is just to restore himself to wholeness and to be the true self. By 
recapturing the traditional virtues in children, that is, confidence, courage and wisdom in their defeat of 
the evil, fantasy brought the missing parts together to form a full being, and materialized a new 
understanding of oneself. The triumphant tone omnipresent in the fantastical works compensates for the 
debacle in real life and boosts the morale to press on in spite of permeating darkness.  

Ursula Le Guin’s A Wizard of Earthsea (1968) in her famous Earthsea cycle is a good case in point. 
The young gifted wizard Ged accidentally released the shadow by summoning the spirit of the dead. From 
then on, the shadow followed him everywhere and tortured him in the depth of despair. His flight from 
the shadow, his quest for the shadow and his fight with the shadow unfolds a picture of his mental 
development and spiritual growth as the shadow turns out to be nothing but a part of himself, his spirit of 
death, conventionally comprehended as a dark and evil force. Upon their confrontation along “the coasts 
of death’s kingdom”, when they both meant to destroy each other by saying the name “Ged” at the same 
time, the scuffle miraculously brought Ged into a “whole” being. He and the shapeless shadow finally had 
the final reunion and became one. The entire story with the shadow symbolizes a quest to retrieve a 
missing part of oneself by reconciling the two halves to achieve a whole true self.  

Terry Brooks’ Shea in The Sword of Shannara has a similar profile. The mock-Tolkien book engages 
the hero Shea in a mission similar to that of Frodo Baggins in The Lord of the Rings. This half-Elven 
child, the last descendant of the Elven King, Jerle Shannara, accidentally learns that he is the only one 
capable of wielding the Sword of Shannara to destroy the evil Warlock Lord, who has waged wars all 
over the land. When he finally comes into its presence, he is acquainted with the true power of the 
sword—to confront one with the truth about himself. Warlock Lord’s physical immunity to weapons 
crumbles at the disclosure of the truth about himself as a mortal being, hence his doom. Likewise, the 
magical power of the sword also brings the truth about Shea, as is evident in his intelligence and 
intrepidity in their duel. The growth from an ordinary town boy into a dauntless fighting hero proves he is 
worthy of the Shannara family and fully exhibits his potential and feats. The common and the noble, the 
weak and the tough, the prosaic and the valiant, all these are discernible in Shea. With the other heroic 
half coming alive, the initiation was finally complete.  
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Other works such as Natalie Babbitt’s Tuck Everlasting (1975), Norton Juster’s The Phantom 
Tollbooth (1961), Peter S. Beagle’s The Last Unicorn (1968) and so on follow the trend but in a softer 
and milder vein, in that the protagonists generally turn a blind eyes towards the joy and color of life and 
finally overcome the boredom to appreciate the beauty of real life and gain vitality in body and spirit. The 
imaginary world does not lead them astray; what they have experienced in the fantastic place or world 
offers insight into aspects of real life or themselves so as to achieve a complete understanding or an 
epiphany about the situation as well as himself or herself.  

The booming market of fantasy in this period not only captures children’s living crisis with their torn 
selves, but pushes the development of the fantasy genre, which will explode into full bloom in the 
following age. 

Self-Dignity Reasserted in Exploration 
As time progresses into the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, the age of knowledge explosion 
has launched a wave of technological innovations. Children come into contact with more new inventions. 
The great influx of information with the spread of television and computer is alleged to have deprived 
children of their independence and freedom, and thrown children into an unfathomable abyss of 
uncertainties, hence the cry of the death of childhood. Moreover, prospering thoughts like Sartre’s 
existentialism, Derrida’s deconstructionism, etc., wrought dramatic changes in human mind, and call on 
people to question and reconsider the present life, and to reflect on the meaning and significance of one’s 
existence. Children’s life and spirit seem to be in such a grave crisis that measures should be taken to save 
them from the fall, which is again shown in fantasy, where this plight in life is captured and fought back 
with strong determination and bitter fights to reassert the dignity.  

Therefore, fantasy in this period takes a different road from the outright affirmation of the innate 
goodness of children in the past, to thrust children in front of uncertainty and perplexity to face a 
troublesome or somewhat difficult life and to learn to cope with it. Normally the fantastic encounters 
metaphorically represent the obstacles or problems looming in the real world. The children are usually left 
on their own to probe into the world, to grapple with the challenges and difficulties and in the end to 
prove his worth and value with refreshed faith and wisdom to move on in life. The purpose unveiled and 
significance well comprehended, the young protagonists finally become hopeful to turn a new leaf.  

The Grace children in Holly Black’s The Spiderwick Chronicles are quite typical of such a situation. 
Mallory, Jared and Simon are three ordinary children without any superpower; the time and setting easily 
evokes association with the contemporary American society. The fantastic world is just around them 
when they move into their new home, the decrepit Spiderwick Estate. All the children are having a hard 
time getting over their parents’ marriage failure, yet the strange things happening in the old and 
mysterious house bring these sensitive children into the discovery of an invisible world surrounding the 
old Estate. Their intrusion into this eerie world inhabited by invisible goblins and faeries enables them to 
acquire the ability to see and to understand something that is so weird and so different, which further 
opens up their mind as well as their heart. Threatened and enraged by the hideous ogre and tyrannical 
ruler Mulgarath, the children realize the power residing in each of them, and also the fact that they must 
rely on each other and get united to get rid of the enemy and rescue their family members.  

The cooperation during the fight fully demonstrates the possibility of overcoming individual 
differences to appreciate and care about each other. In fact, the invisible creatures exist to imply that 
dangers are always lurking and imminent around teenagers, whether you see them or not. Growing-up is a 
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matter of constant fight against them. And then, the process to break free from the evil and to restore 
peace in spite of great peril could be interpreted as a metaphor of their efforts and struggle both physically 
and emotionally in real life to break loose from the shadow of the divorce. Their pent-up emotions are 
released, mutual understanding achieved and maturity gained. Even Jared, the most seriously affected 
child by the parental breakup, has his heart healed in the adventure and settled with reality. The 
exploration in the fantastic world hidden in the woods has acquainted the three children with the truth 
about life, and instilled into them confidence, hope and, above all, dignity in order to move along in the 
real world.  

Katherine Applegates’s Newbery Medal winner The One and Only Ivan (2012) is also set in the real 
world; however, the major characters here are a gorilla and an elephant. Ivan is the name of a silverback 
gorilla, which lives in a glass cage at a shopping mall and is used to such a boring and meaningless life by 
passing days watching TV and being watched by human beings in the daytime, and talking with his 
neighbor Stella the elephant and Bob the stray dog at night. Ivan, in many ways, reminds people of the 
image of the children under control and supervision of adults with no idea of their own power, as much 
caged as the mighty gorilla. One day, the “tranquil” state is changed with the arrival of a newcomer, a 
baby elephant Ruby, a new tool of the mall owner Mack to attract customers and make money. Ruby 
quickly develops intimacy with the three inhabitants, who showed great sympathy and care for Ruby, 
suffering from the physical abuse inflicted by Mack and spiritual loneliness. Life, though hard and dreary, 
is continued this way. Enslaved in body and resigned in mind, the group huddle together to offer each 
other support and warmth to sustain the harsh and inhuman treatment. It is Stella’s death that finally deals 
a death blow to Ivan and stimulates him to make up his mind to end the whole misery. Stella’s last words 
urging him to promise to protect Ruby and to give her a different life come to Ivan as an epiphany that the 
current situation must be changed to embrace their own nature as animals. The realization that we are not 
born to live like this and he must do something to effect the change marks the farewell to the enslaved 
downtrodden days and eventually ushers in a new hopeful life free from the abusive boss Mack.  

With the help of animal rights activists, Ivan and Ruby are sent to the zoo, and Bob is adopted by 
good-hearted George, the night janitor, and his daughter Julia. Although still caged and confined, they 
return back to their way of life and back to their world with their own kind. The sense of belonging 
regained reassures them of a safe and peaceful life. There are still people coming every day to watch 
them, while this time it is not for amusement and vulgar entertainment but for understanding and respect. 
They finally find pleasure and meaning in life and get the love and respect they deserve. Though they 
have come a long way in their fight, the dignity reasserted is definitely worth the struggle and endeavor. 
This story undoubtedly calls on the readers to rethink about what life is and what it is all about.  

Another Medal winner, Kate DiCamillo’s The Tale of Despereaux (2003), voices the same concern 
in its unfolding of the story of a mouse named Despereaux Tilling. He grows up to be very different from 
the other mice. He likes reading books instead of eating them; he learns to cool it instead of scurrying; he 
defies the community law to go into human world talks to the beautiful human princess Pea, whom he 
falls in love with at the first sight, hence violating the law of the mouse community and sent to the 
dungeon. Born a runt with large ears and eyes, he does not passively accept the arrangements. On his 
escape he overhears the conversation between Miggery Sow, a poor wretched girl who aspires to become 
a princess and Roscuro, a selfish and revengeful rat who wants to kill the princess. Their plan to kidnap 
Princess Pea sets Despereaux on a mission to rescue the trapped princess as well as himself from the 
menace of Roscuro and Mig. He must rely on his wits, courage and inner strength in the rescue. His 
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victory wins him recognition and challenges human beings to see that mice are different from rats, not as 
dangerous and harmful, and thus helps assert the dignity of the mice, that is, even the seemingly humblest 
creature deserves to enjoy the beauty of light as humans do. By examining the existential problem of the 
mice, the writer hints the situation children face in modern life. Small and weak as they seem, they are 
eager for the acknowledgement and respect necessary for the acceptance into a world where they can 
breathe and live as freely as the adults. Nobody should deny the power and dignity in them for their small 
size and young age.  

Conclusion 
Fantasy, as a product of imagination, has nourished the minds of children for so many generations. Its 
beauty lies in the metaphorical way to deal with reality rather than shunning it. No less helpful than 
realistic works, fantasy helps children absorb the reality without too much bitterness, overcome the 
adolescence without too much nervousness and initiate into maturity without too much bewilderment. It 
upholds a positive belief in children, which evolves from its conviction of children’s nature. The fantastic 
way of narration is capable of great wisdom and profound philosophy. 
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[Abstract] The Island, Victoria Hislop’s masterpiece, tells a story of the island of Spinalonga, which is famous 
for leper. Through an analysis of Alexis Fielding’s search for her root, the paper makes a research on Eleni, 
Maria, Ana and Sofia’s search for self-identity and sense of belonging, together with the symbolic significance 
of leper and the island of Spinalonga. The paper tries to show that self-identity and sense of belonging are of 
equally importance for everyone, no matter you are lepers or ordinary people. 

[Keywords] The Island; self-identity; sense of belonging; leper 

Introduction 
Victoria Hislop became one of the most popular British writers after he published his maiden work The 
Island in 2006. Thousands of readers sob at the miserable and moving story and complicated plot in The 
Island, which makes the book the best-seller classic in English. 

Alexis, Anna’s granddaughter and Sofia’s daughter, found that for many years her mother has been 
trying her best to protect her own past, which not only buried her own root, but became untouchable for 
anyone. Her mother never talked about her own childhood, especially her life on the island of Spinalonga, 
which became a taboo for the whole family. Alexis has a doctor’s degree in Archaeology, an admiring job 
and a handsome and rich boyfriend, but when her boyfriend proposes marriage, she hesitated. She began 
to think about her own life seriously and found all the superficial things were not what she really needed. 
The only solution to all these problems is to search for her own root and to dig out her mother’s past 
which she tried her best to hide; therefore, she boarded on the ship heading to the island of Spinalonga 
and began her search for her own identity. 

The book focuses on leper which people all over the world are afraid of. Ghuost’s sincere love for his 
wife and their beloved little daughter and Chritis’ love for Maria show readers the lepers’ strong desire 
for love and their deserved human rights to live. Victoria Hislop shows that even in that wicked and 
miserable island of Spinalonga there is always hope. 

The Search for Self-Identity and “Root” 
The family decease in Alexis’ family began with her great-grandmother. When Elene and Demitri stepped 
on the island of Spinalonga, they broke apart from their own past, heir family and relatives. They were 
warmly welcomed by the residents on the island. It seemed that they stepped onto a faraway and 
long-dreamed destination. The island of Spinalonga was a refuge for the lepers, saving them from the 
outside society where they suffered and were deserted. Even though at the beginning, they were grateful 
for being accepted, gradually they found a fact that they were abandoned completely by the outside 
society and their daily needs can only be satisfied narrowly, and what the island could provide them can 
be greatly harmful both physically and mentally. 

As for Eleni, she had two roots. As the hostess in the family, her home was her root, where she took 
good care of the kids and her husband responsibly, while on the leper Quarantine, the island of 
Spinalonga was her second root, where she worked as a teacher and her outstanding work provided the 
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residents on the island a chance of not being completely abandoned by the outside. All her late life was 
dedicated to the island of Spinalonga and the lepers on the island. 

As for Anna, her family was her root before marriage. She had beloved parents, mild younger sister, 
but she didn’t take them seriously and took their kindness for granted. After marriage, it became more and 
more obvious that her real root was her vanity in her deep mind. Her tragic death derived from it. As 
Charles Taylor (1992) says in his Sources of the Self, “to know who I am is a species of knowing where I 
stand. My identity is defined by the commitments and  identifications which provide the frame and 
horizon within which  I can try to determine from case to case what is good, or valuable, or what ought 
to be done, or what I endorse or oppose ” (p. 27). 

She was escaping all the time, from her leper mother and tedious housework. She was always 
fighting, complaining, doubting. Only if she could break the present situation and her visionary future, 
was she willing to do anything, even to marry someone she did not love on the condition that her future 
husband was rich and powerful. 

Anna isolated herself from her hometown, managed to get the wealth and fame she longed for, but 
only to wander around in the friendless social intercourse. Newly-married, she would pay a visit to her 
father and Maria occasionally, but when Maria was sent to the island of Spinalonga, she scarcely visited 
her father. She thought being born in such a family was a shame. 

When Anna learned Maria was going to marry Mallory and Maria was singing while working hard, 
she was close to becoming crazy. How her own sister seemed like the happiest woman in the world, 
which was ridiculous for her. She hated her dear sister getting her own happiness. Her vanity made her 
jealous of others’ happiness. When she got to know her sister was going to marry, she almost went crazy. 

As for Maria, her root was her own mother. She always took her mother as a model, and made up her 
mind to become a teacher like her mother to serve the people. She inherited and developed her mother’s 
characters, strong-minded, kind-hearted and self-controlled with her own private feeling hidden in deep 
mind. There were two different girls with different characters in the same family, only because they 
inherited different genes. The character inheritance from the same family was their common root. 

Although Maria was mild and kind-hearted, she was still depressed when she found all her friends in 
her childhood got married except her. Since old maid was regarded as a curse, and that nobody wanted to 
take her as his wife was a humiliation for her. She had no choice but to work whole heatedly in the 
family, forcing herself not to think about the marriage problem. 

The night before Maria was sent to the island of Spinalonga, she suddenly realized all these luxuries 
almost belonged to another living creature, not her. The idea of leaving her home where she lived for 
many years and her root, together with the feeling of being isolated made her very sad, but her good 
nature allowed her to hide her sadness in her deep mind. 

Arriving at the isolated island of Spinalonga, Maria felt dumb both physically and mentally. It was 
her new life in the leper colony, a beginning of a never-ending journey. Her father went back, leaving her 
and two of her suitcases there lifelessly. She walked on the pavement, as if it was someone else was 
walking, and the real herself was still enjoying her life in her own warm home. Long oppression, taking 
care of her old father, putting up with her sister’s bullying, being deserted by her fiancee and pretending 
enjoying her happiness, she did all these for others. Arriving at the island of Spinalonga meant the end of 
her life in the village of Plaka. She felt so distant from her home and her familiarities. She never felt so 
isolated like this. 
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Maria and doctor Kerrytis fell in love with each other, which make her life suddenly full of colors. 
Every time he came to visit her make her energetic and she was not the patient waiting for death on the 
cold stone, but a woman longing for love and beloved. 

While waiting for the new treatment, Maria and Kerrytis stayed silently for a long time. When the 
new treatment succeeded, she suddenly became entangled. Since if she was cured, she would be able to 
leave the island of Spinalonga to get her freedom which she desired for a long time. But in that way, she 
would not be able to meet Kerrytis. If being cured meant having to leave Kerrytis, she would rather die as 
a leper. 

When Maria was cured and was going to leave the island of Spinalonga, she felt very sad. She 
wanted to take everything beautiful here with her. Although death would be better than life sentence here, 
the moment she was going to leave, she felt very reluctant to go. With one foot on the boat, it was almost 
impossible for her to take the other foot away form the island. When she was forced to leave her home 
and sent to the island of Spinalonga, the isolated island became her second home and the own thing she 
can depend on. 

When she went back home, her friends held a welcoming party for her. When Giorgis and the 
neighbors were enthusiastic about Maria’s coming back home healthily, Anna was killed by her husband 
in the right place. Maria gave up her marriage to take her responsibility at home. Although Maria was 
fated to live a miserable life, every time she was defeated by accidents, she would become stronger.  

After numerous sufferings, Maria and Kerrytis finally got married. In the end she got her dreaming 
love, and the love gave her enough strength and bravery to face any difficulty, which became her root in 
the rest of her life.   

As for Sophia, she tried her best to protect her own past, while her root in the village Plaka where she 
was born aroused her daughter’s greatest curiosity. She always locked her own heart and considered her 
past as a taboo only because of her lot. Her mother Anna committed suicide and did not even know who 
her father was. Her sense of self respect did not allow her to mention her own past, and her family leper 
also made her embarrassed. After she grew up, she determined to leave Plaka, which she believed too 
small and isolated for her. Even though Maria was unwilling to let her go, she made up her mind to leave 
forever. When her adopted parents told her real birth story, she became dubious about everything with no 
sense of safety anywhere. Her whole life changed overnight with her past disappearing behind. When she 
looked back, there was nothing except for emptiness. She thought her dear aunt and uncle cheated her. 
She suppressed her affection to them and abandoned them in her deep heart. Going to Athens shook her 
away from her own past and the shame of her leper family as well as her uncertainty of her real parents. 
On the other hand, she thought she broke her aunt and uncle’s heart. Such sense of guilt made her 
unwilling to mention her own past. However, her root would never change, which would stay in Plaka no 
matter where she was or what high position she would be. 

Her daughter’s journey to the island of Spinalonga opened her heart. In the end, she went back to 
Plaka with no shame or leper except for love. She found her own root in the place where she was born. 
The root of this novel is leper itself since everything is closely connected with it. It can be inferred that 
without leper, nobody would notice the existence of the island of Spinalonga. 

The Symbolic Meaning of the Island and Leper 
There are such words in The Genesis “the leper in whom the plague is, his clothes shall be rent, and his 
head bare, and he shall put a covering upon his upper lip, and shall cry, Unclean, unclean” (Carlisle, 1828, 
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p. 26). As for Giorgi, sometimes he even thought it would be better that both of them had died. He knew 
that disease was making his wife dying, since her skin was beginning to go bad and her throat narrowed, 
which made it difficult for her to speak. There was nothing except for despair for the lepers. 
Giorgi never told Anna and Maria the truth of their mother’s disease. She kept on cheating them that she 
was becoming better and better, but when they got the news that their mother was tortured to death by 
leper, they were greatly shocked. It seemed their mother died twice. Their mother died when she was sent 
to the island of Spinalonga in their heart, but when they heard that their dear mother died eventually with 
great hope of coming back home healthily, they felt the great impact of deadly leper sincerely. 
When Maria noticed the symptoms of leper on her feet, she was in great panic, but she still decided to tell 
Giorgis, since he was the only one she wanted to protect. The father decided to take her to see the doctor, 
who was the very one who sent Eleni to the island of Spinalonga. Thinking of her mother’s suffering, 
Maria became rather worried but had to face it bravely. When doctor Kerrytis saw Maria, he was shocked 
by the close resemblance of Maria to Eleni. He realized immediately that the same story took place. He 
thought of the island of Spinalonga, decisively knowing that would be Maria’s doomed graveyard, her 
fate, while Anna got to know Maria’s disease, she felt very pleasant blaming her not telling everyone. 
When Manouli was notified that Maria was diagnosed as a leper, he did not know what to do, moving his 
chairs farther from Giorgis. He was shocked that if he married Maria without consciousness, it would be 
very possible he would get infected. He did not say any sweat words to comfort Maria, only feeling so 
lucky to break their engagement. When Giorgis went out from Anna’s housing, he realized suddenly with 
a definite diagnose of Maria as a leper, his family was broken into pieces forever. When Maria was asked 
about leper, she said that it was a prison for anyone suffering from leper living on the island of 
Spinalonga with no locks on the door, but she was completely isolated from the outside world. She knew 
clearly there was no rebirth, no second chance for her. 
Even though many years passed and few people can barely remember the famous island of Spinalonga for 
leper, it was still there. Alexis’ great-grandmother was diagnosed with leper and was forced to go to the 
island of Spinalonga. She saw her deformed face which looked very horrible. Death was the only result 
for people on the island of Spinalonga, and anything people can think of was nothing but horror and 
despair. The island of Spinalonga meant the end for the lepers who were driven here, while for the island 
itself it meant a new beginning. When Eleni arrived at the island of Spinalonga, they shook away from 
earthly concerns, enjoying themselves on the first Thanksgiving Day. The island of Spinalonga got its 
rebirth and they seemed have a rebirth too, at least in their souls.  Although no one spoke it out, there 
was a sense of eternity for the lepers since the majority of the lepers began to think it worthwhile to live 
on. 
    As the leper Quarantine, the island of Spinalonga represented obscurity itself from the perspective of 
sociology. However, people still lived there peacefully as ordinary people with a fear of leper. 
Furthermore, the island was isolated, which spared them away from the Naci envision and persecution 
and made it a “paradise”. Two doctors were fully dedicated to the study of leper, and they discovered 
p-aminobenzene, which succeeded in curing leper and freed the lepers. When the last group of lepers 
were cured and were able to leave the island, they had a complicated feeling towards the island since it 
provided them safety which protected them from the war and social affairs. Leaving the island meant 
losing their own paradise. It was their own world, while the outside world was mirage.   
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Sense of Belonging 
Everyone is afraid of loneliness, and hopes to belong to a group or several communities, such as families 
and companies, wishing to join in a conference and union to get some friendship, help and love and get 
rid of loneliness and unsafety. In this novel, everyone has his sense of belonging, which is their separate 
root. All of them have a common place of belonging, that is Plaka County, which recorded everything 
happened to them. 

Since childhood, Sophia lost her parents, raised up by her aunt and uncle, and she believed they were 
her real parents. However when she learned the truth one day, she suddenly lost her sense of belonging, 
considering that every one was cheating her, so she chose to receive her education faraway, never going 
back. It was because of her lack of sense of belonging that she met and married her husband in her 
university days, who gave her a sense of belonging to a degree. However, in her deep mind, she had her 
sense of belonging, which she refused to admit. Until Alexis touched her mother’s hidden past experience 
did she accept her shamed past, and realize the relatives and accidents in the past. Just as the last chapter 
says in the novel, “everything was in the open now, the wounds were exposed in the air and at last there 
was the possibility of healing. There was no shame in any of it. She no longer had anything to hide, and 
for the first time in 25 years, her tears flowed unchecked” (Hislop, 2007, p. 249). Sophia’s change meant 
that she accepted her past and predicted that she found another sense of belonging of her own. 

Conclusion 
The Island shows us Alexis’ search for her root on the island of Spinalonga famous for leper. The Island 
of Spinalonga is their root for Eleni, Sophia, Anna, Maria and Alexis, while they can only find their sense 
of belonging here. 
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[Abstract] Pearl, daughter of Hester Prynne and Arthur Dimmesdale in The Scarlet Letter, is described as an 
eccentric, rebellious and aggressive girl. This paper analyzes the reasons for her variable character from the 
aspect of child rights. She suffered from origin discrimination, no right to participation and no best interest.    

[Keywords] variable; origin discrimination; no right to participation; no best interest  

Introduction  
The Scarlet Letter is one of the most brilliant masterpieces written by American Romanticism novelist 
Nathaniel Hawthorne in the 19th century. It is a story of adultery, which depicts the causes and 
consequences of Hester Prynne and Dimmesdale’s illicit love. The novel took place in New England of 
North American colony during 1642—1649. The puritans stressed on asceticism (Feidelson, Jr. Charles, 
1969), they could not bear such immoral behavior and wanted to punish Hester Prynne and the baby’s 
secret father. 

Hester Prynne’s legal husband Chillingworth (it was an assumed name), was presumed dead. She 
gave birth to a baby daughter, the hypocritical and ferocious church decoyed her to confess her 
illegitimate child’s father, but she refused to speak out even if she was put onto the scaffold to be shamed. 
When being released, Hester brought up the daughter alone and was accompanied by this little girl.  

In this novel, Hawthorne successfully created a series of vivid and distinct characters: Hester Prynne 
was brave and rebellious, Arthur Dimmesdale was timid and hesitant, while Roger Chillingworth, vicious 
and insidious. As for Pearl, the only child character, Hawthorne employed nearly twenty words to 
describe her: angel, devil, red rose, little bird, demon offspring, elf-child, witch-baby, imp of evil, lovely 
and immortal flower, little creature, etc. Not only did these words show the author’s affection to this 
character, but they also presented Pearl’s variable character.   

Most critics study the nature of the three adult characters in their articles. Though they agree that 
Pearl is the living crimson “A”, her character has not been extensively analyzed.  

As named, Pearl was her mother’s only treasure, purchased with all Hester had: woman’s reputation 
(Charles, 1969). No matter where Hester was, Pearl followed as her only companion. Pearl was a constant 
reminder of the sin her mother had committed (Charles, 1969). Some critics say Pearl is innocent and 
pure, some say she is born to be evil, and some critics say she is dynamic and vigorous. Critics use so 
many different words to depict her, but they don’t probe into Pearl’ character and find her eccentricity, 
hostility and aggression, or point out the causes of her variable character. In fact, the reason of Pearl’s 
variable character is both significant and puzzling.  

When a baby is born, adults seldom realize that from that moment the baby has its own rights: child 
rights. In traditional culture, adults often ignore children’s individuality and self-consciousness because 
they are dependent. Because of fragility, children are always subordinate to adults in social position, 
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adults often regulate them under the slogan of “for children” (Louise Sylwander, 2008). Just for these 
reasons, UNICEF (United Nations International Children’s Emergency Fund) has been disseminating 
child rights, emphasizing the articles such as no discrimination, right to participation, right to education, 
best interest etc. in Convention on Child Right (CRC).  The ratification of Convention on Child Right 
(CRC) in 1989 was a most influential achievement, where most human rights conventions and regulations 
have defensive characters, seeking to protect citizens from abuses of the state or an employer (UNICEF, 
1993). The Convention on the Rights of the Child is more offensive, seeking to “give the chance of 
developing the child’s personality, talents and mental and physical abilities to their fullest potential.” 
(UNICEF, Article 29, 1.a, 2001, p434) In The scarlet Letter, we know Pearl, as an illegitimated child, had 
no child right consciousness or child right enjoyment, thus she was unable to develop to her full potential. 
The deficiency of child rights formed Pearl’s variable character.  

Reading The Scarlet Letter, the act about Pearl was distanced in time for about seven years. Under 
Hawthorne’s pen, not matching the behavior of friendly girls, Pearl’ was eccentric. She never talked or 
played with other little Puritans. If someone tried to speak to her, she refused to answer. Not like the 
behavior of quiet girls, Pearl was hostile. Her dissatisfied screams caused Hester to do nothing but stand 
aside. Not as the behavior of innocent girls at her age, Pearl was aggressive. She wasn’t accustomed to 
other people’s touches except her mother’s. Not acting as obedient girls, Pearl was rebellious. She 
repudiated all patriarchs (Henry James, p224). She was reluctant to admit her mother’s bearing, she 
claimed she was picked up by her mother from roses.   

Hester was worried about her daughter’s behavior. She pondered if Pearl was an “elf-child” or a 
“mother’s child”. Pearl had an “untamed nature” and was a “sin-born baby”(Julia Hawthorne, 1884). As 
the writer, Hawthorne, himself, felt it difficult to explain Pearl’s variable character (Julia Hawthorne, 
1884). Only at the denouement of the novel, did Hawthorne use Dimmesdale’s kiss to relieve the 
witchcraft in Pearl, thus, revealing Pearl’s variable character, even though Hawthorne advocated 
feminism in the 19th century (Baym Nina, 1976), he had no idea about child rights. From today’s 
standpoint, Pearl’s variable character originates from no child rights.  

The Deficiency of Child Rights Impacts on Pearl’s Character 
Pearl’s Eccentricity from Origin Discrimination 
UNICEF places “Non-discrimination presents in Article 1 of the CRC, demonstrating that discrimination 
can really hurt the mental and physical development of children. Discrimination includes gender 
discrimination, language discrimination, disability discrimination, origin discrimination, etc. Origin 
discrimination includes racial origin discrimination, property origin discrimination, illegitimate child 
origin discrimination, and” AIDS origin discrimination (UNICEF, 1993). Pearl suffered from illegitimate 
child origin discrimination. 

Before she was old enough to know she was illegitimated, the society looked down upon her as an 
outcast, and rejected her. Pearl was caught up in discrimination from the very beginning---at her birth. 
She did not have the right of baptism as ordinary babies did. Respective identity made her suffer from 
discrimination initially. She was a shame and disgrace, a lively scarlet letter (Charles, 1969).  

Before she was old enough to know the real meaning of discrimination, she was affected by her 
mother’s attitude towards the word “discrimination”. As an illegal child, at the start of the novel, Pearl 
appeared on the scaffold in her mother’s arm. Hester Prynne, who had been stared at by thousands of eyes 
under the scaffold, could not control her feelings after going back to prison. She was found in a state of 
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nervous excitement that demanded constant watchfulness (Hawthorne, 1992, p.69). Her reaction made 
Pearl who sucked mother’s milk cry fiercely, and only the medicine from Chillingworth could make her 
sleep. There is no mistake about that, Hester’s miserable experience penetrated into Pearl’s mind 
(Hawthorne, 1884).  

As Pearl grew up in Chapter Six of The Scarlet Letter, she personally felt the discrimination. 
Hawthorne vividly described those little puritans’ particular feeling to mother and daughter who were 
peculiar to the local people. They abused, cursed and showed contempt to Hester and Pearl, pretending 
holding a church service together, torturing the pagans, fighting against Indians, peering a skull, or 
threatening each other by mimicking the witch (Hawthorne, p.73). Actually when hearing the words and 
seeing the behaviors which actually were such discrimination ones, Pearl began to realize the 
insurmountable circle around her at her age of seven. If someone talked to her, she kept silent and she 
glanced but never wanted to be acquainted with them. At Pearl’s age, children usually like to show 
curiosity and friendship to persons around them, but discrimination was rooted in Pearl’s daily life and 
Hester couldn’t protect her daughter against that. Pearl became eccentric. 

“Origin discrimination” hurts a child’s dignity as a human being, affects a child’s individuality, 
talent, and psychological development (UNICEF, 1993), and making a child eccentric in nature behavior. 
Only when discrimination is eliminated from the growing environment of children, can children live 
happily and develop a positive outlook on life and healthy character.  

Pearl’s Hostility from No Right to Participation  
Because of origin discrimination, Pearl became eccentric. In addition to eccentricity, hostility was also in 
her mind. Tracing back to the reason, her hostile nature was due to lack of participations. As The 
Convention of the Rights of the Child quoted that no participation can cause the hostile character to a child 
(UNICEF, 1993).  

Pearl could not join in other children’s circles and talked with them. Her origin made her being 
looked down upon, no children offered welcome hands to the “unclean” girl or to play with her. Pearl 
could not participate in the children’s group; she threw stones to those who made faces to her and her 
mother. The little puritans disliked her participation, they often disregarded of the mother and daughter. 
Thus Pearl’s resentment and children’s contempt made Pearl hostile.  

Compared with the surrounding environment and people nearby, Pearl was more intimated to what 
she imagined in her mind and showed hostility to people around her. The singularity lay in the hostile 
feelings with which the child regarded all these offspring of her own heart and mind (Hawthorne, p. 72). 
Pearl always sowed broadcast dragon’s teeth, which sprung a harvest of armed enemies, then she would 
turn into a fighter and rushed to battle. In the novel, she disliked communicating with others (Byma, 
1976). A rod, a torn cloth, and a small flower may become her magic instrument, and her baby-like voice 
played different roles, young or old, who were created by herself in the virtual world. Unfortunately, she 
never played friends or created imaginary friends. She had no friends, so she couldn’t understand the 
value of friendship.  She had no playmates for which to participate with in children’s game world 
(Byma, 1976). No right to participation caused Pearl to lose one of the most important steps in developing 
a sound mind.  

Children’s characters can be healthily shaped through verbal communication, body language or role 
play. These activities can teach children to respect each other through participation because this is the 
process of analyzing questions, solving problems, and making decisions (Sylwander, 2008). The right of 
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participation cultivates children’s individual character of confidence, independence, mutual help, and 
consideration (Sylwander, 2008) Without participation, children may become indifference or hostility.  

Hester was inexpressively sad for her daughter, but she could do nothing to prevent the hostility in 
Pearl’s mind. How deep is the sorrow of a mother when she sees her young child recognize the adverse 
world, and trains herself so fiercely in order to win in the virtual battle of life. If such a thing happened in 
modern society, parents would use the method of participation to clear up hostility. 

The description of Pearl in Chapter Seven showed her hostility again. In governor’s hall, the elderly 
clergyman Mr. John, seated himself into an armchair and wanted to draw Pearl betwixt his knees. But 
Pearl who was so hostile to the people around her except her mother, escaped through the open window 
and stood on the upper step, looking like a wild tropical bird of rich plumage, ready to take night into the 
upper air (Hawthorne, p.75) Mr. Wilson was a grandfatherly sort of personage who enjoyed vast favorite 
with children and showed non-discrimination toward Pearl (Nina, 1976), but, reversely, she was unable to 
accept his love because of the persecution from other cruel and hypocritical puritans persisted the pitiful 
girl could not participate in any group she was born, so she became unfriendly and hostile.  

Pearl’s Aggression from No Best Interest  
Pearl’s origin was always an enigma puzzle in the book (James, 1978, p. 223). The question echoes 
throughout the novel, “Who, is Pearl’s father?” (p. 224). The relationship between Pearl and her father 
was doomed to be separated. The lack of a father’s role forced Hester to play both: affectionate mother 
and strict father. The single mother, more or less, filled with remorse for her sin earnestly hoped to take 
her custody well on this baby. But she was not capable of being both parents. What Hester gave Pearl was 
usually earnest kisses and close pressure to her bosom (Hawthorne, 1992, p.72). Without a father’s 
control and discipline, Pearl grew up aggressively.   

A father’s control and mother’s affection are two key factors in bringing up a child. “Affection” 
means satisfying the child’s need and giving patient care. Usually this is the mother’s duty. “Control” 
means limiting the child’s behavior and giving strict instruction. Usually it is father’s task.  

These key factors are part of a child’s best interest. The best interest refers to the right that a child 
should have to develop his mind and body (UNICEF, 1993). The Convention of the Child’s Right 
highlights best interest in an article as not being separated from parents and parents accepting 
responsibility. “The child shall not be separated from his or her parents against his or her will except 
when competent authorities subject to judicial review determine, in accordance with applicable law and 
procedures, that such separation is necessary for the best interest of the child.” “Both parents have 
primary responsibility for the upbringing of their child and the best interest of the child will be their basic 
concern.”(UNICEF, 1993) 

Those who enjoy best interest can balance their ideas of their parents’ opinion and behavior and form 
their own understanding about the world and people. Those who do not have best interest develop an 
aptitude of aggressiveness. (Sylwander, 2008)  

When Pearl was an infant, her mother gradually realized that her little girl had a peculiar look, so 
inexplicable, so perverse, neither smiles nor frowns possessed any calculable influence for her (James, 
224). Hester was ultimately compelled to stand aside and permit the child to be swayed by her own 
impulses. Hester would sometimes burst into passionate tears, but seldom did Pearl show sympathy for 
her mother. Her reaction was aggressive. Sometimes she would frown, give an unsympathetic look of 
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discontent, or laugh. Very rarely, she would sob out of her love for her mother that she had a heart by 
breaking it (Hawthorne, 1992, p.73)  

In Chapter 9, the minister kissed Pearl on the forehead, but she rushed to the river and cleaned it 
immediately, then standoffishly looked around. Not only did this behavior strongly display Pearl’s 
aggressive character, but it also confirmed that Arthur Dimmesdale did not fulfill his father’s custody.     

Pearl did not enjoy best interest. When she was a baby, she lived with her mother and never having 
the opportunity to see her father. Arthur Dimmesdale, as minister, concealed his special identity and could 
not confess what he had done and neglected a father’s duty. Pearl got more affection from her mother. But 
without control and discipline, an aggressive character was doomed.  

The Implementation of Child Rights Helps Develop the Healthy Character of Children 
The Convention of Child Right conveys that children are weak and should be protected. Adults should 
regard children as capable, active subjects of rights. Children have their own rights such as the right to 
participate in family, culture, and society. In this way should children develop healthy characters?  

The novel described that after Hester’s term of confinement, she mended clothing. Pearl went with 
her wherever she went. When walking through the forest, the natural environment and the beasts became 
her non-discriminating friend. Pearl melted into the nature, chasing the sea birds, throwing foams to the 
sky, teasing with herself in the water mirror. As she participated in the natural surroundings, best interest 
was satisfied in her spirit. Her lovely and innocent character revealed. Her kind and active side is 
displayed, and demonstrating that in a setting of non-discrimination, a child could be healthier in 
character.       

Pearl’s character shows that the implementation of child right and the child’s healthy environment 
has a close relationship with the soundness of a child’s body and mind. In order to ensure the healthy 
development of a child, the UN passed The Convention of Child Rights in 1999. Article 2 is 
non-discrimination, Article 3 is Best interest of the child, Article 13 is right to freedom of expression and 
right to participation, Article 16 right to privacy, Article 28 is right to education, Article 18 is parents’ 
custody, etc. they are all written in article3, article 3, article6, article 28 in the handbook. Only by 
highlighting the articles that are discussed in this paper, can children develop soundness of both body and 
mind.   

Hawthorne’s portrait of Pearl’s character demonstrates that child rights play an important role in the 
formation of child’s character. Today “right” is an essential word that has penetrated into people’s minds. 
The idea of “Child Rights” should take root in people’s hearts, and boom in the family, school and 
society. Teachers and adults should know more about child rights in order to carry out the rights to 
cultivate the development of children’s healthy characters.  
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[Abstract] Margaret Laurence’s creative writing is characterized by wealthy connotation, veiled signification 
and figurative sense. Basing on the employment of symbolism, she depicted and portrayed numerous lifelike 
characters and discussed social and thought-provoking issues through ordinary narrations. The Loons is a 
representation of racism in early Canada. With her unique creation, she described how Indians were 
struggling in a cold society that suppresses half-breeds and how racism existed in prejudice and 
misunderstanding. The setting and characterization she used shows how severe the prejudice of white people 
can be towards Indians after the period of new colonization. 
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Introduction 
People still remember Margaret Laurence as one of Canada’s most esteemed and beloved authors for her 
Manawaka literature. Indeed, this outstanding woman was every bit as brave, justicial, impartial and 
compassionate as anyone can imagine. As a Caucasian authoress, she was really commendable to show 
special preference to Canadian Indians in her literary creation. During the years when many white people 
were entrenched in prejudice and misunderstanding resulting from racism, she was one of the few 
outspoken writers that would make a favorable reference to those struggling under harsh circumstances in 
a society that suppresses the poor, especially ethnic people. 

Margaret Laurence’s short story, The Loons, taken from A Bird in the House, is a convincing 
example of racial separation and discrimination in Canada in early 1900s. It tells a story about the uneasy 
relationship between white people and local Indians and reveals some cultural conflicts between man and 
man, man and nature. The story “gives us Vanessa’s perception of a young girl called Piquette Tonnerre 
who is of Métis descent and who accumulates the social disadvantages of poverty, illness, ethnic 
discrimination and being female. It has proven a highly controversial example of racist literature. Just as 
Professor Wang Qiuyuan pointed out, “It is incontrovertible that the brilliance of humanity implicated in 
the female images in Manawaka Book is a challenge to the stereotyped characterization of females in 
traditional literary works” (Wang, 2008, p. 108). 

Gotthold Ephraim Lessing, a German aesthetician and critic once said, “To enjoy a good 
creative writing, you can not swallow it, but chew it again and again”(Lessing, 2008, p. 76). The 
Loons, on the surface, tells about the short life of Piquette, who accumulated many social disadvantages 
of poverty, illness, ethnic discrimination and being female. However, as a matter of fact, the story reveals 
a harsh social reality in Canada in the early 1900s. Through the demonstration of the Indians’ tough life, 
Laurence used Piquette's short and miserable life as a sort of mirror to reflect the poor relations between 
Indians in hot water and white people featured with pride and prejudice.  
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The Thought-provoking Creation Themes in The Loons 
In this short story, Margaret Laurence, with sincere affection, empirical intuition and exquisite strokes, 
dealt most astutely with the themes of cultural clashes and communication between people of different 
races and cultures and portrayed Piquette who struggled at edge of mainstream culture. The author 
alluded to Piquette through loons so as to show the collision between two cultures. The Diamond Lake 
was originally a paradise of birds, but the invasion of human beings threatened their survival and forced 
them to migrate to other places. Manawaka was originally an Indian reservation, but the arrival of white 
people destroyed their peace. The Indians had no other way but tried hard to match the changed 
lifestyle. Those who could not do it, as Laurence pointed out, were doomed to die out. 

On the surface, Laurence just told a tale about the poor relationship between mainstream culture and 
marginal culture. But in fact, there is one deeper motive behind the story. She dreamed of an egalitarian 
society and intended to advise people, especially the white people, to say ‘No’ to racism. For such a 
reason, Laurence used the perspective of her white character to criticize white people’s indifference and 
prejudice against the ethnic people, displaying a specific kind of colonial attitude to Indians. Through 
the story, she revealed some sobering social problems in early Canada: incomprehension, 
misconstruction, defensiveness and the impossibility of communication between Caucasian and ethnic 
people. Laurence really did a great job of conveying to the readers her sad findings about the society at 
the beginning of the 20th century.  

Different Manifestations of Racism 
Margaret Cannon was an American. She said in her The Invisible Empire: Racism in Canada, “was born 
to be a racist” (Cannon, 1995, p. 5). She immigrated to Canada in 1971, happy to leave behind the 
violence of US racism. She wanted to believe in Canada as a safe, peaceful place of multicultural 
harmony. But having lived there for some time, she believed that “there is also racism in Canada” 
(Cannon, 1995, p. 308) and illustrated how racism permeated Canadian daily life in its various spheres.  

The Loons, we say, illustrates how racism existed under the screen of good intentions, intolerance 
and stereotyping. It is because a consistent theme of racism has run through the whole story. In The 
Loons, nearly all the Caucasian characters were racists except for Ewen, the father. Grandmother 
MacLeod was an ingrained racist. She seemed to hold stereotyped opinions about any ethnic people. 
When hearing that her son would take Piquette, the young patient, to Diamond Lake, she announced 
flatly, “Ewen, if that half breed youngster comes along to Diamond Lake, I'm not going” (Laurence, 
2010, p. 194). She had nothing to be used as an excuse and she did not need it. She need not conceal her 
standpoint in the problem of racial discrimination. In the family she was the dominator while in the 
society she was spokesperson of numerous white people. So she was an epitome of a generation since her 
attitude reflected the state of mind of many white people. These white people had forgotten that it was the 
poor and dirty Indians that had once saved their fathers in the early stage of their migration and helped 
them selflessly through difficulties and hardships. 

Beth, Vanessa’s mother, was an understanding wife and loving mother. She never said ‘No’ to her 
husband though she tried hard to find every possible excuse to stop him in taking the Indian girl to 
Diamond Lake with the family. Her thoughtfulness for her children was really respectable. But judging 
her dialogue with her husband, readers know that she was, to some extent, also obsessed with obscure 
racism. While talking of the Indian girl, she took an involuntary but prejudiced attitude to the Indian 
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youngster. Her refusal should root in her ethnic thoughts. However, besides racial discrimination, the 
mother also showed sympathy for Indians. It fully expressed her good humanity. In the last part of the 
story, Vanessa described when mentioning of the death of Piquette, “My mother looked perturbed, and it 
was a moment before she spoke, as though she did not know how to express what she had to tell and 
wished she did not need to try” (Laurence, 2010, p. 202). This description has revealed an average 
person’s normal and contradictory mentality. In the reminiscence of Piquette, the mother regretted, “Oh, 
Vanessa, when it happened, I couldn't help thinking of her as she was that summer – so sullen and gauche 
and badly dressed. I couldn't help wondering if we could have done something more at that time – but 
what could we do? She used to be around in the cottage there with me all day and honestly it was all I 
could do to get a word out of her. She didn't even talk to your father very much, although I think she liked 
him in her way” (Laurence, 2010, p. 202). The mother’s expression proved her ambivalence in face of 
racial problems. So she was a mild racist. 

Vanessa, the same with many other young people, was a racist of another type. They embodied the 
background information of Canadian immigration cultures. They rubbed shoulders with ethnic people 
every day, glorifying themselves as non-racists and even took a strong enough stand against racism, but in 
the hidden recesses of the soul, they felt superior to all colored people and sometimes outpoured racist 
tendency unintentionally. Being a white girl born and raised in the white conditions, Vanessa was 
innocent and vivacious. But she might have been infected by racism since she was a child. Piquette was in 
the same class with her at school, but her narration of the classmate is really unimaginable. “Her sickness 
was almost the only thing I knew about her, however. Otherwise, she existed for me only as a vaguely 
embarrassing presence, with her hoarse voice and her clumsy limping walk and her grimy cotton dresses 
that were always miles too long. I was neither friendly nor unfriendly towards her. She dwelt and moved 
somewhere within my scope of vision, but I did not actually notice her very much until that peculiar 
summer when I was eleven” (Laurence, 2010, p. 193). As a child, she might not know the real meaning of 
racism, but her action showed more or less that she was, to a certain degree, influenced by racism. 

Vanessa should by rights be a frank and honest girl by saying “I was neither friendly nor unfriendly 
towards her”. Actually, her friendship to Piquette happened when she was in need of her but disappeared 
when she had no use to her. When Vanessa reached for the Indian girl, she tried every way to make 
friends with her and even did not care if her feelings were hurt when her ‘friendship’ was rebuffed. Just as 
a Chinese proverb goes, “When you are under the eaves, you have to lower your head”. In order to get 
what she wanted, Vanessa “had a kind of dogged perseverance” (Laurence, 2010, p. 196). But when 
Piquette had no use to her, she began ignoring her completely. So when they met each other in the Regal 
Café, she talked to herself, “I wished she would go away. I did not want to see her. I did not know what to 
say to her. It seemed that we had nothing to say to one another” (Laurence, 2010, p. 201). 

Alvin Gerald Cummings, Piquette’s husband, might also be a racist or turn into a racist, though he 
was only mentioned of instead of appearing on the scene. In the years of white supremacism, he might 
have to endure some social pressures because of the intermarriage even if he was not a racist. He 
abandoned his Indian wife anyhow just as his fathers abandoned Indians after they had saved them from 
death. Throughout Canadian history, opposition to interracial relationships and mixed marriage failure has 
existed for different reasons, but what it usually boils down to is racism.  
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Survival Tragedy Resulted from Racism 
The Loons is a life story of the ethnic people in many countries as well as in Canada. While reading it, 
many readers may think that the eccentric Piquette was an unreasonable, cynical and homebred girl. 
However, her pathetic fate is the cardinal line of the story. In fact, she was quite normal in all conscience. 
Her unreasonable words, illogical behavior and annoying attitude are driven by her troubled mind and 
match with her voice of tragic sense. She was crying for her fate just like the loons. That is ululating 
sound and chilling mockery. That was the ineffable approach for her to vent her grievances and fight for 
her own survival in a world clearly divided along class lines. Her unnatural behavior stemmed from her 
confused psychology. She was eager to live as the white people did, but perplexed like all other Indians 
since she was young. Her early tragedy is that she felt ashamed of her poor Indian family, why her family 
lived in a shack, and why she was looked down upon by “all the old bitches and biddies” (The Loons) in 
the town. Piquette had her own dreams but would not allow them to be exposed to Vanessa. She needed 
to think and she would struggle for an equal life. So just as Vanessa described when they arrived at 
Diamond Lake, “… and her broad coarse-featured face bore no expression – it was blank, as though she 
no longer dwelt within her own skull, as though she had gone elsewhere” (Laurence, 2010, p. 196). This 
description shows the development of her tragedy. Later, she left the town that hurt her so much and 
traveled to many cities and towns in search of a better life. But she failed, of course. At this time, she still 
didn’t know why she was rejected by the society and she didn’t know that she was surrounded by cruel 
racism. So finally she attempted to adapt to the dominating lifestyle. By marrying an English workman 
with a classy name, she anticipated that her life was beginning to fall into place, which made her excited 
and even crazy. In mentioning her upcoming and ‘aspirational’ marriage, “her defiant face, momentarily, 
became unguarded and unmasked, and in her eyes there was a terrifying hope” (Laurence, 2010, p. 201). 
Nevertheless, her fond dream was soon interrupted. Her last and precious possession vanished into thin 
air. She died pitifully and woefully. As a matter of fact, in a society where people are consistently putting 
Indians down, making false assumptions about them, as well as calling their names, death might be the 
best way for them and Piquette to get away from earthly care. There is inevitability in her death. She 
should have realized before her death that she was too weak to struggle against her fate. Her continual 
existence can mean nothing but pain. In face of all-round racism, she could do nothing but cry on the 
inside just as loons cried at night. “It seemed to me now that in some unconscious and totally 
unrecognized way, Piquette might have been the only one, after all, who had heard the crying of the 
loons” (Laurence, 2010, p. 204). Vanessa’s later description proved that she began to know Piquette at 
last. 

There is no radical or rageful tendency in Laurence’s criticism of survival tragedy resulted from 
racism. She just appealed to the whole world to national cultural identity. But through the story, Laurence 
successfully accomplished her intention to enable the readers to understand how cruel and biased the 
society of the time was towards Indians. Piquette, with her tragic destiny, is the embodiment of the 
oppressed and discriminatory Indians. Her sufferings and death are the sufferings and death of Indians. So 
it is reasonable that the loss of Piquette can be associated with the death of her father and the kind. At the 
conclusion of the story, Laurence suggested that Vanessa and the white culture she represented would 
continue to destroy Indian culture until all that remains is a distant memory, like the unforgettable cry 
of the vanishing loons.  
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Indians’ Rebellion and Frustration 
It is believed that Indians are the earliest settlers and hosts of North America. They had been leading a 
self-sustainable and carefree life before white men ever set foot on the land. They were neither too rich 
nor too poor by any standard, but they still had primordial human joys, where maidens laugh and 
children. They showed friendship, kindness, tolerance and devotion in greeting the white men who just 
escaped from death. They took these new comers as neighbors, since they considered that they should be 
friends with whom they could share difficulties and hardships. However, they never anticipated that it 
was these friends that began plundering their saviors’ land and belongings once the got over their 
difficulties, making their life worse and worse. The Indians had even been reduced to near starvation by 
the virtual disappearance of conditions on which they relied for existence. So they rose up against white 
settlers again and again. The Battle of Batoche led by Louis Riel and Gabriel Dumont which is mentioned 
in The Loons is a good example. However, in face of the white troops armed with modern rifles and 
cannons, the Indians’ repeated rebellion ended in repeated failure. Just as Laurence pointed out, “…the 
voices of the Metis entered their long silence” (Laurence, 2010, p. 192) by Piguette’s time. And Indians 
began struggling at the edge of extinction.  

Xie Yali, a Chinese critic pointed out, “The main plotline of the story is fixed on the destiny of the 
Indians” (Xie, 2002). Of course, it is not true that the Canadian mainstream society failed to take the 
Indian surviving status into consideration. In order to realize enduring peace and stability of the state, the 
Canadian government began practicing a relief policy to the Indians after suppressing Indian rebellions, 
according to which all Indians living in the reservation can get a certain amount of relief fund if they have 
no work to do. In a sense, it has saved the Indians, since they can barely survive on the relief. However, 
the relief result may be negative to a certain degree, since the policy has abetted the Indians’ dependent 
mentality and deadened their spirit of struggle and self-reliance. For the sake of the relief, most Indians 
are trapped in the reservation and slums. They have nothing to do all day long. They possess no 
enforceable ambitions and hopes even now, only seeing clearly ahead a black wall of night. They have 
been collectively excluded out of the mainstream society since they have been living in extreme distress, 
ademonia, confusion and despair. The Indians universal despondency has made their survival situation get 
worse and worse, to the extent that their opportunities of nurturance, health care and lodging are not 
properly guaranteed. 

Conclusion 
The Loons is a mirror of the Canadian Indian life in the early twentieth century. The subconscious 
description used in the story not only greatly heightened the expression power of the story but also 
reflects the Indians' mind and frustration more authentically. It can be a true and bloody history of Indians 
who suffered prejudice and discrimination based on race and poverty. Actually, for more than one 
hundred years, they have been branded as invariably inferior. Just as Xie Yali says, “The main line of the 
story centers on the Indians’ destiny and the fate of the birds runs through sub-line” (Xie, 2002, pp. 
57-59). 

Through this novel, she makes her contribution as a writer in the promotion of multiculturalism and 
puts forward her understanding and perceptions for multiethnic issues. Through her advocacy for 
multiculturalism, she echoes with the multiculturalism policy of the government. She emphasizes the 
respect for and inheritance of every ethnic cultures and the importance of cross-cultural communication 
and understanding. 
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[Abstract] Different from Ha Jin’s previous works, A Good Fall, a collection of short stories in 2009 explores 
the life experience of Chinese immigrants in Flushing community, New York. This paper is to analyze the 
theme of the book from three aspects: exploring the main characters’ inner experience, analyzing the pun of 
the book title and discussing the non-closure ending of each story. The theme of the book can be concluded as 
a disillusioned American dream with an unpredictable future and a dislocated life existence.  

[Keywords] Chinese immigrants; theme; life existence; title; ending  

Introduction 
Ha Jin, a Chinese-American writer who moved to the United States in 1980s and started his writing in an 
adopted language, has received high acclaim in English literary circle. As a winner of the 
PEN/Hemingway Award and the Flannery O’Connor Award for Fiction, respectively, he won both the 
National Book Award and the PEN/Faulkner Award twice. Many of his short stories have appeared in 
The Best American Short Stories anthologies. A Good Fall, a book of twelve short stories set in Flushing, 
New York, one of New York City’s largest Chinese immigrant communities was written by Ha Jin in 
2009. In the newly released collection, he delves into the first-generation Chinese immigrants’ life 
predicament through the realistic descriptions of their everyday life. With startling clarity, Jin explores the 
challenges, loneliness and uplift associated with discovering one’s place in America.  

The collection of short stories A Good Fall is distinguished from his previous writings in two 
aspects: first of all, the setting of those stories shifts from past life in China to present days in the United 
States. Flushing, which geographically secludes itself from the American mainstream society, is the place 
to witness the tragic or comic stories of new immigrants; secondly, all the main characters are first-
generation Chinese immigrants who have newly arrived in the country, such as a Chinese waitress, 
garment workers, the prostitutes, a Chinese composer, English professors or company staff, a caretaker, 
and a monk in Chinese temple. What binds them up to one book is that what they are experiencing in 
Flushing is typical of first-generation immigrants’ life, shared by different ethnic groups in America. 
They are struggling with economic concerns or disturbed by lack of human dignity. Their willingness to 
assimilate into American life is a distinctive feature for first generation immigrants. They have to endure 
all the physical or mental tortures to seek a glittering future to settle down in the so called “the beautiful 
country” in Chinese language. Different from the previous generations of Chinese immigrants they have 
never been eager to return to the home country, China. Some of them even try to break away from any tie 
with their homeland. The book focuses on that silenced group, to expose their sense of dislocation and 
alienation in pursuit of American dream. 
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The Immigrant Life Experiences 
The immigrants’ experience has always been a subject matter in American literature. As for Chinese 
immigrant history and life experience the narratives have started since the end of the 19th century and 
reached its climax in 1960s and 1970s. But the themes have been very limited, as most of which 
concentrate on the cultural clashes between Chinese culture values with the American ones (Kim, 1982). 
A new perspective to reflect on immigration experience has been explored by Ha Jin in A Good Fall. Its 
uniqueness finds its expression in showing inner experience of characters, such as their mood, frustration, 
their longings and expectation, their shame and ecstasy. Their settlement on American land has been 
followed by a sense of loss and a sense of displacement and disillusionment. Roughly speaking, the 
twelve stories of the book can fall into three thematic divisions as referring to inner experience of 
characters: life entangled with loneliness, life bothered by the past and life in disillusionment.  

Loneliness 
Several stories in the collection focus on the theme of loneliness. In “Temporary Love” a wartime 
couple’s love story is shown before us. In order to relieve from homesickness and loneliness, a married 
man and a married woman, Panbin and Lina had reached an agreement to set up a temporary family to 
support each other. When the husband of Lina landed on America, a seemingly balanced life came to the 
end. As Panbin refused to let Lina go back to her spouse, Zuming, to restart their legal marital 
relationship, the conflict arose. Finally both of their marriages with their legal spouses fell apart and their 
lives were thrown into a lonely state again. Without families and friends around them, the new 
immigrants strained to find comfort and relief in their lives, which may lead them to cross the border of 
the morality. Another example can be found in “Choice”. The young student, as a tutor to a widow’s 
daughter, fell in love with the mother and was loved by the daughter as well. Struggling in an awkward 
relationship between the mother and daughter, he reaped nothing and the ending was concluded by his 
departure from his love. Love is fruitless; love is a kind of luxury for them.  

In “A Composer and His Parakeets”, the composer felt unsecured in his love with his Indian 
girlfriend, an actress often travelling around to seek her career success. While he was taking care of a bird 
of his girlfriend, his affinity gradually moved to the bird, with whom he found his love, deep emotion. 
Unfortunately, with the death of the bird he lost his spiritual and emotional belongings. “Come back” is 
his last exclamation in the story. It might be “Come back, my love, my life”. Loneliness is entangled with 
a strong desire of love. In “The House behind a Weeping Cherry”, a garment worker fell in love with a 
prostitute, who shared the same house with him. As a victim of the underground illegal activity, the girl 
was also expecting to the redemption and renewal of her life, but she could not pay off her debts. Two 
young people finally chose to run away from the illegal agency to seek an unpredictable future. The story 
depicts their encouragement and support on each other in hard times, their sufferings and longing for a 
happy future.  

The sentiment of loneliness is flowing through the whole collection now and then. With a careful 
analysis on those stories we can see that the first-generation immigrants are haunted by the state of 
loneliness, which is unbearable for them, while the efforts of breaking out from loneliness have also 
brought pains. The need of love, as referred to Marslow’s hierarchy of needs, is a common need for 
human beings, which is a more urgent expression by the first-generation immigrants, who have drifted 
their lives on a foreign land. To love someone, to gain a sense of securing living, to prove one’s self-
existence is destined to a fruitless reality. 
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Struggle in the Past  
Immigration into America has been a dream for numerous Chinese for ages. Though the immigrants are 
physically away from their homeland, it doesn’t mean they have been completely cut off their Chinese 
ties. The “past” in China is still whispering to them and will never stop. In “Bane of the Internet”, the 
narrator complained that “I used to believe that in the United States you could always reshape your 
relationships with the people back home—you could restart your life on your own terms. But the Internet 
has spoiled everything—my family is able to get hold of me whenever they like. They might as well live 
nearby” (Jin, 2012, p.4). Literally speaking, the narrator was dissatisfied with being bothered by the 
Internet. But actually she was referring to the relationship with the family members in China, as her 
Chinese family could not understand the tortures and hardship that new immigrants had to go through. 
America in the eyes of ordinary Chinese is a place filled with wealth and opportunities. In “Crossfire” a 
Chinese son could not find a peaceful life between his westernized wife and his Chinese mom. Their 
conflicts could not reach any solution. Finally he quit his promising job to make a plan to force his mom 
to go back to China. It seems that he could regain a balanced life again. At the end of the story he recalled 
that day when he was taking National Entrance Exam in China, both his parents were holding umbrella in 
the rain to support him. The scene back in the past could not be erased from his mind, just as Chinese 
memory could not be forced out from his life and his Chinese relatives could not be forgotten in his life.  

Lost in the Disillusionment  
In Chinese language, the name of America is translated into “a beautiful country” with the connotation of 
a land with a promising future. Such associations with America could be proved by expectations of 
immigrants of different generations. In “Shame” a Chinese professor, whose major was English and 
studied on Hemingway’s novels, was eager to improve his economic condition and during his business 
trip in the United States he chose to stay there as an illegal immigrant. He tactically covered his identity 
and worked on some part-time jobs to support his living. He finally lost himself in the American life. The 
glamorous aspect of American life was enchanting in his eyes; he was willing to lose his decency to 
pursue an American life, though it was unstable and full of risks.  

The American reality is a mixture. In “A Good Fall” though Monk Gan qin luckily survived, he 
could not know what he should do next and how to survive in the States. As a monk hired by an 
American temple, he worked as a trainer of Kung Fu. But the agency refused to pay him and would 
deport him back to China. He was beguiled by the master’s words and had nowhere to retreat himself. 
Helplessly and hopelessly, he chose to commit suicide. His American reality was a lie, as he looked back 
on his life. He regretted having tried so hard to arrive in America and he suddenly realized that he had 
misled by other people’s bragging. His understanding on American success was totally overturned by the 
reality. “How he regretted having tried so hard to come here! He’d been misled by the people who 
bragged about the opportunity found in America and wouldn’t reveal the hardship they’d gone through 
here. They all wanted to appear rich and successful in their hometowns’ eyes. Silly, how silly, if he went 
back, he would tell the truth---American type of success was not for everyone. You must learn how to sell 
yourself here and must change yourself to live a new life.” (Jin, 2012, p. 273) For him, American dream 
was a disillusioned one. He was lost in American reality, too.  

In “An English Professor”, Rusheng Tang who wanted to apply for his tenure position in the college 
was faced with his embarrassment of mistakenly use of an English word in his letter. Though a minor 
mistake, it was a humiliation for him, as it means that he was incapable in the adopted language and was 
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still an outsider of the mainstream circle. He anxiously needs a tenure position to prove his identity and 
his existence in American life. The typo mistake bothered him terribly and he was thinking to quit his 
teaching job to look for a replaced one to support his living. The dramatic part is that he finally was given 
the tenure position. As soon as learning the news, he was so excited that he lost himself in hallucination. 
All his anxieties and frustrations were replaced by his hysterical frenzy. He totally lost control on himself 
and could not reconcile with the American reality. The comic ending, is a tearful one to see one’s 
alienation in the American life. 

Writing Techniques 
Ha Jin, as one of a few people in history to receive the PEN/Faulkner award twice in the United States, 
alongside guys like Philip Roth and E.L. Doctorow has proved his success in his literary career by his 
artistic writing skills. His adopted English, though plain and restrained, is quite powerful in conveying the 
themes of his works and arousing the empathy among his readers quietly and peacefully. In the new book, 
his use of pun on the book title and the endings of his stories both work closely and suitably with his 
themes. It again proves that a good writing is a combination of its content with the form, that is, the form 
can speak for the theme of the book.   

The Title of the Book: A Good Fall v.s Luodi in Chinese 
As David Lodge says in his The Art of Fiction, the title of a fiction is one part of a narrative; in fact, it is 
the first step for the readers to get in touch with the text (Lodge, 1992). As we review the title of this book 
some questions may come forth: Why did Ha Jin name his book “a good fall”, the title of the last story? 
Literally speaking, “A good fall” relating to Monk Gan Qin’s story means his fall from the tall building to 
commit suicide faced with his sufferings in America. Dramatically he survived. With the help of a 
Chinese American girl, he could sue the temple to retrieve his salary. And the ending of the story subtly 
implies that he might stay in the US and be in love relationship with the Chinese American girl. What a 
good luck! The irony part arises from the use of “good” with a pun.  

“Good” in English could be connoted into different meanings based on the context. “A good fall” 
could mean “a heavy fall” or a fall that “brings him a good luck”. Ha Jin used “luodi” in Chinese to 
correspond with the expression “a good fall”. “luodi” in Chinese has more associations with a Chinese 
idiom “to settle down on one place”. When speaking of the Chinese immigrants, the idiom usually means 
that they land on a foreign land to start a new life, like a seed to grow up to flourish to a new life. So the 
translation doesn’t only indicate the physical movement of the monk, his falling down from the top of the 
building, but also a reflection of all the first-generation immigrants’ experiences of restarting their new 
lives in the United States. In this way the title is closely related to the theme of the book. If “fall” means 
settlement, we may question whether it a “good” settlement or not. After reading the book, the readers 
may easily respond with a complicated answer. The ironic use of “good” has been shown and explored 
more deeply in Chinese language than in English. In his prose work The Writer as Migrant he says that, 
“for a creation of literature, a language of synthesis is necessary to make sure that one’s work is more 
meaningful and more authentic” (Jin, 2008, p.59). And he believes in Rushdie’s conviction that 
something can be gained through translation (Jin, 2008, p.60). So he tried on his own way to be playful 
with two languages: English and Chinese this time. And the effect of the translation has achieved its 
purpose. There is additional input of meaning of the title in Chinese.  

In addition “fall” in English has a connotation with the Adam and Eve’s story in Bible. As a 
punishment given by God they were expelled from the Paradise and fell into the earthly world to go 
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through all the sufferings. Can it mirror the life of new immigrants? They willingly or unwillingly left 
their homeland to seek a new life, which consisted of all the unknown difficulties and unpredicted future. 
They might miss their homeland but it has never been a place of return. There is no return trip for them to 
go back, once they are out of home. No return, No home. As we can say here, the title is an important part 
of the book to deliver Ha Jin’s understanding on the predicaments of the new immigrants in those stories, 
they are struggling to adapt to the new life here. By his own translation he has shown his own homage to 
his mother tongue – Chinese and his concerns on his ethnic group. 

In a broad sense, Ha Jin chooses this one as the title of the book to deliver a message to sum up all 
immigrants’ life. Sometimes, it takes a good fall to really know where we stand. America may be the 
mecca of opportunity, a dynamic agent for change, a place where hard work can redeem any beginner, but 
it is also a ruthless master.  

The Endings with the Chekhov Tradition 
Ha Jin’s artistic skill in short stories creation finds its best expression in dealing with the ending of each 
of his stories. Traditionally, most of short stories end with a revelation or reach a resolution to the 
conflicts, which indicates the completion of a life experience. However, in A Good Fall, such kind of 
resolution is hard to be found and intentionally omitted. Ha Jin follows his ancestor in his literary career 
to borrow Chekov tradition in his short story creation to give a non-closure ending.  

For example, in “A composer and His Parakeets” the composer Fanlin is struggling with his 
uncertain love relationship with his girlfriend. The emotional turbulence fills up his life. In the end, 
readers may still feel confused about his final decision with his girlfriend. “Will they go on such 
relationship?” Ha Jin elaborately evades answering those questions, What Ha Jin focuses on is the 
composer’s process of an emotional revelation instead of any resolution to life puzzlement. In “The 
House behind a Weeping Cherry”, the couple secretly ran away, “A truck was rumbling down Main Street 
as we strode away, arm in arm, without looking back” (Jin, 2012, p.259). Their personal difficulties have 
never been cleared away till the end of the story. There is always a pending ending. Readers are not sure 
where they may go to, what their future life could be like. There is no definite answer provided by Ha Jin, 
who works as an observer to his characters’ life. There is a sort of ironic distance between the way we see 
the character and the way the character sees him or her. Ha Jin instead of condemning the immorality or 
preach or judge the righteous act of his characters,  he keeps distance away from them to show a whole 
picture of their lives and let the readers experience their shame, their embarrassment, their conflict, their 
rootlessness with the characters.    

The non-closure technique can be dated back to Chekov, one of the greatest short story writers. The 
Chekov tradition stresses more on ongoing aspect of life. In Ha Jin’ book, readers may find that Ha Jin 
wants to set up the ending without a closure in order to indicate the immigrants’ real life experience. 
Their life conflicts are still there. They may step out of one phase of hard life; the next one is on the way. 
They could not really find a solution to the predicament of their life existence. If closure means a 
conclusion that ties things up, then Ha Jin stubbornly believes that there is no security. Chekhov and 
writers in his tradition appear to leave stories open-ended, so a plot without closure. The stories in the 
Chekhov tradition are concerned with inner experience. Characters are defined by mood, longing, feeling 
(Clayton, 1996, p.256). In this way Ha Jin is a writer to follow Chekhov tradition in his short stories 
writing. When the readers review Ha Jin’s short stories in the book, it is hard for them to find a definite 
ending. The purpose is that the uncertainty and unpredictability are attached to the immigrants’ ongoing 
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life. By upholding Chekhov tradition in dealing with a non-closure ending, Ha Jin has completed his own 
revelation on immigrants’ life.  

Conclusion 
From the above discussion we can conclude that though each of the twelve stories in Ha Jin’s “A Good 
Fall” has a separated story with diversified characters from different backgrounds, there is a common 
theme shared by the book. That is, the American dream of the Chinese immigrants in Flushing 
community is a disillusioned one. Those new immigrants have displaced themselves on a foreign land 
with an unpredictable future. Their loneliness and struggles both with the past and in the reality have 
proved their failure in assimilating into the American society. The theme is revealed by describing the life 
state of various groups. In order to intensify its theme, Ha Jin technically employs a pun on the title and 
the non-closure endings of each story. His writing techniques work for the theme to tell personal stories 
with an unpredictable future and the ironic aspect of American dream.  
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[Abstract] Tea originated in China over 5000 years ago when Shen Nong first discovered it. With such a 
time-honored, profound and extensive culture, tea has had a far-reaching influence over many successive 
generations and deserves to be the historic and cultural drink of China. By the 18th century, the craze of 
drinking tea had already swept across the European continent, especially Britain. This paper, in comparing 
the unique characteristics of the two kinds of tea cultures, chooses the Qing Dynasty of China and Queen 
Victoria’s reign in Britain as representative of the palace tea fests.  During this time, the Chinese tea culture 
enjoyed great popularity, displaying the customs and etiquettes of Chinese tea culture, while for British 
Royalty the British tea culture witnessed its heyday. 

[Keywords] tea culture; Qing Dynasty; Victorian period; tea poetry; customs and etiquettes 

Introduction 
Tea has been regarded as a “national drink” in countries like China, Britain and Japan. In broad sense, tea 
as a “national drink” implies its status throughout a country as an indispensable part of people’s lives. In 
its narrow sense, tea as a “national drink” bears great significance in the following ways: tea can be a 
symbol of a country representing its national culture; tea is a healthy drink; and tea is a spiritual drink 
which symbolizes life. In addition, tea has developed various culture types that are used to express a 
variety of beliefs, emotions and sentiments among humans, and between humans and nature. 

Chinese tea culture has a time-honored history and far-reaching influence. As the reflection of the 
development of Chinese social culture and China’s social progress, the development of tea is a pioneering 
undertaking of ancient working peoples who explored, understood and conquered nature. People in 
Europe in the 17th century were so obsessed with various novel things from the Orient that anything 
connected with it quickly moved to the forefront of fashion. It is against this backdrop that drinking tea 
gradually entered European lifestyle. In the 18th century, the craze of drinking tea had already swept 
across the European continent. By the 19th century, the spreading of Chinese tea-leaves almost covered 
the whole world. Yet the credit for further developing tea culture in a unique style certainly belongs to 
Britain. As a result, the development of Chinese tea culture differs a lot from that of western tea culture. 
This paper, in comparing the unique characteristics of these two tea cultures, will focus on the Qing 
Dynasty of China, with its great popularity for tea, and Queen Victoria’s period in Britain, which 
developed graceful customs and etiquette. 

Tea Culture of Chinese Palace 

An Overview of Chinese Tea Culture 
Although it is a legend that tea was first discovered and used by Shen Nong, it is an indisputable fact that 
the tea culture existed in Tang Dynasty. It was after the Warring States period or Qin Dynasty that the use 
of tea primarily for its medical function shifted to tea as a drink, and tea-drinking custom came into being. 
Begun in the Western Han Dynasty, tea-drinking originated in Sichuan Province, and gradually spread to 
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the vast reaches of central China as it developed during the Han Dynasty, the Three Kingdoms period, the 
Jin Dynasties, as well as the Northern and Southern Dynasties. 

Ever since the first year of the Tang Dynasty, from the emperor to ordinary people, almost everyone 
in China drank tea to varying degrees. As the heyday of Chinese feudal society, the Tang Dynasty 
witnessed an unprecedented unity and well-developed transportation system throughout the whole 
country. With the end of the previous chaotic separation and division, ties between the northern part and 
southern part of China, between the border areas and inland regions, all had been strengthened as frequent 
economic and cultural exchanges between Northern China and Southern China became possible. Such 
social background helped lay a solid foundation for the popularity of tea-drinking as well as the further 
development of tea culture. It is worth mentioning that men of letters in Tang Dynasty all took a fancy to 
tea. At the time, “tea addicts” were very common among the poets, artists, calligraphers, musicians, and 
those active in the literary world such as Po Chu-i, Yan Zhenqing, Liu Zongyuan, Liu Yuxi, Pi Rixiu, and 
Lu Guimeng, etc. (Jiang, 2006, p. 31). These refined scholars engaged themselves not only in tea tasting, 
but also in planting tea trees, reciting poems about tea, drawing pictures of tea and writing books about 
tea. Chinese tea culture gives prominence to “clearness”, “peace”, “purity”, “beauty”, “quietness”, 
“frugality” and “cleanness”. Tea-drinking emphasizes simplicity and elegance, which is in line with the 
characteristics of the Chinese nation being peaceful and refined. 

The Characteristics of Palace Tea Culture in Qing Dynasty 
The traditional tea culture came to an end with the rise of the Qing Dynasty, but that is also when the 
modern tea culture began. Tea culture of the Qing Dynasty, although inherited from previous dynasties, 
boasted its own development and characteristics. The Qing Dynasty was late in the feudal society in 
China. Hence, tea culture in this period of history not only came with feudal features, but also with a 
modern flavor. The Qing Dynasty inherited its political system and cultural concepts from Ming Dynasty, 
but for tea culture, the scale and etiquette of palace tea-drinking took a great leap compared with previous 
development. It is documented in most of the existing ancient books that the large scale of palace tea 
feasts thrown by royalty of the Qing Dynasty better displayed the grandeur and manner of royal 
tea-drinking, and was beyond comparison for all other dynasties. 

The real palace tea feasts began in Tang Dynasty and developed into even larger events in the Ming 
and Qing Dynasties, though the heyday of palace tea feasts was still in the Qing Dynasty, which were far 
better than those in Tang Dynasty. According to historical documents, throughout the Qianlong period 
(1736-1799), merely the “San Qing Tea Feast” thrown by Chong Hua Palace occurred 43 times. “San 
Qing Tea Feast” was created by Gaozong Hong Li, an emperor of Qing dynasty, for the purpose of 
showing favors and kindness as well as strengthening emotional ties (Li, et al., 2012, p. 162). The primary 
thing to do at the tea feast was to drink tea and compose verses. Usually, the participants in the tea feast 
were the ministers of imperial palace who could compose poems and verses, and it was a great honor to 
be invited to a tea feast at that time. Apart from these special tea feasts, tea was also a must in palace 
drinks, with tea being served both before and after meals. It is obvious that tea enjoyed a high status in the 
palace, and also played an important part in palace etiquette. The tea served in the palace of the Qing 
Dynasty could be red or white, and the same for tea served at banquettes. During a banquette, tea was 
served before and after wine. Those who could award tea to others in the palace were usually the emperor 
and the nobles with high ranking, so that tea was also a symbol of honor in palace. 
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Tea Poetry of Emperor Qianlong 
The emperors of Chinese feudal society always attached much importance to tea. Among them, the two 
who contributed most to the prosperity of Chinese tea culture were Song Huizong (1082-1135), an 
emperor of Song Dynasty and Qianlong (1711-1799), an emperor of Qing Dynasty: Song Huizong was 
well-known for his masterpiece Treatise on Tea. Poetry Collection by His Majesty, created by Qianlong, 
collected almost 200 poems on tea, making Qianlong one of the poets with the most poems on tea over all 
dynasties (Cai & Shi, 2002, p. 12).  

Emperor Qianlong had an affinity with tea for his entire life. According to Poems and Remarks on 
Tea-drinking, Qianlong was a tea-addict. He was in office for 60 years and when he retired, one of his 
subjects said in exhortation, “not a day could a nation go without an emperor”. Yet Qianlong replied 
jokingly that “not a day could the emperor go without tea” with his hand twisting his beard. His affection 
for tea and indifference to power was so profound that it posed a far-reaching influence on the general 
public (Cai & Shi, 2002, p. 12). Tea poetry is the essence of tea, the rhyme of water, the product of the 
combination of Chinese tea culture and poetry. It is the poetization of living delight and aesthetic ideals 
acquired in the tea-drinking habit of men of letters in China. The poetry is both the artistic crystallization 
of, as well as one of the important carriers for the aesthetics of tea culture. The tea poetry of Qianlong 
boasts rich and colorful content, which makes Qianlong the epitome of tea poetry in China. The main 
content can be identified by several categories. 

The first category includes poems about historic relics and new sites for tea-making and tea-drinking 
which express nostalgic sentiments and tranquil delight. Bamboo furnace built on Mount Yuquan, was 
based on Drawing of Bamboo Furnace in Tingsong Nunnery on Mount Hui. Following this, Qianlong 
created 17 poems collected in Mountain Cabin with Bamboo Furnace, 7 poems in Delicate Cabins with 
Bamboo Furnace, Tea-making in Mountain Cabin with Bamboo Furnace and Tea-tasting in Mountain 
Cabin with Bamboo Furnace, etc. (Cai & Shi, 2002, p. 13). The idea was to take a break from an 
extremely busy schedule and brew tea in the “cabin on hills.” The several famous teahouses mentioned by 
Qianlong, either original sites or artificially built later, all were meant to give expression to natural fun 
and elegant feelings. 

The second category is about the fun in tea-picking, tea-processing, tea-making and tea-drinking.  
Writing of such things, the Emperor denotes his concern for the well-being of the general public and the 
fate of the whole country as its wise and enlightened ruler, and he also displays his decorous life interest. 
The rest of the poems (about 15 poems) are about his lifestyle of being “addicted” to tea-drinking and his 
high-toned life interest as an emperor. 

The third category mainly extols famous tea and springs in different places, among which, Jade 
Spring in Beijing was considered the best. Among Qianlong’s poems about tea, the most frequently 
mentioned was tea before rain, which proved to be his favorite. Longjing tea, as the best green tea in 
China, is better to be picked before grain rain and requires a quite strict procedure of picking and 
processing. Longjing tea was listed as a tribute back when Emperor Kangxi (1654-1722) was ruling. 
When Emperor Qianlong made inspection trips to Southern China, he went on six occasions to Hangzhou 
to visit Dragon Well, and he also composed 12 universally well-received poems about longjing tea, 
including Tea-brewing on Dragon Well and A Second Visit to Dragon Well (Cai & Shi, 2002, p. 13).  

The fourth category contemplates the relationship between Buddhism and tea, and extols Zhaozhou 
tea by verses, which offers much insight to the concept that “tea and Buddhism meditation are of the 
same” (Cai & Shi, 2002, p. 14). That tea is connected with Buddhism meditation is a unique cultural 
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phenomenon in Chinese tea culture. Qianlong’s tea poetry, especially the poems extolling Zhaozhou tea, 
perfectly manifest “Buddhism in tea” and “tea with Buddhism,” as well as the cultural tradition of poetry 
aesthetics.  

The last category is poems on tea sets, tea-making illustrations and combinations of poems, 
calligraphy and pictures. Qianlong wrote about 65 poems on tea calligraphy and pictures and tea sets.  

From the perspective of an emperor’s lifestyle, and his own aesthetic view, Emperor Qianlong 
created tea poetry to express his affinity to tea, praise tastes of tea, activities on tea, meditation on tea and 
the spiritual realm created by tea. The poetry also reflects his unique lifestyle, diet psychology, values and 
aesthetic delight as a great feudal emperor. 

Tea Culture of British Royalty 

The Origin of British Tea Culture 
The history of tea-drinking in Britain began in the 17th century. At that time, women were not allowed to 
enter cafes. However, tea, under the driving force of the women, created a new social environment apart 
from the pubs and cafes, with the result that women enjoyed an increasingly higher social and domestic 
status. Meanwhile, tea-drinking spread across all of Britain. The word “teatime” in English refers exactly 
to the time for tea-drinking, which occupies one third of British people’s lives and enriches their tea 
culture. British people drink morning tea after they get up in the morning, which is also called 
“eye-opening tea”. Traditional morning tea is mainly made from black tea specially selected from Assam 
in India, Ceylon and Kenya, etc., and shows the importance attached to morning tea by British people. 
British elevens, is also named “tea for break”, and lasts about 20 minutes. At eleven o’clock in the 
morning, British people always drink a cup of tea whether they are free at home or busy at work. 
Therefore, elevens is a great way of relaxing at intervals of work for British people. 

British afternoon tea is the carrier of British tea culture in a real sense, and it is a symbol of the 
elegant life British people lead. The emergence of British afternoon tea culture has everything to do with 
a duchess of Bedford. It is said that since the interval between lunch and supper is quite long, she often 
felt hungry way before time for supper. Therefore, in every afternoon from 4 to 5 o’clock, she would 
drink some tea and had some desserts to satisfy hunger and refresh herself. As time passed, her action was 
imitated by many people, whence came the British afternoon tea culture, and which is now famous 
worldwide. British afternoon tea is not only a symbol for cozy, tranquil and leisurely domestic life, but 
also provides a great platform where people can socialize. 

The Characteristics of Royal Tea Culture 
It is British royals who make tea-drinking a domestic must. British tea culture was connected with the 
royals from the very beginning. The Portuguese princess Katherine who married Charles II, King of 
Britain in 1662, was called “Queen of tea-drinking”. When she was married, the dowry included 221 
pounds black tea and a delicate Chinese tea set (Le, 2011, p. 122). In the era when black tea was as 
expensive as silver, Queen Katherine’s elegant hobby of tea-drinking was admired and followed by the 
nobles. Thus, the fashion of tea-drinking spread among British royalty. Later, luxury tea houses were not 
only built and decorated in the palace, but also in the homes of members of the royal families, and some 
government officials who emulated them to show elegance and fashion. 

After a long period of time, tea-drinking gradually became popular among the commoners with the 
price reduction in tea-leaves. The tea-drinking custom of British royalty still has a great impact on the 

716



tea-drinking habits of the common people. The British people have high standards for life, value 
upbringing and gentility. They believe that drinking tea can display charm; therefore, tea-drinking is still 
very popular even in modern life. And British people take the act of having tea together as a kind of 
affection between family members and bosom friends. 

Tea-drinking Tradition in Queen Victorian Period 
Tea culture experienced great prosperity in Victorian period (1837-1901), as this western tea-culture, with 
its own unique style, echoed the oriental tea culture. In the Victorian period, the graceful and delicate 
style of afternoon tea parties embraced development and maturity of the western tea-culture. Afternoon 
tea parties in Britain took shape as tea culture salons. These parties included fixed tea-drinking etiquette, 
drawing experience from tea-drinking customs in China and the Netherlands, and combining with 
Britain’s local customs and flavors to create an art now practiced for over two hundred years. The tea 
culture salons were for various purposes: people could meet others, make friends, entertain guests, 
cultivate temperaments and bond relations, etc., all with tea as a media. The grace and elegance of 
afternoon tea parties is embodied in the following aspects (Zheng, 2003, p. 323). 

Delicate tea-leaves, tea set and desserts. Delicate tea-leaves, tea set and desserts are always the best 
choice for afternoon tea. Tea-leaves are usually the top-rated black tea, especially Chinese tea; tea set 
usually goes to china or silver plates. A complete tea set includes teapot, tea cup, tea tray, tea spoon, tea 
caddy, tea cozy (placed on top of the teapot for heat preservation), tea towel (for drying up the plates) and 
tea cloth, etc. The desserts are all delicately made, mostly with a quite light taste so as not to affect the 
taste of black tea. Different kinds of desserts are served with the change of seasons. The most common 
one is tea cake, and others include delicious Scotland cream biscuits, Victorian sponge cakes and muffins. 
Guests should enjoy the desserts politely, following a certain order. 

Exclusive procedure of tea-making and tea-drinking. Afternoon tea is usually black tea with a certain 
ration of milk. A tasteful black with a pleasant color has to follow a specific procedure in tea-making. 
First of all, teapot should be warmed in boiled water before tea-leaves are put in for tea-making. Tea 
cannot be served immediately after its making, instead, it should stand and brew for a while, but not for 
too long in case it would be stewed. Before tea is served, some cold milk is poured into tea cups and then 
the fully brewed hot tea is poured into the tea cups with some sugar added. If the tea is too strong, one can 
add some boiled water. Yet the order of “milk before hot tea” cannot be reversed. When the tea is brewed 
for several times and the tea taste is gone, tea-leaves are served to the guests with bread and butter for 
eating. 

Elegant tea-drinking environment. Afternoon tea provides an opportunity for the nobles to display their 
wealth, social status, power and gentleness. Not only are the tea set, desserts and tea-leaves expensive and 
delicate, the tea-drinking environment is also highly valued. Sometimes in a luxury living room, 
sometimes in a green and aromatic yard, tea parties are always held with a string band so that ladies can 
enjoy tea dance in tea gown with the music. In such an elegant and comfortable environment, the hosts 
and guests can play, chat and make friends to their hearts’ content. 

The elegant demeanor of the hostess. Traditionally, tea-making and serving are usually done by 
females. A lady who does not know the art of tea is considered ill bred. Therefore, ladies from noble 
families usually have to learn the art of tea before entering into society. Afternoon tea parties provide a 
perfect opportunity for hostesses to display their elegant and skilled tea-making techniques by making a 

717



pot of mellow and aromatic black tea for guests. More than that, the hostess should also be good at 
hosting tea parties and guide topics for talk to keep the active and harmonious atmosphere going on. A 
successful afternoon tea can perfectly display the hostess’ elegant air, outstanding talent and super 
socializing abilities. No wonder it is generally believed by British people that a hostess who can 
successfully throw a tea party is sure to be a better part for her husband. 

Conclusion 
Tea culture of the palace in the Qing Dynasty played an important role in Chinese civilization. The art of 
tea is just like the art of being a person. Surrounded by beautiful scenery and accompanied by cranes and 
pine trees, breathing refreshing breezes, one can be intoxicated in the relish of reading and playing the 
piano while drinking tea with incense. Such a pleasant scenario, like a Chinese ink and wash painting, is 
deeply rooted in the minds of ancient men of letters. Therefore, affection for tea and addict to tea-drinking 
has been a common interest for traditional men of letters. Afternoon tea in the Victorian era embodied the 
national characteristics of Britain. Luxury style is the epitome of the British Emperor, and elegant 
etiquette is the symbol of Great Britain. A cup of tea epitomizes the characteristics of British people 
–tenacious, traditional and patriotic. Nowadays, despite the fact that the high-paced modern life has a 
great impact on the habit of tea-drinking in leisure, British people love tea as always. With the 
development of time and the progress of society, the essence and patterns manifested in British tea culture 
embrace constant extension, innovation and development. Still, British people are spreading their unique 
culture and art to the rest of the world with tea as a carrier. 

Chinese and western tea cultures have shaped their own systems in the top-down cultural positioning. 
When the distinctive Chinese and western tea cultures interact, there is no fundamental conflict. Instead, 
the two kinds of tea cultures keep moving forward in mutual penetration and influence.  
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[Abstract] The advent of the Internet has brought a brand new Internet culture. Under such contexts, network 
catchwords are burgeoning. This distinctive linguistic variant has been used and transmitted widely on the 
Internet and even permeating into people’s language, which has drawn great attention of scholars and 
researchers at home and abroad. Meanwhile, as a newly emerging science, Memetics, has been increasingly 
applied to various research fields. At present, a lot of studies on network catchwords mainly focus on the 
description of the features of network catchwords while the survival path of network catchwords is less 
studied. However, it is of vital importance to explore network catchwords’ survival path in order to predict 
their future, and to regulate and supervise their development. This paper intends to explore their survival path 
from a new angle – the memetic perspective. 

[Keywords] network catchwords; survival path; memetics 

Introduction 
With the dramatic development of the telecommunication technology in recent years, more and more 
interpersonal contacts have been done via the Internet. Consequently, a great variety of network 
catchwords have emerged. However, the research concerning network catchwords mainly focuses on the 
description of their characteristics and is confined to such layers as social linguistics, semantics, 
sociology, and mass communication. The memetic theory inspires scholars or researchers to study these 
network catchwords from a new angle. This paper first presents some background knowledge about 
meme, memetics, and network catchwords. Then, the authors offer a “survival path” model for network 
catchwords, in which the birth, replication, and transmission are explained in detail. 

Meme and Memetics 
In 1976, Richard Dawkins created the term “meme” to illustrate a similarity between biological species’ 
genetic evolution and cultural evolution, and considered it as the cultural counterpart of a biological gene 
(Dawkins, 1976). According to Dawkins, meme is the basic unit of culture which is copied from person to 
person by imitation (Blackmore, 1998). For instance, memes can be popular songs, catchwords, 
architectural styles, and so on. Susan Blackmore defines the meme as that which is passed on by 
imitations (Blackmore, 1998). So far, only a few authoritative dictionaries have included the lexical entry. 
According to the Oxford English Dictionary, a meme is an element of a culture that may be regarded as 
being passed on by non-genetic means, esp. imitation (Blackmore, 1998). The American Webster 
Dictionary defines a meme as an idea, behavior, style, or usage that spreads through a population within a 
culture. The meme is translated into “模因” in Chinese, as a meme replicates itself by imitation (He & 
He, 2003). 

Since the appearance of the term meme, memetics has developed into a new area of study. It has 
been proposed that just as memes are similar to genes, memetics is similar to genetics. According to 
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Moritz, memetics can be defined as the theoretical and empirical science that concentrates on the 
replication, spread and evolution of memes (Moritz, 1990).  

In The Selfish Gene, Dawkins points out that among groups of memes, some of them can obtain and 
maintain more attention and will be much more easily transmitted than others (Dawkins, 1976). The 
selection of memes is thus analogous to the natural selection. There are certain memes which have more 
potential to be frequently replicated and widely transmitted, which can be called the strong memes, such 
as the startling scandals, terrible information and intriguing anecdotes or some helpful announcements, 
and so on. On the contrary, the memes that do not have enough transmission ability will probably be 
reduced to elimination. Such memes are called the weak memes. Blackmore (1998) supports this kind of 
classification in her work, The Meme Machine, as well. To distinguish which memes are strong and those 
that are not, Dawkins (1976) maintains that there are three standards for this, namely, fidelity, fecundity, 
and longevity. Nevertheless, whether or not a meme is strong also depends on the physical environment 
(Distin, 2005). 

Network Catchwords and Meme 
The appearance of network catchwords is inevitable, not abrupt and nor absurd at all. On the one hand, 
the advent of the computer and the Internet has brought about a monumental scientific revolution in 
interpersonal communication. At present, people around much of the world live in a cyber age, where 
online communication is popular and prevalent. On the other hand, the main body of netizens (i.e., 
“citizens of the Internet”) is a group of young, knowledgeable people, who are mostly clerks and students. 
Most netizens prefer some easy, short, and memorized network catchwords to achieve their 
communicational goals because of the limited capacity of the human cognitive system. The more 
complicated an idea is, the heavier the burden is on the cognitive system (Heylighen, 1997). Network 
catchwords undoubtedly satisfy these demands in people’s social communication.   

From the perspective of memetics, the meme demonstrates the rule of transmission of network 
catchwords. To be more specific, the usage of network catchwords is a process of the memes’ replication 
and transmission. If the whole Internet environment is compared to a miniature meme pool, then network 
catchwords, which replicate from person to person, are special kinds of memes in such contexts. A person 
can be regarded as a particular sort of ape infested with memes. Similarly, netizens can be considered as a 
particular sort of ape infested with the memes of network catchwords (Dennett, 1995). 

The Generating Mechanism of Network Catchwords 
The development of network catchwords is a dynamic process, rather than existing in a static state. In 
other words, network catchwords, of at different times, vary to certain extent. This point can be easily 
proven if you survey the Internet for each year’s network catchwords. Network catchwords of one month, 
one year, or some other period, will be confronted with different future. Thus, the memes of network 
catchwords also experience diverse survival paths. For instance, some of them will be frequently 
replicated and widely transmitted among netizens and become part of people’s common language 
someday. Others have less transmission ability and are bound to be reduced to dormant network 
catchwords and even extinction (Dormant network catchwords are referred to as past network catchwords 
that are not popular at present in this paper.).  
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The Birth of Network Catchwords 
When it comes to the survival or extinction of network catchwords, it is necessary to first discuss their 
birth. Memes are actually an analogous to genes in biology. Thus, the memes, network catchwords, bear 
something in common with genes. They also need to replicate themselves in order to continue to be 
produced. In addition, such network catchwords need to be accepted consciously and unconsciously by 
netizens before their birth, just as a seed needs watering to become a sapling. 

As for the sources of network catchwords, there are two major kinds of “seeds” which will probably 
grow into “saplings” (if one compares network catchwords to “saplings”). The seeds have the potential to 
come out just as saplings have already displayed their life in a real and perceivable way. Similarly, 
memes in the Internet meme pool have the potential to become network catchwords, though not all such 
memes are bound to experience this fate.  

As most network catchwords are new words online, which are referred to as network neologisms, we 
can safely say that such network neologisms are an indispensible part of network catchwords. However, 
not all network neologisms will develop into network catchwords. Only those that have been frequently 
replicated and widely transmitted will gain the chance to become network catchwords. In other words, 
those that have greater transmission ability are bound to win the competition with other network 
neologisms, and these “winners” can be called strong memes of among the network neologisms. On the 
other hand, some former network catchwords, which have essentially become dormant network 
catchwords may be activated again in under certain circumstances, and thus get replicated and transmitted 
in on a large scale again. This group of memes is also a source of network catchwords.  

In summary, then, the sources of network catchwords can be a group of neologisms or a group of 
dormant network catchwords that were popular in the past. In order to illustrate the point vividly, Table 1 
displays a comparison between the birth of a sapling and that of network catchwords while Figure 1 
illustrates the whole process of the birth of network catchwords. 

Table 1. A Comparison Between Saplings and Network Catchwords  

Product Conditions 
Saplings Seeds Soil Water Growth 
Network 
Catchwords 

Network neologisms & 
Dormant network catchwords 

The internet 
environment 

Netizens’ 
acceptance 

Replication & 
Transmission 
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Figure 1. The Birth of Network Catchwords 

The Replication and Transmission of Network Catchwords 
Before getting down to illustrating the four replication stages of network catchword memes, it is 
necessary to consider the “host”, which will probably help one comprehend the replication loop. A host 
must be capable of possessing at least the potential to expound on the meme and to conduct those 
cognitive tasks related to the meme that are usually regarded as “comprehending”. This implies that only 
human beings can be hosts, at least until the development of artificial intelligence reaches the point where 
it is likely to endow such privilege to any creature. 

 

Figure 2. The Replication Loops of a Network Catchword in One Host 
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The replication loop of a network catchword in one host is demonstrated in Figure 2. To be imitated, 
memes of network catchwords must get through the following four stages proposed by Heylighen in 
1998, namely, assimilation, retention, expression, and transmission (Heylighen, 1998). The transmission 
stage is followed again by the assimilation stage, thus completing one replication loop.  

Assimilation. A strong meme will be capable of infecting a new host. In other words, it will be able to go 
into a host’s memory. In order to be assimilated, the given meme must be accepted, noticed and 
understood by the host (Heylighen, 1997). As for memes of network catchwords, they must catch a host’s 
attention and correlate to his or her cognitive systems. The host will unconsciously resist those memes 
that conflict with the current culture, self principle or self mania, and assimilate those memes which are in 
accordance with such elements.  

Retention. The retention of the meme in a host’s memory is the second stage in the memetic replication. 
In order to get replicated, a meme needs to stay in a host’s memory for some time. The longer the meme 
stays in the host's memory, the more opportunities it will gain to travel further by infecting new hosts. 
Memes stored in the host's short-term memory or working memory will be confronted with a higher 
possibility to be eliminated, compared with those stored in the host's long-term memory.  

Expression. The memes are selected on the basis of not only the ability to retain, but also the capability 
to reproduce. And the first procedure to in reproduction is expression (Heylighen, 1997). To be conveyed 
to other individuals, a meme must transform to a perceivable physical form from the form of a memory 
pattern. In effect, not all memes are blessed with the chance to be expressed. Memes that satisfy as many 
needs of its host as possible are bound to proceed to the next stage, that of replication. 

Transmission. It is essential for a meme to possess a physical carrier so as to reach another individual. 
Such physical carriers, or medium, need to be stable enough to spread the expression without much 
distortion or loss (Heylighen, 1997). For example, physical carriers may include books, journals, 
photographs, artifacts, architectures, and so on. As to memes of network catchwords, the most prevalent 
physical carriers are BBS, blogs, QQ zones, online posts, etc. The four stages mentioned above are 
repeated again and again in a meme’s life span. Moreover, there is selection, which takes place at each 
stage, which indicates that every meme has certain probability to extinct in the selection process at any 
time (Jiya, 2001). 

The Construction of a Survival Path Model 
After the network catchwords are formed in the competition with other network memes, they will not be 
“safe” forever. They will face competitions with each other. And in the fierce competition, the strong 
memes of network catchwords will strive to permeate into people’s common language, while weak 
memes will be reduced to dormant network catchwords, or even die out. 

The competition between network catchwords involves the replication and transmission race. The 
more frequently and vastly a network catchword gets replicated and transmitted, the more chance it has to 
survive for a long time, and to become part of the common language. When the meme succeeds in 
completing many replication loops in many hosts, it will have been transmitted widely and successfully. 
Actually, the transmission process is the continuation of many replication processes conducted in 
different hosts. Only if some network catchwords surpass others, in terms of the transmission ability, they 
will be transformed into people’s common language. Otherwise, they will experience a dormant period 
just like a gene stops replicating, or a virus ceases infecting new hosts. 
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Figure 3. A Survival Path Model of Network Catchwords 

Conclusion 
This paper may also provide suggestions for further study of network catchwords’ survival path. Firstly, 
Memetics can be adopted as the theory to analyze other linguistic variants or linguistic phenomena in our 
society. Secondly, from the survival path model of network catchwords, regulation and supervision of the 
development of network catchwords can be studied. In addition, effective measures to prohibit some 
vulgar network catchwords will make for a healthy Internet environment for coming generations. 
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[Abstract] First, this paper tries to analyze the taboo of food and drink of Arabic people in the eyes of the Chinese, 
make a critical comment on the common sayings about not eating pork by the Arab, and put forward the saying of 
belief. Second, it tries to trace the origin of the custom and taboo, basing this on the Quran and making a 
comparison between Han and Arabic people. Third, it discusses the eating culture of the two peoples. Fourth, it 
discusses the issue of politics that lies in the food and drink. The eating habit of the Arab people have boundaries, 
while the Chinese are boundless, and thus, when they have dinner together, the latter should respect the former. 
Last, I draw a conclusion that food and drink involve the belief of the Arab, but only a custom of Han.  

[Keywords] Han; Arabic people; food and drink; custom; Taboo; Inter-culture 

Introduction 
In their diet, the Han nationality lays emphasis on color, smell and taste. As for the taste, there goes a 
saying of south sweet, north salty, east spicy and west acidic (Wu, 2002). However, Arabic eating and 
drinking habits have to be within the limit prescribed by Allah. This is similar to the dietary habit of the 
people in the northwest of China, where there are ten Islamic nationalities. There is a saying “the unique 
features of a local environment always give special characteristics to its inhabitants” which tells us that 
environment will affect the national diet. But more importantly than environment, faith has the last say in 
diet or even diet “quality”. 

The Arabic Diet Taboo in the Eyes of Han Chinese 
When we talk about the taboo of Arabs, we are likely to think about their diet of eating no pork. There are 
four sayings that are familiar to us since our childhood: (1) the saying of life saving – ancestors (Wei, 
1996); (2) the saying of natural conditions (Liu, 1995); (3) the saying of medicine: In pork, there are many 
infectious diseases, such as trichinosis, pork tapeworm disease, brucellosis, anthracnose, toxoplasmosis, 
spines ball larva disease, and so on; (4) the saying of infection: Li Shizhen wrote in Compendium of 
Materia Medica, “Pig has the following characteristics, eating any food, lying in any place, walking like a 
sick man, it is lewd, with cold meat and ugliest image, thus, no animal is worse than it. If we eat it, we are 
afraid to be infected by its above-mentioned habits.”  

The first saying is purely a rumor, which stems from the ignorance of the Arabic culture. So, it’s easy 
to hurt the feelings of the Arabs. The second saying originated from geographical determinism; in fact, 
there were pigs in Mesopotamia. The third and fourth items have something to do with medical 
knowledge. Deeper understanding lies in their belief, that is, the Quran stipulates Muslim can eat no pork. 
This is the most reasonable explanation of the case. Muslims believe that their knowledge and experience 
are limited and given by Allah, who is the source of knowledge. The Quran is the knowledge platform 
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that Allah gives to human. So, they should comply with the rules of Quran in eat and drink, which is the 
saying of belief. 

From the above-mentioned explanations, we know the reason is common people know nothing about 
the Arabic diet. The Han nationality diet basically has no taboos, so it only lies on the level of custom 
rather than taboo because it has not risen to the height of faith. The level of belief is a must, and the level 
of custom can only be likes or dislikes. This difference between them is “quality” and “quantity”. If we 
say that Han nationality has a taboo, we can give the following example as: no one should visit a patient 
with pears; pears should not be cut into several pieces; gifts should not be sent in single, because these 
three mean separation or death, which conflicts with the Chinese custom (Lv, 2007). In fact, through the 
above analysis, we can say that there is a real taboo in the Arab diet. On the contrary, the Han diet is just a 
custom rather than taboo. However, since taboo means forbidden, custom is only conventional. 

The Roots of Han and Arabic Diet Customs 
In diet, the Quran issues a general principle asking people to have clean and beautiful food (Yang & 
Zhang, 2008). The Quran expresses provisions to prohibit the consumption of things in four categories: 
“He hath only forbidden you dead meat, and blood, and the flesh of swine, and that on which any other 
name hath been invoked besides that of Allah” (Ma, 1996, p. 18). Thus, we know that pork is not only a 
taboo of Arabs, but also a prohibition by the Quran. Because “Muslims” mean “men who obey Allah” 
they avoid eating what is forbidden in the Quran, including blood or the dead. All natural things in the sea 
are comestible because the fish salvaged would soon die. The last item means when Muslims slaughter 
animals, they should chant “Bismi-llāhi ar-raḥmāni ar-raḥīmi, Allahu akbal” (In the name of Allah, most 
Gracious, most merciful. Allah is almighty). In comparison, these four things are comestible for the vast 
majority of the Han people because they have no taboo like this. In addition to the provisions of food, the 
Quran also bans drinking. As mentioned in the Quran, “They ask thee concerning wine and gambling. 
Say: “In them is great sin, and some profit, for men; but the sin is greater than the profit” (Ma, 1996, p. 
23). 

There is an old Chinese saying “A thousand cups of wine are not too many when drinking with close 
friends,” while others believe being “drunk will delay a lot of things” so “drinking less is better” Pork 
plays a pivotal role in Hans’ recipes. One of the reasons seems to be pigs grow fast, as well as they give 
more meat. Blood eating is also popular in Han. There is a hotel specializes in selling blood tofu, duck, 
and pig blood. Allegedly, there is a lot of nutrition, but, in fact, there are many bacteria in the blood. In 
some recipes of South China, there are monkey brains, and even rats. However, in the northern area, few 
people eat these “specialties” reflecting the different custom between the North and South. Southerners 
prefer eating rice, whereas northerners are willing to eat noodles. The custom of the Han is offensive to 
singular and pears, which have the same sound with “leave” because they mean death or separation, and 
they are contrary to the traditional Chinese “harmony.” But now, more people only think of it as 
superstition. Although it is like this, we had better pay attention to avoid causing resentment in others. 

Eating Style 
Although the saying goes, “The top priority of man is food”, “The desire of food is the nature of human”, 
there still will be a limit. The Quran says, “But he who is driven by necessity, it is no sin for him. Lo. 
Allah is forgiving, merciful” (Ma, 1996, p. 61). This means that, for example, in famine, for survival, if a 
man eats just a little pork to survive, it will be permitted. In other ways, the four forbidden foods in the 
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Quran are also allowed to be eaten in critical times. Certainly they should not be eaten in great quantities. 
Muhammad said: “1/3 of the stomach is for food, 1/3 for drinking, 1/3 for air” (Al-Ghazzali, 2001). Those 
thoughts were fundamental truth. Especially nowadays, Chinese people become better off. Excessive 
eating also leads to fatty liver, hypertension, and diabetes, etc. A good way to treat these diseases is the 
starvation treatment, which was also recorded in A Dream of Red Mansions.  

Muslim Ramadan will help us solve this problem. In Muslim Ramadan, healthy men and women are 
encouraged to give up eating and drinking from sunrise to sunset. That means keeping hungry in daylight. 
In this way, the digestive system has a chance to maintain and repair by itself, improving their digestion 
and absorption, strengthening their immunity system. Chinese have a saying: “Disease from the mouth” 
which means, “be careful of food, or you may fall ill”. It seems that another saying has a wider spread 
“the top priority of man is food.” Many years ago, even today, “just had a meal?” is a common greeting. 
“In available time, go out eating together” also appears in dialogue between companions.  

Political Affairs in Diet 
Before the open-door policy, the ignorance of the Arabic eating habit may have caused some internal 
ethnic conflicts. But today, things would not be so simple. Because of exchanges between the nations, 
ethnicity and people are more frequent. If we know little about other’s custom but pretend that we know, 
we would be mocked. In fact, when we investigate the sources of the hearsay, we amazingly can find that 
the difference between countries and ethnic groups is very great. For example, from 1857 to 1859, Indian 
native soldiers’ uprising of the national liberation movement was just because of the British colonists’ 
ignorance. They coated the bullets of Hindus with butter and coated those of Muslims with lard, which 
eventually led to the Indian national resistance (Abreis, 1993). 

The Arabic diet is the same. When the Chinese receive Arabic guests, only when we know their eating 
habits first can we receive them well. Never receive them according to the habits of the Chinese people. 
Paying attention to one point, but overlooking another is not a good policy. For example, alcohol is 
prohibited in Arab culture. Do not follow the Chinese proverb: “Even if one drinks wine and eats meat, it 
is OK for him if he believes in Buddha,” or “I just remember it in my heart” to demand others to drink or 
eat the forbidden things. Different from Chinese belief, Islam, observed by the Arabs, is a religion of the 
unity between knowledge and actions. It can also be said that Islam is a way of life. The way is required 
and appreciated by Allah. In other words, if Muslims really follow the secular way of life, they will 
gradually lose their beliefs. 

The life of the Arabs has limits because it takes Islam as the basis. While the vast majority of Chinese 
Han people’s lives have no limit, which only relies on popular culture. When the two cultures encounter 
each other, especially when they want to communicate with each other, the former has to be respected, 
which is the basic starting point. Otherwise, there would be no possible exchange or cooperation between 
the two sides. Respect does not mean compromise or assimilation. Even if the unbounded follow the 
bounded, it will not break the principle of the former; after the temporary following, they can return to 
their original habits. 

Conclusion 
First, fully respect the beliefs of both sides, especially bounded beliefs. Because belief by no means is a 
trifle; instead, it is the fundament of a person. Indian soldiers’ anti-British uprising is a good indication. 
As long as we respect each other’s faith, the communication platform can be built on both sides. The one 
who treats the belief of others as a joke will definitely meet with unexpected setbacks. So, we can’t be 
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neglectful and careless about this major issue. The best policy is to enquire more when we don’t know 
because our aim is just to communicate. The act of enquiring itself means showing respect to both sides. 
The satisfaction of others can help us to gain our ends. If we don’t think it over and just do it according to 
our intuition or tradition, problems would definitely be made. Most of time, the other’s wrongdoings are a 
lack of consideration rather than to embarrass us on purpose. Only by distinguishing between the two can 
we understand the other side. For the former one, we can call attention to them; for the latter one, we just 
take precautions in the future. Even if we encounter something that runs against our beliefs or habits, we 
had better explain leniently instead of getting angry. 

Second, learn from Chinese Muslims. Chinese Muslims are the descendants of the Arabs, Persians, 
and Uigurs who came into China from the early to the mid-8th century and intermarried with Chinese and 
lived here since then (Ma, 2008). All Muslim ethnic groups that came to China mixed together and 
formed a new nationality in the middle of the 14th century (Yang, 2005). Knowing the Hui nationality can 
be regarded as a shortcut to understand the Arab culture (Zhang, 2012). For example, halal meat in Arab 
lays emphasis on the butcher and health programs. We can learn from it and even choose to eat the food 
produced by halal enterprises. Arabs calling for not eating too much is also worthy of our consideration. 
The fast in Ramadan can be explained as a hunger cure plus psychotherapy. 

In all, superficial eating entails profound belief (Sun & Zhang, 2009). If we pay attention to these, we 
not only become a hospitable host, but also become experts of Arabic or regional food culture. We have 
to keep in mind that food involves Arabs’ beliefs, while it only involves Chinese custom. The “food” in 
“Food is the priority of the people” should be understood fully and depend on who, what and how to eat. 
That everybody can eat both full and well is the key to the suggestion. After this, we can deal with things 
on this platform, which is built by food. 
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[Abstract] Frankenstein, the masterpiece of Mary Shelley, makes a great contribution to the psychological 
description of characters. The novel adopts the forms of letters to make the characters talk by themselves, for 
themselves, and of themselves so as to give the readers a close insight into their inner world. It is the 
complexity of these distorted characters that provides the possibility for the psychoanalytic interpretation of 
Frankenstein. This paper adopts Freud’s psychoanalytic theory as an approach to analyze the threefold 
personality structure of its main characters, Frankenstein and the monster, and to explain how the three parts 
interact with each other. 

[Keywords] Frankenstein; Freudian interpretation; personality structure 

Introduction 
The year 1818 witnessed the publication of the world’s first science fiction, Frankenstein, written by 
Mary Shelly (1797-1851), a well-known British novelist and representative of Romanticism. Inspired by 
her friend Byron’s advice of telling a ghost story to pass time in a rainy night, Mary Shelly formed a 
vague image of a monster in her mind, which later was transformed into the composition of Frankenstein, 
in which she depicted the tragic life of a young scientist, Victor Frankenstein, who was fascinated with 
natural science but was eventually tortured to death by the monster he created.  

Indeed, the book tells a story about a horrible monster, but it is not appropriate to consider the novel 
as “a series of supernatural terrors” (Shelley, 1961, p. 5). In spite of the elements of a Gothic novel in the 
book, Frankenstein makes a great contribution to the psychological description of characters, which used 
to be ignored in previous studies. In addition to other narrative techniques, this novel adopts the forms of 
letters to make the characters talk by themselves, for themselves, and of themselves to give the readers a 
close insight into their inner world. It is the complexity of these distorted characters that provides the 
possibility for the psychoanalytic interpretation of Frankenstein. 

Psychoanalysis is a series of systemized psychological theories and therapies set up by Sigmund 
Freud, an Austrian physician, in the late nineteenth century and further developed by his followers. It was 
originally and mainly devoted to the treatment of mental disorders. In addition, with the application of 
psychoanalysis in other fields, it has profoundly modified people’s view of literature, arts, and society and 
offered critics a new approach to interpret literary works. 

Under the broad umbrella of Freudian psychoanalysis there are different theoretical branches, among 
which the theory of personality structure has been widely used in the analysis of characters in literary 
works. According to Freud (1998), the mental life of human beings should be divided into the id, the ego, 
and the super-ego. The id is composed of the instinctive and emotional forces called the libido, which 
unconditionally follows the “pleasure principle” to meet the desires without the constraint of morality; 
“the ego is that part of the id which has been modified by the direct influence of the external world” 
(Bowman, 1928, p. 644). In the light of “reality principle,” the ego adjusts the relation between the id and 
the outer world according to real circumstance; the super-ego is the modification of the ego, which refers 
to the injunction of acknowledged moral standards and behavior criterion. To some extent, it serves the 
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function of conscience, which supervises people to behave reasonably and morally. Obviously, id, the 
ego, and super-ego, respectively, stand for the different psychological demands of human beings’ 
interacting with each other in a balanced state, so that once any of them overweighs the other two, 
conflicts will become inevitable. The ego, as the medium, has to be trapped in the dilemma between the 
instinctive drive and moral claim (Freud, 1998). 

To have a deep understanding of Frankenstein, this paper adopts Freud’s psychoanalytical theory as 
an approach to analyze the threefold personality structure of its main characters, Frankenstein and the 
monster, and explain how the three parts interact with each other. Meanwhile, the research in this  
relatively innovative field attempts to unfold the author’s unconscious reflection on the characters from 
the psychological viewpoint.  

The Personality Structure of Frankenstein 
The id represents the most intense impulses of human beings, which, for Victor Frankenstein, refers to his 
inborn desire for dangerous knowledge and fantasy of natural science. Moreover, this desire emerges in 
an escalating tendency in his growth. Since he was a little boy, Frankenstein was “deeply smitten with the 
thirst for knowledge” (Shelley, 2009, p. 42). When his companion is satisfied with the magnificent 
sceneries of an Alpine summer and winter, he is thinking about exploring the secrets of the world. During 
his childhood, the earliest sensations that he can remember are “the curiosity, earnest research to learn the 
hidden laws of nature, gladness akin to rapture” (Shelley, 2009, p. 42). However, his id is not fully 
displayed at this stage. According to Freud (1998), in the process of their socialization, people realize the 
conflict between the id and social norms, so the id is naturally hidden in a certain place of the soul, 
waiting for the opportunity to burst out. Therefore, Frankenstein’s id does not disappear, though it is 
temporarily suppressed by the traditional family education of self-control.  

As soon as he goes to college, his aspiration for natural philosophy is aroused. While listening to his 
tutor’s speech about chemistry, Frankenstein feels that “soon my mind was filled with one thought, one 
conception, one purpose…exclaimed the soul of Frankenstein…I will pioneer a new way, explore 
unknown powers, and unfold to the world the deepest mysteries of creation” (Shelley, 2009, p. 60). 
Psychologically, the “soul” exclaiming to himself here stood for his id, which stimulates him to pursue 
natural philosophy at any expense. In order to create a man-like being, Frankenstein spends days and 
nights in the vaults, collecting bones from charnel-houses with burning ardency and urgency, regardless 
of the most insupportable feelings. He even forgets the change of seasons and forsakes his family and 
friends while engaged in his work, in front of which the constraint of super-ego completely surrenders to 
the expansion of id’s desire. As a result, the id of Frankenstein appears in the most extreme form – the 
monster.  

To further explore, the monster indicates the projection of the author’s unconsciousness. Freud 
(1990) believes that the authors’ unconsciousness is usually reflected in their works. As a Romantic, 
Mary Shelly advocated a natural life style and traditional mode of production, highlighting individual’s 
true feelings instead of rationality, and she was concerned on the negative influence of development of 
science as the decisive factors of capitalistic society on the harmonious life of human beings. Therefore, 
Shelly’s fear and vexation about the booming science and technology in her unconscious level is 
magnified and visualized in Frankenstein. In this sense, the Frankenstein’s id can be understood as his 
fantasy with natural philosophy, and, in depth, it is partially the reflection of the author’s query on the 
current of scientific research overriding humanistic concern. Through the self-destruction of Frankenstein 
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initiated by his id, Shelly seemed to remind people of the forbidden zone of science, which was likely to 
bloat their desires, demonize their souls, and ruin their lives (Wu, 2007). 

The ego is able to respond to the instinctive desires of the id and is also responsible for protecting 
“the conscious mind from the encroachments of the primitive life impulses” (James, 1927, p. 1011). As 
soon as he finishes the experiment, Frankenstein’s ardency for dangerous knowledge in his id weakens, 
while the sense of self-protection of the ego begins to emerge. On the surface, he is deeply shocked by the 
ugliness of his creature. As a matter of fact, in the unconscious level, Frankenstein is inclined to assist the 
monster, the spokesman of his separated id, but at the same time the repressing force of his ego inhibits 
the id from invading the psychic life. Thus, except for escaping, he does nothing to the monster in the two 
years since the night when the monster received his life, until the death of his brother William. The 
involvement of his innocent and beloved one enables him to realize that the monster never disappears in 
his life and approaches him again in the most merciless way. During the trial of Justine, Frankenstein has 
to choose between his private desire and social justice. At the moment, the ego comes forward to mediate 
the pitched battle between the id and the super-ego and helps Frankenstein, the creator of this cruel 
wretch, get rid of the censure and punishment of the public and protect the safety of his id. He appears as 
a person of self-control who determines neither to add fuel to the fire, nor to make a defense of Justine’s 
innocence. Similarly, the ego performs the same function when Frankenstein agrees to create a female for 
the monster. Due to the deeply rooted instinct, Frankenstein is easily touched by the monster’s speech and 
even thinks about his responsibility for his “son”. Nevertheless, Frankenstein is also afraid of the 
underlying menace of the monster, irritated by solitude and indifference. Therefore, the ego encourages 
him to make a compromise in the hope of satisfying his id and taking the creator’s responsibility of 
preventing the world from destruction at the same time. 

The super-ego is the hidden force that dominates and restrains the action of conscious personality 
(Golding, 1982). If acting against the acknowledged social rules, the ego will be punished by the sense of 
guilt (Freud, 1990). The force of the super-ego, which used to be overshadowed by Frankenstein, 
becomes increasingly prominent since the birth of the monster. As mentioned above, the monster is not 
the product of a female reproductive system and is largely different from men’s appearance, so it breaks 
the traditional ethical relation maintained for thousands of years and cannot be accepted by human 
society, morally and psychologically. The depraved wretch does not only mean a challenge to the social 
ethics, but also imposes a serious threat to people’s lives. The maker of the monster, Frankenstein, keeps 
being painfully tortured by his super-ego. “A weight of despair and remorse pressed on my heart…for I 
had committed deeds of mischief beyond description horrible… I was seized by the sense of guilt, which 
hurried me away to a hell of intense tortures” (Shelley, 2009, p. 60). The sense of guilt emerging after 
witnessing the death of Justine is merely the initial reflection of the function of super-ego. Since then, the 
force of the id and that of the social morality have launched a prolonged battle in his heart. In the end, the 
latter, the super-ego, wins the ultimate victory. While considering the effects of making another monster, 
a series of terrible imaginations occurs to him that “she might become ten thousand times more malignant 
than her mate, and delight in murder and wretchedness…she might quit him, and he be 
again...exasperated by the fresh provocation of being deserted…a race of devils would be propagated 
upon the earth, who might make the very existence of the species of man precarious and full of terror” 
(Shelley, 2009, p. 258). 

At the crucial moment, Frankenstein determines to tear the unfinished female being into pieces, 
regardless of the happiness of the monster, as he soberly realizes that he has no right to inflict the 
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everlasting generations for his own benefit. With the lasting and intensive punishments in the ego, the 
super-ego successfully defeats the id and fully displays the social attributes of human beings by following 
moral values and assuming the responsibility of society.  

The Personality Structure of the Monster 
As discussed above, the birth of the monster incarnates Frankenstein’s id, namely, the pursuit for 
dangerous knowledge. However, as an independent being, the monster gradually develops his own 
personality structure. Most devils or monsters in the Gothic novels of the nineteenth century present the 
indulgence of sex and violence, which in nature equals to the two basic instincts of human beings, erotize 
and destrudo, raised by Freud (Su, 2005). Similarly, the monster in Frankenstein also shows his thirst for 
a sexual partner and impulse of taking revenge on all the mankind. Once his desire cannot be satisfied, 
“the fiend within him” was stirred. When he fails in seizing a child as his life companion, the monster 
grasps his throat to silence him, and in a moment he lies dead at his feet. He is gazing on his victim, and 
with exultation and hellish triumph, his heart swelled. He would like to try everything to satisfy his 
desire, regardless of any sacrifice, even a person’s life. While staring at the portrait of a lovely woman, he 
is attracted for a few moments, but, as he says, “my rage returned: I remembered that I was forever that 
she whose resemblance I contemplated would have change to one expressive of disgust and affright” 
(Shelley, 2009, p. 221). The frustrated sexual impulse changes into the fury of destruction. To Justine, he 
exclaims, “fairest, thy lover is near…my beloved…not I, but she, shall suffer; the murder I have 
committed because I am forever robbed of all that she could give me, she shall atone” (Shelley, 2009, p. 
220). Unluckily, Justine is fallen into his first victim of distorted erotize. The burning passion in the id 
makes him unable to endure the solitude any longer, which justifies his motive of asking Frankenstein to 
create the same deformed female for him.  

On the other hand, different from other devils in other Gothic works of the nineteenth century, the 
monster created by Shelley is born to be sentimental and pathetic, capable of arousing people’s sympathy 
for his sufferings. He is longing for love, for self-identity, and trying to be accepted by mankind. As he 
says, “My desire to claim their protection and kindness; my heart yearned to be known and loved…to see 
their sweet looks directed towards me with affection was the utmost limit of my ambition” (Shelley, 
2009, p. 220). Then one may wonder whether and why the monster’s id is also composed of the claim for 
affection and recognition in contrast with his evil nature. The monster is abandoned by his creator due to 
his monstrosity; similarly, Mary Shelly’s mother passed away soon after her birth, and later his father 
declared the end of their relationship for her elopement with Percy Shelly at sixteen years old. From then 
on, she had been long tortured by the notorious reputation which expelled her from England and the 
mainstream society. Meanwhile, as the daughter of a well-known feminist, young Mary had already been 
accustomed to the defamation for her mother as a monster without female traits. At her age, it was 
common that women with independent thinking and talents were persecuted and regarded as monsters. 
That is to say, women, especially female writers like Mary Shelly, at that time, were excluded by the 
male-dominated society by their “inferiority”.. In Freudian theory, people’s unconsciousness, mainly 
shaped in their childhood, is always trying to return to their lives and their consciousness with a disguised 
face. Therefore, it can be inferred that Shelly connected her desire for affection and respect, which could 
not be achieved in the real world with the id of the monster and through which she could utilize the 
monster to express the demand for solicitude and understanding of herself and her female counterparts, 
keeping away from the social pressure. The severity of her rejection by society was transmuted into the 
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tale of a well-meaning but profoundly repugnant monster that responds to his isolation with immense and 
murderous rage.  

The monster is born in the isolation from human society. The monster does not know how to meet a 
balance between the id’s impulse and principles of human society, so he is walking from pillar to post. 
That is to say, the loss of the ego’s function is the primary problem that the monster faces. “What was I?” 
(Shelley, 2009, p. 220). With this question, the monster begins his arduous journey of seeking his ego. At 
first, he wishes to establish relationship with human society to be a part of it. He has no idea of his 
difference from other people whose flight surprises him; he tries to make friends with the family in the 
village and learns their language and culture so that he can integrate with them. But all the efforts are in 
vain; he is abandoned for his monstrosity and shot while rescuing a child. In the confrontation with 
human beings, the monster gradually recognizes the existence of his ego as a different species. He makes 
a clear distinction from men by committing crimes against them and does not dream of pursuing harmony 
with human society anymore. Instead, he asks Frankenstein to give him a life partner so that they can 
build a homeland of themselves where his ego can ensure the satisfaction of his id’s demand according to 
his own rules, without the conflicts with human social principles. Unfortunately, he fails to attain his hope 
of exerting the power of the ego to repress the id even at the end of the novel. Instead , he is driven by his 
id and censured by his super-ego. 

The function of the super-ego of the monster is similar to that of God. Freud (1998) holds that the 
super-ego is evolved from paternity and endowed with the authority of the farther. In the western world, 
God is the almighty creator of all beings on the earth. As Freud points out in his Civilization and its 
Discontents (Freud, 2010), common people are inclined to regard God as their honorable farther. 
Therefore, the development of the super-ego is closely connected with the image of God. In the Old 
Testament, God assumes the responsibility of both protection and punishment, while in the New 
Testament, God transfers his duty of punishment to devils. In this sense, functionally, the monster, as the 
variant of devils, assumes God’s responsibility of overseeing human beings’ behaviors and penalizing 
their sins, which is mainly reflected in his super-ego. Just as the monster admits, “Many times I 
considered Satan as the fitter emblem of my condition” (Shelley, 2009, p. 198). In the view of religion, 
Frankenstein’s biological experiment violates God’s authority of creating men. Hence, he is doomed to be 
punished, and the monster is the very executant of the sentence. The monster takes a series of revenges on 
Frankenstein, murders his brother, fiancé, and friend, indirectly leading to the death of his farther, and 
entangles him for the rest of his life. In a broader sense, the monster is also condemning all human beings 
for their indifference to other species. However, while destroying the world, he cannot get rid of the 
punishment from the super-ego. “My work is nearly complete… Polluted by crimes, and torn by the 
bitterest remorse…the bitter sting of remorse will not cease to rankle in my wounds until death” (Shelley, 
2009, p. 352). In the end, the monster chooses to consummate his life when the mission of his super-ego 
bestowed by God is accomplished with the death of Frankenstein.  

Conclusion  
In The Future of an Illusion, Freud (2008) proposes that civilization is indispensible for the development 
of mankind, but it is depressive for individuals who have to give up their instincts as the price for the 
progress of civilization. However, in his opinion, people are born of narcissism and carnalism, and lack of 
self-control, cooperation and altruism. Hence, people need the super-ego to restrain their speech and 
behavior, and they need the ego to mediate the tension between individual’s instincts and social rules so 

733



as to ensure the soundness of personality structure and the harmonious relationship between human 
beings and society (Freud, 1976). 

In Frankenstein, the two main characters, Frankenstein and the monster, both faced the problem of 
controlling their desires. Therefore, the conflicts between the id and the super-ego became inevitable, 
which involved the ego in a more difficult situation. Frankenstein’s overwhelming fantasy with natural 
philosophy was exaggerated through the monster, which betrayed social ethics and challenged God’s 
omnipotence. Frankenstein endured the torture of conscience and eventually exhausted his entire life in 
ceaseless struggles and infinite repentance. As for the monster, he destroyed Frankenstein’s hopes, while 
his own desire could not be satisfied, either. The sexual instinct and bloodthirsty nature drove him farther 
away from human society. While he was punishing others instead of God, his life also approached its end 
with solitude and remorse.  

Ironically, the two enemies who were fighting with each other shared the same destiny, doomed for 
the same fault in the end of the novel. The tragedy of Frankenstein and the monster is rooted in their 
impotent ego, which fails in moderating the irreconcilable collision between individual’s desire and social 
responsibility. Through their tragedy, the author attempts to demonstrate that inflated desire will lead to 
self-destruction. Mary Shelly, as a Romantic, cherishes the value of individualism, but in the novel, she 
tries to discuss with the readers whether there is a base line for individual desire, whether people are able 
to satisfy their demand without crossing the boundary of rationality and morality. It is a pity that both 
Frankenstein and the monster have failed. 

Mary Shelley’s life is the story of a woman who tried to live out a feminist vision of dignity and 
freedom in a world not ready for it. After many things had disappointed her, she had to advisably hide her 
high ideals and aspirations in the id of her characters so as to ease the catastrophic collision with a 
degrading and misogynist world (Murray, 1989). Writing was the best way that she found to voice her 
aspiration for love and understanding unconsciously. It was also the unfolding of the ego of Mary Shelly 
as a disciplined writer. Just as Freud once said, “it is art that, unexpectedly, balances the two principles 
(of pleasure and reality) and make them reconciled” (Freud, 2007, p. 91). 

Based on the analysis of the characters in Frankenstein from the approach of Freud’s psychological 
analysis, it can be concluded that only the three parts of personality structure, id, ego and super-ego, 
functioning properly can cultivate a sound personality, and only people who learn to adjust their impulses 
according to the external environment can coordinate their individual welfare with social development. 
Therefore, Mary Shelley did not just focus on individuals, but she also cared for social issues, which 
endowed the work with the depth in characterization and the extension in theme. The passage of time 
rejuvenates Frankenstein with new significance. Nowadays, the Mary Shelley of the late nineteenth 
century, a so-called monster, has been replaced with the Mary Shelley of the late twentieth: a courageous 
and intelligent woman, acting with daring, passion, and a serious concern for the social good in a world 
that she was bred for but which we still await and work for. That is also one of the reasons why,  two 
hundred years’ later, Frankenstein still preserves its influence on literature. 
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[Abstract] The year 1860 witnessed the publication of Charles Dickens’s masterpiece Great Expectations, 
which is recognized as “the most perfectly constructed and perfectly written of all Dickens’s work.” The 
female character Miss Havisham is one of the figures depicted quite successfully in the book. This paper 
attempts to analyze Miss Havisham in Great Expectations as a Gothic character from the aspect of her 
grotesqueness, mystery, evilness, and revenge, and also explores the reason why her character contains Gothic 
elements.  
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Introduction 
Charles Dickens, one of the greatest critical realistic writers, played a crucial role in the entire literary 
world, especially in the development of novel. He portrayed the evils of a bourgeois society and 
successfully exposed all the hypocrisy and corruptness with a realistic description. The year 1860 
witnessed the publication of his post-stage work Great Expectations, a prevailing literary canon in 
English literature. It is well acknowledged that Charles Dickens was a master of portraying various 
characters in his novels. The female character Miss Havisham in Great Expectations is one of the figures 
depicted quite successfully in the book (Symons, 1974). In recent years, the research on Charles Dickens 
at home and abroad has been various and abundant. Miss Havisham, as one of the most impressive and 
memorable creations, also attracts many critics and reviewers. In domestic research on Miss Havisham, 
many critics regard her as an abnormal person, even an insane woman. Just as Linda Raphael (1999) put 
it, “Embodying the mythic horrors of countless cruel mothers, stepmothers, and witchlike figures, Miss 
Havisham has often been described by critics as one more instance of an irrational and vindictive female 
figure” (p. 705). Some critics also claim, “In the case of Miss Havisham this is surely a paradox, for she is 
often pointed to as a character that is totally unreal. She is too bizarre, runs the arraignment, too 
Dickensian. She is unbelievable” (Stone, 1968, p. 5). Obviously, there are a large number of articles 
referring to Miss Havisham. This paper attempts to analyze Miss Havisham as a Gothic character from 
the aspect of her grotesqueness, mystery, evilness, and revenge, and also explores the causes that 
contribute to the formation of her Gothic personalities. 

The Rules of Gothic Novels 
The Gothic novel, as one branch of English literature, originated from The Castle of Otranto: A Gothic 
Story, written by Horace Walpole in Britain at the end of the 18th century. The subtitle refers to its setting 
in the Middle Ages and it flourished through the early nineteenth century. According to Meyer Howard 
Abrams and Geoffrey Galt Harpham’s research on the Gothic novel (2009): “The locale was often 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 make 
bountiful use of ghosts, mysterious disappearances and other sensational and supernatural occurrences” 
(p. 137). From the definition of Wikipedia, prominent features of Gothic fiction include terror (both 
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psychological and physical), mystery, the supernatural, ghosts, haunted houses, and Gothic architecture, 
castles, darkness, death, decay, doubles, madness, secrets, and hereditary curses. The definition in A 
Glossary of Literary Terms shows, “The term Gothic has also been extended to a type of fiction which 
lacks the exotic setting of the earlier romances, but develops a brooding atmosphere of gloom and terror, 
represents events that are uncanny or macabre or melodramatically violent, and often deals with aberrant 
psychological states” (Abrams & Harpham, 2009, p. 152). On the whole, the Gothic novel contains  
darkness and evilness everywhere and penetrated the atmosphere of mystery and suspense (Hennessy, 
1978). There is no doubt that Dickens’ Great Expectations was in accord with some Gothic rules, as he 
often created tense and a suspicious atmosphere and a mysterious plot. What’s more, Dickens 
demonstrated these Gothic characteristics through various approaches, one of which was portraying Miss 
Havisham as a Gothic character. 

An Analysis of Miss Havisham as a Gothic Character 

Miss Havisham’s Grotesqueness and Mystery 
Miss Havisham is one of the most eccentric and grotesque characters in the story. Charles Dickens 
depicted her as a wealthy dowager who lives in her ruined mansion Satis and wears an old wedding dress 
all her life. As we know, one of the characteristics in a Dickens novel is the tremendous atmosphere he 
creates. The reader cannot help but be affected by it. The 19th-century critic G. K. Chesterton (2007) said 
that a “characteristic of Dickens is that his atmosphere are more important than his stories” (p. 85). 
Therefore, he creates vividly and successfully a horrible and mysterious atmosphere in Great 
Expectations, which are prominent features in the Gothic novel, through Miss Havisham’s  
grotesqueness and mystery. 

Gothic characters always behave oddly and make people puzzled and scared. When Pip sees Miss 
Havisham for the first time, her clothing and her life environment makes him feel strange. She lives in “a 
pretty large room, well lighted with wax candles. No glimpse of daylight was to be seen in it” (Dickens, 
2009, p. 2). In Pip’s eyes, in an armchair sits the strangest lady he has ever seen, or would ever see. The 
child’s description makes an impressive picture of Miss Havisham’s grotesqueness and mystery. “I saw 
that everything within my view which ought to be white, had been white long ago, and had lost its luster, 
and was faded and yellow. I saw that the bride within the bridal dress had withered like the dress, and like 
the flowers, and had no brightness left but the brightness of her sunken eyes. I saw that the dress had been 
put upon the rounded figure of a young woman, and that the figure upon which is now hung loose, had 
shrunk to skin and bone” (Dickens, 2009, p. 63). And “she was dressed in rich materials – satins, and lace 
and silks – all of white. Her shoes were white. And she had a long white veil dependent from her hair, and 
she had bridal flowers in her hair, but her hair was white” (Dickens, 2009, p. 63). Dickens shows Miss 
Havisham’s weirdness through her appearance and the environment of the Satis House where she lives. 
Through Pip’s description, the ghostly waxwork and skeleton whose living style is so grotesque that 
immediately arouses readers’ curiosity.  

Another strange scene in Satis is that the clock on the outer wall of this house, like the clock in Miss 
Havisham’s room and Miss Havisham’s watch, had stopped at twenty minutes to nine. The second time 
Pip visits Miss Havisham is on her birthday while her mystery and grotesqueness is revealed even more. 
On that day, in that oppressive house, Pip sees her bride-cake for the first time, which is covered by 
cobwebs. From the conversation between Pip and Miss Havisham, or to be more accurate, from Miss 
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Havisham’s own monologue, we get the information that sharper teeth than teeth of mice have gnawed at 
her broken heart. However, her strange and mysterious act leaves us to guess what on earth happened to 
her and attracts our attention to seek the root of her mystery.  

Miss Havisham’s Evilness and Revenge  
Generally speaking, an extraordinary Gothic novel is always penetrated by violence and evilness. The 
characters are sometimes the devil incarnate (Scharf, 1981). Although Miss Havisham cannot be called a 
devil, the tragic event, namely the ruined marriage that befell her, makes her live in pain. After being 
jilted by Compeyson on her wedding day, Miss Havisham seems determined that she will never move 
beyond her heartbreak and live in the traumatic past forever.  

Isolating herself from the outer world, Miss Havisham’s hatred-filled heart turns evil and forces her 
to do something extreme. She deliberately adopts Estella and raises her as a weapon to achieve her own 
revenge on men. Estella is cultivated abnormally and is told how to lure a man, but not love the man. She 
asks Pip about Estella’s beauty when he is in her house. Furthermore, she puts some jewels on Estella to 
attract Pip and to make him fall in love with her. When Pip visits Satis House to look round for Estella, 
she tells him that Estella has gone abroad “educating for a lady; far out of reach; prettier than ever; 
admired by all who see her.” “There was such a malignant enjoyment in her utterance of the last words, 
and she broke into such a disagreeable laugh” (Dickens, 2009, p. 132). Miss Havisham is satisfied with 
Estella’s charm and, obviously, is aiming at achieving her revenge more successfully; she tends to 
cultivate Estalla to be an upper-class lady and attract more men to break their hearts. 

When Pip becomes a “gentlemen” and sees her and Estella, who had returned from being abroad, 
Miss Havisham shows her evilness again and calls Pip’s attention to Estella’s appearance. She asks Pip, 
“Is she beautiful, graceful, well-known? Do you admire her?” She tells Pip, “Love her, love her, love her! 
If she favours you, love her. If she wounds you, love her. If it will tears your heart to pieces-and as it gets 
older and stronger, it will tear deeper-love her, love her, love her” (Dickens, 2009, p. 273). She utters  
the words crazily and passionately, which shows how eagerly she wants to retaliate after being hurt so 
profoundly.  

No one can deny that Miss Havisham’ behavior influences Pip a lot and totally changes his entire 
life. Although in the end, she realizes her fault and begs Pip to  forgive her, nothing can be retrieved 
after her evilness and absurd revenge. These vivid characteristics make her a typical Gothic character.  

The Causes for the Formation of Miss Havisham’s Gothic Character 

Social Background in Victorian England  
It is well acknowledged that the Victorian Age was a typical male-dominated and male-centered society 
where men were expected to have primary responsibility. In such a society, men had the power in 
political, economic and domestic areas. They considered women to be inferior in intelligence, and many 
women accepted such prejudice subconsciously and without further consideration. What’s more, the idea 
that women should be subject to men was deeply rooted in their minds in that this kind of conception had  
been passed from generation to generation. Consequently, women in the Victorian era lost their 
self-identities and could not be independent from men. The difference between men and women were 
obvious: women were weak and soft, and the men were tough and strong.  

In such a patriarchal society, there is no doubt that Victorian women’s status was also inferior in 
marriage. They were their husbands’ slaves and attachments. After marriage, the Victorian women were 

738



deprived of the rights of property and personal wealth, leaving them to their husbands. Hence, they had no 
self and no individuality, and they were completely dependent upon their husbands, who became the 
master of their bodies and souls (Harland, 1999). Submitting to their husbands’ wills and opinions was 
their only choice. We can tell how oppressed the Victorian women from The Second Sex: A woman is an 
eminently poetic reality since many projects into her all that he does not resolve to be. A woman serves in 
the roles of ‘treasure, prey, sport and danger, nurse, guide, judge, mediatrix, mirror,’ and ‘is so necessary 
to man’s happiness and to his triumph that it can be said that she did not exist, men would have invented 
her” (Beauvoir, 1998, p. 102). 

In Great Expectations, Miss Havisham is just a sacrifice and victim of the society. Living in the 
upper class, Miss Havisham, a simple and proud lady at that time, falls madly in love with Compeyson. 
However, she has no awareness that Compeyson’s true purpose was to gain her wealth and is his only 
interest in her; this is the only the reason that he approached her. As a result, when she is jilted by her 
fiancé on her wedding day, she cannot face the fact and chooses to live in the gloom and darkness and 
refuses to let bygones be bygones. Her fragile nature makes her unable to face life’s suffering. The  
influence of this failed marriage is so huge that it becomes the main reason she becomes so eccentric and 
terribly mysterious. From then on, to her, life is nothing but getting revenge on men, which makes her 
almost crazy and enraged. It is evitable that her Gothic character – grotesqueness, mystery, evilness and 
revenge form under such circumstances. Such a character hurts others and directly leads to the ultimate 
destruction to herself. 

Traced to the cardinal reason, the patriarchal society is to blame. It forces her to believe the idea  
that without a man, it is difficult and painful for her to live. She has lost female consciousness, which 
involves “women’s understanding of themselves and the exploration of the essence of femininity from 
women’s rather than men’s perspective” (Xie, 2004, p. 11). Therefore, she is only bounded in a narrow 
world – the home. Based on that fact, it is not strange that she totally collapses when facing her failed 
marriage and becomes eccentric and evil. It is the patriarchal society that causes the miserable and 
desperate lives of Victorian women and causes the formation of Miss Havisham’s Gothic character (Tan 
& Xie, 2007). 

Miss Havisham’s Family Background 
Based on the previous research, the family plays a significant role in Dickens’s Great Expectations. 
Family, in our mind, is a refuge of both our body and soul. However, Satis House, where Havisham lives, 
is “of old brick, and dismal, and had a great many iron bars to it. Some of the windows had been walled 
up; of those that remained, all the lower were rustily barred” (Dickens, 2009, p. 60). This house is nothing 
like a family; there is not even a little warmth, nor harmony can we feel. 

As mentioned above, in Victorian society, women should be submissive and impeccable. Their fates 
totally depend on their marriage, which has become women’s life coordinates. Moreover, the 
male-dominated family requests women to fulfill their tasks by pleasing their husbands and accepting 
their tastes without preconditions (Zhang & Wu, 2002). Miss Havisham’s family was a typical patriarchal 
one.  

The following can illustrate Miss Havisham’s childhood environment. “Miss Havisham, you must 
know, was a spoilt child. Her mother died when she was a baby, and her father denied her nothing. Her 
father was a country gentleman down in your part of the world, and was a brewer. I don’t know why it 
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should be a crack thing to be a brewer; but it is indisputable that while you cannot possibly be genteel and 
bake, you may be as genteel as never was and brew” (Dickens, 2009, p. 204). 

Born in an aristocratic family without a mother, she lives in a completely patriarchal environment. 
Her father is a pound man who privately marries his cook after his wife dies and has another child. After 
his second wife dies, he tells his daughter the truth and lets a son become a part of the family. 
Nevertheless, the son “turned out riotous, extravagant, undutiful-altogether bad” (Dickens, 2009, p. 205). 
Therefore, his father disinherits him and makes Miss Havisham an heiress. After that, his villain brother 
colludes with Compeyson, a showy man and the kind of man for the purpose in order to cheat Miss 
Havisham out of her large properties. He pursues Miss Havisham closely, and the latter had not shown 
much susceptibility up to that time; but all she possesses certainly comes out then, and she passionately 
loves him. There is no doubt that she perfectly idolizes him. On the wedding day, only a letter shows up 
instead of the bridegroom. It turns out a conspiracy between her brother and Compeyson, “her cruel 
mortification may have been a part of her half-brother scheme” (Dickens, 2009, p. 207). Hence, Miss 
Havisham’s tragic fate and the formation of her Gothic character also ascribe her father’s irresponsibility 
and her brother’s evil behavior.  

Conclusion 
To recapitulate, as mentioned above, this essay analyzes Miss Havisham as a Gothic character and what 
causes her formation. The essay concludes that Miss Havisham is portrayed as a special character who 
maintains some Gothic elements. Moreover, the causes for the formation of Miss Havisham’s Gothic 
character are the social background in Victorian England, her family background and her own character 
deficiency. The analysis of this famous character using a Gothic approach may contribute a relatively 
fresh appreciation of Great Expectations. 
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