the monkeys paw analysis

the monkeys paw analysis explores W.W. Jacobs’ classic short story that delves into themes of
fate, desire, and unintended consequences. This analysis examines the narrative structure, central
themes, character development, and symbolism used to convey a chilling message about tampering
with destiny. By dissecting the story’s plot and literary devices, the article uncovers the underlying
moral lessons and the psychological impact on readers. Additionally, the cultural and historical
context is considered to better understand the story’s enduring relevance. This comprehensive
examination provides insights into why "The Monkey’s Paw" remains a significant work in horror and
speculative fiction genres. The following sections elaborate on these elements in detail, forming a
structured overview for an insightful literary critique.

e Plot Summary and Narrative Structure
e Themes and Motifs

e Character Analysis

e Symbolism in The Monkey’s Paw

e Historical and Cultural Context

e Literary Devices and Style

Plot Summary and Narrative Structure

The plot of "The Monkey’s Paw" revolves around a magical artifact that grants its owner three wishes,
but with dire consequences. The story begins with the White family receiving the paw from Sergeant-
Major Morris, who warns them about its dangerous powers. The Whites make their first wish, which
leads to tragic results, followed by desperate attempts to undo the damage with the remaining
wishes. The narrative employs a linear progression that builds suspense and culminates in a chilling
climax.

Exposition and Rising Action

The exposition introduces the White family and the mystical monkey’s paw, setting a tone of curiosity
mixed with foreboding. The rising action develops as the family makes their wishes, and strange,
unsettling events unfold, increasing tension and anticipation.

Climax and Resolution

The climax occurs when the consequences of the wishes manifest fully, creating a sense of horror and
inevitability. The resolution is ambiguous yet impactful, leaving readers to ponder the final outcome



and the moral implications.

Themes and Motifs

The monkeys paw analysis reveals several central themes, including the dangers of interfering with
fate, the unpredictability of desire, and the inevitability of suffering. These themes are intertwined
with motifs such as death, fate, and the supernatural, which reinforce the story’s dark atmosphere.

Fate and Free Will

The story explores the tension between fate and free will, suggesting that attempts to alter destiny
can lead to disastrous outcomes. The paw symbolizes this struggle, granting wishes that ironically
fulfill desires in twisted ways.

Consequences of Desire

Desire drives the plot, but the fulfillment of wishes brings unforeseen consequences. This theme
warns against reckless pursuit of personal gain without considering potential risks.

Death and Loss

Death is a pervasive motif that underscores the story’s somber tone. The monkeys paw serves as a
catalyst for loss, highlighting the finality and unpredictability of death.

Character Analysis

The characters in "The Monkey’s Paw" are crafted to embody human curiosity, grief, and desperation.
Their development reflects the psychological impact of the paw’s power and the moral lessons
embedded in the narrative.

Mr. White

Mr. White is the protagonist whose curiosity leads to tragic consequences. His character represents
human fallibility and the complexity of grief as he grapples with the results of his wishes.

Mrs. White

Mrs. White’s character embodies maternal love and desperation. Her actions illustrate the lengths to
which people will go to reverse loss, emphasizing emotional vulnerability.



Herbert White

Herbert serves as both a victim and a symbol of innocence. His fate is central to the story’s emotional
impact and moral warning.

Symbolism in The Monkey’'s Paw

The monkeys paw itself is a powerful symbol representing temptation and the unforeseen
consequences of interfering with natural order. Other symbols enrich the narrative, adding layers of
meaning to the plot.

The Monkey’s Paw

The paw symbolizes the dangerous allure of power and the folly of trying to control fate. Its cursed
nature warns of the perils inherent in unchecked desire.

The Three Wishes

The three wishes symbolize human ambition and the limits of control over one’s destiny. Each wish’s
outcome reinforces the theme of unintended consequences.

Weather and Setting

The bleak weather and isolated setting symbolize the story’s dark mood and the characters’
emotional states, enhancing the sense of foreboding.

Historical and Cultural Context

Understanding the historical and cultural background of "The Monkey’s Paw" enriches the analysis by
situating the story within its early 20th-century context. This period’s fascination with the
supernatural and the unknown influenced Jacobs’ writing.

Edwardian Era Influences

The story reflects Edwardian anxieties about science, fate, and the supernatural. The clash between
rationality and mysticism is evident throughout the narrative.

Colonial and Exotic Elements

The monkey’s paw originates from India, reflecting Western fascination with the exotic and
mysterious during the colonial era. This element adds a layer of cultural tension and mystique to the



story.

Literary Devices and Style

Jacobs’ use of literary devices enhances the eerie atmosphere and thematic depth of "The Monkey’s
Paw." The story’s style supports its suspenseful and cautionary tone.

Foreshadowing

Foreshadowing is employed extensively to build suspense and hint at the tragic outcomes, such as
Morris’ warnings and ominous dialogue.

Irony

Situational irony is central to the narrative, particularly in how the wishes bring about the opposite of
the desired results, reinforcing the story’s moral lesson.

Atmosphere and Tone

The tone is somber and tense, created through descriptive language that evokes a sense of dread and
inevitability. This atmosphere is crucial to the story’s impact.

Dialogue and Characterization

Naturalistic dialogue reveals character traits and advances the plot, contributing to the story’s realism
despite its supernatural elements.

Key Takeaways from The Monkeys Paw Analysis

e The story warns against tampering with fate and the dangers of unchecked desire.
e |t uses supernatural elements to explore human psychology and moral dilemmas.
e Symbolism and literary devices deepen the narrative’s thematic resonance.

e The historical context provides insight into its cultural significance.

e Character development highlights universal emotions such as grief and desperation.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'The Monkey's Paw'?

The main theme of 'The Monkey's Paw' is the unintended consequences of interfering with fate. The
story explores how attempts to alter destiny can lead to tragic outcomes.

How does 'The Monkey's Paw' use foreshadowing to build
suspense?

The story uses foreshadowing through warnings about the paw's powers, eerie atmosphere, and
ominous events, which create a sense of impending doom and suspense throughout the narrative.

What role does symbolism play in ‘'The Monkey's Paw'?

The monkey's paw itself is a symbol of temptation and the dangerous allure of trying to control fate. It
represents the unforeseen consequences that come with tampering with the natural order.

How does W.W. Jacobs create a sense of horror in the story?

Jacobs creates horror through a combination of eerie setting, suspenseful pacing, the mysterious
supernatural element of the paw, and the tragic outcomes that affect the family, emphasizing
psychological terror over graphic violence.

What is the significance of the three wishes in 'The Monkey's
Paw'?

The three wishes symbolize human desire and greed, as well as the idea that every wish comes with a
price. They serve as a narrative device to explore the consequences of altering fate.

How does the ending of 'The Monkey's Paw' contribute to its
overall message?

The ambiguous and chilling ending reinforces the story's message about the dangers of meddling with
fate and the irreversible consequences that can follow such actions.

In what ways does 'The Monkey's Paw' reflect early 20th-
century attitudes toward superstition?

The story reflects early 20th-century skepticism and fascination with superstition by portraying the
paw as a mystical object that challenges rational beliefs, highlighting the tension between science
and the supernatural.

What literary devices are prominently used in 'The Monkey's



Paw' and how do they enhance the story?

Literary devices such as foreshadowing, irony, and symbolism are prominently used to enhance the
story's suspense and themes. Irony underscores the tragic consequences of the wishes, while
symbolism deepens the moral lesson about fate and desire.

Additional Resources

1. The Monkey’s Paw: A Study in Supernatural Fiction

This book offers an in-depth analysis of W.W. Jacobs’ classic tale, exploring its themes of fate, greed,
and the consequences of tampering with the supernatural. It examines the story’s narrative structure
and symbolism, highlighting how the monkey’s paw serves as a metaphor for human desire and the
unintended results of wish fulfillment. The author also compares the story to other supernatural works
from the same era to contextualize its impact.

2. Dark Wishes: The Psychology Behind The Monkey’s Paw

Focusing on the psychological elements of the story, this book delves into the characters’” motivations
and the tragic outcomes of their wishes. It discusses the human tendency to desire more than what is
safe or natural and the resulting internal and external conflicts. Additionally, it explores how fear and
regret shape the narrative’s tone and message.

3. The Monkey’s Paw and the Theme of Fate vs Free Will

This analytical work debates whether the characters in the story are victims of fate or if their choices
lead to their downfall. It provides a detailed examination of the interplay between destiny and human
agency, using textual evidence to argue how Jacobs subtly critiques the illusion of control. The book
also includes philosophical perspectives on fate and free will.

4. Symbolism and Irony in The Monkey’s Paw

This book breaks down the rich use of symbolism and irony throughout the story. It highlights how the
monkey’s paw itself symbolizes temptation and the dangers of interfering with natural order. The text
also discusses the ironic twists that reinforce the story’s cautionary message, making it a valuable
resource for literary students.

5. W.W. Jacobs and the Art of the Short Story: The Monkey’s Paw Edition

Offering a broader look at Jacobs’ writing style, this book focuses on his mastery of suspense and
atmosphere in short fiction. It situates The Monkey’s Paw within Jacobs’ oeuvre, analyzing his use of
concise language and pacing to build tension. The book also explores how Jacobs’ background
influenced the themes and settings of his works.

6. The Monkey’s Paw in Cultural Context: Folklore and Horror Traditions

This study traces the origins of the monkey’s paw motif in folklore and examines how Jacobs adapted
these elements to create a compelling horror story. It discusses the cultural significance of cursed
objects and wishes in various traditions, linking them to the story’s enduring appeal. The book also
considers adaptations and reinterpretations in modern media.

1. Morality and Consequence: Ethical Lessons from The Monkey’s Paw

This book analyzes the ethical questions raised by the story, focusing on the consequences of selfish
desires and reckless actions. It explores how the narrative serves as a moral parable about respecting
limits and the dangers of trying to manipulate fate. The text encourages readers to reflect on the
implications of their own choices.



8. The Monkey’s Paw: A Critical Anthology

An anthology featuring various critical essays and interpretations of the story, this collection provides
diverse perspectives from literary scholars. Topics include thematic analysis, historical context, and
psychoanalytic readings. It is a comprehensive resource for students and educators seeking
multifaceted insights into the story.

9. From Folklore to Fiction: The Evolution of The Monkey’s Paw

This book explores the transformation of the monkey’s paw legend from oral folklore to a written
literary classic. It investigates how Jacobs crafted his narrative by blending traditional motifs with
contemporary literary techniques. The book also looks at the story’s influence on subsequent horror
and supernatural fiction.
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