
the monkeys paw commonlit

the monkeys paw commonlit is a fascinating short story often studied in literature classes for its

compelling narrative and thought-provoking themes. This classic tale combines elements of

supernatural horror and moral lesson, making it a popular choice on educational platforms such as

CommonLit. Understanding the story’s plot, characters, symbolism, and themes is essential for

students and educators aiming to analyze its deeper meanings. Additionally, exploring the literary

devices and the story’s historical context enriches the reading experience. This article provides an in-

depth exploration of “The Monkey’s Paw” as featured on CommonLit, highlighting key aspects for

academic study and comprehension. The following sections will cover a detailed summary, character

analysis, thematic elements, symbolism, and its relevance in literature curricula.
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Plot Summary of The Monkey’s Paw

The story of “The Monkey’s Paw” unfolds with the White family receiving a mysterious talisman that

grants three wishes. This magical object comes with a grave warning about the consequences of

interfering with fate. Despite the caution, the family makes wishes that lead to tragic and unforeseen

outcomes. The narrative is structured around the suspense and eerie atmosphere that builds as each

wish is granted. The plot emphasizes the dangers of greed and tampering with destiny, culminating in

a chilling conclusion that leaves readers contemplating the cost of desire.

Overview of Key Events

The initial setting introduces the White family and Sergeant-Major Morris, who brings the monkey’s

paw from India. After Morris’s reluctant demonstration of the paw’s power, the family’s curiosity leads

them to wish for money. This first wish results in a devastating loss, showing the dark side of the

talisman’s magic. Subsequent wishes intensify the horror, highlighting the theme of unintended

consequences. The story’s climax revolves around the final wish, which aims to undo the earlier

tragedy, but its ambiguous ending maintains the suspense.

Structure and Narrative Style

The narrative employs a linear progression with rising tension, using foreshadowing and suspense to

engage readers. The story is told from a third-person limited perspective, focusing on Mr. White’s

experiences and emotions. This approach allows insight into the character’s motivations while

maintaining an atmosphere of mystery. Dialogue and descriptive passages contribute to the eerie tone,

making the plot both accessible and impactful.

Character Analysis

The characters in “The Monkey’s Paw” serve as vehicles for exploring themes of fate, desire, and



consequence. Each character’s response to the paw reveals different facets of human nature and the

moral implications of their choices.

Mr. White

Mr. White is the protagonist whose curiosity and impulsiveness drive the plot. His initial skepticism

turns into desperation as he experiences the paw’s power firsthand. His character embodies human

fallibility and the tragic consequences of overstepping natural boundaries. Throughout the story, Mr.

White grapples with guilt, fear, and hope, making him a complex figure.

Mrs. White

Mrs. White represents emotional vulnerability and maternal love. Her reactions to the unfolding events

highlight the theme of grief and the lengths to which people will go to reverse loss. Her determination

to use the monkey’s paw contrasts with Mr. White’s caution, emphasizing differing human responses

to tragedy.

Herbert White

Herbert, the son, symbolizes innocence and the unintended victim of the paw’s powers. Though a

minor character, his fate is central to the story’s impact. His death serves as a grim reminder of the

dangers inherent in tampering with fate.

Themes and Motifs

“The Monkey’s Paw” explores several enduring themes that resonate with readers and provoke critical

thinking about human nature and destiny.



Fate and Free Will

The tension between fate and free will is a core theme. The paw’s magic challenges the characters’

ability to control their destinies, suggesting that certain outcomes are inevitable. The story warns

against attempting to circumvent fate, illustrating the potential for disastrous results.

Greed and Consequences

Greed motivates the characters to desire more than their natural lot, leading to severe repercussions.

The narrative critiques the human tendency to seek material gain without considering moral or practical

consequences, reinforcing the idea that some desires come at too high a cost.

Supernatural and Horror

The supernatural element of the monkey’s paw introduces horror and suspense. The unknown and

uncontrollable forces create an atmosphere of fear and uncertainty. This motif serves to caution

readers about meddling with forces beyond understanding.

Symbolism in The Monkey’s Paw

Symbolism is a significant literary device used throughout the story to deepen its meaning and

enhance thematic expression.

The Monkey’s Paw as a Symbol

The paw itself symbolizes fate and the dangers of human interference with natural order. Its grotesque

appearance reflects the unnatural consequences of the wishes it grants. The paw acts as a physical

representation of temptation and the dark side of desire.



Three Wishes

The motif of three wishes symbolizes the limits of human control and the structure of traditional fairy

tales and folklore. The number three often signifies completeness or a pattern of cause and effect,

reinforcing the story’s moral lessons about caution and restraint.

Money and Loss

The wish for money symbolizes material greed and its hollow rewards. The compensation received

through tragic loss highlights the story’s moral that gains achieved through unnatural means often

come with a heavy price.

Literary Devices and Style

The author employs various literary techniques to enhance the story’s impact and engage the reader’s

imagination.

Foreshadowing

Foreshadowing is used extensively to build suspense and hint at the tragic outcomes of the wishes.

Early warnings from Sergeant-Major Morris and ominous descriptions set the tone and prepare readers

for the unfolding horror.

Irony

Irony permeates the story, especially situational irony where the results of the wishes are the opposite

of what the characters intended. This device emphasizes the unpredictability of fate and the folly of

human desires.



Atmosphere and Tone

The story’s gloomy and suspenseful tone contributes to its horror genre classification. Descriptive

language evokes a chilling atmosphere that heightens emotional responses and underscores the

narrative’s cautionary message.

Historical Context and Author Background

Understanding the historical period and the author’s background enriches the interpretation of “The

Monkey’s Paw.”

W.W. Jacobs and Literature of the Early 20th Century

W.W. Jacobs, a British author, wrote the story during the early 1900s, a time when fascination with the

supernatural and exploration of human psychology were prominent in literature. His background in

maritime stories and use of suspenseful storytelling influenced the narrative style.

Cultural Attitudes Toward Fate and Superstition

The story reflects contemporary attitudes about fate, superstition, and colonial encounters. The

monkey’s paw, originating from India, symbolizes the exotic and mysterious, while also commenting on

Western perceptions of Eastern mysticism and the consequences of cultural interference.

Relevance in Modern Education

“The Monkey’s Paw” remains a staple in modern educational curricula, especially on platforms like

CommonLit, due to its rich content and teaching potential.



Educational Benefits

The story offers opportunities to teach literary analysis, critical thinking, and moral reasoning. Its

manageable length and engaging plot make it suitable for various grade levels. Students learn to

identify themes, symbols, and narrative techniques effectively.

CommonLit’s Role

CommonLit provides resources such as guided questions, vocabulary support, and lesson plans that

facilitate comprehensive study. The platform’s emphasis on accessibility helps diverse learners engage

with the story’s complex ideas and language.

Discussion and Interpretation

Classroom discussions often focus on the ethical implications of the story and the nature of human

desire. The ambiguity of the ending invites multiple interpretations, fostering analytical skills and

creativity among students.

Enhances understanding of classic literature

Develops critical reading and analytical skills

Encourages exploration of moral and philosophical questions

Supports vocabulary and comprehension growth



Frequently Asked Questions

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

The main theme of 'The Monkey's Paw' is the danger of interfering with fate and the consequences of

wish fulfillment.

How does 'The Monkey's Paw' illustrate the idea of unintended

consequences?

'The Monkey's Paw' shows unintended consequences through the wishes granted by the paw, which

bring unexpected and often tragic results to the characters.

Who are the main characters in 'The Monkey's Paw' on CommonLit?

The main characters are Mr. White, Mrs. White, and their son Herbert White.

What role does the monkey's paw itself play in the story?

The monkey's paw serves as a supernatural talisman that grants three wishes but with a heavy cost,

symbolizing the dangers of tampering with fate.

How does the setting contribute to the mood of 'The Monkey's Paw'?

The setting, a remote and isolated house on a stormy night, creates a suspenseful and eerie mood

that enhances the story's dark themes.

What lesson does 'The Monkey's Paw' teach about greed and desire?

The story warns that greed and desire can lead to tragic outcomes when one tries to control fate or

gain more than what is natural.



How is foreshadowing used in 'The Monkey's Paw'?

Foreshadowing is used through the Sergeant-Major's stories and warnings about the paw, hinting at

the dangerous results of using it.

Why is 'The Monkey's Paw' considered a classic horror story on

CommonLit?

It is considered a classic because of its suspenseful narrative, chilling atmosphere, and timeless moral

about the perils of wish fulfillment.

Additional Resources

1. The Monkey’s Paw by W.W. Jacobs

This classic horror short story explores the dark consequences of tampering with fate. It tells the tale

of a mystical monkey’s paw that grants three wishes but with devastating results. The story is a chilling

reminder of the dangers of greed and the unpredictability of supernatural forces.

2. The Lottery by Shirley Jackson

This short story delves into the dark side of tradition and societal rituals. It follows a small town’s

annual lottery with a sinister twist, revealing how conformity can lead to horrifying outcomes. Like "The

Monkey’s Paw," it explores themes of fate and human nature.

3. The Tell-Tale Heart by Edgar Allan Poe

A psychological thriller that examines guilt and madness. The narrator insists on their sanity while

describing the murder they committed and the haunting consequences that follow. Its eerie

atmosphere and exploration of the human psyche resonate with the unsettling mood of "The Monkey’s

Paw."

4. The Necklace by Guy de Maupassant

This story highlights the dangers of vanity and pride. It follows a woman who borrows a necklace to



appear wealthy but loses it, leading to years of hardship. The twist ending and moral lesson about

desires and consequences align well with themes in "The Monkey’s Paw."

5. Flowers for Algernon by Daniel Keyes

A science fiction story about a man with low intelligence who undergoes an experimental surgery to

increase his IQ. It explores themes of human desire, the cost of change, and unintended

consequences, paralleling the wish and consequence motif found in "The Monkey’s Paw."

6. The Cask of Amontillado by Edgar Allan Poe

This tale of revenge and deception centers on a man who lures his enemy into the catacombs for a

deadly punishment. The dark tone and exploration of human emotion and fate echo the ominous

atmosphere of "The Monkey’s Paw."

7. The Gift of the Magi by O. Henry

A poignant story about love and sacrifice, where a young couple sells their most prized possessions to

buy gifts for each other. The story’s ironic twist and themes of desire and consequence provide a

thoughtful contrast to the supernatural elements of "The Monkey’s Paw."

8. Dr. Heidegger’s Experiment by Nathaniel Hawthorne

This story explores the human desire to recapture youth and the folly of trying to alter fate. Dr.

Heidegger offers his guests water from the Fountain of Youth, leading to unexpected revelations about

human nature. The theme of unintended consequences aligns closely with "The Monkey’s Paw."

9. The Black Cat by Edgar Allan Poe

A chilling story of guilt, superstition, and madness, where the narrator’s actions lead to terrifying

consequences. The supernatural elements and psychological horror make it a fitting companion to

"The Monkey’s Paw," highlighting the dark side of human nature and fate.
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