
the devil and tom walker analysis
the devil and tom walker analysis offers an in-depth exploration of
Washington Irving's classic short story, revealing its themes, characters,
and moral lessons. This article delves into the narrative's symbolic
elements, the portrayal of greed and corruption, and the socio-historical
context that shapes the story. By examining the protagonist Tom Walker and
his Faustian bargain, the analysis highlights the consequences of moral decay
and the pursuit of wealth at the expense of integrity. The discussion also
considers Irving's use of dark romanticism and allegory to critique societal
values. Following this introduction, a structured overview provides a clear
roadmap for understanding the key aspects of the devil and tom walker
analysis.
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Plot Summary and Context

The devil and tom walker analysis begins with a concise summary of the
story’s plot, which centers on Tom Walker, a miserly man living in 18th-
century New England. Tom encounters the devil—or Old Scratch—in a dark swamp
and makes a pact to gain wealth in exchange for his soul. The narrative
follows Tom’s rise to financial success and his ultimate downfall,
illustrating the moral consequences of his greed and corruption. The story’s
setting and context reflect the Puritanical and colonial American
environment, emphasizing themes of morality and human nature.

Overview of the Story

The story opens with a description of a gloomy swamp near Boston, setting a
dark and foreboding tone. Tom Walker’s encounter with the devil leads to an
agreement that grants him access to hidden treasure, but the devil imposes a
heavy price. Tom becomes a usurer, exploiting others through exorbitant loans
and harsh terms. Despite his wealth, he remains miserly and unhappy.



Eventually, the devil claims Tom’s soul, and his sudden disappearance serves
as a cautionary tale about the dangers of greed and moral compromise.

Setting and Narrative Context

The setting plays a crucial role in the devil and tom walker analysis, as the
dark swamp symbolizes the moral wilderness and temptation. The story reflects
the early American colonial period, a time marked by religious fervor and
strict social codes. This backdrop enhances the allegorical nature of the
narrative, where the supernatural encounter underscores themes of sin,
redemption, and human frailty.

Themes and Symbolism

The devil and tom walker analysis identifies several key themes and symbols
that enrich the narrative's meaning. Central among these are greed, moral
corruption, the supernatural, and the consequences of Faustian bargains. Each
theme is interwoven with symbolism that deepens the reader’s understanding of
Irving’s critique of society and human nature.

Greed and Materialism

Greed is the dominant theme in the story, portrayed through Tom's insatiable
desire for wealth. His willingness to strike a deal with the devil highlights
the corrupting influence of materialism. The story critiques the pursuit of
wealth at the expense of ethical conduct, illustrating how greed leads to
spiritual and moral bankruptcy.

The Faustian Bargain

The pact between Tom Walker and the devil is a classic example of a Faustian
bargain, where a person trades their soul for worldly gain. This theme serves
as a warning about the high cost of compromising one’s principles. Tom’s
ultimate fate exemplifies the perils of such bargains, reinforcing the
story’s moral message.

Symbolism in the Story

The Swamp: Represents a place of moral decay and temptation.



The Devil (Old Scratch): Embodies evil, temptation, and the consequences
of sin.

The Treasure: Symbolizes ill-gotten wealth and the corrupting power of
greed.

Tom’s Horse: Reflects Tom's social status and his eventual downfall.

Character Analysis

The devil and tom walker analysis includes an examination of the main
characters, focusing on their traits, motivations, and symbolic roles within
the story. Tom Walker, as the protagonist, represents human weakness and
moral failure, while secondary characters enrich the narrative’s thematic
depth.

Tom Walker

Tom Walker is characterized by his greed, selfishness, and cowardice. His
refusal to share wealth or show compassion underscores his moral flaws.
Despite his initial hesitation, Tom’s decision to accept the devil’s offer
illustrates his prioritization of material gain over spiritual well-being.
His eventual demise serves as a moral lesson on the dangers of avarice and
moral compromise.

Tom’s Wife

Tom’s wife is portrayed as equally greedy and quarrelsome, adding complexity
to the story’s examination of human nature. Her disappearance after
attempting to make her own deal with the devil suggests consequences for
moral corruption extend beyond the protagonist. The wife’s character
highlights the destructive influence of greed within personal relationships.

The Devil (Old Scratch)

Old Scratch acts as the embodiment of temptation and evil. His role in the
story is to tempt individuals into sacrificing their souls for worldly
benefits. The devil’s interaction with Tom Walker is both literal and
symbolic, representing the eternal struggle between good and evil, temptation
and righteousness.



Literary Devices and Style

Washington Irving’s use of literary devices enhances the devil and tom walker
analysis, showcasing his mastery of storytelling and thematic development.
The narrative employs symbolism, irony, allegory, and dark romanticism to
convey its moral and social critiques effectively.

Symbolism and Allegory

The story is rich in symbolism and allegorical elements, with characters and
settings representing broader moral and spiritual concepts. The devil’s
swamp, the treasure, and the characters’ actions serve as metaphors for
temptation, moral decay, and the consequences of sin. This allegorical
framework invites readers to reflect on ethical questions and societal
values.

Irony and Satire

Irving uses irony to underscore the hypocrisy and folly of his characters.
Tom Walker’s transformation from a miser to a ruthless usurer is ironically
depicted as a moral decline rather than an improvement. The story also
satirizes the greed prevalent in society, particularly in financial dealings
and religious hypocrisy.

Dark Romanticism

The devil and tom walker analysis recognizes the story’s place within the
dark romantic literary tradition. Elements of the supernatural, exploration
of human sin, and the gloomy setting reflect the dark romantic focus on the
darker aspects of human nature and the supernatural realm.

Historical and Cultural Background

Understanding the historical and cultural context enriches the devil and tom
walker analysis by situating the story within its early American setting and
literary tradition. Washington Irving wrote during a period of American
growth and identity formation, and his story reflects contemporary concerns.



Puritanical Influence

The story’s moral framework is heavily influenced by Puritan beliefs,
emphasizing sin, punishment, and redemption. The depiction of the devil and
the consequences of Tom’s pact echo Puritan warnings against moral laxity and
greed. This religious backdrop informs the story’s themes and characters.

Reflection of Early American Society

The narrative critiques the materialism and corruption observed in early
American society, particularly in the context of economic expansion and the
rise of capitalism. Tom Walker’s role as a usurer reflects societal anxieties
about unethical financial practices and the erosion of moral values.

Washington Irving’s Literary Legacy

Irving’s work helped define early American literature by blending folklore,
moral lessons, and engaging storytelling. The devil and tom walker analysis
highlights how this story contributes to the American Gothic tradition and
the development of national literary identity.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'The Devil and Tom
Walker'?
The central theme of 'The Devil and Tom Walker' is the corrupting power of
greed and the moral consequences of making deals with evil forces.

How does Washington Irving portray Tom Walker's
character in the story?
Washington Irving portrays Tom Walker as a greedy, selfish, and morally
corrupt man who is willing to sacrifice his integrity and soul for wealth.

What role does the Devil play in the story?
The Devil represents temptation and evil, offering Tom Walker a Faustian
bargain that ultimately leads to Tom's downfall as a warning against moral
corruption.



How does the setting contribute to the mood of the
story?
The gloomy, dark, and eerie setting of the swamp and the old Indian fort
enhances the Gothic atmosphere and reflects the sinister nature of the plot.

What is the significance of Tom Walker's wife in the
story?
Tom's wife is portrayed as equally greedy and quarrelsome, and her
disappearance after confronting the Devil emphasizes the destructive nature
of greed and selfishness.

How does the story reflect the historical context of
early 19th-century America?
The story reflects early 19th-century American concerns about moral decay,
the consequences of materialism, and the distrust of unscrupulous financial
practices, such as those seen during the colonial era.

What literary devices does Irving use to enhance the
story’s message?
Irving uses symbolism, irony, and allegory to convey the dangers of greed and
moral compromise, with the Devil symbolizing temptation and the Faustian
bargain illustrating the cost of selling one's soul.

What is the moral lesson conveyed by 'The Devil and
Tom Walker'?
The moral lesson is that greed and moral corruption lead to ruin, and that
making unethical choices for personal gain can have devastating, eternal
consequences.

Additional Resources
1. The Devil and Tom Walker: A Critical Analysis
This book offers an in-depth examination of Washington Irving’s famous short
story, focusing on its themes of greed, morality, and the supernatural. It
explores the historical context of early American folklore and the symbolism
behind the characters. Readers gain insight into the moral lessons Irving
intended to convey through Tom Walker’s pact with the devil.

2. Faustian Bargains: The Devil in Literature
Exploring the archetype of the Faustian bargain, this book compares various
literary works, including "The Devil and Tom Walker." It analyzes how



different cultures depict deals with the devil and the consequences
characters face. The book highlights the enduring fascination with temptation
and moral compromise in storytelling.

3. American Gothic: The Devil in Early American Literature
This work delves into the gothic elements present in early American
literature, with significant attention to Irving’s tale. It discusses how the
devil is used as a symbol of evil and corruption in a young nation grappling
with its identity. The analysis includes themes of wilderness, greed, and
religious fervor.

4. Greed and Damnation: Moral Lessons in "The Devil and Tom Walker"
Focusing specifically on the moral implications of the story, this book
examines how greed leads to Tom Walker’s downfall. It discusses the societal
and personal consequences of his choices and the story’s reflection on human
nature. The book also considers the role of religion and redemption in the
narrative.

5. Folklore and the Devil: Mythical Figures in American Stories
This book explores the figure of the devil in American folklore, tracing its
evolution in literature and oral tradition. It includes an analysis of "The
Devil and Tom Walker" as a key example of how folklore shapes cultural fears
and values. The book also compares the devil’s role in other regional tales.

6. Washington Irving: Life, Works, and Literary Themes
A comprehensive biography and literary critique of Washington Irving, this
book covers his major works with a focus on thematic elements. It provides
context for "The Devil and Tom Walker," discussing Irving’s style,
influences, and the socio-political environment of his time. Readers gain a
broader understanding of Irving’s contribution to American literature.

7. Deals with the Devil: Historical and Literary Perspectives
This book examines the motif of making deals with the devil across history
and literature, situating "The Devil and Tom Walker" within a larger
tradition. It explores the psychological and cultural reasons behind the
fascination with such pacts. The analysis includes comparisons to European
legends and their American adaptations.

8. The Dark Side of Human Nature in "The Devil and Tom Walker"
Analyzing the darker aspects of human nature depicted in the story, this book
investigates themes of selfishness, moral decay, and retribution. It argues
that Irving uses the devil as a metaphor for internal human struggles and
societal ills. The work also discusses the story’s relevance to contemporary
ethical discussions.

9. Symbolism and Allegory in "The Devil and Tom Walker"
This book provides a detailed exploration of the symbolic elements and
allegorical meanings in Irving’s story. It deciphers the significance of
characters, settings, and events as representations of broader concepts such
as temptation, sin, and justice. The analysis enhances readers’ appreciation
of the story’s complexity and enduring appeal.
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