the monkeys paw analysis

The Monkey's Paw is a classic short story by W.W. Jacobs that delves into the
themes of fate, consequence, and the dangers of tampering with the natural
order. This story has remained a staple in the study of literature due to its
rich symbolism and moral lessons. Through the tale of the White family and
their fateful encounter with a mystical artifact, Jacobs explores the
complexities of desire and the unforeseen repercussions that can arise from
it. This article aims to analyze the various elements of The Monkey's Paw,
including its themes, characters, symbols, and overall impact on literature.

Overview of the Story

The Monkey's Paw follows the White family-Mr. Herbert White, Mrs. White, and
their son, Herbert—as they come into possession of a mysterious monkey's paw
that grants three wishes. The story opens with a visit from Sergeant-Major
Morris, who has returned from India and introduces the paw to the family. He
warns them about its powers, suggesting that it brings misfortune to those
who use it. Despite his warnings, the Whites are intrigued and decide to test
its abilities.

Plot Summary

1. Introduction of Characters: The story begins with a cozy scene in the
White household, where Mr. White and his family are playing chess. The
arrival of Sergeant-Major Morris sets the stage for the introduction of the
monkey's paw.

2. The Monkey's Paw: Morris reveals the paw's ability to grant three wishes
to its owner, but he warns them of the grave consequences that come with its
use. He throws the paw into the fire, but Mr. White retrieves it, showing his
eagerness to explore its possibilities.

3. First Wish: After some debate, Mr. White makes a wish for two hundred
pounds. The next day, they receive news of Herbert's death in a workplace
accident, and the company compensates them with the exact amount.

4. Second Wish: Devastated by their loss, Mrs. White insists on using the
second wish to bring Herbert back to life. Mr. White is reluctant but
ultimately succumbs to her pleas.

5. Consequences of Wishes: The couple hears a knocking at their door, but Mr.
White fears the consequences of their wish. In a panic, he makes his third
wish, asking for his son to return to the grave.



6. Conclusion: The story ends with a chilling silence after the knocking
ceases, leaving the fate of the family ambiguous and illustrating the dire
consequences of their desires.

Themes in The Monkey's Paw

The Monkey's Paw is rich with themes that resonate deeply with readers. Some
of the most prominent themes include:

Fate vs. Free Will

- The story raises questions about whether our lives are governed by fate or
if we have the power to control our destinies.

- The paw symbolizes the struggle between human desire and the consequences
of interfering with fate.

- The Whites’ choices lead to tragic outcomes, suggesting that some things
are best left untouched.

The Dangers of Greed and Desire

- The story illustrates how unchecked desire can lead to devastating
consequences.

- Mr. White'’s initial wish for money stems from a desire for comfort and
security, but it ultimately leads to tragedy.

- The ultimate wish to bring Herbert back to life reflects a selfish desire
to reverse grief, disregarding the potential repercussions.

Consequences of Actions

- Each wish granted by the paw is accompanied by a significant and often
tragic consequence, highlighting the idea that every action has
repercussions.

- The story serves as a cautionary tale about the importance of thinking
through one's desires and the potential fallout of those desires.

Character Analysis

The characters in The Monkey's Paw are pivotal to understanding the story's
themes and moral lessons. Here’s a closer look at the main characters:



Mr. White

- Mr. White is a well-meaning but ultimately naive character.

- His decision to use the paw reflects human curiosity and the desire for
material gain.

- He embodies the theme of consequence, as his choices lead to irreversible
tragedy.

Mrs. White

- Mrs. White represents the emotional core of the story, driven by her grief
and desperation.

- Her insistence on using the paw to bring Herbert back reveals her inability
to accept loss.

- She serves as a warning about the dangers of allowing emotions to dictate
actions.

Herbert White

- Herbert’s character is introduced as a jovial and carefree young man.

- His death serves as the catalyst for the family's tragic journey.

- His return, or the attempt to return him, raises questions about identity
and the nature of life and death.

Sergeant-Major Morris

- Morris acts as the harbinger of doom, introducing the paw and its dark
history.

- His warnings serve as a foreshadowing device, hinting at the tragedy to
come.

- He represents the voice of experience, having seen the paw's effects
firsthand.

Symbolism in The Monkey's Paw

The symbolism in The Monkey's Paw is profound and multi-layered, reinforcing
the story's themes and messages.

The Monkey's Paw



- The paw itself is a powerful symbol of fate and the unknown.

- It represents the temptation of wishing for more than what one has and the
inherent risks involved.

- The physical appearance of the paw, described as "dried and shriveled,"
symbolizes the unnatural consequences of using it.

Three Wishes

- The concept of three wishes is a common motif in folklore, representing the
idea of choices and their consequences.

- Each wish granted showcases an escalating level of tragedy, emphasizing the
moral that some desires should remain unfulfilled.

Knocking at the Door

- The knocking at the door serves as a pivotal moment in the story,
representing the unknown consequences of the Whites' wishes.

- It symbolizes the return of the past and the inevitable confrontation with
grief.

Conclusion

In conclusion, The Monkey's Paw remains a significant work in the canon of
literature due to its exploration of complex themes, character dynamics, and
rich symbolism. The story serves as a cautionary tale about the dangers of
desire, the unpredictability of fate, and the irrevocable consequences of our
actions. W.W. Jacobs masterfully crafts a narrative that not only entertains
but also provokes thought about the ethical implications of our wishes and
the nature of human desire. As readers reflect on the fate of the White
family, they are left with the chilling reminder that some things are better
left untouched, and the quest for control over one's destiny can lead to dire
consequences.

Frequently Asked Questions

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

The main theme of 'The Monkey's Paw' is the idea of fate versus free will,
illustrating how attempts to control one's destiny can lead to unintended and
tragic consequences.



How does the monkey's paw symbolize the dangers of
greed?

The monkey's paw symbolizes the dangers of greed by granting wishes that come
at a great cost, demonstrating how the desire for more can lead to suffering
and regret.

What role does foreshadowing play in 'The Monkey's
Paw'?

Foreshadowing plays a crucial role in 'The Monkey's Paw' by hinting at the
tragic events to come, such as the initial warnings given about the paw and
the ominous atmosphere surrounding its use.

How does W.W. Jacobs use irony in the story?

W.W. Jacobs uses irony in 'The Monkey's Paw' through the outcomes of the
wishes made by the characters, where their desires lead to horrific results,
contrasting with their initial intentions.

What is the significance of the number three in the
story?

The significance of the number three in 'The Monkey's Paw' is seen in the
three wishes granted, which reinforces the idea of completeness and the
cyclical nature of the characters' tragic experiences.

What can 'The Monkey's Paw' teach us about the
consequences of our choices?

The Monkey's Paw teaches us that our choices can have unforeseen
consequences, and that seeking to alter fate can result in loss and despair,
emphasizing the importance of accepting life's natural course.

How does the setting enhance the story's mood?

The setting in 'The Monkey's Paw' enhances the story's mood by creating a
dark, eerie atmosphere that reflects the themes of horror and the
supernatural, contributing to the tension as events unfold.

What are the psychological effects of the monkey's
paw on the characters?

The psychological effects of the monkey's paw on the characters include
guilt, fear, and despair, as they grapple with the consequences of their
wishes and the loss they endure, leading to a breakdown of familial bonds.
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