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Understanding "We Are Not Ourselves" by
Thomas Matthew

We are not ourselves Thomas Matthew is a poignant exploration of identity, family,
and the complexities of the human experience. This novel has garnered significant
attention since its release, resonating with readers who seek a deeper understanding of
personal and collective identity. Through the lens of its characters, the narrative delves
into themes of self-discovery, loss, and the indelible marks that family and environment
leave on one’s life.

Synopsis of the Novel

"We Are Not Ourselves" is centered around the life of an Irish-American family, primarily
focusing on Eileen, a mother striving for a better life for her family. The story spans
multiple decades, tracing the evolution of Eileen’s aspirations and the inevitable
challenges she faces.

Main Characters

- Eileen: The protagonist, a strong-willed woman determined to create a stable and
prosperous life for her family despite the adversities they encounter.

- Eileen’s Husband: A complex character whose struggles with personal demons impact his
relationship with Eileen and their son.

- Their Son: Represents the future generation, caught between his parents’ aspirations
and his own identity quest.

Plot Overview

The narrative begins with Eileen’s childhood, highlighting her aspirations and the socio-
economic challenges she faces. As the story unfolds, Eileen marries and starts a family, yet
her dreams are often thwarted by the realities of life.

Key events include:

1. Eileen's Childhood: Growing up in a working-class neighborhood, Eileen learns
resilience and ambition.

2. Marriage and Family Life: Eileen’s marriage introduces new dynamics, and the couple's
differing visions for their future create conflict.

3. The Son’s Journey: The son’s coming-of-age story intertwines with Eileen’s, showcasing



the generational impacts of family decisions.

The novel adeptly shifts between past and present, allowing readers to see how Eileen’s
past shapes her present and influences her son's future.

Themes Explored in the Novel

"We Are Not Ourselves" intricately weaves several themes that resonate deeply with
readers. Below are some of the most prominent:

Identity

The question of identity is central to the narrative. Eileen's journey reflects the struggle to
maintain one’s sense of self amid societal expectations and personal sacrifices. Her
evolution from a hopeful young woman to a disillusioned mother highlights the often-
painful journey of self-discovery.

Family Dynamics

Family plays a pivotal role in shaping individual identities. The novel explores the
complexities of familial relationships, showcasing how love, sacrifice, and disappointment
coexist. Eileen’s relationship with her husband is particularly telling, as their differing
aspirations lead to tension and, ultimately, a reevaluation of their bond.

Socio-Economic Struggles

The economic backdrop of the story is a constant reminder of the harsh realities faced by
the characters. Eileen’s pursuit of the American Dream is fraught with obstacles,
illustrating the broader societal issues of class and opportunity. This theme serves as a
critique of the myth of upward mobility.

Loss and Grief

As the narrative progresses, loss becomes an unavoidable theme. The characters’
experiences with loss—be it through death, disillusionment, or the fading of
dreams—serve as a poignant reminder of life’s impermanence.



Writing Style and Narrative Technique

Thomas Matthew employs a rich, evocative writing style that immerses readers in the
characters’ experiences. His narrative technique often includes:

- Flashbacks: These provide context and depth to characters’ motivations, allowing
readers to understand how past events shape current actions.

- Descriptive Language: Matthew’s use of vivid imagery helps paint a picture of the
characters' emotional landscapes, making their struggles relatable and real.

- Character-Driven Storytelling: The story is propelled by the characters’ internal conflicts,
making their journeys more impactful.

Critical Reception

Upon its release, "We Are Not Ourselves" received critical acclaim for its heartfelt
portrayal of complex family dynamics and the exploration of identity. Critics praised
Matthew’s ability to craft multi-dimensional characters, noting that readers often see
reflections of their own lives within the narrative.

Some noteworthy points from reviews include:

- Character Development: Reviewers highlighted the depth of Eileen’s character,
commending her as a relatable and authentic representation of a mother navigating
societal pressures.

- Emotional Resonance: The novel’s exploration of loss and grief struck a chord with many
readers, prompting reflections on their own experiences.

- Societal Commentary: Critics appreciated the socio-economic commentary woven
throughout the narrative, recognizing it as a relevant issue in contemporary society.

Why You Should Read "We Are Not Ourselves"

There are several compelling reasons to delve into "We Are Not Ourselves":

1. Relatable Themes: The exploration of identity and family dynamics is universally
relatable, making it an impactful read for anyone seeking to understand the complexities
of human relationships.

2. Rich Characterization: Matthew’s ability to create nuanced characters allows readers to
engage deeply with their journeys, fostering empathy and connection.

3. Thought-Provoking Insights: The novel prompts readers to reflect on their own lives,
encouraging introspection about identity, aspirations, and the impact of family.

Conclusion



In "We Are Not Ourselves," Thomas Matthew crafts a narrative that transcends the
boundaries of individual experience, resonating with readers through its exploration of
identity, family, and socio-economic challenges. The novel serves as a powerful reminder
of the complexities of the human experience, urging readers to confront their own
identities and the roles that family and society play in shaping them. Through Eileen’s
journey, Matthew skillfully illustrates that while we may not always be ourselves, the
quest for self-discovery is one of the most profound journeys we can undertake.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of "'We Are Not Ourselves' by
Matthew Thomas?

The central theme of "We Are Not Ourselves' revolves around the complexities of identity,
family, and the impact of Alzheimer's disease on both the individual and their loved ones.
The novel explores how these experiences shape the characters' understanding of
themselves and their relationships.

How does the setting of "We Are Not Ourselves'
influence the narrative?

The setting, primarily in the changing landscape of 20th-century New York, plays a crucial
role in the narrative. It reflects the protagonist's personal struggles and broader societal
changes, providing a backdrop that enhances the themes of ambition, loss, and the pursuit
of the American Dream.

What are some key character developments in "We Are
Not Ourselves'?

Key character developments include Eileen's transformation from an ambitious woman
chasing her dreams to someone grappling with the realities of her husband's illness. The
novel also delves into the evolution of their son, Connell, as he navigates his own identity
in the shadow of his parents' struggles.

What literary techniques does Matthew Thomas use in
'We Are Not Ourselves'?

Matthew Thomas employs a rich narrative style that includes detailed descriptions, inner
monologues, and shifting perspectives. This allows readers to gain deep insights into the
characters' emotions and motivations, effectively conveying the impact of Alzheimer's on
family dynamics.

How does "'We Are Not Ourselves' address the issue of



mental health?

The novel addresses mental health through the lens of Alzheimer's disease, highlighting
the emotional and psychological toll it takes on both the affected individuals and their
families. It sheds light on the stigma surrounding mental health issues and emphasizes the
importance of empathy and understanding in the face of such challenges.
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