
monkeys paw analysis
monkeys paw analysis offers a detailed exploration of W.W. Jacobs’ classic short story, revealing its
rich themes, symbolism, and narrative techniques. This analysis delves into the story’s plot,
characters, and underlying messages to provide a comprehensive understanding of its enduring
appeal. The tale’s focus on fate, consequences, and human desire is dissected to illustrate how Jacobs
creates suspense and moral lessons. Additionally, the symbolic significance of the monkey’s paw itself
is examined to highlight its role as a cautionary element. Through this thorough monkeys paw
analysis, readers gain insight into the story’s cultural impact and literary merit. The following sections
will guide the reader through a systematic breakdown of key aspects within the story.

Plot Summary and Narrative Structure

Themes and Motifs in The Monkey’s Paw

Symbolism and Literary Devices

Character Analysis

Historical and Cultural Context

Impact and Legacy of The Monkey’s Paw

Plot Summary and Narrative Structure
The monkey’s paw narrative centers around a supernatural talisman 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. Despite the warnings, Mr. White
makes a wish that leads to tragic outcomes, setting the tone for a tale of unintended consequences.
Jacobs employs a tight, suspenseful narrative structure that gradually builds tension through
foreshadowing and pacing. The story’s climax and resolution underscore the futility of attempting to
alter fate.

Exposition and Setup
The exposition introduces the White family and the mystical monkey’s paw, establishing the
supernatural element early on. The setting in a quiet English home adds to the story’s eerie
atmosphere. Sergeant-Major Morris’ arrival and his cautionary tale serve as a catalyst for the
unfolding events, engaging the reader with hints of the paw’s malevolent nature.

Rising Action and Conflict
The rising action centers on Mr. White’s decision to use the paw despite the risks. His first wish for



money, which is granted through the death of his son Herbert, creates the central conflict. This event
propels the story into darker territory as the family grapples with grief and the horrifying
consequences of their desires.

Climax and Resolution
The story reaches its climax when Mrs. White insists on using the second and third wishes to bring
Herbert back to life. The suspense heightens as the consequences of tampering with fate become
apparent. The resolution occurs with the final wish, restoring the status quo but leaving a lingering
sense of dread and moral reflection.

Themes and Motifs in The Monkey’s Paw
The monkey’s paw story is rich with themes that explore human nature, fate, and consequence.
These themes are woven intricately throughout the narrative, providing depth and moral complexity.
Understanding these themes is essential for a comprehensive monkeys paw analysis.

Fate and Free Will
A dominant theme is the tension between fate and free will. The story questions whether humans can
control their destinies or if fate inevitably prevails. The monkey’s paw acts as a symbol of fate’s
inescapability, with each wish illustrating the dangers of attempting to override natural order.

The Danger of Desire
Another critical theme is the peril of unrestrained desire. The White family’s wishes reveal how human
greed and longing can lead to devastating results. This theme serves as a caution against trying to
manipulate life’s natural course for selfish gain.

Consequences and Responsibility
The narrative emphasizes that actions have consequences, often unforeseen and severe. The story
imparts a moral lesson about accepting responsibility for one’s choices and the repercussions they
entail, especially when meddling with forces beyond human understanding.

Symbolism and Literary Devices
Jacobs employs various symbols and literary techniques to enrich the story’s meaning and emotional
impact. These devices are crucial to interpreting the underlying messages within the monkey’s paw
tale.



The Monkey’s Paw as a Symbol
The paw itself is the primary symbol, representing fate’s unpredictability and the dangers of
tampering with supernatural forces. Its physical description—withered and unnatural—foreshadows
the sinister consequences attached to it. The paw’s three wishes symbolize temptation and human
folly.

Foreshadowing and Suspense
Throughout the narrative, Jacobs uses foreshadowing to build suspense and hint at tragic outcomes.
Early warnings from Sergeant-Major Morris and the eerie atmosphere create anticipation and anxiety,
effectively engaging the reader.

Irony
Irony plays a significant role, especially situational irony. The wishes intended to bring happiness
instead result in sorrow and loss, highlighting the unpredictable and often cruel nature of fate. This
use of irony reinforces the story’s moral lessons.

Character Analysis
The characters in the monkey’s paw are crafted to embody various responses to fate and desire,
contributing to the story’s thematic depth. Their interactions and development are integral to the
narrative’s progression.

Mr. White
Mr. White is the protagonist whose curiosity and impulsiveness drive the plot. His initial skepticism
gives way to desperation as he uses the paw, illustrating human vulnerability and the tragic
consequences of meddling with fate.

Mrs. White
Mrs. White represents maternal love and grief, her character arc highlighting the emotional toll of
loss. Her insistence on using the paw to resurrect Herbert underscores themes of hope and denial,
adding emotional intensity to the story.

Herbert White
Herbert, though a minor character, is pivotal as the unintended victim of the wishes. His death
symbolizes the cost of human folly and the devastating effects of interfering with forces beyond
human control.



Historical and Cultural Context
Understanding the historical and cultural backdrop of the monkey’s paw enhances the analysis by
situating the story within its original context. Jacobs wrote during the early 20th century, a period
marked by fascination with the supernatural and colonial encounters.

Victorian and Edwardian Influences
The story reflects Victorian and Edwardian anxieties about science, superstition, and the unknown.
The monkey’s paw, originating from India, brings colonial themes into play, symbolizing exoticism and
the consequences of imperial exploitation.

Supernatural and Gothic Traditions
The narrative draws on longstanding Gothic and supernatural traditions in literature, utilizing
elements such as curses, ominous artifacts, and moral warnings. These cultural influences shape the
story’s tone and themes.

Impact and Legacy of The Monkey’s Paw
The monkey’s paw has left a lasting impact on literature and popular culture, influencing numerous
adaptations and inspiring discussions about fate and human nature. Its cautionary tale remains
relevant in contemporary contexts.

Adaptations and Interpretations
The story has been adapted into films, radio dramas, and stage plays, each interpretation
emphasizing different aspects of the original narrative. These adaptations attest to the story’s
flexibility and enduring appeal.

Cultural Significance
The monkey’s paw serves as a cultural metaphor for consequences and the dangers of wish
fulfillment. Its phraseology has entered common usage to describe situations where desires lead to
unexpected problems.

Influence on Modern Storytelling
The themes and motifs of the monkey’s paw continue to influence modern horror and speculative
fiction. Its blend of supernatural elements with moral lessons has become a template for cautionary
tales about human ambition and fate.



Supernatural artifacts with unintended consequences

Themes of fate and human limitation

Moralistic storytelling techniques

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'The Monkey's Paw'?
'The Monkey's Paw' primarily explores the theme of unintended consequences, showing how attempts
to alter fate can lead to tragic results.

How does 'The Monkey's Paw' use symbolism in its story?
The monkey's paw itself is a symbol of temptation and the dangerous allure of tampering with fate,
representing how desires can lead to unforeseen suffering.

What role does foreshadowing play in 'The Monkey's Paw'?
Foreshadowing is used extensively to build suspense and hint at the tragic outcomes, such as the
warnings about the paw’s power and the eerie atmosphere surrounding the wishes.

How does W.W. Jacobs create suspense in 'The Monkey's
Paw'?
Jacobs creates suspense through a gradual revelation of the paw’s powers, eerie descriptions, and the
mounting tension as the family deals with the consequences of their wishes.

What is the significance of the setting in 'The Monkey's Paw'?
The isolated and gloomy setting of the White family’s home enhances the story’s mood of mystery
and foreboding, emphasizing the themes of fate and supernatural influence.

How does 'The Monkey's Paw' reflect on human nature?
The story reflects on human nature by illustrating the dangers of greed and the desire to control
destiny, showing how these impulses can lead to regret and tragedy.

Additional Resources
1. The Monkey's Paw: A Tale of Fate and Folly
This book delves into the classic story of "The Monkey's Paw" by W.W. Jacobs, exploring themes of
fate, greed, and unintended consequences. It offers a detailed analysis of the narrative structure and



the symbolic significance of the paw itself. Readers will gain insight into how the story reflects human
desires and the dangers of tampering with destiny.

2. Dark Wishes: The Psychology Behind The Monkey's Paw
Focusing on the psychological aspects of the story, this book examines the motivations and fears of
the characters in "The Monkey's Paw." It discusses how wish fulfillment can lead to unexpected
outcomes and the moral lessons embedded in the tale. The author also relates these themes to
broader human behavior and decision-making processes.

3. Fate and Folklore: The Origins of The Monkey's Paw
This volume traces the historical and cultural roots of the "Monkey's Paw" narrative, connecting it to
traditional folklore and superstitions. It provides context about how such stories serve as cautionary
tales across cultures. The book also analyzes how W.W. Jacobs adapted these elements to create a
timeless horror story.

4. Symbolism and Suspense in The Monkey's Paw
An in-depth literary analysis that focuses on the use of symbolism and suspense techniques in the
story. It explores how the author builds tension and utilizes the monkey’s paw as a symbol of
dangerous temptation. The study highlights key passages and narrative devices that enhance the
story’s eerie atmosphere.

5. The Consequences of Desire: Moral Lessons in The Monkey's Paw
This book examines the ethical and moral questions raised by "The Monkey’s Paw." It discusses the
dangers of unchecked desire and the repercussions of interfering with fate. Through critical essays,
the reader gains a deeper understanding of the story’s cautionary message and its relevance today.

6. W.W. Jacobs and the Art of Macabre Storytelling
A biography and critical study of W.W. Jacobs, focusing on his style and contributions to the horror
genre. The book places "The Monkey’s Paw" within the broader context of his work, analyzing his
narrative techniques and thematic concerns. It also explores how Jacobs’ personal experiences
influenced his storytelling.

7. The Monkey’s Paw in Popular Culture and Adaptations
This book surveys various adaptations of "The Monkey’s Paw" in film, theater, and literature. It
discusses how the core themes have been interpreted and modified across different media. The
analysis includes commentary on what changes reveal about changing societal fears and values.

8. Exploring Superstition and the Supernatural in The Monkey’s Paw
A study of the supernatural elements and superstitions depicted in the story, this book investigates
their origins and significance. It looks at how fear of the unknown and belief in magical objects are
portrayed. The work also connects these themes to the enduring appeal of horror stories.

9. The Power of Three Wishes: Comparative Analysis of The Monkey’s Paw and Other Folktales
This comparative analysis places "The Monkey’s Paw" alongside other wish-related folktales from
around the world. It highlights similarities and differences in themes, plot devices, and moral lessons.
This book provides a broader understanding of how the motif of three wishes functions in storytelling
traditions.
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