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ABSTRACT

This research paper critically examines how four iconic American short stories—Washington
Irving’s The Devil and Tom Walker, Flannery O’Connor’s The Lame Shall Enter First, Edgar
Allan Poe’s Ligeia, and Ernest Hemingway’s Indian Camp—articulate evolving cultural values
concerning death, morality, and human consciousness. Through a comparative literary analysis,
the study explores how each author uses distinctive narrative strategies, symbolism, and
thematic preoccupations to reflect the social, theological, and psychological anxieties of their
respective periods. Employing a multidisciplinary theoretical framework—including
narratology, psychoanalysis, feminist critique, ethical criticism, and posthumanism—the paper
demonstrates how literary form and ideology intersect in shaping the reader’s engagement with
mortality. Irving's allegorical satire critiques capitalist greed within a Puritan worldview, while
O’Connor interrogates modern secularism through Catholic theology and Southern Gothic
conventions. Poe’s gothic romanticism explores the uncanny and the limits of reason, and
Hemingway’s minimalist realism presents death as a silent existential rupture. By analyzing
these stories in parallel, the paper reveals a significant trajectory in American literature—from
moral didacticism to existential ambiguity—underscoring how death serves as a cultural lens for
understanding shifting American ideals and philosophical concerns. The study concludes that
American short fiction remains a vital literary form for confronting mortality, not just as an
event, but as a site of ethical, emotional, and ideological struggle.

Keywords: American short fiction, death and morality, narrative strategies, cultural values,
literary theory

INTRODUCTION

The American short story, as a literary
form, has long served as a mirror to the nation’s
shifting moral, cultural, and existential landscapes.
By condensing complex themes into brief yet
powerful narratives, short fiction offers a
concentrated lens through which evolving
American values—particularly regarding death,
morality, and human consciousness—are explored.
This paper takes  four landmark stories by
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Washington Irving, Flannery O’Connor, Edgar
Allan Poe, and Ernest Hemingway, each
representing a distinct historical moment and
philosophical orientation. From the allegorical
condemnation of greed in Irving’s early
American satire to the existential silences of
Hemingway’s modernist realism, these texts chart
a trajectory in literary consciousness that reflects
broader socio-cultural transitions. Drawing on
diverse  theoretical = frameworks—including
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psychoanalysis, narratology, semiotics, feminism,
and posthumanism—this study interrogates how
narrative  structure, symbolic imagery, and
ideological positioning shape each story’s
engagement with mortality. In doing so, it reveals
not only the richness of American short fiction but
also its persistent relevance as a cultural site for
negotiating the boundaries between life and death,
faith and reason, and self and society.

The selected stories span the 19th and
20th centuries, offering a wide-ranging view of
American literary sensibilities and social contexts.
Through close readings, this study analyzes how
these narratives engage with enduring human
concerns such as greed, morality, redemption,
death, and existential anxiety. In doing so, it
interrogates the ways in which authors use
symbolism, irony, narrative voice, and setting to
construct meaning and provoke reflection.

Washington Irving’s The Devil and Tom
Walker functions as a powerful cautionary tale
about greed, moral hypocrisy, and the dangers of
materialism in early American society. The story
follows Tom Walker, described as “a meagre,
miserly fellow” who lives in a “forlorn-looking
house that stood alone and had an air of
starvation.”(Irving,1824) One day, Tom meets the
devil—“a great black man seated directly opposite
him, on the stump of a tree... swarthy and dingy,
and begrimed with soot, as if he had been
accustomed to toil among fires and
forges”(Irving,1824)—and learns of  buried
treasure hidden by the pirate Kidd. The devil
offers to make Tom rich, but “they were to be had
only on certain conditions,” (Irving,1824) which,
though never fully disclosed, imply the forfeiting
of Tom’s soul. After his wife's mysterious
disappearance during her own attempt to make a
deal, Tom accepts the devil's bargain and becomes
a usurer. He opens a broker's shop in Boston and
soon is exacting “good pay and security” from the
desperate. He proudly declares, “T’ll drive them to
the devil,” (Irving,1824). demonstrating the extent
of his moral decay. Though he later becomes a
zealous church-goer— “He prayed loudly and

strenuously, as if heaven were to be taken by force
of lungs” (Irving,1824)—this religious fervour is
clearly performative. His fate is sealed when, in a
fit of arrogance, he exclaims, “"The devil take
me,"said  he, "if I have made a
farthing!"”(Irving,1824). Immediately, “a black
man was holding a black horse,” and tells him,
“Tom, you’re come for.”(Irving,1824). He is
whisked away during a thunderstorm and never
seen again. Later, his wealth is found to have
vanished: “his iron chest was filled with chips and
shavings,” and “his great house took fire and was
burned to the ground.”(Irving,1824)his iron chest
was filled with chips and shavings Through these
events, Irving critiques not only individual vice
but also the spiritual emptiness and social
corruption enabled by early American capitalism,
using irony, allegory, and dark satire to deliver his
ethical vision.

In The Lame Shall Enter First, Flannery
O’Connor explores the tension between rational
morality and spiritual redemption through the
character of Sheppard, a widowed social worker
guided by secular humanism. His misguided
efforts to rehabilitate Rufus Johnson, a troubled
and deeply religious youth, reflect the conflict
between modern social reform and traditional
spiritual grace. Sheppard believes that “If you stop
thinking about yourself and think what you can do
for somebodyelse,” Sheppard said, “then you’ll
stop missing your mother.” (O’Connor, 1965), a
statement emblematic of his reductive moral logic
that dismisses the depth of his son’s
grief.O’Connor, known for her Catholic vision,
deliberately  contrasts  Sheppard’s  logical
worldview with Rufus’s rigid, fundamentalist faith
to critique modern liberalism’s failure to
acknowledge the mystery of spiritual suffering.
Rufus declares with conviction“Satan,” he said.
“He has me in hispower.” (O’Connor, 1965),
resisting Sheppard’s psychological explanations
and instead clinging to his vision of divine
judgment and damnation. As critics have noted,
Sheppard’s refusal to confront his emotional
limitations results in alienation from both Rufus
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and his son Norton (Giannone, 2000). When
Norton asks, “Is she there, burning up?” referring
to his deceased mother, Sheppard’s replies, reveals
his incapacity to offer emotional or spiritual
consolation.The story employs biblical allusion,
irony, and Southern Gothic motifs to underline the
moral complexity of compassion. The title itself,
referencing Luke 14:21, ironically contrasts
Sheppard’s material charity with his spiritual
emptiness. Ultimately, O’Connor dramatizes a
theological paradox: efforts to do good without
spiritual humility may lead to greater harm. As
Kirk (2009) argues that humanitarianism divorced
from humility becomes a destructive moral pride
and Sheppard exemplifies this in his belief that
rational goodwill is enough to redeem others. This
hubris is shattered when Rufus tells Sheppard,
“Nobody can save me but Jesus” (O’Connor,
1965), underscoring the insufficiency of secular
altruism in the absence of grace.

While O’Connor emphasizes the dangers
of secular rationalism in the face of spiritual
mystery, Poe shifts the focus inward, illustrating a
similar arrogance through the narrator’s refusal to
accept the finality of death.

Poe’s Ligeia is a gothic tale that
interrogates Romantic ideals of eternal love and
the human will’s defiance of death. The story,
narrated by an unreliable protagonist, oscillates
between memory and hallucination, making it a
prime example of what critics call Poe’s "narrative
instability" (Silverman, 1991). This instability is
most evident in the climactic moment when the
narrator claims that the dying Rowena transforms
into the resurrected Ligeia—a moment shrouded
in ambiguity and obsession. The narrator cries:
“these are the full, and the black, and the wild eyes
— of my lost love — of the lady — of the LADY
LIGEIA” (Poe, 1838), blurring the boundary
between reality and delusion.According to
Kennedy (1987), Ligeia embodies Poe’s ideal
woman—intellectually superior, spiritually
dominant, and ethereal—an archetype that recurs
throughout his fiction. The narrator himself
remarks, “I have spoken of the learning of Ligeia:
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it was immense — such as I have never known in
woman” (Poe, 1838), and he attributes to her a
seemingly supernatural will, quoting Glanvill’s
maxim: “Man doth not yield him to the angels, nor
unto death utterly, save only through the weakness
of his feeble will” (Poe, 1838).The narrator’s
descent into madness mirrors broader 19th-century
anxieties about reason, science, and mortality. His
mental state is further clouded by addiction: “I had
become a bounden slave in the trammels of
opium...” (Poe, 1838), placing him in a
hallucinatory space where perception and reality
become indistinguishable.Poe’s lush, arcane
language and claustrophobic setting heighten the
psychological intensity, reflecting the Romantic
fascination with the sublime and the grotesque
(Buranelli, 1961). The narrator describes the bridal
chamber in which Rowena dies as “one chamber,
everaccursed” with moving tapestries and funereal
drapery that “writhed in and out of them, as if
enduedwith a serpent vitality,” (Poe, 1838),
emphasizing horror and disorientation.As such,
Ligeia becomes not merely a love story, but a
meditation on obsessive idealization and the
unreliability of perception. Ligeia, to the narrator,
was “the one only and supremely beloved” (Poe,
1838), and her haunting return—real or
imagined—suggests that love, like death, may be
ruled more by the mind’s distortions than by

reality itself.
In contrast to Poe’s elaborate style and
metaphysical  obsession, Hemingway  strips

language to its essence to convey existential
themes through minimalism and restraint.In
Indian Camp, Hemingway crafts a powerful
coming-of-age narrative using his “iceberg theory”
to embed deep emotional meaning beneath a
surface of simple prose. The narrative’s restrained
style conceals profound emotional and existential
themes, particularly through its minimalist
depiction of trauma and transformation. Young
Nick Adams’s exposure to both childbirth and
suicide initiates him into adult realities of
suffering, gender roles, and mortality. Early in the
story, Nick’s father informs him: “This lady is
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going to have a baby, Nick,” and then explains,
“What she is going through is calledbeing in labor.
The baby wants to be born and she wants it to be
born. All her muscles are trying to get the baby
born. That is what is happening when she
screams.”(Hemingway,1924). Nick’s immediate
response— “Oh, Daddy, can't you give her
something to make her stop
screaming?”’(Hemingway,1924) —reveals  his
emotional sensitivity, which contrasts sharply with
his father’s clinical detachment: “I don’t hear them
because they are not
important.”(Hemingway,1924).Scholars have
pointed out that the story critiques patriarchal
control and emotional repression, especially
through the figure of Nick’s father, whose
scientific authority overrides empathy
(Moddelmog, 2002). This is exemplified during
the Caesarean delivery, when the woman is
forcibly held down: “Uncle George and three
Indian men held the woman
still,” (Hemingway,1924) and later, she is
completely unconscious of her condition— “She
did not know what had become of the baby or
anything.”(Hemingway,1924) The tension
between cultural dominance and Indigenous
suffering is underscored by the passive, voiceless
Native characters—a reflection of colonial power
dynamics in early 20th-century America. The
Native woman’s suffering is endured in silence,
while her husband lies above, unnoticed until he is
discovered to have “cut his throat from ear to ear.”
His voiceless suicide stands as a grim metaphor
for colonial erasure and despair. The white
doctor’s intervention—bringing medicine and
surgery but no emotional engagement—further
reflects  imperial  authority  disguised as
benevolence. The symbolic use of the lake
crossing— “Nick lay back with his father's arm
around him. It was cold on the
water.”(Hemingway,1924)—and the stark
juxtaposition of birth and death encapsulate a
moment of existential rupture for Nick, marking
the beginning of his philosophical reckoning
(Benson, 1975). The boat ride becomes a

modernist threshold, moving Nick from childhood
innocence into traumatic awareness. As the story
closes, Nick's belief that “he felt quite sure that he
would never die” reflects a child’s effort to
process trauma through denial. This final line,
delivered in Hemingway’s understated style,
conveys both psychological defense and the deep
emotional impression left by the morning’s events.
It is a stark contrast to Poe’s Gothic narrators,
whose denial of death leads to madness; in
Hemingway’s world, such denial becomes quiet
endurance rather than dramatic collapse—a mark
of his modernist restraint.

Death, a central theme in literature,
manifests diversely across these stories, shaped by
the authors' cultural and historical milieus.

In Irving’s The Devil and Tom Walker,
death operates as divine retribution. Set in the 18th
century and steeped in Puritan ethics, the story
critiques moral decay and greed. Irving uses
allegory and satire to expose hypocrisy,
particularly through Tom’s false religiosity. As the
narrator notes, Tom “was as rigid in religious as in
money matters,” attending church not from piety
but self-interest. The eerie setting of the “thickly
grown” forest, where “no birds sang,” symbolizes
moral corruption and the lurking presence of evil.
Old Scratch himself serves as a personification of
temptation and judgment. When Tom rashly cries,
"The devil take me, "said he, "if I have made a
farthing!" the literal fulfilment of this curse
underscores the story’s didactic tone and its
alignment with the Romantic period’s moralism
(Levine, 2007).

In contrast, Flannery O’Connor’s The
Lame Shall Enter First engages death through a
theological lens. Her Catholic worldview informs
a narrative in which grace and redemption are
central. The protagonist Sheppard, a secular
rationalist, attempts to redeem Rufus Johnson
through logic and charity, but fails to grasp the
boy’s spiritual anguish. Rufus, convinced of his
own damnation, tells Sheppard, “I’m going to hell
anyway.” This chilling assertion reflects his
internalization of sin and his longing for spiritual
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truth, which Sheppard cannot comprehend.
O’Connor’s use of Southern Gothic conventions—
such as grotesque characters and moral
extremity—frames death not as an end, but as a
spiritual reckoning (Jacob, 2019). In the final
scene, Sheppard realizes the cost of his intellectual
arrogance too late, underscoring O’Connor’s
critique of humanism divorced from faith.

Unlike O’Connor’s use of death as
spiritual revelation, Poe’s portrayal emphasizes
psychological  obsession and  metaphysical
ambiguity. In Ligeia, death is not a moral endpoint
but a boundary that the human will seeks to
transcend. The narrator, whose reliability 1is
undermined throughout the text, becomes obsessed
with the idea that Ligeia’s can overcome death. His
claim that "Man doth not yield himself to the
angels, nor unto death utterly, save only through
the weakness of his feeble will.”(Poe,1838).
encapsulates the story’s metaphysical challenge.
The moment when Rowena’s corpse seemingly
transforms into Ligeia remains ambiguous—an
opium-induced hallucination, a supernatural event,
or a projection of madness. Poe’s ornate diction
and Gothic setting intensify the story’s dreamlike
tone, while the recurring motif of Ligeia’s “large
and luminous” eyes symbolizes both spiritual
power and the haunting gaze of the dead (Vukovic,
2019).

In contrast to Poe’s elaborate
psychological interiority, Hemingway’s Indian
Camp presents death as a stark, natural

phenomenon, devoid of mysticism. Set in a rural
1920s American landscape, the story follows
young Nick Adams as he witnesses a Caesarean
birth and the Native husband's subsequent suicide.
The juxtaposition of birth and death is conveyed
without melodrama but through Hemingway’s
restrained prose. “The Indian lay with his face
toward the wall. His throat had been cut from ear
to ear. The blood had flowed down into a pool
where his body sagged the bunk,” (Poe, 1838)
Hemingway  writes—direct,  clinical,  and
emotionally stripped. This detachment, mirrored in
Nick’s father’s professional demeanour,
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exemplifies Hemingway’s “iceberg theory,” where
emotional weight lies beneath plain surface
description. The story’s closing line— “he felt quite
sure that he would never die”—captures a child’s
effort to rationalize trauma, presenting death not as
a metaphysical event but as a deeply psychological
rupture (Greaney, 2006; Forrest, 2020).

The four  stories, when viewed
comparatively, reveal shifting American attitudes
toward death. Irving and O’Connor present death as
a moment of moral or spiritual culmination, each
grounded in specific religious worldviews—
Protestant and Catholic, respectively. Poe and
Hemingway, however, explore death through
subjective consciousness: Poe through gothic terror
and metaphysical yearning; Hemingway through
existential confrontation and emotional denial.

Their literary techniques likewise differ.
Irving’s use of allegory contrasts with O’Connor’s
Southern realism and biblical allusions. Poe’s
lyrical, ambiguous style reflects Romantic
preoccupations with the sublime and the uncanny,
while Hemingway’s minimalist form strips death of
sentimentality, reflecting modernist sensibilities.

Together, these stories underscore how
American writers across two centuries have
employed distinct strategies—symbolism, voice,
setting, and tone—to engage with the universal
theme of death. From moral retribution to
metaphysical obsession, from spiritual revelation to
emotional reckoning, death functions not merely as
an end, but as a mirror of human values and
anxieties.

IT) COMPARATIVE THEMATIC ANALYSIS:
DEATH, MORALITY, AND NARRATIVE
FORM IN FOUR AMERICAN SHORT
STORIES

This analysis examines how four canonical
American short stories—Washington Irving’s The
Devil and Tom Walker, Flannery O’Connor’s The
Lame Shall Enter First, Edgar Allan Poe’s Ligeia,
and Ernest Hemingway’s Indian Camp—navigate
themes of death, morality, and human
consciousness. Spanning over a century, these
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narratives reflect the evolving cultural, theological,
and philosophical paradigms of American society.
Through divergent narrative strategies and
ideological positions, each story stages the
encounter with mortality in unique and culturally
significant ways. Applying multiple theoretical
lenses—including narratology, ethical criticism,
psychoanalysis, feminist performativity, affect
theory, posthumanism etc—this comparative
analysis seeks to uncover the multidimensional
literary engagement with death.

Irving’s early 19th-century tale draws
upon Puritanical motifs and folk legend to critique
the moral failures embedded in capitalist society.
Set in colonial New England, The Devil and Tom
Walker functions as a cautionary allegory,
exposing how greed and hypocrisy rot the moral
core of society. Irving’s third-person omniscient
narration and satirical tone enable moral distancing
that allows readers to judge Tom’s hypocrisy—
most notably in his sudden religiosity, praying "as
if heaven were to be taken by force of lungs."

The swamp, with its "gloomy pines and
hemlocks," becomes a liminal space representing
societal rot, emphasized through the image of
marked trees named after supposedly virtuous
citizens. These images symbolize Judith Butler’s
theory of performativity (Butler, 1990): Tom’s
outward religiosity is not grounded in faith but in
performative repetition—his piety, like gender or
morality, is socially enacted rather than inherently
possessed. Ultimately, Irving portrays salvation as
unattainable for those who treat religion as
spectacle. This satirical framing anticipates
American anxieties about the moral cost of
materialism and the commodification of virtue.

By contrast, Flannery O’Connor’s The
Lame Shall Enter First engages with theological
morality from a mid-20th-century Catholic
perspective. The story dramatizes the collision
between modern liberal humanism and a deeply
theological worldview. Sheppard, a secular social
worker, believes in the redemptive power of
rationalism and moral education. Rufus Johnson, a
physically disabled and emotionally tormented

delinquent, clings to a literalist interpretation of
Christian salvation. Their fraught relationship
reveals deep moral incongruities that erupt in the
narrative’s tragic climax.

Martha Nussbaum’s theory of ethical
criticism (1990) is apt here. She argues that
literature allows readers to confront moral
dilemmas in emotionally textured contexts.
O’Connor’s fiction offers such an encounter,
dramatizing the insufficiency of reason alone to
comprehend or address human suffering.
Sheppard’s failure to empathize with his own son,
while idealizing Rufus as a ‘project,” reveals a
deeper spiritual arrogance masked by secular
benevolence.

Lauren Berlant’s concept of cruel
optimism (2011) further illuminates Sheppard’s
moral flaw. His belief in rational progress—what
he imagines as his ability to ‘fix> Rufus—
functions as an attachment that hinders rather than
helps. The story suggests that moral clarity may
require spiritual receptiveness, not just secular
logic. O’Connor’s use of irony and grotesque
symbolism reinforces this complexity, pushing
readers to confront how ethical intentions can
become destructive when unmoored from humility
or grace.

Poe’s Ligeia stands apart for its gothic
intensity and psychological interiority. The
narrator’s obsession with the titular character,
whom he describes as possessing a "radiance as of
an opium-dream," reveals a disturbed mind
unraveling in the wake of grief. The narrative's
descent into hallucination culminates in the
ambiguous resurrection of Ligeia, possibly
through the body of his second wife, Rowena. The
gothic bridal chamber, adorned with “arabesque
figures” and violent tapestries, serves as a material
manifestation of the narrator’s mental instability.

Poe’s use of first-person narration is an
example of what Gérard Genette identifies as
internal focalization (Genette, 1980). Unlike the
omniscient narration of Irving or O’Connor, Poe
restricts the narrative lens to the unstable
consciousness of the protagonist. This creates an
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interpretive ambiguity that aligns with post-
structuralist theories of textual instability and
unreliable narration.

Sigmund Freud’s notion of the
unheimlich, or “uncanny,” is particularly useful in
unpacking the story’s psychological horror. The
unheimlich refers to the return of repressed content
in a distorted, familiar-yet-strange form (Freud,
1919/1955). Ligeia’s return is not just eerie—it is a
manifestation of the narrator’s inability to accept
death; his repression of loss and desire projected
onto a seemingly supernatural event.

Additionally, N. Katherine Hayles’
posthuman theory (1999) sheds light on the bodily
transformations at play. Ligeia’s potential
reanimation challenges the boundary between
organic life and metaphysical persistence. Her
identity becomes hybrid, perhaps a projection of
technological or pharmacological influence (via
opium), foreshadowing later literary explorations
of the posthuman condition, where body, mind, and
memory become unstable constructs. Poe’s gothic
vision thus becomes a meditation not just on death
but on the limits of consciousness and the terror of
disintegration.

In sharp contrast, Hemingway’s Indian
Camp addresses death with a minimalist style that
foregrounds emotional suppression and embodied
trauma. The story’s focus on Nick Adams, a young
boy observing childbirth and suicide within hours,
offers a clinical, unadorned entry point into
existential rupture. The father, a doctor, performs a
Caesarean section without anaesthesia, and the
husband of the mother later commits suicide by
slitting his throat. Nick’s stunned reaction— “He
felt quite sure he would never die”—is an act of
denial rather than epiphany.

Hemingway’s use of external focalization,
as explained by Genette (1980), limits emotional
access and underscores the inexpressibility of
trauma. The stripped-down prose reflects what
scholars call “Hemingway’s iceberg theory,” where
meaning lies submerged beneath surface detail.
This stylistic choice is not simply aesthetic—it
dramatizes masculine detachment and stoic silence

NeJCR, Vol. 11 No. 1, pp.44-55, 2024

as coping mechanisms.

Judith Butler’s insights into gender
performance are applicable here too. The doctor’s
stoicism, his clinical detachment, and Nick’s silent
witnessing are all acts within a script of patriarchal
masculinity (Butler, 1990). These performances of

control and emotional restraint  suppress
vulnerability, reinforcing socially constructed
ideals of male toughness at the cost of
psychological resolution.

Hayles’ concept of embodied
consciousness further deepens the reading.

Though language fails to capture trauma directly,
the story’s focus on the physical—the birthing, the
blood, the death—anchors it in the body. Nick’s
experience is not intellectually processed but
bodily felt, gesturing toward a kind of pre-
linguistic trauma encoding that aligns with
posthuman theories of affect and perception.

Together, these four stories chart a
progression in American literary treatments of
death—from didactic moralism to existential
ambiguity, from theological determinism to
psychological and cultural fragmentation. Irving’s
satirical omniscience and religious allegory
externalize moral conflict, enabling readers to
view hypocrisy =~ with ironic  detachment.
O’Connor, while similarly rooted in a religious
worldview, internalizes conflict through ethical
and spiritual tension, offering no easy redemption.
Poe’s gothic interiority and unreliable narration
destabilize notions of identity and reality, while
Hemingway’s minimalist realism foregrounds
bodily experience and emotional repression.

These shifts correspond to broader
cultural movements: the decline of theological
certainty, the rise of secular humanism, and the
increasing recognition of psychological and
affective  complexity. The application of
theoretical frameworks—from Genette’s
narratology to Freud’s psychoanalysis,
Nussbaum’s ethical criticism, Butler’s gender
performativity, Berlant’s cruel optimism, and
Hayles’ posthumanism—reveals how narrative
form and ideological orientation work together to
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shape literary meaning.

Irving’s work shows how narrative
distance enforces moral clarity. O’Connor
collapses that distance, forcing readers into
intimate proximity with ethical failure. Poe
constructs a hall of mirrors—reality refracted
through obsession—while Hemingway withholds
commentary, leaving silence and surface detail to
do the narrative labor. In each case, narrative form
is inseparable from the story’s moral,
psychological, or philosophical stakes.

Semiotic theory, as developed by theorists
like Roland Barthes and Ferdinand de Saussure,
allows for a deeper interrogation of symbols and
signs across these stories. In The Devil and Tom
Walker, the swamp functions not only as a setting
but as a signifier of moral and spiritual corruption.
It is described as “thickly grown with great,
gloomy pines and hemlocks... dark at noonday and
a retreat for all the owls of the neighbourhood,”
creating an atmosphere of decay and menace that
reflects Tom's moral descent. The decaying trees
serve as particularly rich semiotic signs: “One of
the great trees, fair and flourishing without, but
rotten at the core,” is marked with the name of
Deacon Peabody, “an eminent man who had waxed
wealthy by driving shrewd bargains with the
Indians.” This image signifies the disjunction
between public virtue and private vice, as the
healthy exterior masks inner moral decay. Most of
the trees “were marked with the name of some
great man of the colony,” and all were “more or
less scored by the axe,” showing that social
respectability masks spiritual ruin. Irving thus
critiques the ideological underpinnings of early
American capitalism, where wealth accumulation
often coincides with ethical rot. Through these
signs—swamp, trees, rot, and carved names—
Irving constructs a semiotic landscape in which
physical and moral corruption become inseparable,
and the Devil, as symbolic master of signs,
oversees the entire system.

In  Indian Camp, Hemingway’s
minimalism gains depth when read semiotically.
The contrast between the birthing hut and the

suicide symbolizes a duality of creation and
destruction. The canoe crossing, though simple in
description, acts as a symbolic passage from
innocence to traumatic awareness—a rite of
passage represented through spatial movement.
The extinguishing of the lantern and the return at
dawn semiotically signals both clarity and denial,
as Nick concludes, “He felt quite sure he would
never die” (Hemingway, 1987).

Poe’s Ligeia is perhaps the richest in
symbolic density. The bridal chamber is filled
with Gothic motifs—arabesque tapestries, dark
curtains, and ominous shadows—that serve as
signs pointing to psychological decay. The
character of Ligeia herself becomes a signifier of
unattainable knowledge and immortal beauty,
aligning with Barthes’ notion of the mythologized
image.

Jacques Derrida’s theory of
deconstruction reveals how each of these texts
undermines the very binary oppositions they seem
to establish—good/evil, reason/faith, life/death.

In O’Connor’s The Lame Shall Enter
First, the apparent binary between Sheppard’s
rationalism and Rufus’s fanaticism collapses.
Sheppard’s reason ultimately proves hollow and
destructive, while Rufus’s grotesque faith
becomes a vehicle for emotional truth. The
narrative  deconstructs  liberal  humanism’s
confidence in empirical knowledge by exposing
its failure to address emotional and spiritual
suffering.

Similarly, Ligeia undermines distinctions
between life and death. The question of whether
Ligeia is resurrected or hallucinated destabilizes
any firm epistemological ground. The narrator’s
identity also deconstructs he becomes a
fragmented, unreliable voice incapable of
anchoring truth—a textual mirror of Derridean
différance.

In The Devil and Tom Walker, Irving
appears to set up a moral allegory but subverts it
through irony. The performative nature of Tom’s
late-life  religiosity and the community’s
complicity in moral decay show that the text’s
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moral center is inherently unstable. It is not merely
a battle between sin and redemption, but a critique
of the very mechanisms used to judge morality.

Hemingway’s Indian Camp is often read
as an initiation narrative. Yet, the final line
subverts the expected maturation: “In the early
morning on the lake sitting in the stern of the boat
with his father rowing; he felt quite sure that he
would never die.” (Hemingway, 1924). Rather
than enlightenment, Nick’s journey ends in denial.
The text undercuts the bildungsroman structure
and refuses closure, leaving only a trace of
psychological disturbance.

Feminist theory adds another vital lens
for analysis. In Ligeia, the titular character is both
idealized and objectified. She exists primarily
through the male narrator’s gaze, raising questions
about female agency and voice. Judith Butler’s
(1990) theory of performativity helps illuminate
how Ligeia’s identity is constructed through the
narrator’s obsessive, controlling discourse. Her
resurrection is not a victory, but a monstrous
return—a grotesque re-embodiment of male desire.

O’Connor’s text complicates traditional
gender roles. Sheppard’s failure as a father and
moral guide reflects a crisis in patriarchal
authority. Obsessed with reason and reform, he
dismisses his son’s emotional needs, telling him,
“You’re going on eleven years old” (O’Connor,
1965), when Norton breaks down crying about his
mother. His emotionally sterile approach
exemplifies a masculinity that prioritizes logic
over empathy. Meanwhile, Rufus’s mother is
absent, voiceless—a commentary on how male-
centric moral systems often erase female presence.
Rufus, shaped by suffering and rigid religious
beliefs, insists, ““Satan,” he said. “He has me in

his power.”” (O’Connor, 1965), and later
proclaims, ‘“Nobody can save me but
Jesus.” (O’Connor, 1965), highlighting how

fundamentalist ideas fill the moral vacuum left by
parental neglect. The story stages the
consequences of masculinity unchecked by
emotional intelligence or relational understanding,
ultimately showing that Sheppard’s utilitarian
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worldview fails both Rufus and his own son.

In Indian Camp, the Native American
woman giving birth is unnamed and voiceless, her
suffering rendered in stark, clinical terms. She
“lay in the lower bunk, very big under a quilt. Her
head was turned to one side,” highlighting her
physical vulnerability and emotional detachment
from those around her (Hemingway, 1924). Her
screams erupt as the men enter: “She screamed
just as Nick and the two Indians followed his
father and Uncle George into the shanty,” yet no
one addresses her directly; her voice is reduced to
involuntary cries rather than meaningful dialogue
(Hemingway, 1924). During the forced Caesarean,
“Uncle George and three Indian men held the
woman still,” transforming her body into a
passive  site of masculine intervention
(Hemingway, 1924). When she resists— “She bit
Uncle George on the arm”—he responds with
racist contempt: “Damn squaw bitch,” a
dehumanizing slur that the others laugh at
(Hemingway, 1924). This surgical silence, viewed
through a feminist lens, symbolizes the erasure of
female agency, particularly that of Indigenous

women. The woman’s pain, muted and
dismissed— “But her screams are not
important”—and her unconsciousness after

birth— “She did not know what had become of
the baby or anything”—underscore her role as an
object of labour and trauma, rather than a subject
with autonomy (Hemingway, 1924).
Hemingway’s narrative thereby situates the
Indigenous female body as a spectacle of
suffering within a patriarchal, colonial framework.

Even The Devil and Tom Walker subtly
critiques gender dynamics. Tom’s wife is
portrayed in harsh, caricatured terms: “a tall
termagant, fierce of temper, loud of tongue, and
strong of arm,” whose voice “was often heard in
wordy warfare with her husband” (Irving, 1824).
Her greed rivals Tom’s— “they even conspired to
cheat each other”—but her punishment comes
swiftly and grotesquely, as she disappears after
attempting to strike her own bargain with the devil
(Irving, 1824). Later, Tom discovers only “a heart



A Critical Exploration of Selected American Short Stories

and liver tied up” in her check apron, while the
narrator remarks, “a female scold is generally
considered a match for the devil, yet in this
instance she appears to have had the worst of
it” (Irving, 1824).Her early demise clears the way
for Tom’s own moral downfall, making space for
his individual arc while rendering her merely a
catalyst. A feminist reading might interpret her as a
narrative scapegoat—punished for her
assertiveness and erased to advance the male
protagonist’s story. Her depiction as an
overbearing wife whose fate is met with Tom’s
indifferent relief— “Let us get hold of the
property... and we will endeavour to do without the
woman”—suggests that she functions more as a
cautionary symbol than a character (Irving, 1824).
In this sense, Irving’s tale reinforces patriarchal
moral instruction by portraying female agency as
dangerous and disposable, even as it unconsciously
reveals the power that female presence holds in
catalyzing narrative momentum.

Ultimately,  these  stories  affirm
literature’s capacity to confront mortality in all its
dimensions—ethical, theological, psychological,
and corporeal. Their differences reflect not just
stylistic preference but deep shifts in how
American culture understands life, death, and what
it means to tell a story about either.

These layered perspectives—
narratological, ethical, psychoanalytic, semiotic,
deconstructive, and feminist—demonstrate the
richness of American short fiction in grappling
with death, morality, and the limits of
understanding. Each story resists singular
interpretation: Irving critiques capitalist hypocrisy
under the guise of morality; O’Connor exposes the
limits of secular liberalism; Poe questions the
coherence of the self; Hemingway disassembles
coming-of-age tropes into silent trauma.

By weaving together diverse theoretical
frameworks, we gain a fuller picture of how these
stories function—not just as narratives, but as
ideological spaces where conflicting meanings,
silences, and anxieties converge. These works
continue to resonate precisely because they

destabilize our certainties, drawing us into the very
questions they refuse to resolve.

COMPARATIVE DISCUSSION

A comparative exploration of the four
selected American short stories—Irving’s The
Devil and Tom Walker, O’Connor’s The Lame
Shall Enter First, Poe’s Ligeia, and Hemingway’s
Indian Camp—reveals key thematic and stylistic
contrasts that enrich their individual narratives. All
four stories grapple with the motif of death, yet
their representations diverge in tone and purpose.
In Irving and O’Connor, death serves a moral or
spiritual function: Irving treats it as divine
punishment for greed, while O’Connor frames it
within Christian notions of redemption and grace.
In contrast, Poe and Hemingway focus on the
psychological and existential aspects. Poe’s story
explores obsessive love and the boundary between
life and death through Gothic horror, while
Hemingway’s minimalist approach renders death
as an unflinching, natural occurrence tied to
human development.

Stylistically, the stories also differ
markedly. Irving employs allegory and satire,
while O’Connor uses Southern Gothic realism rich
in religious symbolism. Poe’s dense, symbolic
prose and use of the unreliable narrator exemplify
the Gothic tradition’s introspective horror,
whereas Hemingway’s sparse, journalistic style
allows the trauma to resonate subtly but
powerfully. These stylistic choices deeply
influence the reader's emotional and interpretive
experience, showcasing the diverse ways
American authors have used short fiction to
explore universal human concerns.

These stories also mirror their historical
moments—Irving  reflects  Enlightenment-era
moralism, O’Connor Southern religiosity amid
modern skepticism, Poe Victorian anxieties over
mortality and the sublime, and Hemingway the
emotional aftermath of war and modern
disillusionment.
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CONCLUSION

This research paper explores the portrayal
of death across four iconic short stories, revealing
the intricate interplay between cultural, historical,
and personal contexts in shaping literary
narratives. Washington Irving’s The Devil and
Tom Walker critiques greed and moral decay,
offering death as divine retribution reflective of
Puritanical values. Flannery O’Connor’s The
Lame Shall Enter First examines death through
themes of redemption and grace, influenced by her
Catholic worldview and the moral complexities of
the American South. Edgar Allan Poe’s Ligeia
delves into the psychological and supernatural,
presenting death as a mysterious force transcended
by will and obsession. Meanwhile, Ernest
Hemingway’s Indian Camp portrays death
starkly, contrasting the brutal realities of life with
an exploration of innocence and initiation.

The analysis highlights the distinct
literary techniques—ranging from allegory and
gothic imagery to minimalism—that these authors
employ to navigate universal themes. Together,
these stories underscore the enduring relevance of
death as a lens for understanding human nature,
societal values, and existential questions. Future
studies might explore how contemporary
American short fiction continues to reframe death,
especially in the context of digital life, climate
anxiety, and shifting cultural values.
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