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Conflict, Themes, Symbols, and Narrative Techniques in The Dead
Major Conflicts
1. Internal (Psychological) – Gabriel’s self-consciousness, fear of failure, and emotional repression.
2. Social (Class & Gender) – Miscommunication with women (Lily, Miss Ivors, Gretta).
3. Cultural (National Identity) – Tension between cosmopolitanism and Irish nationalism.
4. Spiritual (Life vs. Death) – Awakening to the reality of mortality and emotional absence.
· This conflict embodies Ireland’s larger identity crisis:
· Between colonial modernity and cultural revival.
· Between action and paralysis.
· Between masculine power and emotional impotence.
Major Themes in “The Dead” by James Joyce
	Theme
	Concise Explanation
	Illustration / Example

	1. Paralysis
	Central to Dubliners: Dublin is portrayed as spiritually and emotionally stagnant. People repeat routines without progress.

	The Morkan sisters’ annual party repeats identically each year; Gabriel’s anecdote about the horse circling the mill symbolizes Ireland’s cyclical stagnation.

	2. Epiphany (Self-Realization)
	A sudden moment of insight leading to self-awareness. Joyce redefines epiphany as recognition of one’s limitations and connection to humanity.

	Gabriel’s final realization—his emotional emptiness and shared human mortality—marks his moral awakening.

	3. Life, Death, and Mortality
	The boundary between living and dead dissolves. Death becomes a universal condition linking all humanity.
	The snow “falling faintly upon all the living and the dead” symbolizes unity through mortality. Michael Furey’s passionate death contrasts with Gabriel’s lifeless existence.

	4. Irish Identity and Colonial Tension
	The story dramatizes Ireland’s identity crisis under British rule: tension between nationalism and cosmopolitanism.
	Miss Ivors calls Gabriel a “West Briton.” He writes for a Unionist paper and admires Europe, revealing alienation from his Irish roots.

	5. Repetition and Routine
	Daily and social rituals replace vitality. Life becomes mechanical, mirroring paralysis.
	The predictable party rituals—food, speeches, dances—represent a lifeless social order. Even the banquet table is described like a battlefield.

	6. Love, Loss, and Memory
	Memory reveals emotional truth and exposes emptiness in relationships.
	Gretta’s memory of Michael Furey, who “died for love,” contrasts with Gabriel’s shallow passion and triggers his transformation.

	7. Masculinity, Control, and Desire
	Male dominance mirrors colonial power; sexual frustration exposes inner paralysis.
	Gabriel’s impulse to “overmaster” Gretta reflects both imperial and patriarchal aggression. His fantasy collapses when faced with her memory of Michael.

	8. Colonialism and Gender
	Women’s bodies and labor reflect Ireland’s exploitation under colonial rule.
	Lily’s weary comment about “the men that is now” hints at class, gender, and colonial exploitation.



Symbolism
	Name / Motif
	Symbolic Meaning
	Thematic Function

	Gabriel
	- Named after the biblical archangel, a messenger who brings revelation or announces death. 
- His name carries a dual meaning — light-bringer and harbinger of mortality.
	- Foreshadows his epiphany, the moment of spiritual awakening at the end. 
- Symbol of duality: intellect vs. emotion, paralysis vs. renewal. Represents the modern Irishman caught between colonial influence and self-knowledge.

	Michael Furey
	“Furey” suggests fury, passion, and youthful vitality. His death signifies love’s endurance beyond mortality.
- Symbolizes love that endures beyond death and youthful sincerity unspoiled by routine or social paralysis.
	- Contrasts sharply with Gabriel’s cautious detachment. 
Represents sincerity and emotional truth — the life that Gabriel lacks.
- His death becomes the spiritual mirror in which Gabriel confronts his own emptiness.

	Lily
	Her fear of “the men that is now” reflects gendered vulnerability and social oppression. As a servant, she embodies exploitation and silence.
	Symbol of colonized Ireland — the subjugated, feminized nation under patriarchal and imperial domination.

	The “Journey Westward”
	- In Irish symbolism, the West represents both origin and end — home, tradition, and death. 
- For Gabriel, the journey westward is not physical but spiritual: a movement toward humility, empathy, and awareness of mortality.
	- Marks his transformation from isolation to connection — from egocentric living to compassionate understanding. 
- The West becomes both a place of death and a source of renewal.



	Symbol
	Interpretation / Meaning
	Thematic Function

	The Horse Circling the Mill
	The horse endlessly circling the statue of King William III in Gabriel’s anecdote.
	Image of Dublin’s paralysis — mechanical repetition without progress; a city trapped in historical stasis.



	Symbol
	Occurrences / Description
	Meaning / Interpretation
	Function in the Story

	Snow
	- Covers Gabriel’s clothes at the start.
- Seen through the window before his speech.
- Falls on trees, monuments, and ultimately the whole of Ireland by the end
.
	- Universality: Falls “upon all the living and the dead,” symbolizing the unity of human experience.
- Paralysis: Represents the cold numbness—Joyce’s famous “spiritual paralysis” of Dublin society.
- Renewal: Suggests a cycle — snow’s melting leads to rebirth and awakening, symbolizing hope and regeneration.
	- Connects life and death, showing Gabriel’s shift from egotism to empathy.
- Reflects Ireland’s frozen moral and cultural state yet hints at potential revival.



Lecture 8
Modernist Aspects in Joyce’s The Dead
	Aspect
	Modernist Features and Examples

	Narration
	• Free Indirect Discourse merges narrator and character voice 

	Stream of Consciousness
	• Gabriel’s internal reflections and emotional oscillations dominate the latter half 

	Epiphany
	• Gabriel’s realization of his mortality and insignificance as he contemplates Gretta’s memory of Michael Furey.

	Role of the Reader
	• Ambiguity requires active interpretation — the reader must infer meaning behind irony and symbol.
• Open ending invites existential and moral reflection rather than closure.

	Irony
	• Gabriel’s after-dinner speech praises vitality and hospitality, yet he is emotionally sterile.
• The irony of the “living” being spiritually dead contrasts with Michael Furey’s vitality in death.

	Imagery
	• Visual and auditory imagery 

	Symbolism
	• Snow: unity of life and death, paralysis, and spiritual awakening.
• The West (Galway): emotion, tradition, authenticity — opposed to Dublin’s sterile intellect.
• Michael Furey: purity and passion, contrasting Gabriel’s paralysis.

	Language and Style
	• plain diction shifts into poetic rhythm in the finale.

	Modern Themes
	• Paralysis and alienation — Dublin as a site of spiritual and cultural stasis.
• Identity and self-knowledge — Gabriel’s discovery of his emotional limitations.
• Mortality and transience — love and death intertwined in the snow vision.

	Open Ending
	• The story ends with meditation, not resolution — “His soul swooned slowly as he heard the snow falling faintly…”

	Psychological Realism
	• Inner conflict replaces external action.

	Intertextuality / Allusion
	• Biblical (Gabriel as archangel), mythic, and Irish cultural echoes enrich the text.

	Fragmentation

	
· On the surface, the story unfolds in linear time. However, Joyce fractures temporal continuity through memory, anticipation, and introspection.




