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of human bondage by somerset maugham stands as a seminal work in English
literature, showcasing the intricate exploration of human emotions, personal
struggles, and the quest for meaning. This novel, often regarded as W.
Somerset Maugham’s masterpiece, delves deeply into the life of its
protagonist, Philip Carey, as he navigates the complexities of love,
disability, and self-discovery. Set against the backdrop of early 20th-
century Europe, the story captures the social and psychological challenges
that define human existence. In this article, we will analyze the novel’s
plot, characters, themes, and its literary significance. Additionally, the
discussion will include insights into Maugham’s writing style and the
critical reception of the book over time. This comprehensive review aims to
provide a detailed understanding of of human bondage by somerset maugham,
enriching both new readers and literary scholars alike.
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Overview of the Novel

Of human bondage by Somerset Maugham is a semi-autobiographical novel first
published in 1915. It chronicles the life of Philip Carey, a young man born
with a clubfoot, which significantly influences his self-perception and
interactions with others. The narrative follows Philip’s journey from a
troubled childhood through his years of study in Germany and London, and his
eventual search for identity and purpose. The novel is divided into distinct
phases, illustrating Philip’s educational pursuits, personal relationships,
and professional struggles.

The story opens with Philip’s early life, marked by the death of his parents
and the guardianship of his strict aunt. His physical disability becomes a
source of emotional pain and social alienation, shaping his inner conflict
throughout the novel. As he embarks on his medical studies, Philip encounters
various characters who impact his worldview, including the enigmatic and
destructive Mildred Rogers. The plot intricately weaves Philip’s romantic
misadventures, artistic aspirations, and existential reflections into a
compelling narrative that captures the human condition's complexity.

Main Characters and Character Development

The strength of of human bondage by Somerset Maugham lies significantly in
its well-drawn characters and their psychological depth. The protagonist,
Philip Carey, is portrayed with nuance, embodying vulnerability, ambition,
and resilience. His character development is central to the novel’s
exploration of human bondage—the idea that individuals are often trapped by
their desires, fears, and societal expectations.



Philip Carey

Philip Carey’s character arc is the core of the novel. Born with a physical
deformity, Philip struggles with feelings of inadequacy and alienation. His
journey from a dependent child to a self-aware adult is marked by trials that
test his emotional endurance. Throughout the narrative, Philip’s experiences
with love, especially his tumultuous relationship with Mildred, highlight his
growth and the recurring theme of unattainable desires.

Mildred Rogers

Mildred Rogers is a pivotal figure in Philip’s life, representing both the
allure and pain of unrequited love. Her complex personality—marked by
cruelty, selfishness, and vulnerability—serves as a catalyst for much of
Philip’s suffering and self-examination. Mildred’s character underscores the
novel’s examination of human flaws and the destructive nature of obsession.

Supporting Characters

Other characters, such as Philip’s Aunt Louisa, his friend Carey, and various
mentors, contribute significantly to the narrative by reflecting different
societal attitudes and personal philosophies. Their interactions with Philip
provide insight into the social context of the time and the diverse
influences on his development.

Key Themes and Motifs

Of human bondage by Somerset Maugham is rich with themes that resonate
universally, making it a timeless work. The novel’s title itself is a
metaphor for the invisible chains that bind individuals—be it physical,
emotional, or social.

Theme of Human Suffering and Resilience

The novel explores the inevitability of suffering in human life. Philip’s
physical disability and emotional wounds symbolize the broader human
experience of pain. Nevertheless, the story also emphasizes resilience, as
Philip continuously strives to overcome his limitations and find meaning.

The Search for Identity

Philip’s quest for self-understanding is a central motif. His struggles with
love, career, and personal values reflect the broader existential questions
faced by many. The novel portrays identity as fluid and shaped by both
internal desires and external circumstances.

Love and Obsession

Romantic relationships in the novel are depicted with complexity, often
illustrating how love can lead to bondage rather than freedom. Philip’s
infatuation with Mildred exemplifies destructive passion that blinds and
confines individuals.



Freedom and Constraint

The paradox of freedom is a recurring theme. Maugham presents characters who
are physically free yet emotionally or socially imprisoned. The novel
suggests that true freedom requires self-awareness and acceptance of one’s
limitations.

Physical and emotional bondage

Social expectations and personal desires

The interplay of fate and free will

Writing Style and Literary Techniques

Maugham’s prose in of human bondage is characterized by clarity, realism, and
psychological insight. His narrative style combines straightforward
storytelling with deep introspection, allowing readers to engage intimately
with Philip’s inner world.

Realism and Detail

The novel’s attention to detail and realistic portrayal of everyday life
contribute to its enduring appeal. Maugham’s descriptions of settings, social
milieus, and character interactions create an immersive reading experience.

Psychological Depth

Maugham employs psychological realism, delving into the motivations, fears,
and contradictions of his characters. This technique adds complexity to the
narrative and invites readers to reflect on the nature of human behavior.

Symbolism and Metaphor

Symbolic elements, such as Philip’s clubfoot and the recurring motifs of
bondage, enrich the text by adding layers of meaning. These literary devices
underscore the novel’s thematic concerns and enhance its philosophical depth.

Critical Reception and Legacy

Upon its publication, of human bondage by Somerset Maugham received both
acclaim and controversy due to its candid exploration of taboo subjects and
its semi-autobiographical nature. Over time, it has become regarded as a
classic of 20th-century literature, praised for its honest depiction of human
frailty and complexity.

The novel’s influence extends beyond literature into psychology and
philosophy, inspiring discussions on the nature of freedom and identity. It
remains a staple in academic curricula and continues to attract new
generations of readers.

Initial Reception

Early critics acknowledged the novel’s boldness in addressing themes like



physical disability, unrequited love, and social alienation. Some viewed
Maugham’s portrayal of flawed characters as a stark departure from
romanticized fiction of the era.

Enduring Importance

Today, the novel is celebrated for its literary craftsmanship and profound
thematic exploration. It is often cited in studies of modernist literature
and remains a subject of scholarly analysis for its narrative technique and
character study.

Adaptations and Cultural Impact

Of human bondage has been adapted into several films and stage productions,
further cementing its place in cultural history. These adaptations reflect
the story’s universal themes and its continued relevance.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'Of Human Bondage' by
Somerset Maugham?

The central theme of 'Of Human Bondage' is the struggle for personal freedom
and self-acceptance amidst suffering, unrequited love, and the search for
meaning in life.

Who is the protagonist in 'Of Human Bondage' and what
are his main challenges?

The protagonist is Philip Carey, a sensitive and physically disabled orphan
who faces challenges such as his quest for identity, unrequited love, and
overcoming emotional and physical hardships.

How does Somerset Maugham’s own life influence 'Of
Human Bondage'?

Maugham drew heavily from his own experiences, particularly his struggles
with a clubfoot, his medical studies, and his emotional turmoil, to create a
semi-autobiographical narrative in 'Of Human Bondage.'

What role does art play in 'Of Human Bondage'?

Art represents both a refuge and a source of frustration for Philip Carey, as
he initially aspires to be an artist but ultimately realizes that his true
path lies elsewhere.

How is unrequited love portrayed in the novel?

Unrequited love is a significant motif, especially through Philip’s obsessive
and painful relationship with Mildred Rogers, which highlights themes of
emotional bondage and personal growth.



What philosophical ideas are explored in 'Of Human
Bondage'?

The novel explores existential themes such as the search for meaning, the
nature of suffering, freedom versus determinism, and the human condition's
complexities.

How does 'Of Human Bondage' address the concept of
freedom?

The novel depicts freedom as a complex and elusive state, often hindered by
personal limitations, societal expectations, and emotional attachments, which
Philip seeks to overcome.

What is the significance of the title 'Of Human
Bondage'?

The title reflects the various forms of bondage—physical, emotional, social,
and psychological—that bind individuals, emphasizing the novel’s exploration
of human struggles and constraints.

How was 'Of Human Bondage' received by critics and
readers upon its release?

Initially, the novel received mixed reviews due to its candid portrayal of
flawed characters and controversial themes but later gained acclaim for its
deep psychological insight and realistic storytelling.

Additional Resources
1. The Painted Veil by W. Somerset Maugham
This novel explores themes of love, betrayal, and redemption through the
story of Kitty Fane, a woman who reluctantly accompanies her bacteriologist
husband to a remote Chinese village after discovering his infidelity. As she
confronts the harsh realities of life and her own flaws, Kitty undergoes
profound personal growth. The book delves deeply into human weakness and
resilience, much like *Of Human Bondage*.

2. Jude the Obscure by Thomas Hardy
A tragic tale of a working-class man with intellectual aspirations, Jude
faces societal constraints, personal desires, and moral dilemmas. Hardy's
exploration of human suffering, social class, and the pursuit of meaning
parallels the existential struggles found in *Of Human Bondage*. The novel is
a poignant critique of Victorian social norms.

3. David Copperfield by Charles Dickens
This classic bildungsroman traces the life of David Copperfield from an
impoverished and troubled childhood to maturity and success. Dickens vividly
portrays themes of personal development, adversity, and the search for
identity, resonating with the coming-of-age journey in Maugham’s work. The
novel offers rich character studies and social commentary.

4. Kristin Lavransdatter by Sigrid Undset
Set in medieval Norway, this trilogy follows Kristin Lavransdatter through



love, faith, and tragedy. The narrative’s focus on human passion, moral
conflict, and the complexity of relationships aligns with the intense
emotional and psychological exploration in *Of Human Bondage*. Undset’s vivid
historical detail adds depth to the human experience.

5. The Bell Jar by Sylvia Plath
A semi-autobiographical novel, it chronicles the mental deterioration of
Esther Greenwood, a young woman struggling with societal expectations and
personal identity. The book’s introspective and candid portrayal of inner
turmoil and search for freedom echoes the psychological depth found in
Maugham’s novel. It is a powerful exploration of mental illness and societal
pressure.

6. Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man by James Joyce
This modernist novel follows Stephen Dedalus as he grapples with religion,
nationality, and artistic expression during his youth in Ireland. The themes
of self-discovery and rebellion against societal constraints mirror the
existential quest central to *Of Human Bondage*. Joyce’s stream-of-
consciousness style innovatively conveys the protagonist’s inner life.

7. Brideshead Revisited by Evelyn Waugh
The story centers on Charles Ryder’s complex friendships and his coming-of-
age amid the fading British aristocracy. Themes of love, faith, and personal
freedom are intricately woven, much like the emotional and moral struggles in
Maugham’s narrative. The novel reflects on the tension between societal
expectations and individual desires.

8. The Catcher in the Rye by J.D. Salinger
This novel captures the adolescent angst and alienation of Holden Caulfield
as he navigates a confusing adult world. Its focus on psychological conflict
and the search for authenticity parallels the introspective and often painful
journey of Philip Carey in *Of Human Bondage*. The book is a seminal work on
youth and identity.

9. Love in the Time of Cholera by Gabriel García Márquez
A sweeping tale of unrequited love and enduring passion, this novel explores
the complexities of human relationships over decades. Márquez’s rich
character development and exploration of love’s constraints and freedoms echo
the emotional depth and human vulnerabilities portrayed by Maugham. The novel
balances realism with lyrical storytelling.
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