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of human bondage somerset maugham is a seminal work in English literature, widely regarded as one of
W. Somerset Maugham’s most significant novels. Published in 1915, this semi-autobiographical novel
explores themes of love, freedom, obsession, and personal struggle through the life of its protagonist, Philip
Carey. The novel’s rich narrative and complex characters offer deep insights into human emotions and the
social constraints of the early 20th century. This article delves into the background of the novel, its main
themes, characters, and its lasting impact on literature. Additionally, it examines the stylistic features and
critical reception of "Of Human Bondage," highlighting why it remains relevant today. The following
sections provide a comprehensive overview of this classic work by Somerset Maugham.
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Background and Publication History
Of Human Bondage by Somerset Maugham was first published in 1915, marking a pivotal moment in the
author's career. The novel is largely considered semi-autobiographical, drawing from Maugham’s own
experiences, including his struggles with a physical disability and his quest for identity. Before this work,
Maugham was primarily known as a playwright and short story writer, but Of Human Bondage
established him as a significant novelist. The title itself is derived from a phrase in the philosophy of Baruch
Spinoza, reflecting the novel's exploration of emotional and psychological bondage. The book was initially
published by Heinemann in the United Kingdom and received considerable attention for its candid
portrayal of human frailty and resilience during the Edwardian era.



Plot Summary
The narrative of Of Human Bondage unfolds around Philip Carey, a young man born with a clubfoot,
whose physical disability shapes much of his early life and self-perception. After the death of his parents,
Philip is raised by his strict aunt and uncle, who impose rigid expectations on him. He eventually moves to
London to study medicine, seeking independence and meaning in life. Throughout the novel, Philip
experiences a series of personal and emotional challenges, including unrequited love, artistic ambitions, and
moral dilemmas. His obsessive and turbulent relationship with Mildred Rogers, a waitress, stands at the
core of the plot, representing the destructive nature of his emotional bondage. The story chronicles Philip’s
gradual journey towards self-awareness and acceptance amid the constraints imposed by society and his
own passions.

Main Characters
The characters in Of Human Bondage are vividly drawn and contribute significantly to the novel’s depth
and complexity. Each character represents different aspects of human nature and social conditions. The key
figures include:

Philip Carey: The protagonist whose physical disability and emotional struggles drive the narrative.
His introspective nature and quest for identity form the novel’s backbone.

Mildred Rogers: A waitress whose manipulative and indifferent attitude toward Philip embodies the
theme of unreciprocated love and emotional captivity.

Mrs. Carey: Philip’s strict aunt who raises him with firm rules and a rigid moral code.

Frieda: A compassionate and independent woman who offers Philip an alternative path to happiness
and self-realization.

Mr. Carey: Philip’s uncle, characterized by traditional values and authority within the family
structure.

Themes and Motifs
Somerset Maugham’s Of Human Bondage is rich with themes that explore the human condition in
profound ways. The novel delves into:



Emotional and Psychological Bondage
The central theme revolves around the idea that individuals are often prisoners of their own desires, fears,
and societal expectations. Philip’s obsessive love for Mildred symbolizes how emotional attachments can
become a form of bondage that limits personal freedom.

Search for Identity and Meaning
The novel portrays Philip’s journey as a search for self-understanding and purpose. His struggles reflect
broader questions about the meaning of life, personal fulfillment, and the conflict between societal norms
and individual desires.

Physical Disability and Alienation
Philip’s clubfoot is more than a physical impairment; it represents his feelings of alienation and difference.
The novel addresses how physical limitations affect social interactions and self-esteem.

Love and Human Relationships
The complexities of love, including unrequited affection, manipulation, and genuine connection, are
explored through Philip’s relationships, especially with Mildred and Frieda.

Literary Style and Narrative Techniques
Of Human Bondage is recognized for its clear, straightforward prose and psychological depth. Maugham
employs a third-person limited perspective, closely following Philip’s thoughts and experiences, which
allows readers intimate access to his inner life.

The novel’s style is characterized by:

Realistic and detailed descriptions of settings and social environments.

Psychological realism that captures the complexity of human emotions.

A blend of autobiographical elements with fictional storytelling.

A focus on character development over plot-driven action.

Maugham’s narrative also reflects the influence of early 20th-century literary modernism while
maintaining an accessible and engaging tone.



Critical Reception and Legacy
Upon publication, Of Human Bondage received mixed reviews but quickly gained recognition for its
honesty and emotional power. Critics praised Maugham’s ability to portray flawed, realistic characters and
his insightful exploration of psychological themes. Over time, the novel has become a classic, studied for its
portrayal of human weakness and resilience.

The legacy of the novel includes:

Influence on subsequent psychological and realist literature.1.

Adaptations into film, theater, and radio, demonstrating its enduring appeal.2.

Scholarly analysis focusing on its themes of freedom, identity, and human suffering.3.

Continued relevance as a study of the human spirit under constraint.4.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Of Human Bondage' by Somerset Maugham?
The main theme of 'Of Human Bondage' is the struggle for personal freedom and self-discovery, focusing
on the protagonist's journey through love, suffering, and the search for meaning in life.

Who is the protagonist in 'Of Human Bondage' and what challenges does
he face?
The protagonist is Philip Carey, a sensitive and intelligent young man born with a clubfoot. He faces
challenges related to his physical disability, unrequited love, identity, and finding his place in the world.

How does Somerset Maugham's own life influence 'Of Human Bondage'?
Somerset Maugham drew heavily from his own experiences in crafting 'Of Human Bondage.' Like Philip
Carey, Maugham had a difficult childhood, including physical disability and the loss of his parents, which
influenced the novel's themes of suffering and resilience.

Why is 'Of Human Bondage' considered a classic in English literature?
'Of Human Bondage' is considered a classic because of its deep psychological insight, realistic portrayal of
human flaws, and exploration of existential themes. Maugham's honest and empathetic narrative style has



resonated with readers for generations.

What role does the character Mildred Rogers play in the novel?
Mildred Rogers is a pivotal character who represents the destructive aspects of love and obsession. Her
complex and often cruel relationship with Philip Carey highlights themes of unrequited love, dependency,
and emotional bondage.

Additional Resources
1. Of Human Bondage by W. Somerset Maugham
A semi-autobiographical novel that follows the life of Philip Carey, an orphan with a clubfoot, as he
struggles with love, ambition, and self-understanding. The book explores themes of fate, desire, and the
search for meaning in life. It remains one of Maugham's most enduring and celebrated works.

2. The Razor's Edge by W. Somerset Maugham
This novel tells the story of Larry Darrell, a World War I veteran who embarks on a spiritual quest for
meaning and enlightenment. Contrasting Larry’s journey with the lives of his friends who pursue wealth
and social status, Maugham explores themes of fulfillment, spirituality, and the human condition.

3. Cakes and Ale by W. Somerset Maugham
A witty and satirical novel about the literary world, focusing on the life of the popular author Alroy Kear
and the contrasting characters surrounding him. Maugham examines themes of authenticity, social
pretensions, and the nature of artistic success with humor and insight.

4. The Painted Veil by W. Somerset Maugham
Set in the 1920s, this novel follows Kitty Fane, a young woman who, after an unfaithful marriage,
accompanies her bacteriologist husband to a cholera-ridden region of China. The story explores themes of
love, redemption, and personal growth against a backdrop of cultural and moral challenges.

5. Stamboul Train by Graham Greene
Though not by Maugham, this novel shares similar themes of human struggle and interpersonal
relationships. Set aboard a train traveling from Istanbul to Calais, it weaves together the lives of diverse
passengers, exploring fate, morality, and the bonds that tie people together.

6. Brave New World by Aldous Huxley
A dystopian novel examining the constraints and conditioning imposed on individuals in a highly
controlled society. Like Maugham’s exploration of bondage in a metaphorical sense, Huxley’s work delves
into the loss of freedom and the cost of conformity.

7. Man’s Search for Meaning by Viktor E. Frankl
A profound memoir and psychological exploration of life in Nazi concentration camps, this book discusses



finding purpose amid suffering. It complements the existential themes in Of Human Bondage by addressing
how humans seek freedom and meaning even in bondage.

8. David Copperfield by Charles Dickens
A classic coming-of-age novel chronicling the life of David Copperfield from childhood to maturity. Like
Philip Carey’s story, it offers a detailed look at personal development, social challenges, and the quest for
identity and happiness.

9. The Bell Jar by Sylvia Plath
A semi-autobiographical novel that explores the mental struggles of Esther Greenwood, a young woman
confronting societal expectations and personal despair. The book resonates with themes of emotional
bondage and the search for self-liberation, paralleling the psychological depth found in Maugham’s work.
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