heart of the matter novel

Heart of the Matter is a profound novel written by Graham Greene, first published in 1948. This
compelling narrative explores themes of moral ambiguity, love, guilt, and the complexities of human
relationships, all set against the backdrop of a war-torn African country. Greene’s intricate storytelling
and well-developed characters invite readers to ponder deep philosophical questions while navigating

the tumultuous terrain of the human heart.

Overview of the Novel

Heart of the Matter is set in Sierra Leone during World War II, where the protagonist, Scobie, serves
as a British colonial officer. The novel opens with Scobie grappling with his own sense of duty, love,
and the moral dilemmas posed by his position. Greene’s portrayal of colonial life and the psychological
struggles of his characters paints a vivid picture of a world filled with conflict, both external and

internal.

Plot Summary

The story revolves around Major Scobie, who is stationed in Sierra Leone. As a loyal officer, he finds
himself torn between his duties to the British Empire and his personal beliefs. The narrative unfolds
through Scobie’s reflections on love, faith, and betrayal, providing a rich exploration of his internal

battles.
Key events in the plot include:

1. Scobie's Marriage: Scobie is married to Louise, but their relationship is strained. Louise is

emotionally distant, and Scobie feels increasingly isolated.



2. The Arrival of a New Officer: The arrival of the young and vibrant officer, Lieutenant Colley,
introduces new dynamics to Scobie’s life. Colley’s flirtation with Louise ignites jealousy and insecurity

in Scobie.

3. The Temptation of Infidelity: As Scobie feels overwhelmed by his marital issues and the pressures
of colonial duty, he develops an emotional connection with a local woman, Helen. This relationship

becomes a source of guilt and complicates his moral standing.

4. The Conflict of Duty and Morality: Scobie’s loyalty to his superiors and his desire to protect those he

loves lead him to make increasingly desperate choices, culminating in a tragic conclusion.

Thematic Exploration

Heart of the Matter delves into several key themes that resonate throughout the novel:

1. Morality and Guilt: Scobie’s internal conflict highlights the struggle between duty and personal
ethics. His actions are driven by a desire to do what he believes is right, yet they lead to feelings of

guilt and despair.

2. Love and Betrayal: The relationships in the novel are complex. Scobie’s love for Helen is juxtaposed
against his loyalty to Louise, leading to feelings of betrayal on both sides. Greene explores how love

can be both a refuge and a source of pain.

3. Colonialism: The setting of Sierra Leone serves as a backdrop for exploring the effects of colonial
rule. Greene critiques the moral implications of colonialism and its impact on both the colonizers and

the colonized.

4. Faith and Doubt: Scobie’s struggle with faith is a central element of the narrative. His Catholic
beliefs are challenged by his actions, leading to a profound existential crisis that drives the plot

forward.



Character Analysis

The characters in Heart of the Matter are intricately crafted, each representing different facets of

human emotion and moral conflict.

Major Scobie

- Complexity: Scobie is a deeply conflicted character. His sense of duty often clashes with his personal
desires, leading him to make decisions that haunt him.
- Moral Dilemmas: His choices reflect the broader themes of the novel, as he grapples with the

implications of his actions on both personal and societal levels.

Louise Scobie

- Emotional Distance: Louise represents the emotional barriers that can exist within relationships. Her
inability to connect with Scobie adds to his sense of isolation.
- Symbol of Betrayal: Louise’s flirtation with Colley serves as a catalyst for Scobie’s internal turmoil,

highlighting the theme of betrayal in love.

Helen

- The Object of Desire: Helen embodies both temptation and the possibility of redemption for Scobie.
Her relationship with him complicates the narrative and contributes to his moral decline.
- Contrast to Louise: Helen’s warmth and understanding contrast sharply with Louise’s emotional

coldness, further emphasizing Scobie’s struggles.



Lieutenant Colley

- Youth and Naivety: Colley’s character represents youthful exuberance and the carefree nature of
love, serving as a foil to Scobie’s burdensome responsibilities.
- Catalyst for Conflict: His interactions with both Scobie and Louise provoke critical moments in the

plot, pushing Scobie further into his moral quandary.

Literary Devices and Style

Graham Greene employs various literary devices that enhance the depth of Heart of the Matter and

contribute to its thematic richness.

Symbolism

- The Heart: The title itself symbolizes the core of human emotion and moral conflict. It represents both
the capacity to love and the potential for betrayal.
- The War: The backdrop of World War |l symbolizes the chaos and unpredictability of life, mirroring

Scobie’s internal struggles.

Imagery and Descriptive Language

Greene’s use of vivid imagery immerses readers in the setting of Sierra Leone. His descriptions of the
landscape, climate, and the people provide a sensory experience that complements the emotional

undertones of the narrative.



Dialogue and Inner Monologue

The dialogue between characters reveals their relationships and emotional states, while Scobie’s inner
monologue provides insight into his moral dilemmas. This duality allows readers to engage with the

characters on a deeper level.

Critical Reception and Legacy

Upon its release, Heart of the Matter received critical acclaim for its exploration of complex themes
and its psychological depth. Greene’s ability to portray the intricacies of the human condition resonated

with readers and critics alike.

1. Themes of Existentialism: The novel is often analyzed through an existential lens, with discussions

focusing on Scobie’s search for meaning in a chaotic world.

2. Influence on Literature: Greene’s work has influenced countless writers and continues to be studied

for its moral complexity and character development.

3. Adaptations: The novel has been adapted into various forms, including film and stage productions,

further cementing its place in literary history.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Heart of the Matter stands out as a poignant exploration of the human experience.
Graham Greene’s masterful storytelling, rich character development, and profound themes invite
readers to reflect on their own moral choices and the complexities of love and duty. The novel remains
relevant today, serving as a timeless reminder of the struggles that lie at the heart of our existence.

Through Scobie’s journey, Greene challenges us to consider the weight of our actions and the intricate



tapestry of human relationships, making Heart of the Matter a significant work in the canon of modern

literature.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the central themes explored in 'Heart of the Matter'?

The central themes of 'Heart of the Matter' include love, betrayal, morality, and the complexities of
human relationships. The novel delves into how personal choices affect not just the individual but also

those around them.

Who is the main protagonist in 'Heart of the Matter' and what
challenges do they face?

The main protagonist in 'Heart of the Matter' is a character named Philip, who faces challenges related
to his personal relationships, ethical dilemmas, and the impact of his decisions on his family and

community.

How does the setting influence the narrative in 'Heart of the Matter'?

The setting of 'Heart of the Matter' plays a crucial role in shaping the narrative, as it reflects the social
and cultural dynamics of the time. The backdrop often amplifies the characters' internal conflicts and

highlights the moral issues they confront.

What critical reception has 'Heart of the Matter' received since its
release?

Since its release, 'Heart of the Matter' has received positive critical reception for its deep character
development and thought-provoking themes. Critics have praised the author's ability to tackle complex

moral questions with nuance.



In what ways does 'Heart of the Matter' reflect contemporary societal
issues?

'Heart of the Matter' reflects contemporary societal issues such as the struggle for personal integrity in
a morally ambiguous world, the impacts of social expectations on personal choices, and the challenges

of maintaining relationships in a fast-paced society.
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