
Abstract 

 

The subject of this thesis is the study and interpretation of the interlacement of the world of comedy in 

several works of Henry James and the reflection in these fictions of certain specified problems and 

challenges of modern society which assist to bring forth the social ambience therein.  

In the author’s opinion, the comedy in the said works of James, on the fundamental level, 

criticises and pokes fun at the evils of modern society and the characters who pay homage to them. The 

thesis argues that the comedy in the analysed works of Henry James satirizes several challenging, 

problematic socio-cultural and economic developments of contemporary modern times through the 

ridicule and stigmatization of the mostly despicable characters who, under the sway of these 

developments, perpetrate their negative influence on the lives of other characters in the selected works. 

To substantiate this argument the thesis looks at the following works of James: The Wings of the Dove, 

The Golden Bowl, The Portrait of a Lady, The Ambassadors, “The Turn of the Screw” and “The Beast 

in the Jungle.”  

At the outset, the thesis outlines briefly several critical approaches to the comedy in James’s 

works, comments on their validity, reveals the author’s views, and points in the direction of the critical 

opinions and approaches which the author embraces toward the comedy in the selected works. 

Furthermore, the thesis establishes the currency of James’s social consciousness, discusses the 

international social differences in James’s works, outlines the portrayal of the American and European 

social scenes in James’s works, and delineates the socio-cultural and economic developments with the 

negative effect on modern society, including the following: consumerism, materialism, moral 

abasement, objectification, commodification, commercialization, predatory financial acquisitiveness, 

rampant egotism, the interpenetration between the public and private spheres, and performativeness. 

 With respect to the four long works of Henry James (The Wings of the Dove, The Golden Bowl, 

The Portrait of a Lady and The Ambassadors), the thesis demonstrates the full scope of the thesis 

statement. With respect to the two shorter works (“The Beast in the Jungle” and “The Turn of the 

Screw”), where comedy is not a pronounced feature of their compositions in a traditional sense, the 

thesis proposes along which interpretative lines the comic perspective into the works is attainable. The 



link between the comedy and the social scene in these fictions being fuzzy, the thesis proposes that the 

value of including these textual specimen of James’s canon is in their assisting us in identifying the 

extreme limit beyond which there is little possibility of the insight into the social scene. The description 

of the means by which the tales defy the interpretative associations combining readings of the texts for 

the reflections of modern social problems and comic readings of the texts is effectively delivered as part 

of the investigations into the comedy in the respective works. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


