the devil and daniel webster analysis

the devil and daniel webster analysis explores the rich narrative and
thematic elements of Stephen Vincent Benét’s classic short story. This tale,
often studied for its unique blend of American folklore, legal drama, and
moral questions, offers a compelling examination of justice, patriotism, and
the human soul. The devil and daniel webster analysis reveals how the story
uses allegory and symbolism to question the nature of good and evil, while
also reflecting on American identity during the early 20th century. This
article will dissect the plot, characters, and literary devices employed by
Benét, providing insight into why this story remains a significant piece in
American literature. Additionally, it will analyze the story’s cultural
impact and its portrayal of the supernatural intertwined with real historical
references. Below is a detailed breakdown of the key aspects covered in this
analysis.

Plot Overview and Summary

Main Characters and Their Roles

Themes and Symbolism

Literary Devices and Style
e Cultural and Historical Context

e Impact and Legacy

Plot Overview and Summary

The devil and daniel webster analysis begins with a concise recount of the
story’s plot, which centers on the character Jabez Stone, a New Hampshire
farmer who sells his soul to the devil in exchange for prosperity. The story
unfolds as Stone regrets his pact and seeks the help of Daniel Webster, a
renowned lawyer and orator. Webster agrees to defend Stone in a trial against
the devil, where the fate of Stone’s soul hangs in the balance. This
courtroom drama is unique in that the jury is composed of infamous historical
figures who represent the dark side of human history. Through persuasive
rhetoric and appeals to American values, Webster challenges the devil’s
claim.

Key Plot Points

The narrative progresses through several critical moments, including:



e Jabez Stone’s initial desperation and pact with the devil.
e Stone’s realization of the consequences and his plea for help.

e Daniel Webster’s acceptance of the case and his preparation for the
trial.

e The courtroom showdown, where Webster delivers a famous speech invoking
justice, liberty, and patriotism.

e The verdict and its implications for Stone and the symbolic victory of
good over evil.

Main Characters and Their Roles

In the devil and daniel webster analysis, character examination is crucial to
understanding the story’s moral and thematic messages. Each character
represents broader concepts, contributing to the allegorical nature of the
narrative.

Jabez Stone

Jabez Stone is the archetypal “everyman” who embodies human weakness and the
desire for a better life. His pact with the devil reflects the temptation to
sacrifice integrity for material gain, a timeless theme in literature.

Daniel Webster

Daniel Webster, the story’s hero, symbolizes justice, eloquence, and American
nationalism. As a historical figure, Webster was known for his legal
expertise and oratory skills, making him an ideal representative of the fight
against evil and corruption within the story.

The Devil (Mr. Scratch)

The devil, referred to as Mr. Scratch, serves as the antagonist and
personification of temptation and evil. His cunning nature and the
supernatural elements he brings to the story heighten the stakes of the legal
battle and accentuate the moral conflict at the narrative’s core.



Themes and Symbolism

This section of the devil and daniel webster analysis explores the rich
thematic layers and symbolic motifs that underpin the story’s narrative and
message.

The Struggle Between Good and Evil

The central theme is the classic conflict between good and evil, represented
by Daniel Webster and Mr. Scratch respectively. The story dramatizes the
moral battle over Jabez Stone’s soul, emphasizing the power of righteousness
and justice.

American Identity and Patriotism

Daniel Webster’s speech and the trial’s setting invoke strong themes of
patriotism and national pride. The story critiques and celebrates American
values such as freedom, justice, and collective morality, making it a unique
piece of cultural commentary.

The Power of Redemption

Jabez Stone’s journey reflects the possibility of redemption and the idea
that even those who err can be saved through courage and moral conviction.

Symbolism in the Story

The devil and daniel webster analysis highlights several key symbols,
including:

e The Contract: Symbolizes the binding nature of one’s choices and the
consequences of moral compromise.

e The Jury: Composed of notorious figures, representing the weight of
historical sins and the judgment of humanity.

e Daniel Webster’s Oratory: Symbolizes the power of words and justice to
overcome evil.

Literary Devices and Style

Stephen Vincent Benét’s use of literary devices enriches the devil and daniel
webster analysis by enhancing the narrative’s impact and depth.



Allegory

The story functions as an allegory, using characters and events to represent
moral and philosophical ideas about good, evil, and justice. This technique
allows readers to engage with complex concepts in an accessible way.

Imagery and Symbolism

Vivid imagery and symbolic elements create a supernatural atmosphere that
reinforces the story’s themes. The dark, eerie settings and the portrayal of
the devil emphasize the story’s moral tension.

Rhetorical Devices

Daniel Webster’s courtroom speech employs rhetorical strategies such as
appeals to ethos, pathos, and logos. These techniques demonstrate the
persuasive power of language and underpin the story’s message about justice
and freedom.

Tone and Narrative Style

The tone balances suspense and moral seriousness with elements of folklore
and humor. Benét’s narrative style reflects American storytelling traditions,
blending realism with fantasy to engage the reader.

Cultural and Historical Context

Understanding the cultural and historical background enhances the devil and
daniel webster analysis by situating the story within its broader American
context.

Early 20th Century America

Written in 1936, the story reflects America’s social and political climate
during the Great Depression. Themes of struggle, justice, and national
identity resonated strongly with contemporary audiences facing economic
hardship and uncertainty.

American Folklore and Mythology

The story draws heavily on American folklore traditions, particularly the
Faust legend of selling one’s soul to the devil. By integrating this motif
with distinctly American characters and values, Benét created a uniquely



national myth.

Historical Figures as Jury Members

The inclusion of infamous historical personalities on the devil’s jury serves
as a commentary on morality in history and the complexities of judgment. This
choice reflects a nuanced understanding of American history and the figures
who shaped it.

Impact and Legacy

The devil and daniel webster analysis concludes with an examination of the
story’s lasting significance in literature and popular culture.

Literary Influence

Benét'’'s story is regarded as a seminal work in American literature, notable
for its blending of folklore, legal drama, and moral inquiry. It has
influenced numerous adaptations in theater, film, and radio, highlighting its
cultural versatility.

Enduring Themes

The universal themes of temptation, justice, and redemption continue to
resonate with readers, ensuring the story’s relevance across generations. Its
portrayal of American values also contributes to its ongoing study in
educational settings.

Adaptations and Interpretations

Various adaptations have expanded the story’s reach, interpreting its themes
through different artistic lenses. These include:

e Stage plays emphasizing the courtroom drama.
e Radio broadcasts highlighting the narrative’s suspense.

e Film adaptations exploring the supernatural elements.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'The Devil and Daniel
Webster'?

The central theme of 'The Devil and Daniel Webster' is the struggle between
good and evil, exploring the concepts of justice, patriotism, and the power
of redemption through the protagonist's battle with the devil.

How does Stephen Vincent Benét portray Daniel
Webster's character in the story?

Stephen Vincent Benét portrays Daniel Webster as a patriotic, eloquent, and
morally upright lawyer who embodies American values and justice, using his
wit and oratory skills to defend the protagonist against the devil.

What role does the trial scene play in the narrative
of 'The Devil and Daniel Webster'?

The trial scene is the climax of the story where Daniel Webster defends Jabez
Stone against the devil, symbolizing the fight for the soul and showcasing
themes of justice, rhetoric, and the power of national identity.

How does 'The Devil and Daniel Webster' reflect
American cultural identity?

The story reflects American cultural identity by emphasizing themes of
freedom, individual rights, and nationalism, with Daniel Webster representing
the spirit of American democracy and justice.

What literary devices are prominently used in 'The
Devil and Daniel Webster'?

Prominent literary devices include symbolism, allegory, personification, and
vivid imagery, all of which enhance the moral and thematic depth of the
story.

How is the character of the devil depicted in the
story?
The devil is depicted as a cunning, manipulative, and confident figure who

represents temptation and evil, challenging the protagonist and testing the
limits of human resolve.



What is the significance of the setting in 'The
Devil and Daniel Webster'?

The setting in rural New England during the early 19th century grounds the
story in American folklore, enhancing its themes of patriotism and
traditional values.

How does the story address the concept of sacrifice?

The story addresses sacrifice through Jabez Stone's pact with the devil and
Daniel Webster's willingness to risk his own soul to save Jabez, highlighting
themes of loyalty, courage, and redemption.

Additional Resources

1. The Devil and Daniel Webster: A Critical Analysis

This book provides an in-depth examination of Stephen Vincent Benét’s classic
short story, exploring its themes of patriotism, morality, and the
supernatural. It delves into the historical context of the tale and analyzes
the characters’ symbolic roles. Readers gain insight into the narrative’s
reflection on American identity and justice.

2. Faustian Bargains: The Devil in American Literature

Exploring various American works featuring deals with the devil, this book
situates The Devil and Daniel Webster within a broader literary tradition. It
discusses how authors use the motif of the devil to address moral dilemmas
and cultural anxieties. The text highlights the evolution of the devil figure
in American storytelling.

3. Stephen Vincent Benét and the American Gothic

This work focuses on Benét’s contributions to the American Gothic genre, with
a special focus on The Devil and Daniel Webster. It analyzes the gothic
elements present in the story, such as the eerie atmosphere and the presence
of evil forces. The book also considers how Benét’s style influences modern
interpretations of folklore.

4. The Devil’s Advocate: Legal Themes in The Devil and Daniel Webster
Focusing on the legal drama within the story, this book examines the
courtroom scenes and the portrayal of justice. It discusses Daniel Webster’s
role as an advocate and the moral implications of his defense against the
devil. The analysis reveals the story’s commentary on law, ethics, and
redemption.

5. Myth and Morality in The Devil and Daniel Webster

This book explores the mythological underpinnings and moral lessons embedded
in Benét’s story. It interprets the narrative as a modern American myth that
grapples with sin, temptation, and redemption. The author discusses how
folklore shapes the characters and the story’s enduring appeal.



6. The Portrayal of the Devil in American Folklore and Literature

A comprehensive study of the devil’s image across American folklore, this
book places The Devil and Daniel Webster as a key example. It traces the
devil’s characteristics and symbolism from early colonial tales to
contemporary literature. The text highlights the cultural significance of the
devil figure in shaping American narratives.

7. Daniel Webster: The Man Behind the Legend

This biography examines the historical figure of Daniel Webster and contrasts
him with his literary representation. It provides context for understanding
why Benét chose Webster as his protagonist and how the story reflects
Webster’s political ideals. The book provides a nuanced view of Webster’s
legacy in American history and literature.

8. Good vs. Evil: Thematic Conflicts in The Devil and Daniel Webster

This analytical work focuses on the central theme of good versus evil in the
story. It explores how characters embody these opposing forces and the
narrative techniques used to depict their struggle. The book also discusses
the story’s moral resolution and its impact on readers.

9. American Folklore Reimagined: The Devil and Daniel Webster in Popular
Culture

This book investigates adaptations and reinterpretations of The Devil and
Daniel Webster in film, theater, and other media. It analyzes how the story’s
themes are preserved or altered in different formats. The study highlights
the tale’s lasting influence on American cultural consciousness.
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