
sticks by george saunders analysis
sticks by george saunders analysis delves into the intricate layers of George Saunders' poignant
short story, exploring its central themes, character development, narrative structure, and the
profound emotional impact it has on readers. This comprehensive examination will unpack the
story's exploration of father-son relationships, societal anxieties, and the universal struggle for
connection and understanding. We will analyze the effectiveness of Saunders' distinctive prose, his
use of unreliable narration, and the thematic resonance of the titular "sticks." By dissecting these
elements, this article aims to provide a deep and insightful understanding of Sticks, offering valuable
perspectives for students, literature enthusiasts, and anyone interested in contemporary American
short fiction.
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Introduction to George Saunders' "Sticks"

George Saunders' short story "Sticks" stands as a powerful testament to the complexities of human
connection, particularly within the fraught landscape of familial bonds. The narrative centers on a
father's obsessive and ultimately misguided attempts to connect with his young son, a endeavor that
becomes inextricably linked to the creation of elaborate and precarious stick structures. Through a
unique narrative voice and a deeply felt emotional core, Saunders invites readers into a world where
good intentions can pave a road to isolation, and where the yearning for love can manifest in
peculiar and poignant ways. This analysis will provide an in-depth examination of the story's key
elements, from its thematic depth to its masterful literary techniques, offering a thorough
understanding of why "Sticks" continues to resonate with readers long after the final page.

Thematic Exploration in "Sticks"

The thematic richness of "Sticks" is multifaceted, weaving together several potent threads that
speak to universal human experiences. Saunders masterfully uses the seemingly simple act of
building with sticks to explore profound psychological and social undercurrents. The story functions
as a microcosm of broader societal anxieties, particularly concerning the pressures placed upon
fathers to be present and engaged in their children's lives, and the potential for these pressures to
lead to unintended consequences.

The Complexities of Father-Son Relationships

At its heart, "Sticks" is a poignant exploration of the intricate and often challenging dynamic
between a father and his son. The father's motivations, while seemingly rooted in love and a desire
for shared activity, are deeply flawed by his own anxieties and a profound misunderstanding of what
his son truly needs. The story illustrates how the performance of fatherhood can overshadow
genuine connection. The father’s obsession with the sticks becomes a barrier, a substitute for
authentic emotional engagement. The narrative highlights the generational gap in understanding,
where the father's perception of bonding through a grand, physical project clashes with the son's
potential need for simpler, more direct forms of affection and attention. The story asks us to
consider what true paternal presence entails.

The Weight of Societal Expectations and Loneliness

Beyond the familial, "Sticks" also comments on the pervasive influence of societal expectations. The
father feels an immense pressure to be the "ideal" father, a figure who actively participates in his
child's upbringing and creates memorable experiences. This pressure, coupled with an underlying
sense of loneliness and perhaps inadequacy, drives his increasingly elaborate and isolating
endeavors. The repetitive nature of his stick-building can be seen as a coping mechanism, a way to
fill the void and project an image of competence and devotion. The story subtly critiques a culture
that can sometimes prioritize external displays of effort over the internal cultivation of meaningful
relationships, leading to a paradox of being surrounded by perceived activity yet experiencing



profound isolation.

The Search for Meaning and Connection

Ultimately, the story is a profound meditation on the human search for meaning and connection. The
father's relentless pursuit of building the most impressive stick structure can be interpreted as a
quest for validation and a desperate attempt to forge a lasting bond with his son. However, his
methods alienate rather than attract. The son's quiet observations and eventual withdrawal
underscore the story’s central question: what truly constitutes a meaningful connection? Saunders
suggests that genuine connection is not built on grand gestures or obsessive projects, but on
empathy, understanding, and shared vulnerability. The story leaves readers contemplating the
myriad ways individuals attempt to find their place and connect with others in a world that can often
feel isolating.

Character Analysis: The Father and Son

The success of "Sticks" hinges significantly on its nuanced characterizations, particularly of the
father and son. Saunders imbues both with a depth that allows readers to empathize even with the
father's misguided actions, while simultaneously understanding the son's growing unease.

The Father's Internal World and Motivations

The father in "Sticks" is a complex figure, driven by a potent mix of love, anxiety, and a profound
fear of inadequacy. His obsession with building with sticks is not simply a hobby; it is a
manifestation of his internal struggles. He seems to believe that by creating something tangible and
impressive, he can prove his worth as a father and secure his son's affection. His internal
monologue, often presented in fragmented thoughts and anxieties, reveals a man wrestling with
societal pressures and a perceived failure to connect. The meticulous detail he dedicates to the
construction of his stick structures mirrors his intense focus on controlling the outcome of his
fatherhood. His actions, though ultimately detrimental to his relationship with his son, stem from a
deeply felt, albeit misguided, desire for paternal success and familial harmony.

The Son's Perspective and Growth

The son's perspective in "Sticks" is crucial to understanding the story's emotional impact. Though
his voice is less dominant than his father's, his reactions and gradual withdrawal offer a poignant
counterpoint. He is a child caught between his father's grand ambitions and his own nascent
understanding of emotional needs. Initially, he may have been drawn to the novelty of the stick
structures, but as the obsession deepens, his discomfort grows. His silence and his eventual
distancing speak volumes, indicating a child who feels unseen and unheard by his father’s grand
project. The son’s journey in the story is one of quiet observation and, ultimately, self-preservation,
as he navigates the strange and demanding landscape created by his father's singular focus. His



character arc highlights the importance of a child's emotional landscape being acknowledged and
validated.

Narrative Style and Structure

George Saunders is renowned for his distinctive narrative style, and "Sticks" is a prime example of
his masterful use of language and structure to create a unique reading experience. The story’s
effectiveness is deeply intertwined with how it is told.

Saunders' Distinctive Prose and Voice

Saunders' prose in "Sticks" is characterized by its immediacy, its slightly off-kilter rhythm, and its
ability to convey deep emotional truths through seemingly simple language. He often employs a
voice that feels intimate, drawing the reader into the characters' consciousness, particularly the
father's. This voice can be both humorous and heartbreaking, often within the same sentence. His
sentences can be long and meandering, mirroring the flow of thought, or short and punchy,
reflecting moments of sharp realization or anxiety. This stylistic choice allows for a direct and
unvarnished portrayal of the characters' inner lives, creating a sense of authenticity that is both
disarming and profoundly moving. The colloquialisms and occasional awkwardness of the language
further enhance its realism.

The Impact of Unreliable Narration

The narrative perspective in "Sticks" plays a significant role in shaping the reader's understanding
of events. While not overtly deceitful, the narration is filtered through the father's highly subjective
and often anxious lens. This creates a form of unreliable narration, where the reader must piece
together the reality of the situation from the father's biased accounts. We are privy to his
rationalizations and his deep-seated beliefs, which may not align with the son's lived experience or
the objective truth of their relationship. This unreliability invites critical engagement, prompting
readers to question the father's motivations and interpretations, and to infer the emotional cost of
his actions. The effect is a more complex and thought-provoking narrative that demands active
participation from the reader.

Symbolism and the Significance of the Sticks

The titular "sticks" are more than just building materials; they are potent symbols within the story.
They represent the father's ambition, his misguided attempts at connection, and the fragile nature of
his efforts. The act of collecting and assembling them becomes an all-consuming ritual, a physical
manifestation of his internal state. The precariousness of the stick structures—their tendency to
collapse—mirrors the instability of the father-son relationship and the father's own emotional
foundation. The sticks also symbolize a form of communication, or rather, a failed attempt at it. The
father believes he is communicating his love and dedication through these constructions, but they



ultimately serve as a barrier. Their accumulation signifies the overwhelming nature of his obsession,
both for himself and for his son.

The Emotional Resonance of "Sticks"

The enduring power of "Sticks" lies in its profound emotional resonance. Saunders has a remarkable
ability to tap into universal feelings of longing, parental love, and the pain of miscommunication. The
story elicits empathy for the father's earnest but flawed intentions, even as it highlights the negative
impact of his actions on his son. Readers are likely to connect with the quiet desperation for
connection that permeates the narrative, recognizing similar struggles within their own lives or the
lives of those they know. The story doesn't offer easy answers but rather a deeply felt portrayal of
the human condition, leaving a lasting impression of both the beauty and the difficulty of building
meaningful relationships. The quiet melancholy that settles over the narrative is a testament to its
authentic emotional core.

George Saunders' "Sticks" is a masterclass in short fiction, offering a profound and moving
exploration of familial relationships, societal pressures, and the fundamental human need for
connection. Through his distinctive prose, compelling characterizations, and potent symbolism,
Saunders crafts a narrative that is both intellectually stimulating and deeply emotionally impactful.
The story’s lingering questions about the nature of love, the performance of parenthood, and the
quiet tragedies of unmet needs continue to resonate, solidifying its place as a significant work in
contemporary literature.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of George Saunders' 'Sticks'?
The central theme of 'Sticks' is the complex and often fraught nature of father-son relationships,
exploring the ways in which fathers try to impart life lessons and values to their sons, sometimes
with unintended consequences or a failure to truly connect.

How does Saunders use the concept of 'sticks' metaphorically
in the story?
The 'sticks' in the story represent more than just literal pieces of wood. They symbolize the burdens,
lessons, and even the perceived wisdom that fathers try to pass down to their sons. They can also
represent the father's own struggles and the weight of his expectations.

What is the narrator's perspective in 'Sticks', and how does it
shape the reader's understanding?
The story is narrated from the perspective of a father, but it's filtered through his own anxieties and
attempts to rationalize his actions. This perspective can be unreliable, forcing the reader to question
his motives and the true impact of his behavior on his son.



What kind of relationship does the father-son duo have in
'Sticks'?
Their relationship is characterized by a disconnect. The father is actively trying to teach and guide
his son, often through demanding tasks, while the son appears resistant, detached, or simply not
understanding the father's intentions.

How does Saunders employ dark humor or satire in 'Sticks'?
Saunders uses a darkly humorous and often absurd tone to highlight the ridiculousness of the
father's attempts to control and shape his son. The extreme nature of the 'stick' assignments and the
father's internal monologues often lean into satire.

What does the act of collecting sticks symbolize for the father
character?
For the father, collecting sticks seems to be a ritualistic way of imposing order and purpose, both on
his environment and on his son's life. It's a tangible expression of his desire to build something
lasting and meaningful, even if it's ultimately misguided.

What are some of the prevailing anxieties of the father in
'Sticks'?
The father is anxious about his son's future, his perceived lack of ambition or engagement, and his
own role as a father. He fears failing to equip his son with the necessary skills or moral compass to
navigate the world.

How does the setting of the story contribute to its overall
mood and themes?
The story often takes place in a rural or somewhat isolated setting, which can amplify the father's
sense of responsibility and the intensity of his interactions with his son. The natural world becomes a
backdrop for their strained domestic drama.

What is the ultimate message or takeaway from George
Saunders' 'Sticks'?
While 'Sticks' doesn't offer easy answers, it prompts reflection on the challenges of parenthood, the
difficulty of genuine communication, and the complex legacy we leave for our children. It suggests
that true connection often requires more than imposing one's will or lessons.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to an analysis of George Saunders' work, presented as a numbered list
with short descriptions:



1. The Empathy Engine: Navigating Saunders' Moral Landscapes
This collection of essays delves into the profound capacity for empathy that defines George
Saunders' fiction. It explores how his characters, often in dire circumstances, manage to connect
with and understand one another. Readers will discover critical examinations of the author's
techniques for fostering compassion and building bridges across seemingly insurmountable divides.
The book aims to unpack the philosophical underpinnings of Saunders' belief in shared humanity.

2. The Microcosm and the Machine: Saunders' Satire of Modern Life
This critical study analyzes George Saunders' masterful use of satire to dissect the absurdities and
dehumanizing aspects of contemporary society. It focuses on how he employs technological
anxieties, corporate culture, and consumerism as fertile ground for his narratives. The book
investigates the effectiveness of his satirical lens in exposing societal flaws and prompting readers to
question their own realities. Expect insightful discussions on his unique blend of humor and critique.

3. Beyond the Punchline: The Heartbreak and Hope in Saunders' Storytelling
This volume examines the emotional depth that underpins George Saunders' often humorous and
bizarre tales. It argues that beneath the surface-level comedy lies a profound exploration of human
suffering, vulnerability, and resilience. The book highlights how Saunders uses tragicomic elements
to elicit both laughter and tears, ultimately leading readers towards a more hopeful understanding
of the human condition. It's a deep dive into the pathos that makes his work so resonant.

4. The Architecture of Kindness: Structure and Theme in Saunders' Fiction
This analytical work dissects the intricate structural elements George Saunders employs to convey
his central themes. It explores how his narrative choices, such as experimental forms and unreliable
narrators, contribute to the overarching messages of his stories. The book investigates the
intentionality behind his stylistic innovations and their impact on the reader's experience. Readers
will gain a deeper appreciation for the craft that supports his profound humanism.

5. Translating the Unthinkable: Saunders' Exploration of Trauma and Memory
This collection of essays focuses on George Saunders' brave engagement with themes of trauma,
grief, and the fallibility of memory. It analyzes how his characters grapple with past hurts and the
ways in which these experiences shape their present lives. The book explores his nuanced portrayal
of psychological wounds and the arduous process of healing. Expect thoughtful consideration of how
Saunders renders the internal landscapes of his characters.

6. The Ordinary Miracles: Finding the Sublime in Saunders' Everyday Worlds
This critical appraisal celebrates George Saunders' extraordinary ability to find the profound and the
miraculous within the seemingly mundane. It investigates how his fiction elevates everyday
struggles and small acts of courage into moments of significant human drama. The book showcases
his knack for revealing the extraordinary in the ordinary, prompting readers to reconsider their own
perceptions of daily life. It's a testament to the power of human connection in the face of
overwhelming odds.

7. Echoes of the Other: Voice and Perspective in George Saunders' Narratives
This book offers an in-depth analysis of the diverse and often unconventional voices that populate
George Saunders' literary universe. It examines how he utilizes distinct perspectives, including those
of children, animals, and even inanimate objects, to offer unique insights. The essays explore the
ethical implications of these varied viewpoints and how they contribute to a richer understanding of
the world. It's a study in narrative innovation and its power to broaden our empathy.

8. The Ethics of Intervention: Moral Dilemmas in Saunders' Fictional Worlds



This scholarly work tackles the complex ethical questions that George Saunders frequently poses in
his fiction. It explores the moral quandaries faced by his characters, particularly in situations
involving power imbalances and societal pressures. The book investigates how Saunders' narratives
challenge readers to consider their own ethical frameworks and the responsibilities they hold.
Expect a rigorous examination of the moral philosophy embedded within his captivating stories.

9. Navigating the Absurd: Saunders' Quest for Meaning in a Chaotic Universe
This collection explores George Saunders' engagement with existential themes and his search for
meaning amidst chaos and absurdity. It analyzes how his characters confront the inherent
randomness of existence and strive to create order and purpose. The book delves into his unique
blend of humor and philosophical inquiry as he probes the human desire for understanding. Readers
will find insights into how Saunders' work offers solace and a path towards embracing life's inherent
uncertainties.
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