
a problem by anton chekhov
A Problem by Anton Chekhov is a short story that explores the complexities of
human relationships, moral dilemmas, and the social issues of the time.
Chekhov, a master of short fiction, uses this narrative to delve into the
themes of responsibility, ethics, and the consequences of one’s actions. The
story revolves around a young man, Sasha, who is caught in a web of familial
expectations and societal pressures. Through the interactions between the
characters, Chekhov reveals the intricacies of human behavior and the often
ambiguous nature of right and wrong.

Summary of the Story

Setting and Characters

A Problem is set in a Russian context that reflects the societal norms and
values of the late 19th century. The main characters include:

1. Sasha: A young man, the protagonist, who finds himself in a moral crisis.
2. The Uncle: A prominent figure in Sasha's life who embodies traditional
values and expectations.
3. The Mother: A character who represents familial love but is also
conflicted by her son’s actions.
4. The Family: Various relatives who contribute to the overall atmosphere of
judgment and expectation.

Plot Overview

The story begins with Sasha's family gathering to discuss a serious issue –
Sasha has been caught stealing a significant amount of money. The family is
torn between their love for Sasha and their sense of duty to uphold moral
standards. The central conflict revolves around whether to forgive Sasha's
transgression or to hold him accountable for his actions.

As the family debates the situation, the uncle takes a strong stance against
Sasha, advocating for a punishment that will teach him a lesson about
responsibility. Meanwhile, the mother is more sympathetic, torn between her
maternal instincts and the need to instill discipline. The dialogue is filled
with tension as each character presents their perspective, highlighting the
struggle between familial loyalty and ethical responsibility.

Thematic Analysis

Moral Ambiguity



Chekhov’s story is rife with moral ambiguity. The family’s discussions reveal
the complexity of right and wrong in human behavior. For instance, while
stealing is clearly a crime, the reasons behind Sasha’s actions paint a
different picture. He is portrayed as a young man influenced by peer
pressures, societal expectations, and personal shortcomings. This complexity
invites the reader to reflect on the nature of morality and whether it is
absolute or influenced by circumstances.

Family Dynamics

The interactions within Sasha’s family highlight the intricate dynamics that
exist in familial relationships. The mother’s protective nature contrasts
sharply with the uncle’s stringent views. This duality represents the broader
conflict between love and discipline, a theme that resonates with many
readers. Chekhov masterfully illustrates how love can sometimes cloud
judgment, leading to leniency in the face of wrongdoing.

Societal Expectations

The pressure of societal expectations is also a significant theme in A
Problem. The family’s reputation is at stake, and the fear of social
ostracization looms large over their discussions. This societal pressure
influences their decisions regarding Sasha’s fate. The story critiques the
rigid moral codes of the time, suggesting that such codes can lead to
inhumane treatment of individuals who fail to adhere to them.

Character Analysis

Sasha’s Character Development

Sasha’s character is central to the narrative. Initially presented as a
flawed individual who succumbs to temptation, he gradually reveals layers of
complexity. Chekhov portrays him as a product of his environment, suggesting
that his actions are not entirely a reflection of his character but rather a
culmination of external pressures.

- Flawed Youth: Sasha’s mistakes are indicative of youthful indiscretion and
the struggles of adolescence.
- Victim of Circumstance: The pressures he faces from family and society
contribute to his moral failings.
- Potential for Change: Throughout the story, there are hints that Sasha has
the potential to learn from his mistakes, adding a layer of hope to his
character arc.

The Uncle’s Role

The uncle serves as a foil to Sasha, embodying the strict societal values
that govern their lives. His unwavering stance on punishment reflects the
harsh realities of the time, where moral transgressions often led to severe



consequences.

- Symbol of Authority: The uncle represents the voice of reason and
tradition, insisting on accountability.
- Conflict with Compassion: Despite his rigid views, there are moments where
the uncle’s compassion for Sasha shines through, showcasing the internal
conflict between duty and love.

The Mother’s Dilemma

The mother is perhaps the most sympathetic character in the story. Her love
for Sasha is palpable, yet she is also aware of the implications of his
actions.

- Emotional Conflict: She struggles to balance her desire to protect her son
with the need to teach him a lesson.
- Representation of Maternal Love: Her character embodies the complexities of
motherhood, showcasing the deep emotional ties that can complicate moral
decisions.

Symbolism and Literary Devices

Symbolism in A Problem

Chekhov employs various symbols throughout the narrative to enhance the
themes and character dynamics.

- The Money: Represents not only Sasha’s crime but also the societal
expectations tied to wealth and morality.
- The Family Gathering: Symbolizes the collective judgment of society and the
pressure to conform to moral standards.

Use of Dialogue

Chekhov is known for his skillful use of dialogue, and A Problem is no
exception. The conversations between characters are rich with subtext,
revealing their inner struggles and conflicting emotions.

- Realism: The dialogue captures the nuances of human interaction, making the
characters relatable and authentic.
- Conflict: The exchanges serve to heighten the tension within the family,
illustrating the gravity of Sasha’s situation.

Conclusion

A Problem by Anton Chekhov is a poignant exploration of morality, family



dynamics, and societal expectations. The story’s strength lies in its ability
to present complex characters and situations that resonate with readers on
multiple levels. Chekhov’s keen observation of human behavior and his nuanced
portrayal of ethical dilemmas encourage readers to reflect on their own moral
beliefs and the often ambiguous nature of right and wrong.

Through Sasha’s journey and the familial discourse surrounding his actions,
Chekhov invites an examination of the delicate balance between love, duty,
and the harsh realities of life. Ultimately, A Problem serves as a timeless
reminder of the human condition, as relevant today as it was in the late 19th
century. The story challenges us to consider how we navigate our own moral
dilemmas and the impact of societal pressures on our decisions.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'A Problem' by Anton
Chekhov?
The central theme of 'A Problem' is the moral dilemmas and the complexities
of human relationships, particularly focusing on issues of honesty,
responsibility, and familial loyalty.

Who are the main characters in 'A Problem' and what
roles do they play?
The main characters are the protagonist Ivan Markovitch, who is the uncle,
and his wayward nephew Sasha, who is at the center of the family's moral
conflict regarding his theft and dishonesty.

How does Chekhov explore the concept of forgiveness
in 'A Problem'?
Chekhov explores forgiveness through the family's reactions to Sasha's
misdeeds, highlighting the struggle between societal expectations and
personal feelings, ultimately questioning whether true forgiveness is
possible.

What narrative techniques does Chekhov use to convey
the story in 'A Problem'?
Chekhov employs dialogue-driven narrative and realistic character
development, allowing readers to engage with the characters' internal
conflicts and moral debates without overt authorial commentary.



What is the significance of the title 'A Problem' in
the context of the story?
The title 'A Problem' signifies the moral quandary faced by the characters,
particularly the conflict between family loyalty and the need for justice,
reflecting broader societal issues regarding ethics and responsibility.

How does 'A Problem' reflect Chekhov's views on
social issues of his time?
'A Problem' reflects Chekhov's views on social issues such as the
complexities of wealth, the impact of education on morality, and the
challenges of personal integrity in a rapidly changing society.
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