
Power of Literature in Balzac and the Little Chinese Seamstress

Individual Growth in Balzac and the Little Chinese Seamstress
Literature offers insights into others’ lives and challenges us to think about our own.





Luo, The Narrator and the Little Seamstress are affected by the ideals and concepts presented by Western Literature.





This is the most important theme in the novel as it provides the catalyst for the character development, the plot and the other thematic ideas. The boys and the Little Seamstress would have been one-dimensional, except for their exposure to the novels. The plot would have stalled, or at least been reduced merely to a tale of romance and hardship. This theme cannot be seen in isolation as aspects of it affect all the other themes including Individual Growth and Re-education. 





1. If the Little Seamstress had not been exposed to literature she would not have realised her potential. The concepts of individual thought, ambition, choice and self-growth would have remained alien and unexplored.  The novels inspired her and the boys, offering them all an avenue of escape, whether concrete or abstract.


2. The novels were vehicles for transformation. Their examinations of human nature and the human condition exposed the boys and the Little Seamstress to philosophical considerations which they would not otherwise have appreciated.


3. The Communist regime with all its revolutionary propaganda about patriotism and ideology is clearly held up against the binary opposite of Western democratic civilisation with its traditions of individualism, free will and liberalism. This contrast is what underpins the novel. Without this constant comparison the changes in the main characters would not be as obvious or as substantial. 


4. Literature has the power to transform, but that transformation can manifest itself in different, not always desirable, ways.








p45 ‘“You’ve got a stash of  forbidden books”. A flicker of panic showed in our short-sighted friend’s eyes.’


p53 “I stayed in bed until nightfall, without food, completely wrapped up in the French story of love and miracles”


p58 “This fellow Balzac is a wizard”


p93 ‘“All I feel is loathing” “Me too. Loathing for everyone who kept these books from us.”’


p101 “…we were seduced, overwhelmed, spellbound by the mystery of the outside world.”


p102 Without Jean-Christophe “I would never have understood the splendour of  taking free and independent action as an individual.”


p171 “I caught the name of Balzac, and wondered what any of this could possibly have to do with him.”











The theme is included in the novel as it is juxtaposed against the oppressive, practical regime of the Cultural Revolution, offering an escape from the drab world of communist conformity. 





Define the theme generally:





Identify this theme in relation to the book:





Analyse why this theme is integral to the book:





Look at the thematic idea. Extend your ideas from the tiers above in relation to the thematic idea: 





Select quotes to justify that the theme is important to the book:





Extension:  When we come to know ourselves, rather than being merely being products of the people and world around us, we have grown. In relation to the novel, do you feel this comment is valid? Relate your answer to a specific character.





Thematic Idea:


Literature inspires and elevates thought





Each tier in this pyramid addresses a guiding question. Refer to the pyramid you must complete to see these questions








Thematic Idea:


Growth creates character





Fill in this pyramid yourself, using the model and the Thematic Idea to guide you.





Each level has a guiding question. Follow this to complete each tier.











“A Theme Pyramid”











