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George Saunders is a master of short fiction, and his story "Puppy" showcases his deft
ability to explore complex human emotions and social issues through seemingly simple
narratives. Published in The New Yorker in 2011, "Puppy" delves into themes of class
disparity, parental instincts, and the moral ambiguities that accompany our choices. This
analysis will dissect the story's characters, themes, and narrative techniques, providing
insight into Saunders' craftsmanship and the resonances his story holds in the
contemporary landscape.

Plot Summary

"Puppy" revolves around two families: the wealthy and seemingly perfect family of the
protagonist, Marie, and the less affluent family of her friend, Callie. The narrative unfolds
through alternating perspectives, allowing readers to see the contrasting realities of both
families.

Key Events:
1. Introduction of Callie and her family: Callie is a struggling mother who lives on a
rundown property with her two children, who often face the harsh realities of their
socioeconomic status.
2. Marie’s visit: Marie visits Callie’s home with her children, planning to purchase a puppy
from Callie. The visit serves as a catalyst for the unfolding drama.
3. The puppy’s plight: The story takes a darker turn as the reader discovers the differing
attitudes toward the puppy between the two families, highlighting their contrasting values
and lifestyles.

The narrative culminates in a tension-filled climax that forces both characters into a
confrontation with their own moral beliefs, leaving readers to reflect on the implications of
their decisions.

Character Analysis

The characters in "Puppy" are vividly drawn, representing different societal values and
parenting approaches.

Marie

Marie is a well-meaning but somewhat naive character, embodying the affluent class. Her
desire to provide her children with a puppy stems from a place of love and innocence.
However, her superficial understanding of the puppy's needs contrasts with the reality of



Callie's life. Marie's character serves to critique the privilege that comes with wealth, as
she is often blind to the struggles faced by those less fortunate.

Callie

Callie represents the working class, struggling to provide for her children in a harsh
environment. Her love for her kids is palpable, but her circumstances often lead her to
make difficult choices. The stark difference between her life and Marie's is evident in her
pragmatic approach to the puppy, which reflects her broader understanding of sacrifice
and survival. Cally's character reveals the complexities of motherhood, suggesting that
love can manifest in various forms, often intertwined with hardship.

The Children

The children in the story play significant roles in highlighting the generational differences
in understanding love and care. Marie's children are sheltered and unaware of the
struggles faced by others, while Callie's children are more resilient but burdened by their
circumstances. Their interactions with the puppy serve as a microcosm of the larger
themes present in the story, illustrating how innocence can be both a blessing and a curse.

Themes

Several themes emerge from "Puppy," each contributing to the story's depth and
resonance.

Socioeconomic Disparity

One of the most prominent themes in "Puppy" is the stark contrast between socioeconomic
classes. Marie's affluent lifestyle stands in stark juxtaposition to Callie's struggles. This
disparity influences their perceptions of love and responsibility. Marie's seemingly idyllic
life allows her to approach the puppy with a sense of entitlement, while Callie's harsh
realities force her to consider the practicality of pet ownership.

Parenting and Responsibility

The story also explores the complexities of parenting. Both mothers love their children,
but their circumstances shape their approaches. Marie’s parenting is clouded by privilege,
leading her to make decisions without fully grasping their implications. In contrast,
Callie's parenting is grounded in reality, often leading her to make sacrifices for her
children’s well-being. This theme emphasizes the idea that parenting is not a one-size-fits-
all approach; it is deeply influenced by individual circumstances.



Moral Ambiguity

The moral complexities presented in "Puppy" challenge readers to consider the gray areas
of right and wrong. Marie's desire to provide a pet for her children is genuine, yet it is
tinged with selfishness, as she fails to recognize the puppy's needs. Conversely, Callie's
harsh decisions regarding the puppy stem from a place of love but also reflect the difficult
choices that come with poverty. The story invites readers to grapple with the idea that
morality is not always clear-cut, often existing in a space where love and sacrifice
intertwine.

Narrative Style and Techniques

Saunders employs a unique narrative style that enhances the story's emotional impact. His
use of alternating perspectives allows readers to engage with the internal struggles of
both Marie and Callie, creating a sense of empathy for both characters.

Stream of Consciousness

Saunders often utilizes a stream-of-consciousness technique, particularly in the inner
thoughts of his characters. This approach allows readers to dive deep into their psyches,
revealing their insecurities, desires, and fears. The fragmented thoughts mirror the chaos
of their lives, creating a sense of urgency and authenticity.

Symbolism of the Puppy

The puppy itself serves as a powerful symbol throughout the story. It represents
innocence, love, and the complexities of choice. For Marie, the puppy is a trophy of
motherhood, while for Callie, it embodies the harsh realities of care and responsibility.
The contrasting views on the puppy highlight the broader themes of class and morality,
making it a central figure in the narrative.

Dialogue and Interaction

Saunders' use of dialogue is particularly effective in showcasing the differences between
the two families. The conversations reveal not only the characters’ personalities but also
their underlying tensions. The interactions are often laced with subtext, allowing readers
to infer the emotional stakes and moral dilemmas that each character faces.



Conclusion

"Puppy" is a poignant exploration of love, responsibility, and the complexities of human
relationships. Through the lens of two contrasting families, George Saunders masterfully
examines the nuances of class disparity and moral ambiguity. The characters' struggles
reflect broader societal issues, inviting readers to reflect on their own values and choices.

By employing a distinctive narrative style and rich symbolism, Saunders creates a story
that resonates on multiple levels, encouraging a deeper understanding of the human
experience. As we navigate the complexities of our lives, "Puppy" serves as a reminder of
the delicate balance between privilege and responsibility, love and sacrifice. Through this
analysis, it becomes clear that Saunders' work is not just a tale about a puppy but a rich
exploration of the intricate web of human emotions and societal structures that shape our
lives.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'Puppy' by
George Saunders?
The main themes include the complexities of parenting, the moral implications of
consumerism, and the struggle between empathy and societal expectations.

How does George Saunders use narrative perspective in
'Puppy'?
Saunders employs a dual narrative perspective, alternating between the viewpoints of the
two main characters, which allows readers to see the contrasting values and emotional
struggles of each.

What is the significance of the puppy in the story?
The puppy symbolizes innocence and the potential for love and connection, while also
serving as a catalyst for the characters' moral dilemmas and interpersonal conflicts.

How does Saunders address the concept of privilege in
'Puppy'?
Saunders critiques privilege through the characters' differing backgrounds, highlighting
how socioeconomic status influences their decisions and perceptions of right and wrong.

In what ways does 'Puppy' reflect contemporary societal



issues?
The story reflects issues such as consumerism, parenting challenges, and the impact of
social media on personal relationships, making it relevant to modern readers.

What literary techniques does George Saunders use to
convey emotion in 'Puppy'?
Saunders uses vivid imagery, sharp dialogue, and internal monologues to create an
emotional depth that resonates with readers and enhances the characters' struggles.

How does the ending of 'Puppy' impact the overall
message of the story?
The ambiguous ending leaves readers questioning the characters' choices and the nature
of morality, reinforcing the story's exploration of ethical dilemmas and the complexity of
human relationships.
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