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Introduction to André Gide and "Strait Is the
Gate"

André Gide's "Strait Is the Gate" is a profound exploration of the
complexities of human emotion, moral dilemmas, and the search for
authenticity in a world rife with social expectations. Written in 1909, this
novel reflects Gide's beliefs about individualism, freedom, and the often
painful process of self-discovery. Through its intricate narrative and richly
developed characters, Gide invites readers to engage with the philosophical
questions that permeate the human experience.

Overview of the Novel

"Strait Is the Gate" (original French title: "La Porte Étroite") tells the
story of the protagonist, Alissa, and her tumultuous relationship with her
cousin, the earnest and introspective Julien. The novel is set in the
backdrop of early 20th-century France, a time marked by strict moral codes
and societal pressures. At its core, the novel examines the tension between
desire and duty, creativity and conformity.

Plot Summary

The narrative unfolds in a nonlinear fashion, allowing readers to explore the
characters' inner thoughts and experiences in a deeply personal manner.
Here’s a brief overview of the plot:

1. Alissa's Background: The novel opens with a glimpse into Alissa's life,
highlighting her strong character and the societal constraints she faces.
From a young age, Alissa grapples with her desires and the expectations
placed on her by family and society.

2. Julien's Love for Alissa: Julien, who is deeply in love with Alissa,
represents the emotional intensity and struggles associated with unrequited
love. His infatuation with her becomes a central theme, exploring the nuances
of love that are often unspoken.

3. Moral Dilemmas: As the story progresses, both characters face significant
moral dilemmas that challenge their beliefs and lead to personal growth.
Alissa's internal conflict becomes increasingly pronounced as she attempts to
reconcile her desires with her moral responsibilities.



4. Climactic Decisions: The climax of the novel hinges on pivotal decisions
made by both Alissa and Julien, ultimately leading to a resolution that
underscores the themes of sacrifice and the complexity of human
relationships.

Thematic Exploration

Gide's "Strait Is the Gate" is replete with themes that resonate with readers
on multiple levels. Here are some of the key themes explored in the novel:

1. The Conflict Between Individual Desires and
Societal Expectations

The struggle between personal desires and societal demands is perhaps the
most prominent theme in the novel. Alissa grapples with her love for Julien
while feeling the weight of her family's expectations. Gide illustrates how
societal norms can often hinder personal fulfillment and authenticity.

2. The Nature of Love

Gide presents love as a complex emotion, fraught with contradictions. Through
the relationship between Alissa and Julien, readers witness the
transformative power of love, alongside its potential for pain and suffering.
The novel questions whether love can truly be selfless and examines the
consequences of unfulfilled desires.

3. The Search for Authenticity

The quest for authenticity is a recurring motif throughout the novel. Both
Alissa and Julien strive to understand their true selves, often finding that
the path to self-discovery is fraught with challenges. Gide emphasizes the
importance of embracing one’s individuality, even in the face of societal
pressures.

4. Moral Ambiguity

Gide's characters often find themselves in morally ambiguous situations,
forcing them to confront their beliefs and values. The novel invites readers
to reflect on the nature of morality and the complexities of human choices,
suggesting that there may not always be a clear right or wrong.



Character Analysis

The characters in "Strait Is the Gate" are intricately drawn, each
representing different facets of the human experience. Below are brief
analyses of the central characters:

Alissa: A complex and multi-dimensional character, Alissa embodies the
struggle between societal expectations and personal desires. Her journey
is marked by internal conflict, making her a compelling figure in the
narrative.

Julien: Julien serves as a foil to Alissa, representing the ideal of
earnest love and duty. His character is defined by his deep emotional
capacity and his struggles with unrequited affection.

Supporting Characters: Various supporting characters contribute to the
central themes of the novel, including family members and friends who
embody societal norms and expectations. Their interactions with Alissa
and Julien highlight the pressures that shape the protagonists' choices.

Literary Style and Techniques

Gide's writing style in "Strait Is the Gate" is marked by its lyrical prose
and philosophical depth. Some notable literary techniques include:

1. Stream of Consciousness

Gide employs a stream-of-consciousness narrative technique, allowing readers
to delve into the characters' thoughts and emotions. This approach fosters a
deep emotional connection and enhances the psychological complexity of the
characters.

2. Symbolism

Throughout the novel, Gide uses symbolism to convey deeper meanings. The
title itself, "Strait Is the Gate," serves as a metaphor for the challenges
and limitations that individuals face in their search for authenticity and
fulfillment.



3. Nonlinear Narrative

The nonlinear structure of the novel allows for a rich exploration of memory
and time. By weaving past and present together, Gide emphasizes the
interconnectedness of experiences and the impact of choices on the
characters' lives.

Critical Reception and Legacy

Upon its release, "Strait Is the Gate" received a mix of praise and
criticism. Some lauded Gide's exploration of complex emotional and
philosophical themes, while others found the characters' struggles with
morality and desire challenging to engage with. Over time, however, the novel
has gained recognition as a significant work in French literature,
contributing to discussions on existentialism and the nature of love.

Gide's influence on literature extends beyond "Strait Is the Gate." He is
often regarded as a precursor to existentialist thought, and his works have
inspired numerous authors and thinkers. The themes explored in this novel
continue to resonate with readers, making it a timeless exploration of the
human condition.

Conclusion

André Gide's "Strait Is the Gate" remains a profound inquiry into the
struggles of love, authenticity, and the quest for self-understanding.
Through the intricate lives of Alissa and Julien, Gide invites readers to
confront the tensions between personal desires and societal expectations.
With its rich thematic depth, complex characters, and innovative narrative
style, the novel stands as a testament to Gide's literary genius and
continues to engage readers in meaningful reflections on the complexities of
human relationships.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in André Gide's
'Strait Is the Gate'?
The main themes include the conflict between desire and duty, the struggle
for personal authenticity, and the exploration of faith and morality.



How does 'Strait Is the Gate' reflect André Gide's
views on sexuality?
The novel explores the complexities of sexual desire and repression,
particularly through the character of Alissa, who grapples with her feelings
and societal expectations.

What narrative style does Gide employ in 'Strait Is
the Gate'?
Gide uses a first-person narrative style, which provides an intimate glimpse
into the protagonist's thoughts and emotions, enhancing the psychological
depth of the story.

How does 'Strait Is the Gate' compare to Gide's
other works?
While many of Gide's works explore similar themes of existential struggle and
moral ambiguity, 'Strait Is the Gate' is noted for its poignant exploration
of unfulfilled love and the constraints of societal norms.

What is the significance of the title 'Strait Is the
Gate'?
The title refers to a biblical passage that symbolizes the narrow and
difficult path to spiritual fulfillment and moral integrity, reflecting the
characters' struggles in the narrative.

What impact did 'Strait Is the Gate' have on modern
literature?
The novel is considered a precursor to modernist literature, influencing
writers with its introspective style and exploration of psychological
complexity, as well as themes of existentialism.
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