big brother by lionel shriver

Big Brother by Lionel Shriver is a thought-provoking novel that delves into the complexities
of family dynamics, personal choices, and societal pressures surrounding obesity. In her
characteristic incisive style, Shriver creates a narrative that challenges readers to reflect on
their values, relationships, and the often-controversial subject of body image. This article
will explore the plot, themes, character development, and the critical reception of Big
Brother, offering insights into Shriver's exploration of contemporary issues.

Plot Summary

Big Brother follows the life of Pandora, a successful and independent woman living in lowa.
She finds herself in a complicated situation when her estranged brother, Edison, arrives
unexpectedly at her doorstep. Edison is morbidly obese, weighing over 400 pounds, and his
condition is a source of both concern and tension. As Pandora grapples with her brother’s
weight and the implications it has on their relationship, she is forced to confront her own
beliefs about health, personal responsibility, and the nature of love.

The narrative unfolds through Pandora’s perspective, providing a deeply personal look at
her struggles to support her brother while also trying to maintain her own life. As Edison
moves in with Pandora and her family, the dynamics shift, revealing the undercurrents of
resentment, guilt, and the impact of societal expectations regarding body image.

Themes

Big Brother is rich with themes that challenge readers to critically engage with
contemporary societal issues. Some of the most prominent themes include:

Body Image and Obesity

One of the central themes of Big Brother is the societal perception of body image and
obesity. Shriver uses Edison’s character to explore the stigmas associated with being
overweight and the emotional ramifications that accompany it. Through Pandora’s
observations and her internal conflicts, Shriver raises questions about body shaming, the
moral implications of weight, and the societal pressure to conform to certain standards of
beauty.

- The novel illustrates how obesity is not merely a personal issue but a societal one, with
broader implications for health care, family dynamics, and emotional well-being.

- Shriver’s portrayal of Edison challenges readers to consider the complexities of addiction,
self-control, and the societal factors that contribute to obesity.



Family Dynamics

The relationship between Pandora and Edison serves as a microcosm for broader family
dynamics. The novel examines how love can be both nurturing and suffocating, and how
familial ties can be strained by personal choices.

- As Pandora tries to help Edison, she navigates the thin line between support and enabling,
revealing the complexities of caring for a loved one struggling with addiction to food.

- The tension between individual autonomy and familial obligation is palpable throughout
the narrative, prompting readers to reflect on their own family relationships.

Personal Responsibility vs. Social Responsibility

Shriver explores the balance between personal responsibility and societal responsibility
regarding health and well-being. The novel raises critical questions:

- To what extent is an individual responsible for their health?
- How does society contribute to the choices individuals make regarding their bodies?

Pandora’s struggle to help Edison highlights the challenges of advocating for someone who
is reluctant to change, illustrating the fine line between support and control.

Character Development

The characters in Big Brother are intricately developed, each representing different aspects
of the central themes.

Pandora

Pandora is a complex character who embodies the struggle between compassion and
frustration. As a successful woman with a fulfilling life, she grapples with her brother's
situation and the implications it has on her family.

- As the narrative progresses, Pandora’s character evolves, forcing her to confront her own
biases and beliefs about weight and health.

- Her internal dialogues reveal her vulnerabilities, making her a relatable and sympathetic
character.

Edison

Edison’s character serves as a focal point for the exploration of obesity and personal
choices.



- His backstory, including his relationship with food and the emotional triggers that led to
his weight gain, is gradually revealed, providing depth to his character.

- Through Edison, Shriver examines the psychological aspects of obesity, making him a
complex figure rather than a mere stereotype.

Supporting Characters

The supporting characters, including Pandora’s husband, Fletcher, and their children, add
layers to the narrative.

- Fletcher represents the voice of reason, often advocating for a more balanced approach to
Edison’s situation, while also confronting his own discomfort with obesity.

- The children’s reactions to their uncle’s condition reflect the innocence and honesty of
youth, contrasting with the adult complexities of the situation.

Critical Reception

Big Brother received a mixed yet overall positive reception from critics and readers alike.

- Many praised Shriver’s ability to tackle a sensitive subject with nuance and depth,
highlighting her skill in character development and narrative style.

- Critics noted that the novel successfully prompts readers to reflect on their own attitudes
towards obesity and personal responsibility.

However, some reviews pointed out potential shortcomings:

- A few critics felt that the pacing of the narrative could be uneven, with certain sections
feeling drawn out or overly introspective.

- Others argued that the portrayal of obesity might reinforce certain stereotypes, despite
Shriver’s intentions to challenge them.

Conclusion

Big Brother by Lionel Shriver is a compelling exploration of family, body image, and the
societal implications of obesity. Through her rich character development and insightful
themes, Shriver invites readers to engage with complex questions about personal
responsibility, societal expectations, and the nature of love. The novel serves as a mirror
reflecting contemporary attitudes towards health and body image, making it a relevant and
thought-provoking read.

As readers navigate Pandora and Edison’s tumultuous relationship, they are encouraged to
reflect on their values, biases, and the often uncomfortable realities of human relationships.
Shriver’s skillful storytelling and deep psychological insight make Big Brother a significant
addition to contemporary literature, ensuring its place in discussions about health, family,
and the human condition.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Big Brother' by Lionel
Shriver?

The main theme of 'Big Brother' revolves around body image, obesity, and the complexities
of family dynamics, particularly in the context of societal expectations and personal
relationships.

Who are the main characters in 'Big Brother'?

The main characters are Pandora, a successful and driven woman, and her brother Edison,
who becomes significantly overweight and challenges Pandora's views on body image and
relationships.

How does 'Big Brother' address societal views on
obesity?
'‘Big Brother' critiques societal perceptions of obesity by exploring the emotional and

psychological impacts of weight, as well as the stigma faced by overweight individuals,
through the lens of family relationships and societal norms.

What narrative style is used in '‘Big Brother'?

The novel is written in the first-person perspective, primarily from Pandora's point of view,
allowing readers to intimately experience her thoughts and feelings as she navigates her
brother's transformation.

What role does food play in the dynamics of the
characters in 'Big Brother'?

Food is a central motif in '‘Big Brother', symbolizing both comfort and conflict. It serves as a
means of connection and a source of tension between the characters, particularly in how
they relate to each other and their own bodies.

How does Lionel Shriver explore the concept of
personal responsibility in 'Big Brother'?

Shriver explores personal responsibility through the characters' struggles with their choices
regarding health, lifestyle, and family support, raising questions about accountability in the
face of societal pressures.

What is the significance of the title 'Big Brother'?

The title 'Big Brother' signifies not only the literal brotherly relationship but also alludes to
themes of surveillance and judgment, reflecting how societal norms watch over personal
lives and the impact of these expectations on individual choices.



What literary techniques does Shriver employ in 'Big
Brother'?

Shriver uses vivid imagery, sharp dialogue, and deep psychological insight to develop her
characters and themes, creating a nuanced portrayal of the struggles related to obesity and
familial love.

What critiques does 'Big Brother' offer regarding
modern relationships?

'‘Big Brother' critiques modern relationships by highlighting the complexities of love,
acceptance, and the challenges of maintaining connections in the face of personal and
societal challenges, particularly concerning body image and health.
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