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Annotation: This article analyzes the representation of orphans in Pearl S. Buck’s literary works,
focusing on how these characters reflect the author’s social, cultural, and humanitarian concerns.
Drawing on key texts such as “New Year,” “The Good Earth,” and “The Living Reed,” the
article examines how Buck uses orphan figures to critique traditional family structures, gender
inequality, and social neglect in both Chinese and Western contexts. The study highlights how
orphans represent vulnerability, cultural change, and the potential for moral growth and
redemption. By placing orphans at the center of emotional and moral conflict, Buck offers a
compelling vision of compassion, resilience, and cross-cultural understanding.
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Nobel Prize-winning American author Pearl S. Buck is known for her profound and sympathetic
portrayals of Chinese life and culture, largely due to her upbringing as the daughter of
missionaries in China. Among the many recurring themes in her literature, the figure of the
orphan occupies a prominent and symbolic place. The orphans in Buck’s works are not simply
background characters or products of misfortune; they serve as powerful illustrations of social
injustice, family breakdown, and cultural dislocation. Through these figures, Buck explores
complex issues such as poverty, gender inequality, and the rigid expectations of traditional
societies. Her orphan characters often highlight the vulnerability of the individual within societal
norms, while also highlighting the potential for compassion, moral growth, and human
connection across cultural and social boundaries. This article examines how Buck creates the
image of orphans in selected works, her deep humanitarian concerns, and her critique of social
systems that fail to protect the most vulnerable.

In analyzing the image of orphans in Pearl S. Buck’s literary works, this study adopts a close
textual reading approach, with particular emphasis on narrative technique, character construction,
and thematic development. Buck employs a variety of narrative strategies to depict orphans not
simply as passive victims of circumstance but as emotionally complex figures who challenge
social conventions and provoke ethical reflection.

One of Buck’s key methods is the use of realistic, emotionally charged storytelling. She often
places orphaned characters within everyday domestic or rural settings, using detailed,
compassionate narration to draw attention to their inner lives. For instance, in short stories like
The New Year', Buck introduces the orphan child through the eyes of humble characters,
allowing readers to witness the tension between survival, duty, and empathy. This approach
humanizes the orphan figure, shifting the focus from pity to identification.

"Buck, P. S. (1969). The New Year. In The good deed and other stories (pp. 35-48). The John Day
Company.
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Buck also uses symbolism and contrast as literary tools. Orphans often stand in stark contrast to
socially privileged or biologically related children, highlighting inequality and the arbitrariness
of social status. Through such contrasts, Buck critiques societal structures that marginalize the
powerless. In The Good Earth, although not a central orphan narrative, abandoned children due
to famine represent the broader collapse of familial and moral structures, serving as a silent but
potent moral indictment.

Another important method is Buck’s cross-cultural lens. Having lived between Chinese and
American worlds, Buck often portrays orphans as cultural intermediaries or victims of cultural
misalignment. She infuses their stories with questions of identity, belonging, and adoption—
sometimes literal, as in cases where abandoned children are taken in by strangers, and sometimes
symbolic, representing broader East-West tensions. This is especially evident in The Living Reed,
where characters suffer loss of family, identity, and nation, blurring the boundary between literal
and metaphorical orphanhood. Additionally, Buck employs dialogue and internal monologue
to give voice to orphaned or abandoned characters, emphasizing their agency, emotional
intelligence, and dignity. Rather than presenting them as silent sufferers, Buck often allows
these figures to reflect on their condition, thereby
granting them subjectivity and narrative importance. This methodical blend of realism, symbolic
contrast, and cultural duality allows Buck to construct orphan characters as central moral and
thematic anchors in her fiction. The analysis in this article focuses on how these methods operate
in selected texts to build a consistent and impactful image of orphans across Buck’s literary
corpus.

The analysis of Pearl S. Buck’s works reveals a consistent and multifaceted portrayal of orphans
that transcends mere narrative function and instead serves as a critical lens on social and cultural
issues. Three major findings emerge from the study, and first one is Orphans as Symbols of
Social Vulnerability and Resilience. Buck’s orphans are often depicted as vulnerable individuals
caught in harsh socioeconomic conditions, such as poverty, famine, and war. Yet, they are not
portrayed as helpless; rather, they embody resilience and the capacity for survival against
overwhelming odds. For example, in The New Year, the orphaned child evokes both compassion
and hope, illustrating the tension between societal neglect and human kindness. This dual image
underscores Buck’s humanitarian concern for marginalized individuals. Second one is Critique
of Traditional Family and Social Structures. The portrayal of orphans often serves to question
rigid family hierarchies and patriarchal norms prevalent in traditional Chinese society. Through
abandoned or orphaned children, Buck highlights the limitations and failures of the family
system to protect its most vulnerable members. The preference for male heirs, the neglect of
female or unwanted children, and the impact of poverty are recurrent themes linked to
orphanhood?, as observed in The Good Earth and other narratives. Last one is Orphans as Cross-
Cultural and Moral Bridges. Buck’s personal bicultural experience influences her depiction of
orphans as figures caught between worlds—geographically, culturally, and morally. Orphans
often symbolize cultural displacement but also the potential for connection and adoption beyond
bloodlines. In The Living Reed, orphan-like characters reflect not only personal loss but national
and cultural upheaval, emphasizing themes of identity and belonging. Through dialogue and
internal monologue, these characters gain voice and agency, allowing readers to engage
empathetically with their struggles. Overall, Buck’s literary methods humanize orphans and
elevate their stories to explore broader themes of justice, compassion, and cross-cultural
understanding.

2 Orphanhood Child development and family dynamics. New York, NY: Academic Press. (Smith, 2020,
p. 45).
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Orphans in her work are more than background figures; they function as moral centers that
challenge readers to rethink notions of family, society, and humanity. The findings of this study
illuminate Pearl S. Buck’s nuanced portrayal of orphans as complex figures that embody both
social critique and human hope. Buck’s use of orphans transcends their literal status and elevates
them into powerful symbols of cultural, moral, and emotional themes. This approach reflects her
deep humanitarian concerns and her unique cross-cultural perspective.

Firstly, Buck’s depiction of orphans as resilient yet vulnerable challenges common stereotypes of
orphans as merely helpless or pitiable. Instead, her characters often demonstrate agency, strength,
and emotional depth. This portrayal aligns with Buck’s broader advocacy for compassion and
social justice, encouraging readers to recognize the dignity and potential in marginalized
individuals. By focusing on orphans’ inner lives through dialogue and internal monologue, Buck
humanizes them and invites empathy rather than judgment. Secondly, Buck’s critique of
traditional family structures, particularly in Chinese society, uses orphanhood as a lens to expose
systemic inequalities, especially gender bias and poverty. The marginalization of orphans reflects
larger societal failures, prompting readers to question cultural norms that prioritize lineage, male
heirs, and social status over human well-being. Buck’s representation thus serves not only as
social commentary but as a call for reform grounded in empathy.

Furthermore, the theme of cultural displacement found in Buck’s orphans highlights the tension
between East and West, tradition and modernity. Orphans symbolize this liminality, representing
individuals caught between identities, belonging to no single place or community fully. This
reflects Buck’s own bicultural experience and enriches her narrative with layers of meaning
about identity, adoption, and belonging. It also points to the universal nature of orphanhood as a
condition of loss and search for connection.

Overall, the study reveals that Buck’s literary methods realistic narration, symbolic contrasts,
and psychological depth work together to create orphan characters that are central to her moral
and cultural critique. By focusing on orphans, Buck addresses issues of social justice, human
dignity, and cultural understanding in a way that remains relevant across time and place. Future
research could expand on Buck’s representation of orphanhood by exploring comparisons with
other authors who address similar themes or by investigating how her portrayal has influenced
contemporary narratives about orphans in literature. Pearl S. Buck’s portrayal of orphans in her
literary works serves as a profound commentary on social injustice, cultural identity, and human
resilience. Through compassionate narrative techniques such as realistic storytelling, symbolic
contrasts, and insightful use of dialogue and internal monologue, Buck transforms orphan
characters into powerful symbols of vulnerability and strength. These characters challenge
traditional family norms and expose systemic inequalities, especially within the cultural contexts
she portrays. Moreover, Buck’s depiction of orphans as culturally displaced yet morally rich
figures reflect her unique bicultural perspective, emphasizing themes of belonging, loss, and
hope. Her work invites readers to empathize with those who live on the margins of society and
encourages a broader understanding of family and humanity beyond biological ties.

In sum, Buck’s literary image of orphans enriches her narratives with moral depth and social
critique, offering enduring insights into the human condition. This study highlights the
significance of orphans not just as literary figures but as catalysts for empathy and social
reflection in Buck’s body of work. Their presence often marks a turning point in the narrative,
serving as a moral compass or as agents of change within the societal structures they inhabit.
Buck uses the orphan figure to bridge cultural divides, illustrating universal themes of loss,
identity, and belonging across both Eastern and Western settings. By portraying orphans as
individuals capable of resilience, growth, and ethical insight despite adversity, she critiques the
societal systems that marginalize the vulnerable while also emphasizing the transformative
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power of compassion and human connection. Ultimately, Buck’s depiction of orphans reinforces
her broader humanitarian vision, advocating for a world shaped by empathy, justice, and cross-
cultural understanding.
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