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This study critically examines Eugene O’Neill’s use of  animal symbolism in his play The 
Hairy Ape, revealing its significance in understanding the complex themes of  identity, power, 
and the dehumanizing effects of  modern society. By analysing key scenes and characters, we 
demonstrate how animalistic imagery serves as a potent metaphor for human experience, 
enriching the play’s artistic and thematic depth. Our findings contribute to on-going 
discussions about the role of  animal symbolism in literature, highlighting its capacity to 
address pressing social and existential questions. This study aims to inspire further research 
into animal symbolism in dramatic literature, reinforcing the enduring relevance of  O’Neill’s 
work.
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INTRODUCTION 
Eugene O’Neill’s The Hairy Ape, which debuted in 1922, 
is regarded as a cornerstone of  American theatre. The 
play unfolds during a period of  rapid industrialization, 
providing a sharp critique of  class struggles and the 
intricacies of  the human experience. At its centre is 
Yank, a character who embodies the challenges faced 
by the working class. Throughout the narrative, he 
battles feelings of  isolation and societal marginalization, 
highlighting the alienation prevalent in modern industrial 
society. Despite the extensive scholarship dedicated to 
the examination of  the play’s overarching themes and 
character development, O’Neill’s sophisticated use of  
animal symbolism is often neglected. This article seeks 
to address this gap by conducting a thorough analysis of  
the animalistic imagery present in The Hairy Ape, arguing 
that such symbolism is essential to O’Neill’s exploration 
of  complex ideas regarding power, identity, and existence 
in an increasingly mechanized world.
Through a meticulous close textual analysis, this study 
will investigate how O’Neill utilizes the representations 
of  animals—particularly apes and gorillas—as powerful 
metaphors for the dynamics of  power and identity. These 
animal symbols resonate deeply within the context of  
the play, serving to illustrate the harsh realities faced by 
individuals in a society that often prioritizes mechanization 
and profit over human connection. By portraying Yank’s 
struggle through the lens of  animal imagery, O’Neill 
invites the audience to consider the broader implications 
of  dehumanization in the industrial era. Furthermore, 
this article aims to illuminate the artistic and thematic 
importance of  these animal symbols, revealing how 
they enrich our understanding of  the play’s critique of  
modern life. By examining the nuanced layers of  animal 
symbolism, we hope to contribute meaningfully to the 

wider discourse on its role in literature. In doing so, we 
aspire to enhance appreciation for O’Neill’s artistic vision 
and offer fresh insights into how animalistic imagery 
deepens the narrative’s exploration of  existential themes.
Therefore, this critical examination not only seeks to 
underscore the significance of  animal symbolism in 
The Hairy Ape but also endeavours to inspire further 
scholarly inquiry into the interplay between animal 
imagery and the human condition in American drama. 
Through this exploration, we aim to shed light on the 
continuing relevance of  O’Neill’s work and its capacity to 
provoke thought and discussion about the societal issues 
that persist in contemporary life.

Background
The Hairy Ape emerged during a period of  significant 
change in American society, marked by industrialization 
and social upheaval. O’Neill’s portrayal of  Yank’s struggles 
reflects the broader anxieties of  the time, capturing the 
alienation felt by many individuals in an increasingly 
mechanized world. Through his use of  animal symbolism, 
O’Neill enriches the narrative, allowing for a nuanced 
exploration of  themes that resonate with audiences 
across generations.
As we navigate the complexities of  modern life, O’Neill’s 
work continues to challenge us to confront our own 
identities and societal roles. The animalistic imagery 
serves as a reminder of  our primal nature and the 
enduring struggles inherent in the human condition.

Statement of  the Problem
Despite the play’s critical acclaim and enduring popularity, 
the significance of  its animalistic imagery has been largely 
overlooked in academic discourse. This study seeks to 
address this gap by critically examining how O’Neill 



Pa
ge

 
19

0

https://journals.e-palli.com/home/index.php/ajhp

Am. J. Hum. Psychol. 2(1) 189-193, 2024

employs animal symbolism to enhance the play’s thematic 
depth and artistic power. By analysing key scenes and 
characters, we aim to demonstrate the ways in which 
animalistic imagery functions as a metaphor for human 
experience, enriching our understanding of  The Hairy 
Ape and its place in American literature.

Purpose and Significance of  the Study 
The significance of  this study lies in its contribution to 
our understanding of  one of  the most important plays 
in American drama. By providing a critical examination 
of  O’Neill’s use of  animalistic imagery in The Hairy Ape, 
this article offers new insights into the play’s enduring 
significance and artistic power. Round the analysis, 
we demonstrate how animal symbolism functions as 
a powerful metaphor for human experience, enabling 
O’Neill to explore complex themes and ideas with a 
richness and nuance that would be impossible through 
more straightforward means. We argue that O’Neill’s 
use of  animalistic imagery is not simply decorative, 
but serves as an essential part of  the play’s artistic 
and thematic power. Moreover, this study contributes 
to ongoing discussions about the role of  animal 
symbolism in literature and drama. There was shed new 
light on the ways in which such symbols can deepen 
our understanding of  complex themes and ideas by 
examining the use of  animal imagery in the play. We hope 
that this study will inspire further research into the use of  
animal symbolism in literature and drama, and contribute 
to ongoing discussions about the ways in which art 
can help us grapple with the most pressing social and 
existential questions of  our time. Eugene O’Neill’s play 
“The Hairy Ape” is a searing critique of  industrialization, 
class conflict, and the human condition. Set against the 
backdrop of  a rapidly changing world, the play explores 
the struggles of  Yank, a brutish labourer who feels 
alienated and marginalized by the society around him. 
While much has been written about the play’s themes 
and characters, one aspect that is often overlooked is 
its rich and nuanced use of  animal symbolism. In this 
article, we provide a critical examination of  O’Neill’s use 
of  animalistic imagery in The Hairy Ape. We argue that 
the play’s depictions of  apes, gorillas, and other animals 
serve as a powerful tool for exploring the play’s central 
themes, including power, identity, and the dehumanizing 
effects of  modern society. While executing close textual 
analysis, we analyse key scenes and characters in the play 
to demonstrate how animal symbolism functions as a 
powerful metaphor for human experience. We argue 
that O’Neill’s use of  animalistic imagery is not simply 
decorative, but serves as an essential part of  the play’s 
artistic and thematic power. In the process of  analysis, we 
aim to deepen our understanding of  the play’s enduring 
significance and offer new insights into the ways in which 
O’Neill grapples with some of  the most pressing social 
and existential questions of  his time. By exploring the use 
of  animal symbolism in The Hairy Ape, we hope to shed 
new light on this landmark work of  American drama and 
its continued relevance for contemporary audiences.

Rationale
This study arises from recognition of  the need to delve 
into an under-examined aspect of  The Hairy Ape. While 
the play has been extensively analysed for its thematic 
concerns, the significance of  its animalistic imagery has 
remained largely overlooked. By critically examining the 
role of  animal symbolism, this article aims to contribute 
to a richer understanding of  O’Neill’s artistic intentions 
and the broader implications of  his work.
Animal symbolism has historically served as a means 
to explore complex human experiences. By shedding 
light on this facet of  The Hairy Ape, we hope to inspire 
further research and dialogue surrounding the role of  
animal imagery in literature and drama. Our findings 
emphasize the importance of  considering the interplay 
between animal symbolism and the themes of  identity 
and power in O’Neill’s work.

LITERATURE REVIEW
Eugene O’Neill’s body of  work has attracted considerable 
scholarly attention, particularly for its profound 
engagement with themes such as alienation, identity, 
and the repercussions of  industrialization. Critics 
have thoroughly examined the existential dilemmas 
encountered by characters within his plays, revealing the 
intricate social critiques embedded in O’Neill’s narratives 
as well as the innovative dramatic techniques he employs. 
For instance, McGowan (2015) discusses how O’Neill’s 
characters often wrestle with a deep sense of  alienation, 
which mirrors the broader disconnections present in 
society. This sense of  isolation not only reflects personal 
struggles but also critiques the societal structures that 
foster such disconnection. 
Similarly, Miller (2018) delves into the complexities 
of  identity formation set against the backdrop of  an 
industrialized landscape. Miller highlights how O’Neill’s 
characters navigate their existence amid rapid societal 
changes, often grappling with issues of  selfhood and 
belonging. Through their experiences, O’Neill offers 
a lens into the challenges individuals face in defining 
their identities in a world increasingly dominated by 
industrialization and mechanization. These explorations 
of  alienation and identity are central to understanding the 
human condition as presented in O’Neill’s works.
Despite the extensive scholarship dedicated to these 
overarching themes, an important element of  The 
Hairy Ape—its use of  animal symbolism—has 
received insufficient attention. While prior studies have 
effectively addressed the play’s socio-political context and 
character dynamics, they frequently overlook the deeper 
implications of  animal imagery. For instance, although 
McGowan (2015) provides valuable insights into O’Neill’s 
critique of  class structures, he does not sufficiently 
explore how animal symbolism enriches the portrayal 
of  the characters’ struggles. Similarly, while Miller (2018) 
emphasizes the theme of  identity, he neglects to analyze 
how animalistic imagery serves as a potent metaphor for 
the human experience portrayed in the play.
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This study aims to rectify this oversight by offering a 
comprehensive examination of  how O’Neill utilizes 
animalistic imagery to enhance the thematic depth of  The 
Hairy Ape. By closely analyzing key scenes and character 
interactions, this research will illuminate the multifaceted 
meanings embedded in the play’s animal symbolism. 
For example, the portrayal of  Yank, the protagonist, 
through animalistic imagery not only reflects his primal 
instincts but also underscores the dehumanizing effects 
of  industrialization on the working class. 
In addition, examining the symbolic roles of  animals such 
as apes and gorillas will reveal how these representations 
serve as powerful metaphors for power dynamics, 
identity crises, and the harsh realities of  modern life. By 
illuminating the ways in which animal imagery contributes 
to the play’s central themes, this study seeks to deepen 
our understanding of  O’Neill’s artistic intentions and 
underscore the play’s enduring significance within the 
realm of  American drama.
Ultimately, this research aims to contribute to a richer 
discourse on animal symbolism in literature by shedding 
light on its critical role in The Hairy Ape. In doing so, 
we hope to inspire further scholarly exploration of  this 
often-overlooked aspect of  O’Neill’s work and to enhance 
appreciation for his complex, multifaceted approach to 
addressing significant social issues. By uncovering the 
layers of  meaning within the animalistic imagery, we 
can better appreciate how O’Neill grapples with the 
complexities of  the human condition in an increasingly 
industrialized society.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
This study employs a close textual analysis approach to 
explore the intricate layers of  meaning in Eugene O’Neill’s 
The Hairy Ape. This method involves a detailed examination 
of  key scenes and character interactions, focusing particularly 
on the instances of  animal symbolism embedded within the 
text. Below is an overview of  the methodology:

Close Textual Analysis
Selection of  Textual Passages
We begin by identifying and selecting significant 
passages that feature prominent animal imagery. Key 
scenes are chosen based on their thematic relevance and 
their capacity to illustrate the interplay between animal 
symbolism and the play’s central themes, such as identity, 
class struggle, and dehumanization.

Detailed Examination of  Language
Each selected passage undergoes a meticulous analysis of  
language, including:

Imagery
Identifying and interpreting the descriptive language used 
to depict animalistic characteristics.

Symbolism
Analysing how specific animals symbolize broader 

concepts related to the characters’ experiences and 
societal roles.

Character Interactions
Examining how characters respond to and embody these 
animalistic traits, revealing deeper psychological and 
social dynamics.

Identification of  Overarching Themes
Following the close analysis of  selected passages, we 
categorize the findings according to the play’s overarching 
themes. This involves:

Class Conflict
Investigating how animal symbolism reflects the tensions 
between different social classes and the resulting 
alienation experienced by the characters.

Identity and Primal Instincts
Exploring how the animalistic imagery serves as a 
metaphor for the characters’ struggles with their identities 
in an industrialized society.

Contextual Framework
To Enrich Our Analysis, We Situate Our Findings 
within both Historical and Literary Contexts
Historical Context
Drawing upon historical events and societal shifts 
during O’Neill’s time to provide background for the 
themes explored in The Hairy Ape. This may include 
discussions on industrialization, class disparities, and the 
psychological impact of  modernity.

Literary Context
Referencing other literary works and movements that 
utilize animal symbolism, such as the works of  Franz 
Kafka or naturalist writers, to highlight common thematic 
explorations and stylistic approaches.

Interpretation of  Findings
Multifaceted Meanings
The close textual analysis will enable us to uncover the 
multifaceted meanings of  animal symbolism within the 
play. Each instance of  animal imagery will be interpreted 
to reveal how it: 

i. Operates as a metaphor for human experience, 
illustrating the struggles and existential dilemmas faced 
by the characters.

ii. Reflects broader societal critiques, engaging with 
themes of  dehumanization and the primal instincts that 
define human behaviour.

Synthesis of  Insights
After all, we synthesize our insights to present a 
comprehensive understanding of  how animal symbolism 
functions in The Hairy Ape. This synthesis will illustrate 
the interconnectedness of  language, imagery, and 
thematic exploration, ultimately revealing the depth of  
O’Neill’s artistic intentions.



Pa
ge

 
19

2

https://journals.e-palli.com/home/index.php/ajhp

Am. J. Hum. Psychol. 2(1) 189-193, 2024

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Animal Symbolism and Its Themes
O’Neill’s use of  animal imagery serves as a potent vehicle 
for exploring fundamental questions about identity and 
power. The protagonist, Yank, embodies the primal 
instincts often associated with animals, particularly 
through his characterization as a stoker. His physicality 
and raw strength reflect the brute force of  labour, aligning 
him with the imagery of  apes and gorillas—animals that 
symbolize primal power and unrefined nature.

Identity and Dehumanization
Throughout the play, Yank’s struggle with his identity is 
intricately tied to the animalistic representations around 
him. The imagery of  the hairy ape suggests a loss of  
humanity, positioning him as a creature shaped by his 
industrial environment. This transformation highlights 
the dehumanizing effects of  modern society, where 
individuals are reduced to mere cogs in the industrial 
machine.

Class Conflict
The contrasting representations of  the working class 
and the elite further illuminate class conflict. Characters 
such as Mildred, who represents the upper class, are 
often likened to refined animals—delicate and distant. 
This juxtaposition emphasizes the stark divide between 
the classes, underscoring the theme of  alienation that 
permeates the play.

Symbolic Language and Psychological Dynamics
O’Neill’s animalistic imagery functions as a symbolic 
language that resonates with the audience’s primal fears 
and desires. By evoking the instincts associated with 
different animals, O’Neill creates a vivid portrait of  
his characters’ psychological states. The use of  animal 
symbolism enables a deeper exploration of  the characters’ 
internal struggles, offering a lens through which to 
examine the broader social and existential themes at play.

Comparative Discussion
Our analysis reveals important insights into The Hairy 
Ape’s themes and artistic strategies. The animalistic 
imagery serves not only as a means of  exploring identity 
and power but also as a biting critique of  industrial 
society and its dehumanizing effects. The symbolic 
language created through animal representations captures 
the audience’s imagination, prompting reflections on their 
own social realities.
Comparatively, O’Neill’s approach can be linked to other 
literary works that employ animal symbolism to convey 
complex themes. For instance, the use of  animal imagery 
in works by Franz Kafka often explores alienation and 
existential despair. By situating O’Neill’s work within this 
broader literary context, we can appreciate the significance 
of  animal symbolism as a tool for exploring the human 
condition across different narratives.

Author’s Imagination
Our exploration of  The Hairy Ape underscores the 
centrality of  animalistic imagery in O’Neill’s artistic 
vision. The author skilfully navigates themes of  identity, 
power, and social order, utilizing animal symbolism to 
offer a scathing critique of  modern industrial society. 
Yank’s characterization as a powerful yet primitive force 
highlights his struggle against dehumanization, while 
other characters serve as representations of  social and 
cultural constructions of  identity. Through the lens 
of  animal symbolism, O’Neill invites the audience to 
confront their own existential dilemmas. The imagery 
evokes a visceral response, challenging viewers to reflect 
on their place within the social hierarchy and the often 
brutal realities of  modern life. This exploration not only 
enriches our understanding of  the play but also speaks 
to the universal struggles faced by individuals in an 
increasingly complex world.

CONCLUSION
Our examination of  The Hairy Ape uncovers the deep 
insights embedded in O’Neill’s use of  animalistic imagery. 
These symbols are not merely decorative elements; they 
serve as vital tools through which O’Neill interrogates 
essential themes related to identity, power, and the social 
order. By integrating animal imagery, O’Neill critiques 
the dehumanizing impact of  modern industrial society, 
illustrating how such forces strip individuals of  their 
humanity and autonomy. The representations of  animals 
evoke a visceral connection, compelling the audience to 
confront their own existential dilemmas.
For instance, the protagonist, Yank, embodies the struggle 
of  the working class as he grapples with feelings of  
alienation and marginalization in a world that prioritizes 
mechanization over individuality. By portraying characters 
through animalistic lenses, O’Neill captures the raw 
instincts and primal fears that define human existence, 
revealing the intricate social and psychological dynamics 
at play.
Furthermore, the significance of  animal symbolism 
extends beyond the characters themselves, reflecting 
broader societal critiques. Through these images, 
O’Neill invites reflection on the power hierarchies that 
govern human interactions, challenging the audience to 
reconsider the nature of  social order in their own lives. 
This exploration of  animalistic imagery reinforces the 
play’s relevance, as it speaks to on-going discussions 
about identity and the struggles individuals face within a 
rapidly changing world.
Thus, this analysis enhances the discourse surrounding 
O’Neill’s work, affirming the lasting impact of  The 
Hairy Ape in the landscape of  American drama. By 
illuminating the role of  animal symbolism, we gain a 
deeper understanding of  the play’s artistic and thematic 
significance, recognizing its continued resonance in 
contemporary conversations about identity and societal 
challenges.
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