
The Cockroach: A Haunting and Unforgettable
Tale by Ian McEwan
Ian McEwan's "The Cockroach" is a haunting and unforgettable short story
that explores the themes of guilt, shame, and the horrors of war. First
published in 1987, the story has since been anthologized in numerous
collections and has been praised by critics for its chilling atmosphere and
psychological depth.

Plot Summary

The story follows Jim Sams, a British Foreign Office official tasked with
negotiating the release of British prisoners of war held in an unnamed
totalitarian state. Sams is a complex and deeply flawed character, haunted
by the guilt of his past actions and his inability to prevent the deaths of his
colleagues.
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As Sams delves deeper into the negotiations, he becomes increasingly
disturbed by the cockroach that has taken up residence in his hotel room.
The cockroach, with its "oily" body and "malevolent eyes," becomes a
symbol of Sams's own guilt and shame.

Symbolism

The cockroach is the central symbol in the story, representing Sams's guilt
and shame. It is a creature that is both repulsive and resilient, just like
Sams himself. The cockroach's presence in Sams's hotel room is a
constant reminder of his past actions and his inability to escape his guilt.

Other symbols in the story include the prison itself, which represents
Sams's own inner turmoil, and the mirror, which reflects his guilt and shame
back at him.

Characters

Jim Sams is a complex and deeply flawed character. He is a man who is
haunted by the guilt of his past actions and his inability to prevent the
deaths of his colleagues. Sams is a victim of his own conscience, and his
descent into madness is a reflection of the horrors he has witnessed.

The cockroach is another important character in the story. It is a symbol of
Sams's guilt and shame, but it is also a creature that is capable of great
resilience. The cockroach's survival in the face of adversity is a reminder
that even in the darkest of times, there is always hope.

Themes

The Cockroach explores a number of themes, including guilt, shame, and
the horrors of war. Guilt is a central theme in the story, as Sams is haunted



by the guilt of his past actions. He is unable to forgive himself for the
deaths of his colleagues, and his guilt consumes him.

Shame is another important theme in the story. Sams is ashamed of his
own weakness and his inability to stand up for what is right. He is ashamed
of the fact that he has allowed himself to be manipulated by the totalitarian
state.

The horrors of war are also explored in The Cockroach. Sams is a witness
to the brutality of war, and he is haunted by the images of death and
destruction he has seen. The war has left an indelible mark on his soul, and
he is unable to escape its horrors.

Ian McEwan's Masterful Use of Language

Ian McEwan is a master of language, and his writing in The Cockroach is
both chilling and beautiful. He uses vivid imagery and sensory details to
create a nightmarish atmosphere, and his use of language is precise and
evocative.

One of the most striking aspects of McEwan's writing in The Cockroach is
his use of metaphors. He compares Sams to a "cockroach," a "rat," and a
"dog," which all serve to highlight his sense of guilt and shame. McEwan
also uses metaphors to describe the totalitarian state, which he compares
to a "labyrinth" and a "dungeon."

The Cockroach is a haunting and unforgettable short story that explores the
themes of guilt, shame, and the horrors of war. Ian McEwan's masterful use
of language and his complex characters create a story that is both chilling



and beautiful. The Cockroach is a must-read for anyone interested in
literature, psychology, or the human condition.
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