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Tenth of December:
George Saunders'
Masterclass in
Empathetic
Storytelling

George Saunders' *Tenth of December* isn't just a
collection of short stories; it's a profound
exploration of human connection, moral ambiguity,
and the quiet heroism found in everyday life.
Published in 2013, this collection solidified
Saunders' place as a literary giant, showcasing his
signature blend of dark humor, poignant realism,
and insightful social commentary. This article
delves into the heart of *Tenth of December*,
examining its key themes, stylistic choices, and
enduring legacy. We will explore Saunders'
masterful use of narrative structure, the impact
of his dark humor, the exploration of moral
complexity, and the overall emotional
resonance of the collection.

A Synopsis of *Tenth of
December*
*Tenth of December* comprises ten interconnected

stories, each a self-contained narrative but
collectively offering a mosaic of contemporary life.
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The stories range geographically and thematically,
from the desolate landscapes of the American
Midwest to the complexities of modern
relationships and the ethical dilemmas of our time.
The titular story, "Tenth of December," serves as a
microcosm of the collection's larger concerns,
focusing on an act of unexpected kindness amidst
a seemingly bleak setting. Other stories explore
themes of class disparity, environmental
degradation, the pressures of modern parenting,
and the enduring power of human connection,
even in the face of despair. Saunders masterfully
crafts characters who are flawed, often unlikeable,
yet undeniably human, forcing the reader to
confront their own prejudices and biases.

Saunders' Distinctive Style:
Dark Humor and Empathetic
Observation

One of Saunders’ most striking characteristics is his
deft use of dark humor. It's not simply slapstick;
it's a biting, often uncomfortable, humor that
underscores the absurdity and incongruity of
human experience. This darkly comedic lens allows
him to tackle serious themes - poverty, loneliness,
environmental destruction - without resorting to
sentimentality. The humor often arises from the
incongruity between the characters’ internal
struggles and their external realities, creating
moments of both laughter and profound sadness.
For example, the story "Victory Lap" uses the
darkly comic premise of a seemingly ordinary
suburban setting to explore deeply unsettling
themes of alienation and violence.

Beyond humor, Saunders employs a remarkable
ability to build empathetic connections with
even the most seemingly unsympathetic
characters. He never judges; instead, he offers
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readers a glimpse into their motivations, fears, and
vulnerabilities. This empathetic approach allows for
a deeper understanding of the characters' actions
and choices, prompting reflection on our own moral
judgments and biases. This is powerfully evident in
stories like "Puppy," which explores the complex
dynamics of a dysfunctional family and the ethical
dilemmas faced by a child.

Exploring Moral Complexity:
Ambiguity and the Search for
Meaning

The stories in *Tenth of December* are rarely neat
and tidy. Saunders deliberately avoids easy
answers, presenting moral ambiguities that
challenge readers to consider the complexities of
human behavior. His characters often make
questionable choices, yet they are never wholly
villainized. Instead, Saunders forces us to consider
the context of their actions, the pressures they
face, and the nuances of their motivations. This
approach allows for a more nuanced and
intellectually stimulating reading experience,
forcing us to grapple with uncomfortable truths and
question our own preconceived notions. The
collection continually grapples with what it means
to be a good person in a world characterized by
inequality, cruelty and indifference.

The Enduring Legacy of
*Tenth of December*

*Tenth of December* remains a critically acclaimed
work, lauded for its stylistic innovation and
profound emotional impact. It continues to
resonate with readers because it tackles universal
themes - love, loss, hope, despair - in a
refreshingly honest and unconventional way.
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Saunders' mastery of language, his ability to create
deeply human characters, and his unflinching gaze
at the complexities of modern life continue to make
this collection a powerful and enduring work of
literature. Its exploration of moral complexities and
its unflinching examination of the human condition
solidify its place in contemporary literary canons.
The collection has also had a significant impact on
the way other writers approach the short story
form, influencing a generation of writers who are
exploring similar thematic concerns.

FAQ: Questions and Answers
about *Tenth of December*

Q1l: What is the central theme of *Tenth of
December*?

Al: While each story stands alone, overarching
themes of empathy, moral ambiguity, and the
search for meaning in an often-absurd world unite
the collection. The exploration of the human
condition in all its complexity, both beautiful and
unsettling, is a central focus.

Q2: What makes Saunders' writing style
unique?

A2: Saunders’ style is defined by its blend of dark
humor, sharp observation, and profound empathy.
He masterfully uses seemingly simple language to
convey complex emotions and ideas, often
employing ironic juxtapositions and unexpected
twists to create both comedic and poignant effects.

Q3: How does *Tenth of December* compare
to Saunders' other works?

A3: *Tenth of December* continues the stylistic
and thematic threads found in Saunders' earlier
works, such as *Pastoralia* and *In Persuasion
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Nation*, but it showcases a further refinement of
his craft and a deeper exploration of emotional
complexity.

Q4: Is *Tenth of December* suitable for all
readers?

A4: While accessible to a wide range of readers,
the collection deals with mature themes, including
violence, poverty, and family dysfunction. The dark
humor may not appeal to all readers, and some
stories contain potentially disturbing content.

Q5: What are some of the most memorable
stories in the collection?

A5: Many readers consider "Tenth of December,"
"Puppy," and "Victory Lap" to be particularly
impactful and memorable, but each story offers
unique insights and engaging narratives.

Q6: What is the overall message or takeaway
from reading *Tenth of December*?

A6: The overarching message is one of empathy
and understanding. Saunders encourages readers
to look beyond surface appearances and to
recognize the inherent humanity, even in flawed
and often unlikeable characters. He prompts us to
consider our own moral compasses and the
complexities of the human experience.

Q7: How does Saunders use setting to
enhance the narrative?

A7: Saunders frequently utilizes setting to reflect
the internal states of his characters or to create a
sense of isolation or alienation. The desolate
landscapes and seemingly ordinary suburban
environments often mirror the internal struggles of
his characters.
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Q8: Why is *Tenth of December* considered a
significant work of contemporary literature?

A8: Its exploration of challenging themes, its
innovative storytelling style, and its enduring
emotional resonance make *Tenth of December* a
significant work of contemporary literature,
influencing writers and readers alike with its
insightful commentary on the human condition.

Delving into the Chilling
Depths of George Saunders'
“Tenth of December"

George Saunders' "Tenth of December" is not
merely a assemblage of short stories; it's a
profound exploration of the human condition, a
masterclass in fictional technique, and a subtle
commentary on contemporary culture. This
compilation of ten interconnected tales, each
individual yet thematically linked, presents a
forceful meditation on kindness, morality, and the
ever-present struggle for meaning in a world often
characterized by apathy.

The force of Saunders' writing lies not just in his
remarkable prose, but in his ability to blend hilarity
with heartbreak, the ordinary with the remarkable,
and the realistic with the surreal. He masterfully
crafts characters who are both compassionate and
flawed, able of both great generosity and shocking
cruelty. This equivocality is a defining
characteristic of his work, compelling the reader to
confront their own prejudices and assessments.

Several stories stand out for their particular
influence. "Victory Lap," for example, investigates
the intricacies of childhood innocence and the
horrifying potential for adult malice. The story’s
devastating ending underscores the fragility of
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safety and the unpredictable nature of human
behavior. Similarly, "Puppy," a story ostensibly
about a misguided attempt at kindness, becomes a
stark demonstration of the unintended
consequences of well-intentioned actions. The
seemingly simple act of giving a puppy to a child
disintegrates to reveal a deeper commentary on
class, privilege, and the inherent unpredictability of
life.

Another noteworthy tale is "Tenth of December,"
the story that lends its title to the compilation. It
beautifully portrays the unexpected connections
between seemingly disparate individuals and the
subtle ways in which acts of empathy can ripple
outwards, leaving an lasting mark on the world.
The story’s protagonist, a grizzled but
fundamentally good-hearted man, finds himself in
a precarious situation, but it is ultimately the
simple acts of humanity that save him.

Saunders’ writing style is both understandable and
complex. He uses a distinct blend of informality
and literary accuracy. His prose is direct, yet
imbued with a depth that rewards careful reading.
He has a keen observation for detail, seizing the
consistency of everyday life with a exceptional
degree of naturalism.

The moral messages woven throughout "Tenth of
December" are multifaceted but linked. Saunders
implies that true meaning lies not in grand
gestures, but in the small, often overlooked, acts of
kindness and consideration. He challenges our
assumptions about morality, pointing to the subtle
ways in which we can both inflict and experience
suffering. He emphasizes the importance of bond
and the redemptive power of human connection,
even in the face of suffering.

"Tenth of December" is more than just a
assemblage of well-crafted short stories; it's a
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stimulating and gratifying reading experience that
will stay with you long after you've finished the last
page. Its enduring heritage lies in its ability to
encourage contemplation on the intricacies of the
human experience and the significance of
compassion in a world that often seems indifferent.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs):

1. Is "Tenth of December" suitable for all
readers? While the writing style is
understandable, some stories deal with grown-up
themes and may not be appropriate for younger
readers.

2. What makes Saunders' writing style
unique? Saunders adroitly blends hilarity and
heartbreak, the mundane and the remarkable,
creating a distinct and absorbing reading
experience.

3. What is the overarching theme of the
collection? The collection examines the
significance of empathy, the intricacy of human
relationships, and the search for meaning in a
seemingly unpredictable world.

4. Should | read the stories in order? While the
stories are thematically linked, they can be enjoyed
in any order. Each story stands on its own as a
entire narrative.

5. Where can | find "Tenth of December"? The
book is widely obtainable at most bookstores and
online retailers.
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