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Abstract. This article examines how cultural and social contexts shape character resilience in 

Susan Hill’s literary works. Through analysis of several literary works including the novel: “I'm the 

King of the Castle,” stories: “The Boy Who Taught the Beekeeper to Read,” “Punishment,” 

“Sand,” “Elizabeth,” and “The Brooch,” the paper demonstrates how societal norms both support 

and constrain child characters as they navigate trauma and search for meaning. Hill’s works reveal 

a complex interplay between cultural heritage, communal bonds, societal pressures, and individual 

healing. Characters often find themselves caught between personal trauma and societal 

expectations, with their resilience mechanisms deeply intertwined with their cultural identities. The 

article draws on sociological, psychological, and literary perspectives to illuminate how Hill 

portrays the nuanced relationship between social context and individual coping strategies. 

Keywords: Resilience, trauma, social context, cultural identity, loss of innocence, authority 

figures, family dynamics. 

 

Introduction. Cultural and social contexts significantly shape the resilience of 

characters in Susan Hill’s works, influencing their responses to trauma and their quest 

for meaning. Societal norms and values can serve as both support systems and 

sources of conflict. Characters often draw strength from their cultural heritage and 

communal bonds, which provide solace and a sense of belonging. However, societal 

pressures and stigmas can hinder healing, leading to isolation. The values promoted 

by their society such as individualism or collectivism also shape how they interpret 

their experiences. Hill illustrates that this interplay between cultural context and 

resilience is complex, as characters navigate both empowerment and constraint, 

ultimately revealing that their quest for meaning is deeply intertwined with their 

cultural identities.  

Research results. In Susan Hill’s novel “I’m the King of the Castle,” the 

cultural and social contexts play a significant role in shaping the characters' 

resilience. The story revolves around the complex and often toxic relationship 

between two young boys, Edmund Hooper and Charles Kingshaw, as they navigate 

their lives in the isolated Warings estate. This essay will examine how societal norms 

and values influence the characters' responses to trauma and their quest for meaning, 

drawing on insights from sociologists, psychologists, and literary scholars. The novel 

is set in a rural English village, where social hierarchy and isolation are deeply 
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ingrained. The Warings estate, with its grandeur and seclusion, serves as a symbol of 

the characters' disconnection from the outside world. The village of Derne, where 

most people have left to find work in towns, further emphasizes the sense of isolation 

and decline. This cultural context shapes the characters’ experiences and interactions, 

particularly in their responses to trauma and adversity. The novel highlights the 

societal norms and values that govern the characters’ behavior. Edmund Hooper, the 

son of the estate's master, Joseph Hooper, is expected to uphold the family's 

reputation and maintain the social hierarchy. Charles Kingshaw, on the other hand, is 

a newcomer to the estate and is seen as an outsider. The power dynamics between the 

two boys are influenced by these societal norms, with Edmund exercising control and 

dominance over Charles. Both Edmund and Charles have experienced trauma in their 

lives. Edmund’s mother, Ellen Hooper, is absent, and his father is emotionally distant. 

Charles, on the other hand, has lost his father and is struggling to cope with the loss. 

The novel shows how these traumatic experiences shape their responses to adversity 

and their interactions with each other. Edmund’s behavior towards Charles is often 

aggressive and bullying, which can be seen as a manifestation of his own trauma and 

insecurity. Charles, on the other hand, responds to Edmund’s aggression with 

resilience and determination. Despite being intimidated and belittled, Charles finds 

ways to cope and resist Edmund’s dominance. The novel offers valuable insights into 

the psychological dynamics of trauma and resilience. Edmund’s behavior can be seen 

as a classic example of the “bully-victim” complex, where the perpetrator of bullying 

is often a victim themselves (Olweus, 1993)1. Charles’s responses to Edmund's 

aggression, on the other hand, demonstrate the concept of “post-traumatic growth,” 

where individuals can experience personal growth and transformation in the face of 

adversity (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004)2. Literary scholars have noted the significance 

of the novel’s setting and the characters’ relationships in shaping their experiences. 

The Warings estate, with its labyrinthine corridors and secrets, serves as a symbol of 

the characters' inner lives and psychological complexities. The novel’s exploration of 

the complexities of human relationships and the power dynamics between characters 

has been praised for its nuance and depth (Bradbury, 1971)3.  

 
1 Olweus, D. (1993). Bullying at School: What We Know and What We Can Do. Oxford: Blackwell. 
2 Tedeschi, R. G., & Calhoun, L. G. (2004). Posttraumatic growth: Conceptual foundations and empirical evidence. 

Psychological Inquiry, 15(1), 1-18. 
3 Bradbury, M. (1971). The novel and the psychoanalyst. In M. Bradbury (Ed.), The Novel Today: Contemporary 

Writers on Modern Fiction (pp. 15-30). London: Fontana. 
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In the story “The Boy Who Taught the Beekeeper to Read,” the cultural and 

social contexts play a significant role in shaping the characters’ resilience. The 

narrative revolves around the unlikely friendship between a young boy, James 

Burnett, and a gentle beekeeper, Mart May, as they navigate their lives in a rural 

setting. This essay will examine how societal norms and values influence the 

characters' responses to trauma and adversity, drawing on insights from sociologists, 

psychologists, and literary scholars. The story is set in a rural area, where social 

isolation and hierarchy are prevalent. The beekeeper, Mart May, is a loner who has 

been working on the estate for 15 or 16 years, while the boy, James Burnett, is a 

visitor to the area, staying with his aunt. The power dynamics between the two 

characters are influenced by their social positions, with Mart May being the adult and 

James being the child. However, as the story progresses, their relationship evolves, 

and James takes on a more dominant role in teaching Mart May to read. The narrative 

highlights the societal norms and values that govern the characters’ behavior. Mart 

May’s illiteracy is a source of shame for him, and he is reluctant to acknowledge it. 

This reflects the societal stigma attached to illiteracy and the importance placed on 

education. James, on the other hand, is driven by a desire to help Mart May and prove 

himself as a teacher. This reflects the value placed on education and the importance 

of helping others. Both Mart May and James have experienced trauma in their lives. 

Mart May has been working in isolation for many years, and his illiteracy has made 

him feel vulnerable. James, on the other hand, has lost his mother and is struggling to 

cope with the loss. The narrative shows how their friendship helps them to develop 

resilience in the face of trauma. Through their interactions, Mart May gains 

confidence in his ability to learn, and James finds a sense of purpose in teaching him. 

The narrative offers valuable insights into the psychological dynamics of trauma and 

resilience. Mart May’s reluctance to acknowledge his illiteracy reflects the 

psychological concept of shame, which can be a powerful motivator for behavior 

(Tangney & Fischer, 1995)4. James’s desire to help Mart May reflects the 

psychological concept of empathy, which is essential for building strong relationships 

(Davis, 1983)5. Literary scholars have noted the significance of the narrative’s use of 

setting and character development in shaping the story’s themes. The rural setting 

serves as a symbol of isolation and loneliness, which is contrasted with the warmth 

 
4 Tangney, J. P., & Fischer, K. W. (1995). Self-conscious emotions and the affect revolution: Framework and overview. 

In J. P. Tangney & K. W. Fischer (Eds.), Self-conscious emotions: The psychology of shame, guilt, embarrassment, and 

pride (pp. 3-22). Guilford Press. 
5 Davis, M. (1983). Measuring individual differences in empathy: Evidence for a multidimensional approach. Journal of 

Personality and Social Psychology, 45(1), 139-154. 
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and connection of the characters’ relationship (Bakhtin, 1981)6. The character 

development of Mart May and James is also significant, as it highlights the 

importance of education and empathy in building strong relationships (Auerbach, 

1953)7. 

The story “Punishment” is set in a society where masculinity and peer pressure 

are deeply ingrained. The boys, especially Deano, embody the impulsive nature of 

adolescence, which is fueled by a desire to assert their masculinity and prove 

themselves to their peers. This societal expectation pressures Mick into participating 

in the act of vandalism, despite his internal conflict and fear. The loss of innocence is 

a critical theme in the story, and it is shaped by the societal norms and values of the 

characters’ environment. The deserted beach, battered by rain, symbolizes the loss of 

innocence that accompanies trauma. The boys’ decision to target the crucifix, a 

symbol of faith and authority, reflects their anger towards the institution that failed 

Charlie and their sense of betrayal. The story also critiques the role of authority 

figures, represented by the priests. Mick’s anger towards the priests highlights a sense 

of betrayal, as they were entrusted with his brother's care. This betrayal fuels the 

boys’ desire to defy the established order and challenge the authority that has let them 

down. Mick’s character is particularly significant in this context. He is caught 

between his loyalty to his brother and the societal expectations of boys in his 

environment. The act of shooting the crucifix becomes a manifestation of his 

unresolved grief and anger, allowing readers to witness how trauma can warp the 

psyche of a young person. The story raises questions about the morality of revenge 

and the ways in which children seek to reclaim power in situations where they feel 

powerless. The boys’ plot to vandalize the crucifix is driven by a sense of injustice, 

but it also reflects a misguided understanding of how to cope with grief. The narrative 

invites readers to reflect on the consequences of unresolved emotions and the 

challenges of navigating loss and injustice.  

The cultural and social contexts in “Sand” by Susan Hill significantly influence 

the characters' resilience, particularly the two sisters, Lizzie and Clara, as they 

navigate their responses to trauma and search for meaning. The story is set in a 

society where family dynamics and maternal relationships are deeply ingrained. The 

mother's emotional volatility and distance have a profound impact on the sisters, 

shaping their emotional landscapes and influencing their relationships with each 

other. The narrative critiques the societal expectations of mothers and the pressure to 

 
6 Bakhtin, M. (1981). The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays. University of Texas Press. 
7 Auerbach, E. (1953). Mimesis: The Representation of Reality in Western Literature. Princeton University Press. 
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conform to traditional maternal roles. The loss of innocence is a critical theme in the 

story, and it is shaped by the societal norms and values of the characters’ 

environment. The beach, with its coarse sand, symbolizes the harsh realities of life 

that the sisters must confront. The narrative marks a significant turning point in their 

childhood, where the playful nature of youth is overshadowed by the weight of 

emotional turmoil and the consequences of their mother’s actions. The story also 

critiques the role of authority figures, represented by the mother. The sisters’ feelings 

of helplessness and injustice are amplified by their mother’s emotional distance and 

lack of support. This distrust in authority figures complicates their emotional 

landscape, emphasizing how betrayal can lead to a breakdown in faith and moral 

guidance for children. Lizzie and Clara’s characters are particularly significant in this 

context. They are caught between their loyalty to each other and the societal 

expectations of children in their environment. The narrative becomes a manifestation 

of their unresolved emotions and fears, allowing readers to witness how trauma can 

warp the psyche of young people. The story raises questions about the morality of 

family dynamics and the ways in which children seek to reclaim power in situations 

where they feel powerless. The sisters’ experiences are driven by a sense of injustice, 

but they also reflect a misguided understanding of how to cope with emotional pain. 

The narrative invites readers to reflect on the consequences of unresolved emotions 

and the challenges of navigating loss and injustice.  

The cultural and social contexts in “Elizabeth” by Susan Hill significantly 

influence the characters’ resilience, particularly Elizabeth's, as she navigates her 

responses to trauma and searches for meaning. The story is set in a society where 

family dynamics and maternal relationships are deeply ingrained. Elizabeth’s 

emotional volatility and distance have a profound impact on her brother Milo, 

shaping his emotional landscape and influencing their relationship. The narrative 

critiques the societal expectations of mothers and the pressure to conform to 

traditional maternal roles. The loss of innocence is a critical theme in the story, and it 

is shaped by the societal norms and values of the characters' environment. The 

journey to see the doctor symbolizes a crossing into a more complex, often 

frightening reality, marking a transition from the simplicity of childhood to the 

burdens of adult understanding. The narrative marks a significant turning point in 

Elizabeth’s childhood, where the playful nature of youth is overshadowed by the 

weight of emotional turmoil and the consequences of her parents’ actions. The story 

also critiques the role of authority figures, represented by the parents. Elizabeth’s 

feelings of helplessness and injustice are amplified by her parents' emotional distance 
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and lack of support. This distrust in authority figures complicates Elizabeth's 

emotional landscape, emphasizing how betrayal can lead to a breakdown in faith and 

moral guidance for children. Elizabeth’s character is particularly significant in this 

context. She is caught between her loyalty to her brother and the societal expectations 

of children in her environment. The narrative becomes a manifestation of her 

unresolved emotions and fears, allowing readers to witness how trauma can warp the 

psyche of young people. The story raises questions about the morality of family 

dynamics and the ways in which children seek to reclaim power in situations where 

they feel powerless. Elizabeth’s experiences are driven by a sense of injustice, but 

they also reflect a misguided understanding of how to cope with emotional pain. The 

narrative invites readers to reflect on the consequences of unresolved emotions and 

the challenges of navigating loss and injustice.  

“The Brooch” by Susan Hill provides rich material for examining cultural 

context and resilience. The interaction between the uncle and the child reveals several 

important aspects. The uncle's rapid-fire math questions demonstrate a cultural value 

placed on mental agility and education. Despite his blindness, he actively engages the 

child in learning, showing resilience through intellectual pursuits. This suggests that 

in their cultural context, knowledge and mental acuity are seen as ways to overcome 

physical limitations. The parenthetical note that the uncle's stick “was not a white 

stick” indicates a societal pressure to hide disabilities. This reflects a cultural context 

where visible signs of disability might be stigmatized, leading individuals to develop 

resilience through adaptation and concealment. The uncle’s excitement about the 

mathematical pattern in the nine times table (“That’s the beauty of it”) shows 

resilience through finding joy and order in abstract concepts. This could be seen as a 

coping mechanism, focusing on intellectual beauty when physical sight is no longer 

possible. The shared activity of mental arithmetic and walking on the beach 

demonstrates how resilience can be built through supportive relationships. The 

cultural context values these intergenerational connections as a means of transmitting 

knowledge and building emotional strength. Rima's observation of her footprints 

filling with water that reflects the sky shows a connection to nature as a source of 

resilience. This suggests a cultural appreciation for finding meaning and beauty in the 

natural world, even in simple phenomena. The extract illustrates how cultural values 

around education, family bonds, and appreciation of both abstract and natural beauty 

can contribute to building resilience in the face of challenges like disability or 

societal pressures. The characters demonstrate adaptability and find sources of 

strength within their cultural context, showing how resilience can be cultivated 
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through intellectual engagement, relationship building, and connection to one's 

environment. 

Conclusion. The analysis of Susan Hill’s works reveals the profound impact of 

cultural and social contexts on characters' resilience and their journeys through 

trauma. Throughout her various texts—from the isolation of Warings estate in “I’m 

the King of the Castle” to the educational bonds in “The Boy Who Taught the 

Beekeeper to Read,” the rebellious grief in “Punishment,” the complex family 

dynamics in “Sand” and “Elizabeth,” and the intergenerational connection in “The 

Brooch” Hill consistently demonstrates that resilience is not merely an individual trait 

but a socially mediated experience. 

These narratives illustrate that cultural contexts serve as double-edged swords in 

the development of resilience. On one hand, characters find strength through cultural 

heritage, family bonds, and shared values. The educational relationship between 

James and Mart May, the sisterly bond between Lizzie and Clara, and the intellectual 

connection between the uncle and child in “The Brooch” all demonstrate how social 

relationships can foster resilience. On the other hand, societal pressures, stigmas, and 

expectations often hinder healing and force characters into constrained responses to 

trauma, as seen in Edmund's bullying behavior, Mick’s participation in vandalism 

despite his reservations, and the concealment of disability in “The Brooch.” 

Hill’s work ultimately suggests that the quest for meaning after trauma is 

inseparable from one's cultural identity. Characters navigate their pain through the 

lens of their social environment, with their coping mechanisms reflecting both 

resistance to and acceptance of cultural norms. The loss of innocence that frequently 

marks Hill’s narratives occurs within specific cultural frameworks that shape how 

characters interpret their experiences and find pathways toward healing. 

By examining these complex intersections between culture and resilience, Hill's 

literature provides valuable insights into how individuals negotiate trauma within the 

constraints and opportunities of their social worlds. This understanding has 

significant implications for how we approach resilience in literary analysis and, more 

broadly, in psychological and sociological contexts. The richness of Hill's portrayal 

reminds us that resilience is not a universal or static quality but a dynamic process 

deeply embedded in cultural and social realities. 
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