
"Boys And Girls" by Alice Munro - Analysis 

"Boys and Girls" by Alice Munro is a poignant coming-of-age short story that intricately explores the 

themes of gender roles, societal expectations, and the complexities of identity. Munro crafts a 

narrative set in rural Canada, where the narrator, a young girl on the cusp of adolescence, grapples 

with the rigid norms imposed by her community. The story unfolds against the backdrop of a fox 

farm, symbolizing the confinement and constraints associated with traditional gender roles. Through 

the narrator's eyes, readers are taken on a journey of self-discovery, rebellion, and the inevitable 

confrontation with societal expectations. 

The narrative begins with the young girl working alongside her father on the fox farm, participating 

in what she perceives as the more esteemed and important tasks reserved for boys. She embraces 

this role, finding a sense of identity and purpose in assisting her father. The farm becomes a 

microcosm of gendered expectations, with the father overseeing the foxes and the outdoors, while 

the mother manages the domestic realm. The stark division of labor foreshadows the challenges the 

narrator will face in reconciling her desires with societal norms. 

As the story progresses, the narrator becomes increasingly aware of the limitations imposed by her 

gender. The title, "Boys and Girls," immediately signals the strict categorization of individuals based 

on gender, setting the stage for the exploration of societal expectations. The narrator's evolving 

consciousness becomes a central focal point, and Munro skillfully captures the internal conflicts 

arising from the collision between personal desires and societal norms. 

The horse emerges as a powerful symbol of the narrator's yearning for freedom and autonomy. The 

exhilarating experience of riding the horse provides a temporary escape from the constrictions of 

femininity. Munro masterfully depicts the sense of liberation and rebellion that accompanies these 

moments, as the narrator revels in the unbridled joy of riding. However, this freedom is short-lived, 

and the eventual realization that she cannot keep the horse foreshadows the challenges that lie 

ahead in navigating societal expectations. 

The relationship between the narrator and her younger brother, Laird, undergoes a transformation 

as Laird begins to embrace the societal expectations associated with being a boy. Initially, the 

siblings share a camaraderie in challenging the conventions of gender, blurring the lines between 

traditional roles. However, as Laird conforms to the expected behaviors of a boy, the distance 

between them widens. This evolution highlights the impact of external pressures on familial 

relationships, serving as a microcosm of broader societal dynamics. 

The foxes themselves become a metaphor for the entrapment of gender roles. The domesticated 

foxes on the farm, confined to their cages, symbolize the societal expectations placed upon 

individuals, particularly women. The contrast with the wild foxes glimpsed in the wilderness 

reinforces the narrator's yearning for a life unrestrained by societal norms. The foxes' escape serves 

as a poignant moment of rebellion, mirroring the narrator's desire to break free from the constraints 

of femininity. 

Munro intricately weaves the theme of loss throughout the narrative. The losses experienced by the 

narrator — the loss of the horse, the loss of her sense of freedom, and the loss of familial 

connections — underscore the sacrifices inherent in conforming to societal expectations. The 



poignant realization that she cannot keep the horse marks a turning point in the story, symbolizing 

the relinquishment of personal desires in the face of societal pressures. 

The pelt-cutting scene emerges as a crucial episode, encapsulating the narrator's confrontation with 

the consequences of resisting traditional gender roles. The father's disappointment and disapproval 

signify the societal repercussions of challenging prescribed norms. The pelt-cutting becomes a 

visceral metaphor for the shedding of the narrator's rebellious spirit, replaced by the acceptance of 

her predetermined role as a girl. 

Winter, with its harshness and inevitability, serves as a metaphor for the unyielding societal 

expectations and the inescapable reality of conforming to gender norms. Munro skillfully uses the 

changing seasons to symbolize the progression of time and the maturation of the narrator's 

understanding of her identity. Winter's arrival signifies the culmination of internal conflicts and the 

onset of a more rigid adherence to societal expectations. 

The mother, in her adherence to traditional female roles, becomes a symbol of the expected 

trajectory for the narrator. The mother's duties, juxtaposed with the father's outdoor 

responsibilities, contribute to the narrator's growing awareness of the prescribed roles for men and 

women. The mother's unspoken resignation to her role foreshadows the challenges the narrator will 

face in negotiating her own identity within the limitations imposed by gender norms. 

The conclusion of "Boys and Girls" sees the narrator conforming to the expected role of a girl, 

participating in domestic tasks and abandoning her earlier desire for freedom. Munro paints a 

poignant picture of the societal pressure to conform, highlighting the universal struggle of 

individuals in negotiating their identities within a rigid framework. The acceptance of her assigned 

role comes at the cost of sacrificing individuality, desires, and the untamed spirit that once sought 

liberation. 

In conclusion, "Boys and Girls" by Alice Munro is a rich exploration of the intricacies of identity, 

gender roles, and societal expectations. Munro's storytelling prowess lies in her ability to navigate 

the internal landscapes of the narrator, capturing the nuances of self-discovery and the inevitable 

clash with societal norms. Through vivid imagery, powerful symbolism, and a nuanced portrayal of 

familial relationships, Munro creates a timeless narrative that resonates with readers, inviting 

contemplation on the enduring challenges of navigating identity in the face of societal expectations. 

 


