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The Tragic Nature and Modernity of Julien Sorel
in The Red and the Black

XUE Songyu
Changsha University of Science and Technology, Changsha, Hunan 410076, China

Abstract The Red and the Black is a landmark work in Stendhal’s realist fiction, offering a nuanced portrayal
of French society during the Bourbon Restoration in the nineteenth century and the spiritual dilemmas faced by the
individual. Owing to his complex character and seemingly inescapable tragic fate, the protagonist, Julien Sorel, has
become a classic literary figure who continues to invite critical attention and debate in the history of Western literature.
Julien not only embodies the tragedy of individual striving amid social transformation but also carries rich philosophical,
psychological, and political implications. Taking the dual dimensions of his personality, symbolized by “red” and
“black,” as its point of departure, this paper traces his transformation from a provincial young man into an ambitious
social climber in Paris. Drawing on psychoanalytic theory and Marxist literary criticism, it examines the unconscious
motives underlying his actions and the structural conflicts rooted in class relations. This paper argues that Julien’s
tragedy is not merely a personal failure but also a microcosmic representation of the tragic fate of Enlightenment ideals,
which are suppressed, distorted, and ultimately destroyed within a conservative social order. The interpretation of Julien
Sorel’s character thus constitutes an important bridge between nineteenth-century realist literature and twentieth-century
modernist explorations of human nature.

Keywords The Red and the Black; Julien Sorel; tragic hero; class rigidity; identity
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