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Abstract 

Rain is the last story in Maugham's collection of short stories The Trembling of a Leaf. 
Set in the South Pacific islands, it mainly tells the story among the Davidsons, the 
Macphails, and Miss Thompson. Through a textual analysis, this article investigates the 
ethical predicaments and ethical selection of the main characters, and explores the 
ethical revelation brought by the tragic ending. 
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1. Ethical Environment  

Literary works are reflections of social life, which contains characters, character relationships, 
relevant events and related value judgments. As long as the author describes characters and 
social relations, ethical and moral issues would be inevitably concerned.[1] In Rain, set in the 
southern part of the Pacific Ocean, Maugham has depicted a story full of ethical confusion and 
predicaments. The ethical knots, which refer to the concentrated embodiment of contradictions 
and conflicts in literary works,[1] among the Davidsons, the Macphails, Miss Thompson and the 
natives have revealed the basic ethical issues of the story.  

The Davidsons, who were missionaries, were the absolute authority in their district, ruling the 
natives with a sense of ruthless resolution. They were extremely strict and singular in morals, 
therefore the natives were naturally depraved in their view. When the Davidsons first came to 
the islands, most of the customary were condemned. The natives were crazy about dancing, 
which the Davidsons considered “not only immoral in itself, but it distinctly leads to 
immorality”.[2] The local costume, a strip of red cotton round the loin, was “indecent and should 
be prohibited by law”.[2] What’s more, the marriage customs were shocking and “it was 
impossible to find a single good girl in any of the villages”.[2] Even the local missionaries were 
“pitifully lacking in energy”, and “if you leave a mission in charge of a native missionary, in 
course of time you’ll find he’s let abuses creep in”.[2]  

Therefore, in order to resume the ethical order of the region, the Davidsons “had to make sins 
out of what the natives thought were natural actions” and domineeringly instituted a fining 
system to punish any sinful actions the natives committed, “not only to commit adultery and to 
lie and thieve, but to expose their bodies, to dance and not to come to the church...”[2] And if the 
natives dared to refuse and resist, the Davidsons would “make the place so hot for them they’re 
glad to go”.[2] “With God’s help”, the Davidsons were convinced that they’ve saved the natives 
from their wickedness and proud of what they’ve accomplished, “I don’t think I’m wrong in 
saying that no one has danced in out district for eight years”.[2] Being the dominant power in 
the district, Mr Davidson had become a peremptory tyrant, ruling the region in the name of God 
for years. In this circumstance, his acquaintance with Mr Macphail, a timid man who did not 
have a strong faith in God, and Miss Thompson, a woman who betrayed her body for life, would 
naturally lead to severe ethical confusion which ultimately resulted in his own tragedy.   
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2. Ethical Predicaments 

Ethical predicaments refer to the contradictions and conflicts that are difficult to resolve for 
characters due to ethical confusion.[1] In Rain, there existed various ethical predicaments 
between Mr Davidson, Mr Macphail and Miss Thompson. Miss Thompson was a familiar woman 
who tended to seize the day when she could. When she first got off the ship, she would bargain 
with the trader about the rent until he caved in. She listened to music, danced with the music 
and held parties all the time. Every time her gramophone irritated Mr Davidson. He got nervous 
when the music started and his face twitched even though he pretended not to be affected. 
When he realized that Miss Thompson was from Iwelei, “the plague spot of Honolulu, the red 
light district”,[2] he acted promptly, with a passion of indignation, and confronted her 
immediately, but he was beaten and laughed at by Miss Thompson’s company. In a state of 
frightful agitation, Mr Davidson had made it his mission to rescue the woman from her sin.  

Witnessing the dispute between Mr Davidson and Miss Thompson, Mr Macphail was indifferent 
at the beginning, even deeming Mr Davidson to be officious. In fact, Mr Macphail was almost the 
opposite of Mr Davidson. He was “a timid man” who could not say he’s never been afraid. Even 
though he was flattered as well because he and his wife were the only people in board with 
whom the Davidsons were willing to associate, Mr Macphail would joke about religion and 
make fun of Mr Davidson, calling him “such a big bug that he could afford to put on frills”.[2] 
When Mr Davidson deplored the natives and talked about his punishment mechanism, he was 
shocked, but hesitated to express his disapproval. Because after two years at the front and a 
wound that haven’t been healed, he was just glad to settle down quietly for a while. But destiny 
has played a joke with him, getting him involved in the conflicts between Mr Davidson and Miss 
Thompson. 

3. Ethical Selection  

Ethical selection is the core component of literary works, because the characters will inevitably 
face the problem of ethical selections, which will result in different outcomes that might be of 
great moral value to the readers.[1] In Rain, Mr Davidson was defeated the first time he tried to 
discipline Miss Thompson. But he was a man of unflinching courage and an extremist, “if the 
tree is rotten it shall be cut down and cast into flames”.[2] Having been refused by Miss 
Thompson one more time, Mr Davidson burst into a tempestuous fit of anger and determined 
to break her. Especially after he found out she was an escaped criminal, he’s resolute in having 
her punished. Eventually, Miss Thompson was scared and hunted, being evicted by the 
governor. Ethical selection is a way for one to choose good over evil and be a moral person. 
Betraying her body, fleeing from her sentence and insulting the missionary, Miss Thompson 
had made her own choices and had to accept the consequences. 

Irritated by Mr Davidson’s interference with Miss Thompson’s affair, Mr Macphail tried to help 
her but failed, and eventually chose to let things slide. Ruined and broken, the woman helplessly 
resorted to Mr Davidson, crying for salvation, “like a victim that was being prepared for the 
savage rites of a bloody idolatry”.[2] When given the choice of either having her punished or 
letting her escape, Mr Davidson insisted on getting her punished. Her returning to religion 
afterwards seemed to prove that Mr Davidson has performed a miracle, accomplishing a 
mission impossible. Therefore, Mr Davidson was in ecstasy over “bringing a lost soul to the 
loving arms of Jesus”,[2] since he was convinced that it was a true rebirth for Miss Thompson. 
Nevertheless, the night before Miss Thompson being escorted to the prison, things changed 
dramatically. When Miss Thompson invited Mr Davidson to her room and pray together, he 
failed to resist the temptation and finally surpassed the bottom line of morality.[3] At the end of 
the story, Mr Davidson yielded to his desire and committed suicide ultimately.  
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4. Conclusion 

The fundamental purpose of literature is to provide mankind with moral examples of 
interpreting society and life from an ethical perspective, being conducive to people’s self-
improvement.[1] In Rain, Maugham has depicted a world of ethical confusion and predicaments. 
When confronting their respective desire, both Miss Thompson and Mr Davidson have 
destructed the ethical order of the society and ended up victims of their own selection. Fate 
only indicates that something will happen, yet what will happen next is not determined by fate, 
but by the nature of one’s ethical selection. The suffering of Miss Thompson and the tragedy of 
Mr Davidson have both revealed the great value of maintaining the ethical order that everyone 
recognizes. Whoever destroyed the ethical order would eventually bring harm to the society, 
bring pain to the soul, and be severely punished.  
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