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THE ARTISTIC MODEL OF THE EXAMINATION OF HUMANITY:
CONTENT AND EMBODIMENT

Among the universal meaning-forming constants of world literature that shape
conceptions of human essence and humanity’s place within the structure of the world,
a distinctive position is occupied by the motif of humanity's examination. This motif
may be defined as a profound artistic model within which humanity as a whole, a social
community, or an individual is placed before a test of extreme human qualities — moral,
spiritual, existential, and intellectual. Such texts function not merely as representations
of events, but as forms of anthropological diagnostics that reveal the limits of the
human as such: freedom, responsibility, solidarity, and humanity itself.

This model combines the archetype of trial (in theological, ethical, or absurdist
dimensions) with an artistic conception of examination, in which characters — and
together with them humanity at large — stand before an explicit or implicit instance of
evaluation. This instance may be sacral (God), historical (war, catastrophe), social
(society, the collective), internal (conscience, moral awareness), or even absurd (chaos,
silence, indifference). At the center of attention stands the human being at the limit,
compelled to act in crisis.

The motif is rooted in an archetypal structure of trial; however, in modern
literature — and especially in twentieth-century writing — it undergoes a significant
transformation. The theological paradigm of judgment gives way to an anthropological
model of testing civilizational maturity. The examining instance may take the form of
war, illness, totalitarian power, historical catastrophe, absurdity, or human
consciousness itself. The result of such an “examination” is often not a verdict but the
revelation of the problematic nature of the human limit itself, lending the motif an open,
tragic, or paradoxical character.

Across various literary traditions, the motif of humanity's examination assumes
the forms of theological judgment, social experiment, or existential absurdity, while
retaining its core diagnostic function. The earliest interpretations of the trial motif are
embedded in archetypal narratives of ancient and biblical mythology. These include
the testing of reason, endurance, and fidelity to home in Odysseus's wanderings; the
examination of civilizational responsibility in Prometheus's act; and the trial of
hospitality and marital fidelity in the myth of Philemon and Baucis. Equally
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foundational for Christian ideology are the story of Job — where faith, patience, and the
capacity to accept the unknowable are tested — and the narrative of Abraham, whose
willingness to sacrifice his son Isaac establishes a boundary between humanity and
absolute obedience.

Thus, in the ancient artistic space, the primary examinations are moral and
cognitive, while in the biblical tradition, they are theological, with God or the
transcendent functioning as the examiner. In Dante’s Divine Comedy, the summit of
medieval literature, humanity undergoes an eschatological and moral examination in
the form of posthumous judgment, where Hell, Purgatory, and Paradise serve as
evaluative instances. By contrast, Renaissance literature, grounded in humanistic
philosophy, approaches the motif of examination through the works of its most
significant figures — Shakespeare and Cervantes. Cervantes, in Don Quixote, tests the
ideal against reality, exposing the conflict between humaneness and the rationalized
world. At the same time, Shakespeare, in King Lear, examines power, fatherhood, and
the strength or fragility of reason itself. One of the most renowned works structured
around the motif of examination is Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s Faust, where the
protagonist undergoes trials of knowledge, passion, and spiritual resilience. God
permits Mephistopheles to tempt Faust because only one who seeks and subjects all
things to critical doubt can truly pass the test.

As world literature develops — particularly in the twentieth century — the defining
motifs of the examination-of-humanity model become increasingly pronounced. The
examination loses its sacral dimension and acquires existential gravity. Central to this
transformation is the depiction of human beings in extreme, boundary situations where
habitual norms, values, and rules lose their force. Such situations may involve
catastrophe, war, exile, or physical or moral humiliation —conditions that demand a
radical response. These trials are characteristic of the literature of the “Lost
Generation,” notably in Erich Maria Remarque’s novels All Quiet on the Western Front
and Three Comrades. These works are not solely about physical survival, but about
moral testing: the capacity for compassion, love, and friendship — in short, the ability
to preserve humanity within a dehumanized world.

An essential element of the examination model is the presence — or simulation —
of an evaluating instance. The “examiner” does not always appear explicitly; rather,
the text presupposes an evaluative gaze, whether of God, fate, society, or the
protagonist, who may judge himself. In Albert Camus’s The Plague, this instance is the
absurd universe itself, in which every human action gains meaning only through
resistance to meaninglessness. Doctor Rieux acts ethically without hope of reward, and
it is precisely this ethical stance that constitutes his “success.” The examination thus
unfolds not as a struggle against disease, but as a resistance to absurdity, in which moral
action is independent of outcome and represents a conscious existential choice.
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Yet the notion of “success” remains conditional, since no clear criteria for passing
the examination exist. Moral indeterminacy is a defining feature of this model: neither
reader nor character possesses stable reference points for evaluating right and wrong.
Gregor Samsa in Franz Kafka’s The Metamorphosis does not understand the cause of
his transformation, receives no evaluation of his life, and is perceived by family and
society merely as a burden. The examination occurs under absurd conditions,
transforming society and family into an anti-instance that accelerates degradation
rather than offering judgment or redemption.

Another crucial component of the motif lies in its diagnostic function regarding
human nature. Extreme situations operate as litmus tests that reveal the characters’ true
essence — their capacity for empathy and sacrifice, or conversely, for betrayal and moral
collapse. Such an existential test is endured by several generations of the Buendia
family in Gabriel Garcia Marquez’s One Hundred Years of Solitude, exposing a
recurring inability to love or change, and a confinement within solitude as an archetypal
curse. In Bertolt Brecht’s Mother Courage and Her Children, the protagonist undergoes
the examination of war but fails it: she loses all her children while preserving only her
business, resulting in a moral diagnosis rendered without explicit judgment.

Works centered on the examination motif frequently culminate in open or tragic
endings, as the outcome of the “test” is often ambiguous. A hero may achieve moral
victory even in death or survive while suffering ideological or ethical defeat. In Par
Lagerkvist’s parable-novella The Hangman, the protagonist passes through the loss and
reconfiguration of faith. The open ending, charged with moral tension, allows the
examination to be understood as an ongoing process of self-knowledge rather than a
concluded verdict.

Ultimately, at the core of the examination-of-humanity model lies ethical and
anthropological inquiry: questions concerning the essence of the human, the limits of
humanity, and responsibility for one’s choices. These texts invariably engage
fundamental philosophical-anthropological problems. Samuel Beckett’s Waiting for
Godot presents characters trapped in radical uncertainty, raising the question of
whether one remains human in the face of absolute hopelessness. The absence of
external coordinates forces individuals to construct meaning autonomously.

Thus, the motif of the examination of humanity as a plot-semantic model
integrates the archetype of trial (theological, ethical, or absurdist) with the artistic
conception of examination, in which characters — and humanity itself — confront an
explicit or implicit evaluating instance. This instance may be sacral, historical, social,
internal, or absurd. At the center stands the human being at the threshold, compelled to
act amid crises.
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The motif of the examination of humanity is therefore not merely an artistic
structure but an anthropological paradigm that preserves literature’s capacity to
recognize crises of the human. From Odysseus to Beckett’s protagonists, from
Abraham to Camus’s Doctor Rieux, from Shakespeare’s King Lear to Katka’s figures,
the examination continues. The evaluating instance changes, but the question remains:
what does it mean to be human in a world that is losing its meaning? This is the
fundamental function of literature as an instrument of anthropological diagnosis — one
that unites humanistic mission with aesthetic form.
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