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ABSTRACT: 

This paper explores the issue of human frailty in Philip 

Jeyaretnam’s Abraham’s Promise (1995). It attempts to emonstrate 

how human frailty is synthesized by three inextricable factors, 

namely, disappointment, family disintegration, and loss of 

idealism. Therefore, the study analyzes the novel’s protagonist 

weakness as an indication of human frailty that exemplifies a 

collective representation of the Singaporean social life. It follows 

a qualitative methodology of the selected novel’s characters and 

narrative structure. Therefore, the discussion of disappointment is 

reinforced by interpreting the protagonist’ feelings of 

despondency. Furthermore, it highlights family disintegration and 

loss of idealism as crucial factors of human frailty depicted in the 

novel. As such, the study unravels these social impasses via 

identifying the Singaporean society portrayed through 

Jeyaretnam’s fictional setting. Thus, the study’s theoretical side is 

enhanced by scrutinizing the narrative attributes of the 

Singaporean settings and characters. 

Keywords: Family disintegration, Human Frailty, Jeyaretnam, Loss of idealism, Narrative, Society. 

1. Introduction:  

Human frailty has different and diverse meanings due to its common discussion in 

anthropological studies (Gratzer 62). Human frailty is associated with some kind of defects in the 

human personality. It reflects the literary characters’ loss of self-confidence since they could not 

cope with their social surroundings. In some cases, it is caused by wishful thinking or imaginary 

craziness that makes the characters live in loneliness as they are not able to emulate the other 

people in the same society. The analysis of human frailty is deduced from the way the characters 

are motivated by weakness in their personality, which appears in their decision making or social 

interaction. In essence, literary works offers various fictional characters that suffer from this 

weakness. However, they follow a defense mechanism m to justify their failure that represents 

the essence of their personal meekness (Toms 86). For this reason, authors provide meticulous 

details about the personal and subjective traits of their characters because they exemplify the 
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authorial aim to reflect these characters’ personal reality. Human Frailty, moreover, originates in 

the personal self-evaluation, especially when the characters tend to behave in a purposeful way, 

yet, they could not fulfill their wishes or purposes. As a result, a great gap between them and 

reality; and, consequently, they become detached from their intentional purposes. 

There are several factors of human frailty. Nevertheless, there is a common consensus that it 

comes out of the characters’ personal experience (Haines 131). That is, it originates in their 

personality. Here, there are external and internal factors of human frailty. On the one hand, the 

external factors relate to the social circumstances that do not meet the expectation of the 

characters. On the other hand, the internal factors of human frailty, as we have just argued, relate 

to the characters’ personal experience (Rupnik 47). Sometimes, it refers to the human inability to 

make decisions at critical situations. In other cases, it includes weak positions of a person or a 

group of people who cannot cope with the wave of humanity progression. In this way, human 

frailty is a kind of lack of strength to achieve personal or community’s purposes (Fowers 109). In 

many cases, human frailty relates to the characters’ weakness, and they become responsible for 

their personal failure. In terms of (Jasim 26) for authors and poets, society serves as a model. To 

put it another way, the authors primarily aim to portray their society's reality in their works, 

thereby confirming the intimate connection between literature and society. In the current study, 

we will focus on three factors of human frailty, namely, disappointment, family disintegration, 

and loss of idealism as factors of weakness in the protagonist of Philip Jeyaretnam’s Abraham’s 

Promise (1995).  

2. Literature Review : 

Jeyaretnam’s Abraham’s Promise (1995) is studied from different critical perspectives. 

Michael Bodden traces the historical dimension of the novel in order to explore Jeyaretnam’s the 

influence of the Japanese colonialism upon the Singaporean society. He argues that the novel is 

an authentic historical recount of how the Singaporean native culture is deeply influenced by the 

presence of the Japanese foreign culture which had left its apparent impact upon the native 

culture.  Strikingly, the Singaporean individuality exemplifies this foreign influence since people 

are profoundly affected by cultural assimilation; and the “novel presents history through the lens 

of an individual's perceptions, and illuminates the life-account of an individual character with the 

light of actual historical developments” (125). In this sense, Bodden attempts to explore the core 

conceptual insights of cultural assimilation created by the novel’s fascinating narrative structure. 

He concludes that the novel embraces an anti-historical attitudes against the cultural and colonial 

residuals in the Singaporean society; and these residuals could be mitigated. 

Shanthini Pillai and Sharenee Paramasivam, furthermore, approach the novel’s treatment of 

cultural identity. They contend that the novel comprise the Malaysian and Singaporean Indian 

identities. They add that these identities embody the essence of Indian Christian beliefs with 

regard to the colonial diaspora. Moreover, Pillai and Paramasivam claim that Jeyaretnam’s 

Abraham’s Promise (1995) incarnates the imaginary attributes of colonial diaspora since it results 

in drastic changes in the Malaysian and Singaporean Indian identities. As such, Jeyaretnam uses 
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the novel’s fictional characters to achieve portray these identities in the light of Christian 

backgrounds; Pillai and Paramasivam write: “characters are Singaporean Indians grounded in the 

Christian faith. In each of the separate encounters between Abraham and the aforementioned 

characters, we witness the pageantry of the interpellation of Indian Christian identity politics as 

discussed in the section before” (78). Being so, Pillai’s and Paramasivam’s study contributes to 

the understanding of the Indian identity in diasporic places, namely, Malaysia and Singapore. 

Thus, the study’s finding is the discovery of identity syncretism in terms of diaspora and 

Christianity which play crucial role in shaping diasporic people’s cultural identity. 

Though these studies relate to the topic of my research, we will follow an in-depth thematic 

analysis of human frailty discussed in the selected novel. Unlike, the aforementioned studies, my 

discussion does not focus on identity and its religious and ethnic contexts. It sheds light on the by 

which the Jeyaretnam approaches the cultural and social attributes of human frailty in relation to 

disappointment, family disintegration, and loss of idealism.  

3. Methodology: 

Human frailty and culture embody a distinctive duality after the World War II. Human 

frailty has an extricable view concerning human lives and existence. It accentuates the condition 

of the nations that were severely harmed by the societies. As a matter of fact, the great societies, 

and indeed their destructive traditions, negatively influenced people. People could not imagine 

their future because they were still threatened by calamitous, especially the colonial matters. 

Colonialism, for example, hindered any optimistic aspiration concerning the future. Culture plays 

an efficient role in the human thought due to the key circumstances representing the nexus of 

society and culture. Culture is fundamentally the core of any society’s appropriation of political 

trend. Human frailty demonstrates how culture and society are intertwined midst the intricate 

political hypnoses. For all that, human frailty levitates politics as a potential structure of supreme 

culture and society. Social fragmentation would, inexorably, empower the existing political 

regimes to procure behemoth military ammunition. Here, the concept human frailty emphasizes 

tremendous transitional culture as the main impetus of postmodern insights projected in literary works. 

Furthermore, multiculturalism is quite fitting to conceive the culture in relation to the concept 

of human frailty. The concept elucidates multiculturalism vitality that sustains society; whereby 

multiculturalism leads to subjective identity; and hereinafter, self-esteem. Identity and self-

esteem reinforces social political regimes to appreciate the conditions of human beings; and they 

could fulfill their needs. In doing so, they can improve their power by gaining people’s support. 

As people have certain degree of self-esteem, they endorse their political regimes since they get 

respect them. In other words, their culture helped them to achieve their identity. Culture, in turn, 

gets people’s support to accomplish their interests. 

Human frailty, similarly, approaches the relationship between people and political regimes in 

the light of traditional culture. People are susceptible to some cultural impasses. As a result, they 

depend on their political regimes to exalt their social conditions. The concept of human frailty 

divided the characters and social classes into public and private divisions of social and political 
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system. People are argued as the private subjectivities that need the regimes’ support; and these 

regimes are the public part. He acknowledges the reciprocal relationship between people and 

their political proponents in the copious purviews of political dominance. The concept of human 

frailty evinced diverse boom in various scientific fields. Yet, there had been a prevailing thought 

that some science is ridiculous. In a striking way, the concept of human frailty features culture 

that played in influential role in turning imagination into reality. As such, culture and science go 

concomitantly with social elevation of cultural prosperity. In respect to this, new cultural 

branches came into prominence. 

Moreover, the concept of human frailty tackles the literary trends affected by the social 

exuberance. As such, the lurking reason of the appearance of new literary forms in postcolonial 

literature. Nonetheless, postcolonial writers relied on their modern precursors to establish new 

avant-garde forms in the light of post-colonialism (Marks 35). On the whole, culture contrived 

the basic human relationships in postcolonial literature due to the necessity of expressing 

people’s needs and raising public awareness regarding the new changes in the world. Therefore, 

the political momentum stimulated writers to project the genuine spirit of postcolonial 

humanistic vanguards in the insights of the concept of human frailty (Bailey 14). Postcolonial 

culture, furthermore, is conveyed in the context of the fictional works’ plot; and it ascribes the 

appearance of this postcolonial genre to the theory of power forged by contemporary social 

trends. It parades culture and society as contiguous i.e., it exemplifies the postcolonial and social 

aspiration of having perfection. 

The concept of identity, when viewed from different textual points of view, offers genuine 

meanings about the behaviors of people in their national communities (Gallois 28). In 

Jeyaretnam’s Abraham’s Promise (1995), the ideas of human frailty is going to be further 

elaborated in close relation to disappointment, family disintegration, and loss of idealism in order 

to explore the author’s terse depiction of social independence as a means of avoiding human 

frailty depicted in the selected novel. In this regard, the figure below illustrates the 

interrelationships among these factors:  

 
Figure: 3.1 Disappointment, Family Disintegration, and Loss of Idealism 

Human Frailty 

Disappointment Family Disintegration Loss of Idealism 
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4. Analysis and Discussion: 

4.1 Disappointment and Human Frailty:   

Disappointment is an obvious factor of human frailty because it highlights a person in a 

depressed state (Lindenfield 119). It comes out of the deteriorated perusal self-confidence which 

is very necessary for developing the literary characters. It indicate the internal personal state that 

does not benefit from the society or people. Here, disappointed people have personal defects in 

their characters depressive that they could not be aware of society’s or people’s reality. On that 

account, they develop false consciousness about the society and the surrounding people. Human 

frailty, accordingly, manifests in the characters’ false perception of such reality; and they become 

different from people or the common social norms. Similarly, in Jeyaretnam’s Abraham’s 

Promise (1995), the protagonist, Abram, feels disappointed at different situations, especially 

when he recalls his previous love for Rose. As a matter of fact, he thinks that all people are good; 

and he could satisfy his love easily. This is because he still lives in the state of wishful thinking 

to be a great man. For this reason, does not succeed in making a parallel between his realistic life 

and personal needs. The protagonist is also disappointed when he is only haunted by past 

negative experience that were not successful as he hoped. He could not escape from the his 

obsession with achieving his goals when he was young, and he now confront the bitter reality 

that is devoid of such promising future. One last indication of his disappointment is his surrender 

to reconcile with reality as he grows mature. Such disappointment, suitably originates in a 

weakness in his personality as he simply believes that he could fulfill his ambition peacefully 

and easily. Later on, her discover the bitter reality that there is social rivalry among people to be 

the best by gaining luxurious life. This appears when he meets people who only look for 

satisfying their needs and desires without regard to perfect academic life. He wonders why 

people are so confused; and they do not have plans for their future: “They don't grow up on a 

steady diet . . . so they lack a clear reference point - Jaffna cooking, Cantonese, whatever. It's just 

a jumble . . . Thai, French, hamburgers. No wonder everyone is so confused” (57). In this way, 

Jeyaretnam portrays Abraham’s human frailty in terms of personality weakness that takes the 

form of disappointment. Abram does not cope with the real impression of social life and people’s 

habitual desires. He detaches himself from them by thinking that academic life and political 

attitudes are key survival tools for his life. Hence, he has such personal weakness in his 

personality that culminates in disappointment as he could not previously get along with people 

and society. 

Jeyaretnam’s writing dexterity embodies experiences undergone by Singaporean people 

during intermittent. In general, his writing styles are precise presenting critical themes via erudite 

narrative expressions. In so doing, he copes with the cultural requirements regarding the 

contemporary literary vogues. Reading Jeyaretnam’s Abraham’s Promise (1995) provides a 

significance of tracing these styles which, presumably, would illustrate the way by which he tells 

the stories of real events and people in a fictional plot. Moreover, understanding these styles 

might explain the diverse facades of Jeyaretnam’s Abraham’s Promise (1995); whereby narrative 
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descriptions represent the treatment of disappointment in the plot that is extremely limited to 

human frailty exemplified in the theme of disappointment; and how the plot’s fictional women 

seek their identity midst several problems caused by such disappointment.   

4.2 Family Disintegration and Human Frailty:   

Family disintegration is another factor of human frailty caused by the sense of “aversion” 

(Abu Jweid 7). This is due to the fact that the fictional characters confront certain obstacles in 

dealing with other people in the scope of family and its members (Farrell 78). This is because 

family members feel that they do not have a sense e of belonging to family because of some 

problems. In Jeyaretnam’s Abraham’s Promise (1995), this factor relates to Abraham’s sister, 

Mercy, who is stubborn. Jeyaretnam depicts human frailty by means of unravelling Abraham’s 

personality weakness created by his negligence and lack of care for his wife, son, and sister. 

Another reference to family disintegration is Abraham’s stay away from his beloved wife, Rani, 

whom he loves so much.  However his job – as a teacher of Latin – distracts him from being 

close to his wife. Therefore, work makes him estranged from his family belonging and close 

contact with wife or his son Victor Isaac. He only has a direct contact with the external social 

world: “I don't understand all these new restaurants, all these new tastes. No wonder young 

people are so confused today” (57). In fact, Abram incurs human frailty upon his personality 

because he neglects and does not take care of his family. He is obsessed with his job and 

idealism. This results in a great gap between him and his family members, especially his, wife, 

son, and sister. Therefore, the sense of human frailty relates his inability to make a balance 

between his personal family life and job. Consequently, his character’s weakness lies in his 

indifferent attitude to his beloved wife, son, and sister who are very necessary for his supporting 

his familial and social status. 

This relation lays the premise of the novel’s treatment of human frailty. Therefore, this 

cultural encounter is an indication of the characters’ ethnical identity that is greatly affected by 

family disintegration. This is due to the fact that the author is form a Singaporean tackled in a 

chaotic atmosphere. Such social background exemplifies Jeyaretnam’s Abraham’s Promise 

(1995) exemplifies the theme of family disintegration through different phases, especially when 

they interacts with other characters. The protagonist faces the problem of family disintegration 

and they are evident in the novel’s fictional events. He is not like the other characters who do not 

play any effective role in the story. Consequently, this bitter experience, alongside personal 

interactions with people in the same social circumferences, leads to family disintegration as well 

as its hindrance of independent and mature personality. 

4.3 Loss of Idealism and Human Frailty:   

Loss of idealism is a type of human frailty as it denotes people’s inability to achieve goals or 

plans (Franck 46).  Furthermore, human frailty is one integral role in shaping the individuals’ 

“identity” (Abu Jweid 530). Abram is very ideal, and he hold many promising political attitudes 

that make him very optimistic. Furthermore, his is very ambition, and he wants to instill in his 

students the sense of determination stamina. However, his dreams and great expectations collide 
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with reality. He could not understand people’s purpose in life. As such, he thinks that his 

academic abilities would reinforce his position as a great man. On the other hand, he still does 

not know that he lives in a contradictory condition since he does not realize the true reality of 

society and people who only seek satisfaction and personal contentment only in material 

pleasures. At this point, he recognizes reality and exaggerates saying that idealism is lost since 

many centuries ago. He loses his idealism to be a proud citizen, and he could not get along with 

reality. This is because such reality is devoid of any sense of idealism, it only pursues fame, 

power, reputation, and money: “I am not nor will ever be truly free. Why is it that I still feel this 

is a battle I might have won, when surely it was lost centuries ago?” (40). At this situation, 

Abram gradually realizes the contradiction between his idealism and reality. Such contradiction, 

in fact, is the incarnation of his personality weakness which exemplifies his embodiment of 

human frailty depicted in the plot; and literary works typically portray human frailty within the 

characters “intersubjective” qualities (Al-Fartoosi et al. 4466). 

The protagonist’s human frailty, therefore, is constructed by his loss of idealism. To clarify, 

he believes that he lives in an ideal world full of opportunity and self-development. At the 

beginning, he thinks that he could archive his goals by being ideal when he teaches people. This 

is because he feels that he lacks something in his personality. As a result, he wants to compensate 

this lack and frailty in his personality by doing his best to be a supreme example for his students 

and people. However, he does not consider the negative effect of too much aspiration because the 

society does not resemble his ambition. Consequently, when he interacts with people, he could 

not figure out their gaols. This means that has a personal weakness, and he wants to empower it, 

yet, he fails. This also means that he lives in a society is seemingly devoid of idealism. In this 

manner, he leads human frailty experience since he is detached from reality that radically differs 

from his expectation. He interacts with people on the grounds of idealism and great humanistic 

sense depending on his academic background. But he confronts people who pursue fame, power, 

reputation, and money. This certainly makes him lose his stout belief in academic idealism as a 

way of enhancing his social position. Being so, idealism is a kind of weakness inherent in his 

personality. By time, it becomes a defect in his personality; and he fails to archive his gaols since 

human frailty affects the “psyches” of people (Al-Fartoosi 33). 

In Jeyaretnam’s Abraham’s Promise (1995), the characters undergo the experience of the 

loss of idealism. Accordingly, they become a victim of their inferiority complex since they 

bitterly meet the problem of loss of idealism since it is very vital for their social stability. The 

novel treats the social poor traditions of loss of idealism due to the deteriorating social stability 

and its negative influence upon the future of the fictional characters. To explain, the author tries 

to expose the defects of the traditional social system in Singapore. 

In Jeyaretnam’s Abraham’s Promise (1995), the experience of the loss of idealism is 

portrayed via the characters’ social conditions concerning their relatives and kinship. As such, 

they neglect their relatives and they do not get along with them. They practice their powerful 

superiority over them. The novel only shed-light on their future through the theme of loss of 
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idealism. The novel embodies the notion of loss of idealism in narrative fictional discourses. 

Being so, the author’s belief lies in the fact that the Singaporean people cannot gain self-

independence which can be maintained and empowered by obliterating the presence of human 

frailty in the entire society.  

5. Conclusion:  

This study has focused on human frailty in Jeyaretnam’s Abraham’s Promise (1995) by 

discussing three interrelated human factors. The factors of human frailty, discussed in the course 

of this essay, are disappointment, family disintegration, and loss of idealism which are tackled in 

the novel. By explaining disappointment, the essay examined the protagonist’s social state when 

he feels that his great goals and achievements could not be easily fulfilled. The essay further 

identified family disintegration as a product of his sense of non-belonging as he suffers from his 

stubborn sister and his nature of his work that makes him stay away from his wife and home. The 

third factor of human frailty was deduced by exploring loss of idealism. Abram has ideal political 

attitudes that have influenced his personality since youth. Yet, they could not cope with the 

current status quo, and he begins to feel that he lives in a vicious circle when his political 

idealism is not regarded well. Therefore, the discussion of human frailty has identified the way 

by which the protagonist develops personal failure that does not match his ambition and 

aspiration. Such factors are inherently related to his interaction with his social milieus. However, 

he collides with the social circumferences that do not meet his expectation to be ideal thoughts. 

Disappointment for example, is a feature of his native beliefs in people’s ability to make him a 

great person. Family disintegration, furthermore, is a kind of human frailty because it is caused 

by his negligence and lack of care. As for loss of idealism, it is also a kind of human frailty as it 

indicate his loss to be a great politician or an academician. Therefore, these factors are the core 

of weakness in his personality. 

The paper has also focused on human relationships in Jeyaretnam’s Abraham’s Promise 

(1995) by discussing the interconnection among the novel’s characters. Human relationships 

relate to the social ties among people who interact with each other and share the same life 

conditions. A for relationships, the novel deals with severe struggles that reveal the advancement 

of society towards modernity. Furthermore, it includes direct references to the British colonial 

mandate when the colonizers interacted with the natives, which is a clear indication of human 

relationships. Human relationships connects to the protagonist, Abram, who searches for stability 

and independent lifestyle. This is true to his previous passionate love for Rose whom he could 

not marry. One last feature of human relationships is the protagonist’s political attitudes. He has 

different political points of view, which makes him vehement to other people; and finally his 

loses his job due to such attitudes. 
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