
The Price Of Salt By Patricia Highsmith

The Price of Salt is a groundbreaking novel by Patricia Highsmith, first published in 1952 under the
pseudonym Claire Morgan. The book, later reissued under its original title, is celebrated for its
honest and complex portrayal of love between two women, Carol and Therese, set against the
backdrop of a repressive society. Highsmith's narrative not only delves into the intricacies of a same-
sex relationship but also explores themes of identity, desire, and the societal constraints that shape
individual choices. In this article, we will explore the themes, characters, and cultural significance of
The Price of Salt while examining its impact on LGBTQ literature.



Overview of The Price of Salt

The novel follows the story of Therese Belivet, a young aspiring photographer working in a
department store during the 1950s. One day, she encounters Carol Aird, an elegant and
sophisticated woman going through a difficult divorce. The instant attraction between Therese and
Carol sets the stage for a passionate yet tumultuous relationship, navigating the challenges posed by
societal norms and personal dilemmas.

Plot Summary

The plot is intricately woven, showcasing the evolving relationship between Therese and Carol. Here
are key elements of the narrative:

1. Initial Encounter: Therese first meets Carol while working in the department store. Carol is
shopping for a Christmas gift, and their connection is immediate and electric.

2. Developing Relationship: As Therese and Carol's friendship deepens, they embark on a road trip,
which serves as a pivotal moment in their relationship, allowing them to explore their feelings away
from the prying eyes of society.

3. Conflict and Resolution: Carol's tumultuous divorce from her husband Harge creates tension in
their relationship. Harge's attempts to regain custody of their daughter, Rindy, further complicate
matters, forcing both women to confront their desires and fears.

4. Climactic Choices: The climax occurs when Carol is forced to make difficult choices regarding her
family and her relationship with Therese, leading to a bittersweet resolution that highlights the
sacrifices made for love.

Character Analysis

The characters in The Price of Salt are richly drawn, each embodying different facets of love,
longing, and societal expectation.

- Therese Belivet: An ambitious young woman yearning for artistic fulfillment, Therese's character
represents the struggle for self-identity. Her journey from uncertainty to self-awareness parallels her
romantic evolution with Carol.

- Carol Aird: A complex character caught between societal expectations and personal desires, Carol
embodies the struggles of many women of her era. Her strength and vulnerability make her a
compelling figure, as she navigates her role as a mother and a lover.

- Harge Aird: Carol's husband, Harge, is portrayed as a traditional man, struggling to comprehend
his wife's desires. His character highlights the societal norms of the time and the challenges faced
by those who do not conform.

- Rindy Aird: Carol and Harge's daughter, Rindy, serves as a poignant reminder of the stakes



involved in Carol and Therese's relationship. Her presence amplifies the emotional weight of Carol's
decisions.

Themes in The Price of Salt

Highsmith's novel is rich with themes that resonate deeply with readers, particularly in the context
of LGBTQ literature.

Love and Desire

At its core, The Price of Salt is a love story that defies conventional boundaries. The intensity of
Therese and Carol's relationship challenges the notion of love as merely a social construct.
Highsmith explores:

- Unconventional Relationships: The novel presents a nuanced view of love between women,
emphasizing emotional and physical intimacy in ways that were rarely explored in literature at the
time.

- Self-Discovery: Therese's journey of self-discovery through her love for Carol reflects the broader
search for identity within the LGBTQ community.

Societal Constraints

The backdrop of the 1950s is crucial to understanding the obstacles faced by the characters.
Highsmith paints a vivid picture of a society that is unaccepting of same-sex relationships,
illustrating:

- Fear of Exposure: Both women grapple with the fear of societal judgment and the repercussions of
their relationship. This fear is palpable and shapes their decisions throughout the narrative.

- Conformity vs. Individualism: The struggle between conforming to societal norms and embracing
individual desires is a central tension in the novel. Highsmith highlights the personal costs of
societal expectations.

Identity and Transformation

The theme of identity is intricately tied to the characters’ development throughout the novel.
Highsmith examines:

- Gender Roles: The characters challenge traditional gender roles, particularly in the context of their
relationship. Carol’s strength contrasts with Therese’s initial uncertainty, showcasing a
transformative journey for both women.



- Personal Growth: As Therese and Carol navigate their relationship, they undergo significant
personal growth. Their love serves as a catalyst for self-acceptance and empowerment.

Cultural Impact and Legacy

The Price of Salt was groundbreaking for its time, providing a rare and positive representation of a
same-sex relationship. Its publication marked a significant moment in LGBTQ literature, paving the
way for future works that explore queer identities.

Reception and Controversy

Upon its release, the novel received mixed reviews, largely due to the conservative attitudes of the
era. However, it gradually gained recognition for its honest portrayal of love and desire. Key points
include:

- Criticism: Some critics were uncomfortable with Highsmith’s portrayal of the lesbian relationship,
viewing it as controversial.

- Reclamation: Over the years, the novel has been reclaimed by the LGBTQ community as a seminal
work that challenges heteronormative narratives.

Influence on LGBTQ Literature

Highsmith's novel has influenced countless writers and artists, encouraging a more open dialogue
about same-sex love. Its legacy is evident in:

- Increased Visibility: The book’s publication helped pave the way for greater visibility of LGBTQ
stories in literature and media.

- Inspiration for Future Works: Many contemporary authors cite The Price of Salt as an inspiration,
demonstrating its lasting impact.

Conclusion

The Price of Salt by Patricia Highsmith is more than just a love story; it is a profound exploration of
identity, societal constraints, and the complexities of human relationships. Through the experiences
of Therese and Carol, Highsmith invites readers to reflect on the price of love—both emotionally and
socially. As a pioneering work in LGBTQ literature, it continues to resonate with readers today,
reminding us of the enduring struggles for acceptance and the transformative power of love. The
novel stands as a testament to Highsmith's skill as a storyteller and her unwavering commitment to
authenticity in her portrayal of human experiences.



Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'The Price of Salt' by
Patricia Highsmith?
'The Price of Salt' explores themes of love, identity, and societal norms, particularly focusing on the
complexities of same-sex relationships and the pursuit of personal happiness in a repressive society.

How does 'The Price of Salt' differ from traditional lesbian
literature of its time?
Unlike many contemporary works, 'The Price of Salt' offers a more optimistic ending and portrays a
realistic, positive representation of a lesbian relationship, challenging the tragic narratives common
in the genre.

What is the significance of the title 'The Price of Salt'?
The title 'The Price of Salt' symbolizes the cost of love and desire, reflecting the sacrifices and
challenges faced by the characters in their pursuit of a fulfilling relationship amidst societal
constraints.

Who are the main characters in 'The Price of Salt' and what is
their relationship?
The main characters are Therese Belivet, a young aspiring photographer, and Carol Aird, an older
woman going through a difficult divorce. Their relationship evolves from a chance encounter to a
deep, passionate romance.

How has 'The Price of Salt' influenced modern LGBTQ+
literature?
'The Price of Salt' is considered a groundbreaking work in LGBTQ+ literature, paving the way for
more diverse and complex representations of queer love and relationships, influencing many authors
and works that followed.
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