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Fifth Business

Fifth Business: Exploring the Depths of Identity, Morality, and Literature Fifth business is a term that
resonates deeply within the world of literature, especially in the context of Canadian author Robertson
Davies’ renowned novel Fifth Business. This concept, rooted in the traditional roles of theater and
storytelling, has evolved to symbolize the often-unseen but crucial parts individuals play in their own lives
and communities. Understanding the meaning and significance of fifth business offers valuable insights
into human identity, morality, and personal development. In this article, we delve into the origins of the
term, its thematic relevance, and how it continues to influence literature and cultural discourse today.

What Is Fifth Business? Origins and Definition

Theatrical Roots of Fifth Business
The term “fifth business” originates from the theatrical world, particularly from 19th-century stage plays
and opera. In traditional theater, the cast was divided into four primary roles: the protagonist, the
antagonist, the comic relief, and the romantic interest. The “fifth business” referred to the essential, yet
often overlooked, characters who are neither the hero nor the villain but whose presence is vital to the
story’s progression. These characters could include messengers, narrators, or minor characters whose
actions influence the main plot in subtle but significant ways.

Fifth Business in Robertson Davies’ Novel
Robertson Davies popularized the term through his 1970 novel Fifth Business. In this work, the protagonist,
Paul Dempster, reflects on his life and the roles people play—both seen and unseen—in shaping their own
destinies. Davies uses “fifth business” to describe characters who are neither the hero nor the villain but
who serve as catalysts for change, moral compass, or the keeper of secrets. The novel emphasizes that
these “fifth business” characters are the ones who often go unrecognized but are fundamental to the
narrative of life.

Thematic Significance of Fifth Business

Identity and Self-Discovery
One of the central themes of fifth business is the exploration of identity. Characters in Davies’ novel and
beyond often struggle to understand their true selves amid societal expectations and personal crises. The
“fifth business” becomes a metaphor for the parts of ourselves that are hidden or neglected—those that do
not fit neatly into traditional roles but are essential to our development.

Inner Conflict: Characters grapple with moral dilemmas and self-doubt, revealing the complexity of1.
human nature.
Reconciliation of Self: Recognizing the “fifth business” within allows characters to accept all facets of2.
their identity.



Growth and Transformation: Embracing these overlooked parts often leads to personal evolution.3.

Morality and Responsibility
Fifth business also delves into moral questions about responsibility and the impact of seemingly minor
actions. The characters who play “fifth business” are often the silent witnesses or inadvertent influencers
whose decisions ripple through the lives of others.

Unintended Consequences: Small acts can have profound effects, emphasizing moral accountability.1.
Role of Bystanders: The moral dilemmas faced by those who are neither the hero nor the villain2.
highlight the importance of moral awareness.
Ethical Complexity: The novel challenges black-and-white notions of morality, showing how context3.
and perspective shape ethical choices.

Community and Interpersonal Dynamics
In society, fifth business characters often symbolize the unsung heroes—those who quietly influence
community life and personal relationships.

Supporting Roles: Teachers, nurses, friends, and family members who provide stability and guidance.1.
Hidden Influences: Their actions may go unnoticed but are crucial to social cohesion.2.
Interdependence: The concept underscores how interconnected individuals are, with everyone playing3.
a part in the larger narrative.

The Cultural and Literary Impact of Fifth Business

Influence on Literature and Arts
Beyond Robertson Davies’ novel, the idea of fifth business has inspired writers, filmmakers, and artists to
explore themes of hidden roles and unacknowledged contributions.

Literary Works: Many novels and plays examine characters who serve as catalysts or moral anchors,1.
often unnoticed by the broader plot.
Film and Theater: Plays and movies frequently highlight supporting characters whose actions are pivotal2.
but understated.
Art and Philosophy: The concept encourages reflection on the parts of ourselves and society that are3.
often marginalized or overlooked.

Fifth Business in Modern Discourse
In contemporary culture, the idea resonates with discussions about social roles, mental health, and
personal agency.

Social Roles: Recognizing the importance of overlooked community members who maintain social1.
fabric.
Psychological Perspectives: Understanding how suppressed or ignored aspects of the psyche2.
influence behavior.
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Personal Empowerment: Encouraging individuals to acknowledge and embrace their “fifth business”3.
within.

Applying the Concept of Fifth Business in Your Life

Self-Reflection and Personal Growth
Recognizing your own fifth business involves identifying those hidden or neglected parts of yourself that
influence your actions and decisions.

Introspection: Take time to reflect on the aspects of your personality or past experiences that you1.
may overlook.
Acceptance: Embrace all facets of yourself, including those that are uncomfortable or2.
unacknowledged.
Development: Use this awareness to foster personal growth and authenticity.3.

Understanding Others
Applying the concept to interpersonal relationships can foster empathy and better communication.

Empathy: Recognize the “fifth business” in others—their unseen struggles, motivations, and1.
contributions.
Support: Provide encouragement to those who often go unnoticed but play vital roles in their2.
communities.
Community Building: Appreciate the interconnectedness of individuals and the importance of3.
supporting all roles within society.

Conclusion: The Enduring Relevance of Fifth Business

Fifth business remains a compelling concept that challenges us to look beyond surface appearances and
traditional roles. Whether in literature, society, or personal life, it underscores the importance of
acknowledging the unseen, the overlooked, and the morally complex. Embracing the idea of fifth business
encourages a deeper understanding of human nature, morality, and community, reminding us that
everyone has a part to play—even those who seem to be on the sidelines. As we continue to explore our
identities and relationships, the lessons of fifth business serve as a powerful reminder of the significance of
all roles in the grand narrative of life.

Fifth Business is a novel that has captivated readers and literary critics alike since its publication in 1970
by Canadian author Robertson Davies. As a cornerstone of Canadian literature and a prime example of
modernist storytelling, fifth business explores themes of identity, morality, memory, and the intricate web
of human relationships. This guide will delve into the novel’s core elements, thematic richness, narrative
structure, and its significance within the literary canon.

Understanding the Concept of Fifth Business

What Does "Fifth Business" Mean?



The term fifth business originates from the traditional terminology used in the theater and opera worlds. In
a classical play, the cast is divided into four main categories: hero, heroine, villain, and confidant. The fifth
business is the supporting character—often the narrator or the "everyman" figure—who holds the narrative
together and influences the main plot through their unseen or understated actions.

In Robertson Davies’ novel, fifth business refers to the narrator’s role within his own life story. The
protagonist, Dunstan Ramsay, embodies this concept as he perceives himself as a supporting character in
the grander drama of others, yet his actions and reflections are crucial to understanding the story’s moral
and philosophical questions. The title hints at the novel’s exploration of overlooked or underappreciated
roles in life and literature.

Overview of the Plot and Main Characters

A Brief Synopsis

Fifth Business traces the life of Dunstan Ramsay, a Canadian schoolteacher and scholar of saints, from his
childhood in a small town to his later years. The novel begins with a pivotal event: a snowball fight that
results in a boy’s injury and a life-changing accident involving a mysterious man named Percy Boyd
Staunton. This incident sets off a chain of events that shape Ramsay’s identity and worldview.

Throughout the novel, Ramsay reflects on his relationships with key characters:

Boy Staunton: The wealthy, ambitious businessman whose actions influence Ramsay’s life profoundly.1.
Paul Dempster (later Boy Staunton): The boy injured in the snowball fight, whose life is intertwined with2.
Ramsay’s through their shared experiences.
Diana: Ramsay’s childhood love, representing innocence and lost opportunity.3.
Lonsdale: A theatrical actor and Ramsay’s confidant who introduces him to the world of performance4.
and art.

Thematic Focus

The novel’s plot weaves through themes of:

The power of memory and storytelling.1.
The role of chance and fate.2.
The nature of morality and spirituality.3.
The importance of supporting roles in the grand narrative of life.4.

Major Themes Explored in Fifth Business

The Duality of Good and Evil1.

Davies examines how individuals embody both virtues and vices, often within the same person. Ramsay’s
fascination with saints and morality underscores the complexity of human nature. The novel questions
whether true goodness exists or if everyone carries a shadow of darkness.

The Power of Memory and Storytelling1.

Ramsay’s narration underscores the importance of personal history and storytelling. The act of recounting
his life serves both as self-understanding and as a commentary on how histories are constructed and
interpreted.
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The Role of the Supporting Character1.

As the title suggests, fifth business symbolizes the often-overlooked roles that support the main
narratives—whether in literature or life. Ramsay’s role as a narrator and supporter emphasizes that often,
it’s the unnoticed contributions that shape the outcome.

The Influence of Chance1.

Accidents and coincidences—like the snowball incident—play pivotal roles in shaping lives. Davies explores
how small events can have disproportionate effects, emphasizing the unpredictability of life.

Spirituality and Morality1.

Ramsay's lifelong fascination with saints and moral figures reflects a quest for spiritual understanding. The
novel probes the tension between material success and spiritual fulfillment.

Narrative Structure and Literary Devices

First-Person Perspective

Fifth Business is narrated by Dunstan Ramsay himself, providing a deeply personal and introspective lens.
This perspective allows readers to explore his inner thoughts, biases, and reflections, creating an intimate
connection with the protagonist.

Nonlinear Chronology

The novel employs a non-linear timeline, jumping between childhood, adolescence, and adulthood. This
structure emphasizes the influence of past events on present consciousness and underscores the
importance of memory.

Symbolism and Allegory

Davies employs rich symbolism throughout the novel:

Saints and spirituality: Represent moral ideals and the search for meaning.1.
The snowball incident: Symbolizes the unforeseen consequences of actions.2.
The theater and performance: Reflects the performative aspects of identity and societal roles.3.

Use of Myth and Literature

Davies draws on classical mythology, religious texts, and literary allusions, enriching the narrative’s depth
and connecting personal stories to universal themes.

Key Scenes and Their Significance

The Snowball Fight

This childhood event is the catalyst for the novel’s central themes. It introduces the idea that seemingly
trivial acts can have profound consequences and highlights the innocence and chaos of youth.

The Encounter with Saint Dunstan

Ramsay’s obsession with saints and his pilgrimage to Mount Saint Dunstan symbolize his spiritual quest,
blending real-life experience with allegorical meaning.



The Tragedy of Boy Staunton

Boy Staunton’s rise in wealth and subsequent downfall serve as a commentary on ambition, morality, and
the corrupting influence of power.

The Novel’s Philosophical and Literary Significance

The Role of the "Fifth Business" in Literature

Davies’ novel challenges traditional narratives that focus solely on heroes and villains. Instead, it elevates
the supporting characters—those who often remain in the background—to central importance, mirroring
real life where everyone plays a vital role.

Reflection of Canadian Identity

Set in small-town Canada, the novel explores themes of community, identity, and cultural heritage,
contributing to Canadian literary identity during a period of national self-exploration.

Influence on Postmodern Literature

With its layered narrative, unreliable narration, and thematic complexity, fifth business is often viewed as a
precursor to postmodern storytelling techniques.

Critical Reception and Legacy

Since its publication, fifth business has been praised for its depth, craftsmanship, and philosophical
insights. It is considered a seminal work in Canadian literature and has inspired numerous adaptations and
scholarly analyses.

The novel’s influence extends beyond literature into psychology, philosophy, and storytelling, inviting
readers to reflect on the roles they play in their own lives and societies.

Final Thoughts: Why Read Fifth Business?

This novel offers a compelling exploration of human nature, the importance of supporting roles, and the
intricate interconnectedness of lives. Its richly layered narrative invites deep reflection, making it an
essential read for lovers of literary fiction, philosophy, and storytelling.

Whether you’re interested in understanding the complexities of morality, the significance of memory, or
simply enjoy compelling characters and poetic language, fifth business remains a timeless masterpiece
that continues to resonate more than fifty years after its debut.

Questions & Answers About fifth business

No Question Answer

1 What is the main theme of 'Fifth
Business' by Robertson Davies?

The novel explores themes of identity, guilt, morality, and the
power of storytelling, focusing on the complex relationships
among its characters and their moral struggles.

2 Who is the protagonist in 'Fifth
Business'?

The protagonist is Dunstan Ramsay, a Canadian
schoolteacher whose reflections and memories form the core
of the novel's narrative.
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3 Why is 'Fifth Business' considered
a classic of Canadian literature?

Because of its deep exploration of Canadian identity, cultural
themes, and its innovative narrative style, 'Fifth Business' is
regarded as a seminal work that shaped Canadian literary
identity.

4 What does the term 'Fifth Business'
refer to in the novel?

It refers to a theatrical term for a character who is neither
protagonist nor antagonist but plays a crucial role in the
story's development, symbolizing how seemingly minor roles
can be pivotal.

5 How does 'Fifth Business'
incorporate elements of magic
realism?

The novel blends realistic storytelling with symbolic and
supernatural elements, such as the snowball incident and
visions, creating a layered narrative that blurs the line
between reality and imagination.

6 What role does guilt play in
Dunstan Ramsay's life in 'Fifth
Business'?

Guilt is a central theme, influencing Ramsay’s decisions and
shaping his understanding of morality, as he grapples with
past events and their consequences on his identity.

7 How has 'Fifth Business' influenced
modern literature and storytelling?

Its innovative narrative structure, character depth, and
exploration of psychological themes have inspired many
writers and contributed to the development of Canadian
literary realism and psychological fiction.

8 Are there any film or stage
adaptations of 'Fifth Business'?

Yes, 'Fifth Business' has been adapted into various stage
productions and radio dramas, though there is no widely
known major film adaptation as of 2023.

literary novel, Robertson Davies, Canadian literature, coming-of-age, moral ambiguity, childhood
memories, storytelling, psychological fiction, character development, narrative perspective
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