
 

 

In BR, Prejudice is a stronger force than truth 
 
 
Hannah Kent's speculative fiction novel, Burial Rites, depicts an unjust and unforgiving society, who 
overtly valued social opinion and demographical biases. These biases, formed by society's selective 
vision of events, build up over an individual's life and relentlessly disempower them. Seemingly 
harmless gossiping was especially damaging to some, as it acted as slander against their public 
impression, and they became demonised to the society. This then fed into the theocratic and corrupt 
19th Century legal system, which took these prejudices at face value; never considering the Agnes' 
testimony, as her fate was sealed once her public impression was ruined. However, Kent emphasises 
that prejudice is only a stronger force than truth when the whole truth is not known; meaning that 
when one's story is revealed, prejudices can be overlooked. 
  
The society of 19th Century Iceland held numerous prejudices, with Kent primarily focussing on 
sexism against women; whose agency was strangled by the systemic oppression of their social 
mobility. Through Kent's depiction of Agnes' valiant, yet futile attempts to 'better herself', we 
sympathise with her poor position as a female pauper in such a patriarchal society; with the majority 
of the conceited Icelandic men believing they deserved unconditional power and authority over 
women. Agnes' foster father who 'didn't like [her] reading… and was not adverse to whipping the 
learning out of [her]' represents the insecurity men had about a woman ever furthering her 
knowledge, seeing it as a threat to their dominance. The violence associating with such 'whipping' 
implies an attempt to condition Agnes, and reinforce her not to seek knowledge, demonstrating the 
systematic, seemingly deliberate disempowerment of women of the time. While a modern reader 
would rationalise her search for knowledge as the best way to escape poverty, the society attacked 
her for this, believing '[she's] too smart, too knowing' as 'a thinking woman cannot be trusted'. This 
public opinion of Agnes is contrasted with Sigga, who is 'dumb and pretty and young', so the society 
'hope[d] Sigga will receive a pardon from the King', as she conformed perfectly into her societal 
expectation as a woman; while Agnes was 'already a dead woman, destined for the grave' in public 
opinion. Therefore, we share Agnes' feeling of injustice and unfairness as Sigga gains a greater social 
standing than Agnes, re-emphasised by 'Agnes [being] under [Sigga's] authority' in Illugastadir. While 
this power of Sigga, despite her ignorance may suggest that Agnes should too, have conformed to 
the status quo if she wanted to be respected; Kent emphasises it is not the fault of Agnes, but rather 
the society around her constructing standards for female behaviour which never provided any 
agency.  
  
Kent depicts the Icelandic legal system, an institution expected to be based on the truth, as corrupt 
and misguided by prejudices. Kent emphasises that 'to know what a person has done, and to know 
who a person is, are very different things' through Agnes' struggles to express her testimony during 
her trial. Due to their aforementioned prejudices against Agnes' defiant nature, Blondal and the 
authorities 'took [her] memories… and wrought them into something sinister'. This suggests that 
they already had the impression that she was 'the murderess' prior to the trial, and contrived her 
statements to fit that prejudice and affirm their beliefs. Their ignorance of the truth that Agnes 
performed an admirable mercy killing of Natan furthers the tragedy of her execution, since she is 
portrayed as morally innocent to readers. However, this innocence is irrelevant to Blondal, who 
justifies the execution as '[he] is of the opinion that…she had reason to', revealing that it is only his 
opinion that dictates the 'truth' of the situation. Blondal, only knowing parts of the truth of the 
murders of Natan and Petur, uses his prejudice of Agnes to fill in the gaps, always assuming she had 
malicious intent. His belief that 'she had plenty of opportunities here', hence must have moved to 
Illugastadir to kill Natan; demonstrates Blondal's disconnect with the truth of the situation that 
Agnes was merely seeking the job of housekeeper. His assumption also reveals he was entirely 
negligent of Agnes' circumstances, and hence should not have condemned her to death without 



 

 

further evidence. Moreover, Kent advocates that a pure focus on an individual's mistakes causes 
unfair prejudices to be formed. The authorities are characterised as narrow-minded, as they 'don't 
let you forget your misdeeds' and believe they are 'the only thing worth writing down', rather than 
trying to notice the nuances and detail to the events. Kent suggests that the idea that documented 
truth is not objective, but rather is the product of social norms and values, such that those who 
defied the status quo were often excessively condemned.  
  
While partial knowledge of the truth may cause prejudices to fill in gaps of knowledge; when the 
actual events are revealed through storytelling, there is no room for prejudice to exist. However, 
Kent reminds that prejudices can be so deeply ingrained that such transition towards the truth can 
come with difficulty and take time. Prior to hearing the true circumstances around the murders of 
Natan and Petur, the family initially dismisses her as 'a murderess', with Margret afraid 'she [will] kill 
us in our sleep'; as her entire impression of Agnes was based on false rumour formed by the 
community, rather than any real evidence of her actual personality. Even deeper driven by 
prejudice, Lauga remains hostile towards Agnes throughout the majority of the novel, always 
'suspicious of Agnes' remed[ies]' and outwardly furious that 'even Mamma is talking to her in a 
familiar way'. However, the entire family eventually sympathise with her version of events by 'sitting 
down and listening to [Agnes] speak for [her]self', with Margret considering Agnes as 'my girl' and 
Lauga crying over Agnes' execution. Despite Agnes never explicitly mentioning that she killed Natan, 
the family relentless believe she was wronged by society so severely that her guilt or innocence was 
irrelevant, and they loved her unconditionally. Through this evolution of Agnes' impression to the 
family, we see the paramount importance of a holistic understanding of any individual's full 
circumstances, before coming to conclusions about the kind of person they are. While Blondal's 
accusation that Agnes had 'manufactured a life story to prick [their] sympathy' may plant the idea 
that Agnes was manipulating the family into believing she was innocent in order to 'receive a pardon 
from the king' as Sigga had, this is not Kent's intention. Kent rather advocates that there is no one 
objective truth, as it often becomes muddled in lies and prejudices, and the only true indicator of 
one's character is by 'truly listen[ing]' to their side of events.  
  
Burial Rites demonstrates the nature of society and humanity to form prejudices against those they 
see as defiant from the status quo. These prejudices especially afflict the protagonist, Agnes 
Magnusdottir, whose legacy seemed written by the community around her, who rarely understood 
the truth surrounding her actual circumstances. Kent exposes the human tendency to take these 
prejudices as fact and considering them as valuable as the truth, especially dangerous when 
prejudices feed into the legal system and determine Agnes' death. Therefore, while prejudice is not 
shown to be a stronger force than truth, it comes as a close second, as often acts as a substitute for 
truth it is not revealed. However, when the truth does come out via storytelling, it overtakes 
prejudice as the dominant force when determining one's character.  
 


