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Chameleonism in " 7The Chameleori* by Anton Chekhov

ABSTRACT
The Chameleon is a short story written by Chekhov who is popularly
known as a great short story writer. In his early days, he started his career
in medicine but after a while, he gave it up and began to write novels. He
did not gain success as a novelist but gained success a short story writer
and playwright. Chekhov was an excellent short story writer who
influenced the art of short story writing all over the world. He could weave
stories around the simplest themes and ideas. His works often have a moral
purpose. T7he Chameleon,like most of his works, presents a definite point
of view. Nature has created many amazing animals—one of them is the
chameleon. This small lizard can instantly change its color to blend in with
its surroundings. While such an ability in an animal evokes admiration for
the wisdom of nature, a person who changes his opinion every minute can
hardly be considered worthy or decent.
Keywords: Chameleonism, hypocrisy, classes, discrimination, corruption
Chekhov: Style of Writing

Chekhov believed in certain basic principles of short story writing,
which he not only preached to aspiring writers but also practiced himself.
He always liked to write about typical situations and the connections
between the characters in urban, rural, and small-town settings. Chekhov
thought that the lives of human beings are full of meaning even in the most
mundane situations. Doing nothing in particular, like an office employee,
having an argument with the housewife, having cabbage soup for lunch,
may be the subject for an entire story.
Techniques used by the author in his narration include pacing (tempo),
which he used effectively in delivering the stories, and the choice of words,
which was precise. He used imagery in building characters and their moods
at particular times. His stories are symbolic examples of life.
Chekhov wrote about the subject briefly and observed from an objective
point of view. He was very detailed and had the knack of sustaining
engagement at the end of the subject, having the reader fully engaged. His
characters are usually confused emotionally and spiritually rather than
spiritually enlightened, as in real life. (Smith, 2018).
The 19th century in Russia
The 1880s in Russia are characterized by turmoil and oppression, having
followed the assassination of Tsar Alexander Il. During this period, there
was stagnation and reaction. The Censorship Committee stifled the
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dissenting voices, among them the magazine of the renowned satirist
Saltykov-Shchedrin. Anton Chekhov was living during this period, having
strongly identified with the historical lack of Russian knowledge and
culture, as well as their lack of regard for the dignity of the human being.
He naturally identified with the repressive climate where every thought was
muffled, where justices of the peace, the police, and guards ruled supreme.
Chekhov’s short prose piece ‘The Chameleon’ dates back to the beginning
of his literary career and was published in 1884. During this period,
Chekhov was heavily impacted by the accusatory and satiric traditions of
the great Saltykov-Shchedrin, for whom he had the utmost respect and
admiration. In fact, the nascent satiric tone in Chekhov’s work was the
result of his taking over many characteristics of Saltykov-Shchedrin’s style,
such as the predilection for grotesque description, symbolic character
names, and the satiric description of society’s framework. Chekhov’s prose
during this period conveys the utmost hatred for Russian reality, indicating
the fact that Saltykov-Shchedrin was both his literary and ideological guide
(lvanov, 2015).

Summary

Anton Chekhov’s short story, The Chameleon, represents a suspenseful
theme and an exceptional situation where the hypocritical society and
discrimination based on power are revealed. The title, The Chameleon,
represents an animal that changes color to camouflage among the
surroundings. In the same way, the police superintendent, Otchumyelov,
changes his behavior according to the positions of the people who are
involved in the event, thus reflecting the levels of morality and class
discrimination existing within the society controlled by Chekhov during his
time.

At the start of the story, Otchumyelov is seen walking through a serene
marketplace adorned in a new and beautiful overcoat. He is trailed by
Yeldyrin, a police officer, who carries a sieve full of gooseberries
confiscated from the marketplace. Suddenly, the stillness of the atmosphere
shatters as a scream erupts, screaming "So you bite, you cursed brutes?"
(Chekhov, 1884/2000, p.49) Otchumyelov behaves as if he is carrying out
his duty to secure the marketplace as a place where law and order reign. He
identifies a man in a starched cotton shirt, who has his vest open, pursuing
a small puppy who happens to be hopping on three legs as soon as he
arrives, only to grasp the dog at the end. Crowds soon pour into Pitchugin’s
timberyard, interrupting the calm atmosphere in the marketplace.

Hryukin, the victim, who belongs to the working-class category, raises his
bleeding finger and points an accusing finger at the dog for biting him. By
the clothing worn by Hryukin and the words he speaks, generally, Hryukin
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appears to be a proletarian, he intends to claim damages for the injury he
sustained from the dog’s bite, according to him, “You must excuse me, I
am a working man. | must have damages." (Chekhov, 1884/2000, p.46)
At first, Otchumyelov, playing the role of a figure of justice, stern

‘Whose dog, do you mean? I won’t let this escape! They’ll learn from
me to let their animals run freely! And if such gentlemen don’t wish to
conform to the rules, then let’s take care of them!” (Chekhov, 1884/2000, p.
45).
He orders Yeldyrin to write the report and commands that the dog be
executed immediately by strangling. At this point, it appears that
Otchumyelov is resolute in upholding justice and supporting the victim,
irrespective of the dog’s ownership. However, the moment the possibility
of dog ownership by General Zhigalov surfaces in the gathering,
Otchumyelov’s behavior changes instantly. He takes off his overcoat,
symbolic of his nervousness and conflict within him. His overcoat serves as
an allegory for his hypocrisy and power, which enabled him to ‘hide behind
words.” The very moment the dog’s link to the General surfaces,
Otchumyelov levels an accusing finger at Hryukin for concocting the
‘whole thing’:
“You couldn’t very well be bitten by the finger, could you? You’re a lot of
dog for the dog, and you’re a fantastic fellow! You must have thought of
suing for damages after scratching your finger with your nail” (Chekhov,
1884/2000, p. 46).
When the onlooker and the policeman subsequently both claim the dog
doesn’t belong to the General, Otchumyelov’s about-face devolves into an
ode to the General’s dogs as he denigrates the marketplace dog as a ‘low
creature’ (Chekhov, 1884/2000, p.45). His refrain about Hryukin still calls
for justice for the dog. In the succeeding dialogue where a third person
declares the dog belongs to the General, Otchumyelov quickly grabs his
overcoat and goes back to praising the dog who’s ‘a delicate animal’ and ‘a
valuable dog’.
His character’s plight grows into inconsistency as he hears from Prohor, the
General’s cook, about the dog, claiming to know nothing about it.
Otchumyelov quickly decides it must be a stray dog and should be
eliminated. But then the dog appears to be the property of the General’s
brother, as revealed by Prohor, at which point Otchumyelov’s heart swells
with joy about:
You don’t say the brother of His Excellency is here? Vladimir Ivanitch? ....
So this is the dog of his honor? (Chekhov, 1884/2000, p.47)
However, at this point, the attention of Otchumyelov entirely changes to
appeasing the powers-that-be. He praises the dog again, calling it ‘a lively
creature’ and ‘a nice little pup.” While walking away together with the dog,
the gathering bursts into laughter at Hryukin’s expense, who gets
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humiliated at this point. Otchumyelov dons his great cloak and walks away
without saying another word, silently submitting to the powers-that-be as
well as ignoring justice.
Not only this constant change in the behavior of Otchumyelov’s character
reflects the activity of a chameleon, changing for the purpose of adaptation
in order to survive; it also reflects the nature of a hypocrite who changes for
the purpose of opportunistic gain. Chekhov uses the techniques of irony,
symbolism, and satire to convey the meaninglessness of the morally
destitute group of characters like Otchumyelov.
In the final analysis, The Chameleon remains a scathing commentary on the
corrupt society and the hypocrisy of class during Chekhov’s period. The
constant dilly-dallying of the protagonist depending upon the class,
indicates a society where justice was blind, yet partial. As noted by literary
scholars, Chekhov’s satire here continues the accusatory tradition of earlier
Russian writers such as Saltykov-Shchedrin, serving as a critique of the
bureaucratic and hierarchical structure of Tsarist Russia (lvanov, 2015).
Chameleonism
“We are all chameleon, we take our hue and the color of our moral
character, from those who are around us."
(Locke, 1690, p. 412).
The chameleon is an amazing animal. This lizard quickly and easily
changes its body color to blend in with its surroundings. This ability of an
animal delights us, but such qualities in a person do not honor him. In
addition, the crowd in the market are just a vivid example of such
“chameleonism”.
When you read Chekhov's story "Chameleon”, it becomes both funny and
sad. The author ridicules everything bad in it that prevents people from
living fairly and honestly: hypocrisy, rudeness, cowardice, arrogance of the
strong and flattering of the weak. The policeman overseer Otchumyelov,
feels confident in his city: there is order everywhere, “not a soul in the
square”, “not even beggars” (Chekhov, 1884/2000, p.46). Noticing the
mess, Otchumyelov goes to the gathering. It turns out that some kind of
dog bit the goldsmith Hryukin. Otchumyelov swears that the dogs are so
dismissed, threatens to fine the owner of the dog, is going to exterminate
the dog, does not hesitate in expressions, behaves in a boorish way. But as
soon as it is suggested that this is the dog of General Zhigalov , the warden
Is thrown into a fever and he instantly comes to the defense of the dog.
Hryukin immediately turns out to be guilty, but then it turns out that the
“victim” himself is actually to blame: he poked the dog in the face with a lit
cigarette - and the dog bit the tormentor. And Otchumyelov, like a
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chameleon, changes his color, adapting to the environment, changes his
mind for the third time. Since the dog is not a general's - "you need to
teach a lesson!" (Chekhov, 1884/2000, p.49). Otchumyelov again changes
his mind and is indignant after the general's cook Prohor said that "there
have never been such people in our country” (Chekhov, 1884/2000, p.47).
Otchumyelov is cowardly again when it turns out that the dog is "the
general's brother". Naturally, the highest rank cannot be guilty, Hryukin is
now to blame, the crowd laughs at him, and Otchumyelov threatens: “I will
still get to you!” (Chekhov, 1884/2000, p.47). The bearer of callousness,
self-will and shameless opportunism is a police officer. He is ready to
mindlessly grovel before the highest and push around the lower ranks, to be
mean and to curry favor. He, like a chameleon lizard, which changes its
color depending on the change in the environment, also turns several times:
from a despot to a slave, from a slave to a despot. Before the general, he
fawns even in absentia. When deciding whose dog it is, Otchumyelov
throws it into the heat, then into the cold. Here Otchumyelov is “like the
foolish and cowardly patients who rave at the sight of the doctor”
(Chekhov, 1884/2000, p.47). Both Hryukin and the crowd of townsfolk
also behave like a chameleon - they change their minds and behavior
depending on the circumstances. As vividly as A.P. Chekhov did in his
story, no one before him ridiculed arbitrariness and servility, the groveling
of lower ranks before higher ones.

In his story "Chameleon™ Chekhov portrayed ordinary human stupidity.
Hryukin was bitten by a dog on the finger. Hryukin really wanted to profit,
filed a lawsuit and called himself the injured person. The policeman
initially agrees with Hryukin. However, from the crowd someone shouted
that the dog could well be a general's. The policeman immediately changed
his mind. It was this person that Chekhov meant by the word "Chameleon".
Here the situation is as follows: the chameleon changes its color depending
on the situation, the police officer Otchumyelov did the same. After all, it's
all about position. If the dog happens to belong to a general, the master
instantly stops being the victim and is treated as the guilty one.. The
policeman thinks not about the victim, but about the fact that he can be
fired. This is just ordinary human fear and stupidity. However, this
situation can be regarded as greed on the part of Otchumyelov. For
example, if the dog does not belong to the general, he would have imposed
a fine. However, the aged one is almost exactly the same as the policeman.
After all, he felt his advantage over the dog. People from the crowd now
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and then said that the master mocked the dog. After being bitten by a dog,
Hryukin decided to cash in on it.Unfortunately, such an attitude to business
and everything that happens is quite typical in the world and society of that
time. The author is saddened by this situation. He understood that these
people had no opinion of their own. Each of them was ready to get out of
the skin to get something in return.

Furthermore , the story echoes ideas from the French philosopher Rousseau
wrote: “People in their natural state are basically good, but this natural
innocence. However, Otchumyelov is corrupted by the evils of society”,
Rousseau's most famous work is the Discourse on the Origins of
Inequality (1755) , believes that man is intrinsically good and that vices
and mistakes are alien to him. This creates a contradiction between
“nature” and “artifice” in his attitudes towards society, education and
religion. According to Rousseau, nature is the state of man before being
affected by external forces. He believed that human beings are
inherently good but subject to the corruption of society. In society,
individuals become infatuated with self-esteem, a kind of vanity in
which they seek to be different and often end up dominating others.
This is very clear in the characters of A Chameleon, Otchumyelov is the
best clue to show how the development of civilization corrupts natural
happiness and human freedom by creating artificial inequalities in
wealth, power, and social privilege. Therefore, to get freedom, wisdom,
and peace is to get close to nature. Man in the state of nature is
innocent. Civilization does not come naturally, it corrupts people and
robs them of their innocence. The state of nature is morally neutral,
where no place for egoism, merits and social discrimination. It is a
peaceful state in which most solitary individuals act on their basic
needs, such as hunger and their desire to self-preserve nature. A
proper society has no place for things like blame, criticism, judgment,
comparisons or value discrimination. Rousseau tries to show the
source of inequality between men. He describes it as one of the
features of the long process by which people become alienated from
nature. As society began to develop, emotions such as greed, evil, and
selfishness surfaced. People developed social institutions such as the
idea of private property “self- interest”, “extreme-greed”, and
“hypocrisy” which was further encouraged.
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The Chameleon vividly illustrates class inequality through a
Marxist perspective, exposing how power and wealth influence
morality, justice, and human behavior. The police superintendent
Otchumyelov symbolizes the bourgeois authority that protects the
interests of the ruling class. Otchumyelov starts off defending his
worker against Hryukin, the goldsmith when he says a dog has bitten
him, saying, “Whose dog is it? [ won'’t let this pass! I'll teach them to let
their dogs run all over the place!”. But when he learns, the dog might
belong to General Zhigalov, he says, “It’s a little dog, and you are a great
hulking fellow! You must have scratched your finger yourself.” His
change in attitude shows the dichotomy of a society where the
powerful dictate the terms and the rest just have to follow.

Chekhov is criticized from a Marxist perspective because of the lack of
dignity and self-respect Hryukin faces, and the class inequity he has to
endure. He is still part of the working class and therefore an equal, and
has no respect in society. Waiting for a shift in power, Otchumyelov
shows the psychological dominance the ruling class has over the
working class. As Chekhov's Marxist critique reminds us, "the ideas of
the ruling class are in every epoch the ruling ideas." Hryukin’s story
shows the class rotting beneath the servility and the social inequities of
society. One’s social rank is a far more powerful dictator of their worth
than any virtue or vice.

Chekhov’s The Chameleon was written in the 19th century, yet the
concept of chameleonism, as he defined it, could not be timelier.

People today often change their thoughts, actions, and even their
digital personas just to fit in or gain social currency. Social media users,
for example, tend to show only the best, most positive sides to their
personalities, and are willing to change their opinions to match
dominant trends within their communities. People in all social
settings—work, politics, social change movements—wield and
advocate for opinions they do not hold and, instead, adopt a popular,
palatable position. This social moral disengagement, for which the
modern world is unrelentingly driven, is evident in the behavior of
Otchumyelov in Chekhov’s story. Like the police superintendent, who
changes opinions just to stay in favour of the powerful, social actors
today surrender their authentic selves to social pressures. Chekhov’s
critique of the social order is primarily intended to remind people, and
us in particular, of the demands of moral indelicacy, which are, in his
view, the most uncompromising.

Chekhov presents the character Ochumelov as a study in moral
pendulum in ethical indecision: his attitude toward punishment shifts
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drastically depending on who is considered the owner of the dog.
This instability—applauding “justice” in the presence of the humility,
then abandoning it at the hint of authority—reveals not moral
deliberation but psychological anxiety, insecurity, and a fragile ego
dependent on social approval. As soon as authority appears, his
supposed convictions disappear, his firm beliefs melt away, exposing
hypocrisy over integrity. Chekhov himself condemned such duplicity:
“Hypocrisy is a revolting, psychopathic state” (Chekhov, n.d.).

From a psychoanalytic perspective, Ochumelov’s behavior illustrates
the conflict between internal moral conscience (superego) and
primal self-interest or fear (id), with his conscious self (ego)
capitulating under external pressure. Freud (1923) argued that the
ego often experiences severe internal conflict when the id’s impulses
and external moral demands clash, and when real-world pressures
are strong, the ego may surrender moral integrity.

This dynamic explains why Ochumelov’s “justice” is not sincere
conviction but a performance: he adapts to whoever wields power.
As Maugham (n.d.) observed, “Hypocrisy is the most difficult and
nerve-racking vice that any man can pursue; it needs an unceasing
vigilance and a rare detachment of spirit.” In this way, Ochumelov is
mentally trapped by fear, social hierarchy, and insecurity rather than
just being opportunistic.  Thus, Chekhov's story serves as a
psychological case study: chameleonism results from inner
weakness, social anxiety, and a desire to avoid discomfort rather
than from careful moral negotiation. This illustrates how external
pressures can distort behavior when values are not deeply
ingrained, turning people into shapeless beings who mirror power
rather than act honorably.

Forms of Hypocrisy in Chekhov’s “Chameleon”

Inconsistency, pretense, blame, and complacency are four areas where
hypocrisy can show in both one's own and others' perceptions (Smith,
2014). Each of these kinds represents a moral inconsistency that we
may see in relation to individual and group activities. Chekhov's
"Chameleon"” provides colorful instances of all four kinds through the
actions and positioning of Police Superintendent Otchumyelov.
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Inconsistency means failing to act in accordance with one’s claimed
principles. In “Chameleon,” Otchumyelov initially portrays himself as a
champion of justice and the natural order. He expresses outrage about
a disruption in the marketplace and states: "I won't let this go by! I'll
show them about letting their dogs run all over the place! Yeldyrin, find
out whose dog this is and write a report! And the dog must be
strangled. Immediately! It is bound to be mad." (Chekhov, 1884/2009).
This righteous anger dissipates as soon as Otchumyelov then suspects
that the dog belongs to General Zhigalov. His willingness to abandon
justice and revise his judgment according to social hierarchy illustrates
moral inconsistency..

Pretence refers to the act of appearing to have virtuous character,
religious and moral values, and honesty while one lacks them in reality.
Otchumyelov might be the type of police superintendent who would be
benefitted by both corruption and confiscation. Right from the
beginning of the story, Yeldyrin follows him through the marketplace,
taking along ‘a sieve full of confiscated gooseberries’ (Chekhov,
1884/2009, p. 2). The marketplace, with the ‘doors of the shops and
taverns open like hungry mouths,” as described by Chekhov, represents
the greed and loss of morality in society. The external exhibition of
power and morality in Otchumyelov gets contrasted sidewinds with his
lackadaisical character inside. His sense of justice gets vanished
instantly as he gets the information about the possible ownership of
the dog to some high official.

Blame refers to the tendency to assign responsibility for

undesirability to other individuals, other than oneself, for occurrences
to happen or not to happen. Otchumyelov frequently transfers the
responsibility for undesirability from Hryukin to the dog, based on
who he thinks might be in the superior class at the time. Otchumyelov
could even assign the responsibility to the dog since it doesn’t belong
to the superior class; then, upon acquiring new information about the
dog’s possible link to General Zhigalov, he changes the assignment to
Hryukin. He follows the same pattern as Hryukin assigns the
responsibility to the dog for compensation of the small injury received
for the dog's bite.
Complacency pertains to an unjustified feeling of satisfaction about
oneself and/or one’s accomplishments. From the very beginning of the
story, Chekhov dwells on the complacency of the insignificantly
important Otchumyelov:

With a new overcoat on and a parcel under his arm, he strutted
about the marketplace, trailed by Yeldyrin, who held the confiscated
gooseberries (Chekhov, 1884 /2009, p.2).
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In this depiction, the author shows the self-aggrandizement of
Otchumyelov. He radiates both arrogance and complacency about his
capability to create order where he finds only chaos. His bragging
about his threatened fine of the dog’s owner, his coarse language
directed at the townsmen, and his offensive words indicate the
misplaced complacency of the man. However, his confidence goes
berserk at the mention of power, and he quickly changes sides in
support of the dog whenever he comes to know it belongs to a general.

By these five methods of hypocrisy which are: inconsistency, pretence,
blaming, and complacency, the morality of the superior society fails
according to Chekhov’s observation. Otchumyelov’s actions expose a
human tendency to abandon moral principles in deference to social
superiors, thereby advancing the story’s themes of fear, timidity, and
the broader moral dynamics of society.

Conclusion

Chekhov intends these stories to oblige the reader, who changes the
color of his reindeer, to view oneself from the perspective of the
protagonist and improve for the better. The major theme for Chekhov's
stories might be the transmission and description of the fact for the
readers that the lies in everyday life and the wish to fit into another
person appear absurd and ridiculous to other human beings. Such
behavior of a person makes him a slave.

The author from the very beginning of the story describes the situation
humoristically and uses the sense of humor so that the reader, who
looks for an advantage based on the circumstances, should be ashamed
of him/herself. Chekhov mocks the hypocrisy and craftiness of human
beings. In fact, this theme isn’'t very essential, yet it very much
influences the soul of a person who behaves subordinately to another’s
will.Chekhov wrote an enormous quantity of stories about such a
theme as the stupidity and coarseness of a human being. In the stories,
everyday situations are described, which may be expected by anyone.
The author describes this situation quite sillily. However, behind the
humor lies the truth about a terrible modern society. In order not to
impose his own ideas on the readers, the author displays his attitude to
the characters skillfully. Yet from the description of the characters, it’s
possible to understand that the author treats the characters in an
ironic manner. He makes fun of the characters in a very affirmative
manner. Every single story contains obvious morality. Chekhov in the
story "Chameleon instructs readers never to rely on other people’s
opinions and assessments about oneself. Perhaps the advantages
received through humiliation are of small importance.”

A. Chekhov's story satirizes such servility and chameleonism.
However, this type of laughter is not really pleasant; it is bitter satirical
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laughter. In truth, those in positions of power must uphold justice
rather than submit to power and wealth. Chekhov exposes and

satirizes both the denunciation of vulgarity, the denunciation of
worldly vulgarity, and servility.
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