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Abstract 

Deception is a common practice in human society. It is a complex issue that has both positive 

and negative consequences. It has been used for a variety of purposes throughout history. It is 

a complex and often controversial issue that has been studied by philosophers, psychologists 

and sociologists. Peter Carey, an Australian novelist shows his interest in exploring the 

complexities of deception and the blurred lines between truth and fiction. In his writing, he 

seems to be interested in exploring how lies can reveal deeper truths about human nature, 

while also acknowledging the potential harms that can come from deception in real life. 

Carey‟s novel Illywhacker provides scope for seeking the various facets of deception. It 

features the attributes of a gifted storyteller Herbert Badgery. His ability to create convincing 

illusions and their aftermath persists as the object of study. This paper focuses also on the 

various facets of deception by analyzing the characteristics of Herbert Badgery. To sum up, 

the research paper aims at providing valid evidence for understanding the motivations behind 

Badgery‟s fabrication of lies. 
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Lies are neither bad nor good. Like a fire they can either keep you warm or burn you to death, 

depending on how they‟re used. 

- Max Brooks 

Deception or the act of intentionally misleading others is a ubiquitous and complex 

phenomenon that has been studied by scholars across various disciplines including 

psychology, sociology, philosophy and literature. From everyday white lies to more elaborate 

forms of deceit, deception plays a significant role in human communication and social 

interactions. While deception can sometimes be used for positive purposes such as protecting 

oneself or others it is often associated with negative outcomes including eroded trust, harm to 

others and injustice. Understanding the nature of deception, its causes and its consequences is 

important for developing strategies to prevent and respond to deception in a range of contexts 

from interpersonal relationships to politics and business. This paper traces the theme of 

deception in Peter Carey‟s novel Illywhacker. By doing so, it explores the various dimensions 

of deception including its forms, motivations and effects to provide a comprehensive 

understanding of this complex phenomenon.  

Peter Carey, a highly acclaimed Australian novelist shows his interest in exploring the 

complexities of deception and the blurred lines between truth and fiction. He is known for his 

inventive and daring storytelling, vivid characters and complex exploration of themes such as 

identity, memory and history. He has won numerous awards and his novels have been 

translated into many languages and adapted for film and stage. Carey‟s writing style is 

marked by a rich and inventive use of language, often incorporating elements of Australian 

vernacular and blending different registers and tones. His stories often feature characters who 

are on the margins of society, grappling with questions of identity and authenticity. He is also 
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known for his interest in history and how it shapes and influences contemporary life. One of 

Carey‟s strengths as a writer is his ability to create memorable characters, often through their 

use of language. His characters are complex, flawed and often idiosyncratic, reflecting the 

rich diversity of human experience. He is skilled at creating intricate and compelling plots 

that blend elements of mystery, suspense and social commentary. His works are widely 

celebrated for their artistry, imagination and ability to capture the complexities of the human 

experience. 

Illywhacker is a novel by Peter Carey that follows the life of an Australian con man. 

Herbert Badgery, also known as „Illicit Whacker‟ or „Illywhacker‟. He narrates his 

adventures and swindles over the 20
th

 century. The story begins in 1919 when Herbert, a 

young man from the Australian outback, sets out to make a name for himself as a storyteller 

and con artist. He travels the country with his aging father, a former circus performer, and his 

younger sister, trying to earn money by selling miracle cures, fake land deals and other 

scams. As he grows older, Herbert‟s cons become more elaborate and dangerous and he finds 

himself embroiled in various schemes involving stolen artwork, bootleg liquor and even war 

profiteering. He also falls in love with several women along the way including a wealthy 

American heiress and a married Aboriginal woman.  

Throughout the novel, Herbert‟s storytelling skills and penchant for deception blur the 

line between truth and fiction, leaving the reader to question the reliability of his narrative. 

The novel ultimately ends with Herbert‟s return to his hometown, where he faces the 

consequences of his actions and must confront his mortality. Illywhacker Is a sprawling, 

humorous, and poignant novel that explores themes of identity, memory and the power of 

storytelling. 
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The novel begins with Mark Twain‟s epigram “Australian history is almost always 

picturesque; indeed, it is so curious and strange, that it is itself the chiefest novelty the 

country has to offer and so it pushes the other novelties into second and third place. It does 

not read like history, but like the most beautiful lies; and all of a fresh new sort, no mouldy 

old stale ones”. Thus, the novel comprises the most beautiful lies fabricated by the 

protagonist Herbert Badgery.  

The novel also gives scope to explore the concept of identity through the character of 

Herbert Badgery, who assumes different identities throughout his life as a con artist. He 

struggles with his sense of self and belonging. His fluid identity blurs the boundaries between 

truth and fiction. He is a gifted storyteller and his ability to spin tales and create convincing 

illusions is considered a major theme in the novel. The power of storytelling is explored in 

various forms. Mostly they are scams developed by Herbert. As a lifelong con artist, 

Herbert‟s exploits are based on lies, deception and fraud. He acknowledges his acts in the 

opening lines of the novel, “I am a terrible liar and I have always been a liar. I say that early 

to set things straight” (3). The novel never fails to explore the moral implications of Herbert‟s 

actions as well as the broader themes of corruption, greed and exploitation. Set in Australia, 

the novel also explores themes of Australian identity, including the tension between the 

outback and the city, the impact of colonization and assimilation on indigenous Australians 

and the changing social and political landscape of the country over the 20
th

 century. 

Throughout the novel, Herbert has romantic relationships with several women, including an 

American heiress, a married Aboriginal woman and a prostitute. Thus, the complexities of 

love and relationships have a specific focus in this particular work of art. 
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 Deception is the act of intentionally misleading someone by providing false 

information or withholding information. One of the most common forms of deception is 

lying. Lying is when a person intentionally provides false information to another person. It is 

often used to protect oneself or to gain an advantage over others. Lying may seem harmless 

in some situations but, it can have serious consequences. It can damage relationships, erode 

trust and lead to conflict and even violence. Herbert Badgery is an embodiment of lies. For 

instance, he claims to be a famous aviator and a war hero, having flown with the legendary 

Red Baron and having shot down many enemy planes. He also lies about his identity, using 

various aliases and changing his backstory depending on the situation. 

Misdirection is another form of deception. This is when a person intentionally provides 

false or misleading information to divert someone‟s attention from the truth. It can be used 

for various purposes, including to cover up a mistake or to manipulate someone. Misdirection 

can be particularly harmful because it can lead people to believe something that is not true. 

Another form of deception is concealment. This is when a person intentionally withholds 

information from another person. It can be said in other words, “A lie that is half-truth is the 

darkest of all lies” (“Alfred Tennyson quotes”). This can be done to protect oneself, to avoid 

conflict or to gain an advantage over others. 

One of the most concerning forms of deception is manipulation. This is when a person 

uses psychological tactics to influence or deceive someone into doing something they 

wouldn‟t normally do. It can involve exploiting someone‟s fears, insecurities or weaknesses 

to gain control over them. Manipulation can have devastating consequences as it can lead to 

people doing things that are harmful to themselves or others. Badgery‟s manipulation is 

evident when he lies to a group of American tourists, claiming that he can take them on a 
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kangaroo hunt, when in fact he has no experience with hunting and has no access to 

kangaroos. He also fabricates stories about his travels and adventures to impress and charm 

his audience, often incorporating fantastical elements into his tales. 

Deception can have a significant impact on individuals and society. It can damage 

relationships, erode trust and lead to conflict and violence. It can erode the foundations of a 

democratic society by undermining trust in institutions and creating a climate of suspicion 

and cynicism. The ethical considerations surrounding deception are complex. On the one 

hand, some argue that deception is never acceptable because it violates the principle of 

honesty and undermines trust. On the other hand, some argue that deception can be justified 

in certain circumstances, such as when it is necessary to protect oneself or others from harm. 

Ultimately, the ethical considerations surrounding deception will depend on the specific 

situation and the values of the individuals involved. 

Here are the circumstances when Herbert shows his deceptiveness. Throughout the 

novel, Herbert claims that he served in World War I and was awarded the Victoria Cross for 

his bravery. However, it is later revealed that Herbert never served in the war and his claims 

are completely fabricated. He creates a fake marriage with a woman named Alma, to gain 

access to her inheritance. The marriage is not real, and he eventually abandons Alma. His act 

reminds us of the famous words, “Deceiving others. That is what the world calls a romance” 

(“Oscar Wilde Quotes”). 

Herbert sets up a scam where he offers people the opportunity to make long-distance 

phone calls at a reduced rate. However, the calls are being routed through a fake switchboard 

and he is pocketing the difference in cost. He sets up a Ponzi scheme where he promises 

investors high returns on their investments. However, the scheme eventually collapses and 
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Herbert flees the country with the investors‟ money. Hence, one of the primary motivations 

for Herbert‟s lies is his desire for money and power. He believes that by deceiving others, he 

can gain access to wealth and influence that he would not be able to obtain otherwise. Herbert 

convinces the Aboriginal community that he has the power to make it rain by using a special 

rain-making machine. He charges them money for his services, even though he knows that 

the machine does not work. 

On analyzing Herbert‟s characteristics, it has been found that there are several 

underlying reasons for his deceptive nature. Herbert is often described as being a flamboyant 

and attention-seeking individual. He tells lies to gain attention and to make himself appear 

more interesting and important. Despite his outward confidence, Herbert is quite insecure and 

has low self-esteem. He tells lies to compensate for his feelings of inadequacy and to make 

himself feel more important. He is often seeking validation from others, particularly from 

women. He lies to impress them and make himself appear more desirable. At times his lies 

act as a form of escapism. By creating elaborate fantasies and stories, he can temporarily 

forget about the problems and challenges in his real life. His lies are driven by a complex mix 

of motivations, including financial gain, attention-seeking, insecurity, escapism and a desire 

for validation.  

Illywhacker is a story about the consequences of lying and the dangers of living a life 

of deception. Deception is a complex issue that has both positive and negative consequences. 

While it can be used to protect oneself or to gain an advantage over others, it can also damage 

relationships, erode trust and lead to conflict and violence. It is important to consider the 

ethical considerations surrounding deception and to be mindful of the impact that it can have 

on individuals and society. By promoting honesty and transparency, we can create a more 
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trustworthy and just society. Through Badgery, Carey shows how human beings make life so 

complicated through their deceptive nature. This research paper throws light on how lies can 

reveal deeper truths about human nature, while also acknowledging the potential harms that 

can come from deception in real life. Carey‟s masterpiece proves the fact that “Writing 

fiction is the act of weaving a series of lies to arrive at a greater truth” (“Lies quotes”). 
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