
THE SEARCH FOR IDENTITY IN SOME 

MID-IWENTIETH-CENTURY 

B R I T I S H F ICTION 

b y 

FLOREDA DIANNE LUX, B.A. 

A THESIS 

IN 

ENGLISH 

Submitted to the Graduate Faculty 
of Texas Tech University in 
Partial Fulfillment of 
the Requirements for 

the Degree of 

MASTER OF ARTS 

Approved 

Accepted 

December, 1972 



T 3 

hJo. Z05 

IVcW i 1̂̂  

^ 0 ^ > /SJ 

ACKNOW LEDGMENT S 

I am indebted to Professor Robert G, Collmer for his 

patience and helpful criticism in the direction of this 

thesis. Furthermore, special appreciation should be given 

to rrofessor Charles Hardwick for his perusal of the text. 

11 



CONTENTS 

Page 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS ii 

I. INTRODUCTION 1 

il. THE SEARCH FOR IDENTITY IN THREE 

EARLY NOVELS BY IRIS MURDOCH 15 

III. THE SEARCH FOR IDENTITY IN 

ALAN SILLITOE'S JUNGLE 61 

IV. THE OUTSIDER'S QUEST FOR IDENTITY 93 

V. CONCLUSION 118 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 128 

111 



CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

In the middle and latter part of the twentieth century, 

man, disillusioned with his highly ordered, mechanized 

society, senses acutely the inconsistency between his inner, 

personal life and the external, technical environment he has 

created. This distance, or alienation, between the indivi

dual self and society has been defined by Edith VJeisskopf-

Joelson as a "condition in which the individual shows a lack 

of involvement and a feeling of distance between himself and 

his physical surroundings, his fellowraen, and, last but not 

least, between himself and himself." Twentieth-century man, 

confronted with what appears to be a fortuitous world, is 

unsure of his position within that world; therefore, one of 

his major obsessions is to understand and define who and 

what he is. Although skeptical of ever attaining the 

knowledge of his own essential nature, nevertheless man, 

according to James Gindin, "is often involved in a search 

for his identity, an examination of the possible personal, 

social, religious, or doctrinal affiliations by means of 

Edith Weisskopf-Joelson, "On Surrender," The Journal 
of Psychology, 76 (1970), 57. 



2 which he can define himself." Man's struggle to ascertain 

the nature of his existence can be considered as a signifi

cant theme in some recent British literature. The goal of 

this study, then, is to examine the problem of identity as 

reflected by some protagonists in mid-twentieth-century 

British fiction. Before focusing on the specific protag

onists selected for this study, it is important to examine 

briefly the background that depicts some of the apparent 

contributing factors to the problem of alienation. 

This background tableau consists of at least three 

aspects that influenced, either directly or indirectly, 

twentieth-century man's awareness of an irritating distance 

between his inner, personal life and the society in which 

he lives. The first aspect to be discussed is the impact 

of the sciejitific revolution on man's perception of himself 

and his worid. This particular revolution created a 

machine-like image of man and his world and appeared to 

convert man's position from an active, purposeful subject 

to a passive, predictable object. The rise of materialism 

and industrialism can be regarded as further outgrowths of 

the scientific revolution which have contributed to man's 

^James Gindin*, Postwar British Fiction (Berkeley: 
Univ. of California Press, 1962), p. 236. 
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problem of alienation. The second contributing aspect to 

man's estrangement can be observed on a regional basis--the 

loss of a national and personal identity produced by the 

collapse of the British Empire. This, too, seems to have 

undermined the Englishman's sense of security and identity. 

The final aspect to be considered is the reactions of man, 

specifically in Britain, to the dehumanization and 

depersonalization generated by social and economic con-

formism of a super-industrialized society. Although there 

are numerous other factors, these three elements contribute 

to the overall problem of twentieth-century man's attempt 

to be recognized as a purposeful agent who is capable of a 

meaningful commitment in a world in which action is diffi

cult and oftentimes insignificant. In order to ascertain 

some of the influences of these three factors, it is 

necessary to consider each one separately. 

In the pre-scientific era, man relied on a cosmic plan 

to order and to control the world and himself. This 

reliance on a cosmic controller enabled man to define him

self through an active relationship to the universe. There 

was no apparent separation between man and his environment. 

He maintained a central position that enabled him to reach 

out for the ethereal heavens and understand the base life 

forms below him. This spiritually secure world allowed man 
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to grasp the rudiments of his existence and his being. With 

the advent of the modern science in the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries, this ordered world was shattered and 

replaced by a scientific order of measurable laws and 

principles. Through the use of the scientific method, man 

came to believe that he held the key to the secrets of the 

universe and the ability to predict and control his environ

ment and himself. Man, according to Floyd W. Matson in The 

Broken Image, believed that the key of "precise measurement 

and prodigious calculation would lead not only to widespread 

human happiness . . . but to a knov/ledge of ultimate reality, 

which the philosophers have vainly sought through the ages."^ 

The impact of the scientific revolution, however, drastically 

altered man's position and relationship to the world, 

Matson attributes this significant change to two early 

scientific revolutions--the Copernican revolution in astron

omy that dislodged man from the center of the universe and 

the Newtonian revolution in physics in which knowable 

reality was reduced to the common denominator of mass and 

motion, thus formulating the basis of a closed, mechanistic 

perspective of the world. Matson asserts that this closed 

mechanistic system resulted in: "The image of the great 

Floyd W. Matson, The Broken Image (New York 
Doubleday, 1966), p. 5. 
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machine itself, and the expulsion of man from the center of 

the stage--from an active part in the drama--to a seat in 

the audience and the passive role of spectator. The full 

meaning of this tableau was that man had disappeared from 

the world as a subject in order to reappear as an object," 

Even though man was ultimately dislodged from his position 

within the universe, this machine image, the key to the 

secrets of the universe, gained wide acceptance. Further

more, through the new descriptive language of mathematics, 

which was available to all, man believed that he held his 

destiny in his hands. 

The new belief in science swiftly became a "faith in 

scientism," and enabled the enlightened, practical man of 

the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries to expand his 

material wealth and progress which had been previously 

stagnated. With this increase in external progress and 

knowledge, most people disregarded the influence of 

science on the individual. Since the scientific approach 

appeared to be the salvation of the modern world, every 

field of study diligently sought to embrace this method 

within its particular discipline. All other modes of 

^Matson, p. 4. 

^Matson, p. 5. 
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knowing were discarded as magic--unimportant and irrelevant 

to the pursuit of the scientist. By the end of the 

eighteenth century, the scientific method and the mechano-

morphic perspective gained a firm grasp on the modern world, 

and still maintains this grasp in the latter part of the 

twentieth century. 

Since the goal of the scientific method was to reduce 

knc-able reality to the observable laws and principles that 

govern an element, the application of this method in the 

field of psychology resulted in a behavioralistic approach 

to human life. If the external world was governed by a set 

of natural laws, dependent variables, then man, an independ

ent variable, must be determined by them. If man was 

determined by these laws or similar ones, then the psycholo

gist, who thought of himself as a scientist, could control 

and predict human behavior. This outlook regarded any 

rudiments of free will as an illusion. Since the same rules 

applied to all men, Matson states, the behavioralists' 

school of psychology tended to focus its attention "upon 

the average aggregate characteristics of human beings and 

regarded the person as little more than a social atom,"^ 

From this point of view, the importance of man was 

'^Matson, p. 66, 



7 

subordinated to the effective functioning of the entire 

society. 

The next step in the mechanization process of man was 

the manipulation of society by these same governing 

factors, and the social scientists began to envision their 

goal--the creation of a Utopian society. Within this 

Utopia, the necessary freedom would not be the freedom for 

man, but the "freedom of science," and this meant that the 

social scientist would deal with the social problems of the 

world in a neutral manner--detached from the human condi-

7 
tion. The application of this approach to the whole 

society indicates the desire of man to control and order 

his world; however, in his attempt to gain power, man 

neglected the most essential element--himself, Through this 

oversight and the assumption that the operator of the great 

machine already knew himself, man pushed himself further 

away from the reality that he sought to know. By the 

advent of World War I, man began to realize his own 

alienation and inability to control his physical, personal 

and social surroundings. Even though today man recognizes 

the inadequacies of the mechanomorphic perspective, he still 

retains remnants of the mechanistic structure and order to 

7 
Matson, p, 74. 
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protect him from the unknown chaos of the universe. 

By the latter part of the nineteenth century with the 

investigations in the theories of electricity and magnetism, 

the influence of the Newtonian mechanistic model began to 

decline. Then in the early part of the twentieth century, 

the discoveries of quantum theory, relativity, indeterminacy, 

and complementarity further emphasized the inadequacies of 

the Newtonian model by demonstrating that the world is con

tingent, not predictable, a fertile pod of unknown possi

bilities. The most important influence of this particular 

shift in the direction of science is the recognition of the 

function ox man within the observational process. Scientists 

began to realize that man's role within the study of the uni

verse is an active role rather than a passive one--man could 

exert his will and control his individual future. These new 

discoveries within science itself indicate not only a decline 

in the use of the closed mechanistic system, but a new 

approach to the world and man, 

A more limited contributing factor to man's estrange

ment can be observed in the loss of a national and personal 

identity produced by the collapse of the British Empire, 

In a recent article, "The Necessary Illusion," Jean Sudrann 

observes: "Precisely this problem of identity has become a 

major theme in British literature of the past decade. Our 



understanding--and ultimately our evaluation--of that 

literature must depend on our awareness of the theme and 

our knowledge of the extent to which it has developed 

beyond the simple assertion of the death of the old 

o 

identity," The death of the old identity implies that the 

traditional values of the past, which created a national and 

a personal identity for the English people, have been de

teriorating in the wake of cultural and social changes. 

This changing society does not provide the personal 

security offered by the past, and the individual in this 

new situation suspects that the security of traditional 

identity is a myth predicated on illusion and falsehood. 

The contemporary man, aware of the myth of the past and 

confronted with the nightmare of the future, is usually 

presented against the changing landscape of the present 

society from which he withdraws into a state of self-imposed 

isolation to cultivate the individual self. The symptons of 

withdrawal and disengagement exhibited by the individual 

within a fortuitous society are an adequate description of 

the protagonist's dilemma in much contemporary British 

fiction. The central figure confronted with the complexity 

of his dilemma searches for a definable affiliation within 

o 

Jean Sudrann, "The Necessary Illusion: A Letter from 
London," Antioch Review, 18 (Summer 1958), 237, 
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society, but unable to find a satisfactory identity or 

definition of himself through the society, the individual 

withdraws and relies primarily on his own resources for a 

solution to his problem. Severed from the traditional 

values and identity inherited from the past and with the 

future receding from his control, the protagonist, forced 

to rely on himself, searches for his personal identifica

tion and a meaningful existence within an enigmatic universe 

composed of only the present moment. 

Obligated to live in the existential present with the 

emphasis on the individual, the contemporary British 

protagonist regards the centralized mechanization of his 

society that confronts him with the fate of social and 

economic conformism as one of his major enemies. This 

particular enemy threatens to depersonalize and dehumanize 

mankind, and man's quest for identity can be seen as an 

attempt to combat this ominous threat. In regards to man's 

reactions to the conformism of the present-day society, 

James Gindin remarked that "the representative hero in much 

contemporary British fiction resents the public badge, the 

articulation of the system. He feels no class unity, no 

public identification, and therefore works hard for the 

direct and tangible: the job that pays more or the more 
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attractive and exciting vjoman," The contemporary pro

tagonist does not appear to be a rebel who seeks to destroy 

the moral order, but a stranger who wants to create an 

order that will restore to him the idea of humanity. Since 

the goal is to retrieve this idea of humanity, to understand 

what has happened to man, to his personality and society, is 

to grasp the meaning of his struggle to reassert himself as 

a purposeful subject in a world that regards him as an im

personal, predictable object, William W, Main in an 

article, "The Meaning of Meaninglessness: A Clue to 

Contemporary Art and Literature," comments on this condition 

of twentieth-century man and refers to him as a man in line: 

The man in line is depersonalized; he has lost his 
personality. When personality is lost, one's unique 
self-determination is lost, because personality, as 
Paul Tillich has so solidly observed, is an inner 
and unconditional demand to be free, to be self-
purposed and self-transcendent, so that one may 
reach universality, not isolp.t-f on. The man in line 
loses his initiative, individuality, and freedom, 
A man in line replaces community with conformity, 
society with solitude. He loses his identity in a 
line, so that he has a face without features and an 
ego without egoism. The man in line loses his 
subjectivity, for he has become an object, and an 
object demands no feeling and no sympathy, only 
calculation and control. When a man becomes 
"lineated" , , , that man loses that quality which 
makes him human--his power of shaping and understand
ing his own destiny, 

Gindin, p, 6, 

^C>william W, Main, "The Meaning of M e a n i n g l e s s n e s s : A 
Clue to Contemporary Art and L i t e r a t u r e , " Western Humani t ies 
Review, 12 (Summer 1958) , 243 , 
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Later in the article Main continues this thought and 

asserts, "If conformism and adjustment to conformism is 

the social and economic picture of our age, anarchy and a 

revolt against conformism is the artistic picture of our 

age," This artistic picture depicting the anarchy and 

revolt against conformism can be regarded as a dominant clue 

to the understanding of the dilemma of the protagonists in 

some recent British fiction. Furthermore, the above-

mentioned contributing factors have been presented, not as 

a condemnation of reductionism or behaviorism, but with the 

intent of offering some possible suggestions to the problem 

of alienation, the central issue of this study. 

The specific purpose of this study, then, is to observe 

a modern sense of alienation as it is reflected by six dis

tinct protagonists in some mid-twentieth-century British 

fiction. This study examines the v:orks of three authors of 

the 1950's. Iris Murdoch, Alan Sillitoe, and Colin Wilson. 

The justification for the selection of the works of these 

authors is twofold: each is concerned essentially with 

presenting some of the ramifications of the problem of 

alienation as it affects twentieth-century man, as well as 

with the presentation of some possible solutions that will 

enable central characters to overcome the existentialists' 

•'-•'•Main, p. 246, 
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dilemma of estrangement and meaninglessness. 

The particular aspects discussed in these different 

works reflect Edith Weisskopf-Joelson's definition of 

alienation as a condition in which the individual demon

strates a lack of involvement and an acute sense of distance 

between himself and his physical surroundings, his fellow-

men, and, most of all, from himself. All of the central 

characters examined appear to gravitate from a position of 

isolation to affiliation with others, from non-identity to 

identity, and, most importantly, seem to develop a positive 

concept of self that restores meaning and direction to his 

or her life. All the central figures can be regarded as 

seeking some form of definition, some means of coherently 

explaining who or what they are in an uncertain society. 

Apart from the above-mentioned similarities that appear in 

each of the selected works, there are also some major 

distinctions. These distinctions are the proposed 

solutions presented by each author to the predicament of 

alienation encountered by the protagonists. Each chapter 

of this study, then, presents the four basic traits of 

alienation--the lack of involvement, then estrangements 

from physical surroundings, from fellowmen, and from the 

self--as exemplified by the particular protagonists, as 

well as depicting the proposed approaches to conquering 
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the dilemma of isolation and attaining the desired goal of 

a personal identity. 



CHAPTER II 

THE SEARCH FOR IDENTITY IN THREE EARLY NOVELS 

BY IRIS MURDOCH 

A study of three early novels by Iris Murdoch reveals 

three major characters who are seeking some form of defini

tion, some means of explaining who or what they are in an 

uncertain society. The quests of these characters are simi

lar in that each figure initially demonstrates a lack of 

involvement in work and unresponsiveness to social demands, 

and an acute sense of estrangement from physical surround

ings, from other people, and, most of all, from the self. 

Furthermore, the solutions to this predicament are similar 

in that a concept of the self is realized through work and 

creative achievement. The distinctions among these three 

protagonists are reflected in the varying situations and 

personal problems through which each central figure must 

persevere in order to attain the desired goal of a personal 

identity. Once this concept of self has been established, 

the problem of isolation for each person is reduced. In 

order to understand the solution to this dilemma of iden

tity, the critic must examine each character's lack of 

15 
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involvement and the particular condition of estrangement. 

The three central figures selected for this study are 

Jake Donaghue in Under The Net (1954), Rosa Keepe in The 

Flight From The Enchanter (1956), and Dora Greenfield in 

The Bell (1958). Each of these characters, who is uninvolved 

and isolated, pursues a dependent relationship with another 

person who appears to be in touch with reality and certain of 

his or her identity. These dependent relationships are based 

on illusions held by the pursuer. When these illusions are 

shattered, each character who has been uncertain of an 

identity gains an insight into his or her individuality and 

the personalities of the other characters. For example, 

when Jake Donaghue, the initially uncommitted and rootless 

protagonist in Under The Net, is freed from his fantasies 

about the other characters, he realizes for the first time 

his uniqueness and his potential to be a creative writer. 

In The Flight From The Enchanter Rosa Keepe, who is under 

the overpowering spell of Mischa Fox, liberates herself and 

returns to work as editor of an independent socialist publi

cation, a responsibility she had previously avoided. Dora 

Greenfield, a youthful character in The Bell, eventually 

escapes from the domination of her husband and establishes 

her ov/n life, separate from her husband's, as an art student 

and a potential art teacher. Through numerous and varied 
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experiences each of the selected characters discovers the 

uniqueness of their own identities, and this discovery 

enables each one to apprehend the individual value of other 

people, A change seems to occur within each character; 

before a critic can assess the full meaning of this change, 

it is necessary to consider each one separately. 

The first character for consideration is Jake Donaghue, 

the protagonist and narrator of Under The Net, The novel 

is concerned predominantly with Jake's wanderings through 

London and Paris as he attempts to find some means of 

coherently explaining who or what he is. From Jake's 

Bohemian life style, there is an indication that the events 

of the novel take place in the early 1950's in post-war 

Britain, The title Under The Net suggests the interweaving 

of social, political, and personal relationships that 

threaten to trap Jake in planned ways of life that are not 

in accordance with his nature. A. S, Byatt asserts that, 

in addition to the social significance of the net, there is 

a philosophical significance that is expressed by "Hugo, or 

Hugo in the figure of Annandine, as he is presented by Jake 

in Jake's book, The Silencer, who uses the image of the net 

in a philosophical sense, as a sjmibol for theorizing, or 
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forming concepts about a situation." Jake has Annandine 

say: 

What I speak of is the real decision as we exper
ience it; and here the movement away from theory 
and generality is the movement towards truth. All 
theorizing is flight. We must be ruled by the situ
ation itself and this is unutterably particular. 
Indeed it is something to which we can never get 
close enough, however hard we may try as it were 
to creep under the net. 

In a philosophical sense the net represents a covering that 

one must crawl under to find the precise situation that will 

reveal the truth. In the novel Jake escapes from the social 

trappings of the net, and discovers thd.t the truth he is 

seeking is not revealed through theories or generalizations, 

but in the particular situation. As Hugo points out to 

Jake, "truth lies in blundering on," and this is precisely 

what Jake eventually does. 

When the story opens, Jake has been forced into a home

less situation by his recent girl friend, Madge. Madge has 

requested Jake and Finn, Jake's constant companion, to 

vacate the attic of her apartment because she is having an 

affair with Sammy Starfield, an ex-bookie turned film 

1 9 
A. S. Byatt, Degrees of Freedom ("New York: Barnes 

and Noble, 1965), p. 15. 

^Iris Murdoch, Under the Net (New York: Viking Press, 
1954), p. 87. 
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producer. Madge's decision causes Jp-Ke to look for a new 

residence, and the first place he resorts to is 

Mrs. Tinckham's newspaper shop, Jake's accommodation 

address, for a calming drink and an opportunity to evaluate 

his situation. Mrs. Tinckham's shop remains constant 

throughout the novel, and it is here that one finds Jake at 

the end of the novel making his plans to continue his life. 

Jake's first decision is to turn to his philosopher 

friend, Dave Gellman, who offers only temporary lodgings in 

his apartment for Jake and Finn. Aware of his need to find 

a more permanent situation, Jake starts his search for 

Anna Quentin, the v/oman he believed he loved, but from whom 

he has been separated for several years. When Jake finds 

Anna, she is running a small miming theater in Hammersmith, 

but although Anna greets Jake with warmth, she does not 

allow him to remain at the theater for more than one night. 

Instead, Anna sends Jake to her sister Sadie, a film star, 

who needs a caretaker to protect her from her boss, Hugo 

Belfounder, Ironically, Hugo is an old friend of Jake's, 

but Jake has avoided Hugo for some time because of Jake's 

embarrassment over the publication of his book. The 

Silencer, which related many of the intimate philosophical 

discussions held between Hugo and Jake while they were living 

at the cold cure treatment center. Later Jake discovers that 
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Hugo never recognized his ov/n words, and the embarrassment 

and shame experienced by Jake were apparently unnecessary. 

When Jake learns of Sadie's intentions to use him against 

Hugo, Jake escapes from her apartment and starts his pursuit 

of Hugo. 

In his search for Hugo, Jake encounters Lefty Todd, a 

left-wing political leader, who tries to persuade Jake to 

become involved in the socialist movement, but Jake refuses 

his offer to join the party and continues his pursuit of 

Hugo. During this particular chase, Jake overhears Sadie's 

and Sammy's scheme to use illegally one of Jake's transla

tions of a novel for a screen script. In retaliation, Jake 

steals from Sammy a famous, but aging dog named Mr, Mars, 

After stealing Mars, Jake finds Hugo twice, but both times 

he is unable to talk to him. 

After the episode with Mr, Mars and his unsuccessful 

attempts to talk to Hugo, Jake is summoned to Paris by 

Madge, who offers him a large sum of money and an easy job 

of script writing, but Jake refuses this offer because he 

realizes that his life does not lie in the direction 

offered by Madge, Once Jake decides to live his own life, 

he tries to locate Anna, who he believes is still in Paris, 

and although he catches a glimpse of /nna, he is unable to 

find her. After his unsuccessful attempt to find Anna, 
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Jake returns to London and takes a job as a hospital 

orderly, and it is in the hospital that Jake finally has 

the opportunity to talk to Hugo. From his conversation 

with Hugo, Jake learns that he has imposed his theories on 

the other people and misinterpreted the facts about them. 

Shocked by his own lack of understanding of the other 

characters, Jake returns to Mrs, Tinckham's shop where he 

begins to structure his own life, 

Malcolm Bradbury comments that Jake experiences a "pro

cess of renewal" within himself and that "two things have 

altered for the better; he has developed from being a trans

lator, a literary hack, a man who sees words and ideas as 

separate things, to being creative in his own right; and he 

developed from having 'shattered nerves' to being able to 

encounter life and loneliness," By the end of the novel, 

Jake begins "the morning of the first day" and he feels about 

him "the secure supporting pressure of my own life--ragged, 

inglorious, and apparently purposeless, but my own."^ To 

understand the "renewal process" of this uncommitted and 

rootless character, it is necessary to trace in detail 

Jake's lack of involvement in his work and his unresponsive-

•̂ "̂ Malcolm Bradbury, "Iris Murdoch's Under the Net," 
Critical Quarterly, 4 (Spring 1962), 48, 

l^Murdoch, Under the Net, pp, 275-76, 
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ness to social demands, as well as his estrangement from 

his physical surroundings, from his fellowmen, and from 

himself, 

Jake's lack of involvement is expressed in two ways: 

He is uncommitted to work; and he is unresponsive to politi

cal and social demands. In general, Jake deplores the idea 

of work and regards it as deadly because work threatens to 

dehuiftanize the individual. A. S. Byatt asserts that "this 

concept of Jake's, the deadliness of work, is important in 

that it is a valid reason for rootlessness and non-commit

ment," Jake's initial attitudes toward work clearly 

reveal Miss Byatt's assertion. 

In the beginning of the novel, Jake describes himself 

as "something over thirty, and talented, but lazy, I live 

by literary hack work, and a little original writing--as 

17 little as possible," Throughout the novel the other 

characters regard Jake as talented, but they also note his un

willingness to utilize these talents to accomplish anything 

on his own, Jake, a translator of the Frenchman Jean Pierre 

Breteuil's "bad, but best-selling novels," enjoys translat- . 

ing because it is easy, "like opening one's mouth and hearing 

^Byatt, p. 32, 

•'-'̂ Murdoch, Under the Net, p. 19, 
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someone else's voice emerge," and because it sells. He 

avoids creative writing because he believes that "the 

present age was not one in which it was possible to write 

an epic" and possibly not even a novel. Jake also 

rejects his friend Dave's advice that "society should take 

you by the neck and shake you and make you do a sensible 

job. Then in your evenings you would have the possibility 

to write a great book," Jake is unable to find any satis

faction or definition through his work; however, when he 

learns that Breteuil, whom he regards as a poor novelist, 

has won the Prix Goncourt, the most prestigious literary 

prize in France, Jake decides to stop translating and start 

producing his own work. After this decision, Jake takes a 

job as an orderly in a hospital and discovers that "to 

spend half the day doing manual v/ork might be very calming 

to the nerves of one who was spending the other half doing 

intellectual work, , , , which would ensure that no day 

could pass without something having been done, and so keep 

that sense of uselessness, which grows in prolonged periods 

20 of sterility, away from me forever," At the end of the 

•'•Murdoch, Under the Net, p. 17, 

^^Murdoch, Under the Net, p. 26, 

20Murdoch, Under the Net, p, 228, 
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novel, Jake appears involved in his old manuscripts and 

prepared to pursue his trade of creative writing. 

Also by the end of the story, Jake, though not actively 

committed to politics, is still communicating with Lefty, 

the eccentric leader of the New Independent Socialists, 

Although Jake holds left-wing opinions, he regards the 

fight for socialism as hopeless, and explains to Lefty that 

his lack of involvement is a combination of not caring and 

not knowing what to do. It is Lefty who encourages Jake to 

take part by saying, "What you need is to become involved. 

As soon as you do something and knock into people you'll 

begin to hate a few of them. Nothing destroys abstraction 

21 
so well as hatred." But Jake does not accept Lefty's 

arguments for him to become involved nor Lefty's offer to 

write didactic plays for the party; however, when Lefty 

becomes the object of violence at a political rally held at 

Belfounder's film studio, Jake defends him because he ad

mires Lefty's commitment. In the final correspondence that 

Jake receives from Lefty, Jake obtains a solid impression 

of Lefty and believes that "here he had to do with a man." 

A. S. Byatt claims that Jake's recognition of some value in 

^"'"Murdoch, Under the Net, p, 110, 

^^Murdoch, Under the Net, p. 270, 
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Lefty's activities springs from a trust in Lefty's humanity 

when she comments: 

It is the fact that Lefty is precisely 'a man', 
and a human, which makes him sympathetic and 
someone to be reckoned with and kept in contact 
with; whereas the world of script-writing, 
sinecures, artificial Madge and translating 
Jean Pierre Breteuil must be sloughed off alto
gether. There is some value in the ends to 
which Lefty would utilize Jake, if there is no 
personal value, no adequate freedom in it, for 
Jake as an individual .̂ -̂  

By the end of the novel, Jake recognizes the need to do some

thing in society, and he has found himself socially and 

artistically defined, 

Jake's achievement of this social and artistic involve

ment is hindered by his sense of estrangement from his physi

cal surroundings. This predicament is revealed through his 

homeless condition and his dislike for fortuitousness, 

Jake's homeless condition is a result of his Bohemian life 

style which includes his reluctance to pay rent and his 

urgent need to live under the protection and security 

offered by his friends. His dislike of fortuitousness 

stems from his desire for everything in his life to have a 

sufficient reason. Furthermore, Jake regards himself as 

being out of touch with reality and his concern about his 

physical surroundings reflects his need to come in contact 

^^Byatt, p. 34, 
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with what he refers to as the unutterably particular situa

tion. This need is depicted by the detailed descriptions 

of London and Paris through which he wanders. These vivid 

Paris and London scenes provide a background setting and a 

commentary on Jake's quest. Louis L. Martz compares the 

detailed descriptions of the London scenes to those found 

in the novels of Charles Dickens and states, "both Dickens 

and Miss Murdoch need this particularity of detail because 

they present so many of these London characters as in

separable from the London setting. Houses, streets, and 

squares become part of the personalities living in each par-

ticular location," Although Jake senses estrangement from 

his physical surroundings, his need for the particular sit

uation makes him appear as inseparable from the London 

setting because he defines himself according to precise 

locations in London, 

For example, in Jake's estimation London is divided 

into parts, "some that are necessary and others that are 

contingent. Everywhere west of Earls Court is contingent, 

2S except for a few places along the river." -̂  Jake's reason 

for constructing this arbitrary boundary is based on his 

24 
Lou i s L. Mar tz , " I r i s Murdoch: The London N o v e l s , " 

Twen t i e th Century L i t e r a t u r e i_n R e t r o s p e c t , ed, Reuben A, 
Brower (Cambridge, Mass , r Harvard Univ, P r e s s , 1971 ) , p , 68 , 

^^Murdoch, Under the Net , p . 22. 
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discovery that the security provided by the Earls Court 

phase of his life for the past eighteen months is over. 

After this discovery, Jake refers to his condition as un

fixed and volatile and sees his next goal as finding 

another safe place to settle down. The first place in 

which Jake tries to settle dov/n is the apartment of his 

friend Dave Gellman, a linguistic philosopher who Jake be

lieves can afford to have a "contingent address," Jake 

reflects that Dave is unconcerned about his physical 

surroundings and therefore can live in an insecure part of 

London because "being a philosopher, he is professionally 

concerned with the central knot of being , , , and not with 

27 the loose ends that most of us have to play with," Since 

Jake regards himself as playing with these loose ends, he 

is afraid to maintain a permanent address; however Jake 

does maintain a convenience address at Mrs, Tinckham's shop 

which never changes and appears as an island of certainty 

surrounded by an uncertain sea, Mrs, Tinckham's shop is the 

one place in London that Jake is able to relate to no matter 

how isolated he may feel from the rest of his physical sur

roundings, 

^^Murdoch, Under the Net, p. 22, 

^'^Murdoch, Under the Net, p, 22, 
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In comparison with London, Paris, which is also de

scribed in great detail, is a dream-like, romantic atmos

phere in which Jake pursues Anna Quentin. For Jake, Paris 

is a city that always causes him pain because he never 

fails "to approach with expectation and leave with dis-

28 appointment." Jake encounters Paris as "one encounters 

a loved one--in the end and dumbly, and scarcely speak a 

word, Alors, Paris, qu'est-ce-que tu dis, toi? Paris, 

dis-moi ce que j'aime. But there is no reply, only the sad 

echo from the crumbling walls--Paris,"^^ Paris is a 

fantasy world in which Jake interprets semblance as reality. 

His inability to distinguish between facade and actuaDity 

again demonstrates his estrangement from his physical 

surroundings. Ironically, it is in this unreal, fantasy 

world of Paris that he receives the offer of a large sum of 

money, but he refuses the offer and makes the solid decision 

to live his own life, even if it means poverty for him. 

Furthermore, when Jake returns from this dream-like ex

perience in Paris, he carries out the menial tasks of a 

hospital orderly, and eventually reduces his sense of 

estrangement from his physical surroundings in taking an 

2%urdoch, Under the Net, p, 182, 

2Murdoch, Under the Net, p, 182, 
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apartment by himself and learning to live in an alien part 

of London. 

By the end of the novel, then, Jake has adjusted to 

his solitude and is able to relate to his physical surround

ings, but his intense distrust of intimate relationships 

continues to isolate Jake from other people. This distrust 

of openness stems from Jake's belief that "the substance of 

my life is a private conversation with myself which to turn 

30 
into a dialogue would be equivalent to self destruction," 

Afraid of this self-destruction, Jake purposely maintains a 

distance between himself and others, and the type of company 

he prefers the most is the company that a pub or a cafe pro

vides. This distance that Jake intentionally tries to main

tain prevents him from recognizing the uniqueness of other 

persons. This inability to perceive and accept people as 

they are draws Jake away from other people. 

In his isolated world, Jake fails to acknowledge the 

separate existence of the other characters, although he is 

reminded constantly of their individual intentions. This 

subjective attitude toward others is not altered until Hugo 

Belfounder shatters Jake's illusions about the relationships 

among the other characters. Jake realizes that he knew the 

Murdoch, Under the Net, p. 30. 
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facts all along, but misinterpreted them. In essence, Jake 

imposed his own theories upon others, never once considering 

their individualized complexities. For example, in the be

ginning of the novel, Jake refers to Finn, his constant com

panion, as "an inhabitant of my universe, and cannot con-

31 ceive that he has one containing me." It is precisely 

this lack of comprehension of Finn's integrity that Jake 

later recognizes when Finn leaves London to return to 

Ireland. After Jake learns of Finn's departure, he 

questions Mrs, Tinckham about Finn's motivation for leaving 

and expresses shame for not having known more about Finn. 

Also, Jake is unaware of Madge's metamorphosis from a secre

tary to a movie star. Upon discovering this change, Jake 

tells Madge, "I ought to have looked after you better"; but 

rather than committing himself, he reflects that "it is not 

in my nature to make myself respo:">sible for other people, 

I find it hard enough to pick my own way along," This 

lack of concern for others and his fear of intimacy are 

evident in his reasons for drifting apart from Anna Quentin, 

the woman he believed he loved, Jake's pursuit of Anna also 

proves to be based on false generalizations about her per

sonality and her theory of art. When Jake becomes aware of 

31 
Murdoch, Under the Net, p, 5, 

^^Murdoch, Under the Net, p, 9, 
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his misconceptions about Anna from Hugo, he realizes for the 

first time that "Anna really existed now as a separate being, 

33 and not as a part of myself," The personality of Hugo 

Belfounder is another fabrication created by Jake. When 

Jake finally encounters Hugo, he finds that Hugo does not 

possess the qualities he attributed to him. Hugo, whom 

Jake refers to as "my destiny" because he seems to hold 

onto reality, turns out to be similar to Jake in that he, 

too, is struggling to grasp his reality; he is trying to 

define himself through a meaningful trade, which for Hugo, 

who knows how to make intricate objects with his hands, is 

watchmaking. The conversation with Hugo indicates Jake's 

isolation from others by demonstrating his refusal to 

acknowledge their individual personalities. 

Jake's alienation from others and from his physical 

surroundings and his lack of involvement seem to stem pri

marily from his lack of self-knowledge. At first Jake, who 

is seeking some means of coherently explaining who or what 

he is, is overly dependent on his friends for establishing 

his traits. He tries to maintain order in his life by 

living under the protective care of others, but when the 

action of others destroys this order, like Madge's turning 

Jake out of her apartment, Jake assumes that his only 

•^•^Murdoch, Under the Net, p. 261. 
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alternative is to rely on someone else, not himself. This 

time, however, his attempts at finding himself through 

others fail, and he is forced to fall back on his own re

sources. 

Relying on himself, Jake's self-image becomes more 

nearly defined, and this revelation reduces his sense of 

nebulousness. Jake develops a concept of self by slowly 

becoming aware of his own uniqueness. From his comments on 

Dave, Jake betrays his lack of historical perspective and 

his incapacity to approach the core of his own being. Un

like his friend Dave, who is Jewish and "can feel himself to 

be a part of history," Jake has to "work harder and harder 

every year to keep in touch with history"; he regards him-

34 self as rootless. Isolated from the past and unable to 

relate to the present, Jake appears to be a stranger wander

ing around with a fragmented concept of himself. Once he 

recognizes his own individuality and commits himself to 

pursuing his trade of creative writing, this shattered 

image begins to take shape. When this happens, Jake learns 

to adjust to his solitude, and to be responsive to the 

uniqueness of others and to the demands of his distinctive 

nature. Moreover, he balances the various demands of his 

social, professional, and private life, Jake's search for 

•^Murdoch, Under the Net, p, 22. 



33 

identity evolves from an unconcerned and solitary condition 

to one of commitment and the achievement of a concept of 

self through Work and creative activity. 

By the end of the story, a change has occurred within 

Jake. He has rejected the mechanical chore of translating 

and has devoted himself to practicing his skill of creative 

writing. He is corresponding with Lefty, the political 

leader, and senses a need to function constructively in 

society. His relationship with the other characters moves 

toward a sounder basis because he accepts the individuality 

of persons and adapts to things as they really are and not 

as he pleases. He has pursued reality and truth and dis

covered the answer in the particular situation and the 

individual person. But most of all, Jake is in touch with 

himself--his self-image has solidified. With the develop

ment of a concept of self realized through work and creative 

achievement, he is able to battle the contingent ambience 

and his own solitude. Initially uncommitted and rootless, 

Jake eventually establishes a direction for his life predi

cated on his individual identity. Jake's alienation and 

search for identity are also exemplified in the central 

figure, Rosa Keepe, in Iris Murdoch's second novel. 

A close examination of Iris Murdoch's second novel. 

The Flight From The Enchanter (1956), discloses another 
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central figure, Rosa Keepe, who is alienated and searching 

for some means of explaining who or what she is. The novel 

focuses on the dominant image of flight or escape from the 

overpowering spell of an enchanter figure. Rosa Keepe is 

under the influence of Mischa Fox, a newspaper magnate, 

whom ten years earlier she had declined to marry because she 

saw his power as eveil; however, during the course of the 

novel, Rosa discovers that her fascination for Mischa has 

not waned. Once again Rosa is drawn under Mischa's spell, 

but this time she repudiates his dominance and retains her 

independence. The story also concerns the fates of two 

other characters, John Rainborough and Annette Cockeyne, 

whose situations are similar to Rosa's; however the emphasis 

for my examination rests on Rosa Keepe and her flight from 

the dominant enchanter figure of Mischa Fox. Rosa's escape 

from Mischa's influence gives Rosa the opportunity to de

fine herself by accepting a responsibility she had pre

viously avoided. 

The novel concerns a series of incidents that are 

loosely connected to the selling of the "Artemis," an in

dependent socialist journal edited by Rosa's brother. 

Hunter Keepe, to Mischa Fox's newspaper empire. The setting 

for these various events surrounding the purchase of the 

magazine is London in the early 1950's. This series of 
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incidents includes Annette Cockeyne, a youthful character 

who decides to abandon formal education and educate herself 

in the world; the attempts of John Rainborough to contend 

with the complexities of bureaucracy and his narrow escape 

from the dominance of Agnes Casement, his secretary; and 

Rosa's relationship with two Polish refugees, the 

Lusiewicz brothers. In the background of Rosa's affair 

with these brothers is her relationship with Peter Saward 

who loves her, but who is aware that Rosa does not share 

the same feelings. Peter Sav;ard is like Mrs. Tinckham in 

Under The Net in that he is a solid, constant figure and a 

source of security for Rosa's life. 

As the story opens, one finds Annette Cockeyne, who 

lives with Rosa in London, departing voluntarily from a 

prestigious girls' school to educate herself in the school 

of life, Rosa, who lives with her brother Hunter, works in 

a factory because she wants to make work something "simple, 

35 
hygienic, streamlined, unpretentious, and dull," While 

working in the impersonal environment of the factory, Rosa 

meets Jan and Stefan Lusiewicz, the refugees, and starts a 

casual relationship with them in which she teaches them 

English and helps them to adapt to England, In the begin

ning of the story, this harmless relationship with the 

•̂  Iris Murdoch, The Flight from the Enchanter (London: 
Chatto andWindus, 1966K P. 47, 
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brothers has turned into a nightmarish affair from which 

Rosa is unable to extricate herself. In need of help to 

combat the power gained by the men over her, Rosa turns to 

Mischa Fox, who has been harassing Rosa and Hunter to sell 

the "Artemis," and she requests some form of solution for 

her problem. Mischa arranges a governmental edict that 

requires the deportation of eastern European refugees born 

east of an arbitrary boundary line. This action alleviates 

her predicament with the brothers, but inadvertently causes 

Nina, Rosa's close friend, to commit suicide. Rosa, who 

ten years earlier declined to marry Mischa, still is 

attracted to him. Overcoming her fears about Mischa, Rosa 

travels to Italy to join him, but soon after her arrival, 

she is intimidated to leave by Calvin Blick. When Rosa re

turns to London, she learns that one of the wealthy stock

holders of the "Artemis," Mrs. Wingfield, has died and left 

a large sum of money to Rosa, if she will be the editor of 

the journal. The magazine survives bankruptcy and the fate 

of belonging to Mischa's newspaper empire; Rosa is freed 

from Mischa's influence, and has the opportunity to assume 

the responsibility for her own life. 

A. S. Byatt regards Rosa's return to London and the 

"Artemis" as signifying that '-Rosa, recognizing her own de

gree of freedom, her own personal involvement in and 
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responsibility for a world of other individuals, is freed of 

the enchantment, the fantasy, the illusion, that she is sub-

ject to Mischa's will entirely," Freed from the overpower

ing spell of Mischa, Rosa is in a position to apprehend the 

value of other individuals, as well as her own. But at the 

beginning of the story, Rosa's situation, her isolation and 

her unresponsiveness to social demands, parallels that of 

Jake Donaghue's. Miss Byatt refers to Rosa's condition as a 

"faithless state" because Rosa regards her life as a series 

of interludes, for which she has few expectations. Also, 

like Jake, Rosa experiences a process of renewal within 

herself and throughout the course of the events two things 

have altered for the better; she has quit her mechanical 

and impersonal job at the factory to accept the responsi

bility of editing the "Artemis"; and she has developed from 

a solitar]' and faithless state to being able to accept the 

responsibility for others and herself. To understand these 

changes that occur within Rosa, it is necessary to trace in 

detail Rosa's lack of involvement in her work and her 

unresponsiveness to social demands, and her alienation from 

her physical surroundings, from her fellowmen, and from 

herself. 

^^Byatt, p. 53, 
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At the beginning of the story, Rosa purposely avoids 

any kind of personal involvement in her work, and she 

demonstrates very little concern for the political movement 

propagated by the "Artemis," a socialist publication founded 

by her mother in the early twentieth century. Prior to 

taking the job in the factory, Rosa has been a history 

teacher in a girls' school and a journalist for a large news

paper in Fleet Street, but she disappointed herself by fail

ing to be a good teacher, and she never overcame "the gloom 

and cynicism" with which she entered the trade of journal-

37 ism. Since Rosa regards her attempts to become involved 

in her work as failures, her main desire is to escape work 

that "had become for her something nauseating and 

contaminated, stained by surreptitious ambitions, frustrated 

Q O 

wishes, and the competion and opin.Lons of other people," 

To escape the sense of frustration encountered in her previous 

work experiences, Rosa takes a job in a factory and tries to 

make work something that is "simple, hygienic, stream-lined, 
39 unpretentious and dull," 

When one first meets Rosa in the story, she has 
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succeeded in making work so dull' that she is bored to death. 

For Rosa the factory represents an interlude in her life, and 

her mechanical and impersonal job seems to satisfy "some deep 

and perhaps despairing desire for peace. ""̂ ^ William Van 

O'Conner suggests that "she works in the factory because she 

feels this gives her a firmer hold on reality. "̂•'- Whether 

Rosa's mechanical job offers peace or a firmer hold on 

reality, it is evident that she purposely avoids any kind of 

personal involvement in her work that might revive the sense 

of frustration she previously experienced. 

In addition to Rosa's desire to make work uncomplicated, 

she demonstrates a lack of concern for the liberal political 

traditions inherited from her mother. Rosa's late mother was 

both a socialist and a militant suffragette, who with the help 

of her suffragette friends started tha "Artemis" in the 

1920's, but presently this publication stumbles through 

neglect and is threatened by bankruptcy. At the beginning 

of the story, Rosa believes that she disappointed her mother 

by not accepting the responsibility of editing the "Artemis," 

but she considers herself unsuitable for the job and incap-

Murdoch, The Flight from the Enchanter, p. 48, 

William Van O'Conner, The New University Wits and 
the End of Modernism (Carbondale: Southern Illinois Univ 
Press, 1963), p. 60, 
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able of continuing in the present age the traditions pro

moted by the magazine. In an early conversation with John 

Rainborough, Rosa displays her lack of interest in the fate 

of the "Artemis" by not interfering with Hunter's decision 

about selling the magazine, and expresses her disdain for 

its traditions by referring to them as nonsense. Further

more, Rosa relates that her decision to take a job in the 

factory does not reflect her mother's urge to get in louch 

with the people, but a desire to find some inner peace. 

Rosa thus has an impersonal job and is uninterested in the 

destiny of the "Artemis", but ultimately Rosa finds 

financial support for the magazine and accepts the responsi

bility of editor. The assumption of this task represents 

Rosa's recognition of a need to do something in society and 

presents some means of social definition. 

The achievement of this social involvement is hindered 

by Rosa's sense of isolation from her physical surroundings, 

Rosa's alienation stems primarily from the mechanical and 

lifeless environment of the factory, a subhuman existence 

she is incapable of penetrating. A, S, Byatt refers to Rosa 

as a "half contemplative in a hurried, mechanical, technical 

and somehow inimical society," a world in vyfhich Rosa is un-
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, 42 

able to comprehend the various powerful forces at work, 

Rosa's life in the factory has become impersonal and dull, 

and although she tries to animate this mechanical existence 

by naming her machine "Kitty," Rosa is unable to penetrate 

the "deafening chaos of sounds" or find any "harmonious re-
43 

petitive pattern," No matter what Rosa does to distract 

herself from the monotonous work in this inhuman environment, 

she cannot create any personal contact with it. At first 

Rosa welcomed the intangibility offered by the mechanical 

environment of the factory, but she became so bored that her 

efforts to animate this lifeless existence could not remove 

her boredom or her sense of isolation. 

In addition to being isolated from the mechanical en

vironment of the factory, Rosa is estranged from her work

mates. Although Rosa did not share her mother's desire to 

get in touch with the people, she had hoped secretly that she 

might get to know some of her workmates and help them, but 

she remained at a distance from her co-workers--"eccentric, 

solitary, only just failing to be an object of suspicion.""*^ 

42 
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Rosa also maintains a distance between herself and other 

characters because she is afraid of intimate relationships. 

Rosa does not want other human beings to come too near be

cause the one person. Hunter, from whom she has no preten

tious barriers, inspired in her at times a certain horror. 

Rosa believes that she can alter herself, but she is afraid 

of the closeness of another person because "for this 

proximity there was no remedy; and this inspired in Rosa 

such fear of any proximity as to console her for her increas-

45 ing solitude." This fear of the proximity of others 

appears to indicate a fear of being responsible for another 

human being. Rosa wants to maintain an exterior shell that 

will protect her against the invasion of her solitude by 

other people. This protective barrier is not strong enough 

against the overpowering spell of Mischa or the dominance 

gained by the Lusiewicz brothers, so Rosa's only recourse is 

unannounced flight. After escaping the dominance of the 

brothers with the help of Mischa, Rosa finds herself once 

again under Mischa's smothering influence. While Rosa is 

under the influence of Mischa, in Miss Byatt's words, "she 

has been guilty of not apprehending the 'other,' the indivi-

46 dual people and their value." Rosa's alienation from the 

Murdoch, The Flight from the Enchanter, p. 48, 

"^^Byatt, p. 59. 
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other characters springs from her distrust of intimate re

lationships and her inability to perceive the uniqueness of 

individuals. 

This inability to perceive and accept people as they are 

draws Rosa away from other people and prevents her from 

recognizing the effects of her actions on other people. For 

example, Rosa is unaware that her non-interference with 

Hunter's decision about the "Artemis" throws Hunter into a 

quandary because he is uncertain about Rosa's intentions 

toward maintaining the magazine and its independence. Al

though Rosa basks in Peter Saward's love for her, she is 

oblivious to the fact that Peter is aware that his love is 

not reciprocated, but this becomes obvious to Rosa when 

Peter refuses her offer to marry him. Furthermore, until 

Annette makes the attempt to commit suicide, Rosa neglects 

Annette's youthful struggle to venture into the world to 

find herself. But most of all, when Rosa learns that Nina, 

her close friend, commits suicide because of the government 

order invoked by Mischa to eliminate Rosa's predicament with 

the brothers, she realizes that her own selfish interests 

have affected the lives of others. Shortly thereafter Rosa 

discovers that she is not entirely under the overpowering 

spell of Mischa, and this discovery reveals her failure to 

apprehend the complexity and value of individual personali-
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ties. Shocked by Nina's death and conscious of her own free

dom, Rosa moves away from her solitary and mechanical exist

ence and is able to accept the responsibility for others and 

herself, 

Rosa's alienation from others and from her physical sur

roundings and her lack of involvement appear to stem primarily 

from her inadequate self-knowledge. At first Rosa is a 

solitary person whose life is impersonal and mechanical, 

consisting of a series of interludes that offer few expecta

tions for a future. By taking the job at the factory, Rosa's 

life became "simple, with the simplicity hardly of beauty or 

goodness but of mono-chromatic tedium." This decision to 

avoid the frustration of work appears to be an attempt to 

escape from herself and from the pressures forced on her by 

others. In the beginning Rosa v/ants to avoid close contacts 

with other people because she is uncertain of her own self-

image. Her uncomplicated life in the factory is not only a 

means of escape, but an easy way to define herself. This 

means of definition quickly proves to be boring and with the 

advent of the Lusiewicz brothers becomes unsatisfactory. 

Rosa's relationship with the brothers removes her from her 

solitary situation and causes her to re-evaluate herself in 

Murdoch, The Flight from the Enchanter, p. 48 
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regard to others. When Rosa loses control over the brothers, 

she senses that her own actions are powerless, and this 

awareness causes her to withdraw from their domain and to 

rely once more on the power of Mischa. Although Mischa is 

able to remedy Rosa's predicament with the brothers, he 

cannot offer Rosa the security and protection she desires; 

therefore she is forced to fall back on her own resources. 

Once Rosa recognizes that she Is not entirely under Mischa's 

influence, she returns to London and accepts the responsi

bility of editing the "Artemis."' At this point, Rosa devotes 

herself to promoting the traditional ideas of the journal, 

and she senses a need to function constructively in society. 

When this happens, Rosa learns to adjust to her solitude and 

to be responsive to the uniqueness of others and to the 

demands of her own distinctive nature. Moreover, she 

balances t'.e various demands of her social, professional and 

private life, Rosa's search for identity, of some means of 

coherently explaining who or what she is, evolves from an 

unconcerned and solitary condition to one of commitment and 

the achievement of a desirable concept of self through work. 

But most of all, Rosa seems to be in touch with herself be

cause she recognizes her own independence and possesses the 

initiative to act. Thus, from a solitary and faithless 

state of existence, Rosa eventually establishes a direction 
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for her life predicated on her individual identity. Rosa's 

movement from isolation to affiliation with others and from 

non-identity to identity is also reflected in the central 

character, Dora Greenfield, in Iris Murdoch's fourth novel. 

The third central figure selected for this study is Dora 

Greenfield in Miss Murdoch's The Bell. Dora is an alienated 

youthful character who is uncertain of who she is or what she 

wants. Dora's search for identity is hampered by her lack of 

self-knowledge and by the violent and restrictive nature of 

her husband, Paul, Once Dora liberates herself from Paul's 

dominance, she fulfills her intense need to live and work on 

her own and becomes an independent person. By the end of the 

story, Dora has survived the numerous catastrophes that occur 

at Imber Court, an Anglican lay community in Oxfordshire, 

England. By surviving these dreadful events, Dora's 

substance increases and this gives her the strength to live 

her own life and to develop into an independent adult. 

The events of the story alternate between the peaceful 

countryside of the Anglican lay community at Imber Court and 

the accelerated pace of modern London during the 1950's. 

The various incidents of the novel are loosely connected to 

the central symbol, the bell. The story discloses the fates 

of two bells, one old and buried in the muddy depths of the 

lake at Imber Court and the other new that is ready to enter 
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the gates of the Abbey, which is across the lake from the 

court. The old bell that is discovered by Dora and Toby 

Gashe, a youth who is spending the summer at Imber Court, is 

surrounded by a mysterious legend involving the sin and 

refusal of repentance by a nun. This bell has engraved upon 

its surface the pattern of human beings depicting the scenes 

from the life of Christ. A. S. Byatt asserts that it repre

sents "a unity of life, now lOst, an area, as Christ's life 

properly should be to the Christian, where the unique 

individual and spiritual values are seen naturally to act 

48 together and to be one." In comparison, the surface of the 

new bell is plain, except for a small band of arabesques, and 

seems to represent the abstractness of religious values in our 

present age. The old bell is recovered from the lake and sent 

to a museum, and the new bell that is destined to rest in the 

Abbey tower falls into the lake at the christening ceremony. 

When this happens, Catherine Fawley, who resembles the new 

bell in that she intends to enter the convent as a nun, 

attempts to drown herself because she is in love with Michael 

Meade, the leader of the community. When Catherine jumps 

into the lake after the bell, Dora, who cannot swim, tries to 

save her, and both then are rescued by the "aquatic nun." 

"^^Byatt, p. 79. 
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This accident of the new bell, which later is discovered to 

have been caused by Nick, Catherine's brother, has several 

repercussions. The accident saves Catherine from entering a 

vocation about which she is uncertain; it demonstrates that 

Dora is a natural and fearless swimmer and gives her the 

courage to pursue her own life; it is also one of the motives 

for Nick's suicide; and finally from the publicity the event 

receives in the newspapers, it causes the dissolution of the 

community. 

Apart from the events surrounding both the old and new 

bells, the image of the bell serves a variety of functions 

within the novel. A. S. Byatt suggests that the bell is "a 

part of the musical imagery which pervades the book, and 

which is, . . . a reflection of the relation in art and in 

life, of the natural to the artificial, the unutterably 

particular to the intellectually ordered and arranged, the 

49 simple to the complex form." James Tayper Pace, a pious 

and self-righteous member of the community, sees the bell as 

a symbol of purity and clarity and is attracted to its 

simplicity because for him the bell speaks candidly of the 

unquestionable set of religious rules that one must follow. 

Michael Meade, the leader of the lay community, refers to 

49 ^Byatt, p. 77. 
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the bell in one of his sermons as symbolizing man's spiritual 

energy, drawing the analogy between the mechanical function

ing of the bell and man's awareness of the source of his 

spiritual strength. Toby Gashe gains a sense of physical 

power from the bell because he uses his ingenuity to drag 

this enormous inanimate object from the depths of the lake. 

Most essential to my study is Dora's reference to the bell. 

Dora regards the bell as a source of liberation and power, 

and her act of ringing the old bell and exposing its exist

ence is an assertion of herself and of her reality. The 

symbol of the bell is a catalyst for the actions of the 

various characters and appears to be a source of physical 

and spiritual energy. 

The novel predominantly concerns the fates of two char

acters, Dora Greenfield and Michael Meade. Miss Byatt refers 

to these characters as complementary,' in the sense that both 

are seen during the course of the book "to explore their 

limitations, their reality, and to make attempts to live a 

life which is their own," and the events of the narration are 

recounted from their perspectives. ^ Both survive the catas

trophes that occur at Imber Court and are able to find a 

life of their own. As the story opens, one immediately 

^^Byatt, p. 50, 
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learns about Dora's tension with her husband, Paul, Dora has 

been separated from Paul for six months, and during this time 

her fear of Paul increases but she realizes that she cannot 

live neither with Paul nor without him, Dora has a lover, 

Noel Spens, a journalist in London, but he cannot remove her 

terror of Paul, so she decides to return to her husband, 

Paul, who is thirteen years older than Dora, is an art 

historian who currently is working on an old manuscript that 

belongs to the Abbey at Imber, and he is living at Imber 

Court, Although Paul is not a member of the lay community, 

he respects what they are doing, and when Dora arrives at 

Imber he expects her to have the same respect, Dora, however, 

feels that the community disapproves of her and regards the 

community and its religious attitudes as a threat to her 

freedom, 

Michael Meade, as mentioned already, is the leader of 

the lay community and owner of Imber Court, an estate 

adjacent to Imber Abbey, a convent of Benedictine nuns. The 

plan for the community had been suggested to Michael by the 

Abbess who wanted Imber Court to become a permanent home for 

people "who could live neither in the world nor out of it,"̂ -'-

Michael sees himself as one of these persons, a person who 

51 
Iris Murdoch, The Bell (New York: Viking Press, 

1958), p, 84, 
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"in the present-day society, with its hurried pace and its 

mechanical and technical structure," cannot find a home or 

an occupation invested with a spiritual significance.^^ 

Earlier in his life Michael had prepared himself to enter 

the Anglican priesthood, but his plans were thwarted by 

Nicholas Fawley's confession of their homosexual relation

ship. After this incident, Michael takes a job as an 

instructor in a boys' school, but he finds very little 

satisfaction in his work. When the possibility of the lay 

community develops, Michael regards it as a calling from God 

and sees it as a direction for his life. After assuming 

authority for the community, a position nevertheless he is 

uncertain about, Michael, confronted by the presence of Nick 

and Toby, struggles to come to grips with his religious 

values and his homosexual tendencies. After Nick commits 

suicide at the end of the story, Michael becomes aware that 

he has been guilty of not apprehending the complexities of 

personalities and, because of his own fears, neglected to 

give Nick the love he desperately needed. At the end of the 

story, Michael, like Dora, survives the- terrible events, but 

he suffers from intense feelings of quilt over Nick's death 

and the uncertainty about his relationship with Catherine, 

•^^Murdoch, The Bell, p. 84. 
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who since the accident has beeome his responsibility. Al

though his religious faith is disrupted, Michael is aware 

that he must deal with his predicament within the framework 

of sin and repentance; whereas for Dora the structure of sin 

and repentance is alien to her nature, and she finds her 

freedom by gaining possession of her own life. Both of 

these central figures undergo a radical change within them

selves, but it is Dora who expresses the aspects of uninvolve 

ment and isolation from her physical surroundings, from 

others, and from herself. 

At the beginning of the story, Dora, who has recently 

left her husband, reflects on her situation. One learns 

that before her marriage to Paul, Dora was an art student at 

the Slade School of Art and that the role of an art sxudent 

had been the only role that she hac" been able to play whole

heartedly. After her marriage, Pajl requested that she give 

up her art studies, and she complies with his wish because 

she regards herself as lazy and places very little value on 

her talent. She endeavors to become Paul's wife and play 

the role of a cultivated woman; but after a year of being 

Mrs, Greenfield, she finds the role too difficult and even 

begins to dislike it. As the story opens, one finds Dora no 

longer engaged in her art studies and unable to participate 

in the events of Paul's life and work or associate on an 



53 

equal basis with his friends. Finding herself in this 

predicament, Dora leaves Paul only to discover that she does 

not have a life of her own to escape into. 

Dora's life appears to be void of any kind of purpose, 

and she remarks that it is not in her nature to commit her

self to anything, because no one had ever inspired her to 

place any value on herself. Dora's only interests in the 

beginning are buying big skirts, sandals, jazz records and 

having a good time drinking with her old friends, Sally and 

Noel. As the story progresses, Dora becomes aware of the 

value of her unique existence, separate from Paul's over

bearing power, and this awareness helps Dora to attain self-

knowledge and to pursue a goal for her life. At the end of 

story Michael points out to Dora that "running away was 

worthless unless she could find herself a way of life which 

had dignity and independence, and in which she could win the 

strength needed to make her able to treat with Paul equally 

53 and stop being afraid of him." With Michael's advice and 

guidance, Dora resumes her art studies and takes a job as an 

art teacher in Bath. When she departs from Imber Court, 

Dora, initially an irresponsible and unconcerned character, 

has a clearer self-image and is ready to commit herself to 

^^Murdoch, The Bell , p. 327. 
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work and creative achievement. 

Dora's earlier adoption of work and creative endeavors 

is hampered by her sense of isolation from her physical sur

roundings, whether in the city or in the country. This 

particular sense of alienation is revealed in three ways: 

she is estranged from Paul's apartment; she is unable to 

relate to the environment at Imber Court; and she senses an 

unreality at Noel's apartment in London. In the beginning of 

the story, one learns that Paul installed Dora in his elegant 

Knightsbridge apartment after their marriage. In Paul's 

apartment Dora is like an object in the midst of Paul's 

unique collection of mediaeval ivories that she dares not 

disturb. Even though she endeavors to keep the flat, there 

is nothing in the apartment that reflects Dora's personality; 

her attempt to create a home for herself and Paul is thwarted 

by the alien environment of Paul's untouchable flat. 

Shortly after her arrival at Imber Court, Dora senses 

acutely the unreality of the countryside scene and her in

ability to relate to it. Looking out of her bedroom window, 

Dora has an odd feeling that "all of this was inside her 

head. There was no way of breaking into this scene, for it 

54 
was all imaginary," This sense of unreality continues, and 

^"^Murdoch, The Bell, p. 194. 
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Dora feels the need to "break into the idle, motionless 

55 
scene." She tries to throw a lipstick into the lake from 

her window to break this motionless scene, but it falls 

short. After her failure to penetrate her surroundings, Dora 

desperately feels the need to act to break this sense of 

unreality; therefore she decides to leave Imber Court imme

diately for London. In this state of unreality, Dora sees 

everything as subjective--"everything was like a dream or a 

fantasy as if her consciousness had eaten up its surround

ings."^^ 

After arriving at Noel's apartment in London, this 

sense of unreality seizes her again when Paul calls Noel and 

Dora answers the phone. Stunned by Paul's call, Dora is 

amazed at the environment of the apartment and sees the food 

in the kitchen as some "dreary apparatus of seduction." '̂  

The sense of unreality returns; and once again unable to 

destroy this alienated feeling, Dora departs suddenly. From 

the scene in Noel's apartment, Dora goes to the National 

Gallery and upon seeing the pictures she marvels that '̂ here 

at last was something real and something perfect . . . The 

^^Murdoch, The Bell, p. 195. 

^^Murdoch, The Bell, p, 194. 

^^Murdoch, The Bell, p, 201, 
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pictures were something real outside herself, which spoke to 

her kindly and yet in sovereign tones, something superior and 

good whose presence destroyed the dreary, trancelike 

solipsism of her earlier mood. When the world had seemed 

subjective it had seemed to be without interest or value, 

tr o 

But now there was something else in it after all." After 

Dora realizes that something exists outside herself, she 

decides to return to Paul because "her real life, her real 

problems, were at Imber; and since, somewhere, something good 

existed, it might be that her problems would be solved after 

59 

all." From the paintings in the National Gallery, es

pecially Gainsborough's picture of his two daughters, the 

unreality of the subjectiveness of Dora's life is reduced and 

she is able to perform a purposeful act. Though her actions 

previously consisted of escaping from her surroundings, now 

as she decides to return to Imber and Paul, she is actively 

pursuing her relationship with her physical environment. 

Although Dora regards herself as excluded from the lay 

community, the most obvious form of estrangement from others 

is revealed through her relationship with her husband. Paul, 

a domineering and possessive person, hinders Dora by not 

^^Murdoch, The Bell, p. 204. 

59Murdoch, The Bell, p. 204. 
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allowing room for her to mature. Paul creates an atmosphere 

of uncertainty for Dora by critizing her taste in clothes, 

entertainment, and friends. She tries to enter Paul's so

phisticated world, but his friends, who are much older than 

Dora, treat her with a "protective, bantering condescen-

sion." Paul's jealousy and possessiveness also prevent 

Dora from close relationships with anyone, especially male 

companions. Since Paul's violent personality threateno Dora's 

existence, her only recourse is to run away. She is unable to 

judge Paul because "a certain incapacity for 'placing' others 

stood her here in the lieu of virtue," In comparison with 

the air of certainty that surrounds Paul, Dora feels that she 

is flimsy and ephemeral, and this uncertainty about herself 

makes it difficult to relate to the other characters. 

In the opening of the novel, Dora, haunted by the un

certainty of her relationship with Paul, expresses a strong 

desire to assume her own being, but her lack of self-know

ledge hampers Dora from asserting herself. Through the 

course of the story when Dora is confronted by Paul's 

contempt and violent nature, she becomes increasingly aware 

of her own existence. When Dora first leaves Paul, she 

60 Murdoch, The Bell, p, 5. 

^-•-Murdoch, The Bell, p. 6. 
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assumes "an atmosphere of factitious and self-conscious 

frivolity, picturing herself as an irresponsible Bohemian." 

The gaiety Dora attempts to recapture in these first few 

months of separation from Paul is overshadowed by her feeling 

of guilt and embarrassment over her situation. Dora, who is 

a conventional person, cannot withstand her pain of guilt or 

Paul's strong will; therefore she returns to Paul in the 

early fall at Imber Court. Upon returning, she realizes that 

their relationship has not changed, and once again in the 

face of Paul's contempt, she discovers her separate existence, 

and as she looks at her reflection in the mirror, she sees a 

person unknown to Paul. Dora reflects that "how very much, 

after all, she existed, she, Dora, and no one should destroy 

her." At this point, Dora's self-image begins to solidify, 

as well as the need to act to preserve her individuality and 

freedom. The episode at the National Gallery causes her to 

return to her real life and her pressing problems with Paul. 

When she returns to Imber Court, Dora becomes involved in 

rescuing the old bell from the lake, and this act of recover

ing the bell signifies for Dora liberation and power. After 

this incident, Dora, who initially considered herself to be 

^^Murdoch, The Bell, p. 9. 

63Murdoch, The Bell, p. 44. 
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socially unacceptable and who placed very little value on 

herself, establishes a concept of self and is able to en

counter life on her own. 

As the story closes, Dora is freed from Paul's over

powering influence, she is involved in a relationship with 

Michael, and she has decided to resume her art studies and 

take a job as an art teacher in Bath. But most of all, Dora 

fulfills her desire to assume her own being, and by learning 

to live and work on her own, she becomes "an independent 

,,64 grownup personi' 

In analyzing the three major characters selected for 

this study, Jake Donaghue, Rosa Keepe, and Dora Greenfield, 

I suggest that each one is searching for some means of co

herently explaining who or what he is in an uncertain 

society. The predicament of each c^entral figure appears to 

be produced by a lack of self-knowxedge and the inability to 

perceive and be responsive to the uniqueness of others. Once 

the character establishes a desirable concept of self, 

realized through work, creative achievement, or both, that 

character is able to minimize his or her sense of isolation 

from physical surroundings, from other people, and, most of 

all, from the self. Furthermore, each one is able to balance 

64 Murdoch, The Bell, p. 327. 
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the various demands of his or her social, professional, and 

private life in accordance with the demands of his or her 

distinctive nature. In order for the character to achieve 

this balance, a change must occur within the individual 

before he or she can recognize the uniqueness of individual 

personalities and pursue a direction for life. In contrast 

to Miss Murdoch's emphasis on work and creative achievement 

as a means of attaining a personal identity, Alan Sillitoe, 

as will be shown in the following chapter, is concerned with 

the plight of the working-class man as he struggles to 

ascertain the nature of his existence within the social 

jungle of the working-class culture. 



CHAPTER III 

THE SEARCH FOR IDENTITY IN 

ALAN SILLITOE'S JUNGLE 

In his early works Alan Sillitoe explores the effects of 

an industrialized society, with its accelerated pace and its 

mechanical and technical structure, on the human being. 

Sillitoe focuses on the plight of the working man in the mid-

twentieth century, and he emphasizes that the impersonal and 

mechanical environment of the working-class person creates 

a social jungle that pits the laborer against the management, 

the worker against the worker, and alienates the individual 

from his physical surroundings, from his fellowmen, and, most 

of all, from himself. Furthermore, Sillitoe is concerned 

with the effects of post-war British prosperity on the old 

values and moral standards that once pervaded the cultural 

background of the industrial worker. According to Sillitoe, 

this relative affluence produces altered mores and behavior. 

The latent defiance of authority and the avoidance of 

responsibility, which had lain beneath traditional codes, 

emerge through the memories of the Depression and the harsh 

conditions during the war years. In the midst of the post

war prosperity, the old mores now appear to deny the 
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individual who adheres to them the ordinary pleasures of 

life. However, longing for the old stability remains; then, 

if the person lives his life according to the older codes, 

he can attain a sense of identity and his integrity. By not 

conforming to the rules of an alien system, he rises above 

what threatens to dehumanize and depersonalize him. 

Sillitoe's protagonists find themselves in an uncertain 

and inimical society as they struggle for self-respeci and 

a sense of personal identity. In an article, "The Eccentri

city of Alan Sillitoe," Saul Maloff states that "the general 

movement of feeling in Sillitoe's best and truest work 

gravitates from isolation to a.ffiliation, from non-identity 

to identity, from the sense of being man alone in a jungle 

(a recurrent metaphor in all Sillitoe's work) to the knov;-

ledge of being man connected, rela.'ecl to others not only by 

the fact of sharing a common predicament, but common joy and 

65 
vitality as well." This feeling of unity expressed by 

Sillitoe's central figures springs from a simple recognition 

that they and their fellow workers are trapped in the same 

dilemma of combatting the aggregation of established forces. 

Although Sillitoe's main characters are aware that the ex

tended authority of government produces the predicament of 

^^Saul Maloff, "The Eccentricity of Alan Sillitoe," 
Contemporary British Novelists, ed. Charles Shapiro (Carbon-
dale, 111.: Southern Illinois Univ. Press, 1965), p. 101. 
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the working man, they cannot change the social and political 

milieu; hence they adjust to the pre^^ailing social condi

tions. Nevertheless, as John Dennis Hurrell in "Alen 

Sillitoe and the Serious Novel" asserts, Sillitoe's 

characters are people to whom attention must be paid--because 

they are human beings, not because they are evidence to be 

presented in a socio-political cause." Sillitoe's young 

rebel protagonists can be considered as fighting a private 

was against the crushing power of authority in order to 

attain a sense of identity and to preserve their personal 

integrity. 

The tvjo protagonists selected for this study are Arthur 

Seaton in Saturday Night and Sunday Morning and Smith in the 

short story "The Loneliness of the Long-Distance Runner." 

Each is a product of the working-class culture of Nottingham, 

England, a major industrial center, and each one lives his 

life according to the codes of this cultural system. Al

though hampered by the jungle-like existence of their world, 

both figures discover some form of coherently explaining who 

or what they are within this unyielding social structure. 

Both are alienated individuals who find it difficult to 

^^John Dennis Hurrell, "Alan Sillitoe and the Serious 
Novel," Critique: Studies in Modern Fiction, 4 (Fall-Winter 
1960-61), 8. 
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relate to physical surroundings, other people, or to them

selves. 

Sillitoe's first novel, Saturday Night and Sunday 

Morning, is the story of young Arthur Seaton, a piece worker 

on a capstan lathe in a bicycle factory in Nottingham during 

the 1950's. Sillitoe once commented to a reporter of the 

Evening Standard that Saturday Night and Sunday Morning "is 

a story of a man, who has his earthly bread but not his 

spiritual bread. He has no spiritual values because the kind 

of conditions he lives in do not allow him to have any." 

A young rebel against the power of established forces, Arthur 

earns a decent wage for his labor, but within the mechanized 

and impersonal environment of the factory and the industrial 

city, he is unable to discover any means of coherently 

explaining who or even what he is. The novel is divided into 

two parts: part one, the first twelve chapters, depicts 

Arthur's rebellion against the dehumanization and depersonali

zation caused by his boring and routine life in the factory; 

and part two, the last three chapters, is concerned with 

Arthur's recognition of the futility of his violent rebel

lious acts and his consequent movement from non-identity to 

identity and from isolation to affiliation with other people. 

^'^Evening Standard, Friday, 1 September 1961, p. 8. 
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As the story opens, Arthur is drunk and falling down the 

stairs of the White Horse, a pub he frequents. It is 

Saturday night, "the best and bingiest glad-time of the week, 

one of the fifty-two holidays in the slow-turning Big Wheel 

of the year, a violent preamble to a prostrate Sabbath."^^ 

After recovering from his fall, Arthur consumes another drink 

and stumbles to Brenda's house, a young married woman with 

whom he is having an affair. Brenda's husband. Jack, is one 

of Arthur's friends from the factory. The eleven remaining 

chapters vividly describe the destructive and rebellious 

cycle of Arthur's life--the conflict between the explosions 

of Saturda3^ night and the insignificance and monotony of the 

rest of the week. During this portion of the story, Brenda 

becomes pregnant and induces an abortion by taking a scald

ing bath and drinking a pint of gin. On the same night of 

the abortion incident, Arthur meets Winnie, Brenda's sister, 

whose husband is away in the army, at a pub and spends the 

night with her. While courting the two married sisters, 

Arthur starts dating Doreen Creation, a young single girl. 

His relationship with Doreen, however, is kept on a casual 

basis because Arthur clearly wants to avoid the constriction 

^^Alan Sillitoe, Saturday Night and Sunday Morning (New 
York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1959), p. 4. 
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of marriage for himself. Part one begins and ends in autumn 

of the year and as it draws to a close, one finds Arthur at 

the height of his fortune in the topsy-turvy, carnival world 

at Goose Fair, an annual autumnal celebration. Goose Fair 

with its brightly colored lights, noisy crowds, and wild 

rides epitomizes Arthur's Saturday night world of rebellion. 

At the top of the helter-skelter, Arthur sees himself as the 

"King of Misrule"--lord over the chaos that flows beneath 

him., but he is quickly dethroned from his lofty height by 

the sudden appearance of Brenda's and Winnie's husbands. 

Jack and Bill. Shortly thereafter. Bill, Winnie's husband, 

and two army buddies corner Arthur one Friday night outside 

of a pub and savagely beat him. The incident of the severe 

beating of Arthur is the climax of the story and the end of 

part one. According to J. R. Osgerby in an article, "Satur

day Night and Sunday Morning," this incident of Arthur's 

beating "is not an isolated event which suddenly changes his 

whole attitude to life, but is rather a particular event 

which helps him to elucidate his previous experiences by 

stimulating that capacity for self-criticism in him already 

n ,.69 
evinced earlier in the novel," 

^^J, R. Osgerby, "Alan Sillitoe's Saturday Night and 
Sunday Morning," Renaissance and Modern Essays, ed, G. R. 
Hibbard (New York: Barnes and Noble, 1966), p. 225, 
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Part two begins with Arthur's recovery from the attack 

made on him by the swaddles, and this convalescent period 

affords Arthur the opportunity to focus on the previous, un

related events of his life. The three days of immobility 

that follow the beating seem like "a hundred years, wheeling 

their brilliant Goose Fairs and Bonfire Nights and Christmas-

es around him like branding irons in a torture chamber," 

Arthur's sympathetic, patient mother and affectionate Doreen 

help Arthur to overcome the depression that afflicts him 

after the fight. He realizes for the first time the futility 

of his rebellion and senses the destructive nature of the old 

routine of his life. After his recuperation, Arthur refrains 

from answering violence with violence, but he remains suspi

cious of non-retaliation as a response to his enemies. Later, 

when he once again encounters Bill and Jack, rather than 

carrying a grudge against them, Arthur establishes some means 

of reconciliation. Even though Arthur accepts Doreen's 

affection and becomes her "young man,'^ he is still wary of 

her tendency toward marriage because he is afraid that 

marriage means mere submission, the one situation he has been 

fighting all of his life. This dilemma over non-retaliation 

and the possible submissiveness in marriage is resolved for 

'^^Sillitoe, Saturday Night and Sunday Morning, p. 194. 
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Arthur by an incident at Aunt Ada's house at the Christmas 

party. His cousin Jane hits her husband, Jim, over the head 

with a bottle for no apparent reason. Later while working on 

the lathe, Arthur reflects about the significance of the 

incident: 

The scarlet gash in Jim's forehead and the tight-
lipped frightened face of Jane at Christmas had 
showed him, as it were, through an open chink of 
light, that a man could rarely play for safety if 
he was to win in the end (at the same time think
ing that if any woman had bashed him as Jane had 
bashed Jim he would have thumped her back), To 
win meant to survive; to survive with some life 
left in you meant to win. And to live with his 
feet on the ground did not demand, he realized 
fully for the first time, that he go against his 
own strong grain of recklessness . . . but also 
accepting some of the sweet and agreeable things 
of life.-^^ 

Arthur remains a rebel, but with the weapon of cunning he 

turns his rebellion against the humbug and exploitation that 

pervade the world. As the story closes, Arthur is shown 

fishing, his favorite escape from the factory and the city, 

and he appears to be at peace. Osgerby observes that "in 

contrast to Saturday Night's rabid self-assertion and Sunday 

Morning's enforced insignificance, fishing offers a way of 

combining a sense of one's individuality with a sense of 

being in harmony with one's environment, and hence an insight 

'^^Sillitoe, Saturday Night and Sunday Morning, p. 222. 
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into the nature of a really worthwhile mode of life. In 

fishing, Arthur can combine the exercise of creative skill 

7? 
with the enjoyment of real tranquility." By the end of the 

story, Arthur Seaton, the young rebel protagonist, has pro

gressed from a state of isolation to affiliation and from 

non-identity to identity. Before assessing this dialectical 

movement of the central figure, it is essential to trace in 

detail Arthur's unresponsiveness to social demands and his 

alienation from his physical surroundings, from his fellow

men, and from himself, 

Arthur is a member of the working class who has spent 

his life since he was fifteen, except for a brief period in 

the army, sweating away over a capstan lathe in a bicycle 

factory, Arthur is more than unresponsive to social demands; 

he actively defies any form of authority and resents the 

power of established forces. Although Arthur is a worker in 

the midst of the post-war prosperity, when a laborer earns 

enough money to live comfortably and does not have to worry 

about losing his job, he still unholds the current values 

and moral standards of the working-class culture. These 

attitudes and codes, including defiance of authority and 

avoidance of responsibility, were nurtured by the hard years 

^^Osgerby, p, 225, 
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of the Depression and the poor conditions during the war 

years, Arthur refers to himself as a rebel who fights every 

day of his life against mothers, wives, landlords, gaffers, 

coppers, army, and with a capital "G" the Government, At the 

end of the story, Arthur gives a vivid account of his life 

and a general overview of the plight of the working man: 

There's bound to be trouble in store for me every 
day of my life, because trouble it's always been 
and always will be. Born drunk and married blind, 
misbegotten into a strange and crazy world, dragged-
up through the dole and into the war with a gas
mask on your clock, and the sirens rattling into 
you every night while you rot with scabies in an 
air-raid shelter. Slung into khaki at eighteen, 
and when they let you out, you sweat again in a 
factory, grabbing for an extra pint, doing women 
at the weekend and getting to know whose husbands 
are on the night-shift, working with rotten guts 
and an aching spine, and nothing for it but money 
to drag you back there every Monday morning, 

Arthur's lack of involvement, then, stems from the hard life 

of his working-class background. His only interests in life, 

as he tells Jack early in the novel, are drinking, fishing, 

and screwing. Since the government and its organizations 

are part of the enemy forces that threaten his personal 

survival, Arthur is completely uninvolved in any political 

party; instead he fights against the crushing power of the 

government by ignoring and breaking its laws. Once Arthur 

realizes that his Saturday night world of rebellion is self-

^^Sillitoe, Saturday Night and Sunday Morning, p, 239, 
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destructive, he decides to use the weapon of cunning, "the 

broad-fisted exuberant cunning of a man who worked all day 

in a factory and was left with fourteen quid a week to squan

der as best he could at the weekend," against the concentra

tion of established forces that threaten to dehumanize and 

74 depersonalize him. At the conclusion, however, Arthur is 

responsive to the needs of the working-class culture and has 

a clearer perspective of the predicament of the industrial 

worker. Since Arthur cannot escape from his life in the 

factory or his heritage of the working-class attitudes, he 

finds his identity and a sense of purpose within the bound

aries of its culture. 

Arthur, nevertheless, is acutely aware of the isolation 

and the lack of meaning caused by the conditions of his life. 

His alienation from his physical surroundings is revealed 

through the impersonal and mechanized environment of the 

factory, the drab living conditions in the industrial city 

of Nottingham, and the noisy world of the pubs. There is 

only one place where Arthur can achieve some harmonious re

lationship with his surroundings, and that is the nearby 

countryside, the woods and streams he explored as a young 

boy and with which he became quite familiar. 

'^^Sillitoe, Saturday Night and Sunday Morning, p. 222. 
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Arthur recognizes that the factory world is a prison 

that prohibits him from enjoying a glimpse at a summer sky or 

the smell of fresh air, except at noon, in the evenings, or 

on the weekends when it does not rain. The impersonal and 

mechanical ambience of the factory does not allow him to 

discover meaning in his work. Early in the story Arthur 

describes the monotonous routine of a day of work: 

You began the day by cutting and drilling steel 
cylinders with care, but gradually your actions 
became automatic and you forgot all about the 
machine and the quick working of your arms and 
hands. The noise of motor-trolleys passing up 
and down the gangway and the excruciating din of 
flying and flapping belts slipped out of your 
consciousness after perhaps half an hour, without 
affecting the quality of the work you were turning 
out, and you forgot your past conflicts with the 
gaffer and turned to thinking of pleasant events 
that at some time happen to you, . . . And in the 
evening, when admittedly you would be feeling as 
though your arms and legs had been stretched to 
breaking point on a torture-rack, you stepped out 
into the cozy world of pubs ana noisy tarts that 
would one day provide you with the raw material 
for more pipe-dreams as you stood at your lathe. 

The only thing that Arthur's work appears to offer him is the 

time for day dreaming and the hope that the weekend will soon 

arrive to allow him to escape from the monotony of his work. 

Nottingham, with its rows of apartment complexes and its new, 

but lifeless housing developments, is only an extension of 

the stifling surroundings of the factory. Even the noisy 

75 
Sillitoe, Saturday Night and Sunday Morning, pp, 35-36, 
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and colorful world of the pubs offers very little console-

ment for Arthur since he drinks himself into oblivion to 

forget the meaninglessness of his existence. 

As the story closes, Arthur, while walking in the 

country with Doreen on a Sunday afternoon, has a pastoral 

vision of his grandfather who had been a blacksmith at 

Wollaton village, Arthur remembered "the building--you had 

drawn your own water from a well, dug your own potatoes out 

of the garden, taken the eggs from the chicken run to fry 

with bacon off your own side of pig hanging salted from a 

hook in the pantry--had long ago been destroyed to make room 

for advancing armies of new pink houses," The countryside 

that Arthur knew so well as a child, with its winding paths 

and streams, is being consumed by the crush of civilization. 

The only p^ace where Arthur can escape from the city and the 

factory is his fishing hole, which is separated from the city 

by four miles of silent woods and the peaceful sound of the 

flowing water. When arthur is fishing, no one distrubs his 

solitude and peace, and this natural setting provides 

Arthur with a different kind of experience from the insigni

ficance of the work week and the explosions of Saturday 

night. In the midst of the quiet woods, Arthur achieves a 

Sillitoe, Saturday Night and Sunday Morning, pp. 223-

24. 
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meaningful and harmonious relationship with his physical 

surroundings. 

Although Arthur establishes a rapport with nature, his 

intense distrust of intimate relationships continues to 

alienate him from other people. This distrust of openness 

stems from Arthur's constant struggle against the concen

trated forces of organized society that try to break his 

spirit and dehumanize him, Arthur is continually on his 

guard with other people because he is afraid that too close 

affiliation produces loss of freedom and condemnation to 

submissiveness, the very condition he has been fighting all 

of his life, Hurrell observes that "Arthur Seaton's rela

tionship with his friend's wife is a product not so much of 

sheer lustfulness as of an instinctive retreat from en

tanglement with an unmarried woman. Throughout the novel he 

is on the run; he has to avoid his friend, avoid the husband 

of her sister (whom he has also seduced), avoid fathering a 

child. "'̂ ^ Arthur finally realizes that his evasion of 

marriage and his dislike of his bosses are partially produced 

by his dissatisfaction with life. Once he accepts a mature 

relationship with Doreen, he is able to pursue affiliations 

with other people, 

'̂ ''̂ Hurrell, p, 15. 
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In the beginning of the novel one discovers that Arthur 

has a unique method of determining whether or not he could 

trust a person who might become his friend. His method of 

"weighing-up" assesses people not by their knowledge or 

achievements, but by their basic worth as persons.^^ The 

determining factor of Arthur's method is that the other 

person must share similar feelings of defiance toward the 

authorities and is in the same lonely and isolated predica

ment as Arthur. If someone does not fit within the narrow 

scope of Arthur's measurement method, then that person auto

matically falls into the category of the enemy. For 

instance, Robboe, the gaffer or foreman in the factory, is 

referred to as a scout for the enemy, the management. Even 

though Arthur and Robboe tolerate and partially trust each 

other, a subtle hostility which had been passed on for some 

generations from father to son on both sides still exists 

between them. The reasons for this animosity are not 

clearly understood by either Robboe or Arthur, but each one 

upholds the attitude received from his father. Although 

Arthur is proud of his aptitude to "weigh-up" people, he is 

unable to detect the essential nature of his friend Jack, a 

timid and self-contained man who never allows his actions to 

78 
Sillitoe, Saturday Night and Sunday Morning, p. 39. 
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reveal his thoughts. Jack's reluctance to express his 

thoughts confuses Arthur. Arthur's relationship with Jack 

is insecure because of Arthur's affair with Brenda, Jack's 

wife, and this uncertainity hampers the communication between 

the two men. As I have already explained, when Jack finally 

learns about Arthur's affair with his wife, he informs Bill 

and his two friends of Arthur's whereabouts on the night of 

the beating. When Arthur returns to the factory after the 

fight, he meets Jack but does not retaliate with violence. 

Instead, there is a moment of reconciliation and the two men 

renew their friendship on a more open and secure foundation. 

Hurrell comments that the narrow scope of Arthur's life 

has "corrupted his values, turned love into sexuality, 

marriage into a loss of independence hardly better than his 

7Q 
subservience to his daily work." ^ Arthur's simultaneous 

affairs with the two married sisters, Brenda and Winnie, are 

adventures that provide excitement and a means of breaking 

the deadly cycle of his life during the week. Although 

these sexual adventures prove to be self-destructive, Arthur 

enjoys the intense feeling of danger that awaits him around 

every corner when he escorts the women on a date or for a 

walk. Later when Arthur becomes Doreen's "young man," he 

'^%urrell, p. 9. 
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still anticipates the same danger and excitement he ex

perienced with Brenda and Winnie as he walks down the street, 

but each time he goes around a corner and discovers that it 

is safe, he feels relieved. Arthur's affairs with married 

women are a means of avoiding marriage, a permanent affilia

tion that signifies to Arthur his loss of freedom. This 

attitude changes, however, when Arthur accepts Doreen's 

affection and begins courting her seriously. At firŝ f" he is 

uncertain about Doreen's motives of non-retaliation and her 

intentions about marriage, but after the Christmas celebra

tion at Aunt Ada's and the incident between Jane and Jim, he 

balances his rebellious nature with his need to achieve a 

solid relationship with others. 

Arthur's alienation from others and from his physical 

surroundings and his lack of involvement appear to stem 

primarily from his lack of self-knowledge. Early in the 

novel, Arthur, who is quite critical of others, has not 

thought of applying his "weighing-up" method to himself, but 

he is aware that most people are ready to judge others 

rather than themselves. Arthur learns by experience and not 

from consciously philosophizing about life, and his fight 

with the two soldiers provides him with the opportunity to 

take an introspective assessment and to subject himself to 

his own habit of "weighing-up". The physical pain inflicted 
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on him is only temporary, but Arthur during the three days 

of immobility suffers from a deeper agony, namely a sense of 

humiliation and an awareness of a loss of identity. The old 

values and attitudes that Arthur adheres to in the Saturday-

night cycle of his life appear self-destructive and meaning

less as he focuses on the apparently unrelated past events 

of his life. As Arthur gradually recuperates, he realizes 

that "no place existed in all the world that could be called 

safe, and he knew for the first time in his life that there 

had never been any such thing as safety, and never would be, 

the difference being that now he knew it as a fact, whereas 

before it was a natural unconscious state," From the fight 

until the Christmas party, a deep depression descends on 

Arthur and he feels humiliation, isolated, and insecure. 

The crack of the glass on Jim's forehead awakens in Arthur a 

strange but joyful feeling of being alive and converts the 

three months since the fight into a soulless vacuum. This 

new breath of life once more stirs Arthur's strength "to 

tackle all obstacles, to break any man, or woman, that came 

for him, to turn on the whole world if it bothered him too 

81 . . . 
much, and blow it to pieces," This one incident allows 

^^Sillitoe, Saturday Night and Sunday Morning, p. 197. 

^•'•Sillitoe, Saturday Night and Sunday Morning, p. 219. 
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Arthur to see himself for the rebel he really is, to arti

culate about the real enemy, and to accept some of the good 

things in life. For Arthur that enemy is the assembled 

power of government that strives to crush the spirit of the 

individual by such tools as the factories, the labor ex

changes, the insurance and income-tax offices, and the army. 

Arthur believes that he must first come to terms with himself 

and, then wielding the weapon of cunning, he can combat the 

oppressive forces of government. Now, rather than pursuing 

a self-destructive cycle of existence, he is able to accept 

some of the sweet and agreeable things of life, such as 

Doreen's affection and the peacefulness of fishing. 

As the story closes, Arthur, who has progressed through 

a series of events from non-identity and from isolation to 

affiliation with other people, is fishing at his favorite 

spot on the canal and appears at peace with himself and with 

his environment. This final pastoral scene provides Arthur 

the opportunity to solidify his self-image and to develop a 

sense of identity within the limits of the working-class 

culture. 

The next selection from Sillitoe is the title story of 

his first volume of short stories. The Loneliness of the 

Long-Distance Runner. Since the collection of stories is a 

series of variations of Sillitoe's portrait of isolation, I 
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selected the title story as representative evidence for 

demonstrating the four aspects of alienation--a lack of in

volvement and alienation from physical surroundings, from 

other people, and from the self--and the quest for identity. 

The major distinctions between Saturday Night and Sunday 

Morning and "The Loneliness of the Long-Distance Runner" are 

the degrees of isolation exemplified by the protagonists and 

the proposed solutions for each central figure. Arthur Seaton, 

trapped in the vice-like environment of the factory, estab

lishes a meaningful rapport with nature which enables him to 

appreciate the uniqueness of his personality and to pursue a 

possible worthwhile mode of existence without knuckling under 

or conforming to a system of values alien to his working-class 

culture. However, Smith, the protagonist of "The Loneliness 

of the Long-Distance Runner" with the same working-class 

background as Arthur Seaton, is an outlaw in a reform school; 

his only means of asserting himself and maintaining his 

integrity is by bold defiance of the standards expected of 

prisoners by remaining faithful to his own system of values. 

A perusal of this short story discloses a young rebel 

protagonist named Smith who is alienated and searching for 

some means of explaining who or what he is within the value 

system of the working-class culture. Gindin remarks that 
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"the young runner, born and bred in poverty, sent to a 

Borstal at fifteen, has little chance to win in the world of 

the jungle. But he can be honest; he can recognize the facts 

of jungle life, the inevitable warfare between those who jail 

op 

and those who are jailed." As a result of his confinement 

for three years in Essex Borstal, a reform school designed to 

rehabilitate youthful offenders and prepare them for a useful 

life, Smith becomes acutely aware of the differences between 

himself and the people who wish to reform him. He discovers 

that the code of honesty espoused by the authorities of the 

Borstal is not only contrary to his own system of values but 

must be resisted in order to maintain his integrity and to 

achieve a sense of identity. To demonstrate his defiance of 

the authorities. Smith, an adept long-distance runner, 

deliberately loses the race for the "Borstal Blue Ribbon 

Prize Cup For Long-Distance Cross Country Running," an annual 

competition among the various reform schools in England. 

Smith, who has been personally selected by the governor of 

the Borstal to win the race, is given a special privilege to 

practice every morning for two hours before breakfast while 

the other inmates are sleeping. These practice sessions 

provide the opportunity for Smith to think about things, to 

^^Gindin, p. 32. 
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assess his life prior to entering the Borstal, to evaluate 

his value system, and to decide about his future actions. 

Instead of rehabilitating Smith, this reform school only 

defines for him precisely who his enemies are and why they 

are his enemies. Smith describes his enemies as the "In-law 

blokes like you and them, all on the watch for Out-law 

blokes like me and us--and waiting to phone the coppers as 

83 soon as we make a false move." For Smith it is a good 

life if he does not weaken and conform to the rules of his 

"In-law" enemies. 

The story is an internal monologue designed to reveal 

to Smith (and therefore to the reader) the events that ulti

mately lead to his capture by the authorities as well as his 

reasons for stubborn resistence against the system of 

honesty espoused by the governor of the Borstal. Smith re

lates the events of the crime that he committed with his pal 

Mike, the theft of the money box from a small bakery. At 

the beginning of the narrative. Smith reveals that the crime 

was not committed out of necessity but out of boredom one 

foggy autumn night as he and his pal were roaming the 

streets of Nottingham. At the time of the offense, Smith was 

^^Alan Sillitoe, "The Loneliness of the Long-Distance 
Runner," The Loneliness of the Long-Distance Runner (New 
York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1965), p. 10. 
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unemployed because he did not want to work. His father, who 

had recently died of cancer, left the family five-hundred 

pounds in insurance and benefits from his job in the factory. 

When his mother received the money, she took Smith and his 

five brothers and sisters to town to buy them new clothes, 

plenty of food, a new carpet, and a television set, and she 

still had three-hundred pounds left over. With this much 

money remaining, the entire family decided to quit work and 

sit home and enjoy the television. After six weeks of this 

indulgent way of life, the money was depleted; instead of 

accepting another job. Smith started wandering around town 

looking for some quick way to acquire more money to continue 

this new way of living. At this point Smith and Mike pulled 

the bakery job and hid the stolen money in the drainpipe 

outside of Smith's back door. Shortly afterwards, the police 

began to suspect Smith and questioned him daily, but they did 

not have any evidence; however, one day while the policeman 

was interrogating Smith it was raining and the money started 

floating down the drainpipe and landed at the policeman's 

feet. Later in the Borstal Smith does not regret the inci

dent and he does not say to himself, "You shouldn't have done 

the job and then you'd have stayed away from the Borstal; no, 

what I ram into my runner-brain is that my luck had no right 

to scram just when I was on my way to making the coppers 
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think I hadn't done the job after all."^"^ 

Since Smith has been caught before and sent to Remand 

Homes, this time he is sent to the Borstal. There he meets 

the governor, who tells him that if he is honest and wins 

the race for the Borstal, then the governor will make the 

last six months of his sentence relatively easy. Smith, see

ing through the governor's facade, refuses to win the race; 

by stopping one-hundred yards from the finish in view of the 

spectators and waiting for the next runner to catch up, he 

is able to defy the governor and defend his own code of 

honesty. The consequence of his defiant act is six months 

of hard labor in carting trash cans, emptying garbage, and 

scrubbing floors. This work does not break Smith's spirit. 

Instead, it strengthens him and gives him the time to make 

plans for his first job after he is released. Contrary to 

expectations, Smith remains unreformed and a rebel against 

the forces of authority. The defense of his own integrity, 

despite the punishment, enables Smith to transcend the 

jungle and strengthens his individuality. 

By the end of the story Smith has progressed from a 

state of isolation to affiliation because the other inmates 

respect his defiant gesture of losing the race and from non-

^^Sillitoe, "The Loneliness of the Long-Distance Runner," 

p. 20. 
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identity to identity. At least he becomes aware of his 

future intention of remaining honest to himself although he 

remains an outlaw in the eyes of society. Before assessing 

Smith's progression, it is essential to trace in detail his 

unresponsiveness to social demands and his isolation from his 

physical surroundings, from his fellowmen, and from himself. 

Smith lives his life according to a code that causes 

him to defy any form of authority and to avoid any responsi

bility. A product of the working-class culture, he has 

spent most of his short life in poverty, working constantly 

in a factory or in a reform school. He is a rebel who is 

continually at war with the "In-laws"' of society, those 

representatives of authority like the police, the governor, 

and the army. Since these forces threaten to dehumanize an 

individual by requiring him to conform to an alien system, 

the rules must be broken or ignored and organizations such as 

the army avoided at all costs. Smith recognizes that both 

sides, the inlaws and the outlaws, are cunning, and he re

marks that "they don't see eye to eye with us and we don't 

see eye with them, so that's how it stands and how it will 

always stand."^^ The private war that Smith fights denies 

him some of the ordinary pleasures of life. By not compro-

^^Sillitoe, "The Loneliness of the Long-Distance 
Runner," p. 8. 
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mising with the governor of the Borstal, Smith, even though 

he remains outside the norms of society, is at least respon

sive to the demands of his own group. 

The code that governs Smith's actions demands that he be 

honest to himself, and Smith knows that the governor will 

never understand his system of honesty because the governor 

lives by his own code which prevents him from recognizing 

that Smith functions in an entirely different world. When 

Smith arrives at the Borstal, he laughs to himself over the 

governor's lecture on honesty because to Smith this means 

settling down and accepting life in a slum tenement, earning 

a secure six pounds a week, and living by the rules of the 

other system. Smith, who has been running all of his young 

life and remaining suspicious of the crushing power of 

authority, is convinced that his mode of existence provides 

more fun and excitement than the governor will ever exper

ience. People like the governor, so far as Smith is 

concerned, are dead from the toenails up because they lack 

an insight into themselves and they have no idea what goes 

on inside people like Smith, These representatives of 

authority attempt to rehabilitate people, the. "Smiths," but 

if Smith were in control he would not bother to reform all 

the cops, governors, army officers, or members of Parliament, 

Instead, he would have them all shot because it is jungle 
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warfare between the outlaws of society and the inlaws; 

neither one will ever understand what honesty means to the 

other side. Since Smith recognizes this premise, he knows 

he will never be rehabilitated and his stay at the Borstal 

only introduces him to the weapons used by the opposition. 

This experience will help him plan his future exploits. By 

the end of the story Smith, in refusing to win the governor's 

race, achieves his own victory by upholding his integrity and 

maintaining his code of values, not those of the governor. 

Furthermore, when he is released from the Borstal, he con

tinues his "outward life of innocence and honest work," and 

by mastering the fine points of his craft of stealing, he 

remains unresponsive to the demands of the larger society, 

but quite committed to pursuing his vocation within the realm 

of his own value system. 

Since Smith is constantly on the move, either in the 

practicing running sessions or in escapes from the authori

ties, he appears to be estranged from his physical ambience. 

As Smith dashes over the hills and across the fields on his 

cold early-morning practice sessions, he barely notices the 

passing scenery or the penetrating chill of the morning air. 

Instead, he concentrates on the rhythm of his feet and then 

becomes engrossed with his own thoughts that provide the 

narration of the story. Although Smith does not establish a 
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rapport with his natural environment, like his counterpart 

Arthur Seaton, this cold early-morning activity provides the 

landscape on which he builds his integrity. From these 

early sprints, Smith derives a sense of freedom and he is 

provided the opportunity for probing self-analysis. 

Although Smith is a member of the working class, he 

sees himself as a solitary character. When he is practicing 

for the race, he feels like "the last man in the world be

cause I think that all those three-hundred sleepers behind 

me are dead. They sleep so well I think that every scruffy 

head's kicked the bucket in the night and I'm the only one 

left,"°" His estrangement stems primarily from his cynical 

perspective of the world. Smith is always alert to the 

possibility that someone is waiting to catch him if he makes 

one false move. There are, however, some people Smith will 

consent to trust and to help, those who are trapped in the 

same predicament as himself. Smith says to himself, "I'm 

not hard-hearted (in fact I've helped a few blokes in my 

time with the odd quid, lie, fag, or shelter from the rain 

when they've been on the run) . , , if my heart's soft I 

87 
know the sort of people I'm going to save it for." Since 

^^Sillitoe, "The Loneliness of the Long-Distance 

Runner," p, 9, 

^^Sillitoe, "The Loneliness of the Long-Distance 

Runner," p. 18. 
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Smith remains true to his code of ethics by not winning the 

race for the governor, he helps his fellow inmates and earns 

a degree of respect from them for his defiant act. Smith's 

triumph over the governor is a victory for three-hundred 

Borstal inmates, whom he earlier refers to as the three-

hundred dead sleepers; now they have enough good words for 

Smith or enough curses for the governor. From this one act 

Smith achieves some form of affiliation with people in his 

same predicament. Furthermore, after his release from the 

Borstal Smith, who now practices his craft by himself, 

trusts at least one person, his pal to whom he has entrusted 

this story to have published if he is ever arrested by the 

"coppers" again. The motivation for this confidence is that 

his pal lives in the same terrace and presumably shares the 

same code of honor and is a product of the same working-class 

culture, B3/ the end of the story Smith progresses to some 

extent from a state of isolation to affiliation with other 

people of his own group. 

The entire story appears to relate not only his loneli

ness but a portrait of his isolation from himself. From 

the very beginning one learns that Smith's stay at the 

Borstal has provided him the opportunity to ask himself 

questions and to think about his life up to this point. As 

the story progresses. Smith articulates his thoughts and the 
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previous events of his life and discovers a great deal about 

himself and his attitudes. His practices allow him the 

peace and the solitude to explore his own distinctive nature 

and to assess his position in his private war with the 

governor. When he enters the Borstal, Smith is only vaguely 

aware of his enemies and his reasons for committing the crime 

in the bakery shop. By the time he leaves the reform school. 

Smith has been shown the razor edge of the knife, the weapon 

of confinement and attempted reform, so he gains a clearer 

picture of his enemies and what they can do to him. In addi

tion to securing this information. Smith's self-image solidi

fies because he upholds his concept of honesty and remains a 

rebel, an outlaw against the rules adhered to the majority 

segment of society. While he spends his last few months at 

hard labor. Smith plans his future jobs, his hiding places, 

and his own methods. Smith leaves the Borstal unrehabili-

tated, but his stay in the reform school and his defiant 

refusal to win the governor's race present him with the 

chance for an introspective self-assessment, This experience 

provides him with the material to write this story. After 

his release, Smith pulls one big job that yields enough money 

for him to live comfortably and the peace to write of the 

experiences and thoughts of a long-distance runner. His 

ability to relate the events of his life and analyze his 
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attitudes appears to indicate that Smith has found some means 

of explaining who or what he is within his own cultural 

niche. 

After analyzing the two protagonists selected for this 

study, Arthur Seaton and Smith, I suggest that each one dis

covers his identity, a means of coherently explaining who or 

what he is, within the limitations of the working-class 

culture. The predicament of both central figures appears to 

be produced by their rebellious natures expressed by their 

defiance of authority and the avoidance of responsibility. 

This code of ethics that each character adheres to alienates 

him from the rest of society, but at the same time it allows 

him to discover self-respect and an opportunity to make an 

authentic choice that fills an apparently meaningless exist

ence with a sense of purpose. The jungle-like world that 

Sillitoe creates for these two protagonists does not appear 

to change, but each central figure invents some means of 

asserting his individual personality within this unyielding 

social structure. 

Thus far the emphasis of this study has been to describe 

the works of two novelists. Iris Murdoch and Alan Sillitoe, 

The following chapter, however, shifts from a pure novelist 

to an author, Colin Wilson, who is both novelist and essay

ist. The fundamental reason for this change in direction is 
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to demonstrate the application of Wilson's philosophical 

approach to the problem of alienation as it is revealed in a 

fictional work. 



CHAPTER IV 

THE OUTSIDER'S QUEST FOR IDENTITY 

Colin Wilson, a controversial contemporary British 

author, is noted for his writings concerning the alienation 

of modern man, Wilson's works, which include both philoso

phical essays and novels, focus on the development of a 

concept, the formulation of a "new existentialism," The new 

existentialism or phenomenological existentialism is a 

philosophy that asks basic questions about the meaning of 

human existence, freedom, and the existence of God, In a 

series of treatises often referred to as the Outsider Cycle, 

Wilson attempts to define and outline this new existential

ism. The series includes six volumes: The Outsider (1956), 

Religion and the Rebel (1957), The Age of Defeat (1959), The 

Strength to Dream (1962), Origins £f Sexual Impulse (1963), 

^^^ Beyond the Outsider (1965), In 1966 Wilson published a 

supplementary volume to the Outsider sequence. Introduction 

to the New Existentialism, which presents in a "simple and 

non-technical language for the ordinary intelligent reader" 

the essential arguments of the Outsider Cycle and clearly 

93 
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o u t l i n e s t h e p o s s i b l e s o l u t i o n t o t h e O u t s i d e r ' s p r e d i c a -

^ 88 m e n t . 

Wilson's first philosophical work. The Outsider, es

tablishes the foundation of the new existentialism by 

tracing in literature and in society the problem of the 

Outsider, Wilson's label for what would become the modern 

alienated man. The Outsider's situation consists of four 

basic aspects: a feeling of alienation, a sense of the 

meaninglessness of life, an awareness of self-delusion, and 

an instinctive knowledge that man is capable of something 

higher, a more intense form of existence. These four aspects 

create an atmosphere of uncertainty for the Outsider and 

prevent him from discovering his "true" identity, Wilson 

believes that one of the chief aims for the Outsider is to 

find his way back to himself and to acquire self-knowledge, 

but this goal is difficult to achieve because it involves a 

detailed psychological analysis and an exactitude of lang

uage to describe the various states of man's consciousness. 

In addition to analyzing the various characteristics of 

the Outsider's situation, Wilson emphasizes the nihilism of 

the twentieth century and presents the major problem of the 

Outsider as the "instinctive rejection of the everyday world, 

^^Colin Wilson, The Outsider (New York: Dell, 1956), 

p. 9. 
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a feeling that it is somehow boring and unsatisfying, like 

the hypnotized man eating sawdust under the belief that is 

O Q 

is eggs and bacon." In the works of major poets, novelists, 

and philosophers, Wilson traces in detail this rejection of 

the "real world" and attempts to formulate a solution to what 

he considers the pessimism of nineteenth-century romantics 

and the stoicism of twentieth-century existentialists. 

According to Wilson both the romantics and the existentia

lists have been concerned about the same fundamental 

question: "Which of the two worlds is real: that world of 

supreme, godlike detachment and power, or the world in which 

we feel victimized, helpless, 'contingent'? Which is true: 

man's experience of his freedom, or of slavery to his body 

and the world?" Wilson avoids this dilemma because he 

believes that the obstacle to the freedom and the moment oi 

poetic vision, which both the romantics and the existentia

lists were searching for, lies in the realm of man's 

consciousness and his intentional perceptions of the everyday 

world. Wilson asserts that man can overcome the feeling of 

being destroyed or defeated by a discipline of the will which 

can heighten man's awareness of the real world. The Outsider, 

who suffers because he sees too deeply and too much, is 

^^Wilson, The Outsider, p. 293. 

^^ilson, The Outsider, p. 293. 
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capable of achieving a higher and more intense form of 

existence. 

Wilson claims that an intensified existence can be 

achieved by the philosophical method of phenomenology. In 

Introduction to the New Existentialism, Wilson utilizes the 

philosophical method of phenomenology founded by Husserl in 

the early twentieth century. As Wilson synthesizes Husserl's 

views, the philosopher defined phenomenology as the study of 

the structure of consciousness and the ability of the mind 

intentionally to distort to varying degrees that which it 

perceives. In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 

centuries, philosophers were concerned primarily with the 

examination of the external universe as man perceives it, 

rather than centering attention on man's perceptions or his 

consciousness. Philosophers believed that since conscious

ness was passive it merely reflected, like a mirror, an 

accurate picture of the external world. Husserl challenged 

philosophy to study sensations, and from his examinations of 

phenomena, Husserl determined that the mirror image of 

consciousness was inadequate because the reflections some

times were distorted greatly, sometimes much less so, and 

at times not at all. In other words, consciousness itself 

is a variable that is worthy of investigation. The funda

mental concept of Wilson's new existentialism is that a 
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perusal of the different states of consciousness by the 

method of language analysis increases the control of the 

human being over his own existence. 

In the same book Colin Wilson attempts to avoid the 

dilemma of early existentialists--Karl Jaspers, Martin 

Heidegger, Albert Camus, and Jean Paul Sartre--which affirms 

man's freedom and consciousness, yet denies meaning to man. 

Wilson escapes the predicament of the other existentialists 

by strongly accenting the fact that man is capable of many 

different states of consciousness. The most common and usual 

state of consciousness is the everyday state. This is the 

state of consciousness native to most human behavior, whether 

in watching television, driving a car, eating, etc. It is 

characterized by a matter-of-factness and a lack of intensive 

or long-lasting emotion. Two other states of consciousness,' 

often mistakenly considered as merely emotional, are the 

poetic state and the depressed state. 

Existentialists have allowed themselves to be unduly 

influenced by the depressed state of consciousness when the 

mind intends a lack of meaning or even negative meaning, or 

nausea, or absurdity to sensations. But there are other 

states of consciousness just as real and of more importance 

when the mind intends meaning, lyrical beauty, and value to 

sensations. Although confining himself to a discussion of 
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these three states of consciousness, when the mind intends 

meaning, Wilson is also aware of many other states of 

consciousness, such as the hypnotic state, the meditative 

states of the Zen master and the Yogi, and the various 

alterations achieved through the use of drugs. Wilson main

tains that philosophy and science, using the phenomenological 

method of language analysis of the mind's inner content, study 

man's positive states of consciousness with the hope of making 

them more and more available. This method of analyzing the 

structure of man's consciousness is Wilson's solution to the 

Outsider's basic problem, the rejection of the everyday 

world because it appears boring and unsatisfying. Further

more, this solution resolves the Outsider's feeling of alien

ation, his sense of the futility of life, and leads him in 

the direction of finding himself and acquiring self-knowl

edge. Wilson believes that if man can succeed in learning 

enough about the moments when he intends meaning, then he 

has escaped the existentialists' dilemma of meaninglessness 

and has the hopeful possibility of maintaining an existence 

where he is always immediately aware of the meaning of his 

life. 

Colin Wilson also utilizes the medium of the novel to 

promote his philosophical ideas. In his "Postscript" to 

The Outsider Wilson mentions that a fictional approach to 
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his philosophical concepts is important because "there are 

things that can be said in fiction that are unsayable in a 

work of philosophy." The novels concerned with the develop 

ment of Wilson's new existentialism are: Ritual in the Dark 

(1960) , Adrift in Soho (1961) , The Violent World of Hugh 

Greene (1963), The Sex Diary of Gerard Sorme (1964), 

Necessary Doubt (1964), and The Mind Parasites (1967). For 

the purpose of this study, I have selected Wilson's first 

novel, Ritual in the Dark, as a fictional presentation of 

Wilson's portrait of the Outsider, the alienated man who is 

searching for his identity. In this novel Wilson demon

strates through the central character, Gerard Sorme, the four 

basic aspects of the Outsider--a feeling of alienation, a 

sense of the futility of life, an awareness of self-delusion, 

and an instinctive knowledge that man is capable of higher 

and more intense forms of life. In addition to these four 

traits Wilson indicates that the possible solution to the 

Outsider's dilemma is the acquisition of self-knowledge and 

the achievement of a more intense mode of existence. Al

though Wilson's other novels promote his basic ideas for a 

new existentialism. Ritual in the Dark appears to be the 

only novel that is concerned explicitly with tracing the 

^^Wilson, The Outsider, p. 296. 
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maturing process of its central figure, Gerard Sorme, as he 

gradually develops a sense of identity. 

According to Sidney Campion in The World of Colin Wilson, 

the title of Ritual in the Dark is derived from the Egyptian 

Book of the Dead, which was compiled from the funeral texts 

on the walls of the pyramids. The Book of the Dead depicts 

the journey of the soul of a dead man as it wanders through 

the night to reach the Egyptian underworld, Amentet. This 

book also contains prayers which are to be repeated by the 

soul to protect it against the various perils that it en

counters on the long dark journey. An additional means of 

protection for the soul is to identify with the god Horus or 

Ra to escape the demons that threaten the progress of the 

92 soul as it travels. Gerard Sorme, the protagonist of the 

novel, feels an identification with the ballet dancer 

Nijinsky, a god-like figure, and he experiences a journey 

through a kind of long dark night of perilous events. 

Initially, Gerard is frustrated and dissatisfied with his 

life and depicted as a young man who is completely inactive 

and lacking an identity. Through active participation in 

various events, Gerard gradually progresses from a sullen, 

Sidney, R. Campion, The World of Colin Wilson 
(London: Muller, 1962), p. 180. 
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alienated person to someone who accepts the complexity of 

his life and who gains a sense of identity through an 

accumulation of self-knowledge, Gerard's discovery of his 

identity through action is the basic theme of the novel and 

the crucial element of Wilson's portrait of the Outsider, 

The major events center on the sadistic murders of four 

women in the Whitechapel area of London in the early 1950's. 

Surrounding this main action are Gerard's relationships with 

the other principal characters in the story. Foremost, 

there is Gerard's involvement with Austin Nunne, a homo

sexual playboy, who turns out to be the actual murderer. 

Secondly, there is Gerard's sexual affairs with Gertrude 

Quincy, Austin's aunt, and with her niece, Caroline Denbigh, 

a young aspiring actress. A subplot concerns Gerard's 

conversations with Father Carruthers, a dying Roman Catholic 

priest, and with Oliver Clasp, a tormented young artist. 

Gerard's experiences with each of these major figures enable 

him to achieve a certain level of maturity and to discover 

purpose for living. 

Gerard is drawn into the central action of the story 

when he helps two policemen to interrogate an eccentric old 

man who lives in the apartment above him. When he learns 

that the policemen are investigating the Whitechapels 

murders, Gerard probes more deeply into the case with the 
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hope of gathering material for a proposed novel, Gerard is 

interested in writing a novel about a sexual murderer who 

commits Jack-the-Ripper-like crimes as an expression of his 

frustration and boredom with the present-day society and as 

an attempt to assert his individual freedom. As the investi

gation progresses, Gerard's professional interest in the 

Whitechapel killings becomes personal when he discovers that 

Austin Nunne, a recent acquaintance, is a prime suspect in 

the murder case, 

Gerard first encounters Austin Nunne at the ballet and 

learns that he is an author of a book on the dancer Nijinsky, 

Gerard's idol. From their mutual interest in Nijinsky, a 

casual friendship ensues, Austin Nunne, as mentioned above, 

is a wealthy, homosexual playboy sho spends most of his time 

traveling. On the other hand, Gerard is a writer who lives 

on a small private income, and he spends most of his leisure 

time being inactive. In addition to their mutual interest 

in Nijinsky, Gerard and Austin seem to share a common atti

tude, the rejection of the everyday world because it is 

boring and unsatisfying. Initially, Gerard believes that 

Austin's sadistic tendencies, which he demonstrates through 

his reckless driving and his deprecation of women, are an 

expression of his defiance against society and his need for 

personal freedom. Later, however, when Austin actually 



103 

confides in Gerard about the murders he has committed, Gerard 

recognizes that Austin does not attach any meaning to life 

and that he kills not as a bold gesture against society, but 

for the same reason that a dipsomaniac drinks--he cannot 

93 stop. As the story closes, Gerard becomes aware of the 

numerous murders Austin has committed and he regards Austin's 

actions as an indication of insanity, but Gerard refuses to 

help the police inspector. Stein, to prosecute Austin be

cause the inspector wants to arrest Austin for the "good of 

the organization--for society," and not for any humanitarian 

ideals. Gerard aptly comments that the police inspector 

"doesn't give a damn about human freedom either," and this 

justifies Gerard's refusal of assistance. Through the impact 

of his experiences with Austin Nunne and the other charac

ters, Gerard Sorme by the end of the story emerges from the 

depth of his isolated existence as an artist on the threshold 

of discovering a higher form of life--a possible exit for the 

Outsider's dilemma of meaninglessness and boredom. 

Ritual in the Dark is a Bildungsroman, a tracing of the 

evolution of the central character who is usually a young man. 

^^Colin Wilson, Ritual in the Dark (Boston: Houghton 
Mifflin, 1960), p. 438. 

94v^ilson, Ritual in the Dark, p. 439. 
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The emphasis in this particular novel is on the importance 

of achieving maturity and a sense of identity, of education 

in the process of living. At the outset of the story, 

Gerard attempts to live an uncomplicated life, but his self-

imposed seclusion causes him to become a stagnant, sullen, 

sex-starved person. At the conclusion Gerard's dialectical 

growth process produces in him a sense of certainty, of order, 

and his desire for simplicity appears to be less important. 

For a clearer view of Wilson's portrait of an Outsider, as 

depicted by Gerard Sorme, it is important to examine in 

detail Gerard's feeble involvement in his work and his un

responsiveness to social demands, as well as his acute sense 

of alienation from his physical surroundings, from other 

people, and most of all, alienation from himself. 

Gerard's casual attitude toward his work and his un

responsiveness to social demands stem primarily from his 

obtuseness to surrounding society. This rejection of the 

world results in a sense of complete alienation for Gerard, 

and he appears incapable of breaking through the barriers of 

his isolation. In a conversation with Oliver Glasp, Gerard 

describes his isolated situation prior to meeting Austin 

Nunne, commenting that he felt so completely lost that "I 

didn't like leaving my room because the street made me feel 

as if I didn't exist, London made me feel like an insect, 
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and when I got back to my own room and tried to write I still 

felt like an insect,"^^ Gerard's unresponsiveness, then, 

hinders his productivity as an artist as well as his accept

ance of social demands. 

Gerard, who is twenty-six, lives off a small private 

income and spends most of his time doing nothing. He is a 

stagnated individual who feels worthless and unintended. For 

the past five years, Gerard has been working on the same novel 

and he attributes his minimal progress to a lack of direction 

and inspiration in his life. During these five years Gerard, 

freed from the monotony of an office job, attempts to live an 

uncomplicated life by devoting himself completely to writing 

and proclaiming in a hollow fashion his vision that life can 

be lived at twenty times its present intensity. Instead of 

producing prolific novels and achieving his goal, Gerard dis

covers that an excessive amount of free time causes him to 

become inactive and eventually produces boredom and frustra

tion. When approached by his friend Robin Maunsell with the 

idea of finding a job to eliminate his boredom, Gerard re

sponds that wasting his time working would not alleviate his 

problem. The concept of work, then, does not appear to be a 

^\jilson. Ritual in the Dark, p. 347. 
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solution for Gerard's dilemma and there is no reason for him 

to commit himself to anything. Although by the end of the 

story there is no outward sign of commitment by Gerard to 

devote himself to completing his novel, he does appear to 

have moved from his lethargic state of existence into a 

situation that demands action. This movement from inactivity 

to action indicates Gerard's acceptance of complexity in his 

life and the discovery of a purpose or direction that contri

butes to his artistic endeavors. 

Furthermore, Gerard's acceptance of complexity and his 

renewed confidence in himself are indicators that Gerard is 

ready to abandon his self-imposed seclusion and to partici

pate in social activities. In the beginning of the story, 

Gerard's unresponsiveness to social demands is an outcome of 

his extreme case of isolation which prevents him from 

responding to any form of social or political requirements. 

He is so engrossed with unraveling his personal problems 

that he is unable to accept or react to the needs of others, 

Gerard regards society as inimical because it reduces an 

individual's freedom. He explains his revolt against the way 

things are nowadays by emphasizing some of the dehumanizing 

factors that confront modern man: 
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Things keep getting more organized. Every
body's encouraged to fit into the machine. 
But the more they try to take away freedom, 
the more it expresses itself in violence. 
The more they talk about law and society, 
the more the crime rate increases. People 
let themselves be manipulated to a certain 
degree--by the politicians and the advertis-
ers--but the resentment builds up.^^ 

This resentment generated by the suppression of an indivi

dual's freedom is expressed frequently through violent 

crimes, and Gerard regards this display of violence as a 

defiant gesture against the dehumanizing factors prevalent 

in an industrial society, Gerard rebels against the organi

zation, the society, because it does not take into account 

what freedom means to the individual. This lack of under

standing hinders man from expanding his personal horizons 

and from achieving a single, unifying purpose in life. As 

Gerard eventually realizes, the attainment of this unifying 

vision can be achieved through active participation in the 

process of living. Through this recognition Gerard dis

covers that action is a means of socially and artistically 

defining himself, 

Gerard's achievement of this social and artistic in

volvement is hindered by his sense of estrangement from his 

physical surroundings. Since Gerard is acutely aware of the 

^^ilson. Ritual in the Dark, p. 438. 
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meaninglessness of his own existence, a sense of unreality 

envelops him and further alienates him from any concrete 

contact with his physical environment. For Gerard "there 

was a futility inherent in physical life that frightened 

97 
him." Gerard is frightened because the physical world 

seems to reinforce his sensation of non-existence and creates 

an atmosphere of uncertainty about the nature of reality. 

Since reality appears to be ambiguous, it is difficult for 

Gerard to distinguish the real from the unreal because he 

cannot free himself from the illusions that interfere with 

his perception of the real. For example, one day while 

cycling in one of his depressed moods, Gerard muses over the 

reality of the London scene: "London in November has no 

daylight. Only dusk. And London in July has too much day-

08 light. Unreal or too real," One of Gerard's major 

problems is to overcome the ambivalence of his concept of 

reality and to establish some meaningful contact with his 

physical ambiance. 

There are two moments in the novel where Gerard over

comes his uncertainty about the physical world and accepts 

his relationship with it. The first time occurs when he 

97 
Wi l son , R i t u a l in the Dark, p , 130, 

98vy/iison, R i t u a l in the Dark, p , 59 , 



109 

returns from an evening with Austin Nunne. Although Gerard 

feels physically exhausted, he is mentally stimulated by his 

recent conversation with Austin, and to release his internal 

tension he escapes to the roof of his apartment and experi

ences an overwhelming sense of affirmation. Braced against 

the parapet of the building, Gerard describes his sensation 

of unity with his physical environment and the expansion of 

his consciousness to embrace all space and history: 

The exhilaration was still in him, relaxing in
to a sense of quiet and power. When the sound 
of a heavy truck passed on the Kentish Town Road 
his mind moved ahead of it, through Whetstone 
and Barnet, to the north. The thoughts were 
controlled, clear-cut and deliberate. The feel
ing that drove them seemed to flow steadily and 
certainly. They moved toward an image of grati
tude, of reverence, of affirmation; it became a 
cathedral, bigger than any known cathedral, 
symbol of the unseen. He thought: This has 
taken me five years. A vision of all knowledge, 
of human achievement in imagination and courage. 
Not the mystic's vision, but the philosopher's, 
freed from triviality and immediacy. ̂-̂  

Gerard's second moment of recognition of a unifying relation

ship between himself and the physical world occurs as he ex

plains to Gertrude Quincy that Austin is actually insane. 

Gerard explains Austin's insanity as a lack of belief that 

other people really exist, that life is meaningless to 

Austin, and that Austin is a man without a future because he 

does not attach any value to his own life, Gerard suddenly 

^^ilson. Ritual in the Dark, p, 143, 
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understands the sensation he felt that night on the roof: 

I suddenly understood something that I've seen 
once or twice but never grasped. If the world's 
good, it's because somehow life's all one thing. 
That's the meaning of sanity--everything's a 
unity, not just life but even water and stones.^^^ 

Gerard's recognition of a unity of life which includes the 

union of physical elements is a sign of his dialectical move

ment from alienation to the acceptance of a meaningful re

lationship with his environment. 

By the end of the novel, then, Gerard no longer hiber

nates in his small apartment reluctant to encounter the 

outside world, but his intense disgust with the masses of 

society continues to isolate him from other people. Gerard's 

estrangement from other people is demonstrated in two waj^s: 

his contempt for society and his constant difficulty in 

communicating with acquaintances. Gerard's gradual acquisi

tion of self-knowledge enables him to overcome the frustration 

caused by a lack of contact with others. 

Gerard's intense feeling of contempt for society is 

depicted in the opening scene of the novel. As Gerard 

stands alone in the midst of a busy London street, he is 

irritated by the passing crowds. 

^^^A/ilson, Ritual in the Dark, p. 437. 
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He disliked the crowds. They affronted him. 
If he allowed himself to notice them, he found 
himself thinking: Too many people in this 
bloody city; we need a massacre to thin their 
numbers. When he caught himself thinking this, 
he felt sick. He had no desire to kill anyone, 
but the hatred of the crowd was uncontrollable. •'•̂•'• 

Gerard is disgusted by society because its members are in

different to that which he sees all too clearly: the 

absence of meaning in life. Gerard believes that most people 

try to avoid the futility of their existence by imposing a 

false pattern of meaning on their lives. At one point Gerard 

refers to a proposed idea of a book he wants to write 

entitled The Methods and Techniques of Self-deception. The 

purpose of this book is to expose and to categorize the 

various means that people employ to protect themselves from 

admitting the meaninglessness of life. One of the essential 

points of the proposed book would be to demonstrate that man 

does not live a whole life, but rather a series of moments 

tied together by a need to keep alive and to defeat boredom. 

Gerard explains man's fragmentation in this manner: "They 

only live a few odd days at a time. It's like never eating 

a full meal, but getting an occasional mouthful every few 

hours. Or like not hearing a symphony in one sitting, but 

Wilson, Ritual in the Dark, p. 3. 
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hearing two or three notes at a time, spread over several 

102 
months." This fragmentation of man's life as well as his 

methods of self-deception hinders him from going beyond the 

limitations imposed on him by an illusory world and causes 

him to feel victimized, helpless, and contingent. To remove 

this problem, Gerard suggests that man accept the meaning

lessness of life, and then turn his life into a search for 

meaning. Although Gerard's suggestion appears to be 

contradictory, his assumption is that man on his own can 

achieve a single, unifying vision of life and escape the 

boredom and dissatisfaction of the everyday world. As the 

story closes, Gerard's contempt for society subsides and he 

seems willing to accept and to interact with other human 

beings. 

Gerard's isolation from people is further emphasized by 

his constant difficulties in communicating. This particular 

problem is a result of Gerard's personal insecurity, which 

is manifested in the uneasiness of his actions and his 

repeated irritability with himself as he interacts with 

people. There are several incidents that portray Gerard's 

uncertainty and his awkwardness in his personal relation

ships. For example, when Gerard first encounters Austin 

^^^ilson. Ritual in the Dark, p. 13. 
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Nunne at the ballet, he is fascinated by Austin's flamboyant 

manner but uncertain about accepting the dinner invitation. 

When Gerard notices his own hesitancy, he immediately becomes 

annoyed with himself, but he accepts the invitation and tries 

to conceal his indecisiveness, Throughout the evening Gerard 

is aware of his uneasiness, but his interest in the feelings 

of attraction and repulsion that Austin has aroused helps him 

to overcome the problem. 

Another incident that reflects Gerard's difficulty in 

communicating occurs during the first conference with Father 

Carruthers, the sickly Roman Catholic priest. Although 

Gerard is intrigued by Father Carruthers, he immediately be

comes irritated by a sense of misunderstandings and a failure 

to communicate with the priest. As an awareness of the lack 

of contact becomes stronger, Gerard begins to feel rebellious 

and annoyed. To combat this feeling, Gerard makes a 

conscious effort to forget the presence of the priest and the 

vacuum that seems to exist between them and to concentrate on 

the ideas he wants to express. "̂̂  Once Gerard begins to 

discuss his ideas, the uneasiness disappears, but an inter

ruption of their conversation recalls the intense desire to 

escape from the presence of the priest and a suspicion of the 

•"•^^ilson,. Ritual in the Dark, p. 67. 
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relief he was beginning to feel in talking to Father 

Carruthers. As time passes, Gerard begins to interact more 

extensively with the other characters in the story, and this 

involvement gradually diminishes his intense isolation from 

other people. 

Gerard's alienation from others and from his physical 

surroundings and his lack of involvement seem to stem primar

ily from an absence of self-knowledge. At first Gerard, who 

is struggling to ascertain the nature of his own existence, 

is overly aware of the meaninglessness of his life. He tries 

to maintain a semblance of order by living an austere and 

uncomplicated life devoted to attaining a single, unified 

vision of everything--ev/erything in the universe, all at 

once. Gerard believes that from this vision man would know 

that there was meaning after all inherent in the world. His 

devotion to achieving this goal, however, only aggravates 

Gerard's acute sense of fictitious life and further alienates 

him from himself. 

On a restless night Gerard experiences a sense of 

alienation which oppresses him, and he tries to focus his 

attention on this feeling in order to determine its precise 

nature. He realizes, however, that he is trapped in exist

ence and cannot detach himself from it to observe this sense 

of alienation objectively. That same night he awakens and 
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feels curiously disgusted with himself, and he realizes that 

It was the idea of his own non-existence that disturbed him. 

Later in a conversation with Father Carruthers, Gerard 

elaborates on this experience: 

Sometimes I wake up in the night with a sort of 
foreboding. Then I feel arbitrary. I feel 
somehow absurd. l feel. Who am I? and What am 
I doing here? I feel we take life too much for 
granted. We take our own existences for granted. 
But perhaps it's not natural to exist. It 
happened the other night. You realize how much 
you normally take for granted, and feel a sudden 
terror in case you've no right to take anything 
for granted.^04 

Gerard, like his personal hero Nijinsky, believes that 

life is difficult because no one knows the importance of it. 

He is convinced that life can be lived at twenty times its 

present intensity and he spends his life searching for a way 

to sustain this vision which includes a sense of participa

tion in everything. In the beginning, Gerard's complete 

withdrawal from any means of active participation hinders 

his ability to regain his insight that if man could kill all 

his illusions he would become a god. Gerard describes his 

insight in this way: 

It was a feeling of acceptance. It happened 
once when I was on Hampstead Heath, looking 
down on London. I was thinking about all the 
lives and all the problems. . . and then 

104^ilson. Ritual in the Dark, p. 67. 
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suddenly I felt real. I saw other people's 
illusions, and my own illusions disappeared, 
and I felt real inside. I stopped wondering 
whether the world's ultimately good or evil. 
I felt that the world didn't matter a damn. 
What mattered was me, whether I saw it as 
good or evil. i suddently felt as if I'd 
turned into a giant. I felt absurdly happy.^^^ 

To fulfill this desire of feeling real and purposeful, Gerard 

particularly must overcome the isolation from himself which 

causes him to feel worthless and unintended. Through his 

experiences with Austin Nunne, Gerard is revitalized. His 

active participation in the lives of the other characters 

renews his self-confidence and restores a sense of power and 

security within him. Finally Gerard, who has matured through 

the process of living, experiences a curious sense of 

certainty, of order. "It was as if he could see inside him

self and watch processes that had been invisible before. 

There was no longer a desire for simplicity; an accumulation 

of self-knowledge had made it less important. "-̂ ^̂  The 

acquisition of self-knowledge enhancing Gerard's acceptance 

of his own existence as well as the complexity of his life 

is the first step toward a solution of the Outsider's 

problem. 

Through the impact of his experiences, Gerard, then, has 

•'•^^ilson. Ritual in the Dark, p. 347. 

106^ilson, Ritual in the Dark, p. 441. 
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completed the Outsider's cycle. He has evolved from the 

depths of alienation, futility, and unreality and emerged as 

a man who is aware of his capabilities of reaching beyond the 

limitations imposed upon him by an illusory world and achiev

ing a sense of purpose by involving himself with other people 

and thus discovering his personal identity, Gerard Sorme, a 

vivid portrait of Wilson's Outsider, solidifies his self-

image and offers a solution to the Outsider's problem of 

alienation. With the development of a concept of self 

realized through active participation in the pain of other 

people, Gerard is able to battle the contingent ambience and 

his own solitude. Initially uncommitted and inactive, Gerard 

eventually establishes a direction for his life predicated on 

the social usefulness of his individuality. 



CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSION 

The goal of this study has been to describe the modern 

sense of alienation as it is embodied in some mid-twentieth-

century British fiction. To accomplish this objective, I 

selected the works of three authors of the 1950's who explore 

some of the ramifications of alienation as it applies to 

twentieth-century man. Following the suggestion of Edith 

Weisskopf-Joelson, I have noticed alienation between the 

individual self and physical surroundings, the self and 

fellowmen^and the self within itself. This study focuses on 

the quest of an individual to establish a meaningful 

direction for his or her life. In order to attain this 

desired goal, the individual must first overcome his or her 

acute sense of isolation by acquiring self-knowledge. Once 

the individual develops an acceptable concept of self, the 

estrangement he experiences is minimized. From an observa

tion of the selected works, this study, then, has presented 

various means of attaining self-knowledge and, thus, over

coming the modern predicament of alienation. 

The three authors offered for this study are Iris 

Murdoch, Alan Sillitoe, and Colin Wilson. One similarity of 
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these authors lies in the portrayal of protagonists who are 

seeking some form of definition, some means of explaining who 

or what they are in an uncertain society. Initially each 

protagonist shows a lack of involvement in work and un

responsiveness to social demands, and an acute sense of 

estrangement from physical surroundings, from other people, 

and, most of all, from the self. Furthermore, a similarity 

appears in the conclusion arrived at by each author, namely 

that the predicament for each central figure is produced by 

a lack of self-knowledge. Distinctions arise, however, in 

the methods for attaining a desirable self-image. In 

addition, the different background situations for each 

protagonist depict some of the varying effects of alienation 

on the individual. 

In order to synthesize the observations of this study, 

it is important to recapitulate briefly some of the possible 

solutions to the problem of alienation. In the three early 

novels by Iris Murdoch the emphasis is placed on work and 

creative achievement as a means of combatting the dilemma of 

estrangement experienced by an individual. Alan Sillitoe in 

his working-class stories implies that a rapport between man 

and nature is one way of overcoming the dehumanization and 

depersonalization imposed on an individual in a highly 

industrialized society. Colin Wilson in essays and novels 
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indicates that man can achieve a personal identity through 

active participation in the process of living and by learn

ing to symphathize with other people. Each of the solutions, 

then, can be considered as possible, positive indicators that 

man has the opportunity to emerge from the depths of isola

tion and meaninglessness to the threshold of discovering a 

personal identity. Further evidence of this indication can 

appear from a capsular summary of each of the three chapters. 

In chapter two, the three central figures chosen from 

the early novels by Iris Murdoch are Jake Donaghue in Under 

The Net, Rosa Keepe in The Flight From The Enchanter, and 

Dora Greenfield in The Bell. The basic predicament of each 

central character springs from a lack of self-knowledge and 

the inability to perceive and to be responsive to the unique

ness of others. The inability to perceive objectively the 

individual personalities of the other characters stems 

primarily from strong dependent relationships with other 

people who appear to be in touch with reality and thus con

fident of their identity. These dependent relationships are, 

however, based on illusions held by the pursuer. When these 

illusions are shattered, each protagonist who has been un

certain of an identity gains an insight into his or her 

individuality and the personalities of the other characters. 

For example, when Jake Donaghue, the initially uncommitted 



121 

and rootless protagonist in Under The Net, is freed from his 

fantasies about Hugo Belfounder and Anna Quentin, he 

recognizes for the first time his uniqueness and his poten

tial to be a creative writer. In The Flight From The 

Enchanter Rosa Keepe, who is under the overpowering spell of 

Mischa Fox, liberates herself from his influence and returns 

to work as editor of an independent socialist publication, a 

responsibility she had previously avoided. Dora Greenfield, 

a youthful character in The Bell, eventually escapes from the 

domination of her husband and establishes her own life, 

separate from her husband's, as an art student and a future 

art teacher. Through a variety of incidents, all the 

selected characters in Miss Murdoch's novels experience a 

dialectical change which enables them to discover the unique

ness of their own identities and to apprehend the individual 

value of other people. The overall solution that Miss Murdoch 

appears to be proposing in these novels is that the indivi

dual, once freed from his subjective illusions about others, 

can find meaning and purpose in life through work, creative 

achievement, or both. Furthermore, once the protagonist 

discovers this purposeful direction in life, each one is able 

to balance the various demands of his or her social, pro

fessional, and private life in accord with the demands of his 

or her distinctive nature. 
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In chapter three, Alan Sillitoe in Saturday Night and 

^^"^^y ^°^"i"g and "The Loneliness of the Long-Distance 

Runner" explores the effects of an industrial society, with 

Its accelerated pace and its dehumanizing mechanical and 

technical structure, on the human being. Sillitoe focuses 

on the plight of the working-man in the mid-twentieth 

century by emphasizing that the impersonal and mechanistic 

environment of the working-class person creates a social 

jungle that alienates the individual. Furthermore, Sillitoe 

is concerned with the altered mores produced by the relative 

affluence in post-war British society. By not conforming to 

the rules of an alien system, Sillitoe's protagonists, Arthur 

Seaton and Smith, rise above what threatens to depersonalize 

them. 

Sillitoe's main characters find themselves in an un

certain and inimical society as they struggle for self-

respect and a sense of personal identity. Both Arthur Seaton 

and Smith gravitate from isolation to affiliation, from non-

identity to identity, and from the sense of being man alone 

in a jungle to the knowledge of being a man related to 

others. The feeling of unity expressed by Sillitoe's central 

figures springs from a simple recognition that they and their 

fellow workers are trapped in the same dilemma of combatting 

the aggregation of established forces. Sillitoe's young 
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rebel protagonist can be considered as fighting a private 

war against the crushing power of authority in order to 

attain a sense of identity and to preserve his personal in

tegrity. 

The major distinction between the two stories is the 

degree of isolation experienced by the protagonists, and as 

suggested in the solutions for each central figure. Arthur 

Seaton, trapped in the prison-like environment of the 

factory, establishes a rapport with nature which enables him 

to apprehend the uniqueness of his personality and to pursue 

a mode of existence without knuckling under or conforming to 

a system of values alien to his working-class culture. On 

the other hand, Smith with the same working-class background 

is an outlaw in a reform school; his only means of asserting 

himself and maintaining his integrity is by open defiance of 

the standards expected of the prisoners and by remaining 

honest to his own value system. The jungle-like world that 

Sillitoe creates for these two protagonists does not appear 

to change; nevertheless each one invents some means of 

asserting his individual personality within this unyielding 

social structure. 

The fourth chapter is concerned with Colin Wilson's 

approar^h to the problem of alienation as revealed in some of 

his philosophical essays and in his first novel, Ritual In 
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The Dark. Wilson's primary interest is the development of a 

"new existentialism,^' a philosophy that asks the basic 

questions about the meaning of human existence, freedom, and 

the existence of God. Wilson's first philosophical work dis

cussed in this chapter is The Outsider, in which he estab

lishes the foundation of his new existentialism by tracing in 

literature and in society the problem of the Outsider, 

Wilson's label for the modern alienated man. The Outsider's 

situation consists of four basic aspects: a feeling of 

alienation, a sense of the meaninglessness of life, an aware

ness of self-delusion, and an instinctive knowledge that man 

is capable of something higher, a more intense form of exist

ence. These four aspects create an atmosphere of uncertainty 

for the Outsider and prevent him from discovering his true 

identity. Wilson believes that one of the chief aims for the 

Outsider is to find his way back to himself and to acquire 

self-knowledge, but this goal is difficult to achieve because 

it involves an intense psychological analysis and an exacti

tude of language to describe the various states of man's 

consciousness. 

In the second philosophical work discussed. Introduction 

To A New Existentialism, Wilson elaborates further on his 

proposal for a solution to the Outsider's problem. He main

tains that philosophy and science, using the phenomenological 
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method of language analysis of the mind's inner content, 

should study man's positive states of consciousness with the 

hope of making them more common and more available. This 

method of analyzing the structure of man's consciousness is 

Wilson's solution to the Outsider's basic problem, the 

rejection of the every-day world because it appears boring 

and unsatisfying. Furthermore, this solution resolves the 

Outsider's feeling of alienation, his sense of the futility 

of life, and leads him in the direction of finding himself 

and acquiring self-knowledge. Wilson believes that if man 

can succeed in learning enough about the moments when he 

intends meaning, then he has escaped what the existentialists 

identify as meaninglessness and therefore has the hopeful 

possibility of living in such a manner that he is always 

immediately aware of the meaning of his life. 

Colin Wilson also utilizes the medium of the novel to 

promote his philosophical ideas. Ritual In The Dark is a 

fictional presentation of Wilson's portrait of the Outsider, 

the alienated man who is searching for his identity. In 

this novel Wilson demonstrates through the central character, 

Gerard Sorme, the four basic aspects of the Outsider and the 

idea that a person who is inactive and almost completely 

withdrawn from the mainstream of social activity cannot dis

cover his identity. To illustrate the latter point, Wilson 
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traces the evolution of Gerard Sorme from a sullen, alien

ated person to someone who accepts the complexity of his 

life and who gains a sense of identity from active partici

pation in the process of living and an accumulation of self-

knowledge. Through the impact of his experiences with 

Austin Nunne, a sadistic murderer, and with other characters, 

Gerard finally completes the Outsider cycle. He has evolved 

from the depths of alienation, futility, and unreality and 

emerged as a man who is aware of his capabilities of reaching 

beyond the limitations imposed upon him by an illusory world 

and achieving a sense of purpose by sympathizing with others' 

pains and thus discovering his personal identity. Gerard 

Sorme, a vivid portrait of Wilson's Outsider, solidifies his 

self-image and offers a solution to the Outsider's problem 

of alienation. With the development of a concept of self, 

Gerard is able to battle the contingent ambience and his own 

solitude. Initially uncommitted and inactive, Gerard 

eventually establishes a direction for his life predicated 

on the security of his individual identity. 

In conclusion, then, this study has presented the quests 

of six different protagonists who are seeking some form of 

definition, some means of explaining who or what they are in 

an uncertain society. Each central figure gravitates from a 

position of isolation to affiliation with other people, from 
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non-identity to identity, and, most of all, each major 

character develops a desirable concept of self that restores 

purpose and direction in the protagonist's otherwise mean

ingless existence. The objective of this study has been to 

describe some of the ramifications of a modern sense of 

alienation as it is embodied in some mid-twentieth-century 

British fiction, and to demonstrate some of the possible, 

positive indicators that man has the opportunity to over

come the dilemma of meaninglessness. 
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