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Abstract 

The emotional history of men represents a frontier in masculinity studies that often 

promises to give authentic feeling back to men, and to give men who feel back to 

women. So-called vulnerable feelings such as grief sustain these hopes for male self-

awareness and transformation above all. In such narratives, however, male grief remains 

mostly aspirational, stuck in the process of recovering or opening up, thus deferring the 

work of mourning beyond the reach of readily claimed experiences of manhood. I hope 

to unsettle this narrative by exploring one permissive and quite animated site of male 

grief: men mourning mothers in the early twentieth century.  

Such a study in modernism is long overdue considering how this period produced 

numerous images of toughened masculinity and pointed to their invariably performative 

nature. My first chapter explores how Freud’s reading of mourning solidifies this dualism 

by conceiving of the affect of grief as an always surprising response to the pain of loss, to 

a wound that exists outside the self strictly speaking but materializes in mind and body. 

Grief represents lingering extensions of the self that tell the history of its desire and 

socialization. One place where these desires are regularly contested and adapted in 

representations of men’s emotional lives is in memories about lost or dead mothers. Most 

often, mothers in men’s writings about grief work serve as permissible locations of 

emotional injury in languages about otherwise hardened, unfeeling masculinity.   

The chapters below consider how British and Irish modernists explore specific 

iterations of masculinity by grieving mothers in the context of colonialism, nationalism, 

and totalitarianism. I argue that narratives about men mourning mothers participate in 

fashioning key discourses of masculinity during modernism. Many of the writers I 
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consider resist accepting the loss of a mother as a sign of accomplished male autonomy. 

Instead, they unpack customary consolations for surviving mothers, and open spaces to 

take a critical look at the social and political conditions that authored such losses. In the 

process, they enrich our understanding of how emotion and grief function in men’s ideas 

about masculinity during the modernist period. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

Instead of bewailing a lost youth, a man nowadays begins to wonder, when 

he reaches my ripe age of forty-two, if ever his past will subside and be 

comfortably by-gone. Doing over these poems makes me realize that my 

teens and my twenties are just as much me, here and now and present, as 

ever they were, and the pastness is only an abstraction. The actuality, the 

body of feeling, is essentially alive and here. . . . Then, in that year, for me, 

everything collapsed, save the mystery of death, and the haunting of death 

in life. I was twenty-five, and from the death of my mother, the world 

began to dissolve around me, beautiful, iridescent, but passing away 

substances. Till I almost dissolved away myself, and was very ill . . . (D. 

H. Lawrence, “Foreword to Collected Poems (1928)” 191-3) 

 

 

In the 1928 introduction to his Collected Poems, D. H. Lawrence interrogates his 

concerns about memory, masculinity, and modernity by describing his reaction to his 

mother’s death. Thinking back on his youth, he fixes on Lydia Beardsall Lawrence’s 

death to contemplate the stubborn persistency of the past and its failure to ebb into 

pacifying abstraction. The memory of her death exposes his awareness of an embodied 

side of grief, a “body of feeling” that fails to dissipate and let him “comfortably” inhabit 

his masculinity. So urgent is this feeling that Lawrence can still recall the panic attack 

that overtook him when his mother died, followed by an illness that nearly claimed his 

life. Twenty years later, Lawrence doubts whether his grief will ever “subside” and takes 

these signs of unfinished mourning as verification that he will never inhabit a self-assured 

manhood. Instead, he imagines himself constantly held open to the wreckages of personal 

memory. Further, Lawrence hypothesizes that this uneasy feeling will characterize the 

masculinities of more men too who will recognize and feel how their identities as men are 

constructed through all sorts of devastating losses meted out by history, romance, love, 

and family. This impression of an experience of vulnerability unique to men as men 
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originates from Lawrence’s insight into his unfinished grief for his mother, which 

establishes her loss as a significant event in his interpretation of his masculinity.  

In the chapters that follow, I wish to pry into Lawrence’s suggestion that other 

modernist men live out their masculinities through states of vulnerability exposed by the 

affect of grief and social practices of mourning mothers.
1
 A number of Lawrence’s peers 

portray dramatic, complicated experiences of mourning mothers—most notably James 

Joyce, World War One poets, and George Orwell. The mourning processes they chart are 

unique in too many ways to enumerate; but for each the death of a mother or her 

separation from her son presents an occasion to document, investigate, and share the 

relevance of “grief work” to experiences of masculinity defined by surprising 

relationships to vulnerability. These writers respond to the loss of mothers as chances to 

explore men’s exposures to and within states of upheaval, trauma, and change associated 

with late modernity in Irish and Anglo modernism. The bond between mother and son 

supplies a kind of practical signifier of social imperatives for men to mourn their 

vulnerability in order to engage with the social, political and cultural environments that 

shape their identities as men. In addition, several modernist men propose that the cause of 

a mother’s death or loss from disease, war, and political oppression as well as imperial 

institutions and totalitarian governments overlap with forces of change in lived 

experiences of masculinity and points to complex and rife relationships in the gender 

politics of vulnerability. Many writers from this period stress this overlay between 

mourning and masculinity, especially when the lost object is or recalls a mother, and in 

the process create moving, urgent, vibrant images of men and mothers.  
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Modernist men grieve in complex ways, of course, and interpret grief through 

many discrete practices of mourning. My aim is not to constrain the signs and symbols of 

masculine mourning or its emotive vitality, but to identify one kind of loss in 

representations of masculinity that takes its cue from the discursive possibilities around 

male grieving and in turn shapes those possibilities. As a cultural practice, mourning 

identifies an excellent place from which to consider the incoherence of masculine ideals 

of autonomy and invincibility because it sits at the cusp where embodied feelings such as 

grief become transmuted through social arrangements of gender. In this respect, 

modernist writers tend to portray men’s grief for mothers offering a special glimpse into 

male vulnerability—a glimpse that is carefully controlled, rehearsed, and worked over 

since it contains the potential to unsettle normative ideas about stoic, unfeeling 

masculinity. Many of the writers I will consider activate an impression of what I term 

permissible vulnerability: the belief that men can only grieve losses that represent an 

exceptional psychic blow, which can serve to recuperate mourning as a domain of 

hegemonic masculinity in so far as it signifies a successful loss of vulnerability. 

The representations of mourning I am most interested in chip away at the 

persistent “narrative of masculinity as emotional restraint” that Milette Shamir and 

Jennifer Travis unpack in their introduction to Boys Don’t Cry: Rethinking Narratives of 

Masculinity and Emotion in the U.S. (19). Shamir and Travis argue that this narrative has 

largely “survived its own critique” by feminist criticism and masculinity studies, which 

continue to take male-coded typologies of the strong, silent type whose emotional depths 

remain hidden from view as the norm from which other masculinities may deviate but not 

significantly depart (18). This reading of heteronormative masculinity as emotionally 
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frozen contains a fallacy, Shamir and Travis point out, since emotion is socially coded 

and can be “incited precisely at the moment of its announced disavowal” (13). That is to 

say, those arch figures of male reserve, of closing up, withdrawing, and deflecting often 

signal an emotional response in themselves. A more adaptable narrative of masculinity 

requires redrawing what Cathy Davidson terms “the affective geography of gender” (qtd. 

in Shamir and Travis 20). This work requires thinking outside the usual scripts of 

masculinity that take for granted that feeling for men, especially what we might call 

positive feeling associated with “love labour,” necessitates negation.  

Returning to the example from my epigraph, Lawrence celebrates the enduring 

meaning of his mother’s life by thinking about how it opens up a mode of painful feeling 

that challenges his ideas about “manhood.” He pictures himself spiraling out of control, 

“collaps[ing]” and “dissolv[ing]” into an almost sickly state. Grieving his mother creates 

a space to explore the affective relevance of grief to his masculinity and experiences of 

weakness and hurt that under other conditions might present a more alarming threat to his 

masculinity. Indeed, the idea that his grief represents a turning point in the narrative that 

he fashions about his youth inserts a moment of vulnerability into Lawrence’s narrative 

about identity making. As if foreseeing a threat to his masculinity in his mother’s death, 

he codifies male grief as an exception rather than a rule and implies that only his mother’s 

death could bring him to such an emotionally brittle state. While appearing to divulge a 

rare moment of fragile manhood then, Lawrence turns his sense of disarming grief into a 

narrative about his masculinity as always aspirational and incomplete rather than 

consummate. Lawrence avows his grief for his mother in order to mitigate a larger 

constitutional vulnerability to his masculinity posed by his feelings of grief.  
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Before going further I want to clarity how I intend to configure vulnerability in 

relation to grief and masculine practices of mourning since this term has received 

significant theoretical attention lately across several disciplines. In the social and human 

sciences, vulnerability typically refers to a “susceptibility to harm, powerlessness and 

marginality” that implies an ethical obligation to reduce or eliminate the cause of the 

other’s risk to harm, as in the locution ‘vulnerable populations’ designating groups who 

experience undue risk to harm or discrimination (Adger 268). More recently, theorists 

have explored how vulnerability can function not only as a deficit, but also as an asset 

revealing interdependencies and productively crossing positions of class, gender, race, 

and sexuality.
2
 Martha Albertson Fineman unpacks the benefits of thinking through one’s 

own as well as another’s susceptibility to harm in her theory of the vulnerable subject. 

She explores how, when “freed from its limited and negative association,” vulnerability 

can become “a powerful conceptual tool” (9). This repurposed meaning serves as a useful 

concept for masculinity studies and attempts to destabilize a whole set of traditional 

signifiers around manhood that acquire their cultural relevance from binaries with various 

states of vulnerability, such as strength, power, domination, and control. Giving adequate 

attention to how men experience and participate in vulnerability represents a socially 

critical exercise and a potentially transformative one. The sociologist Michael Kimmel 

argues that many white middle-class men in contemporary America learn to redirect 

feelings of “shame, inadequacy, [and] vulnerability” through violence because they have 

not acquired the capacity to experience hurt. Most men fail to recognize personal fragility 

in ways that might enrich ideas about normative masculinity (77). In other words, while 

vulnerability usually signals an negative trait, many men stand to benefit from 
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reconnecting with states of susceptibility to risk, exposure, and wounding that promote 

affective development and limit disavowals of emotional life and interpersonal 

connectivity.  

Grief points to some of the ways that affective experiences comprise men’s 

interpersonal bonds. When men lower their psychic defenses, they supposedly reconnect 

with vital human affects often disavowed in performances of what R. W. Connell terms 

hegemonic masculinity (77). Steve Bearman argues that male social conditioning, which 

requires isolating boys when they are young from states of vulnerable bonds to other 

boys, girls, fathers, and mothers, reduces men’s capacity to articulate when they “get 

hurt, feel scared, become outraged, or embarrassed, frustrated or sad” (Bearman 216). 

bell hooks forms this concern about male prohibitions around vulnerability into a plea to 

value the therapeutic potential of vulnerability in The Will to Change: Men, Masculinity, 

and Love. Rather than teaching men “to despise their vulnerability,” hooks writes, “we 

must be willing to hear men speak their pain” and “model for men the emotional 

awareness healing requires” (142). (Interestingly, the subjects who often take on the 

burden of listening to and validating men’s vulnerability in hooks’ analysis are women.) 

hooks goes on to propose that grieving represents one of the most important tools for 

recuperating male affect and emotional awareness since it designates a side of psychic 

life denied to most men: “Girls and women can cry, can express sorrow throughout their 

lives. We can just let it out. Males are still being taught to keep it in and worse, to deny 

that they feel like crying” (160-1). hooks’ argument that listening to male pain will 

challenge hegemonic male culture is aspirational, certainly, and recalls interrogations of 

the male mystique by the men’s liberation movement during the 1970s that criticized 
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male gender roles for cutting men off from emotional mindfulness. As Betty Friedan 

wrote in the 1973 edition of The Feminine Mystique: “Weren’t men dying too young, 

suppressing fears and tears and their own tenderness? It seemed to me that men weren’t 

really the enemy—they were fellow victims, suffering from an outmoded masculine 

mystique that made them feel unnecessarily inadequate” (qtd. in Kimmel 104). Emotion 

and vulnerability have thus served for some time as weighted signifiers in debates about 

masculinity. In this dialogue grief often contains the potential to point a way towards 

transformative manhood by seeing how men not only inhabit the role of oppressor in 

patriarchy, but also the (internally) oppressed.   

This contemporary discourse about male healing, however, can underestimate just 

how often grief and its social expressions function as signifiers for various masculinities, 

and how emotional expression in and of itself may not always bring about progressive 

change in gender politics. Studies in masculine literary history are uncovering more sites 

where grief is permissible for men within even strict gendered spheres and codes of 

masculinity. Eric Haralson, for example, shows how men actively contributed to the 

language of the domestic elegy of the nineteenth century, which literary criticism still 

persistently deems “feminine,” by authoring many elegies for dead children. As Haralson 

explains, such writings did not necessarily work to claim emotional vulnerability as a 

male trait so much as “refashion[] emotional expressivity to accommodate codes of 

affective restraint” (Shamir and Travis 30). David Anthony makes a similar argument 

about antebellum American marketplace masculinity by noting how “extreme modes of 

affect … often act in the service of imperiled categories of class and gender, rather than 

as somehow radical agents of transgression and change” (729). These readings offer a 
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good reminder of a point R. W. Connell makes in his now standard text on masculinity 

studies, namely that “men are not permanently committed to a particular pattern of 

masculinity” but “make situationally specific choices from a cultural repertoire of 

masculine behavior” (xix). Masculinity designates a discursive construct, and as such 

affect and grief do not stand outside or prior to masculinity but appear within a set of 

socially available symbols.  

I argue that modernist writers tend to view a son’s grief for his mother as a 

situationally permissible site of vulnerability that magnifies the complex discursive 

nature of male practices of mourning. The writers I read explore, sometimes critically and 

sometimes less so, cultural notions about unfeeling masculinity, or what Cassandra 

Loeser and Frank G. Karioris call the “masculinist epistemology” that “avoids 

consideration of how human ‘being’ requires sensual, sensory, affective and active 

embodiment” (vii). Writers such as Lawrence, Joyce, and Orwell show how men can 

cultivate masculine selves in immediate relation to affective experiences of trauma and 

loss that potentially disrupt expectations put forward by expressions of hegemonic 

masculinity that men disavow much affect. In the process, these writers continually 

navigate complex gendered norms in order to make men’s grief legible as such and to 

make it accomplish particular symbolic and social work. Quite often, modernist male 

writers can produce illogical and even contradictory relationships between masculinity, 

grief, and vulnerability—as in D. H. Lawrence’s account of his breakdown after his 

mother’s death so as to reassure himself, and his reader, that his masculinity is otherwise 

intact. This redirection is particularly common among men mourning mothers who serve 

as symbols for male feeling disavowed elsewhere, whether for kin, nation, women, or 
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other men. Thus repurposed, male grief creates the impression that mothers enjoy a 

rarefied spot in men’s affections, a kind of discursive soft spot that promises to reveal an 

authentically vulnerable male self. As Lawrence attests, however, men’s efforts to claim 

vulnerability typically run up against a series of heteronormative attempts to disavow any 

too intimate loss. Lawrence’s modernist peers therefore consistently frame feelings of 

grief for mothers as signs of male stoicism by conceding just this one painful loss. 

My interest in male practices of mourning focuses on the complexity of images of 

male vulnerability, their ability to signify fragility and weakness but also resilience and 

vitality. At first glance, grief seems like an incongruous pairing with vulnerability since it 

signals one’s susceptibility to another person’s risk to harm. To mourn another person’s 

death usually means that she or he was more vulnerable to harm than the elegist at some 

point. Yet, modernist writers’ fascination with the psychic spaces of affect and memory 

prods many of them to theorize the terrain of the psyche as eminently injurable. In his 

foreword to Collected Poems, Lawrence describes his sensation of grief as a “body of 

feeling” that experiences actual pain, as opposed to simply a cognitive experience of the 

past as abstract memory. And in his 1917 essay on mourning Sigmund Freud posits that 

grief does real harm to the ego through an invisible but still painful blow that behaves, in 

his famous simile, “like an open wound” (14: 253). As my first chapter explores, the 

paradox of a wound that refuses to heal, or heals but continues to hurt, informs a wide 

range of writings about male grief as disavowed pain. The premise that grief functions 

like sensory pain that never goes away, that never fully heals, serves as a metaphor for a 

number of modernist writers who picture their masculinities as made up of a constant 

navigation of vulnerable feeling. By doing so they destabilize a medley of binaries 
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between grief and fortitude, strength and weakness, power and frailty that re-entrench 

strict gender differences and supposedly carve out a space of hegemonic manhood. 

Walter Benjamin is another modernist who proposes that what makes turn-of-the-

century masculinity distinct from masculinities during earlier periods is a tendency to 

vulnerable feeling, or to feeling vulnerable. Benjamin sees his peers as particularly 

susceptible to fleeting romantic bonds. The flâneur he observes strolling Paris’ 

boulevards and in Charles Baudelaire’s verse suffers romantic loss everyday in 

voyeuristic urban settings. Benjamin proposes that such men recklessly place the object 

of their affection on alluring pedestrians and so open themselves up to disappointment by 

falling in “love—not at first sight but at last” (169). Benjamin portrays men here as 

vulnerable to the pangs of their own desire, to overextending their libidinal wishes and 

anguishing in imagined but nonetheless intoxicating losses. Men’s sexual desires yield 

more failures than conquests, which suggests to Benjamin that male desire is desperately 

wrapped up in claiming affection only to mourn it. Such men therefore experience their 

modernity in a state of heightened psychological vulnerability to stresses for which 

earlier modes of masculinity have somehow failed to prepare them.  

In the case of men mourning mothers, the idea that grief reveals underappreciated 

experiences of male vulnerability overlaps with the understated trauma of surviving a 

parent. In a review of the psychological literature on children grieving parents, Catherine 

Sanders remarks that very few studies focus on “nonpathological variants of the grief of 

an adult child,” apparently since many studies report “lower intensities of grief” produced 

by the loss of a parent than other forms of loss (199-200). Sanders goes on to point out 

that expectations that adult children will eventually lose their parents can create a false 
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sense of security that makes mourning such a loss challenging. An “emotional[] 

unprepared[ness] to release a parent when death occurs,” she concludes, “will make it 

more difficult to fully accept the loss of one’s parent as a psychic reality (199).
3
 Such 

false confidence can buttress male claims to fortitude and produce traumatic moments of 

unexpected breakdown, as D. H. Lawrence demonstrates at the start of this chapter where 

he describes how “everything collapsed” after his mother’s death. Trauma is an 

appropriate term to use here since in Freudian psychoanalysis it refers to a failure on the 

part of the ego to anticipate and adequately prepare for a painful experience (Freud 

18:32). By extension, the idea that one can fully prepare to accept the reality of a parent’s 

death is arguably, as Sanders suggests, mistaken to begin with. My next chapter explores 

how psychoanalysis theorizes the process whereby children survive and mourn mothers 

nearly as soon as they become aware of their mothers’ alterity.  

Of course, representations of male grief for mothers are not limited to the 

twentieth century. We can find depictions of men mourning both women and mothers 

among texts from many earlier historical periods.
4
 The late nineteenth century 

dramatically increased the attention that Western literary traditions give to mothers’ 

bereaved sons, especially with the popularity of the bildungsroman that created a unique 

space to explore maternal loss in narrative form. Children’s literature as well as serialized 

novels with adult readerships normalized the depiction of mothers’ deaths and the social 

imperative for children to work through them. Charles Dickens’ novels and commercial 

successes like Little Lord Fauntleroy (1885-86) and Tommy and Grizel (1900) again and 

again present young boy and girl orphaned and separated from their mothers. This 

fascination with children surviving mothers sometimes reflected social concerns about 
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maternal mortality rates during childbirth.
5
 In addition, this trope could also undergird 

nineteenth-century cultural institutions of imperialism. Male service to the empire began 

by removing a boy from feminized domestic spheres and inserting him into an all-male 

community. Boys’ adventure stories and boarding-school memoirs and fictions offered 

distinctly male versions of the coming-of-age novel. In these subgenres, the social and 

cultural meanings of being physically separated from a mother acquire overt gender 

valences. The perceived need for boys to distance themselves from mothers’ feminine 

influence produced many rehearsals of this socially desirable loss in literary form, most 

popularly in Rudyard Kipling’s Kim (1901), J. M. Barrie’s Peter Pan (1902), G. A. 

Henry’s With Kitchener in the Soudan (1903) and the first of Henry Williams’ The Flax 

of Dream novels (1921). Since many of these representations were so heavily scripted by 

ideologies about imperialism and hegemonic masculinity, this loss rarely came with the 

free terrain to explore personal grief and individual strategies of mourning.
6
   

Modernist writers inherit these gendered notions about what it means to lose a 

mother, but instead of imagining it as a necessary if painful journey to male selfhood, 

recast such losses to stress their disruptive effects. These authors move away from 

portraying always absent or already lost mothers of nineteenth-century texts, to mothers 

who are unfairly lost, suddenly killed, or incompletely mourned. The writers I examine 

exploit this sense of untimeliness and discover a latent untimeliness in a mother’s death, 

even when ‘her time’ comes and all the more so when she is taken ‘before’ her time. 

Quite a few texts thus delay the process of working through a mother’s loss and 

disassociate a tolerance for it as an appropriate masculine response to grief. Even now, at 

his “ripe age of forty-two,” Lawrence can recall in detail the feeling of disruption that 
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accompanied his mother’s death—“everything collapsed.” Male modernists attest to 

experiencing the death or loss of their mothers as shocking disturbances to the world 

around them. These losses emerge as common sources of male grief in early twentieth-

century discourses of war, colonialism, disease, political tyranny, and social alienation 

that magnify the possibilities for talking and writing about male affect and heartache.  

 

Three Portraits of the Filius Dolor 

  

In a sense, my aim is to search out representations of the reverse of the Christian 

pietà or mater dolorosa: the filius dolor or sorrowful son. The mother-as-mourner trope 

exerts a strong hold on representations of sorrow in Western art and long-standing 

cultural norms about the gender of mourning. As Ruby C. Tapia points out, an image of a 

mother weeping over the crumpled body of her dead child or son, as Mary does over 

Christ’s body, is outstandingly appropriable because it appears to contain “so much 

apparently natural and transparent feeling” (19). In contrast to cultural images that 

naturalize female feeling and grief work, men’s sorrow may appear, when it appears, as 

slightly askew or overwrought. Men’s dominance in the literary elegy tradition far 

outweighs examples of men in pictorial arts shown doing the work of mourning. Yet, 

English and Irish modernists, including both writers and artists, create many images of 

men grieving mothers and use such portraits to read men’s national, political, and artistic 

identities. My first chapter explores representations of male mourning in psychoanalytic 

theory. The next three chapters explore literary texts about men mourning mothers in the 

work of individual authors as well as cultural discourses about sons mourning mothers. 
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Occasional elegies such as those by Thomas Hardy and D. H. Lawrence concern me less 

than elegiac texts that deliberately set out to engage with broader discourses about 

masculinity, mourning, and motherhood and the surprising linkages between. These 

explorations can span an author’s entire body of work, or be relatively short-lived but 

culturally resonant, as in combat writings from the First World War. This conflict offers a 

rich reservoir of literary representations of sons in mourning and supplies a focal point 

for three distinct but interrelated portraits of men grieving mothers: the artist-elegist, the 

soldier-poet, and the survivor-son. The relationship of mourning to modernist aesthetics 

and writing permeates each of these figures of mournful masculinity, and I hope to show 

how these writings advance modernist experimentation, usually as a means to a sought 

after elegiac expression. 

My first chapter considers how several early psychoanalytic texts offer a 

masculinist view of mourning that works to negate the significance of the lost other 

except under culturally permissible sites of loss. That said, the sustained attention that 

mourning receives from Freudian and post-Freudian theory underscores anxieties about 

these sites of gendered psychic life, which often remain incompletely theorized as such. 

In his initial essays on mourning, Freud sets out to describe how the ego resists losing 

any loved object but eventually learns to accept losses as inevitable. The example of a 

child mourning a parent later gives Freud his prime example, suggesting to some extent 

that his main concern all along is the all-too cruel psychic necessity of separating from 

and surviving one’s early attachments to parents. The social imperative to endure and 

ultimately to thrive after losing such an attachment establishes the central paradox of 

Freud’s theory of the work of mourning. “The Ego and the Id” develops his concern with 
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how children mourn parents into a theory of gender acquisition that reveals an express 

interest in male-coded strategies of displacing grief and supplies much of the libidinal 

redirection involved in the Oedpialization of the psyche. The challenge that 

psychoanalytic theory consistently returns circles around a set of resistances to thinking 

grief and masculinity together, which I argue deconstructionist writers responding to 

Freud attempt to undo. In Camera Lucida, Roland Barthes frames his grief for his mother 

as meaningful insofar as it is painful, or painful because it is important, or as he says, 

“poignant” (27). The portraits of men in mourning that Barthes and Jacques Derrida offer 

consistently imagine masculinity as a process of cultivating difficult-to-name 

vulnerabilities to affect and to the other, thus affirming a place for painful feeling in 

theoretical writings about masculinity.  

Chapter Two considers how James Joyce privileges men who articulate their 

vulnerabilities in Irish colonialism and act out their political and artistic disobedience by 

claiming personal grief. I start by exploring Joyce’s reaction to his mother’s death in a 

letter he wrote to Nora Barnacle shortly before they decided to leave Ireland for good. 

Joyce roots his individualistic politics and his rejection of bourgeois culture, British 

colonialism, and Catholic authority in his unfinished grief for his mother. In the wake of 

her passing, Joyce says he feels compelled to adopt a posture of non serviam: a refusal to 

cooperate with the political and cultural institutions of oppression in Ireland that may, 

however obliquely, have contributed to May Joyce’s early death. He interprets his 

mother’s death next to his calling as an artist, suggesting that his famous assertion of 

independence signifies a personal wounding and an admission of vulnerability to one’s 

feelings for the other. Joyce’s reading of his grief over his mother’s death provides a 
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compelling and an under-appreciated entry point into his writings and his representation 

of masculinity. Through a series of readings that span most of Joyce’s fiction and some of 

his essays, I probe the relationship between Irish masculinity and vulnerability that 

follows from his own incomplete mourning. I pay special attention to Stephen Dedalus’ 

mourning work for his mother, first during their separation while he is at boarding school 

in Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, and then in Ulysses after her death. Both texts 

attend to the loss of his mother when considering the value of disconsolate grief for 

Stephen’s masculinity, political consciousness, and aesthetics. In Joyce’s writings, as in 

his own life, a mother’s death inaugurates for her son abrupt schisms with family, state, 

and history that form the ground upon which avant-garde modernism takes place. 

Chapter Three, “Soldier Boys and Mothers,” continues to investigate how early 

twentieth-century images of masculinity invoke experiences of losing or being separated 

from a mother in order to articulate unique sites of male vulnerability. I explore how 

Commonwealth soldiers during the First World War express dissatisfaction with the 

imperialist and corporate cause of war by refusing to accept as natural long separations 

from families and loved ones, and how these feelings are often directed to mothers in 

letters, songs, and poetry through an assortment of gendered practices having to do with 

epistolary writing, pastoral poetry and male camaraderie. The destruction of Europe’s 

“flower of manhood” during the First World War and the consequent stress it placed on 

personal and familial bonds finds expression in elegies for mothers in many combatants’ 

writing. In rituals of leaving home to fight at the front, soldiers’ fiction and memoirs 

invoke turn-of-the-century narratives about young men separating from their mothers by 

leaving for boarding school or service to the empire. The analogy between these two 
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leave-takings quickly shows signs of strain, however, under the weight of trench warfare. 

The naturalness of a boy’s separation from his mother becomes less tenable—and much 

less tolerable—when it comes to stand for the destruction, rather than forging, of young 

male life. Texts like Siegfried Sassoon’s Memoirs of George Sherston and Erich Maria 

Remarque’s All Quiet on the Western Front deploy soldiers’ laments for lost mothers in 

ways that fuse a resistance to this loss with wider condemnations of the war and the 

images of masculinities required to sustain it. Soldiers’ poetic and epistolary writings 

often turn to memories about mothers at home to iterate feelings of vulnerability, 

alienation, and abandonment by both kin and nation. In the poetry of Rupert Brooke and 

Ivor Gurney, such utterances create complex structures of sentiment for readers through 

images of national and pastoral motherlands. In Wilfred Owen, expressions of longing for 

mothers actually help sustain camaraderie by supporting a sense of fictive kinship 

between combatants. Both rhetorical strategies find affective and ideological resonance in 

affixing dire experiences of war to thoughts about never seeing one’s mother again. This 

chapter ends by showing how these discourses gain further elaboration in canonical 

modernist texts from the interwar era. In the final section of T. S. Eliot’s The Waste Land, 

for example, male bereavement for dead mothers offers an arresting image of 

modernity’s rupture in the wake of the First World War in the cries of “maternal 

lamentation” from men that continue to echo in the minds of survivors.  

My final chapter turns to the novels of George Orwell and Nineteen Eighty-Four 

in particular to consider how a later modernist sees men’s personal memories and grief 

for mothers as subject to political control and ideological persuasion. Orwell is the odd 

one out alongside James Joyce and First World War combatants since his writings are not 
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rooted in an autobiographical experience of losing his own mother. However, like them 

Orwell explores seductions to nationalism and other forms of collective belonging in 

gendered discourses about masculinity and motherhood. After serving during the Spanish 

Civil War, Orwell said he devoted his entire career to resisting totalitarianism. By this, he 

meant resisting collective amnesia used for political ends and challenging the ways that 

the deaths of innocents were used in public consciousness to distract people from the real 

threat of totalitarianism to democratic society and private life. In his last novel and in 

Coming Up for Air, Orwell directly writes against the kind of “lethal mourning” (Detloff 

56) in atrocity propaganda that often features slain mothers.
7
 For Orwell, such appeals to 

memory and emotional life are inflammatory if not duplicitous. Instead, he elegizes the 

loss of biological kinship in socialist discourses about communal belonging that attempt 

to erase or, more truthfully, appropriate maternity to fashion both personal and collective 

identities for the purposes of the state. The male protagonists in Orwell’s last two novels 

resist giving up their bonds with dead mothers, which, in the world of Oceania and in the 

fascist and Communist regimes the novel allegorizes, pose a threat to an ideal totalitarian 

state devoid of all kinship ties.  

 

This study is the first to comment on the shared concerns—social, political, 

psychological, and literary—of men mourning mothers from 1900 to the 1940s. Earlier 

criticism on modernist literature has explored representations of sons mourning mothers 

on a case-by-case basis and produced biographically rich analyses of authors such as 

James Joyce and William Carlos Williams.
8
 The personal lives, aesthetics, and politics of 

these two canonical male modernists were intimately shaped by their relationships to 
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their mothers, and in both cases by their mothers’ marginalized racial and colonial 

identities that contributed to complicating their memories for their sons.
9
 The implication 

from these two examples is that, as much as they reveal about representations of male 

mourning practices or motherhood during the early twentieth century, they pose 

exceptions to normative bonds between mothers and sons, and to male as well as 

modernist expressions of grief. Kerry Driscoll proposes that Williams’ long elegy for his 

mother, Yes, Mrs. Williams, sprang from an arrested personal bond to Elena Williams, a 

reading echoed by Williams’ biographer who claims that the poet failed to ever “break 

away” from his mother and “establish his own identity” (Marzán 84). Driscoll and Julio 

Marzán offer an all too familiar reading of male mourning for a mother by pathologizing 

and, really, shaming adult male grief as a sign of an unhealthy mother-son relationship. 

Rather than historicize Williams’ elegy next to other examples of men’s literary 

expressions of grief, Driscoll and Marzán take for granted at some level that it is 

untoward for a son to exert much energy mourning his mother, and that if he did it would 

signify a failure to appreciate the natural boundaries between self and other that 

characterize interpersonal bonds with loved ones. That is to say, Driscoll and Marzán 

almost exclusively associate with the individual what I wish to complicate with the 

social, cultural and political. As Williams and all of the authors in this study reveal, men 

use complex strategies of mourning mothers that make it difficult to immediately say 

which strategies disrupt or reaffirm conventional ideas about masculinity and mourning. 

This challenge leads to another predicament I wish to briefly explore, namely, how 

scholarship on modernism and mourning tends to create the impression of an absence of 

texts showing men mourning mothers. 
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This impression can either be implied or come to the forefront of discussions 

about representations of mourning in literature. In his survey of the twentieth-century 

poetic elegy, for example, Jahan Ramazani suggests that poets during the early half of the 

last century “were not as bold in elegies for parents as in other kinds of elegies” (221). By 

“bold” Ramazani refers to expressions of ambivalence for lost loved ones that Freud 

identifies with melancholia, and to the stylistic experimentation associated with 

modernism more generally. Several other surveys of the elegy, including those by Peter 

Sacks, Melissa Zeiger, Sandra M. Gilbert, and Gail Holst-Warhaft, reinforce Ramazani’s 

argument by making similar claims about the relatively weak showing of parents in 

modern elegies. Peter Sacks delays discussing lost family members in his survey of the 

canon of the English elegy until the late twentieth century, and Gail Holst-Warhaft skips 

elegies for parents entirely since, she writes, “in the death of an elderly person there is 

nothing unexpected to complicate grief” (7). 

As Warhaft’s comment reveals, the periodizing method of surveys of the elegy 

tends to create very specific expectations about mourning practices during precise 

moments in literary history that determine when, and how, scholars interpret and value 

expressions of mourning. This process can in turn ingrain assumptions about what kinds 

of lives are worth mourning, or are (and have been) grieved in public.
10

 Such assumptions 

gain purchasing traction in the first place because they rely on expectations about literary 

periods that shift over time. In Ramazani and Sacks, the American family elegy during 

the confessional and post-confessional years lays the strongest claim on elegies written 

by sons for mothers. If we use the poetic elegy as the single yardstick of accomplishment, 

Robert Lowell, Allen Ginsberg, and Seamus Heaney all wrote major elegies for their 
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mothers that overshadow the elegies produced by many of the writers in this study. 

Further, survey studies such as Ramazani’s and Sacks’ rely on distinctions between 

modernist aesthetics of impersonality and confessional poetics of lived experience that 

have undergone re-evaluations.
11

 They also reflect the prominence given to poetry in the 

study of mourning literature. When we relax definitions around elegiac writing, however, 

new experiences of loss, narratives about grieving, and practices of mourning emerge. By 

searching for expressions that escape the poetic elegy in fiction, memoir, and letters, the 

articulations of mourning available for study widens dramatically.   

The relationship between mothers and male vulnerability I chart foreshadows 

mid-century discourses about “momism,” or anxieties that over-affectionate mothers will 

emasculate their sons or, worse, turn them gay by refusing to let them grow up to become 

real men. Roel van den Oever explains how momism emerged as a dominant theory out 

of Freudian sociology from the 1940s to the 1970s as a reformulation of concerns about 

masculinity and motherhood developed during modernism. Norman Bates’ psychosis 

after his mother’s death in the film Pyscho (1960) encapsulates those anxieties most 

stunningly. Obviously, discourses about momism overshadow different ways of 

theorizing bonds between mothers and sons that do not pathologize failures to accept the 

loss of a mother’s feminine influence in order to consolidate one’s manhood. In this 

respect, modernist writers may offer some of the earliest portraits of what Terrance Real 

calls the “normal traumatization” of men: the process of emotionally wounding men by 

refusing to permit them to mourn the loss of attachments considered too intimate, 

personal, or feminine. “The way we ‘turn boys into men’ is through injury,” Real writes, 

“[w]e sever them from their mothers, research tells us, far too early” and “pull them away 
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from their own expressiveness, from their feelings, from sensitivity to others” (qtd. in 

hooks 60). Such traumas include dictating how young men mourn mothers as appropriate 

social attachments during childhood and adulthood, and mourn their mothers when they 

die. All of these experiences of losing a mother bring into play specific ideas about male 

fortitude, grief, and vulnerability that intersect with assumptions about grieving the loss 

of both parents and mothers.  

It does not take long to notice how the modernist period produced quite urgent 

needs to explore male grief. The deaths of countless young men during World War One 

and Two inspired a resurgence of elegiac writing as both combatants and survivors 

sought to mourn the war dead in ways attesting to the horror of modern warfare.
12

 These 

conflicts produced many images of male vulnerability tied to experiences of personal and 

collective loss, such as Siegfried Sassoon’s elegies for his fallen comrades, Ernest 

Hemingway’s postwar novels about wounded manhood, and T. S. Eliot’s vision of 

decimated male fertility in The Waste Land. In all of these representations of male loss 

and wounding, women rarely appear as sites of vulnerability for men or as mourned 

loved ones. The traditional gendered mourning roles that surface during wartime, 

whereby young men become fighters and war dead, and women assume responsibilities 

as survivors and mourners, confine many readings of these works to conventionally fixed 

gender patterns in mourning behavior.
13

 Reversing these roles by looking at how young 

men mourn women may seem strange at first. But, as I argue, the idea that masculinity 

demarks a site of vulnerability accelerates, if anything, during modernism’s wartime 

years through expressions of men’s grief for mothers.  
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Another explanation for the underwhelming attention given to men mourning 

mothers is how, according to psychoanalysis, men are always mourning their mothers in 

the sense that male subjectivity requires taking leave of one’s primal bond to a mother 

and seeking her out in substitute love objects. To search for representations of men 

working through the loss of mothers thus appears redundant since that mourning work 

would simply replicate the processes required to consolidate much of subjectivity. As 

much psychoanalytic theory after Freud maintains, all language acts convey the subject’s 

attempt to cope with “the interval between self and other, here and there, now and then” 

opened up by a mother’s distance from her infant (Santner 21).
14

 Julia Kristeva proposes 

that every cathectic bond bears the trace of incomplete mourning for one’s mother since, 

for both men and women, “the loss of the mother is a biological necessity, the first step 

on the way to becoming autonomous” (27). Kristeva continues to explain how many 

creative acts spring from this inner sense of loss originating from unresolved melancholia 

for a mother’s love, again suggesting that finding actual representations of men grieving 

mothers is unnecessary.  

My first chapter returns to poststructuralist accounts of primary maternal bonds, 

so for the moment I only wish to acknowledge that my readings depart from these above 

by way of a distinction between “structural” and “historical” losses.
15

 That is to say, 

tolerating social divisions from a mother as a result of growing up and forging new 

attachments within or outside the family is not the same thing as losing a mother when 

she dies, or being separated from her as a result of specific historical displacements. The 

biological and social losses of a mother experienced during childhood, from uterine 

expulsion at birth, to the incest taboo and rival bonds with siblings, herald some of the 
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unavoidable losses that go along with individuation. These losses are “structural” in the 

sense that they denote major events for most individuals along the way to socialization. 

The process of grieving them thus differs from the need to work through losses resulting 

from contingent, lived, or “historical” experience. Dominick LaCapra stresses this 

distinction and the slippage between structural and historical losses and proposes that we 

treat structural losses like absences since we never, in truth, possessed either. We are 

bound to experience most structural losses, and so the objects that we lose by them are 

somewhat always already lost (“Trauma, Absence, Loss” 719). Conversely, if we treat 

the death or separation from a loved one as equivalent to a structural loss, we bypass the 

pain of recognizing a totally unique loss and life. 

To offer one brief example, Stephen Dedalus in Ulysses demonstrates how such 

an elision between structural and historical losses may take place as part of a male 

compensatory strategy to defend one’s self against the pain of grief. As Stephen learns in 

“Oxen of the Sun,” set in a maternity ward, the process of mourning a mother will appear 

grossly inadequate if her child equates a historical loss (her death) with a structural loss 

(his biological separation from her). During the revelry of the medical students’ drinking, 

Stephen offends even the tastes of his ribald coterie by claiming that he can make the 

dead “troop to [his] call” in his writing (14. 1114). Since everyone around the room 

knows about Stephen’s mother’s death (he refuses to wear anything not black), the other 

men suddenly feel uncomfortable. Vincent supports Stephen’s ambitions as a writer, 

while Lenehan disapproves, adding with poor humour: “O no, Vincent. . . . Have no fear. 

He could not leave his mother an orphan” (14. 1122-3). Lenehan’s rebuttal invokes 

Stephen’s abandonment of his mother and country in order to become a writer, which 
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would have figuratively made him an orphan (SH 127; P 275). Returning to Ireland two 

years later, Stephen has now actually lost his mother to cancer and Lenehan’s remark 

calls everyone’s attention to this sore reversal: “The young man’s face grew dark. All 

could see how hard it was for him to be reminded of his promise and of his recent loss” 

(14. 1123-5). Stephen may have been prepared to leave his mother in order to gain artistic 

language, but such a compensatory strategy now looks distasteful after her death.
16

 Joyce 

fuses Stephen’s failure to achieve his masculine triumph as an artist with his grief for his 

mother. Both disrupt Stephen’s image of himself as a self-assured young man and are 

“hard” on him by revealing the young artist as insufficiency hardened by male grit. 

This scene packs a great deal of deflected male grief into one moment, almost 

such that it could serve as a synopsis of my argument that modernist writers represent 

men’s grief for mothers as opening a rare, if soon closed, chink in the armour of male 

fortitude. Recalling his grief for his mother makes Stephen embarrassingly aware of the 

fiction of his image of self-sufficiency. He emerges from the banter clearly not as tough 

as he made himself out to be in his boasts about his artistic prowess. Although, the 

strongest critique of unfeeling masculinity that the scene offers emerges not simply in 

Stephen’s pain (Is he hurt by the memory of his mother, or by Lenehan’s jab?) but in his 

friends’ recognition of it. Almost in a variation on Eve Sedgwick’s theory of homosocial 

desire, Joyce’s hero reaffirms his tie to the dominant construct of masculinity by avowing 

his affection for his mother with a group of men. These rowdy peers keep Stephen in 

check by deflating his performance of brazen masculinity. They tease out a gap between 

his claim to masculine achievement, and to the obvious needs and vulnerabilities invoked 

by the bond between mother and child. Stephen’s membership in this male cohort 
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therefore involves a complex relationship to the memory of his mother’s love that 

necessitates disavowal in order to carve out a small spot for male feeling within the 

typical blockages of male bravado.  

One more challenge to exploring how sons mourn mothers comes from the vast 

tradition of mothers in mourning. The figure of the sorrowful mother or mater dolorosa 

and the pietà in representations of the Lamentation of Christ occupy a central place in 

Western cultures of mourning. This tradition represents a vast collection of elegiac 

imagery and writings that offer alternatives to the formal pastoral elegy, dominated so 

heavily by Anglo male writers such as John Milton, Percy Bysshe Shelley, and Alfred 

Tennyson. And the alternatives are numerous. They comprise a rich literary heritage and 

in many ways a more diverse standard of cultural practices of mourning.
17

 As Nicole 

Loraux explains, in ancient Greece and Rome women elegists occupied a hazardous 

position since their grief as women was thought to contain a subversive element for civic 

order (11).
18

 In the modernist era, the figure of the wartime mother looms large around 

the First World War as nation states adopted the imagery of mothers in mourning to 

represent national both bereavement and consolation.
19

 More recently, the Mothers of the 

Plaza de Mayo in Argentina have given new life to the tradition of the wailing mother by 

rejecting attempts by the government to comfort them for the political murder of their 

sons and by making their mourning public. Further, over the last decade the widows and 

mothers of 9/11 victims have often entered the limelight in debates about the state’s 

responsibility to civilians killed during war and to the meanings with which their 

memories are linked.
20

 In all of these situations, women’s social roles as mothers bestow 

them with unique opportunities to become agents of politically relevant and disruptive 
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acts of public mourning. Yet, the conditioning of motherhood as the principal outlet of 

public mourning relies on patriarchal thinking that implies mourning is at some level 

women’s work. Moreover, such “grief work”—borrowing from recent discussions about 

“emotional work” or “love work” in feminist and masculinity studies—is often actively 

thwarted by patriarchal institutions.
21

 This gendering of mourning behavior reinforces 

ideologies that convince men not to grieve openly, or to express signs of mental distress 

and trauma that attend personal loss. Such prohibitions on male mourning can also make 

it less likely that women enter mourning discourses as “grievable lives.”  

This study shows how modernist writers created moving, complex, and self-aware 

representations of men mourning women by exploring one fraught site of male grief: lost 

mothers. In general I hope to make two interventions into the study of modernist 

literatures of mourning. The first concerns the nature of the losses mourned and the 

second pertains to who does the mourning. Modernism’s fascination with daily 

experiences of inner life produced striking examinations of experiences of grief that can 

still go unrecognized and unmourned in our contemporary period, despite a growing 

sensitivity to the manifold traumas that loss may engender. This includes losing an adult 

parent, which rarely announces itself as a challenging loss to accept but often becomes so 

through historical realities as well as a child’s failure to prepare—as if he ever could have 

fully prepared—to heal that blow to his psychic reality. Second, we can start to pry apart 

cultural assumptions about un-feeling masculinity associated with various masculinist 

epistemologies by acknowledging how deeply involved grief and practices of mourning 

are to experiences of manhood. Portrayals of hegemonic masculinity tend to displace 

intimate encounters with loss as unproblematic and ungrievable, while still showing a 
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fascination with cultivating painful affect into a sign of passionate and ag/grieved 

masculinity. Most men in this study value the ways that bonds to others render them 

alternately vulnerable and powerful in order to cultivate their identities as men. The 

writers I explore privilege encounters with grief and mourning work in order to 

accomplish their fragile masculinities. Sometimes, this even makes them a little more 

resilient, open, and legible men in the process. Most of the texts I consider stress men’s 

survival through complex states of vulnerability and show how those experiences become 

intimately related to what it means to be a boy or man during the modernist years. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

                                                 
1
 The scholarship on affect and mourning is immense and too varied to summarize here, but some brief 

definitions may be helpful, such as the distinction between affect and emotion as that between feeling 

without or through a subject. Sianne Ngai unpacks some of the recent critical debate around these two 

terms and acknowledges the influence of Brian Mussami’s distinction between emotion as “feeling given 

‘function and meaning’” in contrast to affect which “remains ‘unformed and unstructured’” (Massumi qtd. 

in Ngai 25). Rei Terada traces the philosophy of emotion in her study of feeling after “the death of the 

subject” and observes how the distinction above relies on the “content approach” to emotion, which 

maintains that, “in addition to being affects, emotions have to be about something” (18, 19); that is to say, 

“emotions entail beliefs and apply to objects” (19). My argument does not insist on a strong distinction 

between these terms, although I do aim to keep the difference between grief and mourning clear. By and 
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large, I will reserve the former term to designate the feeling of hurt and pain that accompany object loss, 

whereas mourning I use to refer to the elaboration as well as regulation of those feelings in social behavior. 

Even this distinction leaves something to be desired, however, since Sigmund Freud does not adhere to it in 

his writings on mourning and melancholia, which occupy much of Chapter 2. See also Jonathan Flately’s 

glossary on affect, emotion, passion and mood in his opening chapter to Affective Mapping: Melancholia 

and the Politics of Modernism (11-27). 

2
 The definition above has come under scrutiny for uncritically relying on identity politics and not taking 

into account differential allocations of vulnerability within specific class, gender, sexual, and racial 

positions. As theorists such as Luna (123) and Fineman (9) observe, labeling certain positions vulnerable, 

and others not, perpetuates an othering of already marginalized groups and fails to account for the latent 

vulnerability that characterizes all embodied experience, even if unevenly. 

3
 See also Robert. J. Kastenbaum’s Death, Society and Human Experience (323-35 and 366-75). 

4
 Among the few examples I have found of sons mourning mothers in literary texts before the nineteenth 

century are Odysseus’ encounter with his mother’s shade in Hades in book nine of The Odyssey, and 

Augustine’s discussion in Confessions about his unexpectedly distressed response to the death of his 

mother. On the latter see Krell (175-99) and Staten (5-7).  

5
 See Dever’s discussion of nineteenth-century medical debates surrounding maternal childbirth mortality 

(10-7), of which the greatest cause was “puerperal fever, also known as childbed fever,” a preventable but 

still common cause of death (12). 

6
 See Jonathan Rutherford on the imperialist ideology that underwrites turn-of-the-century literary portraits 

of sons separating from their mothers in bildungsroman novels, boarding-school poetry, and memoirs that 

present a young boy’s loss of this mother as an acceptable sacrifice along the road to his maturity (11-35). 

According to Rutherford, this loss was so imperative that boys and young men were forbidden to grieve it, 

which laid the groundwork for melancholic responses that reinforced the very gendered precepts that 

produce it: “In a patriarchal culture which denigrates ‘weakness’ in boys and men, it is impossible for the 

boy to grieve, and there can be no end to his mother’s dying. Loss holds him prisoner and he is arrested in 

his capacity to love another. Misogynistic rejection and emotional need alternate in the boy’s attempt to 

establish his independence from his mother. Locked away in boarding schools, the loss was made 
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inexorable, a boy’s mother became an impossibly idealized object encased in a fantasy home steeped in 

tender and loving care” (22). I hope to demonstrate how critical attitudes toward such constructions of 

masculinity in modernist texts go hand-in-hand with a partial relaxing of the social impossibility for men to 

mourn as men. 

7
 According to Detloff, “lethal mourning” entails activating anger in order to mobilize violence and other 

the perpetrator, or imagined perpetrator, of one’s loss (55-6). 

8
 See Mark Shechner’s final chapter in Joyce in Nighttown for an early Freudian reading of Stephen 

Dedalus and his mother’s ghost and Marie Lowe-Evans’ recent study of Catholic nostalgia and Mariolatry 

in Joyce (8-19). Kerry Driscoll’s William Carlos Williams and the Maternal Muse explores the relationship 

of William Carlos Williams’ mother, Raquel Hélèn Williams, to her son’s poetics (esp. 2-14). 

9
 On the autobiographical elements of lost mothers in Joyce, see Mark Shechner’s last chapter in Joyce in 

Nighttown and the introduction to Robert Spoo’s James Joyce and the Language of History and Christine 

van Boheemen-Saaf  (1-69 and 184-93). In addition, see Kerry Driscoll’s second chapter in William Carlos 

Williams and the Maternal Muse and Claudia Rosenhan’s “Euthanasia in Sons and Lovers and D. H. 

Lawrence’s Metaphysic of Life.” 

10
 For example, Melissa F. Zeiger claims that Thomas Hardy’s collection of elegies for his first wife, Poems 

1912-1913, is the first sequence of elegies inspired by the death of a woman (44). Yet, Lawrence’s elegies 

for his mother in Amores (1916) predate the majority of Hardy’s poems. The impression of an absence in 

men’s grief work for women in this case stems from Zeiger’s interest in tracing developments in the 

pastoral elegy, a genre that Lawrence’s poems do not heavily invoke. 

11
 For instance, Gabrielle McIntire’s study of T.S. Eliot and Virginia Woolf does much to destabilize 

conventional associations of modernist writing with impersonality and “capital “H” ‘History’” in contrast 

to postwar aesthetics of the personal. “What we find Eliot and Woolf already expressing in the early part of 

the twentieth century,” she writes, “is that to know history means to bring it into the folds of psychic time 

and to relate it to the (erotic and sensuous) implications of memory” (51). Along similar lines, Christian 

Sisack suggests that confessional poetry scholarship should pay greater attention to the many public realms 

implicated in such texts: “This historicisation would advance and complicate the work of this essay, and 
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might show, for instance, how the circumstances of the cold war, industrial capitalism, and a burgeoning 

commodity culture inflect the contestatory tactics glimpsed in Lowell’s poetry” (283).  

12
 For just a sampling of scholarship on the First World War and its disruption to the elegy tradition and 

cultural practices of mourning, see Cannadine (188-89 and 193-223), Gilbert (366-97), and Ramazani (1 

and 69-86). For an alternative account of the war’s impact on cultural representations of grieving, which 

stresses the continued “appeal of many traditional motifs” (5) in elegiac writing, see Jay Winter’s Sites of 

Memory, Sites of Mourning: The Great War in European Cultural History (esp. 2-9).  

13
 As an example, at least eight essays in Modernism and Mourning (2007) focus heavily on wartime loss 

and so predictably give considerable attention to male deaths in the history of modernist elegy writing.  

14
 I find Eric Santner’s introduction to Stranded Objects: Mourning, Memory, and Film in Postwar 

Germany provides a succinct overview of primal loss and subjectivity as it relates to and extends Freud’s 

original idea of the work of mourning (19-26).  

15
 The distinction between ‘historical’ and ‘structural’ losses comes from Eric Santner’s study in cultural 

mourning in postwar Germany (esp. 29), which Greg Forter lucidly summarizes in his essay on The Great 

Gatsby (39-42) and Patricia Rae in her introduction to Modernism and Mourning (16-7). Dominick 

LaCapra draws a comparable distinction between ‘loss’ and ‘absence’, where loss designates the persons, 

things, or ideas to which we one time had access, but no longer, and absence the persons, things, or ideas 

that we never did, but imagine otherwise (“Trauma, Absence, Loss” esp. 697-704).  

16
 A similar point is figuratively replayed when the discussion thereafter turns to the results of the Gold Cup 

horse race. Moments earlier, Bloom compares a soul leaving its body to a “fillyfoal” led by “her mother . . . 

a mare” (14. 1079, 1082-3). After the conversation that ends with exposing Stephen’s grief, Lenehan goes 

into mourning for his “lost five drachmas on Sceptre,” who was defeated by the unlikely Throwaway (14. 

1126-7). If horses playfully stand in then for Steven’s and Lenehan’s loses, Lenehan may learn the very 

lesson taught Stephen: symbolic recuperative strategies such as authorship (Sceptre) cannot triumph over 

all lost objects (Throwaway). 

17
 For recent scholarly work on classical representations of mourning mothers, see Kerri J. Hame’s essay on 

Klytaimestra, Antigone, and Medea (1-15) and Nicole Loraux’s book Mothers in Mourning. On mothers’ 

roles in nineteenth-century cultural practices of mourning, refer to Ann Douglas’ chapter “The 
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Domestication of Death” in The Feminization of America, and for studies on twentieth-century mothers in 

mourning in wartime see the essays by Malathi de Alwis, Sara Ruddick, and Nancy Scheper-Hughes in 

Lois Ann Lorentzen and Jennifer Turpin’s The Woman and War Reader.  

18
 See also Holst-Warhaft’s discussions of the Serbian “Women in Black” and The Mothers of the Plaza de 

Mayo in Argentina (104-23) as well as Bouvard on the latter (65-70), and Sanders “Ambiguities of 

Mourning” in David L. Eng and David Kazanjian’s Loss (77-89).  

19
 Much work in this area explores how official commemorative discourses during the war and the interwar 

years drew on the image of the mother in mourning, for example Arnup (190-211), Evans (esp. 113-36), 

and Winter (Sites 48-59). For considerations of women’s writings that attempt to overtly resist cooption by 

or even cooperation with the state, refer to Buck (esp. 88-90), Dowson (41-60), Helle (esp. 118-25), and 

Miller (Cultures 227).  

20
 See for example Tapia (21-6 and 101-11). 

21
 Judith Newton contrasts a general sense of men expressing their feelings, “emotion work,” with the 

pragmatic social labour of “love work” involved in fatherhood and heterosexual relationships (325-7). See 

also Jess Zimmerman’s brilliant essay emotion and gender on the feminist blog The Toast earlier this year: 

“We are told frequently that women are more intuitive, more empathetic, more innately willing and able to 

offer succor and advice. How convenient that this cultural construct gives men an excuse to be emotionally 

lazy. How convenient that it casts feelings-based work as ‘an internal need, an aspiration, supposedly 

coming from the depths of our female character’” (16).  
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Chapter Two: 

Impossible Vulnerability: 

Masculinity, Pain and Mourning 

 

Over the next few pages I wish to tease out a series of deferrals and displacements 

around male grief in psychoanalytic theory on mourning that reflect the literary and 

historical narrative I trace in the following chapters in modernist writers’ self-conscious 

treatments of men mourning mothers. My aim is not to offer a comprehensive history of 

mourning in psychoanalysis, but to identify a few hermeneutical challenges that Freud 

and later theorists run up against when thinking masculinity and mourning together. 

Specifically, I consider how Freud sets out to conceptualize the loss of the other as a 

privileged sign of male vulnerability through an interrogation of the epistemology of pain 

in grief. The strangely extra-physical reality of the affective experience of loss prods 

Freud to posit a theory of mourning that suggests grief involves a disturbance that 

exceeds the reality of what has happened, namely, the ego has lost an object that exists 

outside itself, which should not actually threaten its primary narcissism. Freud therefore 

hypothesizes that the ego responds to loss by initially denying the significance of the 

other and the ways in which the lost loved one renders the mourner vulnerable outside 

him or herself.  

Several Freudian and post-Freudian texts on mourning gender this defensive 

streak of the grieving ego male and, in turn, reveal multiple indexes by which masculine 

vulnerability to grief becomes a privileged sign of pain and transmuted into an indicator 

of hardiness. The most important of these texts are “Mourning and Melancholia” and The 
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Ego and the Id. In the latter, Freud revises his original notion of the work of mourning 

and displaces the signs and symptoms of grief into an image of quasi-masculine identity 

formation that posits a safe, fully resolved grief over parents and—for boys especially—

mothers. Several later theorists attempt to unknot the closed circuit that Freud erects by 

stressing the failure of closure, or “success,” in the work of mourning and incorporation. 

One of the most incisive re-interpretations of Freud’s theory of mourning as merely pain 

mitigation emerges in Barthes’ idea of punctum. In his elegy for his own mother in 

Camera Lucida, Barthes coins this term to indicate an exposure to the other that is only 

meaningful because it is painful. Barthes thus reasserts the capacity of mourning to enrich 

masculinity and revives the original spirit of Freud’s theory of mourning as an always 

surprising response to one’s vulnerability to the other. 

As an interpretive activity influenced by social norms regulating the expression of 

affect through the signs and symbols of grief, mourning encompasses a dense tradition of 

gendered thinking and thinking about gender.
1
 Starting with Plato’s ban on mimesis, 

where Plato singles out tragic theatre and women on the stage, whose grief supposedly 

introduces an element of instability to the civic state, Western thinking tends to gender 

grief feminine under a masculinist epistemology that privileges, or really claims, intellect 

and rationality. Nicole Loraux examines how ancient Greek and Roman laws viewed 

public signs of grief as dangerous to men as well as to the city-state because they were 

associated with an excess of feminine feeling. Women were not permitted to stay until 

the end of a funeral ceremony since, at the moment of burial, “their unbridled 

emotionalism would have disturbed the men” (22). Men who grieved outside the tightly 

controlled funeral laws in Greece, Plutarch notes, could be “punished by the 
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gunaikonómos, because they are overcome by unmanly and effeminate passions” (qtd. in 

Loraux 23). The outward signs of mourning are gendered in this discourse in terms of a 

double register of vulnerability, initially to the cause of grief, and again to the state of 

vulnerability introduced by that emotion. Feminine grief denotes an “intrinsic weakness” 

(22) or susceptibility as well as a communicable threat to men whose masculinity might 

be deflated by affective bouts of grief. Of course, attempts to narrowly gender grief 

represent a desire not so much to deny men the opportunity to grieve, since in many cases 

men were the only mourners or “volunteers” in funeral processions (15). Rather, these 

laws often sought to expel agonizing experiences of grief by cordoning them off under a 

rubric of femininity in order to control their social and political power. Archilochus thus 

encourages men to replace “odúnē,” “the inner suffering” that only women experience, 

with a “manly wound that keeps on bleeding but can be healed” (qtd. in Loraux 24). 

Through such gender prohibitions, men can supposedly “drive effeminate mourning 

away” (24) and safely carry out the mourning rites of the city-state.    

Archilochus’ paradox of a wound that continues to bleed despite being mended 

reflects a way of thinking about masculinity that continues to inform discourses about 

mourning as a social activity that consolidates gender identity. In Archilochus’ image of a 

psychic internal bleeding, men theoretically demonstrate their triumph over womanly 

odúnē by continuing to suffer pain, even though those wounds can be cured. In that 

respect, men apparently do not suffer such wounds strictly speaking. According to 

Archilochus, the proper sign of masculinity is not recovering from a wound, but 

extending it outward and sustaining it into the future. In this articulation of masculine 

grief, manliness stands for one’s ability to endure psychical harm, or a capacity for 
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vulnerability that allows men to demonstrate endurance through suffering. This 

interpretation advances a different argument than the idea that masculinity requires 

binaries such as vulnerable and invulnerable, strength and weakness, to activate ideas 

about male-coded power. For Archilochus, injuries peculiar to codes of masculinity 

represent wounds that men never recover from, suggesting that masculinity signifies a 

state of continuing to experience hurt whereby any performance of healing, strength, or 

resilience figures the wound within.  

This set of discursive practices managing the circulation of grief among male 

cultures continues to shape nineteenth-century representations of mourning as a social 

and aesthetic practice. The spaces where public mourning occurred such as the home, 

funeral parlor, and church often bore the stamp of gendered domestic spaces thought to 

shield the “excess” of sentimental feeling from the manly worlds of commerce and 

expansion (Miller 177). Such practices of controlling grief, Greg Forter argues, allowed 

men to enter and pass through “feminine” spaces and leave their masculinity largely 

intact. Forter calls this delicate arrangement manhood’s “compassionate interior—its 

‘feminine’ capacity for sympathetic identification and abrogation of the self’s borders” 

(4). This trope of a soft interior suggests that men could regulate affective experience 

better than women, hence Forter’s premise that this period fashioned the enduring image 

of the imminently self-assured and sensitive bourgeois family man. The disruption of 

many traditional male roles and institutions brought about by the turn-of-the-century’s 

advancing capitalist economies toppled this fine balance, however, and cut most men off 

from the sanctioned spaces of female-coded feeling (4-5). This crisis presented a 

dilemma for modernist male writers who had to redefine grief and many other affective 
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concepts as properly masculine, or disavow them and expel these capacities of psychic 

life onto social others such as women, gay men, and racialized groups. Forter argues that 

canonical modernism followed the latter path by displacing a wide range of affective 

experiences as “unmanly” (5). But, it is also possible to find attempts to re-code the 

gender of grief in modernist texts.  

Psychoanalysis offers one such intervention by initiating a theoretical 

reinterpretation of grief from a sentiment into a psychological activity that bears the 

traces of a historically specific set of concerns about masculinity and grief. The 

inspiration to psychoanalyze grief occurs to Freud in the first place against the backdrop 

of the First World War and the countless number of dead soldiers and men returning from 

the fields of Passchendaele, Ypres, and Flanders trying to leave their fallen comrades 

behind and resume regular domestic lives. During the first year or so of the war, Freud 

wrote two papers that show him positioning his analysis of mourning in relation to this 

socially gendered experience of grief, which culminated in his 1917 essay “Mourning and 

Melancholia.” “Timely Reflections on War and Death” (1915) invokes a primitivist 

discourse to argue that European men are psychologically capable of murdering in the 

context of combat without being hampered by pangs of remorse, since war “strips away 

our later stratifications of culture and brings the primeval man in us back to the surface” 

(193). Freud contributes to a popular fascination during the early war years about 

recovering a lost male vigor underneath the flabby pretense of civilized masculinity by 

tapping into a primal state of authentic (violent) manhood. The average German, French, 

or English soldier, Freud suggests, will “return cheerfully home to his wife and children, 

unchecked and undisturbed by thoughts of the enemies whom he has killed either in close 
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combat or with long-distance weapons” (189). At this point, Freud appears completely 

unaware of psychosomatic disturbances developed by soldiers at the front such as post-

traumatic stress disorder. The male subject he portrays appears wishfully unaffected by 

painful memories as a result of a cultural “denial of death” that embodies a collective 

response, he writes, “against the satisfaction of the hatred hidden behind grief for the 

beloved dead” (189). The psychological aplomb Freud ascribes to men forced to commit 

acts of violence thus does not signify control over such painful experiences, so much as a 

denial of feelings of hate. Elsewhere, Freud’s primitivist thinking again advances the 

premise of a crisis in masculinity characteristic of the pre-war years by claiming that 

combat will “force[] us once again to be heroes who cannot believe in their own death” 

(193), thereby positing war as a restorative process of masculine self-creation. Freud 

represents masculinity as largely unperturbed by the affect of grief, not because grief is 

irrelevant to experiences of manhood but because it is all too germane to masculinity as it 

is practiced.  

Freud’s next essay on mourning continues to approach grief with an obvious 

concern for its relevance to men. Here, he suggests that grief as an affect may represent a 

psychic disorder that the ego cannot deny. “On Transience” (1916) opens with Freud 

remembering a recent conversation he had with two young men who confided to him 

their regret about the waning summer months and, tacitly, the destruction signaled by the 

looming war. In the intimate scene he paints, Freud realizes he overestimated the two 

young men’s acceptance of the presence of death in their futures. While Freud marvels in 

the transient beauty that characterizes nature all around them, the two men resist the idea 

of losing even the smallest loved objects. This gives Freud the basis for his formulation 
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of the ‘work of mourning’ as an irrational defiance of the reality principle. Describing the 

two men, Freud writes: 

I concluded that there must be a strong affective element disturbing their 

judgement, and believe I found it later on. It must have been the psychical 

revolt against grief that devalued the pleasure of beautiful things for them. 

The idea that all this beauty was transient gave the two sensitive characters 

a foretaste of grief over its destruction, and as the psyche shrinks 

instinctively from everything painful, they felt their enjoyment of beauty 

to be spoiled by the idea of its transience. (198) 

Freud submits grief to an epistemological analysis that asks why it feels like pain at all, 

or why the cognitive experience of not having access to a pleasurable object produces the 

affect of agony for the psyche. As he continues: “we are at a loss to understand why this 

removal of the libido from its objects should be a painful process . . . . That, then is 

mourning” (199). This Cartesian dilemma pervades Freud’s writings on mourning and 

will crop up again in “Mourning and Melancholia” in his discussion of the “economics of 

pain” figured in the metaphysical trope of withdrawn libido (14: 244). In his essay 

published in 1916, the ontological status of mourning as a “painful” activity renders 

mourning a “great mystery” to Freud (198). His interpretation of the two young men 

suggests that their resistance to dwell upon the possibility of losing loved objects implies 

that they experience grief through the paradox of a painful idea. Their grief signifies a 

conceptual gap that exposes a state of affective agitation to the threat of a harm not fully 

known. 
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In his concern for the psychological vigor of his companions, Freud interprets 

mourning through a masculinist episteme tied to a specific cultural moment of male 

anxiety. His working theory of mourning as the ego’s acceptance of a painful state that it 

does not have to endure, if only it would concede to the reality principle more quickly, 

takes shape against the context of trying to console two young men facing danger. 

Freud’s arguably skewed take on the affect of grief genders his reading of mourning and 

establishes a male-normative theory about the sociality of the feeling of loss.
2
 One could 

almost say that Freud misreads the two young men’s trepidation about going off to war as 

grief and establishes mourning as the ego’s attempt to ward off the possibility of its own 

or another’s harm, rather than a therapeutic process of coming to terms with a loss. 

Indeed, the lag time between the loss of a loved thing and the ego’s recognition of that 

injury fascinates Freud and leads him in “Mourning and Melancholia” to portray the ego 

deliberating opting to languish in the tender blank space of the object’s former presence. 

Why the ego endures such pain willingly intrigues Freud to no end. His commitment to 

the pleasure principle in these investigations reifies a gendered discourse about grief as a 

threat to the masculine self, recalling Loraux’s analysis of feminine grief as dangerously 

excessive or, as Freud writes above, “disturbing” the ego’s rational “judgement.” Freud 

codifies the affect of grief as a shorthand for male “sensitiv[ity]” and the absence of an 

appropriate lack of feeling. In this sense, his reading participates in a culture of shaming 

men who refuse to participate in combat because they experience sensations (fear, 

anxiety, and sadness) in excess of what other men feel.   

Freud continues to think grief in relation to the affect of pain and intersubjective 

experiences of vulnerability in “Mourning and Melancholia.” As Aleccia Ricciardi 
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explains, he sets out to clinically analyze Trauerarbeit or ‘sorrow work’ as a psychic 

procedure distinct from sociocultural indexes of grief and thereby reclaims grief from a 

“stereotypically romanticized or sentimentalized” discourse of bereavement (6). The 

recovery process Freud outlines signals an attempt to recuperate the ego after losing “a 

loved person” or an “abstraction,” such as “one’s country, liberty, [or] ideal” (14: 243). 

This process often takes a long period of time since the ego instinctively resists accepting 

any “substitute” for the lost object. The subject thus remains lost in time, so to speak, 

unwilling to concede to the libidinal demands of its new reality without the loved one. 

After enduring this “painful unpleasure” for a while and not finding any reason to hope 

for the object’s return, an experience that crystalizes much of what the affect of grief 

entails for Freud, the ego slowly relinquishes the lost thing to the space of memory by 

“detach[ing]” from it and becoming free again to forge new libidinal investments (14: 

245). Freud seeks to situate his analysis in the space of the “deep” self prior to the 

socialization of grief. But even here, he cannot fully explain the psychosomatic 

relationship between grief and pain and concedes that it is still only a “comparison” to 

“call the mood of mourning a ‘painful’ one.” The basis for the comparison requires, he 

says, a more substantial “characterization of the economics of pain” (14: 244).  

Based on Freud’s reading, grief could be said to represent a painful state for the 

ego because it signifies an extra-sensory susceptibility to a wound that exists, to some 

extent, outside the self, or at the hazy border between self and other. Indeed, the cause of 

the pain of grief shifts in Freud’s 1917 essay from describing the lost thing (whether hurt, 

vanished, or deceased) to referring to the psyche’s attempt to cope with the injury of 

having lost that thing. The lesson Freud attempts to glean from the threat of war concerns 
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the “fragility” of institutions, ideals, and political structures long thought secure—even of 

“civilization” itself (199-200). If his “On Transience” essay points out that we eventually 

lose all of the things we love, “Mourning and Melancholia” proposes that we invariably 

grieve the loss of nearly every single thing and constantly require substitutes that the ego 

will find suitable. Thus, the quality of vulnerability characterizing grief changes from the 

thing that has suffered some harm, to the ego’s constitutional ability to accept or fail to 

accept harm around it. This shift surfaces most evidently in Freud’s turn to a discourse of 

pathology in an attempt to make the affect of grief legible and understand its interpretive 

function for the ego. While grief appears to signify an almost beatific state of awareness 

about the fragility of the natural world in his 1916 essay, in “Mourning and Melancholia” 

grief designates a psychologically precarious state, an “ill[ness]” or a “disease” that can 

aggravate into even more debilitating forms of psychical pathologies including mania and 

melancholia (14: 247). 

Freud’s masculinist lens in “Mourning and Melancholia” conveys a fair bit of 

ambivalence about the value of the pain that the ego endures for each object loss. The one 

example he gives us to demonstrate his argument that mourning represents a potential 

risk to one’s mental health is a man, Hamlet, whose severe self-criticism and withdrawal 

from the external world signifies that something about his mourning process is “ill” 

(246). Freud portrays grief as a debilitating state when it comes to men and articulates a 

phobic attitude toward men who grieve too deeply, extensively, or visibly. As Juliana 

Schiesari points out, Freud’s theory of mourning also seeks to validate “loss in terms of 

melancholia for men,” in the sense that Hamlet’s sorrow is so tragic that he serves as an 

admirable figure for a heroic plunge into despair (5). Schiesari notes how Hamlet invokes 
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a long tradition of melancholic thinkers whose anguish stands for “an elite ‘illness’ that 

affect[s] men precisely as the sign of their exceptionality, as the inscription of genius 

within” (Schiesari 7, original italics). Freud’s attempt to interpret mourning apart from its 

sociohistorical representation then, as an affect as opposed to a set of cultural rituals, 

resorts to a distinctly masculine formulation of grief. In contrast to Hamlet’s epic 

desolation, Freud dismisses women’s grief as a state of self-loathing and expressions of 

“worthless[ness]” (14: 247). Presumably, men can reinvent their grief as an implied sign 

of their resilience to psychic vulnerability as long as they act exceptionally grieved.  

At this stage in Freud’s analysis, melancholia becomes a key term by serving as 

an index of the pain of grief and signifying what so far has eluded Freud: the curious trait 

of the ego’s vulnerability to the loss of a thing outside itself. He sets out to explain in his 

essays on mourning how the ego experiences harm to an external object as self-harm, 

perceived and felt in the embodied pangs of mourning. This paradox leads Freud to 

conjecture that “the disposition to fall ill of melancholia” stems from a “predominance of 

the narcissistic type of object-choice” (14: 250). He proposes that the true melancholic 

confuses the difference between self and other, subject and object that allows the more 

therapeutic task of the work of mourning to take place by accepting the existence of those 

unbridgeable gaps opened up by the potential for and actuality of loss. A narcissistic 

disposition compels the ego to overreact to an at least partially imagined state of 

vulnerability to itself, an excessive state of inter-dependency that characterizes Freud’s 

understanding of the darkest depths of grieving. Grief is painful, he implies, because it 

represents a superfluous affect to the ego’s main function of self-preservation. To feel for 

another opens up the self to a state of vulnerability in Freud’s concept of mourning that 
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resists closure because its potential is not coterminous with the lost object, but rather 

phantasmically persists in the mourner. Hence Freud imagines the bleakest forms of grief 

as a “shadow of the object” that falls upon the ego and exerts “a special agency” that is 

neither fully the subject’s, nor the object’s (14: 249). The ambiguous quality of the ego’s 

experience of grief as pain, however, shows up best in Freud’s metaphor of the wound of 

melancholia: “The conflict within the ego, which melancholia substitutes for the struggle 

over the object, must act like a painful wound which calls for an extraordinary high anti-

cathexis” (14: 258). Freud goes on to explain that his simile merely serves as a stopgap in 

his understanding of the precise mechanism by which mental pain is “analogous” to 

physical pain (14: 258). However, the simile also serves to advance his argument by 

showing how the ego can mistake a loss of the object for a loss of its own since the 

troubling comparison actually stems from the ego’s confusion about its relationship to the 

lost thing. 

The idea of an excessive sense of vulnerability activated by grief for the lost 

object plagues the binary that Freud tries to establish between mourning and melancholia. 

In his 1917 essay, he attempts to develop a clinical distinction between a normalized 

condition of mourning and a debilitating state of bereavement. However, if both states 

originate from a psychical confusion of subject and object, from an imaginary sense of 

the ego’s extensions into the world through its precarious libidinal bonds, the difference 

between the two modes of grief represents a difference in degree, rather than one in kind. 

Both conditions refer to an inherent vulnerability in the structure of the ego that threatens 

the reality principle’s claim to be the single operative principle of the ego and safeguards 

against disruptive changes to the ego’s libidinal structure. Mourning, by Freud’s estimate, 
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exposes a structural flaw in the ego to feeling for loved objects when it should be 

concerned with caring about the status of its investments in loved objects.   

Freud’s second iteration of melancholia attempts to mitigate the vulnerability that 

implicitly poses a threat to male selfhood. The psychology of mourning gains increasing 

importance in Freud’s thinking about how character congeals to give shape to an 

identifiable subject, a process that invariably rests on Freud’s masculinist lens. Along the 

way, he shifts from casting mourning as a temporary disruption to the regular functioning 

of the ego and begins to see mourning work as formative to the constitution of the self. 

This shift obliges him to become much more explicit about how gender takes shape 

through different responses to loss. He suggests that masculinity signifies a particular 

mode of mourning established in boys’ negotiation of the Oedipal drama, which I will 

explore in just a moment. Where Freud remains the most ambivalent is the degree to 

which boys achieve closure for the loss of their mothers, which in turn establishes a 

constitutional (in)ability in masculinity to handle significant threats and object losses.  

Freud’s revised theory of mourning in The Ego and the Id (1923) reduces the 

injury that grief poses to the ego by imagining how it is that children, even as infants, can 

withstand separating from their parents. In The Ego and the Id Freud proposes that the 

loss of a parent presents a uniquely acceptable loss for the ego since the developing ego 

will most likely “introject” the lost object as a permanent fixture inside itself if the lost 

love one was a father or mother (19: 24). This amendment to Freud’s initial position in 

“Mourning and Melancholia” recasts melancholia under certain conditions. In his 1917 

essay, melancholia signals a failure to conclude the separation from the lost loved one 

that the psychic labour of mourning sought to accomplish. This work represents an 
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ultimately restorative process of learning how to dissolve the remaining libidinal ties with 

the deceased and allow the ego to forge new bonds (14: 244). If this process fails, it 

means the ego has absorbed, rather than relinquished, the lost object, which signals a 

desperate salvage attempt that unsettles the ego and causes depression, self-abasement, 

and interminable grief (246-9). When Freud returns to melancholia in “The Ego and the 

Id,” he recalibrates the term to designate a special aptitude among children to need not go 

through the arduous process of separating forever from their parents, a theoretical shift 

that may have been precipitated by the loss of his daughter (Gherovici 120). In this later 

account, the process of introjecting lost objects stands for the normal course by which the 

ego mourns all attachments. For any lost object, Freud maintains, the ego will prefer to 

remain close to it by absorbing it, rather than give it up, leading him to his hypothesis that 

“the ego is a precipitate of abandoned object-cathexes and . . . the history of those object 

choices” (19: 24).
3
 In this light, melancholia permits the ego to tolerate losses that would 

otherwise be too distressing to manage, especially at a young age. Introjection tricks the 

immature ego, we could say, into accepting the loss of a loved one. As if we are all 

hardwired to separate from parents by exerting the least amount of energy possible, Freud 

suggests that introjection “makes it easier for the object to be given up. . . .  especially in 

the early phases of development” (19: 24). The parent thus detaches from the child, 

almost by a gesture of shedding, but survives when the child assimilates the parent’s 

character traits (19: 23-36).
4
  

Some scholars see Freud’s return to melancholia in The Ego and the Id as 

effectively, and for the better, undoing his initial theory about the work of mourning by 

replacing it with a more fluid, less-judgmental view of mourning, one that does not 
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require disavowing the otherness of the lost object and rendering loved ones imminently 

exchangeable. Tammy Clewell stresses how Freud’s reinterpretation of melancholia 

“registers the endlessness of normal grieving” and “no longer entails abandoning the 

object and reinvesting the free libido in a new one” (43, 61). Patricia Rae explains how 

Freud’s second iteration of melancholia aspires to account for the subtle ways in which 

lost loved ones continue to impress themselves upon the psychic life of the mourner. His 

revised theory suggests that “ongoing relationships with lost loved ones, who are 

resurrected within the self, or ‘introjected,’ constitutes an essential part of every healthy 

person’s identity, causing it to expand and grow” (16). Nevertheless, Freud’s rather brief 

revision to his complex (if ultimately unresolved) theory of mourning in his 1917 essay 

also feels unsatisfying in certain ways. His revised theory never attempts to explain how 

unsettled ambivalences, or the specific nature of the mourner’s relationship to the dead, 

may make grieving them uniquely burdensome or potentially painful. How do we 

explain, for instance, mourners who resort to suicide after the death of a child, parent, 

partner, or some other particularly difficult loss? What makes the act of identifying with 

the dead for some so overwhelming, even impossible, while for others or at other times 

this process, though excruciating, does not destroy a mourner but slowly moves him or 

her toward renewed purpose and a desire to affirm life? Freud’s later account of 

mourning appears to remove from the equation most of the affective signs of grief—

thwarted longing, unending listlessness, and severed extensions of self into the world—

that initially inspired his analysis of the economics of the pain of mourning. He shies 

away from charting, however clumsily and obliquely, that feeling of crushing loss and 
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slow movement into remembering and acknowledging how life, the self, and others 

persist even after momentous loss.  

This elision of the affect of grief in Freud’s revised theory of melancholia 

concerns children and primal attachments in particular in so far as it articulates an 

expectation that such bonds are never actually lost (or grieved) but merely inherited. 

Freud almost resorts to a generalized discourse about how parents live on in children, 

persisting in the traces of biological and even proprietary materials, or simply within the 

intimate folds of children’s memories. Freud explicitly invokes the theme of parental 

legacy when he hypothesizes that the id takes shape through the “harboured residues of 

the existence of countless egos” that it “inherits,” whereby the young id enacts their 

“resurrection” (35). By this thinking, the death of a parent does not signify a grievable 

loss for the ego, one that will pain the subject as much as a more random object-cathexis 

might, since the bond between child and parent defers the parent’s death, both 

psychically and materially. As we will see, this consolatory gesture acquires special 

urgency in elegiac texts that mourn mothers. In Yes, Mrs. Williams! Williams Carlos 

Williams recalls his mother storing her last hope in the idea that she will live on in her 

children: “If in a son one could live again!” (34). I call this the consolation of survival, 

the premise that children extend their parents’ reach into the future, either materially or 

supra-materially, which may displace needs to mourn such deaths. The editors of 

Derrida’s eulogies identify a similar strategy of wish-fulfilling mourning in the notion of 

“survivance,” or the ambiguous “living on” of the dead through their interiorization in 

gestures, speech acts, and other performances of inheritance (23).  
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Freud’s revised interpretation of melancholia thus reframes grief as not only 

having to do with how the ego endures painful experiences of loss, but also how it 

accepts and transforms major object cathexes into acts of self-formation. This revision 

has specific relevance for Freud’s theory of masculine gender formation. The Oedipal 

complex expands Freud’s theory of melancholia in The Ego and the Id by viewing 

melancholia as an attempt to manage the cruel psychic necessity of recognizing the 

categorical difference between self and other in the child’s separation from the mother. In 

the case of a heterosexual boy, Freud suggests that the child’s primary narcissism 

collapses when he realizes that the father also exerts a claim on the mother’s affections. 

This realization compels the child to relinquish his mother as a loved object. According 

to the incest taboo, the child “must” learn to cope with this loss by mourning his mother 

in order to consolidate his gender identity:  

Along with the demolition of the Oedipus complex, the boy’s object-

cathexis of his mother must be given up. Its place may be filled by one of 

two things: either an identification with his mother or an intensification of 

his identification with his father. We are accustomed to regard the latter 

outcome as the more normal; it permits the affectionate relation to the 

mother to be in a measure retained. (19: 27) 

Interestingly, both outcomes posit some degree of unresolved grief on the part of the boy 

for his mother, despite the emphatic social imperative for the boy to distance himself 

from her. The first possibility Freud envisions is that the boy will identify with his mother 

through a process of melancholic incorporation because he refuses to relinquish his bond 

to her, in which case he establishes a feminine super-ego and consolidates a same-sex 
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orientation. Alternatively, the boy can relinquish his tie to his mother and set up a 

masculine identity and heterosexual orientation. Freud says that this second resolution is 

more “normal” or “positive,” even though it defers the boy’s process of mourning his 

mother by allowing “the affectionate relation to the mother to be in a measure retained.” 

This residual affection exceeds the terms that Freud uses to describe the resolution of the 

boy’s grief and posits a very open-ended mourning process in consolidating heterosexual 

male identity. The boy accepts the loss of his primacy to his mother in order to reaffirm 

it. The sign of proper male heterosexuality thus becomes a kind of failed mourning that 

masks as a successful mourning.  

Freud’s theory of gender acquisition postulates an ambivalent closure in the boy’s 

effort to accept his ontological difference from his mother. Judith Butler calls the boy’s 

residual affection for his mother the “primacy of the maternal cathexis,” which appears to 

anchor heterosexual identity among boys (not girls) yet lacks a clear rationale in Freud’s 

theory (Gender 81). Butler deconstructs the primacy of the maternal bond to reveal how a 

cultural disavowal of same-sex desire determines the boy’s identification with his father 

rather than his mother, noting how “the dispositions that Freud assumes to be primary or 

constitutive facts of sexual life are effects of a law which, internalized, produces and 

regulates discrete gender identity and heterosexuality” (87). This heterosexual law 

requires that boys displace their affection for their mothers onto other heterosexual aims 

so as to preserve an abiding yet disavowed bond to their mothers. Presumably, the boy 

knows that if he relinquishes his bond to his mother, he will gain her back by reaffirming 

the strength of their bond. Why and how he decides on this course of action remains 

unclear. Accordingly, the cultural law of heterosexuality encourages boys to disavow 
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attachments to mothers so as to retain them as object of affections, and this formative 

mourning rite informs how boys continue to forge attachments to loved ones.  

Freud’s reading of the resolution to the Oedipal complex for boys conceives of 

masculinity as a state of thwarted mourning for the other. Freud expects that boys will 

disavow objects of affection as a sign of heteronormative masculinity. By identifying 

with their fathers so they can surreptitiously avow a desire for their mothers, boys inhabit 

a state of stalled grief for a loss that shapes their libidinal development during the early 

stages of identity formation, and beyond. Updating Archilochus’ metaphor of manhood 

as an always badly healed wound, Freud proposes that the inability to fully work through 

major object loss represents an asset of sorts for men, or at least one of masculinitiy’s 

defining features. In this account, mothers emerge as exceptional losses that index a 

uniquely male vulnerability to incomplete grief that stands for a properly difficult-to-

achieve masculinity.  

Another text where we can find this pairing of masculinity with disavowed 

mourning is Beyond the Pleasure Principle where Freud interprets his grandson’s attempt 

to cope with his mother’s absence by inventing his famous fort/da or gone/here charade. 

As the story goes, whenever the boy’s mother left the house the young boy would pick up 

a toy and throw it away muttering forte, gone, then retrieve the toy and pronounce it da, 

here. Freud intuits that the game represents the boy’s arrival into the cultural domain by 

performing an “instinctual renunciation” of his bond to his mother that “allow[s] his 

mother to go away without protesting” (18:15). In this view, Freud conceives the male 

self taking shape through a process of accepting the loss of one’s basic relationality to the 

other. The game figures a wound that the boy cannot fully speak or resist since it is so 
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automatic. Eric Santner summarizes the standard reading of this passage by explaining 

how the boy “master[s] his grief over separation from the mother by staging his own 

performance of disappearance and return” (20). However, the painful affect that marks 

the boy’s separation is almost totally absent in Freud’s account. Freud stresses how little 

the boy seems to be disturbed by his mother’s departure, noting how “he never cried 

when his mother left him for a few hours” despite the fact that “he was greatly attached to 

his mother, who had not only fed him herself but had also looked after him without any 

outside help” (18:8). Freud admires not so much the boy’s effort to work through his loss 

as the boy’s apparently instinctive ability to disavow his grief by figuring that grief as 

play and self-poise. Freud calls his grandson a “good little boy” precisely for his capacity 

to manage his grief and transmute it into signs of a disavowed loss (18: 8). If this working 

through of primal loss tells us anything about masculine subject formation, it concerns 

the boy’s ability to achieve a culturally sanctioned gender identity defined by an absence 

of grief about his mother’s separation, one that points to a never fully articulated pain.  

Up until now I have explored how Freud’s hermeneutics of mourning consistently 

relies on a masculinist lens that characterizes heterosexual masculinity by disavowed 

mourning. He describes a deflected desire for a relation to the primal bond that signifies a 

prior, now denied vulnerability. While attempting to critique normative bereavement 

within apparently stable iterations of masculinity, Freud repeatedly suggests how 

heterosexual masculinity is prepared to dissolve the remainder of the other and to 

establish an autonomous self organized around a narcissistic position. For the male 

subject, Freud leads us to believe, grieving never truly happens.  
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I now wish to consider how several theorists find similar impasses in Freud’s 

theory of mourning and interrogate how primal mourning remains not so easily closed off 

as Freud suggests. Psychoanalysis after Freud continues to theorize primal loss as a 

formative influence on gender acquisition and to emphasize successful separation from 

the lost other as an indicator of ideal heterosexual masculinity. Later theorists, however, 

show increasing skepticism about the potential for primal loss to resolve itself as 

painlessly and emphatically as Freud suggests. Writers on mourning such as Julia 

Kristeva, Jacques Derrida, and Roland Barthes explore the potential of primal loss to plot 

an open-ended mourning process that entails a significant revision to Freud’s notion of 

healthy male grief. Each articulates a kind of inherent or constitutive vulnerability that 

does not exempt men from psychic wounding, but rather points instead to an inability to 

disavow attachments to the lost other and accept replacement by means of symbolic 

substitution.  

D. W. Winnicott famously mines the inherently traumatic value of children’s 

separations from their mothers during infancy by extending Freud’s reading of his 

grandson’s play into object relations theory. Calling the toys that children like Freud’s 

grandson play with “transitional objects,” Winnicott proposes that such tokens 

symbolically facilitate what the child cannot yet articulate: a willingness to accept his 

mother’s emerging and unsettling distance. During the transitional object phase, the 

literal meaning of the object becomes as vital to the child’s mourning process as the 

object’s symbolic function; the fact that the object is “not” the “breast (or the mother) . . . 

is as important as the fact that it stands for the breast (or mother)” (6). The child learns to 

accept not only his mother’s distance, but also the loss of his primary narcissism, 
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sustained up until this point by his mother’s doting presence, and thereby acquires the 

capacity to “accept difference and similarity” (6). Winnicott deepens our appreciation of 

the trauma that all children encounter in learning to mourn their mothers and accept an 

“external separated-off and actual mother” as an adequate replacement (97). Interestingly, 

Winnicott insists “there is no noticeable difference between boy and girl in their use of 

the original ‘not-me’ possession” (4). However, heterosexual masculinity still persists as 

a normalizing concept for Winnicott and determines how he reads successful and 

unsuccessful instances of primal mourning. Through his case studies, he makes it clear 

that heterosexual boys only have one option for working through loss that will determine 

all later experiences of loss: relinquishing the bond to one’s mother. Winnicott 

establishes the basic outline of his theory by describing two boys, one who fails to 

develop a healthy transitional object because his mother breastfed him too long, and one 

who successfully decathects from his mother and goes on to marry a woman. He equates 

the first boy’s failure to separate from his mother with his failure to develop heterosexual 

relationships (“This man has not married”), calling him “Mother-fixated” (7) and reifying 

a logic of straight masculinity as characterized by a willingness to sever any bond to the 

(m)other.  

Julia Kristeva sets out to challenge the normalizing function of heterosexual 

masculinity in mourning theory by classifying melancholy as a depressive symptomology 

associated with women’s erotic identifications with the lost maternal object. If a healthy 

sense of self-identity requires a successful separation from the mother during infancy, 

and if the ego considers that separation desirable, she argues, then “[m]atricide is our 

vital necessity, the sine-qua-non condition of our individuality” (28). Kristeva proposes 
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that men can more readily pull off this fundamental separation since, unlike women, they 

do not have to achieve a “specular identification with the mother” while simultaneously 

rejecting her and symbolically putting her to death (28). The self-possessed masculine 

subject “triumph[s] over [his] sadness” where women may fail since men can “identify 

no longer with the lost object but with a third party—father, form, schema” (23). Kristeva 

thus maintains that psychoanalysis is emphatically entwined with a patriarchal lens that 

sustains a high tolerance for object loss in theorizing normative masculinity. Despite her 

critique of the patriarchal sanction of symbolic matricide, however, Kristeva continues to 

normalize male denials of loss, if only by suggesting that such denials usually succeed. 

She argues that men find it easier to escape from the abject mother, so they never really 

have to bear the scars of that broken attachment since they recover the lost primal bond in 

heterosexual attachments (85). As Tammy Clewell points out, an obvious “gender bias” 

informs Kristeva’s notion of healthy masculinity and reaffirms a traditional model of 

“compensatory mourning [that] depends on a denial of otherness” (52). For men, mental 

wellness signifies a capacity to achieve a state of psychological separate-ness from the 

lost m(other), a reading comparable to Freud’s argument that men are predisposed to the 

psychic economics of loss, if not the ensuing affects of grief and sorrow.  

Where Kristeva does problematize Freud’s concept of healthy male mourning is 

in her reading of the symbology of loss that men access by fact of having learned to 

accept some distance from the lost Thing. Kristeva’s attention to how the language of 

affect manages to point out unspoken losses places utmost importance on the signifying 

potential of physical pain in facilitating restorative growth. In this respect, Kristeva 

argues that women perform less capably than men by dint of an “addiction to the 
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maternal Thing and [a] lesser aptitude for restorative perversion” that results from the 

feminine heterosexual resolution to the Oedipal complex (71). The melancholy/depressed 

female position stands not for an excess of sorrowful affect, as Nicole Loraux identifies 

in ancient Greek elegy, but “an absence of sensations, a loss of pain or hollowing out of 

sorrow—an absolute, mineral, astral numbness” (72). In contrast, men are actually more 

in tune with painful affects associated with loss since they do not have to disavow the 

object of their first erotic desire. The male writers Kristeva holds up as examples of 

artistic melancholics, Gérard de Nerval and Fyodor Dostoevsky, revel in symbolizing 

negative affects, suggesting that those signs represent achievements in self-identity and 

heterosexual desire. Kristeva argues that Dostoevsky articulates a desire for painful 

affect, or a “longing for voluptuous suffering” (179) that frustrates simple binaries 

between vulnerable and invulnerable in ideas about healthy masculinity and imagines 

wounding as a distinctly male competency. According to Kristeva, depressed men serve 

as excellent examples of undenied mourning, of the pain of the speaking body, even 

though the pains they endure rarely equal those of women.  

In her handbook for people working with terminally ill patients and their families, 

On Death and Dying (1969), Elisabeth Kübler-Ross posits that an uncathected primary 

narcissism will create impasses for mourning later attachments. She explores this 

possibility by describing a hypothetical scenario about a young boy who imagines how he 

brought about his mother’s death through his dissatisfaction with her caregiving: 

The child who angrily wishes his mother to drop dead for not having 

gratified his needs will be traumatized greatly by the actual death of his 

mother—even if this event is not linked closely in time with his 
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destructive wishes. He will always take part or the whole blame for the 

loss of his mother. He will always say to himself—rarely to others—‘I did 

it, I am responsible, I was bad therefore Mommy left me.’ (3) 

Kübler-Ross reiterates here Melanie Klein’s theory of the depressive position, where the 

loss of the good mother serves as the model for all subsequent mourning. The boy’s self-

incriminating rage reveals a confused attempt to express the feeling of pain that ensues 

from his mother’s departure. But even in adulthood he will never quite grasp the reason 

for his sorrow. He will outgrow his childish fantasies of having wished his mother dead, 

but his root anger, self-blame, and anxiety will continue to resurface in unfounded 

expressions of guilt, obscuring the loss that took place. Kübler-Ross thus posits that the 

boy’s ambivalence toward his mother will result in foreclosed mourning. Boys like this 

hypothetical one reside in a state of excessive vulnerability, traumatically reliving their 

mother’s death after practically every instance of object loss because of an unmourned 

loss that shapes their libidinal development out of primary narcissism. This state of 

disavowed mourning will prevent the boy from articulating the precise nature of his loss 

and later object losses.  

Jacques Derrida’s reading of interiorization offers a potential solution to this 

dilemma of disavowed primal loss by foregrounding the uncertainty of the self’s 

incorporation of the other. For Derrida, interiorizing the dead loved one always remains 

an incomplete venture, a fantasy of taking the other into the self so as to preserve the 

other, a labour that invariably fails to capture the unique essence of the loved one. All 

mourning, Derrida suggests, begins in acknowledging the failure. The painful knowledge 

that our thoughts and words “will no longer reach” the other, as Derrida says about 
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Barthes, “must be the starting point of my reflection” (The Work 35). As Derrida writes 

after the death of another friend, Paul de Man: “it would be unfaithful to delude oneself 

into believing that the other living in us is living in himself” (Memories 21). Derrida calls 

into question therefore the degree to which melancholic incorporation as Freud posits it 

in The Ego and the Id can achieve closure for lost beloveds. Derrida stresses how 

memories about loved ones merely reveal a thwarted desire to protect, and claim, the 

other. This failure initiates the “supplementary fiction” that “it is always the dead in me, 

always the others standing around the coffin whom I call out to” (The Work 51). The 

exertion implied by this fiction—the very reach and strain of memory—signifies for 

Derrida what the actual ethical work of mourning entails: “labor or travail as suffering, as 

the enduring of force, as the pain of the one who gives” (142). 

Derrida develops much of his critique of interiorization in his elegy-essay for 

Roland Barthes, who offers his own account of the failure of interiorization in his elegy 

for his mother, Camera Lucida. Here, Barthes maintains that almost any structuralist 

account of mourning invalidates the singularity of the dead other. Also writing on 

photography, Barthes sets out to discover the earliest surviving photograph of his mother, 

which he hopes will let him “rediscover” Henriette Barthes as a unique individual, 

distinct from his image of her as his capital M “Mother” (74). He unpacks this deeply 

personal mourning work near the end of the book when he says he finds, but never shows 

us, a picture of his mother taken in a glass arboretum when she was five. He calls this 

“The Winter Garden Photograph”:  

It is said that mourning, by its gradual labor, slowly erases pain; I could 

not, I cannot believe this; because for me, Time eliminates the emotion of 
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loss (I do not weep), that is all. For the rest, everything has remained 

motionless. For what I have lost is not a Figure (the Mother), but a being; 

and not a being, but a quality (a soul): not the indispensable, but the 

irreplaceable. I could live without the Mother (as we all do, sooner or 

later); but what life remained would be absolutely and entirely 

unqualifiable (without quality). (75) 

Barthes offers a reading of his own grief by attesting to his inability to not continue 

feeling his mother’s loss, despite the relentless passage of time. He recalls for us again 

Archilochus’ paradox of manly grief as a wound that has healed but continues to bleed. 

Barthes locates his grief in the extension of his hurt beyond outward signification, yet he 

resists any claim to actual healing. If his grief reaches an end, he says that it would 

simply represent its persistence past the obvious signs of emotion, which does not mean 

that the affect grief itself has dried up. In this respect, Barthes describes the inverse of 

Achilochus’ metaphor: a wound that may stop bleeding but never heals. 

I find Barthes’ elegy particularly credible because he refuses to placate his sorrow 

with reference to time, gender, and what he calls his “generality”—the inevitability of 

having to survive a mother and parent (75). Throughout his elegy, Barthes insists that he 

has not lost “a Figure (the Mother), but a being,” a distinction that Derrida returns to in 

his elegy for Barthes: “He said this uniquely, turned toward his mother and not toward 

the Mother” (The Work 46). Barthes resists theorizing over the grave of the lost Mother 

and her representations in patriarchal institutions (Camera 75). Instead, his attempt to 

mourn his mother as a singular, irreplaceable being submits a poststructuralist reading of 

masculine grief and maternal loss that questions cultural assumptions that men are 
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predisposed to accepting the loss of loved ones and mothers. Barthes makes himself out 

as a counter example of manly bereavement by remaining persistently and helplessly hurt 

by mother’s death. 

Going one step further, I propose that Barthes opens up the possibility of an 

erotics of male mourning in his depiction of his loving grief for his mother, where grief 

signifies a compound emotion of desire wrapped up with agony. The metaphor Barthes 

coins to describe the feeling he has when he recognizes his mother in The Winter Garden 

Photograph is punctum, referring to the capacity of a particular detail in a photograph to 

break through the cultural and social meanings of an image, its stadium, and pierce both 

image and viewer. Barthes therefore emphasizes how his experience of grief involves a 

sensation of movement and interaction, as opposed to a stagnant state of melancholy.
5
 

The punctum, a point or stop in Latin, identifies the moment that “pricks me (but also 

bruises me, is poignant to me)” (27). Indeed, poignancy comes closest to capturing the 

feeling Barthes describes of a loving hurt, a sudden incision of desire and longing that 

overtakes the viewer for a fleeting moment. Poignancy resides in the relation between 

image and self. It can be experienced again and again yet stands for a highly individual, 

“unqualifiable” feeling.   

Barthes thus revives the paradox that Freud sets to solve by unearthing the ego’s 

obstinate preference for the lost object, despite the fact that the object now causes the ego 

immense pain. If the affect of grief points to the wound where the lost object used to be, 

then mourning, as the active work of recalling and contemplating one’s loss, indexes a 

temporary reinsertion of the lost other into the self. Barthes’ figure of an incision lurking 

behind his feeling of poignancy conveys an experience of imagining the impossibility of 
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the other’s return. Shoving a finger into an open wound would hurt less and be more 

remediable. Such sorrow certainly designates a negative affect, but Barthes does not view 

it as totally undesirable. His memories about his mother are poignant because they 

contain strong feelings for him and so remain valuable even though they render him 

vulnerable. They reveal a ghostly extension of eros into the world where longing used to 

meet the other but now only finds the self.  

Before concluding, I want to consider two examples of how male modernists may 

write out their own vulnerabilities and relate to their grief in ways that attend to its 

indeterminate synthesis of pain and desire. Several male modernists share Barthes’ 

fascination with longing and hurt, memory and loss inspired by grieving their mothers 

and contribute to a more general interest in the “productive entanglement[s] between 

anteriority and eros” that Gabrielle McIntire sees as distinctive of modernist aesthetics 

(2). The writers I consider below and in subsequent chapters consider how men navigate 

social norms intended to regulate negative affects of mourning. A number of socio-

cultural contexts in the early twentieth century point to a double standard for men 

mourning their mothers. On the one hand, cultural practices around both motherhood and 

masculinity often suggest that mothers stand for a privileged site of male feeling, 

meaning that men should grieve such losses deeply. On the other hand, such social norms 

may still maintain a belief in male fortitude and invulnerability. This impasse creates 

several sites of impossible vulnerability and moments where male grief cannot be 

avowed, and cannot not be avowed, which produces images of men in mourning that are 

at once challenging and complex.  
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William Carlos Williams’ long prose elegy for his mother, Yes, Mrs. Williams!, 

enacts such a mourning labour in its arduous production and layered textuality. Williams 

wrote his elegy for Raquel Hélène Williams over nearly thirty-five-years, starting after 

she moved in with Williams and his wife, Flossie, in the mid 1920s and continuing until 

her death in 1958. During this period, Williams’ gradually assembled the story of his 

mother’s life from her own lips by subterfuge. Knowing that she would never let him 

write her biography, Williams coyly asked her to help him translate a Spanish novel that 

Ezra Pound had left behind while on a visit, Quevedo’s seventeenth-century The Dog and 

the Fever. Under the pretense of translating Quevedo, Williams transcribed his mother’s 

life story from the bits and pieces of memories that she let fall about her past—her 

childhood in Puerto Rico, her aspirations to become an artist, her year in Paris, and her 

marriage to a humble factory manager in Rutherford, New Jersey (37). Williams explains 

how he “got into the habit of writing [the memories she recalled] down—on the back of 

an envelope, on any piece of scrap paper” near at hand “to preserve the flavor and the 

accurate detail” (23). This labour-intensive task of accumulating Raquel’s scattered 

recollections remains palpable in the final version of the text, which reads like a long, 

fragmented dialogue between Williams and his mother. In the introduction, Williams 

proposes that his drive to keep his project going came from a desire to articulate a 

distinctly male grief and convey his grief for his mother to her: “Very seldom does a man 

get a chance to speak intimately of what has concerned him most in the past. This is 

about an old woman who had been young and to a degree beautiful a short number of 

years ago—this is as good a way as any to pay her my respects and to reassure her that 

she has not been forgotten” (38). The very unlikeliness that Williams will passionately 



 63 

mourn his mother and that she will be mourned compels him to produce his living elegy 

for her. Derrida says imagining that the lost loved can continue to hear us after they are 

gone is one of the most egregious infidelities in our relationships with the dead (The 

Work 72). Yet, Williams manages to create the illusion of letting the other speak and 

continuing to speak to the other through his strange collaboration whereby his mother 

writes her own elegy for her son. The voices of son and mother continue to interact, 

share, and reassure, sustaining their mutual imbrication as if beyond the possible. 

Elegies such as Williams’ also respond to vulnerabilities specific to the cultural 

production of maternity. Williams says he felt compelled to write his mother’s life 

because, as a middle- to lower-class woman ostensibly without distinction in career or in 

public life, she would not be remembered by many survivors. “And if the world will not 

have it—if the world will not have her,” Williams writes, “then I will turn the world to 

my own way, so that it cannot escape” (31). Williams’ vindictive promise to hold up his 

mother’s portrait to the world expresses sympathy, if not for feminism per se, then for the 

ways that maternity becomes written out in patriarchal cultures. He uses his male 

privilege to become an ally for her, resisting his mother’s marginalization even after 

death. However, Williams also recognizes the problems involved in claiming to sustain 

his mother’s memory entirely by himself, as if his mother could live on through him. In 

one of the darkest passages in the text, Williams imagines her giving up all hope of being 

remembered since she will be survived by a son: “a woman creates a son and dies in her 

own mind. That is the end. She is dead. . . . Why am I alive? No one can realize what I 

have desired. I succeeded in nothing, I have kept nothing, I am nothing” (33). For Raquel, 

her maternity signifies her only major accomplishment, implying that her survival by her 
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child will eclipse her memory. Her maternal labour wholly encapsulates her life, such 

that nothing remains besides the fact that she “create[d] a son.” So she “dies in her own 

mind.” However, Williams’ diction sets up a series of doublings (creation and negation, 

birth and death) that reveal inconsistencies in her statements as well as some measure of 

irony. He encourages readers to see a problem in imagining that a mother’s procreative 

labour can stand in for her memoralization, or that because a woman will be survived by 

children, she does not need to be remembered for her accomplishments, desires, and 

legacies. By helping his mother write her own memoir, Williams turns what Raquel 

perceives as a mother’s vulnerability to her children through their loss of her memory 

into a bond of affirmation and responsive masculinity.  

D. H. Lawrence’s response to Lydia Lawrence’s death suggests how male 

vulnerability is always socially mediated and thus open to failure, negotiation, and 

possibility. In fact, Lawrence’s famous intimacy with his mother and elevation of 

intuitive (male) emotional experience over socially imposed rationality could be the 

subject of an extra chapter in this study. Like many of the modernists I explore below, 

Lawrence seeks to inhabit the tricky position of affirming the difficulty of claiming his 

grief without subsuming it to a narrative of masculine accomplishment and self-poise. 

One way he does so is by taking a lead role in the domestic space of his family after his 

mother’s death. As he explains in his letters to his fiancé, Louise Burrows, he practically 

drowned himself in the work of preparing for his mother’s funeral: meeting with the 

physician to prepare the death certificate, contacting friends and family, planning the 

funeral, selecting the gravesite. The picture he draws in these letters clashes with norms 

governing the domestic work of mourning, claiming as he does the traditionally female 
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role of mourner of the house.
6
 As if wary of his gender transgression, Lawrence calls 

himself the “generalissimo” (210) of the funeral, framing his labour of mourning as 

man’s work as he transmutes his manic state into a sign of self-control and numbness. 

Lawrence also sought to control his grief through its ravaging effects when his mother 

was still alive. As he wrote in one letter to Louise Burrows: “if I do not seem happy with 

the thought of you—you will understand. I must feel my mother’s hand slip out of mine 

before I can really take yours” (195). Curiously, Lawrence says he does not want to miss 

his mother’s death, or miss out on the full blow of his grief when she passes away, as if 

his bond to Burrows would deplete his love for his mother, and as if lessening his grief 

would represent an altogether new loss. Lawrence wants to luxuriate in his sorrow, where 

sorrow becomes an ambiguous sign of manliness. He insists on saving himself for his 

dead mother (with all of the erotic and feminizing overtones of that term) so as to avoid 

the risks of new affective connections involved in affirming his bond to Burrows.  

Lawrence elaborately disavows his grief where he claimed to avow it; but he also 

affirms it through new relations created by the social extension of his grief work. Just two 

weeks after his mother’s funeral, Lawrence refers to his grief with surprising light-

heartedness. He tells Louise Burrows how he was Christmas shopping the night before 

and noticed the other shoppers and “the shop-ladies” treating him especially “tenderly.” 

The incident amuses Lawrence because, as he says, everyone probably mistook him in 

his black mourning attire for a struggling young widower: “‘I wonder how many he’s 

got—perhaps they’re twins. Poor dear—we must be sweet to him’” (209). Lawrence’s 

fascination with a crowded urban space of late modernity, here the shopping district, 

shows how distinctions between the personal and public become unsettled in new social 
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environments and in turn influence experiences of emotional states such as grief and their 

complex fluctuations. Lawrence senses that his grief does not remain his own, but 

discloses his situation among other bodies, lives, and desires, enacting Judith Butler’s 

definition of vulnerability as the unavoidable extension of the self into the world and the 

reverse (Precarious 49). The moment above is poignant to Lawrence and presumably to 

the other shoppers who suddenly feel for his loss through an impossible recognition of 

grief. His grief thus remains incompletely interiorized, extended out into the world and 

liable to return to him with new meanings.  

I propose we will continue to find complex tensions between masculinity and 

mourning among several modernist writers who represent men’s grief for mothers as 

identifying a space to imagine expressions of male vulnerability. These writers explore 

complex relationships to passion, feeling, and grief that are rarely reflected even in 

contemporary theories about masculinity that continue to maintain, as Donald Dutton 

does, that men appear “incapable of grieving and mourning on an individual basis” due to 

an overwhelming socialization of masculine codes that champion unfeeling 

performativity (qtd. in hooks 50). In contrast, modernist male writers offer a tradition that 

reveals such accounts of masculinity as incomplete, or as failing to tell the whole story of 

men’s relationships to feeling, grief and mourning. The modernist writers I consider also 

avoid falling into the fallacy identified by Milette Shamir and Jennifer Travis that “every 

‘liberation’ of masculine emotion” creates “the desired political effect” (20). These 

writers unpack the social impossibility of male vulnerability and the supposedly 

feminizing influence of grief. In the process, they create images of loss that do not claim 

to exist prior to men’s socialization, but always within it and forming it. Their texts both 
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give and take pleasure in discerning the tricky practices by which men mourn while also 

grappling with their social mechanisms, intransigent politics, and expressive capabilities. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
1
 For a classic account of nineteenth-century discursive linkages between the feminine and private and 

public spaces of mourning, see Ann Douglas’s chapter “The Domestication of Death” (243-4). For an 

analysis of how modernist women writers could respond and reinterpret this discourse, see Anita Helle’s 

essay on women’s First World War writings that challenge “the very identification of the elegy with the 

feminine” and “disavow conventional feminine postures and forms of grieving” (119).  

2
 Freud’s analysis thus also bears out R. W. Connell’s observation that “[m]ost of the time masculinity need 

not be thematized at all” given its persistent claims to normativity (Connell 212). 

3
 Nicholas Abraham and Maria Torok’s essays on melancholia draw a clearer distinction than Freud does 

between incorporation, the term he uses in his 1917 essay, and introjection, the term that replaces 

incorporation in “The Ego and the Id” (esp. 107-15). 

4
 In his 1923 text, Freud also speculates whether melancholic introjection “may be . . . the sole condition 

under which the id can give up its objects” but concludes that at the very least introjection is much more 

“frequent” among children (24). For readings of this passage that see Freud’s speculation as a serious 

challenge to his original thesis about the work of mourning, refer to Aragno (21-35), Butler (Precarious 20-

1), and Rae (16). I understand Freud’s comments in this later text to signal a qualification to his earlier 

argument about melancholia rather than a complete revision. In any case, the recuperation of melancholia 

in “The Ego and the Id” pertains to the loss of parents specifically, and to early losses that the ego may 

suffer. By so doing he normalizes a response to losing parents marked by psychic acceptance. Unlike in the 

work of mourning, where the affect of grief and the wounds it inflicts on the ego loom large and obvious, in 

this revised account melancholic grief sounds surprisingly painless. We quickly introject our losses rather 

than gradually—and painfully—learn how to separate from them. 
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5
 See Brian Massumi’s critique in Parables for the Virtual of the primacy of positionality in 

poststructuralist theory. As he explains the metaphor of a grid in the language of positionality fails to 

account for affect and emotion favour structures of movement between, among, and through bodies (1-6).  

6
 Nineteenth-century discourses associating women with the family’s or the community’s expression of 

mourning have a rich tradition, but for a classic account see Ann Douglas’s chapter “The Domestication of 

Death,” where she demonstrates how cultural discourses in America during the nineteenth century associate 

mothers with public practices of mourning, often of their own accord. As Douglas explains, “[t]he world of 

consolation literature is a domestic and personal one, a place where the minister and the mother become at 

last the only genuine authorities” (243-4). For a recent analysis of the inheritance of the Victorian era’s 

feminization of domestic mourning during the modernist years, see Anita Helle’s essay on women’s First 

World War elegiac writing published in the Little Review (esp. 118-9). 
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Chapter Three: 

Resistant Masculinities: 

Joyce’s Men in Mourning  

My mother was slowly killed, I think, by my father’s ill-treatment, by 

years of trouble, and by my cynical frankness of conduct. When I looked 

on her face as she lay in her coffin—a face grey and wasted with cancer—

I understood that I was looking on the face of a victim and I cursed the 

system which had made her a victim. (James Joyce, Letters 2:48) 

 

Sixteen days after the first anniversary of Mary Jane Murray Joyce’s death, her eldest son 

wrote the longest letter he had sent yet to the Irishwoman from Galway he was courting. 

Joyce included there the most detailed account of his late mother’s death and his reaction 

to her loss that he ever communicated in writing, although his reasons for telling Nora 

about his loss at that exact moment remain elusive. Richard Ellmann posits that on the 

night Joyce wrote his letter, he told Nora in detail about his sexual history. According to 

Ellmann, Joyce tried “to wound her image of him by swaggering as a desperado,” which 

would oblige “her to break through this second image and detect the vulnerable boy” 

underneath (JJ 175). But if this was Joyce’s aim, he failed. Rather than endearing her to 

him, Joyce simply “shocked and disturbed” Nora by what he told her (175). Joyce’s letter 

tries to mimic for Nora the narrative that he hoped she would accept without question, 

namely, that his posturing bravado masked a cry for help. Nora’s failure to play into 

Joyce’s charade compels him to talk quite openly about his mother’s death.
1
 If Joyce 

hoped to portray himself as privately suffering a wound that he dare not speak, he ended 

up framing his life history and vision of his calling as an artist through his grief for his 

mother.  
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 I begin with the letter above because it shows Joyce’s grief for May Joyce lending 

an imaginative shape to the social discords that comprise Joyce’s picture of himself as an 

Irish male artist. Mourning creates a space in his writing to identify and probe personal, 

interpersonal, and historical conflicts. In his letter, Joyce draws a connection between his 

mother’s death and his rejection of all of the institutions that contributed to her difficult 

life and early death: “home, the recognised virtues, classes of life, and religious 

doctrines” (Letters 2:48). Whether any of these things really did cause her death is highly 

debatable; more accurately, Joyce seeks to make these accusations come true by reading 

his mother’s death through the lens of his own narrative about his identity as an avant-

garde artist. May Joyce’s death is framed in such a way to lend legitimacy to her son’s 

political, cultural, and aesthetic non serviam: a refusal to cooperate with the political and 

cultural institutions that he believed controlled Irish people against their better interests. 

A classically modernist gesture of challenging “totalizing religious and philosophical 

frameworks characteristic of the nineteenth-century bourgeoisie” (Butler, “Joyce” 67) 

takes its cue here from a son’s attempt to hold on to feelings of grief for his mother. 

Many of the things that Joyce names also serve as traditional sources of consolation in 

times of loss: kin, community, and faith. The process of questioning these and cultivating 

disconsolate grief thus informs Joyce’s sense of his own cultural context and his 

vulnerable place within it.  

For Joyce’s male characters, too, mourning creates narrative spaces to act out 

private brokenness, public conflict and, sometimes, artistic creation. The two stances 

Joyce occupies in his letter to Nora represent a common collision between the personal 

and the public in his fiction: an artist detracting from specific cultural institutions, and a 
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man in mourning.
2
 These collisions show how male vulnerability overlaps in Joyce with a 

critique of institutions that sustain colonial, class, and gender oppression. Joyce therefore 

offers a good starting point for tracing a tradition of male mourning in modernism. The 

relationship between challenging art forms and masculine practices of mourning often 

emerges from men who resist traditional consolations for losing a mother. The loss of a 

mother in Joyce often challenges her son in ways that forestall easy resolution and 

closure. It serves as the terrain on which Joyce’s male characters adopt cultural, political, 

and aesthetic courses of action that place them in contested loci in their communities.  

In addition to meaning “oppose” or “call into question,” the verb “to contest” 

refers to the process of challenging the legitimacy of a will. The process of losing a loved 

one in Joyce creates opportunities to explore various opportunities to challenge the past, 

including the past’s inheritance in the present. These departures range in their degree of 

dissent from social and political realities in turn-of-the-century Ireland, spanning Stephen 

Daedalus’ assertion in Stephen Hero that he “will not submit” any longer to the Roman 

Catholic Church (SH 139), to Gabriel Conroy’s conciliatory relationship to Anglo 

authority. In each case, instead of finding mitigation for the “pain of loss” (SH 57), these 

men remain enmeshed in the cultural environments associated with their mothers’ lives 

and deaths. Like the other writers in this study, Joyce’s men resist the imperative to 

mourn one’s mother in order to consolidate a stable and harmoniously socialized male 

self. The notion of male vulnerability to loss and the other defines the majority of the 

masculinities they inhabit. Mourning opens a space to make and unmake the identities 

Joyce’s male characters navigate and explore conflicts that characterize their negotiations 
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of their modernity. Discovering the interplay between mourning and cultural discord in 

Joyce helps bring each into focus.  

By reading for sites of resistant male mourning, we can further our understanding 

of how Joyce transforms fragments of life into art and uses them to think through 

problems in Irish literature, religion, and politics. Out of all of the writers in this study, 

Joyce draws the most on his own experience of his mother’s death, but the relationship 

between Joyce’s grief and the depictions of masculine grief in his works is never exact. 

As J. C. C. Mays observes in his introduction to one of Joyce’s most autobiographical 

texts, his play Exiles: “[B]iographical fact is distorted in such a way as to be displaced, 

with the result that form levers life into a position where biological facts are differently 

understood” (xix). Mays’ point holds true for May Joyce’s death. Joyce levers this dark 

experience in his young adulthood against the social and political realities of bereaved 

men in his fiction. Each time, the complaint raised against the cultural forces that produce 

a death or enable a life to be forgotten varies depending on specific thematics at play. 

Only taken together do they expose the complexity of Joyce’s response to his mother’s 

death and the vitality of mourning in his depiction of Irish masculinity.  

 

May Joyce and Catholic Guilt 

 

May Joyce’s death during her son’s early twenties is one of the most well known 

biographical details about Joyce. Not surprisingly, it creeps into his entire corpus as a loss 

whose meaning resists almost every attempt to arrive at satisfying closure. Richard 

Ellmann’s account of Joyce’s last days with his mother remains the standard biographical 
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text as well as interpretive framework for understanding Joyce’s grieving process. 

According to Ellmann, May Joyce apparently grew more and more anxious about “her 

son’s impiety” while bedridden from liver cancer (129). Her son’s vocal agnosticism 

grew increasingly intolerable against the backdrop of her approaching end. Around Good 

Friday, Ellmann records, May Joyce “tried to persuade him to make his confession and 

take communion,” but Joyce refused. As Ellmann paints the scene of the ensuing weeks: 

“his mother wept, and vomited green bile into a basin, but he did not yield”  (129). May 

Joyce died before summer.  

The damning contrast Ellmann sets up between Joyce’s stubbornness and the 

graphic details of May Joyce’s final hours supports the case that Joyce was wracked by 

personal guilt after her death, which, we presume, produced his intensely ambivalent 

relationship to his mother’s memory and the Catholic Church that can be identified in his 

writings. Ellmann advances this reading quite openly, and even proposes that Joyce “felt 

as if he had killed her by trying her too far” (391). Yet, Joyce never ascribed his complex 

feelings about his mother’s passing to guilt. The closest he came was in the letter cited at 

the beginning of this chapter where he lists his “cynical frankness of conduct” along with 

an entire suite of familial and social injustices that he saw his mother endure at the hands 

of his father, his alcoholism, and the family’s declining economic position in colonized 

Ireland. Ellmann’s reading of Joyce’s guilt relies on memories from some of Joyce’s 

family members, who seemed to share a consensus that he should regret flaunting his 

agnosticism when faith was the only thing buoying the family’s spirits. Joyce’s brother 

Stanislaus responds to Ellmann on this point by explaining how it was one of their uncles, 

a reformed nonbeliever and manager at Ireland’s leading Catholic newspaper, who 
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insisted that Joyce pray for his mother by her bedside, not May Joyce herself (My 

Brother’s 234). Richard Rowan makes a similar correction in Exiles when asked whether 

his mother sent for him before she died, replying: “So that too was said of me here by my 

friends . . . . She did not. She died alone, not having forgiven me and fortified by the rites 

of the holy church” (126). Both Stanislaus and Rowan reveal how the impression of 

Joyce’s guilt originated from a complex set of personal and social expectations 

surrounding his relationship to his mother, their church, and family. In fact, as Stanislaus 

remembers it their mother played no part in the dispute around her deathbed and was 

probably totally unaware of it since by that point she had “lapsed into unconsciousness 

and it became apparent that her last moments had come” (My Brother’s 234). If that is 

true, May Joyce passed away before Joyce could deliver the last callous blow to her faith 

that Ellmann hypothesizes pushed her over the edge. Joyce’s act of agnostic rebellion 

thus represents not (only) an acceptance of guilt, but a difference in how he wished to 

mourn his mother. 

 The subtle drama that played out around May Joyce’s deathbed shows how guilt 

often remains a partial rationalization for powerful feelings of grief that arise not only 

between mourner and lost loved one, but also among mourners. Jacques Derrida posits 

that “nothing is more unbearable or laughable than all the expressions of guilt in 

mourning, all its inevitable spectacles” (The Work 44). If the other person truly is gone, 

that is to say, for whom does the elegist express his remorse, other than himself? An 

elegist bound up in his guilt sustains the illusion the dead person can still hear and 

respond to him, or better yet forgive him, which Derrida argues would too “neatly and 

cleverly seal[] up the singular and flawless wound” (44). In that sense, then, guilt masks 
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rather than expresses intense feelings of sorrow, placing them in a narrative shaped by 

cultural and social contexts that give meaning and reprieve to the raw sting of loss. 

Similarly, Stanislaus suggests that Joyce understood how his family and church 

impressed their own beliefs and fears on him, and how he in turn responded to and acted 

out some of these fears, even though he did not fully agree with their orthodoxies. 

Commenting on Joyce’s reaction to the uncle who admonished them to kneel down and 

pray for their mother, Stanislaus writes:  

Neither of us paid any attention to him; yet even so the scene seems to 

have burnt itself into my brother’s soul. Not into mine. Religion, either as 

consolation or remorse, was so completely eliminated from my system that 

the refusal to pray had no part in the confused pain of loss then or later. 

(My Brother’s 234) 

Stanislaus hypothesizes that the pain associated with grief always produces some 

confusion and will make people like his brother susceptible to new, additional hurts. He 

presents a picture where Joyce failed to defend himself in his fragile state and made 

himself unnecessarily vulnerable to an undeserving assault on his beliefs. 

Joyce’s imbrication with a socially inscribed feeling of guilt about his mother’s 

death and his loss of faith shows how much difficulty he had extricating himself from the 

Catholic faith prized so much by his mother. In his letter to Nora cited at the start of this 

chapter, Joyce takes for granted that his anger over his mother’s death signifies his loss of 

faith: he does not have her faith since it has failed to provide him with comfort for her 

death. This interpretation of Joyce’s “confused pain” reveals how his supposed break 

with his mother’s faith always remained incomplete and made him continually want to 
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return to the matter and refuse a clean break from the idea of his mother’s devotion to the 

Church.
3
 In his reading of the ethical demands made by elegists, R. Clifton Spargo notes 

how “the problem grief always poses in a religious context is that it marks a resistance to 

mythic purposiveness” (23). A loved one feels grieved by loss to the extent that he or she 

is not prepared to let the other go on account of divine will. The elegist’s failure to accept 

spiritual consolation implies heresy, a rejection of the “peace” that the apostle Paul in the 

New Testament says “surpasses all understanding.”
4
 Joyce’s background in Catholic 

teaching would have made this dilemma all too clear and, indeed, appears in his fiction as 

a prohibition against losing faith in Father Arnall’s famous hell sermon in A Portrait, 

where Stephen Dedalus hears in lurid detail about the suffering of sinners who have lost 

God. Father Arnall calls it the quintessential “pain of loss,” which is incomparably worse 

than the “pain for a mother to be parted from her child” or “for a man to be exiled from 

hearth and home” (128). Arnall’s striking comparisons translate Joyce’s concerns about 

losing either his mother or her faith into a fear of total annihilation, whereby accepting 

either becomes unthinkable and a formula for personal crisis.  

 Such anxieties help to explain why Joyce may have preemptively tried to deny the 

significance of his mother’s illness and looming death to people around him. When Joyce 

met W. B. Yeats on a Dublin street, for example, only weeks after learning about the 

seriousness of his mother’s condition, Joyce tried to dismiss the idea that her death would 

have any effect on him. After telling Yeats how it looked “uncertain whether his mother 

would live or not,” he added: “But these things really don’t matter” (qtd. in JJ 134). 

Joyce presents a shockingly cavalier response to his mother’s illness under the pretense 

of a ludicrously conceived idea of male stoicism for the benefit of one of his rivals in 
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Dublin’s literary scene. Indeed, Joyce had recently attacked the Irish Literary Revival 

movement, Yeats specifically, and had published a disparaging review that month of a 

collection of Celtic folklore by Lady Gregory. As if wary of giving Yeats any insight into 

his personal situation, Joyce assumes a defensive posture, which Yeats saw through. 

Shortly after the encounter, Joyce’s nasty review of Lady Gregory’s collection was 

apparently “forgiven out of sympathy with his mother’s condition” (JJ 140). 

 Joyce’s wish to hide a personal wound from Yeats plays into his desire during this 

period to create some distance between himself and the sullied conditions of his home 

life. Like Stephen at the end of A Portrait, who concedes that there may be some truth to 

his mother’s warning that he still needs to learn “what the heart is and what it feels” 

(252), Joyce deliberately tested the boundaries of what he might have to lose in order to 

realize his vision of an independent-minded artist. As I explore below, Joyce’s reading of 

Irish literature convinced him that male artists should all learn what it meant to sacrifice 

friends, family, and ideals if they intended to speak for a national history of 

disenfranchisement. He thus activates his personal mythos of political and cultural 

resistance, or non serviam, around a sense of cultivating male hurt. His harsh words to 

Yeats convey a desperate attempt to imagine what it might be like to not feel bound by 

personal attachments, yet still reside in the masochistic wounds opened up sacrificing 

such bonds to an image of male accomplishment.
5
 The political subjection of Ireland 

along with his family’s dwindling social and economic status likely added to Joyce’s 

impression that sacrifice was a prerequisite to male Irishness.  

A similar impasse in male personal loss and cultural heritage shapes the 

representation of mourning in Joyce’s first published story, “The Sisters.” Like much of 
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Joyce’s fiction, the story explores a young man’s emerging sense of self in response to a 

loss that places him in conflict with his social environment. The death of a priest who 

recently befriended the narrator opens a schism between the boy and his family. The 

story opens with the young narrator dutifully watching from the street for the candles 

placed by the corpse, yet he will later turn down the crackers and sherry offered to him at 

the wake—both rituals of the Eucharist performed at Catholic wakes (15). The boy’s 

friendship with the priest separates him from the other mourners and his family. All of 

them regard the priest wearily after a suspicious incident involving a broken chalice and a 

choirboy. While the narrator’s aunt, uncle, and family friend speak elliptically about the 

dead priest and want to bury his vaguely shameful memory, the narrator cannot forget 

him so easily. The priest and he were “great friends” (10), and the priest’s mysterious 

transgression, carefully obscured by the adults, only incites the boy’s imagination. The 

night that news of the priest’s death arrives, the narrator dreams about “the heavy grey 

face of the paralytic” priest that pursues him as if “it desired to confess something” (11).  

Mary Lowe-Evans offers a brilliant reading of how “The Sisters” rehearses 

Joyce’s recent loss of his Catholic mother through the narrator’s unresolved grief for the 

dead priest. The story sets the stage, she writes, to see how “Catholicism—as well as 

Joyce’s Catholic mother—haunts Joyce’s works,” even though he claimed to reject the 

Church and did not write openly about his mother after his long letter to Nora (17).
6
 

Joyce drafted “The Sisters” after returning to Dublin during his mother’s illness, and it 

appeared the month that he wrote the letter to Nora that supplies the epigraph to this 

chapter. The story reveals traces of several conflicts Joyce associated with his mother’s 

passing: a death after a long illness, a family strife during a grieving process, and a 
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defiance of the Catholic Church’s authority. Further, Lowe-Evans observes how the 

narrator’s refusal to partake in the quasi-sacramental refreshments recalls Joyce’s own 

refusal to join in the prayer at his mother’s bedside (19).  

One biographical detail Lowe-Evans omits is the likeness between the priest’s 

“heavy grey face” in the boy’s nightmare and Joyce’s description of his mother’s face in 

her coffin, described as “grey and wasted with cancer” (Letters 2:48). In the story, this 

image conveys a fascination on the young boy’s part with the ugly materiality of death. It 

thus falls outside the trajectory that Lowe-Evans charts in Joyce’s men mourners who try 

“to circumvent the corpses [of their mothers] in their way and seek a fundamentally 

Catholic goal: resurrection and immortality” (17). The young narrator’s image of the 

priest’s face conjured through the trope of prosopopoeia reifies the dead man, but as a 

haunting figure rather than a consoling vision of resurrection. Nouri Gana explores how 

Joyce uses visions of the faces of deceased loved ones in his story “The Dead” to 

represent Gretta Conroy’s “unresolvable uncertainty as to the ontological status of the 

dead” (165). The priest’s death in “The Sisters” represents a comparable disruption to the 

worldview of the narrator. Like Joyce looking down at his mother’s corpse, the narrator is 

struck by the absence of the promise of resurrection. In contrast, the sisters of the priest 

of the story’s title resort to a nineteenth-century aesthetic of religious consolation by 

calling it a “beautiful death” (15), a concept that requires “transforming [the dying 

person’s] physical suffering into an ethereal beauty” (Jensen 98). Joyce’s young narrator, 

however, never achieves this symbolic peace.
7
 When he attends the wake, he is only 

struck by a gaunt visage in the coffin with its “black cavernous nostrils” (14). 
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These competing responses to the priest’s death establish mourning as a critical 

site of identity formation, especially of the general politics of dissidence that Joyce 

sought to claim around this time. The boy’s rejection of the mourning rituals used by his 

community make him a slightly disobedient agent. His prolonged attachment to the dead 

casts him as a “misbeliever” concerning Catholic orthodoxies around life and death, the 

term that Roy Gotfried uses to describe Joyce’s fraught relationship, combative but not 

dismissive, to Catholicism (2-6). The narrator in “The Sisters” evidences a conscious 

detachment from the other mourners by alternatingly miming then rebuffing the Catholic 

rituals of mourning performed by the adults. He greets the news of the priest’s death by 

feigning indifference, snubs his host’s courtesy during the wake, and when pretending to 

pray by the priest’s corpse, he becomes distracted by the “mutterings” of his host and the 

ungainly placement of her skirt over her heeled boots (14). This behaviour brings the 

young boy into line with Edna Duffy’s reading of Joyce’s non serviam as a “late romantic 

trope that pits the sensitive apolitical aesthete against his degraded community” (13). For 

Duffy, Joyce’s self-conscious rebellious posture followed a number of artists who 

expressed a climate of ressentiment in post-Parnell Ireland by deliberately cultivating a 

“front” or style of exile (13). The narrator in “The Sisters” performs his own exile by 

declining to fully participate in his community’s mourning rituals and refusing to share 

the pious “mourning mood” they signify (“The Sisters” 12). 

Still, the narrator’s departures from mourning etiquette never add up to a coherent 

rejection of Irish Catholicism, which is what Joyce said he wanted to mount against the 

Church after his mother’s death (Letters 2:48). The narrator questions the rituals that the 

priest schooled him in during their impromptu lessons on the Catechism, but he never 
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adopts a path of disobedience. Quite some time ago, Edward Brandabur noted how the 

boy’s rejection of the Eucharist biscuit and sherry actually implies “a gesture of 

allegiance” to the priest and a rejection of the lay sacraments offered by the sisters as 

consoling gestures (Dubliners 337). Extending Brandabur’s observation, we can observe 

how the narrator’s sympathy for the dead makes him sympathetic to the story’s main 

figure of “hemiplegia or paralysis,” or the medical term that Joyce used to describe the 

Church’s corrupt social and moral authority in Ireland (Letters 55). The boy’s special 

bond with the dead distances him from his family and community, but not enough to 

capitalize on the initial “sensation of freedom” he felt when he first learned of the priest’s 

death (12). The wake that the sisters hold pulls the narrator back into the orbit of the 

Church’s authority, reaffirming its power over his imagination and affective experience 

in the void left by the shamed priest. 

 

Celtic Melancholy and Irish Masculinity 

 

The idea in “The Sisters” that mourning creates a space to act out male 

disobedience not only comes from May Joyce’s death, but also her son’s familiarity with 

discourses of male mourning in Irish literature. In this rich, complex tradition of 

mourning, personal losses quickly modulate into sites of political meaning, and emotions 

tied to grief are often characterized as manly depending how they are deployed in the 

public sphere. Ireland’s situation as a British colony fomented collective remembrance 

around many discrete historical injustices. This context created dense associations 

between grief and masculinity, especially when passions associated with remembering 
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political wrongs were seen as advancing nationalist aspirations. Paige Reynolds explains 

how public mourning served “a crucial tool in consolidating national feeling,” especially 

in “commemorations of Irish heroes lost in the fight for freedom such as Wolfe Tone or 

Robert Emmet” (33). We could easily include Charles Stewart Parnell in this list. A 

Portrait represents the Irish Parliamentary Party leader’s death as a wound above all to 

Irish men like Stephen’s father, who stored their hopes for an independent nation in the 

charismatic leader (26). One of the earliest creative texts Joyce wrote was an elegy for 

Parnell, picking up on and imitating his father’s grief for Ireland’s most recent fallen hero 

(My Brother’s 28). This environment of politicized remembrance for men and by men 

meant that Joyce grew up seeing men define their public selves by grieving losses in the 

political arena. 

The Irish romantic James Clarence Mangan (1803-49) gave Joyce a specific 

literary model to associate mourning with men’s political participation.
8
 In 1902 Joyce 

gave a paper to the Literary and Historical Society of University College Dublin on the 

Irish poet, which singles Mangan out for representing the plight of his country during a 

period of famine, emigration, and assimilation to an imperial power. At the foreground of 

Joyce’s portrait of Mangan are the qualities of painful feeling that become politically 

inscribed in the poet’s writings. “All his poetry remembers wrong and suffering,” Joyce 

says, “and the aspiration of one who has suffered and who is moved to great cries and 

gestures when that sorrowful hour rushes upon the heart” (OCPW 58). Far from shaming 

male grief, Joyce praises Mangan’s ability to turn personal and collective wounds into a 

distinctly male voice of bereavement that is at once tender, distressed, and angered. He 

“remembers wrong” from collective memories in Ireland’s past and communicates them 
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through individual experiences of vulnerability, which for Joyce meant that out of 

Mangan’s peers he best “embodied” his historical moment (127).  

Joyce’s reading of James Clarence Mangan intervenes in ongoing dialogue about 

Irish melancholy shaped by his country’s status as a British colony. Irish Revivalists and 

British cultural authorities both had a vested interest in the political relevance of Irish 

mourning literature. Matthew Arnold, for one, hoped British writers would inherit “Celtic 

melancholy” as a literary style from Ireland’s assimilation to the empire (Arnold 113). 

Printers, translators, and publishers, such as Lady Augusta Gregory, reinforced this view 

by seeking to create a canon of Irish literature out of traditional Gaelic laments. Lady 

Gregory’s 1903 collection Poets and Dreamers features many titles like “A Sorrowful 

Lament for Ireland,” The Grief of a Girl’s Heart and “Lament for the Makaris.” 

According to Gregory, these texts show how “Melancholy is everywhere” in Irish life (8), 

but for Lady Gregory melancholy represented a “metaphorical” expression of a people as 

opposed to a historical experience (78). For Mangan’s biographer, the Young Ireland 

organizer John Mitchel, a bereaved poetic voice could speak to a national history of 

“misery produced by ages of torture and humiliation” (qtd. in OCPW 301), but it 

communicated a far too defeatist message during a period of military and political 

struggle. In terms of Mitchel’s self-stereotyping, Mangan’s verse was quintessentially 

Irish in a negative light, exposing “the excessively impressible temperament of the Gael” 

that was always “ready to sink into blackest despondency and blind rage, or to rise into 

rapturous triumph” (301). Mitchel’s reading of Mangan invokes a tradition reaching all 

the way back to Plato that sees grief as a dangerous element to public wellbeing. As Plato 

argued in the Republic, powerful emotions like grief can introduce instability to a civic 
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state. Similarly, Mitchel advises writers to reject Mangan’s example since a national 

identity should not be likened to vulnerability or distress.  

Mitchel’s anxiety about establishing a message of national renewal through male 

expressions of grief is one of the main points Joyce challenges in his interpretation of 

Mangan’s legacy. Mitchel complained that Mangan’s grief conveyed an “impotent 

passion” (135) that undermined the vigor of the nation’s men, who might need to fight to 

achieve independence. Much as Nietzsche does in his Untimely Observations, Mitchel 

worries that men who dwell on the past too much will develop a historical malaise and 

lose the capacity to become active doers in history. Joyce counters this idea at the end of 

his 1902 essay where he insists that “remembering painfully” does not diminish men of 

conviction but aids in “the continual affirmation of the spirit” (60). In a later version of 

this essay, Joyce goes even further to undo the association between bereavement and 

male weakness in Mitchel’s language of depleted masculinity. For Joyce, the most 

important theme in Mangan’s writing is how “devastations of the soul,” or personal 

vulnerability to historical forces, lays the groundwork for future thinking and action that 

can lead toward “peace” (135, 58).  

In Mangan, Joyce saw how articulating men’s grief within a larger, collective 

consciousness offered a credible way to express historical injustices and create a relevant 

space for male mourning. Mangan’s poetry about his difficult childhood, deadly famine, 

and lost cultural cohesion tied his personal past to the “injustice of despoilers” in Ireland 

(59). Joyce would also seek to link person and political grief when by associating his 

mother’s death to an entire socioeconomic apparatus that “made her a victim” (Letters 

2:48). Mangan gives Joyce an example for bringing male grief into the arena of collective 
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history. By making personal loses a matter of collective suffering, Mangan transforms 

male grief into something not at all private or unmanly. Rather, it offers a path to an 

accomplished masculinity through the expression of powerful emotions “when that 

sorrowful hour rushes upon the heart” (OCPW 58). In Mangan’s passion, Joyce encodes 

grief as an exemplary male feeling. A grieving heart is not emasculate, he argues, if it can 

arouse passion that channels heart-ache toward action.  

“The Dead” expands on Joyce’s reading of Irish male mourning in the context of 

his recent mother’s death, although the story’s male protagonist, Gabriel Conroy, never 

finds a way to turn painful memories about dead loved ones into a reaffirmation of his 

identity as an Irishman. Instead, as it does for Mitchel, dwelling on the past threatens the 

“living duties and living affections” that Gabriel believes should order men’s behaviour 

(160). As readers of the story know well, however, a dead loved one eventually topples 

Gabriel’s confidence in his ability to suppress the influence of the past in the present. His 

wife’s unmourned loss of a young boy from Galway, Michael Furey, who died while 

wooing her years ago, reveals the ability of the past to persist in the present in ways that 

Gabriel’s code of self-assured masculinity cannot defend against. Another unmourned 

loss anticipates this later un-manning by a painful memory though: the death of Gabriel’s 

mother, Ellen Conroy. Before dinner, he recalls his broken relationship with his mother to 

the sound of Mary Jane (Joyce’s mother’s name) playing the piano: 

Her photograph stood before the pierglass. She had an open book on her 

knees and was pointing out something in it to Constantine who, dressed in 

a man-o’-war suit, lay at her feet. It was she who had chosen the names for 

her sons for she was very sensible of the dignity of family life. Thanks to 
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her, Constantine was now senior curate in Balbriggan and, thanks to her, 

Gabriel himself had taken his degree in the Royal University. A shadow 

passed over his face as he remembered her sullen opposition to his 

marriage. Some slighting phrases she had used still rankled in his memory; 

she had once spoken of Gretta as being country cute and that was not true 

of Gretta at all. It was Gretta who had nursed her during all her last long 

illness in their house at Monkstown. (147) 

When Mary Jane stops playing the piano, Gabriel’s “resentment” for his mother fades, 

but the insinuation is clear enough. Gabriel’s ambivalent feelings for Ellen Conroy have 

prevented him from mourning her death and allowing him to come to terms with her role 

in making him the man he is. Gabriel can only become the paternal figure he envisions by 

refusing to mourn the maternal origins of the patrilineal Conroy family.  

Gabriel’s unfinished grief makes him uncomfortable with those parts of his Irish 

heritage that his Anglo-Irish mother sought to disavow. His marriage to a “country cute” 

from west Ireland put Ellen Conroy’s plans for his future in jeopardy, which now casts a 

“shadow” over the life Gabriel has chosen. His strategy has been to forbid himself from 

dwelling on the lost cultural cohesion that his wife and Miss Ivor’s try to sustain by 

vacationing in west Ireland (149-50), and from remembering the mother whose social 

ambitions placed an edict on such collective memories. As his dinner speech reveals, 

Gabriel refuses to play into the idea of the melancholic Gael who cannot live for the 

future due to an obsession with a painful past: “Our path through life is strewn with many 

such sad memories, and were we to brood upon them always we could not find the heart 

to go on bravely with our work among the living” (160). Such a strategy speaks volumes 
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about Gabriel’s own male angst, which prohibits the mourning work that needs to happen 

for Gabriel to claim his future with Gretta against his mother’s disapproval. Like Mitchel, 

Gabriel appeals to an image of male fortitude that encodes remembering as an 

unproductive brooding upon the past, much as Buck Mulligan will too in Ulysses when 

he insists that Stephen “Give up the moody brooding” over his dead mother (1.235-6). In 

terms of Julia Kristeva’s symptomatology of melancholia, Gabriel and Stephen identify 

excessively with the lost maternal object. Their brooding implies a state of “inhibition 

and asymbolia” characteristic of the melancholic depressed feminine position, rather than 

the masculine tolerance of object loss (5). As if trying to protect himself from anxiety-

ridden remembering, and depression, Gabriel internalizes this lesson in male grit even 

while it stifles his attempts to fulfill his patriarchal role as a husband and an Irishman.  

 “The Dead” enacts another important mourning process in relation to May Joyce 

through Gretta Conroy, whose loss of Michael Furey invokes Joyce’s coping process for 

his mother. In a text preoccupied with male mourning behavior, Joyce includes fragments 

of his mother’s death through a gender reversal that gives him a window to explore the 

traumatic potential of his loss. Like May Joyce, Furey died after a long illness, and during 

this time Gretta put off leaving Galway (174), much as Joyce delayed his departure from 

Ireland and left only to return to see his mother’s final miserable days and attend her 

funeral. A comparable reversal in Furey’s fate haunts Gretta and has resulted in a failure 

to mourn his death fully. As she tells Gabriel, Furey died “only a week” after she left 

him. Gretta’s memory of learning about her lover’s fate too late to intervene leaves an 

scar on her memory of Michael and still inflects the climax of the narrative that she 

shares with Gabriel: “O, the day I heard that, that he was dead!” (175). The semi-
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autobiographical text behind Gretta’s backstory may even account for the gender 

transgressive Michael Furey, who was a very “delicate boy” and often sang The Lass of 

Aughrim (172). This song, which eventually jolts Michael’s memory back into Gretta’s 

consciousness, tells the story of a young mother who pleads with her lover to save her 

sickly child. The lover refuses, and both child and mother die.  

The story of Michael Furey and Gretta’s belated sense of urgency shows Joyce 

continuing to work through his “agent-regret” for mother. This is the term that R. Clifton 

Spargo uses to identify the sensation of belatedness that Gretta describes, along with a 

desire to act out an impossible intervention or “a fantasy of care in which grief functions 

as a belated act of protection” (24-5). Indeed, Richard Ellmann proposes that Joyce 

wished to make “amends” to his family and country in the final story of Dubliners (245). 

He had lost part of each after his mother’s death and his departure for the continent. As 

Gretta left Michael, Joyce left his mother at the worst possible time. In addition, like the 

unresponsive lover in the song, Joyce could do nothing while she died an excruciatingly 

painful death from cancer and called for her doctor day and night (JJ 129-30). Burdened 

with these memories, Joyce could try to prevent them from casting a shadow over his 

new life with Nora, like Gabriel does. However, he might create a psychological impasse 

that could rupture even more painfully later—as it does for Gretta. Both responses are 

inadequate to performing what Spargo sees as the real function of a mourner’s fantasy of 

care, which contains “an ethic exceeding self-concern” (24). Only in such imaginative 

gestures can a mourner respond to a dead loved one as both other and irretrievably lost.   

One way “The Dead” performs such care is through its triangulation of Gabriel, 

Gretta and Michael who form a circle of unfinished mourning with Michael Furey/May 
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Joyce at the centre. What solace Gabriel achieves about his unmourned mother comes 

from transferring his loss onto his wife’s memory of Michael Furey. After Gretta tells 

him about her youthful romance, Gabriel feels their bond briefly strengthen. He finally 

sees her distinct from his own self-concerns, as if they “had never lived together as man 

and wife” (175). This insight holds out the promise of moving Gabriel past his 

performance anxieties as a husband and suggests an ebbing of Ellen Conroy’s shadow 

over his marriage. Gabriel can now look “unresentfully” on Gretta and reflect on the 

fragility of their love (175).  

This process of apprehending otherness through loss has its roots in an earlier 

moment in the story that also invokes Joyce’s loss of his mother. When Gabriel sees 

Gretta on the staircase listening to Mary Jane’s piano playing and the sound of Mr. 

Bartell D’Arcy singing The Lass of Aughrim, he fails to recognize her (165). He is pulled 

into his own reverie by the sight and the music and imagines how he wishes he could 

immortalize the moment by capturing it in a painting, calling it Distant Music. The self-

reflectiveness of the scene becomes even richer when we remember that Joyce played the 

piano and sang for his mother on her deathbed (Ellmann 135-6). In a passage virtually 

lifted from Joyce’s biography, Stephen in Ulysses recalls his final moments with his 

mother: “Her door was open: she wanted to hear my music. Silent with awe and pity I 

went to her bedside. She was crying in her wretched bed. For those words, Stephen: 

love’s bitter mystery” (1.250-3). The last three words from Yeats’s “Who Goes With 

Fergus” will become synonymous with Stephen’s unfinished grief in Ulysses and acquire 

their own textual mood by cycling throughout Stephen’s day, as if splicing his sorrow 

into his very affective experience. For Gabriel, who resides outside the interiority of his 
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wife’s trauma, the most significant loss is suddenly feeling othered from his wife as she 

comes to learn how her grief for Michael Furey never really ended.  

 Gabriel Conroy thus makes a case for the illusoriness of what Kenneth Hodges 

calls “inviolate masculinity”: the “masculine ideal of suave and potent invulnerability” 

(14). Over the course of the evening, Gabriel’s automatic defences against loss erode to 

the point that he sees through them and recognizes their ineffectualness. Lying next to 

Gretta at the end of the night, he foresees the death of his oldest aunt and his meager 

attempts to comfort her sister: “He would cast about in his mind for some words that 

might console her, and would find only lame and useless ones. Yes, yes: that would 

happen very soon” (175). Even in this moment of insight, Gabriel relies on a masculine 

ideology that encodes openness to another’s vulnerability as weakness and inadequacy. 

He replaces his earlier appeal to male autonomy with the language of deficiency and so 

continues to interpret each loss he encounters as a threat to his self-image as inviolate. 

Despite the many opportunities Gabriel has to challenge this thinking by losing someone 

close—his aunt, Gretta, his mother—he never manages to do so. 

 

Incomplete Mourning, Incomplete Masculinity in A Portrait  

 

Stephen Dedalus wrestles with maintaining his own self-image of invulnerability 

in A Portrait as he mourns his separation from his mother while being initiated into the 

masculine cultures at his boarding school. Stephen’s induction to Clongowes Wood 

College relies on an intricate process of mourning his mother as he negotiates the 

demands of the English-style boarding school to give up his childish bond with his 
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mother and replace it with the all-male camaraderie offered by the paternal institution. 

Several earlier readings of the novel explore how male subject formation depends on 

Stephen achieving a specific resolution in his efforts to mourn his mother, namely, a 

clean break with her and closure that will allow him to forge new and gender appropriate 

bonds.
9
 This insight aptly characterizes the ideal resolution of Stephen’s homesickness 

from the point of view of Clongowes’ paternal authorities. The rules read out to all 

students at the start of the year—and which the six-year-old Joyce would have heard 

during his induction to the real-life Clongowes—make this transfer from parental to 

ecclesiastical authority clear: “Parents have yielded up to the Superiors of this house all 

authority which nature and Religion have given them over their children” (qtd. in Bradley 

16).  

By enforcing this transfer in guardianship, however, the school authorities reveal 

how its success is not guaranteed. Students may refuse to agree to their new fictive 

parentage—hence the rule. The rule exposes how male identity formation ultimately 

requires a successful resolution to a young boy’s efforts to relinquish his mother. But 

‘success’ in this sense conflicts with the natural impulse of a subject in mourning to hold 

out against demands to forge new attachments by clinging to a lost object. Given this 

ultimatum, Stephen ends up refusing to finish the mourning work asked of him. His 

refusal to fully accept the fact of his social separation from his mother goes some way to 

explain why he embraces an open-ended, incomplete study of his own masculinity in his 

young adulthood. Stephen’s grieving process at Clongowes links his failure to achieve a 

full and complete social integration in a male culture to his unrecuperated loss of his 

mother. The first chapter therefore calls into question the feasibility of mourning one’s 
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mother as a path to male selfhood, which is the path to male social conditioning that 

Steve Bearman suggests defines most boys’ experiences of the gender differentiation 

(216). Stephen actually finds quite a bit of support for his resistance to mourning his 

mother at Clongowes. The school is characterized by its own unfinished mourning for 

both mothers and Ireland’s fallen heroes in the struggle against British rule, a rule that 

was starting to reach a violent pitch during the years Joyce wrote and serialized A 

Portrait. These models of male grief give Stephen examples to understand how his 

identity as a young Irish man is made up of many different historical and personal losses. 

By the end of the novel, he embraces an open-ended process of masculine self-creation 

through a series of un-makings that suggest the only way to a fully realized male self is to 

accept the loss of whatever he might have to lose.  

 In typical bildüngsroman form, the opening chapter measures the growth of its 

protagonist as he gradually accepts his separation from his mother at school as a new 

social and psychic fact.
10

 The first chapter’s long second section is narrated from 

Stephen’s perspective over two days during the fall term at Clongowes. It is actually 

“seventyseven to seventysix” (P 10) days before he will return home for Christmas 

vacation, a seminal point for Stephen. While the other boys play rugby football and 

mingle together in an undifferentiated mass of “rubbing and kicking and stamping” 

limbs, Stephen lingers on the margins (9). Unprepared to accept his new peers as new 

objects of affection to replace his mother, Stephen continues to see his proper place in the 

world as at home: “He ran after them a little way and then stopped. It was useless to run 

on. Soon they would be going home for the holidays” (6). The young Stephen’s logic 
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implies that any libidinal investments in this new environment will be wasteful if he will 

eventually return to the Dedalus’ and his mother, so he tries to wait it out.   

 Stephen thus elides the full extent of his displacement from his mother, even 

while conceding to himself that he “long[s] to be at home and lay his head on his 

mother’s lap” (13). His memory of his mother’s farewell suggests that he perceives but 

does not wish to accept that his relocation to Clongowes involves a major social 

separation from her. “When she had said goodbye she had put up her veil double to her 

nose to kiss him,” he recalls, “and her nose and eyes were red. But he had pretended not 

to see that she was going to cry. She was a nice mother but she was not so nice when she 

cried” (9). Joyce again uses the face of a lost loved one to represent the indeterminate 

status of that loss for the mourner, for Stephen only partially acknowledges his grief over 

his mother’s departure. In a move reminiscent of Melanie Klein’s theory of the good and 

bad mother, Stephen fantasizes that his mother turns into a different woman (one who is 

“not so nice”) rather than acknowledge the reason for her tears: their separation.  

Stephen’s disavowal of his separation from his mother denaturalizes the 

inevitability of a mother’s loss in a conventional bildüngsroman plot, a critique of the 

genre that other critics also find at work in the opening chapter. Christine Froula explains 

how A Portrait sets up maternal separation as a rite of passage for Stephen into 

Clongowes’ male community of “rough boys” (P 9) and disciplinary priests (Froula 41-

5). Froula unpacks how Stephen achieves his socialization under the guidance of an entire 

“masculine psychohistory and cultural authority” that maintains power by controlling the 

regulation of gender difference through the dissociation of boys from their mothers (91). 

However, the degree to which Stephen “embodies and dissects” this elaborate rite of male 
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initiation remains up for debate (91). In Froula’s reading, Stephen’s subjectivity is 

predisposed to mourning and coming to terms with his mother’s loss. She sees the schism 

between mother and son occurring as early as the opening page of the novel, when 

Stephen symbolically “burie[s]” his “female self” in his appropriation of his nursery 

songs (43). In contrast, Christine van Boheemen-Saaf maintains that Stephen’s 

withdrawal from his mother signals a social and psychic departure that requires both time 

and practice. Anticipating “his own eventual inclusion in a homosocial group of men-

who-know,” he gradually “begins to process the endless distance separating him from 

that moment as a dialectic between the maternal home and school” (Joyce 56). For 

Boheemen-Saaf, accepting his social segregation from May Dedalus is an ability that 

Stephen must learn. This insight stresses the tension between male initiation at the school 

and students’ opposition to it based on a resistance to giving up loved ones.   

Both Froula and Boheemen-Saaf however view Stephen’s resistance to accepting 

Clongowes’ male culture as doomed to fail from the start and suggest that his childish 

heartache offers little contest against the institution’s ethic of male identity formation.
11

 

But what starts off as a straightforward opposition does not play out as such. As Andrew 

Gibson notes, during this formative period Stephen is always being acted upon while he 

is taking action.
12

 Stephen’s desires and memories relate in complex ways to figures of 

cultural authority around him, not least in his efforts to process his new social distance 

from Mrs. Dedalus. Stephen learns about expressing grief and remembering lost objects 

and ideas from his interactions with his peers and teachers. These interactions both assist 

and divert him in his efforts to hang on to his memory of his mother. In each case, they 
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shape his emerging sense of belonging in his new community through acts of 

remembering in a male culture. 

This dialectic generally sets up Stephen’s mother as a rival to Clongowes’ male 

culture, which Stephen learns that he has to disavow in order for him to sustain his 

attachment to Mrs. Dedalus in some, albeit changed, form. Stephen thus enters the 

transitional object stage famously theorized by D. W. Winnicott in which the child 

gradually establishes an object cathexis that can imitate, however poorly, his bond to his 

mother while lessening his dissatisfaction about their separation. Indeed, those parts of 

Stephen’s education and socialization that he clings to most remind him of Mrs. Dedalus. 

These memories help him to recognize his loss and gain the discursive abilities to 

articulate his opposition to relinquishing his bond to his mother, such as the lesson he 

finds in his spelling primer:  

Wolsey died in Leicester Abbey 

  Where the abbots buried him. 

  Canker is a disease of plants, 

  Cancer one of animals. (10) 

In the context of Stephen’s education in masculine psychohistory, these lines offer a 

guide for what to do with lost objects: Stephen needs to let go of his mother, much as the 

abbots buried Wolsey. The other lesson the verse imparts is how losing loved things or 

persons is natural, like death from canker or cancer. The primer’s verse therefore tacitly 

participates in molding Stephen’s desires to conform to the imperative of the school to 

forget or symbolically bury his mother. But it is a lesson that Stephen learns slowly. 

Another student’s roughhousing later puts Stephen in the infirmary where he imagines 
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composing a letter to Mrs. Dedalus: “Dear Mother / I am sick. I want to go home. Please 

come and take me home. I am in the infirmary” (23). Stephen asserts his desire to see 

Mrs. Dedalus against the finality of biological illness and holds out against the lesson in 

his primer that all loved things must eventually be given up, thus sustaining his desire to 

be reunited with his mother. 

 Stephen is not the only one who reads against authorized texts at Clongowes on 

matters of remembrance. His rejection of the grammar book’s injunction to bury lost 

loved ones connects him to a larger, politicized strain of resistant remembrance in 

Ireland’s recent history. The primer where he finds the sentences above, Doctor 

Cornwell’s Spelling Book, served as the introduction to An English School Grammar, a 

text imported to Ireland after the Intermediate Education Act (ed. Deane 280). Introduced 

by the British government and Irish conservatives in order to deter nationalist sentiment, 

the act attempted to make Irish boarding schools align with their English counterparts in 

terms of cultural education and curricula. Many Catholic and Jesuit schools cooperated 

because of the financial aid it brought them (Gibson, “‘That Stubborn’” 92). However, 

such cooperation often masked the nationalist sentiment that the act intended to suppress. 

At Clongowes, for example, nationalist feeling runs deep in unofficial commemorative 

work for Irish rebels in the resistance to British rule. Stephen learns about the United 

Irishman Archibald Hamilton Rowan, whose window of legendary escape from the 

British at Clongowes is still marked with “flowerbeds” (10); returning home for 

Christmas vacation, Stephen’s “drivers point[] with their whips to Bodenstown” (17), the 

burial place of another United Irishman, Wolfe Tone, who organized the 1798 rebellion; 

and when news of Parnell’s death arrives, Stephen observes how even Catholic 
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instructors like Brother Michael are visibly crushed by the loss (26). The all-male 

environment Stephen joins is not a politically orthodox English-style boarding school at 

all. It contains strong anti-colonial sentiments in its collective memories, recalling the 

Revivalist writer Douglas Hyde’s plea during an anniversary speech for Parnell’s death 

for Ireland to reaffirm its culture of remembrance for heroes of Irish independence. The 

nation’s history is “no longer remembered or taught,” Hyde laments, “the names of our 

rebels and martyrs blotted out; our battlefields and traditions forgotten” (141). Joyce’s 

portrait of the Jesuit school confirms Hyde’s message as all of the references to Irish 

rebels and its famous martyrs are word-of-mouth, in contrast to English martyrs like 

Cardinal Thomas Wolsey who are canonized in curriculum texts. Still, while Ireland’s 

history of resistance to British colonialism is not officially taught, an active culture of 

remembrance at Clongowes does keep the names of Ireland’s nationalist martyrs alive.  

In this context, Stephen’s attempt to maintain his bond to Mrs. Dedalus is not 

completely at odds with his new environment, as readings such as Froula’s and 

Boheemen-Saaf’s suggest. Clongowes introduces Stephen to a male culture of mourning 

that shows him how to resist abandoning specific attachments to the past and direct 

painful feeling toward socially constructive ends. This culture indirectly aids Stephen in 

his own mourning work for, like the school’s unofficial commemorative discourses for 

national heroes, mothers are also mourned in a private, subaltern community. The two 

boys Stephen meets during the fall term bond with him through his grief for his mother. 

Their interactions point to the unfeasibility of the school’s imperative for boys to simply 

put their mothers behind them. After noticing that Stephen looks unwell, Fleming, 

another student in the youngest cohort, suggests that he “Sick in [his] breakfast” (13). 
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Having just admitted to himself that “long[ing] to be at home and lay his head on his 

mother’s lap” is futile, Stephen rejects Fleming’s advice: “But he was not sick there. He 

thought that he was sick in his heart if you could be sick in that place. Fleming was very 

decent to ask him. He wanted to cry” (13). Fleming is not thinking about Stephen’s 

heartache, but Stephen interprets the gesture as a sign of camaraderie. In their boarding 

school idiom, Fleming is “decent” because he acknowledges another boy’s painful affect, 

even before Stephen can clearly articulate it. Fleming thus sides with the new student 

against the school’s fictive guardianship by suggesting that Stephen commit an act of 

sabotage—spoil his breakfast. In Wells, Stephen encounters a less sympathetic account of 

the imperative to mourn one’s mother, but Wells’ cruelty is instructive. The trick 

question that he puts to Stephen reveals the unreasonableness of this imperative filtered 

through the wit of an older boy: 

—Tell us, Dedalus, do you kiss your mother before you go to bed? 

     Stephen answered: 

     —I do. 

     Wells turned to the other fellows and said: 

   —O, I say, here’s a fellow says he kisses his mother every night before 

he goes to bed. 

  The other fellows stopped their game and turned round, laughing, Stephen 

blushed under their eyes and said: 

     —I do not. 

     Wells said: 
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   —O, I say, here’s a fellow says he doesn’t kiss his mother before he 

goes to bed.       

     They all laughed again. Stephen tried to laugh with them. (14) 

As Froula, Marjorie Howes, and Suzette Henke explain, Wells’ joke prepares Stephen for 

a code of masculinity where mothers are highly ambivalent objects of affection.
13

 Wells’ 

teasing offers an ironical take on the imperative to give up one’s affections for a mother, 

revealing how such an imperative is impossible to carry out. Wells roguishly helps 

Stephen grasp the incompleteness of his own mourning work. He manoeuvres the new 

Clongowian into avowing the loss that his initial reply failed to acknowledge. This prank 

sets up Wells for the real joke on Stephen and the prohibition on maternal bonds: to not 

wish to kiss one’s mother is absurd and so equally laughable. The joke works because the 

rest of the boys know that Stephen cannot disavow his love for his mother. They will not 

let him. His grief is mockable because it is permissible.  

Resistant mourning strategies like those of Wells and Fleming shape much of the 

male culture that Stephen participates in while at school. Though cruel, they give him a 

set of markers with which to navigate his entrance to male society. Another one of these 

markers is the death of fellow students that reinforces their bonds of fictive brotherhood. 

While staying in the refectory and imagining the letter he will send to his mother if he 

dies, Stephen plays out his own memorial service in his mind:  

Then he would have a dead mass in the chapel like the way the fellows had 

told him it was when Little had died. All the fellows would be at the mass, 

dressed in black, all with sad faces. . . .  
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   He could hear the tolling. He said over to himself the song that Brigid 

had taught him.  

Dingdong! The castle bell! 

Farewell, my mother! 

Bury me in the old churchyard 

Beside my eldest brother  (24) 

So as to envision his future integration at Clongowes, Stephen first imagines being lost 

by it, fantasizing how the boys who shirk him now will feel the sting of his loss after he 

becomes one of their kindred fellows. This daydream of revenge thus exposes Stephen’s 

wish to become another one of the boys. The lyrics he recalls from his nursery days are 

appropriate since his social integration seems to depend on bidding farewell to his mother 

and taking his place beside his “brother[s].” In this luxurious moment of despair, Mrs. 

Dedalus’ loss to Stephen’s social world begins to sinks in as he accepts the fact that their 

separation signals an exchange for his fully realized socialization.  

Of course, Stephen’s reverie only fantasizes a complete transition into male 

society. As a dream it foregrounds the open-endedness of this transition and the 

incompleteness of his mourning work. Stephen’s resort to automourning requires a vision 

of pulling off his acceptance by normative socialized masculinity. In his fantasy, he not 

only accepts, but can beautifully elegize his separation from his mother along the way to 

a fully integrated male self. The scene reinforces the bridge between Stephen’s grief and 

his attempt to realize his masculine development. Both are deferred to a future out of 

Stephen’s reach: a self-awareness of his own death.  
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As Stephen approaches adulthood, the terms of male attachment to maternal 

figures shift to accommodate the doctrine of the Blessed Virgin, a tool of the Church for 

reclaiming lost male believers like Stephen. In their debate about whether Stephen should 

take the Eucharist at Easter because his mother asks him, Stephen’s friend Cranly 

elevates Mary Dedalus to the spiritual status of the Virgin Mary. He counsels Stephen to 

show devotion to his mother since out of everything “unsure in this stinking dunghill of a 

world, a mother’s love is not” (240-1). This sentiment voices the Church’s insistence on 

the mythology of the Blessed Virgin during the Catholic crisis in modernism (Lowe-

Evans 58). Catholic men should honour their mothers like their spiritual mother in 

homage to the immaculate conception. “Your mother brings you into the world, carries 

you first in her body,” Cranly tells Stephen, “What do we know about what she feels? But 

whatever she feels, it, at least, must be real” (241). By this logic, Stephen’s conception in 

his mother’s womb rehearses the Virgin Mary’s immaculate conception. The sacrilege 

that Stephen will commit by not taking the Eucharist therefore amounts to a refusal to 

remember his mother in a way that affirms the Church’s authority. That is to say, to 

refuse his mother implies that he has forgotten a piece of Catholic dogma once verified in 

May Dedalus’ birth canal.  

The shadow of Catholic teaching behind Cranly’s appeal turns Stephen off since 

he perceives in it a manipulation of feeling that reminds him of Clongowes. Like Wells 

before, Cranly’s simple question “Do you love your mother?” (240) underestimates the 

complexity of religious and social codes intended to order male affections for mothers. 

Stephen tries to hold Cranly to an about-face in his question, namely, that he has revised 

the earlier imperative against maternal attachments with a new imperative against 
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forgetting it, lest Stephen forget the miraculous nature the Church bestows on Christ’s 

conception.
14

 Stephen’s harsh education at Clongowes makes him over examine the 

subtext in Cranly’s question and to giving either a straight ‘yes’ or ‘no’. Instead, he turns 

the question back on Cranly: “I do not know what your words mean” (240). As Mary 

Lowe-Evans points out, most readers side with Cranly against Stephen’s sophist 

stonewalling, and the exchange certainly makes Stephen look the worse for it. In 

response, he perfunctorily cites male martyrs who rejected maternal ties of kinship to 

devote themselves to the Church: 

—Pascal, if I remember rightly, would not suffer his mother to kiss him as 

he feared the contact of her sex. 

   —Pascal was a pig, said Cranly. 

   —Aloysius Gonzaga, I think, was of the same mind, Stephen said. 

   —And he was another pig, then, said Cranly. 

   —The church calls him a saint, Stephen objected. (242) 

Stephen’s rather scholastic point is that if he were to embrace the Church like his mother 

wishes, he would have to replace his love for her with a dedication to a divine eros. The 

men he cites exchanged an all-too human vulnerability to mortal attachments for inviolate 

bonds with the immortal. For them, and for the Church that sainted them, the real choice 

is to love God or one’s mother. Stephen is caviling, of course, but he is right that by 

taking the Eucharist in the eyes of the Church he would finish mourning his separation 

from May Dedalus started at Clongowes. He would replace his love for her with the only 

true mother for a Catholic.
15
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These competing loyalties sustain a desire to live out a male self unrestrained by 

typical divisions among family, Church, nation and friendship. Stephen says he wants to 

live an inviolate masculinity unfettered by any bonds that can be lost. As he boasts to 

Cranly: “I do not fear to be alone or to be spurned for another or to leave whatever I have 

to leave” (247). His friend’s reply makes Stephen uncomfortable. Cranly presses him 

whether there remains any room in his vision for “even one friend,” an appeal to 

homosocial friendship, or a sexual desire that Cranly never names. But Stephen brushes 

Cranly off. He decides he lacks the resoluteness of which he speaks: the ability to accept 

the loss of loved ones as an indication of confident male autonomy. He credits Cranly’s 

query to a personal failing, or “his own loneliness which he feared” (247). Cranly’s 

heartache undermines the notion of male inviolateness as quickly as Stephen invokes it. 

But like May Dedalus’ farewell, his friend’s plea only stiffens Stephen’s resolve to 

achieve a masculine personal unmarred by the pain of loss. In the last of Stephen’s 

journal entries that ends the novel, he records his mother’s advice: “She prays now, she 

says, that I may learn in my own life and away from home and friends what the heart is 

and what it feels. Amen. So be it!” (252). Apparently, Stephen will accept the loss of 

“whatever” he has to relinquish in order to become a man of the world. Tired of the 

“vulnerabilities of childhood” that circumscribe his identity, as Peter Middleton and Janet 

Sayers observe, Stephen embraces an “impersonal version of [male] adulthood” (Sayers 

111). This identity promises to lend him a cogent identity through a severe sense of 

invulnerability, which cannot protect Stephen against losing the things he will sacrifice if 

he leaves his family and country. With the discipline of the Jesuit martyrs he ironically 
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cites, he will have to accept the loss of those things with full knowingness of the pain 

they will bring. 

A Portrait makes a strong case for the unreasonableness of achieving male 

selfhood by accepting the loss of a mother. The novel ends by telescoping Stephen’s 

sacrifice of nation, kin, and friendship through the very love object whose loss was 

supposed to unite him with all of these things at Clongowes: May Dedalus. In his final 

journal entry, he bids farewell to such social attachments of “home and friends” and 

brazenly affirms the unknown a priori as the site of his new conditioning: “Welcome, O 

life!” (252). Accepting his social separation from his mother started at school brings him 

no closer then to integrating into patriarchal institutions like the Catholic Church, or to 

striking up homosocial bonds intended to stand in for his irretrievable spiritual and 

biological mothers. Stephen’s journey paraphrases Ben Knights’ point that the “grueling 

symbolic work of producing the male as complete and invulnerable hero is never 

finished” (qtd. in Wexler 1052). In this instance, producing masculinity means paring 

away everything that does not fit with the idea of a self-confident, need-less self. Stephen 

imagines that the path to male sufficiency can be found through or in loss. Turning his 

mother’s words back on her, he imagines that he will discover “away from home and 

friends what the heart is and what it feels.” By now, however, readers perceive how 

Stephen’s identity as an artist, an Irishman, a Dedalus, and a misbelieving Catholic all go 

into making him who he is and who he will become as a young man. He will no doubt 

seek out antagonisms with these pieces of his identity, but that does not change their 

formative influence on him. Stephen admits as much by agreeing with his mother’s 

words; if he hopes to learn who he is and what the heart feels after leaving family and 
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home, then he will not have far to go. His mother predicts he will learn these things by 

losing his family and home. The novel’s study of masculinity therefore leaves readers 

with a paradox that Ulysses takes up, namely, how male assertions of invulnerability lay 

the basis for articulating expressions of exposure to loss.  

 

Tough Mourning in Ulysses 

 

Like A Portrait, Joyce’s second novel represents Stephen Dedalus’ loss of his 

mother as a testing ground for his masculinity. May Dedalus passed away from cancer 

one year before the day on which the novel takes place, which brings her son into a dense 

field of mourning practices involving his gender, religion, politics, and art. While trying 

to remain true to his promise to Cranly in A Portrait that he will not compromise his 

personal liberty by submitting to any institutions of authority, Stephen strikes an 

antagonistic relationship with many of his friends and family. He rejects many of the 

mourning practices and consolations available to him, suggesting to some extent that he 

has achieved the rigid masculine image he champions in A Portrait that denigrates the 

affective life of “feelings” and fetishizes a psychic space that exists “above” such base or 

“kinetic” moods (205). For many readers, Stephen’s notion of what it means to be a male 

artist spares little room then for acknowledging the rhythms of affective life and a basic 

sense of the self’s exposure to the other. He would rather solidify his calling to his art, 

than let himself be challenged by grief. However, Stephen’s refusal to mourn through a 

number of culturally sanction structures of feeling more aptly suggests that ongoing, 

disconsolate grief characterizes his performance of male bereavement. Ulysses depicts a 
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male artist especially distressed by his feelings regarding a loved one’s death. His own 

implication in gendered thinking about grief makes it difficult to clearly avow that 

experience. Indeed, where and how Stephen does express feelings of distress over his 

grief is difficult to see since he challenges many mourning practices available to him. 

This creates an impression of unfeeling male fortitude when the opposite is closer to the 

truth. Stephen cultivates an image of a toughened mourning, I suggest, that registers his 

loss by withdrawing from cultural systems that recall his mother’s death. 

Tough in this sense does not signify disavowing loss, as if to prove one’s 

fortitude, but putting off consolations that imply one’s grief can be easily soothed. This 

kind of toughness makes a hazardous claim on male emotional awareness by avowing 

feeling where the rest of a community insists on an end to feeling, or at least to those 

negative affects tied to a specific loss. This toughness means resisting comfort for grief 

along the lines of Jahan Ramazani’s notion of resistant mourning: “self-mocking, anti-

sentimental,” and “anti-therapeutic” (17). Several of these traits serve as the masculine 

qualities celebrated by Stephen’s companion Buck Mulligan. Indeed, while Stephen’s 

ideas about manliness and disconsolate grief cross-pollinate, much of his mourning work 

entails declining the breed of male toughness espoused by his close friend. 

I propose that we can read this conflict through two different models of resiliency 

that stand for Stephen and Mulligan’s competing versions of male toughness. Exploring 

why resilience has become widely adopted outside ecology studies, Magali Reghezza-Zitt 

explains how most theories of resilience either define it as a quality or a process. When 

characterized as a quality, resilience becomes synonymous with resistance, where the 

success of a body’s capacity to withstand harm emerges in its capacity to resist change, to 
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“return to a state prior to the crisis, to normal, to stability,” which is best observed in 

cases of “survival without change” (par. 7). Mulligan’s vision of resilient masculinity 

comes closest to this type. He advocates disengaging from affective experiences with 

others, such as Stephen’s bond with his mother, when those ties potentially threaten the 

pleasure or stasis of the self. In contrast, Stephen seeks to inhabit a mode of resilience 

defined by the self’s ability to undergo change with crisis, to persist through it by 

registering shock and disturbance. This adaptive model of resilience is diachronic and 

appears in bodies over time that can perform “elastically under a load without breaking or 

being deformed” (Gordon qtd. in Reghezza-Zitt par. 10). Geraldine Djament condenses 

these two types of resiliency into the difference “between the re-production of the same 

and the production of the other” (qtd. in Reghezza-Zitt par. 17). In the resistance model, 

the subject seeks to reproduce itself as it existed (or imagined itself existing) prior to the 

trauma. In the adaptive model, the self indexes a trauma by changing or inscribing the 

trauma within it. Stephen enacts the second by attesting to his psychic injury and social 

discomfort after his mother’s death. He attempts to sustain the sign of her loss and his 

pain, by continuing to wear black even a year after her death for example (U 1.156), 

which avows his toughness as his persistence within, and not despite, his sadness.  

Mulligan tries to convince Stephen to embrace his version of hardened male 

feeling by insisting that he stop “mop[ing]” and face the biological cruelty of his 

mother’s death (U 1.235), a course of action that suits Mulligan’s talents as a 

dipsomaniac medical student. Seeing corpses “cut up into tripes in the dissectingroom” 

everyday and washed down by a “glorious drunk to astonish the druidy druids” (U 1.206, 

297) bestows Mulligan with a knack for male buoyancy that Stephen is missing. Mulligan 
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flaunts a stiffened response to the death of the other by viewing it as merely a matter of 

biological decay. Far from proposing that Stephen inhibit his mourning work, then, 

Mulligan recommends speeding it up. For Mulligan, mourning involves celebrating one’s 

survival over the incessant forces of mortality, as captured in his callous remark that 

Stephen’s mother is “beastly dead” (U 1.198). The death of a parent to Mulligan signals a 

natural process of survival, which encapsulates the view he seeks to persuade Stephen of 

by redirecting his attention to symbolic substitutions for his loss. Sensing Stephen is in “a 

funk” (1.59), Mulligan invites him to turn his dour gaze upon the life-giving mother they 

share: “Isn’t the sea what Algy calls it: a great sweet mother? The scrotumtightening sea. 

. . She is our great sweet mother. Come and look” (1.77-8, 80-1). Fooling aside, Mulligan 

offers his friend a genuine piece of advice in his poetic allusion. In Swinburne’s “The 

Triumph of Time,” a young male artist who recently lost his beloved looks to the sea for 

consolation, and its image of an “allwombing tomb” (U 3.402) reminds him that his 

“grief shall endure not for ever” (305). Thus, Mulligan delicately tries to move Stephen 

back to the world of the living by asking him to concede to the reality-proven thesis that 

time triumphs over all sorrows.  

Mulligan’s all-boy therapy session to man up or buck up also requires Stephen to 

own up to his slight against his dead Catholic mother. Like Joyce, Stephen refused to 

pray for his mother before her death, and, like Cranly before him, Mulligan plays the 

dutiful friend and surrogate priest who asks Stephen to take back his hardheartedness. 

After giving Stephen a moment to contemplate their maritime mother, Mulligan turns 

“his grey searching eyes from the sea to Stephen’s face”: 
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--The aunt thinks you killed your mother, he said. That’s why she won’t let 

me have anything to do with you.  

--Someone killed her, Stephen said gloomily.  

--You could have knelt down, damn it, Kinch, when your dying mother 

asked you [. . .] I’m hyperborean as much as you. But to think of your 

mother begging you with her last breath to kneel down and pray for her. 

And you refused. There is something sinister in you. (1.88-94) 

For Mulligan, male toughness signifies a calculated compliance required to keep women 

like his aunt happy, even if that means shamming sympathy in order to assert his male 

resolve. By hyperborean, he means above social conformity and the pain of mortal eros. 

Mulligan maintains that Stephen should have knelt down and prayed for his mother so as 

to assert not his feeling for her, but rather his constitutional ability to keep his resolve and 

remain unchanged despite a personal crisis. According to this view, Stephen’s display of 

callous aloofness in the face of his mother’s suffering reveals his feebleness to play the 

part of detached male poise. It points to an internal defect indicted by Mulligan’s ironic, 

skin deep assertion of the sentimental bond between son and mother: “Her cerebral lobes 

are not functioning. She calls the doctor sir Peter Teazle and picks buttercups off the 

quilt. Humour her till it’s over” (1.210-1).  

 But Stephen wishes to claim a different breed of toughness: a robust, inconsolable 

sadness that Mulligan’s equal attempt at sympathy and reproach fail to move.
16

 This air 

of toughness frustrates Mulligan’s tactic of educating Stephen in his version of the proper 

boundaries of male fortitude. According to Mulligan, one can drop a hyperborean 

pretense in order to protect the most important bonds of friendship. However, Stephen 
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insists he has a right not to relax his grieving performance since, as he says, “Someone 

killed her” (1.90). Like Joyce when he looked into his mother’s coffin and “saw the face 

of a victim,” Stephen perceives an element of injustice in his mother’s death that 

prohibits him from moving on like another survivor or, in the terms of Stephen’s 

resilience, not suffer some hurt for her loss. The bond he seeks to maintain with the dead 

registers his pain by bearing the brunt of what Spargo calls “agent-regret”: an unfounded 

but nonetheless absorbing feeling of responsibility for having failed to protect the other 

from harm that signifies an elegist’s affect of grief and interpretive bent (36). But exactly 

who or what Stephen believes caused his mother’s death is a moving target. Over the 

course of Stephen’s day his suspects are wildly diffuse and unfairly specific: his father, 

Haines, the Catholic Church, himself, a fox, Shakespeare. All of these accusations encode 

his sense of disconsolate grief for his mother. His impression that she was ripped away 

means that he interprets the cause of her death as insidious. Much like Joyce, Stephen 

refuses to accept his mother’s death as an acceptable fact of survival, or a sign of an 

unavoidable social ill. When his mother’s ghost confronts him in “Circe,” he eventually 

relents and admit that “Cancer did it, not I” (15.4187), conceding to a latent biological 

timeliness of his mother’s death that may allow him to eventually move past her death. 

Until then, Stephen insists on interpreting her death as a failure to prevent harm from 

befalling the other. 

 Doing so means resisting his community’s interpretation of May Dedalus’ death, 

which sees it as acceptable within a framework of Catholic beliefs concerning the 

afterlife. Stephen tries to reject this logic of acceptable loss, but he still internalizes some 

of its imagery and symbolism, as figured in his nightmare about his mother’s ghost:
17
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Silently, in a dream she had come to him after her death, her wasted body 

within its loose brown graveclothes giving off an odour of wax and 

rosewood, her breath, that had bent upon him, mute, reproachful, a faint 

odour of wetted ashes. . . . The ring of bay and skyline held a dull green 

mass of liquid. A bowl of white china had stood beside her deathbed 

holding the green sluggish bile which she had torn up from her rotting 

liver by fits of loud groaning vomiting. (1.102-10) 

Like the priest who haunts the young boy in “The Sisters,” May Dedalus’ decomposing 

spectre stands in for her son’s unfinished mourning. He is not ready to accept symbolic 

compensation for his loss, such as the one Mulligan offers him in the image of the bay 

around Martello Tower. Its green waters only remind Stephen of her painful death. This 

memory returns several times throughout his day, and each time the message that his 

mother conveys to Stephen changes depending on the context of what has reminded him 

of his diffuse sense of regret about her death.
18

 After Mulligan tells Stephen about his 

aunt’s accusation, May Dedalus’ ghost appears “reproachful.” Moments later it is 

characterized as impervious. She mutters “mute, secret words” that Stephen cannot make 

out (1.272), suggesting her total unavailability to him. Stephen has just considered how 

all she has left behind are discarded trinkets—“old featherfans, tasselled dancecards, 

powdered with musk” (1.255-6). These objects contain all that remains of May Dedalus’ 

youth and early courtships, hinting at the life his mother had before her marriage and thus 

before him. Nonetheless, they cannot tell Stephen anything that might console him for his 

ultimate question, “Where now?” (1.254). 
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Derrida says all ghosts carry the same message to the mourners they haunt, 

namely, the dead can only live “in me” (The Work 42). By that token, it is impossible for 

Stephen to learn anything from his memory of May Dedalus that will help him to achieve 

closure. He cannot appeal to her person or to his memory of her to challenge the 

allegation that he precipitated her death with his “sinister” stubbornness for not praying at 

her bedside. Stephen can only resort to the prevailing interpretation of her death, which 

continues to dominate his memories of her and gradually turns his mother’s memory into 

a malevolent force:  

Her glazing eyes, staring out of death, to shake and bend my soul. On me 

alone. The ghostcandle to light her agony. Ghostly light on the tortured 

face. Her hoarse loud breath rattling in horror, while all prayed on their 

knees. Her eyes on me to strike me down. Liliata rutilantium te 

confessorum turma circumdet: iubilantium te virginum chorus excipiat. 

   Ghoul! Chewer of corpses! 

   No, mother! Let me be and let me live. (1.273-9) 

The prayer May Dedalus’ family recites is taken from the Layman’s Missal for occasions 

when a priest is absent, during which time “any responsible person” may commend the 

dying to God (Gifford 19). Stephen’s memory of this scene stands for his own incomplete 

mourning that calls the peace of May Dedalus’ soul into question as a result of her son’s 

abstention. Marylu Hill notes how Stephen plays into the theological reading of his 

mother’s death by characterizing May Dedalus’ unmourned soul as an evil specter. She is 

“trapped within his metaphors and images” and “victimized by his characterizations of 

her as a ‘ghoul’” (333). A more generous reading would foreground Stephen’s use of his 
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memory about her final moments as a coping strategy: he manages to call up this painful 

scene and recognize his failure to prevent harm to his mother within the terms of her 

Catholic faith, while still resisting this accusation as it pertains to him. Even though he 

does not join in the prayer, he is not a murderer, nor does he have to accept that she is 

doomed as a “Chewer of corpses.”
19

 

 Stephen’s attempt to challenge the accusation of matricide underscores his 

resistance to mourning May Dedalus as his community does. It also explains how his 

isolated position as his mother’s elegist invites a sense of guilt about opting out of 

cultural codes of mourning. Jahan Ramazani’s notion of resistant mourning suggests that 

an elegist’s special bond with the dead comes from a retroactive and often unfounded 

sense of guilt about a death (5). Stephen certainly experiences some guilt about his final 

moments with his mother; however, he also recognizes its illusoriness, its fabrication. It 

has been thrust upon him by a community that disagrees with the way he responds to his 

grief. This conflict incriminates Stephen in the eyes of his community as if he had failed 

to prevent her death. It is not his guilt that motivates his dissent as a mourner, but the 

other way around.  

 And so the need for toughness as Stephen bears the brunt of painful accusations 

like Mulligan’s and his aunt’s and resists almost every consolation offered to him. If he 

rejects his community’s strategies for laying the dead to rest, then he will mourn without 

hope of comfort. This impasse bothers many readers who agree with Mulligan that his 

friend is being both obstinate and self-centered.
20

 Andrew Gibson admits that for all of 

Stephen’s dedication to his grief, he ends up reducing it to ineffective “structures of 

thought and feeling: melancholy, sullen hatred, spiritual violence, a Manganesque despair 
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of soul, the intimate complicity born of polar opposition” (Joyce’s Revenge 13). But as 

we have seen, Joyce valued male artists like Mangan who mined painful memories in 

order to work through injustices in the past and affirm an identity in the present. Indeed, 

Stephen’s allusion to Shakespeare’s most famous son in mourning, Hamlet, in his reply 

to May Dedalus’ ghost above, “Let me be,” is delivered in the affirmative. If Stephen 

does not transform his grief into action soon enough for most readers, that seems 

deliberate on Joyce’s part. Joyce famously told Frank Budgen he did not “let [Stephen] 

off lightly” (51), by which he could have meant that he painted an ungenerous portrait of 

Stephen, whose conflicts mirrored his own, or that he did not give him an easy answer to 

his prevailing dilemma: how to heal after loss.  

 Stephen’s resilience involves rejecting almost every symbolic replacement for his 

mother that might signal an overly simplified end to his grief. One of these potential 

object replacements is the milkwoman who holds out the promise of symbolic 

compensation in the idea of a maternal Ireland. She comes to the Martello Tower bearing 

her maternal wares for all three men: Mulligan, Stephen, and Haines. Before she arrives, 

they debate the origins of popular mothers in Irish folklore like “old mother Grogan” 

(1.357) and “old Mary Ann” (1.382). Haines is an Englishman writing a study of Celtic 

folklore who represents a fashionable interest in Gaelic culture around the turn of the 

century that sought, especially through the Revivalist movement, to recover a lost cultural 

essence of Ireland, figured in the three men’s conversation as a return to maternal 

origins.
21

 However, Stephen only sees a failure to recuperate anything worthwhile about 

Ireland’s past in their interactions with the milkwoman. Haines tries to converse with her 

in her native tongue, which she mistakes for French (1.425). Mulligan praises her good 
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milk only to draw attention to the poor diet on which most of Ireland’s poor subsist: 

“Living in a bogswamp, eating cheap food and the streets paved with dust, horsedung and 

consumptives’ spits” (1.412-4). His comments reveal a disparity between the Revivalist’s 

idea of a recovered national heritage, and the actual living conditions of Irish people. This 

gap prevents Stephen from investing much hope in the notion of a revived Mother 

Ireland. The milkwoman’s “Old shrunken paps” (1.398) embody the exploitation of his 

country, its people and natural resources, which like his own mother have long been 

prepared “for the grave” (1.420).  

 The image of maternal milk returns in “Nestor” to complicate Stephen’s dismissal 

of sentimental ideas about motherhood. Even though he rejects Haines and Mulligan’s 

patronizing appeal to a national motherland, the sentiment of maternal bonds continues to 

exert a strong pull on Stephen. It shapes his understanding of the exploitation of Irish 

people, represented by the milkwoman, and his counterintuitive notion of toughened 

(because bruised) masculinity. At the English style boarding school where Stephen 

teaches, a young student after class asks him for help. The frailty of the small boy, likely 

from malnourishment, makes Stephen think of the mother who with “her weak blood and 

wheysour milk … had fed him and hid from sight of others his swaddlingbands” (2.165-

7). The survival of this lean and “futile” child reminds Stephen of Cranly’s theory in A 

Portrait that a mother’s love represents “the only true thing in life” (2.143). Where 

Stephen had rejected Cranly’s sentiment on theological grounds, he now uses it to reflect 

on the resiliency of Irish survival after a history of colonial abuse. “But for her,” he 

muses, “the race of the world would have trampled him underfoot, a squashed boneless 

snail” (2.141-2). Stephen finds a model for the kind of resiliency he wishes to claim in 
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the image of a mother. The small boy represents to Stephen persistence in vulnerability, 

or toughness as measured paradoxically by weakness.  

 These thoughts lead Stephen to contemplate maternal love or “amor matris” 

(2.165) as an appropriate paradox for his grief, since a mother’s love properly speaking is 

impossible to return, a paradox that condenses Stephen’s mournful sense of belated care 

for the other. In Cranly’s definition, a mother’s affection stands for the real that exists 

outside the socialization of desire. It signifies the natural and true against the imitative 

and cultural. A child’s return of his mother’s love represents a failure in authentic 

affection, which has the added purpose of naturalizing a deficiency in male feeling 

through Cranly’s elevation of maternal love. This sleight of hand affirms Gilles Deleuze 

and Felix Guattari’s observation that attempts to pin down the real in social arrangements 

of desire merely represent an additional layering of sociality (34). Returning or re-

presenting a mother’s love thus becomes an exercise in impeded affection. Every desire 

that comes after a mother’s love denotes another removal from the original place of 

desire. In this cultural logic of primary maternal feeling, Stephen senses a kind of infinite 

regress to his grief where he (like the feeble student) cannot return what his mother first 

gave him. 

 The phrase amor matris returns in Stephen’s lecture on Shakespeare to serve as an 

even more concrete a sign of Stephen’s belated sense of urgency about his mother’s 

death: of not returning her love, and of literally not returning in time to bid farewell. 

After recalling the scene where news of John of Gaunt’s death arrives in Richard III, 

Stephen remembers learning about his mother’s illness in Paris: “Hurrying to her squalid 

deathlair from gay Paris . . . . The voice, new warmth, speaking. Dr Bob Kenny is 
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attending her. The eyes that wish me well. But do not know me” (9.825-7). But Stephen 

arrives too late for his mother to recognize him. Even though Stephen believes a mother’s 

love is more stable that the “legal fiction” of paternity (9.844), this memory threatens 

both meanings of “Amor matris, subjective and objective.” For a child can lose his 

mother’s love if she dies, after which he can never actually return it. This is the question 

Freud sets out to answer in The Ego and the Id by proposing that parents live on in 

children. When a child introjects the dead parent, the parent becomes part of the child 

who bypasses the pain of losing an original attachment. The parent’s love for the child 

then endures, if only through the child who imaginatively keeps the dead parent alive. 

However, the blank gaze Stephen sees in his mother’s face crushes any hope of such 

permanence.   

 In “Circe,” Stephen reaffirms his resolution to mourn his mother away from the 

consoling gestures offered to him by his community and preserves the singularness of his 

mother’s memory, even while that means recognizing that his loss is irreplaceable. In the 

process, Stephen maintains his performance of male fortitude as a sign of his painful, 

inconsolable grief for his mother. The whole chapter takes place in a brothel during the 

drunken escapades of Stephen and Mulligan’s cohort. In his inebriated state, Stephen acts 

out his emotional frustrations by fantasying about his mother’s specter again, which 

“rises stark through the floor” like one of Shakespeare’s stage ghosts (15.4157). Stephen 

asks her to tell him the “word known to all men” (15.4191-2), the word that Walter 

Gabler identifies as “love” (9.429-31), but she refuses. Instead, her ghost exploits 

Stephen’s sense of guilt for not laying to rest her soul: “Prayer for the suffering souls in 

the Ursuline manual and forty days’ indulgence. Repent, Stephen” (15.4197-8). Mulligan, 
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the prostitutes, and Simon Dedalus all take up her cause and petition Stephen to fulfill her 

request, to which he merely yells “Shite!” (15.4223). Before the ghost fades, Stephen 

expounds on his refusal by telling everyone in the brothel that they will never bend his 

will: “The intellectual imagination! With me all or not at all. Non serviam!” (15.4227-8). 

He then smashes a chandelier, causing the room to go dark and extinguishing May 

Dedalus’ ghost for the last time. 

 This climax in Stephen’s day of mourning confirms his resistance to accepting his 

mother’s death as reaffirming the natural bond between mother and child. That bond is no 

less precarious in the face of permanent separation in death. The word Stephen shouts as 

he snuffs out May Dedalus’ ghost sums up this sense of irreparable loss: “Nothung!” 

(15.4242). Stephen’s attempt at toughened male mourning may make him look callous, as 

if he believes he does not want or need the memory of his mother and what only she can 

give him: her love. Instead of trying to resist any comforts after her death, he tries to 

reject her memory altogether and what it might may still offer him. Then again, Stephen’s 

cry of “nothing” (what his mother is now) also expresses his cry about that unalterable 

fact (what he wishes she still was). ‘Nothung’ in German, from Wagner’s Der Ring Des 

Nibelungen, translates as ‘needful’ (Gifford 518). Stephen articulates his anger about her 

death, his rejection of his community’s strategies for mourning it, and his persistent love 

for her simultaneously. His toughness comes from deciding that nothing will, or should, 

console him for her death, which makes him more needy than ever for a mother’s love.  
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“Shite,” or Everything Not a Mother’s Love 

  

In their collection of essays on American masculinity and emotion, Boys Don’t 

Cry?, Milette Shamir and Jennifer Travis explain how contemporary studies of 

masculinity can inadvertently repudiate the emotional lives of men. The emotional 

histories of men, they propose, consistently get “presented negatively, in terms of 

disavowal and repression,” and thus perpetuate truisms about the “scarcity” of male 

emotion in contradistinction to the “excesses” of feminine feeling (13). But men’s 

structures of feeling are far more dynamic than this reified cultural norm suggests. 

Passionate feelings such as grief play complex roles in the socialization of men through 

alternating avowal and disavowal, claiming and repression, speaking and silence. Shamir 

and Travis build on the work of Joel Pfister who critiques many essentializing premises 

surrounding the gendering of affect and considers how what look like “internal emotions” 

are often “generated and naturalized by the mechanisms of power that seem to 

‘externally’ control them” (19). To condense these intricate readings of masculine 

emotion into an overly simple point: literary and cultural studies are better to ask how 

feeling circulates among narratives of masculinity, rather than whether it does.  

My study advances this undertaking by exploring the potential to avow male 

feeling in social codes that regulate men’s affections for mothers, and Joyce’s male 

characters serve as exemplary starting points. Most of them never actually disavow their 

grief, but rather negotiate its susceptibility to control by various forces of power and 

persuasion than concern them specifically as men. The young narrator in “The Sisters” 

manages to claim his grief for the dead priest, in several ways a stand-in for Joyce’s 
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Catholic mother, despite all of the mourning rites enforced by the adults around him that 

seek to appease his new complicated feelings of grief. Gabriel relaxes his belief in manly 

self-poise and begins to align himself with a tradition of dissident Irish male passion in 

“The Dead.” In A Portrait Stephen Dedalus acts out the unreasonableness of growing into 

manhood by accepting his separation from his mother, and in Ulysses he works out the 

reverse: by not accepting his mother’s loss as natural, he begins to establish his 

independence from his cultural environment and moves closer to pursuing the life of an 

“intellectual imagination” (15.4227-8). These men never quite move on in the sense of 

deciding that they can, or should, outgrow their sorrow or their bonds to their mothers. 

Rather than interpret sadness as an inherent sign of vulnerability, Joyce’s male characters 

experience sad feelings associated with unfinished mourning as toughness and resilience.  

In the following chapter on combatant writings from the First World War, I 

continue to explore how modernist scripts about masculinity create discursive ‘soft spots’ 

around lost mothers. Specifically, I consider how an assortment of gendered practices 

having to do with epistolary writing, pastoral verse, and male camaraderie produce a 

diverse history of male feeling for mothers that register a larger set of feelings of anger, 

fear, and frustration tied to a particularly long and horrifying war. These emotional 

structures consistently rely on narratives of mourning whereby soldiers express 

dissatisfaction with imperialist and corporate causes of war by refusing to accept as 

natural long separations from loved ones and family members. In texts by many 

Commonwealth soldiers, home becomes synonymous with mothers, to whom Anglo 

soldiers wrote almost exclusively. Mothers served as attachments that men needed to 

grieve, and to resist forgetting if they hoped to retain a semblance of identity from their 
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lives before the war. Their texts thus come close to literalizing the “Shite” that Stephen 

Dedalus’ levies at his mother’s ghost in “Circe,” which recalls Cranly’s comment that out 

of everything “unsure in this stinking dunghill of a world, a mother’s love is not” (240-1). 

Soldiers’ writings similarly elevate mothers as rarified objects of male feeling within the 

mud, blood, and feces of trench warfare, which either could attest to the persistence of 

male feeling within extreme states of vulnerability, or to the imperative to numb such 

affective resources in order to survive. In both cases, men’s affections for lost mothers 

emerge as complex structures of feeling and memory that deepen the story of modernist 

manhood.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
1
 See also Christine Van Boheemen-Saaf on how Joyce’s letters to Nora signal “the beginning of the 

incremental movement in [his] fiction away from mimesis to an ever more performative and rhythmic style 

in which the act of writing overrides to create a transparent copy of real life” (“The Nora Letters” 469). 
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2
 In a way, I hope to synthesize two major contributions on Joyce and the modernist elegy. In Joyce’s 

Anatomy of Culture, Cheryl Herr contends that the identities inhabited by Joyce’s characters less often 

signal resistances to Irish cultural institutions than embody specific ideological positions instantiated by 

them. “By and large the Joycean character lives out only the possibilities of social conventions,” Herr 

explains, “and lives within a thoroughly allusive—and thus constantly repetitive . . . cultural space” (4). 

The idea that Joyce’s characters are confined by social norms sharply contrasts the theory that resistance to 

social conventions characterizes much modern elegiac literature (Ramazani 9, 13 and Rae 16-23). As I 

show, mourning opens up important sites for individual agency in Joyce, even within strictly defined social 

spheres. By exploring their elegiac complaints, we see how Joyce’s characters can and do challenge social 

convention, especially around the management of grief.  

3
 See Roy Gottfried’s Joyce’s Misbelief, which interrogates the intricate relationship between Joyce and the 

faith of his nation and family under a rubric of misbelief: “he is not a believer in Catholic pieties, not an 

unbeliever in the rich complexity of religious thought and symbol, nor a disbeliever in Catholicism in order 

to hold to another and alternate religious system, but a misbeliever, someone who does not think as others 

do about Catholicism, but who clearly thinks about it nonetheless” (2). 

4
 Henry Staten considers how both Socratic philosophy and Judaeo-Christianity invoke a notion of 

transcendence eros that disavows mortal love attachments as a defence against grief: “one may love 

mutable, contingent beings as such, in which case one is subject to limitless mourning; or one may love 

such beings as a step on the way to the true, ultimate, and unfailing object of love, in which case mourning 

is mastered or at least mitigated by a movement of transcendence” (7). Or, as the stoic Epictetus advises in 

the Enchiridion: “If you love an earthen vessel, say it is an earthen vessel which you love; for when it has 

been broken, you will not be disturbed. If you are kissing your child or wife, say that it is a human being 

whom you are kissing, for when the wife or child dies, you will not be disturbed” (qtd. in Staten 5).  

5
 Marylu Hill suggests that “Stephen’s rebellion at the end of A Portrait is not so much to break away from 

his mother as to test her nurturing powers and push her love to the limits” (330). 

6
 Through her reading of nostalgia in Joyce, Lowe-Evans offers a series of compelling readings about how 

his unresolved feelings for his mother inspired him to “vindicate and transfigure her in numerous characters 

and events in his work” (12). She goes on to bring Joyce into company with a circle of transatlantic writers 
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including Thomas Merton, F. Scott Fitzgerald, and Flannery O’Connor who contributed to a collective 

nostalgia for Catholic teaching and Mariology during a period of crisis in the Church that lasted throughout 

modernism.  

7
 See also Phillipe Ariès’s Western Attitudes towards Death (66-8) and his chapter on “The Age of the 

Beautiful Death” in The Hour of Death (407-2). 

8
 On James Clarence Mangan’s influence on Joyce, especially the Irish artist’s relationship to his country, 

see Seamus Deane (29-33) and James F. Wurtz (104-8). 

9
 As discussed below, see Christine Froula (Modernisms’ 41-5) and Christine van Boheeman-Saaf (45-71). 

10
 See Carolyn Dever, who argues that the nineteenth-century British bildungsroman, particularly for 

female writers, suggests how removal “of a maternal role-model can signify an opportunity for the 

construction of innovative templates for the young protagonist’s identity.” The death of a heroine’s mother 

thus infuses coming-of-age women’s narratives with “an emancipatory ethic of individualism” and “self-

creation” (206). 

11
 For Froula, the Clongowes’ section of chapter one “stages the violent and traumatic sacrifice of 

Stephen’s mother-identified self to Clongowes’s culture of ‘rough boys,’” as his schoolmates “have done 

before him” (45). Boheemen-Saaf similarly finds Stephen’s initiation completed by the end of the chapter 

but notes how “Joyce’s dramatization of his Irish subject-position is pedagogic. It alerts us to its injustice 

and teaches us to hear a hitherto hardly heard dimension of literary communication (a new ‘mother 

tongue’)” (Joyce 76). 

12
 “Like Ulysses, A Portrait handles the relationship between dominant formations and counterformations 

with immense subtlety, not least in Joyce’s awareness of its complex ironies. A given counterformation, 

while in certain respects opposing or subverting an established formation, may in other respects turn out in 

the long run to merely consolidate it” (“That Stubborn Irish Thing” 88). 

13
 Froula explains how Stephen will hereafter “internaliz[e]” an anxiety about kissing women as a result of 

Wells’ interrogation. The scene establishes a “barrier of repression [that Stephen’s] initiation sets up not 

only between himself and his mother but between himself and the earlier self continuous with her, figured 

in all the women he finds himself unable to kiss” (44). Along similar lines, according to Henke, Stephen 

“feels compelled to cast off allegiance to maternal figures” whose “sensuous figures haunt [his] developing 
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consciousness” and “provide a foil against which he defines himself as both man and artist” (85 and 82). 

“Like most young boys,” Henke explains, “Stephen begins to interpret his relationship with his mother as 

an obstacle to more grown-up ties with his own sex” (“Stephen Dedalus” 84). See also Howes (334).  

14
 Lowe-Evans notes how “paradoxical is the church’s position on the soul’s dissociation from the parents 

in spite of its debt to the mother’s womb” (63). 

15
 Joseph Valente unpacks the “maternal double-bind” Stephen is caught in a little differently by way of 

Stephen’s Oedipal mourning: “On the one hand, the psycho-sexual antidote to the powerful incestuous 

attachment of amor matris entails a separation not only from the mother, but from her main social and 

institutional correlates, like the church; on the other hand, any reconciliation Stephen might strike with 

Mother Church, such as performing his Easter duty, cannot but resonate, at least unconsciously, of a 

threatening, incestuously charged proximity to Mother (May)” (13). 

16
 The mix of sympathy and disapproval in Mulligan combines the responses of at least two of Joyce’s 

friends to his decision not to pray for his mother. Davy Barne judged Joyce harshly and voiced the 

accusation attributed to Cranly that he was adding to her “suffering.” In contrast, Oliver Gogarty 

“indulg[ed] in his sense of artistic mission” and long after considered him a “‘medical students pal’” 

(Ellmann 131). 

17
 Lowe-Evans connects this debate back to Joyce’s sense of guilt about his decision not to pray or take 

communion for his mother. Stephen “‘kills’ his mother by his lack of orthodox faith,” which then requires 

Joyce to “resurrect and transfigure her” in his literary text to make amends for his own failure (69).  

18
 Marylu Hill sees an inability to resolve a pre-Oedipal ambiguity between the ‘good’ and ‘bad’ mother in 

Stephen’s oscillating representations of May Dedalus’ ghost. On the one hand is the woman who attended 

to all of her son’s desires as an infant, and on the other a woman whose life is completely separate from her 

son: “the real mother who nurtured him and is now dead, and an imagined symbolic mother who is a 

product of Stephen’s fearful and anxious consciousness” (329).  

19
 Joseph Valente instead reads Stephen as perpetuating his own haunting by his mother through an 

“[a]mbivalently obsessive grief” that “keeps his mother ‘alive’ or, rather subjects to her an unnatural 

afterdeath” (18). 
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20

 See Gibson’s summary of critical evaluations of Stephen’s grief, especially in early readings by Hugh 

Kenner and Bernard Benstock (21-3).  

21
 See Vincent Cheng’s reading of this chapter as a study of discourses about Irish colonization, in which 

Haines plays the part of imperial ethnographer and Mulligan his native guide (152-7). 
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Chapter Four: 

Some “Mother’s Darling”: 

Soldiers Mourning Mothers During the First World War 

 Headless, lacking foot and hand,  

 Horrible I come to land. 

 I beseech all women’s sons 

 Know I was a mother once. 

--Kipling, “Unknown Female Corpse,” from “Epitaphs on 

the War” 

 

I have slain none except my Mother. She 

 (Blessing her slayer) died of grief for me. 

   --Kipling, “An Only Son,” from “Epitaphs on the War” 

 

These excerpts from Rudyard Kipling’s 1919 “Epitaphs on the War” attest to an 

overburdened relationship between masculinity and motherhood in discourses from the 

First World War. Both epitaphs construct combatants as men who serve their country out 

of a deeper, truer devotion to their mothers as loving, faithful sons. In “Unknown Female 

Corpse” the speaker makes her claim for retribution on the basis of her maternity, calling 

on her fictive sons, or all men in England, to honour her memory by enlisting to fight to 

defend the interests of the empire abroad. “An Only Son” hypothesizes an even more 

extraordinary bond between a soldier and his mother. As if attesting to an empathetic link 

uniting mother and son, she dies after learning about his death abroad. The play on the 

customary aside for the dead ‘Bless her soul’ in parentheses incorporates an elegy for the 

mother in the elegy for the soldier. But the status of the mother’s death remains hazy. The 

epitaph represents the soldier’s mother’s death as a testament to her grief for her son and 

thus a further monument to his life. The mother’s longing for her son transforms her into 

an ungrievable object of her son’s own deflected aggression; she is absorbed by his 

legacy, written into his elegy and out of her own. 
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Kipling’s texts point to only a couple of the ways that mothers and sons were 

intimately bound together in military ideologies and popular discourses surrounding 

Commonwealth soldiers during this war. Another place where this bond appeared was in 

commemorative language that imagined combatants as merely some “mother’s darling” 

who was far too young to leave home in order to kill or be killed (qtd. in Connelly 144). 

Such statements expressed retrospective regret on the part of families, loved ones, and the 

nation as a whole for allowing so many young men go off to fight and die in many 

wasteful battles like Passchendaele and Ypres. In terms of R. Clifton Spargo’s ethics of 

mourning, this maternal trope of public grief conveyed a wishful desire to intervene after 

the fact, “a fantasy of care in which grief functions as a belated act of protection” (24-5). 

The nation in mourning figures itself as a mother reaching out to protect her child from 

harm, a discourse where male vulnerability signifies a loss only recognized in hindsight, 

an object given up too early to know what its absence will entail. Much commemorative 

language from this period sought to restore a sense of the precariousness that defined 

soldiers’ lives while serving in the trenches. Edmund Blunden’s famous metaphor for the 

“flower of manhood” sacrificed on the fields of Flanders (line 21) represents male bodies 

as imminently injurable, whether by being torn, crushed, or ripped. The crime that the 

nation committed was forgetting this quality of soldiers’ bodies precisely when it should 

have kept it in mind.  

The language of fragile manhood also appears in a discrete discourse about 

mothers and sons in combatants’ writings, whereby soldiers could claim experiences of 

vulnerability and engage with rhetoric about nationalist masculinity. As Matalthia de 

Alwis explains, periods of national jeopardy tend to mobilize “ideological practices that 
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simultaneously socialize women as sacrificing mothers and men as heroic sons” (254). 

This war was no exception, although the languages of propaganda and empire arguably 

made the gap between imagined male heroism and the actual conditions of fighting and 

dying in the trenches particularly egregious. One place where men could voice such 

reservations about triumphant masculinity was in writings to and about mothers, 

especially in letters written home to real mothers but also in songs, memoirs, fiction, and 

poetry. These texts point to how a soldier’s bond to his mother might serve as a site of 

permissible vulnerability within existing codes of male valor and self-sacrifice. Soldiers 

could express feelings of longing, fear, loss, hope, and pain to mothers waiting at home 

(in most cases) without necessarily undermining images of martial masculinity like those 

demonstrated in Rupert Brooke’s self-elegies addressed to a maternal England. Further, 

such expressions of male vulnerability often reinforced male group identities based 

around the idea that every soldier had left behind his family in order fight for the higher 

cause of patriotic nationalism. These sentiments surrounding male camaraderie supported 

a wider discourse of consolation that framed the sacrifices made by soldiers as necessary 

acts of nation and family building, or as a letter submitted to the Allied Ministry Interior 

by a group of mothers explained: “‘their sacrifice was made only to reinforce the family 

ties that bind them to us’” (qtd. in Winter, Sites 234). 

The paradox contained in such sentiments was that soldiers had to relinquish 

bonds to mothers and family members, at least temporarily, in order to protect them. 

Some combatant writings employ this discourse about mothers and sons in order to draw 

attention to this irony and critique it by attesting to a failure in codes of invulnerability 

masculinity to withstand interrupted ties of family and loved ones when they were most 
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needed. Writings by Wilfred Owen, Erich Maria Remarque, Ivor Gurney, and other men 

use the language of maternal nationalism to demonstrate how a young man’s separation 

from his mother and Motherland signals a wasteful loss—one that returns him nothing 

and costs him everything. These writers invoke the trope of a soldier’s loving and, by 

turns, grieving mother at home while articulating feelings of loss, alienation, and extreme 

vulnerability produced by a conflict that claimed to reaffirm bonds to family and nation. 

In actuality, this war put such bonds under enormous strain during long separations from 

home (if a soldier was lucky) or death. While the mothers who wrote to the Allied 

Ministry Interior in the letter just cited seem to accept the state-endorsed meaning given 

to the war dead, many soldiers resist such consolation by refusing to accept as natural the 

separations they had to endure by leaving home to sacrifice their lives to abstract causes 

of imperialism and nationalism. By doing so, they turn the rhetoric of sacrificial 

masculinity and maternal nationalism against itself and frame a soldier’s separation from 

his mother, family, and Motherland as unwanted and representing the destruction rather 

than the forging of young male life.  

The wartime discourse about mothers and sons I am tracing had its roots in earlier 

established scripts about masculinity and empire. Late nineteenth-century British 

masculinity sought to assert a sense of male virility through narratives about self-made 

manhood affixed to imperialist narratives. Upper- and middle-class parents often 

removed boys from domestic spaces associated with feminizing maternal influences in 

order to attend public schools where they would learn male ethics of competitive 

accomplishment and emotional reserve. This was how thousands of young men like 

Rupert Brooke and T. E. Lawrence from bourgeois families were raised to one day lead 
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the empire. The strict separation in gendered spheres required by this route could produce 

melancholic attachments to mothers, Jonathan Rutherford argues, and to sites of 

femininity from which boys were wrenched away (21). The imperatives against 

emotional expressiveness and maternal bonding meant that boys never fully dealt with 

the trauma of being torn away from the domestic security associated with maternal 

attachment. Catherine Nash explains how this arrangement “led to an inescapable tension 

between a desire to return to the boyhood sense of close identification and union in the 

home and the need to assert manhood through distance from it” (284). In this sense, 

accomplished manhood became synonymous with a melancholic relationship to various 

states of vulnerability, or rather, an inability to claim affective liability symbolized 

through bonds to mothers and other iterations of femininity.  

A poster distributed by the Parliamentary Recruiting Committee early during the 

war reveals how military discourses could mobilize such ideals of male competency 

through disavowed mourning by picturing men rising to defend the empire and its most 

vulnerable citizens (fig. 1). The poster invokes the alleged (but largely disproven) deaths 

of innocent civilians in German-occupied Belgium during the summer of 1914 and calls 

on men to “Remember” such injustices by enlisting.
1
 By heeding that call, the soldier 

defends not simply his country, but an expansive idea of the empire and its allies 

overseas. The soldier embodies an image of hardened male strength measured against the 

frailty of the mother and child in the background who flee a burning home. His strength 

stands in relief to their weakness, with his phallic apparatus naturalizing his gendered 

difference. The soldier also rises to their defense alone, imitating Philip Young’s 

definition of the masculine Code Hero as tough, aloof, and autonomous (Shamir and 
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Travis 36). The soldier’s might stems from his willingness to step forward, to risk himself 

by putting his body in between the vulnerable bodies behind him and the threat that he 

coldly faces. The poster thus promises to bequeath the male viewer such invincibility and 

liberate him from his own anxieties if only he will rise up. In this sense, the image reveals 

the constructed nature of Code Hero masculinity as a trait that must be performed, or 

acted out, not only proven. This movement requires abandoning the vulnerability of the 

mother and child in the background, in which case the soldier paradoxically becomes 

stronger by accepting a greater share of their threat. The poster asks the viewer to step 

away from the scene of gendered fragility behind him and into the representation of 

masculinity in front of him.  

Of course, this image of masculine poise and affective coolness fails to convey 

the full range of men’s complex emotional lives from 1914 to 1918. As scholars such as 

Sarah Cole and Joanna Bourke have shown, the perilousness of mechanical war often 

created imperatives for men to value affective bonds of intimacy between other men and 

women intensified by their prospective destruction.
2
 Likewise, the narrative Jonathan 

Rutherford offers about male identity formation and empire building does not tell the 

whole story about men’s affective relationships to home, empire, and mothers during the 

war years, but rather sets the stage to see how established ideas about male stoicism and 

self-accomplishment were complicated—if not actually tossed out—by this nasty war for 

the empire. In fact, Rutherford concedes that his use of Oedipalism and male melancholia 

may “reproduce as much as analyze the gendered antimonies of the conventional, mid-

nineteenth century bourgeois family” (7). I would agree, and propose that if tensions 

already lurked in narratives about turning boys into men by separating them from 
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mothers and flinging them into the dangerous (and exciting) wide world of the empire, 

the First World War exploited those tensions significantly. The constant threat of either 

serious maiming or death in the trenches made a young man’s separation from his home, 

family, and mother increasingly untenable and even intolerable. Writings by combatants 

consistently show men engaging in earnest mourning work for loved ones they had left 

behind. In many cases, their writings significantly depart from myths about masculine 

fortitude that Rutherford analyzes under a rubric of melancholia, or that propagandists 

like the makers of the poster above champion.  

Mourning comes closer than melancholia to describing the emotional work that 

soldiers perform in letters, songs, verses, and other writings dedicated to mothers. Freud 

reserves melancholia in his 1917 essay after all to designate losses that resist 

intelligibility, for situations when the elegist “knows whom he has lost but not what he 

has lost in him” (14: 245). As he explains: “melancholia is in some way related to an 

object-loss which is withdrawn from consciousness, in contradistinction to mourning, in 

which there is nothing about the loss that is unconscious” (14: 245). Melancholia serves 

the purposes of Rutherford’s argument, which maintains that imperialist masculinity 

taught men how to disavow affective bonds to mothers and other women and to forget 

that disavowal had taken place by seeing it as a natural process of gender difference. This 

experience stands in contrast to all too conscious sensations of pain, grief, and 

vulnerability known to soldiers while fighting in the trenches. The sights, sounds, and 

smells of trench war could quickly make soldiers want to return to domestic spaces of 

security, avow bonds to family, and perceive interruptions to such bonds as harmful 

exercises in male socialization. Building on Freud’s distinction between mourning and 
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melancholia, Eric Santner suggests that mourning “means in a fundamental sense, to 

recuperate affect, the absence of which, as Freud claimed, is the real cause of 

traumatization” (155). Soldiers’ writings show how men sought to claim, with uneven 

success of course, painful affects tied to thoughts of loved ones at home, whose distance 

represented soldiers’ extreme and socially produced vulnerabilities.  

I hope it is evident by now that the sites of mourning I am concerned with in this 

chapter involve separations more often than losses resulting from actual death. As much 

mourning theory attests, a loved object does not have to die or perish in order to produce 

a need to work through that loss. As Freud points out in his 1917 essay, a love object 

need only be removed from the self in some way for the subject to mourn it (14: 245). In 

that sense, soldiers’ writings often chart a politics of missing: that sensation of expecting 

to find a love object, but instead discovering that it is gone or has gone missing. This 

experience prompts the physiological response in the feeling of missing the object. 

Indeed, as a transitive verb, missing describes a relationship to a loved object that 

participates in consolidating the subject. The other person’s proximity to me shapes my 

reality; my ego responds to the missing object through pain, shock, and longing, whether 

she or he is permanently gone or temporarily departed. In one of his elegies for his 

friends, Jacques Derrida portrays the lost beloved as demarcating an equally peculiar 

spatial relationship: the “[f]ar away in us” (The Work 161). An elegist’s pain originates 

from this space just out of sight but not out of mind; that is to say, his desire becomes a 

source of pain because the object remains memorable but inaccessible. 

What remains of this chapter explores how soldiers’ writings complicate, nuance, 

and undercut portraits of stoic masculinity in propaganda and imperialist constructs of 
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masculinity by attesting to feelings of painful separations from mothers and the homes 

they signified. I consider five sites of grief work that span many soldiers’ experiences, 

especially along the Western Front that shaped much of the character of this war: 

departing for the front, writing letters to mothers (a rife gendered practice in itself), 

returning on home leave, forging fictive bonds of kinship with other soldiers, and dying. 

Fascinatingly, the mother-son bond, or more accurately its disruption, condenses men’s 

vulnerabilities and grief work across each of these disparate experiences. Some earlier 

scholars have found images of motherhood in soldiers’ poetry purely sentimental,
3
 while 

more recent criticism has shown interest in how sentimental feeling functions within 

social codes of wartime masculinity.
4
 I hope to demonstrate how these texts frustrate 

binaries between psychic numbness and feeling, courage and fear, grief and fortitude in 

discourses about combatant masculinity and as such point to ample emotive potential in 

men’s writings to carve out spaces for signs of grief.   

The writings I consider deepen an already rich body of scholarship on masculinity 

and the First World War, which in many ways started with Paul Fussell’s argument that 

the war dramatically changed not only men’s relationships to memory, history, and other 

men, but also images of masculinity and practices of remembrance in popular culture. 

Fussell’s influential The Great War and Modern Memory proposes that these horrendous 

four years shattered nineteenth-century imperialist versions of masculinity through the 

massive destruction of male life and bodies, echoed in Britain’s waning empire in the 

decades following the war. Jay Winter and Joanna Bourke have challenged this narrative 

by pointing out how the war may only have temporarily disrupted (at best) normative 

ideas about remembrance and masculinity. Bourke makes this case by showing how the 



 135 

experience of trench fighting required a further hardening of men’s affective sociality, 

since above all “[m]en learnt not to stop to help wounded men” (151). Bourke maintains 

that discourses about service and combatants tend to reaffirm the affective coolness 

inscribed within male heterosexual identity, not so much the intimate bonding between 

bands of brothers who share intense experiences of danger. I see soldiers’ writings about 

mothers participating in both narratives about this war, and perhaps showing limitations 

of each. As love objects removed from sites of fighting and fears about jilted love 

interests while abroad, mothers could serve as outlets to feelings of fear, worry, and 

longing that had relatively few safe spaces for expression in masculinist military cultures. 

In this sense, mothers provided the exception that proves the rule to cultural myths about 

male poise and stoicism. On the other hand, soldiers’ dramatic, moving, and sometimes 

highly sentimental writings about mothers at home suggest that ideals about self-assured 

masculinity remain largely aspirational rather than accomplished. That suggests the 

stories we tell about men and masculinity can be complicated quite a bit further.  

 

Departure  

 

Several memoirs written by combatants during the postwar years begin by 

recalling departure scenes that offer bittersweet caveats to enlistment zeal. Siegfried 

Sassoon and Edmund Blunden include farewell scenes with mothers and mother figures 

in Memoirs of George Sherston and Undertones of War in order to mark important 

psychic and social transitions. Much as Stephen Dedalus in A Portrait tries to manage the 

loss of his mother while accepting his new all-male collective identity, Blunden and 
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Sherston-Sassoon negotiate multiple psychological and social transitions while joining 

their battalions. The opening pages of Blunden’s memoir show how enlistment rehearsed 

already established narratives about male development that required separation from 

one’s mother. That separation often signaled a young man’s initiation into the imperial 

project. After telling us that he left his mother at Victoria Station platform, Blunden 

relates his first encounter with some veterans: “‘Only a boy—only a boy,’ [one said] and 

shed tears, while his mate grunted an angry sympathy. Then, ‘But you’ll be all right, 

son—excuse me, won’t you?—you’ll be all right!’” (2-3). These older men show an 

unexpected emotional concern for the young recruit, are actually more upset than him, 

and frame his transition into the world of corporate military culture as if it signifies a loss 

deserving their sympathy. They shed tears for his too-early initiation into this world and 

protest the loss of his mother and family, which the young recruit does not fully 

appreciate. The veterans thus include the recruit in their circle of fictive kin sustained by 

their military bonds intended to compensate for the loss of his mother, and potentially the 

recruit’s own death. 

If recruitment followed gendered scripts of boys’ social separations from their 

mothers, the dangers associated with war escalated the gravity of that separation and 

could even change its meaning altogether. One trench newspaper describes the feeling of 

bidding farewell as an agonizing ritual that only combatants can understand: “You cannot 

know the despair of leaving, the agony of saying goodbye, the painful sadness of a kiss 

which may be the last” (Le Filon, June 1917 qtd. in Audoin-Rouzeau 137). In Memoirs of 

a Fox-Hunting Man Sassoon suggests that the amplified “intensity” of life during the war 

stemmed from an acute sense of having to give up nearly all of one’s loved objects (220). 
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Until he prepared to leave for France, Sherston writes: “Never before had I known how 

much I had to lose” (220).
5
 On leave five months later he recalls that “ominous” day in 

July when he took “long and secret goodbyes to everything and everyone. Late in the 

sultry afternoon I said good-bye to the drawing-room. The sun-blinds . . . I was alone in 

the twilight room, with the glowering red of sunset peering through the chinks” (228). In 

his heightened emotional state, Sherston turns almost every object around him into a 

“transitional object” in D. W. Winnicott’s definition of a temporary object cathexis that 

signifies the loss of some other object that the ego is not yet prepared to accept 

(Winnicott 5). Sherston goes on explain how he wishes he did not have to bid farewell to 

his Aunt Evelyn, the woman who became his maternal figure after his parents died: 

I had not liked it when I was seeing my aunt into the train at Canterbury—

the slow train which took her home in the evening sunshine through that 

life-learned landscape, which, we all felt, was now threatened by barbaric 

invasion. I had never thought about her in that way while I was enjoying 

myself up at Packlestone, and my sympathetic feeling for her now was, 

perhaps, the beginning of my emancipation from the egoism of youth. I 

wished I hadn’t told her that ‘we should probably be going out quite soon’. 

She would be lying awake and worrying about it now. (228) 

Sherston’s anxieties play out several psychological movements required of men while 

enlisting and preparing to accept the prospect of their deaths. Among these anxieties was 

imagining their loved ones threatened by a dramatic and uncertain state of vulnerability 

introduced by an external “barbaric” enemy.
6
 By extension, the stoic attitude Sherston 

assumes in order to assuage his aunt’s fears casts him in the role of defending her from 
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such unknown threat. He brazenly accepts the harm he will face by shielding her from 

even the idea of the danger he will endure, thus performing the transition into fighting 

manhood expected of him by militarized masculinity. Yet, we can still detect some 

resistance to this idea of male sacrifice and an acceptance of death in Sherston’s lingering 

thoughts about his maternal aunt. For, it is certainly Sherston too, not only his aunt, who 

does not want to think about he will be “going out quite soon.” His daydream codifies his 

desire to defer accepting his new state of vulnerability and displace it onto women like 

his Aunt Evelyn.  

The scene above exposes the psychological sleight of hand required by men to 

accept the loss of one’s family and loved ones and one’s self in participating in war, a 

sequence of psychological feats suppressed by discourses that framed this combat as 

awakening a mode of chivalry and male regeneration by rising to defend the nation’s 

most defenseless.
7
 The irony, of course, is how soldiers such as Sherston become the 

most vulnerable members of the nation-state by contributing to this discourse; the 

barbaric enemy remains an imagined threat for Aunt Evelyn and becomes an all-too real 

threat for Sherston. Sassoon’s character couches this discourse in terms of his personal 

growth and sees his “sympathetic feeling” for his maternal aunt superseding his 

narcissistic youth. This strategy underscores the imperative to deny the losses he endures; 

he imagines that by leaving her he will paradoxically grow closer to her. The consolation 

he takes in the idea that their bond becomes strengthened by his sacrifice reiterates 

Freud’s theory of the consolatory process of survival, namely, the notion that children are 

predisposed to accept the loss of their parents or primal bonds since they will ultimately 

assimilate the traits of their parents and incorporate them. As my first chapter discusses, 
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Freud’s revision to his theory of melancholia in The Ego and the Id proposed that 

children are uniquely equipped to come to terms with losing a parent through a process of 

introjecting the character traits of the parent. Hence Sherston’s sudden awareness of his 

“sympathetic feeling” with his surrogate mother during this major event in his masculine 

development. However, his impression of an imaginative union only lasts briefly. As 

Derrida predicts that we must eventually reencounter the alterity of the lost person and 

“learn that the other resists the closure of our interiorizing memory” (Memoires 34), so 

Sherston realizes that his attempt to sympathetically identify with his aunt denies his loss 

of her and the domestic life and security she represents. After Sherston spends several 

months at the front, his aunt visits him and they perceive a new distance that has grown 

between them. She now represents a “visible reminder of the homes we had left behind” 

(222), a phrasing that still avoids expressing the full significance of his loss of his aunt 

and how Sherston and his comrades are actually the ones who the nation-state, and loved 

ones like Sherston’s aunt, leave behind. The subtle gendered politics of soldiers and 

mothers and maternal figures structure this insight into Sherston’s unarticulated fear and 

loss.   

 

Letters  

 

Memoirs of course are selective in events they portray and tend to give postwar 

audiences as much drama and action as possible. In contrast, soldiers’ letters contain 

evidence of quieter and more protracted grief work done by combatants. Jessica Meyer 

notes how memoirs written after the war often omit details of trench life that veterans 
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thought readers wound find too dull, such as the vast amount of time and energy soldiers 

put into corresponding with home and the importance men placed on maintaining bonds 

with loved ones (48-9). The sheer volume of letters produced by combatants suggests that 

many saw themselves as civilians first, and soldiers second.
8
 Unlike professional soldiers, 

the vast number of conscripts who comprised the Commonwealth military on the Western 

Front “belong[ed] by desire and identification to the civilian world” (Cole, Cambridge 

31). Forced to leave homes and loved ones, these combatants had reason to resent their 

corporate military identities and long separations from their families. The body of men 

who fought during this war was therefore not defined by a homogenous martial identity, 

as might have been the case during earlier imperialist conflicts.
9
 As a result, many men 

resisted fully buying into a corporate army identity and sought to defer the symbolic loss 

of ties to domestic life.  

Soldiers’ letters best document this state of incomplete mourning, comprised of 

the arduous work of missing by lending a voice to a culture of grieving separations from 

civilian loved ones at home. In the private space of letters, soldiers could attempt to work 

through the losses they endured by remaining away from home for long periods of time, 

and by being called upon to imaginatively identify with corporate military culture. This 

identification represented an ideal, absolutely, but it served as a crucial element in the 

formation of a cogent collective identity as well as in the construction of militarized 

masculinity in popular culture. Letters expose how such group identity required an 

idealized state of belonging that did not always, or even at all, mesh with the affective 

experiences of soldiers who, as Jessica Cole suggests, often sought to resist imperatives 

to “replace” bonds with family at home with army (Cole, Modernism 141). But typically, 
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the only place where soldiers could voice such feelings of resentment and emotional 

turmoil about missing loved ones at home was in private letters. The act of writing home 

in itself reminded soldiers that they had attachments outside the war and identities not 

connected to the army. In the last letter he sent home before his death in France, Lt. 

Edward Tennant of the Grenadier Guards wrote to his mother: “I have never been 

prouder than anything, except your love for me, than I am of being a Grenadier” 

(Housman 276). The politics of Tennant’s sentiment are jarring to say the least; he loves 

his mother just a bit more than throwing grenades on Germans. Near the end of his letter, 

he promises that he will “always carry four photies of you when we go into action . . . one 

is in my pocket-book, two in that little leather book, and one round my neck, and I have 

kept my little medal of the Blessed Virgin” (Housman 277). Filial devotion exists sided 

by side socialized male violence in Tennant’s sentiments, showing how discourses of the 

doting son and the eager combatant were simultaneously available for soldiers to adopt. 

Tennant literally wraps himself in the tokens of his mother’s love before packing them 

away, almost ritualistically organizing his feelings of missing her before he carries out his 

duty as a grenadier.  

 Letters such as Tennant’s rely on a tradition of correspondence between mothers 

and sons established in public boarding schools that organized masculinity around 

aggression, adventure, and teamwork in the service of empire building, and helped to 

sustain a rarefied image of domestic femininity. According to one biographer of Wilfred 

Owen, who wrote nearly six hundred letters to his mother during his active service alone, 

soldiers wrote home for the most part through mothers and often addressed only them in 

their correspondences.
10

 Owen’s biographer therefore does not suggest that Wilfred and 
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Susan’s relationship was unusual at all. Their correspondence reflected specific practices 

of upper-class masculinity established before the war, especially in British public 

schools. J. R. Ackerley recounts that the male-only environment in the trenches “was 

simply an extension of [his] public school” (qtd. in Fussell 273).
11

 Even further back, 

boys who were being groomed for leadership positions in the army, state, and in their 

families followed a rich tradition of formally corresponding with the woman of the house. 

Officers like Baden-Powell “kept a daily diary for his mother” while he was away on a 

multi-year campaigns (Rutherford 26).  

 Intriguingly, First World War soldiers openly identify such writing as emotional 

labour as opposed to mere filial devotion. A trench newspaper written in French describes 

the act of writing home as an extraordinarily intimate and emotionally exhausting 

process:  

 You, and you become what you once were, you forget something of what 

you have become, you no longer talk about the war . . . You write, you 

reply to the most recent letter, you answer what was in it, you remember, 

you hope, you create dreams that will be shared. . . . A single word is 

enough to make the poilu tremble . . . . One cannot know the intensity of a 

feeling that is born and sustained by correspondence. How many women 

will have been loved at a distance during this war, more than they will ever 

be loved . . . letters are a gift of providence . . . the ‘war godmothers’ are a 

blessing (Bellica, May – June 1916 qtd. Audoin-Rouzeau 141) 

The journalist describes letter writing as a lyrical and an unavoidably mournful exercise 

that offers a coping strategy, a way to break from an all-encompassing culture of male 
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violence and dwell in the past. The passage from Bellica also touches on the importance 

of mothers in soldier-civilian correspondences, tying the aesthetic and emotional meaning 

of letter writing to the intensification of men’s feelings for women at the home front. For 

French soldiers who did not have a mother at home to correspond with, volunteers known 

as marraines de guerre, or war godmothers, filled the role of biological mothers. The 

marraines de guerre wrote, sent parcels, and even met their godsons on leave (Audoin-

Rouzeau 131). The fact that the army went so far as to institutionalize such practices of 

correspondence in order to imitate a real mother’s relationship to her son shows how 

aware military cultures were of the importance of this bond. The soldier writing for the 

Bellica suggests that this illusion might “sustain” otherwise quite lonely men and supply 

an outlet for depression, anxiety, and fears in order to help them maintain a fighting 

resolve. One of the last letters Fox Lubbock (M.C., R.F.C.) sent home before falling in 

battle was addressed to his mother: “My love is firstly love for you, secondly love for 

others, and thirdly love for the world in general” (Housman 179). Comments like these 

suggest that soldiers could try to resolve the tension between their bond to the army and 

their families by ascribing to the idea of a “good” or “dutiful” son (Meyer 2 and 15). Of 

course, the favouritism that Lubbock showers on his mother also conveys an attempt to 

divorce himself from the war cause.  

 Lt. Edward Tennant and the writer of the article in the Bellica offer specific 

iterations of the wider discourse this study traces in modernism about how masculine 

identities can be articulated through signs of exceptional feeling for mothers. The Bellica 

soldier’s resolve in the adoring sentiments he describes writing to women and mothers, 

especially, and Tennant’s bald division of loyalties between his mother and his grenades 
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voice a claim to self-possessed manhood achieved by conceding to tender feelings for a 

mother. Both men paradoxically avow their grief for their mothers in order to disavow 

the all-too palpable threat to their selves lurking somewhere out there in No Man’s Land. 

These appeals to mothers recall David Leverenz’s argument that “any intensified 

ideology of manhood is a compensatory response to fears of humiliation” (4). By that 

token, the Bellica writer perhaps misreads the gender politics at play in soldiers’ 

epistolary writings, since such writings may not function as outlets for an alternative 

(safe) version of male feeling. Letters not only work to sustain an authentic male self 

while participating in horrifying combat, for they can also actively validate the corporate 

violence that men perform through their socialization as soldiers. As long as Tennant can 

internally come to terms with his war-making self, and the thought that he is still his 

mother’s loving son, he assuages an obvious tension between these competing identities 

and coalesces them into the appellation of a “dutiful” son. 

 When soldiers wrote home while laid under by injury or illness, the connection 

between mothers and complex ideas about male vulnerability became even more evident. 

Bedridden by pneumonia near the end of the war, C. W. Dawson in the British army 

wrote to Mrs. Dawson: “I have wanted you the past fortnight badly, mother, I have never 

been ill before & seem to miss you very much” (qtd. in Meyer 36). As Meyer also notes 

referencing this letter, during such moments of crisis “men rejected the endurance of 

danger and suffering that was so central to the definitions of martial masculinity in favour 

of identities as lovers and sons in need of comfort” (36). To be sure, Dawson’s “seem” 

implies that his feeling of missing Mrs. Dawson signals a change in the way he has 

regarded his feelings for her up until now. His illness pries away the resolve he needs to 
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not admit how much he misses her. In his feverish state, his words come out almost too 

strong and suggest an erotic desire: “I have wanted you . . . badly.” “Badly” carries 

multiple meanings here that all suggest the difficulty Dawson has with articulating his 

desire to write his mother: his desire to see her (badly need you), his wound itself (badly 

hurt), and his un-soldierly craving for his mother (he is being bad to miss her). In each 

case, Dawson’s longing for his mother encodes a rejection of his current situation and his 

resistance to participating in the war.  

 Taken together, these letters reveal a distinct discourse of mourning to emerge 

from this conflict that was inseparable from the material production of letter writing and 

social practices governing masculinity and motherhood. In addition to giving soldiers a 

private space to express complex feelings of missing, waiting, and anticipating future 

loss, letters created a dialogue framed by the possible death of the soldier and his survival 

by his mother, a situation that often established an elegiac bond comparable to Derrida’s 

notion of mournful philìa between friends. Shaped from the start by the eventuality of 

one of two deaths, Derrida proposes that friendship generates an affect that “springs 

forward . . . towards the possibility that the beloved might be dead” (Politics 13).
12

 The 

letters that soldiers sent to mothers and vice versa are drenched in thoughts about the 

mourning work in store for one of the two correspondents, though there is little mystery 

about which death that will be. Yet, the likelihood of the soldier’s death opens a brief 

space for him to start the work of mourning his love ones and objects,
13

 in which case the 

expectation of his death turns him into an elegist for both himself and his survivors. 

When Lt. Hedley John Goodyear of the Canadian Expeditionary Force wrote to his 

mother the night before he was killed in action, he confessed that he regretted not only 
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leaving her and his family, but also for causing them grief by his death. “This is the 

evening before the attack and my thoughts are with you all at home,” he starts, “[b]ut my 

backward glance is wistful only because of memories and because of the sorrow which 

would further darken your lives to-morrow” (Housman 113). Goodyear’s gesture fits with 

many self-elegy strategies that attempt to wrestle with the psychological impossibility of 

imagining one’s own mortality (Ramazani 120-1). A soldier’s loss of his family presents 

a loss more comprehensible—and less alarming—to contemplate than his own death. As 

Goodyear weighs his sorrow with the future sorrow of his family, he creates a frame 

through which he and others can speak about his death. 

Virginia Woolf’s postwar novel Jacob’s Room, partly intended as an elegy for her 

brother Julian Thoby Stephen, uses an epistolary narrative that draws on such wartime 

correspondences between mothers and sons in order to explore how a soldier’s death was 

experienced by loved ones at home. The novel narrates Jacob Flanders’ young adulthood 

and departure for the war often through the letters he sends (or fails to send) his mother. 

The text is thus framed from the perspective of mothers who experienced the deaths of 

their sons as a terminated correspondence. In an early draft of the novel, Betty Flanders 

receives a letter from Jacob that relieves her anxieties about his wellbeing while he is 

touring the Continent. Woolf’s portrait of Mrs. Flanders impatiently waiting for a letter to 

arrive from him in France, and “fearing ill news,” foreshadows what she can look 

forward to when Jacob goes off to war: 

there was the postman on his red bicycle 

  swinging off to deliver letters at the Rectory. Her door 

  turn – she hurried forward, desiring more than  
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  fearing ill news, took the little packet, shuffled through – 

       >----------------------------------< 

  My dearest Mother,  

     Jacob wrote, having withdrawn to a side  

  table away from the others; & feeling a little it  

  romantic to st sit in a café & write on paper  

  supplied free with a pointed nib, in violet ink, 

  while everyone talked French.  

   Your loving Jacob, he 

  signed himself. (158-9) 

Woolf shows remarkable attention to the emotional dynamics of wartime epistolary 

writing as a kind of anticipatory mourning, such as Derrida describes in his theory of 

mournful philìa. Mrs. Flanders expects to receive news that Jacob has gotten himself 

hurt, creating an anxiety that his letter can never totally alleviate since it always arrives 

several days after he sat down to write it. The omitted parts in Jacob’s letter above 

represent his incomplete appearance in the text that bear his signature, as focalized 

through his mother’s anticipatory grief. In the novel’s final version, Woolf omits this 

passage and leaves Jacob’s mother, like the reader, awaiting news from Jacob that never 

arrives, making him even less present in a text that sets out to represent his 

inaccessibility. The trope of a letter delayed or one that never arrives serves as a 

metaphor for the deferred mourning work of countless mothers like Mrs. Flanders, whose 

anticipation stretches into the impossible future of Jacob’s presence.  
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Home Leave 

 

Combatants lucky enough to survive the trenches were not usually separated from 

loved ones for the entire duration of the war. Once optimistic hopes that the war would 

end by Christmas faded, armies on both sides established cycles of home leave. The 

military’s efforts to guarantee leave indicated again how this war destabilized earlier 

practices of martial masculinity since home leave signaled an admission that the army 

unit continually had to complete with soldiers’ loyalty for family and loved ones. Home 

leave therefore added another layer to working through separations from civilian 

attachments and could produce specific kinds of resistances to these separations. The 

opportunity to see familiar places and people once more often drove combatants to 

question anew the premise of sacrificial male valour demanded by abstract notions of 

nationhood. In this respect, home leave could spectacularly fail to reaffirm combatant’s 

resolve to continue fighting and, as Sassoon says, merely remind them that they had been 

“dedicated to death” (M of GS 220).
14

 Returning home often clarified for soldiers what 

exactly they stood to lose, supplying a compelling reason to resist accepting the loss of 

family and loved ones for the war cause.  

One well-known English marching song plays on the complex role that mothers 

occupy in discourses about home leave. In the lyric, mothers serve as correlatives for 

gauging a number of losses resulting from disruptions to home, nation, kin, and lovers—

all disruptions that soldiers experienced while on leave: 

When you’re a long, long way from home 

your mother’s voice rings in your ears  
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It’s hard to find a girl that’s true 

that you can tell your troubles to 

and then you write a letter home 

when you’re a long, long way from home.  (qtd. in D. Winter 163) 

In the lyric’s narrative of jilted wartime love, mothers serve as consolatory attachments 

that deflect male feelings of grief and elevate mothers above supposedly ‘untrue’ younger 

women. The lyric’s heteronormative gender politics are filtered through soldiers’ 

incomplete mourning for loved ones at home, which shape the fickle affections of 

soldiers toward both groups of women. On the one hand, “girls” at the front reaffirm the 

loss of loved objects and reflect soldiers’ anxieties about libidinal promiscuity while 

abroad. On the other hand, these expressions of male affections for mothers help to 

displace the work of mourning fragile romantic bonds developed between soldiers and 

women at home and at the front. Mothers thus serve not only as symbols of a privileged 

sense of male bereavement for mothers, but also for range of broken attachments that 

signal more immediate threats to ideas about heteromasculinity.  

The fiction in the English marching song that mothers represent unchanging 

aspects of home reveals the tension between competing depictions of home as a site of 

comfort, on the one hand, and a resentful place of unsympathetic civilians cut off from 

combatants’ sufferings. Ivor Gurney’s “Blighty,” for example, contrasts the soldier-

speaker’s tender memories of his home with the callous reality of civilian life through his 

fears that his mother has forgotten him. The poem begins by rehearsing Brooke’s 

maternally infused pastoral rhetoric: “It seemed that it were well to kiss first earth / On 

landing, having traversed the narrow seas, / And grasp so little, tenderly, of this field of 
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birth” (lines 1-3). The speaker’s reference to his field of birth quickly reminds him of the 

fields where he has seen suffering and death, however, and he starts to question whether 

the homeland he has fought for will live up to his expectations: 

We find of England the first gate without Romance;  

Blue paved wharfs with dock-policemen and civic decency;  

Trains and restrictions, order and politeness and directions, 

Motion by black and white, guided ever about-ways 

And staleness with petrol-dust distinguishing days.  

A grim faced black-garbed mother efficient and busy 

Set upon housework, worn-minded and fantasy free –  

A work-house matron, forgetting her old birth friend – the sea. (lines 12-9) 

The passage imitates the speaker’s return journey from the front as he moves from the 

maternal coast to an urban environment where he discovers his own mother who has 

suffered so much by wartime conditions that he hardly recognizes her. His return home 

underscores the gap between his memories of home, where one can see “smoke pillar 

aloft from the home dwellings” (lines 8), and the bleak state of affairs he finds in the 

guise of his mother who, like England, has failed to remain the idyllic love object he 

associates with a time before the war. Further, the hardships of labour and scarcity at the 

home front have made her forget her own mourning work. The implication is not only 

that the speaker has not forgotten her, but also that her loss of memory robs her of her 

maternal connection to the element of birth, “the sea” (line 19) that binds mother and son 

together. Despite the soldier’s attempt to remember and return to his mother, the 

economic pressures of wartime mean that civilians must stay “efficient and busy.” 
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Gurney’s poem thus pushes back against the myth perpetuated by writers like Brooke that 

maternal bonds sustain, and can even reaffirm, soldiers’ object bond to the nation.  

 Robert Graves also explores soldiers’ disillusionment about home-front culture in 

his memoir Good-bye to All That, which suggests that unsympathetic civilian attitudes 

actually produce a need for soldiers to adopt hardened identities as a way to cope with the 

loss of domestic attachments—above and beyond the brutal conditions of the front lines. 

As the title implies, Graves’s persona in the book responds to the loss of almost every 

marker of civilian life with the dispassionate grit befitting a commander with the famous 

Royal Second Welsh Regiment. At one point he deems the sentiment of the song “I want 

to go home” as “defeatist” and possibly cowardly (149). Such gender politics represent an 

extreme form of male stoicism expected of the professional and patriotic soldier, bearing 

out R. W. Connell’s observation that a conventional masculine “test of membership in the 

hegemonic group is the willingness to discard other ties and generate a particular kind of 

performance” (Connell 257). Graves’ persona displays precisely this kind of readiness to 

abandon intimate bonds in order to forge an identity as a soldier’s soldier. 

The longer the war continues, however, we perceive how the narrator’s 

performance of toughened masculinity takes shape in direct proportion to an 

unsympathetic civilian culture that refuses to mourn the loss of countless young men 

sacrificed to the war cause. Graves’ persona becomes hardened not only by the trials of 

trench warfare, but through the emotionally calcifying experience of relinquishing nearly 

every loved object from before the war. The figure who most clearly articulates this 

imperative to toughen men up through a sort of affective anesthetizing is the mother 
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behind the inflammatory “A Mother’s Answer to ‘A Common Soldier,’” a real letter that 

defended the sacrifice of British men by invoking a patriotic sense of motherhood: 

We women pass on the human ammunition of ‘only sons’ to fill up the 

gaps, so that when the ‘common soldier’ looks back before going ‘over the 

top’ he may see the women of the British race at his heels, reliable, 

dependent, uncomplaining. . . . It is no pleasure to us to have our homes 

made desolate and the apple of our eye taken away. We would sooner our 

lovable, promising, rollicking boy stayed at school. . . . But the bugle call 

came, and we have hung up the tennis racquet, we’ve fetched our laddie 

from school, we’ve put his cap away, and we have glanced lovingly over 

his last report, which said ‘Excellent’. (Graves 229-30) 

This mother submits such an ideologically coherent portrait of masculine development 

through maternal separation that it might as well be a piece of propaganda—which it 

turned out to be (Dowson 46-7). While on leave recovering from an injury, however, 

Graves’ narrator discovers that the sentiments of his father and mother echo precise this 

kind of harmful jingoist thinking that refuses to acknowledge the suffering men endured 

at the hands of such patriotic illusions. This insight creates a new set of barriers between 

Graves and his parents and influences his decision to not return to England after the war 

(228). The blasé attitude that Graves’ narrator adopts to relinquishing whatever bonds he 

has to give up, whether home, kin, or country, signals a resistance to a home front culture 

that fails to recognize the extent of the trust it has broken among his fellow comrades. He 

ironically, therefore, accepts the loss of people at home who refuse to let him mourn, and 

defers that mourning work into a future without closure.   
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 When Paul Baümer goes home on leave in All Quiet on the Western Front, he too 

feels alienated from home front culture, obsessed as it is with military strategy rather than 

the war’s cost in life (122-4). Baümer’s mother represents a source of comfort against an 

unfeeling civilian culture, however. She has taken ill, probably as a result of the scarcity 

of food at the German home front, which makes her another victim of the war. A. F. 

Bance proposes that Paul Baümer’s mother introduces a “common denominator” of 

sympathy to ensure that German as well as Allied readers could relate to the novel and its 

characters (370). I would go one step further and suggest that Baümer’s mother stands for 

a specific trope of the idealized mother at home, whose vulnerability compels her son to 

reluctantly participate in a war with which he largely disagrees. The scene where Baümer 

leaves his mother on her deathbed to return to the trenches is one of the most interesting 

scenes in the novel for the way it represents this conflict, stylistically and emotively: 

 ‘I wanted to say something else to you. Be careful of those French 

women. They’re no good, those women out there.’ 

   Oh Mother, Mother, to you I’m still a child—why can’t I just put my 

head in your lap and cry? Why do I always have to be the stronger and 

calmer one, I’d like to be able to weep for once and be comforted, and 

anyway I’m really not much more than a child—the short trousers I wore 

as a boy are still hanging in the wardrobe. It was such a little while ago, 

why did it pass? 

   I say, as calmly as I can, ‘There aren’t any women where we are 

stationed, Mother.’ 

   ‘And make sure you take good care when you are at the front, Paul.’ 
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   Oh Mother, Mother! Why don’t I take you in my arms and die with you? 

What wretched creatures we are! 

   ‘Yes, Mother, I’ll take care.’ 

   ‘I shall pray for you every day, Paul.’ 

   Oh Mother, Mother! Why can’t we get up and go away from here, back 

through the years, until all this misery has vanished from us, back to when 

it was just you and me, Mother?’ 

   ‘Maybe you can get a posting that won’t be so dangerous.’ 

   ‘Yes, Mother. It’s quite possible they will put me in the kitchens.’ (131) 

Remarque uses a conspicuous rhetorical technique in an otherwise strictly limited 

omniscient narrative, with Baümer alternating between speaking to and apostrophizing 

his mother. His asides express a number of ways in which soldiers mourned mothers as 

symbols of stolen youth, or an earlier state of security now disrupted by a profound sense 

of vulnerability. In his last apostrophe, he imagines escaping “all this misery” and 

returning to a blissful state of oneness with his mother, as if to defer his mourning work 

through the consolation theorized by Freud that children grieve parents by becoming, or 

incorporating, them. This fantasy of incorporation signifies the gap that separations son 

and mother during this intimate farewell scene, reinforced by Baümer’s performance of 

male stoicism in the face of the object of his grief. This gap prohibits Paul from telling 

his mother what he wishes he could tell her directly. Far from undermining Paul’s claim 

to manly resolve, his internalized expression of his desire for his mother signals that he 

has accomplished a suitable knack for male fortitude that supposedly prepares him for the 

trials ahead. Paul thus offers an idealized version of male mourning by constructing his 
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masculinity around a rare experience of vulnerability whose admission reaffirms a claim 

to a more confident, valid impression of male strength and poise under threat.  

 

Mother England  

 

Rupert Brooke’s untitled pastoral elegy composed just before he died genders 

England “she for whom we die, she the undying / Mother of men” (cxlix). Brooke was 

one of several soldier-poets with ties to Georgian poetry to use tropes about maternity to 

explore issues of patriotic masculinity through self-sacrifice, pointing to another powerful 

version of masculine self-creation through experiences of exceptional vulnerability. For 

Paul Fussell, mothers in pastoral war verse perpetuate “calendar-art sentiments” best seen 

in two lines from an army song that Wilfred Owen used in a letter to his mother: “The 

roses round the door / Make me love mother more” (qtd. in Fussell 269 and CL 423).
15

 

According to Fussell, these lines fail as effective pastoral war verse since they do not 

“fully gaug[e] the calamities of the Great War and imaginatively protect[] oneself against 

them” (235). One could argue that this discourse almost certainly does achieve these aims 

by enacting the psychological defense that soldiers performed in writing to and about 

mothers in order to imaginatively shield themselves from the painful experiences. They 

reveal how soldiers refracted experiences of the war through a need to imaginatively 

mourn attachments in the face of a high probability of death.  

In their own pastoral elegies, Rupert Brooke, Ivor Gurney, Siegfried Sassoon, and 

Wilfred Owen all rework traditional rhetoric of motherland and patriotism that sought to 

legitimize the sacrifice of Mother England’s young men. Poems like John Freeman’s 
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1916 “Happy is England Now” established the model they worked against, particularly 

the stanza where England is personified as a mother who willingly permits the sacrifice 

of “her faithfulest children” (line 9). The idea that the nation as well as actual mothers 

accepted the death of young men for the war cause implied that soldiers should, too. 

However, many soldier-poets reject this argument and portray Mother England’s 

acceptance as genuine sorrow, grief, and resistance to the notion of sacrifice and present 

soldiers also resisting accepting the loss of their Mother (England).  

 Brooke composed his war sonnets before patriotic enthusiasm for the war started 

to flag in the wake of catastrophic losses at Somme and Passchendaele, and so many of 

his lines are steeped in traditional pastoral language of patriotism. For that reason, they 

offer particularly powerful expressions of patriotic feeling and the discourses on which 

such feelings were sustained.
16

 Brooke’s writings give a remarkably clear portrait of the 

mourning work that soldiers needed to perform in order to come to terms with giving up 

their own lives for the war effort. As we saw with Lt. Goodyear, soldiers could approach 

the idea of their own death in terms of a separation from one’s country or one’s mother, a 

strategy that underwrites most of Brooke’s pastoral self-elegies, especially “The Soldier.” 

Brooke frames this poem as the letter that the speaker will have sent home in the event of 

his death: “If I should die, think only this of me: / That there’s some corner of a foreign 

field / That is for ever England” (1-3). Brooke’s soldier helps the reader of the letter 

grieve his death by asking her to imagine him undergoing a transformative reunion with 

English soil, another play on the idea that children mourn parents by incorporating them. 

The speaker portrays his return to the English landscape as a fusion with a maternal body:  

There shall be 
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In that rich earth a richer dust concealed; 

A dust whom England bore, shaped, made aware, 

Gave, once, her flowers to love, her ways to roam 

A body of England’s, breathing English air, 

Washed by the rivers, blest by suns of home. (3-8) 

Again, the soldier’s self-elegy relies on the fiction that a parent’s survival by her child 

constitutes a survival of the parent, since Mother England lives on in her son’s final 

transformation.
17

 In the sestet, the poem magnifies the subtext of grief work that the 

soldier performs for his maternal country by listing the traits of England that his death 

will immortalize in foreign soil: “Her sighs and sounds; dreams happy as her day; / And 

laughter, learnt of friends; and gentleness, / In hearts at peace, under an English heaven” 

(12-14). The confusion the sonnet creates between mourner and mourned, survivor and 

lost object comes to the foreground in these closing lines where Brooke’s soldier reveals 

small degree of resistance to the idea of losing his life. He moves from consoling others 

for his death, to dwelling on all of the things that he will lose. This elision hinges on the 

rhetoric of England as mother, who willingly sacrifices the soldier and leaves it to him to 

work through that loss.  

 Brooke’s death almost immediately after “The Soldier” appeared in print all but 

guaranteed that the poem would be read as a portentous self-elegy. According to one 

reviewer, the poem’s popularity derived from the fulfillment of its presage, “If I should 

die,”
18

 a reading that obscures the mourning work that the speaker performs for Mother 

England. A visual depiction of Brooke’s poem by Belgian artist Louis Raemaekers shows 

how the collective mourning of the nation for one of its most celebrated soldier-sons 
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eclipsed his own grief work for his homeland by participating in a sacrificial wartime 

discourse (fig. 2). Raemaekers titles his drawing “My Son, Go and Fight for your 

Motherland” and cites Brooke’s poem in full on the page opposite. England’s sorrowful 

posture as she embraces her soldier-son juxtaposes the soldier’s eager acceptance of his 

call to arms, overwriting the elegiac stance of the speaker in Brooke’s poem. Nowhere 

does the image convey a regretful stance on the part of the solider, let alone his struggle 

to mourn his homeland in the process of making his gallant sacrifice. The absence of any 

obvious signs of male grief work serves as a consoling myth attached to Brooke’s 

memory and, by extension, all soldiers who laid down their lives and displayed an 

appropriate lack of regret about that sacrifice. 

 If Raemaekers’ illustration creates an idealized image of patriotic masculinity, 

one where men are grievable subjects, but rarely subjects who grieve, writings by actual 

men in the trenches consistently challenge that myth. In combatant poetry, for example, 

discourses about mothers often convey soldiers’ dissatisfaction about having to accept 

separations from family and loved ones required for an imperialist war. Even Brooke’s 

patriotically infused verses recognize how a soldier who fights for his country must come 

to terms with losing his homeland and everyone who may benefit from his sacrifice. In 

the poem he was drafting at the time of his death, Brooke attempts to work through such 

losses by appealing to the transcendence of a maternal landscape:  

She is not here, or now— 

 She is here, and now, yet nowhere— 

We gave her birth, who bore us— 

Our wandering feet have sought, but never found her— 
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She is built a long way off— 

. . .  

                            *   *   * 

She was in his eyes, but he could not see her.  

And he was England, but he knew her not. (20-25, 29-30) 

These lines, written just a few weeks after Brooke departed for Gallipoli, convey far less 

confidence compared to “The Soldier” about achieving a reunion with Mother England. 

The soldier elegist insists that he and England coexist (“She was in his eyes”) while 

acknowledging he has already lost her (“but he could not see her”). Each line treats the 

transcendence that binds the soldier to his motherland as an imaginative achievement 

over a painful physical separation. In this sense they enact the masculine code of 

vulnerability to grief theorized by Freud whereby men in mourning transmute affective 

pain into a sign of endurance. Brooke’s distance from the transcendental maternal thus 

serves as the basis for his personal mythos of male self-actualization through a stylized 

proficiency in loss. 

Ivor Gurney’s 1917 collection, Severn and Somme, reworks Brooke’s sacrificial 

language of maternal England to expose it as a fiction that motivates young men to spill 

their blood for imperialist ambitions.
19

 Critiquing Brooke’s maternal patriotism, Gurney’s 

speakers spot the gross incongruity between the idea of the nation as a loving mother, and 

the expectation that they kill and die for her. Caught within this discourse, their only 

alternative is to resist mourning England as a loving mother and reveal her as a cruel 

murderess, a drama that “Strange Service” plays out most openly. The speaker-soldier 

begins by personifying his homeland as the good mother who “bore” him and bound him 
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to her with her “enfolding seas” (lines 1,4), but what starts off as a Brookean paean to 

Mother England soon modulates into a complaint against that mother:  

Little did I dream, England, that you bore me 

Under the Cotswold Rills beside the water meadows 

To do you dreadful service, here, beyond your borders 

And your enfolding seas. (1-4) 

Gurney plays on Brooke’s trope of Mother England and follows it to its conclusion: if 

England is his mother, she represents a pitiless mother who expels him in order that he 

will commit her cruelty. This insight creates a space for the soldier-speaker to question 

the patriotic image of his motherland. The poem concludes with him mourning the good 

mother he lost to a world before the war:   

Now these are memories only, and your skies and rushy sky-pools 

Fragile mirrors easily broken by moving airs; 

But deep in my heart for ever goes on your daily being 

And uses consecrate.  

 

Think on me too, O Mother, who wrest my soul to serve you 

In strange and fearful ways beyond your encircling waters; 

None but you can know my heart, its tears and sacrifice 

None, but you, repay. (13-20)  

The speaker’s service to Mother England, which, according to the transcendental logic of 

Brooke, reaffirms the primal bond between mother and son, actually necessitates the 

speaker’s expulsion from the maternal body. Still maintaining Brooke’s sentimental tone, 
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Gurney turns the language of motherland and national service against itself in the final 

stanza where he suggests that the nation-state fails to adopt a posture of mourning for the 

speaker befitting a bond between son and mother, thus calling into question the suitability 

of the England-as-mother analogy.  

When divorced from its patriotic roots, the England-as-mother analogy could also 

supply a powerful image of consolation for a soldier’s death. Appealing to the idea of a 

parent’s survival through her child, soldiers could imagine a comrade’s death as a return 

to his mother, one that compensates him for his separation from her in the trenches. “To a 

Comrade in Flanders” by Owen begins by playing on the two separations that his friend 

has undergone, from his home and one from the living: “Let’s die back to those hearths 

we died for. Thus / Shall we be gods there. Death shall be no sev’rance” (lines 9-10). 

Owen consoles his friend with the idea that his death represents a reunion with their life-

giving mother, which could practically be lifted from Brooke. The last three lines show 

Owen developing the motif of home-front mourners that he would later use in “Anthem 

for Doomed Youth”: “For us, rough knees of boys shall ache with rev’rance; / For girls’ 

breasts are the clear white Acropole / Where our own mothers’ tears shall heal us whole” 

(12-4). The poet imagines a funeral ceremony for his comrade that verges on a sacred 

service, with each soldier’s mother assuming a priestly role. The figure of a mother in 

mourning occupies a central position and restores her fallen sons with her tears. “Anthem 

for Doomed Youth” leaves mothers out of its grieving procession, suggesting that Owen 

wanted to move away from this consolatory image in his darkest elegy. Sassoon’s “The 

Last Meeting” also invokes a fallen comrade’s mother to console its speaker, who finds 

the plot of ground where his friend lies buried and hears his spirit speaking to him:  
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‘For I was born to the round world’s delight, 

And knowledge of enfolding motherhood, 

Whose tenderness, that shines through constant toil, 

Gathers the naked children to her knees. 

In death I can remember how she came 

To kiss me while I slept; still I can share 

The glee of childhood; and the fleeting gloom 

When all my flowers were washed with rain of tears. (CP 35) 

The dead friend describes his transformation from being “crushed . . . to earth in scentless 

flowers” (34) to undergoing a transcendent unification with mother nature. The friend 

says that his memory of his mother’s embrace will give him peace in death. His 

“knowledge of enfolding motherhood” stands for a memory that consoles both him and 

his friend for his sacrifice since, in the logic of incorporation, it represents a return to 

origins rather than an end.  

 

Fictive Mothers 

 

Sassoon’s two soldiers imagine they share a common ancestry in the maternal 

English landscape, a premise that supported a wider discourse of fictive kinship in 

soldiers’ writings and strategies for grieving loved ones. Jay Winter illustrates the notion 

of ‘fictive kin’ by describing how war war-torn communities comprised of broken 

families often formed new social units made up of fictive kinship bonds in contrast to 

relationships based on blood or marital ties.
20

 In villages where few men returned from 
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the war, survivors in orphanages, widows’ associations and homes for the disabled 

formed bonds through shared losses, which occupied a “liminal. . . . space between 

individual memory and the national theatre of collective memory choreographed by 

social and political leaders” (“Forms of Kinship” 41). The bonds between soldiers during 

the four years of the war served an analogous role by compensating for soldiers’ 

disrupted family ties. Such ties occupy an equally ambiguous social status, neither 

endorsed nor prohibited by the corporate regulations of the army or the language of 

patriotism used by the nation-state. Male camaraderie and brotherhood afforded the most 

common expressions of fictive kinship among combatants, but as Sassoon’s elegist in 

“The Last Meeting” demonstrates, the premise that soldiers were bound together by a tie 

stronger than blood often relied on the trope of a common maternal blood line. This 

arrangement reveals an attempt to convert loss into an exchange value, as soldiers’ 

maternal bonds served a supplemental function by signifying the original and now 

inaccessible first term in the blood/fictive kinship binary. The language of fraternity thus 

rehearses the incompletely mourned losses for which it brazenly claims to compensate. 

In much of Owen’s poetry mothers stand for a common loss and a potential 

source of bonding between combatants; but the poem that spends the greatest effort 

exploring maternal bonds between soldiers is “Happiness.” The poem is conceived as a 

rallying cry for a group of downtrodden soldiers, with the speaker invoking their mothers 

at home as a shared loss that distinguishes them from their younger selves: “Ever again to 

breathe pure happiness, / The happiness our mother gave us, boys?” (1-2). The speaker’s 

“boys’” contrasts with jocose slang the mere boys they once were, “Boys’ griefs are not 

so grievous as our yearning, / Boys have no sadness sadder than our hope” (13-4), which 
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again converts male grief into an extra-linguistic sign of restorative power. Cecil Day 

Lewis notes how Owen changed “Ever to know unhoping happiness / [. . .] being a 

Mother’s boy” to, “The happiness our mother gave us, boys” and proposes that the 

original version struck “too confessional” a chord for Owen who wanted to avoid the 

overtones of ‘a mother’s boy’, despite the fact that he dedicated the poem to his mother 

(CP 93). More accurately, Orwell exchanges the singular for the plural and renders a sign 

of individualized male loss as a collective loss. This change has the obvious benefit of 

recasting the relationship between maternity and masculinity from an individual trait into 

an affirmation of male group identity—one that serves to build male community. A 

general sense of vulnerability symbolized through the sign of a lost mother serves as the 

active agent in the speaker’s narrative of masculine achievement. The speaker calls his 

friends men to the extent that they will not enjoy the pleasure of a mother’s comfort 

again, a statement that accepts the incontestability of their separations from all sources of 

maternal comfort and reveals how important mourning is to the speaker’s image of men 

and soldiers.  

This drama offers a condensed version of my argument that men’s mourning work 

for mothers often supplies a language to talk about male vulnerability in order to fashion 

narratives about male wounds and healing, whether those wounds are externalized in the 

environment (warfare) or embodied in affective life (fear or pain). The loss of a blissful 

state of maternal unification to which Owen’s speaker testifies on behalf of his band of 

brothers represents their entry into a doubly vulnerable position as fully autonomous 

selves and disposable agents in war. The collective nature of this ritual of male grieving 

supports Eric Santner’s observation that the self to “emerge[] out of the ruins of the 
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primitive auratic symbiosis with the mother” requires recognizing its traumatic coming 

into being, preferably from the “mother’s gaze or that of some other significant person” 

(126). The idea of a ruptured maternal symbiosis that points to a transcendental 

signification of self presence becomes inseparable from its performance and constantly 

needs verification, hence the desire to reiterate male narratives of male wounding and 

achievement. Owen’s speaker plays into this male narrative of development by imagining 

the loss of maternal unification as the proper achievement of masculinity. According to 

the supplemental logic of this achievement, men must continually enact their separation 

from the maternal signifier in order to point to the loss that validates a convincing 

narrative of masculinity.  

The rhetoric of fraternity established on the basis of fictive maternal kinship 

between soldiers occupies an unstable relationship to official discourses about family 

employed by the wartime state. The language of consolation used by the state often 

focuses on coming to terms with the death of a family member, typically a son, in order 

to reaffirm the notion of kinship for which he gave his life. As the letter submitted to the 

Allied Ministry of Interior by a group of mothers mentioned earlier maintains: “‘their 

sacrifice was made only to reinforce the family ties that bind them to us’” (qtd. in Winter, 

Sites 234). Although the writers of the letter insist that kinship ties refer to a more vital 

belonging than ties to the state, they invoke an elementary comparison between the two 

that suggests the nation-state reaffirms such ties by protecting and even imitating them. 

The language of fictive kinship used by soldiers like the speaker of Owen’s “Happiness” 

operates within this framework by claiming that one’s brothers at the frontlines substitute 

for family. However, unlike the mothers who wrote the letter to the Allied Ministry of 
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Interior, Owen’s soldiers have to formulate a new category of kinship and come to terms 

with the loss of their actual blood kin. Their imaginative fraternity stands in for their 

bonds to kin only in so far as it acknowledges the loss of families and loved ones at 

home, an experience of loss that the mothers’ letter does not suggests requires working 

through.  

An even more startling fiction about how collective maternal loss binds 

combatants together appears in Owen’s poem “Strange Meeting,” spoken by a soldier 

who descends into hell and converses with the enemy he killed the day prior. The poem 

pictures the vast gulf separating soldiers from the world of the living through imagery of 

a maternal body, especially during the speaker’s journey to the underworld that sounds 

uncannily like a passage through the birth canal: “It seemed that out of battle I escaped / 

Down some profound dull tunnel, long since scooped / Through granites which titanic 

wars had groined” (1-3). The speaker imagines the excavated trenches that he wades 

through after battle as a uterine environment,
21

 thus subsuming all soldiers in one fictive 

maternal bloodline. Each resides in the bloody afterbirth that characterizes their entrance 

into the domain of male violence that is inseparable from their liminal status as bodies 

rendered imminently vulnerable.  

The ghostly state in which Owen’s soldiers exist also symbolizes the liminality of 

combatants’ bonds to the civilian world. The spectral quality of both the living and dead 

soldiers in “Strange Meeting” conveys a palpable anxiety about whether combatants at 

the front would return to see their loved ones again. During the four years of the war, the 

process of missing and mourning family and loved ones remained unavoidably 

incomplete, deferred even during visits to home which could not provide genuine closure. 
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The fragile bonds between soldiers and civilians again enact the anticipation of mourning 

that Derrida says shades all friendships in the sense that “the mourning that follows death 

is prepared for and anticipated even before death” (27). Owen’s speaker mourns not only 

the enemy he has already killed, but also the living people he imagines leaving behind. 

His journey into the spectral domain of the underworld portrays the impossible mourning 

work in which soldiers engaged by trying to conceive of their death as the loss of all of 

their material and libidinal bonds. This scenario reproduces the paradox that Derrida ties 

to the interiorization of the friend, which is “not so much that we lose the friend after 

death but that we can no longer lose them” (27). Soldiers could only mourn loved ones 

through such anticipatory mourning since a soldier’s death would utterly remove him 

from the narrative of survival that his loves ones would create by mourning him. The 

constant threat of death in which soldiers existed place them under an almost mortal 

duress to mourn the possibility of grieving their loved ones. 

 

“Maternal Lamentation” 

 

I have argued in this chapter that Commonwealth soldiers voiced a degree of 

resistance to the corporate and imperialist cause of war by refusing to accept as natural 

long separations from loved ones at home, and that these politically imbued expressions 

of mourning took shape in a variety of writings all focusing in some way or another on 

soldiers’ bonds to mothers, who represented idyllic ties to a pre-war world now gone. 

This strain of grief work in combatants’ writings has not been identified as such before, 

possibly because it sits uneasily alongside popular images of male valor and group 
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identity substantiated elsewhere during this conflict. Although, the representations of 

combat masculinity that fashion male group identity around violence often requires 

narratives that place men’s vulnerability in a privileged position, and mothers tend to 

occupy important roles in such narratives by receiving, or standing in for men’s 

vulnerability. In this light, combatants’ elegies for mothers signal a defense of masculine 

ideals of self-sufficiency by externalizing a threat to one’s self as a threat to the other, or 

more properly, to one’s loss of the other. Such displacements of vulnerability create 

powerful narratives of male resilience and self-creation by invoking a primary narcissism 

that confuses the boarders between self and other, son and mother.  

Another reason for the little attention given to these writings pertains to the lived 

experiences of such feelings of grief, namely their highly fleeting nature. When soldiers 

returned from the war, the temporary separations they underwent from family, friends, 

and beloveds came to an end as they reunited with their loved ones. Further, the most 

likely moment for a soldier to express a powerful desire to see his mother again was 

actually extremely short lived and often cut short: his dying moments. Testimonies about 

soldiers crying out for their mothers in the throws of bodily pain and close to death 

abound. Dominic Hibbard notes how common it was “for men in shock to long for their 

mothers” (255), and one soldier at Gallipoli describes a scene of men “falling like 

rabbits” and “calling out for Mothers” from where they lay out of reach from aid (qtd. in 

Winter, Sites 41). In The Wet Flanders Plain Henry Williamson recalls seeing “a Saxon 

boy half crushed under a shattered tank, moaning ‘Mutter, Mutter, Mutter’, out of ghastly 

grey lips” (qtd. in Das 24), and Magnus Hirschfeld tells another story about a German 
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soldier trying to comfort an English boy near death who kept asking, “Mother, are you 

here?” (qtd. in Das 25).  

Such anecdotes uncannily play out the relationship between male vulnerability 

and mourning work for mothers that this chapter traces in First World War texts. In all of 

the scenes above, a soldier’s desire to be reunited with his mother stands for his 

exceptional vulnerability, signified not only by his severe wounding, but also his deferred 

grief that arrives impossibly late to find closure. The force of these scenes derives from 

their externalization of a soldier’s pain through his urgent grief. The English boy in 

Hirschfeld’s account seems to enter a hallucinatory state and enacts an almost fantastic 

psychological regressing to an infantile state of primary narcissism characterized by sheer 

helplessness and longing for his mothers’ embrace. Indeed, what these soldiers mourn 

during these moments of dire vulnerability is their entry into the inhospitable world 

outside a narcissistic maternal attachment. As with so many representations of male 

vulnerability, these accounts point to a liminal space between masculine fragility and 

accomplishment that entails not so much a challenge to fantasies of masculine power as 

their necessary, if less exalted, complement. They provide the supplement to notions of 

stoic, invulnerable masculinity implied by these soldiers’ wounding.  

This configuration of male pain as power takes place at the level of the viewer 

who witnesses these soldiers’ inconsolable grief and reads into them a gesture of valor. 

The representation of vulnerability in these anecdotes thus doubles through the presence 

of an onlooker, who witnesses the soldiers’ pain and reaffirms David Getsy’s observation 

that the “vulnerability of the personal made public is the basic condition of the mourner” 

(11). The cries of these dying soldiers are always too close, too intimate, and too personal 
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for the other person who hears them yet cannot respond to the cry for an absent mother. 

Such accounts are unavoidably rhetorical, and in fact many of them sound so similar they 

may be apocryphal. Hirschfeld’s account bears a striking resemblance to an illustration in 

Louis Raemaekers’ The Great War: A Neutral’s Indictment (1916) (fig. 3). The image 

depicts a soldier in a pickelhaube bending over to comfort a young British soldier, who 

asks the German, “Is It You, Mother?” His question reads like a variation on the question 

that Hirschfeld’s English boy asks the German soldier. The common ingredients in these 

scenes suggest that they speak to how families at home wanted to imagine the death of 

their brother or son, again reminding us of the cultural factors at work behind these 

portraits of male grief. In almost all of the examples above, an enemy combatant hears a 

soldier’s cries for his mother and tries to stand in for her. The wounded soldier’s desire to 

return to his mother supposedly serves as a figure for their common humanity. Or as 

Kipling’s epigraph cited at the beginning of this chapter expressed it, they are “all 

women’s sons.” This consolatory fiction comes to the forefront in Raemaekers’ “Is It 

You, Mother?” printed next to a text written by a French officer describing a scene very 

similar to the one illustrated by Raemaekers: 

Then I watched the German, who had ceased to speak. He had taken a 

prayer-book from his knapsack, and was trying to read a service for 

soldiers wounded in battle. And . . . while I watched him I realized what 

we were fighting for. . . . He was dying in vain, while the Britisher and 

myself, by our deaths, would probably contribute something toward the 

cause of civilization and peace. (The Great War, Plate 75) 
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The French soldier’s journal excerpt makes no reference to the British soldier calling out 

for his mother; as if to symbolize the “cause of civilization and peace,” Raemaekers adds 

this detail. His picture uses the mother-son bond to reinforce the attitude that the nation-

state could stand in for broken family ties, which validates the sacrifice of sons for the 

futurity of both kin and nation.  

For soldiers who cried out and heard such cries for mothers while stranded in No 

Man’s Land, however, these expressions of grief represented powerful statements about 

male vulnerability and a potent, if belated, resistance to the idea of leaving one’s mother 

and family to go off and fight. They testify to a failure of kinship ties to provide an 

effective adhesive to bind families together during war and instead show how war 

threatens all libidinal bonds indiscriminately. These accounts designate a historically 

specific experience of gendered vulnerability produced by modern warfare. Unlike many 

examples of male grief in this study, they bring to life moments of male wounding that 

stand in contrast to self-consciously stylized performances of vulnerable manhood 

cultivated, for instance, by Stephen Dedalus through his artistic masculinity. As a result, 

they require a different kind of response from readers, one that still takes into 

consideration their function within a patriotic wartime discourse. Their ethical imperative 

derives in part from the impossibility of responding to them at the precise moment they 

were uttered.  

By way of a conclusion, I want to consider how one canonical modernist text 

attempts to respond to the trauma of men’s gendered vulnerability by giving witness to 

such accounts of harmed men calling out for mothers within the panorama of collective 

losses from the First World War. T. S. Eliot’s The Waste Land seeks to mourn the loss of 
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several wounded men in myth (the Fisher King), literature (Phlebas), and biography (Jean 

Verdenal). I do not believe it minimizes the significance of any of these influences in 

Eliot’s poem to note how these losses constitute a generalized sense of vulnerable 

manhood originating from the recent death of countless men who, as Eliot says about his 

close friend to whom he dedicated the poem, Jean Verdenal, now “mixed with the mud of 

Gallipoli” (The Criterion 452). The ways that Eliot’s text mourns this catastrophic loss of 

manhood are complex, but I would argue that the poem’s locus of vulnerable masculinity 

suddenly comes to the foreground in one passage in “What the Thunder Said”:  

  Murmur of maternal lamentation 

  Who are those hooded hordes swarming 

  Over endless plains, stumbling in cracked earth 

  Ringed by the flat horizon only 

  What is the city over the mountains 

  Cracks and reforms and bursts in the violet air 

  Falling towers (367-73) 

Eliot’s note for these lines refer us to Hermann Hesse’s In Sight of Chaos (73), a series of 

essays written at the end of the war as the Russian army returned from the Eastern front 

to a country embroiled in the turmoil of political revolution. That is to say, Eliot invokes 

a scene of male mourning thwarted by a return of the repressed, as the Russian army fails 

to leave behind their dead comrades and encounters additional carnage at home. In the 

passage, we find descriptions of the terrain of trench warfare and what seem to be cries 

for mothers by wounded soldiers—as if the soldiers still remain trapped in the mud, but 

not yet dead. Eliot’s ambiguous placement of the adjective in the first line could refer to a 
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lamentation either for or by mothers.
22

 However, the imagery of embattled “plains” 

invokes a scene of postwar carnage that suggests Eliot has wounded soldiers in mind, or 

formerly “those hooded hordes” now calling out for their mothers as in almost any of the 

anecdotes above through a ceaseless collective “[m]urmur of maternal lamentation.”  

This spectral scene of male death appropriately appears in the final section of 

Eliot’s elegy as one of several losses that it seeks to work through in its modernist poetics 

of inconsolable grief. In fact, these men’s cries reaffirm the elegy’s gesture of incomplete 

consolation in this final section. Jahan Ramazani proposes that Eliot genders the sounds 

of post-war mourning above “feminine” by associating them with mothers, despite the 

poem’s desire to “reassert[]” a masculine politics into the elegy (21). However, by 

reading these cries of grief not as men’s, we might deny a piece of the history of male 

mourning and stymy the work of cultural and personal mourning that the poem seeks to 

perform. Eliot gives witness to a specific experience of men’s vulnerability by including 

this scene in the closing section to his post-war poem that resists all easy closures. No 

consoling voice answers these sounds of open-ended mourning, which places Eliot’s 

poem within a challenging tradition of incomplete mourning for male vulnerability by 

holding out to the pain of countless unburied men.  

Michael Roper and Santanu Das are two scholars who have already singled out 

the mother-son bond in the cultural context of the First World War as deserving special 

attention. As they have done within specific historical narratives, I have sought to re-

establish in a literary context “the central presence of the mother in the emotional lives” 

of Commonwealth soldiers (Das 24). The relevance of mothers to the imaginative and 

social experiences of soldiers may gainsay what some readers imagined were the realities 
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of long-term warfare during this conflict, namely, a powerful sense of homosocial 

intimacy based around the realization of a violent male culture that excluded women. 

After all, this war produced irresistible mystiques of courageous manhood, as in the 

reputation of Ernest Hemingway, to whom many male writers during the 1920s and 30’s 

would aspire including Henry Miller, Stephen Spender, and George Orwell. The work of 

Roper and Das as well as Greg Forter, who interrogates mournful postures buried in 

Hemingway’s “embodiment of invulnerable manhood” (“Melancholy” 22), remind us 

how complex and internally fraught these images of wartime masculinity are. The work 

of these scholars contributes to a growing impression that the First World War unsettled 

at least some ideas about hegemonic masculinity, leaving in its wake few Hemingway 

figures and many more wounded, disabled, traumatized, haunted, and broken men. The 

inheritance of that history of men’s terrifying vulnerability in the face of mechanized 

mass war would require working through by later writers, who also wish to work through 

the loss of vulnerable masculinities.  

My next chapter continues to explore how modernist wartime masculinities take 

shape through the work of mourning mothers, and specifically how men may challenge 

authorities of wartime states by refusing to accept the loss of a mother as a sign of one’s 

political and embodied vulnerability. George Orwell’s novels attest to a preoccupation on 

the author’s part as well as 1930s Britain and Europe with how wartime and authoritarian 

states appropriate maternity as a rhetorical tool to solidify a sense of national crisis and 

belonging. As I have shown, First World War writers complicated if not always resisted 

such rhetoric by clinging to memories of actual mothers at home, who often bore little in 

common with the national motherland and designated a very different state of 
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vulnerability, one that was far more personal, corporeal, and local. Orwell also attends to 

the uses of mothers in collective imagination during periods of national crisis. Indeed, 

twenty years after the First World War, the language and imagery of atrocity propaganda 

again invoked mothers to argue for militarization, this time against fascism. Orwell 

revives the earlier anti-elegy, anti-propaganda tradition of soldier-poets amid the equally 

urgent context of civilian ruin and political abuse during the 1930s and 40’s. His male 

characters resist accepting the loss of mothers as a way to resist the totalitarian wartime 

state’s control over emotional life, especially through the dehumanization of men and 

women as sexual beings by eliminating procreative biology in a ‘perfect’ totalitarian 

future. By refusing to accept the loss of kinship bonds as bonds to the other, as well as 

their embodied vulnerability in an imperfect state, men in Orwell’s novels will continue 

to discern their untimely place in late modernism.  
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Fig. 1 “Remember Belgium.” Unknown Artist. Parliamentary Recruiting Committee.  

 
 

Fig. 2 “My Son, Go and Fight for your Motherland.” Louis Raemaekers, illustration from 

Raemaekers’ Cartoons (London: 1916) Plate 33. 
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Fig. 3 “Is It You, Mother?” Louis Raemaekers, illustration from Raemaekers’ Cartoons 

(London: 1916) 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
1
 See Treveor Wilson’s critical reading of Lord Bryce’s investigation into allegations and publication of 

these allegations as a propaganda piece (372-3). 

2
 See Sara Cole’s Modernism, Male Friendship, and the First World War, which builds on the earlier 

foundation in combat writing in literary history in Paul Fussell’s influential The Great War and Modern 

Memory. 
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3
 See for example Paul Fussell’s comments on maternal imagery in soldiers’ marching songs, which I will 

return to below (269).  

4
 Jonathan Vance points out how Commonwealth soldiers were primarily represented as young men with 

strong bonds to their mothers (147), and Suzanne Evans argues that such attachments lent mothers during 

wartime highly visible, politicized roles in commemorative culture (4). 

5
 Blunden records taking leave of his mother as a perfunctory step in his journey, but he also links with it 

the heightened sensitivity that Sassoon associates with wartime: “My mother went to the station with me, 

between pride and revolt—but the war must be attended to. Next, let us remark the platform of Victoria, on 

this occasion perceptibly more remarkable to me than hitherto” (Undertones 2). 

6
 See Meyer (34) and Hynes who argues that soldiers during the First World War identified adventure and 

foreign travel as the most appealing reason to fight (The Soldiers’ 44-5). 

7
 See for example Roland Stromberg’s Redemption by War (24). 

8
 As for the volume of homebound letters, Meyer writes: “The scale of postal work was far greater than the 

Corps had been called upon to deal with in previous conflicts. In one week in October [1914], the army 

received 2,087 bags of mail and by 1917 the Army was sending home 8,926,831 letters a week” (14). 

9
 By comparison, some scholars of the First World War argue that this conflict suspended and disrupted 

“all previously established relationships” and created male identities “discontinuous with those constructed 

in peace time” (Scott, “Rewriting History” 27 and Meyer 4). 

10
 For corroboration on this point see Hibbard (27), Das (24), and Pewell (254) as well as historian Michael 

Roper (295 and 300). 

11
 Sassoon’s George Shesterson summarizes his military experience likewise: “being in the Army was very 

much like being back at school” (Memoires of GS 219). 

12
 As Derrida’s editors in The Work of Mourning elaborate: “One friend must always go before the other; 

one friend must always die first. There is no friendship without the possibility that one friend will die 

before the other, perhaps right before the other’s eyes. For even when friends die together, or rather, at the 

same time, their friendship will have been structured from the very beginning by the possibility that one of 

the two would see the other die, and so, surviving, would be left to bury, to commemorate, and to mourn” 

(1). 
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13

 My reading here contrasts with some received readings of soldiers’ letters that instead find stoicism in 

the consolations that combatants offered their mothers and families. See Pierre Breton (172) and Audrey 

and Paul Grescoe (4). 

14
 Though not on leave but only away from his battalion for a few hours, Sassoon also notices how time 

away from the front makes ones longing for home resurface: “During three or four leisurely miles back to 

the Workhouse I was aware of the intense relief of being alone and, for those few miles, free. For the first 

time since I’d joined the Army with such ardours I felt homesick” (M of GS 224). 

15
 Hibbard and Fusseell both assume Owen disparaged these lines. But his letter makes no comment on 

their merit or lack of it (CL 423). 

16
 For an example of how the rhetoric of sacrificial sons might take on paternal overtones, see the fourth 

sonnet in Brooke’s “1914” sequence, “The Dead.” 

17
 In comparison, Rutherford reads this sonnet expressing the nation’s son’s desire for imperialistic forms 

of omnipotence (34). 

18
 See St. John G. Ervine’s review of Brooke’s poetry, written a few months after Brooke’s death 

(especially 439). 

19
 See Daniel Hipp on other ways this collection was intended as a response to Brooke and patriotic 

discourses (120). 

20
 See Winter’s essay in War and Remembrance in the Twentieth Century (40-60), where he draws a 

distinction between collective memory and the work of agents of remembrance, as well as his earlier 

examination of the role of fictive kinship among the Great War’s survivors in Sites of Memory, Sites of 

Mourning (29-53). 

21
 Sarah Cole’s remarks on this passage in “Modernism, Male Intimacy, and the Great War” drew my 

attention to the “womb-like” imagery in the construction of a “kindred spirit” between the two soldiers 

(484). 

22
 Compare with Gilbert who argues that Eliot’s “maternal lamentation” refers to a female personification 

of death (“‘Rats’ Alley’” 195). 
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Chapter Five: 

Winston’s Mothers:  

Private Memory and Public Crisis in Orwell 

You cannot be objective about an aerial torpedo. And the horror we feel of 

these things has led to this conclusion: if someone drops a bomb on your 

mother, go and drop two bombs on his mother. 

 -- “Review of The Tree of Gernika by G. L. Steer; Spanish 

Testament by Arthur Koestler,” George Orwell, 1938 

 

I am willing to believe that history is for the most part inaccurate and 

biased, but what is peculiar to our own age is the abandonment of the idea 

that history could be truthfully written. . . . The implied objective of this 

line of thought is a nightmare world in which the Leader, or some ruling 

clique, controls not only the future but the past. . . . This prospect frightens 

me much more than bombs—and after our experiences of the last few 

years that is not a frivolous statement. 

 -- “Looking Back on the Spanish Civil War,” George Orwell, 

1942 

  

In the aftermath of the Spanish Civil War and again soon after the London Blitz, 

George Orwell offers some dire predictions about the use of memory during moments of 

public crisis that focus on the role of vulnerability, grief, and mothers in discourses about 

masculinity during late modernism. In his review of two books on the war in Spain, 

Orwell fears civilian bombing will exploit powerful emotions and expedite paths to 

mutual destruction. Militarized states will purposely target civilians, he suggests, which 

will expose noncombatants and combatants alike to new states of vulnerability.
1
 In such 

total war, Orwell posits that male citizens occupy an important role since they experience 

the effects of others’ use of violence and inflict most violence by the fact of their position 

in military organizations. To illustrate this double connection to violence, Orwell argues 

that civilian or “tactical” bombing amounts to men dropping bombs on each other’s 

mothers. By extension, Orwell suggests that men need to devise better, non-violent means 
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of working through personal and collective losses, otherwise they will continue to expose 

others to ever escalating forms of harming.  

Reflecting again on the Spanish Civil War in 1942, Orwell revises his prediction 

and says he is now more concerned about the threat to historicity and memory posed by 

totalitarianism. I propose that this revision does not signal an interruption in Orwell’s 

thinking, so much as a more critical analysis of how states manage collective memory 

and emotions tied to grief through social practices of mourning. For, by saying that states 

controlling our memories “frightens” him more than bombs, Orwell pushes back against a 

popular notion of the struggle between capitalist democracy and totalitarianism during the 

1930s and 40’s.
2
 As Orwell explains in essays such as “Looking Back on the Spanish 

Civil War” and “Spilling the Spanish Beans,” the Communist Party revised the terms of 

the war in Spain, moving it away from a struggle for class equality and refashioning it as 

a fight against fascism, pure and simple. Instead of inspiring hope for a better society, 

Orwell says the Communist Party resorted to using “terror” to mobilize support for its 

cause (“Spilling the Spanish Beans” 218). Orwell unpacks how the Party turned to the 

tactics of militarized states during the First World War, who used atrocities or “all those 

hecatombs of nuns who have been raped and crucified before the eyes of Daily Mail 

reporters” (215) in order to galvanize public feeling. Orwell thus argues that anxieties 

about bombs dropping on innocent citizens served a strategic purpose in discourses about 

totalitarianism. First, they offered an inflammatory tool to signify the fight against 

fascism, whereby women and children represented the nation-state’s vulnerable 

homeland, as they did in propaganda from the First World War. Secondly, and even more 

troublingly, Orwell suggests such images distracted from the real threat to civil society 
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posed by fascism and nations under the grip of the Communist Party, or any state or 

government that “tries to govern your emotional life as well as set[] up a code of 

conduct”—namely totalitarian states (135). Orwell argues that one of the greatest threats 

of totalitarianism, beyond the chance of bombs landing on one’s loved ones, involves its 

ability to dismantle forms of belonging between kin that comprise a person’s private life 

and existence separate from the state. His definition of totalitarianism has much in 

common with Hannah Arendt’s distinction of totalitarian states from nation-states in that 

the former targets “all social and family ties” in an attempt to replace kinship bonds and 

other structures of belonging with an overriding fidelity to the party (323). With its 

capability to rewrite history and write out of history the lives of loved ones, totalitarian 

states attempt to make citizens forget attachments that define sites of being external to the 

state and its power. That is to say, Orwell levies a critique against totalitarianism based 

on a politics of resisting letting go of attachments that pose an implied threat to 

totalitarian visions of state homogeneity. In Orwell’s fiction, the political resistance of 

that critique most forcibly takes shape in mourning maternal bonds that signify an 

alternative to a patriarchal love of Big Brother.  

Indeed, Orwell’s attention to the language games of history, to how the past is made 

and made anew again, brings him into the company of twentieth-century elegists whom 

Jahan Ramazani terms anti-elegists. These mourners critique a wide range of narratives in 

and about modernism by “resist[ing] the obliteration of the dead by the socioeconomic 

laws of exchange, equivalence, and progress” (14). Orwell’s sensitivity to how political 

groups shape the past in order to make it conform to current interests, along with his 

general belief in historical integrity, have much in common with the work of anti-elegy. 
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The Russian Revolution, Trotsky, the Communist Party, the International Brigades, the 

POUM—all of these are subjects on which Orwell tends to disagree with his 

contemporaries by remembering what prevailing historical narratives choose to forget or 

dramatically alter.
3
  

I wish to add to this list the mothers and figures of motherhood that Orwell invokes 

in his review of G. L. Steer and Arthur Koestler where he challenges a dominant narrative 

that framed the contest between totalitarianism and democracy during and following the 

Spanish Civil War. This narrative sought to legitimate men’s relationship to state power 

and aggression through a discourse of maternal belonging to both the nation-state and the 

totalitarian state. In the nation-state, mothers stood for the most vulnerable members, 

whose harming or death activated a male-coded patriotic defense of citizens through 

powerful feelings of grief and fear. In this scenario, the state sought to supplement men’s 

relationships to mothers and kinship ties in general. On the other hand, the totalitarian 

state represented an arguably more surgical intervention into kinship bonds by seeking to 

replace one’s primary bonds to kin, such as a child’s attachment to his mother, with a 

bond to the state. This strategy had roots in earlier visions of a proletarian future that the 

Communist Party articulated, but probably never seriously tried to achieve, by relegating 

the work of raising children to the state. In both discourses about collective belonging, 

bonds to mothers take on symbolic importance and claim to represent citizens’ ideal 

relationship to the modernist state.  

Several of Orwell’s texts respond to these imperatives to think alternatives to the 

politicization of men’s affective attachments to mothers, family, and states. Indeed, 

Orwell’s response to major public crises during late modernism makes him a fitting 
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conclusion to my study of male practices of mourning mothers during the first half of the 

twentieth century. Orwell challenges politically constructed amnesia by invoking a high-

modernist notion of the subjective life of memory. As “Inside the Whale” puts it, 

contemporary fiction must “drag the real-politik of the inner mind into the open . . . . [It 

is] not so much a question of exploring the mechanisms of the mind as owning up to 

everyday facts and everyday emotions” (13).
4
 Orwell easily belongs in the company of 

those writers Marina MacKay associates with modernism’s later years who sought to 

“rehabilitat[e]” “private life against abuses of collective power” and explore “new 

political uses [in] the imaginative structures of modernist writing” (14, 18). Orwell’s 

emphasis on private life brings him into the circle of male modernists I am considering 

who use personal memory to engage with their contemporary moments and the 

masculinities they inhabit. Much as James Joyce and the First World War soldier-poets, 

Orwell suggests that men experience sociopolitical crises of the modernist years in a 

condition of ‘at risk’: their private lives and personal memories serve as pressure points 

for ideological persuasion and political control, and the loss or death of a mother reveals 

these pressure points perhaps best. In Joyce, Stephen Dedalus resists mourning his 

mother in ways that reaffirm the power of the Catholic Church and ideas about tough 

Irish masculinity. By refusing to accept one’s separation from a mother during war, First 

World War combatants voice critiques of militarized masculinity and the war itself. The 

conflicts Orwell explores during the 1930s and 40’s similarly show up in men’s 

experiences of mourning mothers. The loss of a mother creates the conditions—to borrow 

Orwell’s own masculine idiom—for “owning up” to private vulnerability and collective 

failure. Specifically, a mother’s death in war or her separation from her son and the rest 
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of her family creates an opportunity for her son to discern the untimeliness of his 

historical situation.  

Nineteen Eighty-Four makes the case that men who refuse to mourn loved ones and 

mothers above all through violence can potentially resist attempts by the state to manage 

their kinship bonds and personal memories. In that sense Orwell implies that resisting 

totalitarianism has much to do with not accepting a mother’s death as a permissible loss. 

Winston Smith, whose mother was murdered by the totalitarian Party in the novel, refuses 

to relinquish his memories of her. He cherishes them against the Party’s attempt to erase 

her memory and those of other victims of the purges by which the Party consolidates its 

power. For Winston, these memories represent the domain of private life and personal 

memory in danger of extinction by the forces that Orwell says threaten the autonomous 

individual. Like First World War soldier-poets before him, Orwell reworks conventional 

mother-son wartime discourses by giving us a mother whose memory inspires her son to 

critique the state. In addition, the murder of Winston’s mother bears witness to atrocities 

committed by the Party against its own citizens. By not forgetting his mother’s 

disappearance, or more accurately, by not being able to not remember it, Winston chips 

away at the Party’s ability to control the past. His unfinished grief and persistent sense of 

affective vulnerability presents one of the novel’s best arguments against the nightmare 

world of the totalitarian regime. Male feeling thus supplies a key ingredient in Orwell’s 

reading of totalitarianism and his critique of such state power at the level of the individual 

consciousness.  
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Collective Amnesia and Personal Memory 

 

Like many writers in this study, Orwell sees memory as one of the most urgent 

ways that modernist men engage with socio-political events in their time. His turn to a 

high modernist notion of personal memory reinforces his defense of individual liberties in 

response to totalitarian’s creeping advance. While Europe slides “into an age of 

totalitarian dictatorships—an age in which freedom of thought will” disappear, Orwell 

argues, private memories can still cement and preserve the “autonomous individual” 

(“Inside the Whale” 48). His conception of the autonomous individual includes more than 

the rational faculty he names. He defines “freedom of thought” in another essay as what 

an individual “really thinks, what he really feels” (“Literature” 134, my italics). The idea 

that individual consciousness comprises an aggregate of affective senses and cognitive, 

thinking ones appeals to a Bergsonian notion of “inner life,” a phrase Orwell uses often in 

“Inside the Whale,” though he never cites Bergson directly. This faculty distinguishes the 

free individual from the individual living under totalitarianism as it supplies the basis for 

the liberal subject’s ability to write with “emotional sincerity” (“Inside” 45). Orwell says 

we encounter such moments in works of literature that “linger” in our “memory in a 

peculiar way” (11). At these times, readers are brought outside “the solitude in which the 

human being lives” (11). In his fiction and essays, Orwell explores how personal memory 

offers a similar defense against the subordination of individualism to abuses of power, in 

particular through the manipulation of the past by collective memories.   

 Maurice Halbwachs’ work on memory reveals similar dilemmas about the limited 

role of personal memory within collective structures of remembrance. Halbwachs has had 
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less influence on the study of modernism than some of his contemporaries, although his 

work is often considered a response to Bergson’s notion about subjective, or intuitive 

memory in the wake of 1930s discourses about collectivization.
5
 Halbwachs’ On 

Collective Memory offers a theory of memory
6
 that speaks to socio-historical crises in 

Europe that were challenging artists to engage in debates about national, regional, and 

political belonging.
7
 For Halbwachs, deeply personal, embodied memories like those 

described by Bergson only emerge in dreams. Dreams are the only times when an 

individual truly remembers apart from social structures like family, church, and state. 

During waking life, he suggests, we can only access the past through already existing 

social frameworks: “it is to the degree that our individual thought places itself in these 

frameworks and participates in this memory that it is capable of the act of recollection” 

(38). When I recall my childhood, my memories are always already shaped by how my 

childhood has been told to me by others. The stories my parents and siblings tell about 

my childhood often end up as the memories I in turn recall and share. Even very personal 

memories thus require tapping into already existing ideas and narratives about the past. 

This observation leads Halbwachs to maintain that “it is individuals as group members 

who remember” (48).
8
 In contrast to Bergson’s theory that the past exerts an indelible 

material presence on the mind and body, Halbwachs submits an utterly discursive past. 

We compose the past each time we recall it. “When we reflect upon” events that already 

happened, Halbwachs explains, it seems as if “we had again taken up contact with the 

past,” when in fact “this indicates simply that we feel capable” of “reconstructing” 

narratives about prior events and now absent people (61). 
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Halbwachs’ thesis that social frameworks shape even memories that we consider 

private speaks directly to the concerns about historicity and memory that Orwell raises in 

his writings on totalitarianism after his experiences during the Spanish Civil War. 

Orwell’s experiences in Barcelona during the putsch against POUM, the leftist worker’s 

party with whom he fought, made him acutely aware of the discursive nature of history.
9
 

In “Looking Back on the Spanish Civil War,” Orwell concedes that the past does have a 

supple nature and that “history is for the most part inaccurate and biased” (353). What 

troubles Orwell are the authoritarian possibilities in contractual narratives about the past. 

The “abandonment of the idea that history could be truthfully written,” he argues, implies 

a move away from notions about individual responsibility and ethical ways of doing 

history (353). Orwell consistently frames his confrontation with totalitarianism as an 

unwillingness to accept scripted historical narratives.  

This opposition acquires special urgency when it comes to the way that the dead are 

remembered, invoked, and forgotten. As Orwell writes in “Looking Back” about his 

participation in the Spanish Civil War: 

I saw great battles reported where there had been no fighting, and 

complete silence where hundreds of men had been killed. I saw troops 

who had fought bravely denounced as cowards and traitors, and others 

who had never seen a shot fired hailed as the heroes of imaginary 

victories; and I saw newspapers in London retelling these lies and eager 

intellectuals building emotional superstructures over events that had 

never happened. (352) 
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The first-person anaphora often appears in his essays and conveys a turn to the tangible 

life of memory that rhetorically demonstrates the kind of individual remembering rarely 

included in official histories.
10

 In this instance, Orwell’s ‘I’ serves as a self-qualifying 

moment at the end of the analysis that has come before that discloses his own 

embeddedness in history. This strategy becomes more complex in his fiction where it 

alerts readers to the contractual nature of collective memory, to its subtle coercions and 

enforcements.  

By placing Halbwachs alongside Orwell, I want to draw out the hope, for the lack 

of a better word, that Orwell places on personal memory during moments of crisis and 

collective amnesia. Halbwachs’ account of collective memory insists on clear limitations 

to personal memories in collective frameworks. He leaves few avenues open to recognize 

conflicts between private and public memory and to appreciate how private memory may 

serve as a corrective to collective memories. As proponents of resistant forms of 

mourning have shown, much of an elegist’s work involves challenging memories in the 

collective sphere. An elegist stands out within his or her community by contesting social 

norms, and actual practices, about when to remember and when to forget.
11

 Halbwachs 

conveys the sheer difficulty of remembering differently than groups do, much as Orwell 

does. However, this difficulty leads Halbwachs to submit a defeatist portrait about “what 

would happen if all the members of a family disappeared.” This, in fact, is the very 

situation in which George Bowling and Winston Smith will find themselves: 

The individual who does not want to forget vanished kin and who 

obstinately repeats their names will soon experience universal 

indifference. Walled in by his memories, he tries unsuccessfully to 
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intermingle the preoccupations of present society with those of bygone 

groups; what he lacks is support precisely from the groups that have 

disappeared. A person who alone remembers what others do not resembles 

someone who sees what others do not see. He is in certain respects like a 

person suffering from hallucinations who leaves the disagreeable 

impression among those around him. As his society becomes impatient he 

keeps quiet, and because he cannot express himself freely, he forgets the 

names that are no longer used by those around him. (73-4) 

Halbwachs’ theory of collective memory leads him to portray the work of mourning as a 

gradual waning of desire, similar to Freud’s portrait in “Mourning and Melancholia.” 

Both envision a bereaved cut off from the living by a protracted devotion to the dead, and 

both figure the survivor’s loyalty to the deceased as a potentially harmful devotion to 

something that no longer exists. In addition, each thinker sees the resolution to mourning 

involving a return to a utilitarian ethic of the living. Much as Freud, Halbwachs predicts 

that private memory will ultimately fail to sustain memories about loved ones without 

support from larger social frameworks. So, while communities mediate an individual’s 

access to collective memories, they also determine those personal memories to which an 

individual can cling. This dependence of collective and personal memory on group 

psychology is one that Orwell argues totalitarianism exploits.  

 With the rest of this chapter I wish to unpack Orwell’s contention that personal 

memory offers a defense for those elements of liberal individualism under threat from 

totalitarianism, especially memories of bonds with kin emblematized by a child’s bond to 

its mother. Orwell agrees with Halbwachs that collective memories may come to define 
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private life and personal loyalties against our better interests, but that does not mean 

Orwell believes that collective memories utterly determine personal memories. The latter 

are more resistant to forgetting, despite a proclivity to slippage and manipulation, than 

Halbwachs suggests. Orwell proposes that personal memory supplies a strategy of 

resistance in the struggle against totalitarianism and identifies one of the few ways 

citizens can challenge the use of mass communication to manipulate public feeling and 

historicity. Only in personal memories can citizens question untruths presented by 

totalitarian states and remember past events and people written out of public records. This 

conflict between personal and collective memory becomes sharpest in two of Orwell’s 

last novels, Coming Up for Air and Nineteen Eighty-Four. Both represent this crisis of 

memory as a crisis that also involves men’s relationships to the state and family whereby 

men’s experiences of belonging to these things serve as levers for political coercion. The 

two male protagonists Orwell creates in these texts resist such coercion through atrocity 

propaganda and historical amnesia by not letting their grief as men become co-opted by 

political purposes for sustaining fear and oppression.  

 

Private Memory and “Lethal Mourning” in Coming Up for Air 

 

George Bowling’s attempt to prepare for the next war in Europe by reliving the 

pastoral scenes of his childhood in Coming Up for Air (1939) reiterates Orwell’s belief in 

the healing powers of personal memory in a context of public crisis. In this novel written 

shortly after his experiences in Spain, Orwell identifies a need to mourn past and future 

casualties of totalitarianism in order to push back against its creeping advance in Europe. 
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The middle-class male narrator, Bowling, sees another war on the horizon as clearly as he 

can spot bombing planes practicing maneuvers above him wherever he goes. These 

ominous shapes in the sky passing over pedestrians and the houses that will be in flames 

in a year or two serve as a symbolic refrain throughout the novel. Clearly, Bowling has 

taken to heart the messages of propaganda posters such as “Your Children Will Be Next” 

(fig. 5) that sought to convince British viewers that the battle against fascism in Spain 

could spill into nearby European countries by showing the deaths of women and children, 

bonds that represented the precariousness of domestic peace and vulnerable British lives. 

Madelyn Detloff explains how such images deploy specific deaths for propagandistic 

aims, particularly by invoking the death of innocents to rationalize aggression and 

attempt to enact a process of mourning that pulls viewers into retaliatory forms of 

thinking tantamount to “lethal mourning” (53).
12

 Coming Up for Air develops a non-

lethal response to such appeals to public (angered) grief in Bowling, who wishes to find a 

solution to the impasse created by propaganda images. He can either ignore the deaths of 

innocents abroad, or become fixated on them and permit fear-mongering and “lethal 

mourning” to take root. Both of these responses are unsatisfying, however, and leave 

Bowling without a sense of how to prevent or respond to a looming war. While reading 

about murdered women in Spain and Nanking over breakfast he muses: “Wherever we’re 

going, we’re going downwards [i]nto the grave—into the cesspool—no knowing” (171). 

Gradually, Bowling adopts an attitude of acceptance to the reality of innocent deaths 

without condoning or inspiring further violence, an attitude that requires thinking through 

personal memory rather letting collective fear dominate one’s emotional life.  
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Bowling’s depressive moods and his ensuing destructive fantasies bear out Julia 

Kristeva’s reading of melancholic artistic production (9). Bowling forges striking 

imaginative connections between scenarios of bombed cities abroad and Britain’s own 

quiet suburbs. He imagines how the “little red roofs” on houses already look “lighted up” 

as if on fire in the morning sunlight (23). This palimpsest vision (fire superimposed on 

sunshine, Spain on Britain) connects recent losses in the past to a crisis in the present and 

frames the threat to his homeland as interlocked with recent crises in Europe. Elsewhere 

Bowling imagines the deaths of British citizens by invoking images of destroyed cities 

like Madrid and envisions the dead as vulnerable women. From a train, Bowling watches 

a plane passing over a residential area where he sees a woman working:   

There was a bombing plane flying low overhead. For a minute or two it 

seemed to be keeping pace with the train. . . . I was watching the backs of 

the houses sliding past. The line from West Bletchley runs most of the way 

through slums, but it’s kind of peaceful, the glimpses you get of little 

backyards with bits of flowers stuck in boxes and the flat roofs where the 

women peg out the washing and the bird-cage on the wall. The great black 

bombing plane swayed a little in the air and zoomed ahead so that I 

couldn’t see it. (20) 

The pastoral details offer a elegiac image for Bowling’s premonitory mourning, or what 

Patricia Rae calls “proleptic elegy”: “consolatory writing produced in anticipation of 

sorrow, where the expected loss is of a familiar kind” (Rae 263). By “familiar” Rae refers 

to the impression that the next war in Europe would produce a similar overburdening loss 

as Britain experienced during the First World War. Bowling’s anxiety suggests that the 
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oncoming war will also entail mourning different kinds of losses than the previous war: 

citizens at home in addition to soldiers abroad. The pastoral scene he constructs out of the 

urban greenery tries to ward off an imminent likeness between these homes and cratered 

homes in images of war-torn Spain. The analogous reference points for total destruction, 

mothers and homes, demonstrate how the national sense of vulnerability that Bowling 

articulates finds a strong parallel in Spain’s situation. London’s future resemblance to 

places like Madrid is all too imaginable. “Some quiet morning,” he imagines, “when the 

clerks are streaming across London Bridge, and the canary’s singing and the old woman’s 

pegging the bloomers on the line—zoom, whizz, plonk! Houses going up unto the air, 

bloomers soaked with blood, canary singing above the corpses” (24-5). The ensemble of 

civilian carnage Bowling imagines is almost a caricature. The sense of repetitive violence 

produces disaffection about deaths that supposedly could awaken an insular nation to the 

threat of fascist aggression.  

 Bowling’s worries point to Orwell’s ongoing concern about the function of the 

Spanish Civil War in collective memory. The documentation of Spanish civilian deaths 

could potentially serve as warning signs for other nations, but only if these deaths were 

recognized as “grievable” losses associated with those nations’ own citizens. Judith 

Butler coins the locution ‘grievability’ to describe the process whereby certain deaths 

“become nationally recognized and amplified, whereas other losses become unthinkable 

and ungrievable,” which reinforces exclusionary norms about citizen and foreigner, self 

and other, human and nonhuman (xiv). To be sure, the looming disaster Bowling reads on 

the landscape around him clashes with Britain’s isolationist approach to the international 

crisis in Spain, risibly figured by the washerwoman’s canary that fails to sound an alarm. 
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Orwell reproached the Allies’ non-intervention policy in Spain for its “indifference” to 

deaths produced by totalitarian states testing “bombing planes on helpless populations” 

(Orwell in Spain 368). He believed there was an increasing cynicism about atrocity 

stories from Spain, writing just two years after Coming Up for Air that “atrocities” are 

now “believed in or disbelieved in solely on grounds of political predilection” (347). As 

he continues, foreshadowing Bowling’s pessimism, “the truth about atrocities is far worse 

than that they are lied about and made into propaganda”: “The truth is they happen” 

(348). 

 For all his sense of helplessness, George Bowling still conveys a sense of real 

urgency that ties Britain’s fate to deaths in other nations. He fixates on an image usually 

reserved for states of national emergency, the endangered mother(land), to register a 

shared, international crisis. While Orwell could be skeptical of the use of civilian deaths 

in atrocity media, he also worried, as did Bowling, that such deaths might go unmourned 

as a result of public cynicism about the reliability of personal, non-official accounts of 

murder and terrorism. As Orwell observes in his review of Steer and Koestler, military 

technologies promised to bring civilian deaths into the foreground of the theatre of war 

and create a new sense of crisis around lives previously thought secure. The truth about 

the destruction of civilian life in places like Guernica therefore needed to be committed to 

memory—“the little town was not ‘burnt’ by Red militiamen,” Orwell insists (264)—so 

that the work of mourning such losses could prevent similar acts in the future. 

 Around the time that Orwell was exploring the politics of sympathetic grief in 

Bowling’s Britain, he was also developing a theory of “acceptance” to losses in the 

collective sphere that offers an alternative to lethal, male-coded expressions of mourning. 
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In “Inside the Whale,” written the year before Coming Up for Air, Orwell challenges a 

climate of retaliatory thinking by contrasting it with non-violent responses to loss found 

in combatants’ writings from the First World War. Orwell argues for reviving what he 

describes as a fidelity to private life in soldiers’ writings at a time when political 

commitments seemed to have entrenched ideological positions that led to current military 

standoffs. The political divisions among 1930s writers, Orwell suggests, does not allow 

room for the “tragic sense of life” articulated by their predecessors, and which Orwell 

believed provided a more effective response to the kinds of collective threats that 

totalitarianism represented (30). Orwell suggests that poets like Siegfried Sassoon and 

Wilfred Owen faced up to the horrid destruction of life rather than obscure it or offer up 

rationalizations. They adopted an attitude of “acceptance” (16), which did not mean 

endorsing such horrors but recognizing that they exist while resisting false heroism: 

“simply accept it, endure it, record it” (49). Orwell’s characterization of acceptance 

clearly invokes notions about male fortitude, but he is careful to historicize the texts he 

admires as expressing a specific response by a group of men to a particular historical 

crisis. He thus avoids presenting acceptance as an essentially male trait. In fact, Orwell 

argues that the senseless waste of life in the trenches of the First World War produced a 

counter narrative to traditional masculinities defined by disavowed wounds, a narrative 

grounded in male vulnerability. The memoirs of that war were written, Orwell says, “not 

by propagandists but by victims” (18).  

This attitude of acceptance characterizes Bowling’s fearful premonitions of the 

coming war and the cost of life it will take. His willingness to see himself, his body, and 

the body of other people around him as imminently injuarable suggests an ethic of 



 197 

concern for self and other that prepares him for destruction ahead without buying into the 

idea that these cost in lives are necessary. Bowling thus portrays the grit that Orwell 

admires in First World War soldier-poets who invoked endurance through suffering. 

Orwell esteems these men not as agents of destruction, as forces that do harm, but as men 

who acknowledge their own vulnerability and others’. In Orwell’s reading, such men 

offer examples of male writing that Milette Shamir and Jennifer Travis argue scholarship 

needs to uncover more of: heternormative male cultures where men define themselves in 

positive relationships to expressions of affect. Bowling expresses concern about the 

exposure of people and places that are familiar to him to rapid and sudden destruction, 

like the woman doing laundry in her backyard. In his case, however, Bowling’s feeling 

for the loss of life about to take place suggests a degree of hopelessness that recognizes 

he cannot prevent such harm. In Nineteen Eighty-Four Winston Smith turns such feelings 

into actual grief work by remembering the deaths of innocent lives, most of all his own 

mother, and uses those personal memories and the affects tied to them as the basis for 

political awareness and resistance. 

 

Totalitarianism and Kinship 

 

The memories of family that Bowling uses to shore up against the thought of war 

anticipate Winston Smith’s turn to kinship ties to resist the terror of living under the 

totalitarian machine of the Party in Orwell’s last novel. Both men register their 

vulnerability to political forces by mourning family and innocent lives. In the case of 

Winston, bonds to family represent a particular pressure point since the Party attempts to 
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eliminate kinship ties in order to forge a national family unit symbolized through the icon 

of Big Brother. The Party forbids blood ties as much as possible, tolerating them only in 

order to create future Party members. Even the memory of ties between kin poses a threat 

to the Party’s brave new world since they undercut those loyalties needed to sustain it. It 

is thus in Winston’s memories about his mother that the novel offers one of its most 

cogent resistances to totalitarian politics. These memories represent a specific threat to 

the reproduction of the Party’s power over atomized individuals. In the case of family 

members, and especially mothers who occupy an important role in the reproduction of the 

Party’s power, the Party enforces mourning in the sense of Freud’s original definition of 

the work of mourning as a process of relinquishing attachments. In direct competition to 

family bonds, the Party fosters collectively loyalty in its personification of Big Brother, 

who serves “as a focusing point for love, fear and reverence, emotions” that appeal to 

children’s bonds to parents (217). This enforced fictive kinship means that Party 

members like Winston must accept the loss of bonds among mothers and children, in 

addition to personal attachments that might lead to the formation of group identities 

between lovers, friends, and future family ties.  

Orwell’s appeal to kinship as a fixed point amid the chaos of war and creeping 

totalitarianism echoes other 1930s British writers’ turn to the local and domestic as an 

antidote to dangerous forms of group identity. As Joshua Esty explains, T. S. Eliot, E. M. 

Forster and Virginia Woolf had all at one point advanced cosmopolitan versions of 

modernism, but now turned to “rural and antiquarian ideals of Englishness” as a response 

to the rising tide totalitarian statism (246). The literary forms they explored during the 

1930s sought “to promote and express just enough collective spirit to bind people 
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together, but not so much as to trip over into the frightening power of totalitarian group 

ritual” (247). For Eliot, this collective spirit manifested itself in Anglican Christianity; for 

Forster and Woolf it emerged in “rural folkways” and a “feminine” pastoral England 

(253, 259). Bowling and Winston Smith appeal to similar ideas of rural England, first 

Bowling in his nostalgic journey to Lower Binfield’s fishing ponds, and later Winston in 

his recurring dream of a pastoral “Golden Country” complete with an “old rabbit-bitten 

pasture” and “a foot-track wandering across it” (33). Bowling and Winston’s pastoral 

values pick out from the recent past a more palatable form of belonging compared to 

totalitarian collectivism. Their desire to locate a fixed point for collective identity in the 

English pastoral suggests, like Esty finds in other 30’s fiction, an attempt to define group 

belonging at a smaller scale compared to the international aspirations of states such as 

totalitarian fascist Germany and Society Russia. 

In Nineteen Eighty-Four this conflict also plays out through the organization of 

kinship bonds by the state. The Party tolerates conjugal relationships only for the purpose 

of reproduction and looks forward to a time when sex will become obsolete. The Junior 

Anti-Sex League promotes a future when “children were to be begotten by artificial 

insemination (artsem, it was called in Newspeak) and brought up in public institutions” 

(69). The forbidden romance in the novel circles around this prohibition on motherhood. 

Winston and Julia, a dissident member of the Anti-Sex League, meet in hiding because 

the Party will not grant them a legal union. Their romance recalls Soviet policy makers’ 

arguments for advancing the socialist state by collectivizing maternal labour. As 

Alexandra Kollanti, the one woman in Lenin’s government, explained:  
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the responsibility for the child is passing from the family to the collective . . . 

. The women of the working class, therefore, need not worry over the fact that 

the family is doomed to disappear. . . . The worker-mother must learn not to 

differentiate yours and mine; she must remember that there are only our 

children, the children of Russia’s communist workers. (256, 259) 

Kollanti envisions the state collectivizing family life to the extent that mothers and 

children will have to relinquish their attachments to each other, a theory espoused by 

several other early Marxists as well as Lenin and Clara Zatkin, a German Marxist who 

organized the first International Women’s Day. Zatkin was even more hopeful about 

realizing such a future. According to her, the Communist Party was “seriously carrying 

out the demand in our programme for the transference of the economic and educational 

functions of the separate household to society” (qtd. in Paxton 223). This programme 

required transferring attachments from family to the state, as children needed to accept 

the loss of their parents and vice versa. Kollanti’s writings reveal how Communist Party 

policy makers believed it was important that this transference work at the level of the 

individual mother and child, thus imbuing the communist state with the properties of a 

worker mother who took care of children. To facilitate this process, communist writers 

like Kollanti proposed that mothers and children would not actually lose one other, but 

gaining an infinitely more expansive bond to the collectivized state. Kollanti assures 

women that the state “is not intending to take children away from their parents or to tear 

the baby from the breast of its mother” but simply extend the love between mother and 

child to the lifeblood of all affections in the new worker’s state. Only then would “a 
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union of affection and comradeship” emerge that could “ensure for humanity all the joys 

of love” (258, 259). 

 The Party in Nineteen Eighty-Four also seeks to collectivize child rearing, which 

in Kollanti’s view would increase women’s social and economic participation in addition 

to eliminating ties based on kinship. As O’Brien explains to Winston after his capture:  

We have cut the links between child and parent, and between man and 

man, and between man and woman. . . . Children will be taken from their 

mothers at birth, as one takes eggs from a hen. The sex instinct will be 

eradicated. Procreation will be an annual formality like the renewal of a 

ration card. We shall abolish the orgasm. Our neurologists are at work 

upon it now. There will be no loyalty, except loyalty towards the Party. 

There will be no love, except the love of Big Brother. . . . You will accept 

it, welcome it, become part of it. (280) 

The replacement of kinship ties with ties to the state reflects the assault on family bonds 

envisioned by Communist Party leaders under Stalin. O’Brien lays out how the Party will 

achieve such loyalty by targeting two bonds in particular: heterosexual bonds between 

men and women and bonds between mothers and children. Since sex between men and 

women is still the only way that the Party can produce new members, O’Brien says it will 

make sex pleasure-less and place the biological necessity of womb birth into the service 

of the Party, who will destroy children’s primal attachments like “one takes eggs from a 

hen,” thus creating a post-maternal social body. Where Kollanti had argued that the state 

ultimately was trying to eliminate not only attachments between mothers and children, 

but also the necessity to mourn the loss of such bonds, O’Brien tells Winston that his 
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indoctrination will only be complete when he stops missing his family and embraces the 

Party’s symbolic representation in Big Brother. When Winston no longer feels the loss of 

his mother and family, he will be healed. 

The problem with the application of the Party’s plan for Winston is that he 

continues to remember his mother. His resistance to forgetting her recalls Freud’s 

analysis of the way that children cope with early ego losses such as a child’s separation 

from his mother. Freud suggested that children learn to accept the loss of their parents, 

but never finish mourning them. He even revised his argument in The Ego and the Id that 

mourning comes to an end when we either forget or replace lost loved ones. Since it is a 

biological necessity that children must one day survive their parents, he proposes, 

children are hard-wired to accept that loss. This biological acceptance prods him to 

theorize that mourning involves an always incomplete process of letting go, of preserving 

the other within the self, as in his concept of incorporation. In their plans for a new social 

order, O’Brien and the Party also recognize the formidable resistance to surrendering 

attachments to parents and mothers. Winston’s separation from his mother, like all 

separations from parents according to Freud, remains perversely incomplete. Even though 

he was taken from his mother at a young age, he still maintains a bond that resists erasure 

a satisfying closure.  

Winston recovers his first memory of his mother after seeing a war film that 

glorifies a massacre of enemy civilians. Unlike propaganda images like those explored by 

Detloff that seek to memorialize the deaths of murdered citizens, the Party’s film 

celebrates the deaths of all enemies of the state. It therefore presents an ironic reworking 
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of war propaganda tools and exposes the ethical problems in expressions of lethal 

mourning: 

then you saw a lifeboat full of children with a helicopter hovering over it. 

there was a middleaged woman might have been a jewess sitting up in the 

bow with a little boy about three years old in her arms. little boy 

screaming with fright and hiding his head between her breasts as if he was 

trying to burrow right into her and the woman putting her arms around 

him and comforting him although she was blue with fright herself, all the 

time covering him up as much as possible as if she thought her arms could 

keep the bullets off him. . . . then the helicopter planted a 20 kilo bomb in 

among them terrific flash and the boat all went to matchwood. (10) 

These images act like a traumatic “trigger” as Winston feels compelled to write out his 

experience of seeing them “in sheer panic, only imperfectly aware of what he was setting 

down” (10).
13

 His disjointed prose conveys his horror of watching and recalling this 

scene in the film. He even acts out the young boy’s fear in his own messy “childish 

handwriting” (10). The film elicits applause from everyone else in the audience except 

for a “prole” woman who “suddenly started kicking up a fuss and shouting they didnt 

ought of showed it not in front of kids” (11). Winston watches the police escort her out, 

but no one else appears to notice her disappearance.  

The mother’s death in the film plants the seed for Winston to start remembering 

his own mother who was probably killed by the Party, too. Indeed, the scene establishes 

Winston as a reluctant accomplice to the Party’s methods of control using fear, murder, 

and oppression despite the fact that he works in the Ministry of Truth and helps advance 
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the Party’s totalitarian machine. In the Ministry, he rewrites historical documents to agree 

with the Party’s current position on everything from chocolate rations to national heroes 

to enemies of the state. Carrying out these tasks with close attention to detail gives 

Winston a “feeling of satisfaction” (41). Winston understands they are lies but has no 

other way of imagining collective history. The Party has created a system where history 

only refers to the facts that it chooses to record. Whatever is left out is either untrue, or 

irrelevant. Winston and the Party enact an extreme version of Halbwachs’ theory of 

memory as a collective enterprise. According to Halbwachs, all memories pull us into 

collective discourse because they rely on existing social frameworks about the past (38). 

Winston’s job in the Ministry of Truth attests to this very discursive quality of collective 

memory. Such memories are not recalled, properly speaking, but “reconstruct[ed]” each 

time they are remembered (61). The Party exploits the natural tendency that Halbwachs 

finds in all collective memories to change, fade, and turn into something completely 

different. This slippage opens the door, Orwell believes, to malicious reconstructions of 

historical events. As he famously writes in “Looking Back on the Spanish Civil War,” 

anticipating the dystopian Party in Nineteen Eighty-Four, they give “the Leader, or some 

ruling clique,” the ability to control “not only the future but the past” (“Looking Back” 

354).  

In such a future where history is a product of current political interests and power, 

the personal memories of citizens like Winston are potentially subversive and therefore 

subject to rigorous surveillance. Winston’s job as well as his role in observing the woman 

taken away by the police at the movie theatre make him particularly sensitive to the 

“mutability” of historical truths (28). While the audience soon forgets the woman who 
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interrupts the film, Winston records her outrage and forced removal. She is actually the 

first of several working-class women whose fates Winston documents in defiance of the 

Party’s edict on controlling who is remembered, and who is forgotten. By merely 

recording his memory of the event, Winston starts to challenge the Party’s claim to 

historical immutability and asserts a politically powerful ethic of personal memory. 

Specifically, the mother and child in the film trigger Winston’s memories about 

his own missing family and create a frame of reference with which to think critically 

about the Party. The next night, he dreams about his mother and family and begins to fill 

in the blanks about their disappearance when he was just “ten or even years old.”
14

 Both 

of his parents were probably “swallowed up in one of the first great purges of the ’fifties” 

(31). As if picking up where the film leaves off, Winston imagines his mother holding on 

to his sister submerged under water: 

Both of them were looking up at him. They were down in some 

subterranean place—the bottom of a well, for instance, or a very deep 

grave—but it was a place which, already far below him, was itself 

moving downwards. They were in the saloon of a sinking shop, looking 

up at him through the darkening water. There was still air in the saloon, 

they could still see him and he them, but all the while they were sinking 

down, down into the green waters which in another moment must hide 

them from sight for ever. He was out in the light and air while they were 

being sucked down to death, and they were down there because he was 

up here. He knew it and they knew it, and he could see the knowledge in 

their faces. There was no reproach either in their faces or in their hearts, 
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only the knowledge that they must die in order that he might remain 

alive, and that this was part of the unavoidable order of things. (31-2) 

It almost goes without saying that Winston’s impression of his mother and sister sinking 

into water suggests his ebbing memories of them. The panic that he feels as they run out 

of air stands for his urgency to recover his last memories of them. What he believes he 

now remembers is that he was somehow responsible for their deaths: “they were down 

there because he was up here” (31). Winston intuitively understands that he has had to 

lose his mother, along with the rest of his family, in order to become a citizen of the 

Party. His sense of personal responsibility conveys the sense of “agent-regret” that R. 

Clifton Spargo finds in all elegists. Winston believes against all available evidence that 

he could have saved them. His survivor’s guilt thus calls into question the consolation he 

tries to find in his mother’s death. Like all children should naturally survive their parents, 

he feels he died because he should survive her.  

   The Party definitely wants to inculcate the impression that the deaths of citizens 

like Winston’s mother are part of the natural “order of things” (32). If she did die during 

one of the Party’s purges, however, her death was actually unnatural. It was socially 

produced by a particular political body. This dilemma reaffirms Spargo’s observation 

about how important it is to keep the distinction between natural and unnatural deaths 

clear. For to accept the death of a loved one who was killed might “also mean tolerating 

unjust deaths and those who perpetrate them” (The Ethics 20). Such acceptance is what 

the Party’s war machine wishes to achieve: to encourage citizens to accept a continual 

string of losses as unavoidable, even desirable for the future of the state. 
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Winston rediscovers a sense of outrage about his mother’s death after his dream, 

however, which moves from being unable to grieve the death of his mother to inheriting 

the memory of the political injustice of her murder and that of the rest of his family. This 

progression in Winston’s grief follows a similar trajectory as calls to remember innocent 

deaths that make specific demands on viewers to respond. Winston’s dream for instance 

recalls a famous propaganda poster from the First World War made after the sinking of 

the Lusitania, an American passenger ship, by a German submarine (fig. 4). Fred Spears’ 

poster shows us a dead mother holding her child who, like Winston’s mother and sister, 

cling together while “sinking down, down into the green waters which in another moment 

would hide them” (31-2). In Spears’ poster, a single word describes the action that 

viewers should take after reflecting on the scene, “Enlist,” suggesting that the only 

response to these unnatural deaths is military retaliation. Likewise, Winston perceives 

how his mother and sister were innocent victims who did not have to die for the sake of 

the Party, and more importantly, for him. This insight changes the meaning that Winston 

ascribes to their memories. He now perceives that they were victims who should exert a 

different ethical claim upon survivors than losses resulting from natural, biological 

processes. Winston’s dream thus instills in him a sense of the wrongness of the death of 

his mother and sister, despite the message of the Party conveyed by the war film that 

anyone who represents a threat to the Party must be destroyed.  

Winston expresses his grief in non-lethal forms, however, rather than in the mode 

of violence for which Spear’s poster advocates. Winston’s dream prods him to consider 

how his mother’s death is a grievable loss despite the message implied by the Party that it 

was necessary—let alone natural like Winston seems to remember it in his dream. When 
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Winston wakes up from his dream, he remembers the feeling of being bound to his 

mother through an sense of kinship now gone:  

The thing that now suddenly struck Winston was that his mother’s death, 

nearly thirty years ago, had been tragic and sorrowful in a way that was no 

longer possible. Tragedy, he perceived, belonged to the ancient time, to a 

time when there was still privacy, love and friendship, and when the 

members of a family stood by one another without needing to know the 

reason. His mother’s memory tore at his heart because she had died loving 

him, when he was too young and selfish to love her in return, and because 

somehow, he did not remember how, she had sacrificed herself to a 

conception of loyalty that was private and unalterable. (32) 

As scholars like Daphne Patai and Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar have observed, 

Winston nostalgically appeals to a “world of conventional family life” when he imagines 

a life before the Party (Patai 19). He creates an image of traditional maternity out of his 

fragmented memories about his mother, shouldering her with ideals of feminine 

renunciation and self-sacrifice. Nostalgia is certainly an appropriate term since Winston 

longs for a lost sense of family and home (nostos). But as Svetlana Boym points out there 

are different kinds of nostalgia and varying uses to which they can be put. Some forms 

are restorative and stand for an attempt to rebuild a lost sense of home; others are more 

reflective and more ready to admit that one cannot actually return to a previous way of 

belonging (49-50). Winston’s nostalgia falls into the second category since, as much as 

he elevates his mother, he recognizes that whatever she represents—maternal care, 
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natural bonds between kin, primal bonds between mother and child—has been irreparably 

disrupted.  

  In the context of the novel’s representation of totalitarianism, such memories 

about kin threaten to disrupt the Party’s prohibition on mourning personal attachments. 

Traditional concepts of family challenge the bureaucratic organization of social bonds by 

the Party and present divergent ways to think (and feel) about belonging. Rather than 

accepting the loss of his family and his role with the Party, Winston rediscovers a sense 

of loss for his mother that “no longer” has a place in the world of the Party. Winston’s 

sadness, even though it cannot return his mother, undermines the Party’s effort to 

naturalize the loss such ties. He still mourns them against the collective memories offered 

up to members of the Party. 

After Winston has his dream about his mother, he starts to remember contrary to 

the Party’s orthodoxy and establishes a private life separate from the Party. The 

memories of his mother that surface in bits and pieces after the war film supply a ground 

for contesting the eradication of lost memories and kin sustained by doublethink. Orwell 

juxtaposes two kinds of deep memory here: strict “unconsciousness,” or repression, 

which sustains the Party’s orthodoxy (56), and subjective remembrance, which functions 

like involuntary memories in the high modernist fiction that Orwell invokes in “Inside the 

Whale.” Through the latter, the novel develops what Cass R. Sunstein describes as 

Orwell’s “truest and most distinct self, anarchic and non-governable” (239). After his 

initial memory jog by the war film, Winston starts to notice and forge mnemonic cues in 

the world around him. These cues begin as faint traces, like the smell of “real coffee” that 

momentarily brings him back to “the half-forgotten world of his childhood” then fades 
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again (85). The antique shop where Winston purchases his journal helps him to practice 

such embodied remembering. Mr. Charrington introduces him to objects that transmit 

meaning through subjective memories, much as Proust’s narrator in In Search of Lost 

Time famously accesses involuntary and essential memories through everyday objects 

like the madeleine. The paperweight holds Winston’s interest because of its marine-like 

colours and depth (99) and presumably because it recalls his dream about his mother. All 

of these objects help Winston crystalize memories that until now have been too faint to 

serve him any purpose but now allow him to forge an individual historicity with an 

internal coherence not offered by the Party’s fabricated memories.  

The most important of these memory-laden objects is the non-ersatz chocolate that 

Julia shares with Winston. The texture and taste of real chocolate returns Winston to his 

final moments with his mother and sister. During a food ration as a small boy, Winston 

demanded more than his share of scarce chocolate. The dispute resulted in him running 

away from his mother and sister moments before they were taken by the Party authorities 

(170-1). From this memory, Winston realizes that he did not murder his mother and sister 

in the way that he believed he did after watching the propaganda film. He thus learns to 

separate survivor-guilt from survivor-grief, the two responses that Kübler-Ross says 

children will often confuse after surviving a parent (3). The lingering sensation of pain 

that remains with him, despite all attempts by the Party to suppress it, conveys Winston’s 

desire to affirm his bond to his mother—not to hurt or do harm to her. This long-forgotten 

memory allows Winston to sort out the incompatible interpretations he had given his 

mother and sister’s deaths in his dream: he had caused their deaths, for “they were down 

there” in the sinking ship and “he was up here” (32).  
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Almost as soon as Julia and Winston set up their secret apartment above 

Charrington’s junk shop they are discovered by the Party and taken away for 

interrogation in the Ministry of Love. Thus begins Winston’s long and grueling torture 

under O’Brien, who confirms Winston’s worst fears about the readiness of the Party to 

rewrite the past. As O’Brien explains to Winston: “above all we do not allow the dead to 

rise up against us. You must stop imagining that posterity will vindicate you, Winston. 

Posterity will never hear of you. You will be lifted clean out of the stream of history” 

(266). O’Brien’s final crushing blow to Winston’s hope for a future without the Party is 

that no one will remember him. No one will mourn him and therefore sustain the memory 

of his attempt to resist the Party. With his threat O’Brien reaffirms the lesson that 

Winston has gradually pieced together: mourning involves a process of defining the 

shape of the future, not just the past. To that end O’Brien promises Winston that his  life 

and his mother’s will go unmourned. 

Before Winston’s interrogation, however, he goes a long way to completing the 

work of mourning his mother in the sense that he finally recognizes the mechanisms that 

produced her death, namely, the Party’s maintenance of power for the sake of power 

through murder and denial. His last “[u]ncalled” for memory returns Winston to an 

afternoon when he played a board game with his mother and sister and they momentarily 

forget their conditions of scarcity and terror around them: 

It must have been about a month before she disappeared. . . . He 

remembered the day well, a pelting, drenching day when the water 

streamed down the window-pane and the light indoors was too dull to read 

by. . . Winston whined and grizzled, made futile demands for food. . . . But 
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then his mother lit a piece of candle and they sat down on the floor to play. 

Soon he was wildly excited and shouting with laughter as the tiddlywinks 

climbed hopefully up the ladders and then came slithering down the snakes 

again, almost back to the starting-point. . . . For the whole afternoon they 

had all been happy together, as in his earlier childhood. (309) 

Winston continues by reflecting that this memory signals “a moment of reconciliation” 

that reaffirms his interpersonal bond to his mother, “temporarily reviv[ing]” his 

childhood “affection” for her that the Party thought it had totally blotted out (309). The 

chess piece that Winston holds in his hand sparks this involuntary memory, a mnemonic 

association with the pieces in the snakes and ladders game. Although, Winston quickly 

discredits this memory, “push[ing] the picture out of his mind” since “[i]t was a false 

memory” (309).  

Despite O’Brien’s assurance that posterity will forget him, Winston’s defeat in 

sustaining his mother’s memory and his love for her does not fully undercut the hope that 

he stores in the collective that will survive him: the proletarians, who may still rise up. 

Before he is taken to Room 101 to begin his re-indoctrination, Winston invests his hopes 

for civilization’s survival in a washerwoman he sees working outside: 

she had only strong arms, a warm heart, and a fertile belly. He wondered 

how many children she had given birth to. It might be fifteen. She had had 

a momentary flowering, a year, perhaps, of wildrose beauty, and then she 

had suddenly swollen like a fertilized fruit and grown hard and red and 

coarse, and then her life and been laundering, scrubbing, darning, cooking, 

sweeping, polishing, mending scrubbing, laundering, first for children, 
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then for grandchildren, over thirty unbroken years. At the end of it she was 

still singing. . . . Sooner or later it would happen, strength would change 

into consciousness. The proles were immortal, you could not doubt it when 

you looked at that valiant figured in the yard. In the end their awakening 

would come. (229) 

In the washerwoman’s large, “contourless body” and “fertile belly,” Winston envisions 

the survival of dissidence after he and Julia die out of whose “bodies no child would ever 

come” (228). The consolation that Winston finds in the washerwoman offers a reversal of 

the normative consolation of the survival of parents by children. As we have seen 

throughout this study, the idea that a parent will be survived by her child may offer a 

useful consolation for her loss. She will live on in the private memories of her child, and 

in her biological continuation. Here, Winston and Julia accept they will die while their 

mother figure in the washerwoman will survive. This consolation defers Winston’s 

struggle against the Party into the future and beyond his own posterity. He holds out 

against the continuation of kinship ties in an image of still-to-be-realized blood kin.  

 

Big Brother’s Breast and Statehood 

  

Of course, the historical reconciliation that Winston envisions is only vestigial. 

His hope that the proletariat will revolt against the Party remains unrealized by the 

novel’s end after O’Brien re-indoctrinates Winston so thoroughly that his desire for 

revolution falls by the wayside. News updates from the war zone in Africa engross 

Winston’s attention now. They are fabrications—“Oceania had always been at war with 
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Eurasia” (301)—like the kind he used to write and where the contractual nature of 

collective memory relies on orchestrated forgetting, rather than remembering. This sad 

ending has elicited a full spectrum of responses. It has been called Orwell’s crowning 

achievement and the novel’s most glaring “defect” (Meyers 287). I agree with Jeffrey 

Meyers that Orwell “deliberately disappoints” readers with his ending, but not only 

because Orwell refuses us some final movement away from dystopia or some “twist” in 

Winston’s fate (287). Drinking alone in the Chestnut Tree café, Winston discards the 

shreds of reality he has struggled to wrestle free from the state’s rearrangement of the 

past. He quietly assents to the claim above that Oceania had always been at war with 

Eurasia and “pushe[s]” his last memory about his mother “out of his mind” (309). The 

sense of dread readers leave with comes from Orwell’s representation of amnesia taking 

root, which undoes Winston’s progress in challenging the Party and appears to unravel 

any possibility of hope. If hope depends on personal memory, then Winston’s loss of 

memory represents a loss of hope.  

 Yet, the ending need not be optimistic for Winston’s struggle to still offer an 

argument against totalitarian abuses of memory, historicity and kinship. Orwell makes a 

similar point in the statement published in several magazines after the novel was 

reviewed as a pessimistic depiction of socialism and, possibly, an attack on Britain’s 

Labour Party. He describes the novel as a cautionary tale about totalitarianism’s possible 

advance as opposed to a prediction that such a society “necessarily will arrive” (Orwell 

and Politics 500). Winston’s defeat at the end suggests a failure of an instructive nature, 

then. It shows how “totalitarianism, if not fought against, could triumph anywhere” (500). 

Winston needs to fail so as to affirm Orwell’s counter-totalitarian message and draw out 
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the “logical consequences” (500) of Orwell’s argument that totalitarian states control 

citizens by replacing personal with collective memory and undercutting kinship ties. In 

Nineteen Eighty-Four’s final scene Orwell creates an ironic narrative perspective out of 

the contrast between Winston before and after his re-entry into the Party’s orthodoxy. He 

assents to things he had once disproved and denies what he once affirmed. Now 

exercising the principles of doublethink or crimestop, he calls his last memory about his 

mother a “false memory” and pushes it out of his mind (309). These ironies pull the 

reader into Winston’s effort to remember against memory’s ebbing, for recognizing his 

loss of memory requires that readers recall what he is starting to forget. In a very 

pragmatic sense then, the closing pages extend Winston’s strategies of counter-

remembrance into the real world. 

 After disregarding his last memory of his mother Winston attaches his affections 

on to Big Brother. His resistance to abandoning lost kin and non-Party loyalties and he 

accepts the Party’s leader as a replacement love object for his mother. “Much had 

changed in him since that first day in the Ministry of Love,” Winston begins, then 

continues in an expression of Party orthodoxy couched in the language of rehabilitation: 

“but the final, indispensible, healing change had never happened, until this moment” 

(310): 

He gazed up at the enormous face. Forty years it had taken him to learn 

what kind of smile was hidden beneath the dark moustache. O cruel, 

needless misunderstanding! O stubborn, self-willed exile from the loving 

breast! Two gin-scented tears trickled down the sides of his nose. But it 
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was all right, everything was all right, the struggle was finished. He had 

won the victory over himself. He loved Big Brother. (311) 

The ending points up Orwell’s belief that emotional autonomy is the last defense against 

totalitarianism. Only in a world without literature and individual intellect, Orwell argues, 

will the “emotional changes which totalitarianism demands of its followers” become 

possible (“Literature” 136). For Winston, these changes reqire abandoning his attachment 

to his mother and kin and embracing an exclusive bond with the Party. His love for the 

Party’s icon concludes his grieving process for his mother, family, comrades, and Julia, 

who is forbidden from becoming a mother. Thus concludes Winston’s work of mourning, 

according to Freud’s original conception of this work as a process of relinquishing 

attachments with loved ones and forging new bonds with the living (14: 244). Winston 

adopts the Party’s icon as a new love object, replacing his bonds with his loved ones and 

resuming his affective interest in the utilitarian world of the living.  

 Winston transfers his affections for his mother onto the Party’s icon, as opposed 

to abandoning them entirely, strictly speaking. He follows the movement from kin loyalty 

to state loyalty that the Party facilitates by appealing to “the sentiment of family loyalty” 

via its ominous and ever-present icon (225). Winston describes his return to the Party as a 

reunion with a maternal imago, an end to his misguided flight “from the loving breast.” 

In a perverse conclusion to his grief, Big Brother stands in as his long-lost mother. This 

transference reveals how the Party prepares Winston to accept the destruction of “links 

between child and parent,” as O’Brien warned him, and even to “welcome it, become part 

of it” (280-1). The Party appropriates familial affections for itself and obfuscates the 

change in loyalties that takes place.  
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Big Brother’s fictive maternity reinforces Orwell’s definition of patriotism around 

this time as “the power of one kind of loyalty to transmute itself into another” (Orwell’s 

England 247). Big Brother’s maternal quality stands for the latent possibility of either 

nation-states or totalitarian states to appropriate the language and sentiment of maternity 

to advance specific forms of group identity. As Marc Redfield explains, the discourse 

about nationhood often invokes motherhood to reinforce “continuity” across time, 

distance, and crisis. Mothers “provide[] a ‘natural’ origin not just for the male patriot,” 

Redfield writes, “but for language itself, and thus for the (imagi)nation itself” (71). The 

presence of mothers in atrocity propaganda perhaps best demonstrates the state’s 

appropriation of maternity to naturalize its own existence and to make a case for its 

continuation. Further, Nineteen Eighty-Four shows how such appropriations can be de-

naturalized, at least long enough to perceive the different loyalties required of kin 

mothers and mothers created by the (imagi)nation. Orwell’s image for an enduring 

concept of liberal selfhood and healthy group identity serves in point of fact as an anti-

state emblem. The memory of Winston’s mother mobilizes in her son a tradition of 

political dissent motivated by his unfinished mourning for casualties of war and abusive 

authority. In the process, Winston rescues the integrity of private thought and feeling that 

Orwell laments under the rise of totalitarianism during the 1930s and 1940s. Personal 

grief supplies much of the language—and attitude—of Winston’s political resistance, 

even when he engages with losses in the public sphere. Orwell thus leaves readers with a 

skeptical account of collective memory while still providing potential redress to public 

abuses of memory in the private life of loss.  
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Orwell’s attention to the private life of memory may clash with our image of him as 

a doggedly pragmatic man of action, or in the words of one of his biographers: “tough, 

resilient and political minded” (qtd. in Taylor 201). I hope it does clash since Orwell’s 

mythos needs constant interrogation if his inheritance will continue to provide readers 

with an illustration of sincere thought and conscientious male feeling. The relevance of 

mourning to his examination of social and political crisis, even terror, offers a chance to 

unsettle his legacy with an aim of reviving it for contemporary readers in ways that can 

speak to the historical realities with which he engaged. Orwell’s exploration of kinship 

bonds during a period of sweeping new forms of collectivization goes hand-in-hand with 

an appreciation of the unique ethical resources in personal memory. This correlation 

became richer the longer he wrote and shapes the political toughness that readers take 

away from most of his works. Like men in Joyce’s fiction and First World War texts, 

Winston Smith insists on responding to his mother’s death as an unnatural loss that 

exposes serious problems with his contemporary moment. Winston’s untimely loss of his 

mother and his grief informs his engagement with social crises around him and their 

relevance to his masculinity. He becomes the lonely last man of modernism that Orwell 

set out to write by mourning his mother. The open-endedness of his grief does not 

undermine his masculinity, but instead creates the conditions to live out a male self not 

defined by notions of aggression, retaliation, and dangerous expressions of 

collectivization articulated so often through so-called motherlands. These are a few of the 

reasons that Winston offers an enduring image of capable masculine grief.  
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Fig. 4 “Enlist.” Fred Spears. 1917. 
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Fig. 5 “Your Child Will Be Next.” Conzoni contro la guerra. 1937 
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1
 Robert Stradling incorrectly, I believe, understands Orwell’s comments here as a sincere “justification of 

building ‘bombing schools’” in response to the threat to London posed by the Luftwaffe (21). 

2
 For a discussion of Orwell use of the term ‘totalitarian’ and his place within 1940s and Cold War political 

discourses of totalitarianism in relation to Nazism, fascism, and communism, see Alok Rai’s Orwell and 

the Politics of Despair (14-21). 

3
 See for instance Rae’s “Between the White and the Red” for a discussion of Orwell’s critique of the 

cultural amnesia surrounding the International Brigades after the Spanish Civil War (esp. 396-7). 

4
 Traditionally, scholarship on Orwell has connected him to high modernism through T. S. Eliot even 

though the kind of subjective memory Orwell explores seems quite distinct from Eliot’s configuration of 

collective memory in terms of the anthropological, the mythical, and the literary. These examples of 

collective memory imply relationships to shared pasts that have been irrepably shattered in the wake of 

modernity’s forces of modernization, and Eliot often seek to reflect and document that disassemblage. In 

contrast, subjective sites of memory in Orwell suggest potential sites for forging new, interpersonal 

communities out of historically immediate encounters with crisis. These collective histories also appear to 

be much less unified and totalizing than the cultural/mythical pasts hypothesized by Eliot, Pound, and 

Frazer. 

5
 As Suzanne Vromen writes: “Halbwachs’s views on memory stand in sharp opposition to Henri Bergson’s 

intuitive stance. For Halbwachs, consciousness of duration is a social fact. To remember, one needs others; 

to remember is to understand a relation. The memorable events in the lives of groups to which the 

individual belongs serve as a coherent system of reference points for recall” (511). 

6
 It was this text to which Halbwachs returned—publishing a case study on geographical sites of memory—

shortly before his arrest by the Gestapo in 1944. He died the following year at the concentration camp in 

Buchenwald. 

7
 He has also received attention in historiography because his work anticipates anxieties about the “politics 

of memory in the waning or abandoned traditions” of postmodernism, foregrounding an acute 

epistemological uncertainty about subjective memory, about the ability to remember apart from collectively 

pre-scripted memories (Hutton 149). 
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8
 Vromen’s review of Coser’s edition of On Collective Memory offers a very useful summary: “To 

remember means to be tied to collective frameworks of social reference points that allow memories to be 

coordinated in time and space. Not only are memories acquired through society, they are recalled, 

recognized, and located socially. Memory also orders the experience and ensures the continuity of 

collectivities” (511).  

9
  “For Halbwachs, the past is a social construction mainly, if not wholly, shaped by the concerns of the 

present” (“Introduction” 25-6). 

10
 See for example Orwell’s description of women and foreigners in Spain trying to avoid the police during 

the Barcelona street fighting (Orwell in Spain 125) and the opening page of “Looking Back on the Spanish 

Civil War” (344). 

11
 For a definition of resistant mourning, see the introduction to this study (24-5 and 29-30). For discussions 

of challenges to collective memories through individual memory work and mourning, see Butler 

(Antigone’s 6-10), Rae (“Between the White and Red” 393-98) and Fowler (9-12). 

12
 See also Detloff’s The Persistence of Modernism (esp. 8-19 and 169-73).  

13
 See Dominic LaCapra on the role of traumatic “triggers” in unmourned losses in collective history, 

especially around the 1979 German television series Holocaust that served “as a transitory catharsis” and 

ultimately an “occasion for critical reflection” for a the nation’s failure to mourn the Holocaust fully 

(History and Memory 70). 

14
 Orwell’s privileging of Winston’s dream life as a substitute for waking memories again echoes 

Halbwachs’ theory of collective memory, which posits that dreams provide the only real instance of 

personal memory: “what we lack in the dream state for the act of remembering is the support of society” 

(172). In dreams, we remember things that may have happened to us without the help of social frameworks 

that shape much of our knowledge about the past.  
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Chapter 6: Conclusion: 

Mourning, Vulnerability, Mad Max 

My chapters attend to the historical and biographical contexts of James Joyce, 

First World War combatants, and George Orwell and the shared impasses they work 

through in mourning their own mothers and figures of motherhood in their cultural 

settings. The writings they produce span more than forty years in Anglo-Irish modernism 

and multiple fields of national, political, religious, and aesthetic interests that delineate 

many variations on social imperatives to mourn, or not mourn, a mother on the way to a 

socialized male self. The solutions they identify for working through the loss of a mother 

or mother figure vary, but together these writings tend to critique the idea that men can 

mourn mothers in such a way that removes them from the sphere of vulnerable relations 

to the other. The nation-state, the wartime state, and the totalitarian state all posit the loss 

of mothers as matter of course along the path to a fully realized, self-sufficient image of 

masculinity. Modernist writers problematize this narrative by keeping the masculinities 

they inhabit up to date with experiences of suddenly finding absence where a loved one 

used to be. Instead of ‘moving on’ from their grief, they move their masculinities along 

with it and re-expose themselves to the social and political pain that authored their losses. 

Their writings significantly enrich our understanding about how mothers can be mourned 

and how men can make excellent mourners.  

Over the next few pages, I want to draw out some of the implications of my 

argument by turning to a group of texts that have informed its gestation and refinement. 

Of course, almost all scholarship on mourning owes its basic lexicon to Freud’s 

“Mourning and Melancholia” essay. I too take as my starting point Freud’s premise that 
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mourning signals a desire to maintain a bond to a loved object after it stops offering any 

practical use. The works I explore show men refusing to let go of memories of lost 

mothers against demands of the greater social good. Their resistance sets the stage to 

rethink men’s places in the contemporary now of modernism as less than timely. Stephen 

Dedalus’ yearning for his mother at Clongowes prepares him for the life of an outsider 

artist. First World War soldier-poets see themselves torn away from loved ones in order 

to wage one of the worst imperial wars. And, George Orwell’s argument that the modern 

world has relinquished its claim to historical truth comes out of seeing specific lives and 

events written out of history like Winston bears witness to his mother’s systematic 

erasure. All of these men are elegists because they refuse to join the utilitarian world of 

the living as it exists without the loved objects they have lost. Their resistance to 

forgetting gives shape to the masculinities they inhabit, and understanding the losses they 

mourn help readers wrestle with the masculinities they create.  

Even though I value the social work of protracted mourning, I use Freud’s term 

“melancholia” sparingly since his revised definition of melancholia in The Ego and the Id 

associates it with the very sociocultural notions about mourning a parent that many of the 

writers above challenge. As I explain in my introduction, Freud comes to the conclusion 

that the ego’s process of introjecting a lost object, rather than expelling it, suggests that 

children are predisposed to coming to terms with losing their parents. Introjection “makes 

it easier for the object to be given up,” Freud decides, “especially in the early phases of 

development” (24). Cast in this light, melancholia by definition works to suppress the 

painful experience of the self when it loses a loved object. I therefore prefer Freud’s 

metaphor of the “work of mourning,” or more simply grief work. In addition to not 
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disavowing the psychological vulnerability associated with object loss, this language 

reflects the social work that goes into practices that challenge assumptions about who 

should be remembered, and who should do the remembering.  

Another reason I favour ‘mourning’ over ‘melancholia’ is because melancholia 

largely represents a flight from the painfully conscious work of grieving that contains the 

potential to enrich the ways that we read masculinity. Freud originally distinguished 

melancholia from mourning by using the former to designate losses that remain 

unknown, or repressed: “melancholia is in some way related to an object-loss which is 

withdrawn from consciousness, in contradistinction to mourning, in which there is 

nothing about the loss that is unconscious” (14: 245). As Eric Santner explains, mourning 

“means in a fundamental sense, to recuperate affect, the absence of which, as Freud 

claimed, is the real cause of traumatization” (155). One of the main goals of this study 

has been to show how male modernist writers use mourning as an affective as well as 

aesthetic, political, and historical principle in their texts to claim experiences of grief as a 

proper domain of heterosexual masculinity. Such openness to the emotional twists and 

turns of grief seems antithetical to Freud’s definition of melancholia, where one never 

truly (or ever) becomes conscious of what one has lost. I am interested in men who 

actually do some mourning work by acknowledging the psychic wounds caused by the 

loss of the other. For that to happen, the loss must be acknowledged or witnessed; the 

mourner must claim his vulnerability to losing the other. Many of the writers above 

certainly engage with ideas about depression and melancholia, but they are always doing 

some kind of mourning work, whether remembering a lost loved one in order to bid 

farewell, or delaying that process when bidding farewell actually means refusing to 
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acknowledge the persistent meaning of the other. These writers all know what they have 

lost and want to talk and write about it. 

Some readers may fault this argument as descriptive but it is an important one to 

make precisely because it is so easy to fall back on the truism that men do not engage in 

genuine emotional labour, especially the kind that requires deliberate working through. 

My study comes on the heels of some exciting critical inquiries into avowals of feeling in 

white, heterosexual male cultures. Foremost among them perhaps are bell hooks’ The 

Will to Change: Men, Masculinity and Love and Milette Shamir and Jennifer Travis’ 

collection of essays Boys Don’t Cry?, Rethinking Narratives of Masculinity and Emotion 

in the U.S.. These texts outline two prevalent ways of reading the politics of male grief. 

For hooks, men who have the courage to claim feelings of pain and vulnerability affirm 

the transformative potential of men to break away from oppressive forms of masculinity 

and patriarchy. Shamir and Travis are less optimistic about the potential for male 

expressions of emotion to accomplish progressive political work. They point out how 

emotions such as grief either already operate within dominant expressions of masculinity, 

or, when they do appear, tend to “reinstat[e] the traditional power shaken by the assault 

of those wielding a ‘sentimental imagination’” (18). It’s probably erroneous, they 

contend, to “equate[] emotional release with structural change” (18). I agree with Shamir 

and Travis’ critique of emotional essentialism—the idea that men’s signs of emotion 

perform desirable political work—without disregarding the imperative hooks presents to 

think aspirationally about men’s relationships to emotion and grief. My analysis aspires 

to chart the complexity of these relationships, to give historical specificity and breath to 
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what can sometimes become entrenched political readings of masculine feeling: 

progressive or regressive, revolutionary or self-policing, dissident or repressive. 

The mother-son bond especially suffers from a dearth of historical specificity in 

literary and cultural criticism. My own difficulty in avoiding using the singular definite 

article in that phrase, the mother-son bond, bespeaks a blind spot erected around this 

over-determined kinship relation—as if there is only one kind of bond that mothers and 

sons have, or as if there is a standard attachment between mothers and sons that we can 

measure all others against. Surprisingly, none of the essays in Shamir and Travis’ 

collection take on men’s emotional relationships to their mothers. In her conclusion to the 

collection, Judith Newton explains this lacuna by noting how most theory maintains that 

masculinity in sum “involves the compulsive staging and conquest of anxiety—over and 

against men’s persistent, identity-threatening desire to merge with the pre-oedipal mother 

and the repressed feminine within” (327). Clearly there is a need to deconstruct this 

narrative of masculine angst about “returning” to mothers and to parse out this 

naturalization of socially coded male-anxiety. Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari have 

meaningfully deconstructed oedipal structures of feeling, which consistently “reduce[] all 

of desire to a familial determination that no longer has anything to do with the social field 

actually invested by the libido” (62). How, then, do specific social operations and 

languages form men’s feelings about mothers, and how can men engage with these 

domains of feeling? I have sought to advance this larger enterprise by considering how 

men’s writings from modernism do not define masculinity in opposition to femininity so 

much as in surprising tensions and co-productions with maternity.  
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As my introduction explains, a current theoretical interest in affective states of 

vulnerability slants my own interest in how psychoanalysis interprets mourning as 

essentially a pain management response, and how this dual complex of grief and 

vulnerability informs contemporary discussions about masculinity. bell hooks’ argument 

that both men and women need to privilege vulnerability as a tool for bringing change in 

the gender spheres again offers one attempt to reclaim vulnerability for men. According 

to hooks, men’s vulnerabilities represents the next step in a critique of patriarchy that 

embraces women too, since it is not only men who disavow experiences of hurt and 

powerlessness peculiar to men. As hooks writes, drawing from her own experience: “I 

did not want my image of the strong man truly challenged by learning of his weaknesses 

and vulnerabilities. Here I was, an enlightened feminist woman who did not want to hear 

my man speak his pain because it revealed his emotional vulnerability” (7). hooks’ 

willingness to bear witness to men’s pain is courageous, although her language reveals 

the trouble with creating a sense of social or political urgency around male vulnerability. 

As a group, men are often vulnerable in different ways than women; men’s 

vulnerabilities, especially those of white, straight, middle-class men, are often less 

corporeal, historical, tangible, and political and more, as hooks says, “emotional.” While 

we can recognize such experiences of pain as entailing a mode of vulnerability relevant to 

men, that kind of vulnerability is not synonymous with being victimized or politically 

marginalized. Vulnerability signifies a condition of being at risk to harm or at a greater 

risk compared to others. That is to say, hooks does not mean that men are more 

vulnerable to psychic pain so much as those hurts are more easily disavowed.  
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A more pressing reading of male vulnerability comes into view by focusing on the 

ethical imperatives activated by mourning and its ability to reveal interpersonal 

experiences of risk and harm joining self and other. Several recent analyses of 

vulnerability as a political concept make such a reading timely and help underscore what 

is at stake in disavowals of men’s psychic vulnerabilities. Martha Fineman makes the 

case that a more substantive framework for equality requires exchanging the paradigm of 

the autonomous liberal subject with a concept of “the vulnerable subject,” which would 

emphasize the “ever-constant possibility of dependency” for each human self (9). 

Foregrounding such interdependency reveals how every subject becomes “responsive to, 

and responsible for” the vulnerabilities experienced by the other (13). Judith Butler 

outlines a similar basis of vulnerability and ethical thinking in her reading of how war 

often necessitates denying the humanness of certain lives. Despite the media’s attempt to 

frame this or that life as especially vulnerable, and grievable, every self is always already 

“exposed to others” through the ontology of the body and “vulnerable by definition” (33). 

Fineman and Butler theorize the self’s exposure to harm as not merely concerning the self 

who is harmed, but also the bystander, witness, and survivor. All of them share in the 

deformations suffered by the other by fact of their mutual imbrications, or as Butler 

writes: the “subject is always outside itself, other than itself, since its relation to the other 

is essential to what it is” (49). This ontological exposure in turn raises the stakes of how 

“that interdependence is avowed (or disavowed)” (43). The emotional wounds that hooks 

wants more men to claim and more women to recognize signify much more than lived 

experiences of suffering peculiar to men. Given the extremely open-ended exposure of 

self to other sketched by Fineman and Butler, denials of men’s psychic vulnerabilities 
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actually represent disavowals of the other’s vulnerability, or the ways in which the 

physical, social, and political harm of another person’s suffering makes its mark in the 

psychic life of men through emotional wounds that attest to unavoidable imbrications 

between all bodies. 

These insights into vulnerability, self, and other set the stage to critique forms of 

masculinity that require disavowing a basic relationality to the other. Performances of 

self-assured manhood often disavow that such losses take place by figuring personal 

autonomy as strength as opposed to weakness. David Leverenz offers a similar analysis 

in his observation that “any intensified ideology of manhood is a compensatory response 

to fears of humiliation” (4). The version of masculinity that Leverenz has in mind claims 

to have already worked through the loss of those bonds that expose personal 

vulnerabilities lurking beneath the veneer of rugged male individualism. These versions 

of masculinities require mourning vulnerability as such, where mourning indicates an 

attempt to accept and benefit from the loss of a loved thing. Attending to this mourning 

work supports R. W. Connell’s observation that “enactments of hegemonic masculinity” 

almost always turn out to be “self-inflicted wounds” (65). 

One contemporary film or series of films that allegorize this underlying 

mournfulness in figures of accomplished masculinity are George Miller’s Mad Max 

films, whose hero reinvents the quintessential twentieth-century cowboy or rogue for the 

millennium’s post-apocalyptic imagination. As we learn through flashbacks, Max’s wife 

and daughter were murdered by one of many gangster clans pillaging everything they 

come across in order to shore up what scant resources remain on the barren surface of the 

Australian landscape, doubly blighted after nuclear fallout. Unfinished grief thus serves 
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as the trope for Max’s madness, or his particularly splendid performance of male violence 

that raises this otherwise “broken” figure, as he calls himself in the opening monologue 

in the 2015 remake, to an almost supernatural stature. The first film rationalizes this 

relationship between male grief and violence through a revenge narrative where Max 

Rockatansky (Mel Gibson) tracks down and wreaks havoc on the biker gang that 

murdered his family. The ensuing films figure Max’s grief less as a problem to work 

through by seeking revenge, than a generalized state of masculine autonomy, or loss as 

power. Max proves to be a madder, more stubborn undying fighting machine than the 

army of marauding thugs he encounters because he largely refuses to form new 

attachments and rejects any sign of interdependency to either people or objects in the 

fallout of his personal losses. The masculine fantasy he offers conveys not omnipotence 

per se, but isolation expressed through a male-coded desire for invulnerability by refusing 

any relations to the other (again). The post-apocalyptic setting of the films offers a heavy-

handed pathetic fallacy for Max’s open-ended mourning, where everything that still 

exists (oil, water, trees, cars) stands for the last of its kind, all of which are getting shot up 

quickly. The films’ aesthetic of luxurious destruction represents a kind of mourning work 

on fast forward, a suicidal race into the obliteration of self and other, since in this 

masculine fantasy such things can only signify an unthinkable, unbearable fragility.  

I bring up Mad Max since the latest installment in the franchise elicited strong 

responses from feminist audiences and men’s rights activists, who both reacted viscerally 

to the gender politics of the film. One popular men’s rights blog, Return of Kings, asked 

men to globally boycott Mad Max: Fury Road (2015) because the film represented the 

work of so-called feminist propaganda whereby a strong female character, Charlize 
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Theron’s Imperator Furiosa, upstages a traditional male hero, Max, played by Tom 

Hardy. Clarey’s reading is fair insofar as he attends to the film’s ambition to unsettle the 

masculinist politics of the series by portraying Furiosa as a warrior equally capable of 

massacre as Max, or any of the other men in the film, and giving her power over Max 

(albeit for a brief period of time). These elements earned the film praise from most 

reviewers and inspired trending Tumblrs like hey girl that celebrate Tom Hardy’s 

masculinity as a subversively supporting hero to Charlize Theron. Indeed, the film ends 

with Furiosa and the other women who started out enslaved by Immortan Joe inheriting 

his reservoir of water and growable land atop a desert plateau, seemingly ushering into 

the future a matriarchal utopia based on their memories of the “Green Place” or “Land of 

Many Mothers.”  

The 2015 remake offers much for feminist revisionary gender politics in popular 

culture, but not nearly as clear a direction for contemporary masculinity politics. Most of 

the film solidifies the Mel Gibson-era Mad Max who kills often and speaks little. While 

he serves as a feminist ally for a time, it is out of desperation rather than choice, 

confronted as he is with the patriarchal tyranny of Immortan Joe who enslaves women 

and all non-alpha men alike. The film reasserts the rugged lonely male mystique above 

all at the end when, after helping Theron vanquish Immortan Joe, Max casually leaves, 

refusing to return to the “Land of Many Mothers” and participate in rebuilding a more 

egalitarian society. Max thus reaffirms Judith Newton’s reading about anxious 

masculinity in the face of any image of mothers or affection. Putting on the guise of cool 

male autonomy, he skips out on the harder work of home building and love labour 

implied in the domestic vision from which he flees. Anthony Lane of the New Yorker 
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picks out this departure scene too as compelling metaphor for Mad Max’s masculinity: 

“Whether his deepest desire is for liberty, or simply for dour solitude, I can’t decide, but I 

love the coolness with which, having taken command in battle, he melts away, once it’s 

over, into the shifting throng” (23 June 2015). If there is any political content in Mad 

Max’s departure, it is overwritten, Lane acknowledges, by appealing to a seductive male 

mystique of leaving, of giving up attachments before things get complicated. Max avoids 

the possibility of having an affective response to loss by pre-emptively relinquishing his 

bonds. He grieves in the future anterior, before anyone sees him feeling the force of his 

loss. 

The ending to George Miller’s film makes a compelling case to continue working 

toward a revised masculinity politics where men can avow grief in constructive and life-

affirming ways. I have tried to do so by exploring the vibrancy of male writings about 

lost mothers during the modernist period, and by detailing how many of these images of 

male mourning contribute to several canonical tropes of masculinity: the lonely high 

artist (Stephen Dedalus), the soldier-poet (Wilfred Owen, Rupert Brooke, Ivor Gurney), 

and the last man of history (Winston Smith). These figures for modernist masculinity 

reveal how the nation state, the wartime state, and the totalitarian state all posit the loss of 

a mother as matter of course along the road to fully realized male selfhood. The ability to 

endure it represents an expression of coherent masculinity—even while exposing 

unresolved tensions between male fortitude and vulnerability. The male modernists I’ve 

read all add depth to this narrative by insisting on the value of feeling painfully as a basis 

for thinking masculinity, history, and memory together. They re-expose themselves to the 



 234 

social and political realities that authored their losses, and perhaps become better men in 

the process.  
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