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“Some ideas exist that are unexpressed and unconscious but that simply are strongly felt; many 

such ideas are fused, as it were, with the human heart.” 

(Fyodor Dostoevsky, A Writer’s Diary, “Environment,” 1873) 

“Special methods of thinking. Permeated with emotion. Everything feels itself to be a thought, 

even the vaguest feelings (Dostoevsky).” 

(Franz Kafka, Diaries 1910-1923, 21 July 1913) 

“One must write from deep feeling, said Dostoevsky. And do I? Or do I fabricate with words, 

loving them as I do? No, I think not. In this book I have almost too many ideas. I want to give 

life and death, sanity and insanity; I want to criticise the social system, and to show it at work, at 

its most intense. But here I may be posing.” 

(Virginia Woolf, Diary, 19 June 1923) 

“One can, correctly and immediately, comprehend and feel something deeply; but one cannot, 

immediately, become a person; one must be formed into a person. It is a discipline.” 

(Fyodor Dostoevsky, A Writer’s Diary, February 1877) 

“Each spiritual stance creates its own style.” 

(Witold Gombrowicz, Diary, 495) 
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Abstract 

In the following thesis I strive to offer renewed ways of construing “one’s own,” 

authority, integrity, and intimacy as literary themes, and appropriate form, provisional tonality, 

and approximate, inexhaustible address as formal aspects of literary works or methodological 

tools for literary scholars. Part One involves a consideration of contexts for our current 

understanding of the self, identity/integrity, theology, tradition, and intimacy, which I cast in a 

fresh light through critical readings of Nietzsche, Freud, Charles Taylor, Amélie Oksenberg 

Rorty, Thomas Mann, H.-G. Gadamer, Jaroslav Pelikan, Vladimir Lossky, and others. Part Two 

contains my development of these ideas, in tandem with passages from Bakhtin, as they lead to 

and are augmented by my own original considerations of prosaic form, tradition, integrity, 

intimacy. Part Three is devoted to close readings of novels by Virginia Woolf and D.H. 

Lawrence. I have deliberately chosen to address these two central authors whose work has 

proved defining in significant ways for modernist literature and its legacy. As I am working to 

fundamentally reconsider aspects of modernity and our comprehension of it, I focus on the 

prosaic centre of its English literature, so to speak. Beginning with Woolf’s Mrs Dalloway 

(1925), I consider how friendship (friendly intimacy) is conditioned by social and individual 

ethics, the effect of the weight of political (civil) tradition on the individual’s comportment, and 

how heightened “moments of being” alter a person and translate into grounds for individual 

character and activity. Second, in Lawrence’s Women in Love (1920), I consider how eros (erotic 

intimacy) is conditioned and threatened by cultural traditions, how the weight of assumed 

aesthetic and ontological forms challenge individual freedom, and how certain habitual absolutes 

by which a person may live can take an abstract, “deathly” form. In both cases, I am interested in 

how the novelist depicts the struggles between absolutes and temporal forms of authority and 
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specific characters, how this confrontation and struggle is conditioned by the intimate spheres of 

the characters’ lives, and how this shared, relational intimate sphere becomes the arena for the 

process of integration, which in turn allows the character (and reader) to make sense of their own 

self and helps to determine their relationships with other characters in the work. 

  



v 

 

Acknowledgements 

 Considering the course of this work’s gestation and then composition, many people 

deserve my profound gratitude. First, thank you to my Supervisor Professor Gabrielle McIntire, 

whose patient encouragement, keen intellectual counsel, and fine sense of flow and contour 

helped this study emerge into the light. Her generous, steady, thoughtful spirit is a main reason 

this work came to completion. Thank you to my Second Reader Professor Pat Rae, who closely 

read two whole drafts and whose response was immediately definitive and immensely helpful. 

Thank you to Professor Christopher Fanning, whose teaching, mentorship, and delightful 

conversation did so much to make the Queen’s English Department (and, of course, SPLASH) a 

warm and interesting place to be. Thank you to Professor Ana Siljak, with whom I have had and 

continue to have the privilege of hours of warm conversation about Russian and Orthodox 

literature and thought. Thank you to Professor Gary Saul Morson, whose work and personality 

have been an essential reason for me to maintain hope in the present and future of Bakhtin 

scholarship in particular and the humanities in general. My regard for and dialogue with his work 

in this thesis is second only to my dialogue with Bakhtin. Thank you to Professor Ian Angus, an 

exemplary Socratic mind in a decidedly unSocratic time; thank you to Professor Jerry Zaslove, 

who first and indelibly impressed Bakhtin upon my spirit; thank you to Professor James Fleming, 

for both Milton and Gadamer. Thank you to Queen’s English Department Graduate Assistant 

Lovorka Fabek-Fischer for her kind patience, considerate aid, and administrative clarity. 

 More than anyone else, thank you to my parents for their long-suffering fortitude, patient 

love, and generous demeanour. Thank you to Vl. Lazar Puhalo, my first teacher of the riches of 

tradition. Thank you to my colleagues and friends Julia Gingerich, Dale Tracy, and Patrick Bois, 

for hours of energetic and heartening conversation. Thank you to Peter Drobac, the finest ear I 



vi 

 

know, for feeling the pulse of our tradition with me. Thank you to Nick Hauck, my good friend 

and Modern Horizons coworker, my longtime partner in dialogue and thinking, for much more 

than I can convey here adequately. Thank you to Michael Bourke, erstwhile teacher and now 

colleague and friend, for introducing me to so many of the authors addressed in this study, and 

for his enduring keenness and openness of mind and spirit. Thank you to David Goa, to whom I 

owe more than anyone else regarding the intellectual ideas and spiritual dispositions contained in 

this study. Any possible insight in the following pages partakes of our years of conversation. 

Thank you to the Marquis, for our discussions about common sense and confidence. To Irene, 

good night. Thank you to my good friend Ahmed Saad – nothing but love – who gave me Bach, 

and therefore cadence: the soil and the toil. Finally, and deeply, thank you to Sara Futsum 

Mokonen, without whom not. 

  



vii 

 

Table of Contents 

Abstract                  iii 

Acknowledgements                 v  

Part One: Contexts 

Chapter 1. Introduction                 1  

Chapter 2. One’s Own 

Ideas of the Self  13 

Chapter 3. Authority 

The Novel (or: A Short Excursus on Georg Lukács) 27  

Theology 46 

Chapter 4. Integrity 

Tradition 81 

The Ordinary (or: Anticipating Intimacy and the Prosaic) 129 

Part Two: Thinking with Bakhtin  

Chapter 5. The Enduring Significance of Bakhtin’s Mode of Thinking 

What is Essential: One’s Own Draws Near Another 136 



viii 

 

Grounds of Bakhtin’s Thinking 

Thinking as Dialogue 141 

Thinking as Desire 145 

Bakhtin’s Theological Cast of Mind: Some Active Principles 

Theology as Considered Discourse on Experiential Insight 148 

Personality, Unfinalisability: Presence, Prism, Participation, Dialogue 150 

Personality, Relation: Spirit, Soul, Freedom, Inexhaustibility, Integrity 153 

Personality, Intimacy: Love 156 

Bakhtin and Tradition: Some Active Principles 

Ultimates: Creative Memory, Great Style, Faith, Superaddressees 157 

Eschatology: Future, Presence, Fullness, Communion, Great Time 169 

Integrity: Comportment, Non-coinciding, Wholeness 176 

Chapter 6. One’s Own Tradition 

The Living Theological Tradition of Bakhtin’s Time and Place 

The Possibility of Personal Participation 182 

Theology, Tradition, Articulation 187 



ix 

 

Scholarly Comprehension 190 

Aspects of Orthodox Theology Informing Bakhtin’s Work 

Absolutes: God as Trinity 196 

Absolutes: God as Incarnation 198 

Absolutes: “Image of God” 199 

Tradition: Knowing, Apophatic Stance, Personal Ineffable 203 

Tradition: Dialogue, Communion, Integrity 207 

From Concrete Theology to Prosaic Ethos 211 

Part Three: Close Readings 

Chapter 7. How Revelation in Time Structures Character in Mrs Dalloway      217 

Chapter 8. The Perils of Abstraction: Culture, Ecstasy, and Eros in Women in Love    278 

Conclusion              360 

Works Cited                 394 

 



1 

 

Part One: Contexts 

1. Introduction 

 Writing about literature today, the conscientious critic may take note of a widespread 

(although not ubiquitous) tendency in recent and contemporary scholarship in the humanities at 

large to see particular ideas and works through the prism of a certain critical trajectory that 

occurred in parts of Europe over the last several hundred years—a prism that favours the 

significance of, say, the Renaissance over medieval art and life, or the Enlightenment over the 

Protestant Reformation, or secular developments over religious concerns, or poetic modes of 

artistic making over prosaic forms. This trajectory almost inevitably leads through the Romantics 

to the triumvirate of Karl Marx, Friedrich Nietzsche, and Sigmund Freud and what follows in 

their converged wake.  

While I refrain from making any immediate claims regarding the validity and usefulness 

of such a prism and trajectory, I want to note two sequent thoughts. First, the enduring need—

when addressing any critical stance or way of thinking—to discern what are its guiding absolutes 

or ‘ultimate’ reference points, for and insofar as these absolutes (reference points) become a 

constellation of intellectual coordinates in the light of which thinking operates or a critical 

tradition is informed (in-formed, inwardly formed), which then translates into the lived reality of 

a community (whether scholarly, political, religious, etc.) and the persons of which it is 

comprised. Second, to qualify the first, the enduring need to discern the nature of specific 

constellations of intellectual coordinates—to determine to what extent they are open to what lies 

beyond their own particular set of insights, and thus may become part of a larger cultural 

dialogue in the course of which they may be augmented, deepened, or adjusted, or conversely to 
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what extent they are closed to what lies beyond their own purview, and thus remain in a position 

of certain insistence without measure or quarter. These matters are not minor; indeed, they are of 

the utmost importance if we follow Bakhtin’s challenge that I must “answer with my life” for 

how I have held together my ideas and existence (Art and Answerability, 1).  

My own basic constellation in the following study consists of three key terms: absolute, 

tradition, and person. These coordinates are then qualified through questions of integrity and 

authority, prosaic depictions of intimate life, and the work of the twentieth-century Russian 

thinker Mikhail Bakhtin as it pertains to what we call modernist works and ideas. In this sense 

my work involves gathering and considering together some of the ideas and persons that I find 

central to modernity. Finally, I recognise that every critical position involves a wager regarding 

the value of its premises. My wager in what follows is that my constellation of absolute, 

tradition, and person is both interesting and simple enough to apply widely to modernist thought 

and works, that matters of integrity and authority are centrally significant for this constellation, 

and that to date no one has been better than Bakhtin at critically illuminating the importance of 

these ideas for and within literature for our time.  

A significant portion of the theoretical ground of this study was developed during my 

reading of Mikhail Bakhtin (1895-1975), and may be understood in part as an effort to affirm his 

enduring significance for our contemporary interpretation of literature and ideas. My dialogue 

with him in this present study is based on three aspects I discern in his thought: first, his 

profound sense of how the novel—or prosaic form—in its own particular way depicts, 

penetrates, and measures the ideas and questions that animate life; second, his sense of the 

embodied nature of truth (in persons and things) and its essential dialogic character; and third, 
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and most fundamentally, his Russian Orthodox theological cast of mind, which anchors his 

thinking in personal, ultimate, eschatological, and integral dimensions. Although significant 

scholars like Gary Saul Morson, Caryl Emerson, and Michael Holquist have addressed the first 

two aspects variously in their work, in linking all three aspects into a whole interpretative image 

of Bakhtin I work to deepen existing scholarly insights into Bakhtin’s significance through 

demonstrating the inner coherence and relevance of his theological register, which has either not 

been previously addressed extensively (the personal and ultimate) or at any sustained length (the 

eschatological and integral) in literary studies. In the end, I contend that Bakhtin offers in his 

work as a whole an image of the personal good—a prosaic standard with which one may 

appropriately measure modernist novels and ideas.  

Throughout the whole study I strive to offer renewed ways of construing “one’s own,” 

tradition, authority, integrity, and intimacy as literary themes, and appropriate form, provisional 

tonality, and approximate, inexhaustible address as formal aspects of literary works or 

methodological tools for literary scholars. Although I hope that each of these terms will prove 

richer and more interesting as I work through the ideas and works of which the study is 

comprised, it may be expedient to offer working definitions of each one here in order to provide 

some footing for how I proceed.  

In terms of theme, ‘one’s own’ indicates the ethos of a person (thing, work, tradition, 

etc.)—that which is near, familiar, and belongs to one. Although it seems to take a possessive 

form, here it is meant neutrally, particularly, and as a whole—it need not be followed by a 

specific noun—and it is suggestive of some conscious participation and perhaps articulation of a 

way of thinking, set of activities, form of relationship, and the like. One’s own is a way of 
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describing distinct personhood (personality), and personhood itself is understood via Gadamer, 

Bakhtin, Lossky, Lawrence, et al as primarily relational—always moving and changing in 

dialogue with other persons and relation to different environments. The dialogic, relational ethos 

of personhood is reflected, moreover, in the sense of tradition which emerges from the work of 

Eliot, Shils, Gadamer, Pelikan, Lossky, and most importantly Bakhtin. With them in mind, we 

might define simply tradition as deep dialogue in time. For tradition addresses the question of 

meaning in time, meaning through time, and meaning over time; it is the larger background 

against which a particular thing is meaningfully perceived and considered; it is the essential 

context for understanding what a thing is and is not, and what is new and what is assumed or 

inherited. In the life of a person or tradition, authority comes to be understood as that which 

emerges persuasively from within—or that which arises appropriately from within the integral 

essence of something. In an approach to which I return in my conclusion, Bakhtin terms this 

“internally persuasive discourse” (Dialogic Imagination, 342), but throughout this study I 

commonly use the phrase “inwardly forms” to indicate or measure the authority of or in 

something.  

Authority involves what I term absolutes or ultimate. I have chosen to primarily use the 

term ‘absolute’ rather than ‘truth’ in this study. An absolute is a personal/traditional form of 

ultimate, i.e., non-derivative, point of reference, without which meaning cannot be established 

and navigated. An absolute may be true or false; the term includes no necessary truth-claims. 

Authority becomes an element of one’s integrity, which I figure in personal terms of 

comportment or ethos. Integrity indicates both a presence and a gathering, in the sense of being 

gathered and in-gathering. Finally, via ideas of Bakhtin and Lossky and through close readings 

of Woolf, Lawrence, and passages from select other novelists, intimacy is defined as that mode 
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of presence which lies closest to one’s heart, mind, and spirit. Intimacy is characterised by the 

movement of drawing near, and has its end in communion (as apprehended in Bakhtin’s 

theological-cultural tradition). 

In terms of formal aspects or methodological tools, appropriate form means the mode of 

being which most fully expresses one’s own, its authority, and integrity. Form is appropriate 

when it clearly or arguably belongs strongly to the ethos of something. It is appropriate because 

it is seen or sensed to be ‘of something’s own’ in a way which manifests the thing faithfully. 

This phrase is my own, I think, but its grounds and meaning arise from how I understand 

Bakhtin’s traditional way of thinking. Appropriate form is also related to how I understand the 

register of eschatology in Bakhtin’s work. This idea of appropriate form is not meant to be solid 

and inalterable; depending on circumstance and relation, it may shift to encompass various 

means and ends. I hold that this last thought is the ground of what Bakhtin means when he states 

that the discourse of the novel is understood to be “provisionary” (Speech Genres, 163). On this 

ground I define a provisional tonality or discourse to be that which provides each different 

moment, encounter, relation, or thing with its own significance. It is provisional because it arises 

necessarily in the moment and from the thing, i.e., each particular utterance of ‘love’ will have 

its own meaning based on who is saying it, where it is said, to whom it is said, and for what ends 

it is said. Again through Bakhtin, I understand a provisional word to be an element of 

approximate, inexhaustible address. One can call an appropriate form of address approximate 

and inexhaustible one which draws near and yet never exhausts, completes, or finishes. This 

idea, for Bakhtin’s tradition and through Bakhtin for us, applies to both personality and all great 

work. In the terminology of Bakhtin’s Orthodox tradition, the register of approximate,  
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inexhaustible address is apophaticism and its delighted regard for plenitude and how something 

comes to ‘mean more.’  

On this ground, one may survey the whole: Part One involves a consideration of contexts 

for our current understanding of the self, identity/integrity, theology, tradition, and intimacy, 

which I cast in a fresh light through critical readings of Nietzsche, Freud, Charles Taylor, Amélie 

Oksenberg Rorty, Thomas Mann, H.-G. Gadamer, Jaroslav Pelikan, Vladimir Lossky, and 

others. Part Two contains my development of these ideas, in tandem with passages from Bakhtin, 

as they lead to and are augmented by my own original considerations of prosaic form, tradition, 

integrity, intimacy. Part Three is devoted to close readings of novels by Virginia Woolf and D.H. 

Lawrence. I have deliberately chosen to address these two central authors whose work has 

proved defining in significant ways for modernist literature and its legacy. As I am working to 

fundamentally reconsider aspects of modernity and our comprehension of it, I focus on the 

prosaic centre of its English literature, so to speak. Beginning with Woolf’s Mrs Dalloway 

(1925), I consider how friendship (friendly intimacy) is conditioned by social and individual 

ethics, the effect of the weight of political (civil) tradition on the individual’s comportment, and 

how heightened “moments of being” alter a person and translate into grounds for individual 

character and activity. Second, in Lawrence’s Women in Love (1920), I consider how eros (erotic 

intimacy) is conditioned and threatened by cultural traditions, how the weight of assumed 

aesthetic and ontological forms challenge individual freedom, and how certain habitual absolutes 

by which a person may live can take an abstract, “deathly” form. In both cases, I am interested in 

how the novelist depicts the struggles between absolutes and temporal forms of authority and 

specific characters, how this confrontation and struggle is conditioned by the intimate spheres of 

the characters’ lives, and how this shared, relational intimate sphere becomes the arena for the 
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process of integration, which in turn allows the character (and reader) to make sense of their own 

self and helps to determine their relationships with other characters in the work. 

 In its own particular set of ways the prosaic1 art of the novel in modernity offers a 

profound and capacious landscape for examining how theology, tradition, and the intimate come 

together and relate in the life of a person and community. At its best the novel gives us an 

integral, coherent discursive image of the world in time (a specific part of the world at a specific 

time), with its perennial focus on concrete particularities. As such, the novel gathers everything 

into the realm of the ordinary (the familiar, the intimate); indeed, one could argue that the 

essential depictive criterion of the novel is found here. For in the prosaic world of the novel the 

ordinary is never forgotten; even as heightened, epiphanic, or extraordinary events occur in a 

                                                 
1
 Throughout my study ‘prosaic’ has multivalent meanings, some of which as I will note arise from Gary Saul 

Morson’s own coining and development of the term. Prosaic can and often does indicate ‘of prose,’ but a specific 

and necessarily imprecise set of qualifications attends this central term. It is primarily a disposition of the spirit (of a 

person or thing), a sensibility which strives to be present to the fullness one confronts at any given time and place. It 

is akin to and yet semantically deeper than ‘novelistic,’ as it is both the genesis and telos of the novelistic; a prosaic 

stance is manifested in the traditional tonalities and rhythms of the voice, figured in the face-to-face event of 

dialogue and desire, realised in prose discourse and prose images (which attend to the personal, concrete registers of 

ultimate, eschatological, and integral), and made present in what I will define as one’s humble, faithful mood. On 

this ground, I argue, the prosaic is an appropriate form or image through which to draw near to plenitude, plurality, 

and particularity—it is openness to one’s own life, considered deeply. As a spiritual stance, the prosaic may be 

contrasted fruitfully with poetic, lyrical, epic, dramatic, scientific, abstract, theoretical, authoritarian, monologic, and 

psychoanalytic stances; and it ought to be held over against all forms of identity in which a secret economy of 

necessary meaning is claimed. Finally, as I note in my essay “Open Texts, Prosaic Presence: Essay, Novel, and 

Ethical Knowledge in Modernity” (2015) a prosaic sensibility is particularly important and fraught for certain 

modernist authors: 

With the innovations in style that began in the nineteenth century with novelists such as Flaubert, James, 

Melville, and Dostoevsky, and which were brought to a head by early twentieth-century writers, the prosaic 

“spirit” behind both novels and essays acquired a power and presence more widespread than before in 

western culture. This was accomplished in the face of certain unprecedented distractions; the increasingly 

widespread presence of mass advertising, still primarily done in print (of some sort), along with the 

increasingly bureaucratic organisation of life in files in offices, lowered the everyday word to a cheapness 

that, on the one hand, lent itself to a far-too-common unwitting acceptance of clichés as a valid form of 

communication and, on the other hand, exacerbated the infection of kitsch in the art forms of the prosaic 

everyday: novels and essays. That is, without the clearly exceptional phrasing of poetry to differentiate it 

from everyday speech, the novel and essay had to struggle in a finer way against cliché and kitsch. For 

prosaic language – used by both the novel and the essay – was largely composed of the same “vulgar,” 

involved words as found in common speech – whether or not it was burdened with clichés, commonplaces, 

or inflected with kitsch. (35) 
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novel, they are set alongside and in some sense measured by the ordinary things and people in 

the midst of whom they appear. In this sense, the novel form is paratactic, a great ‘leveller’: for it 

sets alongside each other different and disparate things and offers a framework that is more 

‘even’ than hierarchical in terms of valuation. In a novel, as Woolf and Lawrence show, quietly 

turning one’s back, a patient caress, or a moment of stubborn silence may mean more than public 

hospitality, evenings of impassioned lectures, or indeed the horrors involved in one’s genesis. 

 The novel’s paratactic sensibility has another important result: in addition to precluding 

any imposed necessary hierarchy, as it sets different things2 alongside each other it lets each 

thing ‘speak for itself,’ as it were. This means that the novel offers a context in which persons 

and things are given the chance to exceed or evade their own ‘natural’ context: it offers an 

element of freedom to each of its constituent parts. As Bakhtin argues, the overall discursive 

sense of the novel is comprised of a medley of particular, embodied voices—which he calls 

“heteroglossia”—each of which contributes to and conditions the great dialogue of the work as a 

whole. In this whole, each voice needs to be heard, and thus each voice is valid—at least in its 

right of place, if not necessarily in terms of the ends towards which it tends. Due to the 

                                                 
2
 Although the term ‘thing’ may seem initially vague or abstract, I use it in this study advisedly. Due to its deep 

semantic roots in English language and literature, its importance for the western philosophical tradition (thing-in-

itself), and its overtones of concrete particularity (different than ‘matter’) without defined relation (in contrast with 

object, subject, and so on), it is a useful term for my purposes. Finally, as the OED (2nd ed.) reminds us, its 

definition is general enough to encompass a range of referents conditioned by context, for it indicates “that with 

which one is concerned (in action, speech, or thought).” Hamlet calls his uncle “a thing of nothing” (4.2.27, 29), and 

extracts from Gertrude Stein nicely convey its purview. In “Composition as Explanation” (1926) she writes “[t]he 

only thing that is different from one time to another is what is seen and what is seen depends upon how everybody is 

doing everything” (513), to which she adds in terms which relate to how I discuss tradition in this study, “the only 

thing that is different is what is seen when it seems to be being seen, in other words, composition and time-sense” 

(514). In her “Portrait of Picasso” (1934), Stein writes: 

This one always had something being coming out of this one. This one was working. This one always  

had been working. This one was always having something that was coming out of this one that was a solid 

thing, a charming thing, a lovely thing, a perplexing thing, a disconcerting thing, a simple thing, a clear 

thing, a complicated thing, an interesting thing, a disturbing thing, a repellant thing, a very pretty thing. 

This one was one certainly being one having something coming out of him. This one was one whom some 

were following. This one was one who was working. (334) 
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paratactic, dialogic nature of a novelistic work, in which each particular voice—whether of 

person or thing—is heard in a context of other particular voices, the novel resists any one voice 

predominating, for its internal movement is not so much linear (coming events do not necessarily 

supersede or cancel past events) as it is one of accretion, of a slow building towards an 

increasingly complex prosaic image of different voices deepening in dialogue.  

The ‘slow-building’ character of novelistic discourse sets it apart from other modernist 

art forms, which proved more able and willing to accommodate and (sometimes) conform to the 

spirit3 of ‘progress’ which coloured much of modernity. The novel, by contrast, was not very 

progressive: in neither form (as late as the 1930s it had not substantially developed beyond the 

great early experiments of Rabelais, Cervantes, Richardson, Sterne, Fielding, Diderot, etc.) nor 

content (‘progressive’ ideas or voices in novels still need to find their place in the context of the 

other voices among which they stand) is the novel especially forward-looking. In this sense its 

form-content nexus makes it an adept art to address the concerns of modernity, which in the 

main are characterised by crisis, upheaval, and ‘progressive’ change—or in Witold 

Gombrowicz’s assessment in Ferdydurke (1937), the twentieth century, the “century of all 

centuries gone mad” (158), became defined through transiency, speed, and the roughshod 

obliteration of private life by public life (155-6).  

The novel’s interested yet hesitant or resistant position in the broad currents of modernity 

has two effects: first, it engages with and reflects upon the ideas, events, and types of persons or 

personalities which dominate the day; and second, because it sets these ideas and events in the 

                                                 
3 Throughout this study I use the term ‘spirit’ and its cognate ‘spiritual’ in the sense of the human spirit, or the spirit 

of the times or of a work.  
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paratactic, dialogic context of other, different voices and viewpoints, it offers an arena in which 

various ideas are addressed and evaluated not only in terms of their most evident features but 

also in terms of what may lie beneath or beyond these features as not easily discernible and yet 

still significantly determining aspects of these particular ideas and events and the discursive 

images through which they are known.  

The way the novel gives room to these gathered voices and recognises their basic (if not 

necessarily final) validity provides the novel with its sense of integrity, which is characterised by 

dialogue and depiction rather than vision and identity. For as Bakhtin writes, the novel depicts a 

vital dialogue of gathered voices, with its variegated texture proceeding towards unknown ends 

developed from all that has gone before; it does not involve a vision from one point of view that 

sees everything in the same evaluative light and thus can identify the end from the beginning. As 

we will see, construed this way the integrity of the novel is analogous to what one may call the 

integrity of tradition; like the novel, the meaning of tradition is found in an image of a vital, 

ongoing dialogue of voices with various degrees of absolute or ‘ultimate’ authority, and it too 

must address and evaluate these voices (with all of their evident and underlying determining 

aspects) as they interact with other voices and grow or wane in dialogic strength as times passes. 

The novel’s form of integrity is prosaic, dialogic depiction; tradition’s form of integrity is the 

community of persons who live and sustain the essential grounding principles upon which the 

tradition was founded and through which the tradition grows and develops. In both the novel and 

tradition, ideas/images of authority are brought into the concrete world of time and place and 

person; within this particular relational matrix they are tested for vitality and to see to what 

extent they may be called good by those interested or involved. For as I aim to show in my 

readings of Bakhtin, Woolf, and Lawrence, absolutes (or ultimate reference points) are as 
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essential to human meaning as time and place, and one’s own particular sphere of intimacy is 

inevitably conditioned by all three. 

 The particular way that the theological register of absolutes and the traditional world of 

time and place come together, coalesce, and cohere (or do not cohere) in a particular person is 

informed by that person’s developed sense of integrity. Integrity has two aspects: ontological and 

ethical. Ontologically, personal integrity has to do with the wholeness or haleness of the self—

that is, how the person works to bring the various ideas, experiences, and relationships that 

constitute his or her life into a coherent whole that resists fragmentation and diffusion. Ethically, 

personal integrity pertains to how the person directs or comports him- or herself as a coherent 

whole—that is, from which grounds and to which ends does a person orient herself? The joint 

nature of personal integrity (ontological and ethical) is expressed by the term ethos, in which 

ground and ends (genesis and telos) are understood as one and the same reality. Thus my basic 

ground: the ongoing process of ontological integrity leads to and cannot be separated from the 

struggle for ethical integrity in the ethos of the person. Or, put as a thesis in the primary terms of 

this study: the theological register of absolutes leads to and cannot be understood apart from the 

concrete, temporal world of tradition if we are to evaluate the integrity of the self as it flourishes 

and manifests itself in the intimate sphere of personal dialogue and relationship.  

 This thesis is elaborated and defended in the rest of this study, and it is conditioned by a 

final, central claim: I will argue that integrity (ontological and ethical) is best understood as a 

process of drawing near without identification.4 In its ontological aspect, drawing near is a means 

of knowing the different forms of authority that condition, enrich, or threaten the coherence of 

                                                 
4 This phrase is suggested by and grounded in Bakhtin’s sense of proximity and communion and Vladimir Lossky’s 

theological articulation of love and knowledge. 
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the self; in its ethical aspect, drawing near into a loving relation of responsibility and regard for 

other persons and things becomes the desirable end of personal ethos. Further, as these two 

senses of drawing near are developed and deepened in particular prosaic depictions, we find that 

drawing near in knowledge and drawing near in love are more similar than different in nature, 

and indeed in a certain way come together to mean the same thing: knowledge comes to be 

understood as a form of love, and love as a form of knowledge. Finally, the process of drawing 

near is one of unceasing, dynamic movement: the act of drawing near never comes to an end; it 

never leads to a static identification with the ideas that ground a person or the relationships that 

make the concrete self real. 

Due to the scope of these themes and the often scattered or scant (in the case of modernist 

studies) attention paid to them, in order to establish a coherent context for this study I address 

writers and artists which I find central to modernity who range across what could be called a 

very long twentieth-century tradition of thought, extending back to works by Nietzsche and 

Dostoevsky in the later nineteenth century, touching on Jewish and Orthodox theologians of the 

1940s and 1950s, moving from poets and essayists in the 1920s to German philosophers and 

American sociologists and historians in the early latter half of the century. In terms of my 

principal foci, while Woolf and Lawrence fit comfortably into the ‘modernist’ period of the mid-

teens to the mid-forties, Bakhtin comes to us as if with a delayed echo: although he wrote much 

of his work before 1950, he became known widely only in the following decades.  
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2: One’s Own 

Ideas of the Self 

 I begin this study with the question ‘what makes a self, and how is it defined and 

measured?’ In the rest of Part One I will provide specific intellectual contexts for understanding 

the theological/absolute, traditional, and ordinary experiences and ideas which make and give 

depth to the content of the self, so to speak. Now I want to address briefly the form of the self, or 

how it is defined and measured, as it informs our comprehension of modernist literature and 

relates to Mikhail Bakhtin’s critical work. Keeping in mind that any (and perhaps every) 

particular writer to some degree appropriates critical language for their own ends, the distinctions 

I make here between ‘individual’ and ‘person’ and between ‘identity’ and ‘integrity’ will have 

merit insofar as they illuminate cultural-historical and literary-critical ways of thinking but also 

insofar as they are considered within the provisional framework of the entirety of this study. 

 If one considers carefully a specific and well-grounded theoretical position or 

philosophical system one may note how it includes, implicitly or explicitly, an ‘image’ or 

understanding of what it means to be a human being alive with and in the midst of other human 

beings. On this ground, a wide-ranging variety of understanding the subtleties of what it means 

to be human may be noted throughout the recorded history of Western cultural traditions. We are 

confronted with various understandings of human genesis, ethos, and telos depending on whom 

we are reading—Herakleitos, Plato, Aristotle, Augustine, Sophocles, Marx, Hobbes, Milton, 

Kant, Freud, Rabelais, de Beauvoir, Tolstoy, Arnold, Nietzsche, Mao, Fuentes, or others. The 

best-known work of the last several decades to try to give a summarising account of the progress 

towards contemporary notions of selfhood is Charles Taylor’s book Sources of the Self: The 
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Making of the Modern Identity (1989). Taylor extends his consideration of the genesis of the 

(contemporary) self back to Plato and the Greeks, but his primary focus is on philosophers and 

poets from the time of the Protestant Reformation, through the Romantics, and then nineteenth-

century social philosophers and modernist poets—i.e., eras that could justifiably be said to arise 

from strong Protestant notions of individualism.5 Taylor arrives at a basic view of the twentieth-

century understanding of the self which he argues is based on interiority or “inwardness” as a 

source of individual identity and as moral ground. To this extent he does not stray far from 

general Protestant forms of the self: his essential constellation is “the good” – individual person.6 

                                                 
5
 Amidst a plethora of authors cited, Taylor writes chapters on Plato, Augustine, Descartes, and Locke. In the last 

three hundred years, two of the more significant aesthetic currents of western culture are Romanticism and 

modernism, and Taylor sees modernism through the poetic lens of Romanticism (that is, not through any kind of 

prosaic or novelistic lens) and observes strong continuity in spirit between them. He finishes his chapter on 

modernism by quoting Wallace Stevens (493), and states that we “still live in the aftermath of modernism; indeed, 

we are still in the aftermath of almost everything” that shapes and conditions modernism—of “the Enlightenment, of 

Romanticism, of the affirmation of ordinary life” (482). 
6
 In contrast, the basic constellation of this study is absolute, tradition, integral person. Taylor’s idea that “the good” 

is the ultimate reference point in relation to which individuals must orient themselves lies at the heart of his book, 

and demonstrates his affinity—at least on this level—with Plato. Taylor writes: 
One could put it this way: because we cannot but orient ourselves to the good, and thus determine our place 

relative to it and hence determine the direction of our lives, we must inescapably understand our lives in 

narrative form, as a ‘quest.’ But one could perhaps start from another point: because we have to determine 

our place in relation to the good, therefore we cannot be without an orientation to it, and hence must see our 

life in story. From whichever direction, I see these conditions as connected facets of the same reality, 

inescapable structural requirements for human agency. (51-2) 
However, since Taylor is not a strict Platonist, he recognises that the abstract category of “the good” is realised by 

different individuals in various and particular ways. Thus he distinguishes between “goods” and “hypergoods,” the 

latter of which are “goods which are not only incomparably more important than others but provide the standpoint 

from which these [other goods] must be weighed, judged, decided about” (63). Although I sympathise with Taylor’s 

insistence that human beings ineluctably proceed to find meaning in life via reference to some ‘higher’ idea (an 

absolute or ultimate), and that this is most fully realised in “story” form, I have two reservations towards his 

philosophical stance here. First, despite his emphasis on “narrative” and “story,” Taylor remains curiously 

uninterested (on the whole) in the novel, its insights, and other kinds of prose narrative forms—forms which are, as I 

strive to show in this study, supremely adept at depicting, illuminating, and examining different conceptions of what 

is considered ‘good’ in life. Second, like different critics of tradition and their use of the term ‘truth,’ Taylor’s use of 

the term ‘good’ to give evaluative content to the absolute or absolutes on which human lives are based and in light 

of which personal meaning is realised is potentially an equally risky ground for particular arguments. For a study 

that means to offer a philosophical-historical account of contemporary selfhood, depending on with which absolute 

one begins— the Greeks’ truth, beauty, or good? Ancient Rome’s law? Judaism’s justice? Christianity’s love? 

Islam’s submission? Capitalism’s self-interest? Communism’s commune?—one’s evaluative aspect will be 

conditioned differently by ideas of the past, present, and future. Philosophical examination is its own enterprise, and 

often errs when it assumes the habit of theoretical assertions about a whole era. 
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The potential problem with joining an analysis of an era with the basic act of philosophical 

abstraction is that if one’s ideas of the era are proffered or understood as defining—or 

finalising—for that era rather than an attempt to illuminate and examine aspects or particular 

conditions of the era, one may come to an argumentative point of reduction, and exclusion of 

other ideas or viewpoints that differ from one’s own. As we will see in the section “The 

Ordinary” (cf. 129ff) with Bryony Randall’s simple critical focus, the thoroughness with which 

Taylor argues for the interiority of the individual in ordinary life as the ‘image’ of modernity 

opens a need for other critical perspectives on the same phenomena.7 

 The potential critical pitfalls of Taylor’s own ‘narrowing’ philosophical account of the 

self are implicitly set into relief by his fellow philosopher Amélie Oksenberg Rorty in her book 

Mind in Action: Essays on the Philosophy of Mind (1988). Rorty acknowledges in her essay on 

“Characters, Persons, Selves, Individuals”8 that alongside the conceptual interest and 

philosophical utility of these terms, one must avoid overtones of what I call ‘historical necessity’ 

when attempting to make sense of the self. She writes that: 

All of the concepts of identity that I have so briefly sketched remain as undercurrents in 

our lives, provide the means by which we judge ourselves and others. Implicitly, they 

inform our concepts of the principles that ought to guide our choices. Our philosophical 

intuitions—the intuitions that guide our analysis of criteria for personal identity—have 

                                                 
7
 Liesl Olson notes something similar when despite her evident appreciation of Taylor’s work, she writes in 

Modernism and the Ordinary (2009): “[i]n contrast to Georg Lukács or Fredric Jameson, Taylor does not 

understand modern inwardness as a dangerous retreat from a sociopolitical reality, but instead as a redefinition of 

individual ethics. The turn inward, for Taylor, occurs hand in hand with a turn toward the ordinary, in the sense that 

ordinary life defines what is ‘good to be,’ distinct from civic law, which defines ‘what is right to do’ (Sources 3)” 

(22). 
8
 I originally read her essay in Theory of the Novel: A Historical Approach (2000), edited by Michael McKeon; page 

references here are to the McKeon book. 
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been formed by all these notions: they are the archeological layers on which our practices 

rest. (550-1) 

Thus although as Rorty differentiates between ideas of character, figure, person, 

individual, soul, etc. she frequently indicates the time and place of their origins or strongest 

expression, her goal is not so much to provide a philosophical account of the succession and 

supersession of terms for the self, but rather to illuminate that which inheres in each term and 

opens up our understanding of the self in unique ways. Arising in time but not confined to or 

depleted by a cultural-historical era, Rorty’s terms remain “undercurrents” in the philosophical 

tradition of defining the self9—terms that even if not perpetually prominent in cultural discourse 

remain vitally present and interesting ground-springs for thought. The self remains 

fundamentally the same; descriptions of the self differ, and in their differences not only may 

show us various aspects of the self but also work to reveal the ideological commitments that lie 

behind a person’s, group’s, or culture’s worldviews. My own following critical thoughts 

presented in counterpoint to Rorty’s ideas depend on this philosophical sense of definitions of 

the self as “undercurrents” to our ways of thinking that ground concrete meaning in life, even as 

I disagree with aspects of Rorty’s own particular definitional content. 

I want to make fundamental distinctions here regarding two pairs of related concepts: 

individual and person, and identity and integrity.10 At the barest, simplest theoretical level, 

understanding the self as an individual is nearly diametrical to understanding the self as a person. 

                                                 
9
 Strong recent examples of the ongoing vitality of this dialogue within philosophy include Michael Bourke’s essays 

“Persons, Virtual Persons, and Radical Interpretation” (Modern Horizons, June 2015) and “Freedom and Thought” 

(Modern Horizons, June 2016). 
10

 At this stage of my study, these terms will remain necessarily somewhat abstract, but the implications of my 

choices of terms and emphases will become clearer in my sections on Bakhtin and will be fleshed out in concrete 

ways in my close readings of Woolf and Lawrence. 
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An individual is defined in oppositional terms—it is a thing set ‘over against’ other things, and 

gains its meaning through stark contrast with that which it is not. The basic ‘oppositional’ 

character of the individual becomes clear in juxtaposition: the individual is often seen ‘over 

against’ the group, mass, society, etc. To put it in the language of ‘part’ and ‘whole,’ the 

individual may be ‘in a whole’ or part ‘of a whole,’ but its content does not depend on that 

whole; the whole—even an idea of the whole—is unnecessary and perhaps even undesirable for 

a definition of the individual. This is due, in part, to claims that ‘autonomy,’ or pure self-

directedness and self-determination, is the basic matter of individuality (as we will see critiqued 

in Edward Shils’ work in my “Tradition” section, cf. 109ff). If one sees oneself simply as self-

directed (in the abstract), one does not see the need for others.11 In contrast, a person is defined 

in relational terms—it is a thing set ‘along with’ other things, and gains its meaning through 

                                                 
11

 In Rorty’s consideration, “individuals” are essentially “centres of integrity” whose “rights are inalienable” (538). 

Over time this particular definition of “individual integrity” becomes “associated with difference,” with “preserving 

one’s right against the encroachment of others within one’s own society,” as the “dominant” locus of individuality 

(548). For Rorty, the specific “opposition” of individual to society has a fraught history. Thus, although “initially”—

she points to the Protestant thinkers “Luther and Kant”—she finds “no opposition between the individual and the 

universal” (which may include my idea of absolute or ultimate reference point and which surely includes her very 

notion of “rights”) and, further, as “the individual was the universal’s ally against the social” (547), the 

philosophical and theological ideas of “the universal” in the individual were subsumed under more political 

considerations. This, in turn, led eventually to a strange exacerbation at the centre of “individuality.” As Rorty 

states: 
But once political and cultural reforms are effected, and the opposition between natural rights [of the 

individual] and social malformation is blurred, once the society composed of autonomous individuals is 

formed, the individual can no longer define himself against a society that purports to be ruled by his voice, 

each legislating for all. What was only implicit in the idea of autonomy and self-formulation becomes 

dominant, and the quest for uniqueness begins its way towards frenzy. (547) 
For Rorty, images of this estranged, “frenzied,” forlorn individual are found in novelists like Beckett. I want to note 

two implications of Rorty’s general assessment of the genesis, ethos, and telos of “the individual.” First, on her 

account the self as “individual” becomes closely tied to the political, and this proves to be temporally provisional; 

changes in the political and cultural landscape weaken the political certainty and clarity at the foundation of the 

“oppositional” nature of individual definition, which then becomes tied to increasingly “frenzied” efforts to maintain 

and assert “uniqueness.” Regardless of what one makes of Rorty’s political-historical shorthand here, her assertion 

that what begins in opposition ends in opposition is compelling. Second, although Rorty’s use of the term ‘integrity’ 

is understood in a narrowly political sense, it gestures towards the position that the ethos of the self cannot be 

(finally) broken down—that the ethical always attends the ontological. Further, her use of the language of “rights” to 

give content to integrity relates in its own way to the understanding that a self is always understood with reference to 

some form of absolute. Indeed, once the idea of specific and concrete rights that pertain to the self is fleshed out, the 

inevitability of traditions and the traditional becomes clearer. Specific, concrete rights emerge from, imply, and 

implicate specific traditions and absolutes. 
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relationship with that which it is not. The basic ‘relational’ character of the person becomes clear 

in dialogue: the fullest realisation of personhood is found in its dialogic participation in other 

things. However, although personhood is most fully expressed in dialogue (i.e., meaningful 

relation), it is not subsumed by any particular dialogue. Instead, a person retains his or her 

singularity—his or her unique manner or mode of participation—within the set of dialogues that 

comprise his or her life, and thus retains his or her irreducibility and irreplaceability. 

Personhood—like tradition—is not anterior to dialogue: personality is a dialogic node; a person’s 

nature and activity share the same dialogic character. In this sense, we may note the reverse of 

Gadamer’s idea (discussed in “Tradition” below, cf. 117ff) that tradition is ‘personal,’ by stating 

that personhood is ‘traditional’—that is, they are both comprised of the same dialogic movement. 

On this ground, to provide a parallel to figuring the individual in terms of ‘part’ and ‘whole,’ we 

may say that with personhood the ‘part’ (the singular person) is understood as the ‘whole,’ for 

while personhood is distinct it is not ontologically different from the self, or from the whole 

culture, community, or tradition.12 

                                                 
12

 Rorty roots her own definition of personhood in two (and then three) sources—sources at once recognisably 

concrete and yet vague. She writes that: “[o]ur ideas of persons derive from two sources: one from the theatre, the 

dramatis personae of the stage; the other has its origins in law” (542). Rorty then deepens these ancient Greek and 

Roman sources with a nod towards “Christian” theology: “[t]he idea of the person is the idea of a unified centre of 

choice and action, the unit of legal and theological responsibility. Having chosen, a person acts, and so is actionable, 

liable. It is in the idea of action that the legal and theatrical sources of the concept of person come together” (542). 

Given the parallel structuring of foundations for the person in this passage—“legal and theological,” and then “legal 

and theatrical”—one might conclude that Rorty’s basic binary is “legal” and “theological-theatrical.” However, this 

assumption is belied in her later remark that the “Christian theological conception of judgement is obviously rooted 

in a legal context, one that, in its Roman origins, did not treat every human being as a person” (543). Thus for Rorty 

personhood is a definition of the self in which the self is comprised of “choice and action”—or a certain movement 

from the internal to the external—with an emphasis on the external, public results of action. In the “legal” spheres of 

civil law and theological “judgement,” a person must recognise that they are responsible for how they act, for 

different actions (and their results) bring about different rewards or punishments. In the “theatrical” sphere of tragic 

and comic drama, a person must recognise that they are responsible for how they act, for they are indeed ‘acting’—

each facial expression, uttered word, or physical gesture has been imbued with meaning by the dramatist such that a 

de-contextualised deviation in action may undermine the meaning of the whole play. Rorty does not extend her 

historical insights, but one could conclude that the former source of the person demonstrates the meaning of acting 

with and in relation to other persons, and the latter source demonstrates the meaning of actions in themselves for a 

person. On its own, this further step would have provided an adequate ground for moving on to a consideration of 
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At the same bare theoretical level we may distinguish between identity and integrity as 

ways of ‘measuring’ the ethos of the self—i.e., describing its ontological and ethical character in 

a way that allows for and even encourages critical engagement and assessment. Identity has a 

static character. As its etymology suggests,13 at its root identity involves a sense of ‘sameness’ or 

‘equalisation.’ We may clarify the potential problems included in this sense of ‘sameness’ 

through two theoretical models. First, if one considers ‘identity’ without reference to the world 

external to the self, to define the self in terms of identity suggests that there is an enduring 

internal ‘sameness’ to the self despite time, action, new ideas or thoughts, and so on. Since this is 

clearly impossible for the self on the whole, as change and growth (or regression) are simply too 

evident to ignore, the self is often thus broken down into parts of greater and lesser ‘reality,’ as 

                                                 
Christianity. Instead, Rorty notes a simpler connection: the Roman idea of legal responsibility necessarily confines 

itself to those to whom the law applies—citizens of Rome. The Christian development of this idea—that “every 

human being [is] a person”—is much more palatable today and may be recognised at the heart of contemporary 

notions of democracy and basic human rights. Rorty’s brief elaboration of the historical, etymological, and cultural 

(i.e., theological and political) grounds of personhood compels on its own terms and indeed, if it were not so 

theologically insular, it would stand fairly on its own. Yet two further remarks apply here, both to do with Rorty’s 

understanding of the person as a “unified centre of choice and action,” and her emphasis on the latter, ‘external’ 

aspect as it predominates over the former, ‘internal’ aspect. While this emphasis may with some guarded 

justification be said to apply within our understanding of ancient Greek drama and ancient Roman law, it cannot be 

said to apply well or simply to Christianity, even to the Latin (or Western) tradition of Christianity, whose 

“conception of judgement,” Rorty claims reasonably, “is obviously rooted in a legal context” with “Roman origins.” 

The nuances and permutations involved in Western Christianity’s appropriation of the legal genius of Roman 

political culture are too immense to go into here; one may say, though, that while this emphasis on the ‘external’ 

aspects of personhood mesh with parts of the Western Christian tradition’s notions of original sin, guilt, and 

atonement—to mention a few of its juridical elements—it neglects the juxtaposed ‘internal’ aspects of that tradition, 

evoked in its ideas of charity, grace, or the great Latin author Augustine’s dictum “Love and do as thou wilt” (7th 

Homily on the First Epistle of John) or the seminal (and unprecedented) portrayal of complex interiority, his 

Confessions (c. 400). As for the Greek, Eastern tradition of Christianity (in which in its Russian iteration we find 

Bakhtin), it does not apply at all, for as one may see in the work of Vladimir Lossky, John Zizioulas, et al (cf. 

below, 148ff) not to mention Dostoevsky or Bakhtin himself, Eastern Christianity developed its own ethos of 

personhood which, although etymologically associated with the Greek word for theatrical mask (prosopon) moves 

distinctly into its own theological understanding of personal ontology and ethics. This distinction between the ideas 

of personhood is important, for the word is central to Bakhtin, whose understanding of its semantic depths differ so 

greatly from Rorty’s own understanding that while Rorty is able to say that Dostoevsky’s characters “Myshkin or 

Alyosha are not persons: they are presences, the unchartable soul” as their characters “are a mode of attending, 

being present to their experiences, without dominating or controlling them” (550), Bakhtin might respond that these 

attributes are actually revealing markers of what makes them truly persons.  
13

 The fifth edition of the Shorter Oxford English Dictionary locates the roots of our English word “identity” in the 

“Late Latin identitas, from Latin idem, same.” 
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we will find in Santner’s appropriation of Rosenzweig’s theological theory (cf. below, 65ff). 

This nearly always takes the metaphysical form of Kant’s noumena-phenomena epistemological 

dualism, in which the ‘real’ part of the self remains somewhere private and inaccessible, subject 

neither to change nor to interpersonal life. If this metaphysical and epistemological dualism is 

rejected yet the notion of identity retained, then a second possible situation arises: ‘identity’ 

considered with reference to the world external to the self, with the self defined through its 

public identification with an idea or set of ideas, an activity or set of activities, a role or set of 

roles, etc. This sense of identity operates under a certain degree of free choice: one chooses to 

identify oneself with a certain aspect or register of one’s life.  

In his novel Ferdydurke, Gombrowicz warns against this temptation when in his 

meditation on “Form,” which he argues shapes as much as is shaped by us, he implores his 

reader: “make an effort to overcome form, to liberate yourselves from it. Stop identifying 

yourselves with that which delimits you. You, artists, try to avoid all expression of yourselves. 

Don’t trust your own words. Be on guard against all your beliefs and do not trust your feelings” 

(84). This passage starkly addresses how identity is not only linked with roles in life, but also 

may be projected into some of our finer activities, work, or products—as if they are equal to the 

self. While this passage pertains to self-identity, the confinement within identity of other persons 

or even animals can have a stark and detrimental public effect, as Samuel Beckett hints in his 

image of a horse in Malone Dies (1951):  

Then you see the last stage of the horse [i.e., as a cab-horse], between its recent career as 

a pet horse, or a race-horse, or a pack-horse, or a plough-horse, and the shambles. It 

spends most of its time standing still in an attitude of dejection, its head hanging as low 



21 

 

as the shafts and harness permit, that is to say almost to the cobble-stones. But once in 

motion it is transformed, momentarily, perhaps because of the memories that motion 

revives, for the mere fact of running and pulling cannot give it much satisfaction, under 

such conditions. (230) 

This image of identity, seemingly necessary in the horse’s life, conveys well the muted 

pain involved when a person is reduced to an identity. This second model of identity further 

distinguishes it from the first model, which operates primarily through divestment (‘I am not 

truly any of these different things that I think and do’). However, despite the differences brought 

about by configuring identity by turning inwards over against configuring identity by turning 

outwards, both of these forms of identity share a basic pattern of reduction. For whether the 

identity of the self is confined to an inner, intangible, and unalterable ‘core,’ or whether it is 

confined to a predominant set of ideas or actions, a great deal of what occurs in ordinary life 

must be set aside as unimportant and inconsequential for one’s identity. One’s notion of the self 

must be reduced in order to provide coherence to one’s identity, but this coherence—due to its 

reduced nature, and in contradistinction to eh coherence found in integrity—is frangible: it may 

be threatened by any number of different decisive or authoritative experiences and ideas that 

bring something ‘new’ that disrupts the ‘sameness’ needed for coherent self-identity.  

The import of this idea of identity lies, I suspect, behind critical assertions that the self 

under the sway of modernity’s spirit is ‘fragmented’—that individual identity was commonly 

and definitively disrupted by the upheavals, stresses, and anxieties of the era. But the assertion 

that in modernist art the self is fragmented depends on the self being defined and understood as 

‘fragmentable’; it requires a pre-established image of the self the nature and parameters of which 
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suggest that fragmentation is a (or the) potential result of the self undergoing stress. This may 

indeed be a possibility for the self in modernism, but to see it as an inevitability is to think, as I 

suggest regarding Taylor’s work on the self, in terms of ‘historical necessity’—to work in the 

register of declarative prescription rather than description. And prescription in the guise of 

description almost inevitably results in distortion. While the interpretative move (which conflates 

description with prescription) may be dubious, there are two additional matters to note regarding 

the assertion that the modernist self is fragmented. First, and in general, viewing the self in this 

way veers close to admitting or claiming that the modernist self ends up conforming or 

capitulating to the spirit of the times. While this indeed may be possible, it largely disregards the 

sense of continuity and resistance to conformity that we find in many modernist writers.14 

Secondly, and in particular, this image of the self simply does not make sense or apply to 

modernist novelists on the whole, or perhaps even at all.15  

In Nightwood (1936), Djuna Barnes plays with the abysses of identity through Dr. 

Matthew O’Connor’s responses to Nora Flood, who visits him for his counsel in the midst of the 

night and is unable to bear or integrate her intense experiences with Robin Vote who has left her 

in the night and yet whom Nora loves indelibly and with a great dark sorrow. In the novel, 

“night” not only indicates the lightless part of the day but also, along with “sleep” and “shadow,” 

is a deep metaphor for the register of inarticulable, murky emotion which moves one’s deep-

seated moods into regions unknown and bewildering. Nora comes to the doctor nearly undone 

with frantic grief, but part-way through their conversation admits that “now” she sees that “the 

                                                 
14

 The aberrations to this general rule most notorious and most commonly commented on today have to do with 

writers and politics, primarily Fascism. 
15

 Listing examples would take pages. Here I note, for the sake of variety, James Joyce, Thomas Mann, Franz 

Kafka, Louis-Ferdinand Céline, and Jaroslav Hasek. One could go on. 
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night does something to a person’s identity, even when asleep” (87). The doctor, whose forays 

into the night have been deeper, immediately recalibrates her language: “[l]et a man lay himself 

down in the Great Bed and his ‘identity’ is no longer his own, his ‘trust’ is not with him, and his 

‘willingness’ is turned over and is of another permission” (87). For the doctor, we are not the 

same in the day and in the night, but both day and night belong to the self in ways which surpass 

simple identity. During the night, Dr. O’Connor goes on, a person neither “knows himself nor his 

outriders; he berserks a fearful dimension and dismounts, miraculously, in bed” (87).  

The images of self-identity we may treasure in the day are overturned in the night, for as 

the doctor states we may be “continent a long time” and yet “no sooner has our head touched our 

pillow, and our eyes left the day, then a host of merrymakers take and get” (94). Imagining 

otherwise, the doctor says, is untenable, for it would mean delimiting the self to its own daytime 

images and, through this act of identification, wilfully disregarding all the formative aspects of 

the night which also relate to one’s own meaning. Dr. O’Connor himself is untroubled by the 

night, for being his “own charlatan” (103)—i.e., a trickster who both exploits and evades 

identity—he is able to “tuck [himself] in at night, well content” (103) and at ease with what in 

the night may draw near. From the doctor’s perspective, a person cannot be himself in the guise 

of identity, which is a daytime activity. Rather, a person must be able to face and integrate the 

meaning of both day and night, even as neither may be comprehended fully: “a man is whole 

only when he takes into account his shadow as well as himself—and what is a shadow but his 

upright astonishment?” (127). In many modernist novels, including those by Woolf and 

Lawrence examined in Part Three in this study, the image of the self as a fragmented identity, if 

present at all, is resisted or rejected by the authors in favour of another possible prosaic image of 

the self, one that I suggest may be better understood through the idea of integrity. 
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In contrast to identity, integrity has a dynamic ethos or character. Along with its cognates 

‘integral’ and ‘integration,’ at the root of integrity is a sense of ‘wholeness’ with overtones of 

‘soundness.’16 The integrity of the self relies on personal comportment—i.e., the self involves 

both holding different things together (ongoing integration) and a kind of deliberate ‘directed-

ness’ in the world. Not limited merely to a once-decided moral position, integrity addresses the 

ethos of the self, as it comports itself both ontologically (in the register of ideas and absolutes) 

and ethically (in the world of concrete persons and traditions). In its dynamic character, the self 

comports itself with integrity as it participates in dialogue (meaningful relation) with the ideas, 

events, things, and persons that comprise its familiar world, and not only embraces these 

relationships but strives to address and respond to them appropriately, i.e., in a manner befitting 

their own nature, character, possibilities, and ramifications. The integral self is not defined 

abstracted from these relationships; rather, it is located in the very activity of relating itself, in 

the particular and unique way that it participates in dialogic activity.  

                                                 
16

 Cf. the Oxford English Dictionary, 2nd ed. Along with ‘integrity’ (with its ontological and ethical aspects) and 

‘integral’ (with its sense of something essential to and within a whole), the term ‘integration’ holds an important 

place in this study. Integration is the desired, dynamic end of appropriation. In its Latin roots, it conveys a sense of 

renewal or restoration to wholeness. Within English, it conveys the sense of drawing together into a whole—a 

making whole or entire. The Greek translation of integration, ενσομάτωςη (ensomatosi), or drawing into the body 

(of a whole), helps us to understand its ‘physical’ element, and allows us to note a relation between integration and 

embodiment. One might say that embodiment implies integration, and that the latter might require the former. 

Throughout this study occasionally I refer to an English word’s Greek etymology or translation, for two related 

reasons. First, Greek discourse forms the basis of many of the Orthodox theological and Western philosophical and 

cultural ideas which pertain within this study, and due to this it is frequently important to reference. Second, like 

Bakhtin I am interested in the semantic depth of the discourse in which I participate, and also like Bakhtin I am keen 

to draw this semantic depth into common dialogue, even when it is ultimate. This is a stance opposite to theoretical 

language and (some instances of) philosophical language, which appear to separate a ‘language of truth’ from the 

‘language of the people,’ so to speak. To my mind, this condescends to and effects the ruination of prosaic life—and 

I like Greek street signs. Thus I find myself at odds with the philosopher John Sallis, who writes (in an otherwise 

interesting and alluring book) of his impression of Athens: 

Continuing along the main artery into Athens, one sees nothing distinctive except the Greek script, which 

to anyone occupied with ancient Greek texts seems rather out of place when seen on street signs and on the 

facades of buildings. Nothing is to be seen that in any way makes present the antiquity, the originary 

history, in search of which one will have come to Greece. (Topographies (2006), 50-1). 

This demonstrates, I suppose, the difference between a Romantic outlook and a prosaic, traditional spirit. 
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In the profoundest sphere of dialogue—intimacy—integrity may manifest itself in the 

process of drawing near (as a form of knowing and loving) to something or someone, and on this 

ground we may note how personhood is necessarily deepened by integrity. For while personhood 

necessarily involves the idea of ‘being in relation to others’ (other things, ideas, people), it offers 

no immediate evaluative ground on which the quality and meaning of the relationship may be 

assessed. By speaking of ‘personal integrity,’ the essential relational nature of the person is 

augmented to include consideration of how one’s comportment coheres and is directed ethically. 

It is not enough to enter into dialogue; the concrete particularities of what one has to say and to 

whom also matters. The ‘breakdown’ of this image or understanding of the self is not, as it is 

with individual identity, fragmentation, which is the opposite of identity. Rather, the 

‘breakdown’ of personal integrity has two or three components which circle around the 

temptation of identity and the neglect of one’s own meaningful grounds. First, the relationships 

through which the self is composed may be thinned or weakened, and thus become more token 

than formative. The meaning of familial intimacy, as for example Anse Bundren lives through in 

William Faulkner’s As I Lay Dying (1930), is only fruitful if it is consciously embraced rather 

than assumed and then taken for granted. Second, the work of integration may, through erring 

discernment, devolve into the act of identification. This is the hard lesson Ferdinand learns in 

Céline’s Death on the Installment Plan (1936). When this happens, the ethical integrity of the 

self is misdirected or turned away from its own foundations—its own vital ultimate grounds. 

Third, if personhood is thinned relationally and integrity errs, one’s understanding of the reality 

of the self on the whole may become marred, and assume the habit of considering the self only in 

terms of identity. We see this in the work of Taylor, Rorty, and likeminded theorists. 
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To speak of the reality of the self may seem critically risky, but actually is risky only 

insofar as one neglects the fact that all literary criticism has at heart some image of reality on and 

by means of which it proceeds. As I put it in my introduction to this study, I hold that the reality 

of the self is best understood through its ethos—in the belonging-together of its ontological and 

ethical aspects. Within my basic critical constellation of absolute, tradition, and integral person 

certain parallels pertain which not only may clarify this constellation but distinguish between the 

ontological and ethical aspects and indicate something of how they relate within the whole ethos 

of the self. On the ontological level, tradition and person claim a similar form: they indicate that 

the heart of time and self ought to be understood in terms of intimate relationship and appropriate 

dialogue. On the ethical level, absolutes inform and give qualitative texture to tradition, and 

integrity informs and gives qualitative texture to the person. If tradition and person assert a 

common form, absolutes and integrity offer the means by which particular and unique 

manifestations of tradition and personhood may be grasped and assessed critically. If the joining 

together of absolute and tradition is discernible in daily, prosaic life, the particular realisation of 

personal integrity, grounded in the former (absolute and tradition), is most fully manifested in the 

intimate spheres of friendship, eros, and kinship, especially when these are seen through the 

prism of drawing near in knowledge and love.  

The critical illumination of this complex, involved constellation may occur in as brief a 

depiction as one of Ezra Pound’s “images” such as his metro petals or the ant in Canto 81, but its 

most extensive and elaborate depiction is found in the novel—and it is in the prosaic that the 

constellation coalesces most powerfully. In the following chapters of Part One I will begin to 

unpack this constellation as I understand it, beginning with Bakhtin’s fellow theorist of the novel 

Georg Lukács, anti-theologian Nietzsche, T.S. Eliot, and their critical companions on theological 
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authority and experience, and then moving onto several scholarly and literary accounts 

(including Edward Shils, Hans-Georg Gadamer, Jaroslav Pelikan, and Vladimir Lossky) and of 

tradition as it informs integrity. I begin with the modern novel, particularly Lukács, because in 

certain ways Lukács became an irresistible touchstone for those who consider and write about 

the novel in the twentieth century; Lukács’ “world abandoned by god” and Nietzsche’s “death of 

God” have become two root metaphors for how several important cultural figures have seen the 

twentieth century and its aftermath. 

 

3: Authority 

The Novel (or A Short Excursus on Georg Lukács) 

Despite the relatively close association of literary modernism with poetic formal features, 

the twentieth century saw an abundance of ‘theories of the novel’ produced from widely different 

intellectual viewpoints. Synoptic or summative accounts, even those as inclusive as Michael 

McKeon’s anthology Theory of the Novel: A Historical Approach (2000) with its dozens of 

authors, necessarily remain partial and thus partially polemic due to the overwhelming number of 

‘theories’ available.17 To begin my consideration of modernist theological contexts I will look 

briefly at Lukács’ early work Theory of the Novel (1914/1916), partly because Bakhtin knew this 

book and responds to aspects of it in his own work on the novel,18 but primarily because in the 

                                                 
17

 In this instance, while McKeon includes the three “Grand Theories” of Georg Lukács, José Ortega y Gasset, and 

Mikhail Bakhtin, and authors writing from schools of psychoanalysis, structuralism, realism, postcolonialism, etc., 

his book largely neglects critical figures like Erich Auerbach, René Girard, or Theodor Adorno, and novelists like 

D.H. Lawrence, Hermann Broch, or Milan Kundera. McKeon fits his authors to his own delimited vision, 

understandably enough. 
18

 The intellectual historian Galin Tihanov documents exhaustively the connections between Lukács and Bakhtin in 

his book The Master and the Slave: Lukács, Bakhtin, and the Ideas of the Time (2000). After citing scholarly 
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course of articulating his theory of the novel Lukács sets out his worldview—the theological, 

philosophical, epistemological, and even ethical points of reference in terms of which his theory 

of the novel ought to be read and understood. In doing this clearly, he demonstrates part of what 

I attempt to illustrate in this study, that each ‘theory’ involves a whole worldview and implies a 

cast of mind with its own particular conditions, horizons, and insights (or potential insights) that 

implicate and measure lived, prosaic reality, and in turn is implicated and measured by lived, 

prosaic reality. In other words, theory—even ‘theory of the novel’—needs the world of the novel. 

Looking back nearly half a century later Lukács writes in his 1962 preface to his first 

‘theory of the novel’ that it ought to be “rightly [...] reject[ed] root and branch” (23). His 

                                                 
speculation that Bakhtin “not only knew Lukács’ early book but also started translating it,” only to quit “on learning 

from a friend that Lukács himself no longer liked the book” (10), Tihanov stays on stabler scholarly ground: “[i]n 

the course of a two-year archival research I managed to establish that Bakhtin, at various moments in his life, had 

indeed followed closely Lukács’ writings” (11). According to Tihanov, Bakhtin “knew Lukács’ Theory of the Novel 

and also at least fourteen articles published [by Lukács] in Literaturnyi kritik between 1935 and 1938, some of 

which were later included in Lukács’ book on the historical novel” (11). Tihanov’s own intellectual framework for 

his historical reading of the two great theorists places Bakhtin in a subservient, ‘responding’ role to Lukács, whom, 

Tihanov asserts, “Bakhtin, in a sense, chose voluntarily [as] his own master” (16) and to whom Bakhtin was in 

“considerable (yet almost never acknowledged) debt” (14). Thus although it is “extremely unlikely” that Lukács 

knew Bakhtin’s work (13), and despite the fact that “Bakhtin’s possibilities for voicing his own stance were largely 

confined to a silent dialogue with his opponent” (15), Tihanov maintains a view of the central significance Lukács 

held for Bakhtin. In his own “justification” (15) of his intellectual framework, Tihanov argues that: “Lukács’ voice, 

however successfully opposed by the force of Bakhtin’s thoughts, was not processed out of Bakhtin’s mind. While 

striving to overturn Lukács’ ideas, Bakhtin’s thoughts often remained in the force-field posited by his rival’s 

masterly formulated theses” (15), which were “officially championed” in Bakhtin’s contemporary twentieth-century 

Russian “social climate” (15). Having said this, although Tihanov’s recovery of a great deal of the textured history 

common to Lukács and Bakhtin is admirable, his book remains nearly unimportant for the grounds and ends of my 

study. This is due to two factors. First, the difference in working sensibility between an intellectual historian and a 

literary critic, especially one focusing on prosaic persons and ideas, is significant enough that frustration often 

equals or surpasses mutual enrichment as a result of lengthy address. Tihanov himself illustrates this point in his 

neglect of Gary Saul Morson’s seminal work on Bakhtin, to cite but one plain example. Second, Tihanov’s own 

distinction between those who read Bakhtin as a “thinker emerging from Western, mainly German philosophical 

culture” and those who read Bakhtin as “an exclusively Russian (Orthodox) philosopher” (5) pertains to his own 

work, despite his acknowledgement of the “artificiality” of this “division” (5). By reading Bakhtin in terms of 

Lukács, Tihanov assumes a Hegelian Marxist prism, though one partly influenced by “post-structuralist readings of 

Hegel” (15); in contrast (and to hold to this distinction, though not Tihanov’s pejorative term “exclusively”), my 

own readings of Bakhtin seek to illuminate and deepen his significance for modernist novels by substantial reference 

both to his Orthodox cultural context and theological-traditional cast of mind, and to a resulting prosaic ethos of 

which Lukács seems unaware (at least in his Theory of the Novel) and Tihanov ignores (deliberately or of necessity) 

in his intellectual historical account of the two men. 
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rejection is based on two aspects of his earlier work that could no longer mesh with his political 

stance: the “mood of permanent despair over the state of the world” in which it was written, and 

the “new world” (20)—or “world to come” (153)—which he asserted Dostoevsky’s writings 

heralded but his own earlier book could neither contain nor express in terms of the “novel” 

(152). In the first case, for Lukács the yoking together of “mood” and novelistic “reflexion” 

(114) for the modern individual “amounts” to a state of “resignation” in the face of the troubled 

conditions of Lukács’ European world of 1914-15. This “resignation” is due to the condition of 

“absolute sinfulness” (18)—a phrase Lukács borrows from Johann Gottlieb Fichte—to which 

individuals are condemned in a “world that has been abandoned by God” (88)—a world for 

which “the novel” is the “representative art-form” as its “structural categories [...] constitutively 

coincide with the world as it is today” (93). The first half of this “condition” is a metaphysical 

declaration; like Nietzsche, Eliot, Freud, Weber, etc. whose thinking depends on a set of 

assumed absolute reference points (such as the will, religious truth, unconscious impulsion, or 

the ubiquity of immanent meaning), Lukács asserts what he sees as the theological state of 

things. The second half of this “condition” involves a claim that the aesthetic coordinates of the 

novel match and mirror the ultimate coordinates of metaphysical reality, in turn indicating and 

illuminating them. That there even is a discernible difference and potential distance between 

these two aspects of the human condition—what Lukács calls (at one point) “idea and reality” 

(26)—indicates a fissure in contemporary “being.” Lukács considers this a deep problem to 

which he sees no clear solution in Theory of the Novel, but which he figures in terms (“God,” 

“time,” and “individual”) that mirror—but do not match—the central constellation of terms of 

my study (absolute, tradition, and person). 
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Lukács presents his metaphysical declaration in certain terms: he speaks of “the given 

historico-philosophical realities” (56) that individuals face, and states that intellectual work is 

undertaken using “the categories prescribed by the historico-philosophical position of the 

world’s clock” (99).19 The predominant “historico-philosophical reality” for Lukács is one of “an 

age in which the extensive totality of life is no longer discreetly given, in which the immanence 

of meaning in life has become a problem, yet which still thinks in terms of totality” (56). Insofar 

as “totality” may still be considered a valid philosophical category, for Lukács it is not a 

“natural” but only a “created totality” (37) that pertains: that is, an invented aesthetic “totality” in 

the vacuum left by the fact that the “natural unity of the metaphysical spheres has been destroyed 

forever” (37). This is a “totality” due to and resulting from (aesthetic) form; what is lost is a 

“totality of being” in which “everything is already homogeneous before it is contained by 

forms,” an age “where forms are not a constraint but only the becoming conscious” of everything 

that already is the case (34). Lukács states that the ground of this age is the world of the Greek 

“epic,” where “[b]eing and destiny, action and adventure, life and essence” are “identical 

concepts” (30); its culmination is the “world of Greek philosophy,” where “knowledge is virtue, 

and virtue is happiness, where beauty is the meaning of the world made visible” (34). The 

simplicity of identification in the “natural metaphysical unity” of this age of “totality of being” 

where identity, reciprocity, and proportion determine what is the case leads to what Lukács calls 

the “normative childlikeness of the epic” (71). The “childlike” character of the epic is a vivid, if 

not exactly clear, descriptive image: while Lukács does not seem to suggest that it is a state from 

which things ought to develop—it does not read like a pejorative term for a ‘lesser’ condition—

                                                 
19

 Here we note and yet leave aside the Hegelian overtones of historical time necessarily determining cultural and 

social meaning, which I consider in what follows (cf. 15ff below) in this study ideas of historical necessity. 
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he does seem to suggest that it involves a certain ‘immaturity’ of spirit (though perhaps not of 

intellect) which will inevitably be left behind as history progresses (we recall his language of 

“given historico-philosophical realities”). This sense is reinforced by Lukács’ way of 

characterising the novel, an art form that follows the epic chronologically. 

Lukács defines the novel in contrast to the epic as the “art-form of virile maturity,” which 

“means that the completeness of the novel’s world, if seen objectively, is an imperfection, and if 

subjectively experienced, it amounts to resignation” (71). The “completeness”—or “created 

totality”—of the “novel’s world” refers both to the world in which the novel ‘lives’ and to the 

depicted world that ‘lives’ inside particular novels; it is experienced “objectively” as 

“imperfection” because its purported integrity is marred by the “remoteness, the absence of an 

effective God” (90), a metaphysical assertion that Lukács also qualifies as the “God-

forsakenness of the world” (90) or the “abandonment of the world by God” (97). If the world of 

the novel is characterised in general by the “abandonment of God,” in particular it is abandoned 

by the Western Christian God (which explains Lukács’ use of capitalisation and the singular 

rather than plural). In a passage addressing Don Quixote (1605-1616), Lukács makes this point 

explicitly: 

the first great novel of world literature stands at the beginning of the time when the 

Christian God began to forsake the world; when man became lonely and could find 

meaning and substance only in his own soul, whose home was nowhere; when the world, 

released from its paradoxical anchorage in a beyond that is truly present, was abandoned 

to its immanent meaninglessness. (103)  
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Although Lukács suggests divine agency by his language here, in that God seems to act 

of his own accord, this is, so to speak, only ‘a way of putting it.’ To maintain coherence in his 

critical sense of ‘historical necessity,’ Lukács must also describe this historical condition as one 

which “God” (or “the gods,” looking back) undergoes. Thus elaborating on the “world of the 

novel,” he writes that God, “because of the inadequacy of the material enfolding him,” becomes 

un-godly; more explicitly, due to his contemporary world situation, God “could only appear as a 

demon” and further “actually becomes a demon, arrogating to himself the role of God, in a world 

forsaken by providence and lacking transcendental orientation” (103). Within the passage of 

history as Lukács conceives it, the figure of God becomes unholy for humans, losing both his 

ethical status (as ‘good’) and his divine authority (and thus his means of providing 

“transcendental orientation”). The form of the sacred has not been abolished, but it has become 

profane, and instead of giving meaning to the world it operates within a world which without a 

transcendent anchor “appear[s] purely senseless” (87). Again, this is not solely its own doing, but 

rather is something that to a large extent ‘happens to it.’ For Lukács, the theological register of 

absolutes persists in significance, but its contents—or here, inhabitants—either do not 

necessarily endure or may not be seen to necessarily endure in time (an important distinction that 

Lukács addresses only vaguely). 

 Lukács’ world of the novel is the world of “demons.” Or to put it differently, Lukács 

construes the age of the novel as one for which the only form of divinity or absolute available is 

‘demonic.’ Historical time determines this world, for demons are “fallen gods, and gods whose 

kingdom is not yet” (86)—i.e., gods conditioned by history. Further, despite the fact that Lukács’ 

“god-become-demon” (86) retains the “same valency of reality” as a god within the “sphere” of 

“metaphysical being” (87), its “power” or authority “no longer penetrates the world” (86). Thus 
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the demon is apprehended by an historical individual or culture in terms “incomprehensible” to 

the “coherence of meaning” (86) of that individual or culture. As we see in Lukács’ explication 

of the novel form, although in this state of things the basic constellation of God, time, and 

individual still holds, confronted with the unholy parody of a “god-become-demon” the 

individual must base her own meaning on the authority of time (construed as history), a fact that 

itself threatens the dependable integrity of that meaning. 

 Lukács asserts that the novel occurs within an historical world characterised by the 

“absence of an effective God” (90), and that “demons” cannot provide the authority of a god. 

Thus the age of the novel, and coincidentally of Lukács’ own life, is one in which “the ultimate 

basis of artistic creation has become homeless” (41). The central significance of the novel for 

this world lies in the idea that its “form is, like no other, an expression of this transcendental 

homelessness” (41). In this state of things the most the individual novelist (or the abstract novel-

as-form) can do is register this metaphysical condition, explore its parameters, and illuminate its 

results. For Lukács, the novelist cannot work outside of the metaphysical conditions of his age—

“the given historico-philosophical realities with which [...] authors [are] confronted” (56) in their 

own time and place. This constriction is not limited to the novelist; Lukács writes that “[e]ven 

the mystic who aspires to the experience of a final and unique Godhead outside all formed 

concepts of a God,” and even one who “achieves such an experience” is, like the novelist, “still 

tied to the present God of his time” (91). To reiterate, both individuals and gods must operate 

“within the categories prescribed by the historico-philosophical position of the world clock”  
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(91)—that is, within the ‘economy’20 of their own particular time-space conditions as determined 

by the abstract and absolute authority of historical necessity.21 

 Lukács’s conception of the novelist trapped within the economy of historical necessity 

does allow individual novelists a measure of freedom, however, through what he terms “irony.” 

Lukács writes that “[f]or the novel, irony consists in [the] freedom of the writer in his 

relationship to God” in that he is able to “see where God is to be found in a world abandoned by 

God” (92)—that is, irony allows the novelist to see how and where “god” has become a 

“demon.” In Lukács’s own involved language: “irony, itself demonic, apprehends the demon that 

is within the subject as a metasubjective essentiality, and, therefore, when it speaks of the 

adventures of errant souls in an inessential, empty reality, it intuitively speaks of past gods and 

gods that are to come” (92). Despite the formidable, peculiar terminology of this passage, Lukács 

expresses here the essence of what he sees the novel of his time may do: the novel explores the 

diminished reality that gods play in the life of an individual or society—gods-turned-demons, 

divested of their metaphysical truth and confined to the physical world of human culture, itself 

unanchored in any transcendent world and thus meaningful only on its own “immanent,” 

“inessential” terms. These gods (demons), erstwhile guardians and arbiters of transcendent, 

metaphysical truth, have not lost all potential; some of them, although currently in “demonic” 

                                                 
20

 In its sense of “management of resources,” OED 2nd ed. 
21

 Lukács’ thinking here brushes up against an insight explored at length in the Orthodox tradition: that what is 

known, even if it is knowledge of something distant, lost, rejected, or perhaps most importantly, even if it is very 

close to one’s heart, informs (in-forms, inwardly forms) what is not known or unknown. This is what Djuna Barnes’ 

Dr. O’Connor means when he tells Nora that she has made a “formula” for her mysterious lover Robin, and has 

“dressed the unknowable in the garments of the known” (Nightwood, 145). That is, forms of knowledge or modes of 

knowing press beyond their own comprehended matter and condition one’s encounter with what is different. The 

details involved in this intellectual-spiritual register of awareness are known within the Orthodox tradition as 

apophaticism (which is distinct from ‘negative theology’). Dostoevsky demonstrates aspects of an apophatic stance 

in his novels, and Bakhtin partly, if obliquely, addresses its concerns with his sense of provisional language and 

dialogic conceptions of truth. I return to these matters in Part Two of my study (cf. 203ff). 
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form, may yet be gods “to come.” Nonetheless, their only real current value is to be found in the 

life of the individual devoid of “transcendental orientation” (103) and bound by the authority of 

historical time and its own particular form of necessity. In Lukács’ view, these individuals are 

understood as “errant souls” whose “adventures” occur in a world of meaning unfixed and 

uncertain. 

 The circumscription of the novel to the parameters of the individual largely “alone” 

(because at a distance from older and stabler sources of meaning) prompts Lukács to state that 

the “outward form of the novel,” from its historical inception down to his present day, is 

“essentially biographical” (77). This “biographical form” relates to the “unfulfillable, sentimental 

striving” of its characters (77); within these parameters, the individual or main character is 

“significant only by his relationship to a world of ideals—a ‘demonised’ form of “ideas” (92)—

that stands above him” (77). Crucially, and finally, this “world” is “realised only through its 

existence within that individual and his lived experience” (78). God in his absence and the 

demons in their presence have done their work: the reality of the “world,” even of “being” itself 

(77), is confined to and solely expressible through the “problematic individual” (78) whose self 

has become one figured through “isolated, unique, pure and therefore abstract interiority” (152). 

 Novelistic depiction of the individual thus confined, or “narrowed” (98), shows us further 

that the “world” in which the individual lives (and is portrayed) “likewise becomes narrower for 

that soul than it is in reality” (98). Lukács’ tone and diction here speak to his sense of inevitable 

“resignation”: there is something ‘real’ larger than the individual—even ‘now’—but because the 

novel, in tuned step with the “historical-philosophical realities” of the age, offers the 

“interiorised” individual as the sole focal point through which any “reality” of the “world” may 
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be apprehended and comprehended, it “leav[es] the essence of the world untouched and offer[s] 

only a distorted image22 of it” (98). Lukács states that the “distorted image” of the world seen 

through the focal point of the “narrowed” individual is “brought about” by the individual’s 

“demonic possession by an existing idea which it posits as the only, the most ordinary reality” 

(98). In Lukács’ assessment, the individual, under the influence of a “demonic” (i.e., imitative 

and counterfeit) form of absolute, accepts the “existing idea” (akin to Flaubert’s “idée reçue”) 

that things as they are—“soul narrowed,” world ‘unreal’ except in “distorted” form, “demonic 

possession” of individual being—as “the only, the most ordinary reality.” Which is to say, in an 

age such as Lukács describes, individuals are untroubled to think of it as unanchored in 

“transcendent” being or realities. 

 The scene of dereliction Lukács sees everywhere is taken by its inhabitants as ordinary, 

as something complete or at least not marked by loss. This is the world of the late-modernist (and 

fellow Hungarian) Laszlo Krasznahorkai’s novel Satantango (1985), with its tormented godless 

child Little Esti and its demonic village saviour Irimiás, but not the world of his novel Seiobo 

There Below (2008), in which the multiform divine visits a series of placid or unsettled seekers.23 

The unperturbed attitude towards this loss is due to another, greater loss that Lukács sees at the 

origins and heart of modernity, when the metaphysical “idea” was separated from and rendered 

insignificant for physical “reality,” but which he also figures in oppositional terms of gods and 

men, thoughts and action, totality and interiority, and so on. At an advanced stage of what 

Lukács sees as human cultural error, when this originary difference has become a fact of distance 

                                                 
22

 The possibilities contained in the metaphor of the distorted image, a term with rich origins and ends, are 

addressed by Bakhtin and Lossky in ways more hopeful than Lukács offers here. 
23

 Cf. my essay “Where is a gently abandoned Christ looking? The Presence of the Sacred in Laszlo 

Krasznahorkai’s Seiobo There Below” (Modern Horizons, June 2015). 
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unrecognised, Lukács characterises the state of things in terms of its results for human beings. 

He writes that “the autonomous life of interiority”—which we recall distinguishes the modern 

age from others—is possible and indeed necessary only when “the distinctions between men”—

mirroring the distinctions between “idea and reality” that pertain to our age—“have made an 

unbridgeable chasm” (66).  

The “unbridgeable chasm” between individuals is an echo and direct result of the gulf 

between “idea and reality” or being and time, for with the unity of being (which transcends and 

thus encompasses particular beings) lost or absent the character of each individual no longer has 

a common source, and relies instead on its own way of figuring the only absolute that remains: 

the necessary form of historical time. Time as historical necessity is experienced only abstractly 

or sporadically by an individual; its tangible form is time felt as duration. Lukács writes: “[t]he 

greatest discrepancy between idea and reality is time: the process of time as duration” (120). 

“Duration” for Lukács has overtones of endurance; time as duration is what the individual must 

undergo as their own particular version of historical necessity. Thus despite its apparently open 

nature, with its potential for freedom and possibilities of freshness as it proceeds, duration has a 

closed sense here, for by its very nature it is closed off from metaphysical absolutes, from that 

which would ‘rescue’ an individual from its “sluggish, yet constant progress” (121) through a 

world “distorted” by necessity. In this sense, time as duration is unredeemable, for its ethos is 

only possible as a result of the divorce of “idea” (metaphysical absolutes) from “reality” 

(physical time). This is why the novel, which is for Lukács the “representative art-form” of the 

age and the “literary form of the transcendental homelessness of the idea, includes real time—

Bergson’s durée—among its constitutive features” (121). 
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Time as duration can be “constitutive” of the novel and of an age “only” because the 

“bond with the transcendental home has been severed” (122). Cut off from transcendental or 

metaphysical meaning, the individual must find some kind of meaning in duration, the individual 

form of historical necessity. This occurs most completely in the novel-as-biography. In a long, 

evocative passage, Lukács writes: 

Duration advances upon [each] individual and passes on, but the wealth of duration 

which the instant momentarily dams and holds still in a flash of conscious contemplation 

is such that it enriches even what is over and done with: it even puts the full value of 

lived experience on events which, at the time, passed by unnoticed. And so, by a strange 

and melancholy paradox, the moment of failure is the moment of value; the 

comprehending and experiencing of life’s refusals is the source from which the fullness 

of life seems to flow. What is depicted is the total absence of any fulfilment of meaning, 

yet the work attains the rich and rounded fullness of a true totality of life. (126) 

In this passage Lukács admits the only bit of hope for and recuperation of an individual’s “lived 

experience” in an age “without God” is the sensible fullness of one’s lamentation over lost total 

meaning. Through a kind of pausing of the “sluggish, yet constant progress” of time, an 

individual is able to come to some kind of “comprehension” of that which is not available or may 

be irretrievably lost to him. This comprehension is a “moment of failure,” but it is also a 

“moment of value” as the recognition of failure is the fullest moment of meaning possible for the 

individual in Lukács’ age. This pause, which temporarily ‘overcomes’ duration, may be found in 

acts of memory or remembrance, but its richest form is the novel. The novel depicts “the total 

absence of any fulfillment of meaning,” but through aesthetic form offers an image of a true 
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“totality of life”—i.e., of biography apart from proper absolute reference points. This is the 

“created totality” (37) of which Lukács speaks in the absence of “natural” totality, long since lost 

to human society. 

 We recall here Lukács’s premise for his Theory of the Novel: “the novel” is “the 

representative art-form of our age” (93) in a world bereft of God, and this means that for Lukács 

and his followers the “novel form” is the finest “expression of this transcendental homelessness” 

(41). In this view, the novel shows us the ethical result of the ontological gulf by which this 

world is constituted: it is saturated by a “mood” of “resignation,” an attentiveness to loss that 

recognises that the only “moment of value” is the inevitable “moment of failure,” and quietly 

suggests that individuals act with this in mind. In this it includes a hallmark of world wisdom: an 

acceptance of limitations, of finitude, of mortality. If the novel stayed at this level—a bleak 

mirror for a bleak age—its existence may be justified but could hardly be acclaimed. For Lukács, 

however, the key element of art is that it “always says ‘And yet!’ to life” (72). Art’s matter is 

life, but it resists domination by its matter primarily through form. Lukács writes that the 

“creation of forms is the most profound confirmation of the existence of a dissonance,” but 

whereas with “all other genres” this noted “dissonance precedes the act of form-giving,” for the 

novel “it is the form itself” (72). The novel-form is “the existence of a dissonance” in that the 

“created totality” towards which it moves at once registers the “loss” or “absence” of a God who 

would in his presence offer the world a “totality of being” (34) beyond or unconcerned with 

forms, and also in its depictive totality demonstrates the impossibility of humanity without some 

form of totality. The very form of the novel substitutes, as it were, for the lived totality no longer 

(or “not yet”) available to individuals in particular, and humankind in general, of content.  
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From this ground Lukács asserts that the novel’s form is distinct from other art forms, for 

its form—despite reflecting fully the “historico-philosophical realities” of the age—remains 

something restless, something that works to overcome its own conditions, despite the failure 

Lukács suggests will inevitably attend such an effort. From this ground Lukács states that “the 

novel, in contrast to other genres whose existence resides within the finished form, appears as 

something in process of becoming” (72-3), for he asserts that “the novel, by transforming itself 

into a normative being of becoming, surmounts itself” (73). That is, the form of the novel 

somehow allows it to surmount its content, which is stuck on the ‘wrong side’ of the gulf 

between “being and time” and “idea and reality.” 

Despite his suggestions of hope for the novel in age without God or proper totality, 

Lukács anticipates no simple passage out of this state of things for individuals. He does, 

however, admit to a partial sense of what may come or what is coming, which he figures through 

the work and person of Dostoevsky. Like Nietzsche and Bakhtin, Lukács ascribes particular 

significance to the Russian novelist’s works and ideas. In the final few pages of the last chapter 

of his Theory (“Tolstoy and the Social Forms of Life”), after noting that although with Tolstoy’s 

epical novels (or novelistic epics) “intimations of a breakthrough into a new epoch are visible,” 

these are intended as “polemical, nostalgic, and abstract” efforts (152). However, Lukács states, 

in the works of Dostoevsky, Tolstoy’s compatriot and sometime foil, “this new world, remote 

from any struggle against what actually exists, is drawn for the first time simply as a seen 

reality” (152). This is the reason why Lukács states that Dostoevsky and “the form he created” 

cannot be integrated into the “scope” of his Theory of the Novel, for “Dostoevsky did not write 

novels, and the creative vision revealed in his works has nothing to do, either as affirmation or as  
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rejection, with European nineteenth-century Romanticism or the many, likewise Romantic, 

reactions against it” (152).  

Lukács’ enthusiasm for Dostoevsky is not unusual in modernity; as Galin Tihanov states, 

“European intellectual life prior to the first world war was attended by a veritable Dostoevsky 

mania” (167). Even a cursory consideration of modernist prose writers shows strong responses to 

the Russian writer—whether of admiration (Nietzsche, Kafka, Proust, Faulkner, Broch, 

Gombrowicz, Freud, Mann, etc.) or intellectual respect (Woolf, Robert Musil, Céline, Albert 

Camus, etc.) or impassioned disagreement (D.H. Lawrence, Vladimir Nabokov, Henry James, 

etc.). Dostoevsky seems to leave few authors of that time indifferent.24 However, as with all 

particular enthusiasms it is more significant to address the details rather than the tenor of Lukács’ 

position here. Dostoevsky’s voice or vision is unprecedented to Lukács’ mind, and indeed one 

can affirm with reason that aspects of the tradition Dostoevsky presents in his novels such as The 

Idiot (1869), Demons (1872), and The Brothers Karamazov (1880) and essays (in his Writer’s 

Diary) such as “Environment” (1873), “Two Suicides” (1876), “The Sentence” (1876), or his 
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 Cultural appreciation of Dostoevsky's spirit and ideas is not confined to literature, and two great filmmakers in 

particular note his significance. Throughout Andrei Tarkovsky’s Time within Time: the Diaries 1970-1986 (1994) 

references to Dostoevsky reoccur, bookended by a consideration of a film on the author —“‘Dostoevsky’ could 

become the whole point of what I want to do in cinema” (3)—and a series of notes on how and why to film 

Dostoevsky’s novel The Idiot (371-8). Robert Bresson, Tarkovsky’s master and one of the greatest artists (or 

perhaps the greatest artist) of the twentieth century, records his regard for Dostoevsky throughout his films and 

interviews (published in Robert Bresson on Robert Bresson: Interviews 1943-1983). Bresson’s admiration for 

Dostoevsky is lucid: he states that “one can’t not think about Dostoevsky, who for me, for all of us, for all of the 

people of our era, is an important model” (77-8), a regard due to “the genius of Dostoevsky” (205), which for 

Bresson is due to the fact that Dostoevsky “works with feelings and I believe in feelings,” and that “everything that 

[Dostoevsky] does, without exception, rings true” (217), something which for Bresson makes Dostoevsky “the 

greatest” (228). Bresson learns from Dostoevsky the value of the revelation of a donkey (152-3, 174), and notes the 

“formal perfection” (217, 228) of Dostoevsky’s novelistic work. It seems further that Bresson planned a film of The 

Idiot, but was unable to secure the resources to do it—an artistic tragedy of the twentieth century, especially when 

coupled with the fact that Bresson could not find the resources to film the biblical book of Genesis either, another 

planned late project. On the other hand, Bresson’s film Une femme douce, adapted from what Gary Saul Morson in 

his “Introductory Study” to Dostoevsky’s Diary calls “perhaps the greatest short story” (13) Dostoevsky wrote—

“The Meek One: A Fantastic Story” (A Writer’s Diary, November 1876)—is an exquisite cinematographic rendition 

of Dostoevsky’s work. 
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extended considerations of murder trials had never before found so powerful a public voice as 

the one he offers. The tradition Dostoevsky depicts contains few greater artistic forebears (except 

perhaps Aleksandr Pushkin, an artist of a different temperament), and so for Lukács, unlike 

Bakhtin who knew Dostoevsky’s traditional world through lived experience, Dostoevsky really 

does come across as one in whom there is a “new world” expressed—perhaps a different world 

with a different kind of absolute, the image of whom remains vital, if contested, in Dostoevsky’s 

work. For Lukács, the novel form helps fill in the meaning of God’s absence; for Dostoevsky, as 

we will see, the novel is the rich and appropriate form through which ultimate, personal meaning 

may be apprehended. Like Hermann Broch, whose own intellectual sense of things is (for this 

writer) sharper and profounder, Lukács sees the last part of the trajectory of European culture 

and humanities tied, in affirmation or rejection, to the great current of Romanticism, to which 

Lukács asserts rightly that Dostoevsky does not relate naturally or simply (or perhaps, as Lukács 

has it, at all). Lukács’ point that Dostoevsky “did not write novels” fits only the particular 

definition of the novel that he develops in his Theory of the Novel, but this is a sticking point 

only if one makes specialised terminology the Ding an sich (thing-in-itself) of thinking (cf. 

Michael Bell’s fine criticism, 322 fn. 146 below). 

 Lukács states that the most significant dimension of Dostoevsky’s work is that he offers a 

different way of seeing, for he “belongs to the new world” (152), and a different way of thinking 

artistically, and so “only a formal analysis” (152) of Dostoevsky’s works “can show whether” in 

his work Dostoevsky “completes” this “new world” or simply begins to set the “songs” (153) on 

which this “new world” will be founded. Lukács’ emphasis on Dostoevsky’s form and the need 

for a formal analysis of his works as a portal to comprehending their enduring significance is 

echoed in other important modernist theorists of the novel. In his essay “Notes on the Novel” 
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(1925), José Ortega y Gasset writes that “the work of art is what it is thanks to the form it 

imposes upon the material or subject” (75); he further suggests that while “much has been said 

about what is going on in Dostoevsky’s novels and very little about their form” (75), nonetheless 

“Dostoevsky was, above all, a past master of novelistic technique and one of the greatest 

innovators of the form of the novel” (76). A large part of Dostoevsky’s significance for Ortega is 

not that he “uses the material of life” but rather “because he uses the form of life” (87); that is, in 

Dostoevsky novelistic form is identified with “the form of life.”25 And in France a few decades 

later, in two books on Dostoevsky and the novel the critic René Girard lays the foundation for his 

ongoing and influential theory of the cultural genesis of mimetic desire and the figure of the 

scapegoat. In Deceit, Desire, and the Novel (1961) Girard examines forms of desire in 

Dostoevsky’s narratives and characters to develop his own ideas about mimetic violence and 

how ‘false’ absolutes can, when grasped through a Romantic outlook, come to determine a 

person’s life; and in Resurrection from the Underground (1963/2012, originally titled 

Dostoïevski, du double à l’unité), Girard provides a summative or even recapitulative look at 

Dostoevsky’s major works through Girard’s own theory of the figure of the double. In this latter 

work Girard writes that there is an “operational formalism” at work in Dostoevsky, a form that is 

“a means of knowing, an instrument of exploration” (48) and because of this “it is proper to 

define [Dostoevsky] by his quest for form, because by form as intermediary he accomplishes the 
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 We may note here that in this same essay Ortega provides one of the earliest and clearest intellectual articulations 

of the novel’s emphasis on ordinary life. He writes that “[i]n the realm of the novel nothing of the kind [i.e., 

“marvellous experiences”] exists,” and instead “here life is precisely daily life. It is in reporting the wonders of the 

simple, unhaloed hour, not in expiating on the extraordinary, that the novel displays its specific graces” (88). His 

footnote to these thoughts makes his position even more explicit: 
This aesthetic stress on the daily and this strict preclusion of marvels and wonders is essential to the 

modern novel. It characterises Don Quixote in contrast to the romances of chivalry. Indeed, were we to 

determine the conditions of the modern novel, we should only need to ascertain what a literary prose 

production must look like that makes a principle of eliminating marvels. (88-9) 

In his large work Sources of the Self, Taylor refers to neither Cervantes nor Ortega. 
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penetration of reality, the knowledge of the world and himself. The form here literally precedes 

the meaning, and this is why it is bestowed as pure form” (67-8). 

 Lukács’, Ortega’s, and Girard’s respective (and perhaps not unrelated) emphases on 

Dostoevsky’s ‘form’—not to the detriment of ‘content,’ but rather as its manifest ethos—

reminds us of the analogous relationship between the integral form of the novel (the novel’s form 

of integrity) and the integral form of tradition (tradition’s form of integrity), a kinship we see 

developed in the work of Bakhtin. And of course, Bakhtin wrote the best-known book on 

Dostoevsky’s form: Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics (1929/63), also translated as The 

Aesthetics of Creation of Dostoevsky.26 In his note “From the Author” with which he begins the 

book, Bakhtin writes that his “present book is devoted to problems of Dostoevsky’s poetics [i.e., 

aesthetics of creation], and surveys his work from that viewpoint only” (3). While this ground 

may be seen as a cautious move to get his book past the Soviet censors, despite its potential 

overtones of dry dissection his declared viewpoint is actually (or potentially) revolutionary: 

“[w]e consider Dostoevsky one of the greatest innovators in the realm of artistic form. He 

created, in our opinion, a completely new type of artistic thinking” (3). In the rest of his book 

Bakhtin develops this sense of Dostoevsky’s “artistic form” and “artistic thinking” in terms of 

embodied personal dialogue, openness, and “unfinalisability”; and here we find significant 

contrasts with Lukács, who figures the novel in terms of “unbridgeable chasms” between 

individuals, “totality” (or totalising forms), and ontological and therefore personal foreclosure 

due to historical necessity.  
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 Prof. Jerry Zaslove, Simon Fraser University, private correspondence. 
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I do not mean to neglect Lukács’ potential significance here. His exploration of human 

interpersonal meaning under conditions of illegitimate or “demonic” absolutes worsened by 

historical necessity as an assumed ultimate reference point; his consideration of the implications 

of the human being construed as an “individual”; his assessment of how form, especially 

novelistic form, indicates an ontological fissure or “dissonance” and yet may ‘twist’ away from 

its domination—all of these ideas, taken as insights into elemental forms of meaning which 

pertain to modernist possibilities, may have vitality beyond Lukács’ own theory of the novel. 

There may be, however, too fundamental a tension to surpass in taking too simply Lukács’ 

insights from where they fit into his ‘total’ vision of his era and applying them elsewhere. This is 

not due primarily to the content of his basic constellation—after all, the terms ‘gods,’ ‘history,’ 

and ‘individuals’ remain at least somewhat comprehensible (and potentially supple) even in the 

direst conditions. It is a matter, though, of the form in which Lukács invests his ideas and 

images. To the extent that his ideas and images assume forms of necessity, foreclosure, 

“sinfulness,” isolation, and immutability—as they often do—they are unable to offer anything 

beyond their own philosophical context within Lukács’ Theory. That they have sometimes been 

understood in this way, or not in this way, attests more to the cast of mind of Lukács’ readers 

than to the import of Lukács’ own thinking through his troubled era with the novel. 

 Thus although Lukács’ theory of the novel is based on an intellectual assessment of the 

theological state of the world (“abandoned by God”) which spoke to and for a significant portion 

of twentieth-century culture, the philosophical system of which his declarations about God are of 

a piece did not gain the same widespread attention—even for his own later thinking. Lukács 

wrote in the modernist era, but for his immediate generation, which struggled with the idea of  
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God, there was a different predominant figure in the cultural and philosophical landscape: 

Friedrich Nietzsche. 

 

Theology 

 A significant portion of modernist novelists partake of Lukács’s general intellectual spirit 

and present troubled ideas of God, sometimes passionately so. Woolf is adamant in her 

repulsion: she writes in “A Sketch of the Past” (1939-40) that despite the beauty and 

connectedness of meaning in life and art “certainly and emphatically there is no God” (Moments 

of Being, 72), and calls T.S. Eliot’s conversion to Anglicanism “obscene” (11 Feb. 1928; Letters 

vol. 3, 457-8). Her close contemporary James Joyce is less combative but no less firm. In Ulysses 

(1922), Stephen Dedalus states that God is a “shout in the street” (54), and we understand that 

for him “God” is one of “these big words […] which make us so unhappy” (31); like “history,” 

religion is part of the “nightmare from which [he] is trying to awake” (34). In France several 

years earlier, Marcel Proust’s narrator Marcel reflects at the end of Swann’s Way (1913) that: 

When a belief vanishes, there survives it—more and more vigorously, so as to cloak the 

absence of the power, now lost to us, of imparting reality to new things—a fetishistic 

attachment to the old things which it once did animate, as if it was in them and not in 

ourselves that the divine spark resided, and as if our present incredulity had a contingent 

cause—the death of the gods. (510-11)  

The import of these three stances—Woolf’s compete rejection of the issue, Joyce’s casual, 

derisive dismissal, and Proust’s subtle grasp of how an alteration in internal spiritual make-up 



47 

 

can lead both to a claim of external metaphysical change and to mistaking the fundamental 

ground of that original internal spiritual reality—is well expressed in the work of Nietzsche, the 

most significant early cultural and philosophical critic of modernity.  

 As part of his great project to provide “a revaluation of all values” (Twilight of the Idols 

(1888), 465), Nietzsche tells his parable of the “madman” (The Gay Science (1882), §125) who 

“lit a lantern in the bright morning hours,” went to the agora, and “cried incessantly ‘I seek God! 

I seek God’—as many of those who did not believe in God were standing around just then, he 

provoked much laughter” (GS, 181). Despite the derision from those for whom the question of 

belief in God had become ludicrous, Nietzsche’s ‘madman’ continues: 

‘Whither is God?’ he cried: ‘I will tell you. We have killed him—you and I. All of us are 

his murderers. But how did we do this? How could we drink up the sea? Who gave us the 

sponge to wipe away the entire horizon? What were we doing when we unchained this 

earth from its sun? Whither is it moving now? Whither are we moving? Away from all 

suns? Are we not plunging continually? Backward, sideward, forward, in all directions? 

Is there still any up or down? Are we not straying as through an infinite nothing? Do we 

not feel the breath of empty space? Has it not become colder? Is not night continually 

closing in on us? Do we not need to light lanterns in the morning? Do we hear nothing as 

yet of the noise of the gravediggers who are burying God? Do we smell nothing as yet of 

the divine decomposition? Gods, too, decompose. God is dead. God remains dead. And 

we have killed him.’ (GS, 181) 

This passage is rich in insight and implication. First, Nietzsche dispenses with the idea 

that the life or death of God is a matter of belief or unbelief. This is shown by the madman—i.e., 
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the man whose mind has been unsettled from its usual resting places—bringing a lantern to shed 

light on a scene that is already occurring in daylight, suggesting that what seems clear is not 

actually or not yet as clear as one would believe. The people in the marketplace—‘unbelievers’ 

who scorn his interest in what for them is a settled and no longer pressing question—treat his 

quest like a fool’s errand, which provokes his challenging question of ‘what has really happened 

here?’ Belief is unimportant—we are neither told nor sure if the madman himself believes or 

disbelieves in God. Belief is not the point; the madman is interested in the human action that 

brought about the current state of things, which he claims is murder of the divine. If belief is a 

matter of the mind or of ‘faith,’ murder is a matter of volition (even if unrecognised as such 

here), and the will is at the centre of human meaning for Nietzsche. Having shifted the tenor of 

his question from an intellectual to a more visceral register, Nietzsche leaves aside27 the complex 

issue of ‘how did’ this happen to the more practical question of ‘how could’ this happen—that is, 

what in humanity could bring about this event, and what are its ramifications? Nietzsche’s 

imagery here is specific: the “sea,” which has been “drunk” up, stands in for a source of 

sustenance and growth; the “entire horizon,” which has been “wiped away,” stands in for the 

hitherto foreseeable realm of present and future possibilities; and the “earth,” now “unchained” 

from its “sun,” stands in for the world of individuals now asunder from what until now was its 

ultimate ontological ground and its moral point of reference. Bereft of “sea,” “horizon,” and 

“sun,” “we” have lost direction and momentum, and are “straying” through a “cold,” “empty 

space” or “infinite nothing”—a space in which day is as dark as night and requires “lanterns” to 

enable vision. Here, the shift from the light of a sun to the light of a lantern transposes the human  
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 For the time being; his answer to this matter is found in his work as a whole. 
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need for light from a large, impersonal (and inscrutable) source to one from deliberate, personal 

effort. 

The movement from the level of vast nature to individual work speaks to the complicated 

tensions between particular and general in these passages: although the death (or murder) of God 

is a product of an act of the will—even if the will operates in an unrecognised manner, beyond 

immediate consciousness—the event of God’s demise may not be understood as a private affair, 

confined to the mind or heart of specific individuals with specific concerns. Indeed, the reverse is 

the case: the loss of the absolute or ultimate coordinate by which human meaning had hitherto 

been determined results in an alteration of the contemporary zeitgeist, in which everyone—the 

madman’s repeated “we”—is involved. In particular, the death of God is not merely a one-time 

event from which recovery will be fairly straightforward, if potentially difficult. Rather than 

making God’s death a matter for individual struggle disconnected from things in general, 

Nietzsche gives God a mortal form in death and focuses on his “decomposition.” God is now 

seen as meat rotting, the stench of which will trouble common humanity’s spiritual climate for 

some time. Gods do not decompose quickly; their burial is uneasy; their posthumous presence 

persists in ways that want combating. Nietzsche refers to this state in a section of The Gay 

Science entitled “New Struggles” (§108) that precedes his parable of the madman. He writes: 

“[a]fter Buddha was dead, his shadow was still shown for centuries in a cave—a tremendous, 

gruesome shadow. God is dead; but given the way of men […] we still have to vanquish his 

shadow, too” (167).  

To return to Nietzsche’s parable: following the section quoted above, Nietzsche begins to 

address concerns that come with God’s death. His madman says: 
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“How shall we comfort ourselves, the murderer of all murderers? What was holiest and 

mightiest of all that the world has yet owned has bled to death under our knives: who will 

wipe this blood off us? What water is there to clean ourselves? What festivals of 

atonement, what sacred games shall we have to invent? Is not the greatness of this deed 

too great for us? Must we ourselves not become gods simply to appear worthy of it? 

There has never been a greater deed; and whoever is born after us—for the sake of this 

deed he will belong to a higher history than all history hitherto.” (181) 

If the stench of God decomposing causes people to feel viscerally and spiritually ill, the shadow 

of God remaining on the wall of the cave indicates the persistence of certain habits of mind that 

linger long after God’s death. The first prompts concrete efforts of expiation; the second, when 

recognised for what it is, prompts the struggle to reattune the mind and spirit such that neither is 

determined any longer by the economy of the God that is no more. Significantly, the two states—

feeling spiritually ill at ease, and thinking in a way determined by the old God—work together in 

a person, for responsibility for an act only makes sense within a whole worldview that gives it 

specific value. The madman is still speaking from within this ‘old’ worldview when he lists 

aspects of possible expiation. He begins by acknowledging an ancient claimed justification for 

religion—that it provides comfort or consolation—but then moves on quickly to the source of the 

worldview: “what was holiest and mightiest.” The nature of this phrase is conditional—for the 

“holiest and mightiest” is not presented objectively (i.e., ‘that has been of this world’) but rather 

in terms that implicate human culture: “the holiest and mightiest of all that the world has yet 

owned.”  
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With the phrase “has yet owned,” Nietzsche posits two things: first, that an absolute 

remains abstract and ineffective when it is not “owned” and thus drawn into the sphere of ‘one’s 

own’ vision, worldview, etc.; second, that an absolute is only “owned” (drawn into ‘one’s own’) 

when it is recognised to have some valid meaning—or, put differently, God only fits into a world 

that has prepared itself for him. In both cases, human creative or interpretative work is involved, 

and this is to what Nietzsche’s madman refers when he alludes to “our” responsibility for God’s 

death. Moving carefully from possible help from elsewhere (“who will wipe this blood off us?”) 

to the responsibility-alleviating matter possibly involved (“what water is there for us to clean 

ourselves?”), Nietzsche arrives at typical religious rituals (“festivals of atonement,” “sacred 

games”) which instead of propitiating or pleasing a living God now may ease us of his death and 

absence. Notably, while maintaining an old, recognisable format of festivals and games, these 

acts shall have to be “invented”; they must be made different because now they are related to 

divine death rather than to divine life.  

The madman’s next two questions shift the focus from acts and rituals that may relieve 

the spiritually ill-at-ease to the possible reattunement of the mind to a new reality regarding 

absolutes. Having foregrounded this shift in focus by mentioning “invention,” he asks if the 

“greatness of this deed” is “too great” still for those involved. The deed is done, but for it to be 

“our deed,” for it to be “owned” by “us” requires a level of understanding and conscious 

intention that may not yet be readily available to people. To measure up to the “greatness of this 

deed” may mean that “we ourselves [must] become gods simply to appear worthy of it.”  

These are pregnant phrases, but I will limit myself to noting three important implications 

of what Nietzsche writes here. First, men must “become gods” in order to twist free of being 
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confined to the old system of the now-dead God. This suggests that although the old way of 

thinking may persist in insidious ways (signaled by the phrase “in order to appear worthy”), the 

“greatness of this deed” shows that although he was still powerful, God had become a burden of 

which to be rid rather than a presence to endure or enjoy. Second, getting rid of God does not 

necessarily mean getting rid of a hierarchical means of evaluation. By using words like 

“greatness” and “gods,” Nietzsche remains within an organized set of values that, although given 

new content and meaning, maintains a need for absolutes by which other, lesser things may be 

assessed and through which future potential may be measured. For Nietzsche the choice is not 

between the old theology and the new nihilism (that is, between God and nothing); rather, the 

struggle involves determining a proper set of coordinating values by which human deeds may be 

measured. Third, this new absolute which will determine values is still in the personal figure of a 

“god,” but this “god” is or will be a human god—a god of this world, apart from the 

metaphysical dualism which in Nietzsche’s estimation had—until his time—largely determined 

the course of Western human history and culture. Nietzsche’s absolute is personal, a man who 

becomes a “god” and who will inaugurate and “belong to a higher history than all history 

hitherto.”28 

 Following his impassioned, questioning appeal to the men, Nietzsche’s madman “fell 

silent”; the others were “silent” as well and “stared at him in astonishment” (182). Realising that 

the essence of what he said was unintelligible to them, he “threw his lantern to the ground” (182) 

and says, as if in defeat:  

                                                 
28

 Thus not only is Nietzsche’s absolute personal and in time, but he “belongs” to time. As I state above and will 

elaborate in the “Tradition” section of Part One (cf. 81ff), personal and historical time lived in light of a set of values 

determined by an absolute become a matter of tradition, with its anchor in the past and its future outlined by the 

vitality and integrity of the present. 
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“I have come too early [...] my time is not yet. This tremendous event is still on its way, 

still wandering; it has not yet reached the ears of men. Lightning and thunder require 

time; the light of the stars requires time; deeds, though done, still require time to be seen 

and heard. This deed is still more distant to them than the most distant stars—and yet they 

have done it themselves.” (182) 

The disjunction to which the madman points here—between the performance of an act and the 

realisation of what it means—indicates a temporal hiatus in which his audience lives. The deed is 

done but is “not yet” felt to be their own; the deed has “not yet” been integrated into the fabric of 

their consciousness. This first lack of integration in turn illuminates a second: the lack of 

integration between an absolute whose authority still determines things (even if in death, as here) 

and the individual and community for whom that absolute is still a determining presence. The 

madman claims that the gathered men are living out an image of absolute meaning (a worldview) 

of which they are not aware, the result of which is that individual and historical time are out of 

joint. In revealing that a God thought irrelevant still matters and that because of this the men are 

unable to discern the true spirit of the age, Nietzsche’s madman brings forward the prophetic 

element29 in his general ‘madness.’ 

 The reason that the deed that “they themselves” have done is still so “distant” from their 

own consciousness has to do with the characterisation of the men who “did not believe in God.” 

                                                 
29

 As may be found in the Jewish scriptures, prophecy here involves not a proleptic vision of the future but rather a 

certain stern and lucid censuring of the ethos of the present day grounded in a heightened clarity around how past 

events and actions have somehow gone astray from what would have been and perhaps ought to have been possible. 

In this view of prophecy the future is brought in only to allow a measure of hope (in renewed possibilities, not in 

solutions) for the present; the primary focus is how an improper sense and appreciation (or integration) of ‘what has 

been’ makes ‘what is now’ unable to conceive its true ground and horizons—and so will move into ‘what will be’ 

unprepared to confront its reality. 
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Since these are the same men who have “killed” God, Nietzsche notes a basic dissonance at 

work. While remaining untroubled and indifferent on an intellectual level, the men were 

accomplishing “great” deeds on the more obscure level of will and instinct. For Nietzsche this 

distinction is not minor: he means to not only unsettle, as did Arthur Schopenhauer, the 

established, post-Enlightenment norm that the intellect is our primary instrument for assessing 

what is real, but, further, to offer a response to the problem of God’s “shadow” persisting on the 

cave wall. For the shadow of God—the enduring outline of God’s determining presence as 

absolute—will remain as long as men think of him in terms of belief or unbelief. Belief or lack 

of belief do nothing to God; he remains real (or not real) despite individual intellectual 

predilection. Rather than this approach, Nietzsche says, God as he has been figured until now 

must be killed—or speaking more precisely, men must realise fully that God has been killed, and 

his death has changed human being and possibility in ways that must be “owned” and integrated 

by each individual. Those who can “own” and integrate this act and its ramifications will 

necessarily become “god”-like themselves, for they who are able to unsettle absolutes have 

something of that “heightened” register within themselves. The first man to demonstrate this will 

become a ‘model of god’ for those to follow—but this first ‘god-man’ will live not by his 

intellect (as if theology were a matter of belief) but rather by his instinct and will, and his will, 

rather than his ideas, will posit the values of this different, God-less world.30  

 Nietzsche is well aware of the danger of elevating an ordinary man into an extraordinary 

figure, and in the significant majority of his work makes no sustained effort to colour in his 

                                                 
30

 Martin Heidegger’s essay “Nietzsche’s Word: God is dead” (1943) addresses the implications of continuing to 

think in terms of “values” after metaphysical notions of God have been rejected. Heidegger’s critique of Nietzsche 

argues the untenability of separating value and God as Nietzsche works to do here. To Heidegger, Nietzsche remains 

a metaphysician as long as he holds onto value as a central tenet of thinking. 
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simple outlines. Nonetheless, he—again, like a prophet—takes care to guard against false 

assumptions around this “great” figure-to-come, for insofar as the past and present are not 

appropriately comprehended and integrated they will set the ground for a dis-figured future. Thus 

in the second essay of his Genealogy of Morals (1887), he addresses a potential 

misunderstanding to do with the provenance of absolute figures: 

If one imagines this rude kind of logic carried to its end, then the ancestors of the most 

powerful tribes are bound eventually to grow to monstrous dimensions through the 

imagination of growing fear and to recede into the darkness of the divinely uncanny and 

unimaginable: in the end the ancestor must necessarily be transfigured into a god. 

Perhaps this is even the origin of gods, an origin therefore out of fear! (II, §19) 

By mistaking strength and longevity of effect for authority, Nietzsche states, we begin to mistake 

the character of an absolute or god, which neither necessarily overwhelms nor is necessarily 

constantly visible for a long time. To attempt to explain the power of figures of the absolute in 

human consciousness by reference to evident earthly power accords reality to something based 

on reading back through perceived widespread effect to claims of extraordinary origin. This is 

similar to stating that belief or unbelief renders God real or false; the problem here is the 

confusion of agreed perception and valid recognition of reality, and the disregard for testing the 

absolute as it translates into the world of time and space and is integrated into the sphere of 

person and community.  

Nietzsche notes a correlate “psychological explanation” of this knowledge despite 

distance: “[t]o derive something unknown from something familiar relieves, comforts, and 

satisfies, besides giving a feeling of power” (Twilight, 497). Following this idea, one might 
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suggest that to draw something near (or to pretend its distance from one is not real) for one’s 

own advantage, rather than for the value of the thing in itself and in relation to oneself, is to work 

to enlarge or project oneself rather than to seek to know and love something different and new. It 

is knowledge as a form of complete explanation or envelopment, and a particularly attractive 

form of it is to claim to know the historical origins and thus the source of something or 

someone’s authority. Against this way of considering authority, Nietzsche writes that “[b]y 

searching out origins, one becomes a crab. The historian looks backward; eventually he also 

believes backward” (Twilight, 470).  

Concerned with the shifting grounds of the dynamic processes of life, Nietzsche criticises 

the intellectual equation of knowing the authority of an absolute with knowing the (purported) 

origin of an absolute, as if provenance reveals essence, or as if it were possible to abstract events 

from history into the realm of definitional certainty. I suggest here and in the next section 

(“Tradition”) that it is not by abstracting an absolute from history that one is able to assess its 

nature and authority, as if it could maintain its meaning in what Bakhtin calls a “void” (A&A, 

144; cf. 163ff below). Rather, the opposite is the case: it is only by drawing an absolute down 

into the temporal flow of history that its meaning (and therefore its authority) is comprehensible 

in enduring terms which inwardly form and sustain a living tradition. Terms endure when they 

are part of a provisional discourse—a ‘living’ discourse that is conditioned by concrete persons 

and particularities within the flow of time, a discourse open to revision, addition, and 

augmentation as it encounters and interacts with other discourses and viewpoints.  

Absolutes have reality for Nietzsche only in embodied form. To allow absolutes or 

concepts to be real apart from the provisional world of time and place is to admit Nietzsche’s 
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philosophical adversary Platonic metaphysical dualism back into the picture. For Nietzsche, such 

a move means both to countenance a register of reality ‘more real’ than human reality, and to see 

the abstract register of certainty and finished definitions as a locus of greater truth than the world 

of human process and development. Nietzsche writes: “[o]nly that which has no history is 

definable” (Genealogy II, § 13) and thus finalisable, i.e., translatable from the concrete world of 

time and place into the frozen world of certainty (which for Nietzsche characterises Plato’s 

Forms and Ideas). 

Nietzsche states that there is nothing finally abstract in the question of the life and death 

of God, and so when he confronts the specific form of God in the tradition he knows and 

addresses best—Protestant Christianity—he does not concentrate his efforts on claims either of 

origin or of abstract definition. Instead, he examines what he sees as the primary effect of its God 

within the world of tradition and intimacy: individual guilt. Nietzsche writes that: “[t]he advent 

of the Christian God, as the maximum god attained so far, was […] accompanied by the 

maximum feeling of guilty indebtedness [Des Schuldgefühls] on earth” (Genealogy II, §20). The 

overwhelming focus on guilt makes Christianity a “metaphysics of the hangman” (Twilight, 

500), governed by an implacable God over against whom individuals stand, unjustified and 

unreconciled. In this theological framework, even human freedom is defined in reference to 

guilt: Nietzsche writes that humans were “considered ‘free’ so that they might be judged and 

punished—so that they might become guilty” (Twilight, 499). This God against whom Nietzsche 

fights gave humans freedom in order that they might become un-free, bound by guilt to an 

absolute which can never be satisfied. This was done by a shift in human self-understanding: 

what in Nietzsche’s philosophy is “natural” for individuals, becomes in Christianity “unnatural.” 

The fundamental register of individual will and instinct which for Nietzsche is the deepest and 
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most significant part of the self comes to be seen as an affront to God’s rule, and thus must be 

weakened and diverted to new “moral” ends. In his Genealogy of Morals, Nietzsche writes that 

“all instincts that do not discharge themselves outwardly turn inward—this is what I call the 

internalisation of man: thus it was that man first developed what was later called his ‘soul’” (II, 

§16). As the “soul” became the focal point of Christianity, it became the reference point for 

meaning—the locus of individual identity confronting the absolute. The meaning of the Christian 

God is “internalised,” but it is not yet integrated. The Christian absolute conditions the individual 

‘one’s own,’ but it is a relationship of denial rather than one of dialogue and augmented 

meaning.  

In this theological framework, that which for Nietzsche is “the essence of life, its will to 

power” (II, §12) which is his own “language” for the “instinct for freedom” (II, §18) is “forcibly 

made latent” and “pushed back and repressed, incarcerated within and finally able to discharge 

and vent itself only on itself,” a process which “alone” is the source of the “bad conscience” (II, 

§17). From this point it is clear that Nietzsche’s “bad conscience” is not the result of 

irresponsible spiritual activity as it would be understood in the Lutheran tradition. As a matter of 

the economy of an individual’s soul, the bad conscience arises instead due to a fundamental 

contradiction between the Christian absolute and human individuals—God’s judgement of 

human will and instinct—and it results in what Nietzsche calls “the gravest and uncanniest 

illness, from which humanity has not yet recovered, man’s suffering of man, of himself” (II, 

§16)—a closed circuit with a vengeance. 

The “death of God” is significant for Nietzsche in two main ways: first, the act of 

murdering God occurred at the level of human instinct and will, not at the level of belief or 
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intellect; second, the murder of God by individual will and instinct was, at the same time, a 

freeing of the will and instinct from the crippled, in-turned state imposed on it by Nietzsche’s 

Protestant Christian God. Further, since Christianity is a “system, a whole view of things thought 

out together,” God’s death “breaks the whole: nothing necessary remains” (Twilight, 515). In 

particular, “Christian morality” (as a form of tradition) is overturned. With the absolute gone, 

human relationships—traditional and intimate—change and are open to new meaning, guided by 

a different absolute or set of absolutes. Nietzsche writes: “[t]he concept of ‘God’ was until now 

the greatest objection to existence. We deny God [and] only thereby do we redeem the world” 

(Twilight, 501).  

To deny and overcome God a new, different absolute must become the highest value—

the new point of reference for human meaning. Elaborating on this madman’s comment about 

men “becoming gods” in order to be capable of killing God, in the Genealogy of Morals 

Nietzsche writes that a “man of the future, who will redeem” humankind from a “hitherto 

reigning ideal” or absolute “must come one day” as a “victor over God and nothingness” (II, 

§24) and will bring about a new human state of “atheism and a kind of second innocence 

[Unschuld],” which “belong together” (II, §20). Nietzsche characterises the new state of things in 

this way not because there will be no “highest value” to determine meaning, but because this 

highest value will not be metaphysical, in the sense of transcending the world of historical 

humanity. Further, this new absolute will be a “freeing” agent for humankind rather than one 

which imparts a sense of thorough guilt—for “innocence,” here, means un-guilty (Unschuld) or, 

more precisely, a-guilty—that is, guilt will no longer be a determining reference point for human 

values and meaning.  
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The “death of God” is a pivotal event in Nietzsche’s overall project of a “transvaluation 

of values,” for at once Nietzsche critiques the established highest value and addresses how this 

value translates into historical and personal time and place, and therefore how it becomes 

meaningful. He does not seek to do away with values or absolutes altogether, as if meaning could 

cohere in different way. Instead, he seeks to demonstrate that how one thinks theologically 

conditions both one’s sense of tradition (historical and personal time and place) and also one’s 

understanding of what is closest and most significant for the individual. Nietzsche does not work 

to overturn the “system” (i.e., the structure of meaning)—but he wants to alter the values which 

give qualitative texture to the basic constellation of absolute, time, and self, and posit in their 

place a new qualitative texture that will free the human will rather than confine it, and will offer 

a new, “innocent” space for individual flourishing and “greatness.” 

The significance of Nietzsche’s philosophical and cultural criticism is echoed in the 

psychoanalytic work of Sigmund Freud, whose writings contain certain parallels with some of 

Nietzsche’s ideas (put to different ends) but also include their own more original critique of 

religion. In a perhaps characteristic distinction, where Nietzsche is concerned with “the economy 

of [his] soul” (Gay Science, §338)—the region of contest between absolute and individual—

Freud’s focus tends more towards “the economy of the libido” (Civilisation and Its Discontents 

(1930), 23)—the locus of what drives human behaviour. In his late work Moses and Monotheism 

(1939), Freud writes that within the psyche (both individual and general) lies the “mental 

residue” of “primeval” times or “remote” times (170)—as sources of authority which help to 

shape the self. These ancient forms of authority still determine the individual, for as he states in 

Civilisation and Its Discontents “in mental life, nothing that has once taken shape can be lost” 

(7) and “retention of the past is the rule” (10). Freud likens mental life to the life of a city, for 
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which what is new must be built on the foundation or ruins of what is old, and writes that in the 

human psyche “everything past survives” (9). The past that provides a structural foundation for 

the present individual “can be retrieved under the right circumstances” in psychoanalytic 

contexts (7), as the “mental residue” must “only be reawakened,” and need “not […] be 

reacquired” (Moses, 170). Finally, while this contest is constant within the human psyche, the 

process will vary for each individual, for “the sense of self is subject to disturbances, and the 

limits of the self are not constant” (Civilisation, 5). The inconstant limits of the self are both 

general and individual: they are general because a firm definition of the self is impossible for 

Freud (thus his recourse to the language of “economy”), and they are individual because the 

different forms of authority from the past—especially in absolute form—affect individuals who 

may cope or adjust in particular ways of their own. 

Theological images of the gods or something sacred form part of the “mental residue” of 

Freud’s “primeval times.” In Civilisation and Its Discontents, he writes: “[l]ong ago [man] 

formed an ideal conception of omnipotence and omniscience, which he embodied in his gods, 

attributing to them whatever seemed beyond the reach of his desires—or was forbidden him. We 

may say, then, that these gods were cultural ideals” (24). On this account, gods are projections of 

the psyche’s desire for power and knowledge given ultimate (“omni-”) form. Since the psyche is 

conditioned significantly in its infantile stage, these “ideals” are embodied in the figure of “the 

father” whose “power” is seemingly “arbitrary” (36), and who in the “economy of the ego” is 

confused with gods to the extent that, looking back from modernity, Freud can state that “what is 

sacred”—that is, what came to be understood as sacred over time—“was originally nothing but 

the perpetual will of the primeval father” (Moses, 156). The figure of the “primeval father” in 

whom “arbitrary power” and “perpetual will” are found is central to Freud’s analysis of the 
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appearance and effect of religion in an individual’s life. In Civilisation and Its Discontents, 

Freud writes that the “origin of the religious temperament can be traced in clear outline to the 

child’s feeling of helplessness” (10), and that “religious needs” are “deriv[ed]” from the 

“helplessness of the child and a longing for its father”—a position that to him “seems 

irrefutable” (10). Rather than confronting, adjusting to, and coping with “the danger that the ego 

perceives as a threat from the outside world” (10) in the “right circumstances” of psychoanalytic 

therapy, religion seeks to induce in people the “oceanic feeling” of “being at one with the 

universe” (10)—that is, the task of religion becomes one of “consolation,” a new twist on the 

older account of religion discussed by Nietzsche (and others).  

However, this stance ends with “substantial numbers of people, acting in concert, [trying] 

to assure themselves of happiness and protection against suffering through a delusional reshaping 

of reality” (19), prompting Freud to state that that “religions of mankind [...] must be described 

as examples of mass delusion” (19), for religion tries to overcome something real—the “primal 

scene” of the figure of “the father”—with something false—the “consolation” afforded by the 

“delusional reshaping of reality.” Freud’s assessment of the “delusional” character of religion is 

dangerous to the “life of the psyche” in two significant senses for my overarching argument in 

this study. First, because religion involves ethical directives which derive from (divine) absolutes 

or ultimate grounds, it is “delusional” in that it claims “an original—as it were, natural—capacity 

to distinguish between good and evil”—a “notion” that “we may reject” simply and easily since 

good and evil do not, for Freud, line up neatly with what is beneficial and what is “harmful or 

dangerous to the ego” (Civilisation, 61). For Freud, ethical discernment stands on murkier and 

more particular grounds. He writes that “the value judgements of human beings are undoubtedly 

guided by this desire for happiness” and thus to claim other (absolute) grounds “amount[s] to an 
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attempt to back up [...] illusions with arguments” (Civilisation, 81). Second, because the 

“delusional” grounds of religion impact the life of the “psyche” in adverse ways, Freud terms 

religion a “neurosis of mankind” (Moses, 68), for as religious absolutes enter individual and 

group life, they augment “suffering” by denying the role of human “desire for happiness” and 

working instead to re-form “reality.” Incorrect in its assessment and response to the figure of 

“the primeval father,” religious “consolation” in effect becomes repression which, in Freud’s 

theory, only exacerbates the initial “trauma” and inevitably includes a “partial return of the 

repressed material” (Moses, 101) which, until addressed in the “right circumstances,” will 

continue to disrupt and sadden the “psyche,” frustrated in its basic “desire for happiness.” 

 Although Freud finds fault with what he states are the ultimate reference points of 

religion (“ideal conceptions” formed “long ago” which are linked with the normative feeling of 

infantile “helplessness”) and how these ultimate reference points play out in an individual’s 

traditional and intimate worlds (acts of “delusional reshaping of reality” that arise from religion’s 

character as a “neurosis”), he—like Nietzsche—does not himself significantly unsettle a variant 

of the basic constellation of absolute, time, and self at the heart of this study, nor is it clear that, 

in terms of this basic constellation, Freud’s own thinking stands up well to external pressure. 

First, in basing his critique of religion on an originary and singular “primeval” scene (that 

occurred “long ago,” etc.) that fundamentally forms and conditions all that follows in the mental 

life of the “psyche,” Freud risks becoming like Nietzsche’s “historian” who, by “searching out 

origins,” “looks backward” and “eventually also [...] believes backward” (Twilight, 470)—that is, 

finds at the end of his critical inquiry that which first provided ground and direction to the 

critique itself. The danger of such a closed, circular, self-justifying system of thought is that 

because its ends and means coincide it has difficulty adopting or integrating anything it does not 
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immediately recognise as ‘its own,’ and thus it has a significantly limited scope and is not open 

to different view or ideas. Its character is one of self-justified foreclosure. Second, following 

Nietzsche’s insight that when addressing a “system, a whole view of things thought out together” 

if one “break[s] one main concept out of it” then “one breaks the whole: nothing necessary 

remains in one’s hands” (Twilight, 515-6), Freud’s analytic “system” here contains several “main 

concepts” (apart from and in addition to the figure of the “primeval father”) on which his system 

depends and without which it may lose validity.  

The three main concepts on which Freud’s system depends that are pertinent to this study 

are the radical internalisation of forms of authoritative meaning, the determining character of 

infantile psychic experience, and the resulting significant limitation or denial of individual 

agency and freedom. To address them in the order listed: first, in locating the sources of 

authoritative meaning for the self in the radically internal region of the psyche, Freud both 

precludes, or at least dramatically curtails, the possibility of the self having or gaining its own 

external, unique grounds for meaning, and also claims the sources of the self are ubiquitous and 

inevitable—thus explaining away any claims to the contrary. Second, in stating that infantile 

psychic experiences of these internalised forms of authority not only condition but determine the 

rest of an individual’s life, Freud strengthens his claim that the sources of the self are inevitable 

(though he weakens the idea that the content is ubiquitous) and in the process devalues the 

foundational experience of all of life subsequent to infanthood. Finally, through this limitation of 

authoritative meaning for the self in content (the originary same “primeval” figure of “the father” 

as it manifests itself in the internal world of the psyche) and in form (this event occurs in the 

individual infantile psyche), Freud has removed much of what we might recognise as human 

agency and personal freedom from any idea of the self. Thus in a sense Freud is a kind of 
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“fatalist,”31 one who depends on a system of thought that involves an unsubstantiated absolute, a 

belief in “closed time,”32 and a foreclosed sense of one’s own meaning. If it is even possible to 

speak of openness in Freud’s world, it is perhaps only in the sense of hope as adjusting to what is 

inevitable for one’s own self in time. In this Freud diverges sharply from several of his fellow 

Jewish cultural or theological thinkers, who manage variously to retain elements of openness and 

hope. 

 In order to deepen this Jewish sense of openness and hope not found in Freud’s work, I 

want to offer a brief digressive illustration. The messianic or redemptive element in Jewish 

theology often permeates Jewish cultural and philosophical writing, as is demonstrated by 

several of Freud’s near-contemporaries. In this intellectual domain we find Franz Rosenzweig’s 

The Star of Redemption (1921); Martin Buber’s I and Thou (1923); and Emmanuel Levinas’ 

exegeses on the Torah and philosophical transpositions of the theological themes of hospitality, 

responsibility, and the ‘face of the Other.’ Most importantly for literary studies, we note the 

influence on Walter Benjamin of the mystic and theologian Gershom Scholem’s ideas of 

messianism and anarchism, which is well examined in Robert Alter’s book Necessary Angels: 

Tradition and Modernity in Kafka, Benjamin, and Scholem (1991), and a host of recent similar 

studies. To address briefly one popular, more recent example: Eric Santner’s On the 

Psychotheology of Everyday Life (2001) stands out as an attempt to join theology, theory, and 

literature in a detailed image of everyday reality.33 Santner suggests that both Freud’s 

psychoanalysis and Rosenzweig’s theology hold that there is a “too muchness” that defines the 

                                                 
31

 Or as Martin Buber states in “The Unconscious” (1957) a “real mechanist” (228). 
32

 Gary Saul Morson’s term. I return to Morson and his understanding of time in the conclusion. 
33 While my analysis is found in the following account of his ideas, my response to his way of thinking on the whole 

pervades this study, especially in Part Two. 
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individual. He writes that “[p]sychoanalysis differs from other approaches to human being by 

attending to the constitutive ‘too muchness’ that characterises the psyche,” in that the human 

mind “includes more reality than it can contain” and thus is “the bearer of an excess” (8). Santner 

links this to Judaism, in which “human life always includes more reality than it can contain and 

this ‘too much’ bears witness to a spiritual and moral calling, a pressure toward self-

transformation, toward ‘goodness’” (8). Santner cites Rosenzweig’s idea that there are “no 

derivative predications about the self, only the one, original B=B” (73; original, TSoR 77) and, 

contrary to how I outline identification in this study, proceeds to characterise this as “a 

nonrelational excess that is out of joint” with any form of social identification (73), as it is a 

“tautological point of self-reference opening a breach in the chain of being” (80). For Santner 

this indefinable, inexpressible core of the self frustrates all attempts at identification and yet 

remains essential to its meaning, which means that even as one seeks to begin to know another 

person through interaction with him or her something central about their self remains 

fundamentally inaccessible. A person’s predicative identity (which takes the form B=C, B=D, 

etc.) is accessible but is secondary or peripheral to the essence of the person that draws us in. On 

this ground, when one encounters and relates to another person the categories of familiar and 

strange blend (as they do in the Freudian view of the unconscious), both in oneself and in the 

other, and Santner states that through this one recognises the other person as “the bearer of an 

internal alterity [...] calling for response beyond any rule-bound reciprocity” (9). For Santner, 

then, the ethics found in what he strangely terms the “Judeo-Christian tradition” are governed by 

“my answerability to my neighbour-with-an-unconscious” (9). The response or “answerability” 

called into being by the neighbour is not a call to a form of knowledge, however; it is rather an 

acceptance of “responsibility for acknowledging other minds in all their insistent and uncanny 
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impenetrability” (23). Thus Santner argues that Rosenzweig’s definition of the individual 

includes a “tautological” core that manifests a “too-muchness” beyond “predicative” identity, 

which although encountered in everyday life in the end remains singularly apart, gesturing 

towards an essence but not giving it any recognisable content or real shape. 

While the ineffable core of the self is offered as something positive in this model, its non-

divine transcendence has its origins in a structure of Jewish theology which refuses to name or 

define God but which finds in the neighbour-stranger—in the face of another person—a 

revelation of the ineffable absolute that both refuses its face or real presence (as God passes by 

Moses on the mountain without revealing himself in the book of Exodus) and yet demands or 

brings about a mode of ‘answerability’ as the ethical task. For Santner, however, the idea of an 

unnameable divine translates into a modern experience of “nameless loss” (44). That is, behind 

his theory lies the unarticulated idea that even as the theological assertion of a distant God 

provides a model for defining the individual, the theological (and traditional) reality behind the 

model has become empty. Following this idea, one may say that for Santner the forms of 

meaning linger even as the reality that first gave rise to the forms has departed. 

For the Jewish tradition of which both Rosenzweig and Freud are a part, since God is 

finally unnameable, the language of the ‘fallen’ world is always finally ‘inadequate,’ for it 

always falls short of that to which it ultimately refers. (As we see in the following, Benjamin and 

Scholem show in their correspondence on Franz Kafka that when a tradition has lost its content 

but not its transmissible form, what remains is an inadequate language that addresses and 

reinforces something now absent.) On this ground Santner writes that “we are in the midst of a 

loss we cannot even really name, for when you lose a concept you also lose the capacity to name 
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what has been lost,” which in turn “assumes the status of a designified signifier, a stand-in for an 

otherwise nameless loss; the word signifies, but not for us even though we continue, in some 

sense, to be addressed by it” (44). In this state of abstraction from tradition we are, he adds, 

“always haunted, surrounded by the remainders of lost forms of life, by concepts and signs that 

had meaning with a form of life that is now gone,” with our now-primary experience of being 

part of a “dimension of loss and abandonment” (44).34 

When the unnameable divine becomes nameless and absent, the language of this world, 

which used to refer (however inadequately) to an absolute reality, now turns back on itself, and 

what remains is commentary on commentary, texts about texts—a form of Benjamin’s sense of 

“allegory.” This understanding of human experience is powerfully expressed for Santner in the 

work of Kafka, whose texts seem to mean more than is evident immediately, but in which the 

more is never clearly articulated—it is dimly perceivable, yet not definable.35 The sense 

expressed in Kafka’s The Trial (1925) that we live a binding yet meaningless form of life is 

characterised by Scholem as “the nothingness of revelation,” which in turn is glossed by Santner 

as an “excess of validity over significance” (38) which Santner finds central to the world of 

Kafka’s novels and which affects the main characters (primarily Josef K.) to the extent that it 

becomes the “most important thing in their lives, the thing from which they are forever 

struggling to establish a proper distance” (38). For in Josef K.’s efforts in The Trial to cope with 

a higher order of necessity and “justice no longer connected to truth”36 and in his failed attempts 

to integrate it fully, Kafka portrays a (theological) world, now abstract and nameless, the basis of 

                                                 
34

 One suspects that the critical spirit demonstrated here by Santner would be strange to Buber or Levinas, who 

eschew such deliberately dramatic terms. 
35

 In his essay “Notes on Kafka” (1967) Theodor Adorno writes that in Kafka’s work “[e]ach sentence is literal and 

each signifies,” and “[e]each sentence says ‘interpret me,’ and none will permit it” (246). 
36

 Jerry Zaslove, private correspondence. 
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which gives rise to an understanding of the self which remains valid, even if Kafka does not 

represent and flesh out this kind of self clearly. That the world of Kafka’s novel is still 

determined by the forms and categories of an older, now ‘absent’ theological-traditional reality 

leaves room for “hope” that a messianic figure will come at the moment of final need—a 

possible salvific presence, a glimpse of whom Josef K. sees in a distant window as he comes to 

his death in the stone quarry at the end of the novel.  

We come to understand that Santner’s articulation of this stream of ethical thought as it is 

expressed in the work of Rosenzweig, Scholem, Benjamin, Kafka, Alter, and others, arises from 

a theological ‘reality’ the whole of which is no longer seen to be present. Nevertheless, with the 

essential ‘otherness’ of the divine-ineffable absolute now an empty yet still commanding form, 

the weight of the theological insight is concentrated in the other person—the neighbour or 

stranger—who retains an essential otherness that is now seen to be wholly of this world, and to 

whom Santner states, one ought to respond in ways that “acknowledge” and are “hospitable” to 

the person’s “internal alterity.” As in Nietzsche’s parable of the ‘madman,’ this world is still 

determined in significant ways by an absolute felt to be gone; but unlike in Nietzsche’s parable 

where this is an initial stage in the final good riddance of a God who is no longer needed nor 

desired, in the Jewish traditional world Santner sees in Kafka, Scholem, etc., the absence of the 

divine absolute results in a sense of abandonment and bereavement or dereliction and yet also is 

attended by a partially-open (and partially-expressible) sense of expectation and hope that the 

absolute figure will return as a messiah and will “adjust” the world just enough to set it aright.37  

                                                 
37 To use Scholem’s image, as appropriated by Benjamin; cf. “Franz Kafka” in vol. 2 of Benjamin’s Selected 

Writings. 
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 To return to my main contextual account of modernist theological ideas, we may say that 

despite the positions of strong rejection or scepticism assumed by prominent figures like 

Nietzsche, Freud, Woolf, or Joyce, other modernist writers prove more cautious, restrained, or 

positive regarding theological matters. Indeed, as we have already heard via Woolf, T.S. Eliot, 

whose poetry quite defines the modernist era by some critical accounts, offers a keen defence of 

religion, in particular Western Christianity. In his essays “Religion and Literature” (1935) and 

“Notes Towards the Definition of Culture” (1948) Eliot proffers an apologia for theology’s 

enduring importance for literature and culture. In “Religion and Literature” Eliot writes that the 

“greatness of literature cannot be determined solely by literary standards” (97), and that 

judgements about literature must be informed consciously by a “definite ethical and theological 

standpoint” (97). This is the case because what he calls the “two forms of self-consciousness, 

knowing what we are and what we ought to be” in Eliot’s view “must go together” (105). On this 

ground, one may develop Eliot’s ideas and suggest that since no literary image or narrative is 

‘innocent,’ so to speak—for each work of poetry or prose contains and manifests certain 

valuations and is the product of a person with a worldview and their own set of commitments—

each critical reader must be conscious of the work’s own particular blending of textured, value-

laden content (‘what we are’) and depictive form (‘what we may or ought to be’). For as the 

matter of a work of literature expresses existential reality, the form in which the writer depicts it 

subtly indicates its boundaries and thus what may surpass it in a hopeful way. 

As each individual’s ethics must rely on and ultimately refer to an absolute or set of 

absolutes (a god, a set of non-derivable principles or ultimate reference points) for its basic 
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direction—“[r]eligion imposes our ethics” (100), Eliot states—a literary work is most fully 

comprehended and assessed when all three registers (theological, ethical, and literary) are 

consciously present in the reader. (For Eliot, their unconscious presence is inevitable in any case 

and perhaps leads to misjudgement and thus to critical error.) Since each work of literature 

participates in its own uniquely expressive way in the larger cultural context or contexts of which 

it is a part, to suggest that it may be understood or its ideas integrated apart from this context—in 

its own vacuum, so to speak—not only diminishes the work’s own particular associative riches 

but, further, undermines the strength and cohesion of the culture itself.  

Eliot addresses what he sees as the danger of this latter possibility in his “Notes Towards 

the Definition of Culture.” He writes that “[c]ultural disintegration,” which is “the most radical 

disintegration that a society can suffer,” is indebted to and “may ensue upon cultural 

specialisation” (293). This latter condition is the result of “two or more [cultural] strata [...] 

separat[ing]” into what is “in effect two distinct cultures” (293) or, put differently, the result 

when a certain “upper” and specialised region of culture “breaks into fragments each of which 

represents one cultural activity alone” (293). When the cultural practices of religion, philosophy, 

and art (to cite Eliot’s example) separate and “become isolated areas” which develop with “no 

communication” between them (293), Eliot states that the “sensibility” concentrated in each one 

is “impoverished” (293) and, by implication, loses its capacity for apprehending what may be 

significant in what lies beyond and thus may complement its own delimited field. This brings 

about a state of culture in which its parts become incapable of dialogue and as such, turned 

inward on themselves, unable to develop and grow through interaction with other cultures or 

parts of culture.  
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To illustrate the danger of this closed sense of cultural practices, Eliot addresses ideas of 

religion and culture as a whole. Although his careful differentiation of religion and culture 

renders difficult his articulation of how they belong together, Eliot essentially comes to suggest 

that religion is generative of culture, in that “no culture can appear or develop” apart from some 

“relation to religion” (295).38 Along with its generative aspect, religion also has a guiding or 

determining aspect, so that culture ought to be understood as “essentially, the incarnation (so to 

speak) of the religion of a people” (295). Eliot’s profound notion of culture informs my idea of 

tradition in this study (albeit without explicitly including the essential long-form temporal 

element of tradition). As Pelikan persuasively states (cf. 114ff), an absolute manifests itself and 

proves itself adequately only in the world of temporal and spatial particularity; in the same vein, 

culture is the “incarnation” or realisation of a religion in the sense that Eliot can state that “what 

is part of our culture is also part of our lived religion” (298). The complex blending of religion 

and culture at this point in Eliot’s “definition” prompts him to set aside his differentiation of the 

two for a moment in order to not reinforce a perceived distance between the two: “we can” also, 

he admits, “see religion as the whole way of life of a people” but, he adds, “that way of life is 

also its culture” (295)—that is, each term indicates the meaning lived by a group of people 

unified of drawn together by time and place, or in time or place. 

 Eliot’s attempts to note how culture and religion fit together or even describe the same 

thing and yet at the same time distinguish between the two lead him to the edges of his own 

thesis and even the limits of his own comprehension. Part way through his essay Eliot admits 

that “the way of looking at culture and religion which I have been trying to adumbrate is so 

                                                 
38

 Here we need to keep in mind that for Eliot in particular and this study in general, culture indicates something 

more than shared interest or a fraternity of concern. In this sense, culture is meant to convey the unity of community 

despite difference, and is often characterised by a shared vernacular language or a shared time or space. 
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difficult that I am not sure I grasp it myself except in flashes, or that I comprehend all its 

implications” (30). This is due in part to the necessarily abstract aspect of parsing anew two 

older and well-worn terms at a time of historical devastation (the years following the Second 

World War) and of cultural and religious change, if not deterioration (many of Eliot’s examples 

involve Britain, waning as an empire, and Christianity, waning in global strength and presence). 

From the sociological point of view that Eliot adopts for much of the essay, his effort to align 

and yet differentiate culture and religion may be understood as an attempt to account for the 

hitherto enduring vitality of these two aspects of human civilisation. From the prophetic element 

that underscores his sociological observations, his efforts to discuss how religion and culture 

belong together amount to a declaration of their ongoing mutual significance by noting “errors” 

of the past and possible conditions for their productive future together. On this ground Eliot’s 

concern that religion and culture co-exist approximately anticipates my insistence that the 

theological (absolutes) and the traditional (time and place) registers of meaning are not only 

necessary registers of human life but that they inevitably involve each other and must be 

integrated in the person.  

Finally, Eliot’s concern that when thinking about how religion and culture belong 

together we ought to avoid “two alternative errors” deepens an important thesis of this study. He 

writes that “we have to try to avoid” the “error” of “regarding religion and culture as two 

separate things between which there is a relation” and, concomitantly, the “error” of “identifying 

religion and culture” (299). The first “error” breaks the integral connection between the two 

terms and may result in either religion or culture being devalued and eventually jettisoned. The 

second “error” equates and thus confuses the two terms, and results in what Eliot calls “an  
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inferior culture and an inferior religion” (297), as each extends only as far as the other’s most 

starched limitations. 

To transpose the latter part of his insight into the primary terms of this study, when the 

process of drawing near is understood as a movement of identification—or, put differently, when 

one claims that the theological register of absolutes must manifest itself in only one traditional 

world of concrete particularities—then the ultimate points of reference which ground the self 

obstruct personal integrity insofar as they foreclose the dialogue necessary to intimacy. If a truth 

may be fully expressed or exhausted in one particular thing (idea, event, person, etc.) then the 

relational dimension of integrity, which needs true difference to flourish and yet common ground 

to engage, is diminished to the point of being moot. For Eliot, although culture and religion 

cannot exist without the other, to confine a religion to a culture through identification means to 

limit a theological truth to a particular time and place—an act of arrogation that unjustly curtails 

ultimate meaning, which as we will see always exceeds its context—even though without 

particular images it has no existence. 

 Eliot’s stated purpose for “Notes Towards the Definition of Culture” is, as the title 

indicates, “to help to define a word, the word culture” as “it has come to be misused” publically 

“during a period of unparalleled destructiveness” (13). However, this general concern is tied in 

with a more particular concern he puts forth at the end of the work regarding Christianity and 

European culture. Building on his earlier claim regarding religion’s generative role in culture’s 

vitality, Eliot states that the “dominant force in creating a common culture between peoples each 

of which has their own distinct culture, is religion” (121). For the Europe Eliot addresses, this 

religion is Western Christianity, and he states that it is “the common tradition of Christianity 
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which has made Europe what it is” (121), to the extent that it is “against the background of 

Christianity that all our thought has significance” and “our arts have developed” (121). For Eliot, 

the soil and roots of European culture are so deeply connected with Christianity (and, by 

implication, Christianity’s own appropriation39 of Jewish, Roman, and Greek religion and 

culture) that he states that “[i]f Christianity goes, the whole of our culture goes” (122), for he 

does “not believe that the culture of Europe could survive the complete disappearance of the 

Christian Faith” (121-2). It is important to note at this point that Eliot is not proselytising; as he 

states, he is “not setting out to convert anybody” (121), for he is not concerned here with 

individual assent to religious doctrine. Indeed, Eliot states that despite the fact that the 

“individual European may not believe that the Christian Faith is true,” nonetheless “what he 

says, and makes, and does, will all spring out of his heritage of Christian culture and depend 

upon that culture for its meaning” (121). For Eliot, European culture is coterminous with “the 

Christian Faith” not because of shared belief but rather because of the origin and development of 

European culture in Christianity. It is from this more nuanced position that he can say that all the 

different aspects of European culture have “significance” against the “background of 

Christianity” (121)—even, we might say, if it takes the form of a background to be rejected or 

undermined, as with Joyce’s parodies in Ulysses or Beckett’s forlorn blasphemies in The 

Unnameable (1953).40 

                                                 
39

 The term appropriation is sometimes construed negatively. I understand and use it, as I strive to do with all terms 

in this study, carefully and with its semantic roots in mind. Following ‘proper,’ which means ‘of something’s own 

essence,’ and ‘appropriate,’ which means ‘fitting with the integral nature of something,’ ‘to appropriate’ means ‘to 

bring or draw near into one’s own.’ The Greek equivalent may help: οικειοποίηση (oikeiopoiesi), which translates 

appropriation, is a combination of ‘oikos,’ ‘house’ (the root of ‘economy’), and ‘poiesis,’ ‘making.’ So oikeiopoiesi 

means to draw into the spiritual economy of one’s familiar making, or of one’s process of creative engagement. 
40

 For some like the novelist Hermann Broch, modernity has already divorced itself from Western forms of 

Christianity but has had trouble moving beyond its echoes. Thus he writes in Hugo von Hofmannsthal and His Time: 

The European Imagination 1860-1920 (1951) that “when the West dissolved the Christian system and knew of no 

other to replace it, the dominion of imitation systems began” (171). For Broch, these imitation systems transposed 
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 Eliot’s insistence here parallels—albeit in positive form—Nietzsche’s own declaration 

that although “God is dead” his “shadow” remains as something “negative” that must be 

confronted and combated. Again, we note: issues of belief and doctrinal adherence, regardless of 

their importance overall or in other ways for religion, are neither Eliot’s nor Nietzsche’s concern. 

Rather, their shared interest is the whole way of thinking and feeling conditioned by the 

(Western) Christian tradition and its ultimate points of reference. For Nietzsche this is a negative 

heritage which must be overcome not through nihilism but through establishing a new absolute 

to determine individual meaning, as we see in my analysis of his ‘madman’ parable. For Eliot 

this is a positive heritage which must be sustained and shored up by conscious engagement with 

the ‘good’ it has wrought and the ground (and grounding) it has provided. Eliot states that 

without this conscious, sustaining engagement and development European culture will not last, 

and if this is the case then Eliot asserts that we “must start painfully again” to build a culture 

which itself “must pass through many centuries of barbarism” (122) before reaching the heights 

at which European culture flourished for, Eliot argues, “you cannot put on a new culture ready 

made” (122). Literary readers will recognise Eliot’s last insight in the textual and scholarly 

difficulties one encounters with Pound’s Cantos (1922-62), in which he strives to widen his 

cultural poetic ground far beyond Western Christianity and in so doing sometimes leaves his 

readers struggling for comprehension. 

 Neither Nietzsche’s feared “nihilism” nor Eliot’s feared “barbarism” defines the world of 

modernist literature and art, although the presence of each possibility may be felt in different 

particular works. Instead, modernity might be adequately described broadly as an era of 

                                                 
previously assumed mores like guilt, indifference, and responsibility to an aether without anchor, which results in 

what he diagnoses as a kitsch-system of values. 
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weakening public and private displays of religious faith and at the same time an era of lingering 

or enduring religious concerns and ways of thinking. A ‘Christian’ sensibility may not have 

departed from modern Europe and North Africa and America, but it no longer serves to 

determine cultural ethos and individual identity with a strength it knew previously. This is 

perhaps Eliot’s own intuition, and the idea behind his statement that “a culture may linger on, 

and produce some of its most brilliant artistic and other successes after the religious faith has 

fallen into decay” (30)—an idea also elaborated in Broch’s lamentably little-known theory of 

modern kitsch, which he develops over the course of several essays but most noticeably in “Evil 

in the Value-System of Art” (1933). 

 The ambiguous nature of this intermediate cultural state (between widespread 

acknowledgement of religious authority and the lingering presence of creative minds still 

indelibly conditioned by religious ways of thinking) is explored in some detail in the noteworthy 

work of the contemporary critic Pericles Lewis. In his essay “Modernism and Religion” (2011) 

and in his book Religious Experience and the Modernist Novel (2010), Lewis delineates his 

sense of what changes within religion in modernity. Focusing particularly on the modernist 

novel, Lewis assesses the external (or public) and internal (or private) conditions of the presence 

of religion for certain writers of the era. Lewis’s strongest suits as a critic are phenomenological: 

he observes and describes modernism’s complex relationship with religion, and thus deepens our 

appreciation for the struggles of the era. Lewis’s observations often amount to a re-description of 

modernism from within and from without. Thus in his essay “Modernism and Religion” he states 

that despite the “modernists’ own emphasis on their differences” from the art and thought that 

precedes their time—a difference due to the “genuine originality of their formal experiments” 

(180)—we must recognise “the continuity of their central concerns” (180), one of which is the 
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“supernatural” (180). Lewis follows this injunction to the contemporary critic or reader with 

another: “[d]espite the theories advanced by Weber, Durkheim, and Freud, it is far from clear 

that the process of secularisation was unidirectional or irreversible or that it was a necessary and 

universal concomitant of modernisation, and it is uncertain that the modernists themselves 

embraced the process” (191).  

Having set the ground—in admittedly as broad strokes as the differing descriptions of 

modernity he wishes to contest—for a more complex view of modernity and religion, Lewis goes 

on to make a further broad distinction between the sensibilities of modernist poets and novelists. 

Stating that overall the “moderns returned to the problems [of religion and secularism]” faced by 

their “Victorian forebears,” albeit with their own purposeful “search of new, and less dogmatic, 

responses” (“Modernism,” 191), Lewis writes that from a statistical and perhaps critical point of 

view “poets were more likely than novelists to espouse religious views or to link their work 

explicitly with the problem of religious experience”—he cites Yeats, Eliot, and Auden as 

examples—even though “novelists did, however, share the poets’ evident concern with religious 

experience” (Religious Experience, 4). One may surmise that this is partly due to the different 

ways of knowing which relate to lyrical expression and prosaic depiction. 

 Lewis’s focus on “religious experience” is telling: in his work he is not primarily 

concerned with the validity of religious experience or the underlying assumptions about form that 

allow modernist expressions of experience to be understood as religious. Rather, Lewis notes 

variously the “persistence of religious forms of belief and experience” in a time which he 

characterises as a “period not of widespread agnosticism and liberalism but of heightened tension 

and conflict over the possibilities for a religious life in the modern world” (Religious Experience, 
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43). Unconvinced by what he calls the “secularisation thesis”—a stance that “characterises the 

emergence of modernity as a result of increasingly rational modes of thought and a rejection of 

belief in the supernatural” (23)—Lewis instead views modernity through the prismatic 

constellation of the experience of what I term the absolute as that absolute is linked to the 

individual or person.  

Lewis does not focus on the validity and implications of the different modernist 

experiences and manifestations of the “secular sacred” (21); his task is the more basic one of re-

describing and thus—potentially—reassessing our contemporary understanding of the 

significance of religion in and for modernity. I will leave aside for the moment the question of 

particular instances of Lewis’s “secular sacred,” which is something properly pursued only by 

way of detailed close readings of individual texts, and here simply address certain implications 

of Lewis’s understanding of experience, and in so doing, work to deepen his critical contribution 

and return to the primary terms and focus on my own study. It is somewhat surprising critically 

that Lewis has to frame his basic idea—religious experience still matters for modernity—in 

confrontation with what he sees as a monolithic description of modernity as a secular and 

secularising era in toto. As he shows in his work, that Lewis felt it necessary to take on this task 

may say much about the critical commitments and assumptions of our own time. The further 

framing of his study on religion and the novel in terms of experience also sheds some critical 

light on the increasingly predominant tendency to understand experience per se through the 

normative filter of individual experience—a habit of mind that possibly may characterise 

significant portions of the contemporary world, but that significantly diminishes other forms of 

experience beyond one’s own individual self. 
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In his discussion of secularism Lewis frequently refers to Charles Taylor, whose work A 

Secular Age (2007) has become a standard in the academic fields of religion and secularism. As 

Lewis reads him, part of Taylor’s assessment of secularism is the “transfer of authority in 

religious belief from public to private hands” (30), which for Taylor (via Lewis) is part of a 

larger cultural movement from public to private forms of authority—a diverse process that 

includes the Protestant Reformation, the emergence of political liberalism, the revolutions in 

America and in France, and the Romantic period of art and thought and its aftermath (30). Lewis 

suggests that this loss in turn reinforces the primacy of the new form of authority—individual 

experience—which, without experiential counterpart, not only becomes decisive but also renders 

other mixtures of experience and authority suspect or invalid from the outset. It is, I think, in this 

light that Lewis’s idea of the “sacred secular” as “a way of seeing aspects of human experience 

itself as set apart, venerable, and inviolable” (Religious Experience, 30) is critically significant; it 

is also in this light that Lewis can ascribe to Joyce and Proust notions of the “sacredness of 

experience itself” (36), as if the medium has become the object sought. For with the value 

previously assigned to religious authority now incorporated into the ‘economy’ of the self, and 

with the “privatisation” (183) of a hitherto ‘corporate’ religious language that the modernists 

used to “speak [...] about ultimate truths” (30) and which no longer had “supernatural” reference 

points but rather pertained solely to one’s own experience, individual experience in modernity 

was invested with a significance that although not unprecedented in form was certainly 

unprecedented in weight and texture.  
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4: Integrity 

Tradition41 

“Rythmes. 

La toute-puissance des rythmes. 

N’est durable que ce qui est pris dans des rythmes. Plier le fond à la forme et le sens aux 

rythmes.”42 

(Robert Bresson, Notes sur le cinématographe (1975), 69) 

“The tradition is a beauty which we preserve and not a set of fetters to bind us.” 

(Ezra Pound, “The Tradition” (1929), 91). 

The unprecedented weight and texture accorded to individual experience identified with 

modernity by Lewis is not necessarily addressed with similar sanguineness by other modernist 

thinkers and artists. Austrian novelist Hermann Broch, to cite a strong differing voice, notes both 

its problems for personal ethos and its artistic untenability. Confronting in his novel The 

Guiltless (1950) the difficulties which arise when individual experience becomes ontologically 

decisive and ethically authoritative, Broch writes that “grown limitless, man becomes a blurred 

image to himself and no longer sees his fellow men” (259). This is a state of being which leads 

for Broch to ethical “indifference,” both towards other persons and towards other times and 

                                                 
41 There has been very little substantial focus on tradition in literary studies (and particularly modernist studies) for 

some time. Beyond Morson’s few remarks on what tradition means to Bakhtin, I have sought in vain any insights 

into the matter in Bakhtin scholarship. Bakhtin and Religion, to date the most thorough exploration of his work in 

light of Russian Orthodoxy, contains no significant references to tradition—but it also contains no significant 

references to ultimates, eschatology, feasts and the festal ethos, or many other prosaic things without recognition of 

which Bakhtin’s tradition threatens to be transformed into what Lossky calls a “theology of concepts”—that is, not a 

living tradition. 
42

 “Nothing is durable but what is caught up in rhythm. Bend content to form and sense to rhythm.” 
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places—that is, the rhythms and beauties of not only other traditions but even tradition itself. 

Along with its ethical paucity, the solipsistic position connected with individual experience (as a 

decisive criterion) is artistically untenable. For Broch, “[e]very genuine work of art is at once 

new and bound to tradition” (Hofmannsthal, 40)—that is, by appropriating material to its own 

aesthetic and ethical ends, a work of art both sets itself apart from and relates itself to the 

tradition of formal practice or sensible address of its own cultural precedents. From this 

standpoint, the past is neither a problem nor a burden—it is a meaningful counterpoint to one’s 

own contemporary endeavours; that which existed and has been handed down only deepens and 

bolsters one’s own work and life today.  

A provocative example of this positive sense of the past is found in Francis Bacon: In 

conversation with Michel Archimbaud (1993), when Bacon responds to a query about whom he 

feels are his artistic companions or inspirations in depicting the boundaries of images of the 

human countenance by eschewing references to Joyce or Beckett but naming and extolling the 

work of Shakespeare (117, 119). A different sense of the how the past has meaning for a work of 

art is found in the figure of Louis-Ferdinand Céline, whose work in general partakes of the 

exuberant spirit of his fellow Meudon doctor François Rabelais’ own Gargantua and Pantagruel 

(1532-64). For Céline, the meaning of art and time has become troubled in the twentieth 

century—not because the past is not encompassable in art, but because modern individual and 

national experience has disturbed the rhythms of cultural tradition to such a great extent that 

even the passage of decades can frustrate a mind grown unused to recognising supra-personal 

continuities. Thus fewer than thirty years after the initial publication of his Journey to the End of 

the Night (1932), Céline despairingly tells the Paris Review in 1961 that “[y]ou’ll have to find 

things in Journey that still exist” (88). A work of art still fits within tradition, Céline suggests, 
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but the intellectual capacity to recognise this has diminished. Finally, we may note a third 

position, one which knows of events and ideas of the past, but treats them as a “set of fetters” 

which “bind” a person. Thus in Ulysses, a novel which belies his own polemic, Stephen Dedalus 

asserts that “history” (tradition) is “a nightmare from which [he] is trying to awake” (34), and 

Beckett’s narrator in The Unnameable laments the ongoing pressure of “the same old lesson” 

(306) on which his masters insist, repeating “the old thoughts, they call that thinking” (405).  

These three ways of responding to the past may be provisionally and respectively 

characterised as approaches of presence, integrity, and dismissal. While the third will be 

addressed only obliquely in this section, the first two are essential to tradition, for tradition is not 

only the ongoing and vital presence of the sensible rhythms of the past but also the integration of 

meaning in time—as meaning arises in, partakes of, and shapes our understanding of time. If 

Faulkner is right in stating that “[t]he past is never dead. It’s not even past” (Requiem for a Nun 

(1951), 535), then how the past is with us in the present becomes a matter of both tradition and 

traditional experiences, as it surpasses individuality. Two modernist literary readings may help to 

clarify the connection between presence, integrity, and tradition as I am initially setting them out. 

The first, Djuna Barnes’ Nightwood, depicts how the past when considered important and yet not 

properly integrated distresses the images we have of each other in the present; the second, from 

the prelude to Thomas Mann’s tetralogy Joseph and His Brothers (1930-43), addresses how past 

meaning and forms of living, even from time immemorial, upon being integrated into tradition 

become modes of presence and present meaning. 

Barnes introduces one of her main characters, Baron Felix Volkheim, as one born into a 

kind of enthralled dependence on the past, specifically in terms of his understanding of the 
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glories of the European class system which had been under strenuous critique or the cause of 

revolution in German, French, American, and Russian culture in the past centuries and 

continuing into the twentieth century. We read that his father “Guido had prepared out of his 

own heart for his coming child a heart, fashioned on its own preoccupation, the remorseless 

homage to nobility” (5). The genuflective posture towards the past—indeed, towards its most 

ornamental aspect—takes root in young Felix, who as he grows older learns to cover his nerves 

and “embarrassment” with the habit of “obsession for what he termed ‘Old Europe’: aristocracy, 

nobility, royalty” (11). Felix understands his preoccupation with political formal ostentation to 

be a form of “homage”—i.e., a regard for that which indubitably deserves praise. However, Felix 

is unable to grasp that what he identifies as the meaningful past—nobility, taken by him as a 

form of individual validation—not only no longer dwells in Vienna as he likes to imagine it, but 

also was a significant aspect of the cultural dissension which led to the great war, which in turn 

decimated the kind of culture to which Felix wants to pay homage. Unclear about historical 

reality, Felix nonetheless tries to recuperate something of what he admires: “[h]e felt that the 

great past might mend a little if he bowed low enough, if he succeeded and gave homage” (12). 

Felix demonstrates no sense of how appreciation of the past may be integrated into the present in 

ways which deepen rather than slip past contemporary existence. Like his father Guido, whose 

designs for his son have rendered Felix incapable of understanding how the past may relate 

fruitfully to the present and the future, Felix imagines for himself and his son that “[t]o pay 

homage to our past is the only gesture that also includes the future” (43). Fed as he is on his 

father’s fanciful cultural vagaries, Felix’s own son Guido becomes a sickly, ill, anemic child—an 

evident image of one’s dereliction of the present. 
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The most vivid result of Felix’s obsession with the past is depicted in his absence, 

bewilderment, and then confused despair when facing the reality of his young (and then 

erstwhile) wife, Robin Vote. Robin is the strong, obscure, dark centre of Nightwood, much of 

which is filled with Dr. Matthew O’Connor’s conversations with those who think they love her, 

especially Nora Flood and Felix. Felix tries to woo Robin with museums, artworks, and history, 

in the process oblivious to how deeply rooted is her animal aversion to human artefact. 

Attempting to outline his own cultural heritage, Felix “tried to explain” to Robin “what Vienna 

had been before the war; what is must have been before he was born; yet his memory was 

confused and hazy, and he found himself repeating what he had read, for it was what he knew 

best” (47). Barnes’ deft shift from Felix’s unclear sense of what “had happened” to his resorting 

to what “must have been” finely illuminates his character. We understand that like Gustave 

Flaubert’s titular characters in Bouvard and Pécuchet (1881), Felix’s sense of reality and truth 

depend not on his own life and thought but on what others have said, however remote from his 

own existence. And like Cervantes’ hero in Don Quixote, we understand that for Felix the 

fanciful world of his library has caused his addled mind to retreat from the details and persons of 

his own life and to see them primarily through abstract registers of image and text.  

Felix is never really present with Robin, who one day out of habit leaves him. Like Nora, 

who is similarly abandoned, Felix finds himself in conversation with the doctor about his 

experiences. During their conversation, Felix attains some clarity of mind but none of heart. To 

one of the doctor’s questions, Felix replies: “[i]f I should try to put into words, I mean how did I 

see her, it would be incomprehensible, for the simple reason that I find that I never did have a 

really clear idea of her at any time. I had an image of her, but that is not the same thing. An 

image is a stop the mind makes between uncertainties” (119). 
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In this broken moment, Felix realises that his mind, which is filled with images of the 

past and repeated words of others, never had any clear and present apprehension of his wife. For 

him she dwelt in an uncertain region, from which he retreated to his favourite sentimental images 

to feel at ease. Felix continues his confused musings by reflecting that “[t]he more we learn of a 

person, the less we know” (119)—that is, for Felix, unmoored as he is from personal presence to 

those he seeks to love, the more of their reality we glimpse or apprehend, the less we are sure of 

any kind of still-life image43 we have built of them. We construct our images of others, Felix 

offers, with similar emotional dimensions “as children” who, having “a little knowledge of life 

will draw a man and a barn on the same scale” (119). Due to immature excitement and as yet 

improperly furnished minds, children lack the mental capacity and emotional wherewithal to 

integrate their passions and experiences into a coherent whole, until one day they begin to mature 

and realise that this is a worthwhile task. The sadness that saturates Felix in the scene here arises 

from the sudden recognition that he is only now spiritually maturing. This is what the doctor 

gently observes as he remarks to Felix that his “devotion to the past” is “perhaps like a child’s 

drawing” (119). Felix has never been able to integrate the meaning of the past with his present 

passion, and so throughout the novel suffers the abstractions of his own distorted images, of both 

himself and of others. 

 To neglect the discernment and labour involved in recognising how to integrate the past 

and then to draw it appropriately into one’s own present ethos and relationships means, more 

often than not, to emulate Freud’s speculative psychoanalyst and fixate on purported mythical 

                                                 
43

 Here Barnes, via Felix, is using “image” in a way distinct from how I tend to use it throughout this study. Like an 

absolute, an image, generally, may have positive or negative connotations. On this ground, the kind of still-life 

image to which Felix refers contrasts with the sense of vital, discursive images which predominates in my study. As 

ever, a word’s meaning is provisional and related to the wider discourse (personal or intellectual) in which it finds 

its place and expression. 
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origins, or to imitate Nietzsche’s historian and look backwards into the past until one comes to 

the point of ‘thinking backwards’ into the past as well. When this occurs, not only is one’s sense 

of the past identified with projected origins and exaggerated proportions “like a child’s drawing,” 

but also with this distorted image of the past one loses any healthy sense of the meaning of the 

present as it lives in measured dialogue with the past and the future. We see these results 

depicted in Felix’s personal life, but they also play out on cultural, national, and racial levels. In 

“Descent into Hell,” Mann’s 40-page meditative opening of his monumental novel Joseph and 

His Brothers, Mann offers an imaginative essay on the “well of the past” (3), and considers how 

different persons and cultural traditions figure matters of traditional genesis, ends (telos), and 

ethos as they are appropriated—made into one’s own—in time. As Mann recognises, the 

question of the “well of the past” concerns the integral meaning of cultural tradition and how it 

may be understood through the mode of prosaic thought and depiction. From Mann’s novelistic 

perspective, the meaning of a tradition is most deeply and interestingly comprehended in the 

qualitative texture of how it integrates absolutes and images of time into forms of hospitable and 

festal presence. 

 Mann’s “Descent into Hell” is neither a theory of tradition nor a philosophical history, 

but rather an imaginative essay on time—a series of novelistic reflections which he entwines 

around the figure of Joseph, a patriarch of Israel, in the light of whose remarkable story Mann’s 

reflections circle. As Joseph’s story involves his own exile and then establishment in Egypt, and 

subsequently his family’s flourishment there—events which precede the great Mosaic exodus 

from the land which did so much to gather and unify a nation—Mann’s Joseph story clearly 

touches the formation of what came to be known as the Jewish people, distinct from other 

Semitic tribes. The origins of this culture, however, as with any culture, are necessarily imprecise 
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and “of a conditional sort” (3), at one point chosen deliberately to “mark both in practice and in 

fact the primal beginnings of the particular tradition kept by a given community, people, or 

family of faith” (3). Since the “well of the past” is “bottomless” (3), as Joseph realises, and thus 

“primal beginnings” (3) are indiscernible, conditional or “makeshift” beginnings are the only 

way to confront the reality that “everyone has a father and nothing is first, comes of itself, or is 

its own cause” (10), and further that “everything has been engendered and points backwards, 

deeper into the first foundations, the depths and abysses of the well of the past” (10). Although 

Mann presents this as if in the light of Joseph’s mind, he is careful to avoid authorial 

identification with “the mind of the age” (9) which, he writes, changes unpredictably and in 

history: “[t]he shape of Joseph’s life, his modes of thought, his customs were far less different 

from his ancestors’ than ours are from the crusaders” (9). Looking back into the well of the past, 

Mann notes, we see that “the size of time is uneven” (8) for different cultures with different 

mindsets, and so we are well advised to be cautious in how we comprehend the notion of origins 

and what they mean within traditional life. 

 To illustrate this idea, Mann uses a few mythical images—the Tower of Babel, the 

“garden in the East”—and reviews various different and overlapping cultural stories of their 

provenance and meaning, but his account of “the Flood” (20) offers the best example for how I 

am reading him here, and contains his great kernel of insight into traditional meaning. Mann 

writes: 

Heaven knows when the Euphrates, always prone to irregularities and violence—or 

perhaps the Persian Gulf, bursting over the flatlands amid whirlwinds and earthquakes—

had invaded to drown everything and, though not the source of the tradition of the Flood, 
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had provided that story nourishment for a final time, enlivening it with the awful look of 

reality and establishing itself as the Flood for all following generations. Perhaps the most 

recent horror-filled incident of this sort had occurred not all that long before, and the 

closer it lay, the more intriguing the question of whether—and if so, how—the generation 

for whom this was a personal experience was able to confuse its present affliction with 

the subject matter of tradition, with the Flood. It happened, and that it happened should 

not be cause for any amazement or intellectual disparagement. The experience consisted 

not so much in something out of the past being repeated, as in its becoming the present. 

But the attainment of such a present reality was based in the fact that the circumstances 

leading to it were present at all times. (20) 

The past becomes present, Mann suggests, or “something of the past” can only “become the 

present,” when one’s sense of time is unconfined to linear (and its counterpart eternal) modes of 

time—when origin and contemporaneity are confused (con-fused). Within this perspective, 

physical events are always understood to be a matter of the meaning of life for persons and 

cultures, that is, a matter of the essential rhythms and beauties of an ultimate mode of life: the 

mode of tradition, to which presence and integration are central. Mann here introduces the term 

“mystery,”44 the use of which lies close to my own use of tradition in this study. He writes of 

those experiencing the river rising to ruin its environs that “myth becomes mysterium in them,” 

for there remains in their minds not the “tiniest space left for differentiating between being and 

meaning,”45 or experience and story (22). They inhabit a “mode of thought” which, conditioned 

                                                 
44 Which may be akin to Lossky’s sense of mystery and apophaticism (cf. 203ff, below). 
45

 We recall Lukács’ use of this same seamless perspective, but note the different ends to which each author points: 

while Lukács wants to indicate something bound by time to the ancient Greek world and unavailable for those who 

come afterwards, Mann means to indicate a perpetual possibility for a traditional mind attuned to “mystery.” 
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by the “abrogation of time in mystery,” attunes itself to “simply recognise the Flood in each new 

calamity of rising water” (22). 

 This is cultural meaning subjected to rhythm, and its personal integration leads to what 

Mann calls an “appropriate mode of thought” (31) for considering, comprehending, and realising 

traditional significance in one’s intimate own. For Mann, part of this cultivated cast of mind is 

the recognition that “mystery uses time’s tenses freely” (35). Unlike “myth,” which remains “the 

garment of the mystery” (39) and must use the phrase “It was” to express its truths, “mystery,” 

which through traditional forms shows Joseph and us that “the essence of life is presentness” 

(39), articulates its inner sense through the phrase “it is, always is” (39). The profoundest part of 

tradition for Mann is the “mystery,” and as we will see in Gadamer and then Bakhtin, the 

“mystery’s festal garment is the feast itself, the ever-recurring feast which spans all of time’s 

tenses, making both past and future present in the mind of a people” (40). On this ground, one 

may posit that no one flood or feast is the first or the last, but each flood and each feast is true in 

the light of the “mystery” of tradition, which focuses neither on origins nor endpoints but rather 

the integration of time into a mode of presence which, in feast or flood, desires to draw near to 

another person and hold them in close regard. With Bakhtin, we will see how this process is also 

eschatological, but for now I will note that the belonging-together of “being and meaning” in 

tradition’s “mystery” is an image of intimacy which complements my model of drawing near to 

the inexhaustible other, for here one draws near and knows a person’s ethos as a whole. When 

meaning is separate from being, the model becomes one of discovering one through the other—

one dwells in being and searches for meaning—which, as a dualism, is foreign to both intimacy 

and tradition. 
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 At the furthest historical end of the same tradition of which Mann summons the formative 

ground stands Walter Benjamin, a great critic of modernity. While Benjamin includes in several 

of his essays various observations on the large, nebulous issue of ‘messianic’ time, itself a way 

of figuring time ‘outside time,’ the two most pertinent expressions of his view of the changing 

experience of time in the twentieth century come in his remarks on Proust and on Kafka. 

Benjamin sees in Proust’s In Search of Lost Time (1922) the culmination and fullest expression 

of a line of European bourgeois novelistic imaginations, and writes that at the “heart of Proust’s 

world” lies a sense of “eternity that Proust opens to view [as] intertwined time, not boundless 

time” (“On the Image of Proust” (1929), 244).  

For Benjamin, Proust’s prosaic images of “intertwined” time demonstrate his “interest” in 

the “passage of time in its most real [...] form” (244) experienced as a “counterpoint” of 

“remembrance within and ageing without” (244). This experience of time is confined to 

individuals; it is not available in traditional, communal, or social forms. Yet in Proust’s novel 

although time has a delimited, ‘individual’ nature, paradoxically this is not a completely 

confining condition. For despite the fact that this sense of time is not shared or even (perhaps) 

shareable, the contrapuntal complement “remembrance” provides for the experience of “ageing” 

shifts the truest locus of temporal meaning to the interior world. The exterior world of traditional 

significance may be lost but in its absence the self expands to world-like dimensions, as it were, 

and individual meaning-making becomes an immeasurable activity. Thus Benjamin writes of the 

individual that while “an experienced event”—i.e., the physical fact of experience—“is finite,” 

or at least “confined to one sphere of experience” (238), the meaning that attends or is added to 

an event is open, for “a remembered event is infinite,” at least according to an individual’s 

capacity to perceive in it “a key to everything that happened before it and after it” (238).  
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Benjamin writes that an “experienced event” is “finite,” despite the interplay of external 

and internal registers of sensation, due to its fixed temporal nature. It is only by drawing the 

event into the radical interiority of individual memory that the event is free to mean more than 

was initially understood. Within the interior register of remembrance, with its malleable and 

shifting contextual contours, an event’s meaning becomes—at least in theory—“infinite.” New 

contexts and different juxtapositions of images and discourses lend an event an openness of 

significance which is curbed only by the mind’s own imaginative capacity for investing images 

with different layers of meaning. In this sense, although the interpersonal world of tradition in 

common has waned, certain constitutive aspects of its ethos—forms of remembrance or 

commemoration, the sense that things often mean more than is initially understood—are 

transferred, so to speak, to the interior, invested register of individual memory where reflections 

may occur without end. Traditional meaning and tradition itself are moribund, but in their wake 

the individual memory may flourish. 

 Benjamin sees Kafka’s work (in contrast to Proust’s work) in terms of exteriority and 

divestment, two conditions which are configured through the world of “gesture.” In his essay 

“Franz Kafka: On the Tenth Anniversary of His Death” (1934) Benjamin writes that “Kafka’s 

entire work constitutes a code of gestures” which for Kafka “had no [pre-established] definite 

symbolic meaning” but which acquired meaning in “ever-changing contexts and experimental 

groups” in Kafka’s prose (801). The lack or absence of pre-established “symbolic meaning”—

meaning interior to the gesture, so to speak—means that the gestures of Kafka’s figures contain a 

kind of latent, explosive energy; depending on the context, gestural effect will vary in force and 

prominence, potentially deepening or undoing the particular novelistic scenes in which they 

occur. Benjamin sees in this idea the possibility that “the gestures of Kafka’s figures are too 
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powerful for our accustomed surroundings and break out into wider areas” beyond the 

diminished register of thought and experience Benjamin sees available in Europe of the 1930s. 

The forceful effect potent in Kafka’s gestures derives from their radical exteriority—for a 

gesture is essentially part of the outside world—and from their lack of established “symbolic 

meaning,” which means they neither simply fit nor simply do not fit into any given circumstance.  

For Benjamin, the gesture in Kafka retains its essential apart-ness or separation—its 

fundamental indeterminacy. This is not to suggest that for Kafka gestures are more abstract than 

concrete—Kafka is an author unremittingly concerned with concrete scenes and images—but 

rather that even though gestures (like words) often come with their own accrued layers of 

meaning, for Benjamin Kafka “divests human gesture of its traditional supports” (802) to the 

extent that gestures become uncanny, alive on the border of familiarity and unfamiliarity—the 

region of (potential) misrecognition. Kafka’s gestures are exterior, divested of established 

meaning. Even if their form is recognisably familiar (for how many formal variations on bowing, 

nodding, carrying, leaping, walking, grinning, laughing, etc. are possible?), we surmise that the 

meaning of the form—its content and inner sense—is unfamiliar, immediately estranging, and 

often misrecognised due to individual readerly assumptions regarding the ongoing vitality of 

traditional meaning.  

Despite this interpretative difficulty, Benjamin’s emphasis on enduring forms and 

dissipating meaningful contexts in Kafka itself sheds light on the question of the ongoing vitality 

of traditional meaning. In a set of epistolary exchanges collected in The Correspondence of 

Walter Benjamin and Gershom Scholem 1932-1940 with the Jewish scholar and historian of the 

Kabbalah, Benjamin outlines his assessment of the condition of tradition in his contemporary era 



94 

 

through reflections on the world of Kafka’s work. Although, fittingly enough, Benjamin and 

Scholem’s correspondence on tradition assumes Jewish discursive modes, as Robert Alter shows 

in Necessary Angels this theological context is familiar to both authors as well as being 

hospitable (at least) to Kafka and his work. Benjamin writes in a letter of 1938 that “Kafka’s 

work is an ellipse with foci” whose absolutes are respectively “the experience of the modern 

citydweller” and “mystical experience (which is above all the experience of tradition)” (223). A 

few lines later in his letter Benjamin blends his initial distinctions: “the most recent of 

experiential worlds, was conveyed to [Kafka] precisely by the mystical tradition,” a process 

which “could not have happened without devastating occurrences” having come and coming to 

pass “within this tradition” (224). Thus for Benjamin “mystical tradition,” although partly 

undone due to “devastating occurrences,” is able to “convey” to Kafka the world in which he 

lived and worked. Significantly, this “conveyance” of Kafka’s contemporary reality by “mystical 

tradition” is not identical to clarification or textured interpretation; the underlying forms of 

experience brought to the fore in Kafka’s work remain at least partly opaque, like a gesture 

whose inner sense is inscrutable. Benjamin suggests that Kafka’s own individual experience and 

depiction of that which is “conveyed” by “mystical tradition” includes “no farsightedness or 

‘prophetic vision’” (224). Instead, for Benjamin “Kafka eavesdropped on tradition,” and since 

“he who listens does not see,” Kafka’s apprehension of tradition involves “no doctrine that one 

could learn and no knowledge that one could preserve” (224).  

The breakdown of tradition into parts internal (now hidden or lost) and external (which 

convey and are conveyed) marks for Benjamin the condition of “tradition falling ill,” a state of 

affairs which “Kafka’s work represents” (225). With tradition “ill” or in “decay,” those 

concerned participants who seek its (at least) partial endurance must choose, for Benjamin, 
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between tradition’s “truth” and tradition’s “transmissibility,” for its overall “consistency” is no 

longer available (225). Facing this, “many” people had worked at “clinging to truth” and thus 

“renounced transmissibility” (225)—for Benjamin, an invalid endeavour, and something Kafka 

recognises as futile. Instead, in Benjamin’s view Kafka’s real genius is that he tries something 

quite different and new: he “sacrifices truth for the sake of clinging to transmissibility” of the 

“mystical tradition” (225). In this sense, the gestural nature of effect within Kafka’s stories and 

novels also pertains to the world of his stories and novels as well. On this ground, one might say 

that Kafka’s art is gesture writ large: for Benjamin, Kafka’s work he “conveys” or “transmits” 

the (experiential) form underlying “mystical tradition”—though not the truths at its centre—and 

in doing this he provides the most significant artistic account of and for his contemporary world.  

For Benjamin, in Kafka’s work meaning becomes an external event, but due to the 

gestural nature of its externality its truth remains mysterious and opaque. One knows that what 

conveys and is conveyed means something, but one does not know what it means. To these 

thoughts of Benjamin Scholem responds in a letter of 6-8 November 1938 that: “it is only natural 

that the capacity of tradition to be transmitted remains as its sole living feature when it decays” 

(224), basically confirming Benjamin’s own interpretation of Kafka. However, Scholem surely 

has in mind a critically well-known section of an earlier letter—partly quoted above in this study 

in connection to Santner’s theological ideas (cf. 65 above)—in which he speaks about the 

contemporary state of religious revelation. In a letter of 20 September 1934 to Benjamin—i.e., 

four years prior to their correspondence on Kafka—Scholem writes: 

You ask what I understand by the ‘nothingness of revelation’ [in 1938, he writes ‘the 

nothingness of truth’ (239)]? I understand by it a state in which revelation appears to be 
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without meaning, in which it still inserts itself, in which it has validity but no 

significance. A state in which the wealth of meaning is lost and what is in the process of 

appearing (for revelation is such a process) still does not disappear, even though it is 

reduced to the zero point of its own content, so to speak. This is obviously a borderline 

case in the religious sense, and whether it can really come to pass is a very dubious point. 

(142) 

Scholem’s insights here are twofold: on the one hand, his compelling notion that absolutes 

(“revelations”) may, for a person like Kafka or a character like Esch in Broch’s novel The 

Sleepwalkers (1932), come to be experienced as valid but without apparent significance; on the 

other hand, his wary hesitation to allow or cast this insight regarding individual experience into 

the realm of general, asserted truth regarding a religion or an era both confronts Benjamin’s 

reading of Kafka insofar as it spills over into the world and also implicates Santner’s 

extrapolation of Scholem’s ideas and disregard for Scholem’s own expressed doubts. 

 Benjamin finds in neither Proust nor Kafka any sense of the viable vitality of tradition on 

the whole as a world of meaning intact as its own. Tradition here is moribund or “ill”: in Proust, 

it is reduced to memory, and confined to the interior register of images invested with scenes of 

personal memory; in Kafka, it is delimited to a form of gesture, and confined to the exterior 

realm of divested “conveyance” or “transmissibility” shorn of stable, discernible meaning. And 

although, as Benjamin interprets them, both Proust and Kafka demonstrate in their works the 

capacity of tradition—even in reduced form—to establish conditions in which a particular 

utterance or idea or act or event means more than may be initially or simply comprehended, in 

neither novelist do we find the indicated bifurcation between internal and external registers of 
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meaning drawn together into an integral whole. Interiority and exteriority remain distinct and 

even disparate, and while Proust’s emphasis on the first and Kafka’s emphasis on the second 

contain respective insights, Benjamin notes no critical tremor in the lack of integrity—as if, 

despite recognising its diminished reality, tradition has come to be this way out of historical 

necessity rather than contingency. Of course, neither Proust nor Kafka explicitly argue that this is 

the case in their novels, but it is read in what their novelistic depictions reveal when viewed on 

the whole from a certain critical perspective like Benjamin’s. 

Benjamin’s colleague and friend Theodor Adorno also addresses the matter of tradition 

through considering a modernist novelist, but his focus lies less on the nature of memory than on 

what its opposites, especially the critical commonplace of “the new,” mean for modern culture. 

Adorno’s most sustained and detailed analysis of twentieth-century art’s provenance and ethos 

comes in his late work Aesthetic Theory, on which he worked until his death in 1969, and an 

edited version of which was first published in 1970 (although the standard English translation 

was published only in 1997 by Robert Hullot-Kentor). Adorno’s assessment of Beckett as the 

“pinnacle” of contemporary art (271) is informed by Adorno’s critique of his contemporary 

cultural-political nexus and its assumptions about historical meaning and cultural ideas of 

development and progression. Early in Aesthetic Theory Adorno writes:  

tradition itself, as a medium of historical movement, depends essentially on economic 

and social structures and is qualitatively transformed along with them. The attitude of 

contemporary art towards tradition, usually reviled as a loss of tradition, is predicated on 

the inner transformation of the category of tradition itself. In an essentially nontraditional 

society, aesthetic tradition a priori is dubious. The authority of the new is that of the 
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historically inevitable. To this extent it implies objective criticism of the individual, the 

vehicle of the new: In the new the knot is tied aesthetically between individual and 

society. (20-21) 

For Adorno the term “tradition” is related to “economic and social structures” rather than 

to any “mystical” sense (as it is for Benjamin). However, this relationship is one of dependence, 

not guidance, of tradition on the latter: economic and social structures underpin and inform 

traditional meaning (traditions of meaning), not vice versa. In a capitalist culture, economic and 

social structures are bound to processes of “progression” and commodification. Insofar as these 

characteristics define an era, any sense of tradition either will be weakened considerably (via 

attempted conformation with the capitalist spirit) or will be variously resisted or rejected (as 

antithetical to the zeitgeist, due to tradition’s emphasis on continuity and enduring meaning). 

Further, insofar as art reflects the zeitgeist of the era, in a capitalist society art too will resist and 

reject tradition—not just the meaning that tradition may offer, but its very form of deep dialogue 

over time. Thus Adorno finds “contemporary” art’s “attitude” towards tradition to involve “an 

inner transformation of the category of tradition itself”—through either desiccation or 

caricature—as any sense of tradition in an “essentially nontraditional society” is always treated 

as “dubious.” Tradition, with its appreciation of the past, is contrasted with the “authority of the 

new,” which in late capitalism takes the form of the historically inevitable. Adorno here 

expresses three significant ideas: a critique of the definition of the new as the historically 

inevitable; art’s purported (contemporary) favouring of progressive meaning—in practice a 

process of ongoing “negation”—over metaphysical meaning; and the problematic collusion of art 

and (capitalist) cultural politics implied by the preceding two points. Finally, Adorno addresses  
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Beckett’s prosaic contradiction of these matters in terms of his depiction of individuals subject to 

forms of impulsion and impotency. 

 To understand “the new” as the “historically inevitable,”46 and to distil its “authority” to 

this definition poses more problems than simply dealing with the excitement of novelty or the 

pleasure of unprecedented discovery. For to frame the new in terms of inevitability is to link its 

appearance with necessity in such a way that both freedom and contingency are denied from the 

outset: on this ground, that which follows—however it comes about—is necessarily better than 

that which precedes—however it ended. This position subjects considerations of value and 

efficacy to the shallowest possible criterion: value is determined solely in terms of linearity of 

time. Here, the temporal category ‘newness’ overrides the evaluative category ‘worthiness.’ And 

because time does not pause or cease in its linear movement, the new is always fresh and 

perpetually expected. This line of thinking allows Adorno to note an apparent paradox: the new 

is actually the close kin of the permanent, due to its inevitable character. He writes: “[t]he 

category of the new, as the abstract negation of the category of the permanent, converges with 

permanence: The invariance of the new is its weakness” (271). The invariance of the new is its 

permanence, its necessity: something is new merely because it succeeds something else 

temporally, not because it offers something qualitatively different or builds or improves on 

things of the past.  

Adorno states that the new depends on temporal succession rather than qualitative 

overcoming or improvement in intrinsic value, its dominance is achieved by a form of relentless 

                                                 
46

 This position is markedly different to Pound’s phrase “make it new” (his book title of 1934), which is about 

dialogue and artistic appropriation, when considered in the light of his overall work, especially as its ethos is 

exemplified in his Cantos.  
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“negation” (21)—an act of permanent, blind revolution that accords with a kind of devastation: 

“[t]he fulfilled moment [of the new] reverses into perpetual repetition that converges with 

desolation” (30). The intrinsic worth of things is devastated; hitherto recognised forms of 

worthiness or value have become desolate; the new is ineluctable and negative (comprised by the 

act of negation), but unlike in Hegel’s dialectic the contemporary sense of negation implies no 

higher synthesis here, for Adorno. Instead, the new is a form of pure negation—its advent has a 

negative or “privative” (21) character—and thus its own value is due to that which it has 

‘overcome.’ This overcoming is “inevitable,” however; since it happens necessarily, the use of 

the term becomes nonsense. Form and content are arbitrary, contingent (another paradox); the 

whole process of succession and the product of newness is meaningless, strictly speaking, for 

questions of meaning are moot in the face of necessity. The new is thus defined in terms of its 

negation of something meaningless, and in this sense becomes meaningless itself. The new as a 

meaningless thing accorded value only because, in a capitalist society, it can fetch a price is at 

the heart of Adorno’s critique. He writes: “[t]he abstractness of the new is bound up with the 

commodity character of art. This is why the modern when it was first theoretically articulated—

in Baudelaire—bore an ominous aspect. The new is akin to death” (21). Here meaninglessness is 

‘deathly,’ and for Adorno art cannot properly remain tied to death. 

 This leads to Adorno’s second idea: while “contemporary” art, which he designates “anti-

art” (271), seeks to identify with the progressive zeitgeist and thus focus solely on the new 

through relentless negation of what is not new, it cannot help but mean something for both 

creator and public, and this meaningfulness itself gestures towards what Adorno calls a 

“metaphysical” significance which lies beyond what is gathered in the concept of the historically 

inevitable. He writes that the “key to contemporary anti-art” may be found in the act of “culling 
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aesthetic meaning from the radical negation of metaphysical meaning” (271)—that is, in 

paradoxically finding meaning in the apparent meaninglessness of negating what of necessity is 

no longer meaningful in any case, with “metaphysical meaning” understood as meaning whose 

significance does not depend on and even is posited despite prevalent temporal modes of 

cognition.47 In other words, for Adorno “metaphysical meaning” is related only obliquely, if at 

all, to any given “contemporary” sense of time. Here Adorno turns on the possibility of 

‘meaningless’ negation in art. He notes that “[a]rtwork that rigorously negates meaning is by this 

very rigour bound to the same density and unity that was once requisite to the presence of 

meaning”—and thus “[a]rtworks become nexuses of meaning, even against their will, to the 

extent that they negate meaning” (154). That is, because literature and artworks are 

imaginatively conceived and deliberately made or composed, they form part of the volitional 

register of life, and the human will is always linked, knowingly or unknowingly, to meaning. 

From this vantage point we see that Adorno’s earlier critical characterisation of the 

temporal category of the new as that which, due to historical inevitability, necessarily (and thus 

meaninglessly) negates both tradition and the very past itself, also must exclude art from its 

purview—for art, given that its concrete nature configures form and content into a “nexus of  

                                                 
47

 Marcel Duchamp provides an interesting example of two sides of this: with his “readymades” of 1914 and 

following, he overturned the meaning of artefacts through transgressing the very idea of art being made. The import 

of his readymades for artistic tradition meant that from then on making had to encompass the possibility of form 

beyond notions of original creation. Duchamp proved protean throughout his life, and in 1964 spoke with Calvin 

Tomkins about the artistic need for a different cognitive temporality than what was embodied in his readymades:   

MD: I think there is a great deal to the idea of not doing a thing, but when you do a thing, you don’t do it in 

five minutes or five hours, but in five years. I think there’s an element in the slowness of execution that 

adds to the possibility of producing something that will be durable in its expression, that will be considered 

important five centuries later. 

 CT: In that sense your own work could be said to be in conflict with the spirit of the century. 

MD: Yes, because I produced so little, and everything I produced took me quite a long time. (The 

 Afternoon Interviews, 44-5) 
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meaning” which cannot be undone without undoing art itself, cannot but be meaningful. This 

idea is expressed by Gertrude Stein in her “Portrait” of Picasso: 

Something had been coming out of him, certainly it had been coming out of him, 

certainly it was something, certainly it had been coming out of him and it had meaning, a 

charming meaning, a solid meaning, a struggling meaning, a clear meaning. [...] This one 

was one having always something being coming out of him, something having 

completely real meaning. (333-5) 

Adorno holds that the agon of “contemporary anti-art” with the tradition of art that 

precedes it must therefore occur in a meaningful register, and this is due not to its purported 

effect of negation but rather to the form it takes in order to be (potentially) an effective agent of 

negation. He writes that the “aesthetic principle of form is in itself, through the synthesis of what 

is formed, the positing of meaning even where meaning is substantively rejected” (271). The 

meaning here posited by art is Adorno’s “metaphysical” meaning—meaning whose reality lies 

apart or perhaps over against the meaninglessness of the historical inevitability of progress and 

its tension of newness and negation. “To this extent,” Adorno adds, “whatever it wills or states, 

art remains theology; its claim to truth and its affinity to untruth are one and the same” (271). In 

Adorno’s analysis, even as art attempts—as some critics see when considering modernism—to 

partake wholeheartedly of “the new,” it cannot do so and maintain its integrity, for its formal 

significance (its form-content significance) leads it of a matter of course into the realm of 

meaning that does not depend on or derive from a “progressive” sense of time. And thus art  
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cannot ignore, and even must participate in, the “metaphysical” register of meaning, which 

Adorno further qualifies as “theological.”  

At this point Adorno’s significance for my study becomes clearer. For Adorno’s 

metaphysical-theological register informs my understanding of the question of how absolutes 

partake of what I have called the theological register of meaning. Further, Adorno’s interest in 

the matter of art’s relationship to the new with reference to metaphysical-theological absolutes 

anticipates my interest in how the theological register of absolutes plays out in the traditional 

world of space and time and how this is manifested in the incarnate, prosaic lives of persons and 

communities. For Adorno, such absolutes underpin “contemporary anti-art’s” relationship to its 

capitalist cultural milieu (and its purported rejection of tradition as meaninglessness) because 

Adorno’s capitalist culture finds spiritual and concrete expression in art as a whole and certain 

artists in particular, of whom his favoured example is Samuel Beckett. 

Adorno’s proposition that art must mean something, even when in an assumed relation of 

mimesis towards late capitalist culture, has three potential outcomes in Adorno’s aesthetic 

theory: first, the attempted collusion of art with politics; second, an unconsciously performed 

immanent critique of art’s mimetic relationship to capitalist registers of absolute, past, and 

meaninglessness; and, third, a consciously undertaken immanent critique of art’s mimetic 

relationship to capitalist registers of absolute, past, and meaninglessness. All three outcomes are 

related to failure: the first two unwittingly and despite themselves, and the third by choice, as 

deliberate demonstration. In the first case—art’s attempted collusion with politics—art proves a 

failure, for, by necessity, it grows incoherent when strained between its own unavoidable attempt 

at meaning and the meaninglessness of which it seeks to be a mimetic counterpart in its urge for 
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“the new.” The second case—art’s unconscious immanent critique of capitalist politics—is a 

variation on the first: in the process of attempted collusion between art and politics and the 

ensuing incoherence of art wracked between meaning and nonmeaning, one on-looking observes 

that the collusion even partly worked—art got this far—because its own inner fraught 

meaningfulness and meaninglessness (its inevitable, yet reluctant, metaphysical aspect) 

reflectively parallels, in some sense, a similar tension within capitalism which, as an ideological 

tradition itself, also has its own metaphysical-theological, absolute, or ultimate reference points, 

which may deserve critical censure or considered praise but which may not be denied. This 

second case or outcome is an unconsciously performed immanent critique because, without 

conscious purpose, it opens up cracks and tensions in the façade of capitalist politics which 

claims progress and the new commodified but which also involves background absolutes that are 

part of a “theological” register of meaning and thus may be addressed and critiqued in terms of 

that register and in relation to differing or contrary absolutes. The third case—a consciously 

undertaken immanent critique of art’s relationship to the cultural ethos of late capitalism—

involves failure too, but the failure here is demonstrative: it composes certain assumed elements 

of an ideological stance (here, capitalist individualism) in such a way that its inherent impasses 

or failures emerge in crystalline, crafted form. 

Adorno’s emblematic figure for this third case is Samuel Beckett, and he organises his 

reading in terms of Beckett’s translations of ideas of progress into images of impulsion 

frustrated, and of ideas of newness or singularity into images of isolated impotence. Adorno 

suggests that these two primal discursive images point towards the integration of external and 

internal forms into an individual whole that is ‘ill’ under “contemporary” capitalist conditions. In 

the first tenth of his Aesthetic Theory, Adorno elucidates the former image: “the gesture of 
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walking in place at the end of Godot, which is the fundamental motif of the whole of [Beckett’s] 

work, reacts precisely to this situation that ‘the need for progress’ is inextricable from its 

impossibility” (30), giving concrete form to Estragon’s opening words in Waiting for Godot 

(1949): “nothing to be done.” Adorno locates this image of impulsion frustrated (of forced stasis, 

of movement confined to its opposite) at the heart of Beckett’s work. Its external form arises 

from an internal impasse: desire—or assumed desire—cannot and does not simply flow from 

origin to end. In other words, regardless of the perceived authority of a specific absolute (here, 

the imperative of the new), its effective success (here, perpetual progress) is not assumed. 

Beckett’s work does not argue but shows the emptiness of ideas of simple progress in his era; he 

also shows the paucity that results from the category of the new (the unprecedented, the singular) 

taken as the ubiquitous lens through which individuals understand themselves and others. Taking 

a long view of Beckett’s prosaic and dramatic oeuvre, one sees a series of increasingly refined 

images of isolation accompanied by growing degrees of individual impotence. The singular 

becomes all there is, and because it is everything it is nothing—for there is no longer any 

landscape within which difference, distinction, or boundaries make sense.  

On this ground, Beckett’s work might be read as a symbol of the trajectory of western 

civilisation’s diminished relationship with culture. In the movement through Murphy (1938), 

Mercier et Camier (1946/70), Molloy (1951), Malone Dies (1951), The Unnameable (1953), 

Comment C’est (1961), Imagination Dead Imagine (1965), Sans (1969), Company (1980), Ill 

Seen Ill Said (1982), Worstward Ho (1983), and Stirrings Still (1988), or through Waiting for 

Godot (1952), Fin de Partie (1957), Krapp’s Last Tape (1958), Eh Joe (1966), Not I (1972), and 

Rockaby (1981), Beckett moves from several figures to duos to solitaries to parts of bodies to 

effects of bodies (breathing, crying, moaning, etc.). This progression of isolation is accompanied 
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by increasingly stringent degrees of impotence: confinement within a landscape or scene 

diminishes to that of a stage or piece of furniture, which in turn is reduced to variously severe 

inabilities to walk, move, talk coherently, and even to speak. At this point, space—long since 

turned cage—is joined by time and will at the lower register of perfidious, bleak nonsense.  

On a formal-aesthetic level, Beckett’s achievement is stunning and impressive; his work 

in prose reminds one of Constantin Brancusi’s pared down sculptural images of flight or desire, 

or Francis Bacon’s rough love of the limits of human recognisability. Within the form-content 

nexus of public meaning, Adorno reads Beckett’s work as a powerful and conscious immanent 

critique of his contemporary era: Beckett’s works show that progress is related only to death, not 

to more or better life; and they show that the new, as the singular, is really the radically isolated 

and then the impassively impotent. There is no progress and no newness; the kind of cultural era 

that proclaims these as absolutes writes its own ruin on the bodies of its individuals.  

As Adorno states, Beckett’s work embodies and thus clarifies the endgame of art when 

understood in the aspect of the new. Here one sees how “the knot is tied aesthetically between 

individual and society” (21). It is, so to speak, “objective criticism” of what “the individual” (21) 

has and must, according to Adorno, become under the “contemporary” conditions of late 

capitalism: instead of progress, stasis; instead of the triumph of the new, the singular indignity of 

increasingly dumb impotence. Beckett, Adorno writes, “indifferent to the ruling clichés of 

development, views his task as that of moving in an infinitely small space towards what is 

effectively a dimensionless point” (154). One could also call this “dimensionless point” the 

Beckettian still point, or stayed point; it is his own version of the opposite and yet also the result 

of progress and newness. Because it is part of an immanent critique, Adorno argues, the 
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“Beckettian zero point—the last straw for a howling philosophy of culture—is, like the atom, 

infinitely full” (320). For it is not merely a mimetic endorsement of an era of culture turned ‘ill’; 

it also, and most importantly, threatens to implode and construct out of its own emaciated 

entrails an image of its opposite—something that can move, go on, utter sense, enjoy company, 

and keep rocking and breathing.  

This surmise may be expressed as an intuition that in the shadows of Beckett’s prosaic 

images of despair, dereliction, or decay lies, as a kind of perverse reversal of presentation, some 

glimmer of potential life revived, or of a dark smile which will not dim. Thus alongside the end 

of Waiting for Godot or the phrase “[i]l faut continuer” (The Unnameable, 414)—Adorno’s 

examples—or “never anything there anymore” (Malone Dies, 288) or “nohow on” (Worstward 

Ho, 89, 116), one holds the savage spirit of Rockaby’s “‘time she stopped … stop her eyes … 

fuck life’ … ‘more!’”, Molloy’s bicycle or mother, Krapp’s bananas and booze, Malone’s 

‘Saposcata,’ and one realises that one blasphemes only because God still matters. One also 

realises that sometimes it comes to the point that the cry, as it is in Part II of How It Is, “DO 

YOU LOVE ME CUNT” (96) makes sense even if one is alone. Beckett’s art is both 

confirmation and contradiction of the cultural state of things as Adorno sees it. He is not alone as 

an artist, but he is the “pinnacle” of what this kind of art can do and how far it can go to 

incarnate and illuminate its own era’s absolutes and ethos.  

To shift from negative or critical assessments of the possibility of tradition in modernity 

to more affirmative considerations, we may recall the basic definition of tradition offered in the 

introduction to this study: tradition addresses the question of meaning in time, meaning through 

time, and meaning over time; it is the larger background against which a particular thing is 
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meaningfully perceived and considered; it is the essential context for understanding what a thing 

is and is not, and what is new and what is assumed or inherited.  

Of well-known English modernists, T.S. Eliot was one of the first to publically and 

clearly indicate the continuing relevance of a serious regard for tradition. He writes in “Tradition 

and the Individual Talent” (1919) that in art self-sufficiency pertains neither to work nor to artist, 

as no one thing is complete in itself: “no artist” of any kind “has his complete meaning alone” 

(38). For Eliot, no art is exactly sui generis: each act or work of art includes something of the 

past—some idea or formal precedent adapted to its own ends—that is not “dead” in meaning but 

rather must be considered “already living” (44) and thus may prove important in and for the 

present. Further, each new genuine work prompts tradition to adjust itself, so to speak, for 

meaning goes both backwards and forwards in time. Eliot considers this way of seeing and 

connecting what is “alive” in the past with what is “alive” in the present to form part of a 

“traditional” sensibility characterised by holding “the timeless and the temporal together” (38) in 

a way that allows them to condition and deepen each other. He cautions against a simple 

approach to this matter, though, for a traditional sensibility and the insights it affords “cannot be 

inherited” but rather must be actively “obtain[ed]” via a process of “great labour” (38).  

The “great labour” for artists involves attaining a level of formal mastery in his or her 

chosen field of art, but this formal mastery depends upon certain underlying intellectual aspects 

of the traditional sensibility that see ongoing value in past ideas and works as they pertain to and 

augment present ideas and works. Without becoming enmeshed here in what for Eliot may make 

something “timeless” or delving into what would be involved in the “complete meaning” of an 

artwork, one may state that Eliot’s “traditional” sensibility involves two basic refusals: first, of 
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individual self-sufficiency; and second, of temporal self-sufficiency. If neither an individual 

(object, act, person, etc.) nor a time or era may be comprehended purely on its own terms, then at 

least part of its meaning is relational—i.e., how it stands in relation to other individuals, times, 

and places. And if one is not predetermined to immediately privilege the individual, thing, or 

time at hand, then the complex set of relationships that comprise the meaning of an individual or 

thing or time are not assigned necessary value from the outset. That is, temporal proximity does 

not (necessarily) govern meaning or value. 

Eliot’s essential unwillingness to countenance individual or temporal self-sufficiency is 

echoed in sociologist Edward Shils’ seminal, singular study Tradition (1981; drawn from his 

scripts for the first T.S. Eliot48 Memorial Lectures, University of Kent, 1974). Shils argues that a 

fixation on the individual and the sense that value in time is progressive lie behind what he 

characterises, in the 1970s and early 1980s, as a widespread “antitraditional animus” (150) in the 

twentieth century. Shils bases his study on his assertion that there is a typical “movement of the 

mind” in the twentieth century that has been “inimical to the acceptance of what is offered by 

tradition” (10). This mindset is comprised of a “belief, corresponding to a feeling, that within 

each human being there is an individuality, lying in potentiality, which seeks occasion for 

realisation but is held in the toils of the rules, beliefs, and roles which society imposes” (11). For 

Shils this individualistic conception of the “true self” may be “traced back to the romanticism of 

the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries” (11), particularly insofar as this “romanticism” 

emphasises the “tradition of artistic originality” (149) and the then-nascent “tradition of genius” 

(150), both of which identify artistic goodness or greatness with what is acclaimed as new or 
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 Despite infrequent references to Eliot in the body of his work, Shils speaks plainly of his “debt to Eliot” (vii). 
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unprecedented. This idea of the individual self, whose “truth” ought to be posed against the 

weight of tradition, is strengthened by the other great movement of the eighteenth century 

alongside Romanticism: the Enlightenment.  

As expressed in the work of Shils’ fellow sociologist Max Weber, the Enlightenment’s 

newfound emphasis on human reason as the primary and sole criterion for goodness means that 

as the province of reason is enlarged the quality of human life in general is improved. This stance 

allows Weber to construe the “fate of our times”—i.e., modernity— positively in terms of a 

“disenchantment of the world” (in his 1918 lecture “Science as a Vocation,” 151), because 

reason challenges and overturns older theological and traditional forms of authority. From this 

ground, two consequent ideas are significant for Shils’ reconsideration of the idea of tradition: a 

certain view of progress and a specific definition of tradition. First, alongside the idea that an 

increased measure of rationality in society implies human betterment one may find the 

assumption that people and institutions really are becoming more rational—that is, the idea not 

only is true but it also inevitably is the case.49  

                                                 
49

 Hans-Georg Gadamer also addresses the simplistic and claimed opposition of tradition and reason, and touches 

not only the implications of this opposition (here, for Romanticism) but undoes the very opposition itself. In a sub-

section titled “The rehabilitation of authority and tradition” in Truth and Method (1960/89), II, ii, Gadamer writes: 

What determines the romantic understanding of tradition is its abstract opposition to the principle of 

enlightenment. Romanticism conceives of tradition as an antithesis to the freedom of reason and regards it 

as something historically given, like nature. And whether one wants to be a revolutionary and oppose it or 

preserve it, tradition is still viewed as the abstract opposite of free self-determination, since its validity does 

not require any reasons but conditions us without our questioning it. (281) 

Gadamer critiques the definition of traditions in terms of reason—for or against— as philosophically inadequate, 

and then offers a fine definition of tradition that incorporates reason without giving it inappropriate authority. 

Uniting here the concerns of both Shils and Adorno, Gadamer states: 

The fact is that in tradition there is always an element of freedom and of history itself. Even the most 

genuine and pure tradition does not persist because of the inertia of what once existed. It needs to be 

affirmed, embraced, cultivated. It is, essentially, preservation, and it is active in all historical change. But 

preservation is an act of reason, though an inconspicuous one. For this reason, only innovation and 

planning appear to be the result of reason. But this is an illusion. Even where life changes violently, as in 

ages of revolution, far more of the old is preserved in the supposed transformation of everything than 

anyone knows, and it combines with the new to create a new value. At any rate, preservation is as much a 

freely chosen action as are revolution and renewal. (281-2) 
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For Shils this means that in the post-Enlightenment twentieth century the “idea of 

progress” has been characterised in terms of temporal inexorability: “change has become 

coterminous with the idea of progress” and “innovation has become coterminous with the idea of 

improvement” (4).50 At its furthest limit, this perspective suggests that since human progress is 

figured in terms of the ongoing linear movement of time, the past is necessarily less progressive 

than the present, and thus the past is not a valid (let alone valuable) point of reference. The term 

“tradition” stands in for the negative aspects of the past that have been challenged, in that it 

becomes “associated with a particular kind of society and culture” (6), the remnants of which are 

to be overcome and eradicated. Shils states that increasingly in the course of the eighteenth, 

nineteenth, and twentieth centuries  

Traditionality was regarded as the cause or consequence of ignorance, superstition, 

clerical dominance, religious intolerance, social hierarchy, inequality in the distribution 

of wealth, presumption of the best positions in society on grounds of birth, and states of 

mind and social institutions which were the objects of rationalistic and progressivistic 

censure. (6) 

Through the reduction of tradition to ideas of “ignorance,” “dominance,” “intolerance,” 

“inequality,” etc., the idea of tradition itself becomes pre-emptively tainted for modern 

individuals. The additional association of tradition with that which suppresses the “originality” 

of the “true self” and that which opposes ineluctable and unidirectional human progress as time 

itself moves forward prompts Shils to begin ab ovo with tradition, as it were. Although he 

gestures towards artists and intellectuals for whom tradition is not necessarily negative and 
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 Although Shils does not cite Lukács or Adorno, the former’s sense of historical necessity and the latter’s sense of 

the newfound and troubling authority of “the new” relate to Shils’ own scholarly analysis here. 
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indeed may be positive,51 Shils writes as a scholar who has had to take a timely intellectual stand 

alone. Noting that for his contemporary reader tradition may mean “many things,” Shils initially 

frames tradition in “its barest, most elementary sense” of “traditum,” which he defines (as does 

the Oxford English Dictionary) as “anything which is transmitted or handed down from the past 

to the present” (12). At this level, tradition “makes no [positive or negative] statement about 

what is handed down”; rather, the “decisive criterion” for something to belong to tradition is that 

“having been created through human actions, through thought and imagination, it is handed 

down from one generation to the next” (12). For Shils, the idea of tradition applies to any and all 

deliberate intellectual or material products of an individual or group that endure long enough for 

more than one generation to experience them. Defined this broadly, tradition has an immense 

purview. Shils writes that tradition “includes all that a society of a given time possesses and 

which already existed when its present possessors came upon it and which is not solely the 

product of physical processes in the external world or exclusively the result of ecological and 

physiological necessity” (12).  

Different from history in that it cannot be said easily to progress, tradition’s development 

is not necessarily linear and its centre is deliberate and meaningful activity (whether intellectual 

or material). This sense of tradition involves two basic claims—social and personal—which 

parallel Eliot’s own rejection of individual and temporal self-sufficiency. First, Shils notes the 

“temporal dimension” of a culture or society that precludes its being “constituted by its existence 

at a single moment in time” (327), for properly speaking a society ought to be understood as a 

“‘trans-temporal’ phenomenon” that “exists only through time” (327). This means that any given 

                                                 
51

 Shils’ brief references include figures like Werner Heisenberg, Ernst Gombrich, Max Weber (a nuanced reading; 

Shils acclaims his work highly and respectfully), and of course T.S. Eliot. Many of his references are minor; as I 

state above, Shils writes as one undertaking a lonely project for the most part. 
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society involves a process of “temporal integration” which complements its more commonly 

recognised “spatial integration” (327). For a society or culture, diversity of time is as significant 

as diversity of space, and the integrity of that society or culture depends in part on how different 

times and spaces are brought into relationship with each other in meaningful ways. Further, the 

recognition that different times (and spaces) matter to a culture or society depends on a 

willingness to see value in that which is not immediately at hand.  

Shils calls this mindset “substantive traditionality” and defines it as “the appreciation of 

the accomplishments and wisdom of the past” (21)—a stance which also recognises “the 

desirability of regarding patterns inherited from the past as valid guides” for the present (21). 

Shils’ sense that the ideas and considered practices of the past continue to matter not despite time 

but rather because of time and may deepen or augment the present through personal and cultural 

appreciation and integration does not seem, on the face of it, to be a very difficult position with 

which to agree. Nonetheless, he states that although “substantive traditionality” is “one of the 

major patterns of human thought” in cultural history, in “modern times” it has been “severely 

criticised” (21). Through a wide variety of sociological, philosophical, literary, artistic, and 

cultural examples (too numerous to list here to any purpose), Shils works to substantiate his 

central claim that tradition is not necessarily a stultifying part of human life, and indeed ought to 

be recognised as an important and enduring aspect of culture that bears manifold fruit if 

approached without undue prejudice regarding its validity and value. 

 Shils’ understanding that contemporary ideas of tradition leave it disregarded (and thus 

an embattled notion) is echoed in historian Jaroslav Pelikan’s National Endowment for the 

Humanities’ Jefferson Lectures (1983), published as The Vindication of Tradition in 1984. 
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Pelikan is arguably the key twentieth-century historian of what is called Judeo-Christian ideas 

and practices, and he frames and steeps his discussion of tradition in theological terms. 

Nonetheless, like Eliot the literary critic, or Shils the sociologist, the import of Pelikan’s 

arguments surpasses his own delimited theme and pertain to our contemporary sense of tradition. 

Similar to Eliot and Shils (whom he mentions respectfully), Pelikan focuses on the way that self-

understanding is permeated by ideas and experiences of the past. He notes “the decisive role of 

root metaphors and paradigms”—in my terms, absolutes or ultimate reference points—“in the 

creation of a Weltbild [image of the world]” (78). For each person or culture, Pelikan writes, 

“which metaphors are chosen, and which tradition they come from, will profoundly affect the 

image of reality” (78-9) through which particular meaning and understanding are filtered. The 

presence of traditional “root metaphors and paradigms” is ubiquitous. For Pelikan, each person’s 

task is to “com[e] to terms with the presence of the tradition from which [they] are derived” 

(53)—an active process that either deepens the affirmation of meaning for a tradition’s 

“conscious participants” (53) or allows “unconscious victims” (53) of traditional ideas and 

practices to recognise the extent of the derivative aspects of their own selves and begin to 

struggle against its outward determination of individual meaning.  

Pelikan uses musical imagery to elaborate what is involved in “coming to terms” with the 

significance of tradition. Because tradition is not confined to the past but rather is the perdurance 

of past meaning as it grounds the present and shapes the future, Pelikan states that to be “tone-

deaf” to traditional forms of meaning is “to be unable to hear the voices of the past or the 

present—or of the future” (54). To adopt his musical language, the “voices” of the past are 

sustained in the present, and having begun a certain melody in a certain key these voices have, at 

least in part, framed (what Nietzsche might call) the ‘song of the future.’ Like Shils, Pelikan 
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argues for the inevitable and significant presence of traditional forms of meaning, but not for 

their inevitable value; he writes that to properly understand a tradition one must “listen to the 

choruses” of the tradition and “not only to the soloists—nor only to the virtuosi among the 

soloists” (17). For in tradition—as in the novel—the loudest or most prominent voices are not 

necessarily the most significant or enduring, and indeed the more prosaic, unexciting aspects of a 

tradition may prove more valuable to its participants or illuminating for its ethos.  

 In order to begin to outline how a certain tradition may be valuable or not valuable, 

Pelikan resorts to English versions of the old Greek Orthodox theological terms eidolon and 

eikon, which may he translates as “idol” and “icon.” Theologically speaking, an idol is a dead-

end—it neither contains nor properly expresses a deity (or deified reality) which in its essential 

form must be open to relation. Instead, an idol is a purported absolute image which, after being 

drawn into prosaic life, proves its own self-referential (i.e., inhospitable) focus and thus may be 

said to be self-contained rather than life-giving. In contradistinction to an idol, an icon—

particularly as comprehended and expressed in the tradition of Orthodox Christianity—is a 

‘living’ portal by means of which a deity, deified reality, or aspect of divine meaning is 

manifested and expressed. Pelikan integrates this distinction into his assessment of tradition. He 

states that tradition “becomes an idol” when “it makes the preservation and repetition of the past 

an end in itself; it claims to have the transcendent reality and truth captive and encapsulated in 

that past, and it requires an idolatrous submission to the authority of tradition, since truth would 

not dare to appear outside it” (55). In contradistinction to this closed version of tradition, Pelikan 

writes that tradition “qualifies as an icon” when  
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it does not present itself as coextensive with the truth it teaches, but does present itself as 

the way that we who are its heirs must follow if we are to go beyond it—through it, but 

beyond it—to a universal truth that is available only in a particular embodiment, as life 

itself is available to each of us only in a particular set of parents. (56) 

In the first model of tradition presented here—tradition as “idol”—the “transcendent 

reality and truth” of the tradition is complete and completely of the past, unchanging in its proper 

application, and exhausted by the traditional forms it has assumed once and for all. The only way 

to participate in such a tradition is to adhere to previously-established ideas and to repeat 

previously-established practices. It is a dead-end; it refers only to itself (i.e., it is self-sufficient 

and self-enclosed), and lacks any capacity to recognise and integrate any change or difference in 

time. Pelikan’s negative characterisation of tradition and its possibilities here reminds one of 

Eliot’s warning critique of any complete identification of religion and culture insofar as it 

indicates a narrowing of absolute to a particular expression; each involves an absolute delimited 

and confined by space and time, rather than an absolute manifested and expressed in space and 

time. 

In Pelikan’s second model of tradition presented here—tradition as “icon”—the “truth” 

that the tradition “teaches” is manifested and expressed in particular traditional forms, but these 

traditional forms do not exhaust their “truth”—the significance of what is “embodied” is not 

“coextensive” with any “particular embodiment.” The “truth” remains inexhaustible in this sense 

of tradition, but not because its essence is metaphysically distant nor because of any ingrained 

and insurmountable dichotomy of universal-particular. Rather, the “truth” remains inexhaustible 

due to its essential bestowing nature: it is a kind of absolute which enkindles rather than 
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confines, becomes a form of dynamic relation and augmentation rather than one of static 

imposition, and subsequently retains the “capacity to develop while still maintaining its identity 

and continuity” (58).52 Two of Pelikan’s strongest ideas about tradition—that it requires active 

and “conscious participation” rather than simple acceptance and adherence, and that it provides 

the richest, most fruitful (and perhaps sole) conditions for personal and social (or communal) 

apprehension of certain “root metaphors,” existential “paradigms,” and “transcendent truths” 

(absolutes, ultimate reference points)—are also found in roughly contemporaneous writings by 

the philosopher Hans-Georg Gadamer and the theologian Vladimir Lossky, both of whose 

statures in their respective scholarly fields match the statures of Eliot, Shils, and Pelikan in their 

own fields. 

Gadamer’s magisterial work Truth and Method (1960, rev. ed. 1989) stands at the summit 

of modern philosophical hermeneutics—the study of how to understand understanding. Gadamer 

grounds his philosophical approach in Plato’s affirmation of dialogue form and the verbal nature 

of truth (expressed in his Seventh Letter), and in Martin Heidegger’s philosophical rethinking of 

truth in terms of presence and being (rather than propositional correctness) and his denial of the 

primacy (and even the category) of the subjective/subjectivity, and one notes their figures in the 

background as Gadamer elaborates his ideas of understanding and tradition. Gadamer writes that: 

“[u]nderstanding is to be thought of less as a subjective act than as participating in an event of 

tradition, a process of transmission in which past and present are constantly mediated” (290).  

 

                                                 
52

 As we will see in Part Two (cf. 196ff), this complicated way of understanding truth and embodiment (or 

incarnation) resounds with Bakhtin’s own theological cast of mind and his consideration of personal and cultural 

creativity. 
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For Gadamer, the act of understanding is not simply passive or receptive (the self 

comprehending ideas of the outside world) but rather it is a form of participation—“conscious 

participation” (Pelikan)— in a continuum of meaning that both encompasses and surpasses the 

self. This larger meaningful continuum, and not simply the objects it includes or the experiences 

it informs, is the essence of what Gadamer understands as tradition: it is a specific way of seeing 

how meaning relates to time, not simply a way of seeing meaning in time. This means that 

although tradition is the fundamental matter of “hermeneutical experience” (358), tradition is 

“not simply a process that experience teaches us to know and govern” (that is, it is not primarily 

a question of past events and ideas). Rather, tradition is a “language” (358) for Gadamer—a 

point of view, a perspective larger than the self—that “expresses itself like a Thou” (358). Just as 

a “Thou is not an [inert] object” but “relates itself to us” (358), so “tradition is a genuine partner 

in dialogue, and we belong to it, as does the I with a Thou” (358). If tradition is a dialogue of 

time (of the past with the present, the present with the past, of both past and present with the 

future), Gadamer posits that it is also a dialogue about time (in which the self converses with the 

larger, encompassing perspective of tradition as personal). 

In emphasising the personal nature of tradition (as a “Thou” that is a “genuine partner in 

dialogue”) Gadamer not only confirms his sense of the dialogic nature of personal and general 

being, but also sets up his argument for the ethical aspect of tradition and gestures towards his 

own particular definition of truth, upon which his whole philosophy stands. For Gadamer, 

because human nature and meaning is essentially hermeneutical, and hermeneutics is essentially 

conversational or dialogic, personal being begins with and finds its fullest expression in a form 

of dialogue. To work well (or at all), dialogue requires active participation; one may choose not 

to participate, but this choice itself not only diminishes one’s own meaning and being but also 
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involves shirking one’s ethical responsibility—both towards one’s own nature and towards the 

greater meaning of interpersonal and general being. Thus Gadamer writes that “the person who 

reflects himself out of the mutuality of such a relation [of “I and Thou”] changes this relationship 

and destroys its moral bond” (360).  

The way that Gadamer frames the basic form of interpersonal dialogue in ethical terms 

hearkens back to Martin Buber’s important meditation I and Thou, and transposes the ethical 

character of this relationship to that between person and tradition. Directly following the above 

quotation, Gadamer writes that the “person who reflects himself out of a living relationship to 

tradition destroys the true meaning of this tradition in exactly the same way” (360). One’s 

responsibility to attend to the voice of the other person is mirrored by one’s responsibility to 

attend to the voice or perspective of tradition. In both cases the primacy of subjective meaning 

(and of the category of the subjective itself) is denied in favour of the truth found in dialogue; in 

both cases to deny or disregard a voice different to one’s own is to mistake the proper limits of 

the self, to the detriment of one’s ethical responsibility to understand and be responsive to truths 

or the truth that is realised most fully through dialogue.  

For Gadamer, the truth of a person and the truth of a tradition are similarly discursive. 

Just as a person may not be understood merely in terms of their parts or even the sum of their 

parts, but rather the particular and unique way in which they comport themselves, so with 

tradition “the truth of things” is found not in “individual words” or even its “entire stock of 

words” but instead “resides in discourse” which, Gadamer states, “means, ultimately, in 

intending a unitary meaning concerning things” (411). Gadamer’s characterisation of personhood 

and tradition as discursive indicates for us that their respective meanings ought to be 
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comprehended as if spoken with a voice—a voice which takes into account context and listener 

and which offers, if in a provisional manner (for all utterances are by nature provisional), an 

integral perspective that due to its dialogic nature is apprehended appropriately only through 

participation—in the life of a person, in the life of a tradition.  

That a tradition intends a “unitary meaning” and involves a process of integration only 

enhances its capacity for dialogue and other forms of participation. Gadamer writes that “in 

whatever tradition we consider it, it is always a human—i.e., verbally constituted—world that 

presents itself to us. As verbally constituted, every such world is of itself always open to every 

possible insight and hence to every expansion of its own world picture, and is accordingly 

available to others” (447). The discursive, “essentially verbal” nature of tradition (389) grounds 

it firmly in dialogue—both in terms of its own internal sense and in terms of how it encounters 

other perspectives, whether personal or traditional.  

Dialogue is only possible when each participant strives to say something that is whole 

and makes sense—i.e., each side “intends a unitary meaning”—but which is also open to further 

dialogic adjustment or augmentation. This is possible in Gadamer’s view because although a 

word uttered in conversation has a particular purpose and provisional sense within the 

conversational context, the meaningful potential of the word is never—and indeed cannot be—

exhausted through personal, particular use. Thus when considering the nature of language and 

the word, he writes: 

there is another dialectic of the word, which accords to every word an inner dimension of 

multiplication: every word breaks forth as if from a centre and is related to a whole, 

through which alone it is a word. Every word causes the whole of the language to which 
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it belongs to resonate and the whole worldview that underlies it to appear. Thus every 

word, as the event of a moment, carries with it the unsaid, to which it is related by 

responding and summoning. (458) 

On this view, there is a “world” behind each word that imbues it with endless and 

surprising depth and potential. This “world” is comprised (at least) of a “centre” (personal 

intention within a conversation), a “whole worldview” (the integrated perspective of personal 

ethos), and a “language” (personal tradition), which blend in unique ways in each person and 

thus provide each uttered word with its own unique sense as it is heard by a specific person at a 

specific moment in time. To emphasise this point, Gadamer uses the language of finitude: “[a]ll 

human speaking is finite,” he writes, but “finite in such a way that there is laid up within it an 

infinity of meaning to be explicated and laid out” (458). That is, each uttered word53 is bound to 

its particular dialogic context and yet its meaning is neither confined to nor exhausted by this 

context. Language is simultaneously finite and infinite in Gadamer’s view: finite because it is 

part of a conversational context and “world,” and infinite because its semantic potential is not 

exhausted by one particular use and there is no discernible limit to interpersonal conversation—

the form is by definition open.54 

On this ground, we might state that the truth of a word is found in its blending of finite 

intention and infinite, flexible potential to mean. It must be said to be meaningful and true, but its 

meaning and truth depend on its appropriate presence in a conversational context and its intrinsic 

confirmation of meaning beyond particular conversational context. A word must be used in order 
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 Gadamer stresses that language is essentially verbal, and defines logos as “discourse and speech” (411). 
54

 Which is not to say relative or relativistic. 
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to be meaningful, but its use does not guarantee its meaning—it must, so to speak, live up to the 

ethical task of attending and responding to the larger dialogue of which it is a part. Gadamer’s 

idea that dialogue is a necessary though not sufficient condition for truth informs his sense of the 

analogy between the ethos of a person (personhood) and the ethos of tradition, both of which 

(being dialogic in nature) have a natural but not inevitable capacity for truth—an idea and 

analogy that find parallels in the work of the Russian Orthodox theologian Vladimir Lossky.55 

Alongside his fellow countryman and theologian Georges Florovsky, Lossky is the most 

widely-recognised Eastern Orthodox theologian of the first half of the twentieth century. His 

best-known work—The Mystical Theology of the Eastern Church (1944)—seeks to reanimate 

the theological cast of mind of the Eastern Christian Church Fathers, notably Dionysios the 

Areopagite, Gregory of Nyssa, and Gregory Palamas, especially in their approaches to divine 

truth, ethical wholeness, and mystical experience. Florovsky characterises Lossky’s work on 

“mystical theology” (and Florovsky’s own work in the history of theology) as an effort towards a 

‘neo-patristic synthesis’—that is, an effort to bring back to the forefront of theological 

consciousness certain aspects of the Orthodox theological tradition which, despite continuing to 

ground theological and liturgical life, were not generally prominent in conscious theological 

articulation. Florovsky himself defines the Orthodox sense of tradition as “first of all, a 

hermeneutical principle and method” that “provide[s] that living context, the comprehensive 

perspective” or consciousness that seeks to offer its participants “continuous life in the truth” 

rather than a “fixed core or complex of binding propositions” (“The Function of Tradition in the 

                                                 
55

 Up to this point I have basically discussed what one might call a largely readerly context for Bakhtin—i.e., a 

context in which a contemporary reader might find or situate his works and which applies more generally to 

modernism’s own possible senses of self. With Lossky, as with John Zizioulas and others later, we enter briefly into 

Bakhtin’s own theological-cultural context—part of the world of ideas and experiences which grounds and 

conditions his thinking and work. 
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Ancient Church,” 79). As an historian, Florovsky writes to recover something of the past; as a 

theologian, he writes to renew that which – though perhaps hard to discern – is perpetually 

possible for human culture as it seeks to comprehend its own relationship with the meaning and 

presence of God.  

Lossky’s own work complements Florovsky’s position: in order to rehabilitate the 

theological φρόνημα (phronema: spirit, cast of mind) which for Lossky grounds and yet is 

widely misregarded in his religious tradition in modernity, he reaches beyond contemporaries 

like Nikolai Berdyaev and predecessors like Vladimir Soloviev and Sergei Bulgakov 

(contemporaries of his father N.O. Lossky) with their existentialist, Slavophil, and Sophiological 

commitments, to aspects of the Orthodox tradition where he finds the truth of Orthodoxy 

expressed more fully. This desire in itself confirms Gadamer’s sense of tradition as dialogue; 

Lossky looks back to the fourth, fifth, and fourteenth centuries to engage in dialogue with an 

articulate position that is rich enough not only to have helped provide a basis for the tradition of 

which Lossky himself is a part but also to help now to revitalise and deepen the theological 

landscape.  

In this sense, for Lossky tradition is communal dialogue writ large; he returns to the 

Church Fathers to hear them say something new to his present time. Rather than any specific 

doctrine, the cast of mind brought about by this form of dialogue is the essence of tradition, for 

Lossky. More—much more—than any unifying set of ideas or practices, tradition is this shared 

sensibility or sensible vision. It is first and foremost a cultivated form of apprehension and only 

then of comprehension of personal and suprapersonal (i.e., communal or social) meaning 

enduring in and through time. 
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Leaving aside for the moment the particular ideas56 which Lossky addresses in his 

renewal of an Orthodox cast of mind or traditional sensible vision, I want to focus here on how 

he frames the relationship of an absolute or truth with tradition. Since—unlike Western 

Christianity—Orthodoxy underwent no Reformation which resulted in individual and traditional 

spiritual experience being distinguished and, in a sense, set over against each other, and instead 

considered not tradition’s significance but rather its sense, Lossky does not spend time debating 

whether tradition itself is theologically essential.57 However, like Pelikan, Lossky is concerned 

that tradition be understood as an “icon” rather than an “idol”—that it opens to truth rather than 

confines or condescends to truth. In his essay “Tradition and Traditions” (1959) Lossky writes 

that: 

If the Scriptures and all that the Church can produce in words written or pronounced, in 

images or in symbols liturgical or otherwise, represent the differing modes of expression 

of the Truth, Tradition is the unique mode of receiving it. We say specifically unique 

mode and not uniform mode, for to Tradition in its pure notion there belongs nothing 

formal. It does not impose on human consciousness formal guarantees of the truths of 

faith, but gives access to the discovery of their inner evidence. It is not the content of 

Revelation, but the light that reveals it [....] it is not the Truth, but a communication of the 

Spirit of Truth, outside which the Truth cannot be received. (151-2) 

For Lossky, tradition grants or permits truth, so to speak; tradition is “the unique mode of 

receiving” truth, as it inwardly forms the faculty of the human intellect by means of which truths 
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 I address Lossky’s ideas at some length in Part Two of this study (cf. 182ff). 
57

 No significant Orthodox theologian from any time has challenged the centrality of tradition. 
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are apprehended. On this ground, tradition and truth have a symbiotic or synergistic relationship: 

a specific tradition is built on certain fundamental truths (absolutes, ultimate points of reference) 

which have given it a certain formation and direction, and yet these truths may not be understood 

apart from the concrete ways of living and thinking derived from these truths—for an absolute 

(such as love or justice) has concrete implications, and it is only through these concrete 

implications that the absolute is accessed and thereafter assessed. However, the truths of a 

tradition may not be equated with their particular realisation within that tradition, as if an 

absolute may be exhausted through formal embodiment.58 As it is for Bakhtin, formal 

embodiment is an aspect of truth, but it does not complete or finalise (i.e., finish) a truth; in 

Lossky’s terms, tradition “does not impose [...] formal guarantees” of truth, as if the nature of 

truth has something to do with a recipe or formal procedure (here we recall Pelikan’s language of 

tradition as idol).  

Participation in a tradition neither assures nor guarantees access to truth and its 

apprehension, but nonetheless Lossky holds that the spirit acquired through participation in a 

tradition is that “outside which the Truth cannot be received.” For Lossky, the “faculty of 

judging” (155) with which tradition imbues the person or community is not settled once and for 

all. Rather, participation in a tradition requires one’s “incessant efforts” (155) and “allows no 

inertia” (159), for participation in a tradition—like participation in a dialogue or any other form 

of relationship—is necessarily active, an activity. Thus tradition, and therefore truth, involve 

deliberate engagement and active, “conscious participation” which, as a spiritual disposition or 
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 Lossky notes firmly: “[a]ny theological doctrine which pretends to be a perfect explanation of the revealed 

mystery will inevitably appear to be false: by the very fact of pretending to the fullness of knowledge it will set itself 

in opposition to the fullness in which the Truth is known in part. A doctrine is traitor to Tradition when it seeks to 

take its place” (“Tradition and Traditions,” 161-2). 
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cast of mind not only impact and condition but to a great extent are manifested in personal and 

communal everyday life. This is the case even or perhaps especially in the regular, less notably 

significant details and acts of everyday life (as Pelikan indicates with his admonition to listen not 

only to virtuosi or soloists but to the “chorus” of tradition). 

I do not mean to suggest that there is a simple consensus regarding tradition’s meaning 

and importance in the work of Eliot, Shils, Pelikan, Gadamer, and Lossky. I do suggest, 

however, that certain shared concerns or similar aspects of their respective affirmative 

definitions of tradition prompt us to consider tradition in ways which are contrathetical to a 

simple notion of tradition as comprised of a set-in-stone, established set of practices and ideas 

that need only be repeated and accepted. Moreover, I want to think of tradition in ways which 

will help to establish the ground for my consideration of Bakhtin’s sense of tradition and my own 

argument regarding how tradition deepens our understanding of integrity and authority in the 

ethos of the self in modernism in general and modernist novels in particular—and, for that 

matter, our own era. 

For our authors here, tradition matters in that it helps to illuminate how meaningful acts 

and artefacts endure over time and are renewed in time, through effecting a shift in sensible 

vision or cast of mind. Firstly and most basically, tradition sees time as dialogic and open, not as 

linear or progressive in its meaning (i.e., time is not a matter of supersession). Secondly, just as 

there are no naturally isolated moments of time, there are no naturally isolated individuals. 

Instead, the meaning of the self is found in relation—the person-in-relation with other persons, 

times, ideas, and things. From this standpoint the self is not self-contained; it cannot be complete 

in itself; it is not self-sufficient. Thirdly, tradition involves a deepened sense of responsibility, 



127 

 

whether it is a responsibility to recognise and appreciate the best or most significant of what has 

been and still is alive (Eliot, Shils), the responsibility to one’s own self regarding the grounds on 

which one stands and from which one is derived (Pelikan), or ethical responsibility to recognise 

and affirm the ‘life’ of a tradition as if it was a living person with whom one is engaged in 

dialogue (Gadamer). Fourthly, one’s responsibility to and within tradition is related to the idea of 

tradition as a context or condition for truth. To state that tradition is a condition for truth is not, 

as Shils and Lossky remind us, to argue that tradition guarantees or assures truth. It is rather to 

claim that any idea of truth may not remain at the level of abstraction but rather must manifest 

itself in the concrete world of enduring time and space—i.e., the world of tradition. Since the 

world of tradition is dialogic in character, as our authors here suggest, truth itself must partake of 

this dialogic character to some extent. For Gadamer, because truth is part of tradition and 

tradition is fundamentally dialogic in form, dialogue is the necessary—but not sufficient—

condition for the manifestation of truth. Tradition (as dialogue) may embody a truth or set of 

truths, but it may not exhaust a truth, as Pelikan reminds us through his theological metaphors of 

“icon” and “idol.” A tradition as “icon” embodies and expresses truth, but it does not encapsulate 

it or finalise it (to anticipate Bakhtin’s language); this form of tradition gestures beyond itself to 

what informs it yet is not enclosed in it. A tradition as “idol” seeks to do the opposite: it works, 

in effect, to foreclose dialogue and its own surpassing by truth through claiming its sole access to 

truth—by claiming to be the only voice, and even chorus, that matters. 

Pelikan’s emphasis on not rejecting the idea of tradition—which for our authors here 

would amount to a basic act of self-delusion—but rather on differentiating between forms of 

tradition reminds us that although in the abstract tradition is a form of dialogue, different 

particular traditions realise or mar this aspect of tradition in complex and singular ways. A 
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general understanding of what tradition is or may be is significant, but it must be complemented 

by a consideration of concrete particulars and specific persons and details—that is, examples 

from the prosaic realm of the novel.59 This idea is reflected in Pelikan’s and Gadamer’s 

insistence that participation is a key element in comprehending a tradition’s ethos and its 

(possible) truths.  

Participation in a tradition often involves apprehending and appropriating (making one’s 

own) its own internal sense of rhythm and meaning, and always—to some degree—involves 

partaking in and being tempered by its own particular sensible vision or cast of mind. Aside from 

Eliot, who is concerned in his essay only with poetic tradition, Shils, Pelikan, Gadamer, and 

Lossky all share the conviction that how a tradition’s sensibility—a traditional sensibility—bears 

itself out in ordinary ways in everyday life is vitally important. It is at this level that participation 

as a key to tradition is clearest. For as a tradition informs one’s daily comportment, it reveals the 

nature and boundaries of its ethos. Indeed, I suggest that how a tradition bears itself out in daily 

life—i.e., how it deepens, augments, fructifies, illumines, delimits, frustrates, etc. ordinary life—

is the finest criterion regarding its actual ‘truth.’ At the abstract level, competing truth-claims are 

irreconcilable; once drawn into the concrete, prosaic world and given flesh, so to speak, truths 

lose their inviolable aura and may be tested. From this vantage point we see that as a tradition’s 

ethos (its ontological and ethical registers) bears itself out in everyday life, we need to enlarge 

our hermeneutical context to include ideas of the quality and sense of ordinary life and the form 

and sense of the self living in ordinary reality—two central elements of the modernist novel. 
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 Hence the form of this study, the motto of which can be found in Aristotle’s account of Herakleitos’ response to 

visitors surprised to find him warming himself by the kitchen stove: “here too the gods are present” (De Partibus 

Animalium, 645a). 
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The Ordinary (or: Anticipating Intimacy and the Prosaic) 

 The everyday or the ordinary plays a significant and perhaps defining role in modernist 

culture and literature. We may turn to Max Weber’s lecture “Science as Vocation” to provide a 

cultural bridge between theology, tradition, and ordinary life. I have noted Weber’s sociological 

stance on the illegitimacy of continuing forms of theological and traditional authority in an era of 

“rationalisation” and “disenchantment.” In a provocative passage in his lecture, Weber connects 

these with the toil of everyday life, and in the process offers a brief comment, as it were, on 

Lewis’s positive assessment of the primacy of individual experience, which I address at the end 

of my section on theology (cf. 77ff). Weber writes: 

Today the routines of everyday life challenge religion. Many old gods ascend from their 

graves; they are disenchanted and hence take the form of impersonal forces. They strive 

to gain power over our lives and again they resume their eternal struggle with one 

another. What is hard for modern man, and especially for the younger generation, is to 

measure up to workaday existence. The ubiquitous chase for ‘experience’ stems from this 

weakness; for it is weakness not to be able to countenance the stern seriousness of our 

fateful times. (149) 

We may note and yet set aside the apparent connection implied between disenchantment 

and belief, and Weber’s phrase “our fateful times,” as elsewhere in this study I address and 

critique both the idea that belief is central to the significance of theology and religion (cf. 47ff, 

75ff), and the whole notion of historical necessity, which confuses phenomenological description 

and theoretical prescription (cf. 15ff). Instead, working from the ground Weber sets I want to 

clarify several points about how the “routines of everyday life” may obscure ultimate meaning, 
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and how this in turn relates to what Weber slightingly terms “experience.” If the rhythms of a 

tradition larger than oneself do not inform and deepen one’s daily life, then what is left behind is 

either self-directed—i.e., isolated—activities, or routines established to help one cope with one’s 

necessary ordinary life. In a capitalist era, which is how Weber characterises modernity, these 

routines circle around getting and spending for material comfort and success (or survival). But 

this sort of everyday routine, which Weber qualifies as “workaday,” or basic drudgery, 

conditions one to be incapable of recognising, much less productively engaging with, the 

ultimate and “stern seriousness” needed for modern existence in “our fateful times.” Without the 

grounding depths of tradition or the inspiring heights of ultimate meaning, Weber suggests, 

“modern man, and especially the younger generation” is left with individual, distracting 

“experience” as their only recourse: individual because isolated from larger forms and rhythms 

of meaning, and distracting because this kind of experience removes one, at least in Weber’s 

assessment, from truly confronting the dire conditions of modernity’s fateful times.60 

To return to literature: the most recognised literary example of this focus on everyday life 

is almost certainly James Joyce’s novel Ulysses, but we must also include works from preceding 

generations like Gustave Flaubert’s Madame Bovary (1856) and Leo Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina 

(1878), as well as Joyce’s own near-contemporary Kafka, especially his book The Trial 

(1915/1925).61 Early modernist theorists like Henri Bergson (with his ideas of “duration” and 

“creative evolution”) and Henri Lefebvre (in his discussion of “everyday life”) set the ground for 

                                                 
60

 Weber’s critical understanding of experience here is akin to what Lawrence calls “thrills,” as we will see in Part 

Three (cf. 297ff). 
61

 Literary periodisation is inevitably a loose practice: one could, without too much effort, look back to Miguel 

Cervantes’ Don Quixote (1605-1616), Samuel Richardson’s Clarissa (1748), or Laurence Sterne’s Tristram Shandy 

(1759) and draw similar conclusions. As Bakhtin notes, novelistic form frustrates simple literary categories. 

Depending on one’s perspective and desired intellectual ends, many novels written by ‘modernists’ fit as 

appropriately or even more appropriately into the ‘novelistic tradition’ over against the ‘modernist tradition.’ 
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later ideas like Charles Taylor’s “affirmation of ordinary life” in his Sources of the Self (1989), 

or Mark Hussey’s book on Woolf The Singing of the Real World (1986), and more contemporary 

studies such as Victoria Rosner’s Modernism and the Architecture of Private Life (2005), Bryony 

Randall’s Modernism, Daily Time and Everyday Life (2007), and Liesl Olson’s Modernism and 

the Ordinary (2009).62 

 As suggested by Gadamer’s expansion of our notion of the personal in the last section (cf. 

117ff), the critical ideas of tradition and a traditional sensibility undermine the ostensible solidity 

of binary oppositions of ‘private-public’ and ‘subjective-objective’ by showing them to be 

unnecessarily reductive in origin and scope. It is problematic, then, to use them as critical 

absolutes or stable reference points, rather than as provisional or proper adjectives. Despite the 

fact that clearly it is no longer critically necessary to defend the importance of the ordinary or the 

everyday for modernist literature, I want to address here two points by Randall and Olson which 

I share (to a degree) and develop in the following theoretical and close-reading parts of my 

study. 

 Bryony Randall frames her study of Modernism, Daily Time and Everyday Life in terms 

of two key categories: “the everyday” and “daily time.” The former she uses to “[describe] 

content, or more specifically mode of attention to content,” and the latter she uses to “[describe] 

temporality, or temporal structure” (6). Overall, she is interested in the “aesthetic context” (6) of 

how these questions play out in modernist literature, and sets up her critical targets: “[t]he 

‘question of how to live’ [M. Bell] is often answered in modernist literature, at least in traditional  

                                                 
62

 The fairly recent and now overwhelming number of articles and studies dedicated to the critical appreciation of 

Walter Benjamin’s materialist theories also factor in here.  
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critical accounts thereof, in terms of searching for the exceptional moment, the transcendent or 

epiphanic, whether in Eliot, Joyce, Yeats, Baudelaire, Heidegger, or Benjamin” (6-7).  

Having established this broad target, Randall goes on to set up her “focus” on how certain 

modernist writers “rather than fighting against the ephemeral quality of the present and searching 

for the exceptional moments to illuminate the everyday, instead find new ways of imagining and 

representing the present, life now, ongoing daily time” (7). While I agree with her criticism of a 

basic valorisation of “exceptional,” “transcendent,” or “epiphanic” moments over the “everyday” 

moments of the “present, life now, ongoing daily time,” Randall does not seem to extend her 

argument in a substantial way beyond this critical flipping of an assumed modernist coin to 

develop her initial insight in terms of memory, identity, or ethics. Indeed, Randall’s role is that of 

a fundamentally critical phenomenologist, staying at the level of basic description of what is 

already happening in specific areas of modernist poetry and prose. Nevertheless, her firm 

rejection of a critical hierarchy that favours the extraordinary over the ordinary is notable, even if 

she neither significantly troubles nor undoes and remakes the essential opposition that, by her 

own critical account, sets the ground for the critical problem in the first place. 

 In Modernism and the Ordinary, Liesl Olson sets up a more nuanced ground for her close 

readings and basic arguments. Olson begins with the idea that “ordinary experience” is the 

“central subject” of “[l]iterary modernism” (3). For Olson, this is not a casual centrality; she 

notes that “modernism’s commitment to the ordinary”—which she immediately glosses as 

“experiences that are not heightened” (4)—is part of a modernist “response” to perceptions of the 

“hollowness of modern life, the loss of abstract ideals in which to believe, and the difficulty of 

really knowing another person” (4). Nonetheless, despite the prominent and significant role of 
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“the ordinary” in modernity, Olson suggests that it has “often been overlooked” due to the fact 

that critics have “overwhelmingly considered” the literature of the era in terms of a “movement 

away from the conventions of nineteenth-century realism63 and toward an aesthetic of self-

conscious interiority” (3). Although Olson does not strongly contest interiority as an aspect of 

modernism—indeed, she cites Taylor’s idea that “a modern sense of inwardness serves as the 

basis of moral judgement” (22)—her concern for the ordinary seems gauged to pose as a middle 

ground between the troubled register of meaning external to the self (i.e., the modernist 

conditions she describes above) and a strictly delimited focus on meaning internal to the self. 

 Olson avoids the potential errors in this binary through her own definition of the 

ordinary, which she observes in terms of “three specific manifestations” (5) in her chosen 

modernist texts (which include Joyce, Woolf, Stein, Wallace Stevens, and others). The first 

“manifestation” of the ordinary Olson notes is “an affective experience of the world 

characterised by inattention or absentmindedness rather than Shklovsky’s heightened ostranenie” 

(6). This first “manifestation” is closely connected to the second, in which the ordinary “consists 

of activities and things that are most frequently characterised by our inattention to them [...] 

unheroic events and overlooked things, neither crucial moments of plot development nor 

temporal points that signify accomplishment” (6). Like Randall’s focus on the aspects of 

everyday life which are not extraordinary, Olson posits the ordinary as a counterpoint to that 

which is immediately called or recognised as heightened, heroic, or outstanding—but she 

deepens this differentiation by drawing in a further register of critical perception. The ordinary as 

a critical category is not only actually ordinary things (as opposed to extraordinary things), but 

                                                 
63

 Like Shils, Olson critiques a simple notion of a break between nineteenth-century realism and twentieth-century 

modernism. 



134 

 

further it is known and addressed in literature not through a kind of artistic vision which simply 

raises the ordinary to the prominent place hitherto occupied by the extraordinary (through 

estrangement or increased focus), but rather it is known and addressed through an aesthetics of a 

kind of fleeting sideward glance which she characterises as “inattention or absentmindedness.” 

The ordinary blends vision and object through a sense of obliqueness and it is registered, as 

Olson outlines in her third “manifestation,” in action and activities which are “routine” and in 

“aesthetic forms such as the list, or linguistic repetition,” forms which work to “embody the 

ordinary,” to “perform it” (6). 

 Olson offers a critical perspective which broadens our contemporary reading of 

modernist novels by displacing the central position of attention to a place alongside the equally 

significant phenomena of inattention in a way that fills out the concrete materials with which 

modernist literature dealt. In addition, Olson deepens this critical perspective which 

paradoxically draws attention to that which needs inattention to exist with a subtle (and often 

only implied) critique—a critique not of the whole framework of ordinary-extraordinary which 

for certain critics characterises modernism, as if it could be simply rejected or turned on its head 

in terms of what it values (a move of which Randall is not innocent), but rather of the character 

and implications of what the ordinary-extraordinary framework means when considered in the 

light of “inattention,” especially inattention in relation to “unheroic deeds and overlooked 

things.” Olson realises that ‘heroic’ events are formed not only by the character of the event 

itself but, perhaps more importantly, by the quality of critical vision that recognises the heroic as 

heroic. To shift material emphasis (the object of vision) away from the heroic is only part of a 

critical process which wants to reconsider the whole matter of ordinary-extraordinary; the other, 

more important part of the process is to recognise and shift away from the kind of critical vision 
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which accords importance to the extraordinary in the first place. As Olson seeks to demonstrate, 

the practical and the theoretical may not become disjoint in this whole process. 

 The deliberately delimited scope of Olson’s study affords her certain insights in 

establishing the presence and significance of the ordinary in modernity. It also concurrently 

leaves room for a critical expansion of her ideas. Since overall Olson stays with the language of 

the individual and subjectivity, questions of personal and interpersonal ethos remain disregarded 

and (potentially) problematic, as we will see in my chapter on Woolf (cf. 217ff). For without due 

consideration of the definition of the self, which includes how a person navigates different forms 

and sources of authoritative meaning, how a character comports herself in the realm of the 

ordinary remains an open question that wants addressing, especially as it informs the most 

familiar and closest of ordinary things: the intimate sphere of life. 
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Part Two: Thinking with Bakhtin  

5: The Enduring Significance of Bakhtin’s Mode of Thinking 

 What is Essential: One’s Own Draws Near Another 

Mikhail Bakhtin’s significance for literary and cultural studies in the twentieth and 

twenty-first centuries is immense. Yet the import of his mode (or form) of thinking about literary 

and cultural matters in relation to life has not, to my mind, been appropriately appreciated and 

integrated into contemporary English literary studies. This is due in part to his quietly profound 

talent for complementing the works and authors (like Dostoevsky, Rabelais, Goethe, etc.) about 

which he writes in a manner which draws forth and illumines their own greatness while letting 

his own voice assume a steady yet unobtrusively bright presence. That is, Bakhtin does not seem 

to condescend to his subject matter, preferring to pursue literary criticism as a form of true 

dialogue.64  

 Although in this section of my study I address and work through a number of Bakhtin’s 

ideas, I will suggest that his primary significance for contemporary literary criticism lies in the 

way he thinks about life and literature—the mode, form, or even mood65 of his intellectual 

activity. However, this is not to assume that his ideas are only secondarily important; indeed, as 

                                                 
64

 This last point originates with Gary Saul Morson. In his book Prosaics and Other Provocations (2013), Morson 

remarks that he “admire[s] Bakhtin for resisting the temptation to place himself above the writers he discusses. He 

imagines his work as a stab at paraphrasing, so far as that is possible, the profundity of Dostoevsky’s and Rabelais’s 

‘artistic thinking’” (198). Regarding the critical method of proceeding by complementing or paraphrasing, 

Dostoevsky himself notes in an 1869 letter to Nikolai Strakhov: “[a]nd have you observed the following peculiarity 

of our Russian criticism? Every outstanding critic [...] first presented himself to the public under the protection, so to 

speak, of some outstanding writer—and thenceforward devoted himself wholly to the interpretation of that writer, 

nor ever expressed his ideas save in the form of a commentary upon that author’s works” (Letters, 165). 
65

 With its etymological overtones of mind and considered emotion blended in time, indicating a drawing together 

of “mind, heart, thought, and feeling” (Shorter OED). 
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he notes in The Dialogic Imagination, in any noteworthy discourse “form and content [...] are 

one” (259), and may not be separated simply.66 Later in his writing life Bakhtin reiterates this 

point, and adds a further, nuanced distinction: a “work’s author is present only in the whole of 

the work, not in one aspect of this whole, and least of all in content that is severed from the 

whole. He is located in that inseparable aspect of the work where content and form merge 

inseparably; and we feel his presence most of all in form” (Speech Genres, 160)—in the mode of 

thinking demonstrated by the author or critic.67  

Over against both T.S. Eliot’s sense of New Criticism (a theory based in and aimed at 

poetry), and later theoretical schools which, deriving from Eliot’s poetic closed formalism, 

would claim the predominance of certain ideas, often of domination or subjugation, regardless of 

literary context,68 Bakhtin insists upon the marriage of content (with its etched associations) and 

form in an author’s work. However, he also holds that because content appears through form, 

form is the essential distinguishing aspect of a discourse, theory, or work.69 In any case, and to 

use Bakhtin’s own favoured imagery, the joining together of content and form may be compared 

to a person’s voice: what the person says is important, but how it is said (vocal tonality, cadence) 

distinguishes it from other iterations, even of the same sentence. Moreover, the form of an 

utterance (an idea, a work) grants us a particular and perhaps unique opportunity to comprehend 

the meaning of what is said. Similarly, a form of thinking opens up a matter in its own way70; 

                                                 
66

 Select literary examples of this throughout Western cultural history include authors like Homer, Aeschylus, Plato, 

Aristotle, Augustine, Aquinas, Sterne, Pascal, Nietzsche, Proust, Mann, Céline, or Bohumil Hrabal. 
67

 The author is immersed in the work’s moist soil, not dead. 
68

 It is not within the purpose of my argument to enumerate and combat these theories, which here will remain 

unnamed. For an incisive overview of these matters, cf. Morson and Emerson’s introduction to Creation of a 

Prosaics (1990; 4-5). 
69

 This sense of form may be akin to Gertrude Stein’s ideas of “composition” in her remarkable essay “Composition 

as Explanation” (1926). 
70

 Gadamer makes this point when discussing the “essence of the question” in Truth and Method (362-3). 
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Bakhtin states that when “correctly understood,” form “does not shape already prepared and 

found content, but rather permits content to be found and seen for the first time” (Problems of 

Dostoevsky’s Poetics, 43)—that is, it “serves as a necessary bridge to new, still unknown 

content” (SG, 105). Towards the end of his life Bakhtin calls his own form (or mode) of thinking 

“creative understanding” (SG, 7), which he qualifies as thinking which “does not renounce itself, 

its own place in time, its own culture,” and indeed “forgets nothing” of that which provides its 

own genesis and ongoing ground (7).71  

Bakhtin’s “creative thinking” neither avoids nor elides ‘its own’ even as it addresses, 

dwells with, and seeks to comprehend something ‘other’—and this is the source of its creativity, 

for as it encounters something different or (as yet) unknown the encounter itself conditions and 

perhaps determines how what is understood is understood. In the confrontation of two 

particulars, a unique and unprecedented “event” of understanding occurs. This offers us an initial 

way into Bakhtin’s insistence that ideas are never properly abstract, but are rather always 

embodied, even embodied personally. Like Dostoevsky, he tends to “perceive each thought as an 

integrated person,” which means that one thinks (and understands all thinking to occur) “in 

voices” (PDP, 93).72  

To “think in voices” means to preclude from the outset the possibility of an abstract or 

“impersonal truth” (PDP, 96), for a voice always belongs to a particular person or integral 

community, and in Bakhtin’s case (as in his characterisation of Dostoevsky) it involves the sense 

that to think is to engage in an “incomplete dialogue on ultimate questions (in the framework of 

                                                 
71

 In this sense, we see his definition of “creative understanding” echo in my comprehension of tradition in this 

study. 
72

Bakhtin’s root metaphor of voice contrasts in interesting ways with Levinas’ root metaphor of face and Plato’s 

root metaphor of vision. 



139 

 

great time)” (SG, 151). While I will unpack Bakhtin’s ideas of “incompletion,” “ultimate,” and 

“great time” in what follows, for now I want to deepen the sense that thinking occurs in voices, 

and how the “form” a voice assumes is in turn coloured by the tonality and cadence of the voice 

itself.  

If the form of thinking is “dialogic” (embodied in personal voice, and in relation with 

other voices), the tonality of thinking may be understood as a kind of desire—a desiring to draw 

near into intimate communion with another’s voice and meanings. These two aspects deepen the 

most significant features of Bakhtin’s own mode of thinking for my study. First, thinking as 

dialogue means that prosaic form or a prosaic sensibility become the critical measure by means 

of which ideas are comprehended and persons are addressed, and this means that truth (meaning, 

reality) is always by nature embodied—and thus all theory or abstract ideas are real only to the 

extent that they depict, partake of, and complement embodied, concrete life. Second, thinking as 

desire means that the dialogue is conditioned by the urge to comprehend the other person or idea 

as a whole and on the whole, and this means to cultivate the capacity to apprehend their concrete 

particularity, their referential grounds, their temporal modality, and their own wholeness or 

integrity. Thinking as dialogue and desire thus inform what I have termed Bakhtin’s theological 

cast of mind: his habit of addressing meaning in a personal, ultimate, and eschatological light, 

and in terms of an integral ethos (with its ontological and ethical overtones).  

Bakhtin’s approach to literature and life touches on why in the world of the novel one’s 

intellectual stance or attitude towards ideas and reality matters at least as much now as the actual 

ideas one ends up uttering or inscribing. Bakhtin’s thinking is essentially a mode of particular 

address, the constant foci of which are plurality and plenitude as they are manifested in the 
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concrete world of persons conditioned by ideas. Bakhtin addresses instances of plurality and 

plenitude in particular discursive images in terms of their form and ethos—an artistic or 

intellectual complex which is gathered in the Russian term obraz (loosely translated, an 

ethically-inflected or -charged image). One’s intellectual addressing of the discursive image 

arises from the relationship implicit between concrete person and concrete other (person, thing, 

event, scene, object, place, etc.). The tonality and content of one’s address are occasioned by the 

particular other involved, and depend upon it for its sense; following this, any systematic or 

ready-made approach to an aspect of plural, plenteous reality is immediately inadequate and, 

finally, illegitimate, for it predetermines that to which it relates. Bakhtin calls this latter approach 

“monologism” (PDP, 79ff.) or “theoretism” (Towards a Philosophy of the Act, 11ff.), though one 

may equally well relate it to intellectual solipsism or, to refer to my earlier discussion of tradition 

and Eliot, the error of assumed self-sufficiency (cf. 108ff). From this ground, it is not hard to 

understand that for Bakhtin any critical discourse which precedes encounter “wants combatting” 

(to use Wittgenstein’s description of Freud’s thinking73). In the following, I consider Bakhtin as 

a thinker who offers in his work a provisional discourse74 on works and ideas he finds significant 

due to his basic prosaic stance at the heart of which may be discerned what I call the process of 

drawing near without identification to persons and matters. In this way, if one eschews 
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 Lectures and Conversations on Aesthetics, Psychology, and Religious Belief (1954; 50). 
74

 ‘Provisional’ here means ineluctably related to the thing or person addressed. One’s discursive faculty is an 

intrinsic and essential part of one’s intellect; it is provisional, as defined here, in that it is of the prosaic sensible 

register. Bakhtin’s word is often translated “provisionary,” due I think to the (unwarranted) negative aura that 

surrounds “provisional,” as if it primarily meant “less stable” or “unserious,” rather than include overtones which 

are clear in how we commonly understand “provisions” or “to provide.” Provisional thinking provides each unique 

event or relationship with its own meaning. My sense of Bakhtin’s “provisional discourse” is that it is as much an 

upheaval of certain habits of literary criticism as Edmund Husserl’s characterisation of consciousness as always 

consciousness of something is for phenomenology (Cartesian Meditations (1960), #14: The Stream of Cogitationes: 

Cogito and Cogitatum, 33) and philosophical hermeneutics, or Donald Davidson’s notion of a “passing theory” 

(which he develops in his influential essay “A Nice Derangement of Epitaphs” (1986)) is for analytic philosophy. 

My own understanding of provisional discourse—based on Bakhtin’s way of thinking—informs this whole part of 

my study and will be clarified in what follows. 
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enthrallment to specialised critical vocabulary, one may note the heart of Bakhtin’s particular, 

enduring significance in his mode of thinking, which involves a prosaic stance, a theological cast 

of mind, a love of provisional literary-critical discourse, and finally (and carefully) its expression 

in a set of ‘active principles’ in and for life that may fructify our own habits of reading literary 

works and comprehending and responding to the various particular persons nearby and to the 

worlds in which we live.  

 

 Grounds: Thinking as Dialogue 

It is interesting to note how infrequently tradition is addressed with serious thought and 

learned interest. For tradition, which demonstrates constantly that things and relationships and 

events ‘mean more’ than any one person can simply comprehend, and which imbues its 

participants with an ethically modest sense of the extent of their own gifts and needs, naturally 

prompts a form of humility in particular persons and even communities—it is a disposition of the 

spirit which is gained and then maintained only through attentive effort. Tradition in the sense 

we have seen developed here teaches us that ideas and other persons ought to be approached with 

a humble attitude, for only in this way may we draw near to them in themselves and for 

themselves, and not in order to overwhelm or subvert them for our own ends—i.e., identify them 

with our own forecast images of them or anticipated use of them. For Bakhtin, with his deep 

appreciation and nuanced understanding of tradition, humility grounds both participation and 

answerability/responsibility, elements that lie at the heart of his thinking about life and literature. 

In Towards a Philosophy of the Act, he writes that one “has to develop humility to the point of  
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participating in person and being answerable in person” (52) when tradition is involved—and to 

put it plainly, tradition is always involved in the matter of Bakhtin’s thinking. 

 Bakhtin’s sense that humility accompanies personal participation and 

answerability/responsibility allows us to turn now to the radical foundations of his particular 

critical mode of address, which I have provisionally characterised in terms of thinking as 

dialogue and desire, and his theological cast of mind. First, thinking as dialogue involves a 

prosaic stance of intellectual integrity that apprehends truth embodied in concrete events or 

“chronotopes.” Bakhtin opens his early work Art and Answerability by firmly declaring the non-

separability of “science, art, and life” (or knowing, making, and being), the “three domains of 

human culture” which belong together but “gain unity only in the individual person who 

integrates them into his own unity” (1). The person, in turn, attains integrity only through the 

“unity of answerability,” for, as Bakhtin writes in the first-person, “I have to answer with my 

own life for what I have experienced and understood in art, so that everything I have experienced 

and understood would not remain ineffectual in my life” (1). Bakhtin rounds off this ethically 

demanding idea by stating simply that “[a]rt and life are not one, but they must become united in 

myself—in the unity of my answerability” (2). Thus the first section of Bakhtin’s earliest literary 

studies declares personal integrity, artistic significance, and existential responsibility to be of 

foremost importance for cultural life and death.  

In his other well-known early work, Towards a Philosophy of the Act, Bakhtin further 

addresses this idea of personal integrity as it relates to ethical responsibility within particular 

situations. Having distinguished in his argument between the philosopher’s truth of general, 

abstract “Being,” istina, and the particular, unique truth of the concrete event and person, pravda 
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(46), Bakhtin writes that instead of retreating into safe abstractions and thereby divesting 

themselves of ongoing responsibility, each person must admit their own “non-alibi in Being,” a 

realisation that “underlies the concrete and once-occurrent ought of the answerably performed 

act” that each person must “acknowledge and affirm in a unique and once-occurrent manner” 

(40). For Bakhtin, no one may rightly claim an “alibi” in a general or abstract truth that would 

allow one to excuse oneself from—to sidestep—the inherent personal responsibility to act and 

answer for oneself within the variety of particular, unique (“once-occurrent”) concrete situations 

through which one “lives up to” one’s own personal existence. This is not to suggest that any 

truth or idea that exceeds singularity or connects more than one event is illegitimate; Bakhtin 

notes that “an answerable deed [...] must not oppose itself to theory and thought,” but rather 

“must incorporate [or integrate] them into itself as necessary moments that are wholly 

answerable” (56). (Again, it is not ideas per se so much as one’s attitude or stance towards ideas 

that is at issue here.) This is, however, to recognise that in Bakhtin’s view a “life lived on the 

tacit basis of [an] alibi in Being falls away into indifferent Being that is not rooted in anything” 

(43). Personal integrity is not ethereal or ‘spiritual’ (if contrasted with the ‘physical’); it is 

“rooted” in the prosaic world of everyday, inimitable, and unforeseeable actions and events, as 

conditioned by the meaning apprehended within this context of particular, humble persons.75 

Further, a sense of prosaic “rootedness” is essential for one’s comprehension of this integrity. 

Bakhtin notes that “[o]ne cannot be neutral” in this situation, for it is “only from my own unique  

 

 

                                                 
75 The OED reminds us that “humble” is derived from the Latin humus—“earth” or “ground.” 
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place that the meaning of the ongoing event [of concrete, particular truth or being] can become 

clearer, and the more intensely I become rooted in that place, the clearer that meaning becomes” 

(A&A, 129).76  

In his works subsequent to Towards a Philosophy of the Act and Art and Answerability, 

Bakhtin often gives the clearly ethical element of his thinking a steady presence in the 

background, but he maintains over the course of his life-work the insistence that the truth of a 

person or thing or event is embodied in its concrete, particular being rather than located in or 

derived from some abstract, general region of philosophy or theology. Thus in Problems of 

Dostoevsky’s Poetics he writes that he is not interested in a “concept of a person” but rather in an 

“image of a person,” which “cannot exist irrespective of the form of its existence (that is, 

irrespective of I or other)” (294), and in The Dialogic Imagination he writes that the “image of 

man is always chronotopic” (85). The “chronotope” is Bakhtin’s developed term for the 

concrete, particular event or reality, and he formulated it to distinguish his own focus on space 

and time as “forms of the most immediate reality” from his understanding of Immanuel Kant’s 

“transcendental” definition of “space and time as indispensable forms of any cognition” (DI, 85). 

By contrast, Bakhtin states that “the literary artistic chronotope” gathers “spatial and temporal 

indicators” into “one carefully thought-out, concrete whole” (85)—a whole which is the only 

portal through which persons apprehend meaning. For “without such temporal-spatial 

expression, even abstract thought is impossible,” which means that “every entry into the sphere 

of meanings is accomplished only through the gates of the chronotope” (85). 

                                                 
76 In his essays and novels Lawrence develops a similar appreciation for rootedness in his own distinct tonality (cf. 

my discussions at 291ff). 
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 Grounds: Thinking as Desire 

 For Bakhtin meaning occurs in chronotopic particulars, and particulars are apprehended 

in dialogue. Building on this, one may say that dialogue, in turn, is conditioned by the desire to 

comprehend another person or idea as a concrete, integral whole as they are formed by place and 

time. Bakhtin holds that thinking as a form of desire to comprehend someone or something is 

also figured through an image of “voices.” In his last notes, Bakhtin writes that “I hear voices in 

everything and dialogic relations among them,” and that within this discursive image he 

“perceive[s] the principle of augmentation dialogically” (SG, 169). A person is known through 

hearing their distinct voice in dialogue, and as one speaks, listens, and adjusts one’s own 

comprehension of the other person, mutual knowledge grows. For, as Bakhtin states, dialogue is 

the elemental scene of “augmentation” or “becoming” (PDP, 251); only in the movement to-and-

fro, the qualities of openness and charity, and the willing offering and adjustment of one’s own 

sense of things when confronted by another, does genuine growth—and not just solipsistic 

aggrandisement—occur. Further, Bakhtin states that the knowledge realised in dialogue is vitally 

related to meaningful existence itself: “in dialogue a person not only shows himself outwardly, 

but he becomes for the first time that which he is—[...] not only for others but for himself as 

well. To be means to communicate dialogically. When dialogue ends, everything ends. Thus 

dialogue, by its very essence, cannot and must not come to an end” (PDP, 252). 

In this way dialogue is not only that in which particulars are apprehended and through 

which the desire for integral knowledge of another person or idea is comprehended, but further it 

is a form of “communion” in which life itself is realised and manifested personally. True 

personality is really present solely, or at least most completely, through dialogue-as-communion: 
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“[o]nly in communion [...] of one person with another, can the ‘man in man’ be revealed, for 

others as well as for oneself” (PDP, 252). This communion in dialogue is possible not only due 

to the honest and humble ‘desire to comprehend’ shared by the persons involved in dialogue, but 

is also due to the nature of language, which for Bakhtin comes alive, as it were, in the event of 

dialogue: “[t]he word, the living word, inseparably linked with dialogic communion, by its very 

nature wants to be heard and answered” (PDP, 300). The very ethos of language is not static or 

inert for Bakhtin, but rather is vital, and finds its true place in the ongoing, provisional landscape 

and register of dialogue. Recalling my earlier point that in Bakhtin’s thinking all truth ought to 

be understood as embodied, even (as if) “personally,” we may begin to understand the personal 

character of language, which Bakhtin calls “discourse.” Discourse, as Bakhtin defines and uses 

it, is “language in its concrete living totality” (PDP, 181) and “language as a concrete integral 

phenomenon” (PDP, 183). Like the self, language (both as human intelligible faculty and as 

depiction of matter) is essentially whole and “integral,” not partial and fragmentary (which 

would involve spectres of identity); in its personal aspect, though, language as discourse is 

neither self-sustaining nor self-sufficient—it needs dialogue with another discourse in order to be 

wholly itself, just as personal dialogue allows one to be truly oneself just or insofar as one is 

confronted, delimited, and affirmed in one’s own particular reality by another person. 

 In Bakhtin’s own critical discourse the artistic form of the novel is the truest or purest 

rendition of language as discourse, and he attributes certain aspects to novelistic discourse that 

may help clarify our understanding of his ideas of dialogue and person. In The Dialogic 

Imagination, Bakhtin discusses the novel as a genre characterised by “indeterminacy, a certain 

semantic openendedness—a living contact with unfinished, still-evolving contemporary reality 

(the openended present)” (7)—and further defines the novel as a “zone of contact with the 
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present in all its openendedness” (7). The quality of the novel genre as a whole is 

“indeterminable” and “semantically openended” for, as a depictive artistic unit or unity, like a 

particular word, it has life and vitality insofar as it makes sense within a larger dialogue. For the 

novel these involve the larger dialogues of its own culture in relation to other cultures, but also in 

relation to the present, “contemporary reality” as it grows, changes, shifts, adjusts, augments, or 

diminishes, along with and because of its particular personal inhabitants and its prosaic 

conditions. The novel, as something made, has the same provisional ethos that thinking and 

dialogue have insofar as they are (humbly) grounded in reality and do not try to replace it or 

subordinate it through a process of identification.  

Bakhtin posits that the novel is not derivative of reality; rather, the novel complements 

reality, for it draws what is real into conscious articulation and through this transposition and 

transformation it allows reality and its inhabitants to reflect on themselves—to know themselves, 

so to speak, in a subtle and interior form of dialogue. The discourse of the novel has this capacity 

because, as provisional, it perpetually strives to draw ever nearer to its own matters, and adjusts 

or recognises boundaries when appropriate and freely. This last idea lies behind Bakhtin’s 

sometimes misunderstood remark that “[n]ovelistic discourse is always criticising itself” (DI, 

49)—a statement that assumes the unfinished and unfinalisable ethos of the prosaic discourse of 

the novel. A prosaic, provisional discourse that is centred on the desire to draw near to something 

honestly and humbly and has the willingness and capacity to adjust itself as appropriate to 

different embodiments of truth may be called wise—for it prompts in its reader similar ways of 

thinking about ideas and persons that matter. Thus Bakhtin writes that the discourse of the novel 

“teaches” its readers “prose intelligence” or “prose wisdom” (DI, 404), a claim that Morson and 

Emerson shore up when they say that “Bakhtin seems to have regarded prosaic wisdom as a kind 
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of overarching form-shaping ideology of the novel” (Creation of a Prosaics, 308). “Wisdom,” 

like “humility,” seems to play an infrequent part of the critical discourse of our time. Wisdom 

can be attained, though not simply assumed, through experience carefully considered in the light 

of spiritual or intellectual insight; “prose” or “prosaic” wisdom suggests a form of knowledge 

which is generated through attentive discernment of the prosaic worlds of traditional and 

intimate life as they are inwardly formed by the ultimate grounds of personal and communal 

meaning. Thus wisdom, like humility in its own way, draws together and relates the prosaic 

aspects of thinking as dialogue and desire with the ultimate grounds on which the bases and 

differences of dialogue and desire are founded. 

 

Bakhtin’s Theological Cast of Mind: Some Active Principles 

Theology as Considered Discourse on Experiential Insight 

 At this point I want to set forth what I see as the ‘theological cast’ of Bakhtin’s mode of 

thoughtful address, as it complements and conditions his sense of dialogue (prosaic integrity and 

concrete, chronotopic truth) and desire (personal comprehension through provisional discourse 

and prosaic wisdom). Bakhtin’s Russian Orthodox theological cast of mind is not uniformly 

apparent throughout the course of his life-work, but the set of ‘active principles’ he appropriates 

and makes his own from his religious tradition informs his thinking from his first to his last 

published works. Initially I will focus on the form of these principles, as they are distinct enough 

(and perhaps strange enough for readers unaware of the Orthodox tradition) to warrant some 

attention. Although in the next section (“The Living Theological Tradition of Bakhtin’s Time 

and Place”) I will set forth in more detail certain aspects of Russian Orthodox discourse (as the 
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marriage of form and content), here I leave aside questions of content for the most part. Bakhtin 

is not very interested, everyone seems to agree, in converting anyone to any particular 

theological position, his own included. Rather he is concerned to demonstrate how his integrated 

sense of his own tradition’s way of thinking through the prose form of the novel through 

dialogue and desire, and theology with its personal, ultimate, eschatological, and integral 

dimensions, may deepen our regard for each other and for the literature through which we 

express and understand ourselves. Finally, two preliminary notes: first, Bakhtin’s purely 

theological insights are minimal—he neither works within nor seems overtly concerned with the 

overt health of his theological tradition; second, despite this being the case, Bakhtin understands 

well the gifts and insights of his tradition, and translates certain of these into his literary studies 

and intellectual essays. This is of greater benefit for our own literary thinking and culture in 

general for Bakhtin, as theological ideas or insights have merit only insofar as they deepen our 

traditions and intimate lives (and in turn are conditioned and tested by them). Further, the 

intellectual talent needed to illustrate this is greater, or at least of a different and currently more 

important sort, than the talent needed to work within the prevailing historical, metaphysical, or 

therapeutic disciplines of theological studies as they have assumed shape in our time. 

 From the standpoint of the Greek-Egyptian-Russian tradition, theology is not primarily a 

metaphysical teaching, nor is it a systematic theory of this and some other world; it is, rather, 

considered discourse on a set of insights or principles gained through participation in a tradition: 

insights or principles which must be translated through the prism of the personal in order to 

become real for concrete, communal life. There is nothing finally and properly abstract about 

theology or the register of absolute grounds or the ultimate dimension of human personal and 

interpersonal existence. Thus my constellation of intellectual coordinates (absolute, tradition, 
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person), like my framing of Bakhtin’s theological cast of mind (personal, ultimate, 

eschatological, integral), makes sense insofar as it informs personal and communal comportment 

and composition. For his own part, Bakhtin’s strongly felt ethical sense means that he never 

strays far from the concrete, particular person. Like Levinas, he is concerned that we are not 

“duped” by ethical questions into an abstract position of disregard for our neighbours (Totality 

and Infinity (1961), 21); like Gombrowicz, he seeks to be grounded in “life” and not “literature” 

(A Kind of Testament (1968), 96); and like Plato’s Socrates, he may say that “I’m a lover of 

learning, and trees and open country won’t teach me anything, whereas men in the town do” 

(Phaedrus, 230d). Thus, in Bakhtin’s hands, questions of the personal, the ultimate, the 

eschatological, and the integral are realised to their fullest extent—though not exhausted—in the 

familiar contexts of friendship and eros (as we will see in the close readings of Woolf and 

Lawrence in Part Three of this study). 

 

 Personality, Unfinalisability: Presence, Prism, Participation, Dialogue 

Due in part to its origins in Greek theological culture, Russian cultural discourse 

(especially since the mid-1800s) has a rich and storied sense of personhood or personality 

(lich’nost).77 For Bakhtin, the person or personality (as presence and prism) is utmostly 

important, a sine qua non of thinking. Bakhtin himself gestures towards its significance within 

the work of Dostoevsky, and invests his own thought in many of his remarks on the novelist: 

“[t]he truth of the world,” Bakhtin writes of Dostoevsky, is “inseparable from the truth of the 

                                                 
77

 For several explanations of the origins and role of this term in the last two centuries of Russian intellectual 

culture, see A History of Russian Philosophy 1830-1930 (2010); for its presence in theological culture, see Andrew 

Louth, Modern Orthodox Thinkers: from the Philokalia to the Present (2015). 



151 

 

personality” (PDP, 78). Within the person proper may be found those spiritual truths (particular, 

embodied, relational) which pertain with equal vitality to the life of the world in general and as a 

whole. As a prosaic rendition or depiction of the world, the novel too must be filtered through 

the transformative lens of the person: “[t]he fundamental condition, that which makes a novel a 

novel,” Bakhtin writes, “is the speaking person and his discourse” (DI, 332), for personality is 

the element which grants “the decisive and distinctive importance of the novel as a genre” (DI, 

330). The principle of personality by means of which the “truth of the world” is apprehended and 

of which the novel is the most replete depiction is further characterised by Bakhtin as “an 

integral and concrete consciousness” as manifested in the “living voice of an integral person” 

(PDP, 9-10), the most striking example of which Bakhtin finds in Dostoevsky’s novels. For 

Bakhtin, Dostoevsky’s novels demonstrate that the “living voice of an integral person” is 

apprehended only through relation: “only a dialogic and participatory orientation takes another 

person’s discourse seriously” (PDP, 64), for such an “inner dialogic orientation” is necessary in 

order for one’s own discourse to come into “intimate contact with someone else’s discourse” and 

yet in so doing “not fuse with it, not swallow it up, not dissolve in itself the other person’s power 

to mean” (PDP, 64)—that is, neither identify with it nor identify it with some matter or position 

foreseen.  

To capitulate to this last temptation would mean to assume a kind of inner fixity for the 

other person, something Bakhtin opposes as he notes that “[t]he consciousness of other people 

cannot be perceived, analysed, defined as objects or as things—one can only relate to them 

dialogically.” Bakhtin elaborates: “[t]o think about them means to talk with them; otherwise they 

immediately turn to us their objectivised side: they fall silent, close up, congeal into finished, 

objectivised images” (PDP, 68). To assume this latter stance towards another person (which also 
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means to assume this stance towards oneself) is to deny or at best ignore what Bakhtin calls “that 

internal unfinalisable something” (PDP, 58), a “surplus” (DI, 37) he sees at the centre of the 

personality. The inner fixity assumed for the ethos of another person is the opposite of 

recognising that personhood involves something “internally unfinalisable” in terms of both how 

others address a person and how a person understands and expresses their own self. Bakhtin 

writes that “a living human being cannot be turned into the voiceless object of some secondhand, 

finalising cognitive process,” for “[i]n a human being there is always something that only he 

himself can reveal, in a free act of self-consciousness and discourse, something that does not 

submit to an externalising secondhand definition” (PDP, 58). A “secondhand” definition is one 

that describes, from its own fixed or certain position, what is the case for a person, without 

listening to the person’s own voice on the matter or taking into account the need to adjust itself 

as the person thinks and acts over time. It is “externalising” because it seeks to settle or reify the 

image of the person without regard for the ongoing potential for inner movement and variations 

of desire. It is “finalising” insofar as it tries to define a person once and for all, so to speak—and 

it disregards the capacity to differ or change or alter which Bakhtin (and Dostoevsky) hold at the 

heart of the personality. To refer to my discussion in Part One (cf. 19ff) of identity versus 

integrity as means of understanding the self, identity involves the urge to provide an “external,” 

“finalised” form for a person, and integrity by contrast speaks to how the internal and external 

movements characteristic of one’s personality may cohere in ontological and ethical ways.  
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Personality, Relation: Soul, Spirit, Freedom, Inexhaustibility, Integrity 

Early in this writings Bakhtin uses the older language of “spirit” and “soul” to try to 

articulate a sense of personhood which would from the outset preclude any possible final 

identification of a person with another’s ‘idea-image’ of them. In Art and Answerability, he 

begins by considering the person in terms of external, “aesthetic” form: 

As the given, artistically experienced whole of the hero’s inner life, the soul [...] is 

transgredient to the hero’s self-consciousness, to his directedness to meaning in living his 

own life. [...] the soul, as the inner whole that comes to be in time, the soul as a given, 

presently existing whole is constituted in terms of aesthetic categories; the soul is spirit 

the way it looks from outside, in the other. (100) 

Here the “soul” is initially perceived as an image of the other person from without; as such, it is 

given both “wholeness” (one thinks that one sees all) and also an aesthetically-ended produced 

form (one thinks that one notes all). Here “soul” is in contradiction to the self-conscious, 

meaningful “directedness” of a person’s life. At this point, the metaphor for comprehension is 

(still) primarily visual: “soul” differs from “spirit” in how it is seen. Bakhtin makes this clear 

when he develops his discursive images: 

I experience the inner life of another as his soul; within myself, I live in the spirit. The 

soul is an image of the totality of everything that has been actually experienced—of 

everything that is present-on-hand in the soul in the dimension of time; the spirit is the 

totality of everything that has the validity of meaning—a totality of all the forms of my 

life’s directedness from within itself, of all my acts of proceeding from within myself. 

[...] The soul experienced from within is spirit, and the spirit is extra-aesthetic [...] for the 
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spirit is not present, it does not exist—at every given moment, it is set as a task, it is yet-

to-be. (110) 

This is a complex, nuanced attempt to delineate the shifting registers and textures of interior 

freedom and the inexhaustibility of a person’s own capacity and inner need to direct the 

meaningfulness of one’s own self as one is confronted both by another person’s purported 

recognition of who one is and also by one’s own temptation to imagine one can stay one’s inner 

energy and restlessness and settle on the content of how one is, finally and for good. 

 For Bakhtin, both of these responses to the contrapuntal relationship of soul and spirit are 

clearly ‘deathly,’ but he proceeds to reference Dostoevsky’s work to make his sense of “spirit” 

and “soul” exceed questions of vision and the temptation to stay uncertainty by fixing upon 

something through which one’s own “image” may become “finalised”—i.e., finally certain and 

graspable. Bakhtin writes:  

Dostoevsky made spirit, that is, the ultimate semantic position of the personality, the 

object of aesthetic contemplation, he was able to see spirit in a way in which previously 

only the body and soul of man could be seen. He moved aesthetic visualisation into the 

depths, into deep new strata, but not into the depths of the unconscious, rather, into the 

depths of the heights of consciousness. The depths of consciousness are simultaneously 

its peaks (up and down in the cosmos and in the microworld are relative). Consciousness 

is much more terrifying than any unconscious complexes. (PDP, 288) 

Despite his (provisional) reliance here on the metaphor of “artistic visualisation,” Bakhtin 

links “spirit” with a person’s voice (an ongoing “ultimate semantic position”) and sets freedom 

(the personal freedom to elude external definition and identification) in the realm of 
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“consciousness.”78 The freedom of a person is located in his conscious spirit, his voice which is 

able to respond, remain silent, assent, dissent, assert, affirm, deny, contradict, etc., in any given 

situation. This is the deeper source of human integrity. Dostoevsky’s characters, Bakhtin notes, 

“all acutely sense their own inner unfinalisability, their capacity to outgrow, as it were, from 

within and to render untrue any externalising and finalising definition of them” (PDP, 59), for 

“as long as a person is alive he lives by the fact that he is not yet finalised, that he has not yet 

uttered his final word” (PDP, 59).79 This is the case because the word lives, as it were, in the 

register of “spirit” rather than that of “soul,” and the spirit operates in the prosaic realm of daily 

growth and change. Until it is finally stilled into silence by death, a voice will retain the capacity 

to ‘say more,’ and thus pass beyond any utterance or even extended discourse through which one 

may be tempted to confine it. (This is akin to tradition’s capacity to ‘mean more’ than any one 

event or particular articulation.) However, when a discourse is separated from a voice, when it is 

“torn from [the] reality” which attends the prosaic context and referents for a particular person’s 

own voice, the condition of discourse becomes ‘fatal,’ both in itself, so to speak, and also for the 

person for whom it purportedly matters: “words grow sickly, lose semantic depth and flexibility, 

the capacity to expand and renew their meanings in new living contexts—they essentially die as 

discourse” for, as when a living person is understood only as a soul and thus confined to and 

exhausted by the still-life image of another’s vision, discourse frozen apart from a voice 

relinquishes its vital sense as a “signifying word” which “lives beyond itself” as it “lives by 

means of directing its purposiveness outward” (DI, 353-4). 

                                                 
78

 To think in terms of the unconscious is, for Bakhtin, to think in terms of necessity. 
79

 Ortega notes that immediately we grasp Dostoevsky’s characters they twist away and turn in new directions 

(“Notes on the Novel,” 77). 



156 

 

 From this ground we see that for Bakhtin a person’s discourse—his meaning—is 

inevitably related to his concrete existence; from the centre of integrity, the spirit which has as its 

“task” its own meaning and coherence, the person is directed “outwards”; the personality is 

realised in a form of “directedness” towards other personalities and things, and so always exists 

in relation to someone or something different than its own (which itself is not static, but is 

comprised of the spirit’s inner movement and energy). On this ground, personhood is thus 

construed as an unremitting form of address80—it has its own integral place or space, but this 

integral centre is directed in a form of address towards that which lies on the border of its own. 

Uncontainable and inexhaustible by an idea or definition, personality is not so much understood 

as it is addressed and apprehended in the dynamic process of ongoing, open-ended dialogue. The 

inner matrix of a person is his spiritual integrity, the “task” through which a person makes 

himself real and dwells in the world. There is nothing abstract here—no aspects, qualities, or 

attributes of a person apart from his inner dynamic integrity through which he may be known 

and, as Bakhtin writes, he may be “loved.”  

  

Personality, Intimacy: Love 

In Towards a Philosophy of the Act, Bakhtin states that at the “centre of value” of the 

ethical-philosophical position he is expressing lies “man as a lovingly affirmed concrete reality,” 

the personality apprehended as a particular being in movement, and not known or figured as 

                                                 
80

 The intuitive apprehension that address is essential to personhood is not unique to Bakhtin, although his 

articulation of this sense is perhaps the strongest, most thoroughly comprehensive in the twentieth century. In the 

excellent essay “Dialogue” in the volume Between Man and Man (1947), Martin Buber offers a strongly compelling 

account that resonates with Bakhtin’s work in valuable ways. 
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“something with self-identical content” (63)—i.e., a personality is irreducible to any one or 

several of her constituent aspects. To reduce a person in this way would be to improperly delimit 

who she is; it would be to impoverish natural richness for one’s own ends or design, replacing a 

living person with a “mere skeleton” (64) of ideas and overlaid projections.  

Instead of this approach, Bakhtin counsels a mode of address of “un-self-interested love,” 

a stance of “lovingly interested attention” (64) which, he states, is the only way to draw near to a 

person in her inherent inner spiritual plenitude, the only way “capable of generating” a stance 

towards another person or thing able to affirm her or its “concrete manifoldness of Being, 

without impoverishing it or schematising it” (64). Bakhtin goes as far as to say that this approach 

is the only way to draw near to another person: “[o]nly love is capable of being [...] productive; 

only in correlation with the loved is fullness of the [personal] manifold possible” (64), for love is 

a form of open regard and desire, and not a step down into self-interested investment and 

identification.81 

 

 Bakhtin and Tradition: Some Active Principles 

 Ultimates: Creative Memory, Great Style, Faith, Superaddressees 

Bakhtin tends to prefer the language of ‘ultimates’ to that of ‘absolutes’ when discussing 

                                                 
81

 Cf. 156ff below. It should be clear that my approach to Bakhtin’s sense of love differs from other approaches, 

such as Caryl Emerson who seeks to downplay desire in favour of knowledge. She writes: “[o]verall, ‘love’ in 

Bakhtin is more a category of cognition than of desire. When we love, we return again and again to the site of the 

beloved and attend to every contour of intonation, shape, need, find more and more of interest on each visit” 

(“Afterword,” 389). While this is a fine description of the cognitive aspect of love in Bakhtin, she risks the danger of 

identifying one thing with another. My sense of Bakhtin’s insights into drawing near in love and knowledge is that it 

is an attempt to integrate within a simple event some of its attendant registers of meaning. 
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the register of meaning which marks the boundaries of sensible and intellectual activity. Within 

this realm of ultimates, we may discern three main distinctions in Bakhtin: ultimate questions or 

images, ultimate reference points, and ultimate events or ‘scenes of being.’ Beginning with 

literature, Bakhtin sees ultimate images and questions become clear in the relationship of the 

wider artistic genre to the particular work or author. Genre is a “form-shaping idea” or “form-

shaping ideology” (PDP, 110, 98), as Bakhtin understands it; it is not an abstract theory or 

systematic position on a particular set of issues, but rather is, as with a form of thinking, an 

artistic mode of address concerning the concrete worlds of tradition and intimacy.82 Along these 

                                                 
82

 Intimacy, which I have been qualifying in this study as drawing near in knowledge and love, may be an aspect of 

or integral to a cultural tradition and its generic ways of understanding placement and perspective. In his interesting 

essay “The Space of Hospitality: on the Icon of the Trinity ascribed to Andrei Rublev” (2008) Charles Lock notes 

that something changed in Western culture when “the modern movement in painting,” which Lock relates 

convincingly to the more than millennium-long Byzantine/Slavic tradition of iconography, 

jolted the eye out of its habits, overturning its familiar ways of seeing by challenging the perspective to 

which European eyes had grown accustomed since the Renaissance. Not only accustomed: since the 

Renaissance all we know has been presented and debated in terms of point-of-view, of the position of the 

subject ‘vis-à-vis’ the object. Perspective has been the very condition of knowledge, allowing us to take our 

stand at a distance, to see the object framed for our proper apprehension. Modernity has been constituted by 

the sort of knowledge that is attained by distance: such knowledge is objective, impartial, and indefinitely 

to be trusted by repetition: another viewer standing here would see and identify the same things. The object, 

seen in perspective, yields objective knowledge. Proximity is a hindrance to clear vision: an understanding 

proper to modernity required detachment. (22) 

Although Lock’s comments arise from his consideration of the history of art and its effects, it makes clear how 

thinking in terms of “perspective” and “distance” (the heritage of the Renaissance) is quite different to thinking in 

terms of participation and intimacy (“proximity,” drawing near)—the ethos of iconography and modern painting. 

Lock acknowledges this a few lines later as he notes that “[f]undamentally,” long-standing currents of Russian 

culture “had rejected western perspective, not only in the strictly pictorial sense but also in what such perspective 

might imply for ways of knowing, and even ways of being” (22). Lock’s literary example of the implications of this 

difference is Dostoevsky: 

Dostoevsky as a novelist is the master of proximity, of the antithesis of the panoramic: the reader is thrown 

into a claustrophobic narrative space (what M. M. Bakhtin termed ‘maximal proximity’) that allows for no 

distance, no detachment, no possibility of standing back. One can hardly do better than read Dostoevsky if 

one wishes to experience the radical divergence in ways of knowing and ways of being that ensues from the 

distance at which—through perspective— a culture sets its ways of seeing and its ways of representation. 

(23) 

Lock’s description of the atmosphere of Dostoevsky’s novels is apt, even if it begins somewhat strangely (with 

“claustrophobic”), and may be held in counterpoint with his fine and textured description of the form and ethos of 

Orthodox iconography, of which his primary example is Andrei Rublev’s great “Trinity” or “Hospitality of 

Abraham” (15th century) icon. At the end of his essay, Lock draws together Rublev’s icon and Matisse’s painting 

“The Dance” (1910) and cites the latter’s spiritual genesis in the former—not only part in terms of depicted theme or 

trope (perichoresis, or the communion of intimate reciprocal movement) but also in terms of material and artistic 

genesis—for the Matisse painting was commissioned by the Russian collector Sergei Shchukin, before which, as 

biographical accounts relate, Matisse had visited Russia and declared that “[l]ike mystical flowers, these icons reveal 
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lines, Bakhtin relates literary genre to “creative memory”: as “genre lives in the present, but 

always remembers its past,” it is a “representative of creative memory in the process of literary 

development,” and as such is “able to safeguard the unity and uninterrupted continuity of this 

development (PDP, 106).  

As its own form of “creative memory,” genre may be understood as a kind of particular 

form which, as Bakhtin states of discourse, is not distinct from content, although in the work 

content is generated, as it were, by form. Bakhtin’s own sense of the genre of the novel, which I 

have been addressing in this study, renders the novel as genre distinct from genres of epic or 

lyric poetry, drama, song, nursery rhyme, etc. Unlike poetry, to take one example, which may be 

generally said to attempt to express well, and perhaps even distil, the essential matter of a certain 

image or scene, the novel may be said to draw from the past (the accumulated and inherited stock 

of literary material) something significant such as physical contest, a meeting of long-missed 

friends, or the sudden recognition of one’s kin’s moral qualities, and see what happens to these 

general literary images when transposed into the textured prosaic world of a particular work. In 

this way the image, which is ultimate because it is elemental to human life and meaning, through 

its placement in a concrete context is “put to the test” (PDP, 115) and thus assumes the form of 

an ultimate question which must be addressed by the novel’s characters in particular ways with 

particular urgency in particular scenes.83  

                                                 
the souls of the artists who painted them, and it is here that we must learn to understand art” (Matisse in Morocco, 

5). The traditions of Orthodox iconography and modernist painting converge most starkly in Kasimir Malevich’s 

“Black Square” (1915), perhaps the first featureless painting (no thing is involved) and one meant to be placed in the 

right-hand upper corner of a main room—the traditional place for an icon to be present in a Russian home. 
83 Bakhtin hints that this idea could be developed in interesting ways. In his notes “Towards a Reworking of the 

Dostoevsky Book” (1961) he writes: “[t]he more stable elements of form and content, prepared and provided for by 

the ages (and for the ages), are born only in specific highly favourable moments and in a highly favourable historical 

location (Dostoevsky’s epoch in Russia). Dostoevsky on Balzac’s images and their preparation” (PDP, 291). In a 

footnote to this note, Bakhtin writes: “Dostoevsky wrote to his brother Mikhail on 9 August 1838: ‘Balzac is great! 
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For Bakhtin, meaning in the novel is always meaning for a person or persons, due to its 

distinctive ethos of address. Thus Lawrence’s depiction of fireside wrestling is important not for 

what it tells us about physical conflict or homoerotic behaviour in general, but rather for what it 

illuminates in Gerald and Birkin’s intimate companionship, and how, for example, it conditions 

our understanding of Birkin’s response to Gerald’s death later on or the development of Birkin’s 

relationship with Ursula. Thus the ancient song Rezia Warren Smith hears in the street is 

important not as a kind of intertextual reference or because it demonstrates London’s forgotten 

past, but rather for what it helps us to understand about her and Clarissa’s own ways of 

understanding experiences which stand out, as if startled, from the flowing texture of daily life. 

These examples of novelistic renditions of ultimate images contained within the genre 

“continue” and “develop” the vitality of the genre itself, for they draw on images or scenes 

which could be termed primal or timeless (as they are images of agon and poiesis) and, by 

drawing them into a certain time and place and making them come alive through and for a 

person, they become ultimate questions for the characters involved, for they are points at which 

something meaningful culminate and must be addressed and worked through—or, if ignored, are 

ignored to the detriment of a character’s inner and outer well-being. In thus deepening the 

ultimate images or questions through the unique features noted and added to its general meaning 

through each unique novelist’s depictive manner, the generic tradition as a gathering and 

layering of particular sensible and intellectual images is also enriched and, as Bakhtin puts it, 

“renewed.”  

 

                                                 
His characters are the work of a cosmic mind! Not the spirit of the time, but thousands of years have prepared with 

their struggle for such a denouement in the human soul!’” (PDP, 203; Sel. Letters, 8). 
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In his book on Dostoevsky, Bakhtin writes that the “menippean” current within which the 

genre of the novel to which Dostoevsky belongs is concerned with “ultimate questions,” for in its 

discourse “ultimate philosophical positions are put to the test” (115). Later in the same work, 

Bakhtin outlines how genre relates to a specific artistic work: “what interests us is precisely the 

influence of the generic tradition itself which was transmitted through particular artists. 

Throughout this process the tradition is reborn and renewed in each of them in its own way, that 

is, in a unique and unrepeatable way” (159). This process, states Bakhtin, “constitutes the life of 

the tradition” (159). This is an interesting and provocative way of understanding how a literary 

work participates in and augments its own (literary) tradition and, like Eliot’s own sense of each 

genuine poetic work altering the tradition of which it is a part, the implied scope of Bakhtin’s 

image of work and tradition involves an inherent artistic ethic. For a writer to be able to relate 

the two he must possess (or strive to possess) what Bakhtin calls “great style,” an artistic 

temperament which “encompasses all domains of art” (and thus of intellect), and which is a 

manner of joining a “style of seeing the world” in terms of ultimates and particulars—both are 

necessary—to a practical “style of working the material” (A&A, 202). Composing work in terms 

of a “great style” is akin to what Bakhtin will later call thinking and comporting oneself in terms 

of “great time,” and the shared adjective “great” has particular qualities in Bakhtin’s discourse: it 

is a way of holding together ends or boundaries of meaning (for style, ends of ultimate and 

chronotopic images and questions; for time, ends of traditional fullness and personal presence). 

However, it draws and holds together these ends in a way that is not characterised by completion 

or foreclosure; “great style” (like “great time”) is a mode opposite to what Bakhtin characterises 

of “Romanticism,” with its “idea” of “‘total’ creation and ‘total’ man” (A&A, 203), an approach 

which for Bakhtin naturally results in a totalised or finalised artistic and intellectual image. In 
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contrast to “Romanticism,” Bakhtin’s notion of style, which we may define as form made 

personal, involves a sense of responsibility to reality beyond its own desired particular 

depiction—to reality which includes ultimates, tradition, and familiar persons. Like form in 

general or generic discourse, artistic style is a means to relate “individual creativity” to a stance 

of “responsibility,” a relation which Bakhtin states is “founded and sustained by a tradition” 

(A&A, 206). 

 On this ground, tradition is seen as a basis for a style of artistic making, just as it is a 

basis for a form of thinking (a mode of address); in Bakhtin’s own sense of the “unity” or 

integrity of “life and art” in the person, “tradition” involves the deepest measure of gathered 

meaning. Tradition is primarily personal and communal: from these elemental forms of life arise 

practices of making, of which what we understand to be art is a distinguished form. In Bakhtin’s 

way of thinking, the ultimate aspects of art are predicated on the ultimate aspects of life, of 

which they are renditions and from which they are not finally separable. Thus sensitivity to 

ultimate images and questions in art is part of one’s attentiveness to the presence and role of 

ultimate points of reference in one’s own life and tradition. The person is not understood apart 

from tradition (of some kind); what matters is the extent to which one consciously partakes of or 

resists the tradition, as Pelikan points out, and it is at this juncture that intellectual activity may 

measure and evaluate matters. Bakhtin’s own way of understanding ultimate reference points, 

through his Orthodox traditional cast of mind, connects his sense of the personal and the 

eschatological as they relate to personal making (art) and interpersonal being (community, 

communion). 
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 If since Socrates and Augustine self-knowledge and self-analysis have been seen as 

Western cultural ideals, a correlate (if less emphasised) concern is how to avoid epistemological 

solipsism in its various forms. For Bakhtin, entering deeply into oneself involves—perhaps 

paradoxically—surpassing one’s own boundaries. In Art and Answerability, he writes that “the 

deeper the solitude (value-related solitude) with oneself,” the profounder the “passing-beyond-

oneself,” the ultimate realisation of which is a “clearer and more essential” personal “relatedness 

to God” (144). Staying with Bakhtin’s language here, we may say that God is a ‘personal’ 

ultimate (an absolute in personal form) which in-forms one’s “solitude,” and renders any sense of 

an “absolute axiological void” absurd—for meaning always needs some ground or basis, and in 

an “absolute axiological void,” Bakhtin states, “no utterance is possible, nor is consciousness 

itself possible” (A&A, 144), This is due in part to the fact that both utterance and consciousness 

are forms of dialogue or relation (relatedness, referredness), in that utterance and dialogue are 

both forms of address. Even if they are addressed within oneself, so to speak, utterance and 

consciousness belie any sense of identity, which is by its own nature self-referential, static, and 

something unnaturally imposed. Bakhtin writes that “[w]here I overcome in myself the 

axiological self-contentment” of identity and closure (closedness), “I overcome precisely that 

which concealed God, and where I absolutely do not coincide with myself, a place for God is 

opened up” (A&A, 144). For Bakhtin, the error of identity or self-containment obscures any 

awareness of the ultimate grounds of personal being; overcoming identity or “self-coinciding” 

means that one may become open to that which inwardly forms and yet surpasses one’s own self. 

This is not a declaration of the metaphysical reality of God (as if that could be ascertained), but 

rather Bakhtin’s way of considering the ethos of the self or person (personality). All too often in 

theological discourse God is declared a fact or idea which must be affirmed, but Bakhtin’s 
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approach is different: there is no place for the authority of ‘all or nothing’ in his understanding of 

dialogic personal being. He writes that: 

One can live and gain consciousness of oneself neither under a guarantee nor in a void 

(an axiological guarantee and an axiological void), but only in faith. Life (and 

consciousness), from within itself, is nothing else but the actualisation of faith; the 

process of life’s gaining self-consciousness is a process of gaining consciousness in faith 

(that is, of need and hope, of non-self-contentment and possibility). (A&A, 144) 

When speaking of the ultimate, as Bakhtin does here in terms of God as the/an absolute 

that opens the self, there can be no question of certainty on either side: there is neither guarantee 

nor voiding of one’s ultimate value. Instead, the point of drawing God into his discourse is to 

allow Bakhtin to discuss the form of the self—the ethos of the person. The person confronting 

the ultimate must have “faith,” which Bakhtin contrasts with both “guarantee” and “void.” 

Distinct from certainty (as an intellectual stance), faith is not understood as a willingness to 

forego reason or suspend disbelief.84 Rather, faith is a spiritual stance of openness to another (to 

an ultimate other) and includes feelings of “need” and “hope” for a relationship (for intimate 

dialogue) with this ultimate other. In this sense, faith is a matter of personal ethos. Thus in his 

                                                 
84

 In his insightful essay “Bakhtin and the Tropes of Orthodoxy” (2001) Charles Lock supports this idea when he 

states that “‘[r]eligion’ or ‘theology’ are terms that within a Protestant paradigm—to speak historically and 

conceptually, rather than of essences—invoke the categories of ethics (behaviour) and belief (intellectual 

conviction). Within an Orthodox paradigm, the immediate associations would be neither creedal nor ethical but 

liturgical (bodily presence) and sacramental [or mysteriological] (the holiness of matter)” (100). He then deepens 

this distinction in basic ways: “Orthodoxy never underwent a Reformation, nor any sort of conflict between faith 

and reason” (101)—indeed, its “sacramental theology finds nothing reductive in the cosmos, and celebrates reason 

as part of creation, as that which links divine and human natures,” which means that the “conflict between science 

and religion, or between faith and reason, is one that exists within Orthodoxy only as an import,” as “there was no 

tradition of dialectical debate and encounter between faith and reason” (101). Lock’s historical shorthand is clear—

in his work he references Pelikan’s five-volume work The Christian Tradition (1971-89)—but I want to note two 

things: first, these reasons (though not Lock’s article) are why in this study I relate ineluctably ethics and being in 

ethos (i.e., more than mere behaviour); and second, this same ground is part of why I insist on the embodied and 

non-dualistic nature of truth, both within tradition and for Bakhtin in particular. 
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1961 notes “Towards a Reworking of the Dostoevsky Book” (in PDP) Bakhtin complements 

Dostoevsky’s own novelistic images by and through a careful definition of faith: 

Not faith (in the sense of a specific faith in orthodoxy, in progress, in man, in revolution, 

etc.), but a sense of faith, that is, an integral attitude (by means of the whole person) 

toward a higher and ultimate value. Atheism is often understood by Dostoevsky as a lack 

of faith in this sense, as a rejection of an ultimate position in the ultimate whole of the 

world. Dostoevsky’s vacillations as regards the content of this ultimate value. (PDP, 294) 

This is faith not in something—some content or matter—but faith as a position, a stance or 

directedness towards the register of ultimate values which inwardly forms and may be said partly 

to compose the self. It is personal life and personality inevitably related to what is ultimate, in 

terms of value or meaning. Again, the content is not primary, except where it joins form in 

discourse. For it is form that distinguishes personhood in its own ethos—its appropriate integrity. 

Further, by speaking of faith as part of the “integral attitude” of a person, Bakhtin indicates that 

the ultimate (or absolute) is not something that disrupts personhood, but rather is a constitutive 

element of human meaning. In other words, one’s personal integrity involves an ongoing relation 

with something or someone beyond or more than oneself, surpassing one’s own immediate own. 

In his “Towards a Reworking of the Dostoevsky Book,” Bakhtin—true to Dostoevsky’s own 

discursive images—stays close to theological language. He notes that “God can get along 

without man, but man cannot get along without Him” (285), for while God may be said to be 

wholly ‘His own,’ and to relate to or participate in human life in ways which transcend human 

notions of freedom, necessity, and inevitability, a person, to be a person and to have meaning,  
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cannot eschew ultimate grounds, and to imagine otherwise is to risk what Bakhtin calls the 

“axiological void.”  

In another series of late notes titled “The Problem of the Text,” Bakhtin shifts emphasis 

away from the more explicitly theological language he uses in relation to Dostoevsky to a more 

dialogic register of discourse, though one that is equally personal in tonality. Considering the 

same fundamental relatedness at the heart of personhood, Bakhtin states that a conscious 

utterance (and a person who utters) requires an “addressee (the second party)”—for all discourse 

and all thinking is a form of address—and, in addition, “presupposes a higher superaddressee 

(third)” (SG, 126), whose role as an ultimate participant in the dialogue gives it a position of 

“absolutely just responsive understanding [...] either in some metaphysical distance or distant 

historical time” (SG, 126), which in this case are Bakhtin’s shorthand ways of designating 

theological or traditional fullness. The superaddressee, who is a kind of addressee-writ-

ultimate—the desired ideal dialogic partner with his “ideally true responsive understanding” (SG, 

126)—gives the utterer confidence to speak freely and frankly, with the understanding that what 

he says will be heard and understood appropriately within and through the particular chronotopic 

conditions of the specific and unique dialogue. Bakhtin suggests that the constant presence of the 

superaddressee has been imagined throughout cultural history in various guises: “God, absolute 

truth, the court of dispassionate human conscience, the people, the court of history, science, and 

so forth” (SG, 126). However, Bakhtin stresses that the superaddressee or “third party” (SG, 126) 

is “not any mystical or metaphysical being”—i.e., the superaddressee is not to be understood in 

impersonal terms—but is, rather, a constitutive aspect of the person’s capacity for discourse, 

demonstrating that a person “always wants to be heard, always seeks responsive understanding, 

but does not stop at immediate understanding but presses on further and further (indefinitely)” 
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(SG, 126-7). The superaddressee exemplifies the infinite and infinitely just bases for personal 

and interpersonal dialogue as an integral and “indefinitely” openended discursive activity.85  

On this ground, the superaddressee may be understood as the addressee-rendered-whole, 

for in its unfettered ability to understand and respond properly it embodies all towards which the 

honest and humble addressee aspires. Thus, even in its conditioned form, Bakhtin can speak of 

the “inexhaustibility of the second consciousness” or addressee, the inexhaustibility of the 

“consciousness of the person who understands and responds” to what one says, to the word one 

utters and addresses to another. In its ultimate form, then, dialogue involves a “potential infinity 

of responses”—for it is personal “infinity against [personal] infinity” (SG, 136). Bakhtin’s most 

concrete image of the addressee (or superaddressee), of the “word as something personal” and 

open, is “Christ as truth,” an image which appropriately illuminates a “profound understanding 

of the personal nature of the word” (SG, 148). Bakhtin’s image of Christ, a figure who for 

Bakhtin’s Orthodox tradition fully embodies the human and divine in personal form, 

appropriately joins in his figure the immanent addressee and the transcendent superaddressee. 

For properly speaking, the addressee and superaddressee are only provisionally distinct—all 

conscious utterances and all dialogues address them as one. The superaddressee is not the main 

focus and the addressee an incidental element in dialogue; they are inevitably and prosaically 

held together as one, and in this way are unified as an integral, ultimate whole, even as the whole 

is not simply circumscribable. Again, it is a matter or question of relational integrity, not 

identity. 
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 This anticipates Bakhtin’s eschatological sense, as we will see (cf. 169ff). 
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Bakhtin understands this type of dialogue in which everything essential and constitutive 

of true dialogue is fully present to be a type of ultimate event, a scene of communion that 

although in time is not conditioned by a linear sense of time progressing and, with its participants 

encompassing both immanence and transcendence, lacks nothing in its realisation. It is 

dialogue—being together—in its most integral form. It is ultimate because there is nothing 

otherwise or elsewhere which supersedes the personal presence and relational fullness of its 

prosaic ethos.86 This ultimate type of dialogue reveals purely (and thus rarely, and only with 

personal striving) the meaning of communion, which for Bakhtin forms the essence of 

personhood. On this ground, aloneness or individual solitude (with its echoes of self-sufficiency) 

are, strictly speaking, inhuman—i.e., related to the death of personality. In “Towards a 

Reworking of the Dostoevsky Book,” Bakhtin notes “the impossibility of solitude, the illusory 

nature of solitude” (PDP, 287). A person alone is in a state of “death”; solitude implies a “void.” 

Bakhtin writes that the “very being of man (both external and internal) is the deepest 

communion. To be means to communicate. Absolute death (non-being) is the state of being 

unheard, unrecognised, unremembered [....] To be means to be for another, and through the 

other, for oneself” (PDP, 287).  

In this passage, death—in its ultimate form—comes through one’s voice being unheard, 

unanswered, without address. In other words, to be alive is to ‘go out’ from oneself, to reach out 

                                                 
86

 An example of near-realisation of this type of dialogue may be found at the end of Part Two, chap. 3 of 

Dostoevsky’s Demons (1872), when Shatov begs Stavrogin to be spiritually present: “[w]e are two beings, and we 

have come together in infinity […] for the last time in the world. Abandon your tone and take a human one. At least 

once in your life speak in a human voice. Not for my sake, but for your own” (246). Although Stavrogin is unable to 

be present (without distraction) to Shatov, Shatov desires the type of ultimate dialogic event to which I refer here. A 

similar sort example, although as we will see (cf. 354ff) one with different ends, is Ursula’s plea to Birkin at the end 

of Women in Love. In Mrs Dalloway, Clarissa’s actions throughout the day and especially at her party may represent 

its (one-sided) negation. 



169 

 

and surpass one’s own singularity in an ultimate act of relation and communion with another 

person. One’s vitality is bound up with one’s “surplus,” an integral aspect of one’s personality 

which precludes any notion of self-identity and which further proves inexhaustible in dialogue 

(communion). Bakhtin deepens this idea with reference to Dostoevsky when he writes that 

communion within ultimate dialogue does “not” mean “merging with another,” but rather 

involves “preserving one’s own position” of prosaic inexhaustibility and “surplus,” of which the 

“most important aspect” is “love” (PDP, 299). In the ultimate event of communion “one cannot 

love oneself,” for “love is a coordinate relationship” (PDP, 299), a relationship which involves 

(cf. 156 above) the presence of “active (not a duplicating) understanding” and a humble, loving 

regard for the inner and endless richness of another person. Personality is inwardly formed by 

this idea of “an open and honest surplus” (PDP, 299), one realised in the form of mutual address, 

and a presence which finds its fulfillment in the simple act of being and staying face to face. 

Being face to face nullifies the “axiological void” in which neither utterance nor consciousness 

may live; being face to face also partakes of time in its fullest, ultimate form: time as 

eschatology. 

 

Eschatology: Future, Presence, Fullness, Communion, Great Time 

Considering persons face to face in dialogue in ultimate time offers a ground on which 

we may approach the eschatological dimension of Bakhtin’s cast of mind. Even more so than 

‘the traditional,’ one struggles to find in contemporary literary criticism distinct discussions of 

‘the eschatological’ as I am both drawing them forward from Bakhtin’s own cultural-theological 

current of thought and seeking to elaborate in this study how they mutually deepen our sense of 
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literature and life. Within Bakhtin’s thinking the eschatological, which is akin to and yet distinct 

from the traditional, is primarily a means of drawing near and holding together seemingly 

disparate things in order to illuminate their fundamental relatedness. And as per his own critical 

temperament, he does this primarily through prosaic images drawn from his favoured novelists 

(the image of the feast in Rabelais; the image of ultimate dialogue in Dostoevsky), and 

secondarily—though no less importantly—through considering how eschatology joins together 

the personal and the ultimate in an integral whole or unity. As such, the eschatological is a 

dimension of thought turned against all kinds of dualisms: metaphysical, ontological, temporal, 

etc.  

The eschatological dimension of Orthodox traditional consciousness is, as the word 

suggests, a consciousness of the ‘last things or times’ (ta eschata), but these are figured in terms 

of fulfillment rather than conclusion or finality. Eschatology is opposed to—or better, different 

than—any sense of the apocalypse (in its prevalent religious imagery of fiery torment or bliss87) 

or any kind of progression towards utopia or the current literary theoretical focus on salvific 

messianism. Instead, the Orthodox sense of eschatology indicates a form of communion in 

time—time in its ultimate form—and is understood through the elemental images of presence 

and fullness. In his book Modern Orthodox Thinkers: from the Philokalia to the Present (2015), 

Andrew Louth states that the eschatological is “not [...] concerned with what lies beyond death, 
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 Resistance to this spiritual shortcut is depicted in Andrei Tarkovsky’s film Andrei Rublev (1966), when Rublev 

imperils his life as he delays work on an icon of the “Last Judgement” in a church in Vladimir due to his resistance 

to relating fear with the divine in the minds of the churchgoers (Criterion ed., mins. 1h15:57-1h18:18). The same 

temperament is found in Dostoevsky’s article “The Latest Literary Controversies” (1861) when he critiques the 

then-contemporary Slavophil tendency to view the state of Russian culture through the eyes of destruction and 

doom: “[a]nd if we are to quote texts, the common people will not quote the menacing text of the prophet but the 

merciful word of infinite love” (Dostoevsky’s Occasional Writings, 223). 
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but rather with the presence of the ultimate [...] in this life” (205).88 Louth’s phrase “the presence 

of the ultimate,” the sense of which he goes on to adumbrate in theological terms, clarifies that 

eschatology figured in terms of presence and fullness is concerned not with the replacement or 

supersession of what is real here and now (which, as a dualistic idea, would lend contemporary 

reality an air of falseness or inadequacy), but is concerned rather with apprehending the ongoing 

fulfillment of the present through its deepening in the ultimate which, however, without the 

present (the concrete here and now) has no ontological or evaluative reality. On this ground 

persons, events, and things are addressed and measured through their nearness to one in presence 

and fullness, not in terms of their potential over time or the future result of their current habits 

and activities. 

Speaking in terms of time, this sense of eschatology considers ethos to be as much a 

matter of telos as it is a matter of genesis. The temporal aspect of eschatology is further and 

fundamentally tempered through an ontological aspect. Speaking in terms of being, eschatology 

rejects all metaphysics and instead maintains that in the prosaic event the particular and ultimate 

are held together as one. Transposed into Bakhtin’s critical discourse, we may note three 

pertinent expressions of the eschatological, a central dimension of his work: first, the joining of 

‘here and now’ with the future; second, a sense of time encompassed in “great time”; and third,  
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 Louth is glossing the work of Alexander Schmemann here. If Lossky is recognised as the central Orthodox 

theologian of the first part of the twentieth century, Schmemann may lay claim to be the most significant theological 

mind of the latter half of the century. The strong undercurrent of eschatology that permeates Lossky’s writings 

becomes an acknowledged main theme in Schmemann’s work. The essential significance of the eschatological 

remains vibrant in Orthodox theology into the twenty-first century. The foremost theologian writing now, Metr. 

John Zizioulas, has decided to draw to the fore what has been a constant concern in his other major works—Being as 

Communion (1985) and Communion and Otherness (2006)—and title his next work Remembering the Future: an 

Eschatological Ontology (cf. footnote 113 on 208 below). 
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the understanding and assertion that the presence/fullness of time includes the presence/fullness 

of being (over against all dualisms). 

First, when discussing certain of his central concerns—the ethical self, the novel, and 

discursive images—Bakhtin joins in each one the ‘here and now’ and the future. Or, put more 

precisely, Bakhtin relates what is present to a kind of timelessness, which “the future” (specified 

without content) involves. Thus in Art and Answerability, Bakhtin states that one’s considered 

self-consciousness needs to address and integrate the “memory of the future” (145).89 Making the 

“memory of the future” an essential part of the self mixes up (con-fuses) the different senses of 

time by which one often construes oneself—identity coming from somewhere in the past and 

perhaps changing or being altered in time to come. Bakhtin then translates this theological-

ethical sense of the “memory of the future” into prosaic terms regarding what the novel teaches 

its readers: in The Dialogic Imagination he writes that in the novel there “always remains an 

unrealised surplus of humanness,” an essential surplus depicted in novelistic characters which 

means that “there always remains a need for the future, and a place for this future must be found” 

(37). Human “surplus,” which means that a person always retains the capacity to ‘say more,’ and 

thus ‘is more’ than any one chronotopic event grants,90 needs the category of “the future” to be 

recognised for what it is. To Bakhtin’s way of thinking, personality is open and exceeds or 

surpasses itself, and this is held in mind most firmly by “remembering the future” to which the 

person also belongs; the novel “finds a place” for this future (which is of the present) and, 

indeed, the ethos of the novel is “determined” by this capacity (DI, 15). In part, the novelistic 

                                                 
89

 Which in this instance he relates to the Christian-apocalyptic image of “the Book of Life.” Cf. The Revelation to 

St John 20:11-15. 
90

 In the same way that a traditional event always ‘means more’ than one may realise. 



173 

 

sense that the meaning of a person is never settled (is never static and finalised) is clarified by 

what Bakhtin sees as a prime characteristic of “great novelistic images”—such as Rabelais’ 

feasts or Dostoevsky’s dialogues—which, Bakhtin states, “continue to grow and develop even 

after the moment of their creation” and first prosaic depiction, for “they are capable of being 

creatively transformed in different eras” (DI, 422) as they are appropriated and directed towards 

new ends by different creative consciousnesses.91 The fecundity of a well-tempered creative 

consciousness “renews” given images in its own time. This is an aspect of the author’s “creative 

understanding” (with its basis in tradition), but it is also an eschatological characteristic of the 

images themselves, which refuse exhaustion in any one specific time. This is the second sense of 

Bakhtin’s eschatological dimension, in that eschatology demonstrates the integrity of time 

encompassed.  

Thirdly, an eschatological awareness shows how a particular discursive image offers a 

sense of the fullness of time as it is embraced in the rhythm of tradition (here, novelistic 

tradition). This lies behind the beginning of Bakhtin’s “Concluding Remarks” (1973) to his 

earlier essay “Forms of Time and Chronotope in the Novel,” which he had (hitherto) ended with 

some pages considering Rabelais’ vital “folkloric” images. Bakhtin opens his later remarks by 

focusing on the chronotope, and writes that a person with a “living artistic perception” is able to 

apprehend “the chronotope in all its wholeness and fullness” (DI, 243). The chronotope—or 

chronotopic image—is whole, for it wants nothing: its own time and space let it be whole. It is 

full for, although its image may grow, develop, or be renewed in time, these transformations do 

not indicate anything ‘lesser’ about the earlier image, but instead clarify its plenitude—it has 
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 The fact that we may refer to distinctive Rabelaisian discursive images of feasts and Dostoevskian discursive 

images of dialogues attests to this idea, for the genesis of each image is found elsewhere in literature. 
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enough for its own, so to speak, and yet also contains a “surplus” that may be employed 

elsewhere. For “the future” does not, and indeed cannot, obviate or render lesser the chronotopic 

first or continued use. That which is its own of a chronotope—that which belongs to the 

chronotopic image—stays present, and even if it seems to become moribund, there “always 

remains” its underlying, fundamental eschatological fullness which is of the future and which is 

never finalised or exhausted. This is the reason why Bakhtin writes that “there always remains a 

need for the future” (DI, 37)—and not because the future may offer us a better reality, or prove 

ameliorative, or become a goal towards which we strive. All of these ideas tend to rob the current 

moment of its presence, of its being anything more than something necessary to transcend. 

Instead, Bakhtin’s sense of the future means that it is of the present—it is a condition or aspect of 

the present that allows us here and now to apprehend and even comprehend the fullness of what 

is real in this place now in time. In this sense, the ‘future’ can never arrive and be translated into 

the ‘now’—it has no delayed ontological valency—but it can also never come to be later, 

essentially because it is already now: it is of the present, it clarifies and deepens the present 

chronotopic image or lived event, even if in unrecognised ways.  

These ideas harken back to Bakhtin’s insistence on the novel’s epistemological sense: the 

future, translated through a prosaic-novelistic sensibility, allows us to know, to draw near to, and 

(potentially) to love the underlying or evident fullness of the present. This mood of cognitive 

trust is expressed in one of Bakhtin’s final notes (from 1974): “[n]othing is absolutely dead: 

every meaning will have its homecoming festival. The problem of great time” (SG, 170). Three 

elements of this final note stand out: Bakhtin’s ongoing (or at least renewed) focus on tradition 
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and great time at the end of his thinking life; his use of Rabelais’ favoured image of the feast92; 

and the sense that for Bakhtin the only significant absolutes include the word ‘more’—more life, 

more dialogue, more being. Finally, the whole of this final note expresses that for Bakhtin the 

eschatological emphasises plenitude and the inexhaustibility attending everything vital and truly 

alive. 

To recapitulate and deepen our sense of the eschatological at this point, we recall that an 

eschatological sense of time never foreshortens the present moment, and an eschatological sense 

of being never displaces reality elsewhere. Although it does not deny any sense of appropriate 

provisional distinction, an eschatological approach does deny any sense of absolute 

differentiation within time and within being, whether it is ‘overcome’ as in identification or 

reinforced as in dualism. Eschatology addresses time and being in terms of realisation and 

deepening—someone or something is real in its presence, and it may be deepened into its 

fullness—but the two are part of one unity. Eschatological time and being in and for the person is 

thus a matter of integrity, and in particular a question of the profoundness of integrity. Finally, 

from the perspective of integrity we can note that temporal eschatology and ontological 

eschatology amount to the same thing: figured in terms of presence and fullness, considerations 

of time and being address a single reality, the image of which for Bakhtin is found in the intimate 

communion of dialogue.  

Considered inappropriately, dialogue is confined to “small time,” by which Bakhtin 

indicates “the present day, the recent past, and the foreseeable [desired] future”93 (SG, 169)—i.e., 

                                                 
92

 Here it may be appropriate to refer to Gadamer’s remarkable meditation on the ontology of the festival (Truth and 

Method, 122-3), and to recall Mann’s use of festal metaphors in Joseph and His Brothers (cf. 87ff below). 
93

 Bakhtin’s inclusion of square brackets. 
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only those aspects of time which do not uncomfortably exceed a person’s most immediate 

individual conditions. Considered appropriately—that is, in terms of what its own inner sense 

demands—dialogue partakes of “great time,” which for Bakhtin means “infinite and 

unfinalisable dialogue in which no meaning dies” and whose ultimate ethos assures the “eternal 

renewal of meanings” given sustained and humble personal participation and interest (SG, 169). 

This is the eschatological dimension of existence, where in mood as in event “nothing conclusive 

has yet taken place in the world, the ultimate word of the world and about the world has not yet 

been spoken, the world is free and open, everything is still in the future and will always be in the 

future” (PDP, 166). Indeed, Bakhtin’s note on Dostoevsky’s novelistic world cannot be well 

understood apart from eschatology, for otherwise it would acquire overtones of ontological 

deferment, utopian hope, or the mistaken sense that the future will come, and offer the present 

completion or finalisation rather than remain apart from and yet of the present in the capacity of 

(possible) fullness. 

 

Integrity: Comportment, Non-Coinciding, Wholeness 

The third ‘active principle’ pertaining to Bakhtin and tradition I will address here is the 

integrity of the person and thus of personal events (thinking, dialogue, communion). In his last 

published set of notes (from 1974), “Towards a Methodology for the Human Sciences,”94 

Bakhtin juxtaposes the criteria of “precision and depth” in the “natural” and “human sciences.” 

While in the former the “limit of precision” is located in “identity (a=a),” for the “human 

sciences precision is surmounting the otherness of the other without transforming him into purely 

                                                 
94

 Or “Towards a Methodology for the Humanities as Cultural Sciences” (Jerry Zaslove, private correspondence). 
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one’s own” (SG, 169). In other words, for Bakhtin the humanities have to do with processes of 

integration and the ethos of integrity, neither of which is to be confused with acts of 

identification or the state of identity. 

If the surplus found at the centre of personhood naturally frustrates any attempts to 

finalise or finish a person’s meaning, the ethos of integrity at the heart of personality allows for a 

person to be addressed as a coherent whole, a unity that admits relation. For integrity conditions 

the relationships of different ‘surpluses,’ so to speak—it is the process by which one draws 

something or someone different near and into the sphere of one’s own, without assuming or 

pretending that domination or exhaustion of the different thing or person is the intended result—

for each part remains integral (in their being) and retains their integrity (of relationship). No 

longer wholly strange, but with a familiarity which does not colonise and confine, the process of 

integrity allows for the “surmounting of the otherness of the other” without a complete 

transformation of the other into one’s own. This is neither identification (a=a, or other=one’s 

own), nor a derivative, predicative (non)equation (a≠b, or other≠one’s own). Either option would 

involve mistaking the precision proper to the natural sciences for that proper to the human 

sciences,95 as Bakhtin conceives them, and would replace a dynamic event (“surmounting” is 

ongoing) with a static fact (outside of provisional discourse, all equation, whether positively or 

negatively figured, is final). 

The basic form of integrity contradicts the basic form of dualism or duality, just as the 

basic form of identity reinforces ‘the same,’ or ‘sameness’. Before outlining the distinct 

ontological and ethical aspects of integrity, it may be useful to note briefly how Bakhtin’s 

                                                 
95 As Michael Bourke (BCIT) reminded me (private correspondence), Aristotle writes that “precision is not to be 

sought for alike in all discussion” (Nic. Ethics I.iii, 1094B).  
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understanding of integrity (as personal ethos) demonstrates how his principles of the 

eschatological, the ultimate, and the personal elude any tendency towards dualism. Speaking in 

eschatological terms, Bakhtin writes that “I render myself complete [whole, integral] out of what 

is yet-to-be, what ought to be, what is desired” (A&A, 127). Here, the complete (or whole, 

integral) self—its own fullness—is comprehended by refusing to allow a bifurcation in time to 

condition the terms ‘present’ and ‘future,’ for they are part of the same integral event/person.  

Speaking in ultimate terms, we recall Bakhtin’s idea of “that internally unfinalisable 

something in man” (PDP, 58), the “inner unfinalisability” and “capacity to outgrow, as it were, 

from within and to render untrue any externalising and finalising definition” (PDP, 59). For 

although perpetually confronted with ultimate images, values, or events, as the effort is ongoing 

to integrate these ultimate aspects of art and life, and to draw them into some kind of meaningful 

relationship with (or nearness to) one’s own, the ultimate questions themselves are not possible 

to answer definitively and determinately once and for all. Rather, due to its character of being 

‘furthest,’ so to speak, the ultimate remains something always addressed—it is always being 

answered, and the answer shifts from day to day as one moves and lives, and the mood and 

tonality of one’s answering stay inconstant. And yet it is in the integrity of address, the 

resoluteness of one’s response, that the ultimate is renewed and maintains its own vitality and 

essential purpose.  

Finally, speaking in personal terms, one’s voice itself, which Bakhtin links with 

personality, is a locus of integrity—for as it utters discursive content it is modulated by one’s 

countenance and tempered by one’s spiritual mood—allowing one’s utterances not to be taken 

purely on their own but rather to be comprehended through their being drawn together within 
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and through one’s voice. Thus, Bakhtin writes, to apprehend “integral positions, integral 

personalities” one needs to focus on “precisely voices,” for in this way a personality may be 

“articulated in a single sound, revealed in a single word” (SG, 121)—although never 

conclusively. 

Bakhtin understands integrity in terms of personal ethos, as it designates ontological and 

ethical distinctions of personhood. Ontologically, integrity means the wholeness of the self—the 

integral person. As we saw above, this sense of wholeness does not suggest completion, as if that 

which is the self is given in toto and thus determined.96 Regarding integrity, wholeness rather 

suggests the aspiration for coherence in one’s comportment—the way one draws and holds 

together the various regions of the self—as an ongoing project and openended process. 

Ontological integrity depends on one’s struggle to integrate the various ideas and experiences 

and relationships that comprise life in a way that allows them to coalesce in one’s voice, but 

never any one of them to be identified with one’s own self. Bakhtin expresses this through the 

language of “non-coincidence,” which in a fine way indicates the poverty of temporal identity in 

its denial of ontological identity. In his Art and Answerability, Bakhtin writes that the “form of 

my life-from-within is conditioned by my [...] not coinciding—of non-coinciding in principle—

with myself as a given” (127). Harkening back to my earlier discussion (cf. 153ff) of “spirit” and 

                                                 
96

 Bakhtin writes sympathetically of Dostoevsky:  

Towards the psychology of his day [...] Dostoevsky had no sympathy at all. He saw in it a degrading 

reification of a person’s soul, a discounting of its freedom and its unfinalisability, and of that particular 

indeterminacy and indefiniteness which in Dostoevsky constitute the main object of representation: for 

Dostoevsky always represents a person on the threshold of a final decision, at a moment of crisis, at an 

unfinalisable—and unpredeterminable—turning point for his soul. (PDP, 61)  

Morson has noted similar disdain in Bakhtin for Freud and his tendency to ‘finish’ freedom in childhood and reduce 

personal agency to a mode of coping. In a philosophy course at Simon Fraser University in 2002, Prof. John Tietz 

mused that Nietzsche’s philosophy might be reasonably construed as a form of Stoic coping. In this sense, one notes 

in Freud’s method (therapy of coping) his ongoing echo of Nietzsche’s thinking, although Nietzsche’s sense of 

freedom is less curtailed than that of his later psychoanalytic epigone. 
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“soul” in Art and Answerability, we recall that Bakhtin links “my life-from-within” with one’s 

spirit and its freedom; we can now add non-coinciding as a “principle” for the freedom of the 

person’s spirit.  

Bakhtin continues his language of non-coincidence in his study of Dostoevsky, this time 

transposing his own insight into Dostoevsky's artistic world. He writes that in Dostoevsky's work 

a “man never coincides with himself” and thus one “cannot apply to him the formula of identity 

A=A” (PDP, 59); instead, the “genuine life of the personality takes place at the point of non-

coincidence between man and himself” (PDP, 59). Beyond or over against identity, a person’s 

integral (principle of) non-coinciding both expresses the freedom of one’s spirit and prepares the 

locus of the “genuine life of the personality” which, Bakhtin goes on to say, is made available 

only through a “dialogic penetration of that personality, during which it freely and reciprocally 

reveals itself” (PDP, 59). Thus for Bakhtin ontological integrity involves the wholeness of the 

self as it is realised in the desire for coherence in one’s comportment, which itself is figured in 

terms of non-coincidence and over against identity, and is grounded in freedom of spirit and 

dialogic, mutual interpenetration with another person. In terms of ontology, one is both one’s 

own and yet also with another—alongside, through, and by means of whom one is integral. 

A self that is its own and yet becomes who it is through dialogue is designated in 

Towards a Philosophy of the Act as a “participative, incarnate consciousness” (50). It is incarnate 

because in order to have meaning a person must be chronotopic; it is participative in that one’s 

consciousness is realised through participation in something larger than its immediate own, 

through relating to something other or someone different. Slightly before this passage, Bakhtin 

augments his sense of “participative” by linking it with “unindifferent” (44), and we recall 
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Bakhtin’s characterisation of one “indifferent” as being “not rooted in anything” but rather 

constantly seeking an “alibi in Being” (45). Bakhtin’s term “participative,” then, relates the 

ontological and ethical registers of integrity. For just as it expresses the ontological wholeness of 

comportment and relation, it indicates the ethical wholemindedness needed to stay 

“unindifferent” to the personal relationships and worldly environments in which one participates, 

and in doing so to maintain a sense of rootedness and to refuse the temptation to seek refuge in 

any claimed “alibi in Being.”  

Deepening this ethical point, we recall, too, that in the same early work Bakhtin relates 

(under the auspices of humility) “participating in person” with “being answerable in person” 

(52), an answerability we find in “creative responsibility” which is further said to be “founded 

and sustained by a tradition” (A&A, 206). Integrity involves the whole of one’s own, and the 

whole of all that with which one relates—it is the most demanding element of personhood, and 

its immense significance for Bakhtin’s own thinking is clear beginning with his first works. 

Again, we recall: “I have to answer with my own life for what I have experienced and 

understood in art, so that everything I have experienced and understood would not remain 

ineffectual in my life” (A&A, 1). Despite its immense personal significance, there is no simple 

way to address and maintain integrity—as each person’s each moment is different, any general 

approach will not suffice. Thus speaking of Bakhtin's sense of self, Morson writes that there “can 

be no formula for integrity” and “no escape from the ethical obligations of every situation at 

every moment” (CoaP, 31)—an idea he deepens by relating it to “prosaics,” which involves a 

“suspicion of system and an emphasis on ordinary events as the most important” (32). 
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Both senses of integrity—ontological and ethical—are found in Bakhtin’s discursive 

image of loving communion. Remembering that communion is a refined and deepened form of 

dialogic relation, we may revisit Bakhtin’s sketching of love in Art and Answerability. He writes 

there that love “unites our own directedness,” or desire, “with a direction,” or person desired 

(83). This “whole, integral human being” (83) draws our “lovingly interested attention” (TPA, 

64) which in turn confers “goodness” upon the other person, who “is good because you love 

him” (TPA, 62). One’s loving comportment reaches out from one’s own integrity to relate to 

another’s integrity, with all of its evident and reticent aspects, and in doing so strives towards a 

simple form of communion, within which the “fullness of the manifold” (TPA, 64) of mutual 

integrity is comprehended. 

 

6: One’s Own Tradition 

 The Living Theological Tradition of Bakhtin’s Time and Place 

 The Possibility of Personal Participation  

 The ethos of Bakhtin’s mode of thinking—the primary features of which I have set forth 

as dialogue and desire as conditioned by the personal, the ultimate, the eschatological, and 

integrity—arises not only from his own intellectual genius (talent) but also from his 

participation, to some extent unarticulated, in the enduring cultural-theological tradition of his 

time and place. Although for most of Bakhtin’s life Russia was in the grip of Communism, in 

Bakhtin’s own work, as in forms of folklife, one finds an older sensibility at play. Bakhtin’s 

appreciation of Dostoevsky articulates this in large measure, but even Dostoevsky understood his 
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own work to be a renewal and continuation of deeper strata of Russian common life which in 

Dostoevsky’s own day was contested variously even as its strongest expression was through 

more explicitly Orthodox theological discourse. Literary and cultural scholars writing in our era 

have indicated—though not unanimously and not wholeheartedly—the significance of the 

Orthodox theological sensibility and tradition for Bakhtin the man and Bakhtin the scholar. In 

life, this distinction is legitimate only provisionally. In literary criticism, one observes it in order 

to step around superfluous and unanswerable issues of depth and intensity of ‘religious faith.’ As 

I posit in the first part of this study in my discussions with Nietzsche (cf. 46ff) and Eliot (cf. 

70ff), questions of individual ‘belief’ are neither significant nor valid when addressing the 

textured form of a writer’s thought and work. My own approach is that regardless of the depth 

and intensity of Bakhtin’s own intimate participation in Orthodox tradition, what interests those 

of us who must address him at one remove (for we can draw near to his discourse, but not to his 

own living face and voice) is the qualitative degree to which his (written) discourse partakes of 

and illustrates his own theological tradition, and what this tradition in turn deepens or augments 

for us as we read what Bakhtin writes about ideas and literary works close to his mind and heart. 

 One reason for the murkiness surrounding the extent to which different writers of 

Bakhtin’s era felt comfortable in a plainly-spoken Orthodox discursive context is the ambiguity 

surrounding the possibility of authorial forthrightness. As Leonid Kishkovsky writes in his 2008 

article “Russian theology after totalitarianism,” in the first decades after the Communist 

arrogation of political power there were such “prevailing conditions of censorship and self-

censorship” that “the theological horizons of what could be published were extremely narrow” 

(264). Bakhtin writes that “one must answer with one’s life” for what one has read and thought 

and integrated, yet this is not an absolute rule which underscored foolhardiness when confronted 
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by brutal and unchecked power. Kishkovsky outlines the straitened fate of those for whom the 

Orthodox tradition was still significant “in the 1930s.” At that time, in the 

Soviet Union the Russian Orthodox Church was suffering unprecedented persecution. 

The closing and destruction of churches and monasteries, the state atheism imposed on all 

aspects of life, the arrest, imprisonment, exile, and execution of bishops, clergy, 

monastics, theologians, and tens of thousands of active members had brought the church 

to prostration. The voice of the Church in society was silenced, its teaching mocked, its 

extinction predicted. (261) 

In this climate, anything apart from circumspect caution would likely have resulted in 

murder or martyrdom, neither of which clearly appealed to Bakhtin. On this ground, it is no 

surprise to learn of Bakhtin’s lack of clarity around overt matters of theology. In his book 

Narrative and Freedom, Gary Saul Morson echoes Kishkovsky’s assessment of Soviet Russia, 

but applies it to our reading of Bakhtin. He writes that in “the officially atheist Soviet Union, the 

theological dimension of Bakhtin’s work of course remained largely implicit,” which means that 

even now “it remains unclear whether Bakhtin was truly a believer or simply someone steeped in 

an intellectual culture in which theology provided an especially convenient framework for 

examining ultimate questions” (82). This means, for Morson, that Bakhtin’s work “may be read 

as a series of meditations in which aesthetic, ethical, and theological issues are intricately 

interwoven together” (82). Morson published Narrative and Freedom in 1994; in 2013, he held 

the same general view: “[m]ost theorists have agreed that Bakhtin, as a Russian Orthodox 

believer of a sort, intended some of his literary theories as encoded theologies” (PoP, 82). 

Morson’s emphases are judicious and instructive: he recognises both the strict cultural conditions 
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in which Bakhtin worked and the undeniable “theological dimension” of Bakhtin’s thought, yet 

refrains from ascribing belief one way or the other. Insofar as Bakhtin deals with theology, it is 

“encoded” in his writing—i.e., it is present but not very prominent in terms of explicit focus. 

However, and most importantly, Morson recognises that Bakhtin’s work “intricately weaves 

together” elements of “aesthetic, ethical, and theological issues”—that is, as I state and seek to 

demonstrate in this study, in the integral discourse of a thinker or artist we find traditional 

matters of absolutes, time and relation, and personal comportment and style (form) inevitably 

present as grounds for drawing near in knowledge and love, or indeed resisting this same thing. 

In everyday conversation, these matters are all present and significant, even if unrecognised. In 

theoretical (philosophical, theological) work one often finds the integral texture of meaning 

pared down and delimited to one element which, although often illuminating, if taken to stand in 

for the whole becomes misleading. The novel, as the richest form of creative mimesis, is for 

Bakhtin the form of discourse most resistant to a theoretical reduction of tradition; hence 

Morson’s interest and my engagement with the form.  

In the work of another major Bakhtin scholar, biographer, and translator, Michael 

Holquist a similar studied ambiguity characterises his treatment of Bakhtin’s relationship to 

theology, and specifically tradition. In Dialogism (1990), Holquist writes that despite his (i.e., 

Holquist’s) own personal “non-belief,” he has to recognise that “throughout his life Bakhtin was 

a deeply religious (if also highly eccentric) man, for whom certain Russian Orthodox traditions 

were of paramount importance” (xi). Despite initially framing his statement in terms of “belief,” 

that unstable and unreliable criterion, Holquist’s alertness to the importance of the Orthodox 

tradition is noteworthy (even though Holquist does not go on to say more about tradition in 

particular or general in his book). For a tradition is a richer and more finely textured inheritance 
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than any specific theological vocabulary or set of articulated ideas, and resists being reduced to 

either one; like the novel, tradition is a form of discourse, so to speak, that actively resists and 

effectively countermands theoretical reduction.  

The simple ground but interesting implications of Holquist’s sense of the importance of 

theology to Bakhtin is echoed in Tihanov’s framing of “Bakhtin’s own intellectual formation,” 

which Tihanov poses as a “question: is [Bakhtin] a thinker emerging from Western, mainly 

German, philosophical culture, or an exclusively Russian (Orthodox) philosopher?” (The Master 

and the Slave, 5). Although the rhetorical weight of the viability of the term “mainly” or the term 

“exclusively” is quickly supported by Tihanov’s own idea that Bakhtin “mainly” comes out of 

Lukács (the subject and argument of his book), to his credit Tihanov does follow up his question 

by stating that the “current state of interpretation of Bakhtin continues to be marked by this 

division, although its artificiality is gradually being understood and work is appearing, both in 

the West and in Russia, that seeks to dispense with it” (5). Thus although Tihanov’s own focus—

and the weighted framing of his question—places Bakhtin within a German intellectual context, 

his assertion that the “division” is “artificial” prompts one to read his book as a clarification and 

deepening of one aspect of Bakhtin’s thinking, rather than a summative reduction (or 

identification) of what Bakhtin says to German intellectual dimensions. 

 To reiterate: my own understanding of Bakhtin, while not misjudging other currents of 

influence, locates him most interestingly within a (Russian) Orthodox traditional context. This, 

to me, is a primary source of his enduring significance and interest for us now in literary 

criticism; it shapes his mode of thinking and cast of mind to a large extent, and these are part of 

what sets him apart from, say, the neo-Kantian or Hegelian Marxist groups of his time, as well as 
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the great Jewish-German thinkers of the first half of the twentieth century. To grasp this point, it 

is necessary to step back from Bakhtin himself for a moment and discuss, first, the general 

theological-cultural climate of his time (for Bakhtin comes towards the end of a long recovery 

and renewal of Russian theological consciousness, suddenly turned cold by the Bolshevik 

Revolution), and second, the finely-articulated and still unsurpassed expression of a modern 

Orthodox cast of mind by Vladimir Lossky (1903-1958), who was Bakhtin’s unfamiliar but 

roughly contemporary intellectual and cultural companion. 

 

 Theology, Tradition, Articulation 

 Broadly speaking, the majority of the cultural history of the Slavic lands (now Russia, 

Ukraine, Serbia) took shape under the influence of Greek Christian, and in particular Byzantine 

Orthodox, tradition—at least since the ‘conversion’ of Kiev-Rus’ in 988. Greek (Byzantine) 

Orthodox tradition, in turn, has its intellectual foundations in a set of remarkable theological 

works by Greek and Egyptian “Church Fathers,” who in the fourth century provided seminal 

works on the Christian understanding of the Incarnation, God as Trinity, and the ecclesial or 

communal life of Christians. These theologians, among whom we find Athanasios of Alexandria, 

Basil the Great, Gregory the Theologian, Gregory of Nyssa, and Cyril of Alexandria, and those 

who knew and responded to their work (such as John of Damascus, Isaac the Syrian, Maximos 

the Confessor) bequeathed a great number of profound theological discourses and meditations on 

life which both articulate what was already vital and being lived in the tradition and also provide 

a corrective or clarifying depth to subsequent melodies of traditional life.  
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This last point is immensely important for the Orthodox tradition: as a rule, theologians 

do not write to initiate, exceed, or supplant forms of traditional life; rather, theology is intended 

as a considered articulation of that which is already being lived in the tradition, the expression of 

which is meant either as a clarification of communal experience or as an edifying corrective to 

possible or prevailing theoretical misunderstandings (the realm of ‘heresy’) of what is being 

lived. Because of this, most Orthodox theology has been and is ‘occasional’—written for and in 

terms of a specific need. This means that its theology is a timely articulation according to 

tradition: as with Bakhtin’s use of a ‘provisional discourse,’ Orthodox theological expression is 

provisionally connected to traditional reality in terms of its vocabulary, set of guiding themes, 

and desired import. It manifests, rather than fashions, traditional experience.97  

 As we saw throughout my earlier discussion (cf. 117ff) of ideas of tradition in Gadamer 

and Pelikan, this approach involves the understanding that knowledge is generated first 

(primarily) through personal participation, and only then (secondarily) through verbal or written 

discourse. Participation is essential; articulation is provisional. Because of this, a tradition often 

encompasses things vital but unarticulated: they are manifested and known in “lived life,” but 

without the necessary occasion (something gone awry) they may remain publically unexpressed. 

When such matters are expressed, they maintain their integrity and import insofar as they both 

appropriately manifest the tradition and enter into open and honest dialogue with the ideas, 

expressions, or events that provide the occasion for their articulation (this idea lies behind 

Gadamer’s assertion of the ‘moral bond’ involved in traditional dialogue. cf. 117ff).  

                                                 
97

 This essential aspect of Christianity—more precisely, the Orthodox tradition—distinguishes it from other 

religious traditions which are understood to be ‘of the Book’ or grounded in divine law. Properly speaking, 

Orthodox Christianity is not a tradition founded via a specific text or rule. 
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If participation in a living tradition (rather than its verbal articulation) is primary, then, 

somewhat unusually for contemporary modes of thinking, and despite how I will proceed in this 

study, discourses from centuries ago, or not from centuries ago, may due to their own internal 

profundity offer the most appropriate comprehension of Russia’s (and Bakhtin’s) traditional 

theological-critical inheritance, as it is manifested through one’s intellectual sensibility. The 

result of this set of ideas is that when discussing Bakhtin’s theological-cultural ethos, recourse to 

Basil the Great (fourth century), John of Damascus (eighth century), or Vladimir Lossky 

(twentieth century) are—provisionally—equally valid. The different sources of valid articulation 

of a tradition’s truth or sensibility also include a variety of expression: while for most of the 

history of the Orthodox tradition theological discourses have been the most recognisable form of 

expression, it may also take the form of ‘transcribed’ dialogues, such as those of Gregory 

Palamas with his Muslim captors98 or via visual means (Andrei Rublev’s Trinity icon, Andrei 

Tarkovsky’s film Andrei Rublev), or via prosaic instinct or artistic intuition.99 
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 In the fourteenth century; cf. George Papademetriou (ed.) Two Traditions, One Space: Orthodox Christians and 

Muslims in Dialogue (2011). 
99

 Intuitive or instinctive expressions of traditional life—known through personal participation—are difficult to 

assess: they may be unrecognised as such, sensed in general, or felt to be true by another participant. A neutral 

example may suffice. In Mimesis (1946), Erich Auerbach recognises in general that a particular sensibility is at work 

in Dostoevsky (and other nineteenth-century Russian writers), despite Auerbach’s sometimes rough and 

condescending critical tone. He states that nineteenth-century “Russian realism” is “based on a Christian and 

traditionally patriarchal concept of the creaturely dignity of every human individual regardless of social stance and 

position,” an artistic stance that is “fundamentally related rather to old-Christian than to modern occidental realism” 

(521). For Auerbach, this is due in part to the fact that “the Russians have preserved an immediacy of experience,” 

an immediacy “which had become a rare phenomenon in western civilisation of the nineteenth century” (523). The 

Russian “immediacy of experience” means for Auerbach that a “strong practical, ethical, or intellectual shock 

immediately arouses them in the depths of their instincts” (523), a forceful arousal which meant that the “process of 

coming to terms” with European, and especially French and German “forms of life and thought,” was “dramatic and 

confused,” never clear-cut or simple, but profound and profoundly troubling since “always the points at issue are 

‘ultimate’ ethical, religious, and social questions” (524). Auerbach concludes his assessment of Russia and Western 

Europe by stating that “[h]owever confused and amateurish a process [of coming to terms] it often was, however 

much it was impaired by inadequate information, false perspectives, by prejudice and passion, there was at work in 

it an extremely sure instinct for the things that were unsound and critical in Europe” (524). Although one may be 

hard-pressed to find a scholar or reader today who is willing to admit on the whole Auerbach’s own passionate and 

prejudiced charges of Russian passion and prejudice, his recognition of an “immediacy of experience” and a “sure 

instinct” arising from an “older” Christianity not well known in Western Europe at the time has obvious bearing on 
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 Scholarly Comprehension 

In our own era, literary, historical, and theological scholars (regardless of the depth of 

personal participation) have recognised the roots of Russian culture in Byzantine and Greek 

Orthodox traditional modes of thought and life. Firstly, in his chapter “Icon and Logos, or Why 

Russian Philosophy Is Always Theology” in his book Flight from Eden: The Origins of Modern 

Literary Criticism and Theory (1990), literary scholar Stephen Cassedy writes that his own 

studies have led him to hold that “the religious current in Russian thought is far more 

determining than the secular, political current” in terms of its import for “later developments in 

literary aesthetics in the West” (100). Cassedy continues: 

Early modern literary aesthetics in Russia is completely dominated by [Orthodox modes 

of thinking]. I have not been able to find any important thinkers of [the Silver Age] that 

escape it. [...] Russian literary aesthetics in this period [i.e., the Silver Age] and the 

related disciplines that have fostered so much of our subsequent thinking about literary 

texts in the twentieth century are really an iconology, a logology, an Orthodox 

Christology, if only in disguise. (105)100 

Cassedy’s linking of “iconology,” “logology,” and “Christology” is related to the same 

cast of mind that allows Bakhtin to hold the ultimate with the particular person in the prosaic, 

eschatological dimension of time and being. Cassedy elaborates that a “critical moment for 

Russian culture occurred before there was even any such thing as Russia,” when the “church 

father Saint John of Damascus” proved to play a decisive part in “the theological battle in the 

                                                 
the desired import of this part of my study. 
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 Among others, Cassedy discusses Vladimir Solov’ev, Andrei Bely, Sergei Bulgakov, and Pavel Florensky. 
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eighth century against the forces of iconoclasm in the Byzantine Empire” (101). Cassedy writes 

that “[b]ecause of the intimacy of the concepts icon and logos, because of the hesitation of logos, 

or word, between the theological and other meanings, philosophy of language in Russia has 

generally been explicitly or implicitly a kind of theology” (104), for it deals with absolute or 

ultimate meaning that has become part of the world’s time and being. 

 Secondly, in his essay “Slavophils, Westernisers, and the Birth of Russian Philosophical 

Humanism,”101 Sergey Horujy concurs with Cassedy’s basic position, but deepens it from an 

historical-intellectual point of view. Horujy writes that “Russian culture” assumed its “initial 

shape in the transference of Eastern Christian discourse from Byzantium to Rus’” (30). The 

Byzantine ethos, in turn, “start[ed] in the fourth century” when “Eastern Christianity 

(Orthodoxy) began to develop a distinctive system of discourse,” one with “its own methods of 

signifying meaning and its own language for assimilating reality,” and one which “provided the 

spiritual, conceptual, and epistemological foundations for Byzantine culture, and subsequently 

for Russian mentalité and culture” (28). Horujy states that this “discourse of Eastern 

Christianity” arose from the “Orthodox experience of aspiring to and uniting with Christ,” which 

means the genesis of the (articulable) discourse was in the desire to complement, in an 

intelligible way, an emerging or maturing experiential process of “Christocentric communion 

with God” (28). This discourse, then, again has to do with the process of drawing near to an 

absolute, integrating it in time, and striving for its presence in one’s own person. Horujy locates 

the beginning of the discursive renewal of these theological-cultural matters in the “Slavophil-

Westerniser” conflict which, he notes, has its origins in the 1830s-1840s discussions that 
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followed the “1836 publication of a ‘philosophical letter’ by Pëtr Chaadev” in which Chaadev 

critically examined the sources of his contemporary Russian culture and “argued that Russia had 

never belonged either to the West or to the East” in terms of its cultural provenance (27). This 

provocative assertion resulted in a bifurcation of Russian intellectual life regarding its cultural 

ethos, the two parties of which “came to be known as the ‘Westerners’ or ‘Westernisers’ 

(zapadniki) and the ‘Slavophils’ (slavianofily’)” (27). 

 Bakhtin’s own discursive image of personality arises in large measure from his 

consideration of Dostoevsky, who after a series of vacillations (recorded in his novels, Diary of a 

Writer, and letters) comes to see part of his own work as complementing and augmenting 

established Slavophil concerns, of which a centrifugal and prismatic theme is personhood. Here 

is a key passage from Horujy’s article, the intellectual origins of which he locates in the 

movement at work in Alexei Khomiakov as his “discourse of sobornost’ evolved towards a 

theology of personhood” (48). Horujy writes: 

In retrospect, the positions of Westernisers and Slavophils regarding the problem of 

personhood do not appear to be that complex. As noted above, the Westerniser 

conception of a ‘free, rational, conscious person’ corresponds to the anthropocentric 

paradigm, in which personhood is understood to be an autonomous, self-contained 

individuum, related closely to the Cartesian subject. Contrary to this notion of 

personhood, the Slavophils adhered to the theocentric paradigm, which states that the 

fullness of personal being belongs to God, not man. The human person is said to be 

constituted in the process of striving toward, and in being in communion with, the Divine 

Person; this human connection with God is thought to be not only spiritual but integral 
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and holistic, that is, to encompass man’s entire being. Wholeness and integrity are, 

therefore, the primary predicates of human personhood. This concept of the “integral 

person,” which represents a coherent unity among all the levels and capabilities of human 

beings, and which is open to union with God, forms the basis of the Slavophil discourse 

regarding personhood. (46) 

This passage from Horujy is assertive and summative, rather than exploratory and exegetical. 

Nonetheless, as my point here is not historical summary as such but rather to sketch 

contemporary interpretative readings of Bakhtin’s own time and place, we may note simply that 

the Slavophil focus, as expressed here and transmitted through Dostoevsky to Bakhtin, hones in 

on ideas of integrity and community (or communion) as comprehended through the prism of the 

person (personality), and this itself is understood in terms of Russia’s Orthodox tradition. 

 Thirdly, in his book Modern Orthodox Thinkers: from the Philokalia to the Present 

(2015), theologian Andrew Louth accords a similar representative importance to the Slavophils 

and their efforts to keep the Eastern Christian tradition vital in Russia. For Louth, along with “the 

action of the individual, cut off from the organic community to which human beings should 

properly belong,” which “for Khomiakov was the root cause of the problems of the West” (7), 

ideas of the “one and the many” (7) and the coherence of “unity and freedom” (8) were questions 

to which the Slavophil intellectuals found answers in their theological tradition. Louth moves 

beyond the similarity of religious identity or ideas between the early centuries of the Christian 

East and the eighteenth-century Slavophils by indicating textual and locative elements of 

spiritual intersemination via the collection of theological texts named the Philokalia (which 

translates from Greek as “love of the beautiful/good”) and the Optina monastery outside Russia.  
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The Optina monastery was a site of pilgrimage for Russian Slavophils and intellectuals—

Louth names Dostoevsky, Soloviev, and “even Tolstoy” (9)—and also a “centre” for the 

“movement of [spiritual] renewal” (5) that attended the publication of the Slavonic edition 

(Dobrotolubiye) of the Greek Philokalia. The Slavonic edition (1793) by Païssy Velichovsky 

followed the Greek edition (1782, Venice),102 the texts and ideas of which he knew as a monk on 

Mount Athos. Louth notes that while the Greek edition “seems to have had little immediate 

influence” (5) due to the political strife facing Greek culture within the Ottoman Empire, the 

Slavonic edition “was destined to have a remarkable influence” (5). For through, first, its 

importance for monastics, and then the people and intellectuals who visited the monastics or read 

the work itself, and finally in the widespread Russian diaspora (particularly in France and the 

United States of America), until fairly recent years the Slavonic (and Russian) version surpassed 

the worldwide significance of the Greek edition. Similar to the basic (spiritual) tenets of the 

Slavophil movement as we know them, the Philokalia’s main themes are spiritual integrity and 

communion with God. The collection itself includes texts from the fifth to the fourteenth century, 

primarily by ascetics writing in Greek, and was edited (in Greek) by Makarios of Corinth and 

Nikodimos of the Holy Mountain (a familiar name for Mount Athos). Louth describes its focus 

as including a deliberate “return” to the early Fathers of the tradition, an “emphasis on inner 

prayer” (9), spiritual friendship and eldership (3), and prayer as a form of theological 

“knowledge of God that involves some kind of participation in Him” with an ultimate aim of  

                                                 
102

 Although it is not significant to my argument here, the Slavonic edition is not simply a translation of the Greek 

edition of the collected texts—the enterprises were more mutual than sequential. A Russian translation by Theophan 

the Recluse was published in five volumes between 1877-1905. Cf. Andrew Louth, “Philokalia,” The Concise 

Encyclopedia of Orthodox Christianity (2014). Louth notes that the Russian edition, which includes passages from 

Isaac the Syrian, would have been available to Dostoevsky and finds fine expression in the Elder Zosima. 
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theosis or “union with God” (3).103 These traditional forms of apprehension and comprehension 

all remain vital in Bakhtin’s consciousness, and thus in his literary thinking and criticism. 

 Finally, the work of Vladimir Lossky—particularly his Mystical Theology of the Eastern 

Church—offers a modern articulation of essential Orthodox themes and ecclesial104 ideas in a 

discursive manner geared towards twentieth-century concerns and ways of thinking. Lossky is 

Bakhtin’s equal in intellectual talent and insight, and the two men share not only similar literary 

and theological resources and biographical experiences (Bakhtin’s ‘internal’ exile from Russian 

cultural centres echoes Lossky’s own necessary dwelling outside Communist Russia in the 

Parisian diaspora), but also common themes: ultimates, tradition, and personhood. In the initially 

shaky and somewhat fraught world of twentieth-century Orthodox theology, Lossky holds a 

prominent place: not only did he know (personally or intellectually) many of the important 

Russian theologians of the era—figures like Pavel Florensky, Sergei Bulgakov, and Georges 

Florovsky—but he also played a major role in the struggles of the Russian church in exile and 

what became the widespread ecumenical movement. To speak carefully: Lossky is, in terms of 

tradition, as significant as other great theologians of the past (like Maximos the Confessor or 

Gregory Palamas, on both of whom he relies in his Mystical Theology), for like them he offers a 

necessarily timely articulation of theological matters appropriate to both his time and his readers 

(in Bakhtin’s terms, appropriate to his superaddressees and his addressees). Due to this, in a 

manner of speaking in the light or mode of tradition, one could say, if one resorted to the 

language of comparison, that Lossky is more important for our era than St Maximos or St 
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 For another account, which emphasises the Greek element more clearly, see Norman Russell, The Doctrine of 

Deification in the Greek Patristic Tradition (2004; 310-11). 
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 ‘Ecclesial’ refers to the integral life of communal church life; ‘ecclesiastical’ refers to the practical rubrics 

thereof; ‘ecclesiological’ refers specifically to the studied theological articulation of these matters. 
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Gregory. For this reason I have chosen to address his work here regarding the theological 

sensibility of Bakhtin’s chronotope, rather than someone like Gregory of Nyssa or Maximos the 

Confessor, the latter of whom is regarded by some as one of the most profoundly brilliant 

theological minds in history.105 We recall here, in order to avoid statements bordering on the 

scandalous, the Orthodox theology always complements rather than generates or institutes forms 

of experience and meaning. 

 

 Aspects of Orthodox Theology Informing Bakhtin’s Work 

 Absolutes: God as Trinity 

 Here I want to draw forth several aspects of Orthodox theology under two themes as we 

find them represented brilliantly in Lossky’s work. First, under the theme of absolute, images of 

God (as Trinity and Incarnation), and of human beings as ‘made in God’s image’; second, under 

the theme of tradition, matters of knowledge, dialogue, and integrity. For Lossky, God 

apprehended as Trinity and Incarnation means that the Christian absolute encompasses and 

surpasses (passes beyond) not only divine monism, but also all metaphysical divisions of 

transcendence and immanence. God as Trinity is essentially unknowable, but relationally present 

as revealed through the image of ‘three persons in one.’ In his Mystical Theology, Lossky writes 

that the Trinity is the “infinite goal” of all theological striving, and is “something which 

transcends all notion of both nature and of person” (44), although its very form reveals the 

absolute as unified plurality in relation. The Trinity is also “absolute perfection,” or free and 
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 Cf. Zizioulas, Being as Communion, 52n. 
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whole, and “divine plenitude,” or “person” neither “confined” nor delimited (48). As Lossky’s 

language suggests, words quickly fail when applied to God as Trinity, but this only reinforces the 

sense that the point of Eastern Christianity is not ideas per se: “Christianity is not a philosophical 

school for speculating about abstract concepts, but is essentially a communion with the living 

God” (42).106 “Communion with God” involves not only “the idea of participation (μετουσία, 

metousia) in the divine being” (118), but also the human being “united to God” as he “adapts 

himself to the fullness of being” as it “opens up in the depths of his very person” (244).  

God as Trinity, as communion itself, is for humans a “presence and fullness” which is 

“without measure” (43), and as the “fullness of being” and thus also the fullness of time the 

Trinity is the “end and meaning”—the telos (τέλος)—of “existence” (65). If the telos, the “end 

and meaning of existence” is “fullness of being” or “absolute Plenitude” (239), then the 

“eschatological fulfillment” of time is that state of the “whole created universe” as it “enter[s] 

into perfect [i.e., free and whole] union with God” (235). This is the Orthodox understanding or 

image of the “last things,” for which the tradition uses the term “παρουσία” (parousia, presence): 

this is not an image of judgement in the sense of reward or punishment for activity prior to one’s 

death, but the “fullness of being” of the “presence” of God appropriate to the degree of personal 

participation in the eschatological ‘here and now’ of everyday, prosaic life with other persons 

and things. The typological example of this is that to which Bakhtin refers when he speaks of 

“being” as “communion.” This is how Lossky articulates the meaning of the Christian revelation 

of the Trinity, and how, beyond all comprehensible ideas, it may be said to be relationally 

present while yet absolutely unknowable in its essence. 
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 If one replaced “living God” with “prosaic life,” one would have a reasonable definition of Bakhtin’s 

understanding of literary criticism. 
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 Absolutes: God as Incarnation 

In Lossky’s Mystical Theology we read that related but distinct from God as Trinity is 

God as Incarnation, who as Christ is knowable through relation or participation (142) and 

provides the absolute paradigm of personhood. If God as Trinity is a revelation of an absolute as 

a presence of relation (rather than as concentrated in a singular figure), God as “Incarnation” 

(141-2) is a revelation of an absolute as inevitably embodied (rather than abstract idea). This is 

an important point which, if misconstrued, implies certain dangers to the “freedom” (156) at the 

heart of Lossky’s and Bakhtin’s traditional sensibility. An absolute conceived as a singular figure 

may dominate or command obedience, just as an absolute conceived as an abstract idea of truth 

brings about a response of necessary adherence or apostasy. In contrast, Lossky states that an 

absolute apprehended in terms of a “presence” of relation (198) and personal embodiment (144) 

grants room for a different mode of being as communion (167-8) and a different sense of truth 

(drawing near in loving intimacy to a concrete other). Speaking in terms of ethos, the incarnate 

person of Christ exemplifies the depth and scope of the human being as person. The divine and 

human natures of Christ, gathered into one man, bridges the erstwhile gulf operative between 

transcendence and immanence, or immaterial and material. Lossky writes, with reference to the 

work of Maximos the Confessor:  

God descends to the world and becomes man, and man is raised towards divine fullness 

and becomes god, because this union of two natures, the divine and the human, has been 

determined in the eternal counsel of God, and because it is the final end [telos, τέλος] for 

which the world has been created out of nothing. (136) 
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Although this passage addresses specifically deification or theosis, for Lossky a matter 

comprehensible only through long participation in the tradition, the sense that through the person 

of Christ the realm of absolutes or ultimates is related once and for all to the sphere of personal 

intimacy is significant for our own understanding of Bakhtin’s occasional references to the figure 

of Christ as the paradigm of personhood. In his article “Bakhtin and the Tropes of Orthodoxy,” 

Charles Lock notes that for Bakhtin the “Incarnation is the model” for an “integral understanding 

of the human person” (102).107 In his article on Slavophils, Horujy elaborates this idea: for the 

Orthodox tradition the “model personality is to be found in the Divine Hypostasis (‘person’): in 

the perfect combination of human and divine natures in Christ and in the ‘communion’ among 

the three Hypostases or persons of the Trinity” (29). 

  

Absolutes: “Image of God” 

 For Lossky, these aspects of personhood—its capacity for free communion and 

embodied, loving intimacy—constitute an original contribution to the world, and he writes that 

“this idea of person comes to us from Christian theology,” adding that the “philosophy of 

antiquity knew only human individuals” (53). This is personhood understood as ‘in the image of 

God,’ because of the Trinity and through the Incarnation. It is personal ethos with a surplus, and 

therefore inexhaustible, because for it a ‘fullness of being’ is possible. Personhood considered 
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 Lock explicitly countermands the authority of dualism and implicitly offers ground for my own idea of the 

double when he writes that “Bakhtin’s thinking owed much to the theological notion of the double-natured 

hypostasis [person], that which holds together the two natures, divine and human, of Christ in the incarnate Jesus” 

(“Tropes,” 100). Lock follows up this idea with a discussion of diastema—a significant term in the writings of 

Gregory of Nyssa and Maximos the Confessor, and which may be glossed as “extendedness in time and space” 

(102-5)—and how this in turn is expressed in Bakhtin’s sense of “outsideness,” which Lock affirms in juxtaposition 

to predominant notions of the primacy of interior meaning and identity (107-8), and which he finds inappropriate 

and troubling when assumed in approaching Bakhtin. 
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thusly on what Horujy calls a “theocentric paradigm” is of an integral wholeness; Lossky stresses 

that nothing essential is lacking, a person “contains all in himself” (123), and thus “each [is] a 

whole” (242) in the sense of given presence with the inborn possibility of fullness, which Lossky 

calls the “indestructible image of God” (242) of each person. The result of humankind being 

made ‘in the image of God,’ Lossky states, is that “man is a personal being confronted with a 

personal God,” which means that “God speaks to him as to a person, and man responds” (124).  

As expressed in the Orthodox tradition, a person’s response to the ‘call’ of a personal, 

embodied absolute (ultimate figure, superaddressee) determines and conditions her ethos. An 

open response made freely, in humility and love, fulfills a person’s proper being. An opposite 

response, one made with a cold or closed countenance, is a refusal to fulfill one’s personhood. 

Here, however, a refusal is not a negation. In theological terms, this means that “[e]ven when he 

removes himself as far as possible from God, and becomes unlike Him in His nature, he remains 

a person,” for the “image of God in man is indestructible” (124). In novelistic terms, a similar 

metaphor is at play when an author refuses to depict a character as unredeemable or irretrievably 

lost and instead leaves what Bakhtin calls a “loophole” (PDP, 205) with a character’s 

consciousness for them to (potentially) regain a humane ethos. Novelists often depict this 

character as being free to choose their own course until the end, for that is a recognisable part of 

prosaic life. In a similar way—although a criterion of tradition is appropriate—Orthodox 

theology understands that through the ongoing mode of ‘response’ to God in a person-to-person 

relationship, one may turn towards or away from what and who is revealed in God as Trinity and 

Incarnation.  
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To be genuine, a response must be freely chosen; otherwise it is a necessary result. 

However, as we have seen with the image of the personal absolute in trinitarian and incarnational 

form, necessity has no authority in Bakhtin’s tradition, with the exception of what could be 

provisionally called the ‘necessity of freedom,’ or in Lossky’s terms, “the necessity of choice” 

(125). As the Orthodox absolute is without necessity, the comportment of a person is neither 

predestined nor predetermined, and must proceed through what Auden calls in “For the Time 

Being” (1941-2) the “distresses of choice” (Collected Poems, 388).108 Lossky writes that because 

one is “always faced with the necessity of choice,” one “goes forward gropingly” (125)—for 

tradition is never a sure path which leads simply and unerringly to a foreseen and pleasant end. If 

the end or telos of one’s striving in life is communion with the absolute plenitude of divine love, 

attained only with patience and through one’s personal work to make the tradition one’s own, the 

ethos of one’s comportment—the locus of the truth of the tradition—is, though difficult to attain, 

at least clearly revealed: it is personal participation in the mode of life of the embodied 

‘absolute,’ Christ: life as loving presence to concrete others, worked out within the rhythm and 

tonality of traditional forms. Loving presence, for Eastern Christianity, is a means of knowing 

another: Lossky writes that to “know God”—or another person in the image of God—“one must 

draw near to Him” (39). On this ground, prayer, which as a form of drawing near is akin to 

thinking, means that “man meets with God personally—he knows Him and he loves Him,” 

which is to say that “[k]nowledge (gnosis) and love are closely inter-connected” in the Orthodox 

tradition (207).  
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See, for example, how Gabriel characterises one of the first persons of the Judeo-Christian story: “Since Adam, 
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To recapitulate: in Lossky we find expressed clearly the idea—shared by Bakhtin—that 

to draw near is both to know and to love. And while one cannot properly love truth construed as 

an idea, one can love the truth of communion and loving presence as realised in a person—

whether Christ or one’s friend or neighbour. For the Orthodox tradition, as useful as ideas or 

concepts can be, they are never a proper manifestation or instance of truth, which is always 

personal, embodied in a particular human being. Ideas are always secondary when confronted 

with the primary reality of another person. This understanding is demonstrated time after time in 

Dostoevsky’s novels, and remains the sense behind one of his most quoted yet often 

misconstrued statements. In a letter completed on 2 March 1854, Dostoevsky contrasts these 

paradigms of person and idea, and presents his choice starkly: “[i]f someone succeeding in 

proving to me that Christ was outside the truth, and if, indeed, the truth was outside Christ, I 

would sooner remain with Christ than with the truth” (Sel. Letters, 68).109 Here, Dostoevsky 
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 Although the primacy of the person over the idea is integral to and well expressed in the Orthodox tradition, it is 

not realised there exclusively: the novel is also profoundly imbued with this stance. In Part Three we will see 

examples of this in Woolf and Lawrence, but here I want to include two other modernist literary texts which 

illustrate this point differently than we find in Dostoevsky. First, regarding the person present taking precedence 

over one’s ideas of them or in general, Barnes’ Dr. Matthew O’Connor, who himself suffers in any identity, states 

towards the end of Nightwood: 

“Look here,” said the doctor. “Do you know what had made me the greatest liar this side of the moon, 

telling my stories to people like you, to take the mortal agony out of their guts, to stop them from rolling 

about, and drawing up their feet, and screaming, with their eyes staring over their knuckles with misery 

which they are trying to keep off, saying ‘Say something, Doctor, for the love of God!’ and me talking 

away like mad. Well, that, and nothing else, has made me the liar I am.” (144) 

In this case, the doctor sets aside any idea of truth and truth-telling as a criterion in order to offer some care to 

another person’s torment. In Gombrowicz’s Pornografia, we have a slightly different emphasis: the daemonic 

central character Fryderyk, through the sheerly compelling nature of his own personality, has been able to usurp the 

place of truth first in a Mass and then at a pious woman’s deathbed: 

But Fryderyk! I thought, I suspected, that Fryderyk, who after all had also knelt, would also be ‘praying’—I 

was even sure that, yes, knowing his terrors, he was not pretending but really ‘praying’—in that he wanted 

not only to deceive others but to deceive himself as well. He was ‘praying’ in relation to others and in 

relation to himself, but his prayer was only a screen covering up the immensity of his non-prayer … so this 

was an ejecting, an ‘eccentric’ act that was taking him outside the church, into the boundless territory of 

total nonbelief—a refutation to the very core. So what was going on? What was about to happen? I had 

never experienced anything like it. I would never have believed that anything like this was possible. But—

what happened? In fact—nothing. What actually happened was that a hand had removed all the content, all 

the meaning from the Mass. (19) 

This emptying of theological meaning from a deep-seated religious traditional ritual echoes into the most ultimately 
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exemplifies the best of both his Orthodox tradition and the prosaic genre of the novel in general: 

against all fundamentalisms, against all theoretical visions or reductions, against all bloodily 

utopian, nostalgic, or nihilistic dreams, against all removed analysis or abstract criticism, the 

particular, concrete person with whom one comes face to face in loving presence and growing 

communion is the only enduring criterion of truth. And this is the heart of Bakhtin’s ethos. 

 

Tradition: Knowing, Apophatic Stance, Personal Ineffable 

If the absolutes of Eastern Christianity that condition the theological sensibility of 

Bakhtin’s era have to do with God—unknowable in Trinity, knowable in the Incarnation—and 

the human being as the ‘image of God,’ then the tradition addresses the understanding of 

knowledge, dialogue or communion, and integrity which follow from the authority of the 

absolutes as they become a part of prosaic, intimate life. I have already begun to set forth the 

Orthodox understanding of knowledge as a form of drawing near through loving relation to a 

concrete person. Recalling my emphasis earlier (cf. 141ff) regarding the importance of one’s 

stance towards ideas for our sense of the significance of Bakhtin’s work, an ‘attitude of mind’ 

similar to Bakhtin’s ‘provisional stance’ is operative in the Orthodox tradition.  

This ‘attitude of mind’ is known via the (untranslated) Greek word apophaticism, which 

refers to a spiritual stance which “refuses to form concepts about God” and which “utterly 

excludes all abstract and purely intellectual theology which would adapt the mysteries of the 

                                                 
intimate setting: a matriarch’s deathbed. By this time, Fryderyk has drawn all the erstwhile religious authority to 

himself through his own absolute character, and so we read Witold’s wonderfully terse description of a life’s end: 

“But suddenly she gasped, once, twice, and went pale. Madame Maria raised the cross. Madame Amelia fixed her 

eyes on Fryderyk and died” (106). 
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wisdom of God to human ways of thought” (Mystical Theology, 39). Apophaticism is a 

safeguard against the temptation to establish a “theology of concepts” (2), Lossky writes, and as 

a steadfast resistance to the elevation of the idea over the person, it provides the “criterion” of a 

mind dedicated to “truth” (39), which means that properly speaking “all true theology is 

fundamentally apophatic” (39). More than just a matter of intellect, even richly understood (as 

nous, νους in Orthodoxy), the apophatic stance is, essentially, an open and honest form of 

humble address to ultimate reality. Lossky himself characterises it at one point as “repentance,” 

which we may grasp by keeping in mind that for Eastern Christianity repentance means solely 

the struggle to renew nearness to God and other persons. He writes that the “apophatic way” is 

the “repentance of the human person before the face of the living God” (258), a repentance that 

“like the way of ascent towards God” is a form of drawing near and thus “can have no end” 

(204). Finally, the apophatic way of knowing through loving is not limited to God only; as a 

basic spiritual stance, it applies to all personal relationships to which one turns oneself. Louth 

glosses the importance of this for Lossky: 

The very notion of the personal [...] arises only from reflection on the mystery of the 

Trinity: apart from the Trinity the mystery of personal being is closed to us. A personal 

apophaticism is only revealed to us by the doctrine of the Trinity. For personhood itself is 

beyond conceptualisation. (Modern Orthodox Thinkers, 105) 

The apophatic discipline applies to human persons as well as to the personal God for, as human 

beings are understood to be made ‘in the image of God,’ certain aspects are held in common. As 

Randall Poole puts it, a “corollary of the unknowability of God is the unknowability of man” 

(“The Apophatic Bakhtin, 159). The region of unknowability is the ineffable—that which is 
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beyond utterance and depiction. As with all words or terms with semantic depth, the meaning of 

the ineffable exceeds its immediate definition, for there are different implications for different 

senses of what is beyond articulation. 

 Which understanding of ineffability is appropriate when speaking of God (the personal 

absolute or ultimate), who in Bakhtin’s Orthodox tradition is held to be both unknowable and 

knowable? And how may a person likewise be said to be ‘ineffable’? I suggest a basic and, 

perhaps, provisional distinction between a metaphysical ineffable, an ordinary or practical 

ineffable, and a personal ineffable helps clarify matters here. A metaphysical sense of the 

ineffable presents a dualism: there is a gulf between what is knowable and unknowable, and 

while the real, true, or absolute often is formed within the boundaries of the unknowable, only 

faint glimmers, shadows, or melodies may traverse this boundary. Many philosophical and 

religious traditions approach the ineffable in this way: one may think of Platonism and its 

‘shadows of the real’ unavailable in general to our world, or Kantianism and its phenomena-

noumena divide which accords the unknowable absolute a regulatory role in epistemology, or of 

Judaism and its teachings about an inscrutable Yahweh from whom humans are separated by a 

metaphysical ‘gulf.’110 With the metaphysical ineffable, the difference between what is known 

and unknown is settled; no transgression or transgredient approach alters its dualistic model.111  

 An ordinary or practical sense of the ineffable does not divide reality into some kind of 

dualism, but rather recognises that often in everyday life one’s use of language—despite the 

theoretical capacity for infinite permutations within language per se—falls short of its aimed 
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expression. This applies to language primarily as a means of naming, and its parameters and 

meaning are explored most often by poets, who seek to say or name (for example) why this red is 

more striking than that red, or why ‘I’m troubled’ or ‘I’m glad’ need particular qualifications in 

order to express an individual’s emotional state. In this view, a facility for naming and describing 

pushes back against the border of the ineffable, which contains nothing metaphysical but rather 

only frustrates the individual capacity for capturing and expressing through poetic or descriptive 

language. In Bakhtin’s terms, on this ‘naming’ model language is understood to be monologic 

and finalising.  

 Finally, a personal sense of the ineffable112, with which the Orthodox sense of the 

apophatic and the Bakhtinian sense of the provisional belong, involves neither dualism nor a 

capacity to name, but rather addresses how through the intimacy of dialogue one comes not only 

to grow in knowledge of another person but also to realise that no matter how much one knows 

of another, the horizon of how much more there is to know stretches into the dimly-felt distance. 

This is due neither to a metaphysical boundary nor to the difficulty of exact naming, but rather to 

the freedom, surplus of being, and inexhaustible ethos of personhood. The personal ineffable has 

to do with what Orthodox theology has called a mysterion: something which is both known and 

yet unknown in the profound inexhaustibility of its immediate, intimate presence. This is 

intimacy without measure or end, and while its divine absolute is God, its personal absolute is a 

closely loved one, who within this tradition is a type of God through whom, as Christos 

Yannaras writes, we are “call[ed] to an experience of participation” while yet remaining, in a 

sense, “imparticipable” (On the Absence and Unknowability of God, 87). Discursive images may 
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be a part of an apophatic approach to the personal ineffable, if understood provisionally; but as 

anyone who has loved and known another person realises, the endless process of drawing near in 

loving presence to another concrete person means that discursive images are a means of 

participating in something real rather than an appropriate way to try to define or describe 

adequately what is real. Drawing near into intimacy is the elemental action; everything else is 

either complementary or supplementary.  

  

Tradition: Dialogue, Communion, Integrity 

The personal ineffable is approached through dialogue, and its telos is communion. Thus, 

we recall, Lossky connects “knowing” and “drawing near” (39), and points out how “knowing” 

and “loving” belong together in Bakhtin’s tradition (207). In this view, Lossky also states that 

knowledge has its end in communion, of which the highest form revealed in his tradition is 

deification: the “way of the knowledge of God is necessarily the way of deification” (39). 

Following Lossky’s thought, one may say that deification or the person “becoming God” is a 

heightened process that deepens ‘likeness’ into ‘communion with’ the personal God. This is not 

a process of identification, but of participation; it is dynamic, open-ended, and utterly particular. 

As Poole emphasises, deification “preserves” the personal integrity of the “participants,” for it is 

“participation in divine being, a ‘dwelling in’ but not identity with the divine nature” (159). So 

for Bakhtin’s theological tradition, as he knows it and as it permeates the cultural ethos of his 

era, dialogue and communion, as forms of knowing and being, are not merely human affairs but 

are rather connected with the heights and depths of knowable and unknowable absolutes at the 

centre of his tradition and how they shape and measure personal ethos and intimacy for its 
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participants. In his work on Bakhtin, Morson gestures towards this state of affairs when he writes 

that “the Bible uses dialogue not just for technical reasons but because it conceives of the 

relation of man to God as dialogic. If for Plato, existence is participating in the Idea, for the 

Bible and Dostoevsky it means participating in dialogue” (PoP, 83). And earlier in Creation of a 

Prosaics, Morson and Emerson qualify this idea as they write that the “dialogue of life requires a 

dialogic method and a dialogic conception of truth to represent it” (60). 

 In Bakhtin’s tradition, the essence of dialogue lies in different particulars joining together 

in unified relation; the truth of this event of unity is a form of communion in which particularity 

is neither lost nor isolated. The realisation of this sense of dialogue and communion occurs via a 

process of integrity, images of which we find in the Orthodox understanding of a trinitarian and 

incarnational absolute. From this ground one comes to see that the essence of personhood, for 

Bakhtin’s theological-cultural tradition, lies beyond divisions of time and space. While the latter 

of these one finds in the idea of an incarnate God, and the former—an integrity of time—we 

have already seen worked out in Bakhtin’s own sensibility as the eschatological dimension of his 

cast of mind, I want to add Schmemann’s voice to my earlier discussion of eschatology in order 

to complement Bakhtin’s own expression with more explicit theological content.113 As we saw in 

considering the sense of God as Trinity as the fullness of time and being, the comprehensive 

term for which is parousia or presence, Schmemann emphasises the eschatological integrity of 
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being as time. In his Journals, he writes that the “essence of Christianity is eschatological,” 

which means that Eastern Christianity “is directed, at the same time and totally, both on ‘Now’ 

and on the Kingdom to come—that the experience of the Kingdom is completely dependent on 

the experience of ‘Now’” (204; 18 December 1978.)114 In his 1982 essay “Liturgy and 

Eschatology,” Schmemann deepens this temporal integrity of expression by adding an 

ontological emphasis. He writes that the “Kingdom is still to come, and yet the Kingdom that is 

to come is already in the midst of us,” something that is real “here and now” (94). On this 

ground, “now” and “to come” have become integrated into an experience of presence. The 

pulling down of the partitions between “now” and “to come” changes personal and communal 

experience. Due to this, Schmemann writes, we are initiated into a different “kind of rhythm” of 

spirit: one begins “living in time by that which is beyond time,” and “living by that which is not 

yet come, but which we already know and possess” (95). Eschatology involves integrating, 

within one’s person, what otherwise could be experienced as disparate. For Schmemann, the 

eschatological dimension of Christianity or Orthodoxy “hold[s] together things which otherwise 

are broken up and treated as separate events occurring at different points in a time sequence” 

(96). The deepest ecclesial image of eschatology is to be found in “the feast,” that joyful coming 

together in time and place that, akin to Mann’s, Gadamer’s, and Rabelais’ images of a feast, is 

“by no means a mere commemoration or memory of things past” but is rather the “lasting 

reality” lived by integral persons in dialogue within the rhythms and tonalities of tradition.  

The rich sense of integrity found in the Orthodox tradition is demanding. In Creation of a 

Prosaics, Morson and Emerson consider the effort involved in Bakhtin’s own rendering of 
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integrity: it is “always a matter of work,” for it is “not a gift, but a project” (30). For Bakhtin, 

they write, in contrast to defining the self in terms of identity or fragmentation, the “creation of 

an integral self is the work of a lifetime, and although never completed, it is nonetheless an 

ethical responsibility” (31). Moreover, just as neither God nor tradition offers guarantees or any 

kind of freedom in adopting necessary habit as a mode of life, for Morson and Emerson Bakhtin 

offers “no formula for integrity,” no alibi to excuse “each person’s own project” of integrated 

“selfhood,” and “no escape from the ethical obligations of every situation at every moment” (31). 

That is, for Bakhtin’s person and tradition, there is no valid way to give oneself over to thinking 

in terms of necessity and thus absolving oneself of personal responsibility, and that one’s 

“integral self” is an “ethical responsibility” becomes clear only through some kind of 

participation in the traditional forms of life and meaning in the light of which Bakhtin works. 

At this point it is expedient to recapitulate things briefly, and to move from the 

theological articulation of Bakhtin’s tradition to its meaning for our own understanding of his 

work. The tradition and theological sensibility that inwardly forms Bakhtin’s time and place 

offers its participants a unique and renewed sense of absolutes (ultimate reference points) and 

thus of forms of authority, and further clarifies how this understanding of absoluteness and 

authority frees one to comport oneself in integral and intimate ways. Its sense of absolute and 

authority conditions intimate life by emphasising a certain image of personhood, in which the 

integral personality, who is freely and fully in relation to other persons and things, learns to draw 

near in love and knowledge—or loving knowledge—to that which is not wholly its own. 

Through this activity one deepens and fructifies the scope and sense of what is and is becoming 

its own in an event of communion—which is the very image of the absolute and the meaning of 

its authority. This is an understanding of a theological tradition or culture which conditions 



211 

 

personal and communal consciousness from its depths to its heights which, as Bakhtin states, are 

the same thing (PDP, 288). Speaking in terms of form, one may say that the Eastern Christian 

tradition teaches Bakhtin (and therefore us as well, as his fellow readers) primarily a mode of 

thinking through discursive form about what is ultimate and what is intimate—the furthest 

boundaries and the nearest familiarities of what is or is becoming or may yet become an integral 

part of our own. Alexandar Mihailovic affirms something similar in his reading of Bakhtin: 

“from his study on Rabelais to the second edition of the Dostoevsky book, the theological 

metaphors in Bakhtin’s work operate more as structural paradigms than as philosophical or 

piously hortatory precepts” (“Bakhtin’s Dialogue with Russian Orthodoxy and Critique of 

Linguistic Universalism,” 125). Here Mihailovic corroborates the approach for which I have 

been arguing in this section: that what matters most when considering Bakhtin’s work is the way 

of thinking, rather than particular critical terms as such.  

 

From Concrete Theology to Prosaic Ethos 

 I do not mean to suggest that the theological-cultural ethos of Bakhtin’s time and place 

plays only an oblique part in the intellectual formation of his understanding of absolute, tradition, 

and integral person. Indeed, as I sketch in what follows, early in his intellectual life Bakhtin 

explicitly uses theological language and forms of expression. I do mean to suggest, however, that 

there is a time in a great thinker’s or writer’s work when one no longer speaks ‘theologically,’ 

but just as a person—that is, a time when one inhabits more of a prosaic, provisional discursive 

stance, when one’s formative ground assumes more of a tacit than explicit presence.  
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 The essential theological sensibility that informs the cultural tradition of Bakhtin’s time 

and place assumes such a tacit presence in most of Bakhtin’s work. However, in a few lectures 

he gave in 1924-5115 Bakhtin engages more purposefully with what could be called theological 

matters, albeit in a manner which anticipates the mode of address he makes his own for the rest 

of his work. In Creation of a Prosaics, Morson and Emerson writes that “Bakhtin’s theology, to 

the extent that he had one” is a theology “of incarnation” (61)—that is, concerned with questions 

and matters involved in considering the event of an absolute embodied in chronotopic conditions. 

Morson and Emerson are speaking here of Bakhtin’s book on Dostoevsky, but their statement 

fits Bakhtin’s earlier theological lectures as well, which under the broad theme of personal ethos 

have four foci: the relation of ethics and participation; the personal/incarnate in the light of 

absolutes/ultimates (measured through a prosaic criterion); non-coincidence, open-endedness, 

and freedom; and what it means to be good in the world. 

 Bakhtin’s lecture “The Problem of Grounded Peace” is the longest and most interesting 

of these early lectures, and its focus is the “form in which religious consciousness lives in the 

event” (208). The religious event is both “personal and intimate,” in that it requires “personal 

participation” in order for the “ongoing event” to be realised in its “once-occurrent” ethos (208). 

The “once-occurrent” religious event is informed by a person’s “conscience,” which is itself 

guided “not” by a “moral ought” but rather in terms of a “unique or once-occurring ought” 

which, due to its concrete character, is not an “ought conforming with laws,” which is the “moral 

ought” (208). Bakhtin continues his distinction between a moral system and a religious life by 

stating that while a “moral consciousness” involves “two people,” a “religious consciousness,” 
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which is a “participatory consciousness,” involves “a third one: a possible someone who 

evaluates” (208). In language that anticipates his later consideration of addressee and 

superaddressee, Bakhtin notes that this other participant is “an incarnated Third One” (208).  

Face to face with this “Third One,” a person changes—not because the “Third One” 

represents the law (which would be a regression to morality) but rather because the “Third One” 

embodies a new, higher reference point for personal being (208-9). The change instigated by the 

“incarnate Third One” brings about the “true being of the spirit” which, Bakhtin states, “begins 

only when repentance begins, that is, essential and fundamental non-coinciding,” a process 

which implicitly recognises that “everything that can be of value, everything exists outside of 

me,” yet exists in a way that through participating in its reality one may “attain in truth, the 

reality of one’s personhood,” which means “rejecting all the mythologems about it” (209). One 

struggles to repent, or to become “non-coincident” with one’s established self, due to the call of 

“Someone” who “needs me to be good” (209). While Bakhtin seems to assume a definition of 

“good” established both by his tradition and during the event’s conversations, he uses it 

primarily as the main avenue to “grounded peace” (209), which he says is a state brought about 

by the confluence of personal goodness and “tranquillity” (209).  

Finally, tranquillity itself is defined carefully. The tranquillity of grounded peace is not 

the “tranquillity of self-complacency,” which he relates to “moral consciousness” and the 

“ought” involved in the law; rather, the tranquillity of “grounded peace” is characterised by 

personal “trust,” which, as part of the “religious consciousness” and the “religious event,” has its 

greatest expression in a stance of “faith,” which, since it is a matter “more serious than freedom,” 

involves something deeper and something “more than freedom, i.e., more than guarantees” 



214 

 

(209). “The Problem of Grounded Peace” reads like a preliminary attempt to grasp what is 

involved in the matter of peace, and thus offers no real conclusions. Bakhtin does, however, end 

with a statement which he will explore in a following lecture: “at certain moments we will 

inevitably confront the problem of the incarnated God” (209). 

 In the brief notes for his lecture on 1 November 1924 (untitled), Bakhtin works to 

provisionally outline and deepen the matters and implications involved in the “problem of the 

incarnated God.” Perhaps following Dostoevsky and the Slavophils (as recent articulators of the 

tradition), Bakhtin notes that “personhood” is the “form of God in Revelation” (220). The 

“personhood of God,” which assures the “personhood of all believers,” is a “constitutive feature 

of religion” (220), which for Bakhtin means that the “distinguishing feature of religion” over 

against other constellations of absolute, tradition, and person, is a “personal relationship with a 

personal God” (220). The dialogic nature of this “constitutive” and “distinguishing” feature of 

religion means that it becomes illegitimate to revert either to the “moral consciousness” (of 

“Grounded Peace”) or to the “desire to orient oneself within a single object-related 

[consciousness], within one single meaning,” which is equivalent to “an attempt to enact an 

event with only one participant” (220). Bakhtin holds that Christ, as the “third one” and joining 

human and divine natures in himself, obviates this paradigm in all forms: “the Incarnation in 

itself has destroyed the unity of the Kantian person” (220). 

 During roughly the same years of these early lectures Bakhtin composed two works of a 

philosophical bent in which he examines the ethics of the event (Towards a Philosophy of the 

Act) and the complicated ‘aesthetic’ relation of author to hero, or maker to creature (essays 
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collected as Art and Answerability).116 In each of these works some overt theological language 

and focus remains, but they are tempered by his philosophical-literary approach. After Towards 

a Philosophy of the Act and Art and Answerability, he wrote his studies of Rabelais and 

Dostoevsky, in which the diction and concerns are conditioned by the artistic ethos of each 

author. These two works, along with his extended essay on Goethe, form the most recognisably 

literary-critical part of his thought. Finally, his work is rounded out by his meditations on the 

genre of the novel and then his later considerations of deeper cultural matters (respectively 

translated into English as The Dialogic Imagination and Speech Genres and Other Late Essays). 

The development of these themes demonstrates a refined focus—from ideas to concrete 

persons—but not an alteration of his mode of address, which remains constant and coherent.  

Gary Saul Morson writes that “[e]thics formed the core of Bakhtin’s early work, and the 

topic remained central throughout his career” (Narrative, 86); I do not disagree, but would 

elaborate: in Bakhtin’s movement from clearly theological and ethical language to more prosaic 

and cultural concerns one may note a progressive broadening of spirit, almost a coming into his 

own, which signals not so much a change in intellectual comportment as an increased lucidity of 

personal voice. From first to last Bakhtin is interested in a prosaic measuring of the registers and 

textures (integrity) of personal life (intimacy, ultimates) in common (dialogue, communion). The 

sense of an increased lucidity of voice, of a movement from ideas to concrete persons and events, 

touches neither the mode of address nor the steady focus; rather, it is meant to suggest that 

Bakhtin moves from ideas of concrete persons (in TPA and A&A), to studies of concrete works 

and genres (FMD, R, DI), to allowing his voice to arise from and resonate within, as it were, the 
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matters he considers (SG). One might put it this way: Bakhtin moves from discussing novelistic 

matters (TPA, A&A), to the novel itself (FMD, R, DI) to speaking from within the register of the 

novel (SG). Increasingly, Bakhtin steps away from what could be called ‘literary theory,’ as if he 

himself was in the midst of living his assertion from The Dialogic Imagination: “[t]he utter 

inadequacy of literary theory is exposed when it is forced to deal with the novel” (8). Over the 

course of his work, Bakhtin steps decisively away from ‘theory’ into the realm of ‘prosaic life.’ 

 Anticipating the close readings of Woolf and Lawrence in Part Three, it may be germane 

to recapitulate briefly the essential aspects and ends of my study. I am working to consider the 

great themes of authority and integrity in terms of the intellectual coordinates of absolutes 

(ultimates), tradition, and personhood, as they belong together in the essential movement or 

activity of intimacy—drawing near (without identification) in knowledge and love to another 

person or personal idea or thing. I hold this set of concerns to be basic to life, a sine qua non of 

meaningful daily life (the implications of which are endless). I examine them through the prosaic 

genre of the novel, which is the richest depiction of daily life available in art. Prosaics informs 

the mode of the novel, and the novel finds its mood soaked in intimacies (of all and different 

kinds). Put differently: the novel tempers and conditions ultimates (theology), and shows both 

how valid authority depends on participation (tradition) and integration (two key processes by 

which something becomes a person’s ‘own’) and how the question of ‘one’s own’ inwardly 

forms the realm of intimacy, which is the heart of human life, singular and plural. 
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Part Three: Close Readings 

7: How Revelation in Time Structures Characters in Mrs Dalloway, or: Ultimate Survival 

 If Virginia Woolf’s novel Mrs Dalloway (1925) maintains its cultural and literary 

significance next to James Joyce’s Ulysses (1922), it is due in good part to Woolf’s 

understanding and depiction of survival, a theme at the heart of the work. The significance of 

survival for Woolf’s book emerges most starkly through contrasting the eras depicted in the two 

works: Joyce’s Ulysses, which addresses the eternal, occurs in pre-war 1904; Woolf’s Mrs 

Dalloway takes place in 1923, and records life in general and lives in particular as affected by the 

Great War of 1914-18, which shook everything in Great Britain and, indeed, much of western 

civilisation. In her novel, Woolf depicts survival—vital persistence—in two related but distinct 

forms: survival of life itself, and survival in life itself. We may provisionally term these two 

forms of survival ‘physical’ (or ‘biological’) and ‘spiritual.’ While both physical survival and 

spiritual survival are ‘ultimate,’ the reality of the former relies on the integrity of the latter—for 

physical or biological life is only truly meaningful, for Woolf, insofar as it becomes infused with 

spiritual life.  

In the story of Mrs Dalloway, physical survival—survival of life itself—is reflected both 

in the city of London which, as it were, still feels the tremors of war bombs resonate through its 

organs, and in the figure of Septimus Warren Smith, a veteran of the war who has emerged alive 

but in ruins. Spiritual survival, by contrast, is examined through aspects of personal integrity, 

friendship, and intimacy, and is portrayed in the novel mainly through the prism of the character 

Clarissa Dalloway and her closest relations. Within the continuum of survival, Woolf depicts 

Clarissa at the end of spiritual well-being, facing the breakdown of her spiritual survival, the 
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dissolution of which, in the novel, leads to the ruination and end of biological life—a process 

through which we see Septimus go. This double struggle for survival at the throbbing centre of 

the novel joins for Woolf’s reader these two otherwise quite different characters, and allows us to 

attend to how they intertwine and mutually illuminate Woolf’s novelistic purposes and concerns. 

 Woolf’s purposes and concerns are indeed novelistic,117 and she has strongly-felt ideas 

about the novel in modern art. Woolf begins her essay “Modern Fiction” (1919/21) by 

castigating the recent generations of English “materialist” novelists—her examples are “Mr 

Wells, Mr Bennett, and Mr Galsworthy”—whom, she writes, “have disappointed us” due to their 

concerns “not with the spirit but with the body” (6). These novelists’ strange fixations, Woolf 

writes, have “left us with the feeling that the sooner English fictions turns its back upon them, as 

politely as may be, and marches, if only into the desert, the better for its soul” (6). Woolf and her 

fellow novelists must, she states, “turn their backs” (the coldest dismissal possible) on the 

previous generations of novelists and go to the “desert,” traditionally figured as a place of great 

struggle and possible clarity, for the health of their creative “souls”—for the state of the novel’s 

“soul” has become murky and confused, leading the “materialists” to “write of unimportant 

things” and to “spend immense skill and immense industry making the trivial and the transitory 

appear the true and the enduring” (7). The murkiness of the materialists means that they are 

unable to discern what is “important” in life; this confusion prompts them to overlay or identify 

aspects of life which require distinction. The “trivial,” “transitory,” and “enduring” part of life 

may each offer ‘truth’—but these are distinct, non-equatable truths which in the novel, that great  
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organ of evenly-tempered integration, deserve their own proper and measured place in relation 

with the ‘truths’ of other things.  

Without the appropriate distinction and integration of the novel, unknown to 

“materialists” but known to Woolf and (presumably) certain of her colleagues, “the trivial and 

the transitory” and “the true and the enduring” become indistinct and unavailable. In this state, 

Woolf writes, “[l]ife escapes,” a condition on which she comments plainly: “and perhaps without 

life nothing else is worthwhile” (8). Woolf begins with the term “life,” but she is appropriately 

cautious in naming the absolute towards which the novel’s ends are oriented. Thus she qualifies 

her reference as she takes leave of her critique of the “form of fiction most in vogue,” which 

“more often misses than secures the thing we seek” (8). The novelist’s capacity to grasp “the 

thing we seek” has become marred: “[w]hether we call it life or spirit, truth or reality”—Woolf 

uses these terms variously herself—“this, the essential thing, has moved off, or on, and refuses to 

be contained any longer in such ill-fitting vestments as we provide” (8). On this ground, Woolf 

holds that the novel’s contemporaneous ‘guise’ has become inappropriate (its “vestments” are 

“ill-fitting”), and with its aesthetic deformation the novel’s spiritual capacity to recognise, 

integrate, and depict reality degenerates to a state of general ineptitude. As we see in Bakhtin, for 

Woolf ‘form’ and ‘content’ are not necessarily disparate things for the novelist: without an 

appropriate manner of apprehension, important matters scatter of their own will, as it were. 

 To recover a healthy model of artistic faithfulness to reality, Woolf advocates a 

recalibration of novelistic sensitivity and receptivity. In a well-known passage of “Modern 

Fiction,” her most comprehensive essay on the novel in general, Woolf advises her readers:  
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Look within and life, it seems, is very far from being “like this” [i.e., true through a 

“materialist” lens]. Examine for a moment an ordinary mind on an ordinary day. The 

mind receives a myriad impressions—trivial, fantastic, evanescent, or engraved with the 

sharpness of steel. From all sides they come, an incessant shower of innumerable atoms; 

and as they fall, as they shape themselves into the life of Monday or Tuesday, the accent 

falls differently from of old; the moment of importance came not here but there. (9) 

In this passage, Woolf begins by indicating the place (“within” each individual) and register of 

sensitivity (“it seems”—i.e., a vague or perhaps inarticulable sense) necessary for the artist or 

individual to “receive” the different “impressions” through which “reality” touches an 

individual—though “trivial, fantastic, evanescent,” or clearly “sharp” things. Over against 

critical readings which mistake Woolf’s complaint about “materialist” novelists, Woolf reminds 

us that things trivial or evanescent may indeed partake of reality—but they must be understood 

properly by the novelist, whose discipline seems in large part a kind of sensitive receptivity. The 

novelist must focus on her capacity for reception, because for Woolf life arrives in “impressions” 

which, in time, seem to operate almost of their own accord: “as they fall, as they shape 

themselves” into the reality one experiences or resists throughout the week and, depending on 

time’s variations, “the accent” of meaning “falls differently from of old.” Metaphorical clouds of 

rain, for Woolf, defy identification and equation. 

 On this model, “life,” the origin of which lies outside of the individual and yet the 

verification of which arises from within the individual, is to be “convey[ed]” by the novelist as 

“this varying, this unknown and uncircumscribed spirit, whatever aberration or complexity it 

may display, with as little mixture of the alien and external as possible” (9). At this stage of 
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Woolf’s thinking and writing, life is an almost strange thing for the novelist—it is “varying,” 

“unknown,” and “uncircumscribed”—i.e., shifting, inapprehensible, and incomprehensible. The 

novelist “conveys” this nebulous thing—which is nonetheless still “the thing we seek,” “the 

essential thing” (8)—a process which Woolf qualifies by maintaining her emphasis on the 

novelist’s ability to receive and respond: “[l]et us record the atoms as they fall upon the mind in 

the order in which they fall, let us trace the pattern, however disconnected and incoherent in 

appearance, which each sight or incident scores upon the consciousness” (9). “Recording” and 

“tracing,” the novelist tries to measure up to reality so that she may take reality’s measure and 

strive to convey it—however it comes to her, as long as her inner sense of recognition is similar 

to that which Woolf seeks when she directs her reader to “look within.”  

As Woolf puts it in “Modern Fiction,” this approach includes both an ethical-evaluative 

aspect—“[let] us not take it for granted that life exists more fully in what is commonly thought 

big than in what is commonly thought small” (9)—and as aesthetic boldness which verges on a 

form of Romantic enthusiasm. Woolf proclaims: 

the infinite possibilities of the art and [...] there is no limit to the horizon, and that 

nothing—no “method,” no experiment, even of the wildest—is forbidden, but only falsity 

and pretence. “The proper stuff of fiction” does not exist; everything is the proper stuff of 

fiction, every feeling, every thought; every quality of brains and spirit is drawn upon; no 

perception comes amiss. (12)118 

                                                 
118

 Woolf’s focus on method here, seemingly to the inclusion of all content, is belied by her response to Joyce’s 

Ulysses as the work of a “queasy undergraduate scratching his pimples” and concludes that it is an “illiterate, 

underbred book” written by a “self taught working man, and we all know how distressing they are, how egotistic, 

insistent, raw, striking, and ultimately nauseating” (Diary, 16 August 1922). 
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The complete formal and focal freedom Woolf prescribes for the novel means that, given every 

resource and a steady-enough spirit, it may “convey” life’s “true reality,” the very query Woolf 

poses for herself regarding her novel Mrs Dalloway, when she wonders “[h]ave I the power of 

conveying the true reality?” (Diary, 19 June 1923). After her initial statement in “Modern 

Fiction,” Woolf elaborates on the activity of integration needed for a person or novelist to engage 

with what is real. But before discussing how for Woolf personal integrity sets the ground for the 

survival of friendship and intimacy—places of utmost reality, for Woolf—I want to address how 

Woolf deepens her sense and articulation of “reality.” 

 I noted earlier (cf. 46 above) Woolf’s aversion to religion and to ideas of God; however, 

Woolf is not reticent about speaking of a “reality” which seems to transcend or at least remain 

largely distinct from everyday life and experience. In her diary entry for 10 September 1928, 

Woolf records her recent experience of this reality: 

This has been a very animated summer; a summer lived almost too much in public. Often 

down here I have entered into a sanctuary; a nunnery; had a religious retreat; of great 

agony once; and always some terror; so afraid one is of loneliness; of seeing to the 

bottom of the vessel. This is one of the experiences I have had here in some Augusts; and 

got them to a consciousness of what I call “reality”: a thing I see before me: something 

abstract; but residing in the downs or sky; beside which nothing matters; in which I shall 

rest and continue to exist. Reality I call it. And I fancy sometimes this is the most 

necessary thing to me: that which I seek. But who knows—once one takes a pen and 

writes? How difficult not to go on making “reality” this and that, whereas it is one thing. 
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Now perhaps this is my gift: this perhaps is what distinguishes me from other people: I 

think it may be rare to have so acute a sense of something like that—but again, who 

knows? I would like to express it too. 

This diaristic extract illumines and draws together several of Woolf’s enduring concerns. 

First, she records the pain of ‘enforced’ identification with others in a way which encroaches on 

her own spiritual well-being. She then offers several metaphors of withdrawal, in language 

familiar to religious solitary struggles: “sanctuary,” “nunnery,” “religious retreat,” and “agony,” 

“terror,” “loneliness.” These wracked efforts bring her, as they did Augustine of Hippo and John 

of the Cross, to a place of insight which initially she calls “seeing to the bottom of the vessel,” 

and then phrases it “a consciousness of what I call ‘reality,’” of something both concrete and 

abstract. For “reality” is a “thing” which Woolf “sees” and which “resid[es] in the downs or 

sky”; but it is also “something abstract,” not “this and that” but “one thing.” For Woolf, “reality,” 

this “thing of nothing” (to borrow Shakespeare’s phrase from Hamlet 4.2.27-9), reassures, 

consoles, and demands. It reassures because it is something “beside which nothing matters”; it 

consoles for, beyond her own mortality, it is clear to Woolf that it is something “in which [she] 

shall rest and continue to exist”; this apprehension of her own survival in “reality” also implies 

something personally demanding, for as “the most necessary thing to [her]: that which [she] 

seek[s],” it needs to be integrated into her life, both biological and spiritual (creative), and Woolf 

believes that with her “so acute a sense of something like that,” she feels compelled to “express it 

too.” The absolute or ultimate experience must be drawn down into lived life, integrated with 

one’s own person, and then given communicable form in creative discursive images—what 

Woolf calls “scenes.” Finally, as Woolf’s language declares, while others may undergo 

something similar to this recorded experience, that of which she speaks is her own; it does not 
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belong to just any individual given the same chronotopic conditions. Thus her diction of “Reality 

I call it,” “that which I seek,” and “my gift.” That this is Woolf’s own voice with its own cadence 

(or rhythm and tonality) is felt strongly throughout in her non-fiction, and prompts us to keep in 

mind that she is not offering a ‘theory’ of anything—reality, experience, moments of being, 

memory, creation, etc.—but putting into coherent discursive images that which she feels and 

considers and works to “express.” 

 In her “Sketch of the Past” (1939-40), Woolf addresses the particular ways in which 

“reality” exceeds—is more—than may be figured in the mind or heart, and yet provides each 

person with something demanding which one must strive to integrate. Considering her own 

image of what is real, Woolf notes that it “confirms me in my instinctive notion—it is irrational, 

it will not stand argument—that we are sealed vessels”—we recall her earlier expression of the 

“loneliness” involved in “seeing to the bottom of the vessel”—“afloat upon what it is convenient 

to call reality; and at some moments, without a reason, without an effort, the sealing matter 

cracks; in floods reality” (142). The “moments” of reality which come over one of a sudden—we 

recall the ‘passive’ element of novelistic creativity—and which shore up and make demands on 

one’s integrity, indicate to Woolf that “one’s life is not confined to one’s body and what one says 

and does” (73). Rather, each person must take into account the “moments” of reality, the 

authority of which depends, in the terms of this study, on personal discernment, integration, and 

the open-ended process of “living them out” as ultimate points of reference. For Woolf, the 

intuitive apprehension that reality is something larger than the self and yet something of which 

one partakes and to which one is related means that “one is living all the time in relation to 

certain background rods or concepts” (73) which provide the essential grounds for one’s life—

the “scaffolding in the background” which Woolf comes to call “moments of being” (73).  
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 Woolf’s idea and articulation of “moments of being” has been justly and elaborately 

addressed in literary criticism since her private notes which became known as Moments of Being 

were edited and published in 1976. Since Woolf’s notion of moments of being has been covered 

extensively—too extensively to begin to summarise here—and since I find her moments of being 

to be while probably central to her work, of limited interest in and of themselves, I will attend to 

her articulation of moments of being only in order to provide enough groundwork for what I 

think is far more significant to her work on the whole and especially to Mrs Dalloway: how one 

may survive different moments of being in such a way that they may become integrated into 

one’s life, or to use more literary-critical language, to consider how “revelation” in time 

structures character and intimate relation and movement in the prosaic landscapes of the novel 

and daily life. 

 As an adult, Woolf begins to articulate her sense of moments of being through her 

memory of an experience she had as a child “of lying half asleep, half awake, in bed in the 

nursery at St Ives. It is hearing the waves breaking,” and “of lying and hearing this splash and 

seeing this light, and feeling, it is almost impossible that I should be here; of feeling the purest 

ecstasy I can conceive” (“Sketch,” 64-5). Although the physical reality of the moment is for the 

mature Woolf felt through two distinct filters—that of immature depth and clarity of experience, 

and that of the mature mind’s own memory-shaping habits—Woolf states that these kinds of 

moments “can still be more real than the present moment” (67).119 Shortly after this qualified 

affirmation, Woolf remarks on the different experiences of child and adult by considering what 

her “strong moments” of St Ives imply about the self: 

                                                 
119

 Critical assessments of this phrase sometimes disregard Woolf’s first two or three words when quoting this 

passage. 



226 

 

I am hardly aware of myself, but only of the sensations. I am only the container of the 

feeling of ecstasy, of the feeling of rapture. Perhaps this is characteristic of all childhood 

memories; perhaps it accounts for their strength. Later we add to feelings much that 

makes them more complex; and therefore less strong; of it not less strong, less isolated, 

less complete. (67) 

In this formulation, the self is construed as more passive than active, more receptive than 

creative; this accounts for the child’s experience of such “strong,” “isolated,” and “complete” 

moments, of being a “container” for what Woolf calls ecstatic or rapturous feelings. Through the 

adult work of memory—“later”—the feelings and experiences become “more complex,” “less 

isolated,” and “less complete”—i.e., with maturity comes the recognition that the prosaic context 

of personal experience means both disregarding any solipsistic character of being and also the 

struggle for integration. As Woolf continues her consideration, she indicates that this latter 

recognition is what allows for personal creativity. Although, Woolf allows, there is something 

compelling about the idea of “looking at the flower bed by the front door of St Ives and saying, 

in language she will later give to Clarissa Dalloway, that “[t]hat is the whole” (71) Woolf admits 

that the structure (or form) of that experience, in which “exceptional moments [...] seem 

dominant; myself passive” (72), is finally untenable for a living and creating mature person. For 

the “shocks” of these strong memories often, for Woolf, “brought with them a peculiar horror 

and a physical collapse” which is only “blunt[ed]” when, as an adult, she develops a “shock-

receiving capacity”—the ability to receive, integrate, and appropriate moments of being for her 

own creative purposes. 
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 Critical qualifications of Woolf’s articulation of moments of being vary in 

comprehension and depth, and sometimes neglect that Woolf is providing primarily a rendition 

of her own experiences rather than a generalisable theory of modernist being. In the language of 

this study, the deeper critical accounts of Woolf’s term express that Woolf is less concerned with 

upholding a sense of the metaphysical ineffable as she is with providing images of what I call 

above (cf. 203) the personal ineffable. In her fine study Virginia Woolf: The Patterns of 

Ordinary Experience (2010), Lorraine Sim asserts that Woolf “understands moments of being to 

be an integral part of ordinary life, regularly surfacing amidst more mundane and unnoticed 

periods” (137), with the former augmenting the latter: moments of being are “experiences” 

which involve a “mutual apprehension of the everyday world and a transcendental reality, but 

which ultimately lead to an affirmation and greater understanding of the material world and life” 

(160). However, the apprehension of this “transcendental reality,” Sim writes, is not to be 

equated with either “mystical” experiences or “epiphanies” (140), both of which are for her 

categories too narrow and too suggestive of metaphysical dualism. From a similar standpoint, in 

Modernism, Memory, and Desire (2008) Gabrielle McIntire notes astutely that the matter at issue 

in moments of being is “heightened consciousness” (166), a kind of “visionary experience” 

which “insist[s]” both “on the fleetingness of these intense feelings, and on a concomitant desire 

to preserve some essential truth about these moments” in Woolf’s own writing (167). 

 Certain other critics, by contrast, use plainly religious language and contexts to make 

sense of Woolf’s images of reality. In A Mystical Philosophy: Transcendence and Immanence in 

the Works of Virginia Woolf and Iris Murdoch (2014), Donna J. Lazenby seeks to identify the 

spirit of Woolf’s work with what Lazenby calls a “mystical temper” (5). Within her own 
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different120 critical economy, Lazenby asserts that Woolf’s “aesthetic of openness to the excess 

imbuing daily experience demonstrates her “thoroughly mystical temper” (5), a kind of artistic 

sensitivity to ‘panentheism’121 which indicates for Lazenby that, when approached through what 

in Lazenby’s reading are “more traditional”—i.e., established— mystical perspectives, 

particularly those expounded by Plotinus and Pseudo-Dionysios” (5), one finds “a thoroughly 

mystical cataphatic-apophatic dialectic at the heart of Woolf’s aesthetic” (5). From this 

theoretical ground, on which “cataphatic” signifies “sayable” (74) and “apophatic” signifies 

“unsayable” (74) or a “process of negation” (181), Lazenby “identifies an apophatic moment 

within an increasingly mystical aesthetic” (181) manifest in Woolf’s work, which further 

provides for Lazenby the opportunity to state the “reaffirmation of divine unknowability from 

the perspective of ordinary life” (181) in connection to “postmodern deconstruction” theory 

(181).  

If Lazenby’s account lacks an answer first to the purported finality of the dualisms 

involved in “unsayability” and “divine unknowability” with which she links aspects of Woolf’s 

depictions of moments of being and second to the matter of personal integration which the 

experience of moments of being involves, in Religious Experience and the Modernist Novel 

Pericles Lewis sees Woolf apart from dualistic modes of creation while maintaining a 

perspective of experience narrowed to individual parameters. Thus Lewis states that Woolf 

“understood the uses of enchantment” (142), and despite her “resistance” to “institutional 

                                                 
120

 ‘Different’ because few scholars have connected Woolf’s work to that of “Plotinus and Pseudo-Dionysios” (5) as 

Lazenby does, but different also because Lazenby’s understanding and use of terms like “mystical,” “apophatic,” 

and “unknowability” depend on a metaphysical dualism, and as such do not partake of the same tradition of lived 

experience which informs Bakhtin’s work and this study, conditioned as these are by the personal ineffable and a 

sense of the apophatic as inexhaustibility realised through the process of drawing near in love and knowledge 

without identification. 
121

 ‘Panentheism’ (divinity in all things) is sometimes confused with ‘pantheism’ (divinity of all things). 
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religion,” demonstrates an “interest” in what Lewis calls “alternative forms of the sacred” (143). 

This means for Lewis that Woolf works to bring about a “re-enchantment of the world” (144), 

especially through her depictions of “moments of being,” which Lewis glosses as “the almost 

sacred moments in which experience enters the sublime” (145), “embraced” by Woolf in terms 

of a “modern form of polytheism” (145).  

On this ground, Lewis moves beyond Woolf’s own basic sense of the reception, 

recognition, integration, and aesthetic creation involved in apprehending humbly and faithfully 

the true import of moments of being in order to suggest that there is a measure of re-investment 

in Woolf’s position: she wants to “effect a re-enchantment of the world”—not only to live up to 

one’s experiences of intensely felt being, but further to give to the world in turn, to layer onto it 

(in some kind of palpable sense) “sacred,” “sublime,” or “enchanted” elements. Lewis concludes 

by arguing that in Woolf we find the presentation of an “ironised sublime” (159) and muses, 

justly so in my opinion, whether the “ecstatic episodes” found in Woolf’s fiction “can lead to 

sustained communion” (160)—as I put it in this study, the question of how absolutes or ultimate 

events are integrated personally in such a way that they deepen one’s own intimate world and 

relations. 

 Critical opinions differ on this matter: on the one hand, in her article “Virginia Woolf’s 

Cotton Wool of Daily Life” (2003), Liesl Olson holds that moments of being devalue—rather 

than deepen—ordinary life; on the other hand, Sim holds that for Woolf “being” designates the 

“moments in our daily lives that are lived attentively, and the state of perception accentuates 

Woolf’s pleasures in everyday activities” (Patterns, 16), and McIntire stresses Woolf’s “desire to 

preserve some essential truth about these moments [of being]” in a way which will deepen and 
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fructify her creative and personal life. Woolf herself seems uncertain about how an “ordinary 

day” takes its own shape in one’s mind. While pondering memory in “Sketch of the Past,” Woolf 

states that “[u]nfortunately, one only remembers what is exceptional,” and admits that “there 

seems to be no reason why one thing is exceptional and another not” (69-70).  

Woolf’s own “private shorthand” for unexceptional things is “non-being,” and she says 

that “[e]very day includes much more non-being than being” (70). Following this thought, Woolf 

reflects on one of her days and writes that: 

These separate moments of being were however embedded in many more moments of 

non-being. I have already forgotten what Leonard and I talked about at lunch; and at tea; 

and although it was a good day the goodness was embedded in a kind of nondescript 

cotton wool. This is always so. A great part of every day is not lived consciously. (70) 

This passage is telling, and resonates with interesting implications for how we are to make sense 

of Woolf’s understanding of “life or spirit, truth or reality” and how she figures that a “real 

novelist” must work to “somehow convey both sorts of being” (70). A day is shaped by a series 

of moments of being and moments of non-being, but since it is impossible to foretell what will 

be exceptional (the former) and what be unexceptional (the latter), one strives to maintain an 

integral, attentive spirit throughout the day, to the greatest extent possible. Moreover, the terms 

“exceptional” and “unexceptional” do not contain ethical evaluation: if we presume that 

developed personal intimacy may be deemed “good,” the basic intimacy of conversation over a 

meal—a prosaic event— turned out to be “forgotten,” and Woolf does not identify the 

“goodness” of the day with any one thing—memorable, exceptional, intimate, or 

“nondescript”—but instead calls it “a good day” on the whole, as a personally experienced event. 
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Finally, Woolf states that her description of the day is common—“[t]his is always so”—and then 

makes a phenomenological observation: “[a] great part of every day is not lived consciously.” 

This last sentence is hardly to be read psychoanalytically, as if Woolf, who is a novelist and 

essayist, were proffering a theory of being based on Freudian notions. Rather, she indicates that 

significant portions of one’s own life are not exceptional—i.e., different or “shocking”—but 

rather are borne out in the more peaceful rhythms of routine activities, undergirded and directed 

by established, cultivated, and finally habitual ultimate points of reference. These habitual, 

peaceful rhythms and tonalities of one’s own person are necessary for and thus in a way are as 

(or more) important than more explicit integral movements or creative acts. 

Speaking not theoretically but personally, and yet in ways which inform our 

comprehension of her characters Clarissa Dalloway and Septimus Warren Smith, Woolf 

expresses this idea firmly: 

The past only comes back when the present runs so smoothly that it is like the sliding 

surface of a deep river. Then one sees through the surface to the depths. In these moments 

I find one of my greatest satisfactions, not that I am thinking of the past; but that it is only 

then that I am living most fully in the present. For the present when backed by the past is 

a thousand times deeper than the present when it presses so close that you can feel 

nothing else, when the film on the camera reaches only the eye. But to feel the present 

sliding over the depths of the past, peace is necessary. The present must be smooth, 

habitual. For this reason—that it destroys the fullness of life—any break—like that of 

house moving—causes me extreme distress; it breaks; it shallows; it turns the depth into 

hard thin splinters. (98) 
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For Woolf, the “fullness of life” is present only when she (and by implication, one) is “living 

most fully in the present” as it is “deepened” by the past in a “smooth, habitual” and “peaceful” 

manner. This is the opposite of nostalgia and a way of thinking which sees the past, even the 

vivid past of moments of being, as “more real” than the present, however it may take shape 

peacefully.  

The past—moments of being and of non-being—must be drawn near and integrated with 

the present—with its own moments of being and of non-being—in order for the “fullness of life” 

to flourish. The “fullness of life,” as life appropriate for a person, involves a responsibility to 

attend and draw near to the exceptional and unexceptional “things” (events, experiences, 

persons) of which one’s life is comprised in a way which allows them to mutually reflect and 

deepen each other in the process of approaching “goodness,” which for Woolf seems, at least 

personally, the desirable quality for life (rather than, for example, interestingness, excitement, or 

victoriousness). The drawing-together or gathering of things into a coherent whole (the image of 

the “fullness of life”) may be construed aesthetically as composition and in terms of personal 

ethos as comportment, and each movement indicates that “truth” or “reality” is ‘more than’ one’s 

own making or being. 

The work involved in these processes of integration is indeed movement, the activity 

needed to complement the receptivity needed to experience moments of being. This personal 

activity of composition or comportment is also responsive (or dialogic, in Bakhtin’s terms) in the 

sense that it must take into account and even appropriate (to a degree) that which makes 

moments of being distinct from other moments: the “revelation of some order” of ultimate 

meaning, or the manifestation of “a token of some real thing behind appearances” (“Sketch,” 72). 
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Woolf follows this initial affirmation of a deeper economy of reality than that easily or 

immediately available with one of her most critically-celebrated passages: 

From this I reach what might be called a philosophy; at any rate it is a constant idea of 

mine; that behind the cotton wool there is hidden a pattern; that we—I mean all human 

beings—are connected with this; that the whole world is a work of art; that we are parts 

of the work of art. Hamlet or a Beethoven quartet is the truth about this vast mass that we 

call the world. But there is no Shakespeare, there is no Beethoven; certainly and 

emphatically there is no God; we are the words; we are the music; we are the thing itself. 

(72). 

In this passage Woolf tempers the potential misunderstandings that her earlier description 

(“some real thing behind appearances”) suggests a metaphysical dualism by stressing that what is 

real, although “hidden” from clouded eyes, is not different than what “we” live but rather exactly 

what we live, even if in ignorance. For Woolf, the “pattern” or truth of reality is not juxtaposed 

with human making and being, the natural constellation of which Woolf calls “the thing itself.” 

This is not a dualistic approach, but rather a mode of address which deepens—a finding of truth 

within the movement and relationships of persons and things, which means, as I argue in Part 

Two, comprehending their authority. For Woolf, this is not an atypical event: given the right 

conditions it ought to be noticeable in an “ordinary mind” over the course of an “ordinary day.” 

However, it does require a certain habit (or cast) of mind attuned to seeing and addressing other 

persons and things in terms of their participation (even if ignorant) in the deeper patterns of 

order, rhythm, and tonalities which for Woolf (here akin to Bakhtin) constitute human life. 
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Aesthetically, this habit of mind is akin to what Bakhtin calls “creative understanding”; it 

gestures towards memory’s redemptive potential in aesthetic composition, the integral 

component of which is what Woolf calls “scenes.” Within her creative economy, “scenes” allow 

her “in writing” to “discove[r] what belongs to what” and to “mak[e] character come together” 

(“Sketch,” 72); however, for Woolf scenes “are not altogether a literary device”—as they may be 

understood in the standard way of partitioning stories in stage drama—or “a means of summing 

up and making a knot out of innumerable threads” (142). Alongside this use, within the whole 

creative economy of Woolf’s work and life scenes both provide memory with an appropriate 

form and offer Woolf a confirmation of her own sensible experiences, encompassing the active 

and receptive aspects of her personality. Woolf writes that she “find[s] that scene making is [her] 

natural way of marking the past,” as within the movement of creative memory a “scene always 

comes to the top; arranged; representative” (142). Further, in the unwilled manifestation of the 

past in a scene of some kind of order, “arranged” and “representative,” Woolf apprehends the 

enduring authority of what she has lived and felt: “that is a scene—for they would not survive 

entire so many ruinous years unless they were made of something permanent; that is a proof of 

their ‘reality’” (142). 

Speaking in terms of personal ethos (being and ethics), there is a cultivated habit of mind 

which discerns and responds to the deeper truth and authority of the persons and things one 

experiences in different relationships and events. This habit of mind operates through 

recognising the forms of ultimate meaning which undergird reality, and involves presence and 

commemoration as they inwardly form personal comportment. This difficult and yet simple 

condition is what grants one’s capacity for intimacy, which Woolf examines in Mrs Dalloway 

primarily through friendship. 
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Since the truth of the novel’s reality is, for Woolf, more than one person’s truth (that is, 

supra-personal), it is important to hold in mind what Woolf calls “the immense forces society 

brings to play on each of us” (“Sketch,” 80) which are often felt as violence done to the integrity 

of the self. Primary among these forces is The Great War, which is portrayed as a massive 

traumatic background to the novel’s events. In his introduction to Virginia Woolf and War: 

Fiction, Reality, and Myth (1991), Mark Hussey asserts that “all Woolf’s work is deeply 

concerned with war” (3), and Christine Froula reads “Mrs Dalloway as a communal postwar 

elegy” (Virginia Woolf and the Bloomsbury Avant-Garde: War, Civilisation, Modernity (2005), 

88). Woolf herself notes early in her novel the general relief that the war “is over” (4) and its 

lingering numbing effects (4), and observes through Clarissa’s sensibility that “[t]his late age of 

world’s experience had bred in them all, all men and women, a well of tears” (8). The war was 

joined in its disturbance of one’s inner and outer peace and thus one’s capacity to discern an 

appropriate relation of past, present, person, and thing by other forms of potentially disruptive 

authority, notably the possibly closed and confining boundaries of British culture. Woolf writes 

in her Diary that in Mrs Dalloway “I want to give life and death, sanity and insanity; I want to 

criticise the social system, and to show it at work, at its most intense” (19 June 1923), and we 

know that the war and British cultural tradition in their own ways prove deathly for Septimus and 

Clarissa. Yet Woolf’s concern with this last matter is not confined to her characters: in A Room 

of One’s Own (1929), Woolf posits the importance of considering “the effect of tradition and of 

the lack of tradition upon the mind of a writer” (31), and in Three Guineas (1938) she imagines 

the effect of a “different sex, a different tradition, a different education, and the different values 

which result from those differences” as may be realised in her projected “Society of Outsiders” 

(320). In effect Woolf is concerned with the illnesses of her current culture and also “fear[s] the 
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power and contagion of cultural amnesia,” as McIntire states (Modernism, 180). For Woolf, 

culture’s contribution to one’s cultivation of the discernment needed to see and feel how 

meaning in time and over time can be and is integrated is fraught at best—one which needs to 

take into account what McIntire calls “the still-becoming life of the past within the present’s only 

partial fullness” (6), which means one’s memory must strive to encompass the “ongoing coming-

into-being” (6) of that which it confronts and draws near. 

Interestingly, the work involved in coming to terms with and making one’s own the 

revelation and then vital persistence or survival of meaning in and through time is commonly 

critically conceived—to the extent that it is addressed—in the language of “individual identity” 

rather than personal integrity. In her introduction (1985) to Woolf’s Moments of Being, Jeanne 

Schulkind speaks in terms of “individual identity” (12) and “those moments when identities are 

created out of situations and relationships” (14) even as she notes clearly Woolf’s sense that 

“identity” is always “in flux” (12), that the “change and continuity of the individual identity” 

(14) is always at play, and that in Woolf’s work we find portrayals of the “chameleon 

transformations of the responsive personality” (14).122 In a similar way, Kaley Joyes states in 

“Failed Witnessing in Virginia Woolf’s Mrs Dalloway” (2008) that Woolf through Clarissa 

“recognis[es] that individuals exist through others” (81), through their presence to and 

relationship with the persons and things and events in time which form their own lives, which in 

turn implies for Joyes “that identity’s performance can require suppression of the private soul’s 

desires, that the two poles of identity—individuality and performativity—are frequently in 

conflict” (83). On her part, Woolf does not use “individual identity” in any significant sense, 
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 Schulkind does not distinguish here between “individual,” “person,” and “personality” in the profound way 

which we find in Bakhtin’s mode of thinking (cf. 148ff). 
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preferring instead to speak of character and personality in art and life as she strives to confront 

the ways in which one works to integrate that which survives of ‘one’s own’ and in relation to 

‘one’s own.’ Woolf’s focus is the question of ‘more life,’ of life carried over or communicated 

and thus shared, in a certain sense, with more than one person. For Woolf, this question is not 

disrupted by perceived temporal ends: in “Sketch of the Past,” she wonders “is it not possible 

[…] that things we have felt with great intensity have an existence independent of our minds; are 

in fact still in existence?”, before providing a lovely discursive image of her sense of the past: “I 

see it—the past—as an avenue lying behind; a long ribbon of scenes, emotions. There at the end 

of the avenue still, are the gardens and the nursery” (67). Reality survives its own temporal forms 

through the capaciousness of character and personality. 

In “The Modern Essay” (1925) Woolf writes that “the art of writing has for backbone 

some fierce attachment to an idea,” some absolute image or ultimate point of reference “believed 

in with such conviction or seen with precision and thus compelling words to its shape” (21). One 

such idea which governs Woolf’s work is undoubtedly the question of character or personality, 

which she sees at the heart of the novel and of life. In “Mr Bennett and Mrs Brown” (1923), 

Woolf asserts that her preferred genre of the novel is “a very remarkable machine for the creation 

of human character,” a capacity of the “essence” of the genre and yet one slackened in her own 

time in unhealthy ways (32). Woolf locates the aesthetic “problem” of her creative generation in 

its task “[t]o bring back character from the shapelessness into which it has lapsed, to sharpen its 

edges, deepen its compass” in order to “make possible those conflicts between human beings 

which alone rouse our strongest emotions” (35). In taking this position, Woolf holds that it is 

only through clarifying the ethos of human character that we can begin to know about personal 

desire and relationships of all keen sorts. The importance of this aesthetic challenge for Woolf 
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arises from the importance of its existential reality: “[i]n real life there is nothing that interests us 

more than character, that stirs us to the same extremes of love and anger, or that leads us to such 

incessant and laborious speculations about the values, the reasons, and the meaning of existence 

itself” (35). Significantly, this is a dialogical rather than phenomenological matter, as the 

question of character—which addresses “the meaning of existence itself”—is best worked out in 

the sort of dialogue which moves profoundly: “[t]o disagree about character is to differ in the 

depths of the being” (30).  

In “Character in Fiction” (1924), an essay published one year after “Mr Bennett and Mrs 

Brown,” Woolf “deepens” the significant “compass” of character to include specifically what I 

have called in this study absolutes, tradition, and intimacy. In this later development of her 

consideration of character, Woolf suggests that “on or about December 1910 human character 

changed” (37), which means for her that as a result “[a]ll human relations have shifted” (38), and 

“when human relations change there is at the same time a change in religion, conduct, politics, 

and literature” (38). In this way we see that for Woolf—as for Bakhtin—the question of the ethos 

of the person is a matter of cultural and even global significance: when personhood changes, or 

is more deeply understood, meaning and being change. We note too that for Woolf—as for 

Bakhtin—the novel’s particular genius is related to this insight regarding the person. She writes 

that “all novels [...] deal with character” rather than “preach doctrines, sing songs, or celebrate 

the glories of the British Empire” (42), which means that our ideas of being and meaning, or life 

and death, are tempered and illuminated through novelistic depiction of character, as “great 

novelists have brought us to see whatever they wish us to see through some character” (42). This 

is the distinct talent of novelists: “[o]therwise they would not be novelists; but poets, historians, 

or pamphleteers” (42-3). Finally, the novelist accomplishes this end through the double 
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movement of drawing matters near to us and drawing us near to different matters; in Woolf’s 

diction, “[t]he writer must get in touch with his reader by putting before him something which he 

recognises,” which concomitantly “stimulates his imagination and makes him willing to co-

operate in the far more difficult business of intimacy” (48)—the intimacy, we might add here, in 

which both knowing and loving belong together and within the essence (the authority) of 

personhood. 

For Woolf, this discursive image of intimacy, despite its scope in character, is neither 

abstract nor a matter of identification. We have already noted Woolf’s regard for the life of the 

intellect or spirit, and she draws the body into this unfathomable register in her essay “On Being 

Ill” (1930) where she considers even “common illness” and “how tremendous the spiritual 

change that it brings” (101). Woolf writes that with all of us, “[a]ll day, all night the body 

intervenes; blunts or sharpens, colours or discolours” (101), proves or disproves, deepens or 

renders shallower, etc. our ideas and experiences and actions. The undeniable presence of the 

body unarticulated (and perhaps at its heart un-articulable) means that however much one knows 

oneself and others, there is always more to know, for personhood and relationship are real in 

presence and unfathomable in fullness. Woolf notes this in a passage of “On Being Ill” which 

bristles against our identification with others’ images of us, even if the other is familiar or means 

well: “[w]e do not know our own souls, let alone the souls of others. Human beings do not go 

hand in hand the whole stretch of the way. [...] Here we go alone, and like it better so. Always to 

have sympathy, always to be accompanied, always to be understood would be intolerable” (104). 

This is character as inexhaustible, as its own particular form of plenitude and rich plurality which 

resists reduction in service to identification, a problem Woolf addresses in both her essays and 

her novels. Deepening this thought, while musing on the possibility and purpose of life-writing 
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Woolf states in “The New Biography” (1927) that “[w]e can no longer maintain that life consists 

in actions only or in works,” for “[i]t consists in personality” (95-6), and she holds that over 

against the “truth of fact” used to identify and comprehend a person, the “life which is 

increasingly real to us” is that which “dwells in the personality rather than in the act” (99).  

In Mrs Dalloway, Woolf makes this point in a finely tempered way. Reflecting through 

Clarissa the figure of Miss Kilman, we read that it was “not her one hated but the idea of her” 

(10), and Clarissa later thinks of how in a public context “the idea of her diminished, how hatred 

(which was for ideas, not people) crumbled, how she lost her malignity” (106-7). Finally, in her 

own Diary Woolf finds it necessary to consider how the prosaic exploration of character need 

not be conflated with admiration, by implication illuminating the distinction between 

attentiveness and purity in the whole matter of what is worthwhile: “I remember the night at 

Rodmell when I decided to give [Mrs Dalloway] up, because I found Clarissa tinselly. Then I 

invented her memories. But I think that some distaste for her persisted” (18 June 1925). 

Without the depths provided by her memories, Clarissa’s character could not sustain the 

bearing which Woolf’s novelistic treatment of her story would bring to it. At this point, this is a 

question of aesthetics rather than ethics, which directly addresses integrity. To make her novel, 

Woolf needed to work with a character deep enough for questions of integrity, not decide in 

advance if the character is morally “good” or “bad” as a person.123 In Woolf’s own way of 

casting her work, Clarissa is only one of the two central fugal voices in the novel; despite his 

relatively briefer depictive space, Septimus is the other equally significant presence in Mrs 

Dalloway. Woolf gestures towards this in her diary when she writes that she sees Mrs Dalloway 
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 “Tinselly” here has connotations of shiny superficiality, something from which Clarissa in the completed novel 

does not escape entirely.  
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as “a study of insanity and suicide” in which she will present “the world seen by the sane and the 

insane side by side” (14 October 1922), and makes it explicit in a letter of the same year as her 

novel’s publication when she writes to Gerald Brenan that she “certainly did mean—that 

Septimus and Mrs Dalloway should be entirely dependent upon each other” (14 June 1925) in 

the reader’s comprehension of the work’s integrity and ends. 

Keeping in mind that for Woolf novelistic truths emerge through character, one may 

speak of the distinct truths manifested in the two central characters. However, it may be more 

interesting to consider how in their own particular ways Clarissa and Septimus illuminate aspects 

of the problems of feeling, communication, and communion central to the novel which I address 

in terms of ethical presence, the intimacies of friendship and marriage, and personal survival 

(spiritual and biological) as the characters struggle with their own forms of integrity. For along 

with concrete relationships with other persons, the “invisible presences” (“Sketch,” 80) of things 

past or gone, and the “immense forces” of society (“Sketch,” 80), if one is unable to strive for 

personal integrity one cannot appropriately draw near in intimacy with another person. 

Throughout Mrs Dalloway Woolf refrains from presenting Clarissa and Septimus through 

finalised, stilled images or in a summative light, and instead depicts them primarily through (or 

in terms of) their own respective voices or visions—a means which both grants each character 

their own authority and allows her reader to address and work to comprehend their personal 

meanings relationally. For due to the “immediacy” of Woolf’s free indirect style we as readers 

are, so to speak, drawn into a kind of dialogic participation in Clarissa’s and Septimus’ day: we 

listen to them and begin to respond. 

 



242 

 

Woolf has Clarissa reflect on her own self and life multiple times throughout the course 

of the day, so it is possible to assemble a provisional character sketch of how she understands 

what lies closest to her own person. Clarissa begins her day with a fresh, light spirit, delving into 

memories of Bourton and Peter Walsh, skirting briefly around matters of the recent war and her 

own influenza, holding in mind “what she loved; life; London; this moment in June” (4), filled 

with “that divine reality which Clarissa loved” (6). Like Woolf’s own unwillingness to pin down 

“life itself,” Clarissa refuses the temptation of easy identification: “[s]he would not say of 

anyone in the world now that they were this or were that [...] and she would not say of Peter, she 

would not say of herself, I am this, I am that” (7). Clarissa’s refusal is in part grounded in her 

question of the boundaries of the self. She muses that even after death “somehow in the streets of 

London, on the ebb and flow of things, here, there, she survived, Peter survived, live in each 

other, she being part, she was positive, of the trees at home,” and like a “mist” moving amongst 

people and trees, she imagines that “it might be spread ever so far, her life, herself” (8). The 

matter of survival—of more life or a fullness of life—does not exactly circle around death, for 

Clarissa. Instead, perhaps, it has to do with the fullness or wholeness of one’s own experiences 

of a day: to the measure of the fullness of her attentive presence, Clarissa sees wholeness in a 

fishmonger’s salmon or a shop’s gloves on sale, repeating simply “[t]hat is all” (9). The attained 

degree of attentive presence is echoed or perhaps mirrored in the wholeness of the thing 

experienced; the latter depends on the former, which itself is an accomplishment of integrity.  

This for Clarissa is indeed “all”—those “exquisite moments” (28) in her life which stand 

in place of or even obviate her openness to a metaphysical divinity: “not for one moment,” 

Clarissa protests, “did she believe in God” (25), and instead “fear[s]” only “time itself,” which 

drags in its course “the dwindling of life” (26) and of one’s own inner coherence and vitality. 
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Clarissa feels her own presence to things troubled by what “[s]he could see [that] she lacked”: 

“something central which permeated” (27) her own and allowed her to draw together persons as 

intimates. This “something”—the imagined inner wellspring of integrity—is part of the “all,” 

and yet its deficiency diminishes Clarissa’s capacity for ethical presence to those with whom she 

comes face to face. Thus in her morning conversation with Peter Walsh, a memory with him 

comes to her, and as “a child” and “at the same time a grown woman” she finds herself “holding 

her life in her arms which [...] grew larger and larger in her arms, until” through the memory “it 

became a whole life, a complete life,” about which she wonders to herself “what had she made of 

it? What, indeed?” (36). The memory of being a child at the lake becomes a prism in the glassy 

reflection of which Clarissa beholds her life, but it does not deepen the potentially friendly 

intimacy of her present moment. Instead, we read, “[s]he looked at Peter Walsh; her look, 

passing through all that time and that emotion reached him doubtfully; settled on him tearfully; 

and rose and fluttered away, as a bird, touches a branch and rises and flutters away. Quite simply 

she wiped her eyes” (36-7).  

One must be precise here: it is not that Clarissa has no sense of the significance of 

belonging within intimacy and the communion of persons; indeed, she speaks lyrically of it 

several times in the novel. The problem is that for Clarissa this is not an embodied realisation, so 

to speak: she works to arrange things into a pattern, but the pattern lacks substantive depths due 

(in part) to her own “tinselly,” “flighty” measure of integrity. This is evident in her thoughts after 

lunch, when just after musing that although she realises that “the Armenians” are being “[h]unted 

out of existence, maimed, frozen, the victims of cruelty and injustice [...] she could feel nothing 

for the Albanians, or was it the Armenians?” (102), but feels at the same time that “she loved her 

roses” nonetheless. Unable to feel for the (to her) abstract matter of genocide, but able to feel for 
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the (to her) concrete and beautiful, Clarissa turns her thoughts to her parties, which she imagines 

as a form of community: “she felt quite continuously a sense of their [i.e., her peers’ and 

neighbours’] existence; and she felt what a waste; and she felt what a pity; and she felt if only 

they could be brought together; and so she did it. And it was an offering, to combine and to 

create” (103) a place where people could come together and experience “this thing called life” 

(103). Gladdened at her own abilities to execute parties, Clarissa turns reflectively to what she 

holds dear in her daily life, and then grows sad: “it was enough. After that, how unbelievable 

death was!—that it must end; and no one in the whole world would know how she had loved it 

all; how, every instant[…]” (104). At this moment Clarissa’s daughter Elizabeth—who does “not 

much like parties” (112)—interrupts Clarissa’s memories of, among other things, Peter Walsh 

and her husband Richard, both of whom have been close to her at times in her life when she has 

“loved it all.” Indeed, they have both over time “criticised her very unfairly, laughed at her very 

unjustly, for her parties” (102), and there is a strong indication in the novel that Peter, who seems 

to be or to have been as close to Clarissa as anyone in her life, suspects that her character has 

been subsumed into the necessary and necessarily superficial role of “party hostess.”  

In her first moments of the day recorded in Mrs Dalloway, Clarissa recalls how she “had 

cried” over Peter’s charge years ago that she was not ultimately after true intimacy or the joys of 

deep friendship but rather social position: “[s]he would marry a Prime Minister and stand at the 

top of a staircase: the perfect hostess[....] She had the makings of a perfect hostess, he said” (6). 

This youthful comment, filled with friendly cruelty, seems to Peter to be borne out on the June 

day of the present, when with an “insincere” spirit coloured by both “timidity” and 

“conventionality,” Clarissa is unable to be present to her morning visitor Peter, who thinks “she 

refused me [...] Clarissa refused me” (42), and can only justify this in his mind by considering 
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how her voice, being “the voice of a hostess, is reluctant” to affirm its own personal presence 

(42). The culmination of Clarissa as hostess occurs as people begin to actually arrive—the 

pattern she desired, the gathering of individuals of a kind into a decorated space, allows Clarissa 

to glimpse that “it wasn’t a failure after all! it was going to be all right now—her party” (144). 

Clarissa’s day nears completion in this moment. Finally, in the last few pages of the book, as 

Clarissa flits about pleasing and attending to her guests, her two favourite (and currently 

neglected) friends Sally Seton and Peter Walsh discuss how one’s character may deepen through 

appropriate appreciation of one’s relations and experiences: 

When one was young, said Peter, one was too much excited to know people. [...] now that 

one was mature then, said Peter, one could watch, one could understand, and one did not 

lose the power of feeling, he said. No, that is true, said Sally. She felt more deeply, more 

passionately, every year. It increased, he said, alas, perhaps, but one should be glad of 

it—it went on increasing his experience. (164) 

Moments later, Peter senses Clarissa’s proximity and turns to her, “[f]or there she was” (165; cf. 

65). At this point—those are the final words of the novel—we understand just how finely Woolf 

has invested this phrase with matters of context and character and relation, as we see earlier with 

Clarissa’s own “[t]hat is all” (9; 34)—its possible deepening through registers of intimacy and 

integrity. Clarissa Dalloway has all the ingredients for the integrity of the present deepened by 

the past and the intimacy of friendship and communion, but her ordinary day in June, 1923, 

shows instead a predisposition towards certain patterns of memory and social or decorous 

behaviour. 
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Clarissa’s character is complex and yet without depths which cohere significantly; her 

counterpart Septimus’ character is simple and contains depths, or rather experienced abysses, 

which roil just out of sight (for the most part) and yet which continually suggest a final 

dismantling of his person. Septimus as we see him has been conditioned by the war; in a 

significant sense, he is now of the war; his character seems indelibly, irrevocably marred. Woolf 

introduces Septimus with a deft description that encompasses the essence of his predicament: 

“Septimus Warren Smith, who found himself unable to pass, heard him” (12). Septimus is 

introduced by his name, as officially registered on medical or military forms, and then we read 

(in the passive voice, as it is a condition beyond his own agency) that he is obstructed by 

something—i.e., “unable to pass”—before being told that despite the obstruction his nervous 

system is still able to register the outside world, at least in some manner. In the following lines, 

after briefly describing his basic physical features, Woolf tells us that Septimus’ eyes show “that 

look of apprehension in them which makes complete strangers apprehensive too” (12), a look 

qualified as “[t]he world has raised its whip; where will it descend?” (12).  

If Clarissa is introduced through her voice, voluble and expansive, Septimus is introduced 

through his countenance, diminished and fearful and outwardly mute. This does not mean that 

we are not given a glimpse of his state of mind, however. After circumscribing his figure by 

describing the persons and things which rove in his sight, the narrative enters into and articulates 

Septimus’ mood: 

this gradual drawing together of everything to one centre before his eyes, as if some 

horror had come almost to the surface and was about to burst into flames, terrified him. 

The world wavered and quivered and threatened to burst into flames. It is I who am 
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blocking the way, he thought. Was he not being looked at and pointed at; was he not 

weighted there, rooted to the pavement, for a purpose? But for what purpose? (12) 

This more extended revelation of Septimus’ mind contains several insights into his character. We 

understand that he feels that the world comes together for him, gathering itself in such a way that 

he is opposed to it. It is unstable and “threatening,” readying itself to “burst into flames” due to 

his person, which is in fact the locus of the very sense of “obstruction” with which Woolf 

initially outlines him. For Septimus, the world as one is volatile and calamitous; it is violently 

opposed to him; and he himself is responsible for its impending disintegration and its troubled 

polemical state. Further, he sees this manifested not only in general but also in particular, with 

his sense of being “looked at” and “pointed at,” singled out for a specific “purpose” which 

remains obscure and yet cannot be evaded, “weighted” and “rooted” as he feels in place. Finally, 

Septimus feels completely isolated, a spiritually solitary figure confronting a menacing and 

menaced world, filled with people and things and realities directed at him without compassion—

and he must comprehend why it is this way. Septimus knows or comes to know two elements of 

his hostile estrangement: he has lost his capacity to “feel” (74), and he has become unable to 

properly “communicate” his own moods and concerns. Yet in all of this Septimus only seems to 

approach the abyss which lies between his person, feeling, and communication. 

 To deepen the grave conditions of Clarissa and Septimus within their adjoining personal 

“worlds” in the novel, I will consider four of Woolf’s “scenes”—integral discursive images in 

which she draws together ultimate and intimate forms of personal experience in the light of 

ethical responsibility. Woolf’s scenes, which we recall are for her (in part) a “means of summing 

up and making a knot out of innumerable little threads” (“Sketch,” 142), illuminate the insights 
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(shared by Lossky and Bakhtin) of drawing near in love and knowledge which Woolf offers 

through her characters. These are matters of ethos, as I have defined it in this study, something of 

which Sim reminds us: “[t]hat Woolf’s ethics of intimacy depends in part on an attention to and 

respect for the ordinary indicates the important role that attitudes of ‘being’ assume in Woolf’s 

conception of the ethical” (Patterns, 183). As we have seen in Bakhtin’s work (cf. 176 above) 

and in Woolf’s own struggles to comprehend and integrate her own felt moments of being, 

aesthetic and ethical integrity belong together in the wholeness for which the self strives. In Mrs 

Dalloway, this dual integrity is of necessity distinguished: the aesthetic integrity of Woolf’s art 

belies the lack of integrity in Clarissa (ethical) and Septimus (ontological).124 

 The first scene I want to address takes place after Clarissa’s early morning busyness and 

before she begins to consider her evening dress. Walking upstairs, “like a nun withdrawing, or a 

child exploring a tower,” Clarissa arrives at her “attic room” (26) and enters a time of self-

reflection and memories. Clarissa’s memories of past images and feelings of intimacy and their 

sometimes conjunction are reflected in the pale light of her own ongoing difficulty to be 

anything but self-contained as an individual. When she reaches her attic room—a symbol of her 

figure following her illness—she looks at her solitary bed and muses that she has a “virginity 

preserved through childbirth which clung to her like a sheet” (27). This “virginity” is some kind 

of spiritual state, a lack of a capacity for reciprocating warm presence. She elaborates: “[s]he 

could see what she lacked. It was not beauty; it was not mind. It was something central which 

permeated; something warm which broke up surfaces and rippled the cold contact of man and 

woman, or of women together” (27). It is not that Clarissa feels self-sufficient; it is more that she 
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 Woolf treats Clarissa Dalloway in a manner akin to that employed by Dostoevsky: she gives her some of 

Woolf’s own ideas, tendencies, and forms of experience, yet grants Clarissa no “alibi in Being” (to use Bakhtin’s 

phrase) which would remove from her the personal habit of responsibility. 
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feels ‘self-closed’ so to speak, generally closed off from others from within. This is a steady 

although not unbroken habit for Clarissa: she has “sometimes yield[ed] to the charm” of 

intimacy, “[o]nly for a moment; but it was enough” to allow her to feel it as a “sudden 

revelation” of something for which she yearns (27). In particularly excited lyrical phrases 

Clarissa expresses the feeling which accompanied these moments—clearly moments of being—

and then sums up their effect on her:  

Then, for that moment, she had seen an illumination; a match burning in a crocus; an 

inner meaning almost expressed. But the close withdrew; the hard softened. It was over—

the moment. Against such moments (with women too) there contrasted (as she laid her 

hat down) the bed and Baron Marbot [her book] and the candle half-burnt. (27) 

These moments of “revelation” in time in which some “inner meaning” of life draws near 

are not sustained; they remain set apart vividly in her mind, in un-integrated “contrast” with her 

daily life. Following these reflections, Clarissa directs her mind towards a memory of Sally 

Seton and her own youthful enthusiasm for Sally’s “personality” (29). Pondering the “question 

of love,” Clarissa considers her erstwhile intimacy with Sally: “[h]ad not that, after all, been 

love?” (28). For young Clarissa, Sally had “an extraordinary beauty” (28), a “sort of 

abandonment” (28) evident in the easy way in which Sally “made her feel, for the first time, how 

sheltered the life at Bourton was” (28), and taught her about “sex,” “social problems,” natural 

life and death (28), and great literature (29).  

Clearly part of Sally’s attractiveness in Clarissa’s eyes had to do with Sally’s blithe 

indifference to indecorous, slightly scandalous behaviour, but for the mature Clarissa her 

youthful excitement was whole: “[t]he strange thing, on looking back, was the purity, the 
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integrity, of her feeling for Sally. It was not like one’s feeling for a man. It was completely 

disinterested, and besides, it had a quality which could only exist between women, between 

women just grown up” somehow sharing “a sense of being in league together, a presentiment of 

something that was bound to part them” in this case “marriage” (29). With Woolf’s 

comprehension of her own childhood memories in mind, we see that the “purity” and “integrity” 

of Clarissa’s girlhood feelings for Sally arise from personality and a particular time and place 

(Bakhtin’s “chronotope”). While time and place inevitably change as one grows older, the 

personality retains (or may retain) its capacity for enduring meaning and vitally integrating 

experiences. For all the strength of Clarissa’s recollected emotion, in the midst of her morning in 

her attic room she realises that those feelings now stay at a distance, a treasured thing of the past 

which affects but does not draw near in the present. Repeating her youthfully excited phrase 

“[s]he is beneath this roof!”, Clarissa states: “[n]o, the words meant absolutely nothing to her 

now. She could not even get an echo of her old emotion” (29). The remembered image remains 

with her, but its feeling has been drained.125 

 The distance of the remembered emotion does not cause Clarissa to cease her reflections 

on Sally, however. Her mind circling around various details of the past, regarding which at the 

time young Clarissa knew that “[a]ll this was only a background for Sally” (30), Clarissa comes 

                                                 
125

 At her evening party, Clarissa loses this image too. Sally having arrived unexpectedly, suddenly Clarissa hears 

“[t]hat voice! It was Sally Seton! Sally Seton! After all those years!” (145) And then we hear, in Clarissa’s ‘voice,’ 

that “[s]he loomed through a mist. For she hadn’t looked like that, Sally Seton, when [young] Clarissa grasped the 

water can [and said to herself ‘[s]he is beneath this roof!]. To think of her under this roof, under this roof! Not like 

that!” (145). After exchanging excited pleasantries, we hear further from Clarissa: “[o]ne might put down the hot-

water can quite composedly. The lustre had left her. Yet it was extraordinary to see her again, older, happier, less 

lovely” (145). The two women begin to walk together, Sally begins to tell Clarissa about her life, about which 

Clarissa is clearly uninformed—“I have five enormous boys” (145)—but then Clarissa’s party intrudes: “[b]ut alas, 

Wilkins; Wilkins wanted her; Wilkins was emitting in a voice of commanding authority,” calling for her attention 

(146). Clarissa and Sally part and are still separate at the end of the novel; Clarissa’s party, figured as a place of 

genuine conversation and the authority of communion, shows itself to be instead ordered by the official 

authoritativeness of social decorum. 
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to one of her key moments of being. While on a walk with Sally, Peter Walsh, and Joseph 

Breitkopf 

She and Sally fell a little behind. Then came the most exquisite moment of her whole life 

passing a stone urn with flowers in it. Sally stopped; picked a flower; kissed her on the 

lips. The whole world might have turned upside down! The others disappeared; there she 

was alone with Sally. And she felt that she had been given a present, wrapped up, and 

told just to keep it, not to look at it—a diamond, something infinitely precious, wrapped 

up, which, as they walked (up and down, up and down), she uncovered, or the radiance 

burnt through, the revelation, the religious feeling! (30) 

This brief moment of ecstatic feeling is then for Clarissa interrupted rudely by the return of Peter 

and Joseph, whose presence to Clarissa “was like running one’s face against a granite wall in the 

darkness! It was shocking! It was horrible!” (30). From experiencing the single most intimate act 

between persons, Clarissa, disrupted, turns back into self-enclosed safety in her remembered 

experience and turns from her intense memory back to the present June morning moment of non-

being. Feeling a “sudden spasm” (31), Clarissa’s own age comes to her mind, prompting her to 

think: 

She was not old yet. She had just broken into her fifty-second year. Months and months 

of it were still untouched. June, July, August! Each still remained almost whole, and, as if 

to catch the falling drop, Clarissa (crossing to the dressing table) plunged into the very 

heart of the moment, transfixed it, there—the moment of this June morning on which was 

the pressure of all the other mornings, seeing the glass, the dressing table, and all the 

bottles afresh, collecting the whole of her at one point (as she looked into the glass), 
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seeing the delicate pink face of the woman who was that very night to give a party; of 

Clarissa Dalloway; of herself. (31) 

Reflecting in her mirror, we then hear Clarissa’s self-description: 

How many million times she had seen her face, and always with the same imperceptible 

contraction! She pursed her lips when she looked into the glass. It was to give her face 

point. That was her self—pointed; dart-like; definite. That was her self when some effort, 

some call on her to be her self, drew the parts together, she alone knew how different, 

how incompatible and composed so for the world only into one centre, one diamond, one 

woman who sat in her drawing-room and made a meeting-point, a radiancy no doubt in 

some dull lives, a refuge for the lonely to come to, perhaps[...] (32) 

 In these three passages we may note a number of remarkable things. Most basically, they 

are Woolf’s ‘record’ of how Clarissa understands three fundamental aspects of her life: her 

strongest memory, her own present moment, and her own self distilled for others. On this 

ground, and noting the similarity or continuity of the particular images through which Clarissa 

sees herself—each passage is anchored in something precious, singular, still, and her own—we 

see how on one level the discursive images upon which the mind alights in reflection may 

surpass the original context of genesis and become transposed to help form the thoughts which 

follow in subtle ways—which in turn alerts us to one means by which Woolf figures personal 

coherence and vital persistence (survival). On a deeper level, we see how the discursive images 

generated in one’s immediate impressions in time come to define the meaning of the experience, 

the strength of which may then be transferred, as per the mental transpositions of the first level, 

onto thoughts which follow and which borrow, as it were, the significance accorded the memory 
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in ways which may be inappropriate and thus obscure those latter thoughts’ own measure of 

authority. Finally, on a broader level, for all the centrality accorded them by their essential 

meaning for Clarissa—memory, the present, her self—and for all of their lyrical power, like 

moments of being their enduring worth and significance is worked out and established only in 

the context of Clarissa’s surrounding integral acts and ideas in particular and in the context of the 

novel in general, as it provides the means to comprehend their proper ‘place’ in the tempered 

prosaic world of the whole day. With these matters of form in mind, we may take a closer look at 

the content and significance of each passage. 

 Clarissa’s recollected moment of being with Sally is introduced in the novel as “the most 

exquisite moment of her whole life,” a layered description which either speaks to her own 

youthful excitement or her more mature engrossment in the memory—for the phrase “of her 

whole life” echoes differently from the voice of an ardent young woman and from an enchanted 

older lady. We know that Clarissa “lives” by these “exquisite moments”—she contrasts them 

with the nonexistence of God earlier in the novel (25)—but in a manner different to Woolf 

herself. Clarissa’s “exquisite moments” are singular and separate; the prosaic reality which 

surrounds them becomes relatively null. Facing the ambiguity of voice—old or young?—I 

suggest that we may understand it as both at once, but with the ‘old’ generated through the 

‘young.’ On this ground, Clarissa’s phrases “the most exquisite moment of her life” and “[t]he 

whole world might have turned upside down!” arise from the youthful, immediate experience yet 

also belong, in still-immediate form, to the older woman. In other words, her first impression is 

her only impression; no significant mediation, contextualisation, or integration has occurred or 

even, on her own terms, needs to occur.  
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The singular tonality of Clarissa’s experience, which will affect or even establish a 

certain rhythm of meaning in her life, is echoed in the diction of Clarissa’s memory, which 

gestures towards its own containment. The image of the flowers (Clarissa has retained her love 

of flowers) closed off from the surrounding environment by the cool, impassive urn is a type of 

what follows: a kiss received, immediately felt to be a “present, wrapped up,” and she feels 

compelled “just to keep it, not to look at it,” and compares it with “a diamond, something 

infinitely precious” which is her own individual gift, unshareable and unfathomable. Young 

Clarissa cannot resist it, however, and so “she uncovered [it], or the radiance burnt through, the 

revelation, the religious feeling.” Clarissa finds the moment to be internally persuasive: whether 

actively (“she uncovered” it) or passively (“or the radiance burnt through”), the gift of the kiss 

moves her keenly, and establishes its own authority in her heart. Clarissa experiences Sally’s kiss 

as a “revelation”—one which she qualifies as “the religious feeling”—which, as we come to see 

in the course of the novel, has become a kind of ultimate point of reference, to the authority of 

which other events and experiences are referred (even if obliquely) in order that their own 

meaning may be deepened in relation. If the moment is exquisite, its exquisiteness has a 

metaphysically ineffable nature, experienced individually by Clarissa in a private tonality, 

incommunicable to others; and its singular strength and consummate beauty and perfection 

render Clarissa unable or unwilling to work to integrate it into her prosaic, daily life. 

 The youthful experience of the kiss has a detrimental effect on the day of the novel, in 

two ways: first, while the tonality of the early moment of being is transposed into the following 

two passages I address (on her present and her self, it lends both of these reflections an air of 

inappropriate profundity; and second, the rhythm established by the early moment of being, 

which undercuts rather than augments moments of non-being, bases Clarissa’s ethos (or 
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character) on instances of excitement and thrill, precluding the steadiness needed to draw near to 

another person in friendly intimacy. 

 Summoned by her body from the reflections of memory back to her present moment, 

Clarissa considers her age: “[s]he was not old yet.” Cast as a negation of her chosen contextual 

point of reference—old age126—Clarissa figures time as a sullying thing: “[m]onths and months” 

of her year “were still left untouched,” and what is untouched by time “still remain[s] almost 

whole,” of its own, to be not integrated but marred in the flux of time. Concerned with the linear, 

irrevocable progress of time, “as if to catch the falling drop”—or rescue from or guard against 

deterioration—Clarissa “plunged into the very heart of the moment, transfixed it, there.” seeking 

some sort of essence of wholeness apart from time. This is not a chronotopic effort; this is an 

effort to be present in the moment through stilling time’s movement, feared as entropy. Denying 

time’s presence, Clarissa feels herself at the “heart” of “the moment of this June morning,” a 

feeling which, like the remembered kiss, does not enhance or soften her response to those things 

and people she will face momentarily (we recall her distracted demeanour when Peter comes to 

call on her). In her stilled moment she regards herself in the mirror, “collecting the whole of her 

at one point” and “seeing the delicate pink of the woman who was that very night going to give a 

party; of Clarissa Dalloway; of herself.” In the same singular, private tone of her memory of 

being, and with an echo of “wholeness” outside of time, Clarissa feels herself distilled into “one 

point,” which she then qualifies with her “delicate pink face” (not as “white” (31) with illness as 

it could have been), as a “woman” first who will “give a party,” then as “Clarissa Dalloway” (we  
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 We recall that Clarissa “feared time itself” (26) and the record of its passing on one’s countenance. 
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recall her fears that marriage will ruin the joyful freedom of young femininity), and finally, 

proceeding via and in terms of hostess and wife, “herself.” 

 Identified through her parties and her husband, yet with the tonality of the moment 

formed by her earlier and quite private experience, Clarissa notes the “contraction”127 given her 

face when she tries to “collect the whole of her at one point.” This is the portal through which 

she enters her own self: “pointed; dart-like; definite.” Yet Clarissa immediately qualifies the 

origin of this self—her own self: “[t]hat was her self when some effort, some call on her to be 

her self, drew the parts together.” Clarissa becomes her self through responding to some situation 

or word in the world; this is not an unusual thing, and I have argued that personality is most 

deeply realised in relation. Yet it seems that for Clarissa this element of relation which 

“composes” her self is not something she feels ‘from within,’ i.e., it is not internally persuasive 

for her. It arises necessarily, and yet in the field of necessary relation Clarissa has come to find 

her own self. We read that she “compose[s] her self “for the world only,” and makes her self into 

“one centre, one diamond, one woman who sat in her drawing-room and made a meeting-point.” 

The images of the “diamond” and “centre” hearken to her early memory and to her sensitivity to 

the “heart of the moment, transfixed” in the present. Clarissa still imagines in terms of a 

precious, stilled singularity, but with “her self” these terms become “for the world only,” the 

world of her “drawing room,” the space in which she observes her formal social duties. In 

language rendered somewhat ridiculous due to its self-reference, Clarissa further figures her own 

presence in her drawing-room as a “radiancy no doubt in some dull lives, a refuge for the lonely  

                                                 
127

 This same contraction is noted when she turns down Peter Walsh for Richard Dalloway’s favours as a young 

woman (cf. 54-55). 
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to come to, perhaps”—and the “no doubt” and “perhaps” alert us to the fact that these are things 

Clarissa conceives primarily on her own, not things that she has come to understand from others. 

 Clarissa’s character comes together—coheres—“for the world” and for others. Yet “the 

world,” figured as it is through the prism of her social parties, and “others,” figured as they are 

through her party guests, “dull lives,” “the lonely,” and “young people” (32) are as a group more 

abstract than concrete and real. Called on to attend to those near her, whether physically or 

spiritually, Clarissa does not comport herself in an ethically exemplary way. She still thinks of 

herself as gathered, centred, a drawing point, but she is an odd drawing point, one which tends 

unto solipsistic abstraction. This is reinforced in the scene towards the end of the novel when 

Clarissa hears of the death of Septimus, a scene played out during her evening party, which we 

recall is to her mind a forum for personal communion, a space in which “this thing called life” 

(103) gathers people, and which occurs in a place she (at least partly) imagines as being 

“radiancy” to “dull lives” and a “refuge for the lonely.” 

 The scene begins with the arrival of Sir William and Lady Bradshaw at the party. Greeted 

by Clarissa, Lady Bradshaw tells Clarissa a bit of news from their day: a “‘young man (that is 

what Sir William is telling Mr Dalloway) had killed himself. He had been in the army.’ Oh! 

thought Clarissa, in the middle of my party, here’s death, she thought” (156). Woolf’s fine irony 

here is clear: a death is introduced as an interesting bit of party news; this is confirmed by the 

reference of another person relating the same fact; the off-hand reference to the young man’s 

occupation to add a bit of colour; the word “thought” repeated, signalling Clarissa’s immediate 

distress; and the immediate cause of distress, demonstrated through Clarissa’s contextualising the 
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death in terms of her party where, it seems, death is an unwelcome intrusion. There is no 

immediate follow-up; the next phrase in the novel tells us that “[s]he went on” with her hosting 

duties, but finding “nobody” in a room in which she expected a ministerial presence, Clarissa 

becomes distressed again: “[t]he party’s splendour fell to the floor, so strange was it to come in 

alone in her finery” (156). Clarissa’s tendency towards immediate and perhaps fleeting sensation 

is emphasised, but she does return to the death, albeit again framed (initially) in terms of her 

party’s success. Immediately after “finery,” we are privy to Clarissa’s thoughts: “[w]hat business 

had the Bradshaws to talk of death at her party? A young man had killed himself. And they 

talked of it at her party—the Bradshaws talked of death” (156). For Clarissa, this is 

inappropriate, despite the images through which she has understood her own social role 

throughout the day. Nonetheless, without knowing “how” the death occurred, Clarissa identifies 

with the event: “[a]lways her body went through it, when she was told, first, suddenly, of an 

accident” (156). And Clarissa proceeds to form her own vision of what happened. This is indeed 

an abstract identification, not appropriation or drawing near, for Clarissa knows little of the 

death. After her own brief version of events, we read: “[s]o she saw it. But why had he done it? 

And the Bradshaws talked of it at her party” (156). Pondering the “why,” Clarissa offers one of 

her finest reflections: 

She had once thrown a shilling into the Serpentine, never anything more. But he had 

flung it away. They went on living (she would have to go back; the rooms were still 

crowded; people kept on coming). They (all day long she had been thinking of Bourton, 

of Peter, of Sally), they would grow old. A thing there was that mattered; a thing, 

wreathed about with chatter, defaced, obscured in her own life, let drop every day in 

corruption, lies, chatter. This he had preserved. Death was defiance. Death was an 
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attempt to communicate, people feeling the impossibility of reaching the centre which, 

mystically, evaded them; closeness drew apart; rapture faded; one was alone. There was 

an embrace in death. (156) 

 Clarissa begins with herself in this passage and never really departs from thinking in 

terms of her own self-image. Despite the absence of her ostensible matter of reflection, however, 

Clarissa—while not altering how her character has been revealed so far—at least manages to 

deepen it somewhat and offers a potentially significant recognition of her own ethos. Using 

images of active divestment, she compares her own act (throwing a shilling) with his act 

(flinging himself out of a window). In doing so, he removed himself from “living” (life is 

Clarissa’s constant concern), but that “living,” while initially framed in terms of her party and 

her social duties (“she would have to go back”), and then through those she still (apparently) 

considers her friends (Peter, Sally), seems to turn into something which mars the “thing” that 

“matters.” Grounded on the passage of time (“they would grow old”), Clarissa uses unusually 

hostile words to describe what life does to “[a] thing there was that mattered”—and in particular 

in her own life this “thing” has become encircled by “chatter, defaced, obscured,” immersed 

“every day in corruption, lies, chatter.” These are bitter thoughts, and they help explain why 

Clarissa sees Septimus’ death in glad rather than pitying terms. To her mind here, he has 

“preserved” this “thing” that “matters,” and in an act of desperate “defiance” is actually trying to 

“communicate” this thing, to convey somehow that despite the “impossibility of reaching the 

centre which, mystically,128 evaded them,” this “thing,” precious and central to one’s person, 
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 “Mystically” is a strange and interesting word choice, for both Mrs Dalloway and for Woolf. It seems 

fundamentally different in tone from Clarissa’s otherwise steady mature aversion to religion and religious language. 

A clue to her locution may be found via Woolf’s own most significant essayistic use of the term. In “On Being Ill,” 

Woolf writes that in literature in general 

Those great wars which the body wages with the mind a slave to it, in the solitude of the bedroom against 
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matters ultimately and absolutely. Paradoxically, death holds some sort of “embrace” for those 

who comport themselves in this way.  

 In Clarissa’s mind Septimus has come to a confused state—alone yet embraced, trying to 

communicate something which continuously evades one’s address—and she wonders if he has 

been able to keep his inner “thing,” if he had “plunged holding his treasure?” (156), his own 

ultimate meaning still integral. We have seen that for Clarissa the things that matter, her own 

“treasures,” are incommunicable and she is incapable of integrating them properly into her life. 

Although in this case she speaks ill of life and what it does to one’s “centre,” a few lines later in 

the scene—after disparaging Sir William and his ilk—Clarissa seems to suggest that life is not 

only torment and denigration, and that if her “treasure” is incommunicable nonetheless her 

husband, by his very presence, somehow manages to help her preserve it, despite her own 

troubles and fears. 

Then (she had felt it only this morning) there was the terror; the overwhelming 

incapacity, one’s parents giving it into one’s hands, this life, to be lived to the end, to be 

walked with serenely; there was in the depths of her heart an awful fear. Even now, quite 

often if Richard had not been there reading The Times, so that she could crouch like a 

bird and gradually revive, send soaring up that immeasurable delight, rubbing stick to  

                                                 
the assault of fever or the oncome of melancholia are neglected. Nor is the reason far to seek. To look at 

these things squarely in the face would need the courage of a lion-tamer; a robust philosophy; a reason 

rooted in the bowels of the earth. Short of these, this monster, the body, this miracle, its pain, will soon 

make us taper into mysticism, or rise, with rapid beats of the wings, into the raptures of transcendentalism. 

(101) 

Woolf is not interested in abstract ends or in disembodied absolutes. At the very least, I suggest, putting the word 

“mystically” into Clarissa’s mind and language is meant to indicate that she suffers from a fundamental imbalance—

that she tends away from appropriate integration of her ethos. 
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stick, one thing with another, she must have perished. She had escaped. But that young 

man had killed himself. (157) 

 The authoritative inevitability of life and its decline over time profoundly affects 

Clarissa, instilling in her “the terror” and “an awful fear.” Intimacy, even or especially silent 

intimacy, with her husband helps to assuage her afflicted condition. Her husband’s presence is 

needed, “so that” Clarissa can begin to recover and “revive” (strengthen her survival), and not 

“perish” (we may assume that this is spiritual, but it could be physical or mental too). Clarissa 

has “escaped. But that young man had killed himself.” Now we see that the registers of 

Clarissa’s images have shifted—she has “escaped,” gladly and thanks in part to her husband, that 

which caused (in Clarissa’s abstract conception) Septimus to kill himself. Life’s hue seems to 

have altered, but it is not yet bright. Clarissa follows her last thought (re. Septimus killing 

himself) with a bleak surmise: “Somehow it was her disaster—her disgrace. It was her 

punishment to see sink and disappear here a man, there a woman, in this profound darkness, and 

she forced to stand here in her evening dress” (157). As I note earlier, Clarissa never really 

moves beyond self-referential terms in this scene, but even so this passage is startling for her 

stark self-centredness.  

We have seen how Clarissa identifies herself with Septimus (in the abstract, for he 

remains unnamed, just the “young man”) but now the event of his death is strangely “inflicted” 

on her. “Somehow”—the vague term speaks to the impossibility of actual identification—it is 

“her disaster” (a general catastrophe), “her disgrace” (a state not fully chosen), part of “her 

punishment” (a result of a specific action targeting her person). Clarissa understands herself “to 
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see sink and disappear” men and women “in this profound darkness,” but this is an uncertain 

reference. Is the “profound darkness” death, into which Septimus has definitively gone? Or is it 

the mode of life which “defaces,” “obscures,” and “corrupts” the “thing” that “matters?” It seems 

that for Clarissa each is troubling: this mode of life is filled with “lies,” but also “immeasurable 

delight” (157); and death seems to her both an act of “communication” and an “embrace,” and 

yet something to be “escaped” lest one “perish.”  

Clarissa’s thinking in the phrase following “profound darkness” does not clarify things 

significantly: “and she forced to stand here in her evening dress.” Her conjunction “and,” which 

otherwise might indicate a kind of ontological or ethical parataxis, indicates here her 

“punishment” compounded, as she imagines the position she has arranged, happily anticipated, 

and towards which she has oriented her whole day to be in fact “forced.” Our uncertainty—and 

her uncertainty regarding her ethical state—persists here: it is unclear, and perhaps even 

undecided, if Clarissa is troubled more by being “here” (i.e., alive) or “in her evening dress” (i.e., 

participating in a mode of life she has just disparaged). The ambiguity remains, but her thoughts 

turn critically inward: “[s]he had schemed; she had pilfered. She was never wholly admirable. 

She had wanted success, Lady Bexborough and the rest of it” (157). The interesting order of 

these self-critical qualities—from “scheming” (potentially major) to “pilfering” (by definition 

minor) to “never wholly admirable” (an abstract charge, for who is “wholly” anything?)—is 

meant to build towards the seemingly innocuous and yet for Clarissa’s story the most damning 

quality of “want[ing] success,” with titled recognition and day of luxurious ease (one suspects). 

That the negative depths given to “success” here echo Clarissa’s own castigation of the kind of 

life saturated with “corruption, lies, chatter” is supported by her next phrase: “[a]nd once she had 

walked on the terrace at Bourton.” The “and” of this sentence is neither paratactic nor 
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compounding, but instead reveals a disparity: she—for she has always been Clarissa—along with 

desiring and pursuing success also was at Bourton, her girlhood place of moments of being and 

the formation of her character. The latter (Bourton) is meant to reveal the troubled state of the 

former (success), but her experiences at Bourton also structured her character in ways that led 

and were happily deepened by success.  

Despite her ambiguous, troubled state of mind in this scene, we understand that Clarissa’s 

early tendency towards identifying with “exquisite” or exciting moments to the exclusion of 

what Woolf calls moments of non-being seems to have continued untrammelled into her mature 

years. This is not on Clarissa’s mind in this scene, but we see it realised, for the next passage 

finds her suddenly light-hearted, her life calm and her youth behind her. We read: “[o]dd, 

incredible; she had never been so happy. Nothing could be slow enough; nothing last too long. 

No pleasure could equal [...] this having done with the triumphs of youth, lost herself in the 

process of living, to find it, with a shock of delight, as the sun rose, as the day sank” (157). We 

see that for Clarissa an immediacy of sensation is still authoritative, still able to draw her 

attention away from surrounding thoughts or persons and captivate her mind. Instead of an 

appropriate deepening of feeling (one ‘feels more’) over time, as Peter and Sally discuss in 

Clarissa’s absence, Clarissa retains her capacity to be so deeply swayed by the moment that at 

each experiential turn she may reconsider her own ideas and self at large. This is not deepening, 

but rather a steady staying on the surface. 

 After her contented self-reflection on her current time (and thus her age) and place (and 

thus her character), Clarissa muses on her love of the sky, especially “this sky above 

Westminster” which “held [...] something of her own in it” (157) as she glimpses through the 
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window and ponders the “old lady” (157) who lives opposite “quite quietly, going to bed alone” 

(158). Earlier in the novel Clarissa had seen about this “old woman” something to be 

“respected,” something simple and “solemn” in her actions which eased Clarissa of feeling 

tormented by Miss Kilman (107). Now the figure of the old woman eases Clarissa’s spirits again, 

but this time to new ends: 

She pulled the blind now. The clock began striking. The young man had killed himself; 

but she did not pity him; with the clock striking the hour, one, two, three, she did not pity 

him, with all this going on. There! The old lady had put out her light! The whole house 

was dark now with this going on, she repeated, and the words came to her, Fear no more 

the heat of the sun. She must go back to them. But what an extraordinary night! She felt 

somehow very like him—the young man who had killed himself. She felt glad that he had 

done it; thrown it away while they went on living. The clock was striking. The leaden 

circles dissolved in the air. But she must go back. She must assemble. She must find 

Sally and Peter. And she came in from the little room. (158) 

This is the end of Clarissa’s direct presence in the novel, and it signals the limits of her 

developed capacity to be present to the people and things nearby and familiar. Septimus is not a 

familiar, but he is until this point nearby, even if abstracted, and now we see the ethical danger in 

how Clarissa identifies with him. She feels no “pity” for him—still ignorant of his actual 

person—and she continues to feel “somehow very like him” and is “glad” at the event of his 

death, despite the fact that it is opposite to her own continuing and enjoyable way of “living.” 

With the old woman, the clock striking the hours, the dark sky, and the suicide moving in her 

mind, Clarissa at once grows resolved: “[s]he must go back to them,” and repeats moments later, 
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“[s]he must go back.” With these phrases, Clarissa turns away from the “things” that “matter” 

and resumes her social role. She is unable or unwilling to stay present to the dignity found in the 

old lady or the horror of the young man’s suicide or the depths of memory reflected in the sky, 

and returns to her preferred habit of hostess.129 She wants to go to her friends, both of whom she 

has already “refused” once during the day, just as she now ‘refuses’ Septimus his own 

personhood. We do not see her meet her friends; the remaining few pages of the novel are given 

over to the conversation of Sally and Peter. But Clarissa is correct: she struggled with any deeper 

sense of integrity, but she knows well how to “assemble” for her party guests. Whether this 

preferred way of living will allow her spiritual survival is unclear, and remains an open 

question—even as the question is posed in an overcast landscape. 

If Clarissa wavers near her own catastrophe, without integrity but not without possible 

recovery, her ‘counterpart’ Septimus is drawn into and then engulfed by his own catastrophe 

within the novel’s recounted events. We are uncertain of Clarissa’s spiritual survival, but we 

have a discursive image of its end in Septimus’ inability to physically survive the set of ultimates 

with which he has become burdened. Clarissa is different than Woolf’s readers: we see simply 

and starkly how pitiable is Septimus, how something as awful as a war, conducted through 

abstraction, is written in pain and horror and sorrow on the souls of those ordinary persons (like 

Septimus) of whom the war is made. The war, Septimus states, “taught” him something 

“sublime”: that “feeling very little” and attaining “indifference” to its worser parts is a truth to 

which one may aspire (73). This language is cast in the fervour of war-making, and the two  

                                                 
129

 Clarissa uses the construction “[b]ut she must” at least twice earlier (154, 156), each time as an alibi to evade the 

implications of intimacy or existence. 
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scenes I address here—first, when Septimus is drawn in; second, when he is engulfed—temper 

and then strain the credibility of such “insane” phrases. 

The effect of the authority of the war on Septimus’ spirit is noted in a series of variations 

of his own sensed lack of feeling. Wandering through memories, absolutes, his marriage, and his 

own time and place Septimus reiterates that “he could not feel” (74, 74, 74, 75, 75, 75), “he felt 

nothing” (77, 77), and “he did not feel” (77). A clue to how this realisation has settled within him 

is found in an early instance: “something failed him; he could not feel” (74). The suggestion that 

“something” larger than his own personality is the ground of his inability to feel allows Septimus 

to frame his condition in a new way: since “[h]e could reason” and “he could read” and “he 

could add up his bill,” that must mean that “his brain was perfect; it must be the fault of the 

world then—that he could not feel” (75). For Septimus, the “sublime” effect of the war—

“indifference”—has been transformed into “the fault of the world”: his general inability or 

incapacity to feel. Septimus’ sense that his condition is “the fault of the world” is developed 

(later in time but proximate in the novel) into the thought that “it might be possible that the world 

itself is without meaning” (75). This thought is further transformed when rereading a favourite 

author in England after the war, when Septimus understands suddenly “[h]ow Shakespeare 

loathed humanity” with all of its natural “sordidity” (75): “[t]his was not revealed to Septimus; 

the message hidden in the beauty of words. The secret signal which one generation passes, under 

disguise, to the next is loathing, hatred, despair” (75). From the same author from whom Woolf 

herself learnt to apprehend and appreciate the finely beautiful “pattern” underlying humanity and 

its endeavours, Septimus identifies the secret spiritual economy of the world: it is filled with 
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people who are essentially not good.130 In this way for Septimus the absolute of the war becomes 

that of the world, which in turn becomes that absolute of humanity in general, and to this reality 

“one” reacts. Septimus considers the “truth” he now ‘knows’: 

One cannot bring children into a world like this. One cannot perpetuate suffering, or 

increase the breed of these lustful animals, who have no lasting emotions, but only whims 

and vanities, eddying them now this way, now that. [...] For the truth is (let [Rezia] ignore 

it) that human beings have neither kindness, nor faith, not charity beyond what serves to 

increase the pleasure of the moment. (76) 

While the last sentence of this passage could be read as a particularly dark construal of Clarissa’s 

troubled condition, the whole has become here for Septimus the “truth” of the world: he goes on 

to list with grim harshness a range of “sordid,” cold, unhappy things, people, scenes, and events 

he sees around him of a day, and asks rhetorically “[a]nd would he go mad?” (76).  

Septimus’ parenthetical remark—“(let her ignore it)”—suggests that he has told his wife 

Rezia of his grim ideas; we know, at least, that she is privy to his being drawn into the dark 

mood of his vision of the world and violent response. She is privy to his mood because she has 

read some of his notes and listened to some of his utterances—but she is not close to his spirit 

and person because of this. Septimus’ mood is complete, and seems to have no space for others. 

When his wife cries at the thought of remaining childless, Septimus is able to register the 

physical act but cannot appreciate its ethos: “[f]ar away he heard her sobbing; he heard it 

accurately, he noticed it distinctly; he compared it to a piston thumping. But he felt nothing” 
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(77).131 Proximate in space but in mood at a distance, Septimus’ only response to his wife’s 

weeping is to note that “each time” it happened “in this profound, this silent, this hopeless way, 

he descended another step into the pit” (77). The scope of these sentences demonstrate the 

effectiveness of Woolf’s cultivated indirect style: it weaves in and out of Septimus’ own mood 

and voice, and in doing so shows firmly the edges of his own horrified condition. “Each time” is 

his phrase; it is emotionless—neither ‘good’ nor ‘bad’—but suggests to the reader a basic 

misconception of reality, for we have just read (in Rezia’s voice) that it was the “first time” (76) 

she had cried since their marriage, i.e., for a few years. The next phrase—“sobbed in this 

profound, this silent, this hopeless way”—is likely cast in his words, but is not of his darkened 

mood. Meant to be wretched in effect, each adverb stressed by “this” and thereby given its own 

concrete plangency indicates both the desperation of his wife and his own conscious awareness, 

without his feeling integrated, of her plight. Moving from where he could be to where he feels 

that he is and further to where he senses that he is going inevitably, the last phrase—“he 

descended another step into the pit” is pitiable not only in what it tells us forthrightly (of 
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 Septimus is “far away” in a sense similar to Djuna Barnes’ great image in Nightwood of the cow frightened by 

war bombs, and the cow’s mute terror is echoed in Septimus’ ‘mad’ currents of thought. Dr. Matthew O’Connor, a 

man of his own form of ‘madness,’ recounts a war-time memory: 

“I was in a war once myself,” the doctor went on, “in a little town where the bombs began tearing the heart 

out of you, so that you began to think of all the majesty in the world that you would not be able to think of 

in a minute, if the noise came down and struck in the right place; I was scrambling for the cellar—and in it 

was an old Breton woman and a cow she had dragged with her, and behind that someone from Dublin 

saying ‘Glory be to God!’ in a whisper at the far end of the animal. Thanks be to my Maker I had her head 

on, and the poor beast trembling on her four legs so I knew all at once that the tragedy of the beast can be 

two legs more awful than a man’s. She was softly dropping her dung at the far end where the thin Celtic 

voice kept coming up saying ‘Glory be to Jesus!’ and I said to myself, ‘Can’t the morning come now, so I 

can see what my face is mixed up with?’ At that a flash of lightning went by and I saw the cow turning her 

head straight back so her horns made two great moons against her shoulders, the tears soused all over her 

great black eyes. 

 “I began talking to her, cursing myself and the mick, and the old woman looking as if she were 

looking down her life, sighting it the way a man looks down the barrel of a gun for an aim. I put my hand 

on the poor bitch of a cow and her hide was like running water under my hand, like water tumbling down 

from Lahore, jerking against my hand as if she wanted to go, standing still in one spot; and I thought, there 

are directions and speeds that no one has calculated, for believe it or not that cow had gone somewhere 

very fast that we didn’t know of, and yet was still standing there.” (26) 
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Septimus’ movement downwards) but also due to the way it is cast: we have been led to believe 

that Septimus is (or was) a bright fellow, capable and interested, but here he has sunk into the 

mode of exhausted phraseology of those in despair. The clichés of the despairing continue in the 

following lines, where we read that “[a]t last, with a melodramatic gesture which he assumed 

mechanically and with complete consciousness of its insincerity, he dropped his head on his 

hands. Now he surrendered; now other people must help him. People must be sent for. He gave 

in” (77).  

In order to signal the end of his own energy, Septimus observes the tired forms of the 

world against which he rebels, in his despair here giving himself over, even though in a 

counterfeit manner, to the well of his own illness. The world’s answer comes quickly: “[t]here 

was nothing whatever the matter, said Dr Holmes” (77). In the past, perhaps, or had he Clarissa’s 

mind in that moment, Septimus may have resisted the callous obtuseness of this diagnosis; but, 

however falsely, in this instance he has given himself over to the ‘falseness’ of the world, and 

accepted its terms. Its terms, such as he interprets them, are coldly terse: “[s]o there was no 

excuse; nothing whatever the matter, except the sin for which human nature had condemned him 

to death; that he did not feel” (77). Without recourse, without an alleviating diagnosis, 

“condemned” by that which has made him this way,132 Septimus has become derelict—alone 

without succour. 

Having turned to the world, Septimus turns away from its inhabitants—Dr Holmes is a 

“damned fool” (78) and “Rezia could not understand” Septimus—and we are given Septimus’ 

own evaluation of his situation: 
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So he was deserted. The whole world was clamouring: Kill yourself, kill yourself for our 

sakes. But why should he kill himself for their sakes? Food was pleasant; the sun hot; and 

this killing oneself, how does one set about it, with a table knife, uglily, with floods of 

blood,—by sucking a gas-pipe? He was too weak; he could scarcely raise his hand. 

Besides, now that he was quite alone, condemned, deserted, as those who are about to die 

are alone, there was a luxury in it, an isolation full of sublimity; a freedom which the 

attached can never know. Holmes had won, of course; the brute with the red nostrils had 

won. But even Holmes himself could not touch this last relic straying on the edge of the 

world, this outcast, who gazed back at the inhabited regions, who lay, like a drowned 

sailor, on the shore of the world. 

 It was at that moment (Rezia had gone shopping) that the great revelation took 

place. A voice spoke from behind the screen. Evans was speaking. The dead were with 

him. 

 “Evans, Evans!” he cried. (78-9) 

In this passage we see how fully Septimus has been drawn into his catastrophe. The flow of 

troubled thoughts begins as if with a conclusive tone: his sense that Holmes will ultimately hurt 

rather than help to restore his health, and Rezia’s distressed ignorance of Holmes’ ‘threat’ to her 

person mean that Septimus is without personal succour. “So[...]” Not only is he alone over 

against the world, but he feels the world’s clear hostility—it is urging him to follow through with 

his own death, an idea he has entertained previously, as we learn from Rezia earlier in the novel 

(13). Even at this extreme, however, Septimus balks at the same reasoning that Clarissa has 

accepted over time: “why should he kill himself for their sakes?” (italics mine). He then 

mentions two natural pleasures he still enjoys (food; sunshine) before pondering the unpleasant 
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prosaic details involved in suicide: the physical means and ends of self-destruction, and his own 

strength. Turning away from these matters, Septimus considers again his position, this time (and 

for the first time in the novel) in more positive terms: it’s true that he is “alone, condemned, 

deserted,” but now rather than wholly deplorable this is something of a “luxury,” an “isolation 

full of sublimity.”  

This last phrase gives us pause: we know that Septimus also at one time was convinced 

that the war taught him “sublime” truths; and we recognise in this language of secret ecstasy a 

formative element of Clarissa’s own troubled condition. The final clause of this sentence is 

always ambiguous: it is true that those unattached—especially to an unhealthy cultural set of 

values—are free in a way that others are not; but we know also that there is a personal freedom 

in and through appropriate relations which is unavailable to one isolated. Here Septimus feels 

“unattached”; he understands that the version of “human nature” exemplified in Holmes’ crude 

care has “won,” but as one “about to die” and thus no longer concerned with the intrigues of the 

world, Septimus is without concern. He feels he has come to a place where Holmes “could not 

touch” him, figured through an image Septimus pursues in Clarissa-like lyrical language—

language which in Woolf when set apart ought to spark our attention to matters larger than 

aesthetics. 

 At the completion of his own lyrical self-description, Septimus suddenly experiences “the 

great revelation” which both counterbalances and contextualises his felt painful, lyrical isolation. 

The “revelation” for Septimus is that “a voice spoke” to him, the voice of his friend Evans, 

which means that he is not alone, that at least one other person is (and perhaps even “the dead” 

are) “with him.” Septimus’ revelation is different than Clarissa’s: instead of rendering him, 
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however impossibly, the singular keeper of a precious, secret gift, Septimus’ revelation gives 

him, however improbably, the possibility of someone else (his friend) sharing and understanding 

his wretched state. His revelation informs him that he is not finally alone, that being “with” 

another person is not something wholly lost. The strength of this revelation touches him quickly. 

In one of the few times he speaks aloud in the novel, he calls out his friend’s name, and a few 

lines later he reaches an idea over against his dominant mood hitherto: “[c]ommunication is 

health; communication is happiness. Communication, he muttered” (79). However, his ultimate 

revelation notwithstanding, Septimus is still far away in spirit from his familiar world. His wife 

returns from her errands, hears him talking quietly to himself, and thinks (in fear) that “[h]e 

scarcely knew her” in the inner workings of his mind. Septimus may have regained a sense of the 

meaningfulness of personal “communication” and relation, but he is still far from being able to 

integrate it into his life, far from drawing it into his own existence. 

 Septimus’ next (and ultimate) scene in the novel closes with his death, but as it opens we 

see in him the movement of potential and even nascent recovery. The novel’s narrative returns to 

Septimus by way of Elizabeth Dalloway, who as young and sensible and open to life indicates 

one possible outcome of Clarissa’s spiritual disposition. Immersed in the movement of the city—

its bustle and change—Elizabeth acts “[c]almly and competently” (118), retaining her youthful 

integrity in the flows of traditional life realised in London. But if Elizabeth is the “light” figured 

in Clarissa’s spiritual economy, Septimus becomes in the course of the scene a figure of its 

“shadow” (118). We come upon Septimus in largely tranquil repose, resting on the “sofa in the 

sitting room” (118) and enjoying the feeling that at this moment “[e]very” natural “power poured 

its treasures on his head” (118); he is “not afraid,” for through “every moment Nature signified 

by some laughing hint” that all is well, “beautifully, always beautifully” (118); and we have 
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heard again on the novel’s leitmotifs—Shakespeare’s line “[f]ear no more” (118; Cymbeline 

4.2.258)—in which Septimus hears as joined two things hitherto ‘poisoned’ for him: 

“Shakespeare’s words, [Nature’s] meaning” (119). The novel’s discourse then shifts to Rezia 

“sitting at the table” (119), observing uneasily her husband peaceful and “smiling” (119), 

troubled in her experience of the sudden onsets of Septimus’ vividly different moods, by his 

habit “always to be starting, laughing, sitting hour after hour silent, or clutching her and telling 

her to write” (119). We come to understand that the calm sureness of Septimus’ voice at the 

beginning of the scene, through which he has recovered his regard for Shakespeare and for 

nature, for all the hope of its tone, indicates primarily the mood of the moment, and only 

secondarily a possibly renewed ground for the integrity of his character. 

 The progress of recovery and survival is slow; the possibility of Septimus’ slow return to 

haleness is present, even if any sense of its fullness is inscrutable. Having begun to recover 

Shakespeare and nature, Septimus tries to see if he can recover his familiar surroundings in all of 

their concreteness. In a passage the touchstone of which Woolf finds somewhere in the recesses 

of humanity’s dire personal moods, Septimus struggles to readmit his intimate world: 

He began, very cautiously, to open his eyes, to see whether a gramophone was really 

there. But real things—real things were too exciting. He must be cautious. He would not 

go mad. First he looked at the fashion papers on the lower shelf, then gradually at the 

gramophone with the green trumpet. Nothing could be more exact. And so, gathering 

courage, he looked at the sideboard; the plate of bananas; the engraving of Queen 

Victoria and the Prince Consort; at the mantelpiece, with the jar of roses. None of these 

things moved. All were still; all were real. (120) 
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Septimus’ intense effort of attention occurs in the midst of a desultory conversation with Rezia 

about one of their acquaintances (Mrs Peters) using their gramophone. Septimus’ initial effort 

successful, upon hearing his wife’s voice he turns towards her to see if she too may be a part of 

his new sense of tranquillity: 

“Just now!” She said that with her Italian accent. She said that herself. He shaded his eyes 

so that he might see only a little of her face at a time, first the chin, then the nose, then the 

forehead, in case it were deformed, or had some terrible mark on it. But no, there she 

was, perfectly natural, sewing, with the pursed lips that women have, the set, the 

melancholy expression, when sewing. But there was nothing terrible about it, he assured 

himself, looking a second time, a third time at her face, her hands, for what was 

frightening or disgusting in her as she sat there in broad daylight, sewing? Mrs Peters had 

a spiteful tongue. Mr Peters was in Hull. Why, then, rage and prophesy? Why fly 

scourged and outcast? Why be made to tremble and sob by the clouds? Why seek truths 

and deliver messages when Rezia sat sticking pins into the front of her dress, and Mr 

Peters was in Hull? Miracles, revelations, agonies, loneliness, falling through the sea, 

down, down into the flames, all were burnt out, for he had a sense, as he watched Rezia 

trimming the straw hat for Mrs Peters, of a coverlet of flowers. (121) 

 These two passages give us the scope of Septimus’ sorrowful situation. We understand 

that the objects of his familiar world have become estranged and estranging for him, and we see 

the “caution” and “courage” he feels he must exercise in order to have them become part of ‘his 

own’ again. We understand that even his wife, who although simple and naive in the novel 

comes across as sweet and quite patient, has grown somehow dangerous and spiritually ugly for 
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him—“frightening” and “disgusting”—although here after looking “a second time, a third time” 

he finds her benign, and shows some established familiarity with her “perfectly natural” way of 

un-self-consciously going about her habitual activities. Indeed, it is through the peaceful (i.e., 

untroubled) exposure to her habitual actions that Septimus is able to begin to recognise how 

fantastic and spiritually harmful are the absolute ideas and ultimate experiences which have 

become authoritative for his mood and personality. Rezia’s prosaic presence133 and movements 

give the lie to Septimus’ assumed ways of reacting to the world (“rage and prophesy,” “tremble 

and sob”) and his need to “seek truths and deliver messages” through forms of “[m]iracles, 

revelations, agonies,” and indicate to him a way of gathering himself and re-establishing his own 

integrity. His “great revelation” that he is not finally alone, that someone is “with” him is 

realised in the nearness of the simple person of his wife, who naively and immediately celebrates 

her husband’s return to form: “[n]ever had she felt so happy! Never in her life!” was Rezia so 

pleased that they could resume their life “like married people” (121). 

 Septimus has been able to reconsider his ideas of his life and wife, but the deeper injury 

wrought in his spirit is not simply cleared up. After some minutes of warmer, light-hearted 

conversation in which Septimus feels able to “wait in this warm place, this pocket of still air” 

(122) of marital intimacy, upon beginning to drift into sleep Septimus feels his older fears begin 

to press. He is on the threshold: between waking and sleeping, between peace and trouble, he 

struggles with his assumed terrors—“doom,” “to be alone forever” because he cannot feel, to be 

finally “alone, exposed on this bleak eminence, stretched out” (123)—and yet is able somehow 

to regather himself, and in the face of Evans giving him “no answer” (123) to realise that what is 
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ordinary and nearby—“[t]he screen, the coal-scuttle, the sideboard remained to him”(123)—is 

through the presence of and communication with Rezia sufficient for him, and that he need seek 

no other form of authority in reference to which his life would matter. 

 Septimus’ thoughts again resemble calm, “but Rezia burst into the room chattering” (123) 

of news and “plans” and reminds him of the degree to which his condition puts him under the 

sway of others. Sir William Bradshaw will visit soon, and he will remove Rezia from Septimus 

for, as he “remembered,” Bradshaw had said that “[t]he people we are most fond of are not good 

for us when we are ill,” that Septimus “must be taught to rest,” and that “they must be separated” 

(125). Again rejecting a line of reasoning in which Clarissa finds an “alibi,” Septimus responds 

firmly: “‘[m]ust,’ ‘must,’ why ‘must’? What power had Bradshaw over him? What right has 

Bradshaw to say ‘must’ to me?” (125). With simple and sweet stupidity, Rezia draws Septimus 

back to the threshold of the great abyss of his struggle: “‘[i]t’s because you talked of killing 

yourself,’ said Rezia. (Mercifully, she could now say anything to Septimus)” (125). Drawn near 

and innocently nudged over the threshold of his catastrophe by the one through whom he had 

begun to regain his own integral ground, Septimus is unable to resist becoming engulfed. 

Confronted by the absolute authority of the world’s “must,” the integral authority of Septimus’ 

desire for healing and recovery through peaceful intimacy is overcome. His spirit dismantled, 

Septimus is unable to survive—to embrace and live ‘more life’—physically. He has seen through 

and past the spiritual conditions which undo Clarissa’s integrity, but to the threat to his whole 

person he responds by trying to salvage something of that which cannot (and will not) survive 

whole. Hearing Holmes, ominous, on the stairs, Septimus moves to the window, and despite his 

sense that “[h]e did not want to die” for still, somehow “[l]ife was good” (127), Septimus leaps 

from the window to his death. The doctor’s response is clichéd enough to be heartless—“[t]he 
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coward!”—and we spend a few moments with a stricken Rezia before she is helped to sleep and 

then seen no more in the novel, the drama done. 

 Rezia’s disappearance from the novel ought to strike Woolf’s readers in a way similar to 

Septimus’ disappearance from life or Clarissa’s disappearance into her assumed ‘alibi’ in the 

course of the day. Each shows us something of how—given a specific set of chronotopic 

circumstances and a specific set of ultimate grounds by which to navigate and participate in the 

world’s life—a person comports herself and comprehends and responds to the comportment of 

others matters absolutely. In her Diary, Woolf writes that with Mrs Dalloway she aims “to go for 

the central things” (19 June 1923), for things elementary to life. Yet life is not general, and 

things are not simply qualified: we must follow the processes of integration and disintegration 

which make up a particular person’s character and lead them to their own ends. Only in this 

thickly-textured prosaic way are questions of ethos properly addressed, as Gary Saul Morson 

reminds us. Clarissa’s sense of time, intimacy, value, and so on are different than Septimus’ 

sense of the same, and we need to see how she makes them a part of ‘her own’ before we can 

begin to comprehend her. Comportment and integration involve ongoing activity, the movement 

of one’s person to cohere and relate; but when these processes cease or become stilled, the 

person’s own survival—spiritual, physical, emotional, etc.—becomes an urgent and ultimate 

matter. When the attractions of immediate sensation, isolation, or assumption (for oneself, 

regarding others) prove stronger than the peace of intimacy or the inner movement of drawing 

together and near, one’s own vital persistence—one’s very existence—is questioned. In Mrs 

Dalloway, neither Clarissa nor Septimus survive well, and this helps us to understand better the 

conditions of their respective characters, and the truths which are particular to them. The truths 

we apprehend through personality are the “central things” of the novel, but we must be careful to 
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avoid identifying Woolf’s approach (“an ordinary mind on an ordinary day”) with her approval 

(of what and who are depicted). If Clarissa and Septimus are the counterparts that Woolf 

intended, the voice of each ought to be reflected through the other and then their distinctive 

tonalities, heard and measured alongside the other characters of the novel, become the “music” 

through which we may comprehend the “truth” of Woolf’s “world” of Mrs Dalloway, the truth of 

a world with ultimates but “no God.” 

 

8. The Perils of Abstraction: Culture, Ecstasy, and Eros in Women in Love 

 D. H. Lawrence is arguably the most significant modernist novelist to articulate at length 

matters of personal, intimate communion. Although he does this with a confrontational tone—he 

demands that we come face to face with things—his mode of address is contradiction, rather than 

critique. For while critique, and especially theoretical critique, tends to maintain what Bakhtin 

calls a “monologic” mode (i.e., it hears only its own voice), contradiction offers a ‘word against 

the word’ already spoken, a discursive image of authority and integrity which gathers and 

surpasses from within those images which hold sway at the time. On this ground, Lawrence 

offers a ‘word’ (i.e., novels and essays) different to that which he hears in his time—a word 

which he hopes will renew his own contemporary world, wrapped up as it is for him in the 

troubled “windingsheet of abstraction” (“Introduction to these Paintings” (1929), 268). In terms 

of culture, this means a corrective focus on disembodied absolutes and ideals, which for 

Lawrence means “dead loss” (“Pornography and Obscenity” (1929), 304); in terms of daily life, 

this means resisting the temptation to give in to “ecstasy,” which Lawrence sees as a form of 

unhealthy exclusion because it involves a solipsistic act of self-enclosure; in terms of intimate 
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communion or eros, this means a recognition of how our ideas of another person may replace or 

identify that person with a projected, inert image of them and thereby ruin our own intuitive 

register of desire and knowledge, which for Lawrence is the essence of personal integrity and 

relationship. 

While desire in Lawrence’s work is sometimes seen in terms of his late encomia on 

purity and sexual relations such as Lady Chatterley’s Lover (1928), the foundation of his intent 

lies deeper than any assumed reactionary stance, and I think his most revealing passage on 

intimacy lies in his quarrel with the opposite. In “Pornography and Obscenity,” Lawrence writes 

that the “great danger of masturbation lies in its merely exhaustive nature. In sexual intercourse, 

there is give and take. A new stimulus enters as the native stimulus departs. Something quite new 

is added [....] But in masturbation there is nothing but loss. There is no reciprocity” (304). 

Lawrence sees this sense of mutual renewal at the heart of physical intimacy, and holds that the 

“reciprocity” inherent in love-making also inwardly forms appropriate ways of knowing. In his 

essay “A Propos of Lady Chatterley’s Lover” (1930), Lawrence distinguishes simply between 

“knowing in terms of apartness,” which tends unto abstraction, and “knowing in terms of 

togetherness” (121), through which one may participate in the elemental relationships which for 

Lawrence constitute personal life: “[f]irst there is the relation to the living universe. Then comes 

the relation of man to woman. Then comes the relation of man to man” (121). These three 

relationships interpenetrate and are integral to Lawrence’s understanding of personhood, but we 

may distinguish between them: the first concerns one’s ultimates and intimates; the second 

concerns genesis and fecundity, which Lawrence figures primarily through eros; the third 
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concerns deepening ‘one’s own,’ which Lawrence figures primarily through friendship.134 In 

each case, desire and knowledge are drawn together in one’s comportment which, for Lawrence, 

is properly directed towards actively renewing and participating in the elemental relationships of 

life. The renewal of these essential, reciprocal relationships is not easy and “will always hurt” 

(“Morality and the Novel” (1925), 176); thus it will require what Lawrence calls in his Foreword 

to Women in Love (1920) the “passionate struggle into conscious being” (xxxii), which means 

the courageous coming-to-terms with what one faces and drawing near into intimacy with it 

insofar as it is vital. In this person-to-person process, wholeness is health: Lawrence proclaims 

the integrity of intimate communion, and demands our faithfulness to its vagaries and depths. 

 Lawrence’s richest exploration of these matters is found in his novels, the form of which 

addresses things through concrete particularities. Yet Lawrence deepens our understanding of 

particular discursive images and ‘form as hope’ when he writes that “[a]ll vital truth contains the 

memory of all that for which it is not true” (Letters vol. 2, 247). This is not meant to indicate that 

one thing can be or contain all things, which would be an elemental confusion akin to cosmic 

identification. It may touch what we might call memory’s redemptive potential, but I think more 

directly in Lawrence it indicates both that the truth of a discursive image lies in its capacity and 

readiness for vital integration rather than representational identification, and that the fundamental 

movement of a discursive image is in-gathering (or drawing near) those things with which it is in 

relation, in such a way that the reciprocity inherent in things truly alive grants that each present 

particular attains to a fullness of its own which is also, somewhat paradoxically, the fullness of  
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 In the following, I argue that Women in Love depicts the last two and gestures towards the first. 
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that which is not its own. As I phrase it in this study following Bakhtin, this is the elemental, 

relational register of eschatological communion (cf. 169ff). 

 Lawrence seeks to convey the truth found in fullness (or wholeness) through his 

novelistic images of the personal struggle for reciprocal togetherness which contradicts 

abstraction, a profound process he depicts in Women in Love. Developed in the dialogues of 

Rupert Birkin and Gerald Crich, and tempered through the dialogues of Birkin and Ursula 

Brangwen, Lawrence’s sense of the perils of abstraction is expressed (but not finalised) in the 

novel as a whole. For if, as Lawrence himself states in his Foreword, the novel is a “record” 

(xxxii) of his own deeply-felt, vital experiences, its ‘truth’ is found not in a single character or 

idea but rather in the way the novel is able to integrate these voices into a work which aspires to 

fullness even as it inevitably remains ‘its own’ and thus in need of something ‘more’ with which 

it may draw near in new forms of togetherness. As Lawrence notes, each novel must maintain its 

own openness to that which is ‘more’ in order that it avoid the temptations of completion and of 

assumed identification with some kind of absolute truth. In this sense Women in Love remains a 

conditional work, the whole of which is Lawrence’s voice participating in dialogue with his 

modernist era and readers,135 and the effect of which depends on the strength of Lawrence’s 

mode of living address—his efforts to speak a word which deepens rather than diminishes the 

personal relationships of reality. 

 Lawrence composed Women in Love between 1913 and 1917, and he considered its final 

version a “potential sequel” (Foreword, xxxi) to his previous novel, The Rainbow (1915). Of a 

considerably darker general tonality than its predecessor, Women in Love is the story of two 
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 And, indeed, his readers of the future. 
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sisters from the family portrayed in The Rainbow, Ursula and Gudrun Brangwen, “in love” with 

two friends, Rupert Birkin and Gerald Crich. Amongst other things, through these two sets of 

relationships (the women with the men, and the two men with each other) Lawrence explores the 

possibility of meaningful intimacy in a world gone awry—a description which underplays his 

vehement near-desperation over his time, a desperation which became more pronounced and 

which he expressed with increasing urgency in his novels of the 1920s. In light of his later shift 

in focus from novelistic truths to more political solutions, Women in Love may be seen as 

Lawrence’s last great integral attempt to address the matter of what he calls in “Why the Novel 

Matters” (1925) “whole man alive” (206), something which he believes the novel alone is able to 

consider.136 For Lawrence, the “novel is the bright book of life” in this capacity, a designation 

which makes the task of the novelist “superior to the saint, the scientist, the philosopher, and the 

poet,” whom for Lawrence “are all great masters of difficult bits of man alive, but never get the 

whole hog” (“Why the Novel Matters,” 206). Perhaps more firmly than any other modernist 

author, Lawrence sees the novel in salvific terms, and with Women in Love he offers not answers 

per se to the struggles of modernity but rather a prosaic image of the personal world in which 

appropriate responses may begin to be formed. 

From the outset, Lawrence conceives the chronotopic significance of his novel: as I note 

above, Women in Love first took shape in 1913, but it reached its published form just prior to the 

end of the Great War. In his Foreword, Lawrence notes that although the novel “does not 
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 In her fine study D.H. Lawrence and the Authoritarian Personality (1991), Barbara Mensch provides an 

encompassing account of Lawrence’s late interest in what Mensch terms fascism, totalitarianism, and 

authoritarianism. Lawrence’s fixation on solutions in his novels is peculiar to his novels of the 1920s, particularly 

Aaron’s Rod (1922), Kangaroo (1923), and The Plumed Serpent (1926). Conversely to this shift in tone, I 

understand Lawrence’s essays continue to partake of the novelistic sensibility of his earlier work (especially The 

Rainbow and Women in Love). 
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concern the war itself,” he wishes that “the bitterness of the war may be taken for granted in the 

characters” (xxxi), and states that “we are now in a period of crisis. Every man who is acutely 

alive is wrestling with his own soul” (xxxi), which is the region of personal life which “can bring 

forth the new passion, the new idea” (xxxi). To prepare for, discern, and begin to address this 

“new passion” and “new idea,” men and women “must speak out to one another” (xxxii) 

regarding what Lawrence calls the “sensual” and “spiritual mysteries and passions” (xxxi), the 

“living mysteries in us” (xxxii), mysteries of the “soul” from which arise the “promptings of 

desire and aspiration” (xxxii) for life and for other persons which are “our true fate” (xxxii). For 

to be truly and wholly “alive,” Lawrence states, we must recognise both that “nothing that comes 

from the deep, passional soul is bad, or can be bad” (xxxii), and further that to realise this 

personally in modernity necessarily takes the form of a “passionate struggle into conscious 

being” (xxxii). Without this personal effort to be “sound and free,” Lawrence warns, we will lose 

“our integrity,” and risk assuming a final “fate dictated from outside, from theory or from 

circumstance,” which will inevitably prove a “false fate” (xxxii)—an imposed “alibi” (as 

Bakhtin puts it) with which we will end up identified. 

From this ground Lawrence confronts what he sees as the general ruinous chaos of his 

time—in which the dismantling of the mind, the dulling of the heart, and the deadening of the 

soul culminate in the mayhem of war—with what is most tender and fragile in life yet 

nonetheless speaks to a strength which may outlast murder: the love found in friendly and erotic 

relationships. This is an interesting and provocative move: in the arena of bombs and gas, 

Lawrence speaks of “mysteries”; and in a time of crude civilisational and cultural breakdown, he 

responds with prosaic images of intimacy. However, Lawrence is no naïve Romantic or 

sentimentalist. His purpose in depicting eros and friendship in Women in Love is not simply to 



284 

 

provide a counterposed critical alternative to the troubles of his time—a “theory” of modernity. 

Instead, in his novel he shows the effects that the culture of war has on all aspects of life: how it, 

in a way, determines even that which is seen as the alternative.137 In other words, Lawrence 

shows how a culture and civilisation which came to war also has deeply conditioned and perhaps 

irreparably affected the ethos and spirit of generations of people.138 If this were a simple matter 

to resolve, it would not require a person’s “passionate struggle into conscious being” and in the 

world of Women in Love, Birkin would not need Ursula to complement his abstractions with 

flesh—but it is a passionate struggle, and Birkin does need Ursula’s flesh and blood in order that 

they may possibly attain wholeness together. Ideas, Lawrence demonstrates again and again, are 

not enough to save us; if they were, we would not need art; but in Lawrence’s view, we do need 

art, and particularly the novel, to renew the ground from which things may begin to be set and 

related aright. 

In many of his essays Lawrence presents his understanding of the genre of the novel—a 

“moral”139 art due to its openness and rootedness, which precludes abstract absolutes and 
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 Insofar as modernist writers and artists allow the more troubling aspects of their time (such as a focus on speed 

and transiency, political forms of domination, cultural agitation, racial inequality, sexual assertion, etc.) to enthrall 

their imaginations and thus determine their critical responses to these matters, they participate in modernity’s 

illnesses and thus conform to that which they purportedly reject. There is work to be done on to what extent 

modernist thinkers and artists, and those who follow them, are determined by this particular type of conformity. As 

we will see (cf. 296ff), Lawrence names this condition “novelty” or “cliché,” and in his own work he seeks to say 

something different—i.e., contradict the general climate of his time (cf. my essay “On Deviation and Divestment, or 

Gombrowicz’s Contradiction of Form (an inadequate address),” Modern Horizons, June 2018). 
138

 In a suite of letters of which I first became aware through Geoff Dyer’s fine and very funny book on Lawrence 

Out of Sheer Rage (1997), Lawrence speaks with sorrow of what he feels is being lost in his time. Writing to 

Ottoline Morrell in late 1915, Lawrence speaks of “the soul that is drowning under this last wave of time,” yet which 

still “looks out clear through the shafted windows to see the dawn of all dawns taking place, the England of all 

recollection roused into being” (115; Letters vol. 2, 459-60). This final vision of revitalisation Dyer then links to 

Lawrence’s later recapitulation of his dying (drowning) culture in himself: Lawrence sees disintegrating “all that I 

am, all that I have become, and ceased to be. It is me, generations and generations of me, every complex, gleaming 

fibre of me, every lucid pang of my coming into being. And oh, my God, I cannot bear it” (117; Letters vol. 4, 235).  
139

 Lawrence typically prefers “morality” and “moral” to “ethics” and “ethical,” but his use of these terms is close 

enough to my own use of “ethics” and “ethical” in this study to not warrant further differentiation when considering 

his work. 
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absolutism. The novel expresses itself in conditional and relational forms, the moral whole of 

which must be self-critiquing in order to avoid theoretical statements and abstract evaluations of 

“goodness” and “badness.” For central to Lawrence’s overall novelistic cast of mind is the idea 

of balancing—the sensitive mode of tempered depiction which may convey life in a way which 

is sound and freeing, rather than partitioned and enclosing. 

 Crucially, Lawrence’s ideas of the ethos of art derive from his novelistic work, rather 

than inwardly form it. In “Why the Novel Matters” he writes that “[i]n this wild welter, we need 

some sort of guide”—a guide not abstract (based on “Thou Shalt Nots”) but concrete, and 

specifically we need the guidance of “the novel,” which allows one to “see where you are man 

alive, and where you are dead man in life” (205). Lawrence elaborates his point in the Foreword 

to his dreamwork Fantasia of the Unconscious (1923) when he writes that “art is utterly 

dependant on philosophy” or a “metaphysic,” which “may not be anywhere very accurately 

stated” yet which as an ultimate point of reference means that a person will “live and see 

according to some gradually developing and gradually withering vision,” a “dynamic idea” 

which “exists first as such” and then is “unfolded into life and art” (15), a “vision” which for 

Lawrence himself is “deduced from the novels and poems, not the reverse” (15). For Lawrence, 

the “dynamic” ideas or visions of art emerge from the process of its making and its concrete 

realisation, not the reverse: similarly to Bakhtin’s “chronotope,” for Lawrence the insights 

manifested in art may not be known apart from their place within a particular work. 

 Reading Lawrence, it becomes clear that his vision of the novel (he often conflates “the 

novel” with “art”) has a moral authority which arises from within what I call its proper essence 

of openness and rootedness. As a form of openness, since the “essential function of art is moral” 



286 

 

(Studies in Classic American Literature (1923), 185) art is integrated with the rest of the familiar 

sphere of life. Over against certain attempts to purify modernism of moral ideas,140 Lawrence 

sees art as partaking of the larger traditional world of moral sensibility, for although all abstract 

or tendentious morality is (for him) at best “of temporary value” insofar as it may be “useful to 

its time,” a work of art and its maker “must give a deeper satisfaction” (Study of Thomas Hardy 

(1919/1936), 89)—i.e., it must measure up to, confront, and contradict the “wild welter” of life 

itself. Since life is comprised of a shimmering constellation of elemental relationships, Lawrence 

states that “[w]hat art has got to do, and will go on doing, is reveal things in their different 

relationships” (“Art and Morality” (1925), 171). Through openness to what is different or deeper 

in that to which one relates, art lets us draw near to it in an appropriate way—i.e., within and 

through and for the particular, vital, reciprocal relationship. When this occurs, one’s sense of 

morality is renewed, not discarded. In Lawrence’s terms, this means that the “true artist doesn’t 

substitute immorality for morality. On the contrary, he always substitutes a finer morality for a 

grosser. And as soon as you see a finer morality, the grosser becomes relatively immoral” (“Art 

and Morality,” 171). Through Bakhtin, I have argued in this study (cf. 176ff) that the integrity of 

personal ethos comprehends ontology, ethics, and even aesthetics. For Bakhtin, who notes the 

evaluations inherent in drawing near, one “answers with one’s life” for this comprehension. For 

Lawrence, without this “finer morality” which opens one to the reality of the elemental vital 

relationships of ‘one’s own,’ one no longer truly participates in these relationships and thus 

becomes a “dead man in life” (“Why the Novel Matters,” 205). 

                                                 
140

 In prose, one thinks of Gustave Flaubert and Oscar Wilde; in theory, one thinks of Viktor Shklovsky and the 

Formalists; in poetry, one thinks of early Eliot and some Pound; in philosophy, one thinks of Moritz Schlick and the 

logical positivists of the Vienna Circle. In his essay “The Nihilistic Image of the World” (Modern Horizons, June 

2017), Michael Bourke begins to address the vast implications of this last way of thinking for the twentieth and 

twenty-first centuries. 
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 Like Bakhtin, Lawrence focuses on the openended present and its variety of relationships 

(particular to each person), which both Bakhtin and Lawrence argue is the prism of time for the 

novel and the consciousnesses of its characters. Lawrence states that the novelistic mode seeks to 

“reveal the palpitating moment or the state of man as it is” (Letters vol. 6, 606), which means 

that the novel explores the “delicate, forever trembling and changing balance between me and 

my circumambient universe, which precedes and accompanies true relatedness,” the “trembling 

instability” of which is the matter of morality (“Morality and the Novel” (1925), 174). “True 

relatedness” is the register of reciprocity and mutual deepening, but the ongoing process of 

“balancing” both “precedes and accompanies it” because the living moment is always moving in 

terms of hue and sense, requiring in each lived moment both a recalibration of our integrity and a 

renewal of our responsibility.  

Lawrence writes in “Art and Morality” that the appropriate form of moral comportment 

in this current of prosaic life may not be based on laws or rules, which form a “grosser” morality. 

Rather, morality must be based on one’s attentive presence to how each person and thing one 

meets—“each in his own relatedness, each one differently” (171)—is moving in what Lawrence 

calls “its own odd, intertwining flux” (171-2). Neither law (which applies sameness) nor identity 

(which is sameness applied) pertain here, since nothing repeats exactly and nothing stays the 

same: “nothing, not even man nor the God of man, nor anything that man has thought or felt or 

known, is fixed or abiding” (172). Moral arts like the novel must, insofar as their makers are 

capable, be faithful to the living moment and its own ultimates (to recall Bakhtin’s sense of 

“faith.” cf. 165ff above). In Lawrence’s own casting of time, since “mankind is always 

struggling in the toils of old relationships, art is always ahead of the ‘times,’ which themselves 

are always far in the rear of the living moment” (“Morality and the Novel,” 173). For Lawrence, 
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the established understanding of the era lags behind the vitality of the present and its plenitude, 

and it is the task of the novelist to struggle against and eschew the “toils of old relationships”—

to be distinguished from old matters—in order to be capable of addressing the “living moment.” 

On this ground Lawrence concurs with Bakhtin that the novel is constantly ‘new,’ constantly 

renewing and re-evaluating the vital, elemental relationships which make the present; and its 

ethos is open and provisional as it attends to the rhythms and tonalities of the present, drawing 

near to particular persons, events, and things through their own appropriate nexuses. Due to this, 

for Lawrence the novel’s ultimate point of reference is neither the currently reigning cultural 

ideals and mores nor some form of abstract ultimate, but rather the hale condition of the present 

and of its future, cast eschatologically: for the health and wholeness of the present moment 

involves not only all that has been gathered in time but also its possible fullness, and the place 

made for communion in and through and for that fullness. 

 In light of the above, Lawrence’s outburst in “The Novel” (1925)—“[d]amn all 

absolutes! Oh, damn, damn, damn all absolutes!” (184)—should not prove a great surprise to the 

reader. For Lawrence holds that although morality most often addresses life in stark ways (as 

Lawrence himself does in his work), for humans “there is neither absolute nor absolution” (“The 

Novel,” 184)—those ideas which grip men and women regardless of circumstance and thereby 

diminish or deaden life, the sense of which for Lawrence is based not on rules or laws but long 

and integral experiences which inwardly form how persons think about, respond to, and 

participate in the living event or what is new. Because the assumed, static form of what 

Lawrence calls “grosser” morality (based, as he puts it, on “Thou Shalt Not”) is such a powerful 

testament, any novel which makes an effort to speak morally must take care to avoid the 

inclusion of abstract ‘lessons’—rather, it must be dynamic, self-critical, and openended.  
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In his Study of Thomas Hardy, Lawrence writes that the “degree to which the system of 

morality, or the metaphysic, of any work of art is submitted to criticism within the work of art 

makes the lasting value and satisfaction of that work” (89f). “Criticism” here is not meant to be a 

secondary register which takes a firm but static approach to the topic at hand; rather, “criticism” 

is meant to indicate the evident conditions in which an idea or discursive image is depicted. On a 

detailed level comprehended within the work it means that the dominant ideas or characters 

(which may draw near to what we know of the author’s intended or plain purpose) are 

necessarily given a prosaic, ‘leveling’ context and must respond to other ideas and characters 

within the work which reveal their provisional nature. On a larger level, the dominant idea or 

purpose of a work is recognised as a complex, coherent whole utterance which, for Lawrence as 

for Bakhtin, looks to its dialogic partners to join with it in a kind of ‘ultimate’ dialogue regarding 

the matters depicted and considered in the work. Any suggestion of truth beyond conditions 

raises Lawrence’s ire; even novels that claim a ‘positive’ message are suspect, for the mode of 

depiction and the ethos of the novel either makes them false or denies them from the outset: “[i]f 

you try to nail anything down in the novel, either it kills the novel, or the novel gets up and walks 

away with the nail” (“Morality and the Novel,” 172).  

For Lawrence, the integrity of the form of the novel counters unconditional truth, and this 

sets it apart. The “novel is the highest form of human expression so far attained,” in Lawrence’s 

estimation, simply “[b]ecause it is so incapable of the absolute” (“The Novel,” 179). Similarly to 

Bakhtin’s approach, we see with Lawrence that any absolute within the novel is expressed in a 

particular voice and thus conditioned by its prosaic context; and any absolute of the novel is 

expressed in its maker’s voice and thus conditioned by its vital need to hear another voice and 

thereby be augmented through reciprocal enrichment. However, this does not speak to the 
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presence of an authorial purpose, only to its integrity and openness. Lawrence writes that “any 

novel of importance has a purpose” which is hospitable “[i]f only the purpose be large enough” 

(“The Novel,” 179) to be able to apprehend and integrate other ‘voices’ which it may confront. 

Honing in on the responsibility of the novelist, Lawrence writes that the “novel is not, as a rule, 

immoral because the novelist has any dominant idea, or purpose. The immorality lies in the 

novelist’s helpless, unconscious predilection” (“Morality and the Novel,” 172). In language 

which echoes his critique of thrill and ecstasy (cf. 297ff below), Lawrence continues: “[l]ove is a 

great emotion. But if you set out to write a novel, and you yourself are in the throes of the great 

predilection for love, love as the supreme, the only emotion worth living for, then you will write 

an immoral novel” (“Morality and the Novel,” 175). From this ground we understand through 

Lawrence that if one identifies love with life, or reduces life to love, the proper place of love in 

one’s emotional and spiritual landscape is lost: love assumes a “supreme” and excluding (“the 

only emotion”) character; love becomes its own unconditional absolute, abstracted from prosaic 

life and thus a form of imbalance and closure, no longer integrated into the fullness of personal 

life. In this case, for Lawrence, love has terrible consequences: “[i]f the novelist puts his thumb 

in the pan, for love, tenderness, sweetness, peace, then he commits an immoral act, he prevents 

the possibility of a pure relationship, a pure relatedness, the only thing that matters: and he 

makes inevitable the horrible reaction, when he lets his thumb go, towards hate and brutality, 

cruelty and destruction” (“Morality and the Novel,” 175). Forbidding a response and thus any 

reciprocity, a voice which insists on its own unconditioned truth is answered in kind and degree 

from its own negation. 

 Lawrence considers the novel the highest form of art due precisely to its capacity to 

depict vital, prosaic wholeness, the fullness of personal life. Yet Lawrence also recognises that 
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life is made of particulars, and the openness of morality proceeds from the spiritual rootedness of 

personal ethos. Although rootedness takes several forms in Lawrence’s work—primarily in terms 

of time and place141—I will address here Lawrence’s sense of how the articulable forms of 

aesthetics and morality are rooted in the murkier, deeper, more inarticulable region of the 

currents of the “deep, passional soul.” Following his declaration that the “essential function of art 

is moral,” Lawrence elaborates: “[b]ut a passionate, implicit morality, not didactic. A morality 

which changes the blood, rather than the mind. Changes the blood first. The mind follows later, 

in the wake” (“Whitman,” 185). On this ground, the purpose of the novel is to move the reader 

by presenting a discursive image of life which compels by way of its vital energy, recognised as 

true by the reader, rather than by an appeal to external authority or abstract, disembodied 

standards. A “morality which changes the blood” persuades not via argument but rather by a kind 

of drawing unto itself, an attraction to which a person’s consciousness responds positively with 

either adherence or emulation. Speaking provisionally, the intelligence is secondary in this 

process: Lawrence’s constant concern is with what he sees as the increasing emphasis on 

abstraction in Western culture, one which forgoes the body in favour of the mind. Over against 

this tendency towards abstraction, Lawrence holds that the morality of art is embodied; it exists 

only in discursive images at once physical and metaphysical, and affects the “blood”—i.e., the 

grounds of the instinctive or intuitional register of life—primarily. 
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 In a letter of 1922, Lawrence writes “[t]hank God I am not free any more than a rooted tree is free” (Letters vol. 

4, 307). This is a freedom through being ensoiled—a concrete, chronotopic ease in particularity in relation. In his 

essay “Lawrence and Modernism” (2001), Michael Bell discusses the sense of rootedness in Lawrence. Referring to 

The Rainbow (for the characters in Women in Love all struggle in a state of uprootedness), Bell states that “[t]o 

speak of someone as being personally ‘rooted’ is metaphorical but not meaningless, and refers essentially to the 

mode of existence in time whereby the past lives actively in the present” (183).  
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 While Lawrence’s preference for the language of “blood” over “mind” here reminds us 

of his long-standing distaste for mental abstractions, his appeal to the “blood” is not meant to fit 

into either an emphasis on irrationality or an enthusiasm for Romantic passion. Instead, although 

for the morality of art the “blood” precedes the “mind” both belong to a person’s moral instinct, 

which Lawrence states in “Why the Novel Matters” is “an instinct of the whole consciousness in 

a man, bodily, mental, spiritual, at once” (209). The rooted, embodied nature of this morality is 

why for Lawrence the novel provides a constant concrete corrective to flights of fancy of 

whatever kind, as he states again and again in his essays on the novel. However, this plain appeal 

to the primacy of the “blood” is not without its dangers: although the mind is secondary in this 

process, it still retains a crucial presence for Lawrence—for it works and needs to recognise how 

the embodied realisation of moral life is conditioned in its prosaic singularity such that it may be 

neither simply adapted nor casually generalised—nor, for that matter, fixed into a sort of 

idealised ‘particularism’ which is willingly confined to ‘its own’ and denies, rejects, or renders 

absurd the possibility of whole difference.  

It is worth pausing on this last idea, for Lawrence’s case may prove especially 

illuminating for our understanding of different kinds of modernist ‘rootedness.’142 By grounding 

the ‘mutual’ aspect of morality in the ‘physical’ aspect, and thereby integrating “blood” and 

“mind” into the wholeness of personal instinct, Lawrence offers a balanced approach to 

consciousness which, I suggest, in Women in Love, The Rainbow, and most of his essays, 

partakes of a long novelistic tradition of rootedness through its appreciation of the humble 

earthiness (humus) of daily, prosaic life. One can look back to Rabelais or Fielding for examples, 

                                                 
142 For Bakhtin and rootedness, cf. 143ff, 181ff. Lawrence shares and fleshes out Bakhtin’s point (cf. 291ff). 



293 

 

but in the spirit of Bakhtin I will mention Dostoevsky’s articulation of this through his character 

Shatov in Demons: “all those who cease to understand their people and lose their connection 

with them, at once, in the same measure, also lose the faith of their fathers, and become either 

atheists or indifferent” (38). That is, if one does not attend to the chronotopic traditions and 

relations through which one has become one’s own person, then one’s capacity to appreciate 

one’s heritage (“the faith of their fathers”) is diminished, and one’s apprehension of ultimate 

meaning and one’s openness to different persons, tradition, and cultures is lost in the resulting 

“atheist or indifferent” condition. Complementary examples in modernist novelists would have 

to include scenes from Faulkner and Céline, but this modernist sense of rootedness is not limited 

to novelists alone. A similar stance may be discerned in Eliot’s final line of “The Dry Salvages” 

(1941)— “[t]he life of significant soil”—and in Pound’s Pisan Canto 81: 

 What thou lovest well is thy true heritage 

 What thou lov’st well shall not be reft from thee 

 The ant’s a centaur in his dragon world. 

 Pull down thy vanity, it is not man 

 Made courage, or made order, or made grace, 

  Pull down thy vanity, I say pull down. 

 Learn of the green world what can be thy place 
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In scaled invention or true artistry, 

 Pull down thy vanity (ll. 142-50) 

This is a sense of rootedness which through ‘one’s own’ opens and stays open to the 

particular presence and possible fullness of another person or tradition encountered in the 

plenitude of prosaic life. However, as simple as it is to articulate the delicate balancing of 

“blood” and “mind” in this sense of rooted openness, in the creative life of modernity it is 

experienced as an ongoing tension as often as it is a fine balance. In each of the writers 

mentioned above (save Faulkner), there were moments when “blood” took on a darker hue—

when the “novelistic” stance devolved into the “romantic” approach, to use René Girard’s 

fundamental distinction in Deceit, Desire, and the Novel (28-9). There is by no means a critical 

consensus in modernism regarding this fundamental distinction, but variations on Girard’s terms 

and even definition of “romanticism” as the disposition or set of “attitudes” which “all appear as 

intended to maintain the illusion of spontaneous desire and a subjectivity almost divine in its 

autonomy” (28-9) and which we have noted are opposed to the novelistic sensibility and prosaic 

personality are found in Lukács, Bakhtin, Broch, Ortega, Shils, Woolf, and Lawrence himself.  

Most of these repudiations of “romanticism” in favour of a prosaic, “novelistic” stance 

are pitched in the echoing register of cultural-spiritual discourse, but some note further how and 

to what ends such an aesthetic attitude translates into lived life. Thus Broch sees the origin of 

kitsch in Romantic individualism (which he links further to the Protestant Reformation) and the 

ends of kitsch in the “hypertrophic calamity of the world” (“The Style of the Mythical Age” 

(1947), 111) of the bloody first half of the twentieth century; thus the German-Canadian novelist 

Frederick Philip Grove writes in his “Thoughts and Reflections” of 23 March 1933 that in 
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contrast with “[c]lear-headed, sober realism”—here we recall Bakhtin’s “new, sober artistic-

prose novelistic image” (DI, 39)—“[n]othing has done more harm than romanticism in literature, 

for romanticism in politics has been its direct result” (305). One need only think of the political 

rhetoric of “blood” and “soil” in the twentieth century to see at once why authors like Broch and 

Grove are so concerned about literary Romantic enthusiasm, and why Lawrence holds the 

prosaic, concrete, capacious form of the novel so highly (despite his own later, lamentable 

tendentious efforts to provide salvific ideas to the world).143 

To return to the matter of reading and spiritual kinship: for Lawrence, the world of 

concrete relationships portrayed in a novel or conjured in an essay means that the ethical and 

prosaic ends of the discursive image, the register where Joyce Carol Oates notes Lawrence 

“thinks most clearly” (“Introduction” (2002) to Women in Love, xxiv), ought to be discernible for 

its readers. The origins and ends of writing may be in an author’s “blood,” but the transition 

between creation and comprehension involves the mind’s critical faculty in that to integrate 

something simply because it is felt to be compelling both leaves behind Lawrence’s dictum that 

“[w]e must balance as we go (“Morality and the Novel,” 175) and may lead to the dubious thrill 

of a moment determining the passion of years—with morality and immorality mutually 

indistinguishable.  

Lawrence uses the term “thrill” to indicate both that which immediately excites but turns 

out to be a ‘dead end’ and, on a deeper level, the deformation of uncultivated feeling which, 

                                                 
143

 A more recent evocation of this matter arises in Roger Rosenblatt’s book The Boy Detective: A New York 

Childhood (2013), where he recollects that his Harvard professor John Kelleher “took to the eighteenth century 

because, like him, it had one foot in reality, the other in hope. For the nineteenth century he had little use because it 

confused hope with reality. Hope could go anywhere, including hell. He used to say, ‘Romanticism leads to 

Dachau’” (109). 
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disconnected from the mind, is morally indiscriminate. In “Introduction to These Paintings,” 

Lawrence addresses two variants of the first type of thrill: “the masturbatory consciousness,” in 

which “the mind” manipulates the feeling, “sensitive responsive body,” “forces the reactions” 

apart from all reciprocal relations, and “produces all kind of novelties, which thrill for the 

moment and then go very dead,” which means that “[i]t cannot produce a single genuinely new 

utterance” (274) that would allow it to participate in some vital relationship. Self-stimulation by 

its nature precludes relating to something new or someone different, and so there is neither 

growth nor reciprocity. Lawrence reiterates his point a few lines later in his essay, but shifts from 

physical to ‘metaphysical’ images: 

The mind is full of all sorts of memory, visual, tactile, emotional memory, memories, 

groups of memories, systems of memories. A cliché is just a worn-out memory that has 

no more emotional or intuitional root, and has become a habit. Whereas a novelty is just a 

new grouping of clichés, a new arrangement of accustomed memories. That is why a 

novelty is so easily accepted: it gives the little shock or thrill of surprise, but it does not 

disturb the emotional and intuitional self. It forces you to see nothing new. It is only a 

novel compound of clichés. (274). 

Lawrence continues: “[t]o a true artist, and to the living imagination, the cliché is the 

deadly enemy” (275)—an ultimate matter. Both the “masturbatory consciousness,” which 

manipulates the body apart from reciprocity, and the “cliché,” which encloses the mind in “worn 

out” “habits”—i.e., rootless shifts—are turned in on themselves. Both involve “novelty,” which 

masquerades as something new due to its immediate thrill yet does not move one to new or 

renewed relationships, which means that the thrill itself is a false response—a counterfeit of the 
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rooted instinct through which, for Lawrence, one is most deeply alive. A thrill is what is 

available to the desiccated consciousness closed off from the reality of life; it is the form of 

amoral ‘feeling’ abstracted from concrete life and thus incapable of relationship, which for 

Lawrence means incapable of anything real. In a remarkable letter to Aldous Huxley (28 October 

1928) Lawrence makes the danger of “thrills” replacing “feeling” clear: 

I have read Point Counter Point with a heart sinking through my boot-soles and a rising 

admiration. I do think you’ve shown the truth, perhaps the last truth, about you and your 

generation, with really fine courage. [...] I do think that art has to reveal the palpitating 

moment or the state of man as it is. And I think you do that, terribly. But what a moment! 

and what a state! if you can only palpitate to murder, suicide, and rape, in their various 

degrees—and you state plainly that it is so—caro, however are we going to live through 

the days? Preparing still another murder, suicide, and rape? But it becomes of a 

phantasmal boredom and produces ultimately inertia, inertia, inertia and final atrophy of 

the feelings. Till, I suppose, comes a final super-war, and murder, suicide, rape sweeps 

away the vast bulk of mankind. It is as you say—intellectual appreciation does not 

amount to so much, it’s what you thrill to. And if murder, suicide, rape is what you thrill 

to, and nothing else, then it’s your destiny—you can’t change it mentally. You live by 

what you thrill to, and there’s the end of it. (Letters vol. 6, 600-1) 

Lawrence feels that Huxley’s Point Counter Point (1928)—in part a persuasive portrait 

of Huxley’s own friends and acquaintances—does “reveal the palpitating moment” of his time 

and place, but this “revelation” is inadequate to the potential of art to renew and thus transform 

its own era. This is due in part to what Lawrence discerns as the straitened conditions of 
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Huxley’s portrayed world: “if you can only palpitate to murder, suicide, and rape” and cannot 

find the felt rhythms (palpitations, throbs) of one’s world otherwise, then “however are we going 

to live through the days?” We have seen that for Lawrence art (the novel) is meant to address the 

living moment of its own time and place, but since art is “always ahead of the ‘times,’” it needs 

to contradict that which it addresses. With Bakhtin in mind, we might complement Lawrence’s 

thought by stating that here the novelistic ‘word’ of the artist ought to reach out to touch the 

palpitating pulse of the present from the “future”; the rhythms of the present ought to be renewed 

and deepened through the tonality of the eschatological future in which the possible (or potential) 

fullness of the present is gathered. When this does not happen—when a novelist stays with the 

present on its own terms—then external conditions (here: “murder, suicide, rape”) become of 

one’s own and inwardly form one’s mood and cast of mind. Without the “passional soul” 

protesting its imposed conditions and contradicting the word of the common moment, the 

personality is reduced to a “boredom” and “inertia” (indifference and stasis) which have their 

ultimate and spiritually ‘deathly’ end in a “final atrophy of the feelings” (we recall how 

Lawrence shares Bakhtin’s steady disdain for all forms of finality). “Feeling” here is not to be 

construed as a form of shallow or fleeting emotion; for Lawrence the term indicates something of 

what he means by intuition or instinct—his way of denoting consciousness. The “final atrophy of 

the feelings” is part of a process of human degradation of which the end is a “super-war” and the 

obliteration of all personality and relationship, and in his letter Lawrence seems to see this 

movement at work in Huxley’s novel.  

At this stage Lawrence posits a kind of correlate to his provisionally distinct notions of 

“blood” and “mind” which, unlike these terms, neither ultimately belong together nor fit into a 

more capacious, whole sense of the human person or spirit: “[i]t is as you say,” Lawrence writes 
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to Huxley, “intellectual appreciation does not amount to so much, it is what you thrill to[....] You 

live by what you thrill to, and there’s the end of it.” I do not think one can overestimate how 

much contempt Lawrence layers into “intellectual appreciation,” but more importantly here one 

ought to recognise how inadequate and inappropriate is the framed alternative of “thrill,” which 

we have seen Lawrence connect to “novelty”, no “new utterance,” and things “going dead.” 

Lawrence speaks in the terms of Huxley’s novel, but his tone resists firmly what Huxley 

apparently assumes (“and you state plainly that it is so”). To return to my first point: in 

Lawrence’s view Huxley’s novel reveals, but does not contradict, his familiar world. And so the 

absolutes of his novel—a predilection for and the fact of “murder, suicide, rape”—stand 

undiminished, for they are not, in Lawrence’s terms, “submitted to criticism within the work.” 

This in turn means that as absolutes they are granted actual authority, in the sense of that which 

emerges ‘from within’ something. The end of all of this which has Lawrence so upset is an art 

cast in terms of thrills and thrilling, and a novel the absolutes of which are both inhumane and 

accorded an authoritative status. This is all hostile, foreign territory for Lawrence’s “soul,” but it 

does remind us that for Lawrence the problem of absolutes is not solely ‘abstract’—it is also in 

what he sees as the absolute’s exclusive, exhaustive ethos, the way it tends to partition life in 

dualistic ways. 

 Disinterested in comprehending the terms ‘absolute’ and ‘ultimate’ in the economy of 

personhood, Lawrence addresses absolutes only through the prism of dualistic thinking, which he 

properly rejects. Due to this, although Lawrence offers little insight into absolutes themselves, 

his exploration of absolutes in a dualistic framework is interesting. On this ground, and alongside 

his response to the posed alternatives of “intellectual appreciation” and “thrilling,” Lawrence 

cautions against an equally imbalanced response to the perils of abstraction. One must struggle 
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against all abstraction, to be sure, but Lawrence holds that one must take further care that in 

recognising the danger of abstraction one does not stray to what it implicitly configures as its 

putative opposite, some kind of physical idolatry or ecstasy. For ecstasy is not a true alternative 

to abstraction: it lives in its shadow and is conditioned by its presence or absence, and 

Lawrence’s concern is to be free of the whole troubled framework itself. In a letter written to 

Gordon Campbell after he had undertaken the work that became Women in Love (cf. 280 above), 

Lawrence notes this explicitly in a passage which could be addressed to the ecstatic young 

intellectual Birkin: 

But do, for God’s sake, mistrust and beware of these states of exaltation and ecstasy. 

They send you, anyone, swaying so far beyond the centre of gravity in one direction, 

there is the inevitable swing back with greater velocity to the other direction, and in the 

end you exceed the limits of your own soul’s elasticity, and go smash, like a tower that 

has swung too far. Besides, there is no real truth in ecstasy. All vital truth contains the 

memory of all that for which it is not true. Ecstasy achieves itself by virtue of exclusion; 

and in making any passionate exclusion, one has already put one’s right hand in the hand 

of the lie. (Letters vol. 2, 246-7)  

In Lawrence’s view, ecstasy is a “state” opposed to balance, and alien to any sense of 

mutuality or reciprocity. Ecstasy is dangerous, moreover, since like everything else in the world 

ecstasy finds itself in relation to other things and moods and yet it appears to ‘forget’ this, 

“swaying” too far in “one direction” while at the same time and unwittingly, as it were, drawing 

along with its “exaltation” its equally imbalanced opposite—perhaps some sort of physical 

destruction or self-degradation. As a mood, ecstasy seeks or finds things only in a heightened 
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mode, through the prism of “exaltation.” This means to be insensible to the levelled measure of 

prosaic life and its chronotopic appreciation of appropriate form. Building on Bakhtin, we 

understand Lawrence here to point to the insight that since both authority and integrity emerge 

through appropriate form, and since neither authority nor integrity exist properly through 

violence done to something else, the whole truth of a person or thing exists with—in relation 

to—the whole truth of another person or a different thing in such a way that one may note a 

quality of mutual indication or reciprocal inclusion in the relationship. This simple and yet 

involved point—the truth of communion—may be part of what Lawrence means when he 

contrasts ecstasy with the idea that “all vital truth contains the memory of all that for which it is 

not true.” As a form of the soul’s movement, ecstasy directs the personality apart from this 

relational inclusion to a place of “exclusion” and thus “the lie.” As such, an ecstatic mood is a 

deformation of the soul in general and of the soul’s esemplastic capacity and energy in particular.  

In “Introduction to These Paintings,” Lawrence presents the different results that occur, 

first, with the “whole, “vital” approach to personal activity, then, second, with the metaphysical 

dualism and self-enthrallment which attend ecstasy, and finally, third, the ruin of the personality 

and receptivity which is the end of ecstasy. First, Lawrence states that the “whole consciousness” 

of a person is involved in “[a]ny creative act” of art or science as well as the “genuine 

appreciation” of artistic and scientific enterprise: the “truly great discoveries of science and real 

works of art are made by the whole consciousness of man working together in unison and 

oneness: instinct, intuition, mind, intellect all fused together into one complete consciousness, 

and grasping what we may call a complete truth, or a complete vision, a complete revelation in 

sound” (272). For Lawrence, the whole of a person is needed to make or recognise a whole or 

“complete truth or vision.” This sense of personal wholeness is found in relation to other things 
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or persons, for here “complete” means neither finished nor enclosed but integral and sound. This 

condition is categorically distinct from an ecstatic condition, which for Lawrence is based on 

“exclusion” and enclosed self-involvement.  

In particular, here Lawrence is elaborating on what happens to human creativity 

comprehended in the light of ecstasy. Considering in “Introduction to These Paintings” the 

notion of “aesthetic ecstasy,” Lawrence states that “I’m afraid ‘aesthetic ecstasy’ sounds to me 

very much the same [i.e., based on inappropriate thrill], especially when accompanied by 

exhortation” (264). To Lawrence’s ear, aesthetic ecstasy becomes “another great uplift into self-

importance, another apotheosis of personal conceit,” a mode of unholy self-love, “especially 

when accompanied by a lot of jargon about the pure world of reality existing beyond the veil of 

this vulgar world of accepted appearances, and of the entry of the elect through the doorway of 

visual art,” which Lawrence calls “too obvious a trick for advertising one’s own self-

glorification. The ego, as an American says, shuts itself up and paints the inside of the wall sky-

blue, and thinks it is in heaven” (264-5). Inwardly formed by impassioned exclusion rather than 

relation and conscious participation, aesthetic ecstasy renders the creative act naïvely self-

involved: delusional regarding the reality of the concrete world in which a person lives, and 

enthralled with what it sees as its own great extent, it grows heedless of the actually narrow 

confines of its own willed and solipsistic self-identity. To Lawrence’s mind aesthetic ecstasy is a 

potent problem for modernist art, and he is concerned that the modernist “turn inward” not 

become a movement of exclusion in which the common world of tradition and everyday life is 

left stricken and other persons who are most fully in relation are left derelict.  
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Lawrence shapes his “Introduction to These Paintings” in good measure around the work 

of Paul Cézanne, whom in Lawrence’s view is the only modernist painter to appropriately 

appreciate and depict the concrete world of daily life. Lawrence writes that “[a]fter a fight tooth-

and-nail for forty years, [Cézanne] did succeed in knowing an apple, fully; and, not quite as 

fully, a jug or two. That was all he achieved” (267). Some dozen pages later, Lawrence qualifies 

the significance he intends to accord with this seemingly begrudging praise: 

We can see what a fight it means, the escape from the domination of the ready-made 

mental concept, the mental consciousness stuffed full of clichés that intervene like a 

complete screen between us and life. It means a long, long fight, that will probably last 

forever. But Cézanne did get as far as the apple. I can think of nobody else who has done 

anything. When we put it in personal terms, it is a fight in a man between his own ego, 

which is his ready-made mental self which inhabits either a sky-blue, self-tinted heaven 

or a black, self-tinted hell, and his other free intuitive self. (280-1) 

In Lawrence's consideration, Cézanne’s greatness stems not only from his dedication and 

faithfulness to the concrete world and his related non-ecstatic way of making, but also from the 

fight for the integrity of his own person, in which the two former aspects are rooted. The integral 

wholeness of the personality is demonstrated in the wholeness of the artwork.  

Yet Lawrence’s “Introduction” is also concerned with the critical appreciation or 

reception of the “complete truth” of which the artwork is capable: “wholeness” is as much an 

element of the comprehension of art as it is the work’s creation and quality, and here too an 

ecstatic condition involves the negation of reality and the ruination of the receptive faculty. 

Lawrence writes that in the “genuine appreciation of a work of art,” the “whole consciousness is 
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occupied, not merely the mind alone, or merely the body. The mind and spirit alone can never 

really grasp a work of art, even though they may, in a masturbatory fashion, provoke the body 

into an ecstasised response” (272). The “ecstasised response” of the body is due to an 

“ecstasised” state of mind, which may be construed as an overly-“mental” condition as it is 

related in Lawrence to the non-reciprocal nature of physical masturbation and to the unhealthy 

activity of “thrilling.” Lawrence describes the ruined state of receptivity in the dis-integral 

personality given to ecstasy: 

The mind is revelling in words, the intuitions and instincts are just left out, or prostituted 

into a sort of ecstasy. In fact, the sort of ecstasy that lies in absurd figures such as 

2,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000 miles or years or tons, figures which may 

abound in modern scientific books on astronomy, is just the sort of aesthetic ecstasy that 

the over-mental critics of art assert they experience today from Matisse’s pictures. It is all 

poppycock. The body is either stunned to a corpse, or prostituted to ridiculous thrills, or 

stands coldly apart. (273) 

For Lawrence, in the degraded condition of personality swayed by aesthetic ecstasy, abstract 

thrills (of number, sublimity, etc.) are transformed into “intellectual appreciation”—indeed, they 

become equated in a certain fashion. This is the “theory” of which Lawrence speaks in his 

Foreword to Women in Love and which he figures in the inwardly-deformed artist Loerke at the 

end of the novel, and for Lawrence it is an abstract formalism of the most superficial kind—it 

indicates a dire marring of the integral, ‘whole’ human personality.  

From this vantage point—on this textured ground—we can see that far from an advocate 

of impassioned ecstasy, Lawrence actually holds it to be merely the most palpable form of 
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abstraction. For Lawrence, ecstatic moods or states act like abstractions—they remove the 

conditions, relationships, memories, and even awareness of what is not necessarily dominant, 

heightened, or “exalted” in a certain moment in place and time, and thereby foreclose its 

wholeness. Further, there is no true stability to ecstasy, no sound sense of the appropriate 

grounds for living and being, the renewal of which is central to Lawrence’s overall purpose. 

Heightened to the point of abstraction, an ecstatic stance or moment is seemingly removed from 

its prosaic environment, and rather than touch or express the “whole man-alive” it counterfeits 

something which may prove true in its own “time, place, circumstance” in a particular set of 

relationships, and instead partakes of the “strange orgy of [false] feelings” which emerges in 

times of cultural and personal “degeneration” (“The Novel and Feelings,” 204). This is an 

especially dangerous shift, to Lawrence’s way of thinking, for in a spiritually troubled time any 

feeling or idea, even when ecstatic, which seems to touch something real and integral may be 

welcomed and out of desperation may even be greeted as something truly vital and alive. 

Lawrence’s awareness of this possibility is what leads him to emphasise the conditional, 

relational, particular character of life, a sense he finds borne out most fully in the art of the novel, 

which as we have seen (cf. 288ff) may be ‘trusted’ insofar as it offers its own self-critique in its 

execution—i.e., it tempers its own potential excesses of abstraction, thrill, or ecstasy.  

Along with his sense of rooted openness, Lawrence’s understanding of ecstasy and 

wholeness may constitute his finest insight into prosaic life and art. However, insights do not 

exist in isolation; they flourish only given appropriate context and balanced relation, as 

Lawrence would say, and therefore may be misapplied. Lawrence’s interpretation of 

Dostoevsky’s work and person exemplifies this matter of insight applied inappropriately, for he 

places Dostoevsky in such a strange light that the Russian author is scarcely recognisable. And 
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stranger still, Lawrence does this despite significant affinities with how Dostoevsky approaches 

character, the novel, and prosaic life.144 In a letter to John Middleton Murry and Katherine 

Mansfield written on 17 February 1916 (i.e., while at work on Women in Love), Lawrence 

writes: 

I’ll write you some ‘notes’ on Dostoevsky—you can translate them into your own 

language, if they interest you.  

1. He has a fixed will, a mania to be infinite, to be God. 

2. Within this will, his activity is twofold: 

(a) To be self-less, a pure Christian, to live in the outer whole, the social, the self-

less whole, the universal consciousness. 

 (b) To be a pure, absolute self, all-devouring and all-consuming. 

That is the main statement about him. [...] The whole point of Dostoevsky lies in the fact 

of his fixed will that the individual ego, the achieved I, the conscious entity, shall be 

infinite, god-like, and absolved from all relation, i.e., free. [...] I like The Idiot best. The 

Idiot is showing the last stages of Christianity, of becoming purely self-less, of becoming 

disseminated out into a pure, absolved consciousness. [...] Karamazov is concerned with 

the last stages—not nearly so far gone—of sensuality, of unconscious experience purely 

within the self. I reach such a pitch of dark sensual ecstasy that I seem to be, I myself, the 

universal night that has swallowed everything. I become universal, the universal 

                                                 
144

 Michael Bell suggests that Lawrence is reacting to what he sees as Dostoevsky's “doctrine” and “whole tone” 

(“Lawrence and Modernism,” 190). 
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devouring darkness. This is Dmitri Karamazov. This was Dostoevsky’s real desire, to 

obtain this sensual ecstasy of universality. This is why Father Zosima bowed to Dmitri—

Zosima is pure Christian, self-less, universal in the social whole. Dead, he stinks. [...] The 

Christian ecstasy leads to imbecility (The Idiot). The sensual ecstasy leads to universal 

murder: for mind, the acme of sensual ecstasy, lies in devouring the other, even in the 

pleasures of love; it is a devouring, like a tiger drinking blood. (Letters vol. 2, 543-4) 

One surmises that one might be hard put to find a stranger general reading of 

Dostoevsky—and this (again) despite Lawrence’s interesting comprehension of the excesses and 

dangers of ecstasy writ large. One feels the need to respond in particular and in general to 

Lawrence’s take on Dostoevsky. In particular, not only does Lawrence identify Dostoevsky and 

his “real desire” with certain of Dostoevsky’s characters (the Idiot, Dmitri Karamazov, Zosima) 

through projected ideas of the dissolution of personality and some kind of purported “freedom” 

figured outside of relation in an “infinite” completion of cosmic identification—notions alien to 

the whole sensibility of Dostoevsky and his work, even if limited to The Idiot and The Brothers 

Karamazov—but Lawrence establishes this thesis through the prism of a grand ecstasy of 

engulfment, a “universal devouring darkness” in which the particular personality, love, and 

communion—central themes of The Idiot and The Brothers Karamazov—can have no place. The 

ecstasy Lawrence reads into Dostoevsky is, finally, of a consuming violence. Lawrence 

construes Dmitri as its emblematic figure, to whom Zosima/Dostoevsky “bowed” down. For 

Lawrence, Zosima is “pure Christian, self-less, universal in the social whole,” yet this form of 

ecstasy, which is ‘of death,’ bows down to Dmitri’s greater, “dark sensual ecstasy,” which is 

construed to be ‘better’ as it is ‘of life,’ even if still a negation of life in its fullness as we have 

seen Lawrence conjure it in his essays. Moreover, Lawrence holds this idea of Zosima (and 



308 

 

Dostoevsky) despite Zosima’s own account of his actions and thoughts, which means that in this 

case Lawrence partakes of the game of second-guessing made popular by the ‘hermeneutics of 

suspicion’—i.e., the identification of a necessary, secret economy at work beneath conscious 

volition.  

If instead of this approach we agree with Dostoevsky’s (and, in fact, Lawrence’s) own 

understanding of the novel as dialogue and listen to Zosima himself as one listens to an 

interlocutor, a different discursive image of his personality appears. We learn from Zosima that 

he “bowed down yesterday to the great suffering in store for [Dmitri]” (TBK 3.6.1, 246), an act 

consistent with Russian monastic practice. We know that the smell emanating from his body 

after his death shows that in the Eastern Christian tradition holiness is not necessarily related to 

overtly ‘miraculous’ events—i.e., that ethical goodness is not subject to proof of physical 

incorruption. Further, in contradiction of Lawrence’s sense of Zosima’s “Christian” character, in 

his “Conversations and Exhortations” (3.6.3), Zosima set forth what he understands to be the 

central human vocation:  

Brothers, have no fear of men’s sin, love a man even in his sin, for that is the semblance 

of divine love and is the highest love on earth. Love all God’s creation, the whole and 

every grain of sand in it. Love every leaf, every ray of God’s light. Love the animals, 

love the plants, love everything. If you love everything, you will perceive the divine 

mystery in things. Once you begin to perceive it, you will comprehend it better every day. 

And you will come at last to love the whole world with an all-embracing love. (275) 

Regardless of how one construes the meaning of Zosima’s love or what one thinks of the 

tradition of which it is a part, its form is clear: one is to love particular persons, even if one 
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neither agrees nor identifies with their life; one is to love this world, as a whole and in all its 

particulars, for the “divine mystery” is only glimpsed eschatologically through the concrete 

world; and one is to realise love as a basic comportment of being human (“all-embracing”) rather 

than as a selective favouring of those people and things like unto oneself. In the pages that follow 

this extract, Zosima qualifies this love several times: it is a “humble love,” a “loving humility” 

(275); it is a “careful, actively benevolent love” (275); it is the condition of peaceful joy, for 

“hell” is “the suffering of no longer being able to love” (278); it is connected to life itself, since 

“I love and I am” (278); as “active, living love” it is a manifestation of the highest personal ethos 

(278); and finally, it must be an element of a mutual relationship, as it is a “responsive, active, 

and grateful love” (278). This sense of concrete, particular, personally-directed love is echoed in 

a letter Aglaia writes to Prince Myshkin on the matter of love in The Idiot: “[i]n an abstract love 

for mankind, one almost always loves oneself. It is impossible for us, but you are another matter: 

how could there be anyone you do not love, when you cannot compare yourself with anyone and 

you are above any offense, above any personal indignation? You alone can love without egoism, 

you alone can love not for yourself but for the one you love” (454). These passages in The 

Brothers Karamazov and The Idiot are neither obscure nor obscured; they are among the most 

striking, formative, and recognisable parts of each novel. To miss their import, Lawrence has to 

give in to either a predetermined or somewhat careless reading of Dostoevsky’s work on the 

level of textual analysis. 

 As serious as these textual errors may be, however, they are derived from a more serious 

‘spiritual’ error which disregards how a work comes to be through the life of a tradition. For the 

ethos and ideas that Dostoevsky expresses through Zosima and Myshkin are particular, finely-

tuned expressions of the rich and varied living tradition in which Dostoevsky himself 
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participates—and this brings us to the second, general, more significant response to Lawrence’s 

letter. At this more general level, Lawrence’s strange reading of Dostoevsky demonstrates the 

dangers involved in not comprehending the particular constellation of absolute (ultimate), 

tradition, and person which deeply inform an author or work. When taken seriously, the integrity 

and ramifications of each particular constellation in a good or great writer frustrates the habit of 

identification and the temptation to think in terms of identity; when this happens, one may 

actually encounter the person or work on its own ground and sound its measure of authority.  

To deepen our sense of how an idea goes awry, we may return briefly to the question of 

how a person relates to ideas. While I address Lawrence’s own take on this matter later in this 

chapter (cf. 318ff), I want to note a few key things here. An insight is misapplied when it loses 

its provisional character, i.e., when it lacks chronotopic form, through which (as we learn from 

Bakhtin) all meaning enters and dwells in the world. When this happens, the insight becomes 

inappropriate, i.e., not true in its own “time, place, circumstance,” as Lawrence puts it: it is 

strangely abstracted. With this in mind, one notes the significance of how an idea manifests itself 

for a person: in its appropriate form, Lawrence holds, it is rooted in space and time, and it 

demonstrates its integrity and gains its authority only through dialogue and relation, of which I 

suggest the constellation of absolute/ultimate, tradition, and person is the essential prism. In this 

way, a proper balance of personal ethos and insight is attained. Conversely, given inappropriate 

form (i.e., abstracted from the conditions described above) the idea is given the illegitimate 

authority of unconditional assertion—which we may recognise as the primary wellspring of 

various kinds of fundamentalism from which humanity suffers. I offer an example of this earlier 

(cf. 291ff) in my consideration of the ideas of “blood” and “soil,” both ‘deadly’ ideas when 

abstracted from prosaic life. Finally, when considering inappropriate form and fundamentalism it 
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is important to remember that the most complex (and thus the most profoundly significant) cases 

involve ‘good’ ideas rather than ‘bad’ ideas. ‘Bad’ ideas are simple enough to discern and 

confront; but ‘good’ ideas, when given inappropriate form, may continue to compel and thus 

become detrimental. This is at the heart of Dostoevsky’s (and Bakhtin’s) tradition’s 

understanding of hamartia, or ‘missing the mark’: the intent may be good, but its placement is 

mistaken. Most importantly in all of this, one recalls that any sense of ‘one’s own’—a notion 

given inappropriate form in fundamentalism—is only properly ‘one’s own’ insofar it belongs in 

healthy relation with another ‘one’s own,’ rather than is troubled by it or fears it and thus renders 

it a foe. 

 To help the reader recognise and refrain from the potential outcomes of thrill, ecstasy, or 

fear of another ‘one’s own,’ the work of prose art must be clearly self-tempering. As we have 

read (cf. 288ff), for Lawrence this means it must insist on its own conditional nature: a novel is 

worth our extended attention insofar as it both presents and delimits its own “system of morality” 

or “metaphysic.” Thrilled or ecstatic moods are the opposite of temperance; they both want to 

compel or sway the reader apart from a reciprocal relationship. This state is contradicted by 

Lawrence with his sense of prosaic vitality: the discursive image of life presented in a novel or 

essay, embedded in the concrete world known to its maker, comes to be as a particular realisation 

of a person’s ‘vision,’ and its particularity is transposed into new contexts only by way of an 

elective affinity of relation initiated by its reader. Through Lawrence we sense that a work only 

comes alive when one willingly agrees to relate to it under the auspices of mutual bestowal and 

possible reciprocal fullness or wholeness. In this way, the authority of a work emerges from 

within what it gives in concrete relation. There are no abstract absolutes or ultimates given or 

received by the person in Lawrence’s world—no unconditional truths of morality or spirit to be 
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grasped outside of the prosaic world of traditional life formed through a plenitude of particular 

relationships, each with its own authority and integrity. 

 In “Morality and the Novel” Lawrence describes the singular character of the 

particularity (connected with fullness) which conditions the novel’s genesis, ethos, and telos: 

“[t]he novel is the highest complex of subtle interrelatedness that man has discovered. 

Everything is true in its own time, place, circumstance, and untrue out of its own place, time, 

circumstance. If you try to nail anything down, in the novel, either it kills the novel, or the novel 

gets up and walks away with the nail” (172). For Lawrence, the novel proves the “highest” form 

of life through its authoritative presentation of the endless variety of “interrelations” into which 

each particular person or thing brings a truth of its own. Only in relation can a person or thing 

bring its own truth forward, and only in relation is the (possible) fullness of someone’s or 

something’s own truth manifested. This involves each relationship affirming both one’s own 

truth and another’s own truth, which is why Lawrence contrasts those poor relationships which 

involve “sacrifice” of one’s own or the shared hostility of a “fight to the death” with the kind of 

rich relationship in which “each seeks only the true relatedness to the other” (“Morality and the 

Novel,” 177). In this kind of mutually enriching relationship, one flourishes insofar as one is for 

the other; Lawrence states that “it is the relation itself which is the quick and the central clue to 

life,” for this kind of genuine relation “is, to each, life itself” (“Morality and the Novel,” 177). 

The “whole” of one’s own is wholly true only through relational participation in the “whole” of 

another’s own; merely on its own it may assume the guise of absolute authority—the only voice 

to be heard—but in the plenitude and plurality of prosaic life it proves alone, rendered inert and 

without vitality. 
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With a person this approach is clear enough, for through family, community, friendship, 

and love one recognises the need for and value of other persons. With ideas self-sufficiency may 

be harder to resist, but Lawrence reminds us that “[t]here is no absolute good, there is nothing 

absolutely right”—i.e., no certainties of idea or mood—for “all things flow and change, and [yet] 

even change is not absolute” (“Why the Novel Matters,” 208), for no part of life’s meaning may 

be “nailed down” as certain. To gloss Lawrence’s idea briefly: certainty is a characteristic of 

abstract absolutes, not a feature of prosaic life. Abstract absolutes brook no conditions, and since 

every event or thing in human life is conditioned, life admits no such absolutes. Although 

someone or something may have a truth of its own that emerges in relation, no word, idea, 

emotion, character, or thing is good in and of itself, abstracted from its particular relationships 

which, in turn, as they arise from a person’s “soul”—the dialogic centre of one’s being—come to 

good or ill or, to use Lawrence’s vocabulary, to life or death.  

If life, for Lawrence, involves the proper balancing of the person and idea, death is the 

overwhelming of the personality by abstraction. Most people live within some sort of tension 

between these two poles, although the peculiar tendency to try to hold together concrete life and 

abstract absolutes results in what Lawrence sees as the untenable and unbearable predicament of 

his contemporary European world. It is in response to this dire situation that Lawrence insists so 

strongly on the corrective ethos of the novel, elevated above all other kinds of art and ways of 

thinking, and its relation to the health of humanity in general and the human personality in 

particular. In “The Novel,” Lawrence writes: 

You can fool pretty nearly every other medium. You can make a poem pietistic, and still 

it will be a poem. You can write Hamlet in drama: if you wrote him in a novel, he’d be 
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half comic, or a trifle suspicious: a suspicious character, like Dostoevsky’s Idiot. 

Somehow, you sweep the ground a bit too clean in the poem or the drama, and you let the 

human Word fly a bit too freely. Now in the novel there’s always a tom-cat, a black tom-

cat that pounces on the white dove of the Word, if the dove doesn’t watch it; and there’s a 

banana-skin to trip on; and you know there is a water-closet on the premises. All these 

things help to keep the balance. (181) 

In the complex of interrelations which make a novel it becomes evident that nothing is 

pure or isolated, and the very form of the novel emphasises and clarifies life’s integral 

interrelations, and prompts the reader to keep them in mind and thereby “help to keep the 

balance” of things, forestalling the potential tendency towards inflation or domination (or 

inappropriate authority). This basis is part of the “design” of the novel, which Lawrence states is 

“a recognition of the relation between various things, various elements in the creative flux” (“Art 

and Morality,” 172). “Recognition” is central: a novel does not involve mere representation, but 

the conscious “expression” (“The Novel,” 179) of the integrity needed for vitality to flourish, 

even if sometimes through images of dis-integrity or vitality flagging. In the well-tempered 

whole of the novel, the novelist expresses his own particular apprehension of living persons in 

relation, and through his prosaic discursive images he renews our (i.e., the reader’s) own sense of 

proper relatedness, the desired or “designed” ends of which mean that we are increasingly 

capable of “recognising” or feeling “in the blood and in the bones” (“Introduction to These 

Paintings,” 266) how things are appropriately or inappropriately in or a part of our own familiar 

worlds and intimate relations.  
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One significant result of this ongoing process is that we learn not to be “fooled” by thrills 

and ecstasy, abstractions which can overwhelm the sought balanced integrity of the personality. 

For Lawrence, we participate in the novel’s energy with our “intuition” or “imagination”: in 

“Introduction to These Paintings” he writes that our “intuitional faculty [...] alone relates us in 

direct awareness to physical things and substantial presences” (256), and that “[i]n the flow of 

true imagination”—which due to its dialogic, relational nature is both creative and receptive—

“we know in full, mentally and physically at once, in a greater, enkindled awareness” (257). This 

“direct,” “greater, enkindled awareness” involves us and prompts us to participate in the relations 

of the things and persons proximate to us. Participation cannot occur at a remove; it always 

involves an integral drawing near into intimacy, or what Lawrence calls “atonement,” which he 

qualifies as “at-oneness, the state of being at one with the object” or person one faces (“Making 

Pictures” (1929), 292). Further, participation is energetic rather than static; Lawrence’s “at-

oneness” is a condition of intimate relation, not identity. Identity stills, and thus proves false 

(untrue, inappropriate). Participation means movement, and because every relation is different 

and every “at-oneness” its own, participation means appropriate movement, different in each 

relation and directed particularly from one’s proper own to another’s proper own. Lawrence 

addresses this sense of appropriate participation when he notes that “nothing is true, good, or 

right, except in its own relatedness to its own circumambient universe” (“Art and Morality,” 

172)—for the “true, good, or right” are for the novelistic sensibility nothing other than the 

appropriate, inexhaustible in its chronotopic realisations. Appropriate participation always differs 

and is renewed given time and place, which means that it is demanding and a struggle, or, as 

Lawrence puts it, “a new relatedness hurts somewhat in the attaining; and will always hurt. So 

life will always hurt” (“Morality and the Novel,” 176). This means that one may be tempted 
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towards something easier: overlaying an old relatedness onto a new relatedness, or giving into 

inappropriate chronotopic identification of what has been with what is, which Lawrence terms 

cliché.  

We have seen (cf. 296ff) how for Lawrence the cliché is the “deadly enemy” of the “true 

artist” and the “living imagination” (“Introduction to These Paintings,” 275), a ‘dead’ form 

linked with one’s susceptibility to sensations of novelty and thrill. Yet through his notion of 

cliché Lawrence further elaborates how an idea ‘becomes’ a person—how the integrity of 

thinking and being works itself out in relation in time. In a piqued mood perhaps similar to that 

which prompted him to write a study of Thomas Hardy “out of sheer rage” (Letters vol. 2, 212), 

Lawrence poses the question of “[h]ow not to be misanthropic when men and women are just 

clichés to you, and you hate the cliché?,” and shifts his answer to the problem itself: “[m]ost 

people, of course, love the cliché—because most people are the cliché” (“Introduction to These 

Paintings,” 280). People and art share the same potential problem: ‘dead,’ stultified, or ill-

informed modes of relatedness. The hope of the form of the novel is for Lawrence the sense that 

it cannot be “fooled,” that it will not allow ‘dead,’ clichéd modes of relatedness to pass unnoticed 

and thus to counterfeit life, and that this is always proved wrong through prosaic, chronotopic 

relationships. The composition of the novel conditions personal comportment, which is itself 

inwardly formed of the integrity of personality. Without this awareness, which I hold to be a 

matter of appropriate form rather than certainty of ideas, Lawrence sees humankind erring unto 

abstraction and spiritual death. 

 In life’s “creative flux,” Lawrence writes, “[a]s the stream carries him, each in his own 

relatedness, each one differently, so a man must go through life” (“Art and Morality,” 171). It is 
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important to recognise here that Lawrence’s sense of “each in his own” and “difference” is akin 

to how I have set forth my sense of ‘one’s own’ and ‘particularity,’ and does not share the 

character of ‘individuality’ or ‘individual.’ For when stable certainty meets stable certainty, open 

dialogue and mutual enrichment is impossible and in their stead emerges what Lawrence calls 

“menace.” In “A Propos of Lady Chatterley’s Lover,” Lawrence offers a general assessment of 

his age: “[i]ndividualism has triumphed. If I am a sheer individual, then every other being, every 

other man especially, is over against me as a menace to me” (122). When “menace” poisons a 

person’s relatedness with his environment and other persons, other grounds of individuality must 

be sought and abstractions begin to ruin a person’s elemental integrity to the point where one 

begins to trade in abstractions. Lawrence gives us an image of this in his essay “The Novel”: 

man, poor man, bobbing like a cork in the stream of time, must hitch himself to some 

absolute star of righteousness overhead. So he throws out his line, and hooks on. Only to 

find, after a while, that his star is slowly falling: till it drops down into the stream of time 

with a fizzle, and there’s another absolute star gone out. Then we scan the heavens 

afresh. (188) 

A person tangled up in the habit of abstractions learns only with great difficulty the 

lesson of the prosaic “black tom-cat” which has pulled the abstract, abstractly-moral star into its 

own reflected light to drown it. For the person trading in abstractions does not consider his mode 

of being inappropriate; for her, the matter is being certain of the wrong ideal. To this Lawrence 

responds categorically: it is not a question of good or bad ideals, but of ideals themselves. Ideals 

give rise to habits of abstraction, which in turn inform ideas. And when ideas become 

authoritative, Lawrence states the impossibility of people “meet[ing] in their very selves, without 
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wanting to put some idea over one another, or some ideal,” and he reiterates: “[d]amn all ideas 

and all ideals” (“Fenimore Cooper’s White Novels” (1924), 313). Abstracted from prosaic life 

and its elemental relationships, people become “spectres” or “shadows” to one another; 

enthralled by the individual disfigured by the “idea, concept, the abstracted reality, the ego,” 

people are “not solid” and “don’t live in the flesh” (“Introduction to These Paintings,” 268), and 

thus a person never really is with another person. In this dire state one is no longer capable of 

drawing near to another person in intimacy. The habit of abstraction transforms into the 

“windingsheet of abstraction” (“Introduction to These Paintings,” 268), and thus the concrete 

person is translated into a misanthropic cliché. 

 In the prosaic “stream of time” depicted in the novel death becomes the person who 

identifies with ideals or abstract absolutes, but vitality attends the person who strives to integrate 

the characteristics, ideas, particular relationships, and “anything else that is merely a part of me” 

into a “whole” which is “alive” (“Why the Novel Matters,” 206). The integrity of the whole, 

unfinished (or as Bakhtin puts it, “unfinalisable”) person is of a certain rough solidity—

Lawrence exclaims “diamond, what! This is carbon!” (Letters vol. 2, 183)—and its sense, as in 

the novel, cannot be “nailed down” and remain alive. Personality exists through the movement of 

elemental relations; attempts at identity tend towards nonexistence and drown the purported 

salvific ideal in life’s “stream of time”: 

In all this change, I maintain a certain integrity. But woe betide me if I try to put my 

finger on it. If I say of myself, I am this, I am that!—then, if I stick to it, I turn into a 

stupid fixed thing like a lamp-post. I shall never know wherein lies my integrity, my 

individuality, my me. I can never know it. It is useless to talk about my ego. That only 
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means that I have made up an idea of myself, and that I am trying to cut myself out to 

pattern. (“Why the Novel Matters,” 208) 

For Lawrence, even the integrity of personality (the integration which grants wholeness) 

may not be defined except in movement: the healthy person has a kind of inner coherence and 

relatedness, but neither self-certainty nor inner fixity, which remind Lawrence of “lamp-posts,” 

pertain to the self. The novel is capable of making the “whole man-alive” to “tremble” because 

the ethos of the novel is essentially similar to the ethos of personhood, as Lawrence conceives 

them: personal integrity (inward relatedness), comportment (outward relatedness), and novelistic 

composition (made or created relatedness) are kindred intimates. Further, this intimacy 

characterises the “at-oneness” typified in a genuine encounter of person and work of art, which 

Lawrence states becomes a form of “delight” in the prosaic beauties of life (“Making Pictures,” 

292). In this light the novel teaches the open, rooted person to become wholly her own through 

cultivating both being and “knowing in togetherness” in the “passionate struggle into conscious 

being” of her life, and yet cautions her to discern what is vital instead of what is identifiable in 

this activity. For to identify the vital movement of drawing near in relatedness with a static 

definition of its final meaning uproots one from the prosaic moment and therefore closes one off 

from its plenitude: “[w]hat we mean by living is, of course, just as indescribable as what we 

mean by being. Men get ideas into their heads, of what they mean by life, and then proceed to cut 

life out to pattern” (“Why the Novel Matters,” 208). 

 This is an essential point for Lawrence: ideas of life and how it ought to be inevitably 

usurp its integral reality and thus cause one’s participation in life in general and relationships 

with particular persons to err. In Women in Love Lawrence offers us discursive images of four 
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personal lives in various forms of loving relatedness—friendship, courtship, marriage, 

sisterhood—and in each case Lawrence sounds the integrity possible for the person in relation, 

whether inchoate, instinctively present, or ebbing away. These relationships all “hurt” in some 

way, for the story of Women in Love does not take place in a ‘healthy’ world: it is populated with 

individuals who are often at odds with their concrete environments and natural settings, some of 

whom nonetheless struggle to resist “cutting life out” to their own “pattern” and instead strive to 

realise their own essential relational being. However, before addressing in some detail the certain 

dialogues and relations of the novel’s personalities, I want to consider briefly Lawrence’s more 

general purpose and style in his great work. 

The form and vision of Women in Love is both personal and public. Lawrence writes that 

“[t]his novel pretends only to be a record of the writer’s own desires, aspirations, struggles; in a 

word, a record145 of the profoundest experiences of the self” (Foreword, xxii); however, because 

Lawrence feels that in modernity “we know nothing, or next to nothing, about ourselves” and 

“have no language for the feelings”—the intuitional register of life—“we have to educate 

ourselves,” primarily “by listening” (“The Novel and the Feelings,” 201, 203, 205). The novel, 

which for Lawrence publically “records” the life of the “soul,” can “listen” or attend to life, in 

part because of its moral balancing but also because it can move beyond its author’s intentions, 

so to speak. Lawrence is clear about books: he states in “Why the Novel Matters” that they are 

“not life” but solely “tremulations on the ether” (196). However, if a novel is good it “can make 

the whole man-alive tremble” (196), especially if approached in the right way: looking for life, 

not lessons. Life is elemental relatedness and Lawrence, who does not “believe in any dazzling 
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 I address aspects of Lawrence’s and Woolf’s ideas of writing as expression in “Open Texts, Prosaic Presence: 

Essay, Novel, and Ethical Knowledge in Modernity.” 
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revelation, or in any supreme Word” (“Why the Novel Matters,” 196), listens by way of intimate 

dialogue with the personalities of his time and place.  

Lawrence’s approach of listening to the intimate rhythms and tonalities of different 

personalities is reflected in the style of Women in Love, which Lawrence characterises as a kind 

of a dialogic effort of artistic comprehension: “continual, slightly modified repetition” is proper 

to the novel because “every natural crisis in emotion or passion or understanding comes from 

this pulsing, frictional to-and-fro which works up to culmination” (Foreword, xxxii). Along with 

tracing the currents of personal feeling, this “frictional to-and-fro” has two further dimensions: 

first, as James Wood states in his Introduction to The Rainbow, it helps Lawrence’s language 

“precisely register the paradox of something simultaneously changing and staying fundamentally 

the same” (xxv)—the human reality of integral activity in time—and second, it allows for the 

narrator or character to revisit central words or ideas, adjust their meaning in the work and for 

himself, and in the process of doing this illuminate what is significant from the different voices, 

perspectives, and interests of the characters.  

With Lawrence, the matter of the passionate, provisional chronotopic utterance is crucial; 

each word said addresses or illuminates the personal moment and yet does not presume beyond 

it, into abstraction. For this reason reading Lawrence is a fraught activity, and a different kind of 

close reading is required: one which focuses on personality and mood at least as much as on 

diction.146 For the feeling portrayed of a moment gives us a sense of the character apart from 
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 In D.H. Lawrence: Language and Being, Michael Bell states that in Lawrence’s novel language has “relational 

rather than definitional precision” (117), and further warns against a way of reading that often tends towards either 

abstract literalism or a hermeneutics of suspicion: 

Just as we speak of “sentimentality in the emotional sphere so there is an equivalent in the intellectual 

sphere although this, significantly, does not have a recognised name. For it would seem that persons who 

devote their lives, or at least their careers, to interpretative and philosophical pursuits are peculiarly liable 
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time, and to accord any isolated moment (and the moods which inform it) definitional authority 

for a character risks identifying them outside of traditional time, and thereby denying the inner 

movement of personal integrity. The integrity of Lawrence’s personalities become clear only 

through considered aggregation, via the whole novel and how they continue to live beyond the 

work itself in the minds and memories of its readers. 

Although Birkin provides the strongest rhetoric in Women in Love, the main characters 

live in Gerald's ‘world,’ such as Lawrence depicts it in the chapter “The Industrial Magnate.” 

This is a world characterised by mechanical production, the depredations of a wartime 

environment, and the generally troubled “quality of modern self-consciousness,” as  

Bell phrases it (“Lawrence and Modernism,” 183). In D.H. Lawrence: Nature, Narrative, Art, 

Identity (2014), John Beer notes that Gerald is “always being shown as better fitted than Rupert 

to the society around him; and Bell writes in D.H. Lawrence: Language and Being that Gerald’s 

sensibility provides “the projected backdrop for Lawrence’s own vision of the technically 

efficient blankness of the modern world” (116) and that in Women in Love Lawrence represents 

“the inner logic of the process by which he has done so” (117). However, even as Gerald may be 

seen to embody the spirit of the modern world, it is arguably not quite a full embodiment: Gerald 

seems to have enough of an older sensibility to be a partially liminal figure.147 Even if this is the 

                                                 
to a sentimentalism of the intellect by which their professional medium, language, gets reified into a Ding 

an sich. Because language is the medium of thought, there is an assumption that stylistic critique 

encompasses the whole. From such a standpoint, the familiar offer to analyse the “language of” something 

is felt to imply the most radical form of critique, which of course it may be on occasion, but it just as 

frequently proves to be a narrow and self-fulfilling exercise. It is then an easy simulacrum of critical and 

analytical thought, just as sentimentality is an unwitting parody of feeling. (124) 
147

 Birkin’s ideas of Gerald’s Northern beauty in relation to the “African” statue’s Southern beauty are distilled in 

“Totem” and “Moony.” For Birkin, Gerald’s personality is formed as “one of those strange white wonderful demons 

from the north, fulfilled in the destructive frost mystery” (263), and Birkin wonders “was he fated to pass away in 

this knowledge, this one process of frost-knowledge, death by perfect cold? Was he a messenger, an omen of the 

universal dissolution into whiteness and snow?” (263-4). In contrast with Gerald, Birkin thinks the “African 

statuette” partakes of a “[p]ure culture of sensation, culture in the physical consciousness, really ultimate physical 
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case, though, it does not change the fact that Birkin’s language operates in a world grown strange 

to his sought-after reality—a reality which for the most part Birkin still sees only in terms of his 

own critical, derisive ideas. The crucial and often unremarked point is that as friends Gerald and 

Birkin only offer a truth together, in relation: Birkin is not the answer to Gerald’s errors, nor is 

Gerald the answer to Birkin’s straits, but insofar as they move beyond their own predilections 

and habits of mind they may reveal something about friendship. This is not simply noticeable, 

however: in the world of Women in Love, that which is whole and healthy is gleaned only with 

effort as if in the after-echo of another reality of one’s own soul or of another person; and what 

may prove whole emerges only out of relationships—for example, out of the specific relatedness 

particular to the friendship of Gerald and Birkin or the love of Birkin and Ursula. 

If one picks out certain theme words of the novel, they circle around things integral to 

human existence—love, knowledge, death, life—and how these words are essentially and 

personally contested within the novel provides the moral impetus for Lawrence’s work. 

Lawrence construes modernity in the novel in terms of a growing tameness of the natural human 

spirit, and in this tameness its replacement with the devastation involved in the mechanical or 

                                                 
consciousness, mindless, utterly sensual. It is so sensual as to be final, supreme” (78). Pondering this type of figure, 

Birkin muses that  

She knew what he himself did not know. She had thousands of years of purely sensual, pureful unspiritual 

knowledge, behind her. It must have been thousands of years since her race had died, mystically: that is, 

since the relation between the senses and the outspoken mind had broken, leaving the experience all in one 

sort, mystically sensual. Thousands of years ago, that which was imminent in himself must have taken 

place in these Africans: the goodness, the holiness, the desire for creation and productive happiness must 

have lapsed, leaving the single impulse for knowledge in one sort, mindless progressive knowledge through 

the senses, knowledge arrested and ending in the senses, mystic knowledge in disintegration and 

dissolution. (262-3) 

Birkin senses this figure of an African female to be “one of his soul’s intimates” (262), and it is interesting that he 

sees in her “that which was imminent in himself,” although it is unclear whether this refers to “the goodness, the 

holiness, the desire for creation and productive happiness” or it becoming “lapsed”—i.e., whether Birkin figures 

himself on the verge of a breakthrough or a collapse. Birkin states that both Gerald and the African figure indicate a 

disconnection with “life and hope” and a “lapse from pure integral creation” (263). Either the mind or the body 

emphasised undoes the balance needed for personal integrity, which Birkin errant seeks. 
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technical mode. Modernity as essentially mechanical (or technical) is especially problematic for 

a person since, if one does not realise how it impacts both personal being and doing, attempts to 

combat or recover from it will be bound up with forms proper to its essence and thus will be 

confined to reactive responses which will tend to swing far in the opposite direction (to use 

Lawrence’s image from his letter on ecstasy and truth—cf. 300 above). We have seen that 

Lawrence is concerned with the agitation that proceeds from abstract life gaining sway over the 

personality: he states that “unless we proceed to connect ourselves up with our own primeval 

sources, we shall degenerate. And degenerating, we shall break up into a strange orgy of 

feelings” (“The Novel and the Feelings,” 204). The “river of dissolution” (277) which Birkin 

sees underlying modernity points to this issue: the reactive response to mechanical predominance 

in modernity tends to become an overemphasis on that which mechanical activity denies (feeling 

as central), but unless a proper sense of intuitive balance is recovered feeling will be understood 

simply as the opposite of mechanical being, and will remain defined by it and thus enthralled by 

it. 

With this in mind, we perceive a series of related matters in the novel: Lawrence’s 

exploration of love (a central quest of Birkin and Gerald) depends on forms of knowing (for 

Gerald: mechanical and technical; for Birkin: abstract, and then embodied); and forms of 

knowing depend on the idea of humanity (what is proper to personal meaning), which in turn 

rubs up against the fact of death (the boundary of these forms of knowing, and the end of the 

human); and in the face of death one thinks of life (what is behind both personal forms of 

knowing and ideas of what is human, and what is terrible about death). The supreme criterion 

behind Women in Love is life, but we have noted its ambiguity for Lawrence: “what we mean by 

living is, of course, just as indescribable as what we mean by being” (“Why the Novel Matters,” 
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197). How the two men come together and diverge in their understanding of the novel’s central 

themes sheds light on the overall meaning of the novel, as they give voice to the two major 

sensibilities of the novel. More than that, and beyond the simplistic notion of having a character 

represent an idea, while Birkin and Gerald embody the novel’s primary sensibilities and moods 

they are also good friends, and notably are closest when neither one tries to abstractly formulate 

their ideas of the world they inhabit but rather engage each other on a more primary, instinctive 

level. This is the image of truth to which their interactions proceed throughout the novel, an 

image which Birkin ultimately glimpses but which in the end is frustrated by Gerald’s death. 

Over the course of the novel, the two men move from the general to the particular in their 

conversations, honing in, as it were, on what their lives and friendship might mean. In the 

chapter “In the Train,” we find Gerald and Birkin trying to articulate how they understand the 

general chronotopic environment in which they exist. When the idea of a “new” kind of world 

comes up, Birkin states emphatically that: 

I think the people who say they want a new religion are the last to accept anything new. 

They want novelty right enough. But to stare straight at this life that we’ve brought upon 

ourselves, and reject it, absolutely smash up the old idols of ourselves, that we sh’ll never 

do. You’ve got very badly to want to get rid of the old, before anything new will 

appear—even in the self. (51) 

Instead of a true revolutionary spirit in people, Birkin finds that “[o]ur one idea is to lie to 

ourselves” (52)—to not recognise what is occurring so that change will not be needed. It is 

important to note Birkin’s involvement here: he feels trapped along with the others who disdain 

the spiritual ills of the present yet have found no sound way out or forward, and instead are 
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tempted by “novelty.” And yet Birkin knows that novelty changes nothing in the self: it is 

repetition of the past in the key of cliché, which means death; it is not new or renewed life, 

which may require wrenching oneself out of the deadening clichés of habit.  

Since the renewal of the present is no simple matter, Birkin probes Gerald’s ideas about 

life as he understands it: “‘[t]ell me,’ said Birkin, ‘What do you live for?’ Gerald’s face went 

baffled. ‘What do I live for?’ he repeated. ‘I suppose I live to work, to produce something, in so 

far as I am a purposive being. Apart from that, I live because I keep on living’” (53). At this 

strangely slack response which assumes the centrality of the mechanical will, Birkin presses 

further, and they discuss life’s ultimate points of reference: 

“Then wherein does life centre for you?” 

 “I don’t know—that’s what I want somebody to tell me. As far as I can make out, 

it doesn’t centre at all. It is artificially held together by the social mechanism.” 

Birkin pondered as if he would crack something. 

 “I know,” he said, “it just doesn’t centre. The old ideals are dead as nails—

nothing there. It seems to me there remains only this perfect union with a woman—sort 

of ultimate marriage—and there isn’t anything else.” (55) 

Gerald is lost here, unable to contemplate life’s ultimate reference point in terms other 

than an imposed fate or social fact, even as Birkin betrays his finest image: the personal union 

which effects particular, living wholeness, still possible in an age of cultural devastation and war, 

although here the reader may not yet see how abstract this image remains for him at this point. 

Yet Birkin’s evocation of an ultimate centre is significant to note here, for it gives the reader a 

provisional framework for comprehending his character—a framework into which Birkin 
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proceeds painfully and concretely with Ursula in the course of the novel. It also contains an echo 

of the possible depths of his relationship with Gerald: although Birkin’s discursive image of 

personal communion is cast here in terms of eros, later he will go on to address their own 

friendship and how he sees its possibilities in a similarly abstract, potentially erotic, intimate 

tonality. 

 The question of the centre and meaning of life opens up room for the two men to consider 

their own characters and directions. In the chapter “Man to Man,” Gerald muses on Birkin’s 

personality in contrast with his own mode of being: “Gerald really loved Birkin, though he never 

quite believed in him. Birkin was too unreal;—clever, whimsical, wonderful, but not practical 

enough. Gerald felt that his own understanding was much sounder and safer. Birkin was 

delightful, a wonderful spirit, but after all, not to be taken seriously, not quite to be counted as a 

man among men” (208). Cast in terms of Gerald’s own ultimate points of reference—

practicality, efficiency, certainty—Gerald finds Birkin to be a little ridiculous: pleasant to be 

around, but someone who does not quite comprehend the ‘facts’ of the contemporary world,148 

and who may not quite be identified as a proper “man.” Gerald’s own images of what constitutes 

manhood and appropriate comportment in modernity emerge critically in the two friends’ 

conversation about death. Confronting the idea of his own end, Gerald affects nonchalance: 

                                                 
148

 Gerald’s inability to take Birkin seriously is echoed in the chapter “In the Pompadour,” when the Halliday party 

mockingly reads out parts of a letter from Birkin to Halliday (399-400), ridiculing Birkin’s sincere efforts to convey 

some truth. The few pages of this scene not only demonstrate how a change in tonality alters content and a new 

context alters utterances, but further illustrate how transposition may clarify. When we are privy to Birkin’s 

passionate, sincere, and hitherto largely abstract ideas, we may get caught up in their claim to truth. At a certain 

remove they may reveal their truths and illusions in equal measure, regarding their own sense and what they 

illuminate about the speaker, his hearers, and the kind of relatedness involved. This parodic episode in the novel is a 

interesting example of how a work of art can critique itself—its own metaphysic—by including its own “tom-cat.” 
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“We’ve all got to die, and it doesn’t seem to make any great difference, anyhow, 

whether you die or not. I can’t feel any grief, you know. It leaves me cold. I can’t quite 

account for it.” 

  “You don’t care if you die or not?” asked Birkin. 

Gerald looked at him with eyes blue as the blue-fibred steel of a weapon. He felt 

awkward, but indifferent. As a matter of fact, he did care terribly, with a great fear. 

“Oh,” he said, “I don’t want to die, why should I? But I never trouble. The 

question doesn’t seem to be on the carpet for me at all. It doesn’t interest me, you know.” 

(210) 

Gerald deliberately prefers to operate within an environment which he is able to control; 

death is beyond his control, and so even as he proclaims disinterest he remains troubled that he 

has not drawn what is beyond personal control into the context of ‘his own’ world. Death is 

beyond him, and yet it will come inevitably; this means that his relationship to death cannot be 

creative and cannot be healthy. In this case, Gerald resorts to clichés of human finitude and 

necessity, and pretends not to be concerned. Giving himself over to the ‘necessity’ of a fatalistic 

mood regarding death belies Gerald’s own basic stance towards life: accept life’s current 

condition, but try to control it in the end. Gerald’s stance towards death becomes his stance 

towards life: in life as in the face of death, Gerald is more conforming than courageous: “you 

can’t live unless you come into line somewhere” with the dominant ethos of the era. In response 

to Gerald’s conformity, Birkin offers his own version of “cutting life out to pattern,” seeking to 

recast the world in his own image: “I begin to think that you can’t live unless you keep entirely 

out of the line,” which for Birkin means that “[i]nstead of chopping yourself down to fit the 
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world, chop the world down to fit yourself. As a matter of fact, two exceptional people make 

another world. You and I, we make another, separate world” (212). Here Birkin’s sense of 

rebellion against an impinging world threatens to become solipsistic, and his insight into the 

truth of personal communion is framed in such a way that enclosed self-projection or even self-

aggrandisement seems poised to become an ultimate standard. 

 With his own troubled mindset plain to the reader, Gerald defers self-reflection and 

projects his own standards onto Birkin, both surprising his friend and provoking thought: “‘I 

feel,’ Gerald continued, ‘that there is always an element of uncertainty about you—perhaps you 

are uncertain about yourself. But I’m never sure of you. You can go away and change as easily 

as if you had no soul.’ He looked at Birkin with penetrating eyes. Birkin was amazed. He thought 

he had all the soul in the world. He stared in amazement” (212). Although Gerald is basing his 

response on his own sense of certainty, the penetration of his friend’s veneer is palpable. While 

Birkin feels himself to be an integral, solid force against a rotten world, Gerald’s comment 

touches the quick of Birkin’s own identity. Birkin feels himself to be of a solid whole and 

untouchable in his own sense of things, yet his less thoughtful friend apprehends something 

different in Birkin’s stance in the world. Someone who rebels needs to feel certain about the 

justice of his rebellious approach; in Birkin’s own certain self-image lies the arrogant insistence 

which hitherto has rendered his relationships difficult. As spiritually jejune as he may be, Gerald 

indicates a central stumbling block for Birkin’s character and opened the possibility for his 

friend’s recovery of a “purer” relatedness to others. 

As the two men partially temper each other through their conversations, the suggestion of 

something true which neither can articulate well grows in the background of their friendship. 
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Birkin broaches this idea in his typically abstract way: citing the historical example of German 

“Blutbruderschaft,” Birkin declares to Gerald that they “ought to swear to love each other, you 

and I, implicitly, and perfectly, finally, without any possibility of going back on it” (213). This is 

Birkin’s way of trying to secure with certainty (“perfectly, finally,” irrevocably) a solution to 

what he sees as a nagging “problem”: “the problem of love and eternal conjunction between two 

men,” a matter that he realises “had been a necessity inside himself all his life” (213). 

Recognising his need for friendly intimacy and yet still only capable of comprehending it in 

abstract terms of finality and necessity, Birkin provokes Gerald with his certain fervour and 

prompts Gerald to pause in tension: “Gerald looked down at him, attracted, so deeply bondaged 

in fascinated attraction, that he was mistrustful, resenting the bondage, hating the attraction” 

(213). Despite his own predilection for certainty, Gerald recognises in Birkin’s offer a sort of 

imprisoning tonality, something too firmly “nailed down.” He cannot clasp Birkin’s proffered 

hand—not because it is concrete flesh and blood, but because the assumed grip will prove 

overtight. Uncertain of their shared mood, Gerald proposes that they “leave it till I understand it 

better” (213), at which point Birkin tries to clarify: “[y]ou know what I mean? Not sloppy 

emotionalism. An impersonal union that leaves one free” (214)—terms in which he also will try 

to figure his relation with Ursula.  

This proleptic image of friendship is brought to the fore in “Gladiatorial,” where we see a 

different dimension of the two friends. After wrestling, during which Lawrence states “they got a 

kind of mutual physical understanding” (279), Birkin again presses Gerald for a kind of 

affirmation: 
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“We are mentally, spiritually intimate, therefore we should be more or less 

physically intimate too—it is more whole. […] I also think you are beautiful,” said Birkin 

to Gerald, “and that is enjoyable too. One should enjoy what is given.” 

“You think I am beautiful—how do you mean, physically?” asked Gerald, his 

eyes glistening. 

“Yes. You have a northern kind of beauty, like light refracted from snow—and a 

beautiful, plastic form. Yes, that is there to enjoy as well. We should enjoy everything.” 

(282) 

Although the moment comes to a halt as before—Gerald “laughed” and responds that “[t]hat’s 

certainly one way of looking at it” (282)—Birkin’s inkling of ‘something more’ possible within 

their friendship will resonate throughout the rest of the novel. Swayed by the sense of a mutual 

understanding more than “mental” and “spiritual,” Birkin suggests the possibility of a 

relationship deeper or different than what they have at the time—something “physical,” although 

he does not offer any real sense of what it might mean for them. Yet we may note a few things in 

this passage: first, Birkin is under the impression that the mental, spiritual, and physical aspects 

of an intimate relatedness are disparate, not integral. Second, as Birkin observes this distinction, 

he projects his own wishes onto the situation regarding their mental and spiritual intimacy (for 

we see how often in the novel they miss each other’s meaning and its implications). Third, Birkin 

is on the right path nonetheless in looking for “enjoyment” and “wholeness” in their friendship, 

even as Gerald either does not understand well or is too wrapped up in himself to proceed any 

further with its realisation. 
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This passage has often and indeed perhaps ought to be read critically in a homoerotic 

light, with Birkin struggling to introduce another, erotic register to their friendship. Throughout 

the novel, Birkin has expressed desire and longing with various levels of articulation, and to read 

this passage as a comment on the murkily intimate register of friendship seems appropriate to 

me, if not necessarily something any given reader may easily discern and understand. However, I 

think that something else is happening here as well, for in this instance Birkin is also, perhaps, 

struggling to articulate why his friendship with Gerald is so significant. Birkin finds this difficult 

to articulate because, similar to his romantic and erotic relationship with Ursula, he demonstrates 

no real knowledge of an appropriate experiential context for understanding his friendship with 

Gerald. He does not seem to know well what it means to be a friend, and in a moment of 

ecstasy—the ecstasy of physical effort, combat, and intimate touch—he clearly struggles to say 

something for which his soul does not yet have a palpable, felt language. For Birkin suggests the 

possibility of a relationship deeper or different than what he and Gerald have at the time, and in 

the process projects his own ideas regarding their mental and spiritual intimacy onto the largely 

blank space of Gerald, who is physically beautiful but spiritually shrivelled. We have seen Birkin 

try to do the same thing to Ursula earlier in the novel, but she seems to possess a rounder vision 

and wisdom in these matters and so does not buy his eloquence for reasons different than emerge 

in Gerald’s own hesitative response.  

The possibility of inhabiting or recovering some true, deeper intimacy between the men 

has ended in the dark: Birkin groping beyond his ken and Gerald stolidly uncomprehending. The 

only positive image possible here is the vast space opened up by Birkin’s nascent articulation, 

and Gerald’s earthly beauty—something inchoate with intimate overtones which remains 

unrealised, as Gerald dies and Birkin is left to mourn in consternation. Birkin recognises that 
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“[o]ne should enjoy what is given,” but as readers we understand that one must also strive to be 

aware of just what is the meaning of “one,” “enjoy,” and “what is given”—for the dangers of 

abstraction and ecstasy loom nearby, and the heart may be mistaken as often as the mind. 

If Birkin and Gerald proceed as friends in the novel, Ursula and Gudrun may be seen as 

their foils or counterparts, conditioning or sharpening the often blunt edges of the men. Yet the 

distinction between the two women and their effects on the men is stark: in contrast to how 

Ursula helps Birkin move beyond his early and stubborn abstractions and begin a satisfying 

relationship, Gudrun seems slowly to grow more enamoured with certain aspects of Gerald 

which he has not fully integrated, and thus enthralled with a coldness of which Gerald 

imperfectly partakes, finally rejects him for the lucid indifference of Loerke. 

In the chapter “Mino” we encounter the first stages of Ursula challenging Birkin’s ideas 

of the proper form of their relatedness in the world, and we may note the significance of three 

occasions when she punctures or helps temper his abstract notions. First, she senses the 

solipsistic side to his thinking as he says that in his imagined perfect relationship “we are two 

stark, unknown beings, two utterly strange creatures, I would approach you, and you me.—And 

there could be no obligation, because there is no standard for action there, because no 

understanding has been reaped from that plane” (150). In his mind, this state is “quite inhuman” 

due to its exceptional ‘purity’ in comparison with the regular human dross of “all that is 

accepted” (150). Yet sensing him thrilling to his own image apart from prosaic life, Ursula 

replies simply: “[i]t is just purely selfish” (150). Second, when he revisits his idea she shies away 

from his overzealous manner and high rhetoric:  
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“What I want is a strange conjunction with you—” he said quietly; “—not meeting and 

mingling;—you are quite right:—but an equilibrium, a pure balance of two single 

beings:—as the stars balance each other.” She looked at him. He was very earnest, and 

earnestness was always rather ridiculous, commonplace, to her. It made her feel unfree 

and uncomfortable. Yet she liked him so much. But why drag in the stars.” (151)  

Here it is not so much his ideas of their relationship but rather the heightened, abstractly refined 

form in which he casts them that disturbs her agreement. Third, as he rejects her more prosaic 

account of love, we see that he has not yet fully recognised the possibility of a reality behind 

what he considers to be inadequate words, and overemphasises her language rather than discerns 

the spirit of her response:  

“I do think,” he said, “that the world is only held together by the mystic 

conjunction, the ultimate unison between people—a bond. And the immediate bond is 

between man and woman.”  

“But it’s such old hat,” said Ursula. “Why should love be a bond? No, I’m not 

having any. […] love is freedom,” she declared.  

“Don’t cant to me,” he replied. “Love is a direction which excludes all other 

directions. It’s a freedom together, if you like.”  

“No,” she said, “love includes everything.”  

“Sentimental cant,” he replied. (155-6) 
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Bent on isolation—even if isolation “together”—Birkin is incapable of affirming the ordinariness 

of love and how it eases, rather than stresses, the personality. His image of love is extraordinary 

and exclusive: it does not admit the world of other people, for whom Birkin maintains 

contumely. Ursula, less contemptuous, wants through their shared vitality to renew the truths of 

love as a form of “freedom” which “includes everything” rather than assume the guise of a 

closed-off paradise. 

 The two characters clash again in “Moony,” where Birkin has transformed his “direction 

which excludes all other directions” into his own private “proud indifference” (259), into which 

he wants to invite Ursula. This is his designation for their state of being “really together because 

we are together” (259) and not based on any kind of verbal contract, which offers the reader an 

insight into the fissure possible between being and saying. Yet despite his recognition that 

intimate being-together belongs beyond verbal construction—or utterance disconnected from 

being—Birkin still conceives his relationship with Ursula in terms of a rejection of the world and 

its phrases.149 His indifference is not free; it is bound by anger to that against which it reacts. At 

this point Birkin is still enthralled by his theoretical critique of modernity: he is still under the 

sway of abstractions, which means he is not yet present to the possibility of an elemental 

relatedness which promises fecundity, not indifference with Ursula. Ursula seems to sense this, 

and in response she challenges his circumscribed vision by telling him: “[y]ou are just 

                                                 
149

 The distinction between novelty of phrase or term and the renewal of language by the vital personality—here 

figured in the tussle for relational authenticity between Birkin and Ursula— reinforces the essential role the person 

occupies in the genre of the novel. Here Ursula opens the space in which the strong, integral personality renews 

(regenerates, revitalises in herself) words and phrases which in others may have become trite and lost their vital 

significance. A person “wholly alive” in Lawrence’s sense renews meaning in herself, sometimes through the sheer 

energy of her spirit and other times at the promptings of her conscience (which may be defined as personal memory 

in the mode of tradition). On this ground, a person renews words as a tradition renews feasts: by drawing them once 

again into life’s prosaic, meaningful rhythms and giving them a place in the integral vitality of one’s own. 
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egocentric. You never have any enthusiasm, you never come out with any spark towards me. 

You want yourself, really, and your own affairs” (259). Ursula protests because she feels that, 

wrapped up in his ideas of how they ought to be, Birkin’s approach is still acquisitive rather than 

generous. “Pure relatedness,” as Lawrence construes it, depends on a free “being for” the other, 

not demands made by one of the other. Approached through Birkin’s idea, their relationship 

would be unbalanced rather than mutual, and compelled rather than reciprocal. Caught up in his 

concern that language does not include being, Birkin responds to Ursula’s wary hesitation by 

reiterating his established idea: “[a]h well,” he said, “words make no matter, any way. The thing 

is between us, or it isn’t” (259). Birkin is yet insensible to how one need not give into dualistic 

notions of being and language, which Ursula seems to feel intuitively. Abstracted through his 

ideas, Birkin is not really there, which means he is not really present in his own relatedness to 

Ursula. She recognises this and accuses him: “[y]ou don’t love me, you know. You don’t want to 

serve me. You want only yourself” (259). To her mind, this shows that he wants only ‘his own,’ 

not his own through and for and with another’s own—in this case Ursula herself, her concrete 

and quick personality. In Birkin’s “paradisal” version of their relationship, Ursula tells him, 

“[y]ou want me to be a mere thing for you!,” which she means as Lawrence means the “lamp-

post”: a static thing incapable of and disinterested in vital relation. 

Bothered that she is not yet under the sway of his rhetoric, Birkin continues to urge 

Ursula to “let herself go,” but she is unwilling to agree to his image of her and so instead replies: 

“‘[l]et myself go!’ she re-echoed in mockery. ‘I can let myself go, easily enough. It is you who 

can’t let yourself go, it is you who hang on to yourself as if it were your only treasure. You—you 

are the Sunday school teacher—You—you preacher’” (260). This passage is crucial for the 

reader and for Birkin’s own character. We note—once again—how the tonality of a voice reveals 
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something: with her “mocking” tone Ursula illuminates the ‘deadly,’ abstract, impersonally 

serious quality of Birkin’s voice and ideas at this point. The seriousness of his ideas indicates 

their absolute form: up to this point Birkin’s ideas mean more to him than the person he 

confronts. The seriousness of his voice—the seriousness of conviction and stubborn certainty, 

which Laurence Sterne’s Parson Yorick calls “gravity” (25) in Tristram Shandy (1759-67)—

betrays his Bakhtinian ‘alibi’: he is “preaching” to others, not relating to them. Moreover, the 

authority he assumes is the individual authoritativeness of a truth-teller, not the authority of a 

truth which emerges between persons mutually open to each other in dialogue.  

Ursula’s declaration gives Birkin pause: we read that “[t]he amount of truth that was in 

this made him stiff and unheeding of her” (260). Still caught up in his own take on things, 

Birkin’s immediate response to her penetrating statement is to defend his own ideas: “I don’t 

mean let yourself go in the Dionysiac ecstatic way,” he tells her, “I know you can do that. But I 

hate ecstasy, Dionysiac or any other. It’s like going round in a squirrel cage. I want you not to 

care about yourself, just to be there and not to care about yourself, not to insist—be glad and sure 

and indifferent” (260). This may be read as an authorial sideways glance at one of Nietzsche’s 

favourite character types, although here we must note that Lawrence and Nietzsche do not hold 

Dionysios in the same light. Focusing on the internal economy of the novel itself, a few things 

occur: we may believe Birkin when he states that he—like Lawrence—“hates” ecstasy and does 

not mean to imply it with the phrase “let yourself go,” and yet we also know that ecstatic moods 

are not foreign to his character, which means that despite his recognition of its fruitlessness 

ecstasy is not something from which he is free. His reference to “ecstasy” also tempers his use of 

“indifference,” for the latter acquires the hue of satisfaction and tranquillity rather than isolation 

(its erstwhile connotation). Finally, Birkin is adamant that Ursula learn “not to insist”—not 
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compel something to be there or that way apart from time, place, circumstance, and relation. 

Ursula immediately remarks on this irony: “[w]ho is it that keeps on insisting? It isn’t me!” 

(260), to which Birkin answers “I know,” and widens his stance to encompass them both: he 

states that “[w]hile ever either of us insists to the other, we are all wrong,” and admits that this 

frustrates their relatedness, as “the accord doesn’t come” (260). Preachers and prophets often 

“insist”; lovers want to come to an “accord,” the “at-onement” of intimacy.  

Insistence and personal accord are moods of the “soul” irrespective of ideas, and as both 

Birkin and Ursula eschew insistence they find themselves in “stillness” (261), together 

peacefully in the still night. Their new-found accord partakes of their environment—

“[g]radually, the stillness and peace came over them” (261)—and they quietly love each other. 

Then comes the culmination of the chapter, an idyllic moment Lawrence’s description of which 

would feel inappropriately Romantic apart from the tempered whole of the novel: 

She clung nearer to him. He held her close, and kissed her softly, gently. It was such 

peace and heavenly freedom, just to fold her and kiss her gently, and not to have any 

thoughts or any desires or any will, just to be still with her, to be perfectly still and 

together, in a peace that was not sleep, but content in bliss. To be content in bliss, without 

desire or insistence anywhere, this was heaven: to be together in happy stillness. (261) 

Peacefully “content” without need, Birkin and Ursula draw near to each other and are “together 

in happy stillness,” which means that in this concrete moment they partake of an integral 

wholeness of relation, the possible fullness of which is the beauty of communion. They come to 

this accord through physical touch, but their embrace has prosaic rather than ecstatic overtones; 

and so unlike his physical intimacy with Gerald when wrestling, Birkin’s spirit is calm and 
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untroubled by the felt need for some further proof that the particular moment is real. The 

distinction between these two events is significant: Birkin’s wrestling bout with Gerald leaves 

him wondering about their friendship; Birkin’s accord with Ursula only deepens his relatedness 

to her and rather than vexing him, strengthens his desire to integrate their intimacy into everyday 

life. Upon reflection Birkin comes to consider this path the “way of freedom” beyond the mental-

sensual duality, and realises suddenly that “[h]e must ask her to marry him. They must marry at 

once, and so make a definite pledge, enter into a definite communion” (264). In the course of the 

novel this turns out to be a sudden clarification of things rather than a moment of impetuosity, 

and Birkin and Ursula do go on to get married in due time. Their story becomes a quieter part of 

the novel, undiminished in significance and a measured counterpoint to Gerald and Gudrun’s 

relationship, which by contrast degenerates (as Birkin and Ursula’s regenerates) and ends in 

deathly cold.  

As Women in Love progresses, Birkin proceeds into life—the reality of a fullness felt 

with Ursula—but this does not mean that there is no remaining struggle or that their relationship 

becomes simply easy. As Philip Weinstein reminds us in “‘The Trembling Instability’ of Women 

in Love” (1984), “Birkin and Ursula achieve the ‘trembling instability of the balance,’ a living 

relationship that hurts because of its inadequacy, hurts also because it is alive” (131), an echo of 

Lawrence’s own sense that although a “new relatedness” and its growth always involves “hurt” 

for its participants, it is of the essence of life and therefore to be embraced. At first a “preacher” 

and agitated apologist of a few ideas, Birkin struggles through his abstract ideas into an 

embodied reality with Ursula. His progression in this is important, for it shows the “passion” and 

“hurt” involved in an appropriate internalisation of ideas not exactly wrong but more precisely 

wrongly approached in how he has sought to draw them into his own and integrate them. And the 
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most significant aspect of his recovery involves letting go of his own abstract images of that 

which will in the end render his struggle for wholeness possible: a woman. 

Throughout the novel, Birkin finds himself struggling to break through his initially 

reactive, solipsistic form of consciousness into a healthier, natural consciousness which unites 

the reality of the whole person and is able to include others. This is not an easy thing for him to 

do, and so the expression of his ideas often takes harsh, crude, or passionately insistent form. 

However, the crude nature of Birkin’s initial consciousness means, significantly, that he seems to 

project unwittingly what he experienced erotically in the past onto his nascent, earthy 

relationship with Ursula—an action that affects Birkin’s self-involvement: he says of Ursula that 

“he would rather not live than accept the love she proffered” (205), before musing that “[h]e 

wanted so much to be free, not under the compulsion of any need for unification, or tortured by 

unsatisfied desire” (206). He is not sure at first if this is possible, though, because to his mind: 

“woman was always so horrible and clutching, she had such a lust for possession, a greed of self-

importance in love. She wanted to have, to own, to control, to be dominant. Everything must be 

referred back to her, to Woman, the Great Mother of everything, out of whom proceeded 

everything and to whom everything must finally be rendered up” (206). Part of Birkin’s course in 

the novel is to recover from his idea of “Woman”—the absolute, abstract ‘Feminine’ he has 

mentally constructed—and confront and then dwell with a concrete, particular woman who 

reciprocates his passion and offers a mutually vital personality. As Birkin recovers from his 

projected world (both of ideas and around women) through Ursula, he finds what he was looking 

for wrongly until that point. His mood softens: an edge has been taken off his angst, and his 

harsh attitude becomes calmer as he no longer needs to have everything come to explicit 

(abstract) consciousness in order to be true. He and Ursula are more content together, and Birkin 
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has finally begun to listen instead of trying to insistently force life and so becomes able to draw 

near to what was hitherto inaccessible.  

Up to the point of his dawning realisation of the meaning of listening and responding in 

relation, Birkin shared more with Gerald than friendship: they shared a cast of mind bent on 

technique and insistence or force, even if Birkin was concerned with his own survival of the 

spiritual destructiveness of the world and people and Gerald was concerned with his will and the 

financial success of his company. Yet while Birkin is able to relinquish his predilection for force 

or insistence and thereby grow in “pure relatedness” with Ursula, Gerald is finally unable to 

shake his need for forceful mastery and ends up without any remaining vital relations. This 

means that as Birkin proceeds into life, Gerald proceeds out of life and into death. We read in 

“The Industrial Magnate” that Gerald’s enthusiasm for mechanical technique begins with a grand 

reformation of his father’s business but culminates in the possibility of Gerald himself being 

unnecessary to its effectiveness—a thought which troubles him exceedingly. At first, we 

overhear, Gerald “suddenly […] had conceived the pure instrumentality of mankind” (230), an 

idea which involves the idea that “[m]an’s will [is] the absolute, the only absolute” (231), and 

that a masterful human is like an earthly deity—an “arch-god of earth” (231).150 Gerald sees in 

increased technical efficiency his own aggrandisement, and he works to perfect his company, 

taking no care for his workers or the Christian idea of charity so close to his father’s heart (234). 

However, as he succeeds with his business, Gerald muses that “the whole system was now so 

                                                 
150

 Certain of Gerald’s ideas in this section of the novel, as well as in “Mino” when Birkin responds to Ursula’s 

phrase “Wille zur Macht” by agreeing that it is a “base and petty thing (154) and rendering it first as “volonté de 

pouvoir” and then as “a will to ability” are the closest Lawrence comes to addressing recognisably Nietzschean 

themes in the novel. However, since Lawrence is interested not in ideas per se but rather in balanced relationships 

and reciprocal intimacies in prosaic life, further comparisons between the two writers does not add significantly to 

either section of the novel. I explore the importance of Nietzsche’s provocative consideration of the gods, the 

individual will, and cultural meaning in chapter two of this study (cf. 46ff).  
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perfect that [he] was hardly necessary any more” (239), an idea which prompts in him a crisis of 

self-identity. Gerald has wrapped up his self-understanding in his mechanical proficiency centred 

on his mining company—“[w]hat he wanted was the pure fulfillment of his own will in the 

struggle with the natural conditions” (231)—and so the possibility of his superfluity and sudden 

possible removal shocks his consciousness: the company was “so perfect that sometimes a 

strange fear came over him, and he did not know what to do. […] he went to the mirror and 

looked long and closely at his own face, at his own eyes, seeking for something. He was afraid, 

in mortal dry fear, but he knew not what of. He looked at his own face” and finds that 

“somehow, it was not real, it was a mask” (239). 

This dual aspect of Gerald’s character—will and fear—expresses the gist of his 

personality. He is not properly rooted (the will operates, it does not ground) and is only 

interested in self-assertion, which cannot be open to difference and other persons. His absolute is 

his own insistent will, and its forceful ends are domination and manipulation—activities not 

particular to his person but in which he sees his own “pure fulfillment.” Yet the will as self-

assertion, domination, and the “only absolute” admits no relation, and so Gerald finds himself 

ultimately alone, unrealised in relation, and strangely and surprisingly (to him) superfluous to the 

system in which he sees his own image. Mechanical technique is nonhuman, but when used 

conscientiously and carefully it can augment human activity. However, when it loses its 

appropriate form and role in human life, becomes a model of the will, and pushes one to construe 

the world in terms of “instrumentality,” then the integral personality is conceived in terms of that 

which it is not, and something inhuman intrudes. Gerald experiences this in the realisation that 

his system does not ‘need’ him; his living countenance is disfigured, stilled into one expression 

and direction, and assumes a “mask” of individual identity—for Gerald, a “mask” of identity 
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with that which renders him insignificant. In this way, his will involves the deformation of his 

personality: when his will dominates, it destroys the integrity of its object; when his will finds its 

match in the self-assertion of another person, that other person becomes (through its “sheer 

individuality,” as Lawrence puts it) a “menace” to Gerald’s own being. Encounter becomes 

potentially deadly, and relation devolves into a certain insistence. Unfortunately enough for 

Gerald, this becomes the end of Gerald’s and Gudrun’s relationship. 

 As Ursula helps Birkin into life, Gudrun provides a kind of final diabolic aid in Gerald’s 

destruction, although they share a similar spirit. Before essentially tiring of him in fear, she 

admires Gerald as an artist does something strange and beautiful: swimming in the water he is 

“immune and perfect” (44), and later after making love she defines him as “the exquisite 

adventure, the desirable unknown to her” (345). After he comes to her bed in fear in the night 

after his father’s death, though, she muses apart from him, unconnected: “she dared not make a 

light, because she knew he would wake, and she did not want to break his perfect sleep, that she 

knew he had got of her” (359). In this instance, for her the act of love was more condescension 

than intimacy. She tells him later “I had to take pity on you. But it was never love” (459), and 

even as he is leaving her bed in the morning she finds his concrete person foolish and something 

stupidly prosaic. This occupies her mind until fortunately “again an idea saved her” (362), and 

she imagined a scenario in which she would feel at peace, with Gerald a “workman” and she a 

“workman’s wife” (362). In this way an “idea” saves Gudrun from the unbearable physical 

proximity coupled with an emotionally “awful, inhuman distance” (360) she feels between them. 

She states that she knows, lying next to him spent in her bed, that “[t]hey would never be 

together” (360), and yet it is also an “idea” of him—the idea that he could be “her sweetheart” 

(344)—that initially draws her to him. Unrelatable in his will, ideas render Gerald first for 
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Gudrun at first salvageable and then, in their dissipation, savageable. We get the sense 

throughout the novel that Gudrun finds Gerald’s concrete self intimately impossible and thus 

between them, despite his desire, there is no real connection and or possible abiding relation but 

only the concord and then discord of their respective images of Gerald’s identity. 

  As the novel comes to a close in the Swiss mountains Gudrun finds Gerald’s presence 

finally confining, and finally rejects him as unloving, unloved, and unloveable. She comes to feel 

that “his passion was awful to her, tense and ghastly, and impersonal, like a destruction, ultimate. 

She felt it would kill her. She was being killed” (462). Rather than remain choking in his 

tightening embrace of which she anticipates and feels the final clench, she finds herself attracted 

to the idea of Loerke, who is even more mechanically-minded than Gerald. For “she knew that 

Loerke, in his innermost soul, was detached from everything, for him there was neither heaven 

nor earth nor hell. He admitted no allegiance, he gave no adherence anywhere. He was single 

and, by abstraction from the rest, absolute in himself” (470). When regarding Gerald, by 

contrast, Gudrun senses (as does Birkin) that “in Gerald’s soul there still lingered some 

attachment to the rest, to the whole” (470). To Gudrun, although Gerald understands himself as 

pure will, his is still a will operating in the world, and thus the world, despite being debased into 

something over which the will seeks domination, still carries some significance: concrete life still 

matters for Gerald, which is Gerald’s potentially redemptive element in Birkin’s eyes. But 

Gudrun is as weary of the world as she is of Gerald and wants a will without human object, and 

so begins to enjoy Loerke, “detached” and “in abstraction from the rest, absolute in himself.” 

Loerke has no roots and is not interested in anything different; he dwells in abstract reserve, 

apart from any whole or ultimate point of reference in the light of which personal life and 

communion might flourish. In this sense Loerke’s isolation appeals to Gudrun. Unlike Gerald, 
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Loerke asks nothing of her, even as they share a spiritual sensibility that negates life—not as 

Birkin does earlier in the novel, out of some effort to purify life of its “dissolution” and 

“clichés”—but as a matter of fact: life per se is to be theoretically negated and refuge found in 

art alone, in and of itself, as the only absolute which matters. Alive in his will and movement in 

the world, Gerald lacks Loerke’s ‘purity,’ with which one may be together but not in any kind of 

true intimacy or elemental relatedness as Lawrence understands them. Gudrun prefers Loerke’s 

“ironical” (486) defiance of life to Gerald’s wilful grasp and his inability to be finally “self-

sufficient” (462), and so focuses on undoing the “relatedness” of her own character, seeing it 

“closed round on herself, self-complete, without desire” (462). 

Gerald’s worldly ‘mastery’ (the increasing self-sufficiency of his company) threatens him 

with existential downfall, and the same effect of competitive domination becomes part of the 

reason he ends up without Gudrun. His fear for his soul and the collapse of his identity brings 

him decisively to her bed but also makes him hesitate in action sometimes, and for Gudrun this 

proves unbearable when coupled with his will to domination. Gudrun has no capacity for Gerald 

on the whole: after he seeks her consolation, Gudrun murmurs questioningly to herself: “[h]ad 

she asked for a child, whom she must nurse through the nights, for her love?” (483). Gerald’s 

final undoing in the presence of Loerke and his ‘loss’ of Gudrun to Loerke touch his fear of 

being superfluous: just like when his company’s system no longer needed him, he faces the idea 

that “to have no claim upon her, he must stand by himself, in sheer nothingness. And his brain 

turned to nought at the idea. It was a state of nothingness” (463), unbearable. Tormented by this 

sense of his own “nothingness,” Gerald fights back: in order to avoid obliteration, his will 

demands to obliterate. With Gudrun gone, he is “left stupefied with arrested desire” (484) in an 
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“unbearable,” “solid darkness” (484), and suddenly “knew this would be too much for him, to 

have to face nights of sleeplessness and of horrified watching the hours” (485).  

His own demise assured in Gudrun’s rejection, Gerald seeks to destroy that which 

threatens him. Finding Loerke and Gudrun enjoying a snowy repast, Gerald knocks down Loerke 

and, upon being struck by Gudrun’s fist, realises that he could “at last take the apple of his 

desire” of her, that “[a]t last he could finish his desire” (489) and exert his will over her 

completely. As Gerald “took the throat of Gudrun between his hands, that were hard and 

indominantly powerful” (489), the narrative language reflects his perverse joy: “this he crushed, 

this he could crush” (489). Exulting in the effective return of his will-power, Gerald feels “bliss” 

and a “pure zest of satisfaction [fill] his soul” (489). In the ecstatic act of destroying that which is 

no longer subject to his will, Gerald finds “fulfillment,” and is “unconscious” (489) of anything 

but the return to strength of his self-assertion—until, at last, somehow he becomes aware of the 

object of his will and its value to him: “[a]h, what was he doing, to what depths was he letting 

himself go! As if he cared about her enough to kill her, to have her life on his hands!” (490). 

Unwilling to take responsibility for the fulfillment of his will to his own detriment, Gerald feels a 

“weakness [run] over his body, a terrible relaxing, a thaw, a decay of strength” (490). His desired 

absolute has proved deathly, and he cannot integrate it properly with the events of his life. 

Without the ground of his ultimate will, Gerald veers again towards “nothingness” and considers 

that he has had “enough” (490)—and so as he releases the object of his will, Gerald releases 

himself to what will become of his destiny. 

Defeated by his encounter with Gudrun and Loerke, Gerald withdraws from his 

uncontrollable world (now dominated by the figure of Loerke) and thus leaves life. His death, 
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figured as the “sleep” of which he is in terror, is depicted as a cessation of all technical effort and 

mechanical mastery. As he wanders “away from any further contact” with life, he becomes lost 

on the vast dark snowy mountain. At his death the narrative refers to him in the third person, yet 

it is his voice we hear reflecting on his own end: “[v]aguely wandering forward, his hands lifted 

as if to feel what would happen, he was waiting for the moment when he would stop, when it 

would cease. It was not over yet. […] he wandered unconsciously, till he slipped and fell down, 

and as he fell something broke in his soul, and immediately he went to sleep” (491-2). Overcome 

in death by the nature which he combatted wilfully in life, Gerald comes to his end in “sleep,” 

alone and without an object, the “Northern beauty” and self-destructive ethos of his personality 

fulfilled in the inert stillness of his “soul” finally “broken.” 

 In the final hundred pages of Women in Love the relationship of Birkin and Ursula 

assumes a quieter presence, while the relationship of Gerald and Gudrun becomes prominent and 

is increasingly determined in the shadow of Loerke, the playfully daemonic sculptor and theorist 

of art. For Gudrun, Loerke proves attractive: to her mind he is absolutely without tradition, “did 

without any before and after,” and “dispensed with all illusion” (443). In the wake of Gerald’s 

constricting attention, Loerke appeals to Gudrun: she thinks that “[i]n the last issue he cared 

about nothing, he was troubled about nothing, he made not the slightest attempt to be at one with 

anything. He existed a pure, unconnected will, stoical and momentaneous. There was only his 

work” (443). Troubled by her life, Gudrun thrills to Loerke; untroubled by his life, Birkin on the 

other hand finds in Loerke only a caricature of his old self: “[h]e hates the ideal more acutely 

[than Birkin himself or Gerald can]. He hates the ideal utterly, yet it still dominates him” (444), 

which means that for Birkin Loerke has been deformed into a “gnawing little negation, gnawing 

at the roots of life” (444). Loerke has gone “further on” (444) than Birkin could or Gerald can, 
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which means that in an interesting way he is able to illuminate not only Lawrence’s 

contemporary world on the whole but the two friends’ previous struggles by demonstrating their 

ends: in Loerke, Gerald’s wilful mastery and Birkin’s furious rejection of the world reach a pitch 

unavailable elsewhere in the novel. This becomes clear in the novel’s finale in Innsbruck, where 

Loerke both finds expression in the cold landscape (the world for which Gerald has always been 

“better fitted” than Birkin) and expresses more coldly than could Birkin the significance of the 

individual who despises the world.  

 In the first case, upon arriving in Innsbruck Birkin, Ursula, Gerald, and Gudrun indulge 

in the thrill of thoughtless activity native to the outdoor mountain environment: “[t]he first days 

passed in an ecstasy of physical motion, sleighing, ski-ing, skating, moving in an intensity of 

speed and white light that surpassed life itself, and carried the souls of the human beings beyond 

into an inhuman abstraction of velocity and weight and eternal, frozen snow” (437). As ecstasy 

consumes the unwary person, the four adults are given pause for reflection only after adverse 

weather compels them to remain indoors one day, upon which Birkin notes the tension between 

the “human being” and the thrill of the “inhuman abstraction” of ecstatic moments and remarks 

that without the prosaic reminder of their forced break from activity “they would all lose their 

faculties” and become like some strange, unknown, species of snow-creature” (437).  

In the second case, if the reader remembers Birkin’s earlier description of Gerald and his 

“Northern beauty” of motion and will, Gerald’s character comes to mind when Loerke begins to 

explicate his theory of mechanical human enterprise and art. For Loerke, art—notably “sculpture 

and architecture” (440)—must now serve industry, the ethos of their age. When this is the case, 

Loerke states, people will see that “the machinery and acts of labour are extremely, maddeningly 
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beautiful” (44). For without “before or after” art must serve the inevitable moment and how it 

inwardly forms the self: “it is nothing but this,” Loerke states “serving a machine, or enjoying 

the motion of a machine—motion, that is all” (440-1). Curiously, this capitulation to the 

historical moment (we recall Gerald’s expression of conformity earlier) brings with it in Loerke a 

complete disdain—reminiscent of Birkin early in the novel—of the moment except for what he 

can take from it and use for his own ends. This is expressed succinctly in a conversation with 

Gudrun, who has drawn near to Loerke: 

  Art and Life were to them the Reality and the Unreality. 

“Of course,” said Gudrun, “life doesn’t really matter—it is one’s art which is 

central. What one does in one’s life has peu de rapport, it doesn’t signify much.” 

“Yes, that is so, exactly,” replied the sculptor. “What one does in one’s art, that is 

the breath of one’s being. What one does in one’s life, that is a bagatelle for the outsiders 

to fuss about.” 

It was curious what a sense of elation and freedom Gudrun found in this 

communication. She felt established for ever. Of course Gerald was a bagatelle. Love was 

one of the temporal things in her life, except in so far as she was an artist. She thought of 

Cleopatra—Cleopatra must have been an artist; she reaped the essence from a man, she 

harvested the ultimate sensation, and threw away the husk [....] After all, what was the 

lover but fuel for the transport of this subtle knowledge, for a female art, the art of pure, 

perfect knowledge in sensuous understanding. (466) 
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It is not hard to see that this set of ultimate reference points is antithetical to Lawrence’s 

own sense of the meaningfulness of intimate reciprocity, mutual fecundity, and the “at-oneness” 

involved in “knowing in terms of togetherness.” And Lawrence’s “knowing in terms of 

apartness” becomes an absolute in which Gudrun feels “elation and freedom” and “established 

for ever,” confident of the justness of her own discarding of Gerald and her own being an artist, 

through which she feels a connection with the great and terrible Cleopatra, whose will on earth 

was unmeasured and incontestable. Further, a more palpable result of this theory of art and life 

and how the artist may “reap,” “harvest,” and then “throw away the husk” of her material is 

given in Loerke’s early account of a small “statuette” he made via a young girl. 

 In the midst of a conversation on his different artist pieces Loerke retrieves a 

“photogravure reproduction of a statuette” (445), a description of which we are given: 

The statuette was of a naked girl, small, finely made, sitting on a great naked horse. The 

girl was young and tender, a mere bud. She was sitting sideways on the horse, her face in 

her hands, as if in shame and grief, in a little abandon. [...] her limbs were young and 

tender. Her legs, scarcely formed yet, the legs of a maiden just passing towards cruel 

womanhood, dangled childishly over the side of the powerful horse, pathetically, the 

small feet folded one over the other, as if to hide. But there was no hiding. There she was 

exposed naked on the naked flank of the horse.  

The horse stood stock-still, stretched in a kind of start. It was a massive, 

magnificent stallion, rigid with pent-up power. Its neck was arched and terrible, like a 

sickle, its flanks were pressed back, rigid with power. (445) 
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The repetition of the words “naked” and “power” emphasise the essence of the statuette: 

vulnerability caught with “no hiding” from the implacable strength to which it finds itself in 

proximity. From the image Gudrun “looked up with a certain supplication, slave-like” to its 

maker (445) and responds “[y]es, beautiful” (446); Ursula, by contrast, contests whether it 

faithfully depicts a horse at all and remarks that “it is his idea. I know it is a picture of himself, 

really” (446), unwilling to divorce art and life. Loerke approves of Gudrun’s response, but states 

categorically to Ursula that the horse is “part of a work of art, it has no relation to anything 

outside that work” (446). Loerke continues, in tones reminiscent of other modernist artists and 

theoreticians we have encountered in this study: 

It is a work of art, it is a picture of nothing, of absolutely nothing. It has nothing to do 

with anything but itself, it has no relation with the everyday world of this and other, there 

is no connection between them, absolutely none, they are two different and distinct places 

of existence, and to translate one into the other is worse than foolish, it is a darkening of 

all counsel,151 a making confusion everywhere. Do you see, you must not confuse the 

relative work of action, with the absolute world of art. That you must not do. (447) 

We know from his essays Lawrence’s own indignant impatience with this way of 

construing art, but he lets Loerke’s words stand without putting his “thumb in the pan” and gives 

us only Ursula’s response offered in the face of Loerke’s and Gudrun’s “contempt” and Gerald’s 
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 This phrase echoes Yahweh’s response to Job’s troubled countenance in the Jewish scriptures: “[t]hen the Lord 

answered Job out of the whirlwind, and said: ‘Who is this that darkens counsel by words without knowledge?’” (Job 

38:1). In a theological context, this may be seen as divine implacability or inscrutability in the face of human 

responses to suffering. Translated into the novelistic context of Women in Love, this stance proves to be the absolute, 

supreme Word which Lawrence, despising, allows Loerke to use in his defence of Art against Life. It is absolute 

divinity arrogated to personal wilful insistence, and as this passage shows it lies against prosaic life and its elemental 

relationships which Lawrence regards so dearly. 
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“complete disapproval and opposition” (447). “The horse is a picture of your own stock, stupid 

brutality, and the girl was a girl you loved and tortured and then ignored,” Ursula says, and 

continues a moment later: “[a]s for your world of art and your world of reality [...] you have to 

separate them because you can’t bear to know what you are. You can’t bear to realise what a 

stock, stiff, hide-bound brutality you are really, so you say ‘it’s the world of art.’ The world of 

art is only the truth about the real world, that’s all—but you are too far gone to see it” (447). 

Ursula’s fury at Loerke’s insensitive lack of integrity passes unremarked in the others; her 

unwillingness to allow art’s “absolute” to be abstracted from prosaic life is left desolate; 

disconnected from the desultory chatter which follows, she “rose and went away, leaving the 

three together” (449) in shared dis-integrity, and thus misses the confirmation of her outrage: 

“What was her name?” Gudrun asked Loerke.  

“Annette von Week,” Loerke replied reminiscent. “Ja, sie was hübsch. She was 

pretty—but was tiresome. She was also a nuisance, —not for a minute would she keep 

still—not until I’d slapped her hard and made her cry—then she’d sit for five minutes.” 

  He was thinking over the work, his work, the all important for him. 

  “Did you really slap her?” asked Gudrun, coolly. 

  He glanced back at her, reading her challenge. 

“Yes, I did,” he said, nonchalant, “harder than I have ever beat anything in my 

life. I had to, I had to. It was the only way I got the work done. (449) 
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Neither Birkin nor Ursula—who have attained a sort of wholeness together—are present to hear 

Loerke’s troubling self-justification of the violence necessary to gain one’s own individually-

desired ends. Yet it is clear to the reader that this way of thinking is foreign to Lawrence, for 

whom violence performed renders one inhuman and violence undergone renders one either 

undone or destroyed and for whom, further, the “sheer individuality” of Loerke manifests the 

distressing result of modernity’s ethos: the abstract absolute becomes the inward ruin of 

personal, prosaic life. 

 Lawrence is rarely sanguine about anything which he finds repulsive or troubling, but he 

lets the final few pages of the novel belong to Birkin, who upon seeing his friend dead—and 

Gerald was one who had both performed and undergone violence in the world—responds with 

calm sorrow and regret rather than passion or indifference (as do Ursula, Gudrun, and Loerke). 

Although Birkin and Ursula had already left the mountain lodge to continue their holiday in the 

south, they return at the news and Birkin becomes as if stunned at “the frozen dead body that had 

been Gerald,” a man he “had loved” (495). Birkin’s use of the past tense is significant: without 

any elemental relation in which Gerald would remain “living,” Gerald has become a “frozen 

carcass of a dead male” (495), and the sorrow Birkin feels is inwardly formed by the certainty 

that from now on there could be “no response from that which had been Gerald” (497)—no more 

possible mutuality, reciprocity, shared intimacy. The finality of Gerald’s silence overwhelms 

Birkin: it is the silent, static inertia and unrenewability of what was once vibrant and vital. The 

novel ends by casting light back onto Birkin’s earlier comment that “one should enjoy what is 

given” and by clarifying the “trembling instability of the balance” involved in the healthy 

wholeness of Birkin and Ursula’s relationship. First, at Gerald’s bier: 
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Birkin remembered how once Gerald had clutched his hand, with a warm momentaneous 

grip of final love. For one second—then let go again, let go forever. If he had kept true to 

that clasp, death would not have mattered. Those who die, and dying still can love, still 

believe, do not die. They live still in the beloved. Gerald might still have been living in 

the spirit with Birkin, even after death. He might still have lived with his friend, a further 

life. (498) 

For Birkin it is not breathing that makes one alive but participation in the elemental relations of 

life itself, and although he has this with Ursula, he desired its deepening in his friendship with 

Gerald. For the three elemental relationships Lawrence holds at the centre of life (with the 

“living universe,” with “woman,” and with “man”) complement rather than supplant or diminish 

each other. These relationships manifest for Lawrence a person’s triumph over death, and the 

more deeply one participates in them the more fully one is and remains alive. 

 The stories of Women in Love conclude with a chord of leave-taking, uncertainty, and 

frustrated hope,152 and the narrative shifts from the general to the particularities of prosaic life 

informed by ultimate meaning. After Gerald’s death, we read that: 

Gudrun went to Dresden. She wrote no particulars of herself. Ursula stayed at the mill 

with Birkin for a week or two. They were both very quiet. 

“Did you need Gerald?” she asked one evening. 

“Yes,” he said. 
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 All of which are potentially ‘open’ movements of the spirit. 
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“Aren’t I enough for you?” she asked. 

“No,” he said. “You are enough for me, as far as a woman is concerned. You are 

all women to me. But I wanted a man friend, as eternal as you and I are eternal.” 

“Why aren’t I enough?” she said. “You are enough for me. I don’t want anybody 

else but you. Why isn’t it the same with you?” 

“Having you, I can live all my life without anybody else, any other sheer 

intimacy. But to make it complete, really happy, I wanted eternal union with a man too: 

another kind of love,” he said.  

“I don’t believe it,” she said. “It’s an obstinacy, a theory, a perversity.” 

“Well—” he said. 

“You can’t have two kinds of love. Why should you!” 

“It seems as if I can’t,” he said. “Yet I wanted it.” 

“You can’t have it because it’s false, impossible,” she said. 

“I don’t believe that,” he answered. (499-500) 

And so the novel ends in a plangent tonality, with Ursula sceptical and Birkin disappointed yet 

resolute. It is possible to interpret this passage in simple terms: Ursula is jealous, and Birkin 

wants his friend back. But given the scope of Lawrence’s art and his statement that the novel 

addresses “the profoundest experiences of the self” (Foreword, xxxii), in the light of this study a 

more interesting reading is possible. For while Ursula may not have experienced friendship with 
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any depth in her life thus far, her resistance to Birkin’s thinking may be of a different character 

than a lack of recognition: in the terms I introduce earlier in this chapter, Ursula’s lack of belief 

here has to do with the ethos of what has become ‘her own,’ or rather ‘their own’—her intimate 

relationship with Birkin—apart from which she does not comprehend another ‘one’s own’ as 

necessary or even possible for Birkin. For Ursula, ‘their own’ relationship renders life complete 

and encompasses the only truth. Birkin, on the other hand, expresses his regard for the ‘whole’ 

truth of their own relationship, yet neither considers it the only truth nor sees in its wholeness the 

necessary denial of his participation in another, complementary ‘whole.’  

In the end, open in hope to the future, Birkin upholds and commemorates the as-yet-

unrealised truth of intimate friendship. And yet despite Ursula’s present scepticism, it is due to 

her—or more precisely, due to his relationship with her—that Birkin is able to hold friendship in 

this light. Birkin has matured with Ursula, and she is the primary spark in his revitalisation as a 

person; this renders Birkin capable of discerning from within the nascent fullness of erotic 

intimacy the echoes of the possible fullness of friendly intimacy. We recall Lawrence’s 

statement: “all vital truth contains the memory of all that for which it is not true”: one 

encompasses and holds the other, different and yet not estranging. For personal, relational 

wholeness draws with it the possibility of intimate communion, with which it properly and 

eschatologically belongs. 

 The discursive image of the intimacies of eros and friendship with which the novel comes 

to an end and which resonates throughout the novel as a whole is only utterable by these two 

characters together at this point in time after all the events that happened—i.e., it offers what 

Bakhtin calls a chronotopic truth. This is characteristic of Lawrence: Jerry Zaslove states that 
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Lawrence “thinks through his characters,”153 and since characters are inherently open, in 

ferment, and unfinished, it means that Lawrence, like Bakhtin, partakes in non-finalising, 

questioning thought. In her introduction to Women in Love, Oates agrees: as Lawrence “thinks in 

images” (characters are realised only through discursive images), “[h]e cannot know; he must 

continually strive to know” (xiv-xv), and thus never knows unto exhaustion—for a truly vital 

discursive image is inexhaustible in relation. However, not knowing finally or exhaustively is not 

identical to having no thoughtful sensibility, no steadfast mode of living address faithful to life; 

questioning does not mean that there is no directedness or stance proper to the questioner. As 

Gadamer reminds us, questioning means vital engagement with things from one’s own ground; 

indifference is not possible, nor is mere reaction, for as we see in Lawrence reaction means 

binding oneself to that which is old and “dead in life,” allowing it to colonise and define one’s 

own thinking and action. This is what Birkin and Ursula come to see and something against 

which they struggle. Different to both simple acceptance and rejection, questioning renews the 

significance of things in the present, deepening the chronotopic moment into the past and 

opening it into the future.154 

 This constellation of ideas may lie behind how Zaslove characterises the import of 

Lawrence’s art155: “our aesthetic powers transform reality and give reality back to us in a form 

that is itself relational to our instincts and feelings, those instincts and feelings that have not, as 

yet, been preformed by identification with death” (iv). Novelistic questioning and renewal is 

indeed a transformation—not of the essence but of the prosaic, personal significance of things 
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 Private correspondence. 
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 As Gadamer also reminds us, this sense of questioning is integral to the ethos of tradition (cf. 117ff above; Truth 

and Method, 362-3). 
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 In his Introduction to Gerald Butler’s This is Carbon! A Defence of D.H. Lawrence’s The Rainbow Against His 

Admirers (1986). 



358 

 

and relations. Although Zaslove frames this ‘negatively’ (what must be resisted is “identification 

with death”), it is possible to respond differently (though not necessarily in disagreement) and 

‘positively,’ without the anchor of death. For Lawrence deepens our sense that novelistic 

thinking—the novel—draws that which is real and vital into ‘one’s own,’ in two ways. First, the 

novel is a kind of ‘double’ for the self, as a tempered discursive image of the authority 

appropriate to the integral personality.156 Here the novel proves a ‘double’ which clarifies and 

complements the self, rather than mimics or identifies with it. Second, the novel becomes the 

appropriate form for everyday life, since it works with integral and prosaic discursive images.  

In the novel, I suggest, each prosaic image is approximate, and each prosaic word is 

provisional: the approximate image draws us near to (into proximity with) things alive or to be 

sounded; the provisional word provides the chronotopic event with its own appropriate meaning, 

precludes meaning usurped, arrogated, or deadened into novelty or cliché, and expresses without 

exhaustion particular significance in relation. In accomplishing this, the novel begins to address 

all of “man alive,” as Lawrence puts it: the personal and suprapersonal, what is privately felt and 

publically expressed from one’s integrity. Contradicting all dualisms (which introduce fissures 

into the personality and render integrity null) and polarities (which bifurcate existence, exclude 

aspects of life, and cast individuals as “menaces” to each other), Lawrence emphasises how the 

novel demonstrates the healthy fullness of reciprocal togetherness, intimate communion, and the 

hope of community, cast as an eschatological word from the future. 

 These ideas form part of the considered ground on which we stand when reading 

Lawrence and considering his significance in modernity. It is a ground given particular 
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 I note the kinship of the integrity of the novel and the integrity of tradition in my introduction to this study (cf. 

10). 
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illumination by Lawrence himself, although it is not peculiar to his work: it may serve as a 

general ground from which one considers the modernist novel and its import on the whole, as I 

construe it and argue in this study. It can be difficult to learn how to read authors like Lawrence 

appropriately, apprehending them as “icons” rather than as “idols” (to use Pelikan’s terms—cf. 

115ff above), but if we do not we risk missing a true encounter with him and thus our own 

possible growth and renewal.  

Yet the criteria implied by Lawrence’s own sensibility offer a fine measure for 

understanding and appreciating Lawrence and comprehending his effectiveness as an artist. 

Following his emphasis on character and prosaic relation (rather than ideas), we learn in Women 

in Love not so much good definitions of things but rather their appropriate forms in relation. For 

example, we learn that balance, reciprocity, and mutuality are present in things and relations 

“alive” and absent in things and relations “dead,” and that intimacy is the precious and fragile 

“at-oneness” at the heart of the elemental relations of prosaic, personal life and that it is a process 

of drawing near to another and an ongoing movement of gathering into one’s own integrity. We 

learn also to eschew abstractions, whether cast as the thrills of culture or the ecstasies of activity, 

for the novel tempers our predilection for abstractions by demonstrating their ‘deathly’ ends. In 

all of this, and as Lawrence states as or more firmly than any other modernist, the novel instills 

in its readers a kind of wise discernment directed towards the ethos of particulars—a discernment 

which cannot but touch the particular relations of our own lives, the authority and intimacies of 

which inwardly form our own personal integrity, and thus for and in terms of which, as Bakhtin 

says, I “answer with my life.”  
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Conclusion 

 In Woolf’s depiction of memory, survival, the prosaic flow of life, the relationship of 

event and person, and the tonalities and rhythms of experience we find fresh light cast upon the 

whole matter of ultimates. Alongside this, Lawrence’s energetic consideration of rooted 

openness, thrills and ecstasy, wholeness in relation and reciprocal togetherness, and the “vital 

truth” of ‘one’s own’ deepens our comprehension the eschatological dimension expressed in 

Bakhtin’s work and tradition. With our gathered sense of Bakhtin’s way of thinking and the ideas 

and works of Woolf and Lawrence, I want to return to our ideas of the novel, tradition, theology, 

integrity, and intimacy and see how we might come to see their potential to mean more in our 

further thinking through the ideas of modernism and our own time. 

 

The Novel 

 The novel is important for Bakhtin and for us because the ideas and persons found within 

its world are tempered by its form—its mode and mood. As Bakhtin puts it in The Dialogic 

Imagination, thinking in terms of the novel means “re-tuning into a new prosaic key” (368) 

everything that has hitherto been known differently. The novel’s “prosaic key” involves a 

number of emphases: depth of familiarity, the concrete and particular, dialogue and open-

endedness (or “unfinalisation”), and a different way of knowing a person—all of which are 

worked out in a “zone of contact with the present in all its openendedness” (DI, 7), which 

because it is now and open is a “zone of freedom” (PDP, 297). 
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As the novel tempers its subject matter through its essentially prosaic mood, it also offers 

what Bakhtin calls “formal enrichment” (A&A, 87) to the persons and ideas of which it is 

comprised. The novel accomplishes this “formal enrichment” by deepening its constituent parts 

through how it holds them both forth and together for the reader. Morson and Emerson gloss 

Bakhtin’s comment that each “great style” (style considered here as form made personal) 

includes a “style of seeing the world” and thus a “style of working the material (A&A, 202) by 

noting that a “genre implies a set of values” and a “way of thinking about kinds of experience” 

common to humanity (CP, 291-2).  

In my introduction I discuss the paratactic nature of the novel—how it ‘evens out’ 

elements of life which may seem to stand out immediately yet which need to be held alongside 

other, less dramatic elements in order to recover their true proportions. The novel also allows us 

to understand how certain experiences or ideas in life come to be understood as outstanding; 

Morson writes that novels “allow us to trace the process of thinking and feeling as the character 

experiences it” (PoP, 28), and, due to our nearness to this depicted, embodied process we gain a 

renewed appreciation for how events in daily life may become formative for a character’s (or 

one’s own) life.  

Morson has written extensively about this aspect of novels, and reading him we learn that 

“[f]or Bakhtin, the greatness of prose art lies in what it does not share with poetry—its sense of 

the prosaic texture of life in all its richness and ordinariness” (PoP, 29). Indeed, in this aspect of 

the novel Bakhtin sees the novel’s realisation as the “highest achievement of Western thought,” 

which Morson sets forth succinctly: 
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In novels we see the texture of daily life rendered with a richness, depth, and attention to 

contingencies that no other form of thought offers. We see moral decisions made by 

inexhaustibly complex characters in unrepeatable social situations at particular historical 

times; and we appreciate that the value of these decisions cannot be entirely abstracted 

from these specifics. (PoP, 29) 

On this ground, Morson and Emerson develop their significant (yet underappreciated) notion of 

“prosaics.” In their early and still unsurpassed study of Bakhtin’s work, Creation of a Prosaics, 

Morson and Emerson writes that although in its most evident sense prosaics “designates a theory 

of literature that privileges prose in general and the novel in particular over the poetic genres,” in 

its “far broader” sense it indicates a “form of thinking that presumes the importance of the 

everyday, the ordinary, the ‘prosaic’” (15). In his book Prosaics and Other Provocations: 

Empathy, Open Time, and the Novel, composed decades after his study of Bakhtin, Morson 

refines this “broader” theme by stating that prosaics “indicates what matters most—in history 

and individual lives, in ethics and aesthetics—are the details” (3). 

 Although each of these definitions turns around the same point, their differences are 

notable: in the first, Morson and Emerson are concerned to contrast a prosaic approach which 

emphasises the ordinary with a manner of reading which tends to celebrate the extraordinary, the 

heightened, or the dramatic to the detriment of surrounding events or literary elements. In the 

second, aware that ‘the ordinary’ has become nearly its own critically fashionable kitsch-term,157 

Morson aligns the prosaic stance with its attentiveness to details over against “systems” of 

reading, which he states all too easily assume the character of a “closed system” which can 
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 As Hermann Broch understands kitsch: an empty thing or system turned inward, closed off from what seems not 

its own. Cf. Broch’s 1933 essay “Evil in the Value-System of Art.” 
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“explain away any objections to it” (18).158 Through its basis in the novel, Morson suggests, 

prosaics draws our attention to ordinary events, but without abstracting what is ordinary from the 

ongoing movement of time, elevating it into an abstract category or turning it into a system. 

Finally, prosaics draws us near to what we do not—or at least, do not easily—notice as 

meaningful, and thereby both sets up the grounds for a revised approach to current theories of 

memory and touches on the essence of traditional presence. “Hidden by familiarity,” Morson 

writes, “the prosaic events that truly shape our lives—that truly are our lives—escape our 

notice” (PoP, 19).159 Morson continues: 

Historical thinkers tend to focus on the big events—war, revolutions, dramatic incidents, 

critical choices, and decisive encounter. Individual people, too, tend to tell their life 

stories in terms of exceptional events and major decisions. But what if the important 

events are not the great one but the infinitely numerous and apparently inconsequential 

ordinary ones, which, taken together, are far more effective and significant? Memorable 

events are memorable just because they are exceptional. To imagine they are important 

because they are memorable and noticeable, Tolstoy explains, would be like concluding 

that because only treetops are visible on a distant hill, nothing exists there but trees. (19-

20) 

Thus to Morson’s mind the kind of thinking the novel draws forth from its attentive 

readers is one which not only notes and refuses to systematise that which is ordinary, but 
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 For Morson, elements of a “closed system” include Freudian theory, “certainty, expressions of absolute truth, 

and assertions of timeless wisdom” (CP, 303) as well as all utopian ideas (323). A subtle yet profound distinction 

ought to be noted here—that which holds between one’s identification with a secret (or evident) economy of 

necessary meaning, and one’s integration of a deep rhythm, tonality, mood, and form. The former one finds in 

Freud’s account of the genesis of the self; the latter is the labour of the person in tradition. 
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 Ursula has a sense of this; Birkin (initially) and Clarissa do not. 
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reminds us that something being exceptional does not guarantee its enduring significance or 

integral meaningfulness (and may indeed instead instill a frame of mind through which our 

discernment of significance and meaning becomes clouded). In other words, Morson is interested 

in the process through which what is (physically) ordinary and nearby may become (spiritually) 

close and truly familiar—what I have called in this study appropriation, or (through Lossky and 

Bakhtin) drawing near into one’s own. Morson notes the conditions and (potential) pitfalls of this 

process, but he does not venture far into considering how appropriation or drawing near into 

one’s own (my own terms) necessarily changes how we understand theology and ultimates, 

tradition and the integral person (rather than personal identity), and the meaning of this process 

for how intimate selfhood is comprehended following the great art and thought of twentieth-

century modernity.160  

The process of appropriation or drawing near into one’s own (without any sense of 

identification) occurs because when things and persons become familiar or close, they may lose 

some of their assumed, heightened intensity or extraordinariness, and insofar as this happens 

they may be comprehended more clearly and calmly. If and only when this is the case, other 

persons and personal things may become part of one’s own—that is, drawn near and integrated 

into one’s life, through fearless dialogic activity in a calm relationship. One’s own—her own, his 

own, our own, its own—indicates a state of belonging; when someone or something belongs, 

they become part of ‘one’s own.’ As we read, D.H. Lawrence defines the world of the novel as 

that in which everything belongs, in its own way and within its own set of relationships. And  
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 Working in a relatively wide-open critical field as he seems to be, the scope appropriate to his project can extend 

only so far. 
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here we may turn to how and to what the word and the image belong in the novel, how the novel 

belongs to the person, and how the person belongs to the novel. 

 Like the Greek term logos (λόγος), the Russian term slovo means both word and 

discourse, and has connotations of utterance (i.e. speech precedes writing). I have already begun 

to set forth how the word/discourse is concrete, embodied, dialogic, and provisional, but here I 

want to review a few aspects of each term with respect to the idea of belonging. Understanding 

the word as both concrete and embodied includes the recognition that the word belongs both to 

thing and to person, as the word manifests a thing and is uttered by a person and for a person.161  

The embodied, personal character of the word/discourse, related directly to its vitality, is 

also the “fundamental condition” which informs the “novel [as] novel”: “the speaking person 

and his discourse” (DI, 332). More than any other art or form of thinking, Bakhtin states, the 

novel demonstrates that “there are no ‘neutral’ words and forms—words and forms that belong 

to ‘no one’” (DI, 293). The word is personal: the word belongs to the person, the person belongs 

in dialogue, and dialogue belongs to meaning. As Morson and Emerson note in Creation of a 

Prosaics, Bakhtin includes (at least) three senses of dialogue in his work, particularly in 

reference to Dostoevsky’s “new type of artistic thinking,” which Bakhtin “provisionally call[s] 

polyphonic” (PDP, 3): dialogue as a “view of truth and the world,” dialogue as a condition of 

every utterance, and the register of dialogue (or the dialogic register) within utterances—i.e., the 

tone, colour, depth, etc., of the word (CP, 130-1). While the scope of dialogue extends for 

                                                 
161

 As my focus here is on the relationship of word and person, for the hermeneutic relationship of word to thing I 

refer readers to Gadamer’s Truth and Method Part III, and his insightful consideration of how the meaning of a word 

is built within the triangulated relationship of person, person, and thing. 
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Bakhtin from the general (the character of truth and the world) to the specific (the word and its 

internal energy), Bakhtin is interested less in a theory of language than in how our understanding 

of language conditions or alters our understanding of what it means to be a person living with 

and relating to other persons.  

One of Bakhtin’s finer images for how a dialogic understanding of the word/discourse 

conditions human relations arises in his study of Dostoevsky. He writes that Dostoevsky’s regard 

for dialogue involves depicting a “plurality of independent and unmerged voices and 

consciousnesses, a genuine polyphony of fully valid voices [and a] plurality of consciousnesses, 

with equal rights and each with its own world” (6). Developing his image of valid, particular 

voices or consciousnesses, Bakhtin emphasises how “unmerged” persons belong together in their 

discursive being: “the image of many unmerged personalities joined together in the unity of 

some spiritual event, was fully realised for the first time in [Dostoevsky’s] novels” (13). A little 

later in his book, Bakhtin offers a further refinement of his elemental image of being in dialogue, 

this time cast “in the spirit of Dostoevsky’s own worldview”: the “church as a communion of 

unmerged souls, where sinners and righteous men come together” (26-7).  

In this way, Bakhtin suggests, the novel presents a discursive image of persons relating 

(and perhaps in communion), whose singular voices blend or perhaps join in concert (Pelikan’s 

“chorus”) yet do not identify with another voice—i.e., each voice retains its vital distinctiveness. 

Insofar as one can describe language in the abstract, it is that faculty of personal meaning which 

allows the polyphonic, polyvalent event of communion to occur or to begin. In this way the 

novelistic word/discourse belongs to life, construed as persons in conversation and communion. 

The most immediate ethos of the novel (considered through the prism of slovo) is the precious 
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particularity of each personal voice, and not the division of humanity into “sinners” and 

“righteous” individuals in some kind of moralistic worldview. The novel’s criteria (regarding 

language) are validity of voice and justness of response. There is no other ethic involved at this 

basic level. 

 Each personal voice—each embodied word—is valid in itself, and yet the conditions of 

its comprehension involve provisionality because a word ‘belongs’ to a specific personality at a 

specific time and place. The word, in the abstract, is not simply appropriate willy-nilly, i.e., apart 

from a consideration of the prosaic details of the conditions of its utterance and aural reception. 

This is one of the pressing matters for personal participation in a tradition: how to ‘unfreeze’ 

language from its tendency to become settled in time and thus be understood as abstractly 

applicable (despite prosaic context).  

By demonstrating that discourse belongs to a person, time, and place, the novel helps 

elucidate this matter—not by resolving its tension, but rather by deepening our awareness of the 

tension and thus of our attentiveness to it. Bakhtin writes that with the novel “any concrete 

discourse (utterance) finds the object at which it was directed already as it were overlain with 

qualifications, open to dispute, charged with value” (DI, 276). The dialogic tussle (the 

conversational to-and-fro) that occurs with each utterance means that language—not as naming, 

but as participation in something already meaningful and yet also becoming meaningful for one’s 

own self or context—lends its own epistemological aura to the world in which one speaks and 

relates with others. This sense of knowledge by means of participation lies behind Bakhtin’s 

assertion that “when the novel becomes the dominant genre”—i.e., as the novelistic sensibility 

inwardly forms one’s way of being in the world—“epistemology becomes the dominant 
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discipline” (DI, 15)—i.e., the novel’s way of knowing conditions one’s way of feeling and 

understanding things, as we see demonstrated in Lawrence.  It also lies behind Bakhtin’s 

reference to how the novel instills, or at least demonstrates, “prosaic wisdom” (DI, 404) in its 

reader. Again, this is not a wisdom of finalities or conclusions; it is a wisdom gained through 

participation in prosaic place and time (one’s own prosaic chronotope), and thus a partaking of 

the novel’s ethos of “an indeterminacy, a certain semantic open-endedness, a living contact with 

unfinished, still-evolving contemporary reality (the openended present)” (DI, 7).  

Participation in the “indeterminate,” “openended present” involves not less but more 

ethical responsibility; its openendedness belies the measured ethos it demands of a person for 

whom uttering an appropriate, vital word is the task. Bakhtin recognises the difficulty involved 

in this process when he speaks of the “highly intense struggle of I and other in every external 

manifestation of a person (in each face, gesture, word), in every contemporary living form of 

communion” (PDP, 295). The manner in which the word/discourse belongs to the world and yet 

is drawn into one’s own is a fraught, ongoing process which involves decisive spiritual 

movement within the whole person, not mere acceptance or assertion. 

 The way the word/discourse belongs both to the world and to the person echoes the way 

the image belongs to both the world and the person. The novel is written by a person, and each 

person writing a novel strives towards an appropriate form for the words and images used within 

a particular work. I have sought to show, albeit somewhat indirectly, that appropriate form is one 

of the most significant matters of our or any era, although appreciative intellectual approaches to 

it vary in intensity and clarity. The idea of appropriate form is based on the understanding that all 

forms are ways of knowing someone or something, and that to give form to something is to draw 
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it near in a certain way. On this ground, I suggest the term ‘appropriate form’ means a form that 

is proper to its subject matter (or idea), to what one discerns as essential in someone or 

something—a form that adequately depicts without diminishing some part of reality. As one 

grants, inhabits, or participates in an appropriate form, one draws near to something real in an 

integral way which offers intimate knowledge which adequately addresses without exhausting 

someone or something. In the course of this study I have been quietly positing several examples 

of appropriate form: the appropriate form of an absolute or ultimate is one that is embodied and 

relational; of our experience of time, traditional; of the self, integral; of authority, from within; of 

intimacy (love and knowledge), drawing near. For the novel, especially as Bakhtin understands 

it, the appropriate form of a discursive image (whether scenic, verbal, or pictorial) includes its 

chronotopic conditions, its evaluative and ethical elements, and its tendency to manifest 

(realise)—though neither exhaust nor reduce—its subject matter. 

 For Bakhtin, “each and every literary image,” as well as language itself as a “treasure-

house of images,” is “fundamentally chronotopic” (DI, 251). A chronotopic image or word is 

both particular and concrete, in contrast with the general and abstract. We recall that Bakhtin 

argues that apart from chronotopic conditions, all “abstract thought is impossible,” for “every 

entry into the sphere of meanings” occurs “only through the gates of the chronotope” (DI, 258). 

Artistic attention to the chronotopic conditions of an image or word is not divorced from thought, 

but its embodied form of thinking is different in kind to abstract thought. A chronotopic 

approach attends to the particular and concrete: this person, this event, this relationship, this 

constellation of things is sufficient in its real or potential “wholeness and fullness” (DI, 243). 

Any equation, identification, transferral, or enervation of its own particular reality (in which 

ultimates, time, and personality blend) is inappropriate or, put differently, serves as an injustice. 
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Each particular marriage, friendship, death, desolation, joy, and commemoration is its own, and 

may not be equated or identified with another—although it will essentially attain its depth 

through entering into relation or dialogue with another.  

This is the lesson of Bakhtin’s novelistic chronotope. The novelistic image is thus 

particular and concrete, but its distinctiveness is never reductive and its realisation is without 

finalisation. This is to say, emphatically, that integrity is never shuttered, and as Morson and 

Emerson point out the chronotope is “not a congealed event” but rather is an “integral way of 

understanding experience” (CP, 375). Chronotopic images pertain to life and to human 

experience, and just as in life one act of love does not confine or finish intimacy, nor one act of 

accommodation deplete or complete hospitality, nor one act of rejection or aggression sum up 

violence, a particular, concrete novelistic word or image does not exhaust its depicted subject 

matter, for the image or word may, as Bakhtin states, “grow or develop” further, or be 

“creatively transformed” (DI, 422) in relation to other words or images, or in personal dialogue. 

And yet, apart from particular manifestation, nothing can be or become real. 

 The novel’s capacity for realising without exhausting discursive images is akin to 

tradition’s own inexhaustible voice or stance and to Bakhtin’s notion that surplus is integral to 

personality. Just as tradition always ‘means more’ and the person always ‘is more’ than may be 

comprehended or expressed in a particular event or act, the novel always ‘says more’ than any 

particular discursive image grants to the reader—and as with tradition and personality, the 

surplus ‘more’ that attends a novelistic image includes an ethical register in its whole ethos. Just 

as there is no neutral word, there is no neutral image—each image is, as Bakhtin puts it, 

“charged with value” (DI, 276).  
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 The idea that an image has an inherent ethical register may sound strange to an English 

ear, but the Russian term for image—obraz—necessarily includes an ethical sense, as Robert 

Louis Jackson makes clear in his book Close Encounters: Essays on Russian Literature (2013). 

Jackson notes that the term obraz encompasses “image, form, shape” (xvii) and also “sacred 

form, the icon” (xx), while its opposite, bezobrazie, encompasses “ugliness, shapelessness, moral 

disfiguration” (xvii) and also “the ugly, deformed, disfigured, the scandalous” (xx). If we hold in 

mind Cassedy’s statement that Russian literature and theological language is “iconological,” we 

understand how Jackson provides the semantic depth of bezobrazie by noting that it includes a 

“deformation of ideal form,” which means that insofar as an image partakes of an inappropriate 

form, it has ethical “scandal” or “moral disfiguration” as part of its own. Here we note the 

relation of image to ultimate. For Russians like Dostoevsky or Bakhtin, as all thinking passes 

through the personal, an ill-thought (or abstractly thought) literary image involves a 

“deformation” of the meaning of the human being created ‘in the image of God.’ Thus Jackson 

writes that the “humanisation of man” lies in “the creating of an image, the creating of form” 

(165), the “restoration of the image” (173). The novelist must “answer with his life” for her 

creation of images, for they involve the precious depths of what and how it means to be a person. 

Jackson writes of Dostoevsky—although he could have just as well said of Bakhtin—that “[a]ll 

violence against man is a dehumanisation, which is a deformation, in Dostoevsky’s view of the 

divine image” (173). A person is flesh and spirit, and the two may not be dissociated. On the 

ground of appropriate form, it is clear that to de-form or dis-figure something or someone is not 

merely an aesthetic, ‘neutral’ act—it holds ethical weight too, for it encompasses both particular 

and absolute. This is why the “indeterminate” and “openended” ethos of the novel accords 

greater (rather than lesser) responsibility to the dialogue of author and reader. 
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 After Bakhtin, our understanding of the form and meaning of the novel is considerably 

enriched. As a form of depictive thinking in contrast to representation or individual expression, 

the novel comprehends words and images which bring persons and things forth within an 

openended, unfinished ethos which is both ontological and ethical. Its character is conditional, its 

tone is provisional, and its essence is integral, for it gathers and holds together persons and 

things. Its voice is wise, sober: eschewing general theories and abstract, impersonal systems, it 

strives for insight or meaning through and then beyond the particular, concrete person, thing, or 

event, foregoing and even countering all reduction, exhaustion, equation, identification, 

deformation, and disfiguration. Bakhtin states that “[j]ust as all there is to know about a man is 

not exhausted by his situation in life, so all there is to know about the world is not exhausted by a 

particular discourse about it” (DI, 45). In Bakhtin’s view, the novel does not pretend to 

completion or finalisation; indeed, central to its ethical and aesthetic wisdom is the fundamental 

incompletion or lack of finalisation which attends and must be recognised and affirmed within 

human life. At the centre lies the personality and personal relationships, and at the centre of 

personality lie the contending authoritative and vital relationships of ultimates, time, and 

intimacy. How these are held together in integral ways and with integrity in the world of the 

novel prompts Bakhtin to state that novelistic form lays the ground for a “new, complex 

wholeness” of personal life “on a higher level of human development” (DI, 38). This may sound 

grand, but we recall that Bakhtin considers the novel to be the greatest (highest) achievement of 

Western culture, and perhaps emerging to be the most significant element of world culture. 

Framed this way, his assertion is both reasonable and provocatively confrontational. And so even 

if he is not right, he is not wrong. 
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Theology 

 Like absolutes and ultimate points of reference, theology—or at least a theological 

register of address—is inevitable when considering the meaning of art and life, for the meaning 

of art and life rests ultimately on non-derivative grounds, which is the province of theology. 

However, also like absolutes or ultimates, theology has no necessary form (necessary form is the 

opposite of appropriate form, and it closes down all integration and dialogue). Like absolutes, 

theological insights (insights of the theological register of meaning) ought to be evaluated in 

terms of their formation of and impact on tradition, their capacity for personal integration, and 

how they inform our intimate life (the intimate sphere of life). In other words, the authority of 

theology and absolutes depends on ethical depth and viability—on how they play themselves out 

in prosaic contexts. All absolute principles need to be conditioned through embodiment or 

prosaic realisation, for only in this way may their practical, valuable ramifications become clear. 

On this ground, the matter of authority and authoritativeness will also gain traction, for as 

different absolutes or theological forms are comprehended, the different kinds or modes of 

authority involved become increasingly transparent, and assumed habits of authority may give 

way to recognitions of merited or warranted authority. For Bakhtin’s tradition and traditional 

way of thinking and reading, theological authority is relational and incarnate, provides an image 

of personhood defined by inexhaustibility and surplus, and instills a prosaic ethos which 

navigates between revelation and reason (insight and considered experience) to understand 

authority as that which draws one near from within and from its own inherent desirability. 

 I have argued that for Bakhtin and for literary thinkers who take Bakhtin seriously, 

theology is important for life and literature most of all through its form, or the cast of mind it 
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instills in a person in such a way that matters and questions of ultimates are given a framework 

through which they may be comprehended. Through Dostoevsky, we find Bakhtin interested not 

so much in what could be called the content of faith as in a “sense of faith” (PDP, 294), which he 

characterises as an “integral attitude (by means of the whole person)”—body, soul, and spirit—

“towards a higher and ultimate value” which in turn “makes demands on the whole man” and 

entails “an ultimate position in the ultimate whole of the world” (PDP, 294). This is 

fundamentally a stance that is open to participation in and being moved by the meaning of 

ultimate positions or principles. Here, faith is understood as a form of openness, not as a mask 

for belief162 or self assurance.  

Bakhtin makes this point in his early lectures when he says that “[f]aith and certainty can 

be contrasted only if one takes them abstractly,” for “in their concreteness one does not exclude 

the other” (Bakhtin & Religion, 219). Bakhtin’s insight here is not the simpleminded one that 

faith is a form of certainty; rather, faith “does not exclude” certainty—or, certainty “does not 

exclude” faith—in concrete life because one is not measured by the other, nor may they be 

equated or identified. Faith is not a form of certainty, as faith is not defined in terms of 

certainty—but this also means that faith is not a form of uncertainty, as faith is not defined in 

terms of certainty. The matter of certainty, which is a matter of finalisability, is not and cannot be 

considered central to Bakhtin’s mode of thinking. Rather, faith is an openness to the potential 

authority of an ultimate form of meaning. But what kind of ultimate form of meaning?  

If ultimate meaning is given a necessary form rather than an appropriate form, ultimate 

meaning is turned into absolute coercion, which as the opposite of dialogic interaction and loving 
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 Pound writes that a “belief is, as we have said, a cramp, and thence progressively a paralysis or atrophy of the 

mind in a given position” (Axiomata (1921), V. 12). 
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communion ends up denying life as intimate relation. Faith, as deeply apophatic, opens up 

ultimate meaning rather than turns it into some form of divine violence. A theological absolute, 

especially apprehended in appropriately personal form, also partakes of the relational openness 

manifested in faith. In her “Afterword” to the volume Bakhtin and Religion, Caryl Emerson 

relates Bakhtin’s thoughts on this aspect of theological authority: 

“Only religion,” Kozhinov recalls Bakhtin saying, “can bring about completely unlimited 

freedom of thought, because a human being absolutely cannot exist without some kind of 

faith. The absence of faith in God inevitably turns into idolatry—that is, faith in 

something notoriously limited by the boundaries of space and time, and incapable of 

providing true freedom of thought.” (191) 

This is God apprehended through an apophatic stance, apart from or beyond the delimitations of 

conceptual frameworks and yet comprehended in the variegated texture of traditional time and 

personal (and communal) life. This is God as true, infinite absolute, apart from or beyond all 

necessary form, which would accrue to him through identification (or non-identification) with 

some aspect of register of “something” found within and thus “limited by the boundaries of 

space and time.”163 

                                                 
163

 Bakhtin’s understanding of the personal need for an “unlimited” or infinite theological absolute is echoed in 

Hermann Broch’s own consideration of kitsch and systems of meaning, which Broch frames in terms of one of the 

profoundest coherently-sustained critiques of modernity of which I am aware (Bakhtin’s work may not be limited to 

a critique). Broch’s essential point, which he makes in his essay “Evil in the Value-System of Art” and his book 

Hugo von Hofmannsthal and His Time, is that any “system of thought” the guiding absolute of which is limited to 

and expressed in terms of that same system of thought is ultimately “kitsch,” for its foundation and scope are 

thereby closed, turned in on itself, and sealed shut from the rest of life. Broch’s favoured examples of kitsch 

absolutes are ‘art for art’s sake’ and ‘business for business’ sake.’ Cf. my essay “What is Essential? Ethics, 

Aesthetics, and the Purpose of the Novel in the Work of Hermann Broch and Wayne Burns” (Modern Horizons, 

June 2013). 



376 

 

  

For Bakhtin and his theological tradition, the God-that-opens (frees) is figured as Trinity 

and Incarnation, or as a personal paradigm of communion, spiritual inexhaustibility, and loving 

surplus. The Trinity is a revelation of being as communion, or life as a form of ultimate relation 

(relation of ultimates). In Bakhtin’s terms, it teaches that the “very being of man (both external 

and internal) is the deepest communion,” which means that “[t]o be means to be for another, and 

through that other, for oneself” (PDP, 287). In other words, through communion one is not only 

open to different things and persons, but also most fully draws near to one’s own. This insight 

forms part of divine authority in Bakhtin’s Orthodox tradition. The Incarnation is a revelation of 

spiritual inexhaustibility and loving surplus at the heart of the ethos of personhood (personal 

ethos). It reveals the authority inherent in the encounter with the particular presence of the 

concrete person (body, soul, spirit) in her unique integrity, apart from or beyond any sense of 

identity or equality. Bakhtin follows Dostoevsky here, who well expresses his tradition’s regard 

for Christ as a paradigm of personhood, apart from or beyond whose person truth becomes 

senseless, and yet through whom is revealed the “highest and most authoritative orientation” of 

personality as an “image of the ideal human being” (PDP, 97). That this is an “image” and “not a 

concept of a person” is significant, for the truth of personhood (personal truth) is expressed in an 

“image of the person [which] cannot exist irrespective of the form of its existence”—as “I or 

other” (PDP, 294).  

The texture and meaning of a personal truth can be manifested only through a prosaic 

discursive image, although, as spiritual inexhaustibility and loving surplus, the truth of 
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personhood is in no way confined by or confined to its image.164 The inexhaustibility of the 

person, which for Bakhtin indicates that persons are endlessly meaningful and capable of 

surprise and change, and which is expressed traditionally in apophatic terms, and the loving 

surplus of the person, which for Bakhtin indicates that persons are always at once directed 

towards their own and yet beyond their own, and which is expressed traditionally in ecstatic165 

terms, coalesce within personal communion and provide it with its vitality and essential 

openness. For its part, personal inexhaustibility, which Bakhtin describes in terms of one’s “own 

inner unfinalisability” (PDP, 59) and “that internally unfinalisable something” in one (PDP, 58), 

has its most practical benefit in allowing one to evade or refuse identification from without—for 

it allows one to “render untrue any externalising or finalising definition” (PDP, 59). That is, its 

primary significance for Bakhtin is its capacity to frustrate any attempted transgredient 

incursions from without which, were they to take hold of the self from within, would narrow a 

person’s spirit drastically.  

For its own part, personal surplus, which for Bakhtin is figured most strongly in love, 

which is a “coordinate relationship” which occurs “face to face,” and is moreover an “open and 

honest surplus” for which the “addressed” but “not the secondhand [i.e., abstract] word” is 

                                                 
164

 For an interesting and strong counterposition, cf. Emmanuel Levinas’ essay “Reality and Its Shadow” (1948). 

Levinas, whose own rich tradition gives him a different constellation of absolute, time, and personhood, argues in 

this essay that “concept” is more important than “image” (132f.) in an artwork in the same way that “face” is more 

important than “context” in ethics, as “there is an essential poverty in the face” and that the face is “signification 

without context” (Ethics and Infinity (1982), 86). These assertions form the roots of his work in Totality and Infinity 

and Otherwise than Being (1974). Interesting and important work could be done by drawing together Levinas, 

thoroughly steeped in the Jewish tradition, and Bakhtin, well steeped in the Orthodox tradition. If I am right in one 

of my central arguments of this study, the deepest intellectual approach to these two great modern thinkers would be 

one grounded in some form of considered participation in each tradition. This, along the intellectual wherewithal to 

be able to address these two thinkers at the level each demands, might make such a study rare. 
165

 I.e., ‘ek-static,’ that which moves from within what is integral. This is meant here in a way distinct from that 

which Lawrence opposes: the provisional use of the term is occasioned by its tradition. This term is given particular 

theological depth by John Zizioulas in connection to eros (cf. the respective first chapters of Being as Communion 

and Communion and Otherness). 
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appropriate (PDP, 299), proves a counterpart to the internal richness of inexhaustibility by 

offering the richness of external relation. Personal surplus is the contrapuntal complement to 

personal inexhaustibility: the latter clarifies the ‘more’ that accompanies the one addressed; the 

former clarifies the ‘more’ that accompanies and spurs on the one addressing. Neither one 

indicates limits to what is knowable, but they each involve an awareness of what is endlessly 

knowable. Together, they show that one’s own is richer than one may know, but that to 

understand this aspect of one’s own, one must press beyond it (yet not leave it behind) and seek 

to encounter and relate to what is not (yet may become) part of one’s own. These are ways of 

comprehending the forms of theological authority expressed in Bakhtin’s tradition, and they may 

translate beyond the theological register simply and elegantly—as we see in Bakhtin’s discussion 

of culture’s “open unity,” “outsidedness,” and being “mutually enriched” (SG, 7). 

 In Bakhtin’s tradition the end (telos) of theology and theological articulation is an 

ontological (rather than theoretical, or ‘principled’) basis for meaning: the tradition instills a 

certain ethos in the person and community, the various aspects of which are then clarified and 

distilled: a humane being-together, personal integrity and dialogue, and an inexhaustibility and 

surplus which draw one into loving communion with another. Far from a theology of theoretical 

absolutes and directives or of abstract ultimates meant to curtail life, the theological register of 

the (Russian) Orthodox tradition is intended to be a matter of simple, apophatic presence, a truth 

which deepens and fructifies intimate regard for all to which one draws near or is drawn near in 

daily, prosaic life. 

 In general, one surmises, the question of theological truth is construed in terms of the 

authority of ‘revelation’ held over against that of ‘reason,’ where in either case after the initial 
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‘proof’ of revelation or reason the following steps of acceptance, adherence, and insistence are 

frequently observed. In his essay “The God of Onions: The Brothers Karamazov and the Mythic 

Prosaic” (2004) Morson frames the trouble of this short-circuit solution succinctly: “Revolution 

or Revelation: either would save the world at a stroke” (788). Taken on its own terms and in 

isolation, revelation (which is the deeper of the two, and undergirds revolution) warrants 

Morson’s fine undercutting: by assuming a dramatic, absolute, and unconditional authority, 

moments of revelation (on their own terms and isolated) deny prosaic and thus human life and 

are therefore finally destructive, no matter the intensity of their immediate appearance. Yet, to 

stay with these terms momentarily, in books like Dostoevsky’s The Brothers Karamazov and 

Woolf’s Mrs Dalloway we see how revelation as an inevitable part of life may, with effort, 

become integrated into a person’s daily and reasoned life and deepen rather than deny prosaic 

existence—as long as it is given neither final form nor immediate finality. 

 Put a little differently, there is a form of authority (authoritative truth) which begins with 

a strongly-felt insight or moment of intense ‘revelation,’166 and then must be drawn into one’s 

traditional experience and into some form of interpersonal dialogic discourse in order to be 

sounded, understood, and integrated. This process moves from intuitive apprehension to dialogic 

comprehension to intimate relation. The truth whose authority seems to come ‘from within’167—

either from within the thing itself or from within one’s own sense of recognition—may arise in 

                                                 
166

 Indeed, I am convinced that nearly all ‘truths’ begin this way—whether a truth of idea, attraction, relation, 

resignation, commemoration, argumentation, stagnation, integration, conflagration, consternation, and so forth. In 

modernity, we may surmise that this mostly occurs as a dimmed version of the “flash” Plato describes in his Seventh 

Letter (344b). 
167

 To deepen the definition in my introduction: the Greek term exousia (εξουσία)—which shares an etymological 

root with essence (ousia), presence (parousia), participation (metousia), and freedom (autexousia)—strictly speaking 

means ‘out of the essence of.’ Two of its meanings are ‘authority’ and ‘appropriate.’ In this sense, ‘authority’ is that 

which arises appropriately from within the integral essence of something. 
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the form of an insight, a moment of revelation, something intuitively apprehended, or something 

instinctively felt to be true. Within the delineated province of the individual, each of these forms 

may tend towards fantasy, wish-fulfillment, or delusion, and as such become their own closed-

off, un-integratable form of assertion. However, in the realm of the person, where revelation, 

instinct, intuition, and insight are appropriately drawn into traditional rhythms of time and 

tonalities of dialogue in the tempered ethos of which is cultivated the capacity for truthful 

recognition, the process of comprehension mitigates the keenness of apprehension in ways that 

allow for personal integration. This is a subtle form of the question of the formation of the self, 

which Bakhtin considers “as a conversation, often a struggle, of discrepant voices with each 

other, voices (and words) speaking from different positions and invested with different degrees 

and kinds of authority” (Morson and Emerson, CP, 218).  

In his most straightforward passages dealing with the matter of the self and authority, 

Bakhtin ranges from the simple to the complex, and concentrates primarily on the external forms 

of authority which impinge upon the self. He notes late in life that “[t]he better a person 

understands the degree to which he is externally determined [...] the closer he comes to 

understanding and exercising his real freedom” (SG, 139). Freedom thus cast is freedom of the 

mind and spirit from the imposition of identity from without, both in terms of what one knows 

and relates to and how one knows and relates to things. In his Dostoevsky book, Bakhtin 

transposes this idea into relational terms: “[c]riticism of all external forms of relationship and 

interaction, from violence to authority,” and he includes “artistic finalisation as a variety of 

violence” (291) for it too works to close down the person’s inner movement and capacity to 

mean more. A few pages later Bakhtin deepens this latter point, stating that authority understood 

as what I have termed necessary form includes “[f]orces that lie outside consciousness, 
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externally (mechanistically) defining it: from environment168 and violence to miracle, mystery, 

and authority,”169 the result of which is that “[c]onsciousness under the influence of these forces 

loses its authentic freedom, and personality is destroyed” (297). Negative authority—authority as 

necessary form—is comprised of all that which is imposed on the self and bends the self to its 

own image; this lies in contradistinction to a positive sense of authority, the appropriate form of 

which is a voice or word (discourse) introduced into the dialogue of the self which then is 

integrated with the other voices and words by which the self is comprised in relation to other 

persons and things.  

The first and negative form of authority is noted in instances of theological domination, 

moralistic oppression, political coercion, insistence on cultural stupidity, and various kinds of 

equalisation or identification, although Bakhtin’s own image for it is decently subdued. He calls 

it “authoritative discourse,” sets it over against “internally persuasive discourse” (DI, 342), and 

characterises it as a “prior” discourse, one that is “static and dead” (DI, 343). As it is “fully 

complete” (i.e., finalised), it has no capacity for a person’s “free appropriation and assimilation” 

of its images and ideas, but instead it is “only transmitted” in such a way that “it demands our 

unconditional allegiance” (DI, 343). “Authoritative discourse” is language as a “dead quotation,” 

for it cannot become part of a conversation—its only form is spiritually violent assertion, without 

any regard for its addressee, let alone any sense of an appropriate superaddressee. It is the word 

that closes down: it is antithetical to both traditional and personal life, as its inert, static nature 

means that it cannot be renewed by a living voice.170  

                                                 
168

 This is an oblique reference to Dostoevsky’s essay “Environment,” Diary of a Writer, 1873. 
169

 Dostoevsky’s Inquisitorial triumvirate in The Brothers Karamazov. 
170

 This is not an inherent feature of the word itself, but is added unto the word through the rhythm and tone of the 

particular voice to whom the discourse belongs. 
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Bakhtin casts the second and positive form of authority in terms of an “internally 

persuasive discourse,” a definition which encompasses its own inner sense (which draws one in) 

and also the deepening of its persuasiveness from within the dialogic context by means of which 

it is introduced to a person and may be integrated over time. Indeed, for Bakhtin the “internally 

persuasive discourse” is only “affirmed through assimilation,” which means that in time it 

becomes “tightly interwoven with ‘one’s own word’” (DI, 345). If Gombrowicz insists (in 1954) 

that truth is a matter not of arguments but of “attraction,” a “pulling towards” (Diary, 89), 

Bakhtin helps us to understand how this need not be resisted as a dire reduction. Bakhtin states 

that the inner form of the internally persuasive discourse is “not finite, it is open,” which means 

that as it becomes appropriate in “new contexts” it is “able to reveal ever newer ways to mean” 

(DI, 346); and this “capacity for further creative life” is due to the word’s own unfinishedness 

and “the inexhaustibility of our further dialogic interaction with it” (DI, 346). Bakhtin continues 

in a vein of thought we can now comprehend in terms of surplus, communion, and eschatology: 

“[w]e have not yet learned from it all it might tell us; we can take it into new contexts, attach to it 

new material, put it in a new situation in order to wrest new answers from it, new insights into its 

meaning, and even wrest from it new words of its own (since another discourse, if productive, 

gives birth to a new word from us in response)” (DI, 346-7). 

This is an understanding of authority that comes ‘from within’—from within the word’s 

own meaning, from within the inner sense of the dialogue for which it is the occasion, and from 

within the inner personal recognition that there is something real involved. Authority perpetually 

relates to truth, and I have noted several features of the ‘truth’ of Bakhtin’s theological-cultural 

tradition as it pertains to personhood (relational, incarnate, inexhaustible, desirable, and so on). 

The authority of these claimed aspects of truth bears itself out in the way this approach 
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(disposition, cast of mind) variously deepens or enervates the different scenes and predicaments 

of existence that make up personal life. Although my study focuses on only a few of these—

friendship, loneliness, love, power, family, death—the test of the worthiness of this whole 

approach is to what extent it augments and clarifies other parts of life (forms of personal 

existence) as well, rather than merely echoes in my chosen literary close readings. All truth is 

somehow tied to personal existence, or it is meaningless. To recognise to what extent truth is 

“externally” persuasive or “internally persuasive” means to understand the two basic poles of 

authority between which, as Morson and Emerson put it, “consciousness takes shape and never 

stops taking shape” (CP, 221). This is the importance of the theological register and the matter of 

its cast of mind: the question of the degree and quality of personal freedom. 

 

Tradition 

 One may say that absolute meaning and ultimate points of reference need to be tempered 

by tradition in order to become a locus or forum for truth. In demonstrating the attractiveness of 

construing truth and authority in terms of an “internally persuasive discourse” which by its own 

light includes the understanding that there is always ‘more time’ and that ‘more in time’ is 

possible, and in insisting on the inescapable context of personal, prosaic life for all forms of 

meaning, Bakhtin joins my earlier examples of insights into tradition—Eliot’s suggestion that it 

involves self-revision, Gadamer’s insistence on its conversational, moral bond, Shils’ position 

that it clarifies the impossibility of closed-off self-sufficiency, Pelikan’s choral imagery and 

discussion of freedom (autexousia) and root metaphors, Lossky’s sense that tradition provides 

the conditions for (yet neither assures nor guarantees) one’s perception of truth, and my own 
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focused sense of tradition as dialogue-writ-large. In what follows, I want to implicitly expand 

upon these ideas, and add certain aspects of tradition which are part of its transforming ethos for 

how we read and think and live. 

 The vitality of tradition as dialogue-writ-large depends on the personal participation of 

those for whom the tradition means something, but this personal participation may not be 

narrowed down to servile assent or hostile dissent.171 Rather, in the light of tradition construed as 

dialogue-writ-large, personal participation is comprehended in terms of a blending or 

contrapuntal mixture of agreement and disagreement (SG, 121; CP, 132), the degree and quality 

of which partake of the traditional discourse which, as Bakhtin reminds us, in its “concrete” 

nature and iterations is “overlain with qualifications, open to dispute, [and] charged with value” 

(DI, 276). The person participates by confronting (coming face to face with) the ideas and 

practices of the tradition and dialogically addressing their meaning even as he partakes of the 

tradition’s ethos and way of thinking.172 There should be neither blanket acceptance nor 

wholesale rejection—rather, as I state earlier, the ultimates involved are sounded as they 

inwardly form intimate life through time. This means that the person involved is not neutral, for 

meaning matters for her, and because of this in order to participate properly in the dialogue she 

may not stay indifferent. This is what Bakhtin means when he refers to a “higher partiality” 

beyond “impartiality” (SG, 150). Participation in a tradition requires a personal stance of 

interested engagement which permits—and indeed, insists upon—real and interested dialogue of 

                                                 
171

 Morson and Emerson remind us that for Bakhtin “mere hostility to authority” is in no way a “mark of maturity” 

(CP, 220). 
172

 One might sketch a taxonomy, in approximately descending order, of related stances regarding how one 

‘participates’ in something one finds significant: wisdom appropriated to one’s life; integrated insight; assumed or 

borrowed insight; derivative ideas; secondary reasonings; blatant clichés; token pieties observed; self-serving, 

deceptive posturing and parasitical ingestion for one’s own narrow satisfaction. 
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all degrees. Traditional participation is anything but “one-sided,” a stance which due to its 

affinity with identification Bakhtin rightly calls “untrustworthy” (SG, 6), and which often 

assumes the shape of a “child’s drawing” (Nightwood, 119). 

 The ethos the “integral personalities” (SG, 121) of which traditional dialogue is 

comprised, in which each voice with its “conditional” (SG, 162) or “provisionary” (SG, 163) 

character augments the “contextual meaning” (SG, 169) of the tradition’s personal articulation, is 

itself a symptom of the tradition’s capacity to express at some length and depth the “integrity of 

the epoch” (SG, 43) as it is depicted in the “internally persuasive” discursive images of the 

tradition. The traditional voices strive towards “semantic depth” (SG, 6), the scope of which 

includes “creative understanding” (SG, 7) and the concomitant recognition that without “creative 

understanding” we begin “suffocating” personally and culturally as we “impoverish the past and 

do not enrich ourselves” (SG, 140). Each person whose voice participates in the dialogue of 

tradition is likened by Bakhtin to how he describes the relationship of an author to the past: the 

person’s voice, through its appropriative character and its rhythm and tonality, renews, makes his 

own, and “develop[s] that which was already embedded in tradition” (SG, 166)—that is, the 

person participates in traditional life by renewing and making his own its forms of feeling, 

thought, and experience which surpass his own delimited sphere of existence and yet find their 

expression through no other avenue than the person. 

 This personal relationship with tradition is possible because, as Gadamer notes, tradition 

is a living, energetic form of meaning and in this sense it may not be closed off or obstructed by 

time (indeed, a traditional ethos profoundly changes one’s understanding of being and making in 

time, as Eliot argues compellingly). On this ground tradition shares certain aspects of Bakhtin’s 
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definition of culture, which he says has an “open” or “differentiated unity” the “fullness” of 

which is “revealed only in great time,” which we understand as the realm of tradition (SG, 5-6). 

Beyond the “level of system and at the higher level of organic unity,” Bakhtin writes, culture 

(and tradition) are “open, becoming, unresolved,” and most significantly are “capable of death 

and renewal” as it has the capacity for “transcending itself, that is, exceeding its own 

boundaries” (SG, 135). In this light we can reaffirm both culture and tradition through the prism 

of the person, whom we recall has for Bakhtin a certain “inexhaustibility” of consciousness, and 

a “potential infinity of responses” (SG, 136), new words, plays on meaning, and Homeric ‘twists 

and turns’ as it establishes a means of appropriate authoritative ground. 

 Whether cast as theological, absolute, or ultimate, authority in and for tradition is valid 

insofar as it is “internally persuasive,” and as such it needs to be grasped in the context of 

renewability and thus in the form of “open time,” which Morson defines as “the excess of 

possibilities over actualities” (PoP, 36). “Open time” is an understanding of time beyond or apart 

from necessity, progress, and linearity, and has affinities with an Orthodox sense of eschatology 

as the presence and fullness of time and being.173 Authoritative, internally persuasive discourse is 
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 The idea of ‘open time,’ the nucleus of which we find in Bakhtin, has been most profoundly elaborated in 

Morson’s work, especially as he uses it as a basis for his original development of the notion of “sideshadowing,” 

which is a central concern in his book Narrative and Freedom. This literary term is rich enough to warrant extended 

consideration, but here I will limit myself to recapitulating Morson’s essential points. Drawing on the work of 

Dostoevsky—for example, Dostoevsky’s consideration of the famous Kairova trial in Russia (cf. A Writer’s Diary, 

May 1876)—and contrasting it with foreshadowing and backshadowing, Morson defines sideshadowing as an 

artistic prosaic technique for alerting the reader to the fact that although one thing happened, another thing could 

have happened—i.e., “something else was possible” (118)—and Morson states that literary works which avail 

themselves of sideshadowing give their readers a “sense” or “image of what could have happened” (118). In 

allowing the reader to grasp “what might have happened” (119), sideshadowing pulls our understanding of time out 

of the register of necessity (and fate) and instead prompts us to understand time as a “field of possibilities” (119), the 

import of which is that insofar as sideshadowing is effective, it “restores the field” of time as possibility and in doing 

so, Morson writes, “recreates the fullness of time as it was” (120). Time is the arena not only of what occurred but 

also of what might have occurred, and Morson concludes that “to understand any moment is to grasp its field of 

possibilities” (120). This development of Bakhtin's sense of open time allows Morson to think about how time as a 

“field of possibilities” renews our capacity to take seriously ethical notions like wishes, intent, desire, regret, 

responsibility, guilt, steadfastness, etc., and to eschew morally diverting recourses to chance or necessity, an echo of 
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at home in open time, with its capacity for sustained and renewable (unfinished, unfinalised) 

vitality and meaning. Tradition is thus not only the realm of ‘more time’ and ‘more in time,’ but 

also of ‘more meaning.’ When one participates in tradition and makes its meaningful forms and 

questions one’s own, between person and tradition there is a “mutual enrichment” (SG, 7) as 

one’s voice is added to the chorus (and occasional cacophony) of traditional dialogue, and the 

integration of traditional forms and meaning into one’s life causes one to realise that one’s own 

self is augmented, that (in Bakhtin’s phrase) there is “something larger than me in me” (SG, 

146), and that thus there is ‘more’ present than one person can simply comprehend. 

 Tradition as dialogue-writ-large is a great form of dialogue, with its immense scope of 

discursive, imaginative, and semantic depth and potential, and it is not only understood through 

“open time” but, further, it is depicted and enacted in “great time.” We recall that for Bakhtin 

“great time” is that in which, through the context of personality, there is neither a “first” nor 

“last” word, for “great time” is a form of presence figured as “infinite and unfinalised dialogue in 

which no meaning dies” (SG, 168-9).174 Attentiveness to the ‘open’ and ‘great’ dimensions of 

time brings about related personal dispositions of presence and commemoration (memory 

conformed—con-formed—with presence), both of which figure into Bakhtin’s “homecoming 

festival” (SG, 170). If presence (as personal disposition) is a means of integral spiritual struggle 

to honestly and humbly draw near to that which one faces and (possibly) integrates into the 

                                                 
Bakhtin’s “alibi in Being.” 
174

 Noting the evident parallels in meaning shared among great time, culture, tradition, and dialogue, our grasp of 

Bakhtin's provisional terminology and mode of thinking becomes surer. In the language of this study, one could 

claim with due ground that overall Bakhtin is interested primarily in the process of drawing near in intimacy; 

although he does not use these terms in this way, he is articulating—for his chronotopic addressees and with his 

favoured authors—his own understanding of the significance of what is involved and at stake in intimate movement, 

prosaic nearness, and loving communion. Everything else in his work, it seems to me, flows from or reflects back on 

this integral locus of personal meaning. 
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intimacy of one’s own, commemoration involves the deliberate effort to hold together—through 

time—things putatively divided by time; each is essential to tradition as a form of integrity, 

integration, and integral activity. In the light of tradition, presence may not be interpreted as 

rootless or unconsidered placement, and commemoration may not be interpreted as either self-

serving recovery or mere (i.e., token) recognition that something in the past took place. 

Integration, which is at the heart of tradition, must occur, and it occurs through appropriation, 

which is in the initial movement of the traditional spirit. 

 It may be necessary to stress in our era, which often seems to be fixated on makeshift 

divisions of identity, that the spiritual movement of tradition proceeds from appropriation 

(making one’s own) to integration (drawing near into coherent wholeness) to communion 

(intimate, reciprocal, and loving being-together in relation). Traditional movement begins with 

one’s own, but as this ‘own-ness’ is neither selfish nor self-sufficient, one’s own is the basis of 

tradition which is both sustained and surpassed at the same time. This movement, and the shifted 

focus regarding the self and one’s own, is felt in what I call the tonality and rhythm of the 

traditional mode of thinking or cast of mind. It is sustained insofar as traditional meaning 

maintains its vitality through personal life; it is surpassed insofar as any concrete ‘one’s own,’ no 

matter how capacious, is unable to express or encompass the full scope of traditional meaning. 

Tradition, like personality, has a surplus. 

 The tonality of a traditional cast of mind manifests itself as faithful and humble. This 

traditional tonality of mind develops through a person’s striving to inherit and inhabit 

appropriately a spiritual disposition larger than the self, one which—when integrated—frees one 

from one’s own finitude, for one partakes of a form of meaning larger than the self. This sense of 
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new or firmer purpose can and often does result in a fundamentalist or fascist temperament 

assumed, but this is due both to a personal incapacity for humility and faith, and to a de-formed 

traditional ethos which would itself be expressed in a ‘monologue’ coloured by fear of 

difference.175 

 The rhythm of a traditional cast of mind informs our images of time, and in particular the 

rhythm of tradition manifests itself as a refusal to romanticise or abstract from history. The 

traditional temporal rhythm is festal (presence and commemoration), ‘seasonal,’ recapitulative, 

and fundamentally open. It is both alert and allergic to Nietzsche’s ‘historian’ and his 

preoccupations with origins and ironclad causal claims; tradition involves a rhythm or ethos such 

that, apart from the traditional register of meaning, individual experience is treated cautiously in 

its isolation. As commemoration, tradition eschews rendering the past romantic; as presence, 

tradition will not allow itself to withdraw from the concrete here-and-now. In the language of 

Bakhtin’s tradition, the rhythm of tradition is eschatological, and as I state in the prolegomenon 

of my study, the integrity of tradition is akin to that of the novel: together tradition and the novel 

insist on evening out prosaic meaning until its various nuances and different depths can be 

comprehended apart from any initial sense of enthusiasm or thrill. In this way a traditional cast 

of mind tempers our sometimes wayward urge simply to accept that which impresses or excites 

as true. Tradition is both steadier and more open than that. 

 It should be clear at this point that I am interested here in the form of thinking that 

tradition instills. This is my primary end in this section: to consider a few of the aspects of 

traditional forms of meaning through which it may flourish and without which not. I trust that the 

                                                 
175

 We recall that humility cultivates our capacity to be present to others, and faith cultivates our capacity to be open 

to (possible) ultimate meaning. 
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ramifications of these traditional aspects pertain to most or all particular traditions with which we 

may be familiar—or at least, in our arid era, ought to be familiar. As dialogue, tradition 

illuminates aspects of unity, time, and relationship; as presence, tradition teaches us to grant 

room to plenitude and plurality (difference) and yet maintain one’s own roots; as 

commemoration, tradition demonstrates a form of integral memory larger than the self which 

alters and conditions how the weight and import of the past is felt and integrated by persons and 

communities now. Finally, and perhaps most significantly, tradition gives us criteria for 

evaluating and integrating different forms and images of authority, and they are considered 

through the process of appropriation, integration, and finally communion—as one draws near 

and is drawn near to the integral beauty of insight and discursive experience as they belong 

together in an image of truth. 

 

Integrity 

 Integration is the first act of communion, and integrity is the profoundest aspect of 

personal meaning. Ultimate authority is integrated into the vital course of tradition, and as it is 

realised and participated in during prosaic life, it informs and colours dialogue and intimate 

togetherness (being-together), or how one person belongs with another person or other people. 

Integrity characterises the ethos of personhood, and like ethos, integrity has a doubled sense—

ontological and ethical. Ontologically, integrity suggests that personality is formed and defined 

relationally; a person is most herself as she explores her capacity for dialogue, participation, and 

communion. A person has a capacity for wholeness, and this wholeness is characterised by its 

surplus—it is neither completion nor exhaustion, but rather it is a result of integrity understood 
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as an ongoing process of coherent integration of the different meanings that become part of her 

relationships with other persons and with things in the world. Bakhtin considerably deepens our 

sense of integral wholeness in his discussion of “soul” and “spirit” in Art and Answerability, 

where “soul” includes the hypostatic register and “spirit” the ecstatic register of personhood 

within the eschatological dimension of his thinking. Finally, integrity (the capacity for 

integration) suggests that personal being is open, that the meaning of a human being is 

unfinished and unfinalisable, that spiritual stasis or inertia is strange to personality, and that 

therefore hope is a concept one may apply appropriately to personal life.176 

 The ethical sense of integrity flows from and deepens the ontological sense. As a person 

is relational, capable of wholeness, and open or unfinalisable, integrity includes not only the task 

of realising this of one’s own person, but also of recognising and affirming it in other people as 

one draws near to them in dialogue. More than mere understanding or acknowledgement, this 

aspect of integrity—of dialogic integration—involves deepening and augmenting one’s own with 

the other and, indeed, for the other, for as a concrete person they matter absolutely. In its ethical 

sense, then, integrity defines and qualifies as good two processes: the ongoing activity of 

drawing near to another person or thing, and the ongoing activity of drawing together as one’s 

own that from which one is formed and through which one finds meaning. These two related 

activities are of a kind: together they speak to the capacity for love—or loving communion—at 

                                                 
176

 Morson suggests that “[o]ne reason for Bakhtin’s distaste for Freudianism was its sense of the essential 

completion of the personality at a young age. For Bakhtin, unfinalisability is coterminous with life, and Freudianism 

therefore appeared to him as a philosophy of death” (N&F, 108). On a related but differently focused note, David 

Goa, founding director of the Chester Ronning Centre for the Study of Religion and Public Life (U. of Alberta) has 

suggested that Freud partakes of a Jewish theological discursive framework, but has no capacity (or perhaps 

willingness) to integrate into his own thinking the tradition’s recognition of the role of redemption in human life; 

this means, essentially, that hope is reduced to a form of adjustment in Freud’s understanding (personal 

conversation, 2016). 
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the centre of personality and held as essential for what it means to be a human being. Integrity as 

loving communion may underlie, but may not be identified with, any specific set of ideas or 

cultural practices. It follows that the degree to which this is realised in a person reveals the extent 

of their integrity—that is, one’s ethical worthiness waxes or wanes with one’s ethical presence, 

with the fulfillment of one’s capacity to draw near in loving communion. This demanding task—

which is not to be confused with a moral standard—inwardly forms the ethical and ontological 

ends of integral personhood. 

 

Intimacy 

 Through the fullness of one’s own, one draws near—in humility and faith, with desire— 

to another person in loving communion. This is always movement, not an achieved or settled 

state, and we apprehend it as intimate presence (or as an intimate being-present). Intimacy is 

distinct from both proximity (spatial or temporal) and identity (ontological or metaphysical); 

defining ‘the intimate’ or ‘intimacy’ is particularly challenging, because it seems to inform that 

to which one is closest, and therefore that which one may unwittingly assume. Our dictionaries 

offer definitions of ‘intimate’ such as “inmost, deepest, essential” (OED) and “belonging to or 

characterising one’s deepest nature” (Webster’s). These fine distinctions help, as long as we keep 

in mind that intimacy (what is intimate) is always characterised by movement, and understood as 

that process of drawing near into communion with what is both different and inexhaustible and 

yet which comes to partake of and belong to one’s own. In this sense, intimacy can be figured as 

the lively register in which the nearby and ordinary is transformed into the close and familiar. 

Throughout this study I have construed this event in terms of drawing near, participation, and 
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communion. 

 These are all personal matters, and intimacy cannot be apprehended apart from the 

person. One might say that the desire of the person who draws near something in intimacy is 

grounded in its recognition (which is a form of participation) that just as he is—beyond or apart 

from all assumed images—the person is worthy of one’s time and care. Morson notes that 

Bakhtin, like D.H. Lawrence and Gombrowicz, is concerned about the spiritual presumption 

involved in how “we come to create images of others, and images of ourselves for others” (CP, 

180), an act of identification in the thrall of which personal creativity is reduced to a “response to 

images of [oneself] given by others” (CP, 191). The trouble with this behaviour is evidently 

significant, and it is of a different ethos than intimacy as I understand it. Intimacy becomes real 

only as one resists final images and identification, and eschews projection and presumption. On 

this ground, one may say that all intimacy is apophatic, and the apophatic releasing of all images 

and theory in the face of what is real is instructive for how we understand and misunderstand 

intimacy. In a certain sense, beyond its own movement intimacy is characterised by nothing, by 

no thing or object. One draws near to another with no set thing in mind, and through this one 

stands to gain everything of the other’s plenteous meaning. As we see in the novels of Woolf and 

Lawrence this movement of fullness is fraught, and so stands in eschatological counterpoint to 

one’s efforts of presence. Intimacy is nothing other than mutually drawing near with the 

particular, embodied person in a particular, concrete scene—a rich no-thing, beyond abstraction. 

And by maintaining nothing, intimacy offers everything. 
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