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 In t roduct ion  

 

In  my younger  and  more vu lnerab le  years  my father  gave me 

some adv ice  that  I ’ve been  tu rn ing over  in  my  mind  ever  s ince.  

“Whenever  you  feel  l ike c r i t i c iz ing  any  one,”  he to ld  me,  

“ just  remember  that  a l l  the  peop le  in  th is  world  haven’t  had 

the advan tages  that  you’ve had .”  ( Gatsby  5)   

 

In  th is  open ing  l ine o f  F.  Sco t t  F i tzg erald ’s  1925  novel  The Grea t  

Gatsby ,  the  narr ato r,  Nick  Carraway,  in t roduces  the in te r twin ing  o f two 

themes:  vu lnerab i l i ty  and  care .  Nick  p resen ts  h is  vu lnerab i l i ty  in  h is  you th  

as  the key reason fo r  h is  fa ther ’s  adv ice.  In  o ther  words,  whi le  h is  

vu lnerab i l i ty  does  no t  make h im independen t ,  i t  serves  a s  the po in t  where 

care  f rom h is  fa ther  beg ins .  I t  i s  cru cial  that  he does  no t  re jec t  th is  

vu lnerab i l i ty,  even  now that  he is  no  longer  young .  On the one hand ,  he 

te l ls  the s to ry o f  h is  you th  in  the past  tense,  suggest ing  that  he has  a l ready 

overcome h is  vu lnerab i l i ty.  On the o ther  hand ,  h is  use o f  the expression 

“more vu lnerab le” in  a  compara t ive sense impl ies  that  he is  now “le ss  

vu lnerab le ,”  no t  complet ely  f ree  f rom h is  vu lnerab le  s t a te ,  s t i l l  vu lnerab le .  

Th is  sub t le  acknowledgment  o f  h is  con t inued  vu lnerab i l i ty  is  re in fo rced  by 

ano ther  key theme:  ca re ,  as  i s  embedded in  h is  su rname,  “Carraw ay.”  

Phonet ical ly  resembling  “care -away, ”  h is  name seems to  imply  that  he is  

d is tan t  f rom the need  fo r  ca re .  However,  the p recise  p reserva t ion o f  h is  

fa ther ’s  adv ice,  word  fo r  word ,  reveals  the opposi t e —that  h is  sense o f  sel f  

remains  inseparab le  f rom h is  fa the r ’s  care .  Thus,  Nick’s  open ing  words 
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an t ic ipate  the  possib i l i ty  o f  vu lnerab i l i ty  as  the beg inn ing  o f  care .  

Th is  s tudy  exp lo res  vu lnerab i l i ty  as  the beg inn ing  o f  care  in  the 

works o f  four  modern is t  wri t ers :  F.  Sco t t  F i tzgera ld ,  Raymond  Chand ler,  

Henry  Mil ler,  and J .  D .  Sal inger.  Their  works ar e  o f ten  seen  as  dep ict ing 

the modern is t  sub jec t  as  sel f - su ff ic i en t ,  c losely  connected  wi th the 

Ameri can  ideal  o f  the sel f -m ade man o r  the myth  o f  the American  Adam. In  

th is  image,  vu lnerab i l i ty  seems to  be p resen ted  on ly  as  a  negat ive cond i t ion  

to  be overcome.  These four  wri ters  have o f ten  been  t reated  as  con tr ibu to rs  

to  the t rad i t ional  Am erican  emphasi s  on  the sel f -su ff ic i en t  modern is t  

sub jec t .  In  add i t ion  to  the cla ss i cal  charact er  o f  Jay  Gatsby  as  a  symbol ic  

f igure o f  the sel f -made man  in  The Grea t  Gatsby ,  the  mot i f  o f  the p r ivate  

detect ive in  Chand ler ’s  works,  the au tob iograph ica l  s ty le  o f  Mil ler ’s  

novels ,  and  the d ropou t  narrat ive in  Sal inger ’s  works al l  appear  to  re in fo rce 

the image o f  independen t  ind iv idual s  who rej ect  vu lnerab i l i ty.  In  fact ,  t hese 

in terp reta t ions  al ign wi th  how modern is t  s tud ies  have t rad i t ional ly  read  

thei r  works.  As György Lukács ,  a  s ign if ican t  f igure in  modern is t  d iscourse,  

argues ,  in  modern is t  l i t eratu re ,  one is  “by  natu re  so l i tary,  asoci al ,  unab le  to  

en ter  in to  relat ionsh ips  wi th  o ther  human  beings” (Lukács  20) .  In  th is  

con tex t ,  thei r  works seem to  be en t i re ly  d i sconnected  f rom the quest ion  o f 

care .  However,  the open ing  l ine o f  The Grea t  Gatsby  suggest s  an  al te rnat ive 

possib i l i ty,  chal l eng ing  the t rad i t ional  image o f  modern is t  wri t ers :  

vu lnerab i l i ty  can  be the s ta r t ing  po in t o f  care .  Th is  s tudy  aims to 

demonstrate  that  i t  i s  vu lnerab i l i ty,  ra ther  than  sel f -su ff i c iency,  that  

charact er i zes  the i r  works,  quest ion ing  the modern is t  sub ject  in  re l a t ion  to  

the possib i l i t i es  o f  care .  
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As th is  i s  a  s tudy  o f  modern is t  wri t e rs ,  i t  i s  necessa ry  to  c lar i fy  why 

the f ramework o f  modern ism can  be app l ied  to  the d iscussion  o f 

vu lnerab i l i ty  and care .  While  the te rm “modern ism” i s  general ly  accep ted 

as  ref err ing  to  a  per iod  that  spans rough ly  f rom  the la te  n ineteen th to  the 

ear ly  twen t ie th  cen tu ry,  modern is t  s cho lar sh ip o f ten  uses  i t  as  a  r efe rence 

po in t  fo r  debates  over  what  const i tu tes  the “modern.”  Vincen t  Sherry  

p rov ides  an  insigh tfu l  perspect ive when  he avo ids  def in ing modern ism as  a  

specif i c  per iod,  ins tead  focusing  on  i ts  e tymolog ical  mean ing .  Accord ing  to  

Sherry,  the term modern  comes f rom  the Lat in  word  modo ,  wh ich  refe rs  t o  

the narrow t ime span  o f  “ just  now”:  “ Modo ,  . . .  ,  means someth ing  narro wer  

than an  ad ject ival  unders tand ing  o f  ‘ recen t’ o r  ‘cu rren t’ ;  i t  f inds  i t s  

mean ing  as  a  temporal  adverb,  te l l in g the t ime o f  an act ion  occurr ing no t  

s imply ‘ today’ o r  even ‘now’ bu t  ‘ jus t  now’” (Sherry  2 ) .  Th is  sense o f  t ime 

conveys an at t i tude that  makes the “ just  now” independen t ,  separat ing  i t  

f rom bo th  the past  and  the fu tu re .  In  th is  way,  i t  paral l e ls  the  aspect  o f  

Nick’s  a t t i tude toward  vu lnerab i l i ty.  Nick  also  at t empts  to  h igh l igh t  h is  

cu rren t  independence by recoun t ing  h is  vu lnerab le  s ta t e  in  the past  t ense .  

Modern ism’s  s t rong  sense o f  the “r igh t  now” has  a lso  g reat ly  

in f luenced modern is t  s tud ies  in  the f ie ld  o f  l i t eratu re ,  par t icu lar ly  wi th  an 

emphasis  on  the ind iv idual .  Gera rdo  Rodríguez -Salas ,  Pau la  Mar t ín -Salván ,  

and  María  J .  López argue that  one o f  the ce n tr al  concep ts  in  the t rad i t ional  

unders tand ing  o f  modern ism is  the so l ipsis t ic  and  iso lated  modern is t  

ind iv idual .  They  po in t  to  Lukács’s  d iscussion  o f  modern is t  l i ter atu re  as  a  

majo r  source o f  th is  perspect ive.  Accord ing to  them,  Lukács  developed  a  

fundamental  assumption  in  modern is t  s tud ies :  whi le  “ in  real i sm,  ind iv idual  
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ex is tence i s  inex tr icab ly  l inked  to  i t s  social  and  h is to r i cal  con tex t ,  in  

modern ism the sub ject  appear s  as  na tu ral ly  iso lated  and  unab le  to  f i t  in to a  

community” (Rodríguez -Salas ,  Mar t ín -Salván ,  and  López 2 ) .  Other  

in f luen t ia l  l i te rary  scho lars ,  such  as  Ra ymond  Wil l iams and  Terry  Eag leton ,  

share  th is  image o f  the ind iv idual  in  modern ism.  As a  resu l t ,  modern is t  

l i ter atu re  has  o f ten  been  characte r ized  by  a  sense o f  the sel f  as  separate  

f rom the o ther :  

The modern is t  novel  becomes,  thus ,  the s i te  o f  conf l i c t  and 

misal l i ance—emotional ,  moral ,  percep tual ,  cogn i t ive,  sp i r i tual ,  

o r ep is t emolog ical—between  the in ternal  sel f  and ex ternal  

real i ty,  hence the as sociat ed  themes o f i so lat ion,  so l ipsism,  and  

sel f -des t ruct iveness  commonly iden t i f ied  as  cen tral  to  modern 

f ic t ion” (Rodríguez -Salas ,  Mart ín -Salván ,  and López 3 ) .  

What  t r ad i t ional  modern is t  s tud ies  have focused  on  in  l i t erary  works is  th is  

image o f  the modern is t  sub ject  as  an  iso lated  ind iv idual .  

The term “modern ism,” however,  con tains  an aspec t  that  can  

chal lenge the t rad i t ional  unders tand ing  o f  “r igh t  now.” In  th is  respec t ,  

Gio rg io  Agamben’s  un ique in terp re t at ion o f  the Lat in  word  modo  as  a  

temporal  gap  is  par t icu la r ly  insigh tfu l :  

The adverb  modo  means in  Lat in  “a  shor t  t ime ago ,  jus t  now,  

recen t ly. ”  Th is  ind icate s ,  in  the “now,” a  smal l  temporal  gap ,  

which  is  no t  so  much a  ch rono log ica l  past  a s  a  non -co incidence 

o f the moment  wi th i t s el f ,  ob l ig ing i t  to  s top  and  take i t sel f  up  

again .  We cou ld  say,  then ,  that  the t emporal  fo rm of  mod e is  

nei ther  the past  nor  the p resen t  nor,  even les s ,  the fu tu re .  
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(Agamben ,  Use  173)  

Agamben does  no t  in terp ret  the word modo  as  a  b r ief  moment  d isconnec ted  

f rom bo th  the past  and  the fu tu re .  Rather,  i t  i s  a  temporal  gap where 

d is t inct ions  o f  t ime are  con t inuously sh if t ing .  For  Agamben ,  th is  sense o f 

t ime p reven ts  one f rom being a  s tab l e  ind iv idual :  “being  is  a  f lux,  and  

substance ‘modulates’ i t se l f  and  bea ts  ou t  i t s  rhy thm —it  does  no t  f ix  and 

schemat i ze i t s el f— in  the modes” (A gamben ,  Use  173) .  Th is  aspect  o f  modo  

can  be d i rect ly  compared  to  Nick’s  ambivalen t  a t t i tude toward  

vu lnerab i l i ty.  While  Nick  seems to  p resen t  h is  cu rren t  s el f  as  independen t ,  

he remains  vu lnerab le ,  as  h is  constan t ref lec t ion on  h is  fa ther ’s  adv ice  

ind icat es .  Nick’s  a t tempt  to  ar t icu lat e  h is  p resen t  iden t i ty  as  independen t  

i ron ica l ly  underscores  h is  inex tr i cab le  connect ion  wi th the o ther.  

Th is  ambigu i ty  o f  modo ,  wh ich  renders  the se l f -su ff ic i en t  sel f  

unstab le ,  resonates  wi th  several  r eexaminat ions  o f  modern is t  s tud ies  s ince 

the beg inn ing  o f  the 21st  cen tu ry.  Doug las  Mao  and  Rebecca L .  Walkowitz  

suggest  that  modern is t  s tud ies  shou ld expand in  “ temporal ,  spat ia l ,  and 

ver t ica l  d i rect ions” in  what  they  cal l  “new modern is t  s tud ies” (Mao  3 ) .  Pau l  

Sain t -Amour o ffer s  a  perspect ive o f  “weak  modern ism” with  “weak 

theory.” 1  Rodríguez-Salas ,  Mart ín -S alván ,  and López po in t  ou t  that  

modern is t  works have c onsis t en t ly  exp lo red no t  on ly  the quest ion o f  the  

ind iv idual  bu t  a lso  the quest ion  o f  community,  wi th  key  concep ts  l ike 

“f in i tude,”  “s ingu lar i ty,”  and “exposure.” 2  This  recen t  t rend  in  reexamin ing 

modern is t  s tud ies  demonstra tes  the impossib i l i ty  o f  def in ing modern ism as  

a  f ixed  iden t i ty.  Rather,  modern ism is  character ized  by i ts  temporal  gap ,  

which  constan t ly  undermines  i t s  def in i t ion .  



6 

 

The quest ion  o f  vu lnerab i l i ty  in  th is  s tudy can  be categorized  as  par t  

o f these r eexaminat ions  o f  modern is t  s tud ies ,  wi th  the two  keywords 

“vu lnerab i l i ty” and  “care” a s  in terconnected  themes.  F i rs t ,  vu lnerab i l i t y  is  

def ined as  the possib i l i ty  o f  being woun ded,  as  the Oxford  Eng l ish  

Dict ionary  (OED )  s ta te s :  “That  may  be wounded ;  suscep t ib le  o f  rece iv ing 

wounds o r  physical  in ju ry” (“Vulnerab le”) .  As Nick  jux taposes  h is  

vu lnerab i l i ty  wi th  h is  you th ,  i t  tends to  be seen  as  a  negat ive cond i t ion  to  

be overcome o r  avo ided ,  par t icu l ar ly dur ing the p rocess  o f  g rowing  up.  

However,  the word  con tains  ano ther  mean ing  that  canno t  be reduced  to such  

a  negat ive cond i t ion .  I t  i s  ins t ruct iv e to  no te  that  the OED  p rov ides  an 

al te rnat ive def in i t ion ,  emphasi zing  vu lnerab i l i ty ’s  “openness”:  “Open  to 

a t tack  o r  in ju ry  o f  a  non -physical  na tu re;  esp . ,  o ffer ing  an  open ing to  the 

at tacks  o f  ra i l le ry,  cr i t i c ism,  calumny, e tc .”  ( “Vulnerab le”) .  While  th is  

openness  i s  an  exposure to  r isks  that  shou ld  be avo ided ,  such  as  “ the 

at tacks  o f  ra i l le ry,  cr i t i c ism,  calumny” (“Vulnerab le”) ,  the inclusion  o f  

“etc .”  in  the def in i t ion  suggest s  that  i t  can  also  rep resen t  the possib i l i ty  fo r 

the sel f  to  be widely  exposed  to  the o ther.  Indeed ,  Nick’s  vu lnerab i l i ty  i n  

h is  you th  opens h im up to  h is  fa ther ’s  adv ice.  In  th is  sense,  vu lnerab i l i t y  

p rov ides  a  s ign if i can t  perspect ive that  chal lenges  the t rad i t ional  

unders tand ing  o f  modern ism,  which  has  so lely  emphasized  the  so l ipsis t i c  

and  iso lated  modern is t  ind iv idual .  Thus,  the ambiguous mean ings o f  

vu lnerab i l i ty  are  a r t i cu lated  wi th in the f ramework  o f  modern ism.  

Th is  s tudy  at tempts  to  exp lo re  the posi t ive mean ing  o f  vu lnerab i l i ty  

in  modern is t  l i t er atu re .  The top ic  o f  vu lnerab i l i ty  f i rs t  em erged  as  an  

academic focus in  the 1980s,  th rough analyses  in  the f ie lds  o f  welfare  and 
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femin ism,  such as  Robert  E .  Good in ’s  Pro tec t ing  the Vu lnerab le:  A 

Reana lys is  o f  Our Socia l  Responsib i l i t ie s  (1985)  and  Virg in ia  Held ’s  “Non -

con tractual  Society” (1987) .  Scho lar s  in  these f ie lds  have shared  an 

al te rnat ive v iew of  vu lnerab i l i ty,  p roposing  that  i t  can  be a  s ta r t ing  po in t 

fo r  th ink ing abou t  re la t ionsh ips  wi th o thers ,  ra ther  than  merely  a  negat ive 

cond i t ion  to  be overcome.  In i t s  ear ly s tages ,  the d iscussion  tended  to  focus 

on  g roups t rad i t ional ly  considered  vu lnerab le ,  such  as  women  and  co lon iz ed  

peop les .  However,  around  the tu rn  o f  the 21st  cen tu ry,  a  ser ie s  o f  cr ise s ,  

includ ing  natu ral  d isast ers ,  te rro r ism,  immigrat ion issues ,  and  inequal i t y,  

began  to ra i se  awareness  that  vu lnerab i l i ty  is  a  fundamental  human  

cond i t ion ,  no t  a  l imi ted  cond i t ion  o f  the vu lnerab le .  At  th is  po in t ,  in  what  

Marianne Hirsch  cal l s  “vu lnerab le  t imes,”  “vu lnerab i l i ty  has  emerged  as  a  

p roduct ive concep t  in  a  number  o f  seeming ly  unrela ted  f ie lds —in  s tud ies  o f 

the env ironment ,  social  eco logy,  and  po l i t ica l  economy, on  the on e hand,  

and  in  developmental  psycho logy,  on the o ther”  (Hir sch  82) .  S imila r ly,  the 

f ie ld  o f  l i ter ary  s tud ies  has  p roduced a  range o f  exp lo rat ions ,  such  as  Jean -

Michel  Gan teau’s  The Eth ics  and  Aesthet ic s  o f  Vu lnerab i l i ty  in  

Con temporary Bri t i sh  F ict ion  (2015)  and  Jenn ifer  Trav is’s  Danger and  

Vu lnerab i l i t y  in  Nineteen th -Cen tury American L i tera ture:  Crash  and  Burn  

(2018) .  

What  d is t ingu ishes  th is  s tudy  from recen t  l i t era ry  s tud ies  on 

vu lnerab i l i ty  is  i t s  connect ion  to  ano ther  theme:  ca re .  Discuss ions o f  ca re  

in i t ia l ly  emerged  in  the f ie ld  o f  developmental  psycho logy  in  con junct io n 

wi th femin is t  theor ie s .  A key  work ,  Caro l  Gi l l igan’s  In  a  Di f fe ren t  Vo ice :  

Psycho log ica l  Theory and  Women’s  Development  (1982) ,  sheds l igh t  on  the 
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eth ics  o f  care  as  a  f emale vo ice marg inal ized  by  the eth ics  o f  jus t i ce ,  o f ten  

v iewed as  a  male  vo ice.  Accord ing  to  Gi l l igan ,  whi le  the la t t er  i s  based  on 

the au tonomous ind iv idual ,  the  fo rmer  is  based  on  “the v is ion  that  everyone 

wil l  be responded  to and  included,  that  no one wi l l  be lef t  a lone o r  hur t”  

(Gi l l igan  63) .  Acknowledg ing  that  bo th  vo ices  a re  importan t ,  Gi l l igan  

po in ts  ou t  that  the la t ter  has  unfai r ly  dominated  the fo rmer.  S ince 

Gi l l igan’s  argument ,  the no t ion  o f  care  has  been  the sub ject  o f  evo lv ing  

debates  in  var ious  f ie lds ,  such  as  Nel  Noddings’s  Caring:  A Femin ine 

Approach to  E th ics  and  Mora l  Educa t ion  (1984) ,  Joan  Tron to ’s  Moral 

Boundaries:  A Po l i t ica l  Argument  for  an  E th ic  o f  Care  (1993)  in  po l i t ics ,  

and  Fab ienne Brugère’s  L’éth ique du  «care»  (The Eth ics  o f  Care )  (2011) in  

po l i t ical  ph i losophy.  There are  a lso  l i ter ary  s tud ies  focusing on  care ,  su ch 

as  Arne De Boever ’s  Narra t ive  Care :  B iopo l i t i cs  and  the Novel  (2013)  and 

Kimiyo  Ogawa’s  Kea  no r inri  to  enpawamento  (The Eth ics  o f  Care and  

Empowerment )  (2021) .  

Compared  to  these p rev ious s tud ies ,  t he un iqueness  o f  th is  s tudy l ie s  

in  i t s  focus on male wri t ers .  Orig inal ly,  care  s tud ies  were inseparab le  f rom 

the con tex t  o f  femin is t  theor ies .  Fo l lowing Gil l igan’s  in f luen t ia l  work,  the 

eth ics  o f  care  has  o f ten  been  iden t i f ied  as  a  female vo ice.  In  th is  con tex t ,  

men have typ ical ly  been  seen  as  the oppressors  o f  care .  However,  the 

rela t ionsh ip  between  Nick  and  h is  fa ther  o ffers  the  possib i l i ty  that  care  can 

also  emerge between  men.  Cer tain ly,  what  Keath  Fraser  cal l s  “ano ther  

read ing o f  The Grea t  Gatsby” suggests  that  Nick  is  homosexual ,  in  which  

h is  re la t ionsh ip  wi th  h is  fa ther  can  be  in terp re ted  as  an  example o f  h is  

homosexual i ty.  What  is  import an t ,  however,  i s  that  thei r  re l a t ionsh ip beg ins  
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with vu lnerab i l i ty,  no t  sexual  desi r e .  Given the ambiguous mean ing  o f  

vu lnerab i l i ty,  the rela t ionsh ip  between  Nick  and  h is  fa ther  shou ld  be read 

as  someth ing  beyond a  s imple homosexual  bond .  Th is  s tudy,  therefo re ,  re -

examines thei r  re l a t ionsh ip in  terms o f the possib i l i ty  o f  care  in  male  

wri ters .  

I t  shou ld be no ted  that  the at t empt  to  h igh l igh t  vu lnerab i l i ty  in  whi te  

male  wri te rs ,  wh ich  may  in i t ia l ly  seem con trad icto ry,  can  u l t imately  lead to  

the reclam at ion  o f  t rad i t ional  mascu l ine power  and  p r iv i lege,  desp i te  i t s  

apparen t  purpose.  Jean  M.  Lu tes  and  Jenn ife r  Trav is  warn  that ,  wh i le  she 

d iscusses  the emergence o f  male  emotional  and  bod i ly in ju ry  in  the post -

Civ i l  War per iod,  th is  a t ten t ion  to  vu lnerab i l i ty  can  serve as  a  means o f  

res to r ing  mascu l ine power  and  p r iv i lege.  Under  the gu ise  o f  chal leng ing  

au thor ized  male t ex ts ,  i t  can  also  rein fo rce thei r  p r imacy  in the l i s t s  o f 

what  i s  taugh t  and  s tud ied . 3  In  a  s imilar  vein ,  L i l ie  Chou l iar ak i  argues  that  

c la ims to  vu lnerab i l i ty  are  o f ten  ind is t ingu ishab le  f rom claim s to  the power  

to  speak  ou t ,  par t i cu lar ly  when  they become what  she terms the 

“weapon izat ion o f  v ict imhood . ”4  Con trary  to  i t s  a ssocia t ion wi th  

powerles sness ,  vu lnerab i l i ty  s tud ies  in  male  wri te rs  can  easi ly  be co -op ted 

as  a  means o f  recl aiming  power.  

The at tempt  to  connect  vu lnerab i l i ty  wi th  care  in  male  wri t ers  i s  

s ign if ican t  in  th is  con tex t  because i t  opens up  a  d i ffer en t  possib i l i ty —one 

that  canno t  be reduced  to  the rec lam at ion o f  the r igh t  to  speak  ou t .  The 

open ing  scene o f  The Grea t  Gatsby  serves  as  a  p recurso r  to  th is  d i rec t ion .  

While  Nick  appears  to  emphasi ze h is  cu rren t  s ta t e  as  no  longer  vu lnerab le ,  

what  he actual ly  demonstra tes  i s  that  h is  vo ice is  in terwoven with  h is  
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fa ther ’s ,  as  he met icu lously p rese rves  h is  fa ther ’s  words.  While  he seem s to 

s t rong ly  p reserve a  “male vo ice, ”  th is  act  paradox ical ly  undermines  h is  

posi t ion  as  an  independen t  man  who  is  sel f -su ff i c ien t  th rough  h is  own vo ice 

alone.  Nick’s  exper ience o f  care  thus  const i tu t es  a  un ique even t  in  which 

clea r  agency  becomes rad ical ly  b lu r red —an essen t ia l  aspec t  o f  care  that  

th is  s tudy  exp lo res  th rough  the works o f  four  wri t ers .  In  fact ,  Trav is  

p resen ts  the s tudy  o f  vu lnerab i l i ty  in  whi te  male  wri ter s  no t  on ly  as  a  

means o f  conso l idat ing  mascu l ine hegemony  bu t  a lso  as  a  po ten t ia l  

chal lenge to  i t . 5  What  is  a t  s take here  is  the la t t er  possib i l i ty,  exp lo red  

th rough  the s ign if ican t  connect ion between  vu lnerab i l i ty  and ca re .  

In  th is  con tex t ,  th is  s tudy sel ect s  F i tzgerald ,  Chand ler,  Mil le r,  and  

Sal inger  to  chal lenge thei r  popu lar  r ecep t ion  as  con tr ibu to rs  to  the 

conven t ional  image o f  the modern is t  sub ject  a s  an  iso lated  ind iv idual .  In  

common in terp reta t ions  o f  thei r  works ,  F i tzgerald  rein fo rces  the American 

ideal  o f  the sel f -made man  th rough  h is  charact er  Jay  Gatsby,  who b reaks 

f ree  f rom h is  past  to  pursue h is  d reams ;  Chand ler  popu lar izes  the image o f 

a  man as  what  John  T.  I rwin cal ls  “h is  own boss” th rough  the mot i f  o f  the 

p r ivate  det ect ive in  h is  Ph i l ip  Marlowe ser ie s ; 6  Mil ler  p resen ts  a  s t rong  

sense o f  sel f  by  merg ing h is  novels  wi th the genre o f  au tob iography ;  

Sal inger  por t rays  a  teenage d ropou t  named  Holden  Cau lf ie ld ,  who  is  

genera l ly  accep ted  as  an  innocen t  f i gure wi th in a  co rrup t  society.  These  

popu lar  images have rein fo rced  the image o f  the ind iv idual  as  sepa rat e  f rom 

o thers ,  as  t rad i t ional  unders tand ings o f  modern ism of ten  emphasize.  

Against  th is  backdrop ,  th is  s tudy  p resen ts  an  al t ernat ive read ing  o f  these 

four  wri ter s ,  reveal ing  thei r  s t rong p reoccupat ion  wi th  the in terrel at ionsh ip  
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between  vu lnerab i l i ty  and  care .  Resonan t  wi th  the ambiguous mean ing o f  

vu lnerab i l i ty  that  Nick  p resen ts  in  the open ing  o f  The Grea t  Gatsby ,  these 

wri ters  demonstrat e  that  i t  i s  exac t ly  when  thei r  charac ter s  appear  to  

exh ib i t  sel f -su ff i c iency  that  they  expose thei r  vu lnerab i l i ty.  What  is  

s ign if ican t  i s  that  th is  exposed  vu lnerab i l i ty  fo r  these male wri ter s ,  wh ich 

cou ld  be v iewed  as  a n  adverse  cond i t ion  fo r  the ideal  s el f -made man , does  

no t  rep resen t  an  an t i thesi s  to  the ideal  o f  the independen t  ind iv idual .  

Rather,  i t  can  l i tera l ly  be unders tood as  “openness ,”  in  l ine wi th  the 

etymology  o f  the word “vu lnerab i l i t y,”  fo r  the rela t ionsh ip  o f  care ,  a  

keyword  der ived  f rom F i tzgerald ’s  work .  

To  exp lo re  the possib i l i t ies  o f  vu lne rab i l i ty  as  the beg inn ing  o f  care ,  

th is  s tudy  connect s  the four  au thors  in  themat ic  con t inu i ty  whi le  reveal ing 

the un iqueness  o f  each  wri ter.  F i rs t ,  Chap ter  One ex tracts  the keywords 

“vu lnerab i l i ty” and  “care” f rom The Grea t  Gatsby  as  the co re  o f  the en t i re  

s tudy.  Chap ter  Two examines F i tzgerald ’s  two  shor t  s to r ie s ,  “An Alcoho l ic  

Case” and  “Family  in  the Wind,”  to  demonstrate  that  these keywords ex tend  

beyond The Grea t  Gatsby .  Nex t ,  Chap ter  Three analyzes  Chand ler ’s  The Big  

S leep  in  terms o f  the two  keywords,  focusing  on the p rob lemat ic  iden t i ty  o f  

the p r ivate  detect ive.  Chap ter  Four  exp lo res  themat i c  developments  in  The 

Long  Goodbye ,  par t icu la r ly  the mot i f  o f  ag ing .  Chap ter  F ive then  focuses  

on  Mil ler ’s  Trop ic  o f  Cancer ,  comparing  i t  to  Ben jamin  Frank l in ’s  

au tob iography  to  ar t i cu lat e  vu lnerab i l i ty  and  care  in  Mil ler ’s  p rob lemat i c  

rep resen tat ion  o f  “ l i f e .”  Chap ter  S ix  examines Mil l er ’s  Sexus  to  reveal  how 

h is  p reoccupat ion  wi th  “l i fe”  is  l inked  to  the quest ion  o f  po ten t ia l i ty  as  

openness  to  the o ther.  F inal ly,  Chap ter  Seven analyzes  the connect ion 
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between  vu lnerab i l i ty  and  care  in  the d imension  o f  t ime th rough  Sal inge r ’s  

war  s to ry  “For  Esmé —with  Love and Squalo r.”  Chap ter  E igh t  demonstr a tes  

how temporal  vu lnerab i l i ty  create s  a  re la t ionsh ip  o f  care  between  the l iv ing  

and  the dead  in  The Catcher  in  the Rye .  

Thus,  th is  s tudy  exp lo res  vu lnerab i l i ty  as  the beg inn ing  o f  care  in  

these four  modern is t  wri ter s .  Echo ing the t rend known as  new modern is t  

s tud ies ,  i t  chal lenges  the t rad i t ional  assumption  o f  the modern is t  sub jec t  as  

an  iso lated  ind iv idual .  While  these fou r  wri ters  seem to  rep resen t  

modern ism th rough thei r  apparen t  re ject ion  o f  vu lnerab i l i ty,  what  t ru ly  

charact er i zes  the i r  work  is ,  ra ther,  t he exposure o f  vu lnerab i l i ty,  which  

b r ings  abou t  “openness” fo r  the rela t ionsh ip  o f  care .  Al though  the theme o f  

care  h as  o f ten  been  d iscussed  in  the con tex t  o f  welf are  and  femin ism,  these 

wri ters  p resen t  an  al terna t ive possib i l i ty  fo r  care  in  male  wri t ers ,  beg inn ing  

f rom vu lnerab i l i ty.  
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Chapter  One 

The Beg inn ing  o f  Vulnerab i l i ty  as  the Beg inn ing  o f  Care  

in  F.  Sco t t  F i tzgera ld ’s  The Grea t  Gatsby 7  

 

In t roduct ion  

In F.  Sco t t  F i tzgera ld ’s  The Grea t  Gatsby ,  the  f i rs t -person  narr ato r,  

Nick Carraway,  emphasizes  that  he p lays  an  i r rep laceab le  ro le  fo r  Jay  

Gatsby by  s ta t ing  that  he f inds  h imself  “on  Gatsby’s  s ide ,  and alone” 

(Gatsby  105) ,  whi le  s imul taneously  cr i t i c iz ing o ther  peop le ,  such  as  Tom 

and  Daisy  Buchanan ,  who  are  r esponsib le  fo r  Gatsby’s  t rag ic  death  as  

“carele ss  peop le” ( Gatsby  115) .  Th is  con tras t  between  Nick and the 

“carele ss  peop le” suggests  that  he impl ici t ly  def ines  h imself  as  the on ly  

person  who “cares” fo r  Gatsby.  In  fact ,  wh i le  admit t ing  that  Gatsby is  a  

man who  represen ts  every th ing fo r  which  he has  “an  unaffect ed  con tempt” 

(Gatsby  5 ) ,  Nick  con t inues  to  demonstra te  h is  “ca re” fo r  Gatsby,  as  

ev idenced  by  the fact  that  he te l l s  Gatsby’s  s to ry  at  book  leng th .  A cr i t ical  

quest ion  then  ar ises :  what  makes Nick  care  fo r  Gatsby,  and  what  does  he 

specif i cal ly  mean  by  “care”?  

In response to  th is  quest ion ,  th is  s tudy  p roposes  that  Nick’s  ca re  

beg ins  f rom vu lnerab i l i ty  as  an  even t  that  d isrup ts  the boundar ies  between 

the sel f  and  the o ther.  Vu lnerab i l i ty  can  be a  cr i t ical  concep t  in  Nick’s  

narrat ive because i t  s ta r ts  wi th  h is  ref erence to  vu lnerab i l i ty  in  h is  you th.  

While  Nick  seem s to  confess  that  he  has  overcome h is  vu lnerab i l i ty,  he 

f inds  i t  in  Gatsby,  which  becomes a  majo r  reason  why  Nick  beg ins  to  care  

fo r  h im.  Th is  care  in te r twines  wi th  the mot i f  o f  subst i tu t ion ,  unset t l ing  the 
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clea r  boundar ies  between  Nick  and  Gatsby.  The Grea t  Gatsby  can  be thus  

read  as  a  s to ry  o f  th is  vu lnerab i l i ty  as  the beg inn ing  o f  care .  

 

F rom the Fai lu re  o f  the Self -made Man  to  Care fo r  the Vulnerab le  

The Grea t  Gatsby  i s  the s to ry  o f  f i rs t -person  narra to r  Nick 

Carraway’s  memories  o f  the charact er  o f  Jay  Gatsby.  Nick ,  a  Midwesterner,  

comes to  New York  to  s tudy  f inance af te r  serv ing  in  World  War I .  He ren ts  

a  house in  a  p lace known as  “West  E gg .”  Across  the bay,  in  “East  Egg ,”  

Nick’s  cousin  Daisy  l ives  wi th  her  weal thy  husband.  Soon  Nick  hears  

rumors  abou t  h is  neighbor,  a  man  named Gatsby,  who  l ives  in  the mansion 

beside h is  smal l  house.  One n igh t ,  Nick  sees  Gat sby s t r e tch ing h is  hand 

toward  Daisy ’s  house ac ross  the bay.  I t  i s  g radual ly  reveal ed  that  Gatsb y 

was once Daisy ’s  lover.  While  he was in  a  re l a t ionsh ip  wi th  Daisy,  Gatsb y 

had  no  money,  which  led  to  the end  o f thei r  re la t ionsh ip .  Desp i te  th is  

b reakup ,  Gatsby  became successfu l  i n  the underworld ,  enab l ing h im to  

purchase h is  mansion.  Nick  also  learns  that  the name “Gatsby” is  no t  h is  

real  name bu t  one he gave h imself  t o  deny  h is  poor  b i r th .  With Nick’s  help ,  

Gatsby and Daisy  are  r eun i ted ,  and  i t  seems that  they  have rek ind led  the i r  

fo rmer  passion  fo r  each  o ther.  Howeve r,  as  Daisy  is  a l ready marr i ed ,  she  

canno t  re tu rn  Gatsby’s  love.  In  the confusion  o f  her  feel ings ,  she causes  a  

h i t -and -run  acciden t .  To  defend  Daisy,  Gatsby  b lames h imsel f  fo r  the 

acciden t ,  wh ich  leads  to  the t ragedy o f being  sho t  by  the v ict im’s  husband.  

With the end  o f  Gatsby’s  d ream,  Nick decides  to  re tu rn  to  the Midwest .  

Many  cr i t i cs  have shared  the consensus that  “Gatsby  is  the American  

sel f -made man —indeed ,  a  sel f - inven ted  man” (Brucco l i  x i ) .  The OED 
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defines  the term “sel f -made man” as  fo l lows:  “a  man  who has  ach ieved  

weal th ,  s ta tus ,  e tc . ,  th rough  persona l  effo r t  o r  hard  work ,  ra ther  than  by  

acciden t  o f  b i r th ,  esp .  one who  has  come from a poor  background” (“Sel f -

made Man”) .  Gatsby’s  l i fe ,  in  which  he separa tes  h imse lf  f rom h is  family 

background  to rec laim Daisy,  ep i tomizes  the def in i t ion  o f the term.  As 

Jeff rey  Lou is  Decker  s ta t es ,  he symbol izes  a  t rad i t ional  se l f -made man  ta le  

in  America :  

Through  the eyes  o f  F i tzgera ld ’s  narrato r,  Nick Carraway,  

Gatsby appears  in  the gu ise  o f  the archetypal ,  i f  somewhat  

misgu ided ,  sel f -made man  in  America.  Gatsby’s  upward  s t rugg le  

is  insp ired  by  t rad i t ional  purveyors  o f midd le -cla ss  success ,  

such as  Ben  Frank l in  and  Horat io  Alger  Jr.  (Decker  52)  

Cer tain ly,  one can  in terp ret  Gatsby’s  t rag ic  end ing  as  quest ion ing th is  i deal  

image o f  American  ind iv iduals .  However,  Nick’s  act  o f  p resen t ing h im as  

“g reat”  Gat sby se rves  to  re in fo rce the myth ic  image o f  Gatsby as  a  sel f -

made man .  

For  th is  s tudy,  which  at tempts  to  read The Grea t  Gatsby  th rough  the 

lens  o f  vu lnerab i l i ty  and  care ,  i t  i s  necessary  to  confi rm that  the image o f 

Gatsby as  the embodiment  o f  a  sel f -made “man” has  been  cr i t i c ized  as  a  

typ ical  modern is t  ind iv idual  a ssocia ted  wi th  male-cen tered  “carele ssness .”  

Referr ing  to  Nick’s  comparison  o f  Gatsby’s  d ream to  the as ton ishment  o f  

Dutch  sai lo rs  a t  thei r  f i r s t  s igh t  o f  Ameri ca,  Nico las  Tredel l  h igh l igh ts  th is  

t rend  in  cr i t i cal  r ecep t ion :  “Nick’s  vers ion  o f  the American  Dream,  an d 

perhaps F i tzgera ld ’s ,  cou ld  be ind icted  wi th  being  androcen tr ic ,  male -

cen tred —it  was ‘man ’ (my  i ta l i cs)  w ho  ‘must  have held  h is  b rea th ’ a t  h is  
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f i rs t  s igh t  o f  the New World” (Trede l l  101 -2) .  As Tredel l  no tes ,  p rev ious 

s tud ies  in  th is  con tex t  cr i t i c ize  The Grea t  Gatsby  fo r  i t s  mist r eatmen t  o f  

female cha rac ter s ,  reducing  them to  just  ob ject s  o f  male -cen tered  romant ic  

imag inat ion . 7  In  the same vein ,  Jud i th Fet ter ley  del ivers  a  par t i cu lar ly  

harsh  cr i t ique o f the p rob lem of  gender .  Accord ing  to  Fet ter ley,  what  cr i t ics  

see a s  Gatsby’s  un iversal i ty  as  a  rep resen ta t ion  o f  the American  ideal  o f  

sel f -cr eat ion  is  merely  supported  by  the male charact ers ’ romant ic  

imag inat ion  o f  women ,  which  d isreg ards  who  they  real ly  are .  Fet t er l ey  

harsh ly cr i t ic i zes  The Grea t  Gatsby  fo r  re in fo rcing the t rad i t ional  male -

cen tered  power  s t ructu re ,  where “men are  l eg i t imate  sub jec ts  fo r  romant ic  

investmen t  and  women  are  no t ;  men can  support  i t  and  women  canno t ;  

Daisy  must  fa i l  Ga tsby  bu t  Gatsby  need  no t  fa i l  Nick” ( Fet t er ley  95) .  F rom 

th is  s tandpo in t ,  wh ich  reads The Grea t Gatsby  as  a  s to ry  o f  “men ,”  the 

in terconnected  themes o f  vu lnerab i l i ty  and care  seem incompat ib le  becau se 

i t  i s  the male  charact ers ,  especial ly  Nick h imself ,  who  shou ld  be accused o f 

being  the “care les s” ones  toward  the vu lnerab le .  

Nonetheless ,  h is  apparen t  “ca rel ess”  charact er  as  a  man  canno t be 

reduced to  a  s imple lack  o f  c are .  Ra ther,  i t  demonstr ate s  h is  complex  

rela t ionsh ip  wi th care .  What  is  suggest ive is  Fet ter l ey ’s  quo te  o f  Nick’s  

d is to r ted  image o f  West  Egg  in  what  he cal l s  “f an tast ic  d reams” ( Gatsby  

114)  when  he decides  to  leave :  

In  the fo reground  four  so lemn men  in d ress  su i ts  a re  walk ing 

along  the s idewalk  wi th  a  s t re t cher  on  which  l ies  a  d runken 

woman in  a  whi te  even ing  d ress .  Her  hand,  which  dang les  over  

the s ide,  spark le s  co ld  wi th  jewels .  Gravely  the men  tu rn  in  a t  a  
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house—the wrong  house.  Bu t  no  one knows the woman’s  name,  

and  no  one cares .  ( Gatsby  114)  

The phrase “no  one cares” cer t a in ly  appear s  to  confi rm Fet ter ley ’s  cr i t i c ism 

of the male  charact ers’ l ack  o f  care  fo r  women .  S ince  Nick  is  one o f  the 

peop le  l iv ing  in  West  Egg ,  he must  share  thei r  ca rel essness  there .  However,  

i t  canno t  be over looked  that ,  as  “care” includes  concern  and  in terest ,  Nick 

at  least  “cares” fo r  the nameless  woman by  includ ing  her  in  h is  narrat iv e.  

In  o ther  words,  i f  Nick had no  care  fo r her  a t  a l l ,  she would  no t  even  

emerge in  h is  narra t ive.  He seems to  d is tance h imself  f rom care ,  yet  

repeated ly  demonstrat es  i t .  

Viewing  the novel  th rough  the lens  o f vu lnerab i l i ty  suggest s  that  The 

Grea t  Gatsby  can  be in terp re ted  as  a  s to ry o f  care  ra ther  than  the myth  o f  

the sel f -made man .  As Jenn ife r  Trav is  po in ts  ou t ,  vu lnerab i l i ty  is  opposed 

to  the American  ideal  o f  the sel f -made man:  “If  vu lnerab i l i ty  suggests  

fa l l ib i l i ty,  dependency,  and uncon tro l lab i l i ty,  i t  i s  every th ing  that  sel f -

made manhood  rejec ts”  (Trav is ,  Danger  8 ) .  What  makes Nick’s  narr at ive  o f  

Gatsby par t icu la r ly  un ique is  that ,  a l though  he seems to  re j ect  vu lnerab i l i ty  

superf i c ia l ly,  he consis t en t ly  emphasizes  that  they  remain  vu lnerab le  

beneath  thei r  s el f -made appearances .  Consequen t ly,  th is  vu lnerab i l i ty  leads  

Nick to  “care” fo r  Gatsby  in  a  un ique way.  By chal leng ing  the myth  o f  the 

sel f -made man,  the s to ry  demons tra t es  the rel at ionsh ip  o f  care  between  the 

vu lnerab le .  

 

Vu lnerab i l i ty  as  a  Cond i t ion  to  Be Overcome fo r  the Self -made Man  

On  the su rface,  Nick’s  narra t ive p resen ts  vu lnerab i l i ty  as  a  cond i t ion 
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to  be overcome in  o rder  to  become a sel f -made man:  “In  my  younger  and  

more vu lnerab le  year s ,  my  father  gave me some adv ice that  I ’ve been 

tu rn ing over  in  my  mind  ever  s ince”  ( Gatsby  5 ) .  The use o f  past  t ense 

suggests  that ,  s ince he is  no  longer  young ,  he is  a l so  no longer  vu lnerab le .  

His  narr at ive thus  beg ins  wi th th is  apparen t  den ial  o f  h is  vu lnerab le  

cond i t ion .  

In  what  sense has  Nick  overcome h is  vu lnerab i l i ty? Nick  suggests  in  

the f i rs t  par t  o f  the s to ry  that  he has  overcome h is  vu lnerab i l i ty  because he 

has  what  he cal l s  an  “advan tage” in  def lect ing cr i t ic i sm.  Genera l ly,  

vu lnerab i l i ty  is  o f ten  associ ated  wi th the possib i l i ty  o f  being  physica l ly  

wounded ,  as  the OED  def ines  the ad ject ive “vu lnerab le” as  fo l lows:  “That  

may be wounded ;  suscep t ib le  o f  rece iv ing  wounds o r  physica l  in ju ry” 

(“Vulnerab le”) .  However,  Nick’s  fa ther ’s  adv ice impl ies  that  h is  

vu lnerab i l i ty  is  l inked  to  cr i t i c ism:  “‘Whenever  you  feel  l ike cr i t ic iz ing  

anyone, ’ he to ld  me,  ‘ jus t  remember  that  a l l  the  peop le  in  th is  world  

haven’t  had the advan tages  that  you’ve had’” ( Gatsby  5 ) .  In  fac t ,  the  OED  

p rov ides  ano ther  def in i t ion o f  vu lne rab i l i ty  re l a ted  to  cr i t ic ism:  “Open  to 

a t tack  o r  in ju ry  o f  a  non -physical  na tu re;  espec ial ly,  o ffer ing an  open ing  to  

a t tacks  o f  r id icu le ,  cr i t ic ism,  calumny,  e tc .”  (“Vulnerab le” ) .  The ep isode 

invo lv ing  rumors  abou t  Nic k’s  past  l over  suggests  that  he has  overcome h is  

vu lnerab i l i ty  in  th is  regard .  During  Nick’s  f i rs t  v is i t  to  Tom and  Daisy ’s  

house,  when Nick  is  abou t  to  leave,  they ask  h im i f  he go t  engaged  in  h is  

hometown, which  he f la t ly  den ies .  In  add i t ion  to  what  he t e l l s  them,  he 

fu r ther  exp lains  in  h is  f i rs t -person  narra t ive:  “Of course,  I  knew what  they 

were ref err ing  to ,  bu t  I  wasn’t  even  vaguely  engaged” ( Gatsby  17 ) .  Here ,  i t  
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i s  importan t  to  no te  that  i t  i s  unclea r  whether  the rumor is  t rue o r  no t  

because Nick  can  l ie  to  deny the rumor as  long  as  he is  the f i rs t -person  

narrato r.  Nick  boasts  o f  h is  honesty,  s ta t ing ,  “I  am one o f  the few honest  

peop le  that  I  have ever  known” ( Gatsby  41 ) ,  though  no one can  ver i fy  

whether  he is  te l l ing the t ru th  wi th in h is  narr at ive.  For  Nick ,  overcoming 

vu lnerab i l i ty  is  por t rayed  as  th is  advan tage,  a l lowing  h im to  def lect  

cr i t i c ism.  

Nick’s  a t tempt  to  overcome vu lnerab i l i ty  is  c losely  t ied  to  h is  

development  as  a  sel f -m ade man.  To  in t roduce h is  background ,  Nick 

exp lains  that  he moved to  New York  to  l ive independen t ly  o f  h is  family.  

While  h is  a t tempt  to  l ive independen t ly  is  personal ,  N ick o f ten  impl ici t ly  

associ ate s  i t  wi th  the American  myth o f  the sel f -made man .  For  example ,  in  

the ep isode where Nick  g ives  d i rect ions  to  a  newcomer in  the 

neighborhood ,  he l ikens h imsel f  to  “an  o r ig inal  set t l er ”  ( Gatsby  7 ) .  

Fur thermore,  “West  Egg ,”  the n ame o f the p lace he moves to ,  easi ly  evokes 

the image o f  the Ameri can  f ron t ier  sp i r i t .  More importan t ly,  Nick  confesses  

that  the real  reason  he moves to  New York is  to  escape rumors  abou t  h is  

lover :  “The fac t  that  gossip  had pub l ished  the banns was one o f  the reasons 

I  had  come East ”  ( Gatsby  17 ) .  His  i ndependen t  l i fe  i s  def ined  by  h is  

a t tempt  to  escape cr i t i c ism.  Nick  thus  t r ies  to  become a sel f -made man  by 

deny ing  h is  vu lnerab i l i ty.  

Nick’s  asp irat ion to  overcome vu lnerab i l i ty  is  a l so  ref lected  in  h is  

por t rayal  o f  Gatsby.  While  Gatsby  is  o f ten  cr i t ic i zed  fo r  h is  myster ious  

background  by  o ther  peop le ,  Nick mytho log izes  Gat sby’s  sel f -made 

g reatness  by  exp lain ing  how he t ransfo rmed  h imsel f  in to  “Jay  Gatsby”:  
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“His  paren ts  were sh if t le ss  and  unsuccessfu l  farm peop le —his  imag inat ion 

had  never  real ly  accep ted  them as  h is  paren ts  a t  a l l .  The t ru th was that  J ay 

Gatsby,  o f  West  Egg,  Long  Is land ,  sp rang  from h is  P laton ic  concep t ion o f 

h imsel f .  He was a  son  o f  God” ( Gatsby  65 ) .  The phrase “P laton ic  

concep t ion” deserves  par t i cu lar  a t ten t ion  here .  Cer ta in ly,  in  th is  con tex t ,  i t  

shou ld  be in terp re ted  as  Gatsby’s  pure imag inat ion o f  h imsel f .  However,  

beyond the immediate  con tex t ,  the  ad ject ive “p laton ic” al so  conveys the  

idea o f  a  non -sexual  re l a t ionsh ip,  roo ted in  the sp ir i tual  a spect  o f  P lato ’s  

ph i losophy.  In add i t ion ,  the noun  “concep t ion” has  ano ther  mean ing  d is t inct  

f rom “imaginat ion”:  “p regnancy.”  Th is  seeming ly con trad icto ry  image —

pregnancy withou t  a  sexual  re la t ionsh ip—can  be seen  as  a  p reci se  

expression  o f  Gatsby’s  o r ig in ,  as  he crea tes  “ Jay  Gatsby” wi thou t  support  

f rom anyone else .  Against  the cr i t i c i sm of  Gatsby’s  background ,  Nick 

mytho log izes  Gatsby  as  a  complet ely independen t  being .  

These behav io rs  o f  Nick  shed new l igh t  on  the mot i f  o f  the sel f -made 

man in  terms o f  h is  a t tempt  to  overcome vu lnerab i l i ty.  Nick’s  behav io r  as  

he s t r ives  to  become a se l f -made man canno t  be reduced  to  an at t empt  to  

become “a man  who  has  ach ieved  weal th ,  s t a tus ,  e tc . ,  th rough  personal  

effo r t  o r  hard work” (“Self -made man”) .  What  t ru ly  characte r izes  h im is  the 

act  o f  sel f -cr eat ion  wi thou t  the invo lvement  o f  o thers .  As John  T.  I rwin 

exp lains ,  i t  i s  the imag inat ive at tem pt a t  se l f - inven t ion wi th  the “no t ion  o f  

crea t ing  ano ther  sel f ,  o f  imag in ing and  ob ject i fy ing  a  persona and a  l i fe  

based  on one’s  men tal  im age o f  an  ideal  o ther  ( the  rea l  me tha t  ough t  to  

be )”  ( I rwin ,  Sco t t  158) .  What  Nick  does  to  h imself  and  sees  in  Gatsby  is  

no th ing  bu t  th is  a t t empt  to  become a sel f -made man  in  th is  sense.  Nick 
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possesses  th i s  aspect  that  seeks to  r e jec t  the sel f  that  i s  created  by o the rs ,  

as  he t r ie s  to  fu l ly  overcome h is  vu lnerab i l i ty.  

 

Vu lnerab i l i ty  as  Openness  

Nick’s  por t rayal  o f  vu lnerab i l i ty  as  a  cond i t ion  to  be overcome 

impl ie s  that  i t  unset t le s  h is  iden t i ty  as  a  se l f -made man .  What  is  most  

charact er i s t i c  o f  Nick’s  narr at ive is  that ,  wh i le  he seems to  re j ect  

vu lnerab i l i ty  as  a  negat ive cond i t ion ,  he repeated ly  f inds  vu lnerab i l i ty  in  

Gatsby,  which p rompts  Nick  to  care  fo r  h im.  Then ,  why  can  vu lnerab i l i t y  be 

the beg inn ing  o f  care? One possib le  answer  l ies  in  Er in  C .  Gi lson’s  

def in i t ion  o f  vu lnerab i l i ty  as  openness .  Gi lson def ines  vu lnerab i l i ty  as  

fo l lows:  “vu lne rab i l i ty  is  def ined  by  openness  and ,  more specif i cal ly,  to  be 

vu lnerab le  is  to  be open  to  being aff ected  and  affect ing in  ways that  one  

canno t  con tro l”  (Gi l son  2 ) .  By  emphasiz ing openness ,  Gi lson’s  def in i t io n 

suggests  that  vu lnerab i l i ty  in i t ia t es  a  p rocess  that  unset t le s  sel f -enclosu re,  

p lacing one in  a  s ta te  o f  openness  to  the o ther.  I t  i s  in  th is  vu lnerab i l i ty  as  

openness  that  Nick’s  care  fo r  Gatsby  beg ins .  

Vulnerab i l i ty  as  openness  is  suggest ed  at  the s tar t  o f  the s to ry.  When 

Nick beg ins  h is  narrat ive wi th the sen tence,  “In  my  younger  and  more 

vu lnerab le  years  my  father  gave me some adv ice that  I ’ve been  tu rn ing over  

in  my mind  ever  s ince” ( Gatsby  5 ) ,  he  suggest s  that  i t  i s  Nick’s  cond i t ion 

o f vu lnerab i l i ty  that  can  be the beg inn ing  o f  h is  fa ther ’s  care  fo r  h im.  

Notab ly,  Nick  quo tes  the adv ice in  d i rec t  speech :  “‘Whenever  you  feel  l i ke 

cr i t i c is ing any one, ’ he to ld  me,  ‘ jus t  remember  that  a l l  the  p eop le  in  th is  

world  haven’t  had the advan tages  that  you’ve had’” ( Gatsby  5 ) .  Th is  use o f  
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d irect  speech  shows that  Nick’s  f i rs t -person narrat ive is  no t  on ly  confined 

to  h is  own vo ice bu t  a lso  open  to  the vo ice o f  o thers .  Fur thermore,  Nick  

impl ie s  that  h is  re la t ionsh ip  wi th h is  fa ther  i s  t ied  to  vu lnerab i l i ty  as  

openness :  “He d idn’t  say  any  more,  bu t  we’ve always been  unusual ly 

communicat ive in  a  reserved  way,  and  I  unders tood that  he mean t  a  g rea t  

deal  more than  that”  ( Gatsby  5 ) .  Nick’s  impression,  “He d idn’t  say  any  

more,”  conveys that  he does  no t  completely  under s tand  h is  fa the r ’s  adv ice.  

Th is  seeming ly  negat ive impress ion  h igh l igh ts  that  Nick  “reserves” i t  as  the 

vo ice o f  the o ther.  Even  when he s ta tes ,  “I  unders t and that  h e mean t  a  g reat  

deal  more than  that”  ( Gatsby  5 ) ,  he  does  no t  specify  what  “more than  that”  

en tai ls ,  avo id ing  a  fo rced  paraphrase that  would  confine i t  wi th in  h is  own 

sel f -enclosed  in terp ret at ion .  Thus,  whi le  the open ing  sen tences  suggest  that  

Nick has  overcome h is  vu lnerab i l i ty,  they  actual ly  revea l  a  crucia l  openness  

in  h is  narrat ive.  

Nick’s  en t i re  narr at ive is  s imi lar ly  characte r ized  by  the exposure o f 

h is  vu lnerab i l i ty  beneath  the gu ise  o f  a  sel f -made man . While  Nick  seem s to 

have the “advan tages” as  a  f i rs t -person  narra to r,  h is  narrat ive has  a lways  

been open  to var ious  cr i t ic isms and  chal lenges .  Based  on  Ken t  Car twrigh t’s  

analysis ,  i t  has  become a widely  accep ted  v iew that  Nick  is  typ ical ly  

considered  an  unrel i ab le  narrato r. 9  Sco t t  Donaldson  po in ts  ou t  Nick’s  

apparen t  con trad ict ion :  con trary  to  h is  own claim that  he is  “ incl ined  to  

rese rve al l  judgment” ( Gatsby  5 ) ,  Nick  does  no t  suspend judgment  a t  a l l ;  

in s tead ,  “he judges and  condemns v ir tual ly  everyone he meet s  in  the course 

o f the novel”  (Donaldson 132) .  Also ,  Sho j i  Noma f inds  the narrat ive 

unrel iab l e ,  no t ing  that  whi le  Nick  s t a tes  that  “ l i f e  i s  much more 
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successfu l ly  looked at  f rom a s ing le  window,  af ter  a l l”  ( Gatsby  7 ) ,  Daisy ’s  

car  acciden t  i s  caused  by Myrt le’s  confusion  o f  Gatsby’s  car  wi th  Tom’s  

when  she sees  i t  f rom “one o f  the windows over  the garage” ( Gatsby  81 ) . 1 0  

His  narr at ive is  thus  imbued  with  vu lnerab i l i ty,  as  i t  i s  constan t ly  open to 

cr i t i c ism.  

Vulnerab i l i ty  as  openness  can  al so  be ind irect ly  seen  in  Nick’s  

invo lvement  wi th  the bond  business .  When  exp lain ing  why he lef t  h is  

family  to  move to  New York  Ci ty,  he refer s  to  h is  decis ion to  learn  the bond  

business:  “ I  decided  to  go  East  and  learn  the b ond  business .  Everybody  I  

knew was in  the bond  business ,  so  I  supposed  i t  cou ld  support  one more 

s ing le  man” (Gatsby  6 ) .  At  f i rs t  g lan ce,  th is  exp lanat ion  suggests  an  

at t i tude o f  f inancial  independence f rom h is  fami ly,  a  key  aspect  o f  being  a  

sel f -made man.  However,  the fact  that  Nick  chose the job because 

“everyone I  knew was in  the bond  business” underscores  h is  inex tr icab le  

t ies  to  o thers ,  qu i te  l i t eral ly  symbol ized  by  the word  “bond .”  Moreover,  the 

bond  business  i t s el f  on ly  funct ions  in  re la t ion  to  o the rs ,  as  “bond” means 

“That  wi th  o r  by  which  a  th ing  is  bound” (“Bond”) .  Thus,  Nick’s  cho ice o f 

the bond business  i s  inseparab le  f rom vu lnerab i l i ty  as  openness .  

The vu lnerab i l i ty  Nick  reveals  a s  openness  i s  echoed  in  h is  

re la t ionsh ip  wi th Gatsby.  While  Nick t r ie s  to  por t ray  Gatsby as  h is  ideal  o f  

a  sel f -made man , he also  con t inual ly  exposes  Gatsby’s  vu lnerab le  s ide.  One 

example is  the rumors  abou t  Gatsby  at  one o f  h is  par t i es ,  where guests  

specu late  abou t  who  Gatsby is ,  suggest ing  he may  have k i l led  a  man  o r 

been a  German  spy.  Th is  suscep t ib i l i ty  to  rumors  h igh l igh ts  h is  s imila r i t y  

to  Nick ,  as  bo th are  open  to  cr i t i c ism.  What  is  s t r ik ing  is  that  Nick does  no t 
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v iew th is  vu lnerab le  s ide o f  Gatsby  as  en t i re ly  negat ive.  Instead ,  he 

suggests  that  i t  may  be what  d raws peop le  to  care  abou t  Gatsby :  “We al l  

tu rned  and  looked  around fo r  Gatsby.  I t  was te s t imony  to  the romant ic  

specu lat ion  he insp ired  that  there  were whispers  abou t  h im from those who 

had  found  l i t t le  that  i t  was necessary to  whisper  abou t  in  th is  world” 

(Gatsby  32 ).  S imilar ly,  Nick  beg ins  to  care  fo r  Gatsby  in  the same sense .  

After  get t ing  to  know each  o ther,  Nick  is  inv i ted  by  Gatsby  to  go  fo r  a  

d r ive,  wh ere Gat sby te l ls  Nick  abou t  h is  background.  Nick  immediate ly  

real izes  that  Gatsby  is  ly ing ,  wi th  h is  obv ious mist ake abou t  San  Francisco 

being  in  the Midwest .  No tab ly,  the image Nick  env is ions  in  response to  

Gatsby’s  vu lnerab i l i ty  is  s ign if ican t :  “The very  phrases  were worn  so 

th readbare that  they  evoked  no  image excep t  that  o f  a  tu rbaned ‘charact e r ’ 

leak ing sawdust  a t  every  pore as  he pursued  a  t iger  th rough  the Bo is  de 

Bou logne” (Gatsby  44 -45) .  The image o f  “ leak ing  sawdust  a t  every  pore” 

v isual ly  rep resen ts  “openness .”  S ign if ican t ly,  i t  i s  th is  vu lnerab i l i ty  as  

openness  that  d r ives  Nick’s  s t rong  in terest  in  Gatsby,  as  he ref lects :  “M y 

incredu l i ty  was now submerged  in  fa scinat ion  now” ( Gatsby  45 ) .  Just  as  

Nick’s  fa ther  shows care  fo r  h is  son’s  vu lnerab i l i ty,  Nick  also  beg ins  to  

care  fo r  Gat sby  af te r  seeing h is  vu lnerab i l i ty.  Through  the v isual  image o f 

the ho le ,  Gatsby  v iv id ly embodies  vu lnerab i l i ty  as  openness .  

Vulnerab i l i ty  as  openness  is  a lso  ev iden t  when  Nick lea rns  abou t  

Gatsby’s  love fo r  Daisy.  After  the d r ive,  Nick  learns  f rom Jordan that  

Gatsby bough t  h is  house so  that  Dai sy  would  be just  across  the bay.  On  the 

one hand,  h is  a t tempt  to  win  Daisy  back  appea r s  to  be the behav io r  o f  a  

sel f -made man t ry ing to  overcome h i s  past  impoverished  cond i t ion  on  h is  
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own.  On  the o ther  hand ,  what  he does  to  ach ieve h is  goal  i s  merely  wai t  fo r 

Daisy,  which  is  the opposi te  o f  a  sel f -made man’s  behav io r.  Th is  o ther  s ide 

o f Gatsby  is  ar t i cu lated  in  con tras t  t o  the song “The Sheik  o f  Araby,”  which  

the ch i ld ren s ing  in  the ba ckground  o f the conversa t ion  between  Nick  and 

Jo rdan .  Throughou t  the descr ip t ion o f the scene,  Nick  includes  the ly r ic s  in  

which  the Sheik  o f  Araby  decl ares ,  “Your  love belongs to  me” ( Gatsby  53 ),  

act ively  tak ing the woman’s  p lace:  “At  n igh t  when  you’re  a s leep  /  In to  your  

ten t  I ’ l l  cr eep —” (Gatsby  53 ) .  Gatsby’s  behav io r  regard ing  Daisy  sharp ly 

con tra s ts  wi th  th is  act ive man .  As Jo rdan says ,  “He’s  a fra id ,  he’s  wai t ed  so 

long” (Gatsby  53 ) ;  what  Gatsby is  r eal ly  do ing  is  mere ly  wai t ing  fo r  Daisy  

in  h is  house,  showing  h is  complet e  dependence on  her  act ions .  Again ,  i t  i s  

importan t  to  no te  that  i t  i s  th is  vu lnerab le  s ide o f  Gatsby  that  arouses  

Nick’s  in tense in tere st  in  h im.  Nick descr ibes  h is  su rp r i se  abou t  Gatsby’s  

h idden  love fo r  Daisy  as  an  exper i ence o f  openness:  “He came a l ive to  me,  

del ivered  sudden ly  f rom the womb of  h is  purposele ss  sp lendor” ( Gatsby  

53 ) .  With  the pass ive “del ivered ,”  the metaphor  o f  “del ivery” over laps  wi th 

Gatsby’s  pass ive manner.  As an  even t  o f  being  del ivered  f rom the closed  

space o f  the “womb,” i t  accurate ly  expresses  Gatsby’s  openness .  

In  the la t t er  par t  o f  the s to ry,  Nick  beg ins  to  act ively  ca re  fo r  Gatsby 

whenever  he faces  vu lnerab i l i ty.  When  Nick  accep ts  Jo rdan’s  o ffer,  he 

successfu l ly  arranges fo r  Gatsby  and Daisy  to  meet  again .  Though  thei r  past  

passion seems to  be momentar i ly  rek in d led ,  Gatsby  becomes d isappo in ted 

because Daisy  wi l l  no t  c lear ly  decla re  her  love fo r  h im instead  o f  Tom. 

Gatsby confides  in  Nick  that  he feel s  d is tanced  f rom Daisy.  Gatsby’s  t imid  

behav io r  con tras ts  sharp ly  wi th the myth ical  image o f  h im that  Nick  has  
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crea ted :  “He b roke o ff  and  began  to walk up  and  down a deso la te  path  o f  

f ru i t  r inds  and  d iscarded  favors  and  crushed f lowers” ( Gatsby  72 ) .  The 

words “deso late” and “d iscarded” ind icate  that  Gatsby  is  in  the midst  o f  

unstab le  change,  caugh t  in  the f low of t ime.  What  i s  importan t  i s  that  i t  i s  

th is  vu lnerab le  Gatsby  whom Nick act ively  beg ins  to  care  fo r :  “‘ I  wouldn’t 

ask  too  much  o f  her, ’ I  ven tu red.  ‘You  can’t  repeat  the past ’ ”  ( Gatsby  72 ).  

Ko ich i  Suwabe h igh l igh ts  the s ign if i cance o f  the verb  “ven tu re” in  th is  

passage.  Before th is  scene,  as  Jo rdan’s  o ffer  shows,  Nick’s  invo lvement  

wi th Gatsby  was pass ive,  s ince he d id no t  engage wi th  Gatsby  un less  

compel led .  In  con tras t ,  in  th is  scene ,  Nick  “ven tu res” to  speak  to  h im,  

showing  a  sh i f t  f rom h is  passive to  an  act ive approa ch . 1 1  While  Nick  

mytho log izes  Gatsby,  h is  d i rect  invo lvement  wi th  h im beg ins  wi th  the 

exposure o f  Gatsby’s  vu lnerab i l i ty.  

Gatsby’s  vu lnerab i l i ty  con t inues  to  evoke a  powerfu l  image o f  

openness  a s  Nick  h imsel f  unset t le s  the mytho log ized  Gatsby.  As ment ioned 

above,  Nick  mytho log izes  Gatsby  as  a  sel f -made man  th rough  the un ique 

phrase “p la ton ic  concep t ion .”  However,  when  Nick descr ibes  Gatsby’s  f i rs t  

encoun ter  wi th  Daisy,  th is  mytho log ized  image is  complet ely  undermined 

by  the act  o f  k iss ing :  

He knew that  when  he k issed  th is  g i r l ,  and  fo rever  wed h is  

unu t te rab le  v is ions  to  her  per ishab le  b reath ,  h is  mind  would  

never  romp again  l ike the mind o f  God . So  he wai t ed ,  l i s ten ing 

fo r  a  moment  longer  to  the tun ing -fo rk that  had been  s t ruck  

upon  a  s tar.  Then  he k issed  her.  At  h is  l ips’ touch she b lossomed  

fo r  h im l ike a  f lower  and  the incarnat ion was complete .  ( Gatsby  
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73)  

With specif ic  re ference to  h is  l ips ,  Gatsby’s  loss  o f  “ the mind o f  God” i s  

p resen ted  as  an  open ing  to  Daisy.  Th is  open ing rad ical ly  subver ts  the 

mytho log izat ion  o f  Gatsby,  as  Nick closes  the desc r ip t ion wi th  the 

complet ion  o f  “ incarnat ion,”  which con tra s ts  sharp ly  wi th  the image o f 

“p laton ic  concep t ion .”  The image o f  openness  is  fu r ther  emphasi zed  

th rough  Nick’s  physica l  “ho les” :  

Through  al l  he said ,  even th rough  h is  appal l ing  sen t imen tal i ty,  I  

was reminded o f  someth ing —an elusive rhy thm,  a  f ragment  o f  

los t  words,  that  I  had  heard  somewhere a  long  ago .  For  a  

moment  a  phrase t r ied  to  take shape in  my mouth and my l ips  

par ted  l ike a  dumb man’s ,  as  though  there  was more s t rugg le  

upon  them than a  wisp  o f  s ta r t led  ai r.  Bu t they  made no  sound ,  

and  what  I  had almost  remembered  was uncommunicab le  

fo rever.  (Gatsby  73 )  

In keep ing  with the refe rence to  Gat sby’s  mouth ,  Nick’s  l ips  a lso  become a 

physical  ho le .  Th is  openness  r ef l ect s  the impossib i l i ty  o f  express ing h is  

emot ions in  h is  own words,  symbol izing the complete  loss  o f  the 

“advan tages” he is  supposed  to  possess  a s  a  f i r s t -per son  narrato r.  Through 

th is  ser i es  o f  physical  “ho les ,”  h is  narra t ive p resen ts  vu lnerab i l i ty  as  

openness .  

The exposure o f  vu lnerab i l i ty  as  openness  reaches  i t s  peak  with the 

h i t -and -run  acciden t .  Trad i t ional ly,  t he car  mot i f  in  F i tzgera ld ’s  work  has  

been analyzed  as  a  symbol  o f  the American  Dream,  closely  t i ed  to  the 

clas s ic  Ameri can  road  narra t ive.  Ann Brigha m argues that  i t  rep resen ts  “ the 
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sel f -made ind iv idual  who  is  no t  te thered  to  an  ancest ral  past  o r  socia l  o rder  

that  migh t  p redete rmine —or immobil ize—the fu tu re” (Br igham 52) .  Th is  

associ at ion  o f  the past  and  social  o rder  wi th  immobil i ty  is  par t icu la r ly  

suggest ive in  The Great  Gatsby,  as  Yasuh iro Takeuch i  no tes  that  Gat sby’s  

d ream is  inseparab le  f rom the mot i f  o f mobi l i ty.  Takeuch i  h igh l igh ts  th is  

d icho tomy of  mobi l i ty  and  immobil i ty  as  the con tras t  between  d ream an d 

real i ty  th rough Gatsby’s  sense o f  hope ,  descr ibed  as  “a  p romise that  the  

rock o f  the world was founded  securely  on a  fa i ry ’s  wing” (Gatsby  65 )  o r  

“one o f  those in t r icate  mach ines  tha t  reg is te r  ear thquakes ten  thousand  

miles  away” (Gatsby  5 ) .  The ca r  mot i f  in  Nick ’s  narra t ive  underscores  how 

cars  serve as  an  exp l ic i t  metaphor  fo r th is  mobi l i ty / immobil i ty  as  

d ream/rea l i ty.  Crucial ly,  as  Takeuch i  argues ,  th is  mobi l i ty  as  d ream i s  

unsustainab le  fo rever ;  i t  i s  inev i tab ly dest ined  to  a  hal t ,  reveal ing  

immobil i ty  as  rea l i ty.  In  o ther  words,  the moment  when  the car  s tops  

exposes  the fundamental  t ru th  that  ind iv iduals  canno t  fu l ly  con tro l  thei r  

mobi l i ty. 1 2  The h i t - and -run  acciden t  ep i tomizes  th is  exposure o f  

vu lnerab i l i ty,  espec ial ly  th rough  Myrt le’s  g ro tesquely wounded body  with 

openness :  

Michael i s  and th is  man  reached  her  f i rs t ,  bu t  when they  had  to rn  

open her  sh i r twai s t ,  s t i l l  damp with persp irat ion ,  they  saw that  

her  lef t  b reast  was swing ing  loose l i ke a  f lap ,  and there  was no 

need to  l i s ten  fo r  the hear t  beneath .  The mouth  was wide open  

and  r ipped  a  l i t t l e  a t  the co rners ,  as  though she had  choked a  

l i t t l e  in  g iv ing  up the t remendous v i ta l i ty  she had s to red  so  

long.  (Gatsby  89 )  
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Through  her  body’s  wounds and open mouth,  Myrt le  ep i tomizes  

vu lnerab i l i ty  in  her  death .  Need less  to  say,  th is  vu lnerab i l i ty  as  openness  is  

no t  l imi ted  to  Myrt le’s  ro le  as  a  v ict im of  the acciden t .  I t  s imul taneously 

exposes  Gatsby’s  vu lnerab i l i ty,  as  he can no t  con tro l  the car  d r iven  by 

Daisy,  immediately  iden t i f ied  as  the  cu lp r i t  by wi tnesses .  In  th is  sense,  

Myrt le ’s  dead  body,  wi th  i t s  openness ,  rad ica l ly  chal lenges  the 

mytho log ized  image o f  Gatsby in  Nick’s  narrat ive. 1 3  

     Desp i te  i t s  g ruesomeness ,  the acciden t  s t i l l  h igh l igh ts  the openness  in  

Nick and Gatsby’s  re l a t ionsh ip.  Afte r  the acciden t ,  Nick  f inds  Gatsby and 

qu ick ly lea rns  that  he is  t ry ing  to  take the b lame fo r  Daisy.  Once again ,  

Nick act ively  cares  fo r  Gatsby,  such  as  by  go ing  to  check  on the Buchanan 

house fo r  h im. More importan t ly,  Gatsby’s  confession abou t  h is  secret  past  

occurs  in  the midst  o f  the acc iden t :  “I t  was th is  n igh t  that  he to ld  me the 

s t range s to ry  o f  h is  you th  wi th  Dan Cody —told  i t  to  me because  ‘ Jay  

Gatsby’ had  b roken  up  l ike g lass  aga inst  Tom’s hard  mal i ce ,  and the long  

secret  ex travaganza was p layed  ou t”  ( Gatsby  95 ) .  Along  with the image o f 

b roken  g lass ,  Nick  learns  what  Gatsby  had  been  h id ing  wi th in  h imself .  

What  had  been  closed  o ff  in  the ideal izat ion o f  Jay  Gatsby  as  a  myth ica l  

f igure is  now exposed  th rough  th is  vu lnerab i l i ty.  

 

Subst i tu t ion  as  Care  

What  exact ly  does  vu lnerab i l i ty  as  openness  mean  fo r  Nick’s  

narrat ive o f  Gatsby? Th is  s tudy  o ffe rs  a  possib le  answer :  i t  ra ise s  the 

quest ion  o f  care .  Vulnerab i l i ty  as  openness  b lu rs  the boundary  between  sel f  

and  o ther  in  Nick and Gatsby’s  re l a t ionsh ip.  Th is  b lu rr ing  o f  boundar ies  is  
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part icu lar ly  ev iden t  in  one o f  the cen tral  mot i fs  o f  the s to ry :  subst i tu t ion.  

In  con tras t  to  Nick’s  ideal  o f  the sel f -made man , the mot i f  o f  subst i tu t ion 

reveals  what  F rench  ph i losopher  Emmanuel  Lev inas  cal l s  “ the impossib i l i ty  

to  come back from al l  th ings  and concern  oneself  on ly wi th  oneself ”  

(Otherwise  114) .  Through  th is  mot i f  o f  subst i tu t ion ,  Nick’s  re la t ionsh ip  

wi th Gatsby  leads  to  what  shou ld be cal led  “care .”  

 The quest ion o f  care  can  be d rawn from Nick’s  ambiguous at t i tude 

toward  Gatsby.  While  Nick  in i t ia l ly  expresses  h is  con tempt  fo r  Gatsby  in  

re t rospect ,  s t a t ing  that  “Gatsby,  who  represen ted  every th ing  fo r  which  I 

have an  unaffected  scorn” ( Gatsby  5 ) ,  he  never  s tops  ca r ing fo r  h im,  as  h is  

en t i re  narra t ive is  an  expression  o f  h is  care  fo r  Gatsby  af ter  h is  death .  

Nick’s  ambivalen t  a t t i tude toward Gatsby  resonates  wi th  the etymolog ical  

ambivalence o f  the word  “care” i t sel f .  While  “care” car r ie s  posi t ive 

emotions  o f  “at ten t ion” and  “concern” fo r  o thers ,  i t  can  also  s ign ify 

negat ive emotions l ike “anx iety” an d “worry” wi th in  oneself .  The Care 

Co l lec t ive exp lains  th is  ambigu i ty t h rough the word’s  e tymolog ical  o r ig ins :  

“The word  care  in  Eng l ish  comes f rom the Old Eng l ish  caru ,  mean ing  care ,  

concern ,  anx iety,  so rrow,  g r ief ,  t roub le —its  doub le  mean ings clea r ly  on  

d isp lay” (Care 25) .  In  th is  sense,  th e word  “care” i t s el f  “overf lows with  

paradoxes and ambivalence” (Care 25).  These paradoxes and ambivalences  

p recise ly  charact er i ze  Nick’s  a t t i tude toward  Gatsby.  Nick  h igh l igh ts  the  

paradox ical  and  ambivalen t  mean ing  o f  care  th rough  the con tras t  wi th  

Wolfsheim’s  a t t i tude.  After  Gatsby’s  death ,  Nick  cares  abou t  the fact  tha t  

nobody comes to  Gatsby’s  mansion ,  so  he d i rect ly  asks  Wolfsheim to  come. 

What  is  s ign if ican t  here  is  Nick ’s  awareness  that  h is  act ions  are  
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“superf luous” (Gatsby  106) ,  as  Gatsby’s  death  has  a l ready  been pub l ic ly  

announced .  Desp i te  th is  awareness ,  Nick fee ls  a  s t rong  sense o f  def i ance 

when  Wolfsheim sends on ly  a  te leg ram instead  o f  coming  in person :  “When  

the bu t ler  b rough t  back Wolfsheim’s  answer  I  began  to  have a  feel ing  o f  

def iance,  o f  scorn fu l  so l idar i ty  between  Gatsby and me against  them al l”  

(Gatsby  106) .  Nick  canno t  exp lain  why  he feel s  such  scorn fu l  so l idar i ty  

wi th Gatsby,  even  though he knows h is  act ions  are  “superf luous.”  Th is  

con trad ic t ion becomes even  clearer  when  Nick  v is i ts  Wolfsheim’s  o ff ice .  

When  Wolfsheim just i f i es  h is  refusa l  to  v is i t  by say ing,  “I  can’t  get  mixed 

up  in  i t”  (Gatsby  110) ,  Nick  responds,  “There’s  no th ing  to  get  mixed up  in .  

I t ’s  a l l  over  now” ( Gatsby  110) .  I ron ical ly,  Nick’s  words convey  that  he is  

more “mixed  up  in  i t”  than  anyone else ,  far  f rom being “al l  over  now.” 

Nick’s  a t t i tude toward  Gatsby  p rec isely  mirro rs  the ambivalence o f  the 

word  “care” th rough  these con trad ic t ions  that  he embodies .  

Read ing  the quest ion o f  care  in  the relat ionsh ip  between  Nick  and  

Gatsby may  raise  doub ts  f rom a gender  perspect ive,  as  the concep t  o f  ca re  

has  o f ten  been  d iscussed  f rom a fem in is t  po in t  o f  v iew.  S ince Caro l  

Gi l l igan’s  c la ss i c  work  In a  Di f fe ren t  Vo ice:  Psycho log ica l  Theory and  

Women’s  Development ,  the  focus has  been  on  the fact  that  ca re  has  

t rad i t ional ly  been imposed  on  women as  a  femin ine value,  o f ten  neg lect ed 

in  the mascu l ine ideal  o f  ind iv idual  au tonomy.  From th is  femin is t  

perspect ive,  the rela t ionsh ip  between Nick  and  Gatsby  cou ld  even  be 

sub jec t  to  cr i t ic ism,  especi al ly  g iven thei r  bond  as  men .  Indeed ,  what  Keath  

Fraser  cal l s  “ano ther  read ing o f  The Grea t  Gatsby , ”  which  d iscusses  the  

possib i l i ty  o f  Nick as  a  homosexual ,  has  become a popu lar  in terp re tat ion  
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today.  However,  i t  i s  p rec ise ly  due to  Nick ’s  ambiguous at t i tude  toward 

Gatsby that  the quest ion  o f  care  in  thei r  re la t ionsh ip  shou ld  be 

reconsidered ,  b roaden ing  i ts  in terp ret ive possib i l i t ie s .  Given  Nick’s  

p reoccupat ion  wi th  vu lnerab i l i ty,  th is  read ing opens up  new possib i l i t ies  

fo r  a  re la t ionsh ip  o f  care  that  beg ins  wi th  vu lnerab i l i ty.  Joaqu im Braga and 

Mário  San t iago  de Carvalho descr ib e the l ink  between  vu lnerab i l i ty  and  

care  a s  fo l lows:  “‘Vulnerab le’ i s  no t  synonymous wi th ‘weak , ’ jus t  as  

‘car ing’ is  n o t  jus t  ‘heal ing . ’ Through our  exper i ence o f  the world ,  

vu lnerab i l i ty  iden t i f ie s  and an t ic ipat es  care” (Braga and  Carvalho  7 ) .  Th is  

new read ing  o f  the relat ionsh ip  betw een  the two  male charac ter s  thus  ho lds 

con temporary  s ign if icance,  chal leng ing  i ts  gender ed  l imi ta t ions  and  

emphasiz ing vu lnerab i l i ty  as  the beg inn ing  o f ca re .  

What  k ind  o f  re l a t ionsh ip o f  care ,  then ,  does  Nick’s  narra t ive 

specif i cal ly  p resen t?  With  vu lnerab i l i ty  as  openness ,  the narr at ive p resen ts  

a  d is t inct ive even t  in  which the boundary  between  sel f  and o ther  i s  

rad ical ly  unset t l ed .  In  h is  read ing  o f  F i tzgerald ’s  la t e  es say  “Crack -up ,”  the 

French  ph i losopher  Gi l les  Deleuze po in ts  ou t  that  F i tzgera ld ’s  works are  

f i l led  wi th  the image o f  “cracks,”  using  mot i fs  l ike o ld  p lat es  o r  g lass .  For 

Deleuze,  the image o f  the crack  is  s t r ik ing  because i t  rep resen ts  a  

p rob lemat ic  r e la t ionsh ip  between  inside and  ou ts ide:  “The real  d i ff erence is  

no t  between  the inside and the ou ts ide,  fo r  the crack  is  nei ther  in ternal  nor  

ex ternal ,  bu t  i s  ra ther  a t  the f ron t ier.  I t  i s  impercep t ib le ,  incorporeal ,  an d 

ideat ional .  With what  happen s inside and  ou ts ide,  i t  has  complex  rela t ions 

o f in terf erence and in terf acing ,  o r  syncopated  junct ions —a pat te rn  o f  

co rrespond ing  beat s  over  two  d iffe ren t rhy thms” ( Logic  155) .  The image o f 
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the  crack  as  a  p rob lemat ic  boundary  app l ies  d i rect ly  to  Nick .  As ment ioned  

ear l ier,  Nick  s tar t s  h is  narrat ive by  exposing  h is  h idden  vu lnerab i l i ty  that  

consis ts  o f  the mix tu re  o f  h is  vo ice and  h is  fa ther ' s  vo ice.  What  under l i es  

h is  f i rs t -pe rson  narra t ive is ,  in  Deleuze ’s  term s,  “complex  rela t ions  o f  

in terfe rence and  in terfac ing ” (Logic  155) .  The pecu l ia r  fee l ing  o f  being  

“with in and withou t”  ( Gatsby  27 )  that  Nick  exper iences  at  the par ty  Tom 

inv i tes  h im to  p reci sely  cap tu res  th i s  p rob lemat ic  r e la t ionsh ip  between  the 

sel f  and  the o ther.  

     Care,  unders tood  as  the b lu rr ing  o f  boundar i es  between  the sel f  and 

the o ther,  man ife sts  a s  a  p rominen t  mot i f  in  Nick’s  narrat ive :  subst i tu t ion .  

Takeuch i  argues  that  the novel’s  recurr ing  pat t ern  o f mobi l i ty  and 

immobil i ty  as  d ream and  real i ty  necessa r i ly  underscores  the s ign if icance o f 

th is  mot i f .  Accord ing  to  Takeuch i,  th is  dual i ty  o f  mobi l i ty  and immobil i ty  

as  d ream and rea l i ty  f ractu res  the id en t i ty  o f  each  characte r ;  consequen t ly,  

the s to ry is  f i l led  wi th  instances  o f  misiden t i f icat ion ,  wherein  on e person 

can  become a subst i tu te  fo r  ano ther. 1 4  Among the many  examples  Takeuch i 

d iscusses ,  the ac t  o f  subst i tu t ion  in  Nick’s  family  background  is  

par t icu lar ly  worth  reconsider ing  in  re la t ion  to  th is  s tudy.  Nick  exp l ic i t ly  

uses  the word  “subst i tu te” when descr ib ing h is  family  h is to ry :  

The Carraways are  someth ing  o f  a  c l an  and  we have a  t rad i t ion 

that  we’re  descended  from the Dukes o f  Buccleuch ,  bu t  the 

actual  founder  o f  my  l ine was my g randfather ’s  b ro ther  who 

came here  in  f i f ty -one,  sen t  a  subst i tu te  to  the Civ i l  War and 

s tar ted  the wholesale  hardware business  that  my father  carr i es  

on  today.  (Gatsby  6 )  
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Although  the open ing  sen tence,  “The Carraways are  someth ing  o f  a  c lan ,”  

ref l ect s  Nick’s  sel f -con tained  ideal  o f family,  he soon  reveals  that  h is  

family  used a  subst i tu te  fo r  h is  g randfather ’s  b ro ther  to  avo id the war.  Th is  

act  o f  subst i tu t ion  suggests  that ,  desp i te  i t s  c l a im to  be “someth ing  o f  a 

c lan ,”  the Carraway  family  is  inheren t ly  vu lnerab le ,  as  i t s  su rv ival  

depended  on  the p resence and support  o f  o thers .  

Th is  mot i f  o f  subst i tu t ion is  d ramat i cal ly  repea ted  in  Gatsby  and  

Daisy ’s  re l a t ionsh ip,  par t icu lar ly  in  the h i t -and -run  acciden t .  While  d r iv ing  

Gatsby’s  car,  Daisy  acciden ta l ly  runs  over  Myrt le ,  Tom’s mist r ess .  Th is  

acciden t ,  wh ich  p laces  Dai sy  in  a  vu lner ab le  posi t ion  as  the d r iver,  p rompts  

Gatsby to  c la im that  he was d r iv ing in  her  p lace.  Consequen t ly,  Gatsby  is  

k i l led  by Myrt le’s  husband ,  who  bel ieves  Gatsby  was the one who  k i l led  h is  

wife .  Th is  ser ies  o f  even ts  demonstr ates  that  vu lnerab i l i ty  b r ings  abo u t  care  

as  subst i tu t ion,  wi th mul t ip le  confus ions between  the sel f  and  the o ther.  

Gatsby’s  body,  sho t  whi le  ly ing  on  a  poo l  mat t re ss ,  i s  desc r ibed  as  fo l lows:  

“A smal l  gust  o f  wind  that  scarcely  co rrugated  the su rface was enough  to 

d is tu rb i t s  acciden tal  course wi th  i t s  acciden tal  burden .  The touch  o f  a  

c luster  o f  leaves  revo lved i t  s lowly,  t rac ing ,  l ike the leg o f  t ransi t ,  a  th in 

red  ci rcl e  in  the wate r”  ( Gatsby  104) .  Through  th is  physica l  rup tu re ,  the 

descr ip t ion  conveys the uncer t ain ty  o f the boundary separat ing  the inside 

and  ou ts ide o f  Gatsby’s  body.  On the one hand ,  Gatsby  i ron ical ly  embodies  

the ideal  o f  the sel f -made man  by  posi t ion ing  h imsel f  as  the d r iver  in  

response to  Daisy ’s  acciden t .  On  the o ther  ha nd ,  wi th  the word  “acciden tal”  

repeated  twice,  Gatsby’s  sel f  i s  no t  what  he can  crea te  by h is  own wil l .  His  

ideal  o f  the sel f -made man  is  rea l ized on ly  when  he is  fu l ly  exposed  to  the 
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possib i l i ty  o f  v io lence f rom o thers .  The image o f  these c racks  v isual ly  

embodies  care  as  subst i tu t ion ,  wi th  these rad ica l  confusions  between  the  

inside and  the ou ts ide .  

The mot i f  o f  subst i tu t ion  also  emerg es  in  the relat ionsh ip  between  

Nick and Gatsby.  After  Gatsby  is  k i l led ,  hav ing  taken responsib i l i ty  fo r  the 

h i t -and -run  acciden t ,  he becomes powerles s  against  cr i t ic ism.  Th is  

vu lnerab le  s i tuat ion compels  Nick  to  “get  someone fo r  h im:  “I’ l l  get  

somebody  fo r  you,  Gatsby.  Don’t  worry.  Just  t rust  me and  I’ l l  get  somebody  

fo r  you —’” (Gatsby  106) .  The phrases  “fo r  h im” and  “fo r  you ” s t rong ly  

imply  Nick’s  ro le  as  Gatsby’s  subst i tu te .  Th is  impulse is  r e in fo rced  when 

Nick sees  tha t  no one shows any “ca re” fo r  Gatsby,  lead ing to  the fee l ing 

that  he is  being  in terrogated  by the dead :  

I  wen t back  to  the d rawing  room and  though t  fo r  an instan t  that  

they were chance v is i to rs ,  a l l  these o ff ic ia l  peop le  who 

sudden ly  f i l led  i t .  Bu t ,  though  they  d rew back  the sheet  and 

looked  at  Gatsby  with  shocked  eyes ,  h is  p ro tes t  con t inued  in my 

b rains:  

“Look  here ,  o ld  spor t ,  you’ve go t  to  get  somebody  fo r  me.  

You’ve go t  to  t ry  hard  I  can’t  go th rough  th is  a lone” ( Gatsby  

106) .  

Here,  Nick  p resen t s  Gatsby’s  vo ice in  d i rect  speech .  Th is  cou ld  be 

in terp reted  as  Nick’s  sub jec t ive imag inat ion ,  bu t  a t  the very  least ,  Nick  

rel inqu ishes  the “advan tage” o f  the f i rs t -person  narr ato r  and al lows the 

o ther ’s  vo ice in to  h is  own.  In  o ther  words,  he speaks fo r  Gatsby.  The 

ep isode o f  the mist aken  te lephone cal l  underscores  the confusion  between 
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Gatsby and Nick :  “‘Hel lo !’ I  in ter rup ted b reath les s ly.  ‘Look here —th is  i sn ’t  

Mr.  Gatsby.  Mr.  Gatsby  is  dead’” ( Gatsby  107) .  As a  subst i tu te ,  Nick’s  sel f  

i s  rad ica l ly  confused  with Gatsby’s .  

Care as  subst i tu t ion  fundamental ly  unset t le s  the ideal  o f  the sel f -

made man  that  Nick is  t ry ing  to  convey,  as  Gatsby’s  vo ice wi th in  h im 

serves  a s  the foundat ion  o f  h is  en t i r e  narrat ive.  The French  ph i losopher  

Emmanuel  Lev inas’s  d iscuss ion o f  subst i tu t ion  p rov ides  a  mean ingfu l  

perspect ive here .  Desc r ib ing subst i t u t ion  as  “ the impossib i l i ty  to  come back 

from al l  th ings and  concern  oneself  on ly wi th  o neself ”  (Otherwise  114) ,  

Lev inas  wri te s :  “In  the exposure to  wounds and  ou trages ,  in  the fee l ing  

p roper  to  resp onsib i l i ty,  the onesel f  i s  p rovoked as  i r rep laceab le ,  a s  

devo ted  to  o thers ,  wi thou t  being  ab le  to  res ign,  and  thus  as  inca rnated  in  

o rder  to  o ffe r  i t s el f ,  to  su ffer  and  to  g ive” ( Otherwise  105) .  Lev inas’s  

rephrasing o f  th is  “ incarnat ion” o f  the sel f  by  the o ther  as  a  “gestat ion o f 

the o ther  in  the same” ( Otherwise  1 05)  is  h igh ly s ign if ican t  fo r  Nick  

because i t  con tras t s  sharp ly  wi th the “P laton ic  concep t ion” th rough which 

he p resen ts  Gat sby as  the embodiment o f  the sel f -made man .  In con tras t  to  

the ideal  im age,  Nick’s  sel f  i s  shaped by  the o ther  as  a  subst i tu te  fo r  

Gatsby.  

The confusion between  Nick  and  Gat sby  is  fu r ther  underscored  by  the 

b lend ing  o f  f i rs t -  and  th i rd -person  narra t ion.  Ron Neuhaus iden t i f ie s  a  

crucial  confusion in  Nick’s  f i rs t -per son  narr at ion  in  the fo l lowing passage,  

where Nick  imag ines  Gatsby  wai t ing  fo r  a  phone cal l  f rom Daisy  af ter  th e 

h i t -and -run  acciden t :  

I  have an  idea that  Gatsby h imself  d idn’t  bel ieve i t  wou ld  come 
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and  perhaps he no  longer  ca red .  I f  that  was t rue he must  have 

fel t  that  he had lost  the o ld  warm world ,  paid  a  h igh  p r ice  fo r  

l iv ing  too  long  with a  s ing le  d ream.  He must  have looked  up at  

an  unfamil iar  sky  th rough fr igh ten ing leaves  and  sh ivered  as  he 

found  what  a  g ro tesque th ing  a  rose is  and how raw the sun l igh t  

was upon  the scarcely  crea ted  g rass .  A new world ,  mater ia l  

wi thou t  being real ,  where poor  ghosts ,  b reath ing  d reams l ike 

ai r,  d r i f ted  fo r tu i tously  abou t . . . l ike  that  ashen ,  fan ta st ic  f igure 

g l id ing toward h im th rough  the amorphous t rees .  ( Gatsby  104)  

Neuhaus cr i t i cal ly  observes  that  Nick’s  narr at ive beg ins  wi th  the sub ject ive 

“I  have an idea,”  then  sh if ts  to  an as ser t ive “must  be,”  and  u l t imately,  i t  

becomes unclear  who is  speak ing  to  whom: “The passage concludes  wi th  an 

ooze o f  sacchar ine rheto r ic  add ressed to  no one,  f rom no  one,  and  abou t no 

one whose iden t i ty  has  been  es tab l ished  in  the f ic t ion ” (Neuhaus 50) .  Th is  

confusion in  the f i r s t -per son narrat ive can be reread  as  a  posi t ive 

expression  o f  care  f rom the perspect ive o f  subst i tu t ion ,  as  Nick  embodies  

the confusion  o f  iden t i ty.  Nick’s  f i rs t -person  narra t ive i t s el f  becomes an  

expression  o f  subst i tu t ion  fo r  Gatsb y.  

At  the end o f  the s to ry,  when  Nick decides  to  re tu rn  to  the Midwest  

and  v is i ts  Gatsby’s  empty  house one  las t  t ime,  he f inds  an obscene word on 

the whi te  s tep  and  erases  i t  wi th  h is  shoe.  Th is  seeming ly  insign if ican t  

ep isode suggest s  that  Nick  con t inues  to  ca re  fo r  Gatsby,  even  af te r  h is  

death .  The p resence o f  the obscene word  h igh l igh ts  Gatsby’s  complete  

vu lnerab i l i ty  to  cr i t ic ism,  even  af ter  h is  death .  By  erasing  the word on  

behalf  o f  the deceased  Gatsby,  Nick  once again  assumes the ro le  o f  
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Gatsby’s  subst i tu te .  

 

Confusion  o f  Care le ss  Peop le  

While  Nick  demonstrat es  care  that  beg ins  wi th  Gatsby’s  vu lnerab i l i ty,  

there  is  a  p rob lemat ic  a spect  worth  consider ing .  On the one hand ,  Nick  

emphasizes  h is  iden t i ty  as  a  ca r ing  ind iv idual  by  comparing h imself  to  

o thers  a s  “ca rel ess  peop le ,”  espec ial ly  Dais y  and Tom,  who  con tr ibu te  to  

Gatsby’s  death  bu t  show no  care  fo r  h im:  “They were carel es s  peop le ,  Tom 

and  Daisy —they smashed  up  th ings and  crea tu res  and  then  ret r eat ed  back 

in to  thei r  money  o r  thei r  vast  ca rel e ssness” ( Gatsby  115) .  On  the su rface,  

h is  cr i t i cal  v iew of  these peop le  seems to create  a  s imple b inary :  Nick  is  

care fu l ,  and  the o thers  ar e  carele ss .  However,  s ince Nick’s  care ,  beg inn ing 

f rom vu lnerab i l i ty,  quest ions  the idea o f  the sel f -made man ,  i t  natu ral ly  

ra ises  a  quest ion :  i f  Nick  es tab l ishes  h is  iden t i ty  as  a  car ing  ind iv idual  so 

f i rmly,  would  th is  no t  be an  al te rnat ive vers ion  o f  the sel f -made man? What  

charact er i zes  Nick’s  care  is  the fact  that  he h imself  quest ions  th is  s imple  

b inary  o f  carefu l /care les s  peop le .  Nick’s  narrat ive ind irec t ly  su ggests  th at  

even those he judges as  “carele ss  peop le” ar e  a lso  vu lnerab le ,  fo r  whom he 

also  demonstrat es  ca re  as  a  subst i tu te .  Again ,  as  the Care Co l lec t ive po in ts  

ou t ,  the  “very  concep t  o f  ‘care’ over f lows with  paradoxes and ambivalence” 

(Care 25) .  Nick  h imself  suggests  tha t  h is  a t tempt  to  def ine “carel es sness” is  

inseparab le  f rom such  confusion  when  he s ta t es ,  “I t  was al l  very  care les s  

and  confused” (Gatsby  115) .  In  re l a t ion  to  the sel f -made man , i t  i s  th is  

confusion that  fundamental ly  charac ter i zes  the t heme o f  vu lnerab i l i ty  as  the 

beg inn ing o f  care .  
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What  complicat es  Nick’s  judgment  o f  o thers  a s  “ca rel ess  peop le” is  

h is  re la t ionsh ip  wi th  Jo rdan ,  who  at  one po in t  becomes h is  s teady 

g ir l f r iend .  In  the f i rs t  par t  o f  the narrat ive,  when Nick  f i rs t  mee ts  Jo rdan,  

they have a  cu r ious conversat ion abou t  d r iv in g .  Observ ing Jo rdan’s  reck less  

d r iv ing,  Nick  cal ls  her  “a  ro t t en  d r iver”  ( Gatsby  41 )  and  adv ises  her  to  “be 

more ca refu l”  (Gatsby  41 ) .  While  Jo rdan cla ims she is  ca refu l ,  she asser ts ,  

“I t  takes  two  to  make an  acciden t”  ( Gatsby  41 ) ,  refe rr ing  to  Nick’s  

care fu lness:  “ I  hate  carele ss  peop le .  That’s  why  I  l ike you” ( Gatsby  41 ) .  

Jo rdan’s  words seem to  confi rm Nick’s  iden t i ty  as  a  carefu l  person  whi l e  

sub t ly  h in t ing at  her  own carel essness .  However,  la ter  in  the narrat ive,  

Jo rdan  over tu rns  th is  iden t i ty.  When  Nick  decides  to  re tu rn  to  h is  home 

af te r  Gatsby’s  death ,  he te l l s  her  thei r  re la t ionsh ip  is  over.  Then ,  Jo rdan  

b r ings  up  thei r  ear l i er  conversat ion  abou t  d r iv ing ,  bu t  wi th  a  d i fferen t  v iew 

of Nick’s  ca refu lness :  “Well ,  I  met  ano ther  d r iver,  d idn’t  I?  I  mean  i t  was 

care les s  o f  me to  make such  a  wrong  guess” ( Gatsby  114) .  Here,  Jo rdan 

impl ie s  that  Nick  is  actual ly  a  carel ess  d r iver.  Fur thermore,  g iven  Jo rdan’s  

bel ief  that  “I t  takes  two  to make an  acciden t”  ( Gatsby  41 ) ,  th is  suggests  the 

possib i l i ty  that  Nick  h imsel f  cou ld  cause an  acciden t .  This  possib i l i ty  is  

crucial  because i t  d i rec t ly  a l igns  h im with  Daisy,  who ,  as  a  carele ss  d r iver,  

actual ly  causes  the acc iden t .  Thus,  Nick’s  re la t ionsh ip  wi th Jo rdan 

fundamental ly  unset t l es  h is  iden t i ty  as  a  ca r ing ind iv idual .  

In  fac t ,  even  though  Nick  t r ie s  to  por t ray  Daisy  as  a  ca rel ess  per son,  

h is  narr at ive never  en t i re ly  ignores  her  vu lnerab i l i ty.  In  the f i r s t  hal f  o f  the 

s to ry,  when Daisy  ta lks  to  Nick abou t her  daugh ter,  she confesses  that  she 

had  “a very  bad  t ime” ( Gatsby  15 ) .  Nick wai ts  fo r  her  to  e laborate ,  bu t  she 
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does no t  p rov ide any  detai ls :  “Ev iden t ly  she had  reason  to be.  I  wai t ed  bu t 

she d idn’t  say  any  more” ( Gatsby  15 ) .  Here,  Nick  impl ies  that  there  i s  

someth ing  abou t  Daisy  that  he canno t  know,  s tepp ing  away from h is  

advan tage as  the f i r s t -per son narrato r.  Th is  h idden  care  fo r  Daisy  con t inues  

even when  he cr i t ic izes  her.  When  Daisy  expresses  her  wish  fo r  her  

daugh ter  to  be “a beau t i fu l  l i t t l e  foo l”  ( Gatsby  15 ) ,  she sel f -deprecat ing ly 

laughs at  herse l f  fo r  becoming  “soph is t ica ted” ( Gatsby  16 ) .  Nick  detect s  

some insincer i ty  in  her  when  the conversa t ion s tops:  “The instan t  her  vo ice 

b roke o ff ,  ceasing  to  compel  my at ten t ion ,  my  bel ief ,  I  fe l t  the  basic  

ins incer i ty  o f  what  she had said .  I t  made me uneasy,  as  though  the whole 

even ing  had  been  a  t r ick  o f  some so r t  to  exact  a  con tr ibu to ry  emotion  f rom 

me” (Gatsby  16 ) .  What  is  importan t  in  th is  seeming ly  cr i t i cal  judgment  o f 

Daisy  is  Nick’s  use o f  the verb  “fel t ”  and  the con junct ion  “as  though .”  

These expressions suggest  that  what  Nick  perceives  as  ins incer i ty  is  

sub jec t ive,  leav ing open  the possib i l i ty  o f  a  real i ty  d i fferen t  f rom what  

Nick fel t .  As long  as  Daisy  remains  wi th in  Nick’s  f i rs t -person  narr at ive,  

she is  depr ived  o f  the opportun i ty to  c lar i fy  th is  possib i l i ty,  lef t  complet ely  

open to  Nick’s  cr i t i c ism.  In  th is  s ense,  Daisy  embodies  the vu lnerab i l i ty  

that  Nick  h imself  t r ies  to  overcome.  Beneath  Nick’s  apparen t  cr i t ic i sm of  

Daisy  as  one o f  the “care les s  peop le ,”  the confusion  in  h is  narrat ive qu iet ly  

reveals  Dai sy ’s  vu lnerab i l i ty.  

Nick’s  care  fo r  Dai sy ’s  vu lnerab i l i ty  is  fu r ther  demonstrated  by h is  

emphasis  on  the s imple fact  that  she  change s  over  t ime.  When Gatsby  te l ls  

Nick abou t  h is  dete rminat ion  to  “rep eat  the past”  ( Gatsby  72 ) ,  he 

paraphrases  i t  wi th  the un ique expression ,  “I’m go ing  to  f ix  every th ing  just  
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the  way  i t  was befo re” ( Gatsby  73 ) .  The verb “f ix” is  no teworthy  because i t  

means to  “fa sten ,  make f i rm,  o r  s tab i l ize  in  posi t ion” (“F ix”) .  In  th is  sense,  

Gatsby’s  a t tempt  is  to  make Daisy  unchangeab le  over  t ime.  In  con tras t ,  

Nick’s  narrat ive r epeated ly  fo regrounds the s imple fact  that  Dai sy  does  

change with  t ime.  A clea r  example is  the scene where Gatsby  meet s  Daisy ’s  

daugh ter  fo r  the f i r s t  t ime.  Nick  descr ibes  Gatsby’s  confusion  upon  seeing 

the ch i ld :  “Gatsby  and  I  in  tu rn  leaned  down and took  the smal l  r e luctan t  

hand.  Afterward ,  he kep t  look ing  at  the ch i ld  wi th  su rp r ise .  I  don’t  th ink  he 

had  ever  real ly  bel i eved  in  i t s  ex is t ence befo re” ( Gatsby  76 ) .  Gatsby’s  

su rp r ise  c l ear ly  s t ems from the fact  that  Daisy  d id  no t  have a  ch i ld  in  the 

past .  Th is  s imple fac t  that  Daisy  canno t  be f ixed  serves  a s  unden iab le  p roof  

that  she,  too ,  i s  a  vu lnerab le  being .  Daisy ’s  vu lnerab i l i ty  is  fu r ther  

h igh l igh ted  by the fac t  that  Nick  also changes over  t ime.  In  h is  narrat ive,  

Nick admits  that  he has  tu rned  th i r ty,  emphasi zing  h is  own change over  

t ime:  “Th ir ty —the p romise o f  a  decade o f  lonel iness ,  a  th inn ing  l is t  o f  

s ing le  men  to  know, a  th inn ing b r ief case o f  en thusiasm,  th inn ing  hair ”  

(Gatsby  88 ).  Once again ,  Nick  shares  wi th Daisy  the vu lnerab i l i ty  o f  

ind iv iduals  who  inev i tab ly change over  t ime.  

Nick’s  recogn i t ion  o f  Daisy ’s  vu lnerab i l i ty  is  a lso  ref lec ted  in  the 

mot i f  o f  subst i tu t ion .  In  the scene where Gatsby and  Tom argue over  

Daisy ’s  love,  Gatsby  fo rce fu l ly  asks  Daisy  to  decl are  that  she loves  h im and  

no t  Tom. Unab le  to  fu l f i l l  th is  request ,  Daisy  s imply  s ta t es  that  she lo ved 

bo th Tom and  Gatsby.  For  Gatsby,  whose so le  purpose is  to  “repeat  the 

past , ”  her  answer  is  fa r  f rom sat is facto ry,  so  he con t inues  to  p ress  her  t o  

love on ly  h im. Meanwhile ,  Tom exposes  Gatsby’s  i l legal  act iv i t ies ,  
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emphasiz ing Gatsby’s  foo l ishness  in  mak ing  such  a  request .  In  the midst  o f  

th is  argument  between  the two  men ,  Daisy  is  ab le  to  say  on ly  a  few words:  

I t  passed ,  and  he began to  ta lk  exci t ed ly to  Daisy,  deny ing 

every th ing ,  defend ing  h is  name against  accusat ions  that  had  no t 

been made.  Bu t  wi th  every  word she  was d rawing  fu r ther  and 

fu r ther  in to  hersel f ,  so  he gave that  up ,  and on ly  the dead  d ream 

fough t  on  as  the af te rnoon  s l ipped away,  t ry ing to  touch what  

was no  longer  tang ib le ,  s t rugg l ing unhapp i ly,  undespai r ing ly,  

toward  that  los t  vo ice across  the room.  

The vo ice begged  again  to  go .  

“Please ,  Tom! I  can’t  s t and  th is  any  more.”  ( Gatsby  87 -

88)   

Daisy ’s  l imi t ed  words demonstra te  her  vu lnerab le  s t a te  in  two  ways.  F i rs t ,  

Gatsby speaks exci ted ly  on ly  abou t  h imsel f ,  leav ing her  unab le  to  respond .  

Second,  Nick ,  as  the f i r s t -per son narrato r,  desc r ibes  Dai sy  in  long 

sen tences ,  reducing  her  to  jus t  “ the v o ice.”  The b rev i ty  o f  her  words 

compared  to  the exci t ed ,  leng thy  s ta tements  o f  the men —“Please,  Tom! I  

can’t  s tand  th is  any  more” ( Gatsby  88 )—accurat ely  ref l ects  her  inab i l i ty  to  

express  her  t rue though ts .  At f i r s t  g lance,  th is  migh t  seem to  h igh l igh t  

Nick ’s  advan tage as  the f i r s t -per son narrato r,  ab le  to  descr ibe every th ing  in  

h is  own words.  However,  what  i s  s ign if ican t  here  is  that  Nick  quo tes  

Daisy ’s  l imi t ed  words in  d i rect  speech .  Leav ing  what  Daisy  t ru ly  th inks “no  

longer  tang ib le ,”  Nick  p reserves  her  l imi ted  words wi th in  h is  narr at ive.  

Through  th is  confusion ,  Nick unwit t ing ly  acts  as  a  subst i tu te  fo r  her,  ju s t  

as  he does  fo r  Gatsby.  
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The confusion between  care fu l  and  carel ess  peop le  migh t  lead  one to  

quest ion  whether  Nick  is  t ru ly  a  “ca rer”  a f te r  a l l .  In  fact ,  th is  very  

confusion supports  the inseparab le  connect ion between  Nick and the theme 

o f care .  The impossib i l i ty  o f  determ in ing  wh ether  Nick  is  a  care r  impl ie s  

that  he canno t  be a  sel f -made man ,  independen t  and  sel f - su ff ic ien t .  I t  i s  

t rue,  as  Sco t t  Donaldson cr i t ic i zes ,  that  “he judges and  condemns 

p ract ical ly  everyone he meets  in  the course o f  the novel”  (Donaldson  32) ,  

desp i te  h is  c la im that  he’s  “ incl ined  to  reserve al l  judgment” ( Gatsby  5 ) .  

Never theles s ,  h is  narr at ive con t inua l ly  exposes  h is  own con trad ict ions  and 

ambivalence,  emphasiz ing  the fact  t hat  each  ind iv idual  i s  re la t ional  and  

in terdependen t  th rough  thei r  vu lnerab i l i ty.  Th is  i s  p reci sely  what  the theme 

o f care  seeks to  ar t icu lat e ,  as  Vi rg in ia  Held  exp lains:  “The eth ics  o f  

care  .  .  .  characte r is t ica l ly  sees  per sons as  re l a t ional  and in terdependen t”  

(Held ,  Eth ics  13 ) .  When  Nick says ,  “I t  was al l  very  carel ess  and  confused” 

(Gatsby  115) ,  he i l lus t r ate s  that  the d is t inct ion  between  carefu l  and 

care les s  peop le  can  be b lu rred .  Nick  thus  p resen ts  th is  confusion  o f  care  as  

a  fundamental  chal lenge to  the idea  o f the sel f -made man .  

 

Conclusion  

The Grea t  Gatsby  can  be seen  as  a  “ beg inn ing ” o f  the exp lo rat ion  o f  

the theme o f  vu lnerab i l i ty  as  the beg inn ing  o f  care .  Nick  opens  h is  

narrat ive wi th  a  suggest ion  that  he has  a l r eady  overcome h is  own 

vu lnerab i l i ty.  F rom th is  perspect ive,  he at tempts  to  por t r ay  the ideal  o f  t he 

sel f -made man in  Ameri ca,  mytho log izing Gatsby  as  i t s  u l t imate  f igure.  

However,  what  t ru ly characte r izes  Nick’s  narrat ive is  h is  constan t  
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engagement  wi th the vu lnerab i l i ty  t hat  lu rks  beneath  these gestu res  o f  

overcoming  i t .  While  exposing  h is  own vu lnerab i l i ty,  Nick  also  recogn izes  

i t  in  Gatsby  and  exposes  h is  own, which leads  to  a  re l a t ionsh ip  o f  care .  

With the recurren t  image o f  openness ,  th is  re la t ionsh ip  is  def ined by  the 

mot i f  o f  subst i tu t ion ,  where the boundar ie s  between  the sel f  and  the o ther  

are  rad ical ly  b lu rred .  Th is  confusion  even  unset t l es  the b inary  opposi t ion o f 

“carefu l /care les s” in  Nick’s  judgment,  u l t imatel y  quest ion ing the ideal  o f 

the sel f -made man .  The vu lnerab i l i t y  that  Nick  p resen ts  as  the beg inn ing o f 

care  i s  f i l l ed  wi th con trad ict ions  and ambivalence.  What  is  importan t  i s  that  

these con trad ict ions  and ambivalence are  re sonan t  wi th  the o r ig inal  

e tymology  o f  the word “care .”  The Grea t  Gatsby  thus  exp lo res  the 

in ter twin ing  o f  two  key  mot i fs :  vu lnerab i l i ty  and  care .  
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Chapter  Two  

Responsib i l i ty  to  S ingu lar i ty  o f  the Vulnerab le  

in  “An  Alcoho l ic  Case” and  “Family  in  the Wind” 1 5  

 

In t roduct ion  

The theme o f  vu lnerab i l i ty  as  the beg inn ing  o f  care  em erges  in  The 

Grea t  Gatsby  th rough  Nick’s  spec if i c  use o f  the word  “vu lnerab le” and  h is  

ambiguous at t i tude toward  what  he cal ls  “carele ss  peop le . ”  Then ,  does  th is  

theme app ly  so lely  to  The Grea t  Gatsby? As d iscussed  in  Chap ter  One,  the 

quest ion  o f  vu lnerab i l i ty  and  care  has  o f ten  been  exp lo red  in  the f ie lds  o f 

welfare  and femin ism.  In  th is  con tex t ,  l i tera tu re  by  male wri te rs  i s  o f ten  

sub jec t  to  cr i t ic ism as  an  an t i thesi s  to  these themes.  Given  th is  t ren d in  

academic d iscussion ,  The Grea t  Gat sby  appear s  to  be an  excep t ion  among 

F i tzgerald ’s  works  in  i t s  t r eatmen t  o f  these two  in terr ela ted  themes.  

To  exp lo re  th is  quest ion ,  Iryo  tanpen shoset su -shu  (The An tho logy o f  

Medica l  Short  S tories ) ,  ed i ted  by  Hisao  Ish izuka in  2020 ,  o ffers  a  use fu l  

s tar t ing po in t .  As the t i t l e  suggests ,  Ish izuka co l lects  shor t  s to r i es  re la t ed 

to  med icine,  a l ign ing  with  the r ise  o f  med ical  humani t ies ,  a  f ie ld  that  has  

examined  the rela t ionsh ip  between  l i ter atu re  and  medicine s ince the 1970s.  

In  th is  con tex t ,  Ish izuka sel ect s  two  o f  F i tzgerald ’s  shor t  s to r i es —“An 

Alcoho l ic  Case” and  “Family  in  the Wind” —and  labels  them under  the 

themes o f  “care” and  “d isaster, ”  respect ively.  The inclusion o f  these 

s to r ies ,  a long with  these labels ,  h igh l igh ts  F i tzgerald ’s  h idden engagem ent  

wi th the themes o f  care  and  vu lnerab i l i ty,  ex tend ing  beyond The Grea t  

Gatsby .  
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This  chap ter  delves  in to  th is  possib i l i ty  by  analyzing  the two  shor t  

s to r ies  f rom Ish izuka’s  an tho logy.  While  the p rev ious chap ter  in terp ret ed 

vu lnerab i l i ty  in  The Grea t  Gatsby  as  a  cr i t ique o f  the sel f -made man  with  a  

re imag in ing  o f  vu lnerab i l i ty  as  the beg inn ing  o f  care ,  th is  chap ter  app l ie s  

that  in terp reta t ion to  these shor t  s to r ies  th rough  a  new lens:  responsib i l i ty  

to  s ingu lar i ty.  Nel  Noddings,  a  foundat ional  f igure in  con temporary  ca re  

theory,  argues  that  the et h ics  o f  care  is  incompat ib le  wi th  un iver sal i zat ion.  

Nodd ings’s  idea i s  espec ial ly  s ign if i can t  in  re la t ion  to  th is  s tudy.  As Nick’s  

narrat ive in  The Grea t  Gatsby  suggests ,  th rough  the use o f  the p roper  name 

in i t s  t i t le ,  ca re  is  no t  fo r  un iversal  ind iv iduals  bu t  fo r  s ingu lar,  un ique,  

and  i r rep laceab le  beings.  In  h is  narr at ive,  Nick  embodies  th is  care  fo r  

Gatsby as  a  s ingu lar  being ,  par t i cu la r ly  th rough the use o f  the word  

“responsib le ,”  which  in t roduces  the theme o f  care  as  r esponsib i l i ty  to  

s ingu lar i ty.  The two  s to r ies  in  the an tho logy  serve as  k ey  tex ts  fo r  

exp lo r ing  care  in  th is  regard .  “An  Alcoho l ic  Case” p resen ts  i t s  an t i thes i s  

th rough  a  fa i lu re  o f  care .  As i t s  t i t le  suggest s ,  the s to ry  reduces  the 

alcoho l ic  pat i en t  to  a  “case, ”  ra ther  than recogn izing  h im as  a  s ingu lar  

being  wi th  a  p roper  name.  In  con tra s t ,  “Family in  the Wind” por t r ays  a  

docto r ’s  t r ansfo rmat ion  in to  a  car in g ind iv idua l .  The d isast er  o f  two 

to rnadoes compels  h im to  face  each  pat ien t  as  a  s ingu lar  being ,  u l t imate ly 

d r iv ing h im to  care  a s  a  re sponse to  a  young  g ir l  fo r  whom he h as  no  

specif i c  reason to  care .  These two  s to r ies  thus  expand  the mean ing  o f  

vu lnerab i l i ty  as  the beg inn ing  o f  care ,  b r ing ing  in to  focus the quest ion  o f  

responsib i l i ty  to  s ingu lar i ty  in  a  b roader  con tex t  beyond  F i tzgerald ’s  s in g le  

work .  
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F i tzgerald  S tud ies  in  Medical  Humani t ies :  

Responsib i l i ty  to  S ingu lar i ty  

While  I sh izuka po in ts  ou t that  “ the theme o f  F i tzgerald  and 

medicine/ca re  is  s t i l l  a  b lank  area in  F i tzgerald  s tud ies” ( I sh izuka;  my  

t rans . ;  338) ,  Chap ter  One o ffers  a  p ossib le  approach  to  f i l l ing th is  b lank by  

exp lo r ing  vu lnerab i l i ty  as  the beg inn ing o f  care  in  The Grea t  Gatsby .  

However,  one quest ion remains  to  be fu r ther  exp lo red :  why  does  Nick  f eel  

specif i cal ly  compel led  to  care  fo r  Gatsby,  as  the t i t le  o f  h is  narrat ive 

includes  h is  name? The p rev ious chap ter  does  no t  address  th is  quest ion .  

Th is  chap ter  focuses  on  the quest ion  o f  vu lnerab i l i ty  as  the beg inn ing  o f  

care  by  in t roducing  the perspect ive o f responsib i l i ty  to  s ingu lar i ty.  

Th is  perspect ive  can  be found in  the  “responsib i l i ty” Nick  feels  when 

confron ted  wi th  Gatsby’s  death .  After  Gatsby  is  k i l l ed ,  b lamed  fo r  the h i t -

and-run acciden t ,  he becomes vu lnerab le ,  unab le  to  defend  h imself  again st  

cr i t i c ism,  just  as  he was always a  su b ject  o f  rumors  d ur ing h is  l i fe .  In  the 

face o f  Gatsby’s  vu lnerab le  s ta t e ,  Nick  feels  a  sense o f  responsib i l i ty :  “At 

f i rs t  I  was su rp r ised  and confused ;  t hen  as  he lay  in  h is  house and  d idn’t  

move o r  b reathe o r  speak ,  i t  g rew upon  me that  I  was re sponsib le ,  because 

no  one else  was in terest ed —in terest ed ,  I  mean ,  wi th  that  in tense personal  

in teres t  to  which  everyone has  vague r igh t a t  the end” ( Gatsby  105) .  Here,  

Nick perce ives  h imself  a s  so lely  responsib le  fo r  Gatsby  because no  one else  

seems to  care  fo r  h im.  What  d is t ingu ishes  th is  sense o f  responsib i l i ty  is  i t s  

lack  o f  a  c lear  r a t ionale .  Typ ical ly,  “responsib le” is  def ined  as  “capab le  o f  

fu l f i l l ing  an ob l igat ion  o r  du ty” (“Responsib le”) ,  imply ing  that  t rad i t ional  
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responsib i l i ty  s t ems from ob l igat ion  o r  du ty.  However,  Nick’s  sense o f  

responsib i l i ty  lacks  th ese cl ear  r a t io nales .  His  reason fo r  feel ing  

responsib le  is  s imply “because no  one else  was in terest ed” ( Gatsby  105) ,  

which  Nick acknowledges as  ra ther  “vague.”  Th is  lack  o f  a  c lear  reason  

charact er i zes  Nick’s  responsib i l i ty  fo r Gatsby.  

Then ,  what  i s  the natu re  o f  the responsib i l i ty  Nick  feels  fo r  Gatsby? 

Koich i ro  Kokubun’s  d iscuss ion  on  responsib i l i ty  o ffers  a  valuab le  

perspect ive on th is  quest ion .  While  argu ing that  the modern  concep t  o f 

responsib i l i ty  may  have been  creat ed to  “detect  the cu lp r i t”  in  even ts  wi th 

unclea r  causes ,  Kokubun  addresses  t he fundamental  q uest ion  o f  what  

responsib i l i ty  t ru ly  en tai ls .  Rather  t han  adher ing  to  the t rad i t ional  no t ion o f 

responsib i l i ty  based  on  ob l igat ion o r  du ty,  Kokubun  emphasizes  

responsib i l i ty  as  a  r esponse:  

Responsib i l i ty  is  l inked to  response.  What  is  a  re sponse? I t  i s  to  

rep ly,  bu t  in  response,  what  mat ter s  i s  how a person  responds to  

acts  o r  even ts  d i rect ed  toward  them in thei r  own way.  The 

crucial  po in t  here  is  r espond ing  in  one’s  own way,  and  i f  one 

can  on ly g ive p redetermined ,  au tomat ic  r esponses ,  then  that  

response becomes a  react ion,  no t  a  response.”  (Kokubun  and  

Kumagai ;  my  t rans . ;  4 -5 )  

Kokubun  argues  that  th is  responsib i l i ty  as  a  response is  someth ing  one feels  

compel led  to  do,  even  though  no one  has  exp l ic i t ly  asked fo r  i t .  When  

consider ing  Nick’s  responsib i l i ty  towards the deceased  Gatsby,  Kokubun’s  

d iscussion  is  though t -p rovok ing.  I t  suggest s  that  Nick’s  sense o f  

responsib i l i ty  towards Gatsby,  resonat ing wi th  the words “I  found  mysel f  
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on  Gatsby’s  s ide,  and alone” ( Gatsby  105) ,  over laps  what  Kokubun 

concep tual izes  a s  responsib i l i ty  as  a  response,  which  is  d is t inct  f rom a 

reac t ion  as  an  au tomat ic  re sponse.  

Another  importan t  aspect  o f  responsib i l i ty  as  a  response is  that ,  

in so far  as  i t  i s  no t  a  “p redetermined  au tomat ic  r esponse” bu t  ra ther  a  

“response in  one’s  own way,”  i t  consis t en t ly  emphasizes  s ingu lar i ty,  a  

concep t  e lucidat ed  by Jean -Luc Nancy.  When  Nick  descr ibes  h is  feel ing  o f 

responsib i l i ty  as  “ that  in tense perso nal  in ter est ”  (Gatsby  105) ,  he impl i es  

that  i t  i s  speci f ical ly  Gatsby  whom he cares  fo r,  no t  anyone else .  At  the 

same t ime,  Nick  h in ts  a t  h is  own un iqueness  by no t ing that  no  one else  

shows in te res t  in  Gatsby.  In  o ther  words,  Nick is  i r rep laceab le  a s  the one 

who cares  fo r  Gatsby.  Th is  emphasi s  a l igns  wi th  Nancy’s  concep tual iza t ion 

o f s ingu lar i ty.  Nancy  def ines  s ingu lar i ty  as  “ s ingu lar  ex is t ences  that  a re  no t 

sub jec ts  and  whose re lat ion —the shar in g  i t sel f—is no t  a  communion ,  nor  

the appropriat ion o f  an ob ject ,  no r  a  sel f - recogn i t ion ,  nor  even  a  

communicat ion” (Nancy,  Inopera t ive  25 ) .  Indeed,  Nick’s  f i rs t -person  

narrat ive o f  Gatsby  can be seen  as  a  response to  th is  s ingu lar i ty.  What  Dan 

Coleman  refe rs  to  as  Nick’s  “e leg iac  ambit ion” can  be unders tood as  an  

ar t i cu lat ion  o f  th is  response in  Nick’s  un ique manner:  “By insis t ing  f rom 

h is  narr at ive’s  ou tset  on  i t s  hero ’s  happy end ing ,  Nick  sets  fo r  h imself  an 

essen t i a l ly  e leg i ac ambit ion :  to  ensure that  h i s  reader s  come to the las t  

page o f  the novel  conv inced  that  Ga tsby’s  ‘someth ing  gorgeous’”  (Co leman 

426) .  Nick  as  the narr ato r  canno t  ex is t  wi thou t  th is  e leg iac ambit ion ,  which  

no  one else  has .  His  responsib i l i ty  fo r Gatsby  is  deep ly  charac ter ized  by  

th is  sense o f  s ingu lar i ty.  
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One migh t  assume that  s ingu lar i ty  canno t  be connected  to  care  

because the term of ten  evokes a  sen se o f  so l i tude o r  i so lat ion ,  which seems 

to re j ect  any  fo rm of  connect ion  wi th o thers .  However,  the concep t  o f  

s ingu lar i ty  i t s el f  paradox ical ly  p lays  a  s ign if ican t  ro le  in  foster ing  

rela t ionsh ips  o f  care .  Nancy’s  perspect ive on s ingu lar i ty  is  crucia l  fo r  

exp lo r ing  th is  a l te rnat ive aspect .  Con trary  to  the common associ at ion  o f  

s ingu lar i ty  wi th  so l i tude o r  i so lat io n,  Nancy  argues  that  s ingu lar i ty  is  

inseparab le  f rom p lu ral i ty :  

In  Lat in ,  the term s ingu l i  a l ready impl ies  the p lu ral ,  as  i t  

designates  the ‘one’ as  belong ing  ‘one by  one. ’ The s ingu lar  i s  

p r imari ly  each  one and,  therefo re ,  a l so  wi th  and  among  al l  the 

o thers .  The s ingu lar  i s  a  p lu ral .  I t  undoub ted ly  possesses  the 

p roper ty  o f  ind iv is ib i l i ty,  bu t  i t  i s  no t ind iv is ib le  in  the same 

way that  substance is  ind iv is ib le .  Instead ,  i t  i s  ind iv is ib le  in  

each  instance .  .  .  wi th in the even t  o f  i t s  s ingu lar iza t ion .  

(Nancy,  Being  32 )  

Nancy  argues  that  s ingu lar i ty  is  no t  opposed  to  re la t ionsh ips  wi th  o thers ;  

ra ther,  i t  can  on ly  emerge th rough  them .  

Th is  a l t ernat ive aspect  o f  s ingu lar i t y  is  c lose ly  l inked  to  the quest ion 

o f “cases” in  con temporary  care  theory.  Nel  Noddings argues  that  the eth ic  

o f care  is  incompat ib le  wi th  un iversal izat ion :  “I  shal l  re jec t  the no t ion  o f 

un iversal  car ing —that  i s ,  car in g  fo r  everyone—on the g rounds that  i t  i s  

impossib le  to  actual i ze  and  leads  us  to  subst i tu te  abst r act  p rob lem -so lv ing 

and  mere ta lk  fo r  genu ine car ing” (Noddings 18) .  Nodd ings suggests  th at  

care  must  engage wi th  what  Nancy  cal ls  s ingu lar i ty.  In  the same vei n ,  
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Noddings also  emphasizes  that  those who  care  must  no t  reduce the cared -fo r  

to  “cases”:  

To  be t reated  as  ‘ types’ ins t ead  o f  ind iv iduals ,  to  have 

s t ra teg ies  exe rcised  on  us ,  ob ject i f ie s  us .  We become ‘cases’ 

ins tead  o f  persons.  Those o f  us  who  are  ab le  to  escape such 

s i tuat ions  do  so wi th  alacr i ty,  bu t  escape is  no t a lways possib le ,  

and  fo r  some o f  us ,  i t  i s  ra rely  possib le .  The fact  i s  that  many  o f  

us  have been  reduced  to cases  by the very  mach inery that  has  

been inst i tu ted  to  care  fo r  us .  (Noddings 66)  

When  care  i s  an  “au tomat ic  response ,”  i t  becomes merely  “un iversa l ized  

care ,”  o r  what  Noddings cal ls  a  “case.”  Noddings’s  ave rs ion  to  the “case” 

concep t  means that  ca re  must  be a  un ique response to  a  s ingu lar  being,  

which  canno t  be general i zed .  The quest io n  o f  care  in  The Grea t  Gatsby  can 

thus  be rein fo rced  f rom th is  perspec t ive o f  re sponsib i l i ty  to  s ingu lar i ty.  

 

“An Alcoho l ic  Case”:  

Fai lu re  o f  Care th rough  the Reduct ion  o f  the Pat i en t  to  a  “Case”  

“An Alcoho l ic  Case” is  a  s to ry  abou t  the relat ionsh ip  between  a  nurse 

and  an  unnamed  alcoho l ic  pat ien t .  The nurse i s  re sponsib le  fo r  car ing  fo r  a  

car toon is t  who  has  developed  alcoho l ism.  While  the s to ry  does  no t c la r i fy 

why the pat ien t  has  tu rned  to  a lcoho l ,  i t  ind irec t ly  suggests  that  h is  past  

war  exper i ences  have lef t  h im severely  wounded ,  bo th  physical ly  and 

mental ly.  As a  resu l t ,  the  nurse faces  s ign if ican t  chal l enges  in  deal ing  wi th 

a  pat ien t  who  does  no t  read i ly  comply wi th  her  ins t ruct ions  to  the ex ten t  

that  she shou ts  ou t  “All  r igh t ,  d r ink  your  foo l  sel f  to  death ” ( “Alcoho l ic ”  
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23) .  Exhausted  f rom her  effo r t s ,  she decides  to  s top  car ing  fo r  h im. 

However,  when the refe rr ing  agency  arranges fo r  a  rep lacement  nurse,  she 

reca l ls  her  p ro fess ional  e th ics  and  chooses  to  re tu rn to  h im.  Upon re suming  

her  care ,  she no t ices  a  s t rong  impulse tow ard  death  in  h im.  The s to ry  

concludes  ambiguously,  leav ing  the reader  to  specu lat e  on  the pat ien t’s  

fa te ,  includ ing  the possib i l i ty  o f  h is  su icide.  

What  is  no teworthy  when  read ing  “An Alcoho l ic  Case” th rough the 

lens  o f  responsib i l i ty  to  s ingu lar i ty  is  the con tra s t  between  the t i t le s  o f  the 

two  works.  The t i t le  The Grea t  Gatsby  ref lec ts  the s ingu lar i ty  o f  Gatsby  fo r  

Nick,  wi th  i t s  use o f  the def in i te  ar t ic le  “ the” alongside  the p roper  name 

“Gatsby.”  In  con tras t ,  the  t i t le  “An  Alcoho l ic  Case” d imin ishes  the 

pat ien t’s  s ingu lar i ty,  us ing  the indef in i te  ar t i c le  “an” alongside the general  

noun  “case. ”  Th is  chap ter  p resen ts  “An  Alcoho l ic  Case” a s  a  work  that  

i l lu s t ra tes  a  fa i lu re  o f  ca re ,  as  the nurse den ies  confron t ing  the pat i en t’s  

vu lnerab i l i ty.  Th is  fa i lu re  ind irect ly  underscores  the importance o f  

respond ing  to  s ingu lar i ty  in  care .  

F i rs t ,  the  s to ry fo reshadows i ts  connect ion  to  the theme o f  

vu lnerab i l i ty  th rough  the recurr ing  image o f  b roken g lass .  As Shun  

Watanabe po in ts  ou t ,  f ragments  o f  b roken  g las s  serve a s  a  s t r ik ing  mot i f  

th roughou t  the s to ry. 1 6  Indeed ,  the narra t ive unfo lds  as  the nurse s t rugg les  

wi th the pat ien t ,  who adamant ly  refuses  to  re l inqu ish  a  bo t t le  o f  a lcoho l ,  

resu l t ing  in  the bo t t le  shat t er ing :  “Sudden ly  she d ropped i t  l ike  a  to rpedo,  

s l id ing  underneath  her  hand  and  s l i t her ing  wi th a  f la sh  o f  red  and  b lack  and  

the wo rds:  S IR GALAHAD, DISTILLED LOUISVILLE GIN” (“Alcoho l ic”  

23) ;  “I t  was on  the f loor  in  p ieces  and  every th ing  was s i l en t  fo r  awhi le”  
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(“Alcoho l ic”  23) .  The nurse worr ies  that  the shards  o f  g lass  may  in ju re  the 

pat ien t ,  symbol izing  h is  vu lnerab i l i t y.  Th is  imagery  o f  b roken  g las s  recurs  

th roughou t  the s to ry,  such  as  when  the nurse encoun ters  a  b roken  bus 

window on the way to  the ref err al  c en ter.  These instances  o f  b roken g las s  

symbol ical ly  suggest  that  bo th  main  charact ers  are  constan t ly  exposed  to  

vu lnerab i l i ty.  

Then ,  what  does  vu lnerab i l i ty  specif ical ly  mean  in  the nurse -pat ien t  

re la t ionsh ip? I t  i s  dep icted  as  the d i ff icu l ty  o f  car ing  fo r  an  alcoho l ic  

pat ien t .  The nurse’s  open ing  words i l lus t rat e  her  s t rugg le  to  con tro l  the 

pat ien t :  “Let -go- that -oh-h -h !  P lease,  now,  wi l l  you? Don’t  s t ar t  d r ink ing  

again !  Come on —give me the bo t t le .  I  to ld  you  I’d  s tay  awake g iv ing  i t  to  

you .  Come on” (“Alcoho l ic”  23) .  Her  words are  punctuated  by  hyphens and 

commas,  accompan ied  by  the p lead ing  phrases  “p lease” and  “come on.”  The 

d is jo in ted  sen tences  ind icate  that  th e pat ien t  con t inual ly  def i es  her  

expectat ions .  What  she is  exper iencing  easi ly  evokes Erinn C. Gi lson’s  

def in i t ion  o f  vu lnerab i l i ty  as  “ the real i ty  o f  fa l l ib i l i ty,  mutab i l i ty,  

unpred ict ab i l i ty,  and uncon tro l lab i l i ty” (Gi lson 4 ) .  

In  the f i rs t  hal f  o f  the s to ry,  the d i ff icu l ty  o f  care  is  ev iden t  in  the 

nurse’s  inab i l i ty  to  reduce the pat ien t to  merely  “a case.”  As par t  o f  her  

du t ies ,  she main tains  a  char t  fo r  the pat ien t .  On  the one hand ,  she 

documents  h is  cond i t ion  using numerica l  values  such  as  h is  pu lse  ra t e ,  

resp ira to ry  rate ,  and temperatu re :  “Pu lse  120”;  “Resp irat ion  25”;  “Temp 98 -

98 .4 -98 .2” (“Alcoho l ic”  24) .  Such  numerical  records  are  e ssen t i a l  in  any  

medical  t reatmen t  to  d iagnose  pat i en ts  ob ject ively.  On the o ther  hand,  

however,  th is  approach  also  ref lec ts  a  tendency  to t reat  the pat ien t  as  a  
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un iversal ized  “case.”  What  s t ands ou t in  the f i rs t  hal f  o f  the s to ry  is  the 

nurse’s  s ign if ican t  s t rugg le  to  reduc e the pat i en t  to  such  a  “case .”  She has  

d i ff icu l ty  f i l l ing  in  the “Remarks” sect ion  o f  her  char t ,  unab le  to  iden t i fy 

h is  cond i t ion :  

Remarks— 

—She cou ld  make so  many :  

Tried  to  get  a  bo t t le  o f  g in .  Threw i t  away and broke i t .  

She correct ed  i t  to  read ;   

In the s trugg le  she dropped  i t  and  broke i t .  Patien t  was 

genera l ly  d i f f icu l t .  (“Alcoho l ic”  23)  

Desp i te  fee l ing  she cou ld make many remarks,  she f inds  hersel f  unab le  to  

express  them as  she in tends.  Her  co rrect ion ,  wi th  the open confession  

“Pat ien t  was general ly  d i ff i cu l t”  (“Alcoho l ic”  23) ,  ref l ect s  the complex i ty 

o f manag ing  the pat ien t  under  her  con tro l .  

Al though  the nurse’s  s t rugg le  to  con tro l  the pat ien t  migh t  seem l ike a  

negat ive aspect  o f  car e ,  th is  d i ff i cu l ty  paradox ica l ly  ho lds  s ign if ican t  

importance  f rom the perspect ive o f  s ingu lar i ty.  The d i ff icu l ty  s ign if ies  t hat  

the pat ien t  r emains  a  s ingu lar  being  to  the nurse,  who  res i s ts  reducing  h im 

to a  mere case.  The s ingu lar i ty  o f  the pat ien t  i s  ref lec ted  in  the fac t  that  her  

care  fo r  h im goes beyond  what  she refer s  to  as  “business .”  When the nurse 

feel s  she  canno t  p roper ly  hand le  the pat ien t’s  behav io r,  sh e laments  her  

help lessness  as  a  p ro fess ional :  “She had  no  business  there ,  she though t ,  no 

business  t ry ing  to  help h im” (“Alcoho l ic”  23) .  I t  a l so  becomes ev iden t  that  

she in i t ia l ly  refused  to  care  fo r  a lcoho l ic  pat ien ts ,  as  no ted  on her  agency 

reg is t r a t ion  card :  “No Alcoho l ics”  ( “Alcoho l ic”  25) .  These behav io rs  
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suggest  that  the nurse i s  supposed  to  engage wi th the pat ien t  on ly  a t  a  

p ro fes s ional  level .  However,  her  re l a t ionsh ip  wi th h im canno t  be reduced to 

mere “business .”  He is  never  jus t  ano ther  pat ien t  to  her ;  she d is t inct ly  

separat es  h im from the o thers .  She b r ief ly  recal l s  an  elder ly  Jewish  man  she 

had  p rev iously  cared  fo r  in  Cal i fo rn ia ,  bu t  her  focus qu ick ly  retu rns  to  t he 

pat ien t  befo re  her :  “On th is  case she  was unhappy  al l  the t ime,  bu t  she 

though t :  ‘ I  guess  i f  I  hadn’t  l iked h im I  wouldn’t  have s tayed  on the case’”  

(“Alcoho l ic”  24) .  The use o f  the ad ject ive “th is”  emphasi zes  that  the 

nurse’s  though ts  are  cen tered  so lely  on  h im ,  who  is  c lear ly  d is t ingu ished  

f rom o ther  pat i en ts .  

While  th is  r e la t ionsh ip  that  goes  beyond  “business” p reven ts  the 

nurse f rom fu l ly  unders t and ing the pat ien t ,  i t  i s  p rec ise ly  th is  inab i l i ty  t o  

unders tand  h im that  in tensi f ies  h is  s ingu lar i ty  fo r  her.  As an  agency  nurse,  

she has  the ab i l i ty  to  change her  pat ien t  a t  any t ime,  yet  she does  no t .  Her  

s t range at t achment  to  the pat ien t  i s  no t  d r iven  by  loyal ty  to  her  work ,  as  

even she can  on ly  exp lain  i t  in  vague terms:  “On  th is  case she was unhappy  

al l  the t ime,  bu t  she though t :  ‘ I  guess  i f  I  hadn’t  l iked  h im I  w ouldn’t  have 

s tayed  on  the case’”  (“Alcoho l ic”  24) .  The con junct ion  “bu t”  h igh l igh ts  

how her  affect ion  con trad ict s  her  usual  feel ings  o f  d issat is fac t ion :  “On  th is  

case she was unhappy  al l  the t ime” ( “Alcoho l ic”  24) .  Desp i te  her  

complain ts  abou t  h is  t roub le some behav io r,  she inexp l icab ly  l ikes  h im.  I t  i s  

p recise ly  because she canno t  exp lain why she l ikes  h im that  he is  a  s ingu lar  

being  fo r  her,  i r rep laceab le  by  o thers .  When  she laments  that  h is  behav io r 

is  en t i re ly  unpred ictab l e ,  she emphasizes  “he” in  i ta l i cs :  “Th is  isn ’t  wha t  I  

ough t  to  be do ing .  And  th is  i sn ’t  what  he  ough t  to  be do ing” (“Alcoho l ic”  
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25) .  Because he never  conforms to  her  expectat ions  o f  how he shou ld  

behave,  she canno t  reduce h im to  just  a  “case.”  Indeed ,  her  inab i l i ty  to  

fu l ly  unders tand  h im preven ts  her  f rom acqu ir ing  a  genera l ized  idea abou t 

h im,  fo rcing  her  to  focus on  h is  specif i c  qual i t i es :  

He d id  no t  know abou t  her  s i s te rs ,  and  Bi l l  Markoe,  whom she 

had  almost  marr ied ,  and she d id  no t  know what  had b rough t  h im 

to th is  p i tch ,  when there  was a  p ictu re  on  h is  bureau  o f  h is  

young  wife  and h is  two  sons and  h im,  a l l  t r im and  handsome as  

he must  have been  f ive year s  ago.  I t  was so  u t ter ly  

sensel ess  .  .  .  .  (“Alcoho l ic”  25) .  

Th is  sense les sness  r e in fo rces  h is  s in gu lar i ty,  d is t ingu ish ing  h im complet ely  

f rom o thers .  

The nurse’s  engagement  wi th  the pat ien t’s  s ingu lar i ty  is  fu r ther  

ev idenced  by  her  re s is tance to  general iz ing  h im as  just  ano ther  case.  At  the 

agency,  a  co l league asks  abou t  the pat ien t’s  cond i t ion and,  af te r  mak ing  

negat ive comments ,  refer s  to  h im in  genera l  terms a s  one o f  the many 

alcoho l ic s :  “I  jus t  heard  that  around  town —oh,  you  know —they wan t  you to 

p lay around with  them —” (“Alcoho l ic”  26) .  Th is  o ther  nurse’s  

genera l izat ion  makes the nurse angry,  though  she is  unsure why: “‘Oh ,  be 

qu iet , ’ she said ,  su rp r ised  at  her  own r is ing  resen tment” ( “Alcoho l ic”  26).  

Immediately  af t er  th is  conversat ion ,  the agency  ch ief  a lso  ref ers  to  the 

pat ien t  as  one o f  “such  cases .”  In  the same way,  the nurse res is t s  th is  

genera l izat ion ,  ins is t ing  on  h is  ind iv idual i ty  by  referr ing to  h im as  “he,”  

wi th specif ic  detai ls  abou t thei r  re la t ionsh ip :  “He d idn’t  know what  he was 

do ing  and  he d idn’t  hur t  me in  any  way” (“Alcoho l ic”  26) ;  “He was rea l ly  
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n ice al l  day  yest erday.  He d rew me —” (“Alcoho l ic”  26) .  Her  repeated  use 

o f the p ronoun  “he” ref l ect s  her  determinat ion  to  p reserve h is  s ingu lar i t y  

against  the tendency  o f  the o ther  med ical  s ta ff  to  t rea t  h im as  jus t  ano ther  

“case.”  

 

As the s to ry  p rogresses ,  the nurse’s  recogn i t ion  o f  the pat i en t’s  

s ingu lar i ty,  which  is  paradox ical ly  fo r her  care ,  i s  increasing ly d imin ished .  

F irs t ,  the  nurs ing agency  embodies  t h is  re jec t ion  o f  s ingu lar i ty.  The agency  

ch ief ,  unaware o f  the nurse’s  ambivalence toward  the pat i en t ,  o ffer s  to  

ass ign  her  to  ano ther  “case, ”  consider ing  that  the nurse had  o r ig inal ly  

wri t ten  “No Alcoho l ics”  on  her  reg is t ra t ion  card .  The fo l lowi ng phone 

conversat ion clear ly  i l lus t r ate s  how easi ly  pat ien t s  and nurses  are  

in terchan geab le  a t  the agency :  “Oh ,  hel lo ,  Hat t ie .  .  .  .  Wel l ,  how abou t  that  

b ig  Svensen  g ir l?  She ough t  to  be ab le  to  take care  o f  any alcoho l ic .  .  .  .  

How abou t  Joseph ine Markham? Doesn’t  she l ive in  your  apar tmen t  house?” 

(“Alcoho l ic”  27) .  Here,  the p roper  name s “Svensen” and  “Joseph ine 

Markham” i ron ical ly  do no t  rep resen t thei r  s ingu lar i ty.  Instead ,  they  s ign ify  

how ind iv iduals  can  be so  easi ly  rep laced  at  the agency’s  conven ience.  

The nurse hersel f  a l so  beg ins  to  re j ect  the pat ien t’s  s ingu lar i ty.  

In i t ia l ly  con templat ing g iv ing up  ca re ,  she u l t ima tely  decides  to  con t inue.  

On  the su rface,  th is  decis ion migh t  seem l ike a  posi t ive  r ecommitment  to  

her  ro le .  However,  what  canno t  be over looked is  that  she t rans fo rms her  

re la t ionsh ip  wi th the pat ien t  in to what  Marimo Fu j ik i  desc r ibes  a s  a  

“romant ic” one. 1 7  The moment  she changes her  mind  is  dep ict ed  as  fo l lows:  

The nurse’s  b rown eyes  were al igh t  wi th a  mix tu re  o f  though ts —
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the  movie she had  just  seen  abou t  Pasteur  and the book  they  had  

al l  read  abou t F lo rence Nigh t ingale  when  they  were s tuden t 

nurses .  And  thei r  p r ide,  swing ing  across  the s t reets  in  the co ld 

weather  a t  Ph i ladelph ia  General ,  as  p roud  o f  thei r  new capes  as  

debu tan tes  in  thei r  fu rs  go ing  in  to  bal ls  a t  the ho tel s .  

(“Alcoho l ic”  27)  

The nurse iden t i f i es  wi th  the charact ers  in  the movie and  b iography th rough  

her  romant ic  imag inat ion .  In  do ing  so,  the s ingu lar i ty  o f  the nurse -pat ien t 

re la t ionsh ip  d isappear s .  As George Montei ro  po in ts  ou t ,  the  absence o f  

p roper  names fo r  the two  main  character s ,  wh i le  o ther  character s  have ones ,  

emphasizes  th is  general iza t ion  o f  the nurse and  pat ien t . 1 8   

Th is  escape f rom singu lar i ty  t ransfo rms the natu re  o f  the nurse’s  

“care” fo r  the pat ien t .  With  a  new reso lve,  she retu rns  to  h im:  “She was 

go ing  to  take care  o f  h im because nobody  else  would ,  and because the best  

peop le  o f  her  p ro fess ion  had  been  in tere ste d  in  tak ing  care  o f  the cases  t hat  

nobody else  wan ted” (“Alcoho l ic”  28).  At  f i rs t  g lance,  her  s ta tement  “I’m 

go ing  to  take care  o f  h im” (“Alcoho l ic”  28)  seems to  emphasi ze thei r  

s ingu lar  re l a t ionsh ip .  However,  what  d is t ingu ishes  th ei r  re la t ionsh ip  here  

f rom their  in i t i a l  re l a t ionsh ip is  that  she immediate ly  rep laces  i t  wi th  a  

genera l ized  connect ion between  nurses  and pat ien ts ,  as  ind icat ed  by  her  

refe rence to  “ the best  peop le  o f  her  p ro fes s ion” and  “cases .”  The 

t ransfo rmat ion  o f  thei r  re la t ionsh ip  thus  changes  the mean ing o f  her  re so lve 

to  “ take care  o f  h im.” As ment ioned  in the p rev ious chap ter,  the term “ca re” 

o r ig inal ly  includes  bo th a  posi t ive sense o f  “concern” and  a  negat ive sense 

o f “worry.”  In  th is  con tex t ,  her  re so lve to  “ take ca re  o f  h im” here  can  also 
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be seen  as  a  loss  o f  “concern” fo r  h i s  s ingu lar i ty.  Th is  sh i f t  in  her  a t t i tude 

becomes apparen t  when they  reun i te ,  and the pat ien t  te l l s  her  that  he has  

d rawn a fu l l  s t r ip  o f  car toons fo r  her.  She does  no t  comment  on  i t  and 

instead  s imply asks  what  he p lans  to  do that  even ing .  Here,  she shows no  

care  a s  “co ncern” fo r  what  he has  specif ical ly  done fo r  her.  

The reject ion  o f  s ingu lar i ty  is  h igh l igh ted  in  a  scene where the 

pat ien t’s  physica l  war  wound  is  revealed  to  the nurse.  As she ass is t s  h im in  

d ress ing ,  the pat ien t  p lay fu l ly  p resses  a  l i t  c igaret te  against  h is  bare  ch est .  

Due to  a  copper  p lat e  implan ted  du r ing  su rgery  fo r  h is  war  wound ,  the f i re  

goes  ou t  wi thou t  causing h im any physical  harm.  At  f i rs t  g lance,  the copper  

p late  seems to  rep resen t  the opposi t e  o f  h is  vu lnerab le  cond i t ion .  However,  

the pat ien t’s  p lay fu l  behav io r  causes  a  spark to  f ly  o ff  the co pper  p late  and 

s t r ike h im in the s tomach ,  p rompting h im to  exclaim,  “Ouch!” (“Alcoho l ic”  

30) .  Th is  seeming ly comedic moment  i ron ica l ly  underscores  the s imple 

t ru th that  he remains  vu lnerab le  desp i te  the apparen t  p ro tect ion  o f  the 

copper  p late .  Th is  exposed  vu lnerab i l i ty  foster s  the nurse’s  refusa l  to  

acknowledge h is  s ingu lar i ty.  When  he con t inues  to  joke,  humorously  say ing 

that  h is  wounds wi l l  no t  heal  because o f  the copper  p late ,  the nurse 

responds:  “Well ,  i t ’s  no  excuse fo r  what  you’re  do ing to  yoursel f”  

(“Alcoho l ic”  30) .  Whether  in ten t ional  o r  no t ,  the  nurse’s  words here  

suggest  her  tendency  to  seek  reasons  fo r  the pat ien t’s  behav io r,  imply ing  

her  incl inat ion to  v iew h im as  a  case  that  can  be unders tood  th rough clea r  

causal i ty.  In  th is  moment ,  where the  p at ien t’s  vu lnerab i l i ty  is  cr i t i cal ly  

exposed ,  the nurse’s  re j ect ion  o f  s ingu lar i ty  becomes even  more apparen t .  

The nurse’s  den ial  o f  the pat ien t’s  v u lnerab i l i ty  is  a lso  ev iden t  in  the 
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ambigu i ty su rround ing  h is  possib le  death .  The f inal  desc r ip t ion o f  the 

nurse-pat ien t  re l a t ionsh ip s t rong ly  suggest s  that  he d ies :  

He was look ing at  the co rner  where she had  d ropped  the bo t t le  

th is  af te rnoon .  She s tar ed  at  h is  handsome face,  weak  and 

def ian t—afraid  to  tu rn  even  halfway  because she knew that  

death  was in  that  co rner  where he was look ing .  She knew 

death—she had  heard  i t ,  smel t  i t s  unmistakab le  odor,  bu t  she 

had  never  seen  i t  befo re  i t  en tered  anyone,  and  she knew th is  

man saw i t  in  the co rner  o f  h is  bath room; that  i t  was s tand ing  

there  look ing  at  h im whi le  he sp i t  f rom a feeb le  cough  and  

rubbed  the resu l t  in to  the b raid  o f  h is  t rousers .  I t  shone 

there  .  .  .  crack l ing  fo r  a  moment  as  ev idence o f  the las t  gestu re  

he ever  made.  (“Alcoho l ic”  30 -31)  

On  the one hand ,  these descr ip t ions ,  satu rated  wi th  a  sense o f  death ,  can  be 

seen  as  c l ear  ev idence that  he commits  su icide,  possib ly  wi th  a  shard o f  the 

b roken  g lass ,  as  the nurse no t ice d  some fragments  are  mis sing in  the 

morn ing . 1 9  Add i t ional ly,  the nurse’s  words at  the beg inn ing o f  the s to ry,  

“All  r igh t ,  d r ink  your  foo l  sel f  to  death” (“Alcoho l ic”  23) ,  can  be 

ret rospect ively  in terp reted  as  fo reshadowing  h is  su icide.  On the o ther  hand ,  

the s to ry never  p rov ides  a  def in i t ive  conclusion abou t  the pat i en t’s  f a t e .  

After  the long  desc r ip t ion o f  thei r  re la t ionsh ip ,  the narrat ive ab rup t ly  sh if ts  

to  a  scene where the nurse speaks to  the agency  abou t  the pat ien t .  What  she 

says  is  ambiguous:  “Th is  one cou ld  have twis t ed  my wris t s  un t i l  he  s t r a ined  

them and  that  wouldn’t  mat t er  so  much  to  me.  I t ’s  jus t  that  you can’t  r ea l ly  

help them, and  i t ’s  so  d iscourag ing —it’s  a l l  fo r  no th ing” (“Alcoho l ic”  31) .  
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The uncer t ain ty  su rround ing  h is  dea th ref lec ts  the nurse ’s  avo idance o f  

confron t ing  h is  vu lnerab i l i ty. 2 0  In  fact ,  her  reference to  h im sta r ts  wi th  

“th is  one,”  bu t  then  sh if t s  to  “ them,” mean ing  alcoho l ic  pat i en ts  in  general .  

I ron ica l ly,  because she leaves  the quest ion  o f  h is  death  unreso lved,  she 

depr ives  th is  general ized  “case” o f  the possib i l i ty  o f  dy ing as  a  s ingu lar  

being .  Th is  i ron ic  impl icat ion is  fu r ther  supported  by  the fact  that  the f i nal  

conversat ion takes  p lace in  the nurse’s  induct ion  o ff ice ,  a  space where 

nurses  and  pat i en ts  a l ike a re  in ter changeab le .  The pat ien t’s  s ingu lar i ty,  

a long  with  h is  vu lnerab i l i ty  and  the possib i l i ty  o f  a  mean ingfu l  death ,  i s  

u l t imately  rej ect ed .  

In  conclusion ,  “An  Alcoho l ic  Case” can  be read  as  a  s to ry  in  which  

the nurse u l t imate ly  fai ls  to  respond  to  s ingu lar i ty  due to  her  re ject ion  o f  

vu lnerab i l i ty.  Importan t ly,  th is  fa i lu re  does  no t  d imin ish  the s to ry ’s  

s ign if icance in  exp lo r ing  vu lnerab i l i ty  a s  the beg inn ing  o f  care .  The f ina l  

scene can  be in terp reted  as  the nurse’s  reencoun ter  wi th  vu lnerab i l i ty,  a s  

she is  fo rced  to  confron t  the essen t i a l  d i ff icu l ty  o f  p rov id ing  care . 2 1  Above 

al l ,  i t  remains  unclea r  whether  she u l t imate ly  g ives  up  car ing  fo r  the 

pat ien t .  Through  her  fa i lu re ,  the nurse paradox ica l ly  h igh l igh ts  the 

necess i ty  o f  respon sib i l i ty  to  s ingu lar i ty,  a  theme that  i s  fu r ther  exp lo red in  

ano ther  o f  F i tzgerald ’s  s to r i es :  “Family in  the Wind .”  

 

“Family  in  the Wind”:  

Response to  S ingu lar i ty  th rough  Vulnerab i l i ty  

The reject ion  o f  vu lnerab i l i ty  in  “An Alcoho l ic  Case” seems  to  

support  the t rad i t ional  v iew of vu lnerab i l i ty  as  a  negat ive cond i t ion  to  be 
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overcome.  The purpose o f  th is  s tudy,  however,  i s  to  chal l enge th is  v iew in 

terms o f  vu lnerab i l i ty  as  the beg inn ing  o f  care .  “Family  in  the Wind” serves  

as  a  key  example o f  th is  chal l enge wi th  the necessi ty  o f  respond ing  to  

s ingu lar i ty.  

“Family  in  the Wind” te l ls  a  s to ry  o f  an alcoho l ic  docto r  in  h is  

fo r t ies ,  named  Forrest  J anney.  Unab le  to  p ract ice  med ic ine due to  h is  

a lcoho l ism,  Forrest  now runs a  d rug  s to re  in  h is  Alabama hometown.  One 

day,  h is  b ro ther  Gene asks  h im to  t reat  h is  son P inky,  who  has  been  

ser iously  in ju red  by  a  gunsho t .  However,  Forrest  r efuses  to  operate  on 

P inky  because o f  a  deep  hatred  fo r  h im. In  the past ,  Forrest  was in  love 

wi th a  17  years  o ld  g i r l  named  Mary  Decker,  bu t  Mary  ran  o ff  wi th  P inky,  

on ly to  la ter  be found dead  f rom sta rvat ion.  Forrest  bel ieves  P inky  is  

responsib le  fo r  Mary’s  death ,  unab le  to  fo rg ive h im. After  re jec t ing  h is  

b ro ther ’s  r equest ,  a  to rnado s t r ikes  Forres t ’s  town.  Forced  by  the d isast er  to  

re tu rn  to  h is  ro le  as  a  docto r,  Forres t  encoun ters  P inky as  a  pat i en t  once  

again .  Desp i te  h is  hesi t a t ion ,  th is  t ime Forrest  dec ides  to  operate  on  P inky,  

who is  now weaker  due to  in ju r ies  f rom the to rnado .  Amid  the devastat ion,  

Forres t  a lso  meet s  a  g i r l  named Helen Ki l rain ,  who,  desp i te  her  cheerfu l  

demeanor,  has  los t  her  fa ther.  Soon  af ter,  the  town is  s t ruck  by  a  second  

to rnado.  After  su rv iv ing  th is  second  d isaster,  Forrest  decides  to  take care  o f 

the o rphaned  Helen .  The s to ry  ends wi th Forrest ’s  det erminat ion  to  s ta r t  a  

new “family” wi th  her.  

The s to ry  beg ins  wi th  Forres t ’s  r efusal  to  operat e  on  P inky,  an 

ep isode that  in t roduces  the theme o f  responsib i l i ty.  Forrest ’s  refusa l  s tems 

from h is  bel ief  that  P inky  mist rea ted Mary,  lead ing to  her  death .  Th is  
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at t i tude exempli f ie s  what  Kokubun  descr ibes  a s  “detect ing  the cu lp r i t , ”  as  

Forres t  ho lds  P inky  so lely  responsib le  fo r  Mary’s  death .  However,  the 

responsib i l i ty  Forrest  p laces  on P inky  is  no t  en t i re ly  c lear -cu t .  Forrest  

h imsel f  admits  that  h is  judgment  may be unrel iab le  due to  h is  a lcoho l ism: 

“I  am thorough ly  anæsthet i zed  the g reat  par t  o f  the day” (“Family” 87) .  

Gene,  who  is  no t  an alcoho l ic ,  chal l enges  Forrest ’s  ce r ta in ty abou t  P inky’s  

gu i l t :  

“I ’ l l  do  no th ing mysel f  to  help  h im,  because he ough t  to  be 

dead.  And even  h is  death  wouldn’t  make up fo r  what  he d id  to  

Mary  Decker.”  

Gene Janney  pursed  h is  l ips .  “Forres t ,  you  su re  abou t 

that?”  

“Sure abou t i t ! ”  exclaimed  the docto r.  “Of course  I ’m 

sure.  She d ied  o f  s tarvat ion ;  she hadn’t  had  more than  a  coup le  

o f cups o f  co ffee in  a  week .  And i f  you  looked  at  her  shoes ,  

you  cou ld  see she’d  walked  fo r  mile s .”  

“Doc Behrer  says — ” 

“What  does  he know? I  perfo rmed  the au topsy  the day 

they found  her  on  the Birmingham Highway.  There was no th ing  

the mat ter  wi th  her  bu t  s tarvat ion .  That —that”—his  vo ice shook  

with fee l ing —“that  P inky  go t  t i red  o f  her  and  tu rned  her  ou t ,  

and  she was t ry ing  to  get  home.  I t  su i ts  me f ine that  he was 

inval ided  home h imself  a  coup le  o f  weeks la ter. ”  (“Family” 89)  

Gene t r ies  to  men t ion  Dr.  Behrer ’s  o p in ion ,  bu t  Forrest  in ter rup ts  h im,  

showing  no s ign  o f  reconsider ing .  While  i t  i s  impossib l e  to  determine th e 
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fu l l  t ru th f rom th is  conversat ion  alone,  what  i s  a t  lea st  c l ear  i s  that  Forrest  

does  no t  have the whole p ictu re  o f  Mary’s  death .  Gene’s  quest ion —

“Forrest ,  are  you  su re  abou t  th is?”  ( “Family” 89)—and Forrest ’s  t rembl ing 

vo ice suggest  that  Forres t  can  on ly  p lace re sponsib i l i ty  on  P inky  by 

fo rcefu l ly  re ject ing  any  possib i l i ty  t hat  Forrest  migh t  be wrong .  In  do ing 

so ,  Forrest  den ies  P inky’s  vu lnerab i l i ty  by refusing  to  confron t  “ the rea l i ty  

o f fa l l ib i l i ty,  mutab i l i ty,  unpred ictab i l i ty,  and  uncon tro l lab i l i ty” (Gi l son 4 ) .  

I t  i s  s t rong ly impl ied  that  Forrest ’s  focus on f ind ing  a  s ing le  “cu lp r i t ”  i s  a  

way fo r  h im to  avo id fac ing  h is  own vu lnerab i l i ty.  

Forres t ’s  imposi t ion  o f  responsib i l i t y  on to  P inky is  fu r ther  supported  

by  h is  own at tempts  to  escape r esponsib i l i ty.  P inky ’s  mother,  Rose,  a lso  

p ressures  Forres t  to  operate  on  P inky.  Forrest  decl ines ,  us ing  h is  

a lcoho l ism as  an  i ron ic  excuse.  His  a t t i tude does  no t  ref lect  a  docto r ’s  

e th ical  d i lemma over  being  unab le  to  save a  pat ien t .  Instead ,  as  Forrest  

te l ls  Rose,  “You  see,  my  decis ions  a re  no t  re l i ab le ,  and i f  any th ing wen t  

wrong ,  i t  wou ld  seem to  be my fau l t ”  (“Family” 91) .  What  Forrest  i s  t ry ing  

to  avo id  is  a  s i tuat ion in  which  he cou ld be b lamed .  His  words,  “ i f  any th ing 

wen t wrong ,”  sub t ly  express  h is  desi re  to  escape the real i ty  that  he is  

responsib le  fo r  h is  act ions .  Forrest ’s  avo idance o f  responsib i l i ty  ref l ect s  

h is  bel ie f  that  there  i s  a lways a  c l ea r  reason  beh ind  every  even t.  

What  is  s ign if ican t  in  the s to ry  is  that  Forrest ’s  assumption  o f 

responsib i l i ty  as  an  ac t  o f  f ind ing  a  “cu lp r i t”  i s  u l t ima tely  chal lenged  by  

Forres t  h imself .  F i rs t ,  the  quest ion  o f responsib i l i ty  is  h igh l igh ted  th rough  

Forres t ’s  dependence on alcoho l .  During  the d r ive to  Gene’s  house,  Forrest  

hears  that  Rose,  P inky’s  mother,  i s  d is t r augh t  over  P inky’s  in ju ry.  He 
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deris ively  remarks,  “She’s  in  the g r ip o f  a  purely  an imal  ins t inct”  

(“Family” 89) ,  cr i t i c iz ing Rose fo r  being  unab le  to  con tro l  her  emot ions  

th rough  wil lpower.  Th is  impl ie s  that  Forrest  bel i eves  he can  con tro l  h is  

own act ions  th rough  sheer  wi l l .  However,  w hat  Forres t  does  nex t  i ron ical ly  

demonstrate s  that  h is  cr i t ic i sm of  Rose app l ies  jus t  as  much to  h imself :  

“The docto r  took  from h is  h ip  a  f lask con tain ing  half  wate r  and half  

Alabama corn,  and  d rank” (“Family”  89) .  While  the narrat ive uses  the 

act ive verb  “drank ,”  th is  act ion  eas i ly  sh i f ts  in to  a  passive cond i t ion  o f  

being  “drunk ,”  as  Forrest  i s  a l ready descr ibed  in  the open ing  scene as  be ing  

“a l i t t le  t igh t  a t  the moment” (“Fami ly” 87) ,  which means that  he is  d runk .  

Forres t ’s  dependence on alcoho l  ra ises  the quest ion  o f  whether  he is  t ru ly 

responsib le  fo r  h is  act ions .  In  fact ,  what  Forrest  perceives  as  h is  own wil l  

i s  actual ly  t r iggered  by alcoho l :  “As the l iquor  sp read  over  the docto r ’s  

ins ides  he fel t  an  inst inct  to  do  someth ing ,  no t  to  v io late  h is  p rejud ices  bu t  

s imply to  make some gestu re ,  to  asser t  h is  own moribund  bu t  s t i l l  

s t rugg l ing wi l l  to  power” (“Family” 89) .  Here,  wi th  “the l iquor” as  the 

sub jec t  o f  the sen tence,  the g rammat ical  s t ructu re  ind icat es  that  a l coho l  

p recedes  Forrest ’s  wi l l .  Th is  domin ance o f  a lcoho l  over  Forres t ’s  deci s ions 

undermines  h is  as sumption  that  P inky is  so lely  responsib le  fo r  Mary’s  

death .  

The chal lenge to  the idea o f  respons ib i l i ty  as  a  sea rch  fo r  a  c lear  

“cu lp r i t”  i s  a lso  p resen ted  th rough  Forrest ’s  own vu lnerab i l i ty.  After  

refusing  to  perfo rm surgery  on  P inky and  leav ing  Gene’s  house,  Forrest  

parks  h is  car  in  f ron t  o f  Mary’s  house to  ref l ec t  on  her.  What  is  revea led  in  

th is  moment  is  that  Forres t  had never  real i zed  the dep th  o f  h is  feel ings  fo r 
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Mary  whi le  she was al ive:  “H e had no t to ld  Mary  Decker  how he fel t  abou t 

her ;  never  in tended  to —she was seven teen ,  he was fo r ty -f ive,  and  he no  

longer  deal t  in  fu tu res —but  on ly af t er  she ran  away  to  Birmingham with  

P inky  Janney  d id  he real ize  how much  h is  love fo r  her  had  coun ted  in  h is  

lonely  l i fe”  ( “Family” 92) .  Forres t ’s  fa i lu re  to  recogn ize h is  love fo r  Mary 

reveals  tha t  thei r  re l a t ionsh ip was never  c lear,  and  th is  in  tu rn  cal ls  in to  

quest ion  the basis  o f  h is  harsh  judgment  o f  P inky.  He hadn’t  fu l ly  

unders tood  h is  own feel ings ,  mak ing  h is  cr i t ic i sm of  P inky  al l  the more 

quest ionab le .  Indeed ,  whi le  t ry ing to  just i fy  h is  refusal  to  perfo rm the 

su rgery,  Forrest  i s  s t i l l  unab le  to  ignore someth ing  inexp l icab le ,  even  to  

h imsel f :  “Yet  he fel t  p ret ty  bad” (“Fam ily” 92) .  Forrest ’s  f ixat ion  on  

b laming  P inky  paral le l s  h is  a t tempt  to  avo id  confron t ing  h is  own 

vu lnerab i l i ty.  

 

The two  to rnadoes in  the la t ter  hal f  o f the s to ry  fo rce Forrest  to  

change h is  negat ive at t i tude toward  vu lnerab i l i ty.  One migh t argue that  

Forres t ’s  personal  s t rugg les  canno t  be connected  to  natu ral  d isast ers ;  

however,  the s to ry  l inks  them th rough the them e o f  vu lnerab i l i ty,  

par t icu lar ly  as  an  even t  that  makes i t  impossib le  to  search  fo r  a  “cu lp r i t . ”  

Th is  connect ion  is  made ev iden t  in  the descr ip t ion o f  Forrest  s ensing the 

approach  o f  the f i rs t  to rnado .  Forres t  f i rs t  no t ices  the sh if t  in  the weathe r :  

“The sky was now overcast  and  the g rass  s t i r red  re s t le ss ly  and  there  was a  

sudden f lu rry  o f  d rops wi thou t  a  sequel .  A minu te  ago  i t  had been  warm,  bu t 

now the moistu re  on  h is  fo rehead  was sudden ly  coo l ,  and  he wiped  i t  away 

with h is  handkerch ie f”  (“Fami ly” 93) .  The repet i t ion  o f  the word  “sudden” 
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emphasizes  that  th is  change is  unpred ictab le  fo r  Forrest .  Th is  change in  the 

weather  then  immediat ely  affects  h is  physica l  s ta te :  “There was a  buzzin g 

in  h is  ear s  and he swal lowed and shook  h is  head .  For  a  moment  he though t  

he must  be s ick” (“Family” 93) .  L ike h is  dependence on alcoho l ,  the 

approach ing  to rnado  appears  a s  a  dominan t  fo rce beyond  Forres t ’s  con tro l :  

“ . . . then  sudden ly  the buzzing  detached  i tsel f  f rom h im, g rew in to  a  swel l ing  

sound ,  louder  and  ever  nearer,  that  migh t  have been  the roar  o f  an 

approach ing  t ra in” (“Fami ly” 93) .  Forrest  canno t  p inpo in t  a  c lear  r eason  fo r  

what  i s  happen ing ;  ins tead ,  what  becomes ev iden t  i s  the vu lnerab i l i ty  he 

has  been  t ry ing  to  avo id confron t ing .  

The descr ip t ion  o f  the to rnado ar t icu lates  the real i ty  that  such  a  

natu ral  d isast er  nu l l i f ies  the a ssumption  that  there  is  a lways someone o r  

someth ing  to  b lame.  As Ish izuka argues ,  natu ral  d isa ster s  l ike to rnadoes  

d isrup t  everyday  l i fe  sudden ly,  pu t t i ng  ev eryone in  a  rad ical ly  vu lnerab le  

posi t ion . 2 2  In  add i t ion to  Forrest ’s  perspect ive,  the s to ry also  p resen ts  th e 

even t  f rom the v iewpoin t  o f  P inky’s  b ro ther,  Bu tch .  When Butch  sees  the 

to rnado approach ing ,  the descr ip t ion  conveys a  v io len t  confron tat ion  wi th  

vu lnerab i l i ty,  regard le ss  o f  who one is :  “F irs t  there  was the sound ,  and he 

was par t  o f  the sound,  so  engu lfed  and  possessed  by  i t  that  he had no  

ex is tence apar t  f rom i t”  (“Family” 94).  L ike Forrest ,  Bu tch is  rendered  

complete ly  passive,  s t r ipped o f  h is  c on tro l  over  the s i tuat ion .  Desp i te  th ei r  

conf l ic t  over  P inky’s  t rea tmen t ,  bo th Forres t  and Butch are  p laced  in  the 

same cond i t ion  o f  vu lnerab i l i ty.  

Cer tain ly,  the exposure to  vu lnerab i l i ty  th rough  the to rnado is  what  

Forres t  cal l s  “someth ing wrong” —a cond i t ion  to  be avo ided  because i t  
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endangers  l i fe .  However,  as  Rebecca  So ln i t  argues ,  such  l i fe - and -death  

cr ises  can  al so  o ffer  the possib i l i ty  o f open ing  onesel f  to  o thers .  So ln i t  

exp lains  th is  a l ternat ive aspect  o f  d isast er :  “Horr ib le  in  i t s el f ,  d isas ter  i s  

somet imes a  door  back in to  para d ise ,  the parad ise  a t  l ea st  in  which  we are  

who we hope to  be,  do  the work we desi re ,  and  are  each  our  s is ter ’s  and  

b ro ther ’s  keeper” (So ln i t  3 ) .  What  Forrest  encoun ter s  i s  th is  aspect  o f  

d isaste r.  When  the f i rs t  to rnado h i ts  the town,  Forres t  immediately  beg ins  

p repar ing  medical  ca re  fo r  the in ju red .  As he ca l ls  fo r  as s is tance,  he 

natu ral ly  fo rgets  h is  past  r esen tment  o f  Doc Behrer :  “The two men  s tood  

face to  face by lan tern  l igh t ,  fo rget t ing  that  they  d is l iked  each  o ther”  

(“Family” 95) .  The d isast er  unset t le s  the f ixed rel at ionsh ip between  Forrest  

and  Doc Behrer  in  the past ,  lead ing  i t  to  an  openness .  Th is  sh i f t  in  Forrest ’s  

iden t i ty  is  expressed  by  the change in  h is  refe rence  f rom Forrest  to  Doc 

Janney :  “‘God knows how many  more there’ l l  be , ’ said  Doc Jan ney” 

(“Family” 96) .  Forres t  i s  no  longer  the same man who  avo ided medical  

responsib i l i t ies  under  the p retex t  o f  a lcoho l ism .  The fo rced  confron tat io n 

wi th vu lnerab i l i ty  re tu rn s  h im to h is  ro le  a s  a  docto r.  

Importan t ly,  Forres t ’s  confron tat ion wi th vu lnerab i l i ty  a l so  leads  h im 

to confron t  s ingu lar i ty.  While  the s to rm leaves  many  peop le  in ju red ,  the 

narrato r  l i s ts  thei r  in ju r ie s  wi thou t  genera l iz ing  them as  “ cases ”:  “The 

s to rm had  deal t  ou t  f rac tu res  o f  the leg ,  co l lar  bone,  r ibs  and h ip,  

lace rat ions  o f  the back ,  e lbows,  ears ,  eyel ids ,  nose;  there  were wounds f rom 

f ly ing  p lanks,  and  odd  sp l in ters  in  odd  p laces ,  and a  sca lped  man ,  who  

would  recover  to  g row a new hea d  o f  hai r ”  (“Family” 97) .  The mix tu re  o f  

commas  and  specif ic  nouns emphasi zes  that  Forrest  must  address  each  
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in ju red  person ind iv idual ly,  wi thou t  reducing  them to  a  general ized  case .  In  

o ther  words,  he must  care  fo r  thei r  s ingu lar i ty.  For  example,  Forrest  

confron ts  the ind iv idual  faces  and  names o f  each  pat ien t :  

L iv ing  o r  dead ,  Doc Janney  knew every  face,  a lmost  every  

name.  

“Don’t  you worry.  Bi l ly ’s  a l l  r igh t .  Ho ld  s t i l l  and  le t  me 

t ie  th is .  Peop le  ar e  d r i f t ing  in  every  minu te ,  bu t  i t ’s  so  damn 

dark they  can’t  f ind  ‘em —All  r igh t ,  Mrs.  Oakey.  Here’s  some 

iod ine.  .  .  .  Now let ’s  see th is  man .”  (“Family” 97)  

The use o f  speci f ic  names and  the ad ject ives  “every” and “th is”  h igh l igh ts  

the s ingu lar i ty  o f  each  in ju red  person.  Unl ike the nurse in  “An  Alcoho l ic  

Case,”  Forrest  i s  fo rced  to  ca re  fo r  h is  pat ien t s  wi thou t  reducing  them to 

mere “cases .”  

Th is  confron tat ion  wi th  s ingu lar i ty  leads  to  a  deci s ive change in  

Forres t ’s  r e la t ionsh ip  wi th  P inky  regard ing responsib i l i ty.  While  p rov id ing  

medical  t reatmen t  to  the in ju red  af te r  the to rnado,  Forrest  encoun ters  P inky  

again ,  now in  an  even  more dangerous cond i t ion  due to  the s to rm. When  

Forres t  p rev iously  refused  to  opera t e  on  P inky,  he neg lected  P inky’s  

vu lnerab i l i ty  by  b laming  h im as  the so le  “cu lp r i t”  fo r  Mary’s  death .  In  th is  

sense,  Forrest ’s  reenco un ter  wi th  P inky  dur ing  the cr is i s  fo rces  h im to  face 

what  he had  p rev iously  ignored ,  which  changes thei r  re l a t ionsh ip :  “For  a  

moment  the docto r  hesi t a ted ,  bu t  even  when he closed  h is  eyes ,  the image 

o f Mary  Decker  seemed  to have receded ,  e lud ing  h im.  Some th ing  purely  

p ro fes sional  that  had  no th ing  to  do  wi th human  sensib i l i t ie s  had been  se t  in  

mot ion inside h im,  and  he was powerles s  to  head  i t  o ff”  (“Family” 98) .  As 
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Forres t  acknowledges h is  powerl essness ,  he is  fo rced  to  abandon  h is  

p rev ious v iew of  P inky  as  so lely  responsib le  fo r  Mary’s  death .  He is  now 

compel led  to  respond to  who  P inky  is  in  the p resen t  moment ,  ra ther  than  to  

the person  he used  to  bel ieve P inky was.  Jud i th  Bu t ler ’s  d iscussion  o f  

responsib i l i ty  o ffer s  a  f i t t ing exp lanat ion fo r  Forrest ’s  r ad ical  change 

toward  P inky :  

In a  ce r ta in  way,  and  paradox ical ly,  our  responsib i l i ty  is  

heigh tened  once we have been  sub jected  to  the v io lence o f 

o thers .  We are  acted  upon ,  v io len t ly,  and  i t  appear s  that  our  

capaci ty  to  set  our  own course a t  such  instances  is  fu l ly  

undermined .  Only on ce we have su ffered  that  v io lence a re  we 

compel led ,  e th ical ly,  to  ask  how we wil l  respond  to  v io len t  

in ju ry.  (Bu t ler,  Precarious  16 ) .  

Forres t ’s  new sense o f  responsib i l i t y  is  emphasized  by  h is  a t t i tude toward 

operat ing  on  P inky.  To  s teady  h is  hands,  Forrest  d r inks  alcoho l  befo re  the 

su rgery.  Th is  act  o f  d r ink ing  is  en t i r e ly  d i ffe ren t  f rom h is  p rev ious 

alcoho l ism  because  i t  i s  no longer  abou t  escap ing  o r  numbing  h imself .  Th is  

t ime,  he d r inks  to  respond  to  P inky,  mark ing  a  d isrup t ion o f  h is  fo rmer  

iden t i ty  as  a  docto r  bound  by  alcoho l ism.  

One migh t  argue that  Forrest ’s  change dur ing  the f i r s t  to rnado  is  

so lely  mot ivated  by  h is  ro le  as  a  docto r,  hav ing no th ing  to  do  wi th h is  

response to  s ingu lar i ty.  The narrato r ’s  use o f  “Doc Janney” and  the 

descr ip t ion ,  “Someth ing purely  p ro fessional  that  h ad  no th ing  to  do  wi th  

human sensib i l i ty  had  been  set  in  mot ion  inside h im” (“Family” 98) ,  cou ld  

support  such  an argument.  Indeed ,  i t  cou ld be said  that  what  he does  dur ing  
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the  f i rs t  to rnado is  l imi t ed  to  the p ract i ce  o f  med icine.  However,  the s to ry 

p resen ts  ano ther  k ind o f  response,  one that  canno t  be reduced  to  h is  

p ro fes s ional  du t ies .  After  the to rnado,  in  the devast ated  af t ermath ,  Forrest  

meets  a  g i r l  named  Helen ,  whom he  al ready knows.  Aware that  she lost  her  

fa ther  in  the s to rm , though  she does  no t  yet  know i t ,  he  feel s  a  deep  pain ,  

metaphorica l ly  descr ibed  as  a  “dark  un iverse” :  “Around her  s t re tched  the 

dark un iverse ,  impersonal ,  inconsis t en t”  (“Family” 100 -1) .  Th is  metaphor 

conveys the pain fu l  real i ty  that  no one is  lef t  to  care  fo r  her,  as  her  fa th er  

was her  on ly family.  At  the same t ime,  i t  s ign if ie s  that  Forrest  has  no 

reason  to care  fo r  her  e i ther.  He is  no t a  family  member,  and  s ince Helen  is  

un in ju red ,  he does  no t  need  to  act  as  her  docto r.  Paradox ical ly,  th is  lack  o f 

reason  to care  fo r  her  migh t  mark  the beg inn ing o f  h is  re sponsib i l i t y  as  a  

response wi th  no  clear  r eason .  As a  s ingu lar  being h imself ,  Forre st  i s  now 

fo rced  to  confron t  Helen  as  a  s ingu lar  being .  

At  th is  po in t ,  Forres t  has  no  clear  r eason to  invo lve h imself  wi th  

Helen  because  he is  nei ther  family  nor does  he need  to  tend to  her  as  a  

docto r.  Desp i te  l ack ing a  c l ear  r easo n fo r  care ,  i t  i s  Helen’s  a t t i tude toward  

a  cat  that  t r ansfo rms Forrest ’s  ambivalence in to a  re sponse to  her  

s ingu lar i ty.  During  the f i rs t  to rnado,  as  her  fa ther  was re scu ing  her,  Helen 

s imul taneously  rescued  a  cat ,  wh ich  she con t inued  to  care  fo r.  When  Forrest  

jok ing ly  remarks that  she “on ly  has  a  cat”  ins t ead  o f  any  relat ives ,  i t  

ref l ect s  the sever i ty  o f  Helen’s  s i tua t ion —she has  no  one to  care  fo r  her,  

and  Forres t  remains  unsure o f  what  he can do .  However,  her  react ion  to  h is  

joke unset t les  h is  a t t i tude:  “‘I t ’s  jus t  a  cat , ’ she admit ted  calmly,  bu t 

angu ished by  her  own betrayal  o f  h er  love,  she hugged i t  c lose r”  (“Family” 
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101) .  Her  in i t ia l  words,  “I t ’s  jus t  a  cat , ”  accompan ied  by  the indef in i te  

ar t i c le  “a ,”  are  undoub ted ly t rue in  the sense that  Helen  on ly acciden tal ly  

saved  i t .  She has  no clear  reason  to  con t inue car ing  fo r  i t .  Yet ,  by  

immediately  hugg ing  the cat  as  i f  to  deny  her  f i rs t  words,  she reveals  he r  

a t t i tude o f  car ing  fo r  i t .  When Forrest  a t t empts  to  un iversal ize  the s i tuat ion  

by  say ing ,  “Tak ing care  o f  a  cat  must  be p ret ty  hard” (“Family” 101) ,  Helen  

coun ters  h is  remark  by respond ing  as  i f  the cat  i s  no t  “a  cat , ”  bu t  the cat ,  a  

s ingu lar  being :  “I t  i sn ’t  any t roub le  a t  a l l .  I t  doesn’t  eat  hard ly  any th ing” 

(“Family” 101) .  Notab ly,  Helen’s  a t t i tude toward  the cat  changes Forrest ’s  

a t t i tude toward  her.  As the narra to r  descr ibes ,  “He pu t  h is  hand  in h is  

pocket ,  and  then  changed  h is  mind  sudden ly” ( “Family” 101) ,  s ignal ing that  

Forres t  has  decided  to  become an  ac t ive agen t  o f  care ,  which  s tark ly  

con tra s ts  wi th  h is  fo rmer  passive cond i t ion as  a  “d runk .”  He p romises  

Helen  that  he wi l l  re tu rn  la t er  that  day.  The image o f  th e “dark  un iverse” 

that  Forres t  in i t ia l ly  saw in Helen  is  thus  t ransfo rmed  in to  an  act  o f  care ,  as  

a  response to  her  s ingu lar i ty.  

Responsib i l i ty  to  s ingu lar i ty  becomes even more ev iden t  th rough  the 

second  to rnado .  Con trary  to  the town’s  expecta t ions ,  such  as  one res iden t ’s  

bel ief  that  “Ain ’t  go ing  to  be a  nex t  to rnado” (“Family” 101) ,  the second  

to rnado s t r ikes  soon  af ter,  fo reground ing  the impossib i l i ty  o f  con tro l l ing  o r  

p red ict ing natu ral  d isas ter s .  The ex tensive damage completely  dest roys 

Forres t ’s  d rug s to re ,  and i t  i s  r eveal ed  that  P inky,  whom Forrest  had  

operat ed  on af t er  the f i r s t  to rnado ,  has  d ied  dur ing  the devastat ing s i tuat ion  

o f the second one.  Th is  s i tuat ion s ign if ies  that  Forrest  i s  s t r ipped  o f  h is  

iden t i ty  as  a  docto r.  When  Forrest  decides  to  leave the town and h is  b ro ther  
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Gene asks  i f  he wi l l  p rac t ice  med icine again  elsewhere,  Forres t  on ly  g ives  

an  uncer tain  answer.  In  th is  sense,  Forrest  i s  fo rced  to  become a s ingu lar  

being ,  no  longer  def ined by  a  specif ic  iden t i ty  bu t  s imply  by  being h imself .  

As a  s ingu lar  being ,  Forrest  r e-enco un ters  Rose,  who has  lost  her  son 

P inky.  When  Forrest  says  goodbye,  Rose re sponds:  “‘Goodbye, ’ she 

responded,  and  then added in  a  dead  vo ice,  ‘Good  luck to  you ,  Forrest ’ ”  

(“Family” 105) .  Rose does  no t  b lame Forres t  fo r  fa i l ing  to  save P inky’s  

l i fe .  Rather,  as  the verb  “responded” impl ies ,  her  a t t i tude toward  h im has  

sh if ted  to  recogn ize h is  responsib i l i ty  as  a  s ingu lar  being.  Th is  sh i f t  i s  

ev iden t  in  the way  she addresses  h im.  When  Rose had  asked Forrest  to  

operat e  on  P inky  befo re  the to rnadoes,  she cal l ed  h im “Doc,”  say ing ,  “D oc,  

you  do  i t !”  (“Family” 91) .  Th is  t ime ,  wi thou t  Forrest ’s  iden t i ty  as  a  docto r,  

she cal l s  h im “Forrest , ”  emphasiz ing h is  s ingu lar i ty  by  d i rect ly  address ing  

h im.  Then,  Forres t  a lso  re sponds to  Rose as  a  s ingu lar  being.  On  the 

su rface,  he seems s i l en t  in  response to  her  words:  “For  a  moment  he was  

tempted  to  say  someth ing conci l ia to ry,  bu t he saw i t  was no  use.  He was  up 

against  the maternal  ins t inct ,  the  same fo rce that  had sen t  l i t t le  Helen  

th rough  the s to rm with her  in ju red  cat”  (“Fami ly” 105) .  While  one migh t  

argue that  Forrest  genera l izes  Rose’s  feel ings  by referr ing  to  them as  “ the 

maternal  ins t inct ”  (“Family” 105) ,  which  cou ld  seem con trary  to  

recogn izing  her  s ingu lar i ty,  i t  i s  importan t  to  consider  what  Forrest  learned 

f rom Helen’s  r e la t ionsh ip  wi th  her  cat .  Helen  cared  fo r  the cat  wi thou t  any 

clea r  reason,  and  s imila r ly,  the mate rnal  ins t inct  Forrest  observes  in  Rose 

here  is  no t  reducib le  to  a  s imple b lood  relat ionsh ip .  What  he sees  is  Rose’s  

care  fo r  P inky  as  a  responsib i l i ty  to  h is  s ingu lar i ty.  
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This  theme o f  responsib i l i ty  to  s ingu lar i ty  cu lminates  in  the f inal  

scene,  where Forrest  decides  to  adop t Helen .  The narrato r  descr ibes  the  

s i tuat ion  af ter  the second  to rnado  as  one in  which  “many  famil i es  would  

never  be the same” ( “Family” 104) .  For  Forre s t ,  th is  s ignals  a  

t ransfo rmat ion  in  the idea  o f  family  i t sel f .  Before leav ing  town,  Forrest  

learns  that  Helen  has  a l r eady  moved  to  Montgomery  with  her  cat .  He buys a 

t icket  to  Montgomery,  determined  to  welcome Helen  and  the cat  a s  par t  o f 

h is  new “family. ”  When  Forrest  s ays  to  h imself ,  “She hasn’t  go t  any  k in.  I 

guess  she’s  my  l i t t l e  g i r l  now” (“Family” 106) ,  there  is  no clear  log ical  

connect ion  between  the two  s ta t ements .  Th is  marks  a  rad ical  sh i f t  in  

Forres t ’s  unders tand ing  o f  responsib i l i ty.  At  the beg i nn ing  o f  the s to ry,  

responsib i l i ty  was someth ing Forres t  p ro ject ed  on to P inky  by  iden t i fy ing 

h im as  the “cu lp r i t”  fo r  Mary’s  dea th ; by  the end  o f  the s to ry,  responsib i l i ty  

i s  what  Forrest  f eel s  fo r  Helen  wi thou t  any  clea r  reason.  Th is  sh i f t  does  no t 

mean  that  he has  overcome h is  vu lnerab i l i ty.  Forrest  fu l ly  acknowledges h is  

con t inued vu lnerab i l i ty,  symbol ized  by  the recurr ing mot i f  o f  “wind”:  “In 

h is  memory  o f  that  terr ib l e  week ,  the winds s t i l l  s a i l ed  abou t  h im, came in 

as  d raugh ts  th rough  the co rr idor  o f  the car—winds o f  the world —cyclones ,  

hurr icanes ,  to rnadoes —grey  and  b lack ,  expected  o r  unfo reseen ,  some from 

the sky,  some from the caves  o f  hel l ”  (“Family” 106) .  While  h is  f inal  

words,  “I  guess  the o ld b r ig  can  keep af loat  a  l i t t l e  longer —in  any  wind” 

(“Family” 106) ,  may  seem uncer t ain  o r  unrel i ab le ,  i t  i s  th is  very  

uncer t ain ty  that  demonstra tes  h is  accep tance o f  h is  own vu lnerab i l i ty.  Th is  

confron tat ion  wi th  vu lnerab i l i ty  opens h im to  Helen ,  mark ing the beg inn ing  

o f care  as  a  r esponse to  s ingu lar i ty. 2 3  
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Overal l ,  the  t i t le  “Family  in  the Wind” can be in terp reted  as  a  

response to  s ingu lar i ty.  In  the f i rs t  hal f  o f  the s to ry,  which  focuses  on  

P inky’s  in ju ry,  the Janney  family  operat es  under  the t rad i t ional  p remise that  

they must  care  fo r  P inky  because he is  a  family  member.  For  example,  

P inky’s  b ro ther  Bu tch  admits  that  he  never  though t  much  o f  h is  b ro ther,  bu t  

s t i l l  u rges  Forrest  to  perfo rm the su rgery :  “‘Well ,  I  can’t  say  I  ever  though t  

so  much o f  h im’—his  tone changed  def ian t ly —‘but  af t er  a l l ,  he’s  my  own 

b ro ther—’” ( “Family” 93) .  Bu tch’s  a t t i tude ref l ect s  the idea that  he cares  

fo r  P inky  s imply  because they  are  family.  The phrase “bu t  af ter  a l l”  

suggests  that  fami ly  t ies  serve as  an  overwhelming  reason  fo r  care  that  goes  

beyond personal  feel ings .  In  the second  half  o f  the s to ry,  which  cen ters  on 

the to rnadoes,  Forrest ’s  re l a t ionsh ip  wi th  Helen  redef ines  th is  p remise o f  

family  as  being “in  the wind ,”  which means being  uncer ta in  and  no t  

res t r ic t ed  to  b lood  rela t ions .  Forrest  cares  fo r  Helen  no t  because she is  a  

member  o f  h is  family,  bu t  because he responds to  her  as  a  s ingu lar  being .  I t  

i s  th rough  th is  recogn i t ion  o f  s ingu lar i ty  that  they  become a “family.”  In 

th is  sense,  the t i t l e  “Family  in  the Wind ,”  which  seems to  rep resen t  i t s  

uncer t ain ty,  i s  an  exact  expression  fo r vu lnerab i l i ty  as  the beg inn ing o f 

care . 2 4  

 

Conclusion  

With The Grea t  Gatsby ,  “An Alcoho l ic  Case,”  and  “Family  in  the 

Wind ,”  F i tzgerald  chal lenges  the image o f  the typ ica l  male  modern is t  

wri ter,  o f ten  seen  as  aff i rming  the modern is t  sub ject  a s  an  iso lated  

ind iv idual .  In  The Grea t  Gatsby ,  the  re la t ionsh ip  o f  care  between  Nick and 
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Gatsby suggests  that  Nick  re sponds to  Gatsby  with  no  clear  r eason  bu t  wi th 

a  vague sense o f  being  “responsib le” fo r  h im.  Nick’s  feel ing  o f  

responsib i l i ty  fo r  Gatsby  as  a  s ingu lar  being  resonates  wi th  the 

con temporary  concep t  o f  responsib i l i ty  to  s ingu lar i t y,  which  is  d is t inct  

f rom au tomat ic  re sponse .  Nick’s  responsib i l i ty  is  d i rected  so lely  toward  

Gatsby,  a l ign ing  with the eth ics  o f  care ,  which ho lds  that  care  shou ld be 

g iven  to  a  s ingu lar  being  rather  than  general ized  in to  a  “case.”  “An 

Alcoho l ic  Case” i ro n ical ly  h igh l igh ts  the necessi ty  o f  responsib i l i ty  to  

s ingu lar i ty  th rough  the nurse’s  f a i lu re  to  care  fo r  the pat ien t ,  as  she red uces  

h im to  a  “case.”  In  con tras t ,  “Family in  the Wind” shows the docto r  being 

fo rced  to  confron t  responsib i l i ty  to  s ingu lar i ty  af t er  being  p laced  in  a  s t a te  

o f rad ical  vu lnerab i l i ty.  While  the theme o f  vu lnerab i l i ty  as  the beg inn ing 

o f care  emerges  f rom a close read in g o f  The Grea t  Gatsby ,  the  two shor t  

s to r ies  demonstrate  that  th is  theme ex tends beyond the in terp ret at ion  o f  the 

s ing le  work .  They  fo reground F i tzge rald  as  a  wri te r  who  con t inuously  

engages wi th  these themes th roughou t h is  career,  chal l eng ing the image o f 

male  modern is t  wri t er s  who rej ect  vu lnerab i l i ty  and  care .  

     The in terp ret at ion  o f  care  beg inn ing  f rom vu lnerab i l i ty  as  

responsib i l i ty  to  s ingu lar i ty  is  par t i cu lar ly  importan t  fo r  th is  s tudy  because 

i t  p rov ides  a  methodo log ica l  gu idel ine.  S ince the vu lnerab le  ind iv idual  i s  a  

s ingu lar  being that  canno t  be genera l ized ,  the s tudy  shou ld  avo id 

es tab l i sh ing  a  genera l  def in i t ion  o f  vu lnerab i l i ty  in  advance.  In  fac t ,  recen t  

exp lo rat ions  rela ted  to  the themes o f  care  f rom th is  perspect ive have 

at tempted  to  confron t  th is  d i ff icu l t  quest ion ,  such  as  Bu t le r ’s  concep t  o f  

“ th is  l i f e ,”  Kokubun’s  “fo recast  e rro r,”  and  Yasuh iko  Murakami’s  
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“phenomenolog ical  qual i ta t ive resea rch .” 2 5  These concep tual izat ions  o f  

responsib i l i ty  to  s ingu lar i ty  rep resen t a t t empts  to  g rasp  care  fo r  s ingu la r i ty  

in  opposi t ion  to  general i zat ion .  I t  i s  t rue that  any  academic s tud ies  r equ ire  

log ical  consis tency,  as  th is  s tudy on  l i tera tu re  se ts  the overa rch ing 

f ramework  o f  vu lnerab i l i ty  as  the beg inn ing  o f  care .  At  the same t ime ,  

F i tzgerald ’s  s to r ies  r equ ire  respond ing  to  each  l i te rary  work  wi thou t 

imposing  a  f ixed ,  general i zed  def in i t ion  o f  vu lnerab i l i ty  and  care .  Read ing 

o ther  modern is t  wri t ers —Chandler,  Mil ler,  and Sal inger—should  be a  

p ract ice  in  th is  responsib i l i ty  to  s ingu lar i ty.  
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Chapter  Three  

Vulnerab i l i ty  as  Being  in  the World in  Raymond  Chand ler ’s  The Big S leep 2 6  

 

In t roduct ion  

Thus,  by  ex tract ing  the perspect ive o f vu lnerab i l i ty  as  the beg inn ing 

o f care  f rom F i tzgerald ’s  works,  th is  s tudy exp lo res  the possib i l i ty  o f  

ex tend ing i t  in to  the b roader  con tex t  o f  modern is t  l i t era tu re .  Just  as  Nick 

sees  the idea l  f igure o f  a  sel f -made man in  Gatsby,  t rad i t ional  

unders tand ing s o f  modern ism tend  to  focus on the ind iv idual .  However,  

s ince the emergence o f  new modern i s t  s tud ies  a t  the beg inn ing  o f  the 21st  

cen tu ry,  th is  t rad i t ional  image o f  the modern is t  ind iv idual  has  begun to  be 

cal l ed  in to  quest ion .  The p rev ious two  chap ters  d emonstra te  that  

F i tzgerald ’s  works  can  be rer ead  wi th in  th is  new t rend  o f  modern is t  s tud ies .  

The rela t ionsh ip  between  Nick  and  Gatsby rad ica l ly  chal lenges  the typ ical  

image o f  the modern is t  sub ject  as  a  “man” who “is  by  natu re  so l i t ary,  

asocial ,  unab le  to  en ter  in to  relat ionsh ips  wi th  o ther  human  beings” 

(Lukács  20) by  p resen t ing  a  re la t ionsh ip o f  care  roo ted  in  vu lnerab i l i ty.  The 

two  short  s to r i es—“An Alcoho l ic  Case” and  “Family  in  the Wind” —confi rm 

that  th is  i s  no t  an  excep t ional  theme  bu t  one o f  the crucial  quest ions  fo r  

F i tzgerald ,  especi al ly  regard ing the exp lo rat ion  o f  responsib i l i ty  to  

s ingu lar i ty.  Reread ing  F i tzgerald  as  a  modern is t  male  wri t er  natu ral ly  

ra ises  a  quest ion .  I f  the theme o f  vu lnerab i l i ty  as  the beg inn ing  o f  care  

unset t l es  what  the t rad i t ional  modern is t  s tud ies  read  in  male  modern is t  

wri ters ,  i s  i t  un ique to  F i tzgerald? Can  th is  approach  to  reread ing  modern is t  

l i ter atu re  be app l ied  to  o ther  male  m odern is t  wri te rs?  
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Raymond Chand ler ’s  hard -bo i led  det ect ive f i c t ion  featu r ing  Ph i l ip  

Marlowe as  a  p r ivate  detec t ive  is  worth  reconsider ing in  th is  con tex t .  

General ly,  the image o f  the p r ivate  detect ive can  be  as  easi ly  as sociat ed  

wi th the t rad i t ional  unders tand ing o f  the modern is t  ind iv idual  as  the 

charact er  o f  Gatsby.  As the term “pr ivate” i t sel f  impl ies ,  i t  p reci sely  

embodies  the image o f  a  “man” who  “is  by natu re  so l i tary,  asoc ial ,  unab le  

to  en ter  in to  relat ionsh ips  wi th  o ther  human  beings” (Lukács  20) .  As John  

T.  I rwin  characte r izes  i t ,  these det ec t ives  are  “ their  own boss ,”  l iv ing 

alone,  earn ing  a  l iv ing ,  and confron t ing  the world  o f  v io lence on thei r  own.  

Moreover,  as  Jonathan  Mitchel l  suggests ,  the charact er  o f  the detect ive can  

be easi ly  iden t i f ied  wi th  what  R .  W.  B.  Lewis  concep tual izes  a s  the 

Ameri can  Adam as  “an  ind iv idual  s t and ing  alone,  sel f - r el i an t  and  sel f -

p ropel l ing,  ready  to  confron t  whatev er  awai t ed  h im with the aid  o f  h is  own 

un ique and  inheren t  re sources”  (Lew is  5 ) .  Jonathan Mitchel l  argues  that ,  

wh i le  Lewis  laments  the decl ine o f  accep tance o f  the American  Adam image 

in  the f i rs t  hal f  o f  the twen t ie th  cen tu ry,  i t  “became a  fundamental  

o rgan izing  narra t ive o f  American  iden t i ty  in  the twen t ie th  cen tu ry” 

(Mitchel l  1 ) ,  includ ing in  the mot i f  o f detec t ive  in  mul t ip le  med ia .  

However,  Chand ler ’s  por t rayal  o f  the p r ivate  detect ive rad ical ly  chal lenges  

th is  genera l  image.  Th is  chap ter  exp lo res  the h idden vu lnerab i l i ty  in  the 

mot i f  o f  the p r ivate  det ect ive by  ref igur ing i t  th rough  Chand ler ’s  

d is t inct ive concern  fo r  “ the world ,”  wh ich  resonates  wi th  Mart in  

Heidegger ’s  concep t  o f  “being  in  the world .”  Unl ike the armchair  detect ive,  

Marlowe becomes en tang led  in  the cases  he invest igat es ,  confron t ing a  

real i ty  that  he canno t  p red ict  o r  con tro l .  Th is  vu lnerab i l i ty,  inheren t  in  
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being  in  the world ,  leads  to  the subvers ion  o f  h is  iden t i ty  as  a  p r ivate  

detect ive,  open ing  up  the possib i l i ty  o f  care  even  fo r  cu lp r i ts  and  v ict im s  

who are  typ ical ly  excluded  from care  in  t rad i t ional  detect ive novels .  

 

“With in and Withou t ”:  F i tzgera ld ’s  Works and  Hard -bo i led  F ict ion  

Some scho lars  have al ready  no ted  the connect ion  between  

F i tzgerald ’s  works,  par t i cu lar ly  The Grea t  Gatsby ,  and  Raymond  Chand ler ’s  

hard -bo i led  f ic t ion .  I t  i s  wel l  known that  Chand ler  admired  F i tzgera ld ’s  

works,  remark ing  in  one o f  h is  le t ter s  that  F i tzgerald  possessed  “one o f  the 

rare st  qual i t ie s  in  a l l  l i te ratu re” ( Raymond  140 ) .  In  fact ,  Chand ler  even  

expressed  a  desi re  to  work  on  a  movie adap tat ion  o f  The Grea t  Gatsby . 2 7  In  

add i t ion  to  Chand ler ’s  re spect  fo r  F i tzgerald ,  R ichard  Anderson  po in ts  ou t a  

s t rong  aff in i ty  between  the wri t ing  s ty le  in  The Grea t  Gatsby ,  where Gat sby  

remains  a  myster ious  f igure,  and  that  o f  the hard -bo i led  detect ive genre,  

wi th Chand ler  as  one o f  the fo remost  examples . 2 8  Maureen  Corr igan 

p rov ides  a  more detai l ed  analysis  o f  th is  aff in i ty,  no t ing that  F i tzgerald  

refe rs  to  h imself  as  a  “ha rd -bo i led  p ro fessional”  in  the p reface to  the 

Modern  L ib rary  ed i t ion  o f  The Grea t  Gatsby ,  and  that  Nick also  uses  the  

term “hard -bo i led” when  descr ib ing  the pain t ing o f  h is  g reat -uncle . 2 9  These 

numerou s s imil ar i t ies  inv i te  a  read ing  o f  Chand ler ’s  hard -bo i led  f ic t ion  in  

comparison  with F i tzgerald ’s  work s .  

What  is  par t icu lar ly  no tab le  abou t  th is  aff in i ty  between  The Grea t 

Gatsby  and hard -bo i led  f ic t ion  is  that ,  wh i le  Nick  can  be v iewed  as  a  

detect ive unravel ing the myste ry  o f  Gatsby,  he is  character ized  by h is  

vu lnerab i l i ty  as  a  detect ive wi th  a  confused  s tandpo in t .  On  the one hand ,  as  
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Corr igan  po in ts  ou t ,  Nick  appear s  to  s tand “ou ts ide” as  an  observan t  

narrato r :  “As cr i t i cs  and  scho lar s  unan imously  aff i rm,  one o f  the 

ex traord inary advances  that  F i tzgera ld made in  Gatsby  was h is  deci s ion to  

have the main  charact er ’s  t a le  to ld  f rom the ou ts ide by  an observan t  

narrato r.  That  ins ide -ou ts ide perspec t ive p reserves  the cen tral  a i r  o f  

mystery  that  su rrounds Gatsby  .  .  . ”  (Corr igan  129 -30) .  In  th is  sense,  Nick 

indeed  seems to  p lay  the ro le  o f  a  detec t ive,  a t tempt ing  to  uncover  the 

h idden  t ru th  beh ind  the myster ious  characte r  o f  Gatsby.  However,  on  the  

o ther  hand ,  Nick’s  “ou ts ide” s t andpo in t  i s  qu i te  p rob lemat ic .  As Corr ig an 

observes ,  “we’ re  never  complet ely  clear  on  what  he’s  [Gatsby ’s]  done to  

make h is  money” (Corr igan  130) ,  and Nick  h imself  r emains  unab le  to  fu l ly  

so lve the mystery  o f Gatsby.  While  Nick cla ims he is  incl ined  to  “re serv e 

al l  judgments” (Gatsby  5 ),  what  he r eveals  in  the end  is  h is  sub ject ive 

judgment  that  Gatsby is  “g reat , ”  as  t he t i t le  o f  h is  narr at ive suggest s .  One 

crucial  r eason  fo r  Nick’s  vu lnerab i l i ty  as  a  detect ive is  that  h is  s tandpo in t 

canno t  be clear ly  categorized  as  “ou ts ide.”  As Nick  desc r ibes  h is  posi t io n 

at  Myrt le’s  par ty  as  being  “with in and  withou t”  ( Gatsby  27 ) ,  he  

s imul taneously  occup ies  bo th an  “ou ts ide” and  “inside” perspect ive.  

Al though  he s ta te s  that  “ l i fe  i s  much more success fu l ly  looked  at  f rom a 

s ing le  window,  af ter  a l l”  ( Gatsby  7 ) ,  Nick  fai l s  to  observe the world  

ob ject ively  because he h imself  i s  em bedded in  i t .  While  shar ing  some 

charact er i s t i cs  wi th  the detect ive in  hard -bo i led  f ic t ion ,  Nick  embodies  

vu lnerab i l i ty  th rough  h is  unp laceab le  s tandpo in t ,  wh ich  rad ica l ly  unset t l es  

the d icho tomy of  ins ide and  ou ts ide.  

Th is  chap ter  focuses  on  th is  confusion  o f  s tandpo in t  as  vu lnerab i l i ty  
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in  the detect ive mot i f  in  Chand ler ’s  The Big  S leep ,  par t icu la r ly  th rough 

Chand ler ’s  charact er is t ic  concern  fo r  “ the world .”  The mot i f  o f  the 

detect ive typ ical ly  evokes an  ex tern al  s tandpo in t ,  as  i t  impl ies  an  

ind iv idual  who  uncovers  the t ru th  o f  the world f rom a detached  perspec t ive.  

However,  the p r ivate  detec t ive in  The Big  S leep  i s  charact er i zed  by  the 

depr ivat ion  o f  th is  t ranscenden tal  s t andpo in t .  Much l ike Nick’s  sense o f  

being  “with in  and  withou t ,”  Marlowe is  fo rced  to  par t i c ipate  “ in” the 

invest igat io n,  a  p rocess  that  i s  supposed to  ob ject ively  detec t  the t ru th.  In  

th is  cond i t ion  o f  “being  in  the world ,”  Marlowe engages wi th  care  that  

beg ins  f rom vu lnerab i l i ty,  rad ical ly  unset t l ing h is  iden t i ty  as  a  detect ive .  

 

Vu lnerab i l i ty  and  Chand ler ’s  Invo lvement   

wi th the Quest ion  o f  Detect ive F ict ion  

The Big  S leep  i s  the f i rs t  s to ry in  the Ph i l ip  Marlowe ser i es .  As 

Chand ler ’s  detec t ive s to r ie s  ar e  wel l  known fo r  thei r  compl ica ted  p lo ts ,  th is  

work  consis ts  o f  several  in ter twined  cases .  F i rs t ,  Marlowe is  asked  to  

invest igat e  an  ex to r t ion  case by  Guy  S ternwood,  who has  made h is  fo r tu ne 

in  the o i l  business .  S ternwood  has  received  a  le t ter  f rom a man  named  

Arthur  Guin  Geiger  c l a iming  that  h is  second daugh ter,  Carmen ,  owes h im 

money.  S ternwood  wan ts  Marlowe to  set t l e  the mat ter,  and  Marlowe a grees .  

As he is  l eav ing  the house af t er  the meet ing ,  he is  s topped  by S ternwood’s  

e ldest  daugh ter,  Viv ian .  She asks  Marlowe i f  he is  invest igat ing  her  mis s ing 

husband ,  Regan ,  bu t  Marlowe den ies  i t  s ince h is  c l ien t  i s  S te rnwood .  Soon 

af te r  he beg ins  invest igat ing the ex to r t ion ,  Marlowe d iscovers  that  Geiger  

is  an  underground  f igure,  os tensib ly  posing  as  a  used  book dealer  whi le  
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secret ly  deal ing  in  pornography.  Al though  Marlowe t r ie s  to  t rack  Geiger  

down, he instead  d iscovers  Geiger ’s  dead body  with a  naked Carmen . Aft er  

several  more murders  invo lv ing  Geiger ’s  henchman  and  h is  homosexual  

lover,  Marlowe uncovers  the t ru th .  Carmen  h ad  accumulat ed  gambling  

deb ts ,  fo r  which  Geiger  had  pho tographed  her  naked .  S ternwood’s  d r iver,  

who was in  love wi th Carmen ,  found  ou t  abou t  thei r  re la t ionsh ip  and  k i l l ed 

Geiger.  When  the ser ies  o f  cases  becomes pub l ic ,  S ternwood  uses  h is  power  

to  cover  up  h is  family ’s  invo lvement .  Marlowe is  no t  sat isf ied  wi th  th is  

o ff ic ia l  conclusion ,  especial ly  s ince  the mystery  o f  Viv ian’s  miss ing 

husband  remains  unso lved.  He decid es  to  con t inue h is  own invest igat ion ,  

bel iev ing  that  the ser ie s  o f  cases  is  somehow connected  to  the husband’s  

d isappearance.  

At  f i rs t  g lance,  the seeming ly  typ ica l  detect ive p lo t  may g ive the 

impression  that  the s to ry  is  incompat ib le  wi th  the theme o f  vu lnerab i l i ty .  

Cer tain ly,  detect ive novels  o f ten  address  physica l  and psycho log ical  

wounds,  wi th  murder  cases  f requen t ly a t  thei r  cen ter.  However,  s tar t ing 

wi th Edgar  Al lan  Poe’s  Auguste  Dupin ser ies  and  popu lar ized  th rough 

Conan  Doyle’s  Sher lock  Holmes,  det ect ive f i c t i on  in i t i a l ly  evo lved  as  

analy t ic  f ic t ion.  In  these works,  the wounds dep icted  are  merely  a  backdrop  

to the p r imary  goal  o f  uncover ing  a  s ing le  so lu t ion  to  myster ies .  In  th is  

sense,  the genre re jec ts  vu lnerab i l i t y  by  assuming  a  world  where ra t ional  

so lu t ions  are  possib le .  S.S .  Van  Dine’s  “f ai r  p lay  method” exempli f i es  t h is  

re ject ion .  He declared  that  detect ive  f ic t ion  is  “a  k ind  o f  in tel lectual  game” 

(Dine 189) ,  es tab l i sh ing  ru les  fo r  the genre to  funct ion  as  a  “game” where 

myster ies  are  so lved  log ical ly  and  scien t i f i cal l y.  In  th is  “game,”  there  i s  no 
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room fo r  “ the real i ty  o f  fa l l ib i l i ty,  mutab i l i ty,  unpred ictab i l i ty,  and  

uncon tro l lab i l i ty” (Gi l son 3 ) ,  the very characte r is t ics  that  Gi l son def ines  as  

vu lnerab i l i ty.  

Moreover,  the ca tegorizat ion o f  The Big  S leep  as  hard -bo i led  f ic t ion  

seems to  fu r ther  d is tance i t  f rom the  theme o f  care .  Hard -bo i led  detect iv es  

are  general ly  charact er ized  as  independen t  ind iv iduals  who  invest igate  

cases  wi thou t  belong ing to  any  o rgan izat ion ,  mak ing  a  l iv ing  wi thou t  

re ly ing on  o ther s .  As I rwin  s ta te s ,  they  are  “one’s  own boss” in  th is  

respect . 3 0  The open ing  scene o f  The Big  S leep  exempli f ie s  th is  typ ical  hard -

bo i led  detect ive sel f - image:  “I  was wear ing  my powder -b lue su i t ,  wi th  a  

dark b lue sh ir t ,  t ie ,  and  d isp lay  handkerch ief ,  b lack  b rogues,  and  b lack  

wool  socks wi th  dark  b lue clocks on  them.  I  was neat ,  c lean -shaved ,  and  

sober,  and  I  d idn’t  care  who knew i t .  I  was every th ing  the wel l -d res sed  

p r ivate  det ect ive ough t  to  be” ( Big  589) .  Here,  Mar lowe p rominen t ly  

d isp lays  h is  adherence to  the p r ivate  detect ive image,  asser t ing  con tro l  over  

h imsel f  th rough  sheer  wi l l .  The phrase “I  d idn ’t  ca re  who  knew i t”  ( Big  

589)  s ignals  a  c l ear  ind iffe rence to  car ing .  Th is  re ject ion  o f  care  is  a l so  

ev iden t  in  h is  conversat ion  wi th  General  S ternwood , where he exp lains  why 

he became a  p r ivate  det ect ive :  “I  was f i red .  For  insubord inat ion .  I  tes t  v ery  

h igh on  insubord inat ion,  Ge neral”  ( Big  594) .  These words ind icat e  that  

Marlowe does  no t  p lace h imself  in  a  subord inate  posi t ion.  Th is  image o f  the 

hard -bo i led  detect ive as  a  sel f -made  man ,  independen t  o f  o thers ,  appear s  to  

s tand  in  opposi t ion  to  the  theme o f  care .  

However,  what  i s  crucia l  in  Chand le r ’s  works is  that  they  chal lenge 

the assumptions o f t rad i t ional  detect ive f ic t ion .  In  h is  es say  “The S imple 
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Art  o f  Murder,”  Chand ler  cr i t ic izes  detect ive f i c t ion  as  “an  in tel lectual  

game.”  For  Chand ler,  murder  in  detect ive f ic t ion shou ld  no t be reduced  to 

such a  “game”:  “The boys wi th thei r  feet  on the desks  know that  the easi es t  

murder  case in  the world  to  b rea k  is  the one somebody  t r ied  to  get  very  cu te  

wi th ;  the one that  rea l ly  bo thers  them is  the murder  somebody though t  o f  

on ly two minu tes  befo re  he pu l led  i t  o ff”  (“S imple” 986) .  The murders  

Chand ler  r efe rs  to  are  no t  par t  o f  a  game with  clea r  ru les  that  can  be so lved  

log ical ly  and  scien t i f ica l ly ;  ins tead ,  they  take p lace wi thou t  c lear  ru les .  

Th is  d i rect ly  con trad ict s  one o f  Dine’s  ru les ,  wh ich  s ta te s  that  the “cu lp r i t  

must  be determined  by log ical  deduc t ions  — no t  by  acciden t ,  co incidence,  

o r unmotivated  conf ess ion” (Dine 190) .  Chand ler ’s  ar t  o f  murder  invo lves  

p recise ly  what  Dine exp l ic i t ly  re ject s .  As a  re su l t ,  Chand ler ’s  work is  f i l led  

wi th “the real i ty  o f  fa l l ib i l i ty,  mutab i l i ty,  unpred ictab i l i ty,  and 

uncon tro l lab i l i ty” (Gi l son 3 ) .  In  th is  sense,  Chand ler ’ s  cr i t ique o f 

t rad i t ional  detect ive f ic t ion  can  be seen  as  an  effo r t  to  recl aim the 

vu lnerab i l i ty  the genre has  t r ad i t ional ly  excluded .  

Chand ler  a rgues  that  i f  wri ter s  a t t empt  to  wri te  abou t  “ the murder  

somebody  though t  o f  on ly  two  minu tes  befo re  he pu l led  i t  o ff”  (“S imple”  

986) ,  they must  a lso  wri te  abou t  “ the au then t ic  f lavor  o f  l i fe  as  i t  i s  l ived” 

(“S imple” 986) .  Notab ly,  Chand ler ’s  own “l i f e  as  i t  was l ived” was far  f rom 

that  o f  “one’s  own boss .”  Desp i te  h is  ear ly  asp ir at ions  to  become a wri t er,  

Chand ler  was unab le  to  real i ze  h is  d ream fo r  many  year s  whi le  l iv ing  wi th 

h is  mother. 3 1  In  o ther  words,  h is  l i fe  was never  one he cou ld  l ive e n t i re ly 

on  h is  own terms.  After  ho ld ing  var ious jobs ,  he was even tual ly  h i red  by  a  

company  associ ated  wi th  the burgeon ing o i l  industry  in  Los Angeles ,  thanks 
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to  a  f r i end’s  support .  Un l ike h is  charact er  Marlowe,  who  was f i red  fo r  

insubord inat ion,  Chand ler  worked  loyal ly fo r  the company.  Although he was 

successfu l ly  p romoted ,  he began s t rugg l ing  wi th  alcoho l  i ssues  in  the la te  

1920s,  which  were exacerbat ed  by h is  f r iend’s  sudden  death  and  h is  war  

exper i ences .  Tom Wil l iams no tes  tha t  Chand ler ’s  a l coho l  p rob lem l ikely 

became ser ious  due to  a  combinat ion  o f  these complex  facto rs ,  mak ing  i t  

d i ff icu l t  to  p inpo in t  a  s ing le  c l ear  cause. 3 2  Th is  lack  o f  a  c lea r  cause i s  

ind icat ive o f  h is  vu lnerab i l i ty,  suggest ing  that  h is  l i f e  was sub ject  to  fo rces  

beyond h is  con tro l .  Chand ler ’s  l i fe  a s  an  employee in  the o i l  company  came 

to an  end  when  h is  re l a t ionsh ip wi th  a  co l league dete r io rat ed ,  u l t imate ly  

lead ing to  h is  d ismissal .  Th is  p rocess  o f  d ismissal  con tras t s  sharp ly  wi th  

that  o f  Marlowe,  who  was d ismissed  fo r  insubord inat i on  by h is  own cho ice.  

Unl ike Marlowe,  Chand ler ’s  l i f e  was s ign if ican t ly  in f luenced  by h is  

re la t ionsh ips  wi th  o thers .  I t  was th rough  th is  exper ience o f  vu lnera b i l i t y  

that  Chand ler  was compel led  to  wri te  detect ive f i c t ion .  

 

Being  in  the World :  The Care abou t  the World  

How,  then ,  d id  Chand ler  reconnect  t he genre o f  hard -bo i led  novels  

wi th vu lnerab i l i ty? I t  i s  th rough  a  un ique concern  fo r  the “world” as  “b eing 

in  the world .”  As Ryuzo  Uch ida po in ts  ou t ,  the  f igure o f  the detect ive can 

be said  to  emerge f rom a  concern  fo r  the “world .” 3 3  Chand ler  a lso  

repeated ly  uses  the term “world” to  exp lain  what  wri t ers  o f  detect ive 

f ic t ion  shou ld  be concern ed  with :  

The real is t  in  murder  wri te s  o f  a  world  in  which  gangsters  can  

ru le  nat ions  and almost  ru le  c i t ies ,  i n  which  ho tels  and  apar tmen t  
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houses  and cel ebrated  res tau ran ts  a r e  owned by  men  who made 

thei r  money  ou t  o f  b ro thels ,  in  which a  screen  s tar  can  be the 

f inger  man  fo r  a  mob,  and  the n ice man down the hal l  i s  a  boss  

o f the numbers  r acket ;  a  world  where a  judge wi th a  cel lar  fu l l  o f  

boo t leg  l iquor  can  send  a  man  to ja i l  fo r  hav ing  a  p in t  in  h is  

pocket ,  where the mayor o f  your  town may have condoned  

murder  as  an  inst rument  o f  money -making ,  where no  man can  

walk down a dark  s t reet  in  sa fety  because law and  o rder  are  

th ings we ta lk  abou t bu t  ref rain  f rom pract i c ing ;  a  world  where 

you  may witness  a  ho ld up  in  b road  day l igh t  and  see who  d id  i t ,  

bu t  you  wil l  fade qu ick ly  back  in to the crowd rather  than te l l  

anyone,  because the ho ldup  men  may have f r i ends wi th  long 

guns,  o r  the po l ice  may  no t  l ike  your  tes t imony, and in  any  case 

the shyster  fo r  the defense wi l l  be al lowed  to abuse and  v i l i fy  

you  in  open  court ,  befo re  a  ju ry o f  selec ted  morons,  wi thou t  any  

bu t  the most  perfuncto ry  in terfe rence f rom a po l i t ica l  judge.  

(“S imple” 991)  

For  Chand ler,  the “world” is  never  a  “game” where a  c lea r,  s ing le  t ru th  can 

be detec ted .  I t  i s  a  world where law and  o rder  o f ten  fai l  to  funct ion ,  and  

where te s t imonies  do no t  serve thei r  in tended  purpose.  S ign if ican t ly,  what  

def ines  Chand ler ’s  in te res t  in  th is  “world” is  h is  un ique sense o f  being “in” 

i t .  Chand ler  r ephrases  h is  desc r ip t ion o f  the “world” as  fo l lows:  “I t  i s  n o t 

very f rag ran t ,  bu t  i t  i s  the world you l ive in” (“S imple” 991) .  For  Chand ler,  

the “world” is  one where “you” are  actual ly  immersed  in  i t .  S ince 

Chand ler ’s  “world” is  f i l led  wi th vu lnerab i l i ty,  i t  i s  inev i tab le  tha t  “you” 
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are  a l so  exposed  to  vu lnerab i l i ty.  At  the co re  o f  Chand ler ’s  concern  fo r  the 

world  l ies  th is  s ense o f  “being  in  the world .”  

Th is  sense o f  being  in  the world  becomes more d is t inct  when 

con tra s ted  wi th  the armchai r  detect ive,  a  typ ical  arche type in  analy t ic  

detect ive f i c t ion .  Bran  Nico l  no tes  t hat  Chand ler ’s  phrase “the world you 

l ive in” con tras ts  sharp ly  wi th the detached  perspect ive o f  armchair  

detect ives .  As suggest ed  by  the metaphor  o f  the “armchair, ”  fo r  detec t ives  

l ike Hercu le  Po iro t and Ph i lo  Vance,  the world is  one in  which  they can  

deduce a  c lear,  s ingu lar  t ru th  th rough log ic  and  deduct ion .  They observe  i t  

f rom a t ranscenden tal  p lace,  sa fe  f ro m harm,  as  i f  seated  in  an armchair :  

“The world invest igated  by  the armchair  detect ive i s  a  s ta t ic  one,  and  he is  

ab le  to  remain  detached  from i t”  (Nico l  70) .  Th is  re la t ionsh ip  between  

armchair  detect ives  and  the world  is  a lso  ref lec ted  in  the f requen t  use o f  

the metaphor  o f  the “eye” to  descr ib e detect ives .  The “eye” symbol izes  t he 

detect ive a s  a  d is tan t  observe r  o f  the world .  Sher lock  Holmes ’s  whimsical  

wish in  “A Case o f  Iden t i ty” exempli f ie s  th is  concep t  o f  the detect ive a s  an 

“eye”:  

          I f  we cou ld f ly  ou t  o f  that  window hand  in  hand,  hover  over  

th is  g reat  c i ty,  gen t ly  remove the roofs ,  and  peep  in  a t  the 

queer  th ings which  are  go ing  on ,  the  s t range co incidences ,  the 

p lann ings,  the cross -purposes ,  the wonderfu l  chains  o f  even ts ,  

work ing  th rough generat ions ,  and  lead ing  to  the most  ou tré  

resu l ts ,  i t  wou ld  make al l  f ic t ion wi th i t s  conven t ional i t ie s  and 

fo reseen  conclusions most  s ta l e  and  unprof i tab le .  (“Case” 287 -

88)  



89 

 

In th is  ins tance,  Holmes expresses  a  desi r e  to  remove h imself  f rom the 

locat ions  o f  even ts  to  observe them from above.  Th is  perspect ive 

symbol izes  the t ranscenden tal  posi t i on  o f  an  armchair  detec t ive as  an  

“eye,”  sharp ly  con tras t ing wi th  Chand ler ’s  idea  o f  being  in  the world .  

The rela t ionsh ip  between  the armcha ir  detect ive and  the world  is  no t  

merely  charac ter is t i c  o f  the detect iv e f ic t ion  genre.  I t  i s  a lso  closely  

connected  to  the per iod o f  modern ism in  th is  s tudy,  par t i cu lar ly  th rough  

Mart in  Heidegger ’s  d iscussion  o f  “ the age o f  the world  p ictu re .”  As a  

con temporary  o f  Chand ler,  Heidegger  charact er i zes  modern i ty  by what  he 

cal l s  the “world p ictu re ,”  a  un ique way o f  engag ing  with  the world .  

Heidegger  emphasi zes  that  the “world p ictu re” does  no t  mean  a  “p ictu re  o f 

the world .”  Instead ,  i t  s ign if i es  “ the  world  g rasped  as  p ictu re” (He idegger  

67) .  Accord ing  to  Heidegger,  i t  i s  in  the modern  age that  the world  becomes 

a  p ictu re  fo r  human  beings because they  t ry  to  rep resen t  i t  as  an  ob ject  fo r 

research  whi le  s imul taneously  es tab l ish ing  themselves  as  sub jec ts .  

Heidegger ’s  exp lo rat ion  o f  th is  re l a t ionsh ip betwe en  humans and  the world 

resonates  p rec ise ly  wi th the t ranscenden tal  posi t ion  o f  the armchair  

detect ive:  “The demand  sp r ings f ro m the l iberat ion o f  humani ty  f rom the 

bonds o f  the t ru th  o f  Chris t i an  revel at ion and  the doctr ines  o f  the Church,  a  

l iberat ion  wh ich  f rees  i t s el f  fo r  se l f - leg is l a t ion  that  i s  g rounded  in  i t sel f”  

(Heidegger  81) .  As Jud i th  Bu t ler  ex p lains  in  her  d iscussion  o f  Heidegger ’s  

concep t  o f  the world  p ictu re ,  i t  impl ies  a  d is tanc ing  f rom the world :  “He  

po in ted ou t  that  the sub jec t  who  s tands befo re  such  a  world p ictu re  seek s 

no t  on ly to  g rasp  that  v isual  vers ion  o f  the world  in  i t s  en t i r e ty  bu t  f inds  

i t sel f  exempt  f rom the world  i t  seek s to  know” (But ler ,  What  16 ) .  Th is  
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world  p ictu re  p rec ise ly  mirro rs  the relat ionsh ip  between  the detect ive a s  an 

“eye” and  the world,  as  Bu t ler  exp lains  th rough the act  o f  see ing :  “We a re  

in  the p ictu re  that  we see,  and  the d is tance e s tab l i shed  by specta to rsh ip  is  

one that  den ies  o r  a t  least  suspends what  i t  means to  be impl ica ted  in  the 

phenomenon that  one seeks to  know” (But ler ,  What  16 ) .  

Marlowe h imsel f  suggest s  that  h is  job as  a  p r ivate  detect ive is  

d is t inct  f rom the at t i tude o f  seeing the world  as  a  p ictu re .  While  h is  

invest igat ive methods o f ten  confl ic t  wi th  those o f  the po l ice ,  Marlowe 

claims that ,  a s  a  p r ivate  detec t ive,  he can  do  what  the po l ice  canno t ,  

h in t ing at  the mot i f  o f  seeing :  

I ’m no t  Sher lock  Holmes o r  Ph i lo  Vance.  I  don’t  expect  to  go 

over  g round  the po l ice  have covered  and  p ick  up  a  b roken  pen  

po in t  and  bu i ld  a  case f rom i t .  I f  you th ink  there  i s  anybody in  

the detect ive business  mak ing  a  l iv ing  do ing that  so r t  o f  th ing ,  

you  don’t  know much abou t  cops.  I t ’s  no t  th ings l ike that  they 

over look ,  i f  they  over look  any th ing .  I ’m no t  say ing  they  o f ten  

over look  any th ing  when they’re  real ly  a l lowed  to work .  Bu t  i f  

they do ,  i t ’s  ap t  to  be someth ing  looser  and  vaguer  .  .  .  .  (Big  

750)  

While  Mar lowe admits  that  he lacks  the ab i l i t ie s  o f  an armchair  det ect iv e,  

he asser ts  that  h is  work  invo lves  ad dressing  what  the po l ice  over look .  The 

term “over look” is  par t icu la r ly  suggest ive here ,  as  i t  combines  the p ref ix 

“over” wi th  the verb “look ,”  im ply ing  that  bo th  the po l ice  and  armchair  

detect ives  are  charact er i zed  as  sub jects  o f  see ing .  In  fac t ,  when  Marlowe 

s ta t es  that  what  he deal s  wi th  is  “someth ing  looser  and  vaguer” ( Big  750) ,  
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he reveals  h is  own inab i l i ty  to  c lea r ly see the world .  He never  posi t ions  

h imsel f  as  being  “over” i t  in  o rder  t o  “see” i t .  His  d is t inct ion  f rom the 

po l ice  echoes Heidegger ’s  cha l lenge to  the world  g rasped  as  a  p ictu re .  

Chand ler ’s  concern  fo r  “ the world  we l ive in” can  be in terp ret ed  as  an  

at tempt  to  recla im vu lnerab i l i ty  by  being  in  the world .  Tzvetan  Todorov  

h igh l igh ts  the charac ter is t i cs  o f  the hard -bo i led  detect ive in  con tra s t  to  the 

armchair  detect ive,  no t ing that  they  are  physica l ly  vu ln erab le  and  become 

invo lved  in  the world  they  are  inves t igat ing :  “I ts  ch ief  f eatu re  i s  that  the 

detect ive loses  h is  immuni ty,  gets  beaten  up ,  bad ly  hur t ,  and constan t ly  

r isks  h is  l i fe .  In  shor t ,  he  is  in teg rat ed  in to  the un iverse  o f  th e o ther  

charact ers ,  in s t ead  o f  being an  independen t  observe r  l ike the reader” 

(Todorov 51) .  Importan t ly  fo r  th is  s tudy,  Todorov refers  to  such  a  detect ive 

as  a  “vu lnerab le  detect ive.”  Again ,  th is  vu lnerab i l i ty  does  no t  merely  mean 

that  the detect ive can  be  wounded.  As Koich i  Suwabe argues ,  the 

detect ive’s  invo lvement  “ in” the case can  inadver ten t ly  t ransfo rm the en t i re  

s t ructu re  o f  the case i t se l f . 3 4  To quo te  Gi lson again ,  i t  i s  p recisely  an  

exper i ence o f  vu lnerab i l i ty  in  which  the detec t ive is  fo rced  to  co nfron t  “ the 

real i ty  o f  fa l l ib i l i ty,  mutab i l i ty,  unpred ictab i l i ty,  and  uncon tro l lab i l i ty” 

(Gi lson  3 ) .  In  th is  sense,  the cond i t i on  o f  being  in  the world  i t sel f  

embodies  vu lnerab i l i ty.  

      The sense o f  being  in  the world  can  also  be observed  in  the un ique 

rela t ionsh ip  between  Raymond  Chand ler  and  h is  works.  When The Big S leep  

was adap ted  in to  a  movie,  d i recto r  Howard  Hawks s t rugg led  to  decipher  

who k i l led  the S ternwoods’ chauffeur  due to  the f i lm’s  complica ted  p lo t .  

When  Hawks asked  Chand ler  fo r  the  t ru th ,  Chand ler  s imply  responded,  
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“Damned  i f  I  know.” 3 5  Th is  ep isode is  no t  on ly  ind icat ive o f  h is  d i ff i cu l ty  

in  p lo t t ing  o r  h is  sense o f  humor;  ra ther,  i t  demonstr ate s  Chand ler ’s  

d is t inct ive rel at ionsh ip wi th  h is  work.  In  general ,  au thors  ar e  p resumed  to 

occupy a  t ranscenden t  posi t ion that  enab les  them to comprehend the 

en t i re ty  o f  thei r  works,  as  they  are  t he so le  cr eato rs  o f  thei r  worlds .  Th is  

assumption  is  par t icu la r ly  t rue fo r  wri ter s  o f  detect ive f i c t ion ,  whose 

p r imary  focus is  the sea rch  fo r  h idden  t ru th .  In  th is  ep isode ,  Chand ler  i s  

depr ived  o f  such  a  t ranscenden t  posi t ion .  He behaves as  i f  he  does  no t  know 

the t ru th ,  l iv ing  “in” the world .  In  th is  sense,  the complex i ty  o f  p lo ts  in  

Chand ler ’s  work can  be rein terp ret ed as  ev idence that  the au thor  h imsel f  i s  

engaged  in  the world  wi thou t  hav ing  fu l l  knowledge o f  the t ru th .  Th is  

charact er i s t i c  invo lvement  wi th  h is  own works is  re f lected  in  h is  un ique 

at t i tude to  p lo ts :  

I  beg in  at  las t  to  rea l ize  that  I  have a  very unorthodox at t i tude to  

p lo ts .  Most  wri ters  th ink  up a  p lo t  wi th  an  in t r igu ing s i tuat ion 

and  then p roceed  to  f i t  characte r  in to i t .  With me a  p lo t,  i f  you 

cou ld  cal l  i t  that ,  i s  an  o rgan ic  th ing .  I t  g rows and  o f ten  i t  

overg rows.  I  am con t inual ly  f ind ing  myself  wi th  scenes  that  I  

won’t  d iscard  and  that  don’t  wan t  to  f i t  in .  So  that  my  p lo t  

p rob lem invar iab ly  ends up  as  a  desperate  a t tempt  to  jus t i fy  a  lo t  

o f mater ia l  that ,  fo r  me at  least ,  has  come al ive and  insis ts  on 

s tay ing al ive.  I t ’s  p robab ly  a  s i l ly  way  to  wri te ,  bu t  I  seem to  

know no o ther  way.  The mere idea o f  being  commit ted  in  advance 

to  a  ce r ta in  pat te rn  appal ls  me.  ( Selected  129-30)  

For  Chand ler,  p lo ts  are  “an  o rgan ic  th ing” beyond  h is  con tro l .  They are  
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“al ive” on  thei r  own,  somet imes “overgrowing” in to  s i tuat ions  even he 

canno t  p red ict .  While  Chand ler  c rea tes  the world,  he al so  l ives  in  i t .  

 

Marlowe as  Being in  the World  

Th is  cond i t ion o f  being  in  the world  is  what  characte r izes  Marlowe 

from the beg inn ing .  When  Marlowe f i rs t  meets  S ternwood  as  a  c l ien t ,  he  

no t ices  that  S ternwood  is  in  a  wheelchair,  unab le  to  s tand .  At  one po in t ,  

Marlowe almost  l igh ts  a  c igaret te  bu t  refr ai ns  f rom do ing  so  in  f ron t  o f  

S ternwood . Observ ing  Marlowe’s  behav io r,  S ternwood  te l l s  h im no t  to  

mind ,  as  he en joys the smel l  o f  c iga ret t es .  With  the cl i en t’s  permission,  

Marlowe l igh ts  a  c iga ret t e ,  and  S ternwood remarks,  “A n ice s ta te  o f  aff a i rs  

when  a  man  has  to  indu lge h is  v ices  by  p roxy” ( Big  593) .  S ternwood’s  

words,  a long with  the wheelchair  m ot i f ,  c lear ly  posi t ion Marlowe as  a  

p r ivate  det ect ive who is  “ in  the world.”  Physical ly  immobil i zed  in  h is  

wheelchair,  S ternwood  canno t  d i rect ly  exper ience the world .  As the phrase 

“by  p roxy” suggests ,  i t  i s  Marlowe who exper iences  the world  fo r 

S ternwood , who  occup ies  a  more t ranscenden tal  posi t ion .  The quest ion  o f  

being  in  the world  is  fu r ther  emphas ized  when  S ternwood  watches  Marlowe 

d r ink  f rom h is  wheelchai r :  “ I  s ipped  the d r ink .  The o ld  man  l icked  h is  l i ps 

watch ing  me,  over  and  over  again ,  d rawing  one l ip  s lowly  across  the o ther  

wi th a  funereal  absorp t ion ,  l ike an  under taker  d ry -wash ing h is  hands” ( Big  

594) .  Th is  scene h igh l igh ts  Marlowe’s  ro le  as  someone who  l ives  “ in” the 

world ,  in  con tra s t  to  the t ranscenden t  posi t ion  symbol ized  by  the 

wheelchair.  

An  importan t  aspect  o f  Marlowe’s  being in  the world is  h is  con tact  
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with women . Marlowe is  o f ten  compared  to  a  med ieval  kn igh t ,  bu t  in  

comparing  h im to  such  f igures ,  i t  i s  the d i ffe rences  rather  than  the 

s imilar i t i es  that  ar e  s ign if ican t ,  as  Nico l  charact er izes  h im as  an  “ i ron ic  

kn igh t -er ran t  ex is t ing  in  a  world incompat ib le  wi th  ‘court ly ’ values” (Nico l  

76) .  Whereas  med ieval  kn igh ts  are  characte r ized  by  p laton ic  re la t ionsh ips  

wi th women , Marlowe is  fo rced  to  have real ,  physica l  con tact  wi th  them. 

Th is  re l a t ionsh ip is  v iv id ly  fo reshadowed  in  the S ternwood  mansion,  where 

Marlowe sees  a  large s t a ined -g lass  window dep ict ing  a  kn igh t  t ry ing  to  

rescue a  woman t ied  to  a  t ree .  Con tr ary  to  what  i s  dep ict ed ,  Marlowe fee ls  

that  the kn igh t  i s  no t  en t i re ly  ser ious  abou t  sav ing  her,  and he imag ines  

h imsel f  in  the kn igh t’s  p lace.  As John Scaggs po in ts  ou t ,  a l though  th is  

scene is  o f ten  ci t ed  to  compare Marlowe to  a  med ieval  kn igh t ,  i t s  

impl icat ions  are  no t  s t ra igh tfo rward . 3 6  Marlowe’s  impression  that  the 

kn igh t  i s  no t  genu inely t ry ing to  rescue the woman  ref l ect s  the t rad i t ional  

a t t i tude o f  med ieval  ch ivalry,  which  is  based  on p laton ic  re la t ionsh ips .  In  

con tra s t ,  Marlowe’s  imag inat ion  suggests  that  h is  re l a t ionsh ip wi th  women 

is  inseparab le  f rom physical  con tact .  Th is  i s  immedia tely  rein fo rced  when 

he encoun ters  Carm en , S ternwood’s  younger  daugh ter,  who p layfu l ly  th rows 

hersel f  a t  h im:  “She t i l t ed  hersel f  to ward  me on  her  toes .  She fel l  s t r a ig h t 

back in to  my arms.  I  had  to  catc h  her  o r  le t  her  cr ack  her  head  on the 

tessel l a ted  f loor” ( Big  591) .  Th is  scene demonstr ate s  that  Marlowe does  no t 

l ive in  a  myth ica l  world o f  kn igh ts  bu t ra ther  in  a  world where he is  fo rced 

to  have  physical  con tact  wi th  women.  

Physical  con tact  wi th  women  th reatens  Marlowe’s  ab i l i ty  as  a  

detect ive  by p lacing  h im in a  vu lnerab le  posi t ion .  After  accep t ing  
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Sternwood’s  case,  Marlowe meets  Viv ian,  S ternwood’s  e ldest  daugh ter,  who 

asks  i f  he has  been  h ired  to  sea rch  fo r her  miss ing  husband ,  Regan.  In  th is  

f i rs t  encoun ter,  Marlowe desc r ibes  Viv ian  as  “ t roub le”:   

She was worth  a  s tar e .  She was t roub le .  She was s t re t ched  ou t 

on  a  modern is t ic  chaise - longue with  her  s l ippers  o ff ,  so  I  s tar ed  

at  her  legs  in  the sheerest  s i lk  s tock ings.  They  seemed  to be 

arranged  to  s tar e  a t .  They  were v is ib le  to  the knee and  one o f  

them wel l  beyond .  The knees  were d impled ,  no t  bony and sharp .  

The calves  were beau t i fu l ,  the  ank les  long and s l im and  with  

enough melod ic  l ine fo r  a  tone poem. She was ta l l  and rangy and 

s t rong - look ing .  Her  head  was agains t  an  ivory  sat in  cush ion .  

Her  hai r  was b lack  and  wiry and par ted  in  the midd le  and she 

had  the ho t  b lack  eyes  o f  the por t rai t  in  the hal l .  She had  a  good 

mouth  and  a  good  ch in .  ( Big  599)  

Th is  detai l ed  desc r ip t ion  in  Marlowe’s  f i r s t -per son narrat ive suggests  th at  

Viv ian  cou ld  indeed  be “t roub le” fo r  h im.  Hard -bo i led  f ic t ion  is  typ ical ly  

def ined by  i ts  real is t ic ,  emot ion less  narrat ive,  yet  Marlowe’s  narr at ive here  

is  c lear ly  mixed with  emoti on,  as  he uses  impressions l ike “beau t i fu l”  and 

“good” alongside poet i c  expressions  such  as  “with  enough  melod ic  l ine fo r 

a  tone poem” (Big  599) .  Such emotions can  easi ly  undermine a  detect ive’s  

ab i l i ty  to  judge and  deduce,  as  an  ob ject ive perspect ive is  n eeded  to  see  

what  i s  t ru ly  happen ing .  In  con tras t ,  Sher lock  Holmes,  fo r  ins tance,  avo ids 

con tac t  wi th  women  p recise ly  to  main tain h is  sharp  detect ive sk i l l s .  

Referr ing  to  the excep t ional  case in  which  Holmes is  a t t racted  to  a  woman 

named  Irene Adler,  John Watson,  Holmes’s  f r iend  and  confidan t ,  conf i rms 
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that  women can  be dangerous fo r  Holmes,  as  they  can  have a  negat ive 

in f luence on  h is  analy t ical  ab i l i t ies :  “I t  was no t  that  he fel t  any  emotion  

ak in to  love fo r  I rene Adler.  Al l  emot ions,  and  that  one par t icu la r ly,  were 

abhorren t  to  h is  co ld ,  p recise  bu t  admirab ly  balanced  mind” (“Scandal”  

239) .  In  th is  sense,  physical  con tact  wi th  wo men can  pose a  c r i t i cal  

vu lnerab i l i ty  fo r  Marlowe as  a  detec t ive.  

One migh t  argue that  Mar lowe’s  encoun ter s  wi th  women  serve on ly  as  

a  background  to ver i fy  h is  image as  the American  Adam,  who  u l t ima tely  

rejects  them.  I t  i s  t rue that  Mar lowe o f ten  refuses  to  be seduced  by  women , 

bu t  th is  refusal  h igh l igh ts  h is  vu lnerab i l i ty,  which  p reven ts  h im from 

becoming such  a  myth ical  f igure.  As the invest igat ion  p rogres ses ,  Viv ian  

f requen t ly t r ie s  to  con tac t  Marlowe to lea rn  what  he has  uncovered .  

Marlowe repeated ly  keeps h is  d is t ance f rom her :  

“You’re  a s  co ld -b looded  a  beast  as  I  ever  met ,  Marlowe. Or  can  

I  cal l  you  Ph i l?”  

“Sure.”  

“You  can  cal l  me Viv ian .”  

“Thanks,  Mrs.  Regan.”  ( Big  633)  

When  Viv ian  t r ies  to  address  h im by  h is  f i r s t  name,  Marlowe po in ted ly  cal ls  

her  “Mrs.  Regan ,”  remind ing  her  o f  her  s ta tus  as  a  marr ied  woman .  On  the 

su rface,  th is  a t t i tude may  appear  to  confi rm h is  innocence as  an  American 

Adam.  However,  as  soon  as  Viv ian  l eaves ,  Marlowe’s  vu lnerab i l i ty  is  

exposed :  “I  le t  the door  shu t  and s tood  with  my  hand on  i t ,  s tar ing  at  the 

hand.  My face fel t  a  l i t t l e  ho t .  I  wen t  back  to  the desk  and  pu t  the whiskey 

away  and  r insed  ou t  the two pony  g l asses  and  pu t  them away” ( Big  634) .  
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What  the seeming ly  hard -bo i led  narr at ive revea ls  i s  that  Mar lowe’s  

innocence as  an  American  Adam is  a lways in  danger  o f  being  compromised .  

His  superf i c ia l  re j ect ion  o f  women  serves  as  a  backdrop  fo r  exposing  the 

vu lnerab i l i ty  that  undermines  the myth ical  image o f  the detect ive.  

Marlowe’s  cond i t ion  o f  being  in  the world  is  a lso  ev iden t  in  h is  d i rect  

invo lvement  wi th  the case,  which  makes i t  impossib le  fo r  h im to main ta in 

the posi t ion o f  an “eye.”  In i t i a l ly,  Marlowe is  h i red  to  invest igate  the 

ex to r t ion  l inked  to  Geiger.  Later,  upon  d iscover ing  that  Geiger  is  a  dea l er  

in  pornography,  Marlowe f inds  Geiger  murdered  in  h is  house,  wi th  a  naked 

Carmen  p resen t .  What  s tands ou t  in  th is  cr ime scene is  Marlowe’s  d iscovery 

o f a  h idden  camera inside an  ob jec t  resembling  a  to tem po le  n ear  Geiger ’s  

body :  “I t  had a  p ro f i le  l ike an  eag le  and  i ts  wide round  eye was a  camera  

lens” (Big  614) .  Al though  Marlowe is  supposed  to  act  as  a  “p r ivat e  eye,”  

here  he becomes the ob jec t  o f  seein g.  Th is  “with in  and  withou t”  posi t ion is  

fu r ther  emphasized  when  Marlowe  takes  Carmen  back  to  the S ternwood  

house.  After  a sk ing  the bu t ler  to  take care  o f  Carmen ,  Marlowe warns  h im 

to keep  h is  invo lvement  a  secret :  “A s a  mat ter  o f  fact ,  I ’m no t  here .  You’re  

just  seeing  th ings” ( Big  617) .  Al though  Marlowe seems to  as ser t  h is  

posi t ion  o f  ou ts ide by  claiming  inv is ib i l i ty,  the very act  o f  mak ing  th is  

c la im confi rms that  he is  being seen  by the bu t ler.  Through h is  d i rect  

invo lvement  in  the case,  Marlowe loses  the t r anscenden tal  posi t ion  o f  an  

“eye” who  v iews the world f rom the  ou ts ide .  

As Suwabe  argues  abou t  the hard -bo i led  detect ive,  Marlowe’s  d i r ect  

invo lvement  wi th  the case leads  to  i t s  t ransfo rmat ion.  After  d r iv ing  Carmen 

home, Marlowe retu rns  to  the cr ime scene on ly  to  f ind  that  the body  has  
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d isappeared .  Th is  d isappearance,  which  occurs  whi le  he is  away,  ind ica t es  

that  h is  act ion  o f  leav ing the scene fo r a  whi le  has  s ign if ican t ly  impacted 

the case i t sel f .  Avo id ing any d irect  expression  o f  emotion  in  h is  hard -bo i led  

narrat ive,  Marlowe descr ibes  h is  su rp r ise  as  fo l lows:  “That  f roze me.  I  

pu l led  my l ips  back  against  my tee th  and  leered  at  the g lass  eye in  the 

to tem po le” (Big  618) .  The desc r ip t ion  o f  being  physical ly  “frozen” is  

suggest ive,  as  i t  impl ie s  that  he h imself  canno t  f ix  the cr im e scene a s  a  

s ta t i c  p ictu re  in  an  i ron ical  tone .  Once again ,  a l though  he seems to  “see”  

the g las s  eye,  he is  ins tead  being  seen  by  i t .  As a  resu l t ,  he  ex is ts  in  a  

world  where h is  act ions  act ively  t ransfo rm the even ts  tak ing  p lace.  Unab le  

to  determine what  i s  happen ing ,  Marlowe is  le f t  wi th  no  cho ice bu t to  d r ive 

home and  go to  bed .  His  d ream that  n igh t  symbol izes  the impossib i l i ty  o f  

seeing  the world  as  a  f ixed  “p ictu re”:  “A Chinese coat  chased  a  naked  g ir l  

wi th long  jade earr ings  whi le  I  ran  af ter  them and t r i ed  t o  take a  

pho tograph  with  an  empty  camera” ( Big  619) .  

     Marlowe h imself  admits  that  he is  no t  merely  an  “eye,”  bu t  canno t  

help bu t  t ransfo rm the case.  When  the o r ig inal  invest igat ion in to ex to r t i on  

tu rns  in to  mul t ip le  murders ,  Mar lowe is  b lamed  by the po l ice  fo r  h is  

hand l ing  o f  the case,  and  he acknowledges h is  mist akes:  

“So  al l  you  d id  was no t  repor t  a  murder  that  happened  las t  n igh t 

and  then spend  today  fox ing  around  so  that  th is  k id o f  Geiger ’s  

cou ld  commit  a  second  murder  th is  even ing .”  

“That’s  a l l , ”  I  s aid .  “I  was in  a  p ret ty  tough  spo t .  I  guess  

I  d id  wrong ,  bu t  I  wan ted  to  p ro tec t  my  cl ien t  and  I  hadn ’t  any 

reason  to th ink  the boy  would  go  gunn ing  fo r  Brody.”  ( Big  670)  
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Because Marlowe does  no t  observe the world f rom a t ranscenden tal  posi t ion  

bu t  i s  act ive ly  invo lved  in  i t ,  he  a lw ays has  the po ten t ia l  to  change the 

case.  Consequen t ly,  the world is  f i l l ed  wi th  even ts  he canno t  p red ict  o r  

con tro l .  What  characte r izes  Mar lowe as  a  detect ive is  h is  exposure to  

vu lnerab i l i ty  as  a  being  in  the world .  

 

F rom Business  to  Troub le :  

The Subvers ion  o f  Iden t i ty  as  Detec t ive  

General ly,  p r ivate  detec t ives ,  espec i al ly  when  compared  to  armchai r  

detect ives ,  are  expected  to  invest iga te  cases  purely  as  a  “business .”  

Because they  are  no t  p r imari ly  mot ivated  by a  sense o f  moral  r igh teousness  

o r a  passion  fo r  f ind ing  the t ru th,  the bus iness  o f  p r ivate  detec t ives  is  th e 

an t i thesis  o f  ca r ing.  What  is  s ign if ican t  abou t  Chand ler ’s  work ,  however,  i s  

that  Marlowe’s  invo lvement  in  cases  chal lenges  th is  no t ion o f  p r ivate  

invest igat ion as  mere business .  Scag gs exp lains  th is  t ransfo rmat ion f rom 

“business” to  “ t roub le”:  “Most  obv iously,  Marlowe rarely  pursues  on ly the 

case he is  h i red  to  invest igat e ,  and the co re  invest igat ion  o f  each  novel  i s  

never  what  he is  in i t ia l ly  h i red  to  invest igate” (Scaggs 178) .  To  borrow the 

t i t le  o f  Chand ler ’s  shor t  s to ry,  “Troub le  Is  My Business , ”  Marlowe’s  d i rect  

invo lvement  in  cases  tu rns  h is  “business” in to  “t roub le .” 3 7  Th is  

t ransfo rmat ion  fundamental ly  subver ts  the iden t i ty  o f  the p r ivate  detect ive,  

who is  typ ical ly  expected  to  remain  detached  from the theme o f  care .  

The t ransfo rmat ion  f rom business  to  t roub le  is  ev iden t  when Marlowe 

beg ins  invest iga t ing Regan,  whom he was no t  d i rect ly  h i red  to  invest iga te .  

The o r ig inal  ex to r t ion  case seems to  be reso lved  when  i t  i s  d iscovered  that  
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Geiger ’s  murder  was commit ted  by the S ternwoods’ chauffeur,  who  was in  

love wi th  Carmen .  The even ts  are  pub l ished withou t  any  ment ion  o f  the 

S ternwoods’ scandal .  S ternwood ,  as  the cl ien t ,  sends h is  bu t ler  to  in fo rm 

Marlowe that  the case i s  over :  “ In  h is  ca re fu l ly  po l i te  manner,  he said  that  

General  S ternwood  was no t  feel ing very wel l  and  that  ce r ta in  i tem s in  the 

newspaper  had  been  read  to  h im, and he assumed  that  my  invest igat ion  was 

now complet ed” (Big  679) .  I f  the invest igat ion  were s imply a  business  

t ransac t ion ,  there  would  be no  more fo r  Marlowe to  do .  Marlowe h imself  

acknowledges that  i t  wou ld  be “smar t”  to  end  i t :  “The smart  th ing  fo r  me  to  

do  was to  take ano ther  d r ink and fo rget  the whole mess” ( Big  686) .  

Never theles s ,  Marlowe beg ins  invest igat ing  the missing  Regan .  He con tacts  

Edd ie  Mars ,  a  cas ino  owner  who seems to Marlowe to  be connected  to  

Regan’s  d isappearance:  “That  being  the obv iously  smart  th ing to  do,  I  

cal l ed  Edd ie  Mars  and  to ld h im I  was coming  down to  Las Ol indas  that  

even ing  to  ta lk  to  h im. That  was how smart  I  was” ( Big  686) .  The smartness  

he refers  to  here  is  c lear ly  sarcas t ic ,  as  Marlowe h imself  canno t  exp lain  

why he is  get t ing invo lved in  th is  new case  that  he does  no t  need  to  engage.  

S ince he was no t  o ff ic i a l ly  h i red  to  invest igat e  th is  case ,  he canno t  expect  

to  be paid .  Marlowe’s  invest igat ion  thus  sh if ts  f rom business  to  t roub le .  

The subvers ion  o f  Marlowe’s  iden t i t y  is  fu r ther  emphasized  by  the 

uncer t ain ty  o f  h is  mot ives .  At  h is  meet ing  wi th  Mars ,  Marlowe is  

quest ioned  abou t  h is  lack  o f  in ter est  in  Regan’s  case dur ing  the in i t ia l  

invest igat ion.  While  Mar lowe admits ,  “No ,  no t  p ro fes s ional ly” (Big  689) ,  

he o ffer s  a  ra ther  vague reason :  “But  I  know somebody who  would  l ike to  

know where he is”  ( Big  689) .  When  Mars  as sumes that  the “somebody” i s  
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Viv ian  and  rep l ies ,  “She doesn’t  g ive a  damn” ( Big  689) ,  Marlowe clar i f ies ,  

“I  mean  her  f a ther”  ( Big  689) ,  ind icat ing that  he is  ref err ing  to  S ternwood . 

However,  S ternwood never  asked  Marlowe to  look  fo r  Regan ;  he on ly  

requested  the invest igat ion o f  the ex to r t ion .  In  fac t ,  f rom the open ing  

scene,  i t  i s  c lea r  that  Viv ian  pers is t en t ly  inqu ired  abou t  Regan .  In  th is  

sense,  the “someone” Mar lowe refer s  to  is  an  ambiguous f igure who canno t  

be clear ly  iden t i f i ed .  Mars ’s  misunders t and ing is  thus  unders tandab le ,  as  

Marlowe h imsel f  canno t exp lain  why he is  invo lved  in  the case .  His  

invest igat ion is  a  t roub le  even to  h im self .  

Marlowe’s  uncer tain ty  abou t  h is  own motives  h igh l igh ts  the h idden  

real i ty  that  p r ivate  invest iga t ion can  always be a  t roub le ,  as  i t  r equ ires  

pu t t ing onese lf  in  the shoes  o f  o ther s ,  includ ing  cu lp r i t s ,  to  uncover  the 

t ru th.  Th is  po ten t ia l  fo r  t roub le  inev i tab ly  b lu rs  the boundar i es  between  

invest igato r  and  invest igat ed .  I ron ical ly,  as  Marlowe’s  own motives  become 

more ambiguous,  he beg ins  to  under s tand  o thers  f rom the inside.  A typ ical  

example is  the scene in  which  Carmen  v is i ts  Marlowe’s  apar tmen t .  Carm en 

open ly  seduces  Marlowe,  bu t  he dec is ively  rejects  her.  At  the same t ime ,  

Marlowe unders tands what  Carmen  feels  abou t  the rej ect ion,  even befo re  

she does:  “There was a  vague g l immer o f  doub t  s tar t ing  to  get  born  in  he r  

somewhere.  She d idn’t  know abou t  i t  yet .  I t ’s  so  hard  fo r  women —even  

n ice women —to rea l ize  that  thei r  bod ies  are  no t  i r res is t ib le” ( Big  707) .  

Here,  Marlowe descr ibes  Carm en’s  i nner  though ts  as  i f  they  were ob jec t ive 

fact s .  The phrase “in  her  somewhere” suggests  that  Mar lowe is  

metaphorica l ly  p lacing h imself  ins id e her  mind .  Th is  confusion  between  

sub jec t ive con jectu re  and  ob ject ive fact  i s  emphasi zed  by  h is  comment ,  
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“She d idn’t  know i t  yet , ”  (Big  707)  ind icat ing  that  he unders t ands 

someth ing  beyond  her  own awareness .  Thus,  Marlowe’s  uncer tain ty  abou t  

h is  own motives  is  insepa rab le  f rom  h is  unders t and ing o f  o thers’ inner  

though ts .  The business  o f  being  a  p r ivate  detect ive always has  th is  

po ten t ia l  fo r  t roub le ,  lead ing  to  the  subvers ion  o f  iden t i ty.  

      Moreover,  wi th  the confusion  o f  h is  iden t i ty  as  a  p r ivate  det ect iv e,  

Marlowe’s  se l f  becomes a  p lace fo r  mul t ip le  o thers .  During  h is  

invest igat ions ,  Marlowe recal l s  the peop le  he has  met :  “My mind  d r i f t ed  

th rough  waves o f  fa lse  memories ,  in  which  I  se emed  to do  the same th ing 

over  and over  again ,  go  to  the same p laces ,  meet  the same peop le ,  say  the 

same words to  them,  over  and over  again,  and  yet  each  t ime i t  seemed  real ,  

l ike  someth ing  actual ly  happen ing ,  and  fo r  the f i rs t  t ime” ( Big  745) .  In  

Marlowe’s  mind,  these peop le  ar e  a l ive wi th  a  s t range sense o f  real i ty.  Th is  

descr ip t ion  is  fo l lowed  by  a  detai led  reco l lec t ion  o f  Marlowe’s  ac tual  

conversat ions  wi th  them, includ ing d irect  quo tes:  “Th is  is  the la s t  t ime,  

Marlowe.  The nex t  fas t  one you  pu l l ,  I ’ l l  th row you  to  the l ions ,  no  mat t er  

whose hear t  i t  b reaks” ( Big  746) .  In  these memories ,  Marlowe makes no  

sub jec t ive judgments  abou t  them.  They  remain  d is t inct  a s  o thers ,  yet  they 

also  ex is t  wi th in  Marlowe h imself .  

 

Care fo r  Cu lp r i ts  and  Vict ims a s  the Vulnerab le  

The conven t ional  goal  o f  the p r ivate  detect ive is  to  uncover  the t ru th .  

Then ,  where does  Marlowe’s  subvers ion  o f  iden t i ty  u l t imately  lead  h im? 

Th is  s tudy  p roposes  one possib le  an swer:  ca re .  At  the beg inn ing  o f  h is  

narrat ive,  Marlowe decla res ,  “I  don’t  care  who knew i t”  ( Big  589) ,  a long  
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with the conv ict ion  that  “I  was every th ing  the wel l -d ressed  p r ivate  

detect ive shou ld  be” ( Big  589) .  Th is  in i t i a l  a t t i tude suggests  that  he 

p resen ts  h imself  a s  a  p r ivate  detect ive who  rejects  care .  However,  as  

Marlowe is  fo rced  to  engage wi th the case as  a  being  in  the world ,  h is  work  

as  a  p r ivate  detect ive tu rns  in to  a  “ t roub le ,”  rad ical ly  undermin ing  h is  

iden t i ty.  As a  resu l t ,  the  p rocess  inev i tab ly  leads  Marlowe to  reconsider  the 

quest ion  o f  care .  Unl ike the conven t ional  image o f  a  detect ive,  Marlowe’s  

concern  is  no t  focused  on  d iscover in g the t ru th.  What  he u l t imately  ca res  

abou t  are  the cu lp r i ts  and  the v ict im s.  Th is  care  is  par t i cu lar ly  s t r ik ing  

because,  in  the detect ive f ic t ion genre,  cu lp r i ts  and v ict ims are  typ ical ly  

excluded  from care .  The cu lp r i ts  ar e  condemned  fo r  thei r  ac t ions ,  and  the 

v ict ims van ish f rom the s to ry th rough thei r  deaths .  What  sets  Mar lowe apar t  

i s  h is  care  fo r  th e  most  vu lnerab le  f i gures  in  the genre.  

Marlowe’s  engagement  in  a  re la t ionsh ip  o f  care  is  fo reshadowed  ear ly  

on  by h is  “ insubord inate” character.  As no ted ear l ier,  in  h is  f i rs t  meet ing  

wi th S ternwood ,  Marlowe exp lains  t hat  he was f i r ed  f rom the po l ice  fo rce 

fo r  being “insubord inate” ( Big  594) .  In  th is  open ing  scene,  Marlowe’s  

words seem to  s imply  ref l ect  h is  independen t  natu re .  However,  when  

Marlowe beg ins  search ing  fo r  the mi ssing  Regan  desp i te  the closure o f  t he 

ex to r t ion  case,  th is  insubord inate  behav io r  takes  on  a  d i ffer en t  mean ing :  

car ing  fo r  o thers  beyond  the typ ical  scope o f  p r ivate  detect ive wo rk  as  a  

business .  When S ternwood  real izes  t hat  Marlowe is  look ing  fo r  Regan,  he 

warns  h im to s top  invest igat ing  someth ing  the cl ien t  d id no t  request :  

“I  d idn’t  ask  you to  look  fo r  my  son - in - law,  Mr.  Marlowe,”  he 

said .  
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“You  wan ted me to ,  though .”  

“I  d idn’t  ask  you to .  You  assume a  g reat  deal .  I  u sual ly  

ask  fo r  what  I  wan t .”  

I  d idn’t  say  any th ing .  ( Big  748)  

Once again ,  Marlowe’s  invo lvement  in  the case create s  a  rad ical  confusion 

between  h is  as sumptions and  the ac tual  facts .  The conversat ion confi rms 

that  S ternwood  never  exp l ic i t ly  asked Marlowe to  search  fo r  Regan —only 

Marlowe bel i eves  S ternwood wan ted  h im to.  In  th is  sense,  Mar lowe is  

c lea r ly  act ing  insubord inately  tow ard S ternwood  as  a  c l i en t .  What  makes  

th is  insubord inat ion s ign if ican t  i s  th at  Marlowe is  no t  act ing fo r  h is  own 

benef i t .  He emphasizes  that  the reason  he is  look ing  fo r  Regan  is  ou t  o f  

concern  fo r  S ternwood:  “You don’t  know what  I  have to  go  th rough o r  over  

o r under  to  do your  job  fo r  you.  I  do  i t  my  way.  I  do  my best  to  p ro tect  you ,  

and  I  may b reak  a  few ru les ,  bu t  I  b reak  them in  your  favor” ( Big  750) .  The 

phrase “ in  your  favor” ind ica tes  that  Marlowe is  d r iven  by  care  fo r  

S ternwood . Thus,  fo r  Marlowe,  the mean ing  o f  “ insubord inat ion” sh if ts  

f rom independence to  an  expression  o f care .  

In  add i t ion ,  as  in  F i tzgerald ’s  The Grea t  Gatsby ,  an  importan t  aspect  

o f care  between  Marlowe and S ternwood  is  the mot i f  o f  subst i tu t ion .  

Marlowe ar t icu l ate s  S ternwood’s  fee l ings  abou t  Regan on  h is  behalf .  

Accord ing  to  Marlowe,  S ternwood was angry  at  the possib i l i ty  that  Regan 

had  betr ayed  h im,  as  i t  appeared  that  Regan  was in teres ted  in  Viv ian  fo r  her  

family ’s  fo r tune.  Yet ,  a t  the same t ime,  S ternwood cou ld  no t  help  bu t  l ike 

Regan .  While  in i t ia l ly  accusin g  Marlowe o f  ta lk ing  too  much ,  S ternwood 

u l t imately  asks  Marlowe to  o ff i c ia l l y  sea rch  fo r  Regan ,  admit t ing  that  
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Marlowe is  co rrec t :  

“I’ l l  pay  you ano ther  thousand  do l lars  to  f ind  Rusty.  He doesn’t  

have to  come back .  I  don’t  even  have to  know where he is .  A 

man has  a  r igh t  to  l ive h is  own l i fe .  I  don ’t  b lame h im fo r  

walk ing  ou t  on  my daugh ter,  no r  even fo r  go ing  so ab rup t ly.  I t  

was p robab ly  a  sudden impulse.  I  wan t to  know i t  f rom h im 

d irect ly,  and  i f  he shou ld happen  to  need money,  I  shou ld  wan t  

h im to  have that  a lso .  Am I  c lea r?”  

                 I  sa id :  “Yes,  General . ”  ( Big  751)  

S ternwood’s  quest ion ,  “Am I  c lear?”  impl ies  that  Marlowe’s  

insubord inat ion leads  to  the revelat ion  o f  S ternwood’s  t rue fee l ings .  

In i t ia l ly,  the rel at ionsh ip between  Marlowe and  S ternwood  was one where 

Marlowe exper i enced  what  S ternwood cou ld  no t ,  as  sugges ted  by  the mot i f  

o f c igaret te s  and alcoho l  in  thei r  f i r s t  meet ing .  Th is  re la t ionsh ip  evo lves  

in to  care ,  s imilar  to  what  takes  p lace in  The Grea t  Gatsby .  

One migh t  argue that  Mar lowe’s  insubord inat ion becoming  an  o ff ic ia l  

case r ep resen ts  a  reg ression  f rom ca re  to  business .  However,  Marlowe’s  

p r imary  focus is  far  f rom earn ing  money to  make a  l iv ing.  What  t ru ly 

mat ter s  to  h im is  h is  re la t ionsh ip  wi th Viv ian .  Marlowe’s  invest igat ion  

u l t imately  uncovers  the t ru th beh ind  the se r ie s  o f  even ts .  F i rs t ,  Carmen ,  

due to  her  men tal  ins tab i l i ty,  seduced her  b ro ther - in - law,  Regan .  When he 

rejected  her,  she lost  con tro l  and  k i l led  h im.  Upon d iscover ing that  her  

s is t er  had  murdered  her  husband,  Viv ian h id  the body to  p ro tect  thei r  fa ther  

f rom the devastat ing  t ru th.  In  o ther  words,  Viv ian  d id no t  approach  

Marlowe to f ind  her  miss ing  husband ; ra ther,  she aimed  to  keep  Marlowe 
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f rom d iscover ing h is  body.  When  Marlowe reveals  th is  h idden  t ru th ,  Viv i an 

o ffers  h im f i f teen  thousand  do l lars  a s  hush  money,  fear ing  that  her  fa the r  

would  be unab le  to  cope wi th  the revelat ion  that  one o f  h is  daugh ters  had 

commit ted  murder.  Marlowe ind irect ly  re j ect s  the o ffer :  “Uh -huh .  I ’m a 

very smart  guy.  I  haven’t  a  feel ing  o r  a  scrup le  in  the world.  Al l  I  have the 

i tch  fo r  i s  money.  I  am so  money  g reedy  that  fo r  twen ty -f ive bucks a  day  

and  expenses ,  most ly  gaso l ine and  whiskey,  I  do  my t h ink ing  myself ,  what  

there  is  o f  i t”  (Big  761) .  Need less  to  say,  Marlowe’s  c la im of being “money 

g reedy” is  a  sarcast ic  remark ,  h igh l igh t ing  that  he is  no t  obsessed  wi th  

money,  as  emphasized  by the con tra s t  wi th  “twen ty -f ive bucks a  day  and  

expenses”  (Big  761) .  By th is  po in t ,  Marlowe’s  re l a t ionsh ip  wi th  Viv ian  has  

moved far  beyond a  business  t ransac t ion .  Fur thermore,  Marlowe te l ls  her  to  

th ink  o f  h im i f  she faces  any  t roub le  in  the fu tu re .  Once again ,  h is  o ffer  i s  

no t  mot ivated  by  f inancial  gain :  “ .  .  .  i f  you  have any  mo re t roub le ,  I  hope 

you’l l  th ink o f  me.  I ’ l l  ju s t  l eave one o f  my cards  in  case any th ing  comes 

up .  I  do  al l  th is  fo r  twen ty -f ive bucks a  day —and  maybe just  a  l i t t l e  to  

p ro tect  what  l i t t le  p r ide a  b roken  and s ick  o ld  man has  lef t  in  h is  

b lood  .  .  . ”  (Big  761) .  Marlowe shares  Viv ian’s  c oncern  fo r  her  fa ther ’s  

heal th ,  a  mat t er  that  i s  unrelat ed  to  h is  ro le  as  a  p r ivate  detec t ive work ing 

fo r  a  l iv ing .  

Marlowe’s  a t t i tude toward  Viv ian  shou ld be unders tood  as  an  act  o f  

care ,  accord ing  to  h is  own words.  When  Marlowe reveals  the t ru th ,  Viv ian 

angri ly  cal l s  h im “a son  o f  a  b i tch” ( Big  761) ,  mistaken ly  assuming  h is  

mot ive is  money.  Marlowe responds,  us ing the word  “care”:  “And  that  

makes me a  son  o f  a  b i tch .  Al l  r igh t .  I  don’t  care” ( Big  762) .  Here,  the 
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phrase “ I  don’t  care” ca rr ie s  a  completely  d i ffe ren t  mean ing  f rom i ts  usage 

in  the open ing  scene.  Before becoming  invo lved  in  the ser ie s  o f  cases ,  the 

phrase r ep resen ted  Marlowe’s  re j ect ion  o f  care  in  favor  o f  h is  ideal  o f  t he 

detached  p r ivate  detect ive.  Through h is  invo lvement  in  the case,  the phrase 

t ransfo rms,  s ign ify ing  the exact  opposi te ,  as  he now cares  fo r  her  by  

unset t l ing h is  iden t i ty  as  a  p r ivate  d etec t ive.  

What  makes Marlowe un ique is  h is  care  even  fo r  Carmen ,  who is  

ostensib ly the “cu lp r i t”  in  the case.  In  conven t ional  detect ive s to r i es ,  wh ich 

focus on uncover ing  the t ru th,  cu lp r i ts  l ike Carmen  would  be reported  to  

the po l ice  fo r  the murder  they  commit ted ,  p lac ing them in the most  

vu lnerab le  posi t ion  and  open  to  cr i t i c ism.  However,  Marlowe is  concerned 

with Carmen’s  vu lnerab i l i ty  beh ind  the cr ime.  Acknowledg ing  that  Carm en 

is  men tal ly  i l l ,  he  suggests  that  Viv i an  send  her  to  a  hosp i ta l  where she can  

be p roper ly  cared  fo r :  “Wil l  you take her  away? Somewhere f ar  o ff  f rom 

here where they  can  hand le  her  type,  where they  wi l l  keep  guns and  kn ives  

and  fancy  d r inks  away from her? He l l ,  she migh t  even  get  hersel f  cu red ,  

you  know” (Big  762) .  Th is  suggest ion no tab ly  d i ffe rs  f rom how 

conven t ional  detect ive s to r ie s  deal  wi th cr iminal s .  By  suggest ing  the 

possib i l i ty  that  Carmen  migh t  be cu red ,  Marlowe con t inues  to  share  

Viv ian’s  concern  fo r  her  s i s ter,  even  though  she is  the cr iminal .  Th is  

inev i tab ly means that  Marlowe bec omes somewhat  o f  an  accomplice,  a  fact  

o f which he is  fu l ly  aware.  As he leaves  the S ternwood mansion ,  he senses  

someone watch ing  h im:  “Outside,  the b r igh t  gardens had a  haun ted  look,  as  

though smal l  wi ld  eyes  were watch ing  me from beh ind  the bushes ,  as  

though the sunsh ine i t sel f  had a  myster ious  someth ing  in  i t s  l igh t”  ( Big  
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763) .  Given  that  p r ivate  det ect ives  a re  o f ten  cal led  “pr ivate  eyes ,”  th is  

recogn i t ion  o f  someone else’s  gaze underscores  the rad ical  t r ansfo rmat ion 

o f Marlowe as  a  detect ive.  Orig inal ly,  detect ives  ar e  mean t  to  be the 

“eyes ,”  observ ing  and  unders tand ing  th e world f rom a detached ,  ex ternal  

perspect ive.  Deprived o f  th is  t ranscenden tal  posi t ion,  Marlowe is  now in 

the posi t ion o f  the observed .  Far  f rom the conven t ional  ro le  o f  the p r iva te  

eye,  Marlowe here  becomes fu l ly  iden t i f ied  wi th  the cu lp r i t .  

The care  fo r  the vu lnerab le  in  detec t ive f ic t ion  ex tends even  to  the 

dead,  the v ict im s o f  the cases .  As Marlowe leaves  the S ternwood house,  h is  

though ts  tu rn  to  the body  o f  the dead Regan ,  bur ied  by  Viv ian in  the 

S ternwood  o i l  f ie ld .  Al though  Marlo we knows  that ,  now the t ru th  has  been 

revealed ,  he no  longer  needs to  dwel l  on  i t ,  he  s t i l l  f inds  h imself  car ing :  

What  d id  i t  mat t er  where you  lay once you  were dead? In  a  d i r ty  

sump or  in  a  marb le  tower  on top  o f  a  h igh h i l l?  You were dead ,  

you  were s leep ing  the b ig  s leep ,  you  were no t  bo thered  by 

th ings l ike that .  Oi l  and  wate r  were the same as  wind and ai r  to  

you .  You  just  s l ep t  the b ig  s leep ,  no t  car ing  abou t  the nast iness  

o f how you  d ied  o r  where you  fel l .  (Big  764)  

I ron ica l ly,  Marlowe’s  r ef lect ion  on  the mean ing lessness  o f  car ing  abou t  t he 

dead reveal s  that  he canno t  help bu t  care .  His  a t t i tude s tark ly  con tras ts  wi th 

how the dead are  typ ica l ly  t rea ted  in  conven t ional  detect ive f i c t ion :  “Me , I  

was par t  o f  the nast ines s  now.  Far  m ore a  par t  o f  i t  than  Rusty  Regan  was” 

(Big  764) .  In  add i t ion to  iden t i fy ing  wi th  the cr iminal ,  Marlowe also  al igns  

h imsel f  wi th  the dead .  

     Ul t imate ly,  Marlowe embodies  a  care  fo r  vu lnerab i l i ty  that  t ranscends 



109 

 

the  iden t i t i es  o f  detect ive,  c l ien t ,  cu lp r i t ,  and  v ict im.  After  iden t i fy ing  wi th 

Regan ,  Marlowe’s  though ts  tu rn back to  h is  f i r s t  c l i en t ,  S ternwood . On  the 

one hand,  Marlowe no tes  that  S tern wood  has  no t  yet  become “par t  o f  the 

nast iness .”  On  the o ther  hand ,  he recogn ize s  that  S ternwood , l ike Regan ,  i s  

doomed  to  d ie:  “He cou ld  l ie  qu iet  i n  h is  canop ied  bed ,  wi th  h is  b lood less  

hands fo lded  on the sheet ,  wai t ing .  His  hear t  was a  b r ief ,  uncer ta in  murmur.  

His  though ts  were as  g ray  as  ashes .  And in  a  l i t t le  whi le  he too,  l ike Rusty  

Regan ,  would  be s leep ing  the b ig  s leep” ( Big  764) .  While  the fact  that  

everyone is  doomed  to d ie  is  s imple,  i t s  revela t ion in  detect ive f i c t ion  is  

s ign if ican t  because the genre is  typ ical ly  ind ifferen t  to  th is  p r imal  

vu lnerab i l i ty.  In  general ,  detect ive f ic t ion  uses  death  as  a  mot i f  to  market  

i t sel f ,  as  Chand ler  sa rcast i cal ly  no tes:  “I t  i s  no t  funny  that  a  man shou ld  be 

k i l led ,  bu t  i t  i s  somet imes funny that  he shou ld  be k i l led  fo r  so l i t t l e ,  and 

that  h is  death  shou ld  be the co in  o f  what  we cal l  c iv i l izat ion” (“S imple”  

991) .  Marlowe can  be seen  as  a  detect ive who  recogn izes  th i s  vu lnerab i l i ty,  

a  vu lnerab i l i ty  o f ten  over looked  in  detect ive f i c t ion .  The detect ive business  

as  t roub le  u l t imately  compels  Mar lowe to  care  fo r  rad ical  vu lnerab i l i ty  

i t sel f .  

Conclusion  

Echo ing  F i tzgerald ’s  works,  Chand ler ’s  The Big  S leep  can  be seen  as  

a  key  tex t  fo r  reconsider ing the male modern is t  sub ject .  As a  rep resen ta t ive 

f igure o f  the p r ivate  det ect ive,  Ph i l i p  Marlowe in i t ia l ly  appears  to  embody 

the typ ical  i so lated  ind iv idual ,  evok ing  the image o f  “one’s  own boss” and 

the American  Adam.  However,  th is  general  image o f  the p r ivate  det ect ive  is  

rad ical ly  quest ioned by  Marlowe’s  p rob lemat i c  s tandpo in t ,  marked  by  a  
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confusion between  inside and  ou ts ide,  ref lect ing  Chand ler ’s  characte r is t ic  

concern  fo r  “ the world” in  detect ive  f ic t ion .  Marlowe is  depr ived  o f  the 

ab i l i ty  to  g rasp  the world  as  a  f ixed  p ictu re ,  fo rcing  h im in to what  

Heidegger  cal ls  “being  in  the world .”  D esp i te  h is  effo r t s  to  uncover  the 

t ru th abou t  the cases  he invest igat es ,  he is  compel l ed  to  engage “ in” them,  

which  b r ings  abou t  the possib i l i ty  o f  t ransfo rming the case i t s el f .  Th is  

cond i t ion  o f  being in  the world exposes  Mar lowe’s  vu lnerab i l i ty  as  a  

detect ive,  sh i f t ing  h is  engagement  wi th  the cases  f rom business  to  t roub le .  

In  tu rn ,  th is  t roub le  subver t s  the very iden t i ty  o f  the p r ivate  detect ive.  

What  makes Marlowe d is t inct  i s  that  th is  vu lnerab i l i ty  does  no t  mean  a  

fa i lu re  o f  h is  invest igat ion .  Rather,  i t  enab les  h im to  care  fo r  the 

vu lnerab le—not  on ly  h is  c l ien ts  bu t  a lso  the cu lp r i t s  and v ict ims,  who  are  

genera l ly  excluded  from the world  o f  detect ive f i c t ion .  Con trary  to  the 

popu lar  image o f  the p r ivate  detect iv e,  The Big S leep  p resen ts  vu lnerab i l i ty  

as  the beg inn ing  o f  care  and  as  par t  o f being  in  the world .  
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Chapter  Four  

“A Man  with  No Home”:  

Temporal  Vulnerab i l i ty  and  Care in  the Pr ivate  Rea lm 

in Raymond  Chand ler’ s  The Long  Goodbye  

 

In t roduct ion  

Given  that  the purpose o f  th is  s tudy  is  to  exp lo re  the theme o f  

vu lnerab i l i ty  as  the beg inn ing  o f  care  in  modern is t  l i ter atu re ,  i t  i s  

necessary  to  pose the sam e quest ion  to  Chand ler  as  to  F i tzgerald :  Is  The Big  

S leep  an  excep t ion  fo r  Chand ler  in  i t s  exp lo rat ion  o f  th is  theme?  Th is  

quest ion  is  par t icu lar ly  no teworthy  because Chand ler  d id no t  s top  wri t in g 

s to r ies  f eatu r ing  Ph i l ip  Marlowe as  t he p ro tagon is t  af t er  The Big  S leep  bu t 

con t inued the ser i es . 3 3  Th is  i s  worth  consider ing ,  as  Mar lowe’s  

vu lnerab i l i ty  in  The Big  S leep  rad ical ly  subver ts  h is  iden t i ty  as  a  p r ivat e  

detect ive—one who must  be h is  own boss  in  a  world where he is  constan t ly 

exposed  to  the  possib i l i ty  o f  death .  Is  i t  possib l e  fo r  Marlowe to remain  a  

p r ivate  det ect ive whi le  being vu lnerab le?  

The Long  Goodbye ,  pub l ished  in  1953 as  one o f  the la ter  works in  the 

Marlowe ser i es ,  sheds l igh t  on  th is  quest ion  by in t roducing ano ther  asp ect  

o f h is  vu lnerab i l i ty  as  a  being  in  the world :  what  Janna Thompson  cal ls  

“ temporal  vu lnerab i l i ty .”  One no tab le  d i f fer ence between  The Big S leep  and  

The Long  Goodbye  i s  that ,  wh i le  Marlowe is  33  year s  o ld  in  the fo rmer ,  he 

is  42  year s  o ld in  the la t ter .  Al though i t  i s  a  s imple f act  that  peop le  age,  

th is  por t rayal  o f  the p ro tagon is t ’ s  ag ing is  un ique in  the genre o f  hard -

bo i led  f ic t ion  because,  as  Marlowe h imsel f  s ta tes  in  The Long Goodbye ,  
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private  det ect ives  are  supposed  to  be “tough” ( Long  423) .  The ag ing 

p rocess  s t r ips  h im of  th is  supposed  toughness ,  mak ing i t  increasing ly 

d i f f icu l t  fo r  h im to  remain  h is  own boss .  Consequen t ly ,  th is  temporal  

vu lnerab i l i ty  inev i tab ly  fo rces  Marlowe to  confron t  the quest ion  o f  care .  

Th is  becomes a  par t icu la r ly  cr i t i cal  i ssue fo r  Marlowe as  a  p r ivate  

detect ive,  s ince Chand ler  def ines  h im as  “a  man  with  no  home ,”  a  p lace o f 

care  in  the ag ing  p rocess .  

Th is  chap ter  examines  Chand ler’ s  The Long  Goodbye  as  a  work that  

exp lo res  the quest ion o f  care  in  the  p r ivate  r ealm th rough temporal  

vu lnerab i l i ty .  Marlowe is  faced  with  the necessi ty  o f  “home” as  a  p lace  o f 

care  when  confron ted wi th  h is  temporal  vu lnerab i l i ty .  What  charact er izes  

Marlowe is  h is  refusal  to  accep t  th is  conven t ional  p lace  o f  care .  As a  

p r ivate  det ect ive,  Marlowe instead  engages wi th  those who are  re jected  

f rom home.  Through  temporal  vu lne rab i l i ty ,  Marlowe demonstr ate s  care  in  

the  p r ivate  r ealm.  

 

The Process  o f  Aging  and  the Quest ion  o f  Home:  

The Grea t  Gatsby  and The Long  Goodbye  

The Long  Goodbye  te l l s  the s to ry  o f  Marlowe’s  re la t ionsh ip  wi th  a  

man named Terry  Lennox .  Marlowe f i rs t  meets  Lennox,  d runk  and  reject ed 

by  h is  supposed  g ir l f r iend ,  in  a  bar .  He helps  Lennox  by  d r iv ing  h im back 

to  h is  apar tmen t .  Even  when they  f i rs t  meet ,  Marlowe fee ls  somehow drawn 

to Lennox ,  though  he does  no t  under s tand  why .  Al though  they  soon  become 

fr iends ,  Lennox sudden ly remar r ie s  the g i r l f r iend  Marlowe had  seen  at  t he 

bar ,  who  tu rns  ou t  to  be Sy lv ia  Po t t er ,  the  daugh ter  o f  a  weal thy  man  named 
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Harlan  Po t ter .  While  Marlowe feels  d is tanced  f rom Lennox ,  one day  Lennox  

unexpected ly v is i ts  Marlowe’s  apar tmen t  wi th  a  gun  in hand .  Real iz ing  that  

Lennox is  invo lved  in  a  cr ime,  Marlowe helps  h im escape  to  Mexico .  La ter ,  

Sy lv ia  is  found  dead ,  and Marlowe becomes en tang led  wi th  the po l ice ,  the 

Po t ter s ,  and  local  gangs.  During  the invest igat ion,  news arr ives  that  Lennox  

had  commit ted  su icide in  Mexico .  The po l ice  conclude that  Lennox  is  

responsib le  fo r  h is  wife’ s  murder ,  bu t Marlowe,  unsat i sf i ed  wi th  the 

o ff ic ia l  conclusion ,  con t inues  h is  invest igat ion .  While  Marlowe s t rugg les  to  

f ind  any  clues ,  ano ther  c l ien t ,  a  woman named Ei leen  Wade,  approaches  

h im with a  s t r ange request  to  p ro tec t  her  a l coho l ic  husband,  Roger ,  f rom 

commit t ing  su icide.  As Marlowe get s  invo lved  with the coup le ,  a  su rp r is ing  

t ru th emerges :  bo th  E i leen  and  Roger  had  connect ions  to  Lennox  and  Sy lv ia  

in  the past .  Roger  even tual ly  d ies  in  an apparen t  su icide,  seeming ly 

impl icat ing  h im in Sy lv ia’s  murder .  However ,  i t  i s  u l t imately  revea led  that  

E i leen  is  the real  k i l l er .  Marlowe d iscovers  that  she  had once been  

Lennox’s  lover  and ,  unab le  to  accep t  h is  marr iage in to  a  weal thy family ,  

k i l led  Sy lv ia .  

The Long  Goodbye i s  s ign if ican t  fo r  th is  s tudy due to  i t s  resemblance 

to  F i tzgera ld ’s  The Grea t  Gatsby ,  as  no ted by  scho lars .  One no tab le  

in terp reta t ion comes f rom Haruk i  Murakami,  who  t ranslat ed  bo th  works in to  

Japanese.  Refe rr ing  to  Chand ler ’s  re spect  fo r  F i tzgerald ,  Murakami asse r ts  

that  Marlowe’s  re la t ionsh ip  wi th  Lennox  closely  mirro rs  Nick’s  

re la t ionsh ip  wi th Ga tsby .  L ike Gatsby ,  Lennox  is  connected  to  underground  

act iv i t i es  and  u l t imately  becomes a  subst i tu te  fo r  h is  ex - lover .  Murakam i’s  

in terp reta t ion o f  Marlowe’ s  ambiguous at t i tude toward  Lennox  s t rong ly 



114 

 

resonates  wi th  th is  s tudy’s  exp lo rat ion  o f  care  tha t  beg ins  wi th 

vu lnerab i l i ty :  “Mar lowe fu l ly  acknowledges Terry  Lennox’s  personal  

weaknesses ,  the darkness  beh ind them,  and  h is  moral  decadence.  

Never theles s ,  he befr i ends h im. Mar lowe’s  sp i r i t  has  a  deep  c onnect ion 

wi th Terry  Lennox” (Murakami,  my t rans . ;  613) .  Murakami also  po in ts  ou t 

that  bo th works fea tu re  a  b lu rr ing  o f  iden t i ty  between  sub ject  and  ob ject  

wi th in  thei r  f i r s t -per son  narrat ives ,  which  connects  to  th is  s tudy’s  

exp lo rat ion  o f  care  in  The Grea t  Gatsby  in  Chap ter  One.  

Th is  chap ter  fu r ther  develops the re semblance between  the two  works 

in  terms o f  vu lnerab i l i ty  as  i t  re l a te s  to  t ime.  The Grea t  Gatsby  can  be seen  

as  a  p recurso r  to  The Long  Goodbye ,  p resen t ing  the theme o f  vu lnerab i l i t y  

th rough  the mot i f  o f  t ime.  When Nick becomes anx ious that  Gatsby  is  too 

deep ly  invo lved  in  h is  re la t ionsh ip  wi th Daisy ,  he warns ,  “You  can’ t  repeat  

the past ”  (Gatsby  72 ) .  Gatsby  qu ick ly rep l ie s ,  “Why of  course you can!”  

(Gatsby  72 ),  add ing,  “I’m go ing to  f ix  every th ing  just  the way  i t  was 

befo re” (Gatsby  73 ) .  As d iscussed  in  Chap ter  One,  the verb  “f ix” is  

suggest ive here ,  as  Gat sby  den ies  th e inev i tab i l i ty  o f  change b rough t  abou t  

by  the passage o f  t ime.  Unsurpr is ing ly,  Gat sby’s  a t tempt  to  “f ix  

every th ing” ends t rag ical ly .  Nick unders tands the fu t i l i ty  o f  Gats by’s  

endeavor  because he real izes  that  everyone is  sub ject  to  the f low of  t ime,  as  

ref l ect ed  in  h is  own though ts  on  ag ing :  “Th ir ty —the p romise o f  a  decade o f 

lonel iness ,  a  th inn ing  l is t  o f  s ing le  men to  know,  a  th inn ing  b r ie f -case o f  

en thusiasm,  th inn ing h air”  (Gatsby  88 ) .  With  Gat sby’s  fa i lu re  and  Nick’s  

recogn i t ion  o f  t ime’s  effects ,  The Grea t  Gatsby  po r t r ays  the fact  that  w e 

canno t  f ix  t ime.  
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This  vu lnerab i l i ty  inev i tab ly  leads  The Grea t  Gatsby  to  confron t  the 

quest ion  o f  home.  Gatsby’s  bel ie f  that  he can  repeat  the past  i s  en t i r e ly  

incompat ib le  wi th  the real i ty  that  Dais y  has  a  “home.” Nick  no t ices  

Gat sby’s  confusion when  he meet s  Daisy ’s  ch i ld :  “Gat sby  and I  in  tu rn  

leaned  down and  took  the smal l  re lu ctan t  hand .  Afterward ,  he kep t look ing 

at  the ch i ld  wi th  su rp r ise .  I  don’t  th ink  he had ever  real ly  bel ieved  in  i t s  

ex is ten ce befo re” (Gatsby  76 ) .  For Gat sby,  who bel ieves  he can  rec rea t e  the 

past ,  Daisy ’s  ch i ld  is  a  shock ing reminder  that  she now belongs to  a  

d i f feren t  real i ty —one with a  family  o f her  own . Ga tsby’s  d isconnect  f ro m 

the idea  o f  home is  fu r ther  emphasized  when Nick  desc r ibes  h im as  

someone who “sprang  from h is  P laton ic  concep t ion o f  h imsel f”  ( Gatsby  65 ) .  

The term “P laton ic ,”  a long with  “o f  h imsel f , ”  suggest s  a  detachment  f rom 

physical  re la t ionsh ips ,  p lacing  Gat sby  ou ts ide the f low of  t ime in which  

Daisy  l ives ,  a  t ime where peop le  age  and  creat e  homes o f  thei r  own .  

On  the one hand ,  The Grea t  Gatsby  cer t a in ly  p resen ts  home as  a  p lace 

o f care  fo r  the vu lnerab le .  After  Dai sy  causes  the h i t -and -run  acciden t ,  

Nick f inds  Gat sby sec ret ly  watch ing  the Buchanan  househo ld.  Gat sby te l ls  

Nick that  he is  watch ing to  see i f  Tom wil l  do  any th ing  to  Daisy .  

I ron ica l ly ,  con trary  to  Gat sby’s  fear s ,  Nick  d iscovers  Tom and  Daisy  s i t t ing  

at  a  k i tchen  tab le  that  evokes a  s t ro ng  sense o f  home:  

Daisy  and  Tom were s i t t ing  opposi te  each  o ther  a t  the k i tchen  

tab le  wi th  a  p lat e  o f  co ld  f r ied  ch icken  between  them and  two  

bo t t les  o f  a l e .  He was ta lk ing  in ten t ly across  the t ab le  a t  her  

and  in  h is  earnes tness  h is  hand  had fal len  upon  and  covered  her  

own.  Once in  a  whi le  she looked  up  at  h im and nodded  in 
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agreement .  

They  weren’ t  happy ,  and  nei ther  o f  them had touched  the 

ch icken o r  the ale—and  yet  they  weren’ t  unhappy  ei ther .  There 

was an  unmist akab le  a i r  o f  natu ral  i n t imacy  abou t  the p ictu re  

and  anybody  would  have said  that  they  were consp ir ing 

together .  (Gatsby  94 )  

Desp i te  the p rob lemat ic  r e la t ionsh ip  between  Tom and  D aisy  wi th  Tom’s 

affa i r ,  th is  “unmist akab le  a i r  o f  natu ral  in t imacy ” p resen ts  a  home where 

Tom cares  fo r  Daisy  in  her  vu lnerab le  s ta te ,  as  she faces  the possib i l i ty  o f 

being  accused  as  the d r iver  who  k i l l ed  the v ict im.  Al though Ga tsby  wai t s  

ou ts ide,  bel i ev ing  Daisy  wi l l  need  h is  p ro tect ion ,  i t  i s  Tom who  p rov ides  

her  wi th  care .  The con tra s t  between  the Buchanans’  home and  Gatsby’s  

lonely  v ig i l  ou ts ide h igh l igh ts  the mean ing  o f  home as  a  p lace o f  care . 3 9  

On  the o ther  hand ,  what  t ru ly charac ter i zes  The Grea t  Gatsby  i s  i t s  

p resen tat ion  o f  an  al te rnat ive possib i l i ty  o f  care:  care  ou ts ide the home.  

While  th is  s tudy  beg ins  by read ing  The Grea t  Gatsby  as  a  s to ry  o f  care  in  

Chap ter  One,  ca re  ou ts ide the home can  be seen  in  the scene o f  Gat sby’s  

funeral .  One migh t  argue that  th is  scene shows Gat sby does ,  in  fact ,  have a  

home as  a  p lace o f  care  because h is  fa ther  a t tends the funeral .  However ,  i t  

i s  no tab le  that  Gatsby’s  fa ther  consis ten t ly  cal l s  h im “Jimmy,” the 

n ickname fo r  “James Ga tz ,”  which  is  the name he rejected  at  s even teen  to  

become “Jay  Gatsby .”  In  th is  sense,  the father  ca res  no t  fo r  Jay  Gatsby  bu t 

fo r  James Gatz .  Th is  care  i s  emphasi zed  when  he shows Nick  a  book 

con tain ing Gatsby’s  schedu le ,  includ ing an  i tem t i t l ed  “GENERAL 

RESOLVES,” wri t t en  befo re  Gatsby  changed  h is  name.  The schedu le ,  which  
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parod ies  Ben jamin  Frank l in ’s  sel f - improvement  scheme,  leads  the fa ther  to  

p roud ly  remark ,  “J immy was bound to get  ahead” ( Gatsby  112) .  The 

father’ s  expectat ions  fo r  “J immy” are  en t i re ly  a t  odds wi th  the l i f e  Ga tsby 

leads  as  “Ga tsby ,”  par t i cu lar ly  s ince  Gatsby  has  r e jected  one o f  h is  own 

“GENERAL RESOLVES”:  “Be bet te r  to  paren ts”  ( Gatsby  112) . 4 0  Against  

th is  backdrop  o f  a  lack  o f  care  wi th in the home, Nick  demonstr ate s  the 

possib i l i ty  o f  care  ou ts ide the home.  He observes  that  no  one,  apar t  f rom 

Gat sby’s  fa ther ,  a t t ends the funeral .  Aware o f  the min is t er’ s  concern  abou t  

when  to  beg in  the ceremony ,  Nick  asks  h im to wai t  hal f  an  hour ,  bu t  i t  i s  in  

vain : “But  i t  wasn’ t  any use.  Nobody came” ( Gatsby  112) .  At  f i r s t  g lance,  

in  con tras t  to  the father’ s  ca re  fo r  “ J immy,” th is  appears  to  ind ica te  tha t  no 

one cares  fo r  Ga tsby  as  “Ga tsby .”  However ,  Nick’s  ob servat ion  that  

“nobody  came” to  Ga tsby’s  funera l  s ign if ie s  that  Nick  h imsel f  cares  fo r  

Gat sby,  as  he had  p rev iously  s ta ted ,  “I  found  myself  on  Gatsby’s  s ide,  and 

alone” (Gatsby  105) .  Thus,  the funeral  scene fo regrounds the relat ionsh ip 

between  Nick  and  Gat sby as  a  care  o u ts ide the home.  

 

Th is  chap ter  exp lo res  The Long  Goodbye  in  terms o f  th is  quest ion  o f  

temporal  vu lnerab i l i ty  as  a  beg inn ing o f  care  ou ts ide the home. An  

importan t  featu re  o f  th is  la ter  work  in  the Marlowe ser i es  i s  that  i t  

chal lenges  the image o f  the p r ivate  detect ive a s  h is  own boss .  With  a  c l ear  

refe rence to  h is  age,  Marlowe asks  h imself  a  quest ion  abou t  l iv ing alone at  

th is  s tage o f  h is  l i fe :  “ I  am fo r ty - two years  o ld .  I ’m spo i led  by 

independence” (Long  720) .  P ick ing up  on th is  ref erence to  h is  age,  John  T .  

I rwin  argues  that  the ag ing p rocess  can  be a  se r ious  p rob lem in  the p r ivate  
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detect ive genre.  Accord ing  to  I rwin ,  i t  p resen ts  a  rad ical  chal l enge to  the 

Ameri can  ideal  o f  ind iv idual ism:  

As anyone who has  l ived  past  a  cer t a in  age in  the Uni ted  S tates  

knows,  ph i losoph ies  o f  se l f - su ff ic i ency  are  one th ing at  h igh  

noon  in  b r igh t  sunsh ine when you  are  twen ty -f ive o r  th i r ty ,  bu t 

a  far  d i f fe ren t  th ing  at  th ree A.M. when  one is  abou t  to  be 

je t t i soned  in to the penu l t imate  vo id o f re t i rement .  ( I rwin ,  

Unless  58–59)  

Indeed ,  the p r ivate  detect ive genre has  typ ical ly  obscured  the fact  o f  ag ing ,  

as  Marlowe h imself  s ays  in  the open ing  scene,  “I’m supposed  to  be tough” 

(Long  423) .  I f  a  p r ivate  detec t ive is  supposed  to  be a  man who  l ives  

independen t ly  wi thou t  a  family ,  he can  on ly  do  so  as  long  as  he is  enough 

to be “tough”  against  the ag ing p rocess .  As I rwin  no tes ,  what  makes The 

Long  Goodbye  un ique is  that  i t  confron ts  th is  quest ion o f  t ime,  a  h idden  

fact  o f  the genre  o f  hard -bo i led  f ic t i on .  

Confron t ing  the real i ty  o f  ag ing  can  easi ly  be l inked  to  what  Janna 

Thompson  cal ls  “ temporal  vu lnerab i l i ty” in  re la t ion  to  the b roader  them e o f 

vu lnerab i l i ty .  Thompson  uses  the phrase “be ing  in  t ime” to  h igh l igh t  the  

obv ious,  yet  o f ten  over looked,  cond i t io n  that  we  are  a lways in  t ime with  

the impossib i l i ty  o f  remain ing  unchanged .  She def ines  th is  cond i t ion  as  

“ temporal  vu lnerab i l i ty .”  Al though  Thompson’s  essay  l imi ts  the d iscuss ion  

o f temporal  vu lnerab i l i ty  to  in tergenerat ional  re la t ionsh ips ,  she no tes  that  

i t  can  man ifest  in  var ious  ways:  “Temporal  vu lnerab i l i ty  cou ld also  mean 

being  sub ject  to  the unforeseeab le  even ts  o f  the fu tu re:  to  fo r tune and  the 

f ick le  f inger  o f  fa te”  (Thompson 163).  The p rocess  o f  ag ing  in  The Long 
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Goodbye  can  be seen  as  one such  example,  especial ly  as  i t  unset t le s  the 

toughness  that  def ines  Marlowe as  a  p r ivate  detect ive.  

Th is  temporal  vu lnerab i l i ty  inev i tab ly d isrup ts  the iden t i ty  o f  the 

sel f -made man that  the p r ivate  detec t ive is  mean t  to  embody.  I t  i s  s t r ik ing 

that  the d isrup t ion o f  iden t i ty  in  The Long Goodbye  i s  sub t ly  fo reshadowed 

th rough  a  reference to  F i tzgerald .  When  Marlowe watches  Roger  in  request  

f rom Ei leen ,  Marlowe f inds  a  cu r ious no te  in  which  Roger  men t ions 

F i tzgerald ,  s t rangely  iden t i fy ing  h imself  wi th  F i tzgerald :  “S igned : Roger  

(F .  Sco t t  F i tzgerald )  Wade.  P .S.  Th is  i s  why  I  never  f in ished  The Last  

Tycoon ” (Long  506) .  The Last  Tycoon  was F i tzgerald ’ s  f inal  work ,  lef t  

un f in ished  due to  h is  death  at  the age o f  44 .  Desp i t e  the sub jec t  “I , ”  the  

sen tence “I  never  f in ished” here  conveys the fact  that  the death  p reven ted 

the complet ion  o f  the work .  The “I”  is  a  being  in  t ime,  being sub ject  to  an 

unpred ict ab le  fu tu re .  Roger’s  pecu l i ar  s ignatu re  suggests  that  th is  t emporal  

vu lnerab i l i ty  is  d i rec t ly  t ied  to  a  confusion o f  iden t i ty .  The  s t range s ign  

“Roger  (F .  Sco t t  F i tzgerald )  Wade” b lu rs  the d is t inct ion  between  Roger  and  

F i tzgerald ,  imply ing  that  iden t i ty  is  a lways in  f lux  as  i t  changes over  t ime.  

In fac t ,  Roger’s  f inal  wri t ing,  which  Marlowe d iscovers  jus t  befo re  E i leen 

murders  h im,  is  f ragmentary  and  unf in ished :  “Get t ing very  bad ,  very ,  

very  .  .  . ”  (Long  589) .  Roger ,  l ike F i tzgerald ,  shares  t emporal  vu lnerab i l i ty  

in  that  nei ther  was ab le  to  complet e  thei r  f inal  works by thei r  own wil l .  

In  re l a t ion  to  the theme o f  care ,  tem poral  vu lnerab i l i ty  in  the l i fe  o f  a  

p r ivate  det ect ive r aises  quest ions  abou t  the ro le  o f  the “p r ivate” r ealm,  

especi al ly  in  connect ion to  the quest ion  o f  “home.” General ly ,  home is  

considered  an  essen t ia l  p lace o f  care  fo r  those who l ive  in  t ime,  as  ag ing  
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makes independen t  l iv ing  increas ing ly d i f f icu l t .  Con trary  to  th is  t rad i t io nal  

image,  The Long Goodbye  does  no t  p resen t  home as  a  so lu t ion  to  temporal  

vu lnerab i l i ty .  In  the la t t er  par t  o f  the s to ry ,  Marlowe’s  r e la t ionsh ip  wi th  

L inda Loring ,  Sy lv ia’ s  s is ter ,  deepens to  the po in t  where she o ffers  to  

marry  h im.  Marlowe rejec ts  her  o ffe r ,  exp lain ing  that  he ca nno t  sustain  a  

marr ied  l i f e .  Th is  re j ect ion  o f  home raises  a  quest ion ,  g iven  h is  posi t ion as  

a  p r ivate  detect ive,  which ,  as  the ad ject ive “p r ivat e” c lea r ly  suggests ,  

shou ld  invo lve engagement  wi th  the p r ivate  r ealm.  General ly  speak ing ,  

home is  easi ly  iden t i f i ed  wi th the p r ivate  rea lm in  con tras t  to  the pub l ic  

realm.  However ,  Marlowe is  d is tanced  no t  on ly  f rom the pub l ic  r ealm — as 

ment ioned  in  the p rev ious chap ter ,  he wa s f i red  f rom h is  job  as  an 

invest igato r  under  the d is t r i c t  a t to rn ey  fo r  insubord inat ion —but  also  f rom 

the home.  What ,  then ,  does  the p r iva te  rea lm mean  fo r  Marlowe?  To  exp lo re  

th is  quest ion ,  Hannah  Arend t’s  d is cussion  o f  the p r ivate  rea lm prov ides  a  

usefu l  perspect ive.  Arend t  h igh l igh ts  the etymolog ica l  fac t  that  the term  

“pr ivate” in i t i a l ly  mean t  “deprived” in  con tra s t  to  “pub l ic ,”  though  modern  

peop le  no  longer  th ink o f  th is  mean ing ,  “due to  the enormous enr ic hment  o f  

the p r ivate  sphere th rough  modern  ind iv idual ism” (Arend t  38) .  F rom th i s  

o r ig inal  sense o f  depr ivat ion,  Arend t  def ines  “p r ivate” a s  fo l lows:   

To  l ive an en t i re ly  p r ivate  l i fe  mean s above al l  to  be depr ived 

o f th ings es sen t ia l  to  a  t ru ly  human l i fe :  to  be depr ived  o f  the 

real i ty  that  comes f rom being  seen  and  heard  by  o thers ,  to  be 

depr ived  o f  an  “ob ject ive” rel at ionsh ip  wi th them that  comes 

f rom being  rela ted  to  and  separat ed  f rom them th rough  the 

in termediary  o f  a  common world  o f  th ings,  to  be depr ived o f  the 
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possib i l i ty  o f  ach iev ing  someth ing  more permanen t  than l i fe  

i t sel f .  The p r ivat ion o f  p r ivacy  l ies  in  the absence o f  o thers ;  as  

far  as  they  are  concerned ,  p r ivate  man  does  no t  appear ,  and 

therefo re  i t  i s  as  though  he d id no t  ex is t .  Whatever  he does  

remains  wi thou t  s ign if icance and  consequence to  o thers ,  and 

what  mat te rs  to  h im is  wi thou t  in ter est  to  o ther  peop le .  (Adren t  

58)  

When  Marlowe rejects  hav ing  a  home,  he depr ives  h imself  o f  the 

“possib i l i ty  o f  ach iev ing someth ing  more permanen t  than l i fe  i t se l f”  

(Arend t 58) .  His  re ject ion  o f  bo th  the pub l ic  r ealm and  the home leaves  h im 

ex is t ing  so lely  in  the “p r ivate  r ealm ,” in  the s ense that  Arend t  desc r ibes .   

     While  Arend t’s  def in i t ion o f  p r ivacy  as  depr ivat ion  evokes a  world  

wi thou t  care—“Whatever  he does  remains  wi thou t  s ign if icance and 

consequence to  o thers ,  and what  mat ters  to  h im is  wi thou t  in tere st  to  o ther  

peop le” (Arend t  58) —what  makes Marlowe s tand  ou t  as  a  p r ivate  detect ive 

is  h is  p ract ice  o f  care  wi th in  th is  p r ivate  realm.  He consis ten t ly  emphasi zes  

that ,  wh i le  the home is  a  p r imary  p l ace o f  care ,  there  ar e  temporal ly  

vu lnerab le  ind iv iduals  who are  excluded from i t .  As a  p r ivate  detect ive,  

Marlowe exp lo res  a  new possib i l i ty  o f care  in  the p r ivate  r ealm ou ts ide o f 

the conven t ional  home.  

 

“The World  We Live in” when Chand ler  Wro te  The Long  Goodbye  

As d iscussed  in  the p rev ious chap ter ,  fo r  Chand ler ,  detect ive f i c t ion 

is  a  genre that  shou ld dep ict  “ the world  we l ive in” wi th  a  sense o f  real  

exper i ence,  ra ther  than  merely  serv ing  as  an  in tel l ectua l  game.  Therefo re ,  
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to  unders tand  The Long  Goodbye ,  i t  i s  necessary  to  consider  what  “ the 

world  we l ive in” mean t  to  Chand ler  a t  the t ime o f  i t s  wri t ing.  Notab ly ,  

Chand ler  was deep ly  engaged  with the quest ion o f  home in  re la t ion to  

temporal  vu lnerab i l i ty  a t  that  t ime .  Unl ike Marlowe,  who  remains  s ing le  in  

l ine wi th the typ ica l  image o f  a  p r ivate  detect ive,  Chand ler  marr i ed  a  

woman named  Cissy  befo re  beg inn ing h is  career  as  a  p ro fes s ional  wri ter .  

During the per iod  when  he was wri t i ng  The Long Goodbye ,  C issy ’s  heal th  

deter io rat ed ,  and  Chand ler  took  on  the responsib i l i ty  o f  car ing  fo r  her .  

Indeed ,  shor t ly  af te r  The Long  Goodbye was pub l ished,  Cissy  passed  away ,  

and  Chand ler  l amented  that  he had  become “a man  with  no  home”  (Day  3 ) .  

The mot i f  o f  t ime in  The Long  Goodbye  i s  inseparab le  f rom the “world” 

Chand ler  l ived  in ,  marked  by  the los s  o f  h is  home due to  temporal  

vu lnerab i l i ty .  

C issy ’s  decl in ing heal th  was a  cr i t ical  even t  fo r  Chand ler ,  fo rcing 

h im to  confron t  the s imple t ru th  that  no one is  exempt  f rom temporal  

vu lnerab i l i ty .  Orig inal ly ,  C issy  had  been the mother  o f  Chand ler’ s  f r i end 

and  also  a  f r iend  o f  Chand ler’s  own mother .  She was the same age as  

Chand ler ’s  mother ,  and  she l ied  abou t her  age when  they  decided  to  marry ,  

which  can  be in terp ret ed  as  a  k ind  o f  res i s tance against  temporal  

vu lnerab i l i ty . 4 1  However ,  th is  re s is t ance was dest ined  to  fa i l ,  as  Cissy ’s  

heal th  con t inued  to  decl ine.  Chand le r  had  to  adap t  h is  dai ly  rou t ine,  tak ing 

on  househo ld  chores  to  ca re  fo r  her .  Jud i th  Freeman  descr ibes  th is  change:  

“She wen t  f rom being  a  wife  who  o f fered  a  lo t  o f  sexual  en t icement  to  her  

much  younger  husband  to  being a  wife  who  was in f i rm and  requ ired  h is  

constan t  ca re ,  whom he nursed  ass iduously  th rough  the abominab le  anarchy  
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of o ld age” (Freem an  4 ) .  Chand ler  h imself  acknowledged  the inev i tab le  

passage o f  t ime ,  as  he wro te  in  a  no te  to  h is  sec ret ary :  “I’ve go t  to  face the 

fact  that  Cis sy  hasn’ t  go t  any  s tamina .  .  .  she’s  never  go ing to  get  back  to  

where she once was” (Wil l iams 346) .  

Chand ler ’s  confron tat ion  wi th  temporal  vu lnerab i l i ty  is  fu r ther  

underscored  by  h is  fa i led  res i s tance to  the passage o f  t ime .  Al though he and  

Cissy  had  no ch i ld ren ,  they  had  a  b lack  Pers ian  cat  named  Tak i ,  whom they  

cher ished  fo r  abou t  twen ty  year s .  During  Cissy ’s  dec l ine,  Tak i  passed  away 

from o ld age,  ano ther  reminder  fo r  Chand ler  o f  l i f e’s  inab i l i ty  to  res i s t  

t ime:  “We were a  b i t  b roken up  over  the death  o f  our b lack  Pers ian  cat ,  

aged almost  twen ty  year s”  (Wil l iam s 340) .  In  response,  Chand ler  t r ied  to  

recreat e  the past  by  purchasing  ano ther  b lack  Pers i an  cat  re sembling Tak i,  

even g iv ing i t  the  same name.  Tom Wil l iams in te rp re ts  th is  a s  an  at tem pt to  

recreat e  the t ime when  Cissy  was s t i l l  v ib ran t :  “Ray  was t ry ing to  recrea te  

the atmosphere o f  1932 ,  a  t ime when  the world was s t i l l  open  befo re  h im 

and  Cissy  was ab le  to  ho ld  h is  hand  as  they  made thei r  way  th rough i t”  

(Wil l iam s 34 9) .  Th is  a t tempt  a lso  fa i led ,  as  Cissy  cou ld  no t  re tu rn to  he r  

p rev ious cond i t ion .  Cissy  passed  aw ay  the year  af t er  The Long  Goodbye  was 

pub l ished  in  1953.  For  Chand ler ,  wr i t ing the novel  was deep ly  t ied  to  h is  

inab i l i ty  to  res i s t  the passage o f  t im e.  

Chand ler ’s  temporal  vu lnerab i l i ty  was fu r ther  exposed  by  h is  fa i led  

su icide at tempt .  After  Cis sy ’s  death ,  Chand ler  became increasing ly  

dependen t  on  alcoho l  and began  h in t ing  to  h is  re la t ives  and  f r iends that  he 

migh t  take h is  own l i fe .  Even tual ly ,  whi le  h i s  secre tary  was momentar i ly  

d is t rac ted ,  Chand ler  a t tempted  su icide wi th  a  gun  in the bath room.  The f i rs t  
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bu l let  missed ,  and  the second  misf i r ed ,  sav ing h is  l i fe .  Th is  fa i l ed  at tem pt 

re in fo rced  Chand ler’s  sense o f  temporal  vu lnerab i l i ty .  Just  as  he had  no  

con tro l  over  Cissy ’s  death ,  he had  no con tro l  over  h is  own ,  e i ther .  In  fact ,  

Chand ler  had  on ly vague memories  o f what  happened  when  he was 

hosp i ta l ized  af te rward .  His  lack  o f  con tro l  over  h is  own death  is  a  fu r ther  

ref l ect ion  o f h is  vu lnerab i l i ty  to  t ime.  

The even ts  su rround ing  Chand ler’s  t emporal  vu lnerab i l i ty  inev i tab ly  

led  h im to confron t  the quest ion  o f  home. After  h is  su icide a t tempt ,  he 

became dependen t  on f r i ends and  rel at ives  and  was even tual ly  taken  to  a  

sanato r ium. In  con tras t  to  the image  o f  a  p r ivate  detect ive l iv ing  

independen t ly ,  the loss  o f  Cissy  lef t  Chand ler  unab le  to  l ive wi thou t  the  

support  o f  o thers .  In  re t rospect ,  Chand ler  confessed  that  Cissy  had  been  

essen t i a l  to  h is  l i fe :  “For  th i r ty  year s ,  ten  months  and  four  days,  she was  

the l igh t  o f  my  l i fe ,  my  whole ambit ion .  Anyth ing  else  I  d id  was just  the  

f i re  fo r  her  to  warm her  hands at”  ( Raymond  205) .  Chand ler’s  use o f  the 

word  “l i fe”  i s  s ign if ican t ,  as  fo r  h im, detect ive f ic t ion was a  genre that  

shou ld  dep ict  “ the au then t ic  f lavor  o f  l i fe  a s  i t  i s  l ived” (“S imple” 986) .  

His  confession  reveals  that  the quest ion  o f  home was cen tra l  to  h is  l i f e ,  in  

s tark  con tras t  to  the typ ica l  image o f  the p r ivate  detect ive who  remains  

s ing le  and  sel f - su ff ic ien t .  In  a  le t ter  to  h is  f r iend  Nei l  Morgan ,  Chand ler  

admit ted  that  what  t roub led  h im mos t  af ter  Cis sy ’s  death  was the loss  o f  

home:  “My heal th  has  been  bad ,  and  every docto r  f inds  someth ing else  t he 

mat ter  wi th  me.  Bu t  what  i s  real ly  t he mat t er  wi th  me is  that  I  have no  

home, and no  one to  care  fo r  in  a  hom e,  i f  I  had  one” ( Raymond  218) .  Here,  

Chand ler  d iverges  f rom the image o f  the p r ivate  detec t ive as  h is  own boss .  
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Instead ,  he exposes  the necessi ty  o f  home as  a  p lace o f  care  fo r  those 

vu lnerab le  to  t ime.  

Cer tain ly ,  Chand ler’ s  le t ter  to  Morgan  appears  to  ind icate  that  the 

issue o f  home fo r  Chand ler  i s  s imply that  he has  lost  i t .  However ,  what  i s  

importan t  i s  that  i t  a l so  impl ici t ly  suggest s  a  possib i l i ty  beyond th is  s imple 

loss :  care  ou ts ide the home.  On  one hand,  Chand ler’s  confession may  seem 

l ike mere lamenta t ion over  los ing  the care  o f  h is  family  members ,  as  he 

now f inds  h imsel f  a  man  with  no  home.  On the o ther  hand ,  what  shou ld  no t  

be over looked is  that  he canno t  express  th is  loss  wi thou t Morga n ,  a  f r ien d 

who was no t  a  family  member  o f  Chand ler ’ s .  In  o ther  words,  the fact  that  

Chand ler  l amented  th is  loss  to  h is  f r iend shows that  he s t i l l  main ta ined  a  

re la t ionsh ip  o f  care .  Indeed ,  Morgan  v is i t ed  Chand ler  in  the hosp i ta l  af t er  

h is  su icide at tempt  and p rov ided h im with  con t inuous ca re . 4 2  While  

Chand ler  mourned  the loss  o f  home as  a  p lace o f  ca re ,  he was 

s imul taneously  exper iencing ca re  ou ts ide the home.  

One migh t  argue that  Chand ler  encoun tered  th is  care  ou ts ide home 

on ly af t er  pub l ish ing  The Long  Goodbye .  However ,  i t  i s  unden iab le  that  the 

real izat ion that  Cissy  was inev i tab ly  approach ing  death  g reat ly  in f luenced 

Chand ler ’s  wri t ing  dur ing  th is  t ime.  As Wil l i ams po in ts  ou t ,  what  

d is t ingu ishes  The Long  Goodbye  f rom Chand ler’s  ear l ier  works is  that  “ the 

cen tral  murder  in  the s to ry ,  that  o f  Sy lv ia  Lennox ,  happens o ffs tage” 

(Wil l iam s 364) ,  and the t ru th  is  revealed  on ly  tangen t ia l ly  th rough  

Marlowe’s  re la t ionsh ip  wi th  Lennox .  S ince Marlowe does  no t  p lay  a  majo r 

ro le  as  the invest igato r  in  the case,  The Long  Goodbye  lacks  the myste ry  

typ ical ly  expected  in  detect ive f i c t i on .  As a  resu l t ,  the  focus o f  the novel  
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sh if ts  toward  the human  relat ionsh ips  ra ther  than  the mystery  i t s el f .  

Chand ler  acknowledged  th is  sh i f t :  “ I  d idn’ t  care  whether  the mystery  was 

fai r ly  obv ious,  bu t  I  cared  abou t  the peop le ,  abou t  th is  s t r ange corrup t  

world  we l ive in ,  and  how any  man who t r ie s  to  be honest  looks in  the end 

ei ther  sen t imen tal  o r  p lain  foo l ish” (Day  220) .  Th is  chap ter  exp lo res  the  

idea that  Chand ler’s  care  fo r  “ the peop le” and  “th is  s t range corrup t  world” 

canno t  be reduced  to  typ ical  images o f detec t ive f ic t ion,  such as  moral  

co rrup t ion o r  v io lence.  Instead ,  wha t  Chand ler  impl ie s  can  be in terp reted as  

temporal  vu lnerab i l i ty ,  which  he h imself  exper ienced .  In  l ink ing  Chand ler’ s  

world  he l ived  to  h is  wri t ing,  The Long  Goodbye  reveal s  the possib i l i ty  o f 

care  ou ts ide the  home.  

 

Marlowe’s  Temporal  Vulnerab i l i ty  

At  f i rs t  g lance,  the theme o f  vu lnerab i l i ty  is  more ev iden t  in  The 

Long  Goodbye  than  in  The Big S leep .  For  ins tance,  af ter  being  beat en  by  the 

po l ice ,  Marlowe is  to ld  by  a  lawyer ,  “You’re  in  a  p ret ty  vu lnerab le  

business” (Long  477) .  In  ano ther  example,  when Marlowe meets  Lennox ,  he 

immediately  no t ices  the sca r  on  Lennox’s  face.  Bo th  lex ical ly  and  v isua l ly ,  

the s to ry emphasi zes  that  Marlowe is  exposed  to  the possib i l i ty  o f  being  

easi ly  wounded .  However ,  th is  eas i ly  recogn izab le  physical  vu lnerab i l i t y  

tends to  obscure a  deeper ,  more s ign if ican t  k ind o f  vu lnerab i l i ty :  temporal  

vu lnerab i l i ty .  What  d is t ingu ishes  The Long  Goodbye  f rom o ther  Marlowe  

s to r ies  i s  i t s  c lea r  ref erence to  ag ing,  fo reground ing  th is  temporal  

vu lnerab i l i ty .  

Temporal  vu lnerab i l i ty  is  fo reshadowed ear ly  on,  in  Marlowe’s  f i rs t  
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encoun ter  wi th  Lennox .  When  Marlo we sees  Lennox with  Sy lv ia  in  a  bar ,  he 

f i rs t  descr ibes  Lennox’s  g ray  hair :  “He had  a  young -look ing  face,  bu t  h is  

hai r  was bone whi te” ( Long  419) .  In  con tras t  to  h is  you th fu l  appearance,  

Lennox’s  whi te  hai r  h igh l igh ts  the impression that  he is  ag ing .  When 

Lennox beg ins  to  argue wi th  Sy lv ia ,  she po in ts  ou t  that  he has  changed .  

Sy lv ia  p roposes  they  take a  d r ive in  a  conver t ib le  she th inks is  a t  h is  house,  

bu t  Lennox admits  he has  a l ready so ld i t .  In  response,  Sy lv ia  looks at  h im 

with d isdain  and  mocks h is  Bri t i sh  accen t  when he gets  d runk .  As the s to ry 

unfo lds ,  i t  i s  revealed  that  Lennox  once l ived a  weal thy  l i fe  in  Eng land  bu t  

has  s ince fal len  on  hard  t imes.  Lennox’s  whi te  hai r  symbol izes  h is  change 

as  a  being in  t ime.  

The fact  that  Lennox  is  a  being  in  t ime is  cen tral  to  E i leen’ s  mot ive 

fo r  murder ing  Sy lv ia .  The s to ry  cu lminates  wi th  E i leen  commit t ing  su icide,  

leav ing a  no te  reveal ing  that  she was Lennox’s  fo rmer  lover  in  Eng land  and  

cou ld  no t  fo rg ive h im fo r  remarry ing  Sy lv ia .  She laments  that  Lennox  had 

changed :  “He came back  a  f r iend  o f  gamblers ,  the husband o f  a  r ich  whore,  

a  spo i led  and ru ined man ,  and p robab ly  some k ind  o f  crook  in h is  past  l i fe .  

T ime makes every th ing  mean  and  shabby and wrink led” ( Long  693) .  

E i leen’s  lament  underscores  that  t im e complete ly  t ransfo rms h is  iden t i ty .  

With  Lennox’s  g ray  hair  a s  a  symbol ,  the en t i re  ser i es  o f  even ts  abou t  

Lennox conveys th is  theme o f  temporal  vu lnerab i l i ty .  

Al though  the impossib i l i ty  o f  remain ing the same over  t ime may  seem 

l ike a  s imple fac t ,  i t  carr ies  s ign if ican t  impl ica t ions  fo r  the detec t ive genre,  

where p r ivate  detect ives  must  suppress  th is  fact  a s  long  as  they are  

supposed  to  remain  “tough .”  In Marlowe’s  f i rs t  encoun ter  wi th  Lennox ,  
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while  Marlowe sees  that  Lennox can no t  get  home withou t  h is  help ,  he t r i es  

to  d is t ingu ish  h imself  f rom Lennox  by  say ing ,  “I’m supposed  to  be tough” 

(Long  423) .  Marlowe’s  need  to  aff i rm h is  toughness  is  unders tandab le ,  as  i t  

i s  requ ired  fo r  h im to su rv ive as  a  p r ivate  detect ive in  a  world  that  i s  f i l led  

wi th  physical  v io lence.  However ,  h is  use o f  the phrase “supposed  to  be” 

suggests  that  h is  toughness  i s  no t  a  g iven  fact  bu t  a  bel ie f  he must  as ser t ,  

imply ing  that  he is  vu lnerab le  to  los ing  i t  over  t ime.  Th is  vu lnerab i l i ty  is  

fu r ther  h in ted  at  when  Marlowe ren ts  a  house f rom an  ag ing  woman  who  

s t rugg les  wi th  s ta i rs :  “She was get t i ng  too  o ld to  face them every  t ime she 

came home” (Long  422) .  While  Marlowe’s  cu rr en t  ab i l i ty  to  c l imb  the s t a i rs  

con tra s ts  wi th  the woman’s  ag ing ,  the fact  that  he is  l iv ing in  her  house  

suggests  an  impl ici t  connect ion between  them.  Th is  impl ies  that  Marlo we 

may even tual ly  face the same d if f icu l t ies  o f  ag ing .  Beneat h  h is  apparen t  

boast  o f  toughness  l ie s  an  inconven ien t  t ru th :  even  p r ivate  detect ives  

canno t  remain  tough  fo rever .  

In  fac t ,  Marlowe’s  bel ie f  that  he must  remain  tough is  g radual ly 

undermined  by  the passage o f  t ime.  When  he f i r s t  sees  Lennox,  Marlowe 

assumes that  he wi l l  no t  see h im aga in :  “There was no  reason  why  I  shou ld 

ever  see h im again” ( Long  423) .  Con trary  to  th is  expecta t ion ,  Marlowe 

acciden ta l ly  runs  in to Lennox ,  th is  t ime f ind ing h im severely  d runk  to the 

ex ten t  that  the po l ice  ar e  quest ion ing  h im:  “The someth ing  was Terry  

Lennox —or what  was le f t  o f  h im —and  that  l i t t le  was no t  too  at t ract ive”  

(Long  424) .  On  the  su rface,  Marlowe’s  desc r ip t ion ref lec ts  how much 

Lennox has  changed  s ince thei r  f i rs t  meet ing,  bu t  more importan t ly ,  i t  

s ignals  that  Marlowe h imself  has  changed  over  t ime.  Desp i te  in i t ia l ly  
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bel iev ing  that  Lennox  was no t  h is  concern ,  Marlowe in tervenes  to  help  h im  

ou t  o f  the po l ice ’s  quest ion ing .  Fur thermore,  Marlowe admits  that  he wi l l  

con t inue to  be invo lved  with  Lennox :  “A feel ing  that  nex t  t ime I’ l l  f ind you  

in worse t roub le  than  I  can  get  you  ou t  o f .  I  don’t  know just  why  I  have the 

feel ing ,  bu t  I  have i t”  ( Long  427) .  When  Marlowe observes  Lennox’s  

changes,  what  unfo ld s  a t  the same t ime  is  Marlowe’s  own t ransfo rmat ion .  

Desp i te  h is  bel ief  in  toughness ,  th is  change reveal s  that  Marlowe is  a l so  

sub jec t  to  temporal  vu lnerab i l i ty .  

The theme o f  t ime is  ev iden t  in  Marlowe’s  iden t i f i cat ion wi th  Lennox  

as  being  in  t ime.  One example o f  thei r  s imil ar i ty  is  thei r  g ray  hair .  When 

Marlowe is  taken  to  a  p r ison cel l  as  a  p r ime suspect  in  Sy lv ia’ s  murder ,  the 

n igh t  cap tain  desc r ibes  h im with a  r eference to  h is  g ray  hair :  “Hair  dark  

b rown,  some g ray” ( Long  460) .  Th is  mix tu re  o f  g ray  hair  in  h is  o r ig inal ly  

dark b rown hair  po in ts  to  the fact  that  Marlowe,  l ike Lennox ,  i s  sub ject  to  

the passage o f  t ime.  Th is  i s  fu r ther  emphasized  in  the second half  o f  the 

s to ry  wi th  a  quo te  f rom T.  S.  E l io t ’s  poem: “I  g row o ld  . . .  I  g row o ld  . . .  I  

shal l  wear  the bo t toms o f  my  t rouser s  ro l led” ( Long  715) .  When  asked  what  

the poem means,  Marlowe shows no  in teres t  and s imply  rep l ies ,  “Not  a  

b loody th ing” (Long  715) ,  jus t  as  he  boasts  o f  h is  toughness  ear l ier  in  the 

s to ry .  However ,  Marlowe’s  iden t ica l  t ra i t  to  Lennox  i ron ical ly  demonstr ates  

that  the s imple fact  o f  “get t ing  o ld” is  indeed  “a b loody  th ing” fo r  h im as  a  

p r ivate  det ect ive,  as  i t  pu ts  h is  toughness  i n  jeopardy .  

Marlowe’s  inseparab i l i ty  f rom temporal  vu lnerab i l i ty  is  most  ev iden t 

in  h is  constan t  p reoccupat ion  wi th  death .  While  death  is  a  fami l ia r  mot i f  in  

the hard -bo i led  f ic t ion  genre,  o f ten  used to  creat e  an  atmosphere o f  
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physical  v io lence,  what  se ts  The Long  Goodbye  apar t  f rom conven t ional  

hard -bo i led  f ic t ion  is  that  Marlowe’s  obsess ion wi th  death  is  unrelated  to  

physical  v io lence.  For  Marlowe,  dea th is  s imply  someth ing that  comes wi th 

t ime.  In the p rev ious chap ter ,  th is  s tudy  exp lo red  Marlowe’s  vu lnerab i l i t y  

as  a  being in  the world by  borrowing the concep t  o f  “ Dasein , ”  which is  

t ransla ted  in to Eng l ish  as  “being in  the world , ”  f rom Mart in  Heidegger .  

What  is  s ign if ican t  i s  that  th is  concep t  o f  being  in  the world  is  deep ly 

in ter twined  with  an  at t i tude toward  facing  death .  As Boris  Groys exp lains ,  

whi le  i t  appear s  to  be a  spat ia l  no t ion,  i t  a lso  has  a  s t rong temporal  

d imension  in  re la t ion to  death :  “The Dasein  knows that  i t s  ex is t ence is  

endangered  by death ,  that  i t s  world  can  d isappear — so  Dasein  has  the an gst  

o f death” (Groys 69) .  In  th is  s ense,  The Long  Goodbye  re in fo rces  an  

at t i tude toward  death  o r ig inal ly  embedded  in the charac ter  o f  being  in  the 

world .  

An  impressive example o f  th is  occur s  when  Marlowe retu rns  home 

alone dur ing  the invest igat ion .  Al though  Marlowe shou ld  be safe  a t  home 

with no  th reat  o f  physical  v io lence,  he senses  the p resence o f  death :  “I  

seemed  to  hear  a  s teady  t ick ing somewhere,  bu t  t here  wasn’ t  any th ing in  the 

house to  t ick .  The t ick ing was in  my  head .  I  was a  one -man  death  watch”  

(Long  683) .  Here,  Marlowe perceives  death  s imply  because i t  i s  insc r ibed in  

t ime.  By  comparing h imself  to  a  dea th watch ,  Marlowe fo regrounds h is  

temporal  vu lnerab i l i ty  as  a  being toward  death .  

 

The Quest ion  o f  Home  

For  Marlowe,  confron t ing  temporal  vu lnerab i l i ty  inev i tab ly  raise s  
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ano ther  quest ion  that  unset t les  h is  i den t i ty  as  a  p r ivate  detect ive:  the 

quest ion  o f  home.  I f  a  p r ivate  det ect ive is  h is  own boss ,  he must  be 

independen t  no t  on ly f rom any  g roup bu t  a lso  f rom any  family  members .  In  

th is  sense,  family  can  th reat en  h is  i den t i ty  because i t  undermines  the 

cond i t ion  o f  being one’s  own boss .  Chand ler  h imsel f  descr ibe d  h is  la t er  l i fe  

as  being  “a man  with no  home”:  “W hat  is  real ly  the mat t er  wi th  me is  that  I  

have no  home and  no one to  care  fo r  in  a  home,  i f  I  had  one” (Day  3 ) .  

S imilar ly ,  Marlowe’s  background is  rare ly  men t ioned in  h is  narrat ive,  

excep t  in  h is  response to  L inda’s  p roposal :  “I  am fo r ty - two  years  o ld .  I ’m 

spo i led  by  independence” ( Long  720) .  Here,  by “independence,”  Marlowe 

means that ,  l ike  a  typ ical  p r ivate  det ect ive,  he has  no  home.  The Long  

Goodbye  engages Marlowe with  the quest ion  o f  home because temporal  

vu lnerab i l i ty  reveal s  that  he canno t  remain  tough  fo rever .  Desp i te  the 

iden t i ty  o f  a  man with  no home,  what  charact er i zes  Marlowe is  h is  

confron tat ion  wi th  th is  h idden  quest ion  in  the genre.  

The necess i ty  o f  home fo r  being  in  t ime is  fo reshadowed  by  

Marlowe’s  l iv ing s i tuat ion.  As p rev iously  men t ioned,  i n  The Long  Goodbye ,  

Marlowe ren ts  a  house f rom the  o lder  woman:  “I t  was fu rn ished,  and i t  

belonged  to a  woman  who had gone to  Idaho  to  l ive wi th  her  widowed  

daugh ter  fo r  a  whi le” ( Long  423) .  The fact  that  the woman  is  o lder  and  her  

daugh ter  i s  a  widow sta rk ly  reminds  us  that  everyone is  a  being in  t ime,  

h igh l igh t ing  the need  fo r  a  home to care  fo r  those who  canno t  l ive alone .  

Th is  impl icat ion  is  scat te red  th roughou t  descr ip t ions  o f  the house.  When 

Marlowe takes  the d runken  Lennox to the ren ted  house,  he no tes  that  i t  was 

o r ig inal ly  in tended  fo r  family  use:  “ I  wen t ou t  to  my  k i tchen  and  cooked  up 
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some Canad ian  bacon  and  scrambled  eggs and  coffee and  toast .  We ate  i n  

the b reakfast  nook.  The house belonged  to the per iod  that  a lways had one” 

(Long  427) .  While  the f i rs t  s en tence  wi th  the sub ject  “ I”  shows that  

Marlowe can  take care  o f  h imself ,  the  fo l lowing sen tences  wi th  the sub ject  

“we” suggest  that  the house is  desig ned  fo r  a  family  shar ing meals .  The 

seeming ly s t r ange set t ing  o f  a  p r ivate  detect ive r en t ing  a  house mean t  fo r  

family  use fo reshadows the quest ion  o f  home that  Marlowe must  face 

th roughou t  the s to ry .  

Marlowe exh ib i ts  ambivalence toward home.  Throughou t  h is  

narrat ive,  he occasional ly  quest ions  h is  l i fes ty le ,  even env is ion ing an  

al te rnate  l i f e  wi th  a  family :  

The o ther  par t  o f  me wan ted  to  get  ou t and s tay  ou t,  bu t  th is  was 

the par t  I  never  l i s tened  to .  Because  i f  I  ever  had  I  would  have 

s tayed  in  the town where I  was born  and  worked  in  the hardware 

s to re  and marr i ed  the boss’s  daugh te r  and  had  f ive k ids  and re ad  

them the funny  paper  on Sunday  morn ing and smacked  thei r  

heads when they  go t  ou t  o f  l ine and  squabb led wi th  the wife  

abou t  how much  spend ing  money  they were to  get  and  what  

p rograms they cou ld  have on  the rad io o r  TV set .  I  migh t  even 

have go t  r ich —smal l - town r ich ,  an  eigh t - room house,  two  cars  in  

the garage,  ch icken  every  Sunday  and the Reader’s  Digest  on  the 

l iv ing  room tab le ,  the wife  wi th  a  cast  i ron permanen t  and  me 

with a  b rain  l ike a  sack  o f  Por t land  cement .  You take i t ,  f r i end .  

I ’ l l  take the b ig  so rd id  d i r ty  crooked ci ty .  ( Long  625)  

Th is  fan tasy  revea ls  Mar lowe’s  ambiguous obsession wi th  home.  He seems 
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to  have a  negat ive at t i tude toward  i t ,  say ing ,  “I  never  l i s t ened  to” the o ther  

par t  o f  h im. Nonetheles s ,  the over ly  detai led  descr ip t ion  o f  an  imag inary 

family  suggests  that  i t  r emains  in  h im as  a  v iv id  image .  The command  “You 

take i t ,  f r iend” i ron ical ly  conveys  h i s  d i f f icu l ty  d ismissing  th is  image 

th rough  h is  wi l lpower  alone.  

Marlowe’s  ambivalence toward  home is  a lso  ev iden t  in  the 

t ransfo rmat ion  o f  h is  re la t ionsh ips  wi th women . Toward  the end  o f  the 

s to ry ,  af t er  re j ect ing L inda’s  marr iage p roposal ,  Marlowe is  lef t  a lone in  

h is  room and removes the sheets  to  r emake the bed .  As I rwin  po in ts  ou t ,  

th is  act  o f  mak ing  the bed can  be seen  as  a  repet i t ion  o f  h is  behav io r  in  The 

Big  S leep . 4 3  I t  symbol izes  Marlowe’s  re ject ion  o f  family  l i fe  to  main tain  

h is  iden t i ty  as  a  p r ivate  detect ive,  who  con t inues  to  l ive independen t ly .  

What  is  s t r ik ing,  however ,  i s  that  The Long  Goodbye  d i f fe rs  f rom The Big 

S leep  in  that  i t  makes Marlowe’s  s t rugg le  wi th  marr iage more v is ib le .  In  

The Big  S leep ,  Marlowe descr ibes  mak ing  the bed  by  focusing  on ly on  what  

he does:  “I  pu t  my empty g lass  down and  to re  the bed  to  p ieces  savagely” 

(Big  709) .  In  The Long  Goodbye ,  Marlowe desc r ibes  no t  on ly  what  he does  

bu t  a lso  how he feel s :  “I  wen t  back  up  the s teps  and  in to  the bedroom and 

pu l led  the bed  to  p ieces  and  remade i t .  There was a  long dark  hair  on one o f 

the p i l lows.  There was a  lump of  lead at  the p i t  o f  my s tomach” ( Long  722) .  

The “lump of  lead” in  h is  s tomach  is  an ap t  metaphor  fo r  the “weigh t”  o f  

the quest ion  o f  home fo r  Marlowe,  now 42 years  o ld .  Given  th is  weigh t ,  the  

l ine he u t ter s  immediately  af t erward ,  “To  say goodbye is  to  d ie  a  l i t t le”  

(Long  722) ,  takes  on  a  more complex mean ing  than s imply expressing  the 

pain  o f  par t ing .  For  the ag ing  Marlowe, re j ect ing connect ions  wi th  o thers  
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may fee l  l ike “dy ing.”  In  The Long  Goodbye ,  Marlowe’s  re l a t ionsh ip wi th 

women is  thus  closely  in ter twined  with  the quest ion o f  home.  

 

Toward  Care in  the Pr ivate  Realm  

As Marlowe rejec ts  the marr i age p roposal ,  the  necess i ty  o f  a  home fo r  

addressing  temporal  vu lnerab i l i ty  does  no t  lead  h im to  crea te  one fo r 

h imsel f .  Instead ,  he demonstra tes  th e possib i l i ty  o f  a  d i f feren t  k ind  o f  care  

wi th in  the p r ivate  r ealm,  which he must  engage as  a  p r ivate  detect ive.  For  

Marlowe,  th is  p r ivate  r ealm is  d is t in ct  f rom home.  In  th is  sense,  th is  

a l te rnat ive fo rm of  care  is  s t r ik ing  because the home is  general ly  

considered  a  majo r  s i t e  o f  care ,  especial ly  fo r  those in  the p rocess  o f  ag ing .  

What  charact er izes  Mar lowe as  a  p r ivate  detect ive i s  th is  un ique ca re  in  the  

p r ivate  r ealm.  

Care ou ts ide the home l ies  a t  the co re  o f  the rel at ionsh ip between  

Marlowe and  Lennox.  In  the scene o f  thei r  f i rs t  encoun ter ,  Sy lv ia  ref ers  to  

Lennox as  “a  lost  dog” ( Long  420) ,  imply ing  that  Lennox has  lost  a  p lace 

that  i s  cal led  home.  Marlowe’s  impression  o f  Lennox’s  apar tmen t  re in fo rces  

th is  sense o f  being  lost :  “I t  migh t  have been  a  ho tel  room ren ted  fo r  a  

meet ing  o r  a  farew el l ,  fo r  a  few dr inks and  a  ta lk ,  fo r  a  ro l l  in  the hay.  I t  

d idn’ t  look  l ike a  p lace where anyone l ived” ( Long  423) .  Even  when Lennox  

remarr ies  Sy lv ia ,  i t  does  no t  mean  he acqu ires  a  home.  When  Marlowe says  

to  Lennox ,  “I  shou ld  guess  your  home l i fe  i s  adequate” ( Long  433) ,  Lennox 

rep l ies ,  “I  don’t  have any  home l i fe”  ( Long  433) .  I t  la t er  becomes clear  that  

bo th Lennox  and  Sy lv ia  have o ther  par tners —Eileen  and Roger—so  their  

marr ied  l i f e  canno t  be considered  a  home, demonstrat ing that  Marlowe 
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engages wi th  Lennox as  a  man  wit h  no  home.  

Th is  dev iat ion f rom home leads to  a  d is t inct ive rel at ionsh ip o f  care  in  

the  p r ivate  r ealm .  After  Lennox rem arr i es  and  d is tances  h imself  f rom 

Marlowe,  he sudden ly reappear s  one  day  at  Marlowe’s  house wi th  a  gun  in 

hand.  Th is  marks  the beg inn ing  o f  the Sy lv ia  murder  case and  s ignals  

Lennox’s  complete  r e ject ion  f rom any  possib i l i ty  o f  hav ing  a  ho me. 

Suspect ing  someth ing has  happened between  Lennox  and  Sy lv ia ,  Marlowe 

helps  Lennox  escape to  Mexico .  Marlowe’s  a t t i tude is  no tab le  because i t  

b r ing  h im ou t  f rom a typ ica l  p r ivate  detect ive -cl i en t  re la t ionsh ip .  When 

Lennox asks ,  “Why are  you  do ing  i t ,  Marlowe?” ( Long  433) ,  Marlowe 

o ffers  no answer .  Th is  lack  o f  a  c lea r  reason  charact er i zes  Marlowe’s  

approach  to  Lennox .  As Lennox  p repares  to  leave fo r  the ai rpor t  in  Mexico ,  

he confesses  that  he has  lef t  money at  Marlowe’s  house a s  payment  fo r  

Marlowe’s  help .  Marlowe rej ect s  the  money ,  say ing ,  “I’d  rathe r  you hadn’t”  

(Long  446) ,  once again  leav ing h is  mot ivat ions  unclea r .  Marlowe’s  re fusal  

o f the money makes  unclear  h is  iden t i ty  as  a  p r ivate  detec t ive.  Even  af te r  

hear ing that  Lennox  has  commit ted  su icide,  Marlowe con t inues  to  

invest igat e  the case.  When  a  po l ice  o ff icer  a sks  h im why  he  keeps 

invest igat ing wi thou t  a  c l ien t ,  Marlo we admits  that  h is  mot ivat ion has  

no th ing  to  do  wi th  money :  “You  don’t  make a  d ime that  way .  You  wouldn’t 

do  i t .  That’s  why  you’re  a  good  cop  and  I’m a p r ivate  eye” ( Long  651) .  

Marlowe’s  re sponse is  no t  a  d i rec t  answer ,  as  the quest ion  was abou t why 

he con t inues  the invest igat ion  wi thou t pay .  His  s ta t ement ,  “I  am a p r ivate  

eye,”  becomes more o f  an i ron ic  express ion o f  h is  act ions  that  i s  no t  

appropria te  to  the typ ical  f igure o f  t he p r ivate  detect ive.  Far  f rom a cl ien t -
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detect ive r elat ionsh ip ,  Marlowe’s  bond  with  Lennox can  be seen  as  ca re  in  

the p r ivate  r ealm.  

What  is  importan t  abou t  Marlowe’s  care  in  the p r ivate  sphere is  that  

i t  engages Lennox as  a  being  in  t ime .  Marlowe o f ten  canno t  exp lain  why  he 

cares  so  much  abou t Lennox :  “ .  .  .  the  facts  d idn’ t  te l l  the  whole s to ry  by 

any  means.  He had  been  a  man i t  was impossib le  to  d is l ike” ( Long  496) .  No  

amount o f  ob ject ive f acts  can  accoun t fo r  Marlowe’s  deep  concern  fo r  

Lennox.  Instead ,  th is  lack  o f  a  speci f ic  reason  suggest s  that  Lennox  is  

constan t ly  chang ing fo r  Marlowe,  even  with in  the shor t  t ime span  at  the 

beg inn ing o f  the s to ry .  F i rs t ,  Lennox appear s  as  a  d runk  who l ives  a lone ;  

shor t ly  af te r ,  he  becomes a  k ind  o f  f r iend  with  whom Marlowe en joys 

d r ink ing ;  then,  thei r  re l a t ionsh ip g rows est r anged as  Lennox reconnects  

wi th Sy lv ia;  la t er ,  Lennox  becomes a  key  f igure in  Sy lv ia’s  murder ,  wh ich 

Marlowe p r ivate ly  invest igat es ;  and  dur ing  th is  t ime,  Lennox  is  repor ted  to  

have commit ted  su icide.  The rap id  change  in  such  a  shor t  per iod makes i t  

impossib le  fo r  Marlowe to  ass ign  Lennox  a  s tab le  iden t i ty .  Marlowe 

recogn izes  th i s  inab i l i ty  to  f ix  Lennox’s  iden t i ty  when he compares  h im to 

“someone you meet  on  board  a  sh ip”:  “He was l ike somebody  you  meet  on 

board  sh ip  and  get  to  know very  wel l  and  never  real ly  know at  a l l .  He was 

gone l ike the same f el low when  he says  goodbye at  t he p ier  and  le t ’s  keep 

in  touch ,  o ld  man ,  and  you  know you won’t  and  he won’t”  ( Long  476) .  In  

con tra s t  to  home as  a  s tab le  p lace ,  Lennox  is  def ined  by h is  constan t  s t a t e  

o f being  “gone” f rom any  f ixed iden t i ty .  In  th is  sense,  the lack  o f  c lear  

reasons fo r  Marlowe’s  concern  fo r  Lennox  is  the f l ip  s ide o f  h is  a t t i tude 

toward  Lennox’s  p rocess  o f  change:  
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Maybe i t  was l ike that  wi th  Terry  Lennox  and  me.  No ,  no t  qu i te .  

I  owned  a  p iece o f  h im.  I  had  invest ed  t ime and  money  in  h im, 

and  th ree days in  the icehouse,  no t  t o  men t ion  a  s lug  on  the jaw 

and  a  punch  in the neck  that  I  fe l t  every t ime I  swal lowed .  Now 

he was dead  and  I  cou ldn’ t  even  g ive h im back  h is  f ive hundred  

bucks.  That  made me so re .  I t  i s  a lw ays the l i t t le  th ings that  make 

you  so re .  (Long  476–77)  

As h is  se l f -co rr ect ion,  “No,  no t  qu i te ,”  ind ica tes ,  Marlowe canno t  fu l ly  

ar t i cu late  h is  feel ings  abou t  Lennox.  As a  re su l t ,  he  canno t  s top  car ing  fo r 

Lennox,  even  af ter  h is  death .  Marlowe’s  care  fo r  Lennox  is  inseparab le  

f rom h is  care  fo r  a  being  in  t ime.  

The quest ion  o f  care  ou ts ide the home appear s  in termit t en t ly  

th roughou t  Marlowe’s  invest igat ion .  A p rominen t  example is  h is  b r ief  

encoun ter  wi th  Dr.  Amos Varley ,  whom Marlowe suspects  may  be invo lved 

in  the ser i es  o f  cases .  Varl ey  is  os tensib ly  a  docto r  wh o cares  fo r  lonely  

o lder  peop le  wi thou t  a  home.  Marlowe is  no t  p leased  wi th  Varl ey ’s  

seeming ly f r i end ly  demeanor .  Suggest ing that  Varley  is  p ro f i t ing  f rom h is  

care  business ,  Marlowe adop ts  a  confron tat ional  s tance.  During  thei r  

conversat ion,  one o f  the o ld er  pat ien ts  appears ,  accompan ied by  a  nurse :  “A 

nurse pushed  a  wheelchair  ou t.  The chair  con tained  what  was lef t  o f  a  

b roken  o ld  man.  His  eyes  were closed,  h is  sk in  had  a  b lu ish  t inge.  He was 

wel l  wrapped  up .  The nurse wheeled  h im si len t ly  across  the po l is hed  f loor 

and  ou t  o f  a  s ide door” ( Long  529) .  Desp i te  Marlowe’s  host i l i ty ,  th is  scene 

demonstrate s  the p ract i ce  o f  care  ou ts ide the hom e,  which  Marlowe is  a l so 

invo lved .  Marlowe makes an  i ron ic  remark  abou t  Varl ey ’s  work ,  p rob ing  to  
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see i f  he is  h id ing  someth ing,  bu t  what  i s  unusual  i s  that  Marlowe loses  

con tro l .  He real i zes  he is  becoming  more aggressive than  necessary :  “I  

ough t  to  knock  i t  o ff .  Bu t  he had begun  to  nauseat e  me” ( Long  530) .  Th i s  

overreact ion  suggests  that ,  whether  o r no t  Varley  is  exp lo i t ing  o lder  peop le  

fo r  money ,  h is  act ions  over lap  wi th Marlowe’s  invest igat ion  in to  Lennox 

and  care  in  the  p r ivate  rea lm.  Varley emphasi zes  the importance o f  car ing 

fo r  beings in  t ime:  “Somebody  has  t o  care  fo r  these sad  o ld peop le ,  Mr.  

Marlowe” (Long  530) .  While  Marlo we resen ts  Var ley ’s  remarks,  they share  

a  commitment  to  care  ou ts ide the home .  

The same quest ion is  a l so  woven  in to Marlowe’s  re la t ionsh ip  wi th  

Roger  Wade.  Roger  confesses  that  he has  become an  alcoho l ic  and  is  unab le  

to  con tro l  h imself ,  par t i cu lar ly  as  he ages:  “When  you’re  push ing  fo r ty ,  you  

don’t  snap  back  the same way” ( Long  562) .  Th is  re ference to  age clear ly  

p laces  Wade,  l ike Lennox  and  Marlowe, as  a  being  in  t ime.  At  f i rs t  g lance,  

the request  to  p reven t  Roger  f rom commit t ing  su icide seems to  fa l l  under  

t rad i t ional  domest i c  care ,  as  Marlowe laments ,  “I’m no t  in  the market  fo r  a  

job  as  a  male  nurse” ( Long  495) ,  imply ing  that  Roger’s  wife  E i leen  shou ld 

care  fo r  h im.  However ,  as  i t  tu rns  ou t that  bo th  Roger  and  E i leen  have o ther  

par tners ,  thei r  marr i age canno t be considered  a  home in the t rad i t ional  

sense.  For  example,  when  Roger  is  so d runk  that  he needs ca re ,  E i leen  asks  

her  Mexican  houseboy  named  Candy  to  take care  o f  h im.  When  Candy  te l ls  

Marlowe,  “Somebody’s  go t  to  take care  o f  h im” ( Long  581) ,  i t  i s  s ign if i can t  

that  th is  “somebody” is  Candy  and  Marlowe,  no t  E i leen .  As Candy  is  

Mexican  and  Marlowe is  a  p r ivate  detec t ive,  bo th are  ou ts iders  in  Wade’s  

home. When Marlowe accep ts  the re sponsib i l i ty  to  look  af ter  Roger ,  say ing ,  
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“I’ l l  t ake care  o f  h im” ( Long  581) ,  he and  Candy suggest  ca re  ou ts ide the 

home.  

The cl imax  o f  Marlowe’s  f inal  par t i ng  f rom Lennox  is  c losely  t ied  to  

the quest ion  o f  care .  Toward the end  o f  the s to ry,  when  a  Mexican  man  

v is i ts  Marlowe,  he immediat ely  reco gn izes  h im as  Lennox .  Lennox t r ie s  to  

rek ind le  thei r  fo rmer  f r iendsh ip,  bu t  Marlowe canno t  welcome h im back .  

Marlowe canno t  fo rg ive Lennox  fo r  causing the deaths  o f  E i leen  and  Roger  

by  no t  reveal ing the t ru th  beh ind  h is  faked su icide.  Marlowe’s  r e ject ion  o f 

Lennox can  be seen  as  ca re  fo r  the dead ,  who  no  longer  have a  home.  When 

Lennox argues ,  “You  cou ld  have le t  th ings l ie”  (Long  732) ,  Marlowe 

responds:  

I  know. After  she k i l l ed  her  husband  and  go t  away  with  i t ,  she 

migh t  have gone on to  bet te r  th ings.  He was o f  no  real  

importance,  o f  course.  Just  a  human  being  with  b lood  and  a  b rain  

and  emotions.  He knew what  happened  too and he t r ied  p ret ty  

hard to  l ive wi th  i t .  He wro te  books.  You  may have heard  o f  h im. 

(Long  732)  

Even  though  they  are  a l ready  dead,  Marlowe canno t  res to re  h is  f r iendsh ip 

wi th Lennox  whi le  rema in ing  ind iffe ren t  to  E i leen  and Roger .  Marlowe’s  

re ject ion  o f  Lennox  is  inseparab le  f rom h is  ca re  fo r  those ou ts ide the home.  

Marlowe’s  ca re  con t inues  even  at  the end  o f  the s to ry .  Rejected  by  

Marlowe,  Lennox  once again  becomes a  being complet ely  detached  from 

home. I ron ical ly ,  Marlowe canno t  fu l ly  abandon h is  care  fo r  Lennox  as  a  

“ lost  dog,”  seeing  h im off  wi th  ambivalen t  feel in gs:  

He tu rned  and  walked  across  the f lo or and ou t .  I  watched  the 
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door  c lose.  I  l i s tened  to  h is  s teps  go ing  away down the imitat ion  

marb le  co rr idor .  After  a  whi le  they  go t  fa in t ,  then  they go t  

s i len t .  I  kep t  on l i s t en ing  anyway . What  fo r?  Did  I  wan t  h im to  

s top sudden ly and tu rn and come back  and  ta lk  me ou t  o f  the way  

I  fe l t?  Wel l ,  he  d idn’ t .  That  was the las t  I  saw of  h im.  ( Long  

734)  

As ind irect ly  suggested  by  the phrase  “That  was the la s t  I  saw of  h im” 

(Long  734) ,  Marlowe’s  ambivalen t  f eel ings  toward Lennox  are  no t  conf ined  

to  that  moment .  Even af t er  Lennox leaves ,  Marlowe con t inues  to  th ink 

abou t  h im.  Temporal  vu lnerab i l i ty  thus  compels  the p r ivate  detec t ive to  

engage in  care  wi th in  the p r ivate  rea lm.  

One migh t  argue that  what  Marlowe is  do ing  here  is  s imply  reca l l ing 

the es tab l ished  past  ra ther  than  v iewing  Lennox as  a  being  in  t ime.  

Cer tain ly ,  Marlowe narra tes  even ts  f rom a po in t  where they  have al r eady  

occurred ,  as  he reg ret s  in  the midd le  o f  h is  narr at ive  that  he migh t  have 

saved  Roger  and  E i leen  i f  he had known more abou t  Lennox . 4 4  However ,  h is  

narrat ive is  no t  merely  a  repet i t ion o f the es t ab l ished  past .  Because 

Marlowe h imsel f  ex is ts  wi th in  the ever -chang ing f low of  t ime,  h is  

re la t ionsh ip  wi th the past  Lennox  also  does  no t  remain  s ta t i c .  Marlowe 

acknowledges that  he canno t a lways e xp lain  Lennox  so lely  th rough what  

has  actual ly  happened :  “ .  .  .  the  fact s  d idn’ t  te l l  the  whole s to ry  by  any 

means.  He had  been  a  man i t  was im possib le  to  d is l ike.  How many  do  you 

meet  in  a  l i fe t ime that  you  can say  that  abou t?” ( Long  496) .  For  Marlowe,  

Lennox remains  someone he canno t  fu l ly  reduce to  “ the whole s to ry.”  In  

o ther  words,  a l though  what  happed  abou t  Lennox’s  in  the past  i s  f ixed ,  
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Marlowe’s  en t i r e  narrat ive is  never theless  engaged  with  Lennox in  the 

passage o f  t ime.  

Th is  un ique rel at ionsh ip between  Marlowe and  the es tab l i shed  past  i s  

ref l ect ed  in  the recurren t  mot i f  o f  chess .  Al though  Marlowe l is t s  chess  

among h is  favor i te  act iv i t ie s —“I l ik e l iquor  and  women and chess  and  a  

few o ther  th ings” (Long  493)—he never  p lays  i t  wi th  o thers ;  ins t ead ,  he 

on ly reenacts  past  games :  “I  se t  ou t  the chess  board .  I  f i l led  a  p ipe,  paraded  

the chessmen  and  inspected  them fo r  F rench  shaves  and  loose bu t tons ,  and 

p layed  a  championsh ip  tournament  game between  Gortchakoff  and  

Menink in,  seven ty - two  moves to  a  d raw” ( Long  574) .  Al though  th is  

p reoccupat ion  wi th  chess  appears  to  be a  mere r epet i t ion  o f  the past ,  wha t  

i s  importan t  i s  that  Mar lowe always perceives  the possib i l i ty  that  the 

ou tcome cou ld  be d i f feren t .  When he rep lays  a  game by  S tein i tz ,  a  f amous 

chess  p layer  who  has  been  dead  fo r  years ,  Marlowe descr ibes  i t  as  fo l lo ws:  

“I t  was a  qu iet  n igh t  and  the house seemed  emptier  than  usual .  I  set  ou t  the 

chessmen  and p layed a  French  defen se against  S t ein i tz .  He beat  me in  fo r ty -

four  moves,  bu t  I  had  h im sweat ing  a  coup le  o f  t imes” ( Long  429) .  With  h is  

remark ,  Marlowe speaks as  i f  he is  p lay ing  the game in  the p resen t  moment,  

unaware o f  i t s  p redete rmined  resu l t .  In  fact ,  a f ter  th is  game,  Marlowe even 

ment ions the possib i l i ty  o f  a  d i f f eren t ou tcome:  “If  she had  cal l ed  up half  

an  hour  ear l i er  I  migh t  have been  so re  enough  to  beat  the hel l  ou t  o f 

S tein i tz—excep t  that  he had been  dead  fo r  f i f ty  years  and  the chess  gam e 

was ou t  o f  a  book” ( Long  430) .  In  th is  sense,  Marlowe’s  rep lay  o f  the game 

is  no t  merely  a  repet i t ion  o f  the past .  I t  a lways ho lds  the possib i l i ty  t hat  

th ings cou ld  have tu rned  ou t  d i f f eren t ly .  Marlowe’s  fondness  fo r  chess  
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demonstrate s  that  what  has  a l ready  been done is  a lso  inseparab le  f rom 

temporal  vu lnerab i l i ty .  

 

Conclusion  

The Long  Goodbye  p resen ts  the characte r is t ic  p r ivate  detect ive ,  who  

is  c lear ly  descr ibed  to  have become 42  years  o ld ,  wi th  h is  temporal  

vu lnerab i l i ty  as  the beg inn ing  o f  care  ou ts ide the home.  As Marlowe 

h imsel f  no tes ,  there  i s  a  conven t ional  assumption that  p r ivate  detect ives  are  

supposed  to  remain  “tough ,”  which  inev i tab ly  concea ls  the s imple fact  that  

everyone is  sub j ect  to  the f low of  t ime.  When he wro te  The Long Goodbye ,  

Chand ler  confron ted  th is  temporal  vu lnerab i l i ty  th rough h is  re la t ionsh ip  

wi th h is  wife ,  who requ ired  h is  care  as  they bo th  g rew o lder .  Desp i te  

recogn izing  the importance o f  home as  a  p lace o f  ca re ,  Chand ler  was fo rced  

to  l ive as  “a  man  with  no  home, ”  as  he pu t  i t .  Marlowe in  The Long 

Goodbye  embodies  th is  exper ience o f  “ the world  we l ive in” by unset t l ing 

h is  iden t i ty  as  a  p r ivate  detect ive.  As he becomes aware that  he,  too,  i s  

sub jec t  to  the passage o f  t ime,  h is  invest igat ion  t ransfo rms in to  a  care  fo r 

those who  share  the same temporal  vu lne rab i l i ty  ou ts ide the home. In  

con tra s t  to  the typ ical  image o f  the p r ivate  det ect ive  in  the genre o f  hard -

bo i led  f ic t ion ,  Raymond  Chand ler ’s  works rad ical ly  quest ion  the modern is t  

sub jec t  th rough  the lens  o f  vu lnerab i l i ty  as  the  beg inn ing  o f  care ,  

expand ing the s ign if icance o f  th is  theme beyond  F i tzgera ld ’s  works in to  a  

b roader  perspect ive.  

Th is  read ing  o f  Chand ler ’s  hard -bo i led  f ic t ion  expands the 

possib i l i t ies  fo r  male  modern is t  wri t ers  in  exp lo r ing care  in  re la t ion to  the 
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quest ion  o f  the p r ivate  r ealm.  General ly  speak ing ,  the term “pr ivat e” is  

easi ly  associa ted  wi th the home in t he modern  per iod .  As d iscussed  in  the 

p rev ious chap ter s ,  the theme o f  care  has  p redominan t ly  been  exp lo red  in  the 

f ie lds  o f  welfare  and femin ism,  where home is  o f ten  seen  as  a  s i te  o f  gender  

inequal i ty .  The Care Co l lect ive a rgues  that  the home can  easi ly  become the 

p ro to type fo r  care  based  on the “maternal  bond” (Care 17) .  Even when  the 

home ou tsources  care  that  canno t  be fu l f i l led  wi th in i t ,  “women  end  up 

do ing  the l ion’s  share  o f  bo th  unpaid and  paid care  work” (Care 18) .  While  

i t  i s  unden iab le  that  th is  i ssue o f  care  wi th in  the home must  be addressed ,  

th is  assumption  abou t  the p rob lem a lso  obscures  the quest ion  o f  care  fo r  

those in  the p r ivate  r ealm as  def ined  by Arend t .  Chand ler’s  chal lenge to  the 

genre o f  hard -bo i led  f ic t ion ,  combined  with  h is  concern  fo r  the world  he 

inhab i ts ,  a l lows h im to  b r ing  th is  quest ion  in to  focus th rough  the new 

possib i l i t ies  o f  the p r ivate  detect ive .  For  Chand ler ,  the p r ivate  r ealm does 

no t  rep resen t  an  iso lat ed  ind iv idual  l iv ing  independen t ly  ou ts ide society .  

Chand ler ’s  hard -bo i led  f ic t ion thus  needs to  be read  th rough the theme o f 

vu lnerab i l i ty  as  the beg inn ing  o f  care  fo r  those wi th  no home that  are  ou t  o f  

care  in  the conven t ional  d iscuss ion  o f male  modern is t  wri ter s .  
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Chapter  F ive  

The Quest ion  o f  Autob iography  as  Care o f  the Self :  

Toward  P romiscuous Care  wi th  L ife  against  P roduct ion  

in  Henry Mil le r ’s  Trop ic  o f Cancer 4 5  

 

In t roduct ion  

Chand ler ’s  works p resen t  the p ract ice  o f  care  ou ts ide the home 

th rough  the mot i f  o f  the p r ivate  detect ive.  However,  there  may  s t i l l  be  

doub ts  abou t  whether  care  ou ts ide th e home can  t ru ly  be cal led  ca re .  The  

idea that  care  is  mean t  to  p ro tect  “ l i fe”  rem ain s  s t rong,  suggest ing  that  t he 

home is  no t  jus t  a  p lace where those wi th  temporary  vu lnerab i l i ty  can  help 

each  o ther,  bu t  a lso  a  p lace that  p roduces  new l ives  fo r  fu tu re  generat ions .  

As Lee Edelman  concep tual izes  as  “ reproduct ive fu tu r ism,” the 

conven t ional  ro le  o f  the home is  o f t en  regarded as  a  p lace where the 

s t ructu re  o f  the family,  based  on  het erosexual i ty,  i s  repea ted  to  main tain  

th is  cycle .  

Henry  Mil ler ’s  au tob iograph ica l  novel  Trop ic  o f  Cancer  i s  no tab le  a s  

a  modern is t  work  that  g rapp les  wi th  th is  quest ion  o f  care  in  re la t ion  to  l i fe .  

L ike Chand ler ’s  works,  Trop ic  o f  Cancer  appears  d is tan t  f rom themes o f  

vu lnerab i l i ty  and care ,  as  i t  i s  categ orized  as  an  au tob iograph ical  novel .  

F rom an etymolog ical  perspec t ive,  the genre o f  au tob iography  seems to  

on ly focus on  the l i f e  o f  the sel f ,  as  the p ref ix  “au to -”  in  “au tob iography” 

s ign if ies  “sel f , ”  and  the midd le  par t ,  “b io ,”  means “l i f e .”  Th is  e tymol og ical  

impl icat ion  is  s ign if ican t  fo r  th is  s tudy  because i t  can  be closely  connected  

to  what  Michel  Foucau l t  cal l s  “ca re  o f the sel f . ”  What  is  par t icu la r ly  
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importan t  i s  that ,  as  Ben jamin  Frank l in ’s  The Au tob iography ,  one o f  the 

most  famous examples  o f  the genre,  demonstrate s ,  th is  genre  encourages  the 

reader  to  imitat e  “ the l i f e  o f  the sel f ”  descr ibed  there ,  re in fo rcing  i t  in  a  

f ixed  way.  What  is  charact er i s t ic  o f  Trop ic  o f  Cancer  i s  that  the sel f  i t  

p resen ts  i s  the opposi te  o f  th is  sel f - su ff ic i en t  image t rad i t ional ly  assumed 

in the genre o f  au tob iograph y.  Cal l i ng  the genre i t se l f  in to  quest ion ,  i t  

exposes  a  vu lnerab le  l i fe ,  one that  opens the sel f  to  o ther  vu lnerab le  l ives .  

Th is  chap ter  exp lo res  vu lnerab i l i ty  as  the beg inn ing  o f  care  in  

Trop ic  o f  Cancer  th rough th is  rad ica l  quest ion  o f  l i fe .  In  con tra s t  to  

F rank l in ’s  The Au tob iography ,  Mil le r ’s  au tob iograph ica l  novel  p resen ts  a  

l i fe  charact er i zed  by  constan t  dev iat ion  f rom any f ixed  way.  While  

F rank l in ’s  au tob iography est ab l ishes  h im as  a  conven t ional  fa ther  f igure,  

inv i t ing  the reader  to  imita te  h is  l i f e ,  Mil ler ’s  novel  exposes  the narrato r ’s  

vu lnerab i l i ty  th rough  h is  fa i lu re  to  become a fathe r.  However,  Trop ic  o f  

Cancer  exp lo res  ano ther  possib i l i ty  in  th is  vu lnerab i l i ty  o f  l i fe .  By 

reveal ing  that  modern ism is  a  per iod  when l i f e  i s  r ig id ly  o rgan ized  fo r  the 

purpose o f  “p roduct ion ,”  the narr ato r  chal lenges  the assumption  that  l i fe  

must  be o rgan ized  to  p roduce more l i fe  in  l ine wi th rep roduct ive fu tu r ism.  

As a  resu l t ,  the  narr ato r  embodies  l i fe  against  p roduct ion wi th  what  The 

Care Co l lect ive cal ls  “p romiscuous care .”  Benea th  the appearance o f  care  

o f the sel f ,  Mil ler ’s  au tob iograph ica l  novel  conceal s  a  rad ical  chal l enge to  

the quest ion  o f  l i fe  in  modern ism.  

 

The Quest ion  o f  the Genre o f  Autob iography  

Trop ic  o f  Cancer  i s  what  Mil l er  ca l l s  an  “au tob iograph ical  novel ,”  
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based  on h is  dai ly  l i fe  in  Par i s  in  the 1930s,  in terwoven with  f ic t ion  and  

su rreal is t  wri t ing.  The narrato r,  refe rred  to  as  “Mil ler, ”  wanders  a round  

Par is ,  t ry ing  to  become a wri ter  bu t  unab le  to  complete  h is  work .  Unab le  to  

secure a  r egu lar  job ,  he con t in ues  wri t ing  a  ser ie s  o f  ep isodes  abou t  the 

peop le  he meet s  by  chance.  The narr at ive concludes  wi th  h im gazing at  t he 

f low of  the Seine,  exper i encing a  sense o f  reb ir th .  

Al though  pub l ished in  France in  1934,  Trop ic  o f  Cancer  was banned 

in the U.S .  due to  i t s  sexual  descr ip t ions ,  which  were regarded  too  exp l i c i t  

fo r  the t ime.  Th is  pub l icat ion  h is to ry  has  con tr ibu ted  to  the genera l  

percep t ion o f  h is  works as  pornography. 4 6  L i tera ry  cr i t ic ism of  Mil ler ’s  

works has  o f ten  focused  on  chal l eng ing  th is  popu lar  image  by  exp lo r ing  

thei r  var ious  l i tera ry  possib i l i t i es .  In  the con tex t  o f  th is  s tudy,  key  p rev ious 

analyses  have examined Trop ic  o f  Cancer  th rough the quest ion  o f  

au tob iography.  I t  i s  no t su rp r is ing  to  read  Mil le r ’s  works as  a  fo rm of  

au tob iography,  as  the f i rs t -person  narrato r  i s  consis t en t ly  refe rred  to  as  

“Mil ler, ”  and the even ts  are  based  on Mil ler ’s  real - l i fe  exper i ences .  Ear ly 

s tud ies ,  f rom the 1930s to  th e 1960s ,  ten ded  to  iden t i fy  the narrato r  “I ”  

wi th Mil ler,  d iscuss ing h im in  terms  o f  sel fhood  and  ind iv idual i ty.  While  

there  are  a lways some dev iat ions  f rom rea l - l i fe  even ts ,  the no t ion o f  

read ing the tex t  as  au tob iography  was rar ely  quest ioned .  Then ,  subsequen t 

scho larsh ip  has  g radual ly  recogn ized that  the appearance o f  au tob iography 

raises  rad ical  quest ions  abou t  the genre i t sel f .  For  ins tance,  Jane Nelson  

exp lo res  Mil l er ’s  “I”  in  terms o f  i t s  po ten t ia l  fo r  t rans fo rmat ion  beyond  the 

con tro l  o f  the conscious ego ,  d rawing on  Jung ian psycho logy’s  theory  o f  

the sel f .  Tomo Kanawaza categorizes  “male au tob iography” and  “female  



147 

 

au tob iography” using  Gi l les  Deleuze  and  Fél ix  Guat t ar i ’s  concep t  o f  

“becoming -woman .”  Kanazawa r eads  Mil ler ’s  work  as  an  example o f  the 

la t te r,  wi th the po ten t ia l  fo r  t r ansfo rmat ion toward the “minori ty,”  in  

con tra s t  to  the “major i ty” o f  male  au tob iography.  Katy  Masuga v iews 

Mil ler ’s  works as  examples  o f  what  Deleuze ca l ls  “minor  l i te ratu re ,”  which  

chal lenges  conven t ional  l i ter ary  genres  and  languages.  These s tud ies  no  

longer  address  whether  Mil ler ’s  works are  au tob iography  o r  f ic t ion  bu t 

ins tead  quest ion  t he genre o f  au tob iography  i tsel f .  

Th is  quest ion  o f  the genre o f  au tob iography  can  be l inked  to  the idea 

o f vu lnerab i l i ty  as  the beg inn ing o f  care ,  s ince au tob iography can  be seen 

as  a  p ract ice  o f  what  Michel  Foucau l t  cal l s  “care  o f  the sel f . ”  In  h is  a t t empt  

to  re th ink  the quest ion o f  sub ject ,  Foucau l t  focuses  on “the idea that  one 

ough t  to  a t tend  to  oneself ,  ca re  fo r  onesel f”  (Foucau l t  43) ,  a n  idea  that  can  

be t raced  back  to  ancien t  Greek  cu l tu re .  Dan  C.  Wil l iamson  po in ts  ou t  t hat  

th is  a t t i tude o f  care  o f  the sel f  over l aps  wi th the Ameri can  ideal  o f  the sel f -

made man:  “A large par t  o f  Foucau l t ’s  l egacy  ampli f ie s  and i l luminates  a  

rad ical ,  even  revo lu t ionary,  sense o f  being and becoming  American ,  whose 

t ra j ecto ry  is  to  become who  one is  no t yet”  (Wil l i amson  186) .  Notab ly,  

Wil l iamson  ci tes  Ben jamin  Frank l in ’s  au tob iography  as  a  rep resen tat ive 

example.  Accord ing  to  Wil l iamson ,  F rank l in ’s  au tob iography is  no t  merely  

a  s imple  accoun t  o f  what  happened  to h im;  i t  i s  a  p ract i ce  o f  sel f -

t ransfo rmat ion  as  “a  s tuden t  o f  care  o f the sel f”  (Wil l iamson  203) .  

The idea o f  au tob iography  as  a  p ract ice  o f  care  o f  the sel f  i s  

supported  by  the term’s  etymolog ica l  componen ts .  The term consis ts  o f  

th ree componen ts :  “au to,”  “b io ,”  and “graphy,”  mean ing  “sel f , ”  “ l i fe ,”  and 



148 

 

“wri t ing ,”  respect ive ly.  I t  i s  importan t to  no te  that  “au to” also  means “se l f -

p roduced ;  sel f - induced” (“Auto -”) .  Because o f  th is  mean ing ,  the “l i fe”  

dep ict ed  in  au tob iograph ies  is  o f ten  imbued with  the idea o f  a  sel f -

su ff ic i en t  l i fe .  In  con junct ion  wi th the American  ideal  o f  the sel f -made 

man,  au tob iography  is  charac ter ized  by i ts  focus on  the  l i fe  o f  the sel f .  

Trop ic  o f  Cancer  can  be clear ly  d is t i ngu ished  f rom conven t ional  

au tob iograph ies  by  i t s  focus on  vu lnerab le  l i fe .  F i rs t ,  the  vu lnerab le  l i f e  in  

th is  au tob iograph ical  novel  i s  ev iden t in  the s imple fact  that  i t  was exposed 

to  such  severe cr i t ic ism that  i t  was banned in  the U.S . ,  g iven that  

vu lnerab i l i ty  is  def ined  as  a  cond i t i on  that  o ffer s  “an  open ing  to  a t t acks  o f  

ra i l l ery,  cr i t ic i sm,  calumny,  e tc .”  (“Vulnerab le”) .  Fur thermore,  the 

narrato r ’s  sel f  in  Trop ic  o f  Cancer  embodies  a  charact er i s t i c  “openness”  

that  makes h is  l i fe  more vu lnerab le .  While  Mil ler  a sse r ts  that  “ the theme is  

myself ”  (Wilson  215)  in  h is  re sponse to  Edmund Wilson’s  rev iew of  the  

work ,  showing  h is  p reoccupat ion  wi th sel fhood ,  the narra to r ’s  se l f  i s  

s imul taneously  open  to  o ther  se lves  beyond  h is  own.  The fo l lowing  passage 

i l lus t ra tes  th is  charac ter is t i c  sel f  that  canno t  be  res t r ic t ed  to  a  sel f -

su ff ic i en t  sel f :  

          The man  who rai ses  the ho ly bo t t le  to  h is  l ips ,  the cr iminal  who 

kneels  in  the marketp lace,  the innocen t  one who  d iscover s  that  

a l l  co rpses  s t ink,  the madman  who  dances  wi th  l igh tn ing  in  h is  

hands,  the f r i ar  who  l i f ts  h is  sk i r t s  t o  pee over  the wo rld ,  the 

fanat ic  who ransacks l ib rar i es  in  o rder  to  f ind  the Word —all  

these ar e  fused  in  me,  a l l  these mak e my confusion,  my  ecst asy .  

(Cancer  256)  
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Here,  the  narr ato r  p resen ts  h imsel f  a s  open  by  incorporat ing  o ther  selves  

in to  h is  own.  Addi t ional ly,  a l l  o f  these selves —such  as  the impious,  the 

cr iminal ,  the  ignoran t ,  the madman,  the obscene nun,  and  the fanat ic — are 

vu lnerab le  to  cr i t i c ism.  In  these mul t ip le  sen ses ,  Trop ic  o f  Cancer  c are s  fo r 

vu lnerab le  l i f e .  

Read ing  Trop ic  o f  Cancer  in  terms o f  the quest ion  o f  au tob iography  

ho lds  special  s ign if i cance fo r  th is  s tudy,  s tar t ing  wi th  a  connect ion  to  

F i tzgerald ’s  works.  Mil l er ’s  au tob iograph ical  novel  can  be l inked  to  The 

Grea t  Gatsby  th rough  thei r  shared  p reoccupat ion wi th  the idea o f  

au tob iography.  I t  i s  widely  accep ted  that  Gatsby  imitat es  F rank l in ’s  

au tob iography  by  wri t ing  h is  ideal  s chedu le  fo r  success  in  a  book  he kep t  

dur ing  h is  boyhood . 4 7  Gatsby’s  fa the r  shows th is  book  to  Nick ,  say ing,  

“J immy was bound  to  get  ahead” ( Gatsby  112) ,  bu t  i t  sounds i ron ic  to  Nick ,  

g iven  that  the fathe r  shares  th is  schedu le  wi th  Nick at  Gatsby’s  funeral .  

Gatsby’s  wri t ing con tains  several  mi sspel l ings  and rev is ions ,  such as  “N o 

more smoken ing” (Gatsby  112)  and  “Save $5.00  [crossed  ou t]  $3 .00 per  

week” (Gatsby  112) ,  mak ing  i t  c lear  that  Gatsby  can  on ly parody  Frank l in ’s  

au tob iography.  I t  i s  no su rp r ise  that  Gatsby’s  care  fo r  h imself  has  o f ten  

been v iewed  as  Frank l in ’s  “g ro tesque ex tension in  t ime” (Lehan  111) .  As  a  

resu l t ,  Gatsby’s  care  o f  the sel f  appears  to  be a  superf ic i a l  mimicry  o f  

F rank l in ’s  ideal ,  ref lec ted  in  Nick’s  descr ip t ion  o f  Gatsby as  “a  tu rbaned  

charact er  leak ing  sawdust  a t  every  pore as  he pursued a  t iger  th rough the 

Bo is  de Bou logne” ( Gatsby  45 ) .  However,  what  th is  s tudy  p resen t ed  as  a  

majo r  theme in  Chap ter  One is  that  i t  i s  th is  vu lnerab i l i ty  that  beg ins 

Nick’s  care  fo r  Gat sby.  Cer ta in ly,  Nick  d isp lays  an  i ron ic  tone when  he 
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no t ices  Gatsby’s  fa ther ’s  re luct ance to  c lose the schedu le ,  remark ing ,  “I  

th ink  he rather  expected  me to  copy down the l i s t  fo r  my  own use” ( Gatsby  

112) .  Nick’s  recogn i t ion  o f  Gatsby’s  vu lnerab i l i ty  is  c lear,  as  there  i s  no  

ind icat ion that  he actual ly  fo l lows th rough on  h is  fa ther ’s  expectat ion .  

Nonetheless ,  i t  i s  a lso  unden iab le  that  Nick  includes  Gatsby’s  schedu le  in  

h is  own narrat ive a s  i t  i s . 4 8  Th is  inclusion  o f  Gatsby ’s  wri t ing  in  Nick ’s  

f i rs t -person  narr at ive suggest s  that  Gatsby’s  care  o f  the sel f  i s  c lose ly  

l inked  to  o thers  th rough  h is  vu lnerab i l i ty.  Trop ic  o f  Cancer  s imi l ar ly  

engages wi th  the quest ion o f  au tob iography  by  subver t ing the conven t ional  

mean ing  o f  care  fo r  the sel f .  

 

Vu lnerab le  L ife  as  a  Dev iat ion f rom Father :  

A Comparison  with  Ben jamin  Frank l in ’s  The Au tob iography  

The un iqueness  o f  Trop ic  o f  Cancer  as  a  work  that  cares  fo r  

vu lnerab le  l i f e  becomes par t icu lar ly  v iv id when  compared  to  Frank l in ’s  The 

Au tob iography .  As an  in f luen t ia l  tex t  on  the concep t  o f  the sel f -made man,  

F rank l in ’s  au tob iography can  be seen as  a  p ract ice  o f  f ix ing l i f e  as  that  o f 

an  independen t  man ,  especial ly  th rough  the mot i f  o f  the father.  Th is  

f ixat ion is  in ter twined  with  what  F rank l in  cal l s  “ the way  to  weal th ,”  which  

p rov ides  a  c lea r  purpose in  l i fe  fo r  t he reader  in  the posi t ion o f  h is  “son .”  

With the clea r  s t ructu re  o f  the au thor  and  the reader  as  the f ather  and  the 

son ,  the p r imary  concern  o f  F rank l in ’s  au tob iography is  the rep roduct ion  o f  

th is  invu lnerab le  l i fe .  

The mot i f  o f  the father  i s  ev iden t  in  the fact  that  The Au tob iography  

was o r ig inal ly  wri t ten  as  a  l e t t er  to  F rank l in ’s  son.  The narrat ive beg ins  
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with an  address  to  h is  son :  “Dear  Son : I  have ever  had  p leasure in  ob tain ing  

any  l i t t l e  anecdo tes  o f  my  ancesto rs”  (Frank l in  1 ) .  As Frank  Woodworth  

P ine exp lains ,  F rank l in  began wri t in g the f i rs t  par t  as  a  le t ter  to  h is  son,  

which  means he narra tes  f rom th e fa ther ’s  perspec t ive. 4 9  Al though Frank l in 

la te r  expanded h is  wri t ing fo r  a  b roader  aud ience,  he retains  the posi t ion  o f  

the father,  addressing  the reade r  as  i f  they were h is  “son”:  “I  hope,  

therefo re ,  that  some o f  my  descendan ts  wi l l  fo l low th is  example and  p ro f i t  

f rom i t”  (F rank l in  101) .  The phrase “my descendan ts”  underscores  the 

father- son  dynamic th roughou t  the t ex t .  

F rank l in ’s  au tob iography is  a  p ract i ce  o f  f ix ing  l i fe  in  the ro le  o f  the 

father  by p resen t ing  h is  own l i fe  as  a  model  to  be imitat ed .  He addresses  

the reader  as  a  son :  

          I  was born  and  b red,  to  a  s ta t e  o f  aff luence and  some degree  o f  

repu tat ion in  the world,  and  hav ing gone so  far  th rough  l i fe  

wi th a  considerab le  share  o f  fe l ic i ty,  the conducing  means I  

made use o f ,  wh ich  wi th  the b les s ing o f  God  so wel l  succeeded ,  

my  poster i ty  may  l ike to  know, as  th ey  may  f ind  some o f  them 

su i tab le  to  thei r  own  s i tuat ions ,  and therefo re  f i t  to  be imitat ed .  

(F rank l in  1 )  

The word  “imitat e” emphasizes  Frank l in ’s  a t tempt  to  creat e  a  model  l i fe .  

Th is  model  must  remain  f ixed  to  serve as  an  example.  Th is  f ixat ion  is  

par t icu lar ly  consp icuous  in  h is  use o f  the l i s t  o f  th i r teen  v i r tues .  When  

Frank l in  embarks  on  “the bo ld  and  arduous p ro jec t  o f  a t ta in ing  moral  

perfect ion” (Frank l in  93) ,  he crea tes  a  l i s t  o f  v i r tues  to  ref lect  on  

constan t ly.  His  speci f ic  method o f  ref lect ion  is  descr ibed  as  fo l lo ws:  “I  
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t ransfe rred  my tab les  and  p recep ts  t o  the ivory  leaves  o f  a  memorandum 

book ,  on  which  the l ines  were d rawn with  red  ink ,  that  made a  durab le  

s ta in ,  and  on  those l ines  I  marked  my fau l ts  wi th  a  b lack - lead  penci l ,  wh ich  

marks I  cou ld  easi ly  wipe ou t  wi th  a  w et  sponge” (Frank l in 100) .  The 

indel ib le  ink  s ign if ie s  h is  con t inuous effo r t  to  keep  h imself  a s  an  ideal  s el f  

by  erasing  any  instab i l i ty.  Thus,  The Au tob iography  i s  a  p ract i ce  o f  f ix ing 

l i fe  a s  a  model  to  be imitat ed .  

Th is  f ixat ion  is  fu r ther  supported  by  Frank l in ’s  idea  o f  “ the way  to 

weal th .”  Orig inal ly  the t i t l e  o f  h is  1758  essay,  “ the way to  weal th” serves  

as  a  p reci se  express ion o f  the purpose o f  The Au tob iography .  The phrase  

“the way,”  wi th i t s  def in i te  ar t i c le ,  suggest s  a  s ingu lar,  co rrect  path  wi thou t  

dev iat ion .  The p reposi t ion  “to” emphasizes  that  i t  has  the  clear  dest inat ion  

o f weal th .  In  th is  sense,  “ the way to  weal th” al igns  perf ect ly  wi th  the l i f e  

The Au tob iography  a ims to  p resen t .  

     The purpose o f  creat ing  l i fe  a s  a  model  to  be imitated  is  inev i tab ly  

t ied  to  the care  fo r  i t s  rep roduct ion .  Th is  i s  man ifes t  in  one o f  the th i r teen 

v i r tues ,  “Chast i ty”:  “Rarely  use venery  bu t  fo r  Heal th  o r  Offsp r ing ;  Never  

to  Dulness ,  Weakness ,  o r  the In ju ry  o f your  own o r  ano ther ’s  Peace o r  

Repu tat ion” (Frank l in  97) .  While  th i s  v i r tue may  appear  to  recommend  an 

asce t ic  l i fe ,  i t  does  no t  deny  sexual  desi re .  Rather,  the phrase “Rarely  use 

venery  bu t  fo r  Heal th  o r  Offsp r ing” suggests  that  i t  shou ld  be used  fo r  

these purposes .  Consequen t ly,  F rank l in ’s  l i fe  a s  a  fa ther  i s  passed  on to  the 

reader  a s  h is  “son,”  who  is  expected  to  imit at e  i t .  Impl ici t ly,  The 

Au tob iography  i s  concerned  with  the rep roduct ion  o f  an  iden t ical  l i f e .  
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      In  con tras t  to  F rank l in ’s  The Au tob iography ,  Mil ler ’s  Trop ic  o f  

Cancer  ra i ses  quest ions  o f  l i fe  wi th in the au tob iograph ical  genre.  Whereas  

Frank l in ’s  l i f e  as  a  fa ther  i s  dep icted as  s t ab le ,  Mil ler ’s  au tob iograph ica l  

novels  p resen t  a  l i f e  marked  by h is  fa i lu re  to  become a father.  While  bo th 

share  a  focus on  the l i fe  o f  the sel f ,  Mil ler ’s  work  is  characte r ized  by th is  

vu lnerab le  l i f e .  

Mil ler ’s  fa i lu re  to  become a fathe r  i s  i l lu s t r ated  in  a  t raumat ic  

ep isode invo lv ing  h is  baby.  In  a  scene where he encoun ters  a  book  t i t l ed  A 

man cu t  in  s l ices ,  he  sudden ly confesses :  “And  I’ l l  te l l  no one why,  af ter  I 

had  pu t  every th ing down,  I  sudden ly  wen t  home and  chopped  the baby  to  

p ieces” (Cancer  39 -40) .  His  use o f  the past  perfect  suggests  that  th is  re f ers  

to  someth ing  he actua l ly  d id  in  the past .  However,  i t  i s  d i ff icu l t  to  fu l ly  

unders tand  h is  mean ing s ince no add i t ional  in fo rmat ion  is  p rov ided  in  the 

narrat ive.  Yasunori  Honda o ffers  a  detai l ed  exp lanat ion  o f  th is  cryp t ic  

image,  suggest ing that  Mil le r  i s  ref e rr ing to  h is  baby  with h is  mist re ss ,  

Pau l ine Chou teau ,  a  37 -year-o ld  d ivorcee,  when  Mil ler  was 18 . 5 0  Because 

they lacked  the money fo r  a  hosp i ta l  abor t ion,  Pau l ine had  to  abort  the baby  

hersel f .  Th is  t raumat ic  exper i ence became a  haun t ing  memory  fo r  Mil ler,  as  

ref l ect ed  in  h is  words,  “I’ l l  te l l  no  one why” ( Cancer  39 ) ,  wh ich h igh l igh t 

the impossib i l i ty  o f  fu l ly  ar t i cu lat in g th is  t rauma.  While  F rank l in ’s  l i f e  as  a  

fa ther  i s  dep ict ed  as  s tab le  f rom the ou tset ,  Mil l er ’s  l i fe  i s  rendered  

vu lnerab le  due to  th is  fa i lu re  to  become a father.  

The narrato r ’s  dev iat ion f rom the ro le  o f  fa therhood is  a l so  ev iden t  in  

h is  economic dependence on  h is  wife .  As an  asp ir ing  wri te r  wi thou t  a  

s teady  job ,  he appear s  f ree  to  roam around  Par is .  However,  he repea ted ly 
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emphasizes  h is  need  to  communicate  wi th  h is  wife  in  America regard ing h is  

f inancial  s t rugg les:  “When  we get  up i t  i s  dark ,  and  the f i r s t  th ing  to  do  is  

to  ra i se  enough  dough  to  send  a  cab le  to  America” ( Cancer21);  “I  was 

s t ro l l ing  along the Bou levard  Beaumarchais ,  r i ch  by  a  hundred f rancs  o r  so ,  

which  my wife  had  f ran t ical ly  cab led f rom America” ( Cancer 41-42) .  These 

instances  demonstr ate  the narr ato r ’s  f inancial  dependence on  o thers ,  

par t icu lar ly  h is  wife ,  underscor ing  h is  fa i lu re  to  fu l f i l l  the  ro le  o f  a  fa ther,  

wh ich  is  far  f rom what  F rank l in  cal l s  “ the way to  weal th .  

The con tra s t  between  Frank l in ’s  l i f e  as  a  fa ther  and  Mil ler ’s  l i f e  i s  

fu r ther  emphasized  in  the narrato r ’s  wri t ing s ty le ,  which evokes a  sense o f 

ch i ldhood.  Ear ly  in  the narr at ive,  he exp lains  h is  approach  to  wri t ing :  “I  

have made a  s i len t  compact  wi th  mys elf  no t  to  change a  l ine o f  what  I  

wri te .  I  am no t  in teres ted  in  perfect ing  my though ts ,  no r  my  act ions” 

(Cancer  11 ) .  Indeed ,  the narr ato r  p resen ts  even ts  a s  they  happen ,  wi thou t 

ref l ect ing  on  them from the perspect ive o f  the past .  As a  re su l t ,  the  

narrat ive is  f requen t ly in terrup ted  by new even ts ,  o f ten  lef t  incomplete :  

We are  l iv ing  a  mil l ion  l ives  in  the space o f  a  generat ion.  In  the 

s tudy  o f  en tomology,  o r  o f  deep  sea l i fe ,  o r  cel lu la r  act iv i ty,  we 

der ive more …  

The te lephone in terrup ts  th is  though t  which  I  shou ld  never  

have been  ab le  to  complet e .  Someone is  coming  to ren t  the 

apar tmen t  … (Cancer  12 )  

Th is  f ragmented  wri t ing s ty le ,  marked  by  incompleteness ,  con tra s ts  sha rp ly  

wi th Frank l in ’s  method ica l  approach  to  l i fe ,  as  exempli f ied  in  h is  pursu i t  o f  

“ the way to  weal th .”  Mil ler ’s  s ty le  l acks  a  c lear  goal ,  focusing  instead  on 
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l iv ing  in  the moment .  Suggest ively,  Georges  Bata i l le  associ ate s  Mil le r ’s  

wri t ing s ty le ,  which emphasi zes  the p resen t  moment ,  wi th  the ch i ldhood  

phase o f  l i fe :  

I t  i s  seeming ly  rare  fo r  the ch i ldhood phase o f  l i f e  to  be 

exper i enced  more in tensely.  Rare to o that  there  shou ld  be so  

many  las t ing  consequences .  In  no way  d id th is  p reven t  Mil ler  

f rom subsequen t ly  acqu ir ing  an  educat ion.  Bu t  he con t inued  to 

be affect ed  b y  th is  in i t ia l  exper ience and  i t  apparen t ly  became 

h is  business  in  th is  world  to  see h is  ch i ldhood rebel l ion  th rough 

to i t s  end .  (Batai l l e ,  “Mil le r ’s”  69) .  

Through  the metaphor  o f  ch i ldhood ,  Batai l l e’s  in te rp reta t ion  o f  Mil ler ’s  

s ty le  suggests  tha t  l i fe  in  Trop ic  o f  Cancer  i s  the an t i thes is  o f  the 

conven t ional  l i fe  t ra j ecto ry  wi th  the  s ingu lar  goal  o f  becoming a  fa ther.  

 

Vu lnerab i l i ty  as  L ife  against  P roduc t ion :  

The Subvers ion  o f  Organ izat ion  in  Ci ty /Body  

Frank l in ’s  The Au tob iography  c lear ly focuses  on  l i fe  a s  a  fa the r  wi th 

the purpose o f  rep roduct ion .  The s ign if icance o f  Mil le r ’s  Trop ic  o f Cancer  

l ies  in  i t s  chal lenge to  th is  very  no t ion  o f  rep roduct ion.  On  the one hand ,  

the narr ato r  reveal s  that  the f ixat ion  on l i fe  as  a  fa ther  i s  inseparab le  f ro m 

the goal  o f rep roduct ion .  On the o ther  hand ,  Mil l er - the-nar rato r ’s  p r imary 

concern  is  to  subver t  th i s  emphasis  on  rep roduct ion  by  h igh l igh t ing  the  

fai lu re  to  become a father.  In  th is  sense,  h is  apparen t ly  a imless  wander in g 

th rough  Par is  imp l ic i t ly  d iscloses  a  modern is t  t rend  to  impose d i rec t ion on 

l i fe  fo r  the purpose o f  rep roduct ion ,  par t i cu lar ly  af t er  Georges-Eugène  
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Haussmann’s  renovat ion  o f  Par is  in  the 19 t h  cen tu ry.  Trop ic  o f  Cancer  

exp lo res  th is  quest ion  o f  l i fe  o rgan ized  fo r  rep roduct ion  th rough two 

cen tral  mot i fs  r ep resen t ing  the s i te s  o f rep roduct ion :  the ci ty  and  the body.  

Desp i te  the narrato r ’s  fa i lu re  to  become a father,  Trop ic  o f  Cancer  i s  

never  a  nostalg ic  reco l lec t ion  o f  the ch i ldhood  phase o f  l i fe .  What  t ru ly  

def ines  th is  au tob iograph ical  novel ,  wi th i t s  impl icat ion  o f  “b io” ( l i fe) ,  i s  

i t s  in tense focus on  l i fe  i t sel f .  As p rev iously  men t ioned,  Trop ic  o f  Cancer  

i s  wel l -known fo r  i t s  exp l ic i t  expressions related  to  sexual  mat ter s .  

However,  the narrato r ’s  concern  ex tends far  beyond sex  in  the narrow 

sense.  He declares  an  in tere st  in  l i fe  i t sel f ,  u s ing  the word  “l i fe”  exp l ic i t ly :  

“There i s  on ly  one th ing that  i s  o f  v i ta l  in ter est  to  me now,  and  that  i s  to  

record  every th ing that  i s  le f t  ou t  in  books.  No one,  as  fa r  as  I  can  see,  

makes use o f  those elements  in  the ai r  that  g ive d i rect ion and mot ivat ion  to  

our  l ives” (Cancer  11 ) .  The narrato r  suggest s  that  there  a re  e l ements  tha t  

p rov ide new d irec t ions  and  mot ivat ions  fo r  l i fe .  His  use o f  the adverb 

“v i ta l ly” underscores  h is  deep  conce rn wi th  the very  essence o f  l i fe .  

The narrato r ’s  p reoccupat ion  wi th  l i fe  i s  fu r ther  charact er i zed  by  a  

s t rong  res i s tance to  the concep t  o f  r ep roduct ion .  Toward the end  o f  the 

s to ry,  when he v iews the landscape f rom a t ra in ,  the s igh t  o f  a  “ca rpet  o f  

s tee l  and cement” (Cancer 266)  makes h im feel  as  though l i fe  i s  being  

rep l ica ted  end les s ly,  wi thou t  var i a t i on .  He expresses  th is  fee l ing in  terms 

o f p roduct ion :  

          P roduct ion!  More nu ts  and  bo l ts ,  barbed  wire ,  dog  b iscu i ts ,  

lawn mowers ,  bal l  bear ings ,  h igh  exp losives ,  tanks,  po ison  gas ,  

soap,  too thpast e ,  newspapers ,  educa t ion ,  churches ,  l ib rar ies ,  
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museums.  Forward !  Time is  p ress in g.  The fetus  pushes  against  

the cerv ix ,  bu t  no t  a  d rop  o f  sal iva to  s t imulate  del ive ry.  Dry,  

su ffocat ing  b i r th .  ( Cancer  266)  

At  f i rs t  g lance,  the word  “product io n” migh t  seem posi t ive,  g iven  the 

narrato r ’s  in te res t  in  l i fe ,  s ince i t  m eans the “generat ion  o r  creat ion  o f  

someth ing” (“Product ion”) .  However,  he immediately  compares  i t  to  the 

metaphorica l  expression  “Dry,  su ffocat ing  b i r th”  (Cancer  266) ,  which is  the 

exact  opposi t e  o f  the p rocess  o f  g iv ing  b i r th  to  l i f e .  I t  i s  no teworthy that  he 

connects  the word  “product ion” wi th  the word  “fo rward ,”  which  is  

emphasized  in  i ta l ics .  Orig inal ly,  the word  “product ion” is  composed  o f  

“p ro,”  which l i te ral ly  me ans “fo rward,”  and “duct ,”  which  means “to  lead” 

o r “p ipe.”  In  th is  e tymolog ical  s ense,  the narra to r  i s  r igh t  to  use the word 

“product ion” as  a  k ind o f  synonym fo r “fo rward .”  In  o ther  words,  what  t he 

narrato r  ref ers  to  here  as  “p roduct ion” is  the p rocess  o f  g iv ing  l i fe  the 

d i rect ion  and  mot ivat ion  o f  “p ro /fo rward .”  Kiyokazu  Wash ida’s  d iscussion 

o f the p ref ix  “p ro” is  use fu l  in  th is  con tex t .  Wash ida po in ts  ou t  that  there  

are  many words wi th  the p ref ix  “p ro” in  modern  society,  such  as  “p ro jec t , ”  

“p ro f i t , ”  “p rogram,” and “promote.”  Accord ing  to  Wash ida,  a l l  these words 

rep resen t  a  fo rward - look ing  at t i tude that  se ts  the goal  in  advance to  

determine what  shou ld  be done in  the p resen t  moment . 5 1  In  th is  sense,  

Mil ler ’s  cr i t ical  v iew of  p roduct ion is  a  natu ral  con tras t  to  F rank l in,  

because what  F rank l in  expresses  a s  “ the way to  weal th” over laps  p rec ise ly 

wi th the concep t  o f  p roduct ion  in  i t s  emphasis  on the d i rect ion  and  

mot ivat ion  o f  “p ro /fo rward.”  

     Trop ic  o f  Cancer  suggests  that  l i fe  i s  exclusively  d i rec ted  towards the 



158 

 

purpose o f  p roduct ion  th rough  the in terp lay  o f  two  d is t inct ive mot i fs :  the 

ci ty  and  the body.  As Masuga po in ts  ou t ,  i t  i s  cer ta in  that  expressions 

rela ted  to  the body  are  abundan t  in  Mil ler ’s  works. 5 2  Th is  obsession  wi th 

the body can  be seen  as  one o f  the obv ious aspect s  o f  h is  in ter est  in  l i f e  

i t sel f .  What  fu r ther  charact er i zes  Mi l ler ’s  works is  i t s  un ique connect ion  to  

ano ther  mot i f :  the  c i ty.  The ep ig raph in  Trop ic  o f  Capricorn  “On  the 

ovar ian  t ro l ley” (Capricorn  ep ig raph) is  a  typ ical  example.  Th is  un ique 

phrase expresses  a  par t  o f  the ci ty  a s  i f  i t  were a  par t  o f  the body,  and  v ice 

versa .  S imilar  connect ions  are  easy  to  f ind  in  Trop ic  o f Cancer :  “Smoke 

coming up  between  our  legs ,  the t racks  creak ing ,  semaphores  in  our  b lood” 

(Cancer  19 ) ;  “The ci ty  sp rou ts  ou t  l ike a  huge o rgan ism d iseased  in  every 

par t ,  the  beau t i fu l  thoroughfares  on ly a  l i t t l e  le ss  repu ls ive because they  

have been  d rained  o f  thei r  pus” ( Cancer  40 ) ;  “I  can  feel  the ci ty  

palp i ta t ing ,  as  i f  i t  were a  hear t  jus t  removed  from a warm body” ( Cancer  

63 ) .  With  an  in tere st  in  l i fe ,  the narr ato r  repeat ed ly makes th is  k ind  o f  

connect ion  between  the two  p laces .  

      Why is  the connect ion  between  the ci ty  and the body  relevan t  to  the 

quest ion  o f  l i fe?  Th is  s tudy  posi t s  t hat  i t  resonates  wi th  Georges -Eugène 

Haussmann’s  in ter est  in  the “o rgan ism,” a  cen tr al  f igure in  the u rban 

t ransfo rmat ion  o f  Par is  in  the 19 t h  cen tu ry.  Haussmann ,  P refect  o f  the Seine 

depar tmen t  under  Emperor  Napo leon  II I ,  i s  renowned  fo r  h is  p ro ject  cal l ed  

“Haussmann’s  renovat ion  o f  Par is , ”  which  aimed  to modern ize the ci ty  by 

addressing  issues  re l a ted  to  v iews,  s an i ta t ion ,  t ransportat ion ,  and  

ci rcu la t ion.  What  is  s t r ik ing  is  that ,  in  Haussmann’s  memoirs ,  he compares  

the ci ty  to  the human body,  much  l ike Mi l ler  does  in  Trop ic  o f  Cancer :  
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“The underground  gal l er ie s ,  o rgans o f the large ci ty,  wou ld  funct ion  l ike 

those o f  the human  body.  Pure and  fresh  water,  l igh t ,  and heat  would 

ci rcu la te  beneath  the u rban  sk in  l ike the d iverse  f lu ids  whose movement  

and  main tenance support  l i f e”  ( Jo rdan  274 ) .  These sen tences  i l lus t rat e  

Haussmann’s  metaphorical  over lay  o f  the ci ty  and  the body.  Co l in  Jones  

no tes  that  Haussmann  v iewed  the ci t y  as  an  “organ ism”:  

          For  them the modern ci ty  was o rgan ism which needed  to  be 

analyzed  accord ing  to  a  s t r ic t ly  u t i l i tar i an  examinat ion  o f  u rban  

funct ions .  Napo leon  and  Haussmann  saw themselves  as  

physic ian -u rban is ts ,  whose task  was  to  ensure Par is’s  

nourishment ,  to  regu late  and  to  speed up  ci rcu lat ion in  i t s  

ar te r ie s  (namely,  i t s  s t r eet s) ,  to  g ive i t  more powerfu l  lungs so 

as  to  le t  i t  b reathe (no tab ly,  th rough  g reen  spaces) ,  and to  

ensure that  i t s  wast e  p roducts  were hyg ien ica l ly  and  effect ively  

d isposed  o f .  (Jones  300-3 )  

To  borrow Jones’s  expression ,  Haussmann’s  renovat ion  o f  Par is  can  be seen 

as  an  at tempt  to  g ive l i fe  the d i rec t ion  and  mot ivat ion o f  an o rgan ism.  

     The o rgan iza t ion  o f  the ci ty /body  is  d i rect ly  l inked  to  the 

p r io r i t i zat ion o f  the rep roduct ion  o f  l i fe .  Orig inal ly,  the Eng l ish  word  

“organ” f i r s t  appeared  in  the 13 t h  cen tu ry  to  deno te  a  musical  ins t rument  

(Wil l iams 227);  wi th  the development o f  natu ral  h is to ry  and b io logy  in  the 

18 t h  cen tu ry,  i t  acqu ired  i t s  dominan t  refe rence to  l iv ing  and  g rowing  

en t i t ie s  (Wil l i ams 227) .  While  “o rgan ism” o f ten  car r ie s  a  posi t ive 

conno tat ion  today,  as  seen  in  terms l ike “o rgan ic  farming” o r  “o rgan ic  

food,”  Gi l le s  Deleuze and  Fél ix  Guat tar i  c r i t i cal ly  examine the term in  
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re la t ion to  the quest ion o f  l i fe .  In  Anti -Oed ipus:  Cap i ta l ism and  

Sch izophren ia ,  they  argue that  the o rgans o f  the body become an 

“organ ism” th rough thei r  connect ion  to  p roduct ion :  “Desir ing -mach ines  

make us  an  o rgan ism;  bu t  a t  the very hear t  o f  th is  p roduct ion ,  wi th in the 

very p roduct ion  o f  th is  p roduct ion ,  the body  su ffer s  f rom bei ng o rgan ized 

in  th is  way,  f rom no t  hav ing some o ther  so r t  o f  o rgan iza t ion,  o r  no 

o rgan izat ion  at  a l l ”  (Deleuze and Guat ta r i  8 ) .  For  them,  th is  o rgan izat ion  is  

a  fo rm of  “su ffer i ng” because i t  l imi ts  l i fe  to  the Oed ipal  t r iang le  ( fa ther -

mother-ch i ld ) ,  where the f ather  p lays  a  dominan t  ro le .  Th is  o rgan iza t ion ,  in  

tu rn ,  depr ives  the body  o f  a l t ernat iv e possib i l i t ies  fo r  the “d irect ion  and  

mot ivat ion  to  our  l ives” ( Cancer  11 ) .  

     The narrato r  in  Trop ic  o f  Cancer  p resen ts  a  r ad ica l  cr i t ique o f  th is  

o rgan ism t ied  to  p roduct ion .  While  h is  narr at ive s ty le  mir ro rs  Haussmann’s  

in  l ink ing  the ci ty  to  the body,  h is  p r imary  concern  is  to  p rob lemat i ze 

o rgan izat ion .  The d i ff erence between the narr ato r  and Haussmann becomes 

clea r  in  h is  descr ip t ion o f  the “apar tmen t .”  He beg ins  h is  narrat ive by 

descr ib ing the apar tmen t  he l ives  in :  “I  am l iv ing  at  the Vi l la  Borghese.  

There is  no t  a  crumb of  d i r t  anywhere,  nor  a  chair  misp laced” ( Cancer  1 ) .  

Soon  i t  tu rns  ou t  that  what  he cal ls  “ the Vi l l a  Borgheses ” is  an  apar tmen t 

f rom h is  descr ip t ions ,  such as  “Someone is  coming  to  ren t  the apar tmen t ”  

(Cancer  12 ) .  E tymolog ical ly,  the word “apar tmen t”  impl ies  a  s ta t e  o f  being 

“apar t . ”  In i t i a l ly,  the narrato r  seems  to  p resen t  th is  s ta te  posi t ively,  

emphasiz ing i t s  c l ean l iness  and o rder,  l iken ing  i t  to  an o rgan ism  simil ar  to  

what  Haussmann sough t  to  ach ieve.  However,  the narrato r  qu ick ly  refu te s  

th is  s ta t e  by  associ at ing  i t  wi th  death : “We are  a l l  a lone here ,  and  we are  
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dead” (Cancer 6) .  In  do ing  so,  he equates  o rgan ized  l i fe  wi th  death .  

How can al t ernat ive possib i l i t i es  fo r  the d i rect ion and mot ivat ion  o f  

l i fe  be opened  up? Trop ic  o f  Cancer  suggests  that  th is  can  be ach ieved  by 

subver t ing  the p ract i ce  o f  the o rgan izat ion .  In  th is  con tex t ,  Deleuze and  

Guat ta r i ’s  concpet  o f  the “body  withou t  o rgans” is  par t i cu lar ly  re l evan t .  

C i t ing  Anton in  Artaud ,  they  evoke a  rad ical  image o f  “no  o rgan izat ion a t  

a l l”  (De leuze and  Guat tar i  8 ) :  

An  incomprehensib le ,  abso lu tely  r ig id s ta s is”  in  the very  midst  

o f p rocess ,  as  a  th i rd  s tage :  “No mouth .  No tongue.  No  teeth .  

No  larynx.  No esophagus.  No bel ly.  No  anus . ”  The au tomata 

s top dead  and  set  f ree  the unorgan ized  mass  they  once se rved  

to  ar t icu lat e .  The fu l l  body  withou t  o rgans is  the unproduct ive,  

the s ter i le ,  the unengendered ,  the unconsumable.  (Deleuze and 

Guat ta r i  8 )  

Th is  concep t  o f  the body  withou t  o rgans chal lenges  the as sumption  that  the 

body  must  be o rgan ized  as  an  o rgan ism based  on  p roduct ion .  

Trop ic  o f  Cancer  c an  be in terp ret ed  as  a  subvers ion  o f  the o rgan ism 

by  reconfigur ing  the ci ty /body  as  a  body  withou t  o rgans.  F i rs t ,  th is  

subvers ion  o f  o rgan izat ion in  the ci t y  is  ev iden t  in  the narr ato r ’s  chal len ge 

to  the cond i t ion o f  being “apar t -men t .”  On  the one hand ,  as  an  asp ir ing 

wri ter,  the  narrato r  emphasizes  the necessi ty  o f  hav ing  a  p r ivate  space to  

work :  “One can  s leep  almost  anywhere,  bu t  one must  have a  p lace to  work.  

Even  i f  i t ’s  no t a  mast erp iece you’re  do ing .  Even  a  bad  novel  requ ires  a  

chair  to  s i t  on  and  a  b i t  o f  p r ivacy” ( Cancer  32 ) .  By  using  the word  “work,”  

he h igh l igh ts  the need  to  be separa ted f rom o thers  to  engage in  wri t ing  as  a  
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product ive ac t iv i ty.  In  th is  re spect ,  l iv ing  in  an  “apar t -men t”  seems to  a l ign  

wi th h is  desi re  fo r  p r ivacy  and  p roduct iv i ty.  On the o ther  hand,  what  i s  

un ique abou t  the narra to r ’s  wri t ing  is  that ,  desp i te  h is  need  fo r  so l i tude  in  

the p lace to  work ,  h is  narr at ive constan t ly  d isrup ts  th is  cond i t ion o f  being 

“apar t . ”  While  he complains  abou t  the incessan t  in terrup t ions  o f  h is  work 

by  newcomers  and the conversa t ions  o f  o ther  re s iden ts ,  he deta i ls  these 

in terrup t ions  as  par t  o f  h is  narrat ive :  “I’m keep ing  an ear  open  as  to  what’s  

go ing  on downstai rs .  I t ’s  a  Mr.  Wren  and  h is  wife  who  have cal led  to  look 

at  the apar tmen t .  They’re  ta lk ing  abou t  tak ing  i t .  On ly ta lk ing  abou t  i t ,  

thank  God” (Cancer  13 ) .  Rather  than iso lat ing  h imsel f ,  the  narr ato r  act ively 

l i s tens  to  conversat ions  beyond the wal ls  o f  h is  apar tmen t ,  a l lowing  them to  

natu ral ly  shape h is  narrat ive:  

They  are  ta lk ing  downstai rs .  Their  l anguage is  symbol ic .  The 

world  “s t rugg le” en ters  in to  i t .  Sy lvester,  the  s i ck  d ramat is t ,  i s  

say ing :  “I  am just  read ing  the Manif es to . ”  And  Tan ia  says—

“Whose? ” Yes,  Tan ia ,  I  heard  you .  I  am up here  wri t ing  abou t 

you  and  you  d iv ine i t  wel l .  Speak more ,  that  I  may  record  you .  

(Cancer  29 )  

The narrato r ’s  wri t ing  canno t  be considered  as  a  p roduct ion,  as  i t  i s  no t  

based  on an  o rgan izing p r incip le .  Instead ,  i t  b lends h is  own words  wi th  the 

words o f  o thers ,  even those he does  no t  fu l ly  unders tand  thei r  mean ing :  

“Sudden ly  Tan ia  remarks :  ‘There is  no  p rominen t  hal l  in  th is  p lace. ’ Now 

what  does  that  mean ,  i f  any th ing?” ( Cancer  29 ) .  His  narr at ive,  which is  a  

mix tu re  o f  h is  own vo ice and  o ther  vo ices ,  thus  subver ts  the s ta te  o f  being 

in  an  “apar t -men t .  
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This  same subvers ion  is  ev iden t  in  h is  parasi t ic  behav io r,  wh ich  b lu rs  

the boundar ie s  between  pub l ic  and  p r ivate  l i f e .  Though  he s ta tes ,  “Food  is  

one o f  the th ings I  en joy  t remendously” ( Cancer  4 ) ,  h is  lack  o f  money 

fo rces  h im to rely  on  chance encoun ters  fo r  meal s ,  l ike a  parasi te .  One 

typ ical  example is  h is  acciden tal  v is i t  to  Madame Delo rme’s  house:  

“Dancing  the s t reets  on  an  empty  bel ly  and  now and  then cal l ing on  s t range 

peop le—Madame Delo rm e fo r  ins tance.  How I  ever  go t  to  Madame 

Delo rme’s  I  can’t  imag ine anymore”  ( Cancer  15 ) .  The narrato r  recoun ts  

these acciden tal  encoun ter s  wi th  s t r angers ,  showing  a  d isrega rd  fo r  the 

d is t inct ion  between  pub l ic  and  p r ivate  spaces .  Through  th is  behav io r,  he 

undermines  the ci ty  as  an  o rgan ized  en t i ty.  

The narrato r ’s  ro le  as  a  f l âneur,  a imless ly  wander ing wi thou t  specif ic  

dest inat ions ,  fu r ther  supports  th is  subvers ion .  Though  he asp ires  to  be a  

wri ter,  he  admits  that  h is  typewri ter  o f ten  jams,  and  instead  o f  wri t ing  in  

h is  apar tmen t ,  he con t inues  to  roam  the s t ree ts .  In  fact ,  much o f  h is  

narrat ive consis t s  o f  miscel l aneous descr ip t ions  o f what  he encoun ters  

dur ing  h is  u rban  wanderings.  He acknowledges that  h is  best  though ts  ar i se  

f rom walk ing ,  no t  f rom si t t ing  in  h is  apar tmen t :  “I  ough t  to  be r ich  enough 

to have a  secreta ry  to  whom I  cou ld  d ictate  a s  I  walk ,  because my best  

though ts  a lways come when I  am away  from the mach ine” ( Cancer  48 ) .  His  

narrat ive o f ten  becomes ind is t ingu ishab le  f rom a cel ebrat ion  o f  the joy  o f  

th is  act  o f  s t ro l l ing  in  the s t reet .  No tab ly,  the narrato r  takes  p leasure in  

get t ing  lost  in  the ci ty,  a  s t ark  con tr as t  to  Haussmann ,  who  sough t  to  

e l iminate  dark  and narrow st reet s  fo r  the sake o f  eff ic i en t  t ransportat ion .  In  

a  le t t er  to  h is  f r iend ,  Mil le r  ex to ls  the adven tu re  o f  get t ing los t  in  the ci ty : 
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“What  e loquen t  su rp r ises  a t  eve ry  tu rn o f  the s t ree t .  To  get  los t  here  i s  an 

adven tu re  ex traord inary” ( Let ter s  18 ) .  The narr ato r  in  Trop ic  o f  Cancer  

c lea r ly  shares  th is  posi t ive v iew of get t ing  lost .  He typ ical ly  walks  th rough  

the ci ty,  avo id ing  pub l ic  t r ansporta t ion  and  making  no  specif ic  p lans ,  

lead ing h im to  unexpected  p laces:  “Sn iff ing  abou t  fo r  food  I  found myself  

toward  noon  the o ther  day  in  the  neighborhood  o f  the Fo l ies  Bergère —the 

back en trance,  that  i s  to  say,  in  the narrow l i t t l e  lane wi th  an  i ro n  gate  a t  

one end” (Cancer  69 ) .  As the phrase  “I  f ind mysel f”  suggests ,  h is  narrat ive 

is  shaped  by  these “e loquen t  su rp r ises .”  Through the exper i ence o f  get t i ng 

lost ,  the  narra to r  p resen ts  the ci ty  a s  a  body  withou t  o rgans,  in  s ta rk  

con tra s t  to  Haussmann’s  v is ion o f  Par is  a s  an  o rg an ism.  

Resonan t  wi th the narrato r ’s  res is t ance to  o rgan iza t ion in  the ci ty,  he 

also  chal lenges  the image o f  the body as  an  o rgan ism.  Th is  chal lenge is  

f i rs t  apparen t  in  h is  d is t inct ive exper ience o f  i tch iness  that  causes  the act  

o f scratch ing .  Ear ly  in  the narrat ive,  af ter  men t ion ing  that  he l ives  in  an  

apar tmen t ,  the narr ato r  ref ers  to  an  ep isode invo lv ing  Boris ,  a  fe l low 

residen t :  “Las t  n igh t  Boris  d iscovered  that  he was lousy.  I  had  to  shave h is  

armpi ts  and even  then  the i tch ing  d id no t  s top” ( Cancer  1 ) .  The ad jec t ive 

“lousy” suggest s  the p resence o f  l ice ,  parasi t i c  insec ts  that  would  be 

el iminated  in  an o rgan ized  ci ty.  Ye t ,  the narra to r  embraces  th is  d isrup t ion 

caused  by  i tch iness  as  a  chance to  connect  wi th  Boris :  “We migh t  never  

have known each  o ther  so  in t imately,  Boris  and  I ,  had  i t  no t  been  fo r  the 

l ice” (Cancer  1 ) .  Th is  connect ion  between  i tch iness  and  f r iendsh ip  is  

s ign if ican t ,  as  the sensa t ion o f  i tch ing  p rompts  the u rge to  scrat ch ,  an act  

that  unset t l es  the boundary  that  d iv ides  the body in to the inside and  the 
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ou ts ide .  In  fact ,  comparing  peop le  to  l ice ,  the narra to r  celebrate s  scratch ing 

as  a  way  to  d isrup t  the sk in :  “Scratch and  scratch —unti l  there’s  no  sk in  

lef t .  However,  the effect  upon  me is  exh i lar at ing .  Instead  o f  being  

d iscouraged  o r  depressed ,  I  en joy  i t ”  ( Cancer  12 ) .  Through the act  o f  

scra tch ing,  the narr ato r  chal lenges  the conven t ional  boundar ie s  that  

o rgan ize the body.  

Cer tain ly,  as  men t ioned  above,  Mil ler ’s  works are  o f ten  no ted  fo r 

thei r  exp l ic i t  sexual i ty.  However,  what  t ru ly  d is t ingu ishes  Mil l er ’s  

por t rayal  o f  the body  is  no t  i t s  exp l ic i tness ,  bu t  i t s  chal lenge to  

conven t ional  percep t ions  o f  the body.  A descr ip t ion o f  the narra to r ’s  f r i end  

Moldorf  i l lu s t rat es  th is :  

He has  no veins  o r  b lood  vessel s ,  no  hear t  o r  k idneys.  He is  a  

por tab le  t runk f i l l ed  wi th  innumerab le  d rawers ,  and  in  the 

d rawers  ar e  labels  wri t ten  ou t  in  whi te  ink,  b rown ink ,  red  ink ,  

b lue ink ,  vermil ion ,  saffron ,  mauve,  s ienna,  ap r ico t ,  tu rquo ise ,  

onyx ,  Anjou,  herr ing,  Corona,  verd ig r is ,  go rgonzo la  .  .  .  .  

(Cancer  4 -5 )  

In l ine wi th  Deleuze and Guat tar i ’s  re ject ion  o f  the concep t  o f  “o rgans,”  the 

narrato r  p resen ts  an  image o f  the body  rad ical ly  d i ffer en t  f rom conven t ional  

b io log ica l  cat egorizat ion .  A s imilar  example occurs  when the narrato r  

exper i ences  ecst asy  at  a  concer t :  “ I t ’s  as  though  I  had  no  clo thes  on  and  

every  pore o f  my body  was a  window and al l  the windows open and the 

l igh t  f lood ing  my g izzards .  I  can  fee l  the l igh t  cu rv ing  under  the vau l t  o f  

my  r ibs  and  my r ibs  hang there  over  a  ho l low nave t rembling  wi th  

reverberat ion” (Cancer  74 ) .  By  desc r ib ing  h is  pores  as  “windows” th rough 
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which  l igh t  en ters ,  the narra to r  d isrup ts  the boundar i es  o f  the body,  

p resen t ing a  v iew of  the body  that  fundamental ly  chal l enges  the image o f 

the o rgan ism.  

The subvers ion  o f  the body  s t rong ly  al igns  wi th  what  Deleuze and  

Guat ta r i  re fer  to  as  the “body withou t o rgans,”  which  dev iates  f rom 

product ion .  A key  example is  the nar rato r ’s  passionate  admirat ion  fo r  the  

pain ter  Henri  Mat isse .  He sees  in  Mat is se  a  pain ter  who perceives  the body  

in a  rad ical ly  d i ffer en t  way,  en t i re ly  d isconnected  f rom product ion :  “The 

whole run  o f  f le sh ,  f rom hair  to  nai l s ,  expresses  the miracle s  o f  b rea th ing,  

as  i f  the inner  eye,  in  i t s  th i rs t  fo r  a  g re at er  real i ty,  had  conver ted  the pores  

o f the f le sh  in to  hungry  seeing  mouths” ( Cancer  163) .  The narr ato r  

observes  that  Mat isse’s  pain t ings  f ragment  and  d isrup t  the body  to  the po in t 

where i t  no  longer  re sembles  an  o rgan ism.  For  the narrato r,  Mat is se  i s  a  

pain ter  wi th the “courage” to  perceive the body  in th is  un ique manner:  “He 

i t  i s ,  i f  any man  today possesses  the  g i f t ,  who  knows where to  d isso lve the 

human f igure,  who  has  the courage to  sac r i f i ce  a  harmonious l ine in  o rder  

to  detect  the rhy thm and murmur o f  the b lood ,  who  takes  the l igh t  that  has  

been ref rac ted  inside h im and  le ts  i t  f lood the keyboard  o f  co lo r”  ( Cancer  

164) .  The narrato r  p raises  Mat isse’s  approach  o f  sacr i f ic ing  “a harmonious 

l ine” to  reveal  the “rhy thm and  murmurs  o f  the b lood .”  Crucial l y,  th is  

percep t ion o f  the body is  en t i r e ly  de tached  from the p rocess  o f  p roduct io n.  

Thus,  the narrato r ’s  descr ip t ion  o f  t he body  resonates  wi th  Mat i sse ’s  

pain t ings ,  as  bo th  p resen t  a  v iv id image o f  the “body  withou t  o rgans,”  

opposed  to  the no t ion  o f  the bo dy  as  a  p roduct ive o rgan ism.  
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Toward  Promiscuous Care against  Reproduct ive Fu tu r ism  

Mil ler ’s  p reoccupat ion wi th  the ques t ion  o f  l i fe  g ives  h is  

au tob iograph ical  novel  a  s ign if icance beyond the mere embodiment  o f  ca re  

o f the sel f .  His  re ject ion  o f  the imperat ive  o f  rep roducing  l i fe  fo r  the fu tu re  

natu ral ly  leads  h im to  focus on the p resen t  moment .  Th is  temporal  focus 

becomes a  r es i s tance aga inst  what  Lee Edelman  cal ls  “r eproduct ive 

fu tu r ism,” t r ansfo rming h is  l i fe  in to  a  “happen ing” where he constan t ly  

encoun ters  o ther  l ives .  With  h is  quest ion  o f  l i fe ,  the narrato r ’s  care  is  

d i rected  toward  l ives  that  are  ou ts ide the realm of  p roduct ion  based  on  the 

o rgan izing  p r incip le .  As a  resu l t ,  Trop ic  o f  Cancer  becomes a  p ract ice  o f  

what  The Care Co l lec t ive cal ls  “p romiscuou s care .”  Con trary  to  the popu lar  

image o f  Mil le r  as  a  pornographer,  Trop ic  o f  Cancer  can  be read  as  a  

p ract ice  o f  care  fo r  o ther  l ives  again st  p roduct ion .  

The narrato r ’s  subvers ion  o f  the o rgan ism can  be unders tood  as  a  

rad ical  c r i t ique o f  what  Lee Edelman cal l s  “r eproduct ive fu tu r ism.” 

Edelman  argues  that  modern socie ty  tends to  p r io r i t i ze  the p ro tect ion  o f 

ch i ld ren  as  a  sel f -ev iden t ,  u l t imate  purpose fo r  the fu tu re .  He refers  to  t h is  

fu tu re-o r i en ted  ideo logy,  which  revo lves  around the rep roduct ion  o f  l i fe ,  as  

“reproduct ive fu tu r ism.” Accord ing  to  Edelman ,  i t  imposes  “an  ideo log ical  

l imi t  on  po l i t ical  d iscourse as  such ,  p reserv ing in  the p rocess  the abso lu te  

p r iv i lege o f  heteronormat iv i ty  by  render ing un th inkab le ,  by  cast ing  ou ts ide 

the po l i t ica l  domain ,  th e possib i l i ty  o f a  queer  r es i s tance to  th is  o rgan izing 

p r incip le  o f  communal  re la t ions” (Edelman 3 ) .  Reproduct ive fu tu r ism 

assumes heteronormat iv i ty  as  a  means o f  con t inuously rep roducing 

ch i ld ren ,  an  ideo logy  g rounded  in an o rgan izing  p r incip le .  As a  resu l t ,  l i fe  
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that  ex is ts  ou ts ide o f  th is  o rgan izing  p r incip le  is  excluded  from po l i t i cal  

d iscourse.  Trop ic  o f  Cancer  re sonates  wi th th is  cr i t ique o f  rep roduct ive 

fu tu r ism by focusing on  the narra to r ’s  concern  wi th  l i fe  i t sel f .  As d iscussed  

ear l ier,  the  narrato r  i s  marked  by  the t rauma o f  h is  abor ted  ch i ld and h is  

fa i lu re  to  become a father.  The lack  o f detai l ed  descr ip t ions  o f  the ch i ld  

ref l ect s  no t  ind iffe rence bu t  the in tensi ty  o f  the t rauma.  In  th is  way,  the  

narrato r ’s  l i fe  i s  posi t ioned  ou ts ide the o rgan izing p r incip le .  His  pers is t en t  

a t tempts  to  subver t  the o rgan ism can  be seen  as  a  r es i s tance to  what  

Edelman  cal l s  “reproduct ive fu tu r ism.”  

The narrato r ’s  res i s tance to  rep roduct ive fu tu r ism is  re in fo rced  by h is  

sel f - iden t i f icat ion  as  “ the happ ies t  man al ive” ( Cancer  1 ) .  At  the beg inn ing 

o f the narrat ive,  he descr ibes  h is  cu rren t  cond i t ion :  “I  have no  money,  no  

resources ,  no hopes.  I  am the happ iest  man  al ive” ( Cancer  1 ) .  Th is  

seeming ly s imple,  op t imist ic  v iew of  h is  s i tuat ion  can  be in terp reted  as  a  

fundamental  re ject ion  o f  the value system that  p r io r i t i zes  the fu tu re .  The 

temporal  conno tat ions  o f  the word  “happy” support  th is  read ing .  As Sara  

Ahmed po in ts  ou t ,  the  word “happy” is  e tymolog ica l ly  l inked  to  

con t ingency  and  chance:  “The etymology o f  ‘happ iness’ re l a te s  p reci sely  to  

the quest ion  o f  con t ingency :  i t  i s  f rom the Midd le  Eng l ish  ‘hap , ’ suggest ing  

chance” (Ahmed 30) .  Given  th is  mean ing,  “ the happ iest  man”  impl ies  a  

being  who  l ives  fu l ly  in  the p resen t  moment ,  un tethered  f rom a 

p redetermined  fu tu re .  In  th is  sense,  the narr ato r ’s  sel f - iden t i f icat ion  as  “ the 

happ iest  man” res is t s  rep roduct ive fu tu r ism,  which  p r io r i t izes  the fu tu re  

and  subord inate s  the p resen t  to  the goal  o f  p roduct ion.  Batai l l e’s  c r i t iq ue o f  

modern t ime al igns  wi th  th is  res i s tance.  In  h is  analysis  o f  modern 
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cap i ta l ism’s  f ai th  in  accumulat ion,  Batai l l e  s ta tes :  “Insofar  a s  we seek  

someth ing ,  whatever  th i s  migh t  be,  we do no t  l ive sovereign ly ;  we 

subord inate  the p resen t  moment  to  a  fu tu re  moment ,  which  wi l l  fo l low i t ”  

(Batai l le ,  Unfin ished  126) .  The narr ato r ’s  decl arat ion o f  being “the 

happ iest  man  al ive” desp i te  hav ing  “no  money,  no  resources ,  no  hope” can 

be seen  as  a  re j ect ion  o f  th is  subord inat ion  to  the fu tu re .  Th e decl arat ion is  

fo l lowed  by  a  s t rong  aff i rmat ion o f  h is  uncer ta in  sel f  in  the p resen t :  “A 

year  ago ,  s ix  months  ago ,  I  though t  that  I  was an  ar t is t ,  I  no longer  th ink 

abou t  i t ,  I  am” (Cancer  1 ) .  The phrase “I  am,” emphasized  in  i ta l i cs ,  

appear s  to  be a  s imple s t a tement  o f  ex is tence,  bu t  in  negat ing  the p rev ious 

though t  that  “I  was an  ar t is t , ”  i t  can  be in terp ret ed  as  an  incomplete  

sen tence,  lack ing  a  complement  to  t he verb  “am.” Th is  absence o f  a  

complement  suggests  that  the narr ato r has  no  f ixed  iden t i ty  be yond h is  

p resen t  sel f .  The narrato r ’s  l ack  o f  a  f ixed iden t i ty  s t rong ly resonates  wi th 

Batai l l e’s  idea o f  being that  ex is ts  against  the fu tu re:  “In  the case o f  

g rowth,  there  is  the being that  does  no t  ex is t  yet ,  subord inated  to  the being  

that  wi l l  be .  I  g row,  therefo re  I  do  no t ex is t  yet ,  I  expend ,  therefo re  I  am.  

Thus,  the being  is  inso far  as  i t  i s  against  the wi l l  to  g rowth” (Bata i l le ,  

Unfin ished  161) .  The narr ato r ’s  sense o f  t ime ref lects  th is  p r io r i ty  o f  the 

p resen t :  “No  past ,  no fu tu re .  The p resen t  i s  enough fo r  me” (Cancer  50 ) .  

His  sel f -def in i t ion  as  “ the happ iest  man al ive” can  thus  be seen  as  a  

fundamental  re ject ion  o f  rep roduct ive fu tu r ism.  

As the happ ies t  man  al ive,  the narra to r  in  Trop ic  o f  Cancer  embodies  

res i s tance to  a  determined  fu tu re  th rough  h is  re j ect ion  o f  p lo t .  Desp i te  

being  an asp ir ing  wri ter,  h is  narr at ive lacks  the wel l -constructed  p lo t  o f  a  
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t rad i t ional  novel .  Instead ,  i t  consis t s  o f  a  co l lect ion  o f  random even ts  that  

he encoun ters  whi le  wander ing th rough  Par is .  In  Nexus ,  one o f  Mil ler ’s  

o ther  au tob iograph ica l  novels ,  the narra to r  i s  cr i t ic i zed  fo r  the lack  o f  p lo t 

in  h is  novels ,  wh ich  can  equal ly  app ly to  Trop ic  o f  Cancer .  The narra to r  in  

Nexus  responds to  th is  cr i t ic i sm by  ask ing ,  “Does a  novel  a lways have to  

have a  p lo t?” (Nexus  25 ) .  The narrato r in  Trop ic  o f  Cancer  shares  th is  

re ject ion  o f  p lo t .  S ign if ican t ly,  the word  “p lo t”  a lso  evokes the idea o f  

o rgan ized  ci t i es ,  ref err ing  to  neat ly  arranged  sect ions  where no th ing  

unexpected  happens.  In  th is  re spect ,  the  re j ect ion o f  p lo t  i s  essen t ia l  to  the 

narrato r ’s  iden t i ty  as  the happ iest  man  al ive.  

What  charact er izes  Trop ic  o f  Cancer  i s  that  i t s  re s is t ance to  

rep roduct ive fu tu r ism invo lves  no t  on ly  the narra to r ’s  own l i fe  bu t  a lso  the 

l ives  o f  o thers ,  s t rong ly  al ign ing  wi th what  The Care Co l lect ive cal ls  

“p romiscuous care .”  The Care Co l lect ive cr i t ic i zes  the fact  that ,  fo r  too  

long,  care  has  been  p rov ided exclusively by  ‘ the market’ and ‘ the family. ’ 

In  o ther  words,  care  has  been  l imi ted to  these two  dominan t  domains .  In  

response,  they  p ropose the concep t  o f p romiscuous care ,  insp ired  by  

Douglas  Crimp ’s  es say  “How to Have Promiscu i ty  in  an  Ep idemic,”  which 

chal lenges  the no t ion that  the sp read  o f  AIDS was due to  the p romiscu i ty  o f  

gay  men.  By  using  the term “promiscu i ty” s t ra t eg ical ly,  Crimp  quest ions  

the f ixed image o f  those ou ts ide het eronormat iv i ty.  He uses  the term “no t in  

the sense o f  ‘casual ’ o r  ‘ ind iffe ren t , ’ bu t  in  that  o f  mul t ip ly ing  and 

exper imen t ing  wi th the ways gay  men were in t imate  wi th  and  cared  fo r  each  

o ther”  (Care 35) .  Shar ing  Crimp’s  s t ra teg ic  use o f  the term,  The Care 

Co l lec t ive exp lains  p romiscuous care  as  “an  eth ic s  that  p ro l i f erat es  
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ou twards to  redef ine car ing  relat ions  f rom the most  in t imate  to  the most  

d is tan t”  (Care 35) .  The quest ion ing  o f p roduct ion  in  Trop ic  o f  Cancer  

resonates  wi th  th is  no t ion o f  p romiscuous care .  By expand ing  the no t ion  o f  

care ,  i t  fundamental ly  chal lenges  the p remise o f  rep roduct ive fu tu r ism —

that  on ly those who can  p roduce are  worthy o f  care .  

Under  the gu ise  o f  an au tob iography,  which is  e tymolog ical ly  

supposed  to  focus  on  the l i fe  o f  the sel f ,  Trop ic  o f  Cancer  revea ls  a  s t rong 

concern  fo r  o thers  a s  a  p ract ice  o f  p romiscuous care .  While  the narrato r  

beg ins  h is  narr at ive wi th  the f i rs t -pe rson s ingu lar  “ I , ”  seeming ly  focused  

on  h imself— “I am l iv ing at  the Vi l la  Borghese” ( Cancer  1 )—th is  “I ”  

qu ick ly sh if ts  to  the f i rs t -person  p lu ral  “we” :  “There is  no t  a  crumb of  d i r t  

anywhere,  nor  a  chair  misp laced .  We are  a l l  a lone here  and  we are  dead” 

(Cancer  1 ) .  The focus then  moves to  Boris ,  a  f r iend  o f  the narrato r.  In  an 

ep isode where Boris  conf ides  that  he has  l ice ,  which  b r ings  the two closer,  

the narr ato r  includes  Boris  in  the “we”:  “We migh t never  have known each 

o ther  so  in t imate ly,  Boris  and I ,  had  i t  no t  been  fo r  the l ice” ( Cancer  1 ) .  

F rom the beg inn ing ,  Trop ic  o f  Cancer  shows a  deep  in terest  in  the l ives  o f 

o thers .  Indeed ,  Mil le r  h imself  c l ar i f ies  that  i t  was h is  concern  fo r  o thers  

that  d rove h im to wri te  the book :  

I t  was abou t  my  immediate  l i f e  in  Par is ,  wh ich  was then  the l i fe  

o f an  ex i le  l iv ing on  the French  withou t  money,  who  had  to  use 

h is  wi ts  to  l ive,  which  b rough t  me in to  con tact  wi th  the 

s t rangest  peop le .  They were al l  k inds —rogues,  p rost i tu t es ,  

wastre ls ,  peop le  whom you  wouldn’t  meet  i f  you were l iv ing  an 

o rd inary  l i fe ;  and  in  ta lk ing o f  them I  would  t ranscr ibe thei r  
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language.  I  had  reached  a  po in t  o f  desperat ion when  I  wro te  that  

book .  (“In te rv iew ” 15)  

Mil ler  emphasizes  that  h is  au tob iograph ica l  novel  emerged  from h is  care  

fo r  o thers .  Trop ic  o f  Cancer  i s  f i l led  wi th  encoun ters  wi th  s t range peop le ,  

and  these “s t rangest  peop le” are  no t  mere support ing  charact ers ;  ra ther,  

they are  cen tral  to  the narrat ive,  fo rming  the very  foundat ion o f  the novel .  

I t  i s  Mil l er ’s  s t rong  concern  fo r  o thers  that  d r ives  h is  w ri t ing .  

     Importan t ly,  the narrato r ’s  concern  fo r  o thers  can  be unders tood  as  

p romiscuous care ,  as  i t  i s  d i r ect ed  toward  those ou ts ide rep roduct ive 

fu tu r ism.  L ike the narra to r,  the peop le  he includes  in  h is  narr at ive al so 

dev iat e  f rom the o rgan ized  body /ci ty.  For  ex ample,  Moldorf ,  a  wri te r  f r iend 

o f the narrato r,  i s  descr ibed  as  fo l lows:  “Moldorf  i s  word  d runk .  He has  no 

veins  o r  b lood  vessels ,  no hear t  o r  k idneys.  He is  a  por tab le  t runk  f i l l ed  

wi th innumerab le  d rawers  .  .  . ”  (Cancer  4 ) .  L ike the narrato r ’s  body,  

Moldorf ’s  body  is  p resen ted  as  a  body  withou t  o rgans.  Another  example is  

L lona,  a  p rost i tu te ,  descr ibed  as :  “She had  a  German  mouth,  F rench ear s ,  

Russian  as s .  Cun t  in ternat ional .  When  the f lag  waved i t  was red  al l  the  way 

back to  the th roat”  ( Cancer  7 ) .  L lona’s  body,  compared  to  a  c i ty,  i s  the 

an t i thesis  o f  ra t ional i ty  and  o rder ;  i ns tead ,  i t  i s  f i l l ed  wi th  the possib i l i ty  

o f get t ing  lost .  The peop le  the narra to r  encoun ter s  are  those p laced  ou ts ide 

the o rgan izing p r incip le .  The narr ato r fu r ther  descr ibes  the peop le  he meets  

in  Par is  wi th  the metaphor  o f  l ice:  “Peop le  are  l ike l i ce —they  get  under  

your  sk in  and  bury  themselves  there .  You  scratch  and scratch  un t i l  b lood  

comes,  bu t  you  can’t  get  permanen t ly deloused” ( Cancer  12 ) .  These l ice  are  

p recise ly  what  Haussmann sough t  to  e l iminate  dur ing  h is  renovat ion  o f 
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Paris ,  a imed  at  improv ing  san i ta t ion .  For  the narrato r,  these el iminab le  

beings in  the o rgan ized  body /ci ty  ar e  what  invade h is  l i f e .  Th is  metaphor  o f  

l ice  perf ect ly  cap tu res  the narrat ive s t ructu re  o f  the au tob iograph ical  novel ,  

wh ich  is  made up  o f  no t  on ly the nar rato r ’s  l i fe  bu t  a lso  the l ives  o f  o thers .  

The narrato r ’s  conce rn  fo r  o thers  is  p romiscuous care  fo r  those who  dev iate  

f rom the p r incip le  o f  p roduct ion .  

The popu lar  image o f  Mil ler  a s  an  obscene o r  pornograph ic  wri ter  can  

be rein terp ret ed  th rough the lens  o f  p romiscuous care .  While  i t  i s  t rue that  

Mil ler ’s  works ar e  f i l l ed  wi th  exp l ic i t  descr ip t ions  o f  sexual i ty,  lead ing  to  

thei r  easy  ca tegorizat ion as  pornography,  what  d is t ingu ishes  Mil l er ’s  

engagement  wi th sexual i ty  is  h is  in teres t  in  exp lo r ing  var ious possib i l i t i es  

ou ts ide he teronormat iv i ty.  In  a  le t t e r  that  la te r  became one o f  the sources  

fo r  Trop ic  o f  Cancer ,  Mil le r  wri tes  abou t  h is  impress ion  o f  the S quare du 

Furstemberg ,  env is ion ing  the possib i l i ty  o f  a  lesb ian  community  and  

refe rr ing  to  Marie  Laurencin ,  a  F rench  pain ter  and  p r in tmaker  known fo r  

her  b isexual i ty :  “Here,  i f  Mari e  Laurencin  ever  b rough t  her  Lesb ians  ou t  

in to  the open,  would  be the p lace fo r  them to  commune.  I t  i s  very,  very  

Lesb ienne here ,  very  s ter i l e ,  hybrid ,  fu l l  o f  fo rb idden long ings” ( Let t ers  

42 ) . 5 3  Mil l er ’s  tone here  is  no t  i ron ic ,  as  he confesses  a  posi t ive impress ion  

o f the p lace,  wri t ing ,  “Here is  where  I  shou ld  l ike to  take rooms” ( Let ter s  

42 ) .  In  the same vein ,  the narrato r  o f  Trop ic  o f Cancer  r eveals  a  posi t ive  

possib i l i ty  that  chal l enges  hete ronormat iv i ty,  even with in seeming ly  p lain 

sexual  con tex ts :  “A miss ing too th  o r  a  nose eat en  away o r  a  fa l len  womb, 

any  misfo r tune that  aggravates  the natu ral  homel iness  o f  the female,  seems 

to be regarded  as  an  added  sp ice,  a  s t imulan t  fo r  the jaded  appet i t es  o f  the 
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male” (Cancer  162) .  What  the narr ato r sees  is  an  al t ernat ive possib i l i ty  t hat  

l ies  ou ts ide the heteronormat ive po l i t ica l  d iscourse.  

The narrato r ’s  p romiscuous care  cu lminates  in  h is  ex tended 

monologue abou t  h is  love fo r  what  he cal l s  “f low.” He expresses  h is  

confusion and ecs tasy,  quo t ing  what  he ref ers  to  as  “ the g rea t  b l ind  Mil ton 

o f our  t imes,”  which  is  commonly  in terp ret ed  as  James  Joyce:  “I  love 

every th ing  that  f lows” ( Cancer  257) :  

I  love every th ing  that  f lows,  every th ing  that  has  t ime in  i t  and  

becoming,  that  b r ings  us  back  to  the  beg inn ing  where there  is  

never  end :  the v io lence o f  the p rophets ,  the obscen i ty  that  i s  

ecst asy,  the wisdom of  the fanat ic ,  t he p r ies t  wi th  h is  rubber  

l i tany,  the fou l  words o f  the whore,  the sp i t t le  that  f loat s  away  

in the gu t ter,  the  milk  o f  the b reast  and  the b i t te r  honey that  

pours  f rom the womb,  a l l  that  i s  f lu id,  mel t ing,  d isso lu te  and  

d isso lven t ,  a l l  the  pus and  d ir t  that  i n  f lowing  is  pur i f ied ,  that  

loses  i t s  s ense o f  o r ig in ,  that  makes the g rea t  c i rcu i t  toward  

death  and  d isso lu t ion.  ( Cancer  258)  

Through  th is  rad ical  r e ject ion  o f  the fu tu re’s  p r io r i ty,  the narrato r  

demonstrate s  h is  love fo r  every th ing  that  i s  exc luded  from the p rocess  o f  

p roduct ion ,  c lear ly  l i s t ing the se e lements  in  h is  narrat ive.  Th is  monologue 

can  thus  be unders tood as  a  man ife sto  fo r  h is  p romiscuous care .  

 

Conclusion  

With i t s  s ty le  o f  au tob iograph ica l  novel ,  Trop ic  o f  Cancer  can  be read  

as  a  rad ical  exp lo rat ion o f  the quest ion  o f  care  o f  the sel f .  As Mil ler  i s  
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often  perce ived  th rough  the image o f  h is  repu tat ion  as  a  pornograph ic  

wri ter,  the  au tob iograph ical  s ty le  o f  the novel  appears  to  ref l ect  a  s t rong 

emphasis  on  the se l f ,  par t icu la r ly  th rough  h is  exp l ic i t  po r t rayal  o f  sexual  

desi re .  As the U.S .  banned  the book  when  i t  was f i rs t  pub l ished in  France,  

Mil ler ’s  au tob iograph ica l  novel  ha s  been general ly  read  in  th is  con tex t .  

However,  the  compari son with  Frank l in ’s  The Au tob iography  revea ls  that  

the co re  o f  Mil le r ’s  work  is  actual ly  a  deep  conce rn  fo r  vu lnerab le  l i fe .  The 

narrato r,  hav ing  fai l ed  to  become a father,  p resen ts  h imself  a s  a  l i f e  that  

canno t  be o rgan ized  fo r  p roduct ion .  His  embodiment  o f  a  l i fe  wi thou t  

o rgans in  the ci ty  and the body —the p r imary  s i te s  o f  o rgan izat ion  in  the  

modern era—ref lec ts  a  re s is tance to  rep roduct ive fu tu r ism.  By rej ect ing the 

p r io r i t i zat ion o f  l i fe  in  the fu tu re ,  t he narra to r  opens h imsel f  up  to  the 

p resen t  moment  as  a  “happen ing,”  a l lowing h is  l i fe  to  become in ter twined 

with o ther  l ives ,  par t icu lar ly  those excluded  from the o rgan ized  ci ty /body.  

In th is  sense,  Trop ic  o f  Cancer  subver ts  the etymolog ical  mean ing  o f  

au tob iography,  which  is  t rad i t ional ly associ ated  wi th  care  o f  the sel f .  

Ins tead ,  i t  becomes a  p ract ice  o f  p romiscuous care  fo r  l i fe  against  

p roduct ion .  In  add i t ion  to  F i tzgerald  and  Chand ler,  Mil ler  shou ld be reread 

as  a  s ign if ican t  f igure fo r  unders t and ing male modern is t  wri ter s  in  terms o f 

vu lnerab i l i ty  as  the beg inn ing  o f  care .  
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Chapter  S ix  

“Why don’t  you  t ry to  wri t e?” :  

F rom Pass ion to  Com -pass ion th rough Impoten t ia l i ty  

in  Henry Mil le r ’s  Sexus  

 

In t roduct ion  

While  the p rev ious chap ter  exp lo res  the quest ion  o f  care  o f  the sel f  in  

Trop ic  o f  Cancer ,  an  importan t  ques t ion  abou t  the main  p lo t  remains  

unaddressed :  Does the narr ato r  succeed  in  becoming  the wri te r  he asp ire s  to  

be? The narr ato r  beg ins  h is  narrat ive by  express ing h is  desi re  to  become a 

wri ter,  bu t  desp i te  the p rogress  o f  the narrat ive,  he never  ach ieves  th is  

goal .  The s to ry  concludes  no t  wi th  h is  success  as  a  wri ter  bu t  wi th h im 

help ing a  f r i end leave fo r  America whi le  he s tays  in  Par is ,  fee l ing  the f low 

of the Seine River.  Un l ike  Frank l in ’s  idea o f  “way” toward  a  specif i c  goal ,  

the  narr ato r ’s  in i t i a l  ambi t ion  g radual ly  fades ,  u l t imately  d isappear ing  

al together.  Th is  mot i f  o f  an  asp ir ing  wri t er  who  canno t  become a wri te r  i s  

cen tral  to  th is  s tudy,  as  i t  h igh l igh ts  the paradox  o f  vu lnerab i l i ty  as  an  

“ab i l i ty.”  Al though  the term “vu lnerab i l i ty” con tains  the word “ab i l i ty,”  i t  

i s  o f ten  associa ted  so lely  wi th the “ab i l i ty  to  be wounded” (Gi lson  8 ) ,  

carry ing  negat ive conno tat ions  such  as  “ l i ab i l i ty  to  in ju ry,  weakness ,  

dependency,  powerle s sness ,  incapac i ty,  def ic iency,  and  passiv i ty” (Gi lso n 

5 ).  In  Trop ic  o f  Cancer ,  the  narr ato r  exposes  h is  vu lnerab i l i ty  th rough  h i s  

inab i l i ty  to  become a wri t er.  Paradox ical ly,  however,  i t  i s  th rough  th is  very  

lack  o f  ab i l i ty  that  h is  en t i re  narr at ive comes to  l i fe .  With  a  b roken  

typewri ter,  the  s to ry  unfo lds  th rough a  ser ies  o f  acciden tal  encoun ter s ,  
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which  take p lace when he is  away  from the apar tmen t  room where he is  

supposed  to  be wri t ing.  In  fact ,  Mil l er  h imself  confesses  that  h is  ca ree r  as  a  

wri ter  began  on ly  af te r  he fai led  in  h is  in i t i a l  a t t empt  to  become one:  

F inal ly,  I  came to  a  dead  end ,  to  a  despair  and  desperat ion  which 

few men have known,  because the re  was no  d ivorce between  

myself  as  wri te r  and myself  as  man :  to  fa i l  as  a  wri t er  mean t  to  

fa i l  a s  a  man .  And  I  fa i led .  I  real ized that  I  was no th ing —less  

than no th ing —a minus quan t i ty.  I t  was at  th is  po in t ,  in  the midst  

o f the dead  Sargasso  Sea,  so  to  speak,  that  I  real ly  began to  

wri te .  (Wisdom107)  

S ign if ican t ly,  Mil le r  expresses  what  he d iscovered  th rough th is  p rocess  o f 

wri t ing as  a  “po ten t ia l  being”:  “What  is  s t i l l  more importan t  i s  that  I  saw 

with in  the f rame o f  the actual  the po ten t ia l  being  which  I  am” ( World  15 ) .  

Th is  po ten t ia l i ty  is  un ique in  that  i t  con tra s ts  sharp ly  wi th  the typ ical  

image  o f  “ab i l i ty,”  which  is  o f ten  l inked to  an invu lnerab le  ind iv idual .  

Mil ler ’s  “po ten t ia l  being” is  charac t er ized  by rad ical  passiv i ty  in  that  he  

canno t  wri te  as  a  d i r ect ,  ac t ive act ion.  Th is  passiv i ty  opens h im up  no t  on ly  

to  h is  own l i fe  bu t  a lso  to  the l ives  o f o thers :  “In  these lucid  moments  I  

saw mysel f  as  one o f  the most  so l i ta ry and at  the same t ime one o f  the most  

compan ionab le  o f  men” ( World  15 ) .  His  inab i l i ty  to  wri te  l ie s  a t  the co re  o f  

h is  narr at ive as  care  beg inn ing f rom vu lnerab i l i ty.  

Sexus,  one o f  Mil ler ’s  o ther  au tob iograph ical  novels  abou t  an 

asp ir ing  wri ter,  can  be rein te rp reted  as  a  work  that  v iv id ly  exp lo res  

vu lnerab i l i ty  as  a  po ten t ia l i ty  that  i s  d is t inct  f rom ab i l i t y.  L ike Trop ic  o f  

Cancer ,  Sexus  i s  based  on  a  per iod  in  Mil ler ’s  l i fe  befo re  he had  pub l ished 
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any  works,  bu t  i t  p laces  an  even  g reater  emphasis  on  h is  lack  o f  ab i l i ty  to  

wri te ,  as  he is  repea ted ly  asked ,  “W hy don’t  you t ry  to  wri te?” As many  

cr i t i cs  have no ted ,  Mil ler  i s  marked  by  passiv i ty,  lack ing  the ab i l i ty  to  

wri te  in  an act ive sense.  However,  what  t ru ly  charac ter izes  Sexus  i s  that  

th is  very  passiv i ty  g ives  r i se  to  the narrat ive.  Resonat ing wi th  Giorg io  

Agamben’s  concep t  o f  “ impoten t ia l i t y,”  the narrato r  con t inual ly  re jec ts  t he 

idea o f  possess ing the ab i l i ty  to  become a wri ter  in  o rder  to  exp lo re  what  

Mil ler  cal l s  “po ten t ia l  being .”  In  th i s  paradox ical  wri t ing p rocess ,  passiv i ty  

can  be rein te rp reted  as  “passion ,”  which the narrato r  descr ibes  as  the 

d r iv ing fo rce beh ind  h is  wri t ing .  S ince th is  passion  emerges  f rom passiv i ty,  

the novel  inev i tab ly  sh if ts  i t s  focus f rom care  o f  the sel f  to  care  fo r  o the rs ,  

par t icu lar ly  those  depr ived  o f  thei r  “ab i l i t i es .”  Through  th is  con tact  wi th 

o ther  passions ,  h is  pass iv i ty  as  pass ion  evo lves  in to what  Jean -Luc Nancy 

cal l s  “com -passion”—a pract ice  o f  shar ing  impoten t ia l i ty  wi th  o thers .  Thus,  

Sexus  p resen ts  the theme o f  care  as  com -pass ion th rough  i ts  exp lo rat ion  o f 

vu lnerab i l i ty  as  pass iv i ty.  

 

Passiv i ty  in  F i tzgera ld ’s  Two Short  S to r ie s  

Read ing  Mil ler ’s  Sexus  th rough  the l ens  o f  passion  is  essen t ia l  fo r  

th is  s tudy,  as  i t  connect s  Mil le r ’s  w ork  wi th F i tzgerald ’s  two  shor t  s to r ies ,  

“An Alcoho l ic  Case” and “Family  in  the Wind ,”  th rough  the shared  quest ion  

o f vu lnerab i l i ty  as  passiv i ty.  Some scho lar s  have al ready  no ted  the 

connect ion  between  passiv i ty  and vu lnerab i l i ty.  Henk  ten  Have s t a te s  abou t  

the relat ionsh ip  between  these concep ts  as  fo l lows :  “Human  ex is tence is  

fundamental ly  pass ive s ince human  frai l ty  impl ie s  that  humans are  exposed  
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to  fo rces  beyond  thei r  con tro l”  (Have 110) .  Bo th  p ro tagon is ts  in  “An 

Alcoho l ic  Case” and  “Family  in  the Wind” confron t  th is  vu lnerab i l i ty  as  

passiv i ty.  In  the fo rmer,  the nurse s t rugg les  to  manage an  alcoho l ic  pat ien t 

whose act ions  are  unpred ict ab le  and  uncon tro l lab le .  In  the la t ter,  the  docto r  

i s  compel l ed  to  resume h is  med ical  ro le  dur ing  the sudden  devast at ion 

caused  by  two  to rnadoes.  Bo th character s  are  vu lnerab le  because they  are  

fo rced  in to  passiv i ty  by  uncon tro l lab le  ex ternal  fo rces .  The d iscussion i n  

Chap ter  Two suggests  that  th is  passiv i ty  can  be unders tood as  com -passion 

in  the con tex t  o f  care .  In  “An Alcoho l ic  Case,”  the nurse g radual ly  reduces  

the pat ien t  to  a  mere “case” in  an  at tempt  to  p red ict  and con tro l  h is  act ions .  

Paradox ical ly,  th is  sh i f t  f rom a pass ive cond i t ion  to  an  act ive one d is tan ces  

her  f rom responsib i l i ty  fo r  h im a  s ingu lar  being .  As Chap ter  Two concludes ,  

th is  fa i lu re  o f  responsib i l i ty  to  s ingu lar i ty  is  ra ther  s ign if ican t  to  

fo reground  the necessi ty  o f  the pass ive cond i t ion  fo r  care .  In  “Family  in  the 

Wind ,”  whi le  the docto r  takes  ac t ion  by t reat ing  to rnado  v ict ims and 

adop t ing  the  o rphaned  g ir l ,  he  remains  passive.  His  med ical  effo r ts  f a i l  t o  

save h is  nephew,  and  h is  decis ion to  adop t  the g i r l  i s  a  re su l t  o f  chance.  

The docto r ’s  comparison  o f  h imself  to  an  o ld  b r ig  “ in  the wind” (“Family” 

106)  symbol izes  h is  unchangeab le  cond i t ion  o f  passiv i ty.  However,  th is  

passiv i ty  a l lows h im to  share  the g i r l ’s  cond i t ion  o f  being  wi thou t  a  fam ily,  

lead ing to  a  re la t ionsh ip  o f  care  as  a  new “family.”  Unl ike the nurse who  

t ransi t ions  in to  an  act ive sub ject ,  th e  docto r  and  the g i r l  share  thei r  

pass iv i ty,  lead ing to  a  re la t ionsh ip  o f  what  can  be cal l ed  “com -passion.”  

Desp i te  thei r  apparen t  d i ffer ences ,  Sexus  resonates  wi th  F i tzgerald ’s  s to r ies  

in  i t s  r econsiderat ion  o f  vu lnerab i l i t y  as  passion  wi th a  possib i l i ty  o f  com -
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passion .  

 

Mil ler ’s  Pass iv i ty  and  the ‘ I  Who  Can Do  Noth ing’  

Sexus i s  one o f  Mil le r ’s  au tob iograph ical  novels ,  pub l ished in  1947,  

dep ict ing  h is  exper iences  in  1920s New York befo re  he leaves  fo r  Par is .  

The narrat ive beg ins  wi th h is  confession that  he is  “a  fa i lu re  in  every  sense 

o f the word” (Sexus  5 ) .  While  go ing  th rough  d ivorce p roceed ings wi th h is  

f i rs t  wif e  named  Maude ,  he becomes  cap t ivated  by  a  female dancer  named 

Mona (refe rred  to  as  Mara in  the in i t ia l  par t  o f  the narrat ive)  to  the ex ten t 

that  he wishes  to  marry  her.  At  the same t ime,  he asp ires  to  become a 

wri ter.  Al though  h is  f r i ends recogn ize h is  ta len t ,  he  s t rugg les  to  com plete  

h is  l i ter ary  works.  In  the end ,  the narrato r  does  marry  Mona,  bu t  she 

develops a  c loser  re la t ionsh ip  wi th  her  female par tner.  Fo l lowing a  b r ie f  

per iod  o f  wander ing  in  d isappo in tment over  h is  unusual  marr ied  l i f e ,  the 

narrato r  re tu rns  home with  a  sens e o f  res ignat ion ,  fee l ing  that  he has  

nowhere el se  to  go .  I ron ical ly  fo r an  asp ir ing wri ter,  the  narrat ive 

concludes  wi th  a  su rreal  d ream in  which he becomes a  dog  in a  dog show 

that  can  on ly bark ,  unab le  to  wri t e .  

Miller ’s  la t er  novels ,  includ ing  Sexus ,  have no t  rece ived  as  much  

at ten t ion  as  h is  ear ly  works l ike Trop ic  o f  Cancer .  One s ign if ican t  reaso n is  

what  many cr i t ics  iden t i fy  as  a  passive at t i tude in  Mil le r ’s  wri t ing.  As 

d iscussed  in  the p rev ious chap ter,  the narrat ives  o f  Mil ler ’s  

au tob iograph ical  novels  consis t  o f  r andom ep isodes  that  the narr ato r  

happens to  encoun ter,  g i v ing  the impression  that  he is  too  passive.  

Consequen t ly,  whi le  Mil l er ’s  ear ly  works made an  impact  wi th  thei r  s ty le ,  
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many  cr i t i cs  found i t  d i ff icu l t  to  de velop some consis t en t  themes in  h is  

la te r  works. 5 4  A no tab le  example is  George Orwel l ’s  har sh  cr i t i c ism of  

Mil ler ’s  wri t ing .  Orwel l  l ikens Mil l er ’s  passiv i ty  to  Jonah  inside a  

t ransparen t  whale:  “Only  he feel s  no  impulse to  a l ter  o r  con tro l  the p rocess  

that  he is  undergo ing .  He has  perfo rmed the essen t ia l  Jonah  act  o f  a l lowing  

h imsel f  to  be swal lowed ,  remain ing  passive,  accep t ing ” (Orwel l  178) .  

Al though  Orwel l  acknowledges Trop ic  o f  Cancer  as  a  s ign if ican t  work  that  

ref l ect s  the post -World War I  a tmosphere,  he concludes  that  Mil le r ’s  

importance is  l imi ted  to  h is  f i r s t  work :  “But  he h imself  s eems to  me 

essen t i a l ly  a  man  o f  one book .  Sooner  o r  la ter  I  shou ld  expect  h im to  

descend  in to  un in tel l ig ib i l i ty,  o r  in to char la tan ism:  there  a re  s igns  o f  bo th 

in  h is  la te r  work .  His  la s t  book,  Trop ic  o f  Capricorn ,  I  have no t  even  read” 

(Orwel l  187) .  F rom Orwel l ’s  per spect ive,  Sexus  i s  s imply a  repet i t ion  o f  

Mil ler ’s  passive a t t i tude ,  a l ready seen  in  Trop ic  o f Cancer .  

While  Mil ler ’s  passive at t i tude may  easi ly  be perceived  as  a  f au l t  that  

h inders  the development  o f  consis t en t themes in  h is  wri t ing ,  Takaak i  

Yosh imoto o ffers  a  s ign if ican t  persp ect ive that  inv i tes  r econsiderat ion .  

Yosh imoto argues:  “At  the end o f  he l l ,  Mil ler  completely  shat t ers  the idea 

o f h imself  a s  the ‘ I ’ who  can  do someth ing  and  b lows i t  away  l ike dust”  

(Yosh imoto ;  my  t rans . ;  169) .  Yosh imoto  con tends that  Mil l er ’s  ear ly  works 

are  imbued  with  the mot i f  o f  the “I”  who  can  do  no th ing .  While  

Yosh imoto’s  argument  is  f ramed  with in  the con tex t  o f  Mil le r ’s  ear ly  works,  

i t  a lso  app l ies  to  Sexus ,  pub l ished  in  1949,  g iven  the novel’s  in t r i cat e  

wri t ing p rocess .  Mil le r  had al r eady  begun  wri t ing f ragmentary  passages  fo r 

Sexus  in  the la te  1920s whi le  work ing on  Trop ic  o f  Capricorn ,  one o f  the 
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ear ly  works Yosh imoto  refer s  to .  He  s tar t ed  wri t ing  Sexus  in  1942  bu t  set  i t  

as ide fo r  a  per iod befo re  f inal ly  pub l ish ing  i t  in  Par i s  in  1949. 5 5  In  th is  

sense,  Sexus  ref l ect s  Mil le r ’s  p reoccupat ion wi th  the per iod  when he 

s t rugg led  to  es t ab l ish  h imself  as  a  wri ter,  even  af te r  he had  gained  pub l i c  

recogn i t ion .  Cer ta in ly,  i t  i s  no t  uncommon fo r  s to r ies  abou t  wri te rs  to  beg in  

wi th an  “I”  who  is  no t  yet  a  wri ter,  such as  in  Charl es  Dickens’s  David  

Copperf i e ld .  What  set s  Sexus  apar t  i s  that  the  narr ato r  never  ach ieves  h is  

goal  o f  becoming  a  wri ter ,  l ike  in  Trop ic  o f  Cancer .  On  the con trary,  the 

narrat ive concludes  wi th h is  d ream of becoming  a  dog  that  symbol izes  a  

posi t ion  en t i r e ly  d is tan t  f rom that  o f  a  wri t er  where al l  he  can  do  is  bark ,  

no t  wri te .  I t  can  even  be said  that  Sexus  p laces  a  more in tense l igh t  on  the 

mot i f  o f  the “I”  who  can  do  no th ing  than Mil le r ’s  ear ly  works.  

 

Against  the Abi l i ty  to  Wri te :  Impoten t ia l i ty  

Sexus in tense ly  fo regrounds the quest ion o f  the ab i l i ty  to  wri te ,  

focusing  on the narrato r  as  an  asp ir ing  wri te r  who  is  unab le  to  wri te .  On  the 

one hand,  peop le  su rround ing h im acknowledge h is  ta len t  and  encourage 

h im,  say ing ,  “Why don’t  you t ry  to  wri te?” On  the o ther  hand ,  he never  

actual i zes  th is  ab i l i ty  to  wri te ;  in  fact ,  he  even  res i s ts  e s tab l i sh ing  h imself  

as  a  wri te r.  What  is  s ign if ican t  i s  that  h is  s i tuat ion  does  no t  imply  a  lack o f 

the ab i l i ty  to  wri te .  Instead ,  i t  suggests  a  d i r ect ion  and  mot ivat i on  in  l i f e  

that  canno t  be reduced  to  mere ab i l i ty,  resonan t  wi th  what  Giorg io  Agamben  

cal l s  “ impoten t ia l i ty. ”  

The res i s tance to  the ab i l i ty  to  wri te  i s  fo reshadowed  by the open ing  

scene,  where Mona encourages  h im:  “Why don’t  you  t ry to  wri t e?” As the 
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narrato r ’s  f i rs t  marr i age comes to  an  end ,  he deepens h is  re l a t ionsh ip wi th 

Mona,  who  recogn izes  h is  ta len t  a s  a  wri ter  and  u rges  h im to  wri te :  “The 

book  was wonderfu l —she had on ly  begun i t  th is  morn ing .  Why d idn’t  I  t r y  

to  wri te?  She was su re  I  cou ld wri te  a  g rea t  book” ( Sexus  16 ) .  Her  

encouragement  beg ins  to  haun t  the narra to r :  “The l i t t le  phrase—Why don’t  

you  try  to  wri te? —involves  me,  as  i t  had  f rom the very  beg inn ing ,  in  a  

hopeless  bog  o f  confusion” ( Sexus  18 -19) .  What  is  suggest ive here  i s  that  

the ph rase “Why don’t  you t ry  to  wri te?” can  no t  on ly imply the l i ter al  

mean ing  o f  no t  wri t ing bu t  a lso  u rge h im to actual ly  wri t e .  In  th is  sense,  

Mona’s  words,  wi th the aux i l iary  verb “cou ld ,”  p ress  the narr ato r  to  real ize  

h is  ab i l i ty  to  wri te .  As long as  the n arra to r  asp ires  to  be a  wri ter,  Mona’s  

u rg ing  seems to  a l ign  wi th what  he wan ts .  However,  what  i s  un ique abou t 

the narr ato r  i s  h is  res is t ance to  the actual izat ion  o f  th is  ab i l i ty :  

The best  th ing  abou t  wri t ing  is  no t  the actual  labor  o f  pu t t ing 

word  against  words,  b r ick  upon  b r ick,  bu t  the p rel iminar i es ,  the 

spadework ,  which  is  done in  s i l ence,  under  any ci r cumstances ,  in  

d ream as  wel l  as  in  the wak ing  s ta te .  In  shor t ,  the  per iod  o f  

gestat ion .  No  man  ever  pu ts  down what  he in tended  to  say :  the 

o r ig inal  cr eat ion ,  which  is  tak ing  p l ace al l  the  t ime,  whether  one 

wri tes  o r  doesn’t  wri t e ,  belongs to  the p r imal  f lux :  i t  has  no t  

d imensions,  no fo rm, no  t ime element.  ( Sexus  19 )  

The narrato r  bel ieves  that  the best  p ar t  o f  wri t ing is  no t  i t s  real iza t ion  bu t 

ra ther  the per iod o f  gest at ion ,  dur ing which  no th ing  is  actual ly  wri t ten .  His  

focus is  d i rected  more toward  what  he descr ibes  as  hav ing  “no  d imensio ns,  

no  fo rm,  no t ime el ement”  (Sexus  19 ) .  Thus,  the phrase “Why don’t  you t ry 
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to  wri te?” p ropels  h im toward res is t ance to  the very  act  o f  wri t ing.  

What  is  no t iceab le  is  that  the narrato r ’s  re luctance to  accep t  the 

encouragement  to  wri te  i s  no t  a  p rel iminary  s tage on  h is  path  to  becoming  a 

wri ter.  Instead ,  the narrato r  consis t en t ly  wi thho lds  the actual iza t ion  o f  th is  

ab i l i ty  th roughou t  the narrat ive.  For  ins tance,  he descr ibes  how he wri te s  

beau t i fu l ly  abou t  h is  o ld  f r iends,  Joey  and  Tony,  to  the po in t  that  i t  moves 

h im a lo t ,  bu t he never  makes the p iece pub l ic .  Rather,  he conceal s  what  

shou ld  be an ach ievement  as  a  wri t e r,  s ta t ing ,  “I t  wasn’t  someth i ng  to  show 

an  ed i to r :  i t  was someth ing to  pu t  away in  a  d rawer,  to  keep  as  a  reminder  

o f natu ral  p rocesses ,  as  a  p romise o f  fu l f i l lmen t”  ( Sexus  26 ) .  Th is  

concea lment  underscores  h is  r es i s tance to  actual iz ing  h is  ab i l i ty  as  a  wr i ter.  

What  is  c rucial  i s  the f inal  scene o f  h is  narr at ive.  Several  year s  af te r  

marry ing  Mona,  the narrato r  fa l ls  in to despair  because Mona has  a  female 

par tner,  fo rcing  h im in to an  unusual  communal  l i f e  wi th  the th ree o f  them.  

Even tual ly,  h is  mise rab le  cond i t ion  leads  h im to  a  su rrea l  d ream in  which 

he becomes a  dog  in  a  dog  show.  The conclud ing  sen tences  v iv id ly  dep ict  

the ‘ I ’ who  canno t  wri te  th rough  h is  bark ing  sounds:  “‘Woof woof!  Woof 

woof!’ I  barked .  ‘Woof!  Woof,  woof ,  woo f!’ ”  (Sexus  506) .  The narrato r  

ends up  becoming a  word les s  dog,  which i ron ical ly  emphasi zes  how far  he 

is  f rom ach iev ing  h is  goal  o f  becoming  a  wri t er.  As the conclusion 

i l lus t ra tes ,  the mot i f  o f  the wri te r  in  Sexus  i s  no t  abou t  the t ransi t ion f rom 

an  asp ir ing  wri ter  to  an  accomplished one.  Instead ,  the refusal  to  actual i ze  

the ab i l i ty  to  wri te  i s  consis ten t ly  emphasized  th roughou t  the narrat ive.  

While  the narra to r  remains  in  a  s ta t e  o f  being  unab le  to  wri te ,  th is  

cond i t ion  is  no t  s imply  a  negat ive consequence o f  lack ing  ab i l i ty.  Rathe r,  
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what  he demonstrate s  is  a  l i fe  that  canno t  be reduced  to  mere ab i l i t ies .  An  

exemplary  instance can  be seen  in  a  conversat ion abou t  l i ter atu re  between 

the narr ato r  and a  man  he meets  on  h is  way  home from a f r iend’s  par ty.  

Al though  he hasn’t  wri t t en  any  book s yet ,  the  narrato r  spon taneously  cla ims 

to  be a  wri ter.  When asked  abou t  the k ind  o f  books he wri tes ,  in s tead  o f  

confessing  the t ru th ,  he con t inues  d iscussing  h is  ideas  abou t  wri t ing  in  

re la t ion to  l i fe :  “One shou ld  go cuckoo!  Peop le  have had  enough o f  p l o t  and 

charact er.  P lo t  and  charact er  don’t  make l i fe .  L ife  isn ’t  in  the upper  s to rey :  

l i fe  i s  here ,  now,  any t ime you say  the word ,  and any t ime you  le t  r ip” ( Sexus  

36 ) .  L ike the image o f  the dog  at  the end  o f  the novel ,  the declarat ion  “One 

shou ld  go  cuckoo!” ( Sexus  36 )  rep resen ts  the narrato r ’s  con tras t ing  s ta t e  to  

the ab i l i ty  to  wri te .  However,  the na rrato r  l inks  th is  very s ta te  o f  being  

unab le  to  wri te  wi th  l i f e  i t se l f .  He suggest s  that ,  even  as  an  asp ir ing  wri ter,  

h is  l i fe  i s  no t  conf ined  to  h is  ab i l i ty  to  wri te .  What  makes the mot i f  o f  the 

wri ter  in  Sexus  un ique is  i t s  exp lo ra t ion  o f  l i fe  as  the “I ”  who  can  do 

no th ing .  

     Why,  then ,  does  the narrato r  pers i s ten t ly  res is t  the ac tual izat ion  o f  

h is  ab i l i ty  to  wri te?  Giorg io  Agamben o ffers  a  valuab le  perspec t ive th rough 

h is  d iscuss ion o f  impoten t ia l i ty.  Referr ing  to  Aris to t le ’s  concep t  o f 

“ impoten t ia l i ty,”  Agamben  makes a  se eming ly paradox ica l  c la im:  

“‘Impoten t ia l i ty ’ does  no t  mean  here  on ly  absence o f  po ten t ia l i ty,  no t  be ing  

ab le  to  do,  bu t  a lso  and  above al l  ‘being ab le  to  no t  do, ’ being  ab le  to  no t 

exercise  one’s  own po ten t ia l i ty” ( Agamben ,  “What” 43) .  For  Agamben ,  i t  i s  

th is  impoten t ia l i ty  that  i s  depr ived  in  modern  l i fe :  

Separa ted  f rom h is  impoten t ia l i ty,  depr ived o f  the exper ience o f  
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what  he can  no t  do,  today’s  man  bel i eves  h imself  capab le  o f  

every th ing ,  and so  he repeat s  h is  jov ial  “no  p rob lem,” and h is  

i r re sponsib le  “I  can  do i t , ”  p reci sely  when he shou ld  instead  

real ize  that  he has  been  consigned in unheard  o f  measure to  

fo rces  and  p rocesses  over  which  he has  lost  a l l  con tro l .  He has  

become b l ind  no t  to  h is  capaci t ie s  bu t to  h is  incapac i t ie s ,  no t  to  

what  he can  do  bu t  to  what  he canno t ,  o r  can  no t ,  do.  ( Agamben ,  

“What” 44)  

As d iscussed  in  the p rev ious chap ter,  Mil le r ’s  care  fo r  l i fe  in  Trop ic  o f 

Cancer  quest ion s  the conven t ional  d i rec t ion and mot ivat ion  ass igned  to 

“our  l i fe . ”  In  th is  sense,  the “I”  who  can  do no th ing  in  Sexus  s t rong ly 

resonates  wi th  Agamben’s  concep t  o f  impoten t ia l i ty.  Al though  the narr ato r 

i s  con t inual ly  encouraged  to actual i ze  h is  ab i l i ty  to  wri te ,  he res is t s ,  

p reserv ing h is  cond i t ion  as  the “I ”  who can  do  no th ing.  What  he 

consis ten t ly  main tains  is  what  Agamben  def ines  as  impoten t ia l i ty  in  “our  

l i fe .”  

The narrato r ’s  negat ive at t i tude toward  wri t ing  can  be seen  as  

res i s tance to  the fo rces  tha t  separa te  l i fe  f rom i ts  impoten t ia l i ty.  The phrase 

that  haun ts  the narr ato r,  “Why don’t  you  t ry  to  wri te ,”  typ ical ly  rep resen ts  

a  power  that  u rges  h im to actual ize  h is  ab i l i ty  to  wri te .  Agamben  argues  fo r  

the necessi ty  o f  res i s t ing  th is  separa t ion  f rom impoten t ia l i ty :  “Those who 

are  sepa rat ed  f rom what  they  can  do ,  can ,  however,  s t i l l  res is t ;  they can  

s t i l l  no t  do .  Those who  are  separa ted f rom their  own impoten t ia l i t y  lose,  on  

the o ther  hand ,  f i rs t  o f  a l l  the  capac i ty  to  res i s t”  ( Agamben ,  “What” 45) .  

The mot i f  o f  wri t ing  in  Sexus  c l ear ly embodies  th is  res is t ance as  def ined by  
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Agamben.  A typ ica l  example is  found in  the conversat ion  abou t  wri t ing 

between  the narrato r  and  h is  f r iend  Kronsk i :   

“What  are  you  do ing  now .  .  .  in  New York?” He asks .  I  answer  

that  I  am do ing  no th ing ,  real ly.  

       “Aren’t  you  wri t ing?”  

               “No .”  (Sexus  325)  

The words “I  am do ing  no th ing” and  h is  s imple den ial ,  “no,”  may  seem l ike 

a  negat ive cond i t ion ,  g iven h is  desi r e  to  become a wri ter.  F rom the 

perspect ive o f  Agamben’s  no t ion  o f  impoten t ia l i ty,  i t  i s  th is  negat ive 

cond i t ion  that  s ign if ies  an  act ive res is tance to  the separat ion  o f  l i fe  f rom 

i ts  impoten t ia l i ty.  

Indeed ,  what  the narrato r  demonstra tes  by p reserv ing  h is  

impoten t ia l i ty  is  the aff i rma t ion  o f  a  l i fe  that  d iverges  f rom the 

actual i zat ion  o f  what  he is  capab le  o f .  Th is  i s  c lear ly  i l lus t rated  in  a  

conversat ion wi th  h is  f r i end ,  a  lawyer  named MacGregor.  In i t ia l ly,  

MacGregor  p i t ie s  the narrato r,  in s is t ing  that  i t  wou ld  take h im a l i f e t ime  to  

pub l ish  even  a  s ing le  book.  F rom h is  es tab l i shed  posi t ion as  a  l awyer,  

MacGregor  impl ie s  that  the narrato r ’s  inab i l i ty  to  become a wri ter  i s  purely  

a  negat ive cond i t ion .  However,  as  he con t inues  to  cr i t ic ize  the narr ato r,  

MacGregor  beg ins  to  reveal  h is  own doub ts  abou t  h is  iden t i ty  as  a  lawyer.  

Even tual ly,  he even  expresses  envy fo r  the narra to r ’s  cu rren t  cond i t ion  o f 

being  a  “nobody”:  “What  have I  go t  fo r  a l l  my s t rugg le? I ’m a lawyer.  So 

what?  I  migh t  jus t  as  wel l  be a  p iece  o f  sh i t .  Sure,  you  bet  I ’d  l ike to  

change p laces .  Only I ’m no t  an  ar t is t ,  as  you said .  I  guess  the t roub le  wi th 

me is  that  I  can’t  swal low the fact  t hat  I ’m just  ano ther  nobody.  .  . ”  ( Sexus  
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140) .  Ul t imately,  MacGregor  reveals  that  he canno t  accep t  being  a  nobody,  

which  al igns  wi th  what  Agamben  descr ibes  as  es t rangement  f rom 

impoten t ia l i ty.  While  MacGregor  is  no  longer  a  “nobody” af ter  es t ab l ish ing  

h imsel f  as  a  l awyer,  he suggests  that  i t  i s  a  lamen tab le  cond i t ion  to  no  

longer  be ab le  to  accep t  that  s ta t e .  For h im, i t  i s  the narra to r ’s  l i f e  in  

impoten t ia l i ty  that  shou ld  be aff i rm ed .  

 

Passiv i ty  as  Passion  

Read ing  the “I ”  who  can do  no th ing  in  Sexus  th rough  the lens  o f  

Agamben’s  concep t  o f  impoten t ia l i t y  reveal s  ano ther  s ign if ican t  concern fo r  

the narr ato r :  passiv i ty  as  pass ion.  As ment ioned  ear l ie r,  cr i t i cs  have o f ten 

v iewed the passive at t i tude in  Mil le r ’s  works as  a  negat ive a spect  that  

h inders  th e development  o f  some consis ten t  themes.  However,  Agamben’s  

d iscussion  o f  impoten t ia l i ty  o ffer s  a  new perspect ive,  in terp ret ing  th is  

passiv i ty  as  a  cruci al  e l ement  in  the con tex t  o f  wri t ing .  Agamben  exp lo res  

the concep t  o f  pass iv i ty  in  Aris to t le’s  d iscussion  o f  po ten t ia l i ty,  which  is  

no t  t ied  to  actual i ty,  o r  what  Agamben  redef ines  as  impoten t ia l i t y :  

“What  is  po ten t ia l  [dyna tos ]  i s  capab le  [endekheta i ]  o f  no t  

being  in  actual i ty.  What  is  po ten t ia l  can  bo th be and  no t  be,  fo r 

the same is  po ten t ia l  bo th  to  be and  no t  to  be [ to  au to  ara  

dyna ton  ka i  e ina i  ka i  m ē eina i ]”  (1050  b  10) .  

In  th is  ex traord inary  passage,  Aris to t le  o ffer s  the most  

exp l ic i t  considerat ion  o f  the o r ig ina ry f igure o f  po ten t ia l i ty,  

which  we may  now def ine wi th  h is  own words as  the po ten t ia l  

no t  to  be .  What  is  po ten t ia l  i s  capab le  ( endekheta i ) ,  Aris to t le  
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says,  bo th o f  being and  o f  no t  being .  Dekhomai  means “I  

welcome,  receive,  admit . ”  The po ten t ia l  welcomes non -Being ,  

and  th is  welcoming  o f  non -Being  is  po ten t ia l i ty,  fundamental  

passiv i ty.  (Agamben ,  Poten ta i l i t i es  182)  

S ince impoten t ia l i ty  is  no t  the po ten t ia l  to  act ive ly  do someth ing ,  i t  i s  

charact er i zed  by  the at t i tude o f  “I  welcome,  rece ive,  admit . ”  Th is  passiv i ty  

o f impoten t ia l i ty  is  inheren t ly  connected  to  what  the narr ato r  in  Sexus  

refe rs  to  as  “pass ion,”  which he considers  e ssen t i a l  fo r  wri ter s .  For  h im,  i t  

becomes a  paradox ical  po ten t ia l i ty  t o  wri te  the l i f e  o f  the “I ”  who  can  do 

no th ing  in  an au tob iograph ical  novel .  

The narrato r  in t roduces  the word “passion” whi le  deep ly  

con templat ing  what  i t  means to  be a  wri ter.  He s ta t es :  “The on ly  t ime a  

wri ter  receives  h is  due reward  is  when  someone comes to  h im burn ing  with 

th is  f lame which  he fanned in  a  moment  o f  so l i tude.  Hon est  cr i t ic ism means 

no th ing :  what  one wan ts  is  unres t rained  passion,  f i re  fo r  l i fe”  ( Sexus  28 ) .  

His ideal  wri te r  i s  no t  someone who  act ively  engages in  the act  o f  wri t in g 

bu t  ra ther  someone who  welcomes,  receives ,  and  admits .  He is  co rrect  in  

associ at ing  th is  ideal  o f  a  wri te r  wi th the word  “pass ion” in  i t s  

e tymolog ica l  sense.  Typ ica l ly,  “pass ion” migh t  evoke the image o f  s t rong 

wil lpower  to  act ively  do  someth ing.  However,  jus t  as  the ad ject ive  

“passive” means that  “ is  acted  upon  o r i s  capab le  o f  being act ed  upon from 

ou ts ide” (“Passive” ) ,  passion  is  p r imari ly  charac ter i zed  by  i ts  passiv i ty —

someth ing  one canno t  fu l ly  con tro l .  The narrato r  ar t icu lat es  th is  pass ive  

aspect  o f  passion  by l ink ing  i t  t o  the image o f  the wri ter  to  whom someone 

comes.  
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     Th is  passiv i ty  as  passion is  fu r ther  emphasi zed  th rough  the 

connect ion  between  th e  narrato r  and  the cruci f ix ion  o f  Chris t .  At  the 

beg inn ing o f  the narra t ive,  he compares  h imse lf  to  the crucif ied  Chris t :  “I  

was approach ing my th i r ty - th i rd  yea r,  the age o f  Chris t  cruci f ied” ( Sexu s  

5 ).  As ind icat ed  by the past  par t ic ip le  “crucif ied ,”  the crucif ix ion  embodies  

rad ical  passiv i ty  i t sel f .  Th is  comparison is  a l so  relevan t  to  the narrato r ’s  

use o f  the word  “passion ,”  as  i t  car r ies  the mean ing o f  the “su ff er ings  o f  

Jesus  in  the las t  days o f  h is  l i f e ,  f rom the Last  Supper  to  h is  death ;  the 

Crucif ix ion  i t sel f”  (“Passion”) .  Given  that  the narrato r  i s  an  asp ir ing 

wri ter,  h is  associ at ion  wi th  passiv i ty  migh t  seem l ike a  negat ive aspec t  that  

p reven ts  h im from wri t ing  ac t ively.  However,  what  i s  no tab le  is  that  Mil ler  

names the ser ie s  o f  works,  includ ing  Sexus ,  Nexus ,  and  Plexus ,  as  The Rosy 

Cruci f ix ion .  While  the ad ject ive “rosy” evokes the co lo r  o f  b lood ,  i t  a l so 

carr ies  posi t ive conno tat ions:  “Of an even t ,  c i rcumstance,  e t c . :  that  b r ings  

happ iness ,  en joyab le ,  b r igh t”  (“Rosy”) .  In  th is  sense,  the t i t l e  suggests  that  

Mil ler ’s  posi t ion ing o f  h imsel f  in  a  s ta t e  o f  pass iv i ty  as  passion  shou ld  be 

aff i rm ed .  

     The aff i rmat ion  o f  passiv i ty  is  a lso  supported  by  the narra to r ’s  

specif i c  act ions .  After  comparing h imself  to  the crucif i ed  Chris t ,  the  

narrato r  descr ibes  h is  cu rren t  in fatuat ion wi th  Mona.  In i t ia l ly,  he reveal s  

h is  pers is ten t  pursu i t  o f  her,  wh ich  mig h t  seem to  be  the opposi te  o f  a  

passive at t i tude.  However,  th is  appa ren t  act ive behav io r  is  t ransfo rmed  in to  

a  passive one.  For  ins tance,  he env is ions  the act  o f  v is i t ing  her  as  fo l lows:  

“I  wi l l  go  d i rect ly  to  her  home,  r ing  the bel l ,  and walk  in .  Here I  am,  take 

me—or s tab  me to  death .  S tab  the hear t ,  s tab  the lungs,  the k idneys,  the 
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v iscera ,  the eyes ,  the ear s .”  ( Sexus  9 ) .  Here,  the in i t ia l ly  act ive act  o f  

v is i t ing her  i s  immediate ly  rep laced  by  the passive act  o f  being  s tabbed  by 

her.  In  h is  re la t ionsh ip  wi th  Mona,  the narra to r  fu r ther  underscores  h is  

passiv i ty :  “Mara,  Mara,  where a re  you  lead ing  me? I t ’s  f a te fu l ,  i t ’s  

ominous,  bu t  I belong  to  you  body  and  sou l ,  and  you  wil l  take me where  

you  wil l ,  del iver  me to  my keeper,  b ru ised ,  crushed ,  b roken” ( Sexus  14 ) .  

The sen tence s t ructu re ,  wi th  “you” a s  the sub ject  and  “me” as  the ob ject ,  

c lea r ly  demonstrate s  that  the narrato r  p laces  h imsel f  in  a  pass ive posi t io n.  

Moreover,  whi le  Mona changes her  name from “Mara” to  “Mona” in  the 

narrat ive,  the narrato r  a l so  f inds  h imself  on the verge o f  hav ing h is  own 

name changed :  “I t  was character is t i c  o f  her  that  she shou ld wan t  to  change 

my name too,  which  she d id .  I  was now Val ,  the d iminu t ive o f  Valen t ine,  

which  I  had  always been  ashamed o f —it  seemed  l ike a  s i ssy ’s  name —but  

now that  i t  i s sued  f rom her  l ips  i t  so unded  l ike the name which su i ted  me” 

(Sexus  165 -66) .  As the f i rs t -person  narrato r,  he shou ld  theoret i cal ly  be ab le  

to  change the characte rs  a t  wi l l .  Ins t ead  o f  tak ing such  act ion ,  the narrato r 

un i la te ral ly  accep ts  h is  “g iven  name ,”  desp i te  f eel ing  ashamed .  Under  h is  

apparen t  ac t ive at t i tude ,  h is  re l a t ionsh ip wi th  Mona h igh l igh ts  the 

narrato r ’s  r ad ical  passiv i ty.  

Ano ther  no tab le  example o f  passiv i ty  as  passion  is  the act  o f  

borrowing  money.  While  the narra to r  consis ten t ly  t r ie s  to  help  Mona,  who 

needs funds fo r  her  s ick  father ’s  med ical  expenses ,  he does  no t  have enough  

money h imself  and  is  fo rced  to  borrow.  Admit t ing that  he has  been  begg ing  

and  borrowing  ever  s ince he lef t  sch oo l ,  the narrato r  makes i t  c lea r  that  he 

is  a lways in  deb t .  S ince he is  unab le  to  become a wri t er,  he  canno t  repay  
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h is  lenders  qu ick ly,  which  keeps h im in  a  perpetual  s ta t e  o f  pass iv i ty.  What  

is  un ique abou t  th is  passiv i ty  is  that  he does  no t  see i t  as  a  negat ive 

cond i t ion  to  escape.  Instead ,  he claims i t  i s  a  posi t ive cond i t ion  he is  

wi l l ing to  embrace:  “Borrowing  is  a  posi t ive th ing ,  lead ing  negat ive.  To  be 

a  borrower  may be uncomfortab le ,  bu t i t  i s  a lso  exh i la rat ing ,  ins t ruct ive,  

l i fe l ike” (Sexus  61 ) .  The mot i f  o f  borrowing  money  thus  underscores  the  

narrato r ’s  passiv i ty  as  passion .  

The narrato r ’s  adherence to  pass iv i ty  is  fu r ther  emphasized  by  h is  

re ject ion  o f  becoming  an  agen t  o f  h is  own wil l .  The ep isode invo lv ing  a  

t r ia l  i ron ical ly  i l lus t r ate s  th is  passiv i ty  as  a  re jec t ion o f  vo l i t ion.  During 

h is  d ivorce p roceed ings wi th  M aude,  he is  summoned to  court  to  be 

quest ioned  abou t  a l imony  payments .  He does  no t  take the judge’s  words 

ser iously  un t i l  he  real i zes  the judge is  ask ing abou t  h is  wi l l :  “I  real i zed  

that  he was ask ing  me i f  I  were wi l l i ng  to  pay  such and such  an amount  o f  

a l imony  regu lar ly  fo r  the res t  o f  my days” ( Sexus  405) .  Here,  the word 

“wil l ing” carr ies  an  i ron ic  tone because the act  o f  pay ing  is  no t  based  on  

h is  wi l l  a t  a l l .  Th is  i rony becomes even  more apparen t  when  the narr ato r  

sarcast ica l ly  o ffe rs  to  pay  doub le  the amount ,  to  which  the judge rep l ies ,  

“We’l l  make  i t  as  you  wish” (Sexus  405) .  The narrato r ’s  s ta tement  abou t  h is  

wi l l  canno t  be taken ser iously,  as  he  f la t ly  responds “no” when asked  i f  he 

knows the penal ty  fo r  fa i l ing  to  mee t  h is  ob l igat ion .  His  subsequen t 

ref l ect ion  on  the t r i a l  revea ls  h is  deep  commi tment  to  remain ing  in  a  

passive s ta te :  “All  I  wan ted  was to  know that  I  was def in i te ly  f ree  to  pu t  

my  head  in  the noose again” ( Sexus  405) .  I t  i s  p reci sely  in  the moment 

when  he is  fo rced  to  confron t  h is  own wil l  that  the narrato r  revea ls  h is  
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rad ical  passiv i ty.  

 

Exposure o f  Vulnerab i l i ty  to  the Other :  

Narra t ive f rom the “I”  who can  do  no th ing  

What  makes th is  pass iv i ty  un ique is  that  i t  paradox ical ly  becomes the 

very po ten t ia l i ty  that  genera tes  the narrat ive o f  the “I”  who  can  do  no th ing .  

At  f i rs t  g lance,  i t  seems con trad icto ry that  the narrato r  con t inues  to  narr ate  

desp i te  lack ing  the ab i l i ty  to  wri t e .  His  constan t  pass ive cond i t ion  means 

that  a l l  he  can  do  is  expose h is  vu lnerab le  sel f ,  unab le  to  become a wri t er.  

However,  th is  exposure i t s el f  beco mes h is  narrat ive,  as  Emmanuel  Lev inas  

concep tual izes  narr at ive as  an  “exposure” to  the o ther.  What  the narrato r  

p resen ts  th rough  h is  passiv i ty  is  th is  vu lnerab i l i ty  exposed  to  the o ther,  

crea t ing  a  narra t ive f rom the “I”  who can  do  no th ing.  

The paradox ical  connect ion  between  pass iv i ty  and  h is  narrat ive is  

ev iden t  in  h is  characte r is t ic  a t t i tude o f  being  “wide open” ( Sexus  43 ) .  One 

day,  the narr ato r  wri te s  a  s to ry  t i t led “Free Fan tasi a” and  shows i t  to  h is  

f r iend  Ulr i c .  Once again ,  he impl ies  that  h is  wri t ing  is  no t  an  act ive act  bu t  

a  passive one:  “I t  was wri t ten  b l ind ly,  wi thou t  though t  o f  beg inn ing  o r  end” 

(Sexus  43 ) .  Fur thermore,  he expresses  su rp r ise  a t  what  he has  wri t ten :  “The 

p ièce de rési s tance  was a  k ick  in  the s la ts  which  I  gave the h ero ine in  the 

act  o f  submission .  Th is  gestu re ,  which  was aimed  at  Mara,  was more o f  a  

su rp r ise  to  me than  i t  cou ld  possib ly  be to  the reade r” ( Sexus  43 ) .  The 

narrato r ’s  su rp r i se  suggest s  that  wri t ing  fo r  h im invo lves  welcoming  what  

comes to  h im beyond  h is  own in ten t ions .  In  fact ,  Ulr i c  remarks that  the 

narrato r ’s  l i fe  seems f i l led  wi th  a  se r ies  o f  acciden tal  ep isodes:  “Your  
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whole l i fe  seems to  be made up  o f  j us t  such  inciden ts .  Now why  is  that ,  can 

you  te l l  me?” (Sexus  43 ) .  Ulr ic  h imself  o ffer s  an  answer,  suggest ing that  

the narr ato r  i s  “wide open” :  “You  seem to lay  yourse l f  wide open —I 

suppose that ’s  the secret  o f  i t”  ( Sexus  43 -44) .  In  fact ,  the  narrato r  i s  so  

open that  he even includes  in  h is  narrat ive Ulr i c’s  harsh  cr i t ic i sm of  h is  

s to ry,  which  impl ies  that  the narr ato r  canno t  yet  be cal led  a  wri ter.  What  is  

paradox ical  i s  that ,  a l though  Ulr i c’s  words seem to  deny  the narr ato r ’s  

ab i l i ty  to  wri te ,  they  natu ral ly  become par t  o f  h is  narrat ive.  Consequen t ly,  

the narr ato r  embodies  what  he cal ls  “passion” by  pass ively  welcoming  what  

comes to  h im, and th is  makes h im a wri ter.  What  enab les  h is  narrat ive is  

the very  at t i tude o f  being  wide open ,  as  Ulr i c  observes .  

To  fu r ther  exp lain  the narrato r ’s  un ique openness ,  Emmanuel  

Lev inas’s  def in i t ion o f  narr at ive as  t he “exposure” o f  vu lnerab i l i ty  o ffe r s  a  

usefu l  perspect ive.  Lev inas  chal lenges  the t rad i t ional  as sumption that  

communicat ion is  s imply  the t ransmission  o f  in fo rmat ion between  

ind iv iduals .  He s ta t es :  

Communicat ion  is  no t  reducib le  to  the phenomenon  o f  t ru th  and  

the man ife stat ion o f  t ru th conceived  as  a  combinat ion o f  

psycho log ical  e l ements :  though t  in  an ego —wil l  o r  in ten t ion  to  

make th is  though t  pass  in to  ano ther  ego —message by  a  s ign  

designat ing  th is  though t —percep t ion o f  the s ign  by ano ther  

ego—decipher ing  the s ign .  The elem ents  o f  th is  mosaic  a re  

a l ready in  p lace in  the an teceden t  exposure o f  the ego to  the 

o ther,  the non -ind ifference to  ano ther,  wh ich is  no t  a  s imple 

“in ten t ion to  address  message .”  (Lev inas ,  Otherwise  48 )  



195 

 

For Lev inas ,  communicat ion  canno t  be reduced  to a  s imple in ten t ion  to  

convey a  message;  ra ther,  i t  i s  a  rad ical  exposure to  the o ther.  In  th is  s ense,  

communicat ion as  exposure is  “ the r isky uncover ing  o f  onese lf”  ( Lev inas ,  

Otherwise  48 ) .  No tab ly,  Lev inas  paraphrases  th is  exposure as  

“vu lnerab i l i ty” o r  “ t r auma” ( Lev inas ,  Otherwise  48 ) .  He fu r ther  e l aborates  

wi th the metaphor  o f  a  “wound:  “The one is  exposed  to  the o ther  a s  a  sk in 

is  exposed  to  what  wounds i t ,  as  a  cheek is  o ffered  to  the smiter”  ( Lev inas ,  

Otherwise  49 ) .  Lev inas  thus  p resen ts  a  new perspect ive on  narr at ive as  an 

exposure o f  vu lnerab i l i ty.  

Lev inas’s  d iscussion  o f  narrat ive i s  especi al ly  app l icab le  to  Sexus ,  

par t icu lar ly  th rough the mot i f  o f  message s .  While  Lev inas  cr i t iques  the 

t rad i t ional  idea o f  communicat ion as  s imply  del iver ing message s ,  the 

narrato r  a lso  re ject s  the conven t iona l  p rocess  o f  t ransmit t ing  messages  

accurat ely.  Al though  he asp ire s  to  be a  wri ter,  the  narrato r  works at  a  

te leg raph  company  to make ends meet .  General ly  speak ing ,  the  p r imary  ro le  

o f a  te l eg raph  company  is  to  del iver  messages  to  the co rrect  address ,  

embodying  the t rad i t ion al  v iew of  communicat ion  that  Lev inas  cr i t ic izes .  

What  charact er izes  the narra to r  i s  h is  re ject ion  o f  th is  ro le:  “The o ff ic ia l s  

o f the cosmococcic  te l eg raph  world had  lost  fa i th  in  me and  I  had  lost  fa i th  

in  the whole fan tast ic  world  which  they  were un i t ing  wi th  wires ,  cab les ,  

pu l leys ,  buzzer s  and Chris t  on ly  knows what”  ( Sexus  15 ) . 5 6  Desp i te  work ing  

fo r  the company,  the narra to r  re jects  the importance o f  del iver ing  messages  

co rrect ly.  Th is  s t r ange at t i tude toward messages  re sonates  wi th  h is  

narrat ive s ty le ,  which  consis t s  o f  what  comes to  h im beyond  h is  own 

in ten t ions .  
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The narrato r  g radual ly  becomes aware o f  the importance o f  exposure 

as  i t  re la t es  to  vu lnerab i l i ty.  The concep t  o f  narrat ive a s  exposure is  

ind irec t ly  h in ted  at  f rom the beg inn ing .  When u rged  by  Mona to  wri te  

someth ing ,  the narr ato r  confesses  wi th a  sense o f  humil ia t ion that  he has  

been wri t ing  fo r  ten  years  bu t  has  on ly  p roduced  unsat i s fy ing  works:  “To 

cal l  a t ten t ion  to  th is  ragged lawn  was humil ia t ing” ( Sexus  21 ) .  At  f i rs t  

g lance,  th is  confess ion migh t  seem to imply  that  he is  h id ing  h is  

vu lnerab i l i ty  as  a  wri t er.  However,  i t  can  also  be in terp re ted  as  an  act  o f  

exposure i t sel f—reveal ing  what  he wishes  to  conceal —because,  as  the f i rs t -

person  narrato r,  he cou ld have s imply avo ided  ment ion ing  i t .  His  c learer  

awareness  o f  the importance o f  th is  exposure comes in  the ep isode 

invo lv ing  Dr.  Kronsk i ,  a  f r iend  o f  the narrato r.  Dr.  Kronsk i ,  unab le  to  

bel ieve that  the narrato r  i s  acquain ted  wi th  many  p rominen t  psychoanalysts ,  

asks  the narrato r  to  p lay  the ro le  o f  a  psychoanalyst  fo r  h im to  p rove h is  

knowledge o f  psychoanalysis .  During th is  exper im en tal  t reatmen t ,  the 

narrato r  d iscovers  that  Dr.  Kronsk i’s  p r ide p reven ts  h im from reveal ing  h is  

inner  se l f ,  evok ing  the image o f  “one vast  defense system ” ( Sexus  333) .  

Th is  exper ience g ives  the narrato r  a  cr i t i cal  per spect ive on such  a  defense 

system:  “I t  i s  hopeles s  to  th ink o f  secur i ty :  there  is  none.  The man who 

would  chop o ff  h is  l imbs in  o rder  to  have ar t i f ic i a l  ones  which  wi l l  g ive  

h im no  pain  o r t roub le” ( Sexus  339) .  Th is  ref l ect ion  leads  to  h is  real i zat ion 

o f the importance o f  exposing vu lnerab i l i ty.  He admits  that  humans seem to  

have a  weaker  defense sys tem than  insects  o r  an imals .  What  he real i zes  i s  

that  a  paradox ical  s t reng th  l ies  in  th is  exposure o f  weakness :  “By 

comparison  the human  being  seems a  help less  cr eatu re .  In  the sense that  he 
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l ives  a  more exposed  l i fe ,  he is .  Bu t  th is  ab i l i ty  to  expose h imself  to  every 

r isk  is  p recisely  h is  s t reng th” ( Sexus  339) .  Through  repeated  use o f  the verb  

“expose,”  the narrato r  c lea r ly  becomes aware o f  the importance o f  reveal ing  

h is  vu lnerab i l i ty.  

Cer tain ly,  what  i s  wri t ten  in  Sexus  may appear  to  be the resu l t  o f  an  

act ive p rocess  o f  wri t ing .  Nonethele ss ,  what  i s  c rucial  i s  that  i t  i s  a lw ays 

imbued with  the passiv i ty  o f  the “I”  who can  do  no th ing.  Th is  paradox ica l  

passiv i ty  is  par t icu la r ly  ev iden t  in  the narra to r ’s  desc r ip t ion o f  Mona:  

S tudy ing  her  morsel  by  morsel ,  feet ,  hands,  hai r,  l ip s ,  ears ,  

b reasts ,  t r avel ing  f rom navel  to  mouth and from mouth  to  eyes ,  

the woman I  fe l l  upon ,  c lawed ,  b i t ,  su ffocated  wi th  k isses ,  the 

woman who  had  been  Mara and  was now Mona,  who had been 

and  would  be  o ther  names,  o ther  persons,  o ther  as semblages  o f  

appendages,  was no more accessib le ,  penetrab le ,  than  a  coo l  

s ta tue in  a  fo rgo t ten  garden o f  a  los t  con t inen t .  ( Sexus  210)  

Here,  whi le  the narra to r  confesses  the impossib i l i ty  o f  descr ib ing  Mona,  i t  

i s  th is  very  impossib i l i ty  that  becomes par t  o f  h is  narr at ive.  In  th is  con tex t ,  

the  inab i l i ty  to  wri te  s ign if ies  h is  vu lnerab i l i ty  as  a  wri ter,  as  he lacks  the 

ab i l i ty  to  cap tu re  w hat  he most  wan ts  to  express .  Paradox ical ly,  i t  i s  th is  

vu lnerab i l i ty  that  a l lows h im to  generat e  h is  narrat ive abou t  he r :  “Her  

image corresponded to  no th ing that  I  had  fo rmed in  my  hear t .  She had  

in t ruded  i t ,  s l ipped  i t  l ike  th innest  gauze between  the crev ices  o f  the b ra in 

in  a  moment  o f  les ion .  And  when the wou nd  closed  the imprin t  had  remined ,  

l ike a  f ra i l  lea f  t raced  upon  a  s tone”  ( Sexus  210) .  Unab le  to  act ively  

descr ibe Mona,  the narr ato r  f inds  h imself  in  a  posi t ion  where she in t rudes  
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in to  h is  narr at ive.  Using the imagery o f  a  wound ,  a l l  he  can  do is  passiv ely  

welcome her  p resence.  What  he has  wri t ten  is  an  “imprin t”  o f  th is  pass iv i ty  

as  passion .  

The narrato r ’s  openness  is  fu r ther  h igh l igh ted  by  h is  inclusion  o f  

what  migh t  typ ical ly  be excluded  from h is  narra t ive.  In  a  ser ie s  o f  ep isodes  

abou t  h is  re l a t ionsh ip wi th  h is  ex -wi fe  Maude,  the narrato r  ref er s  to  

Melan ie ,  Maude’s  housemaid ,  who  acciden tal ly  wi tnesses  the sexual  

encoun ters  between  h im and M aude.  Al though  th is  au tob iograph ical  nove l  

seems to  focus on  h is  re l a t ionsh ips  wi th M aude and  h is  new wife  Mona,  

Melan ie  shou ld  be a  minor  f igure in  the background .  However,  the narr ato r 

canno t  exclude Melan ie  f rom h is  mind ,  wi thou t  unders t and ing  wh y:  “I  

though t  o f  Melan ie ,  whom normal ly,  were I  p lann ing  a  book  o f  my  l i fe ,  I  

wou ld  never  have bo thered  to  include.  How had she managed to  in jec t  

hersel f  when  o rd inar i ly  I  scarcely  gave her  a  though t?  What  was the 

s ign if icance o f  th is  in t rusion?”  (Sexus  248) .  Desp i te  being  the f i r s t -per son 

narrato r,  he is  no t  the act ive agen t  who determines  what  i s  included  o r  

excluded  in h is  own narrat ive,  a l lowing  such “in t rusions.”  Later,  he 

recogn izes  that  Melan ie  evokes a  con trad icto ry  image o f  “ the f leshy  and  the 

angel i c”  (Sexus  248)  and  descr ibes  her  “ inexp l icab le  natu re  o f  a t t r act ion” 

(Sexus  252) .  The narrato r ’s  fo l lowing ref l ect ion p roves  that  h is  narrat ive  is  

indeed  an  exposure o f  h is  vu lnerab i l i ty :  “That  Melan ie ,  whom I  had  

hereto fo re  ignored ,  whom I  had  regarded as  a  mere cipher  in  the 

complica ted  sum of  exper iences ,  cou ld p rove such  a  r i ch  vein ,  opened  my 

eyes” (Sexus  250) .  

 



199 

 

From Pass ion to  Com -pass ion  

The quest ion  o f  passiv i ty  as  pass ion  is  inseparab ly  l inked  to  the 

theme o f  care .  As d iscussed  in  the p rev ious chap ter,  the term 

“au tob iography” l i tera l ly  means to  wri te  (g raphy)  the l i fe  (b io )  o f  the sel f  

(au to ) .  In  Sexus ,  one o f  Mil ler ’s  au tob iograph ical  novels ,  passion  makes  the 

narrato r  “wide open ,”  lead ing  h im to focus on the l ives  o f  o thers  r a ther  

than so lely  on  h is  own.  Crucial ly,  in  Sexus ,  these o ther  l ives  a l so  invo lve 

quest ions  o f  ab i l i ty.  Just  a s  the narr ato r ’s  l i f e  i s  marked  by  impoten t ia l i ty,  

the l ives  o f  o thers  ar e  s imila r ly  far  f rom being  def ined  by  ab i l i t ie s .  In  th is  

sense,  they  also  embod y the “I”  who  can  do no th ing ,  rep resen t ing  passiv i ty.  

Th is  re l a t ionsh ip between  the narra to r and o thers  ref lec ts  what  Jean -Luc 

Nancy  cal l s  “com -passion ,”  in  which they l i t eral ly  share  thei r  “passion .”  

What  Sexus  demonstrat es  is  th i s  care  as  “com -pass ion .”  

     While  the narr ato r  por t r ays  h is  own l i f e  as  that  o f  the “I”  who  can  do 

no th ing ,  h is  focus consis t en t ly  tu rns  to  o thers  who also  lead  l ives  that  

dev iat e  f rom those based  on  ab i l i t ie s .  He expresses  h is  concerns  regard ing 

wri t ing as  fo l lows:  “My concern  w as  always fo r  the nobody,  the man  who  is  

los t  in  the shuff le ,  the man  who  is  so common,  so o rd inary,  that  h is  

p resence is  no t  even no t iced” ( Sexus  19 ) .  Indeed,  the novel  i s  f i l led  wi th  

charact ers  who  also  embody the “I”  who can  do  no th ing.  One such  charac ter  

i s  h is  f r iend  Ed  Gavarn i :  

Ed  Gavarn i ,  fo r  example,  who  was s tudy ing  to  become a p r ies t ;  

he  would  have a  l i t t l e  gather ing at  h is  home expressly  fo r  my  

benef i t ,  so  that  I  cou ld  scratch  myself  in  pub l ic  and  thus  make 

the even ing somewhat  o f  an  even t .  To p rove h is  in ter est  in  the 
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nob le  ar t  he would  d rop around to  see me at  more o r  les s  regu lar  

in tervals ,  b r ing ing co ld  sandwiches ,  app les  and  beer.  Somet imes 

he would  have a  pocketfu l  o f  c igars .  I  was to  f i l l  my  bel ly  and 

spou t .  I f  he had had an  ounce o f  ta len t he would  never  have 

d reamed  o f  becoming  a  p r ies t .  .  .  .  ( Sexus  21 )  

Gavarn i’s  l i fe  c losely  mirro rs  that  o f  the narr ato r  in  that  bo th  are  unab le  to  

become what  they asp ire  to  be.  In  o ther  words,  Gavarn i  i s  a lso  def ined  by 

impoten t ia l i ty.  F rom a t rad i t ional  au tob iograph ical  perspect ive,  h is  l i fe  

migh t  no t  seem worth  document ing ,  as  he is  what  the narra to r  cal l s  a  

“nobody.”  Yet  the narra to r  chooses  t o  wri te  abou t  such  l ives —those whose 

p resence is  barely  no t iced .  I t  i s  th is  care  fo r  the impoten t ia l i ty  o f  o thers  

that  h is  pass ion includes  in  the au tob iograph ical  nar rat ive.  

The narrato r ’s  engagement  wi th  o thers  th rough  pass ion exempli f ie s  

what  Jean -Luc Nancy cal ls  “com -passion.”  In  h is  d iscussion  o f  what  he 

concep tual izes  a s  “being s ingu lar  p lu ral , ”  Nancy uses  the hyphenated  te rm 

“com-passion” to  emphasize the s ig n if icance o f  the p ref ix  “com” (mean ing  

“together”)  and  the noun  “passion” (mean ing  “suffer ing”) .  He wri tes :  

“What  I  am talk ing  abou t  here  i s  compass ion ,  bu t  no t  compassion  as  a  p i ty  

that  feel s  so rry  fo r  i t sel f  and  feeds on  i t sel f .  Com -pass ion is  the con tag ion ,  

the con tact  o f  being  wi th  one ano ther  in  th is  tu rmoi l”  ( Nancy,  Being  x i i i ) .  

The narrat ive in  Sexus  i l lu s t r a tes  th i s  “com -passion ,”  which  must  be 

d is t ingu ished  f rom conven t ional  compass ion  as  p i ty.  While  the narra to r  

cares  fo r  the l ives  o f  o thers  that  ar e  typ ical ly  omit ted  f rom t rad i t ional  

au tob iograph ies ,  he leads  a  s imil ar  l i fe  marked  by  impote n t ia l i ty.  When the 

narrato r  def ines  pass ion  as  the act  o f  welcoming  o thers  to  wri te  thei r  l iv es ,  
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thei r  re l a t ionsh ip becomes an  embodiment  o f  com -passion .  

     The embodiment  o f  com-passion  is  v iv id ly dep icted  in  the 

rela t ionsh ip  between  the narrato r  an d Mona’s  fa ther.  In i t ia l ly,  Mona seems 

reluctan t  to  recip roca te  the narra to r ’s  love fo r  her ;  i t  tu rns  ou t  she is  

p reoccup ied  wi th car ing fo r  her  fa ther,  who  is  unab le  to  work  du e to  

i l lness .  Her  fa ther ’s  f inancial  dependence on h is  daugh ter  s ign if ies  that  he 

is  a lso  a  passive being .  Mona ment ions that  her  f a ther  o r ig inal ly  had  such  a 

good  sense o f  humor that  he cou ld  have become a wri te r.  She then suggests  

that  the narr ato r  shou ld become a wri ter,  as  i f  p ro ject ing her  fa ther ’s  

unfu lf i l led  asp ir at ions  on to h im. Once a gain ,  the narra to r  i s  unab le  to  

p rov ide a  posi t ive response to  her  suggest ion,  leav ing her  d isappo in ted.  On 

the one hand,  th is  ep isode h igh l igh t s  the narr ato r  as  the “I ”  who  can  do  

no th ing ,  main tain ing h is  passive at t i tude:  “Ten  minu tes  o f  in t rospect ive 

rever ie  and  I  was burs t ing  to  wri te  a  book.  I  though t o f  Mona.  I f  on ly  fo r  

her  sake I  ough t  to  beg in .  And  where would  I  beg in?” ( Sexus  201) .  On  the 

o ther  hand ,  i t  i s  th rough  the narra to r ’s  inab i l i ty  to  wri t e  that  he connect s  

wi th Mona’s  fa ther ’s  l i fe  a s  the “I”  who canno t  become a wri ter —though 

no t  ou t  o f  p i ty.  The narra to r  and  Mona’s  fa ther  share  thei r  pass iv i ty,  thus  

exper i encing com -passion  together.  

     Com-passion  becomes more ev iden t as  the re lat ionsh ip  between  the 

narrato r  and Mona’s  f a ther  evo lves  in to  ano ther  fo rm of  passiv i ty,  descr ibed  

as  “con tag ion .”  During a  job in terv i ew fo r a  posi t ion as  an  employment 

manager  a t  a  t e leg raph  company,  the narra to r  receives  a  cal l  f rom Mona 

in fo rming h im of  her  fa ther ’s  passing.  At that  moment ,  an  18 -year-o ld  

app l ican t  named  Fan  Rico  becomes aware o f  the n arra to r ’s  s i tuat ion .  
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Desp i te  hav ing  just  met  h im,  Rico  o ffer s  to  share  in  the narrato r ’s  so rrow, 

say ing ,  “And now,  s i r,  i f  you wil l  pardon me,  may  I  suggest  that  you  le t  me 

s tay  wi th you  a  l i t t le  whi le? I  don’t  th ink  i t  i s  good  fo r  you to  be alone at  

th is  moment .  When the hear t  i s  s ad  one needs a  f r iend” ( Sexus  420) .  

Al though  Rico  had  o r ig inal ly  come fo r a  job in terv iew,  he now chooses  t o  

s tay  by  the narra to r ’s  s ide,  who  had  been unab le  to  do  any th ing fo r  Mona’s  

fa ther.  The s ign if icance o f  Rico’s  ac t ion  l ies  in  the shared  passi v i ty  th rough  

th is  con tag ion.  While  Rico  o ffers  to  accompany  the narra to r,  and  they  go  

ro l ler  skat ing  together,  R ico remains  in  a  passive s t a te :  “We s talked  each  

o ther  l ike an imals ,  we tu rned  in to  wal tz ing  mice,  we d id  the deaf - and-dumb 

act”  (Sexus  421) .  In  th is  re la t ionsh ip o f  care ,  R ico  does  no t  become an  

act ive sub ject .  What  emerges  between them is  a  con tag ion o f  pass iv i ty.  

As Nancy  warns ,  th is  com -passion  must  be d is t ingu ished  f rom simple 

al t ru ism or  iden t i f ica t ion :  “Compass ion  is  no t  a l t ru ism,  nor  is  i t  

iden t i f ica t ion” (Nancy,  Being  x i i i ) .  The la t t er  par t  o f  the ep isode wi th  Rico  

i l lus t ra tes  the po ten t ia l  fa i lu re  o f  com -passion.  After  ro l le r  skat ing ,  the 

narrato r  and Rico  v is i t  a  d ress  shop to buy  a  mourn ing  d res s  fo r  Mona.  The 

Jewish  shop  owner  becomes in tere st ed  in  Rico,  and  dur ing  thei r  

conversat ion,  i t  i s  revea led  that  the owner  has  a l so  lost  h is  son .  Gradual ly,  

the focu s sh if ts  f rom the death  o f  Mona’s  fa ther  to  the s to ry  o f  the shop  

owner ’s  son’s  passing .  The shop  owner  a lso  embodies  the “ I”  who  can  do 

no th ing ,  as  there  i s  no th ing  he can  do in  the face o f  h is  son’s  death .  

However,  the shop  owner ’s  passiv i ty  is  g radual ly  rep laced  by a  passionate  

monologue abou t  the h is to ry  o f  Jews  in  genera l :  “He wen t  in to a  monologue 

abou t  the s t r ange b lood  that  had  been poured in t o  the  veins  o f  the Jews in 
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thei r  wander ings” (Sexus  424) .  The top ic  o f  Mona’s  f a ther ’s  death  is  bur i ed 

beneath  the shop  owner ’s  iden t i f icat ion  wi th the b roader  su ffer ing o f  Jews :  

“As he ta lked  he became in tox ica ted  by th is  idea o f  the mix tu re  o f  races  

and  b loods.  The world  would  be a  s t agnan t  poo l  had i t  no t  been  fo r  the 

Jews” (Sexus  424 -25) .  S imilar  to  the nurse in  F i tzgerald ’s  “An  Alcoho l ic  

Case,”  the shop  owner  general izes  t he s ingu lar  even t  o f  Mona’s  fa ther ’s  

death  in to  a  b roader  narrat ive  o f  Jews in  genera l .  The chap ter  ab rup t ly ends 

in  the midd le  o f  h is  monologue,  i l lu s t ra t ing the fai lu re  o f  com -passion  

when  iden t i f i cat ion  takes  over.   

     The abrup t  end ing  o f  the shop owner ’s  monologue does  no t  imply  that  

the narr ato r  re j ects  com -passion  wi th Jews en t i r e ly.  He shows care  fo r  Jews 

as  long  as  i t  a l igns  wi th  the p r incip les  o f  com -pass ion .  Immediately  af te r  

end ing  the ep isode wi th  the shop  owner,  the narrato r  beg ins  the nex t 

chap ter  by  desc r ib ing a  v is i t  to  the ghet to  in  New York .  He s ta tes ,  “I  s aw 

the ghet to  wi th  new eyes” (Sexus  427),  bu t  h is  concern  is  no t  fo r  Jews in 

genera l .  Withou t using  the genera l  noun  “Jews,”  he focuses  on  each  

s ingu lar  being l iv ing  in  a  passive co nd i t ion :  “A man  o f  an  o lden race 

s tand ing  in  a  s tone t rance.  He smel l s  the food which  h is  a ncesto rs  cooked 

in the mil lenary  past ”  (Sexus  429) ;  “Some b r ing thei r  b i rds ,  thei r  l i t t le  

pets—warm,  tender  th ings pu ls ing  wi th  t remulous beat ,  learn ing no  new 

language,  no new melod ies ,  bu t  p in ing  away,  d roopy,  l i s t l ess ,  langu ish ing 

in  thei r  superheated  cages  suspended above the f i re  escapes  ( Sexus  429) ;  

“In  ano ther  cel l ar  an  o ld  man  s i ts  in  h is  overcoa t  on  a  p i le  o f  wood 

coun t ing  h is  coal .  He s i t s  in  the dark,  as  he d id  in  Cracow,  s t rok ing  h is  

beard”  (Sexus  430) .  In  con tras t  to  the shop  owner ’s  long  monol ogues,  these 
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f igures  do  no t  speak fo r  themselves .  Each  one is  a  s ingu lar  being  in  a  

passive cond i t ion.  Withou t  general iz ing  them as  r ep resen ta t ive o f  Jews in 

genera l ,  the  narr ato r ’s  jux taposi t ion  o f  each  s ingu lar  passiv i ty  is  h is  

p ract ice  o f  com -pass ion .  

The su rreal  d ream of  becoming  a  dog in  the conclud ing  scene can  be 

in terp reted  as  the cu lminat ion  o f  com -passion.  In  the d ream,  the narr ato r  

becomes a  dog  at  a  dog  show, compe t ing  wi th ano ther  dog  to win a  p r ize ,  

which  he u l t imate ly  does .  At  f i rs t  g lance,  th is  ou tcome migh t  suggest  a  

posi t ive in terp re tat ion —that  he is  super io r  to  the o ther  dog .  However,  i t  

i ron ica l ly  underscores  the narr ato r ’s  ongo ing passiv i ty.  After  he wins ,  a  

female judge approaches h im with  a  knuck lebone f i l l ed  wi th  marrow as  a  

p r ize ,  bu t  ins tead  o f  g iv ing  i t  to  the narrato r,  she l icks  the marrow herse l f .  

Unab le  to  act  on  h is  own,  the narra to r can  do  no th ing  bu t  a l low h imself  to  

be taken  to  her  home :  “Just  a s  we go t  to  the door  the bone s l id  o ff  and  fel l  

to  the g round .  I  t r ied  to  scramble ou t  o f  her  arms,  bu t  she held me t igh t  to  

her  bosom.  I  began  to  whimper” ( Sexus  506) .  Beneath  the facade o f  an 

act ive v icto ry  in  the compet i t ion,  the narrato r  rema ins  en t i re ly  passive,  as  

h is  inab i l i ty  to  do  any th ing bu t  whimper  on ly  emphasizes  h is  passiv i ty.  In  

th is  sense,  desp i te  h is  win ,  he shares  the same passiv i ty  as  the o ther  d og ,  

who lost  the compet i t ion .  Th is  i ron ic  ou tcome,  ra ther  than  celebrat ing  h is  

t r iump h , h igh l igh ts  thei r  r e la t ionsh ip as  one o f  com -passion.  

     One migh t  argue that  f ind ing a  posi t ive in terp ret at ion  in  such  an  

excess ively  sel f -deprecat ing  end ing is  d i ff icu l t .  However,  i t  i s  th is  rad ical  

passiv i ty  that  underscores  Mil ler ’s  consis t en t  emphasis  on  com -passion  in  

h is  au tob iograph ical  novels .  In  the f inal  chap ter  o f  Sexus ,  the  narr ato r  
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descr ibes  the t r agedy  o f  h is  fa i led  marr i age as  a  “physio log ical  comedy:  “I  

began  to menstruate .  I  menstruat ed  f rom every  ho le  in  my body” ( Sexus  

498) .  As Honda no tes ,  th is  physio log ical  comedy  represen t s  a  t ransi t ion  

f rom a f le sh  that  does  no t  b leed  to  a  body that  does ,  which t ie s  in to the 

theme o f  vu lnerab i l i ty. 5 7  What  is  cru cial  in  Mil le r ’s  focus on th is  

vu lnerab i l i ty  is  that  he v iews these wounds no t as  someth ing to  c lose o ff ,  

bu t  as  open ings to  share  wi th  o ther  vu lnerab le  l ives .  The narra to r ’s  words 

in  Plexus ,  the  second novel  o f  The Rosy Cruci f i x ion ,  aff i rm th is  

p reoccupat ion  wi th  vu lnerab i l i ty :  

Once I  though t  I  had  been wounded  as  no  man ever  had .  

Because I  fe l t  thus  I  vowed  to wri te  th is  book .  Bu t  long  befo re  

I  began  the book  the wound had heal ed .  S ince I  had  sworn  to  

fu l f i l l  my  task  I  reopened  the horr ib le  wound .  

Let  me pu t  i t  ano ther  way.  .  .  .  Perhaps in  open ing  my own 

wound,  I  c losed  o ther  wounds.  ( Plexus  640)  

In th is  sense,  the end ing  o f  Sexus  canno t  s imply  be in terp reted  as  a  

negat ive t r agedy.  The rad ica l  p assiv i ty  fo r  an  asp ir ing  wri te r  cu lminates  h is  

passion fo r  com-passion wi th  o ther  vu lnerab le  l ives .  

 

Conclusion  

Sexus ends wi thou t  the narrato r  ever  real i z ing h is  ab i l i ty  to  become a 

wri ter.  F rom the ou tset ,  he  p resen ts  h imsel f  as  an  asp ir ing  wri ter  wi thou t  

the capaci ty  to  wri te .  What  makes the narrato r  un ique is  that  he does  no t  

a t tempt  to  acqu ire  th is  ab i l i ty.  Instead ,  he chooses  to  remain  the “I”  who 

can  do  no th ing .  In  th is  sense,  the narrato r ’s  lack  o f  ab i l i ty  embodies  what  



206 

 

Agamben cal ls  “ impoten t ia l i ty,”  which  p laces  h im in  a  s ta t e  o f  rad ical  

passiv i ty.  Paradox ical ly,  i t  i s  th is  very passiv i ty  that  generate s  h is  

narrat ive.  Refer r ing  to  i t  as  “passion,”  th is  s ta te  a l lows the narrato r  to  

remain  open  to  whatever  comes h is  way,  even  elements  that  would  typ ical ly  

be excluded from h is  narra t ive .  Th is  pass ion  inev i tab ly leads  h im to  care  

no t  on ly fo r  h is  own l i fe  bu t  a lso  fo r  o thers ,  mak ing  h im what  the narrato r 

cal l s  “wide open . ”  Beneath  the su rface o f  an au tob iograph ical  novel ,  wh ich ,  

e tymolog ica l ly,  means wri t ing  abou t  the l i f e  o f  the sel f ,  Sexus  p re sen ts  care  

as  “com-passion”  fo r  o ther  “I ”s  who  can  do no th ing .  

     Read ing  Mil ler ’s  novel  in  th is  con tex t  h igh l igh ts  the necessi ty  o f 

ref igur ing male modern is t  wri t ers  in  terms o f  vu lnerab i l i ty  as  the beg inn ing  

o f care .  F rom the perspec t ive o f  conven t ional  modern is t  s tud ies ,  Mil le r  i s  

o f ten  v iewed  as  a  wri ter  obsessed  wi th the “I”  a s  an  iso lated  ind iv idual ,  

especi al ly  th rough  h is  au tob iograph ical  s ty le .  For  general  r eader s ,  h is  

works were banned  as  a  k ind  o f  pornography,  which  es tab l ished  h is  popu lar  

image as  an  ou ts ider  in  the l i tera ry  market .  For  academic scho lars ,  the 

passive at t i tude o f  the “I”  makes i t  d i ff icu l t  to  iden t i fy  a  consis ten t  theme 

worth  exp lo r ing .  Con trary  to  th ese  popu lar  image s,  Mil ler  does  share  the  

in terconnected  themes o f  vu lnerab i l i ty  and care  wi th  F i tzgerald  and  

Chand ler.  
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Chapter  Seven  

Belated  Let ter  and Broken  Watch :  

Toward  Care fo r  What  is  Not  P resen t  

in  J .  D .  Sal inger ’s  “For  Esmé —with Love and  Squalo r” 5 8  

 

In t roduct ion  

Up  to th is  po in t ,  th is  s tudy has  iden t i f ied  “vu lnerab i l i ty  as  the 

beg inn ing o f  care” as  the cen tr al  theme in F i tzgerald ’s  The Grea t  Gatsby  

and  two  medical  shor t  s to r ies ,  and  has  fu r ther  developed  i t  th rough  the 

mot i f  o f  “being in  the world” in  Chand ler ’s  det ect ive novels  and  the mot i f  

o f “ l i fe”  in  Mil le r ’s  au tob iograph ica l  novels .  Throughou t  th is  p rocess ,  an 

unanswered  quest ion  remains ,  one that  was al r eady  impl ici t ly  p resen ted  in  

The Grea t  Gatsby :  i s  the ca re  that  beg ins  f rom vu lnerab i l i ty  l imi ted  on ly to  

the realm of  “ th is  world” o r  “ l i f e”? In i t ia l ly,  Nick’s  ca re  fo r  Gatsby  t ru ly 

beg ins  on ly af t er  Gatsby  has  d ied .  At  f i rs t  g lance,  th is  even t  o f  death  may 

appear  to  be the u l t imate  rea l izat ion  o f  vu lnerab i l i ty,  s ignal ing  an  end  to  

the p resence o f  the vu lnera b le  in  “ th is  world” o r  in  “ l i fe .”  However,  wha t  i s  

no tab le  abou t  Nick’s  care  fo r  Gatsby  is  that  i t  i s  d i rec ted  toward  someone 

who is  no longer  p resen t .  Th is  ra i se s  the quest ion :  when  does  the care  

beg inn ing  f rom vu lnerab i l i ty  end? Is  i t  conf ined  to  what  i s  p resen t?  

J .  D .  Sal inger ’s  1950  shor t  s to ry  “For Esmé —with  Love and 

Squalo r”  v iv id ly  exp lo res  th is  quest ion  o f  t ime in  re la t ion to  care  and  

vu lnerab i l i ty.  Drawing on  Sal inger ’s  own wart ime exper iences ,  the s to ry  

por t rays  a  so ld ier  wi th  post - t raumat i c  s t re ss  d iso rder  (PTSD) in the 

af te rmath  o f  World  War I I .  He canno t  main tain  a  s tab le  sense o f  the p resen t ,  
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as  h is  past  memories  constan t ly  in t rude upon  h is  cu rren t  se l f ,  beyond  h is  

con tro l .  His  inab i l i ty  to  main tain  s tab le  memories  o f  the past  man ifes ts  a s  

“ t rauma,”  o r  a  “wound” in  t ime.  In  th is  s ta te  o f  temporal  vu lnerab i l i ty,  the 

so ld ier  comes across  a  l e t t er ,  wh ich  has  been  misdel iver ed  many t imes,  

f rom a g i r l  named  Esmé,  whom he had  met  p rev iously.  With  a  b roken  watch  

inside due to  the misdel iver ie s ,  her  le t te r  con tains  a  p rayer  that  the so ld i er  

d id  no t  par t i c ipate  in  the f i r s t  as sau l t  upon  the Co ten t in  Pen insu la .  S ince  

the so ld ier  d id  par t i c ipate  in  the assau l t ,  Esmé’s  p rayer  migh t  seem u t ter ly  

mean ing less  in  re l a t ion  to  h is  p resen t  cond i t ion .  However,  her  p rayer,  

though aimed  at  the past ,  never thel e ss  b r ings  h im a comfort ing sense o f  

s leep iness ,  as  i f  i t  has  reached  h im across  t im e.  Paradox ical ly,  th is  

temporal  gap  appear s  necessary  fo r  care  to  ex tend  to  what  i s  no t  p resen t ,  

resonat ing wi th  E mmanuel  Lev inas’s  un ique concep t  o f  “ t ime as  the re lat ion  

wi th the o ther.”  “For  Esmé —with Love and  Squalo r”  thus  p resen ts  a  

d is t inct ive temporal  d imension  o f  ca re ,  one that  engages even  with what  i s  

no t  p resen t .  

 

Post - t r aumat ic  S tre ss  Disorder  as  a  Vulnerab i l i ty  in  Time  

in Sal inger ’s  S to ry and F i tzgera ld ’s  The Grea t  Gatsby  

The s to ry  has  a  complex temporal  s t ructu re .  I t  beg ins  wi th  an  ep isode 

in  which the f i rs t -person  narr ato r,  “I , ”  l iv ing  in  New York ,  receives  a  

wedd ing  inv i ta t ion  f rom a woman  named Esmé.  Al though  the narra to r  

exp lains  that ,  un fo r tunately,  he wi l l  no t  be ab l e  to  a t tend  the wedd ing ,  he 

beg ins  recoun t ing  how he met  Esmé.  In  1944 ,  the narrato r  was dep loyed  as  

a  sergean t  to  Devon.  The day  befo re  re locat ing  to  London ,  he happened to 
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pass  by  a  church  where a  ch i ld ren’s  cho ir  was p ract ic ing .  Esmé,  one o f  the 

cho ir  members ,  cat ches  the narrato r ’s  a t ten t ion .  After  the p rac t ice ,  the 

narrato r  meet s  Esmé again  at  a  tearo om of  the Red Cross .  Accompanied  by 

her  home teacher  and  younger  b ro ther  named Charles ,  she speaks to  the 

narrato r.  While  demonstrat ing  care  fo r Char les ,  Esmé ind irect ly  te l ls  the  

narrato r  that  thei r  fa ther  was k i l led  in  North Afr ica ,  s ay ing  i t  ou t  loud a s  

“He was s - l - a- i -n” (“Esmé” 97)  to  avo id s ta t ing i t  ou tr igh t .  Esmé learns  

that  the narr ato r  i s  a l so  headed  to a  bat t lef i e ld  and wishes  h im safety,  

say ing ,  “I  hope you  retu rn  f rom the war  wi th al l  your  facu l t ies  in tact”  

(“Esmé” 97) .  After  th is  s cene o f  par t ing  wi th Esmé,  the narra t ive sh if ts .  

Under  the name “Sergean t  X,”  the narra to r  descr ibes  h imsel f  in  Bavar i a  in  

1945 ,  su ffer ing  f rom the af t ermath  o f  the war.  While  exper iencing  bo th  

physical  and  mental  d iso rders ,  he d iscovers  a  le t ter  f rom Esmé,  which  had 

al ready arr ived  bu t  remained  unopened  due to  mul t ip le  misdel iver ies .  In  the 

le t te r,  Esmé p rays fo r  h is  safe ty  and  encloses  a  wris twa tch  inher i t ed  f rom 

her  deceased  father,  though  i t  seem s  to  have b roken  in  t ransi t .  Desp i t e  i t s  

cond i t ion ,  th is  bela ted  le t t er  and  the  b roken  watch  lu l l  X  in to  s leep iness ,  

accompan ied by  a  sense o f  ecs tasy. 5 9  

As the p lo t  suggest s ,  “For  Esmé —with Love and  Squalo r”  has  o f ten  

been in terp ret ed  as  a  s to ry  abou t  the  “t rauma” o f  war.  Sho j i  Noma’s  Senso 

PTSD to Sarin ja :  Hansen  sanbusaku  no nazo  o  toku  (War, PTSD,  and  

Sa l inger:  So lving the Mystery o f  the An t i -War Tri logy )  considers  the s to ry 

to  be one o f  Sal inger ’s  typ ical  an t i -war  works  that  v iv id ly dep ict s  the 

p ro tagon is t ’s  PTSD.  Noma exp lains  that  PTSD,  in  th is  con tex t ,  i s  a  men tal  

d iso rder  caused  by severe wart ime s t res s ,  leav ing veterans  unab le  to  lead 
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normal  l ives  even  af te r  the war.  I t  i s  accompan ied  by  a  range o f  symptoms, 

includ ing  invo lun tary  reca l l  o f  past  even ts ,  avo idance o f  socia l  in teract ion ,  

and  s leep  d is tu rbances .  Refer r ing  to  The Diagnost ic  and  S ta t is t ica l  Manual  

o f Menta l  Disorders ,  wh ich  es tab l ished  o ff i c ia l  d iagnost ic  cr i ter ia  fo r  PTSD 

in 1994 ,  Noma enumerate s  var ious  symptoms shown in  the s to ry,  no t ing that  

a l l  ar e  man ifest at ions  o f  PTSD. Through  h is  detai l ed  analysis ,  Noma 

concludes  that  the s to ry  conveys Sal inger ’s  an t i -war  mes sage.  

Al though  PTSD was o ff ic i a l ly  recogn ized  as  a  term on ly  in  1980 ,  

read ing Sal inger ’s  work th rough  th is  perspec t ive  al lows a  connect ion  wi th 

The Grea t  Gatsby .  While  The Grea t  Gatsby  i s  typ ical ly  read  in  the con tex t 

o f the American  Dream,  i t  i s  a l so  cl ear ly  a  s to ry  abou t  charact ers  wi th  

World  War I  exper iences ,  as  Nick  ment ions that  he par t ic ipat ed  in  “ the 

Great  War” (Gatsby  6 )  and  Gatsby  recal ls  the bat t le  in  the Argonne 

Forest . 6 0  James Mered i th  h igh l igh ts  one reason  fo r  the rel at ive scarci ty  o f 

scho larsh ip  on F i tzgera ld  and  war,  no t ing  that  F i tzgerald ,  a  non -combatan t,  

does  no t  dep ict  the b ru tal  real i t ies  o f  the bat t l ef i e ld  bu t  ins tead  most ly  

p laces  a  focus on “post -World  War I  l i fe”  (Mered i th  165) .  Among  a  smal l  

number  o f  p rev ious s tud ies  f rom th is  perspect ive,  Noma offer s  a  persuas ive 

read ing o f  Nick’s  “wounds” f rom th i s  post -war  per iod .  Noma po in ts  ou t  t hat  

Nick does  no t  desc r ibe the years  between  the end o f  the war  and  1922,  whe n  

he arr ives  in  New York .  Th is  gap  becomes even more unnatu ral  when  Nick 

exp lains  that  h is  re l a t ives  gathered  to  admit  h is  depar tu re  wi th  a  one -yea r  

f inancial  support ,  even though  he was al r eady  twen ty -n ine year s  o ld  at  t he 

t ime.  Noma in terp rets  these anomal ies  as  ind icat ions  that  Nick  may have 

been su ffer ing f rom what  we now recogn ize as  PTSD.  As Noma no tes ,  whi le  
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the  word “shel l  shock” was used  at  the t ime,  i t  was no t  recogn ized  as  an  

o ff ic ia l  med ical  te rm fo r  d iagnosis ,  lead ing to  the d ishonorab le  t r eatm en t  o f  

those who  su ffered  f rom such symptoms. 6 1  In  th is  regard ,  F i tzgerald  sha res  

a  p reemptive concern  wi th  Sal inger  abou t  PTSD.  

S ince PTSD is  fundamental ly  a  p rob lem of  t ime,  i t  i s  s ign if ican t  that  

The Grea t  Gatsby  has  been cr i t i c i zed  fo r  Nick’s  vu lnerab i l i ty  in  re la t ion  to  

t ime.  Thomas A.  Pend leton  p rov ides  a  detai led  analysis  o f  the 

inconsis t encies  in  Nick’s  ch rono logy,  such  as  how the par ty  a t  Gatsby’s  

mansion  in  Chap ter  3  p recedes  the par ty  a t  Myrt le’s  house in  Chap ter  2 ,  

easi ly  creat ing confusion  fo r  the reader.  Develop ing  Pend leton’s  analysi s ,  

Takak i  Hirai sh i  po in ts  ou t  Nick’s  “carel essness” wi th  t ime,  desp i te  h is  

judgment  o f  o thers  as  care les s .  Read ing  The Grea t  Gatsby  as  a  s to ry  abou t 

re tu rn ing  so ld iers  wi th  PTSD sheds new l igh t  on th is  temporal  p rob lem.  

S ince PTSD invo lves  a  loss  o f  con tro l over  t ime,  Nick’s  s t rugg les  wi th  

ch rono logy  can  be rer ead  no t  as  mere care les sness ,  bu t  as  an  express ion o f 

h is  vu lnerab i l i ty.  F i tzgerald ’s  The Grea t  Gatsby  and Sal inger ’s  “For  Esmé —

with Love and  Squalo r”  bo th  featu re  th is  p rob lem of  t ime.   

     Echo ing  the in terp retat ion  o f  The Grea t  Gatsby  in  Chap ter  One,  th is  

chap ter  fo regrounds the quest ion  o f  t ime in  Sal inger ’s  s to ry  to  reveal  th at  

vu lnerab i l i ty  in  t ime can  also  paradox ical ly  be the beg inn ing o f  care .  

PTSD,  o r ig inal ly  s temming from the  concep t  o f  “ t rauma” as  def ined  by  

S igmund  Freud ,  s ign if ie s  a  s ta te  where past  exper iences  invo lun tar i ly  

re tu rn  to  the p resen t ,  what  F reud descr ibed  as  “r epet i t ion  compulsion .”  In 

h is  1914 ar t i c le  “Remembering,  Repeat ing  and  Work ing -Through ,”  Freud  

exp lains:  “The pat ien t  does  no t  remember  any th ing o f  what  he has  fo rgo t ten  
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and  repres sed ,  bu t  acts  i t  ou t .  He reproduces  i t  no t  as  a  memory bu t  as  an 

act ion ;  he repeats  i t ,  wi thou t ,  o f  course,  knowing that  he is  repeat ing i t”  

(F reud  150).  Th is  loss  o f  con tro l  over  t ime represen ts  one aspect  o f  the 

“squalo r”  in  the s to ry ’s  sub t i t l e .  However,  the s to ry  canno t  be reduced  to 

th is  negat ive por t rayal  o f  vu lnerab i l i ty  a lone.  Esmé’s  belated  le t ter  and  

b roken  watch  suggest  that  her  p rayer  fo r  the p ro tagon is t ’s  s afe ty  is  

connected  to  the past  in  a  way that  t ranscends conven t ional  unders t and ings 

o f t ime.  I t  demonstra tes  a  un ique temporal i ty  o f  care  that  ex tends beyond 

the p resen t .  In  th is  sense,  vu lnerab i l i ty  in  t ime can  also  rep resen t  the 

“love” in  the s to ry ’s  sub t i t le .  Th is  s tudy aims to  exp lo re  th is  ambiguous  

temporal i ty  o f  care ,  beg inn ing f rom vu lnerab i l i ty,  in  l igh t  o f  the 

impl icat ions  o f  the sub t i t le  “with  Love and  Squalo r.”  

 

The Cris is  o f  Responsib i l i ty  to  S ingu lar i ty  

While  p rev ious s tud ies  have in terp re ted  the s to ry  in  the con tex t  o f  

PTSD resu l t ing  f rom the war,  th is  t r auma is  a  symptom of  what  happens 

“af t er  (post )  the war,”  leav ing a  gap  in  the d iscussion o f  what  the “wound” 

means dur ing  the war.  Th is  s tudy  aims to demonstrat e  that  the wart ime 

wound is  c lose ly  connected  to  a  quest ion der ived  f rom F i tzgerald ’s  shor t  

s to r ies ,  d iscussed  in  Chap ter  Two:  responsib i l i ty  to  s ingu lar i ty.  Through  the 

cen tral  mot i f  o f  le t t ers  and  the narr a to r ’s  sel f -designat ion  as  “X,” the s to ry  

p resen ts  the even t  o f  war  as  a  fundamental  cr is is  in  responsib i l i ty  to  

s ingu lar i ty.  

The p rob lem of  responsib i l i ty  to  s ingu lar i ty  can  be exp lo red  th rough 

a  recurr ing  mot i f  in  the s to ry :  le t ter s .  Genera l ly,  le t t ers  a re  addressed  to  a  
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specif i c  rec ip ien t ,  no t  to  the genera l  pub l ic .  Al though  the narrato r  c l a im s to  

be a  wri te r,  the  fact  that  the en t i r e  narra t ive takes  the fo rm of  a  rep ly  to  

Esmé’s  le t t er  h igh l igh ts  the s ign if icance o f  th is  mot i f .  The connect ion  

between  le t ter s  and  s ingu lar i ty  is  emphasized  in  the narr ato r ’s  r eco l lect ions  

o f h is  war  exper ience.  When he beg ins  to  recoun t  h is  s tay  in  Devon  in Apri l  

1944 ,  he no tes  that  everyone in  h is  g roup  loved  le t ter s :  “And as  I  look  

back,  i t  seem s to  me that  we were fa i r ly  un ique,  the s ix ty  o f  us ,  in  that  

there  wasn’t  one good  mixer  in  the bunch.  We were al l  es sen t i a l ly  le t t er -

wri t ing types ,  and  when we spoke to  each  o ther  ou t  o f  the l ine o f  du ty,  i t  

was usual ly  to  ask  somebody i f  he had  any  ink he wasn’t  us ing” (“Esmé”  

88) .  The narr ato r ’s  e xaggerat ed  claim that  there  was  no t  a  s ing le  “good  

mixer” among them ref lects  thei r  lack o f  in ter est  in  peop le  in  general .  W hat  

they care  most  abou t  i s  to  whom they wri te  le t ter s ,  as  each  recip ien t  i s  

s ingu lar  to  them. Thus,  the narrato r ’s  memory  o f  the war  beg ins  wi th  a 

par t icu lar  focus on  le t t ers .  

Why  is  the mot i f  o f  le t te rs  so  emphasized  in  th is  war  s to ry? Th is  

s tudy  p roposes  that  i t  p resen ts  the war  as  a  fundamental  cr is is  o f  

s ingu lar i ty.  Th is  cr is is  i s  suggested  th rough  the use o f  gas  as  a  chemical  

weapon .  In  the same r eco l lect ion ,  the narrato r  m en t ions pack ing  a  gas  mask  

fo r  London,  admit t ing  that  he d iscarded  i t ,  bel i ev ing  he cou ld no t  pu t  i t  on 

in  t ime i f  the enemy used  gas:  “I’d  never  get  the damn th ing  on  in  t ime”  

(“Esmé” 88) .  While  the narrato r  no tes  the actual  use o f  gas  as  a  chemica l  

weapo n  in  the war,  he desc r ibes  the gas  mask’s  useles sness  in  terms o f  

t ime.  Th is  over l aps  wi th what  Masach i Osawa observes  abou t  gas  as  a  

chemical  weapon.  Osawa character izes  gas  as  a  weapon that  lacks  a  spec if ic  
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source and  invades the body  unno t iced . 6 2  In  o ther  words,  i t  reaches  anyone 

ind iscr iminately,  wi thou t  regard  fo r  s ingu lar i ty.  Th is  featu re  o f  gas  

con tra s ts  d i rect ly  wi th  le t ter s ,  wh ich have a  speci f ic  “address .”  Through the 

refe rence to  gas ,  the narra to r  impl ies  th is  rad ical  negat ion  o f  s ingu lar i t y  in  

the war.  When he s teps  ou ts ide in to  a  s to rm,  th is  negat ion o f  s ingu lar i ty  is  

fu r ther  impl ied  in  h is  though ts  abou t  l igh tn ing :  “I  ignored  the f lashes  o f  

l igh tn ing  al l  around  me. They  ei ther  had  your  number  on them or  they 

d idn’t”  (“Esmé” 89) .  As “numb er” r efer s  to  the “address” o f  le t t er  

recip ien ts ,  the narra to r  suggests  that  l igh tn ing  can  s t r ike randomly,  wi thou t  

regard  fo r  a  specif ic  “address .”  For  h im,  war  is  an  even t  that  renders  h is  

s ingu lar i ty  completely  vu lnerab le .  

The depr ivat ion  o f  s ingu lar i ty  is  no t  mere ly  a  passive cond i t ion that  

the narr ato r  su ffer s  as  a  v ict im.  I t  i s  a lso  deep ly  ingrained  in  what  appea r  

to  be the narr ato r ’s  own act ions .  In  h is  reco l lect ion  o f  h is  s tay  in  Bavar i a  

in  1945 ,  where he refe rs  to  h ims elf  as  “X,” he desc r ibes  ho ld ing a  book  that  

belonged  to a  fema le o ff ic i a l  o f  the Nazi  Par ty  whom he had  arres ted .  He 

g ives  a  detai led  accoun t  o f  the arre s t :  “She had  been  a  low off ic ia l  in  the 

Nazi  Par ty,  bu t  h igh enough ,  by  Army Regu lat ions  s tandards ,  to  fa l l  in to an 

au tomat i c -ar res t  cat egory.  X h imself  had  arres ted  her”  (“Esmé” 105) .  At  

f i rs t  g lance,  the word “h imself ”  suggests  that  th is  ar res t  was an  act ion  the 

narrato r  act ively  perfo rmed .  However,  as  the term “au tomat ic -ar res t”  

ind icat es ,  the even t  occ urred  au tomat ical ly,  accord ing to  Army Regu lat ions ,  

en t i re ly  independen t o f  the narra to r ’s  own wil l .  The con junct ion “bu t ,” 

which  suggests  the narra to r ’s  doub t  abou t  the just i f ica t ion o f  the arres t ,  

i ron ica l ly  underscores  the powerl essness  o f  h is  own wil l  in  the p rocess .  
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Even  when he appears  to  be an  act ive agen t ,  he is  depr ived  o f  h is  

s ingu lar i ty.  

     The depr ivat ion  o f  s ingu lar i ty  in  what  seems to  be an  act ive act io n is  

a lso  apparen t  in  the subsequen t  ep isode abou t  the inscr ip t ion  in  the book.  

The narrato r  f inds  a  no te  wri t ten  by the woman inside the book :  “Dear  God , 

l i fe  i s  hel l ”  (“Esmé” 105) .  On the one hand ,  these words seem to  o ffer  t he 

narrato r  a  chance to  recl aim h is  s ingu lar i ty,  as  he perceives  them as  a  k ind 

o f “ ind ictmen t” (“Esmé” 105)  quest ion ing  h is  re sponsib i l i ty  fo r  what  he 

d id .  On the o ther  hand,  the narr ato r  i s  unab le  to  confron t  th is  

responsib i l i ty,  wh ich  on ly  h igh l igh ts  the loss  o f  h is  s ingu lar i ty.  In  response 

to  the woman’s  words,  he at t empts  to  wri te  a  quo te  f rom The Bro thers  

Karamazov  by  Fyodor  Dostoevsky,  bu t then  real i zes  that  h is  wri t ing  is  

complete ly  i l leg ib le  befo re  he can  add  Dostoevsky’s  name:  “He s ta r ts  to  

wri te  Dostoevsky’s  name under  the inscr ip t ion,  bu t  saw —with  f r igh t  that  

ran  th rough h is  whole body —that  what  he had wri t ten  was almost  en t i r e ly 

i l leg ib le” ( “Esmé” 105) .  Here the narrato r  fa i ls  to  respond  as  a  s ingu lar  

being  in  two ways.  F i rs t ,  in  a t tempt ing  to  quo te  Dostoevsky,  he is  unab le  to  

wri te  h is  own words in  response to  t he woman’s .  Second ,  he canno t  even  

inscr ibe the p roper  name under  h is  wri t ing.  Th is  fa i lu re  to  respond v iv id ly  

rep resen ts  the negat ion  o f  h is  s ingu lar i ty.  

The depr ivat ion  o f  s ingu lar i ty  is  most  exp l ic i t ly  expressed  in  the 

narrato r ’s  cho ice to  ca l l  h imself  “X. ”  In  the narrat ive sh if t  f rom Apri l  1944  

to 1945 ,  the narrato r  decl ares  that  “peop le  change,  too” (“Esmé” 103) ,  

swi tch ing f rom a f i rs t -pe rson  narra t ive to  a  th i rd -person  one,  wi th  

“Sergean t  X” as  the cen tra l  f igure.  He exp lains  th is  change as  fo l lows:  
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This  is  the squal id ,  o r  moving,  par t  o f the s to ry,  and  the scene 

changes.  The peop le  change,  too.  I ’m s t i l l  around ,  bu t  f rom here 

on  in ,  fo r reasons I ’m no t  a t  l iber ty  to  d isclose,  I ’ve d isgu ised  

myself  so  cunn ing ly  that  even the cl everest  r eader  wi l l  f a i l  to  

recogn ize me.  (“Esmé” 103)  

Th is  “d isgu ise” has  been  cr i t i c ized  fo r being  unnecessary,  as  readers  can  

easi ly  iden t i fy  X as  “ the th in ly  vei led narrato r  f rom the f i rs t  hal f  o f  the 

s to ry” (Muel ler  and  Hochman  149) .  Why,  then ,  does  the narr ato r  need  such 

an  easi ly  detect ab le  d isgu ise? James  Mil ler  o ffer s  one possib le  exp lanat ion :  

“ the even ts  remain  so  v iv id ly  pain fu l  that  the narr ato r  must  envelop them in  

anonymity  and  must  remove them from h imsel f  by  p lac ing th em in the th i rd  

person” (Mil l er  22) .  Mil le r ’s  exp lanat ion conv incing ly  accoun t s  fo r  why  the 

narrato r  separate s  the f i rs t -person  “I”  f rom the th i rd -person “Sergean t  X,”  

par t icu lar ly  in  re la t ion  to  h is  pain fu l  war  exper i ences .  However,  

consider ing  that  these ep isodes  engage wi th  the p rob lem of  s ingu lar i ty  

th rough  the mot i f  o f  le t ter s ,  “X” can  also  be in terp ret ed  as  an  expression  o f  

the narr ato r ’s  inab i l i ty  to  be a  s ingu lar  being.  The name “X” has  a  dual  

mean ing .  On the one hand ,  as  Mil l er  suggest s ,  the le t t er  “X” is  o f ten  used 

to  conceal  someone’s  o r  someth ing’s  real  name,  keep ing  i t  secret .  On  the 

o ther  hand ,  i ron ical ly  fo r  the narrato r,  “X” also  marks a  specif ic  “spo t ,”  

such as  the “X” “used  on  maps in  adven tu re  s to r ie s  to  show that  someth ing 

is  bur ied  in  a  par t i cu lar  p lace ” (“X”)  .  These dual  mean ings s t rong ly 

resonate  wi th  the narr ato r ’s  s t rugg le  wi th  s ingu lar i ty.  He is  deep ly  

p reoccup ied  wi th le t t ers ,  yet  rema ins  complete ly  depr ived  o f  h is  own 

s ingu lar i ty.  In  th is  se nse,  the narrato r i s  r igh t  when  he cla ims that  “ the 
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cleverest  reader  wi l l  fa i l  to  recogn ize me” (“Esmé” 103) .  They  fai l  no t  on ly  

to  iden t i fy  X as  the narra to r  bu t  a lso  to  f ind any s ingu lar i ty  in  what  he cal ls  

“me” in  X.  

 

The Prob lem of  the Presen t :  

Time as  the Relat ionsh ip wi th  the Other  

At  f i rs t  g lance,  the mot i f  o f  le t t er s  migh t  seem l ike a  re s is t ance to  the 

cr is is  o f  s ingu lar i ty  dur ing  the war.  As men t ioned ear l ier,  le t ter s  ar e  

o r ig inal ly  a  med ium in tended  fo r  a  s ingu lar  rec ip ien t ,  no t  fo r  the genera l  

pub l ic .  However,  what  charact er izes  the s to ry  is  that  th is  mot i f  h igh l igh ts  

the vu lnerab i l i ty  o f  le t ter s .  I t  reveal s  a  s imple fac t :  wh i le  le t t ers  a re  

d i rected  toward  a  s ingu lar  rec ip ien t ,  they  are  a lways exposed  to  the 

possib i l i ty  o f  misdel ivery  and  may no t reach  the in tended  person .  S ince 

le t te rs  requ ire  a  p rocess  o f  del ivery,  a  temporal  gap  always ex is ts  between 

the sender  and  the receiver.  In  o ther  words,  the sender  and  receiver  can  

never  share  the same “presen t .”  In  th is  sense,  le t t ers  in  the s to ry  symbol ize 

the gap  in  t ime between  the sel f  and  the o ther,  ref lec t ing  what  Emmanue l  

Lev inas  ca l ls  “ t ime as  the re lat ion  wi th  the o ther.”  Through  the mot i f  o f  

le t te rs ,  the s to ry  fo regrounds th is  p rob lem of  the p resen t  as  a  fo rm of  

temporal  vu lnerab i l i ty.  

The fact  that  the mot i f  o f  le t t ers  canno t  s imply  reso lve the cr is is  o f  

s ingu lar i ty  is  ev iden t  in  the ep isode o f Esmé’s  misdel ive red  le t t er  in  the 

1945  reco l lec t ion.  Unab le  to  wri te  a  le t ter  due to  symptoms o f  PTSD, the 

narrato r  acciden tal ly  d iscovers  an  un opened  package,  which  tu rns  ou t  to  be 

a  le t t er  f rom Esmé. What  is  cruci al  here  is  that  the reason he had  no t  
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rece ived  i t  ear l i er  was that  i t  had  been  misdel ivered  several  t imes:  “He saw 

that  i t  had been  readdressed  several  t imes.  He cou ld  make ou t ,  on  just  one 

s ide o f  the package,  a t  leas t  th ree o f  h is  o ld A.P.O.  numbers” (“Esmé” 112) .  

Th is  misdel ivery  succinct ly  demonst rate s  the fundamental  temporal  

vu lnerab i l i ty  o f  le t ter s .  When  Esmé wri tes  a  l e t te r  to  the narra to r,  i t  does  

no t  mean  that  i t  reaches  h im in  that  exact  moment .  I t  a lways takes  t im e fo r 

the le t te r  to  be del ivered .  In  o ther  words,  the narr ato r  and Esm é canno t  

share  the same “presen t .”  The mul t ip le  misdel iver ie s  symbol ize the 

narrato r ’s  l ack  o f  con tro l  over  th is  t emporal  gap .  What  the mot i f  o f  le t te rs  

u l t imately  reveal s  i s  the p rob lem of  the p resen t  as  a  temporal  vu lnerab i l i ty.  

The p rob lem of  the p resen t  th rough  the mot i f  o f  le t te rs  fo regrounds a  

s imple fact :  the narrato r  has  a  re la t i onsh ip  wi th  the o ther  no t  on ly  wi th in 

the same t ime bu t  a lso  across  d i ffe ren t moments  in  t ime.  Regard ing th is  

concep t  o f  t ime and the o ther,  Emmanue l  Lev inas  p rov ides  an  insigh tfu l  

s tandpo in t.  Lev inas  p resen ts  the idea that  t ime i ts el f  const i tu te s  the 

rela t ionsh ip  wi th the o ther  in  h is  lec tu re  Time and  the Other :  “The aim of  

these lectu res  i s  to  show that  t ime is  no t  the ach ievement  o f  an  iso lated  and  

lone sub ject ,  bu t  that  i t  i s  the very  relat ionsh ip  o f  the sub ject  wi th  the 

Other” (Lev inas ,  Time  39 ) .  Lev inas  exp lo res  th is  seeming ly  s t range 

p roposi t ion  because he in tends  to  cr i t ique the conven t ional  Western  

assumptions abou t  the relat ionsh ip  wi th the o ther,  par t icu lar ly  Mart in  

Heidegger ’s  on to logy,  which  is  p r imari ly  expressed  wi th  the p reposi t ion  

“with”:  

F inal ly,  the o ther  in  Heidegger  appears  in  the essen t i a l  s i tuat ion 

o f Miteinandersein ,  recip rocal ly  being  with  one ano ther.  .  .  .  
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The p reposi t ion  mit  (wi th )  here  desc r ibes  the rela t ionsh ip .  I t  i s  

thus  an  associa t ion o f  s ide by  s ide,  around  someth ing ,  around  a 

common term,  and ,  more p recisely,  fo r Heidegger,  around  the 

t ru th .  (Lev inas ,  Time  40 -41)  

Lev inas  cr i t ic izes  th is  concep t ion  o f  the rel at ionsh ip wi th  the o ther,  argu ing  

that  “ i t  i s  no t  the p reposi t ion mit  that  shou ld descr ibe the o r ig inal  

re la t ionsh ip  wi th the o ther”  ( Lev inas ,  Time  41 ) .  In  h is  la te r  works,  he 

develops th is  idea  beyond synchron izat ion  wi th  the o ther,  exp lo r ing  “a 

rela t ionsh ip  between  uneven  terms,  wi thou t  any  common t ime” ( Lev inas ,  

Otherwise  70 ) .  For  Lev inas ,  the rela t ionsh ip  wi th  the o ther  shou ld no t  be 

unders tood  as  someth ing  that  shares  the same p resen t .  

     In  fact ,  the  p rob lem of  the p resen t  can  be seen  th roughou t  the s to ry.  

I t  beg ins  wi th  an  ep isode set  in  1950,  the “p resen t ,”  where the narrato r,  

res id ing  in  New York ,  receives  a  wedd ing  inv i ta t ion  f rom Esmé,  s ta t ing  that  

the wedd ing  wil l  take p lace in  Eng la nd  on Apri l  18 th .  The narr ato r  exp lains  

that  he canno t  a t tend  because the wedd ing  date  confl ic ts  wi th  h is  p lans  t o  

spend  t ime with h is  mother - in - l aw during  the las t  two weeks o f  Apri l .  As 

Noma po in ts  ou t ,  th is  refusal  seems unnatu ral ,  consider ing  that  long -

d is tance in ternat ional  f l igh ts  were a l ready  avai lab le  in  the 1940s.  Noma  

at t r ibu tes  th is  unnatu ralness  to  the narra to r ’s  ongo ing su ffer ing f rom PTSD 

even in  1950. 6 3  While  acknowledg ing the val id i ty  o f  Noma’s  in terp ret at ion ,  

th is  s tudy  adds fu r ther  s ign if icance to  the ep isode as  an  in t roduct ion  to  the 

p rob lem of  the p resen t .  With specif i c  refe rences  to  Esmé’s  wedd ing  date ,  

“Apri l  18 th,”  and the narrato r ’s  p lans  to  spen d t ime with  h is  mother - in - l aw 

during  “the las t  two  weeks in  Apri l , ”  the narr at ive h igh l igh ts  the fact  th at  
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the  narr ato r  and Esmé canno t  share  t he same t ime.  Cer tain ly,  s ince  the 

narrato r  immediately  suggest s  that  he wi l l  cel eb rate  the wedd ing  “wherever  

I  happen to  be” (“Esmé” 87) ,  one migh t  argue that  what  they canno t  share  is  

merely  space,  no t  t ime .  However,  the narrato r ’s  behav io r  impl ie s  that  the 

p rob lem is  no t  jus t  space,  bu t  t ime i tsel f .  What  he does  to  celebra te  is  to  

wri te  abou t  how he met  Esmé:  “Accord ing ly,  I ’ve gone ahead  and jo t ted  

down a few reveal ing  no tes  on  the b r ide as  I  knew her  a lmost  s ix  year s  ago” 

(“Esmé” 87) .  I t  i s  unclea r  when  these no t es  wi l l  be read ,  mean ing  that  he 

canno t  t ru ly cel ebrat e  the wedd ing  at  the exact  t ime .  Th is  ep isode 

underscores  the p rob lem of  the p resen t  that  they  canno t  share  the same 

moment  in  t ime.  

Th is  same p rob lem is  sub t ly  embedded  in  the detai ls  o f  the narr ato r ’s  

encoun ter  wi th  Esmé in  Apri l  1944 .  When  the narra to r  goes  ou t  in  Devon,  

he synchron izes  h is  wris twatch  wi th  the clock  in  the la t r ine:  “Then,  af te r  

synchron izing  my wris twatch  wi th  the clock  in  the la t r ine,  I  walked down 

the long ,  cobb lestone h i l l  in to  town” (“Esmé” 89) .  Th is  act  o f  

synchron izing  t ime suggests  a  const an t  possib i l i ty  that  h is  wris twatch  migh t  

be ou t  o f  sync wi th  the exact  p resen t  t ime.  Th is  temporal  d iscrepancy  is  

repeated  in  the ep isode wi th  the ch i ld ren’s  cho ir.  After  no t ic ing f rom a 

bu l le t in  board  that  the ch i ld ren’s  cho ir  i s  p ract ic ing,  the narr ato r  en ters  the 

church  to  l i s ten  to  them sing.  At  tha t  moment ,  he observes  that  two  o f  the 

youngest  ch i ld ren  are  s l igh t ly  d ragg ing  t he tempo:  “A coup le  o f  the very  

youngest  ch i ld ren  d ragged  the tempo a  t r i f le”  ( “Esmé” 90) .  Once again ,  the 

d i ff icu l ty  o f  shar ing  the same t ime i s  ind irect ly  h in ted  at  in  the gap  o f  the 

tempo .  
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In add i t ion  to  these sub t le  c lues ,  the p rob lem of  the p resen t  

decis ively  shapes  the rela t ionsh ip  between  Esmé and  her  fa ther.  After  the 

cho ir  p ract ice  ends,  the narr ato r  en ters  a  tearoom where he reun i te s  wi th 

Esmé and  her  b ro ther  Char le s ,  who had  lef t  a  l as t ing  impression  on h im 

during  the cho ir  perf o rmance.  During thei r  conversat ion ,  the narrato r  learns  

that  Esmé’s  fa ther  was k i l led  in  North Afr ica .  Accord ing  to  Esmé,  her  

fa ther  was such  a  ta l en ted  wri t er  tha t  she s t i l l  keeps some o f  h is  le t ter s .  

Her  words abou t  the le t ter s ,  “I’m sav ing a  number  o f  h is  le t t ers  fo r  

poster i ty” (“Esmé” 99) ,  fo reshadow the s to ry ’s  focus on  mul t ip le  

d imensions o f  the p resen t .  Her  act  o f  keep ing  the le t t ers  h igh l igh ts  the gap 

between  the past ,  when  her  f a ther  wro te  them, and the p resen t ,  in  which  

Esmé l ives .  Add i t ional ly,  her  use o f  the phrase “fo r  poster i ty” suggests  t hat  

the le t te rs  migh t a lso  p lay  a  ro le  in  the fu tu re ,  when  someone else  may  r ead  

them. These mul t ip le  laye rs  o f  t ime are  fu r ther  emphasized  by the fact  t hat  

Esmé’s  fa ther  was an  arch iv is t :  “He was an  arch iv is t —amateur,  o f  course” 

(“Esmé” 98) .  Th is  ro le  o f  p reserv ing  o ld  documents  emphasi zes  the 

temporal  gap  between  when documents  are  wri t t en  and  when they  are  read .  

Another  s ign if ican t  ins tance is  Char les’s  pecu l iar  r idd le ,  which  can  

be in terp re ted  as  a  c lue to  th is  re la t i onsh ip  wi th  the o ther  across  d i ffe ren t 

t imes.  While  the narrato r  and  Esmé are  conver s ing,  Char le s  in terrup ts  them 

with a  r idd le:  “What  d id one wal l  say to  the o ther  wal l?”  ( “Esmé” 98) ,  t o  

which  he immediate ly  g ives  the answer  by  h imself :  “Mee t  you at  the 

co rner!”  (“Esmé” 99) .  Th is  r idd le  is  s ign if ican t  as  i t  impl ies  what  Lev inas  

argues  abou t  t ime as  the rel at ionsh ip wi th  the o ther.  As long  as  the 

rela t ionsh ip  is  expressed  th rough  the p reposi t ion  “with ,”  one wal l  and  the 
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o ther  wal l  canno t  “meet”  in  perfect  synchron iza t ion.  One can  meet  the o ther  

as  “you” on ly  when they  are  no t  shar ing  the same t ime.  Char les ’s  r idd le  

suggests  th is  unders t and ing  o f  t ime as  a  re l a t ionsh ip wi th  the o ther  in  the 

con tex t  o f  the p rob lem of  the p r esen t .  

 

The Prob lem of  Re -presen tat ion  as  a  Vulnerab i l i ty  in  Tim e 

The s to ry  i l lus t rat es  how th is  p rob lem of  the p resen t  can  manife st  as  

“ t rauma” over  t ime.  Each  o f  the var ious  symptoms o f  PTSD exh ib i ted  by  

Sergean t  X s ign if ies  severe damage to h is  ab i l i ty  to  in teg rat e  the past  in to 

the p resen t .  To  use Lev inas’s  expressions ,  he is  unab le  to  synchron ize 

d i fferen t  “p resen ts”  wi th  the p reposi t ion  “with .”  What  X su ffers  f rom, as  a  

fo rm of  “squalo r,”  i s  th is  p rob lem of  re -p resen tat ion  as  a  vu lnerab i l i ty  in  

t ime.  

F irs t ,  the  p rob lem of  re -p resen tat ion  is  ev iden t  in  the s t r a ined  

rela t ionsh ip  between  the “I”  in  1950  and  “Sergean t  X” in  1945 .  As 

d iscussed  ear l ier,  the  narrato r  re fer s  to  h imself  as  “X” when  the narra t ive 

sh if ts  f rom Apri l  1944 to  1945,  even  though  the reader  can  easi ly  iden t i fy 

the narr ato r  as  X.  What  is  s ign if ican t  here  in  term s o f  the p resen t  i s  that  

th is  narr at ive sh if t  h igh l igh ts  the narrato r ’s  d i ff icu l ty  in  iden t i fy ing h is  

past  sel f  wi th  h is  p resen t  se l f .  Th is  i s  underscored  by  h is  decla rat ion  that  

“even  the cl everes t  reader  wi l l  fa i l  t o  recogn ize me” (“Esmé” 103) .  As the 

def in i t ion  “To perce ive to  be the same as  someth ing  o r  someone p rev iously  

known or  encoun tered ;  to  iden t i fy  (someth ing  that  has  been known befo re)”  

(“Recogn ize”)  i l lus t rat es ,  the verb  impl ies  in teg rat ing  past  even ts  in to  

p resen t  ones  th rough  the p ref ix  “re - . ”  Thus,  the fai lu re  o f  recogn i t ion is  a  
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fa i lu re  to  connect  two  d iff eren t  p resen ts ,  o r  a  fa i lu re  o f  re -p resen tat ion .  

The s ign if icance o f  the rel at ionsh ip between  “I”  and “Sergean t  X” l ie s  i n  

th is  p rob lem of  re -p resen tat ion .  

The p rob lem of  re -p resen tat ion is  a l so  deep ly  embedded  in X’s  

symptoms o f  what  i s  now d iagnosed as  PTSD. For  example,  when X 

at tempts  to  read  a  novel ,  he exper iences  s ign if ican t  d i ff i cu l ty :  “ .  .  .  fo r  

more than  an hour  he had been  t r ip le -read ing  paragraphs,  and  now he was 

do ing  i t  to  the sen tences .  He sudden ly closed  the book ,  wi thou t  mark ing  h is  

p lace” ( “Esmé” 104) .  Th is  symptom is  no t  merely  an  inab i l i ty  to  

comprehend  the tex t  bu t  i s  s t rong ly  l in ked  to  the  temporal  p rob lem. His  

need to  reread  the same pas sages  over  and over  ind icate s  that  he canno t  

connect  what  he reads wi th the p resen t  moment .  His  subsequen t  act ion  o f  

c losing the book  “withou t  mark ing h is  p lace” (“Esmé” 104)  fu r ther  

ar t i cu late s  th is  temporal  p rob lem.  I t  s ign if ie s  that  i t  i s  usel es s  fo r  h im to 

mark  where he s topped  because he canno t  resume read ing at  that  po in t  i n  

the fu tu re .  

The rela t ionsh ip  between  the narra to r  as  X and  the female low -

rank ing Nazi  o ff ic ia l  can  also  be reconsidered  in  terms o f  the p rob lem of  

re-p resen tat ion .  As ment ioned  above ,  when  he opens the book  that  belonged  

to the woman  he arre s ted ,  he f inds  her  wri t ing :  “Dear  God ,  l i fe  i s  hel l ”  

(“Esmé” 105) .  In  terms o f  t ime,  the p resen t  tense “i s”  shows that  th is  

sen tence re f lects  what  the woman  feels  in  that  moment .  Al though  th is  

s ta t ement  has  become par t  o f  X’s  past ,  par t icu lar ly  af ter  the war  has  ended ,  

i t  re-em erges  a s  an  ind ictmen t  against  h im:  “Alone on  the page,  and  in  the 

s ick ly  s t i l lnes s  o f  the room,  the words appeared  to  have the s ta tu re  o f  an  
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uncon test ab le ,  even  class ic  ind ictmen t” (“Esmé” 105) .  Th is  ind ictmen t  f rom 

the past ,  emphasized  by the ad ject iv es  “uncon test ab le” and  “cla ss i c ,”  

overwhelms X’s  p resen t .  He is  unab le  to  re -p resen t  i t  wi th in  a  s tab le  sense 

o f the p resen t :  “X s t ared  at  the pa ge fo r  several  minu tes ,  t ry ing ,  against  

heavy  odds,  no t  to  be taken in” (“Esmé” 105) .  Th is  feel ing  o f  being  “taken 

in” dest ab i l izes  X’s  p resen t  iden t i ty.  

The p rob lem of  re -p resen tat ion as  a  vu lnerab i l i ty  in  t ime is  fu r ther  

demonstrated  when X reads a  le t t er  f rom h is  b ro ther  in  New York.  His  

b ro ther  wri tes :  “Now that  the g.d.  war  is  over  and  you  p robab ly  have a  l o t 

o f t ime over  there ,  how abou t  send ing the k ids  a  coup le  o f  bayonets  o r  

swast ikas” (“Esmé” 106) .  The phrase “war  is  over” ref lec ts  the b ro ther ’s  

sense o f  t ime,  which  sharp ly con tras ts  wi th  X’s .  Unl ike X,  the b ro ther  does  

no t  exper ience the past  as  an  ind ictmen t .  As the use o f  the p resen t  tense 

“is”  shows,  he can  eas i ly  jux tapose the past  even t  o f  the war  wi th  the 

p resen t  in  which  he is  l iv ing.  In  o ther  words,  he can  re -p resen t  the past  

wi th  no  d i ff i cu l ty.  The b ro ther ’s  comment ,  “you p robab ly have a  lo t  o f  t ime 

over  there” ( “Esmé” 106) ,  takes  on  a  b i t ter  i rony fo r  X.  For  X’s  p resen t ,  i t  

can  be qu i te  p rob lemat ic  to  have “a lo t  o f  t ime.”  

X’s  vu lnerab i l i ty  in  t ime is  v iv id ly  dep ict ed  th rough the imagery  o f  

war  in  a  to rn  p ictu re  enclosed  with  the le t ter.  Unab le  to  con t inue read ing ,  X 

tear s  the le t t er,  on ly to  f ind  a  f ragment  o f  a  p ictu re  showing someone’s  feet  

s tand ing  on g rass .  Th is  image e vokes memories  o f  severed  feet ,  l ikely  

reca l l ing  what  X witnessed  dur ing  the war.  The s igh t  o f  the to rn p ictu re  

overwhelms h im with  in tense physical  and mental  pain :  “He pu t  h is  arm s  on 

the tab le  and  res t ed  h is  head  on  them.  He ached  from head  to  foo t ,  a l l  zones  
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of pain  seeming ly  in terdependen t .  He was rather  l ike a  Chris tmas t ree  

whose l igh ts ,  wired  in  ser ie s ,  must  a l l  go  ou t  i f  even one bu lb  is  defect iv e” 

(“Esmé” 106) .  The p ictu re  may  have been  an  o rd inary snapsho t  taken  by  h is  

b ro ther,  bu t  X mistaken ly  associa t es  i t  wi th the horro rs  o f  war.  Th is  

temporal  d isconnect  i s  fu r ther  h igh l igh ted  by the metaphor  o f  a  Chris tmas 

t ree .  Given  that  the ep isode takes  p lace “ severa l  weeks af t er  V-E Day” 

(“Esmé” 106) ,  around  la te  May  1945 ,  the compari son  to  a  Chris tmas t ree  is  

c lea r ly  ou t  o f  season ,  emphasi zing X’s  inab i l i ty  to  s i tuate  h imse lf  in  the 

p resen t .  The con tra s t  wi th  those who  have no  p rob lem with  re -p resen tat ion 

ar t i cu late s  X’s  vu lnerab i l i ty  in  t ime.  

X’s  p rob lem with  re -p resen tat ion  is  c losely  l inked  to  what  Lev inas  

descr ibes  a s  “ t ime as  a  re la t ionsh ip  wi th the o ther.”  Th is  can  be observed in  

X’s  conversat ion wi th  h is  fe l low so ld ier  named  Clay,  who  fough t  a longside 

h im in  the war.  When  Clay en ter s  X’s  room, he immediately  beg ins  

reca l l ing  thei r  war t ime exper iences ,  repeated ly  using  the word “rem ember”:  

“Remember  that  t ime I  and you  d rove in to  Valognes,  and  we go t  shel l ed  fo r 

abou t  two  goddam hours ,  and  that  goddam cat  I  sho t  that  jumped  up on  the 

hood  o f  the jeep  when  we were lay in ’ in  that  ho le? Remember?” (“Esmé”  

110) .  X responds wi th  a  s imple “Yes ,”  seeming ly shar ing  the memory  with 

Clay,  bu t as  he qu ick ly  adds,  “I  don’t  wan t  to  hear  abou t  i t”  (“Esmé” 110) ,  

i t  becomes clea r  that  X’s  memory is  fundamen tal ly  d i ff eren t  f rom Clay’s .  

Th is  con tras t  i s  fu r the r  emphasi zed  when  X at tempts  to  d ismiss  Clay  wi th a  

su rreal  joke:  “That  cat  was a  spy” (“Esmé” 110) .  The joke rep resen ts  an  

at tempt  to  re -p resen t  the past  even t  by  g iv ing  i t  mean ing  with in  a  narr at ive.  

However,  once again ,  X canno t  complete  th is  act  and  ends up  vomit ing .  
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This  physical  r esponse  demonstr ate s  that  the past  rema ins  an  unreso lved  

“o ther”  in  h im,  someth ing  he canno t  in teg rat e  in to  the p resen t .  His  fa i lu re  

to  re-p resen t ,  as  ind icat ed  by h is  act  o f  vomit ing ,  serves  a s  a  d i rect  

expression  o f  t ime as  a  r e la t ionsh ip  wi th the o ther.  

“X fel t  sudden ly  s ick ,  and he swung  around  in h is  chair  and  g rabbed  

the wast ebasket—just  in  t ime” ( “Esmé” 110) .  Th is  descr ip t ion o f  X 

manag ing to  vomit  in to  the wast ebasket  i ron ical ly  fo regrounds  the dep th o f 

h is  re la t ionsh ip  wi th  t ime as  the o ther.  In  the immediate  con tex t ,  the  phrase 

“just  in  t ime” s imply  means that  he succeeded  in  p reven t ing h is  vomit  f rom 

sp i l l ing on to  the f loor.  However,  i t s  l i ter al  mean ing  “r igh t  in  the midst  o f  

t ime” al so  perf ect ly  encapsu lat es  X’s  vu lnerab i l i ty  in  t ime.  Unl ike Clay,  X  

canno t  remember  the past  in  synchron izat ion  wi th  the p resen t .  On  a 

physical  level ,  he  seem s to  be expel l ing  what  i s  the o ther  f rom h im. 

I ron ica l ly,  the phrase a lso  suggests  t hat  he remains  “ just  in  t ime,”  t rapped 

in th is  ongo ing  rela t ionsh ip  wi th t im e as  the o ther,  unab le  to  escape i t .  

 

Care fo r  What  is  Not  P resen t  

While  dep ict ing  the p rob lem of  re -p resen ta t ion  as  a  vu lnerab i l i ty  in  

t ime,  the s to ry does  no t  por t ray  i t  so lely  as  “squalo r”;  what  t ru ly 

charact er i zes  the narr at ive is  i t s  rev elat ion  that  th is  vu lnerab i l i ty  can  al so 

be the beg inn ing  o f  care .  In  the f ina l  scene,  Esmé’s  p rayer  fo r  X’s  safety 

reaches  h im,  desp i te  the fact  tha t  what  she p rayed fo r  d i ffers  f rom what  X 

actual ly  exper ienced .  The t ime Esmé  p rayed  belongs to  a  d i ff eren t  p resen t  

f rom the t ime X is  su ffer ing .  Nonetheles s ,  Esmé’s  p rayer  t ranscends these 

d i fferen t  p resen ts  to  reach  ou t  to  what  i s  no t  p resen t .  Lev inas’s  d iscuss ion 
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of t ime p rov ides  an  effect ive perspect ive on  th is  un ique temporal i ty  o f 

p rayer :  “In  a  p rayer  in  which the worsh ipper  asks  that  h is  p rayer  be heard,  

the p rayer  as  i t  were p recedes  o r  fo l lows i ts el f ”  ( Lev inas ,  Otherwise  10 ) .  

Accord ing  to  Lev inas ,  p rayer  can  const i tu te  care  fo r  those who  ex is t  in  

d i fferen t  p resen ts .  The belated  le t ter  wi th  the b roken  watch  f rom Esmé 

s ign if ies  th is  beg inn ing  o f  care  fo r  what  i s  no t  p resen t .  

Resonat ing  wi th  the paradox ical  am bigu i ty o f  vu lnerab i l i ty,  the mot i f  

o f le t ter s  fo reshadows the possib i l i t y  o f  car ing  fo r  what  i s  no t  p resen t .  In  

the 1944 ep isode,  the narrato r  repea ted ly reads le t t ers  addressed  to  h im.  In  

the tearoom of  the Red  Cross ,  he pu l ls  ou t  le t t ers  f rom h is  wife  and  mother -

in - law,  which  he has  a l r eady  read  mul t ip le  t imes:  “ I  then  looked  th rough  al l  

my  pockets ,  includ ing  my raincoat ,  and  f inal ly  found  a  coup le  o f  s ta le  

le t te rs  to  rer ead” (“Esmé” 91) .  The verb “re read ,”  coup led  wi th the 

ad ject ive “ s tal e ,”  impl ies  that  the na rrato r  has  read  these le t t ers  r epeat ed ly.  

Notab ly,  the con ten ts  o f  the le t ter s  a re  so  mundane that  they do  no t  seem  

worth  reread ing :  “one f rom my wife ,  te l l ing  me how the serv ice at  

Schraff t ’s  E igh ty -eigh th  S treet  had  fal len  o ff ,  and  one f rom my mother - in -

law,  ask ing me to p lease send  her  some cashmere yarn  f i rs t  chance I  go t  

away  from ‘camp’” (“Esmé” 91) .  Desp i te  thei r  mundane con ten t ,  the 

narrato r  car r ie s  them with h im,  reread ing  them whenever  he feel s  the need .  

Th is  suggests  that  the l e t te rs  con t inue to  ho ld mean ing  fo r  h im,  even  af t er  

thei r  con ten ts  have become “stal e .”  Though  they  belong  to d i ffer en t  

p resen ts ,  these le t te rs  can  al ways re tu rn  to  the p resen t  fo r  the narrato r.  Th is  

possib i l i ty  o f  car ing  fo r  what  i s  no t  p resen t  i s  a l so  ref lected  in  Esmé’s  

a t t i tude toward  le t ter s .  As men t ioned ear l ier,  Esmé keeps the le t te rs  f ro m 
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her  deceased  father  “fo r  poste r i ty” ( “Esmé” 99) .  For  Esmé,  le t ter s  do  no t  

lose thei r  s ign if icance once thei r  messages  have been  del ivered .  Her  phrase 

“fo r  poster i ty” ind ica tes  her  bel i ef  t hat  they  can  con t inue to  ho ld  mean ing 

fo r  fu tu re  readers ,  t ranscend i ng  the specif i c  moment  in  which  they  were  

wri t ten .  

Th is  un ique sense o f  t ime s t rong ly  resonates  wi th  Esmé’s  p rayer.  

When  Esmé real i zes  that  the narr ato r  must  par t ic ipate  in  bat t le ,  she u t te rs  a  

p rayer  fo r  h im:  “I  hope you  retu rn  f rom the war  wi th  al l  your  facu l t i es  

in tact”  ( “Esmé” 103) .  Given  the s to ry ’s  p reoccupat ion  wi th  the p rob lem of 

t ime,  her  use o f  the p resen t  tense in  “I  hope” and “you  retu rn” ho lds  a  

s ign if icance beyond mere g rammati cal  conven t ion .  The p resen t  tense can  

ind icat e  “someth ing that  happens al l  the  t ime o r  repeat ed ly” ( Murphy  4 ) .  In  

o ther  words,  the p resen t  tense does  no t  re la t e  so lely  to  a  s ing le  moment  bu t  

can  engage wi th d i ffer en t  p resen ts ,  as  seen  in  example sen tences  l ike 

“Nurses  look  af ter  pat ien ts  in  hosp i ta ls”  ( Murphy  4 ).  Th is  engagement  o f  

the p resen t  tense wi th  mul t ip le  p resen ts  i s  importan t  because i t  evokes what  

Lev inas  descr ibes  as  the charact er i s t ic  sense o f  t ime in  p rayer.  Esmé’s  

p rayer  impl ie s  the possib i l i ty  that  i t  p recedes  o r  fo l lows i ts el f ,  ra the r  than 

being  confined  to  the moment in  which  i t  i s  u t tered .  

Indeed ,  Esmé’s  p rayer  in  her  le t t er  t o  X embodies  care  fo r  what  i s  no t  

p resen t .  Desp i te  her  wish  dur ing  thei r  par t ing,  the narr ato r  revea ls  that  he 

d id  par t i c ipat e  in  D -Day  and  now suffer s  f rom PTSD.  Consequen t ly,  he 

becomes unab le  to  read  le t ter s  p roper ly,  resu l t ing  in  a  delay  in  d iscover ing 

Esmé’s  le t t er,  wh ich  had al r eady  arr ived.  At  f i rs t  g lance,  th is  delay  migh t 

seem l ike a  negat ive symbol ,  on ly  confi rming that  X belongs to  a  d i ffe r en t  
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presen t  f rom Esmé.  However,  Esmé’s  le t t er  demonstra tes  her  ongo ing  care  

fo r  h im,  t ranscend ing  the temporal  gap  between  thei r  p resen ts .  She 

expresses  her  con t inued  concern  fo r  h im since thei r  f i rs t  meet ing ,  

specify ing the exact  date:  “I  have though t  o f  you frequen t ly  and  o f  the 

ex tremely  p leasan t  a f ternoon  we spen t in  each  o ther ’s  company on  Apri l  30 ,  

1944 ,  between  3 :45 and 4 :15  P.M.  in  case i t  s l ipped your  mind” (“Esmé”  

113) .  Esmé’s  use o f  “I  have though t  o f”  in  the p resen t  perfec t  tense 

suggests  that  thei r  pas t  encoun ter  con t inues  to  ho ld  s ign if icance in  the 

p resen t  moment  o f  her  wri t ing .  In  o ther  words,  Esmé’s  p resen t  remains  

engaged  with  what  i s  no t  the p resen t .  

The temporal i ty  o f  car ing fo r  what  i s  no t  p resen t  i s  deep ly  embedded  

in Esmé’s  p rayer,  wh ich  paradox ical ly  addresses  the past .  In  the le t ter,  X 

d iscovers  that  Esmé wished  he had  no t par t ic ipated  in  the f i r s t  as sau l t  o f  D -

Day:  

We are  a l l  t r emendously  exci t ed  and  overawed  abou t  D Day and 

on ly hope that  i t  wi l l  b r ing  abou t the swif t  te rminat ion o f  the 

war  and  a  method  o f  ex is tence that  i s  r id icu lous to  say  the least .  

Char le s  and I  are  bo th  qu i te  concern ed  abou t  you ;  we hope you  

were no t  among  those who made the f i rs t  in i t ia l  a ssau l t  upon  the 

Co ten t in  Pen insu la .  Were you? (“Esmé” 113)  

What  makes th is  p rayer  po ignan t  i s  that  X’s  p resence at  the even t  had 

al ready been  determined  by  the t ime Esmé heard  the news.  In  o ther  words,  

the p rayer  is  d i rected  toward  the f ix ed  past  in  which  X d id indeed  

par t ic ipat e .  Does th is  make her  p rayer  en t i re ly  mean ing less? To  address  th is  

quest ion ,  Osawa’s  d iscussion  o f  the temporal i ty  o f  p rayer  p rov ides  a  usefu l 
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perspect ive.  Osawa po in ts  ou t  that  some p rayers ,  such  as  those fo r  the 

su rv ival  o f  a  family  member  reported lost ,  are  inev i tab ly  d i rected  toward 

the past .  While  such  p rayer s  may  seem mean ing less  because they  canno t  

change what  has  a l r eady  occurred ,  Osawa a rgues  that  p rayers  d i rected  

toward  the past  can  rather  become  the most  s incere:  “On  the one hand ,  i t  

assumes that  the past  even t  has  passed ,  canno t  be changed ,  negated ,  o r  

chosen .  On  the o ther  hand ,  assuming  the i r r evers ib i l i ty  o f  the even t ,  i t  

ar ises  f rom  i ts  engagement  wi th  the past  even t ,  as  i f  i t  cou ld  have den ied i t ,  

changed  i t ,  o r  chosen  i t”  (Osawa ,  ‘J iyu ’ ;  my t rans . ;  38 ) .  Esmé’s  p rayer,  too ,  

i s  d i rect ed  toward  a  past  even t .  Desp i te  i t s  i r r evers ib i l i ty,  she nonethele ss  

t r ie s  to  engage wi th  i t .  The phrase “S incerely  yours ,  Esmé” (“Esmé” 113)  

exp l ic i t ly  conveys the dep th o f  her  s incer i ty  in  car ing  fo r  what  i s  no  longer  

p resen t .  

     The b roken  watch  enclosed  in  Esmé’s  le t t er  symbol izes  th is  

temporal i ty  o f  care  in  a  paradox ical  manner.  In  the postscr ip t  o f  the le t te r,  

Esmé in fo rms X that  she has  enclosed her  fa ther ’s  hei r loom wris twatch  as  a  

“ lucky  ta l i sman” (“Esmé” 113)  fo r  h im t o  keep “fo r  the durat ion  o f  the 

confl ic t”  (“Esmé” 113) ,  no t ing  that  i t  i s  “shock -proof” (“Esmé” 113) .  

Con trary  to  her  words,  the watch  arr ives  b roken.  Yet ,  as  d iscussed  above,  

Esmé’s  p rayer  is  characte r ized  by  a  sense o f  t ime that  a t t empts  to  main t ain  

a  re la t ionsh ip  wi th what  i s  no t  p resen t,  a  re la t ionsh ip  that  seems “broken” 

compared  to  the as sumptions o f  a  normal  watch .  In  th is  sense,  the b roken 

watch  i t sel f  becomes a  “ lucky ta l i sm an” fo r  X,  as  he remains  “fo r  the 

durat ion  o f  the confl ic t”  o f  PTSD.  The b roken  watch ,  therefo re ,  d i rect ly  

embodies  the temporal i ty  o f  care  in  Esmé’s  p rayer.  
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The f inal  scene demonstrate s  that  Esmé’s  p rayer  indeed reaches  X as  

an  act  o f  care .  Her  belat ed  le t ter,  co n tain ing  the b roken  watch ,  induces  

s leep iness  in  X:  “Then,  sudden ly,  a lmost  ecstat ica l ly,  he fel t  s l eepy” 

(“Esmé” 114) .  The word  “sudden ly” suggests  t hat  X is  s t i l l  in  a  vu lnerab le  

s ta t e ,  unab le  to  con tro l  t ime.  Yet  th is  vu lnerab i l i ty  is  jux taposed  with  the 

feel ing  o f  ecsta t ic  s leep iness ,  ref lec t ing  Esmé’s  wish  dur ing  thei r  par t ing 

that  he would  retu rn f rom the war  wi th  al l  h is  facu l t i es  in tac t :  “You  ta ke a  

real ly  s leepy  man ,  Esmé,  and  he always s tands a  chance o f  again  becoming 

a  man with  al l  h is  fac —with  al l  h is  f -a- c-u - l - t - i - e-s  in tact”  ( “Esmé” 114) .  

In  re l a t ion  to  Esmé’s  p rayer,  the use  o f  the p resen t  tense here  i s  crucia l ,  as  

i t  ind ica tes  “ someth ing  happens al l  the  t ime o r  repeat ed ly” ( Murphy  4 ) .  X,  

too ,  beg ins  to  engage wi th  what  i s  no t p resen t .  

X’s  charact er i s t i c  use o f  hyphens in  the f inal  sen tence —“wi th  al l  h is  

f -a- c-u - l - t - i - e-s  in tact”  ( “Esmé” 114) —emphasi zes  that  t ime,  as  a  

re la t ionsh ip  wi th the o ther,  can  beco me the beg inn ing  o f  care .  Th is  

expression  mirro rs  Esmé’s  ear l ier  phrase “H e was s - l -a- i -n ,”  which  she used  

when  te l l ing  the narrato r  abou t  her  f a ther ’s  dea th .  When she said  th is ,  i t  

demonstrated  her  care  fo r  her  b ro ther,  as  she avo ided s ta t ing  i t  d i rec t ly  to  

spare  h im from shock .  Th is  ac t  o f  Esmé’s  care  in  the past  r e tu rns  to  the 

p ro tagon is t ’s  p resen t .  Desp i te  ex is t i ng  in  d i fferen t  p resen ts ,  i t  i s  th rough 

th is  re la t ionsh ip  wi th the o ther  ac ross  t ime that  X’s  vu lnerab i l i ty  

t ransfo rms in to  the beg inn ing  o f  care .  

The un ique rel at ionsh ip  between  the narra to r  and  Esmé u l t imately  

reveals  a  paradox ical  r e la t ionsh ip  between  t ime and  care:  the temporal  gap  

is  ra ther  e ssen t ia l  fo r  ca r ing fo r  wha t  i s  no t  p resen t .  Th is  un ique 
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unders tand ing  o f  t ime is  suggested  in  Esmé’s  characte r  f rom the moment  the 

narrato r  f i r s t  meet s  her.  During  thei r  f i rs t  encoun ter,  the narra to r  qu ick ly 

no t ices  that  Esmé is  wear ing  a  wris twatch  that  looks unnatu ral  on her :  “ I ts  

face was much  too  large fo r  her  s lender  wris t”  (“Esmé” 93) .  Th is  

incongruously  large wris twatch  symbol izes  “Esme’s  f amous malaprops and 

in f la ted  d ict ion” (Wenke 73) ,  as  the narrato r  observes  in  h is  descr ip t ion  o f 

her :  

She pu t  her  hands and  wris t s  far ther  fo rward  on  the tab le ,  and  I  

remember  wan t ing  to  do  someth ing  abou t  that  enormous -faced  

wris twatch  she was wear ing —perhaps suggest  that  she t ry  

wear ing  i t  around  her  wais t .  

“Usual ly,  I ’m no t  terr ib ly  g regar ious,”  she said ,  and  looked  

over  a t  me to  see i f  I  knew the mean ing  o f  the word .  (“Esmé” 

93)  

What  charact er izes  Esmé is  that  she inhab i ts  th is  temporal  gap herse l f .  The 

reason  she ex is ts  wi th in  th is  gap ,  as  men t ioned ear l ier,  i s  to  care  fo r  her  

b ro ther.  Wear ing her  fa ther ’s  wris tw atch  and  using  vocabu lary  that  re f lects  

h is  in f luence,  as  the narra t o r  humorously  no tes—“I said  I  imag ined  her  

fa ther  had  had  qu i te  an  ex traord inary vocabu lary” (“Esmé” 98) —Esmé is  

a t tempt ing  to  assume her  fa ther ’s  ro le ,  car ing  fo r  her  younger  b ro ther  as  he 

migh t  have.  I t  i s  c l ear  that  Esmé is  no t  perf ect ly  su i ted  fo r  th is  ro le ,  as  

they are  accompan ied by  a  home teacher,  which  v iv id ly  demonstr ate s  her  

cond i t ion  in  th is  temporal  gap.  What  is  crucial ,  however,  i s  that  i t  i s  wi th in  

th is  temporal  vu lnerab i l i ty  that  the narrato r  perce ives  Esmé’s  care  fo r  her  

b ro ther :  “‘Father  adored  h im. ’ She b i t  ref l ect ively  at  the cu t ic le  o f  her  
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thumb.  ‘He looks very  much  l ike my  mother —Charl es ,  I  mean .  I  look  

exact ly  l ike my  father. ’ She wen t  on  b i t ing  at  her  cu t ic le”  ( “Esmé” 93) .  

Al though  Esmé emphasizes  her  s imil ar i ty  to  her  fa ther,  her  ch i ld ish  hab i t  o f  

b i t ing  her  cu t ic le  bet rays  her  l inger ing  you th fu lness .  The narr ato r ’s  

descr ip t ion  cap tu res  th is  temporal  gap  as  a  necess i ty  fo r  care .  

F inal ly,  the en t i re  s t ructu re  o f  the narra t ive exempli f ies  the t emporal  

gap  as  a  necessi ty  fo r  car ing  fo r  what  i s  no t  p resen t .  In  the misdel ive red 

le t te r,  Esmé wri t es  to  the narr ato r  wi th  the expectat ion o f  a  qu ick rep ly :  

“P lease rep ly  as  speed i ly  as  possi b le” (“Esmé” 113) .  Need less  to  say,  the 

mul t ip le  misdel ive r ies  o f  the le t ter  r esu l t  in  the opposi t e  o f  what  she 

expected .  Fur thermore,  dur ing  thei r  f i rs t  meet ing ,  when  the narr ato r  

confessed  he was an  asp ir ing  shor t - s to ry  wri ter,  Esmé asked  h im to  wri te  a  

s to ry  exclusively  fo r  her  someday,  to  which  he p romised  he would.  

Al though  there  is  no  speci f ic  men t io n o f  how th is  p romise was fu l f i l led ,  i t  

seems l ikely  that  he never  wro te  such a  s to ry,  as  he refer s  to  the en t i re  

narrat ive a s  “a  few reveal ing  no tes  on  t he b r ide as  I  knew her  a lmost  s ix  

years  ago” (“Esmé” 87) .  Even  af ter  s ix  year s ,  there  rema ins  some past  

moments  he s t i l l  canno t  fu l ly  ar t i cu late  in  h is  wri t ing.  He can  on ly  descr ibe 

thei r  depar tu re ,  where Esmé waves to  h im and he waves back ,  as  a  “s t range 

emotional  moment” (“Esmé” 102) .  However,  the paradox is  that  the more 

th is  temporal  gap  widens,  the s t ronger  thei r  re la t ionsh ip  o f  care  becomes .  

Th is  i s  because the gap  demonstr ate s  thei r  pain fu l  long ing  fo r  care ,  desp i te  

the impossib i l i ty  o f  shar ing  the s ame p resen t .  John  Wenke cap tu res  th is  

idea wel l  when  he suggest s  that  th is  temporal  gap  is  the main  reason  why  

on ly Esmé’s  le t ter  and  the narr ato r ’s  rep ly serve a s  genu ine acts  o f  care  in  a  
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s to ry  o therwise fu l l  o f  miscommunicat ions:  “These act s  o f  communicat ion 

are  no t  spon taneous emanat ions ,  bu t  come ou t  o f  per iods  o f  re t rospect io n 

and  conso l idat ion  dur ing  which  each  perceives  the import  o f  that  ‘s t r angely  

emotional  t ime’ which  they  spen t  to gether”  (Wenke 72) .  In  the s to ry ’s  

p resen t ,  set  in  Apri l  1951,  the narra to r admits  he canno t  a t tend  Esmé’s  

wedd ing .  Ul t imately,  the s to ry  conveys that  th is  inab i l i ty  to  share  the 

p resen t  foster s  a  deeper  re l a t ionsh ip  o f  care  fo r  what  i s  no t  p resen t .  

The main  t i t le ,  “For  Esmé,”  confi rms the seeming ly con trad icto ry 

natu re  o f  care  in  re la t ion to  t ime.  On the one hand,  i t  suggests  the 

narrato r ’s  r esponse to  Esmé as  a  re sponsib i l i ty  to  her  a s  a  s ingu lar  bein g.  

On  the o ther  hand ,  i t  h in ts  that  th is  response cou ld  be misdel ivered  to  

ano ther  person,  someone who does  no t share  her  p resen t .  When  Esmé 

reminds the narr ato r  o f  h is  p romise to  wri te  a  s to ry  exclusively  fo r  her,  she 

adds an  apparen t ly  con trad icto ry  remark :  “‘You’re  su re  you won’t  fo rget  to  

wri te  that  s to ry  fo r  me?’ she asked .  ‘ I t  doesn’t  have to  be exclusively  fo r  

me.  I t  can —’” (“Esmé” 102 -3) .  The unf in ished  sen tence,  “I t  can —,” 

emphasizes  the possib i l i ty  that  the s to ry  in tended  exclusively  fo r  her  migh t  

become a s to ry  fo r  o thers ,  those who are  no t  Esm é.  Th is  in terp re tat ion  is  

re in fo rced  by  Esmé’s  hab i t  o f  keep ing  le t ter s  “fo r  poste r i ty” (“Esmé” 99),  

as  wel l  as  her  f a ther ’s  act iv i ty  as  an  amateur  arch iv is t .  Th is  suggests  tha t  

le t te rs ,  and  perhaps s to r ies ,  can  be del ivered  to  those who  are  no t p resen t .  

In  fac t ,  when  readers  engage wi th  th is  s to ry  fo r  Esmé and beg in  to  care  fo r 

the two  charact ers  in  thei r  temporal  vu lnerab i l i ty,  the misdel ivery  o f  the  

s to ry,  which  is  in i t ia l ly  in tended  fo r  Esmé ,  can  be seen  as  the beg inn ing  o f 

care  fo r  what  i s  no t  p resen t .  
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Conclusion  

As a  whole,  in  response to  the quest ion  o f  when  the care  that  beg ins  

f rom vu lnerab i l i ty  ends,  the s to ry  o ffers  a  possib le  answer :  i t  does  no t  end 

in  the “p resen t .”  The narrat ive f r am ework  p resen ts  the war  as  a  c r is i s  o f  

responsib i l i ty  to  s ingu lar i ty.  Al tho ugh  the cen tr al  mot i f  o f  le t ter s  may  seem 

l ike a  d i rect  re s is tance to  th is  cr i s is ,  i t  in s tead  emphasi zes  the p rob lem of  

the p resen t ,  as  Lev inas  concep tual izes  t ime as  a  re l a t ionsh ip wi th  the o ther.  

The narrato r  i s  indeed  fo rced  in to  a  s ta t e  o f  temporal  vu l nerab i l i ty,  unab le  

to  re-p resen t  h is  past  memories  in  the p resen t .  What  p rev ious s tud ies  have 

iden t i f ied  as  symptoms o f  PTSD can  be rer ead  as  th is  p rob lem of  re -

p resen tat ion .  However,  the s to ry  crucial ly  exp lo res  an  al terna t ive 

possib i l i ty  o f  th is  p rob lem of  t ime that  th is  temporal  gap  can  also  be the 

beg inn ing o f  care  fo r  what  i s  no t  p resen t .  The combinat ion o f  the belat ed  

le t te r  and the b roken watch  serves  a s  a  p recise  expression  o f  th is  

paradox ical  re la t ionsh ip  between  vu lnerab i l i ty  and care  in  t ime.  

Th is  read ing  o f  Sal inger ’s  s to ry  in  t erms o f  the p rob lem of  the 

p resen t  s t rong ly  resonates  wi th  the b roader  quest ion  o f  the per iod o f  

modern ism exp lo red  in  th is  s tudy.  As d iscussed  in  the In t roduct ion ,  the 

word  modern  der ives  f rom the Lat in  “modo,”  which  deno tes  the narrow t ime 

span o f  “ just  now.” I t  ref l ect s  an  at t i tude o f  focusing  on the p resen t  

moment ,  en t i re ly  separat ed  f rom the past ,  wh ich  easi ly  evokes the typ ica l  

modern is t  sub ject  as  an  iso la ted  ind iv idual .  However,  as  Agamben  

uncovers ,  the word  “modo” also  has  ano ther  mean ing  o f  “a  shor t  t ime ag o,  

jus t  now, recen t ly,”  which unset t le s  the s imple def in i t ion  o f  “mode” as  “ the 
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presen t  moment .”  The word  “modo” i tsel f  con tains  th is  gap  as  a  p rob lem  of  

p resen t .  With i t s  main  focus  on  PTSD,  Sal inger ’s  s to ry  i l lus t ra tes  th is  

p rob lem of  the p resen t .  The narrato r ’s  symptoms o f  PTSD h igh l igh t  the 

impossib i l i ty  o f  focusing  so lely  on the p resen t  moment ,  wi th  t ime as  a  

re la t ionsh ip  wi th the o ther.  S imul tan eously,  th is  temporal  gap  enab les  the 

possib i l i ty  o f  care  fo r  what  i s  no t p resen t .  Thus,  Sal inger ’s  work can  be 

regarded  as  a  key tex t  that  cr i t ical ly  engages wi th  the chal lenges  o f  the 

per iod  known as  modern ism.  
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Chapter  E igh t :  

Cal l ing the Dead  Up:  

The Vulnerab le  Parody  o f  the Bib l ical  Ep isode o f  Lazarus  and  

the Onto logy  o f  the Dead  in J .  D.  Sal inger ’s  The Catcher  in  the Rye 6 4  

 

In t roduct ion  

As the p rev ious chap ter  demonstra te s ,  care  can  ex tend  to “what  i s  no t  

p resen t”  beyond  “th is  world” o r  “ l i f e .”  Th is  possib le  answer  to  where ca re  

ends inev i tab ly  raise s  ano ther  s ign if ican t  impl icat ion :  the possib i l i ty  o f  

care  fo r  the dead .  Sal inger ’s  The Catcher  in  the Rye  c an  be read  as  a  s to ry 

that  revo lves  around  th is  quest ion  o f  car ing  fo r  the dead .  General ly  

speak ing ,  the rel at ionsh ip between  the l iv ing and the dead  easi ly  evokes  an 

asymmetry  between  the l iv ing  and  the dead.  The fo rmer  are  those who  are  

p resen t ,  wh i le  the la t ter  a re  those who  are  absen t .  Then ,  i s  the p ract i ce  o f 

care  possib le  in  th is  asymmetr ical  re la t ionsh ip?  

Th is  chap ter  exp lo res  vu lnerab i l i ty  as  the beg inn ing  o f  care  fo r  the 

dead in  The Catcher  in  the Rye .  Beneath  the su rface o f  the f i r s t -per son  

narrat ion ,  the p ro tagon is t  named Holden Cau lf ie ld  exposes  h is  vu lnerab i l i ty  

in  that  h is  “I”  i s  dependen t  on the o ther  f rom the beg inn ing o f  h is  narra t ive.  

What  is  d is t inct  abou t  The Catcher  i n  the Rye  i s  that  i t  g radual ly  reveals  

th is  o ther,  who sustains  Holden’s  “ I , ”  to  be h is  deceased  b ro ther  named  

All ie—the one  who  is  no t  p resen t ,  ex is t ing  nei ther  in  “ th is  world” no r  i n  

“ l i f e .”  Holden’s  narrat ive is  un ique in  i t s  a t tempt  to  cal l  up Al l ie’s  p resence 

th rough  a  parod ic  reenactm ent  o f  the b ib l ica l  ep isode o f  Lazarus ,  in  which 

Jesus  Chris t  miracu lously  resu rrects  the dead .  Instead  o f  Jesus ’s  miracu lous 
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act ,  what  Holden does  is  merely  wake up  s leep ing peop le  a t  pecu l ia r  t im es ,  

as  Yasuh iro  Takeuch i  iden t i f ies  a s  a  recurren t  charact er i s t ic  act  o f  h i s 6 5 :  he 

wakes up  h is  roommate by causing  a  commotion ;  he shou ts  loud ly  when 

leav ing the dormito ry at  n igh t ,  reco gn izing that  i t  wakes everyone on  the 

f loor ;  he cal l s  a  g i r l  he on ly knows by  name and a  p rost i tu te  a t  midn igh t ;  he 

wakes up  Phoebe when  he retu rns  hom e;  and  he wakes up a  teacher  f rom h is  

p rev ious schoo l  by  v is i t ing  h im at  n igh t .  Need less  to  say,  Holden’s  parod ic  

act  i s  no th ing  more than  a  parody  that  on ly  lays  bare  h is  vu lnerab i l i ty  in  

the face o f  the dead ,  conf i rming  the s imple fact  that  the dead  are  no  longer  

p resen t  fo r  the l iv ing .  However,  i t  i s  th rough th is  vu lnerab i l i ty  that  Holden 

paradox ical ly  demonstra tes  the characte r is t ic  on to logy  o f  the dead :  the 

more he cal l s  up  Al l ie’s  absence,  the more the p resence o f  what  i s  no t  

p resen t  in tensi f i es .  Th is  on to logy  o f  the dead  u l t imately  leads  Holden  to  a  

re la t ionsh ip  o f  care  between  the l iv ing  and  the dead .  While  Holden  cares  

fo r  the dead  All ie ,  the p resence o f  the absen t  Al l ie  cares  fo r  Holden  as  the 

vu lnerab le  l iv ing.  

 

The Catcher  in  the Rye  as  a  Narra t ive  o f  the Dead  

The s to ry  is  narr ated  by  17 -year-o ld  Holden  Cau lf ie ld .  P resumably  in  

what  appears  to  be a  hosp i ta l ,  he  recoun ts  what  happened to  h im around  las t  

Chris tmas to  “you.”  Holden ,  then  16  year s  o ld ,  i s  expel l ed  f rom Pencey 

Prep Schoo l  due to  h is  poor  academic perfo rmance.  Just  befo re  the 

Chris tmas b reak  when  he was supposed  to  leave schoo l ,  he leaves  the 

dormito ry ear l ie r  than p lanned  and  wanders  around  New York.  He con t inues  

to  label  those around  h im as  “phony,”  includ ing  one o f  h is  teachers  who 
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compares  l i fe  to  a  game,  a  c las smate  over ly  concerned  with appearances ,  

and  a  bar  p ian is t  who is  excessively  conscious o f  customers ’  react ions .  

Desp i te  constan t ly  label ing o thers  a s  phony,  Holden  h imself  i s  unsure o f  

what  he wan ts  to  do .  For  the t ime be ing ,  he decides  to  re tu rn  home to  v is i t  

h is  beloved s is ter,  Phoebe.  Against  Holden ’s  expectat ion ,  Phoebe gets  angry 

when  she learns  o f  h is  expu ls ion ,  angr i ly  ask ing what  Holden wan ts  to  do in  

the fu tu re .  After  some though t ,  Ho lden  answer s ,  “ I’d  just  be the cat cher  in  

the rye and  al l”  (Catcher  191) .  

    While  general ly  perceived  as  a  typ ical  novel  abou t  ado lescen t  

conf l ic ts ,  cr i t ic s  have po in ted  ou t  that  the s to ry  revo lves  around  the 

deceased ,  par t i cu lar ly  Holden’s  b ro ther ,  Al l ie ,  who  d ied  o f  leukemia.  

Al though  o f ten  over looked in  the general  summary  o f  the s to ry as  one o f  

the ado lescen t  conf l ic ts ,  Ho lden  d is t inct ly  refer s  to  h is  b ro ther ’s  death  wi th  

i t s  speci f ic  date :  “He go t  leukemia and  d ied  when  we were up in  Maine,  on 

Ju ly 18 ,  1946” (Catcher  49 ) .  As Al l i e  had  al ready passed  away  by  the t ime 

Holden is  wander ing  around New York,  h is  p resence on ly  appear s  ind irect ly  

th rough  Holden’s  narra t ive.  Desp i te  th is  ind irec t  p resence,  some scho lar s  

argue that  the deceased  All i e  l i es  a t  the co re  o f  what  t ru ly mat te rs  to  

Holden.  They  echo  Dedria  Bryfonsk i’s  observat ion that  the “death  o f h is  

younger  b ro ther,  Al l ie ,  was a  t r aumat ic  even t  in  Holden  Cau lf i e ld ’s  l i f e  and  

is  perhaps at  the roo t  o f  the depression  he bat t les  in  the novel”  (Bryfonsk i 

15) .  

     Th is  read ing  o f  The Catcher  in  the Rye  as  a  narra t ive  o f  the dead  

s t rong ly  connect s  i t  wi th  F i tzgerald ’s  The Grea t  Gatsby  as  a  narr at ive  o f  

vu lnerab i l i ty  and care .  Takeuch i  po in ts  ou t  that  Holden  p resen ts  a  c l ear  
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parody  o f  The Grea t  Gatsby  when  he imag ines  h is  own death .  In  th is  

imag inat ion ,  Holden  v isual izes  h is  tombstone wi th  the scrawl  “fuck  you ,”  

the obscene words that  a lways d r ive h im so depressed  that  he rubs them off 

whenever  he f inds  them during  h is  wander ings.  His  obsession  wi th  th ese 

obscene words and  the act  o f  rubb ing them off  can  eas i ly  be considered  a  

c lea r  parody  o f  what  Nick  does  when he v is i t s  Gatsby’s  mansion  af te r  h is  

death :  “On  the whi te  s t eps  an  obscene word ,  scrawled  by some boy  with  a  

p iece o f  b r ick ,  s tood  ou t  c lear ly  in  t he moonl igh t  and  I  erased  i t ,  d rawing 

my shoe rasp ing ly along  the s tone” ( Gatsby  116) .  As Takeuch i  ins is t s ,  what  

i s  no teworthy  in  th is  parody  is  that  Holden p lays  no t  on ly the ro le  o f  Nick 

bu t  a lso  that  o f  Gatsby,  as  th is  imag inat ion  p laces  h im bo th  in  the tomb and  

ou ts ide i t . 6 6  S t rong ly  echo ing  Nick’s  words “with in  and  withou t”  ( Gatsby  

27 ) ,  th is  confusion  between  the sub ject  and  the ob jec t  i s  p reci sely  what  

charact er i zes  the r elat ionsh ip  between  Nick  and  Gatsby in  the rel at ionsh ip 

o f care  that  th is  s tudy reads in  The Grea t  Gatsby .  

 

Ho lden’s  Vulnerab i l i ty  as  the “I” :  

“You” as  Mother  

I t  i s  ce r ta in  that  Holden  can  be read  a  charact er  completely  detached  

from the mot i f  o f  care  as  a  typ ical  t r ad i t ional  f i rs t -pe rson  narra to r  in  

Ameri can  l i te ratu re .  Such in terp ret a t ions  l iken  Holden to  the f igure o f  the 

Ameri can  Adam,  v iewing  h im as  a  symbol  o f  “ the s imple genu ine sel f  

against  the whole world” (Lewis  198) .  In  th is  sel f -su ff i c ien t  

charact er i zat ion o f  Holden ,  he appears  to  have no  relat ionsh ip  wi th  o ther s ,  

especi al ly  wi th  the dead  as  those who are  no t  p resen t .  However,  Holden’s  
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narrat ive ra ise s  a  fundamental  quest ion  abou t  th is  se l f - su ff ic i ency.  What  is  

in  quest ion  is  that  h is  narrat ive beg ins  wi th  the ep ig raph “To  My Mother” 

and  consis ten t ly  addresses  a  “you” as  i f  i t  were the l i s tener  to  whom he is  

speak ing .  Th is  narr at ive s t ru ctu re  suggests  that  h is  narr at ive is  supported 

by  the “you” as  a  l i s tener,  o r  the “you” as  the mother  o f  h is  ex is t ence a s  the 

f i rs t -person  narr ato r.  What  t ru ly  charact er i zes  Holden’s  f i rs t -person  

narrat ive is  th is  exposure o f  h is  vu lnerab le  cond i t ion,  whic h  necess i ta t e s  

the p resence o f  “you” as  a  mother.  

F rom the beg inn ing ,  Holden’s  se l f -su ff ic iency  as  a  f i rs t -pe rson 

narrato r  i s  quest ion ed by  h is  s t range relat ionsh ip  wi th  the mot i f  o f  mother.  

Before the en t i re  narra t ive,  The Catcher  in  the Rye  f i r s t  decla res  in  the 

ep ig raph  that  the work is  ded icated  to  “mother” :  “To  My Mother” ( Catcher  

ep ig raph) .  Then,  Holden’s  narrat ive beg ins  by  address ing “you” as  the 

l i s tene r  to  whom he is  speak ing :  

I f  you rea l ly  wan t  to  hear  abou t  i t ,  the  f i rs t  th ing you’l l  p robab ly  

wan t to  know is  where I  was born,  and  what  my  lousy  ch i ldhood  

was l ike,  and  how my paren ts  were occup ied  and  al l  befo re  they 

had  me,  and  al l  that  Dav id  Copperf i e ld  k ind  o f  crap ,  bu t  I  don ’t  

feel  l ike go ing  in to  i t ,  i f  you  wan t  to  know the t ru th .  In  the f i rs t  

p lace,  that  s tu ff  bores  me,  and  in  the second p lace,  my paren ts  

would  have abou t  two hemorrhages ap iece i f  I  to ld  any th ing  

p ret ty  personal  abou t  them.  They’re  qu i te  touchy  abou t  any th i ng 

l ike that ,  especia l ly  my  father.  ( Catcher  3 )  

One may  in terp ret  tha t  the mother  in  th is  ep ig raph  refer s  to  Sal inger ’s  

mother  wi th  no rel evance to  Holden’s  narrat ive.  However,  what  i s  
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no teworthy  is  that  Holde n  immediat ely  refer s  to  h is  mother  i ron ica l ly.  

While  h is  narra t ive s ta r ts  by  address ing  i t  to  “you ,”  he refer s  to  h is  mother  

as  “paren ts”  as  i f  she is  a  th i rd  par ty,  mak ing  her  p resence more sub t le  by 

fo reground ing  on ly  h is  fa ther,  say ing “espec ial ly  my  father”  ( Catcher  3 ) .  In  

fact ,  Ho lden ’s  mother  on ly appears  as  a  background  vo ice dur ing  Holden’s  

b r ief  s tay  at  home .  Maxwel l  Geisner  po in ts  ou t  th is  con trad ict ion  between 

the ep ig raph  and  Holden’s  a t t i tude toward  h is  mother :  “Though t he book  is  

ded ica ted  to  Sal inger ’s  mother,  the f ic t ional  mother  in  the narr at ive appears  

on ly as  a  vo ice th rough  the wal l”  (Geisner  198) .  Especial ly  g iven  the 

tendency  to compare Holden  to  the Ameri can  Adam,  th is  reference to  the 

mother  becomes even  more u nnatu ra l  because the p resence o f  a  mother  

shou ld  be rejec ted  f rom the t rad i t ional  ideal  o f  a  sel f -su ff i c ien t  ind iv idual .  

Then ,  what  does  th is  mother  in  the ep ig raph mean  fo r  Holden’s  f i rs t -

person  narrat ive? The answer  is  that  she rep resen ts  the “you” as  the 

“mother”  a s  the l i s t ener  to  Holden’s  narra t ive.  General ly  speak ing ,  the 

“mother” i s  no th ing  bu t  the one who  g ives  b i r th  to  the p resence o f  “I . ”  In 

th is  sense,  the “you” at  the beg inn ing o f  Holden’s  narra t ive —“I f  you wan t 

to  hear  abou t  i t”  (Catcher  3 )—can  be seen  as  the mother  who  g ives  b i r th  to  

Holden’s  f i rs t -person  narr at ive.  Holden  canno t  beg in  h is  narra t ive wi thou t 

th is  “you,”  as  long as  he s ta r ts  i t  by  say ing  “If  you  wan t  to  hear  abou t  i t ”  

(Catcher  3 ) .  Michael  Cowan’s  emphasis  on  the importance o f  “you” 

confi rms th is  in te rp reta t ion o f  “you” as  a  mother :  “He clear ly  coun ts  on  

‘you’ to  l i s ten  re spectfu l ly  and  carefu l ly  to  h is  narrat ive f rom the moment 

he s tar ts  t a lk ing un t i l  the  moment  he s tops” (Cowa n  42) .  As Cowan 

exp lains ,  “I t  t akes  the p resence o f  a  l i s tene r  to  confi rm h is  own p resence” 
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(Cowan  51) .  There fo re ,  the “you” as  the l i s tener  is  no th ing  o ther  than the 

“mother” that  g ives  Holden  the p resence o f  “I”  as  the f i rs t -pe rson  narra to r.  

Ho lden’s  narr at ive thus  exposes  h is  vu lnerab i l i ty,  in  which  he canno t  

be the f i r s t -person  narrato r  wi thou t  “you” as  a  mother ;  th is  vu lnerab i l i ty  is  

h igh l igh ted  by h is  con trad icto ry  use  o f  the  word  “crap .”  In  the open ing  

sen tence,  Holden  uses  th is  word  when he s ta te s  that  he does  no t  feel  l ike  

te l l ing  “al l  that  Dav id  Copperf ie ld  k ind  o f  crap” ( Catcher  3 ) ,  wh ich  means ,  

in  th is  con tex t ,  “usel ess  and  bor ing  nonsense” (Beid ler  219) .  Al though the 

open ing  s ta tement  may  seem l ike a  decla rat ion  that  he wi l l  speak  wh at  

makes sense accord ing  to  h is  wi l l ,  Ho lden  h imself  den ies  i t  wi th in h is  

narrat ive.  For  ins tance,  when  Holden’s  h is to ry  teacher  Spencer  reads  the 

essay  Holden  wro te  a loud ,  he refer s  to  i t  as  “crap” :  “I  had  to  s i t  there  an d 

l i s ten  to  that  crap” (Catcher  14 ) ;  “I  don’t  th ink  I ’ l l  ever  fo rg ive h im fo r  

read ing me that  crap  ou t  loud” ( Catcher  15 ) .  For  ano ther  example,  when  

Holden acciden tal ly  encoun ters  a  c l assmate’s  mother  and te l ls  her  l ie s  

abou t  the cla ssma te,  he again  refers  to  what  he is  say ing  as  “crap”:  “Then I  

s tar ted  shoo t ing  the o ld  crap  around  a  l i t t le  b i t”  ( Catcher  61 ) .  Con trary  to  

the open ing decla rat ion ,  these examples  demonstrat e  that  h is  narrat ive can 

always become “crap ,”  as  “use les s  and  bor ing  nonsense” (Be id ler  219) .  

Holden is  thus  in  a  vu lnerab le  cond i t ion  where he canno t  be the f i rs t -per son  

narrato r  by  h imself .  

Ho lden’s  vu lnerab i l i ty  as  a  f i rs t -pe r son  narr ato r  a lso  man ifes ts  a s  an  

on to log ical  anx iety  abou t  d isappear ing .  On  h is  way to  b id  farewel l  a t  

Spencer ’s  house,  Holden  is  s t ruck  by a  s t r ange feel ing  that  he canno t  

exp lain :  “I  don’t  even  know what  I  was runn in g  fo r—I guess  I  jus t  fe l t  l ike  
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i t .  After  I  go t  across  the road,  I  fe l t  l ike  I  was so r t  o f  d isappear ing .  I t  was 

that  k ind o f  a  crazy  af t ernoon ,  terr i f ical ly  co ld ,  and  no sun ou t  o r  any th ing ,  

and  you  fel t  l ike  you  were d isappear ing  every  t ime you  crossed  a  road” 

(Catcher  8 ) .  The feel ing o f  d isappea r ing  here  resonates  wi th  the un ique 

rela t ionsh ip  between  “I”  and “you” in  h is  narr at ive.  The sub ject  “I ”  in  the 

f i rs t  par t  o f  the passage d isappear s  by  being rep laced  by  “you” in  the la t ter  

par t .  Cer t ain ly,  the sub ject  “you” in  th is  con tex t  can  b e considered  to  mean 

peop le  in  general ,  includ ing  Holden  h imsel f ,  bu t  th is  subst i tu t ion  o f  “I”  by 

“you” v isual ly  suggest s  that  Holden’s  p resence a s  a  f i r s t -per son  narrato r  i s  

inseparab le  f rom “you” as  a  “mother. ”  

Importan t ly,  Holden lay s  bare  h is  vu lnerab i l i ty  wi th  the  need  fo r  a 

“mother” p recise ly  when  he t r ie s  to  asse r t  h is  independen t  cond i t ion .  Near  

the end  o f  h is  wander ing  in  New York,  there  is  a  moment when  he th inks  

abou t  the possib i l i ty  o f  go ing ou t  West ,  where he wi l l  p ret end to  be a  

“deaf -mute.”  Holden  is  exci t ed  by th is  imag inat ion  because he th inks that  

he wi l l  no longer  need  to  ta lk  wi th anybody :  “I  though t  what  I ’d  do was,  I ’d 

p retend I  was one o f  those deaf -mutes .  That  way  I  wouldn’t  have to  have 

any  goddam stup id  usele ss  conversat ions  wi th  anybody” ( Catcher  257) .  

Cer tain ly,  th is  imag inat ion d isp lays  Holden’s  wish to  l ive in  a  complet ely 

independen t  cond i t ion.  However,  what  i s  no teworthy is  that ,  wh i le  Holden’s  

imag inat ion  o f  being  a  “deaf -mute” seems to  express  a  re jec t ion  o f  

“anybody” as  l i s t eners ,  he descr ibes  i t  so e loquen t ly  and  exci ted ly  that  i t  

inev i tab ly requ ires  someone to  l i s t en to  h is  imag inat ion.  In  th is  sense,  h is  

apparen t  re jec t ion  o f  “anybody” as  l i s tener s  is  inseparab le  f rom h is  

vu lnerab le  cond i t ion  o f  a lways need ing  o thers .  Indeed ,  h is  imag inat ion  
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gradual ly  sh if ts  f rom h is  independen t  l i fe  to  one invo lv ing a  “mother .”  

After  Holden  exp lains  how he would  l ive alone,  he adds that  he would 

marry  a  beau t i fu l  g i r l  who  is  a lso  a  “deaf -mute” when  he decides  to  get  

marr ied .  What  is  s ign if ican t  i s  that  she soon  becomes a  mother  in  h is  

imag inat ion :  “If  we had  any  ch i ld ren,  we’d h ide them somewhere.  We cou ld 

buy  them a lo t  o f  books and  teach  them how to  read  and  wri t e  by  ourselv es” 

(Catcher  258) .  What  in i t ia l ly  seems to express  Holden’s  desi re  fo r  an  

independen t  “I”  ends up  reveal ing  h i s  need fo r  a  “mother.”  

 

Vu lnerab le  Parody  o f  Jesus  Cal l ing  up  Laza rus  

The quest ion  o f  the vu lnerab i l i ty  o f  the “I”  that  necessi t a te s  “you” is  

repeated  in  Holden’s  re la t ionsh ip  wi th Al l ie .  As peop le  perce ive Al l ie  as  

what  i s  no t  p resen t ,  i t  appear s  impossib le  fo r  Holden ,  as  a  l iv ing  person ,  to  

have a  re l a t ionsh ip wi th  h im.  In  th is  sense,  the dead  All ie  embodies  

Holden’s  on to log ical  anx iety  abou t  d isappear ing.  However,  Holden  

confron ts  th is  seeming ly  ind ispu tab le  fact  th rough  a  pecu l iar  act :  wak ing up  

s leep ing  peop le .  Al though  th is  ac t ion may seem l ike mere “c rap” in i t ia l l y,  

i t  can  be in terp re ted  as  a  mean ingfu l  gestu re  o f  care  fo r  the dead,  

remin iscen t  o f  a  parody  o f  the b ib l ical  s to ry  o f  Lazarus .  

Some p rev ious s tud ies  have po in ted  ou t  that  The Catcher  in  the Rye ,  

o f ten  seen  as  a  narrat ive abou t  typ ical  ado lescen t  conf l ic t s ,  can  po ten t ia l ly  

be connected  to  the larger  narr at ive o f the Bib le .  As one o f  the s ign if ican t 

s tud ies ,  Takeuch i  f inds  a  s ign if ican t  b ib l ical  impl icat ion  in  an  ep isode in  

which  Holden acc iden tal ly  d rops a  record  on the g round,  and  Phoebe o ff ers  

to  save i t s  b roken p ieces .  Takeuch i  argues  that  the act ion  o f  “fal l ing” and 
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the  word “sav ing” here  can  be assoc iated  wi th  the majo r  b ib l ical  theme o f 

“fal l”  and  “salvat ion .” 6 7  Fo l lowing these p rev ious s tud ies ,  th is  s tudy  sheds 

l igh t  on  a  new connect ion  between  the s to ry  and  the Bib le  by  in terp ret in g 

Holden’s  pecu l i ar  ac t  as  a  parody  o f  the ep isode o f  Lazarus .  

In  a  se r ie s  o f  ep isodes ,  one o f  the exp l ic i t  examples  o f  the b ib l ical  

impl icat ion  is  Holden’s  phone cal l  t o  a  g i r l  named Fai th  Cavend ish.  Dur ing  

h is  s tay  in  a  ho tel  in  New York ,  Holden  lacks  the courage to  cal l  h is  

ch i ldhood fr i end  Jane Gal lagher  and  instead  decides  to  cal l  a  g i r l  named  

Fai th ,  whom he on ly knows from a b r ief  encoun ter  a t  a  summer par ty  where 

he received  her  phone number.  Desp i te  i t  being midn igh t ,  Ho lden  makes the 

cal l .  As Fai th  is  as l eep  when  he cal l s ,  she becomes annoyed at  being 

awakened  by  someone she hard ly  knows.  When  Fai th  recovers  some ca lm 

af te r  a  b r ief  a l ter cat ion ,  she says  to  Holden :  “Th is  is  ce r ta in ly a  pecu l iar  

t ime to  cal l  a  person  up ,  though.  Jesus  Chris t”  ( Catcher  72 ) .  I t  i s  obv ious 

in  the con tex t  that  Fai th  uses  the words “Jesus  Chris t ”  as  an  in ter ject ion  to  

express  her  d isgust  a t  Holden ’s  cal l i ng  her  in  midn igh t .  Nonethele ss ,  i t  i s  

a lso  t rue that  i t  ref ers  to  the name o f  Jesus  Chris t .  In  th is  s ense,  Fai th ’s  

words imply  that  Holden can  be l ikened  to the b ib l ical  f igure .   

The image o f  Je sus  wak ing  up  a  s leep ing person at  a  pecu l ia r  t ime 

may appear  nonsensica l  a t  f i r s t  g lance.  However,  i t  p rec ise ly  ref lects  th e 

b ib l ica l  ep isode o f  Lazarus  o f  Bethany.  Th is  ep isode unfo lds  when  s is te r s  

f rom Bethany  in fo rm Jesus  that  thei r  b ro ther  Lazarus  is  i l l .  They  implore 

Jesus  to  come to  help h im. What  is  no tab le  here  i s  that  Je sus  does  no t  

immediately  respond  to  them. Instead,  he remains  where he is  fo r  two 

add i t ion al  days.  Only  af ter  th is  del ay does  he decide to  go  and  “wake up” 
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Lazarus:  “Our  f r iend  Lazarus  is  f a l l en  as leep ;  bu t  I  go ,  that  I  may awake 

h im ou t  o f  s leep” (John  11 :11) . 6 8  By  the t ime Jesus  arr ives ,  Lazarus  has  

been dead  fo r four  days.  The s is te rs  express  thei r  so rrow that  Lazarus  migh t  

have been  saved  i f  Jesus  had come immediat ely.  Never theles s ,  desp i te  th is  

delay,  Jesus  p roceeds to  “wake up” Lazarus:  “And when  he had  thus  spoken ,  

he cr ied  wi th a  loud  vo ice,  Lazarus ,  come fo r th .  He that  was dead  came 

fo r th,  bound  hand  and  foo t  wi th  g rave -clo thes;  and  h is  face was bound 

abou t  wi th  a  napk in”  (John 11 :43 -44) .  Through  the act  o f  “wak ing up” and 

the four-day delay,  the ep isode p reci sely  conveys the exact  im age o f  Jesus 

Chris t  wak ing up  a  s leep ing  person  at  a  pecu l iar  t im e.  

The s imila r i ty  between  Holden wak ing  up s leep ing  peop le  and  Jesus  

wak ing up  the dead  is  fu r ther  supported  by the over lap  o f  s leep ing  peop le  

and  the deceased  in  Holden’s  narrat ive.  F i rs t ,  i t  i s  h in ted  at  in  the 

descr ip t ion  o f  Mr.  Ossenburger,  the founder  o f  the Ossenburger  Memoria l  

Wing  o f  the new dorms.  Afte r  g raduat ing f rom Pencey,  Ossenburger  became 

weal thy  th rough  the under t ak ing  business .  Ref lect ing  on Ossenburger ’s  

background  as  an  under t aker,  Ho lden imag ines  how he deal t  wi th  the 

deceased :  “He p robab ly  just  shoves them in  a  sack  and dumps them in the 

r iver”  (Catcher  20 ) .  What  is  s ign if ican t  here  i s  that  t he word  “sack” al so  

carr ies  the mean ing  o f  “bed.”  Accord ing ly,  Holden’s  imag inat ion  o f  the 

dead in  a  sack  can  evoke the image o f s leep ing  peop le  in  bed .  Indeed,  the 

word  “sack” is  o f ten  used  to  ref er  to  s leep ing peop le  in  h is  narra t ive:  

“Everybody  was in  the sack” ( Catch er  60 ) ;  “Go  home and  h i t  the sack” 

(Catcher  169) ;  “She just  arose f rom the sack” ( Catcher  201) .  These 

examples  sub t ly  imply  that  s leep ing  peop le  are  s imi lar  to  the dead  in  that  
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they are  in  “sacks.”  

    The  s imilar i ty  is  a lso  ev iden t  in  thei r  use o f  the word “ca l l . ”  When  

Holden wakes up  s leep ing  peop le ,  he o f ten  does  so  by  cal l ing them,  as  

a l ready ment ioned  in Fai th ’s  words:  “Th is  is  cer t a in ly  a  pecu l ia r  t ime to  

cal l  a  per son  up” (Catcher  72 ) .  What  is  no teworthy  is  that  t h is  term “cal l”  

carr ies  r e l ig ious conno tat ions ,  such as  to  “summon (a  person)  f rom the 

world  o f  the l iv ing  to  God , heaven ,  t he af ter l i fe”  (“Cal l ”) ,  wh ich al igns  

wi th Holden’s  assoc iat ion  wi th Chri s t ian i ty.  More importan t ly,  bo th  Holden  

and  Jesus  share  the charact er i s t i c  o f  cal l ing  ou t  to  d is tan t  p laces .  Holden’s  

cal l s  are  d i rected  to  peop le  physical ly  d is tan t  f rom h is  locat ion,  whi le  

Jesus’s  cal l  i s  d i rect ed  to  the dead  who  are  d is tan t  f rom the world  o f  the 

l iv ing .  Th is  cal l ing  to  d is tance  p laces  charac ter i zes  thei r  ac t ions .  In  fact ,  

a l though  two  Bib les  that  were popu lar  when  Sal inger  was wri t ing  the s to ry 

does  no t  use the word  “cal l ”  in  the ep isode o f  Lazarus ,  some vers ions o f  

Eng l ish  t ransl at ion  o f  the Bib le  do  use i t  when Jesus  wakes up  Laza rus ,  

such as  “When  he had  said  th is ,  Je sus  cal l ed  in  a  loud  vo ice,  “Lazarus ,  

come ou t!”  (John  11 :43)  in  the New In ternat ional  Version . 6 9  The use o f  the 

word  in  these vers ion s  at  least  impl i es  a  p lausib i l i ty  that  what  Jesus  is  

do ing  here  can  be descr i bed  as  “cal l . ”  

     What  is  importan t  i s  that  Holden’s  cal l s  are  exp l ic i t ly  l inked to  the 

act  o f  cal l ing  the dead.  When  ta lk ing abou t  h is  favor i te  books,  he b r ings  up 

the mot i f  o f  cal l ing :  “What  rea l ly  knocks me ou t  i s  a  book  that ,  when  

you’re  a l l  done read ing i t ,  you wish  the au thor  that  wro te  i t  was a  t err i f i c  

f r iend  o f  yours  and  you  cou ld  cal l  h im up  on  the phone whenever  you  fel t  

l ike  i t”  (Catcher  22 ) .  Regard ing  au thors  he feels  l ike cal l ing,  Holden f i r s t  
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mentions Isak  Dinesen ,  a  wri t er  who  was al ive in  the la t e  1940s when  the 

s to ry  is  set ,  and then  adds Ring Lardner  to  the l i s t ,  who had al r eady  passed  

away  by that  t ime.  Holden  clar i f ies  t hat  Lardner  was deceased  at  that  t im e:  

“And  Ring Lardner,  excep t  that  D.B.  to ld  me he’s  dead” ( Catcher  22 ) .  

Add i t ional ly,  af t er  in ten t ional ly  exclud ing  Somerset  Maugham, who  was  

al ive at  the t ime,  f rom the l i s t ,  Ho lden  adds Thomas Hardy,  who  was also 

dead l ike Lardner :  “I’d  rather  cal l  o ld Thomas Hardy  up” ( Catcher  22 ) .  For  

Holden,  a  phone cal l  s erves  no t  on ly  to  b r idge physical ly  d is tan t  p laces  bu t  

a lso  as  a  means o f  connect ing  the l iv ing wi th  the dead .  Holden’s  ca l l  can be 

thus  l ikened  to  the cal l  Je sus  d i rect ed towards the dead  Lazarus .  

 

The Presence o f  the Body  o f  the Dead  

While  Holden demonstrat es  h is  s imi lar i t ies  wi th  Je sus ,  i t  i s  a lso  clear  

that  he is  fundamental ly  d i ffe ren t  f rom the b ib l ical  f igure.  What  Holden  can 

wake up are  merely  s leep ing  peop le ,  far  f rom the miracu lous resu rr ect ion o f 

the dead  perfo rmed  by Jesus .  In  terms o f  resu l t s ,  what  Holden  does  is  

no th ing  more than a  parody  o f  Jesus .  No mat te r  how many s leep ing  peop le  

he wakes up ,  Holden merely  exposes  h is  vu lnerab i l i ty,  showing  that  he 

canno t  do  any th ing  fo r  the dead ,  especia l ly  fo r  h is  deceased  b ro ther  Al l i e .  

However,  i t  i s  th rough  th is  vu lnerab le  parody  that  Holden  h igh l igh ts  care  

fo r  what  the o r ig inal  ep isode does  no t :  care  fo r  the p resence o f  the “body” 

o f the dead .  In  th is  re spect ,  Ho lden’s  vu lnerab i l i ty  resonates  wi th  ano ther  

b ib l ica l  ep isode cal led  The Incredu l i ty  o f  Sa in t  Thomas ,  wh ich  evokes th e 

s t rong  image o f  Jesus  wi th  the body.  Thus,  Holden’s  misunders tand ing  o f  

the l ine f rom Robert  Burns’s  poem “If  a  body  catch  a  body” can  be 
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re in terp re ted  as  th is  speci al  care  fo r  the body  o f  the dead .  

While  Jesus  can  resu r rect  the dead ,  what  Holden  does  is  mere ly  a  

vu lnerab le  parody —this  con tras t  i s  c lea r ly  expressed  in  thei r  d i ff er ing  

engagements  wi th  the four -day  temporal  gap .  In  the o r ig inal  ep isode,  as  

men t ioned  above,  Jesus  does  no t  immediately  leave fo r  the s ick  Lazarus  

when  he is  asked  to  come,  s ta t ing ,  “If  a  man  walk  in  the day,  he s tumble th 

no t ,  because he seeth  the l igh t  o f  th i s  world” (John  11 :9 ) .  As a  resu l t ,  Je sus  

was four  days la te  fo r  the death  o f  Lazarus:  “So when  Jesus  came,  he found 

that  he had  been  in  the tom b four  days al ready” (John  11 :17) .  Regard ing  

th is  temporal  gap  o f  four  days,  Holden  shows a  parod ic  act ,  bu t  what  i s  

no teworthy  is  that  he does  i t  in  the ex act  opposi t e  way.  Holden  beg ins  the 

main  par t  o f  h is  narr at ive abou t  h is  d ropou t  f rom Pencey  by  ment ion ing  that  

i t  i s  Satu rday :  “Anyway  i t  was the Satu rday o f  the foo tbal l  game with  

Saxon  Hal l”  (Catcher  4 ) .  As i t  tu rns  ou t ,  he is  supposed  to  leave Pencey  on 

Wednesday,  which  means four  days la ter.  Then,  a  ser i es  o f  t roub les  wi th  h is  

roommates  makes h im decide to  leav e that  very n igh t :  “All  o f  a  sudden,  I  

decided what  I ’d  real ly  do ,  I ’d get  the hel l  ou t o f  Pencey —righ t  that  same 

n igh t  and  al l .  I  mean  no t  wa i t  t i l l  Wednesday  o r any th ing” ( Catcher  66 ) .  

Th is  change o f  schedu le  means that  Holden leaves  four  days ear l i er  than  he 

is  supposed to .  Shar ing  the temporal  gap  o f  four  days,  Je sus  and  Holden  

show a s t rong  con tras t  in  that  the fo rmer  is  la te  and  the la t ter  i s  ear ly.  

Holden as  a  con tras t ing  image o f  Jesus  is  emphasized  in  the moment  he 

leaves  the dorm.  S ince i t  i s  midn igh t ,  Ho lden  s tumbles  because he does  no t  

see a  l igh t :  “Some s tup id  guy  had  th rown peanu t  shel ls  a l l  over  the s ta i r s ,  

and  I  damn near  b roke my crazy  neck” ( Catcher  68 ) .  Here,  Holden  does  
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exact ly  what  Je sus  warns  abou t  leav ing  ear ly :  “If  a  man  walk  in  the day,  he 

s tumbleth  no t ,  because he seeth  the l igh t  o f  th is  world” (John  11 :9 ) .  

Ho lden’s  vu lnerab le  parody  o f  Jesus  in  the ep isode o f  Lazarus  thus  

fo regrounds no t  thei r  s imila r i t i es  bu t  ra ther  thei r  d i ff erences .  

What  is  s ign if ican t  abou t  Holden  as  the reverse d  image o f  Jesus  is  

that  i t  canno t  be reduced  to  a  mere l ack  o f  miracu lous ab i l i ty  to  re su rrec t  

the dead .  What  i t  most  importan t ly  demonstra tes  i s  the d i fference between 

the two  in thei r  ca re  fo r  the dead .  Al though the ep isode o f  Lazarus  seems  to  

be summarized  as  a  s to ry  in  which  Jesus  resu rr ect s  the dead ,  what  i s  

no tab le  is  that  i t  completely  lacks  care  fo r  the body  o f  the dead.  When  

Chris t  cal l s  up  the dead  Lazarus ,  h is  hands are  bound with  g rave  clo thes  

and  h is  face i s  covered  by a  napk in .  Cer tain ly,  Jesu s  says  to  the peop le  

there ,  “Loose h im, and le t  h im go” (John 11 :44) ,  bu t  i t  remains  unclear  i f  

they actual ly  “ loose h im” o r  no t ,  as  the nex t  chap ter  beg ins ,  “Many 

therefo re  o f  the Jews,  who  came to  Mary  and  beheld  that  which  he d id ,  

bel ieved  on h im” (John  11 :45) .  The main  focus o f  the ep isode is  thus  p laced  

on  the miracu lous ach ievement  o f  Je sus .  The body o f  Laza rus  is  l i t era l ly  

“ le t  go ,”  ou t  o f  concern  th roughou t  the ep isode.  

The core o f  Holden ’s  ro le  a s  the reversed  image o f  Jesus  l ie s  in  h is  

care  fo r  the body.  While  Holden  parod ies  Je sus  in  the b ib l ical  ep isode,  he 

consis ten t ly  shows a  s t rong  concern  fo r  the body.  As a  resu l t ,  Ho lden  

p resen ts  h imself  a s  the image o f  Jesus  wi th  a  focus on the physical  body.  

Th is  connect ion  between  Jesus  and the body  can  be v iv id ly  seen  in  the 

scene where Holden  passes  by  two  men un load ing  a  large Chris tm as t ree  

f rom a t ruck .  As Holden  passes  them  on the s t reet ,  he  hear s  one man  say  to  
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the  o ther,  “Hold  the sonuvab i tch  up !  Hold i t  up ,  fo r  Chrissake!” ( Catcher  

255) .  Again ,  the phrase “fo r  Chrissake” in  th is  con tex t  i s  jus t  an  express ion  

o f annoyance wi thou t any speci f ic  m ean ing  fo r  the man  who says  i t .  

However,  i t  unden iab ly con tains  the name o f  Jesus  Chris t .  Ho lden  impl ie s  

th is  l i ter al  mean ing  o f  the phrase w hen  he says ,  “I t  cer t a in ly  was a  

gorgeous way to  ta lk  abou t  a  Chris tmas t ree .  I t  was so r t  o f  funny,  though,  

in  an  awfu l  way,  and  I  s tar ted  to  so r t  o f  laugh” ( Catcher  255) .  As Haruk i  

Murakami exp lains ,  the reason  Holden  f inds  i t  funny  here  is  the s i tuat ion  

that  the phrase “fo r  Chrissake” is  u t tered  as  an  expression  o f  annoyance 

abou t  a  Chris tmas t ree ,  a  symbol o f  the day  when Jesus  was born . 7 0  What  is  

more importan t  fo r  th is  s tudy is  that  the man  uses  the phrase a long  with  the 

word  “sonuvab i tch ,”  the abbrev iat ed  fo rm of  “son  o f  a  b i tch ,”  to  refer  to  

the Chris tmas t ree .  Th is  common pejo rat ive s lang  express ion has  specia l  

s ign if icance here  in  the con tex t  o f  Chris tmas.  While  the o r ig inal  mean ing 

o f the word  “b i tch” is  a  female dog ,  i t  i s  commonly  used  to  mean  “a 

p romiscuous o r  sensual  woman” (Hughes 24) ,  mak ing i ts  l i ter al  mean ing  

“son o f  a  p romiscuous o r  sensual  woman.”  Th is  mean ing  is  s t rong ly 

incongruous wi th  Chris tmas because  i t  i s  the day  when  the Virg in  Mary  

gave b i r th  to  Jesus  th rough her  v i rg inal  concep t ion,  which  means “withou t 

any  physical  con tact . ”  In  o ther  words,  the Chris tmas t ree  a s  the 

“sonuvab i tch” s t rong ly  evokes the body  o f  Jesus ,  which  is  complete ly  

rejected  in  the f igure o f  Jesus  as  the  son  o f  the Virg in  Mary.  In  fact ,  wh i le  

Holden f inds  the phrase funny  in  the s i tuat ion ,  i t  has  a  s t rong eff ect  on  h is  

body.  Holden  feel s  an  u rge to  vomit  when  he s tar ts  to  laugh :  “I t  was abou t 

the worst  th ing  I  cou ld ’ve done,  because the minu te  I  s ta r ted  to  laugh I  



253 

 

though t  I was go ing to  vomit .  I  rea l ly  d id” ( Catcher  255) .  Holden’s  

physical  react ion confi rms that  what  he p resen ts  th rough the image o f 

Chris t  a s  a  “son  o f  a  b i tch” is  the body  o f  Jesus .  

F rom the beg inn ing  o f  h is  narrat ive,  Holden’s  concern  fo r  the body is  

demonstrated  repea ted ly.  The f i rs t  specif ic  example can  be seen  in  the 

ep isode o f  h is  v is i t  to  Mr.  Spencer ’s  house.  When  Holden  reun i tes  wi th  Mr.  

Spencer,  he descr ibes  Mr.  Spencer ’s  physical  appearance wi th  d isgust :  “I  

don’t  much l ike to  see o ld  guys in  thei r  pajamas and bath robes  anyway.  

Their  bumpy  o ld  chests  ar e  a lways showing.  And thei r  legs .  Old  guy’s  legs ,  

a t  beaches  and  p laces ,  a lways look  so whi te  and  unhairy” ( Catcher  11 ) .  

Here Holden  says  he “doesn’t  wan t  to  see,”  and  yet  he obsessively  “sees” in  

detai l  the  very  body th at  he claims no t to  wan t  to  see.  Th is  con trad icto ry  

behav io r  emphasizes  Holden’s  speci al  in tere st  in  the body.  Th is  in terest  i s  

a lso  ev iden t in  Holden’s  h is to ry  exam essay  that  Mr.  Spencer  reads  

immediately  af te rward .  As p roof  o f  Holden’s  fa i lu re  in  h is to r y  class ,  Mr.  

Spencer  reads  i t  a loud  in f ron t  o f  Holden ,  revea l ing that  a l l  he  has  wri t t en 

is  a  s imple exp lanat ion o f  Egyp t ian  mummies.  As Holden exp lains ,  

mummificat ion is  an  at tempt  to  p rev en t  the decay  o f  the body  o f  the dead.  

The same obsession  wi th the  body  can  be seen  in  h is  imag inat ion  abou t  the 

ducks in  Cen tral  Park  as  wel l .  As Holden  canno t  keep  l is t en ing  at ten t iv ely  

to  Mr.  Spencer ’s  l ectu re ,  he beg ins  to  wonder  where the ducks in  the 

Cen tra l  Park  lake go  when  the pond  freezes .  When  he says  to  h imsel f ,  “I  

was wondered  i f  some guy came in  a  t ruck and took  them away  to  a  zoo o r 

someth ing .  Or  i f  they just  f lew away, ”  (Catcher  18 ) ,  what  mat t ers  h im is  a  

s imple fact  that  the ducks have bod ies  that  can  be t roub led  when the lake is  
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f rozen .  Thus,  the ser ie s  o f  even ts  dur ing  h is  v is i t  to  Mr.  Spencer ’s  house  

consis ten t ly  reveals  Holden’s  obsess ive care  abou t  the body.  

Holden’s  care  abou t  the body  emerges  in  ano ther  fo rm:  the chal lenge 

against  the d isembodied image o f  the b ib l ica l  f igure .  R igh t  af ter  l eav ing  

Mr.  Spencer ’s  house,  Holden  s tar t s  bad -mouth ing  Ossenburger,  the founder  

o f the Ossenburger  Memorial  Wing o f the dorm where he used  to  l ive at  

Pencey.  Holden’s  d is l ike fo r  Ossenburger  s t ems from the fact  that ,  desp i te  

mak ing a  busines s  ou t  o f  bur ials ,  he  keeps p reach ing  to  s tuden ts  abou t t he 

importance o f  fa i th  in  Jesus .  What  is  no teworthy  here  i s  that  Ossenburger ’s  

p reach ing  can  be relat ed  to  the ques t ion  o f  the body  that  Holden keeps 

obsess ing over :  “He to ld  us  we ough t  to  th ink  o f  Je sus  as  our  buddy and al l .  

He said  he ta lked  to  Jesus  al l  the  t ime.  Even  when  he was d r iv ing  h is  car”  

(Catcher  23 ) .  As Holden  cr i t ical ly  suggest s ,  Ossenburger  as sumes Jesus’s  

omnipresence,  bel iev ing that  Je sus  can  be p resen t  no  mat ter  where one is .  

In  o ther  words,  fo r  Ossenburger,  Jesus  does  no t  have a  body,  which  al lows 

one to  ta lk  to  h im al l  the t ime.  Consider ing Holden’s  s t rong in tere st  in  the 

body  dur ing  h is  v is i t  to  Mr.  Spence r ’s  house,  h is  cr i t ical  a t t i tude toward  

Ossenburger  can  be unders tood no t  j us t  as  a  moral  avers ion  to  mak ing  a  

business  ou t  o f  bur ial s  bu t  a lso  as  a  chal lenge against  th is  d isembodied 

image o f  the b ib l ical  f igure .  

The connect ion  between  Holden’s  obsess ion wi th  bod ies  and  h is  

chal lenge against  the d isembodied Jesus  inev i tab ly  impl ies  ano ther  h idden 

concern :  the body  o f  Jesus .  Th is  image emerges  wi th  a  concret e  v isual  

rep resen tat ion  in  the ep isode invo lv ing  a  tax i  d r i ver  named  Horwitz .  During  

h is  wander ings around  New York,  Holden  r ides  in  Horwitz’s  tax i  and  recal ls  
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the  ducks in  Cen tral  Park  that  he imag ined  at  Mr.  Spencer ’s  house.  On  the 

spur  o f  the moment ,  Holden asks  Horwitz  i f  he knows where the ducks go in  

the win ter t ime.  S trangely  chang ing the top ic  f rom ducks to  f ish ,  Horwitz  

s ta t es  that  the f ish  do  no t  go  anyw here.  When  Holden quest ions  whether  i t  

i s  possib le  fo r  f i sh  to  s tay  in  a  f rozen lake wi thou t  go ing  anywhere,  

Horwitz  answers  that  i t  i s  possib le  because o f  thei r  bod ies:  “Their  bod ies ,  

fo r  Chrissake—what’sa  mat t er  wi th  ya? Their  bod ies  take in  nu tr i t ion  an d 

al l ,  r igh t ,  th rough  the goddam seaweed  and  crap  that ’s  in  the ice” ( Catcher  

108) .  Horwitz’s  words ind irect ly  h in t  a t  the body  o f  Chris t  in  two  ways.  

F i rs t ,  i t  can  be seen  in  the fac t  that  Horwitz’s  phrase “Their  bod ies” is  

immediately  fo l lowed  by  “fo r  Chrissake,”  a  phrase that  con tains  the name 

o f Je sus .  Second ,  the h in t  i s  ev ide n t  in  Horwitz’s  s t r ange change o f  top ic  

f rom ducks to  f ish .  As Takeuch i  po in ts  ou t ,  f i sh  have t rad i t ional ly  been  

used as  a  symbol  o f  Jesus  because th e Greek  acronym Ich thys,  der ived  f rom 

the phrase Ie sous Chris tos  Theou  Yios  So ter,  mean ing “Jesus  Chris t ,  Son o f 

God,  Sav io r,”  t ransla tes  to  “f i sh .”  More importan t ly,  Takeuch i  fu r ther  no tes  

that  whi le  Chris t i an  o r thodoxy p r io r i t izes  the sp ir i t ,  Horwitz’s  dep ict ion  

here  is  d is t inct ive in  that  i t  chal l enges  th is  t rad i t ional  value by  

emphasiz ing “their  bod ies ,”  which  read i ly  evokes the body o f  Jesus .  The  

f ish  that  Horwitz  p resen ts  thus  serves  as  an  ind irect  image o f  the embodied 

Jesus . 7 1  

What  is  importan t  in  th is  s tudy is  that  the image o f  the embodied 

Jesus  s t rong ly resonates  wi th  the theme o f  vu lnerab i l i ty.  F i rs t ,  the  mot i f  o f 

wounds is  impl ied  in  Horwitz’s  exp lanat ion o f  the f ish ’s  bod ies .  He g ives  a  

specif i c  reason why  the f ish  can  tak e in  nu tr i t ion in  the iced  lake,  say ing,  
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“They  go t  thei r  pores  open the whole t ime” ( Catcher  108) .  With  emphas is  

in  i ta l ic s  in  the o r ig inal  tex t ,  th is  image o f  the body with  ho les  can  eas i ly  

evoke the idea o f  wounds.  Indeed ,  Holden  l inks  the f igure o f  Jesus  wi th  

wounds when he d i rect ly  ta lks  abou t  the b ib l ical  f igure.  While  Holden 

d isp lays  d isgust  fo r  Ossenburger ’s  bel ie f  in  a  d isembodied  Chris t ,  he  

c lea r ly  s ta t es  that  he l ikes  Je sus  h imself ,  say ing ,  “I  l ike Jesus  and  al l”  

(Catcher  130) .  Notab ly,  immediat ely  af ter  expressing  h is  fondness  fo r  

Jesus ,  Holden  ment ions ano ther  b ib l ical  f igure  whom he l ikes  best  nex t  to  

Jesus .  He refe rs  to  th is  charac ter  a s  “ that  lunat ic  and  al l ,  that  l ived in  the 

tombs and  kep t  cu t t ing h imself  wi th  s tones” ( Catcher  130) .  Al though 

Holden qu ick ly  changes the top ic  wi thou t  p rov id ing  deta i ls ,  i t  i s  c lea r  that  

th is  charac ter  i s  the man  who  hur ts  h is  own body  in  Chap ter  5  o f  the Gospel  

o f Mark :  “And  always,  n igh t  and  day,  in  the tombs and  in  the mountains ,  he 

was cry ing  ou t ,  and  cu t t ing  h imsel f  wi th s tones” (Mark  5 :5 ) .  In  th is  b ib l ical  

ep isode,  Jesus  mee ts  the man ,  d iscovers  that  a  demon  possesses  h im,  lea rns  

that  the demon’s  name is  Leg ion ,  and f rees  the man  from the demon .  Again ,  

as  the man’s  name remains  unclear  t h roughou t the ep isode,  the focus o f  the 

ep isode l ie s  in  Jesus’s  miracu lous ac t  o f  exorcism,  where the man’s  se l f -

cu t t ing  behav io r  on ly serves  as  a  background .  Holden’s  fondness  fo r  th is  

man is  no teworthy in  th is  respect  a s  i t  refo regrounds the man’s  

vu lnerab i l i ty  by  emphasiz ing  h is  sel f - in f l ic ted  wounds.  Holden’s  com bined 

fondness  fo r  Je sus  and the nameless  man thus  p resen ts  the image o f  the 

vu lnerab le  body  o f  the b ib l ical  f igure.  

In  fac t ,  Ho lden  con t inuously  p resen t s  the body o f  Jesus  wi th  

vu lnerab i l i ty  whi le  he p lays  the  parod ic  ro le .  F i rs t ,  in  the ep isode where he 
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gets  in to a  f is t f igh t  wi th h is  roommate S trad late r,  Ho lden looks at  h is  

wounded  body  in  the mirro r,  bo th  horr i f i ed  and  fasc inated :  “I  had  b lood  al l  

over  my  mouth and ch in  and  even  on  my pajamas and bath robe.  I t  par t ly  

scared  me and  i t  par t ly  fascinat ed  me”  (Catcher  59 ) .  Th is  pecu l iar  

fasc inat ion  wi th  the wounded  body can  also  be seen  in  h is  favor i te  p lay fu l 

act  o f  p retend ing  to  be sho t .  In  the ep isode o f  h is  argument  wi th  Maurice ,  

the  p imp whom Holden  meets  in  a  ho tel ,  he  does  th is  af ter  being  punched : 

“What  I ’d  do,  I ’d  walk down a few f loors —hold ing on to  my gu ts ,  b lood 

leak ing al l  over  the p lace” ( Catcher  136) .  Al though he acknowledges tha t  i t  

was a  “s tup id  business” ( Catcher  195),  Holden  canno t  help  bu t  repeat  th is  

act  when he gets  d runk  at  a  bar :  “I  was the on ly guy at  the bar  wi th  a  bu l le t  

in  h is  gu ts .  I  kep t  pu t t ing  my hand  under  my  jacket ,  on my s tomach  and  al l ,  

to  keep  the b lood from dr ipp ing  al l  over  the p lace” ( Catcher  195) .  In  th is  

way,  Holden  pers i s ten t ly  fo regrounds the fact  that  h is  body can  be 

wounded .  Consider ing  that  Holden keeps p lay ing  a  parody  o f  Chris t ’s  

miracu lous acts ,  what  i s  p resen ted  th rough h is  narrat ive is  Jesus  wi th  a  

vu lnerab le  body.  

The image o f  Je sus  wi th a  vu lnerab le  body  may  seem unusual  on  i t s  

own because Chris t i an i ty  is  o f ten  considered  to  p r io r i t ize  the mind over  the 

body.  As Ossenburger ’s  image o f  a  d isembodied  Jesus  as  wel l  as  the son o f 

the Virg in  Mary  suggests ,  what  t rad i t ional ly  characte r izes  Chris t ian i ty  

seems to  be the rejec t ion o f  the body.  Con trary  to  th is  popu lar  image,  

Atsush i  Okada argues  that  the body  actual ly  l ie s  a t  the co re  o f  th is  re l ig ion .  

Accord ing  to  Okada,  as  the even t  o f  the crucif ix ion can  be seen  as  one o f  

the h igh l igh ts  o f  Chris t ian i ty,  the f i gure o f  Jesus  is  fundamental ly  
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charact er i zed  by  h is  wounded  body.  Cer tain ly,  whi le  there  have been  

numerous rel ig ious works that  t ry  to  rep resen t  h im with  an  emphasis  on the 

sp ir i tual  s ide,  there  has  a l so  been  an  opposing  bel ie f  that  fo regrounds the 

wounded  body  o f  Jesus .  For  example,  O kada in t roduces  the argument  fo r  

the importance o f  physical i ty  in  Chris t ian i ty  by Giovann i  Andrea Gi l io ,  

who cr i t ic i zes  the abundance o f  beau t i fu l  naked bod ies  wi th  no  wounds in  

Michelangelo ’s  f re sco  t i t led  The Last  Judgment :  “A pain ter  would show the 

power  o f  the ar t  much  bet te r  i f  he rep resen ted  Chris t  a ff l i c ted ,  b loody,  

covered  wi th  sp i t t le ,  f layed ,  wounded,  defo rmed ,  l iv id ,  and  ug ly,  to  such  an 

ex ten t  that  he d id no t  have the appearance o f  a  man” (Gi l io  134) .  When  

Holden emphasi zes  h is  own wounded body  whi le  p lay ing  Jesus ,  i t  evokes 

th is  o f ten -h idden image o f  the vu lnerab le  body  o f  Je sus .  

Th is  image o f  Jesus  wi th  a  wounded  body  is  more s t rong ly  l inked  to  

the quest ion  o f  the p resence o f  the dead ,  when v iewed  th rough  the lens  o f  

the ep isode cal l ed  The Incredu l i ty  o f  Sa in t  Thomas  in  the Gospel  o f  John .  

In Chap ter  20  o f  the Gospel  o f  John ,  Sain t  Thomas misses  one o f  Jesus’s  

appearances  to  the Apost les  a f te r  h is  resu rrec t ion .  Doub t ing  whether  Jesus 

t ru ly rose f rom the dead ,  he s ta tes  w hat  would  make h im bel ieve:  “Excep t  

I  shal l  see in  h is  hands the p r in t  o f  the nai ls ,  and  pu t  my f inger  in to the 

p r in t  o f  the nai ls ,  and  pu t  my  hand  in to  h is  s ide,  I  wi l l  no t  bel ieve” ( John 

20 :25) .  A week  la ter,  Je sus  appear s  befo re  Thomas and  te l ls  h im to touch 

the wound  on  h is  s ide in f l ic ted  dur ing  the crucif ix ion :  “Reach  h i ther  thy 

f inger,  and see my  hands;  and  rea ch  h i ther  thy  hand ,  and  pu t  i t  in to  my  

s ide:  and be no t  fa i th les s ,  bu t  bel iev ing” (John  20 :27) .  Th is  ser i es  o f  

ep isodes  ind icat es  that  the wounds on Jesus’s  body  confi rm the p resence  
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of the dead .  

The p resence o f  the dead  th rough  a  wounded  body  can  also  be read  

f rom Holden’s  misunders t and ing  o f  Rober t  Burns’ poem “Comin’ Thro’ the 

Rye,”  which  d r ives  Holden to  become the catcher  in  the rye.  While  

wander ing  New York ,  Holden  hears  a  boy  o f  abou t  s ix  wal k ing  on the cu rb 

s ing ing a  l ine o f  Burns’ poem,  misunders t and ing the o r ig inal  l ine “I f  a  body 

meet  a  body  coming  th rough  the rye” as  “If  a  body  catch  a  body  coming  

th rough  the rye.”  Tak ing  th is  l ine as  the boy  mist aken ly sang  i t ,  Ho lden  

la te r  expresses  h i s  wish  to  be the ca tcher  in  the rye to  h is  s i s te r  Phoebe.  

What  is  importan t  abou t  th is  misunders t and ing is  that  i t  r ep laces  the verb 

“meet”  wi th  “catch ,”  which sheds a  s t rong  l igh t  on  the vu lnerab le  s ide o f  

the “body” in  the l ine.  When  the body is  the sub ject  to  “cat ch ,”  i t  

in t roduces  the possib i l i ty  o f  being  wounded because the verb  “cat ch” 

impl ie s  that  the body  can  “fal l . ”  In  f act ,  the  body  o f  the boy  who s ings the 

misunders tood  l ine is  dep icted  as  being  in  danger,  on  the verge o f  fa l l ing : 

“The ca rs  zoomed  by,  b rakes  screeched  al l  over  the p lace,  h is  paren ts  paid  

no  at ten t ion to  h im,  and  he kep t  on  walk ing  nex t  to  the cu rb and s ing ing  ‘ I f  

a  body  catch  a  body  coming th rough  the rye’”  ( Catcher  150) .  For  Holden,  

the even t  o f  fa l l ing  and  the body is  t igh t ly  connected ,  especia l ly  th rough  

h is  memory  o f  h is  c l as smate James Cast le ,  whom Holden  cou ld  no t  “cat ch” 

when  he commit ted  su icide by  jumpin g  ou t  the window.  When  Phoebe asks 

Holden to  name someth ing  he l ikes ,  Holden recal l s  James wi th  a  v iv id 

descr ip t ion  o f  h is  wounded  body :  “He was dead ,  and h is  teeth ,  and b lood ,  

were al l  over  the p lace” ( Catcher  221).  Holden’s  confession ,  “I  was in  t he 

shower  and al l ,  and  even  I  cou ld  hea r  h im land ou ts ide”  (Catcher  221) ,  



260 

 

impl ie s  that  he cou ld  no t  “catch” James’ body  when  i t  fe l l .  With  the image 

o f the body  and  the possib i l i ty  o f  fa l l ing,  Holden’s  misunders tand ing o f  the 

poem is  thus  inseparab le  f rom the p resence o f  the body  o f  the dead.  

 

The Onto logy o f  the Dead  

One may  argue that  Holden  remains  vu lnerab le  even  as  he con t inual ly 

evokes the p resence o f  the dead ,  as  t h is  act  can  never  change the s imple 

fact  that  the dead  are  no  longer  p resen t .  S ince Holden  was unab le  to  cat ch 

James a s  he fel l ,  i t  i s  c lea r  that  he is  vu lnerab le  when  i t  comes to  the dead .  

However,  what  i s  most  s ign if i can t  abou t  h is  care  fo r  the dead  is  that  th is  

vu lnerab i l i ty  reveal s  a  d is t inct ive on to logy  o f  the dead .  Holden’s  

vu lnerab le  parody  serves  as  a  constan t reminder  o f  the pain fu l  fact  that  t h e 

dead are  absen t  f rom the world  o f  the l iv ing .  Paradox ical ly,  the s t ronger  

th is  impression  o f  absence becomes fo r  Holden ,  the s t ronger  the p resence o f 

what  i s  no t  p resen t  a lso  becomes.  Holden’s  vu lnerab le  parody  cal l s  fo r th 

th is  d is t inct ive on to logy o f  th e dead .  

To  reconsider  exposed  vu lnerab i l i ty  as  the on to logy  o f  the dead ,  

Takeuch i  and  Shunk i  Boku’s  d iscuss ion  o f  the word  “meet” —the o r ig inal  

expression  in  the song —with in  the novel  p rov ides  a  s ign if ican t  re ference  

po in t .  At  f i rs t  g lance,  the exposure o f the vu lnerab le  body th rough  the 

misunders tand ing  o f  “meet”  a s  “ca tch” appears  to  be Holden ’s  def in i t ive  

fai lu re  to  become a “cat cher,”  desp i t e  h is  d ream of  becoming  a  “catcher  i n  

the rye.”  While  many cr i t ics  compla in abou t  the ambigu i ty regard ing 

whether  Holden  is  t ru ly  a  catcher  o r  no t ,  Takeuch i argues  that  what  

charact er i zes  Holden’s  act  o f  ca t ch ing  is  p rec ise ly  a  subvers ion  o f  such  
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b inary  opposi t ions .  Takeuch i  iden t i f ies  a  paradox ical  iden t i ty  in  Holden’s  

act  o f  cat ch ing —an iden t i ty  between  the sub ject  who  catches  and the ob ject  

who is  caugh t .  While  Holden  d reams  o f  being  the sub ject  o f  cat ch ing ,  he  

also  p resen ts  h imself  as  the ob jec t  o f  being  caugh t ,  most  exp l ic i t ly  seen  in  

h is  iden t i f i cat ion  wi th  James,  who k i l ls  h imsel f  by  fal l ing .  Th is  

iden t i f ica t ion is  ev iden t  in  the fac t  that  J ames wear s  Holden’s  swea ter  a t  

the very  moment  o f  h is  fa l l ,  as  wel l  as  in  the s imilar  way  James and  Holden  

are  ca red  fo r  by  thei r  common  teach er,  Mr.  Anto l in i ,  who  once p icked  up 

the fal len  James and expresses  h is  concern  fo r  Holden by  comparing h is  

cu rren t  s i tuat ion  to  “a  te rr ib le ,  te rr ib le  fa l l”  (Ca tcher  242) . 7 2  As Takeuch i 

and  Boku  argue,  th is  subvers ion  o f  b inary  opposi t ion  opens up  a  un ique 

mean ing  o f  the o r ig inal  expression  “meet”  in  the song.  The act  o f  

“meet ing ,”  obscured  by  Holden’s  mi staken  unders tand ing  o f  “ca tch ing,”  

becomes an  even t  in  which the d is t i nct ion  between  the cat cher  and  the 

caugh t  d isso lves—where the l iv ing  can ,  in  a  l i ter al  sense,  “meet”  the 

dead. 7 3  

Th is  s tudy  exp lo res  th is  “meet ing” between  the l iv ing  and  the dead  as  

the on to logy  o f  the dead  th rough  Holden’s  vu lnerab le  parody.  In  th is  

con tex t ,  i t  i s  no teworthy that  Dan ish  ph i losopher  Søren  Kierkegaard  

iden t i f ies  what  can  be cal l ed  the on to logy  o f  the  dead in  the b ib l ical  

ep isode o f  Lazarus . 7 4  In  The S ickness  Unto  Dea th ,  wh ich  d raws from the  

ep isode o f  Lazarus ,  Kierkegaard  sheds l igh t  on  Jesus’s  words,  “Th is  

s ickness  is  no t  un to death” (Kierkegaard  11) .  He focuses  on  the seeming ly 

paradox ical  s i tuat ion  in  which  “Lazarus  is  dead ,  and  yet  th is  s ickness  i s  no t 

un to death” (Kierkegaa rd  11) .  For  Kierkegaard ,  the ep isode o f  Laza rus  
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canno t  be reduced  to  the quest ion  o f  whether  he is  physical ly  a l ive o r  dead .  

What  mat t ers  to  Kierkegaard  is  that  “ the fact  that  Chris t  ex i s ts  means th at  

th is  s ickness  is  no t  un to death” (Kie rkegaard  12) :  

And what  help  would  i t  have been  to  Laza rus  to  be awakened 

from the dead ,  i f  the th ing  must  end af te r  a l l  wi th  h is  dy ing —

how would that  have helped  Lazarus ,  i f  He d id no t  l ive who  is  

the resu rrect ion  and  the l i f e  fo r  everyone who  bel ieves  in  Him? 

No ,  i t  i s  no t  because Lazarus  was awakened  from the dead ,  no t  

fo r  th is  can  one say  that  th is  s i ckness  is  no t  un to  death ;  bu t  

because He l ives ,  therefo re  th i s  s ick ness  is  no t un to  death .  

(Kierkegaard  12)  

F rom th is  log ic ,  Kierkegaard  deduces  the thesis  that  “death  is  by  no means 

the las t  th ing o f  a l l”  (Kie rkegaard  12) as  long as  Je sus  is  wi th  Lazarus .  

Beyond  the quest ion  o f  whether  Jesu s  l i ter al ly  re su rrec ts  the dead ,  the 

ep isode o f  Lazarus  is  inseparab le  f rom the on to logy  o f  the dead .  

Kierkegaard ’s  in terp re tat ion  o f  the ep isode o f  Lazarus  r esonates  wi th  

Holden’s  a t t i tude toward  Al l ie .  Whil e  Holden p rov ides  the specif i c  date  o f 

Al l ie’s  dea th —July 17 ,  1946 —others  t rea t  h im as  absen t .  A typ ical  example 

o f th is  i s  Phoebe’s  a t t i tude toward Al l ie .  When Phoebe learns  that  Holden 

d ropped  ou t  o f  schoo l ,  she angri ly  te l ls  h im,  “You  don’t  l ike any th ing  that ’s  

happen ing” (Catcher  220 ) ,  to  which  he responds,  “I  l ike Al l ie”  ( Catcher  

222) .  Phoebe immediate ly  rejec ts  th i s  response because,  fo r  her,  Al l ie  i s  no t  

p resen t :  “All i e’s  dead—you always say  that !  I f  somebody’s  dead  and  

every th ing ,  and in  Heaven ,  then  i t  i sn ’t  real ly —” (Catcher  222 ) .  As the 

words  “in  Heaven ” in  i ta l i cs  demons trat e ,  Phoebe considers  Al l ie  to  be in  a  
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d ifferen t  p lace,  no t  the world o f  the l iv ing .  I t  i s  th is  conven t ional  a t t i tude 

toward  the dead  that  Holden  chal lenges .  Desp i te  acknowledg ing the fact  

that  Al l ie  i s  dead ,  Holden res is t s  Phoebe’s  way  o f  deal ing  wi th the dead  

with a  Kierkegaard ian  at t i tude th at  “death  is  no t  the las t  th ing  o f  a l l” :  “I  

know he’s  dead!  Don’t  you  th ink  I  know that?  I  can  s t i l l  l ike  h im,  though,  

can’t  I?  Just  because somebody’s  dead ,  you don’t  jus t  s top l ik ing  them, fo r 

God’s  sake—espec ial ly  i f  they  were abou t  a  thousand  t imes n ic er  than  the 

peop le  you  know that’ re  a l ive  and al l”  (Catcher  222 -23) .  Holden  is  no t  

d i fferen t  f rom Phoebe in  that  he can no t  deny that  Al l ie  i s  no  longer  p resen t .  

What  d is t ingu ishes  Holden  from Phoebe is  that  he is  wi th Al l ie ,  s imil ar  t o  

Kierkegaard ’s  in terp re tat ion  o f  Jesus  wi th Lazarus .  

     Ho lden’s  a t t i tude o f  being  wi th the dead  is  v iv id ly  por t rayed  in  the 

scene where he v is i ts  Al l ie ’s  g rave.  When  Holden v is i ts  Al l i e’s  g rave wi th 

h is  re la t ives ,  they are  sudden ly  caugh t in  the rain .  Al l  the v is i to rs  hurr i ed ly  

run  to  thei r  ca rs  to  escape f rom the rain ,  which  is  what  Holden  f inds  

unbearab le:  “All  the v is i to r s  that  were v is i t ing  the cemetery  s ta r t ed  runn ing  

l ike hel l  over  to  thei r  cars .  That’s  w hat  near ly  d rove me crazy.  Al l  the 

v is i to rs  cou ld  get  in  thei r  ca rs  and  tu rn  on  thei r  r ad ios  and  al l  and then  go 

someplace n ice fo r  d inner —everybody  excep t  Al l ie”  ( Catcher  202 ) .  While  

o thers  can  easi ly  leave the dead ,  Holden canno t .  For  Holden,  the dead  are  

p resen t  as  those who  are  no t  p resen t .  

What  is  s ign if ican t  here  is  that  Holden’s  a t t i tude o f  being  wi th  the 

dead is  no t  mere ly  a  mat ter  o f  physical  p rox imity  to  the g rave.  For  Holden ,  

i t  means that  he keeps evok ing  the p resence o f  the dead  as  what  i s  no t  

p resen t .  Th is  a t t i tude toward  the dead c an  be observed  in  what  Takeuch i 



264 

 

argues as  Holden’s  desi r e  fo r  t ransfo rmat ion  to  Al l ie .  No t ing  charact er i s t ic s  

o f Al l ie ,  such  as  red  hair,  lef t -handedness ,  and a  basebal l  mi t t ,  Takeuch i  

argues  that  Holden secret ly  imitate s  them.  Holden  wear s  a  red  hun t ing  cap,  

mak ing h is  hai r  appear  red ;  he confesses  tha t  he in ju red  h is  r igh t  hand  on 

the day  All i e  d ied ,  fo rcing h im to  re ly so lely  on  h is  le f t  hand ;  he p refers  to  

wear  the cap  wi th the b r im backward,  resembling  a  catcher  in  basebal l . 7 5  

Th is  desi re  fo r  t r ansfo rmat ion  to  Al l ie  can  also  be in terp reted  as  h is  ac t  o f 

cal l ing  up  the dead  because i t  i s  inseparab le  f rom the reminder  o f  the fact  

that  Al l ie  i s  no t  p resen t .  What  Holden  con t inual ly  upho lds  is  th is  p resen ce 

o f the absence o f  the dead .  

One migh t  argue that  even  i f  Holden  t r ies  to  bel ieve that  he is  wi th  

Al l ie ,  the s imple fact  r emains  that  he canno t  do  any th ing  fo r  the dead .  

Indeed ,  Holden h imself  acknowledges h is  vu lnerab i l i ty  regard ing  the dead .  

However,  what  i s  s ign if ican t  i s  that  th rough  th is  vu lnerab i l i ty,  he rein fo rces  

the sense o f  the p re sence o f  the dead.  In  the scene o f  v is i t ing  Al l ie ’s  g rave,  

Holden admits  that  Al l ie  i s  no t  t ru ly  there :  “I  know i t ’s  on ly  h is  body  and 

al l  that ’s  in  the cemetery,  and h is  sou l’s  in  Heaven  and  al l  that  cr ap” 

(Catcher  202 ) .  In  s ta rk  con tras t  to  Jesus  in  the b ib l ical  ep isode,  Holden  

s imply exposes  h is  vu lnerab i l i ty  regard ing  the dead .  Never thel ess ,  Ho lden 

qu ick ly adds,  “bu t  I  cou ldn’t  s tand  i t  anyway” ( Catcher  202) .  The use o f  

the word “anyway” suggest s  that  he canno t  ar t i cu late  what  he shou ld  do  in  

c lea r  terms.  While  he recogn izes  tha t  Al l ie  i s  no t  there ,  he canno t  leave 

ei ther.  Th is  ambigu i ty  h igh l igh ts  the  p resence o f  the absence o f  the dead .  

Regard ing th is  con trad icto ry  on to logy  o f  the dead ,  E isuke Wakamat su  o ffer s  

a  usefu l  perspect ive:  “When  the dead approach  us ,  our  sou ls  t remble wi th 
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so rrow. Sorrow is  a  s ign o f  the dead’s  arr iva l .  Al though  i t  i s  an  exper ience 

o f g r ief ,  i t  i s  a lso  a  comfort ing  expe r ience to  know the p resence o f  the dead  

who are  wi th  us” (Wakamatsu ;  my t r ans . ;  8 ) .  For  Wakamatsu ,  the exper i ence 

o f so rrow is  an  exper ience o f  being  wi th the dead .  I t  embodies  a  po ignan t 

paradox :  the more in tense the so rrow,  the s t ronger  the p resence o f  the dead  

becomes.  Holden’s  con trad icto ry  act  o f  t ry ing  to  s tay  close to  Al l ie  whi l e  

acknowledg ing h is  absence conveys th is  p resence o f  what  i s  no t  p resen t .  

The paradox ical  on to logy  o f  the dead is  e loquen t ly  expressed  in  

Holden’s  vu lnerab le  narrat ive abou t  them. When  Holden  ta lks  abou t  the 

dead,  he con t inual ly  exposes  h is  lack o f  ab i l i ty  to  ar t i cu late  h is  though t s  

abou t  them eff ect ively.  A typ ica l  example is  h is  essay  in  h is  h is to ry  exam 

paper,  where he wri te s  abou t  how the Egyp t ians  deal t  wi th  the dead :  

The Egyp t ians  are  ex tremely  in tere s t ing  to  us  today  fo r  var ious  

reasons.  Modern  science would  s t i l l  l ike  to  know what  the secret  

ing red ien ts  were that  the Egyp t ians  used when  they wrapped  up  

dead peop le  so  that  thei r  faces  would no t  ro t  fo r  innumerab le  

cen tu r ies .  Th is  in teres t ing r idd le  is  s t i l l  qu i te  a  chal l enge to  

modern sci ence in  the twen t ie th  cen tu ry.  (Catcher  16 )  

As Spencer  began  to  get  angry,  th is  seeming ly poor  answer  gave the 

impression  o f  mock ing  the Egyp t ian  custom of  p reserv ing the physical  

remains  o f  the dead .  Th is  impressio n al igns  wi th Holden’s  inab i l i ty  to  

ar t i cu late  h is  feel ing  dur ing  h is  v is i t  to  Al l ie’s  g rave.  Holden  h imself  

unders tands the fu t i l i ty  o f  keep ing  physica l  re l i cs ,  as  he bel ieves  that  th e 

sou l  res ides  e lsewhere,  no t  ins ide the tomb. There fo re ,  he lacks  the 

eloquen t  vocabu lary  needed  to  exp la in the Egyp t ian  mummy.  W hat  is  
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importan t  i s  that  desp i te  th is  vu lnerab le  narrat ive abou t  the dead ,  he 

con t inues  to  demonstra te  ca re  fo r  them.  The ep isode invo lv ing the mummy 

d isp lay in  the museum also  shows  th is  constan t  care  fo r  the dead  th rough  

h is  vu lnerab le  narrat ive.  Holden  takes  ch i ld ren  there ,  recoun t ing  what  he 

wro te  in  h is  h is to ry  exam paper.  Even af te r  the ch i ld ren  run  away from the 

d isp lay,  Holden  is  lef t  a lone,  fee l ing  somewhat  peacefu l :  “ I  was t he on ly  

one lef t  in  the tomb then .  I  so r t  o f  l i ked  i t ,  in  a  way.  I t  was so  n ice and  

peacefu l”  (Catcher  264) .  Here again ,  as  phrases  l ike “so r t  o f”  and  “in a  

way” suggest ,  Ho lden  canno t  ar t i c u late  h is  feel ing s  clea r ly.  I t  i s  th is  

impossib i l i ty  to  ar t icu la te  that  r a the r  e loquen t ly i l lus t rat es  that  he is  wi th 

the dead .  

Holden’s  l imi ted  vocabu lary  when  speak ing  abou t  the dead is  

inseparab le  f rom h is  ro le  as  a  l i s ten er  toward  them.  He never  por t rays  

Al l ie’s  vo ice in  h is  own words.  Al l ie  remains  s i l en t ,  mak ing Holden  merely  

a  l i s t ener  to  that  s i len t  vo ice.  Th is  a t t i tude o f  l i s ten ing is  importan t  in  h is  

narrat ive because i t  in i t ia l ly  beg ins  by  p resen t ing  the thesis  that  the 

p resence o f  “I”  i s  supported  by  the p resence o f  “you” as  a  l i s tener.  Thus,  as  

long as  i t  invo lves  l i s ten ing  to  the s i len t  vo ice o f  the dead ,  Holden’s  

vu lnerab le  narrat ive actual ly  evokes  the p resence o f  the dead .  

 

The Revers ib le  Rela t ionsh ip  in  Care   

between  the L iv ing  and  the Dead  

While  Holden’s  narr at ive re sonates  wi th the ep isode o f  Lazarus  in  

terms o f  the on to logy  o f  the dead ,  i t  in t roduces  a  un ique aspec t  that  i s  no t 

p resen t  in  the la t ter :  the r evers ib le  r e la t ionsh ip  o f  care  between  the l iv ing 
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and  the dead .  In  the ep isode o f  Laza rus ,  Jesus  cal l s  up  the dead  Lazarus ,  

bu t  the dead  Lazarus  does  no th ing fo r Je sus .  In  Holden’s  narrat ive,  

however,  Al l ie  can  also  be a  beg inn ing  o f  care  fo r  Holden,  jus t  as  Holden 

cares  fo r  Al l ie .  Ho lden’s  vu lnerab le  narrat ive p resen ts  th is  characte r is t ic  

revers ib le  r e la t ionsh ip  o f  care  between  the l iv ing  and  the dead .  

Care f rom the dead  fo r  the l iv ing is  dep ict ed  when Holden  walks  

down F if th  Avenue,  sudden ly fee l ing  as  i f  he migh t  d isappear  a t  any 

moment :  “Then  al l  o f  a  sudden,  someth ing  very  spooky  s tar t ed  happen ing.  

Every  t ime I  came to  the end  o f  a  b lock  and  s tepped o ff  the goddam curb ,  I  

had  th is  feel ing  that  I ’d  never  get  to  the o ther  s ide o f  the s t r eet .  I  though t 

I ’d  just  go down,  down, down,  and  nobody’d  ever  see me again” ( Catcher  

256) .  Again ,  Holden  exposes  h is  vu lnerab i l i ty  as  the “I”  that  canno t  be 

p resen t  a lone.  What  is  s ign if ican t  here  is  that  Holden  is  saved  from th is  

on to log ical  danger  th rough the p resence o f  the dead  All ie :  “Then  I  s tar ted 

do ing  someth ing else .  Every  t ime I’d get  to  the end  o f  a  b lock I ’d  make 

bel ieve I  was ta lk ing  to  my  b ro ther  Al l ie .  I ’d  say  to  h im,  don’t  le t  me 

d isappear,  Al l ie ,  don’t  le t  me d isappear.  Al l ie ,  don’t  l e t  me d isappear.  

P lease,  Al l ie . ”  And  the n  when I’d  reach  the o ther  s ide o f  the s t ree t  wi thou t  

d isappear ing,  I ’d  thank  h im” (Catcher  256 -57) .  While  Holden  cal l s  up  the 

p resence o f  Al l ie  by l i s t en ing  to  h is  s i len t  vo ice ,  here  i t  i s  Al l ie  who cal ls  

up  Holden  by  l is ten ing to  Holden’s  vo ice.  Not  on ly  does  the narr at ive 

dep ict  care  fo r  the dead  f rom the l iv ing ,  bu t i t  a l so  p resen ts  care  fo r  the 

l iv ing  f rom the dead.  

The revers ib l e  re l a t ionsh ip  o f  care  between  the l iv ing  and  the dead  is  

ev iden t  in  Takeuch i’s  analysis  o f  the  subvers ion o f  the b inary  opposi t ion  in  
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Holden’s  act  o f  “ca tch ing.  As Holden’s  assumption  that  he may  s tep  o ff  the 

cu rb wi th  the expression  “go  down, down, down” ( Catcher  256)  i l lus t ra t es ,  

Ho lden’s  on to log ical  anx iety  is  inseparab le  f rom the image o f  the fal l in g 

body.  In  th is  sense,  when Holden  is  saved  from h is  anx iety  abou t  the 

d isappearance o f  h is  p resence,  i t  means that  the dead  All ie  l i t era l ly  

“cat ches” the body o f  th e l iv ing Holden .  Th is  ro le  o f  catch ing the fal l in g 

body  is  p rec ise ly  what  Holden  wishes  to  embody  from the misunders tood  

l ine  “If  a  body cat ch  a  body.”  I t  i s  no teworthy that  the expression  “a body” 

is  repeat ed  twice because i t  emphasi zes  that  the sub ject  who  cat ches  and  

the ob ject  being caugh t can  be rever s ib le .  Al l ie’s  “ca tch” o f  Holden’s  body 

exact ly  embodies  th is  rever s ib le  r e l a t ionsh ip  between  the l iv ing and the 

dead,  where they  “meet ”  th rough  thei r  vu lnerab i l i t y.   

     The conclud ing  sen tences  o f  Holden’s  en t i re  narr at ive h igh l igh t  the 

revers ib le  r e la t ionsh ip  wi th the on to logy o f  the dead .  He ends h is  narra t ive 

by  referr ing to  what  i s  no t p resen t :  “About  a l l  I  know is ,  I  so r t  o f  miss  

everybody  I to ld  abou t .  Even  o ld  S tr ad later  and  Ack ley,  fo r  ins tance.  I  

th ink  I  even  miss  that  goddam Maurice.  I t ’s  funny.  Don’t  ever  te l l  anybody 

any th ing .  I f  you  do ,  you s ta r t  miss ing everybody” ( Catcher  277) .  As the  

verb “miss” in  i ta l i cs  s ign if ie s  to  “no t ice  the absence o r  loss  o f”  (“Miss”) ,  

what  Holden  u l t imately  cares  fo r  i s  what  i s  no t  p resen t .  In  th is  sense,  when  

Holden warns ,  “Don’t  ever  te l l  anybody  any th ing” ( Catcher  277) ,  i t  

paradox ical ly  ca l ls  up the p resence o f what  i s  no t  p resen t .  What  is  c ruci al  

i s  that ,  wh i le  he uses  the sub ject  “I ”  in  the f i rs t  par t ,  the  la s t  sen tence 

rep laces  “I ”  wi th  the sub ject  “you .”  Th is  rep lacement  o f  the sub ject  makes 

Holden’s  “I”  what  i s  no t  p resen t ,  demonstrat ing  that  care  fo r  what  i s  no t  



269 

 

presen t  can  always be revers ib le .  Cer tain ly,  th is  conclud ing  passage does  

no t  exp l ic i t ly  men t ion  the dead  All i e  as  par t  o f  what  i s  absen t .  However,  i f  

every th ing  Holden  te l ls  i s  t i t l ed  The Catcher  in  the Rye ,  then  i t  i s  the dead 

All ie  who  embodies  th is  “you” as  he no t  on ly  p lays  the ro le  o f  the catcher  

bu t  a lso  rep resen ts  the one who “don’t  ever  te l l  anybody  any th ing” as  the 

dead.  

 

Conclusion  

While  Jesus  in  the b ib l ical  ep i sode r esu rrects  the dead  Lazarus  as  a  

miracu lous act ,  what  Holden  can  do  is  merely  a  parod ic  act  o f  wak ing  up  

s leep ing  peop le ,  exposing h is  vu lnerab i l i ty  to  the dead ,  especi al ly  to  the 

dead All ie .  I t  i s  th rough  th is  vu lnerab i l i ty  that  Holden  p resen ts  the 

p resence o f  the dead  with  the image o f Je sus  wi th a  body.  Th is  leads  h im to  

a  un ique on to logy o f  the dead ,  in  which  the more h is  vu lnerab i l i ty  exposes  

the fact  that  the dead  are  no t  p resen t ,  the s t ronger  the p resence o f  what  i s  

no t  p resen t  becomes.  Holden  thus  ca l ls  up  the on to logy  o f  the dead  with  the 

revers ib le  r e la t ionsh ip  in  ca re  between  the l iv ing  and  the dead .  

Shar ing  a  themat i c  connect ion  wi th the o ther  modern is t  wri te rs  in  th is  

s tudy—Fitzgerald ,  Chand ler,  and  Mi l ler —Sal inger  expands the quest ion  o f 

care  beyond  the rea lm of  “ th is  world” and  “l i f e”  to  the realm of  the dead .  

Th is  themat ic  expansion is  s ign if ican t  wi th in the con tex t  o f  new modern is t  

s tud ies .  As long  as  modern ism is  v iewed as  focusing on  the “just  now,” 

separat ed  f rom the past ,  the  quest io n o f  the ind iv idual ,  wh ich conven t ional  

modern is t  s tud ies  h igh l igh t  as  a  majo r theme,  natu ral ly  excludes  the 

p resence o f  the dead .  Th is  exclusion  is  unders tandab le ,  as  the dead 
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rep resen t  what  i s  “no t  p resen t ,”  mak ing  them en t i re ly  incompat ib le  wi th  an 

emphasis  on  the p resen t  moment .  While  Holden,  as  a  schoo l  d ropou t ,  

in i t ia l ly  seems to  re in fo rce th is  conven t ional  image o f  modern ism,  h is  

narrat ive rad i cal ly  subver t s  i t  th rough  the  paradox ica l  re l a t ionsh ip  between  

what  i s  p resen t  and  what  i s  no t  p resen t .  In  th is  way,  Sal inger  can  be 

rein terp re ted  as  a  male  modern is t  wri ter  who  exp lo res  vu lnerab i l i ty  as  the 

beg inn ing o f  care ,  ex tend ing  i t  even  in to  the realm of  death .  
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Conclusion  

“Now” as  Vulnerab le  Time  

Th is  s tudy  reveal s  modern is t  l i t era tu re’s  r ich  engagement  wi th  

vu lnerab i l i ty  as  the beg inn ing  o f  care .  Discussions o f  vu lnerab i l i ty  and  care  

have o f ten  cen tered  on  femin ism,  minori t ie s ,  and  welfare .  The works o f 

four  modern is t  wri te rs —F.  Sco t t  F i tzgerald ,  Raymond Chand ler,  Henry  

Mil ler,  and J .D.  Sal inger —appear  to  f rame  vu lnerab i l i ty  as  a  negat ive 

cond i t ion  to  be overcome.  Their  cha ract er i s t ic  mot i fs — the sel f -made man,  

the p r ivate  detect ive,  the au tob iograph ical  f igure,  and the d ropou t  f igure —

seem to  oppose the themes o f  vu lnerab i l i ty  and  care .  However,  desp i te  t h is  

appearance,  these works suggest  an  al te rnat ive possib i l i ty :  vu lnerab i l i ty  as  

the beg inn ing  o f  care .  In  l ine wi th the emergence o f  new modern is t  s tud ies ,  

th is  analysis  chal l enges  the  conven t ional  assumption  that  modern is t  

l i ter atu re ,  par t i cu lar ly  that  o f  male  wri ters ,  i s  charac ter ized  by  an 

invu lnerab le  ind iv idual  who  on ly  ca res  fo r  h imself .  

The s tudy  beg ins  wi th F i tzgerald ,  whose The Grea t  Gatsby  in t roduces  

vu lnerab i l i ty  as  the beg inn ing  o f  care  th rough  i ts  exp l ic i t  u se  o f  the word 

“vu lnerab le” and  the narr ato r ’s  ambiguous at t i tude toward what  he cal ls  

“carele ss  peop le .”  Th is  perspect ive refr ames the novel ,  wh ich  is  typ ica l ly  

seen  as  the t rag ic  f a i lu re  o f  a  se l f -m ade man ,  as  a  narrat ive o f  care  roo ted 

in  vu lnerab i l i ty.  

F i tzgerald ’s  two  medical - themed  short  s to r ie s ,  “An Alcoho l ic  Case” 

and  “Family  in  the Wind,”  fu r ther  ar t icu lat e  th is  theme.  They emphasize  

that  when  care  is  roo ted  in  vu lnerab i l i ty,  i t  must  be a  re sponsib i l i ty  to  

s ingu lar i ty  ra the r  than  a  mechan ica l  respon se to  general ized  cases .  
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Chandler ’s  hard -bo i led  f ic t ion shares  th is  theme  with a  d is t inct  

concern  fo r  “ the world.”  He expands upon the sense o f  “with in  and  withou t ”  

f rom The Grea t  Gatsby ,  embedd ing  i t  wi th in  the genre o f  hard -bo i led 

f ic t ion .  He cr i t iques  the t ranscenden tal  posi t ion o f  the armchai r  detect ive 

who v iews the world  f rom a d is tance .  As a  p r ivate  detect ive,  Ph i l ip  

Marlowe in The Big S leep  embodies  th is  p rob lemat ic  engagement  wi th the 

world—he canno t  remain  an ex ternal  observer  bu t  becomes deep ly 

en tang led  in  the l ives  o f  o thers .  Consequen t ly,  h is  iden t i ty  as  a  p r ivate  

detect ive becomes unstab le;  he canno t main tain  h is  posi t ion  as  h is  own 

boss .  Far  f rom the ideal i zed  f igure o f  an  au tonomous ind iv idual ,  Marlowe 

instead  enacts  a  fo rm of  care  fo r  the vu lnerab le ,  par t i cu lar ly  those who  are  

conven t ional ly  excluded  from concern in  t rad i t ional  detect ive f ic t ion .  

What  is  un ique abou t  the Ph i l ip  Mar lowe ser ies  i s  that  i t  d i rec t ly  

confron ts  the s imple fact  o f  ag ing  with  the inev i tab i l i ty  o f  death .  The Long 

Goodbye  addresses  th is  t emporal  vu lnerab i l i ty,  as  Marlowe is  fo rced  to  

acknowledge that  ag ing  undermines  h is  assumption  that  a  p r ivate  detect ive 

must  rema in  tough .  While  the novel  suggests  the necessi ty  o f  a  home as  a  

s i te  o f  care ,  Marlowe does  no t  p resen t i t  as  a  r eso lu t ion to  temporal  

vu lnerab i l i ty.  Rather,  as  a  p r ivate  de tect ive,  h is  concern  l ies  in  a  rea lm 

d is t inct  no t  on ly  f rom the pub l ic  sphere bu t  a lso  f rom domest i c  space.  As  a  

man withou t  a  home, Marlowe’s  invest igat ions  d i rec t  h is  care  toward  those 

who are  t emporal ly  vu lnerab le  bu t  fa l l  ou ts ide the boundar ie s  o f  

conven t ional  domest i c  care .  

Vulnerab i l i ty  is  exposed  p recisely  when  one t r ie s  to  be invu lnerab le ,  

fo rcefu l ly  mak ing  one open  to  o thers .  Mil ler  exp lo res  th is  paradox  th rough 
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h is  obsession  wi th the quest ion  o f  l i fe .  Trop ic  o f  Cancer ,  wh ich  Mil l er  cal ls  

an  au tob iograph ica l  novel ,  exempli f ies  th is  theme.  The word  

“au tob iography ” etymolog ical ly  means “wri t ing the l i fe  o f  onese lf , ”  as  seen  

in  Ben jamin  Frank l in ’s  The Au tob iography ,  where Frank l in  p resen ts  h is  l i fe  

as  a  model  to  be rep roduced  fo r  fu tu re  generat ions .  In  con tras t ,  Mil l er  

p resen ts  h is  own l i fe  as  i r reducib ly  vu lnerab le ,  par t icu lar ly  th rough h is  

fa i lu re  to  become a father.  Resis t ing  Frank l in ian  rep roduct ive fu tu r ism,  

Mil ler ’s  narra t ive in ter twines  wi th  o ther  l ives  in  opposi t ion to  p roduct ion,  

demonstrat ing  what  the Care Co l lect ive  cal l s  p romiscuous ca re .  

In  Sexus ,  Mil ler  fu r ther  develops the quest ion  o f  l i fe  as  a  quest ion o f  

ab i l i ty,  emphasi zing vu lnerab i l i ty  as  a  fo rm of  ab i l i ty.  While  cr i t i cs  o f ten 

accuse Mil ler ’s  p ro tagon is ts  o f  passiv i ty,  thei r  apparen t  lack  o f  agency  can 

be reconsidered  in  l igh t  o f  Giorg io  Ag amben’s  concep t  o f  impoten t ia l i t y —

the possib i l i ty  o f  l i fe  that  canno t  be  reduced  to  the mere actual i zat ion  o f  

ab i l i t ie s .  In  Sexus ,  the  p ro tagon is t ’s  vu lnerab i l i ty  p laces  h im in a  s t a te  o f  

passion,  mak ing  h im open to  o thers ,  par t i cu lar ly  those who share  a  l ack  o f 

ab i l i t ie s .  Beneath  i t s  au tob iograph ical  gu ise ,  Mil l er ’s  care  is  no t  cen tered 

on  the sel f  bu t  on  openness  to  o thers  in  thei r  passions,  demonstr at ing  care  

as  com-passion .  

Sal inger  engages wi th  the same theme o f  care  in  re la t ion  to  what  i s  

no t  p resen t ,  ju s t  as  F i tzgerald ’s  The Grea t  Gatsby  suggests  Nick’s  care  fo r 

the deceased  Gatsby.  In  “For  Esmé —with Love and  Squalo r,”  which  deals  

wi th PTSD,  the s to ry fo regrounds a  fundamental  fact  abou t  t ime —that  one 

canno t  l ive in  the same p resen t  as  ano ther.  F rom th is  vu lnerab i l i ty,  the 

s to ry  reveals  that  t ime i tse l f ,  as  a  re la t ion  wi th  the o ther,  can  generat e  a  
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more s ince re  fo rm of  care .  Through the act  o f  p rayer,  wh ich seeks to  be 

wi th what  i s  no t  p resen t ,  the s to ry a r t icu lat es  care  a s  an  engagement  wi th 

what  i s  beyond  the p resen t .  

Sal inger ’s  The Catcher  in  the Rye  fu r ther  exp lo res  th is  care  fo r  what  

i s  no t  p resen t  in  the relat ionsh ip  between  the l iv ing and the dead .  Through 

h is  connect ion wi th  the de ad ,  the p ro tagon is t  exposes  h is  vu lnerab i l i ty —he 

can  do  no th ing  bu t  acknowledge that  the dead  are  no longer  p resen t .  

Paradox ical ly,  th is  very  vu lnerab i l i t y  in tensi f ie s  the p resence o f  the dead,  

suggest ing  what  migh t  be descr ibed  as  the  on to logy  o f  the dead .  The novel  

u l t imately  suggests  that  care  fo r  what  i s  no t  p resen t  can  also  evoke care  fo r  

what  i s  p resen t ,  reveal ing  the possib i l i ty  that  the l iv ing  and  the dead  may,  

in  some sense,  rever se  ro les .  

Beg inn ing  with  F i tzgerald ,  these read ings o f  four  male  modern is t  

wri ters  i l luminate  the theme o f  vu lnerab i l i ty  as  the beg inn ing o f  care  in  i t s  

many  d imensions.  By  chal leng ing  the t rad i t ional  image o f  the modern is t  

sub jec t  as  an  invu lnerab le  ind iv idua l  who cares  on ly  fo r  h imsel f ,  these 

works open new possib i l i t i es  fo r  unders tand ing  care  wi th in  male -au thored 

modern is t  l i te ratu re .  Wh ile  th is  s tudy shares  the t r a jecto ry  o f  new 

modern is t  s tud ies ,  i t  a lso  re sonates  wi th our  con temporary  moment —“now” 

as  a  vu lnerab le  t im e.  In the wake o f  the pandemic o f  the 2020s,  

vu lnerab i l i ty  has  emerged  as  a  fundamental  cond i t ion o f  human  ex is tence ,  

underscor ing the necess i ty  o f  care .  Th is  s tudy  thus  ho lds  con temporary  

s ign if icance  in  confron t ing  th is  vu lnerab i l i ty  fo r  each  one o f  “us .”  
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Notes  

In t roduct ion  

1.  See Sain t -Amour,  “Weak  Theory,  Weak Modern ism .”  

2.  See Rodríguez-Salas ,  Mart ín -Salv án ,  and  López ,  “In t roduct ion :  Who’s  

Afraid  o f  the Modern is t  Community?”  

3 .  See Lu tes  and  Trav is ,  Gender  3 .  

4 .  See Chou l iarak i ,  Wronged .  

5 .  See Trav is ,  Wounded  19.  

6 .  See I rwin ,  Unless  31-68.  

 

Chap ter  One 

7.  Th is  chap ter  i s  based  on Ide Tatsu ro ’s  “Kea no  haj imari  tosh i te  no 

k izu tsuk iyasusa:  F.  Suko t to  F i t tsu j erarudo  ‘Gur eto  Gyatsub i’ n i  okeru  k izu 

kara  no  tsunagar i  (Vulnerab i l i ty  as  t he Beg inn ing  o f  Care:  The Bond  o f  

Nick in  F.  Sco t t  F i tzgerald ’s  The Grea t  Gatsby ) ,  Tohoku  S tud ies  in  

American L i tera ture ,  vo l .  40 ,  2017 ,  pp .17 -29,  wi th  add i t ions  and 

modif icat ions .   

8 .  See Tredel l ,  Fitzgera ld ’s  101 -2 .  

9 .  See Cartwr igh t  “Nick Car raway  as  an  Unrel iab le  Nar rato r.”  

10 .  See Noma,  Gureto  94 -96 .  

11 .  See Suwabe,  “Nodo  to  judo  no  hazama de:  ‘Gureto  Gyatsub i’ n i  okeru  

katar i t e  no  yurag i  (Between  Act iv i ty  and  Pass iv i ty :  The Narrat ive 

Ambigu i ty  in  The Grea t  Gatsby )”  26 -29 .  

12 .  See Takeuch i ,  “Norimono .”  Accord ing  to  Takeuch i ,  cars  funct ion  as  

def in i t ive spaces  where charact ers  fo rm rela t ionsh ips  as  par tner s ,  such  as  
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Myrt le  and  Tom,  Daisy  and Gatsby,  and  Jo rdan  and  Nick .  S ince cars  canno t  

main tain  thei r  mobi l i ty  indef in i te ly,  a l l  o f  these rel at ionsh ips  u l t imate ly  

co l lapse.  In  con tras t ,  desp i t e  thei r  emot ional  d iscord ,  the Buchanans and  

the Wilsons main tain  thei r  o ff ic i a l  mari ta l  r e la t ionsh ips ,  as  they  are  never  

dep ict ed  sha r ing  the same veh icle .  

13 .  As fo r  the ro le  o f  Myrt l e’s  co rpse,  Fet t er ley  argues  that  Myrt le  in i t i a l ly  

con tra s ts  wi th  the mytho log ized  Dai sy,  wi th  an  emphasis  on her  physical i ty,  

being  “fu l ly  bod ied  in  her  ‘su rp lus  and  sensuous’ f lesh” (Fet t er l ey  91) ;  

then,  her  death  in  the acciden t  rever ses  th is  re la t ionsh ip ,  as  Myrt le  beco mes 

ideal ized  wi th  “the myth ic  conno tat ions  impl ied  in  her  name” (Fet t er l ey  

91) .  

14 .  See Takeuch i ,  “Norimono ” 42-46 .   

 

Chap ter  Two  

15 .  Th is  chap ter  i s  based  on  Ide Tatsu ro ’s  “Sakkaron  tosh i te  no  ‘kea no 

haj imari  tosh i te  no k izu tsuk iyasa ’ :  ‘Arukōru  izonsh o no  kan ja’ to  ‘Kazoku 

wa kaze no  naka’ n i  okeru kobetsuna mono  eno  o to” (Vulnerab i l i ty  as  the  

Beg inn ing  o f  Care  in  F.  Sco t t  F i tzge rald ’s  Works:  Responsib i l i ty  to  the 

S ingu lar i ty  o f  the Vulnerab le  in  “An  Alcoho l ic  Case” and  “Family in  the 

Wind”) ,  The F.  Sco t t  F i tzgera ld  Review o f  Japan ,  no.  5 ,  2022 ,  pp .  24 -43,  

wi th add i t ions  and modif icat ions .  

16 .  See Watanabe,  “Senso jyou tai  n i  sara sareru  i ryokou isyatach i”  41 .  

17 .  See Fu j ik i ,  “F i tsu jera rudo  to aruk oru” 46.  

18 .  See Montei ro ,  “F i tzgera ld  vs .  F i tzgerald :  ‘An  Alcoho l ic  Case’”  112.  

19 .  After  they  b reak  the g lass  bo t t le  dur ing  the physica l  s t rugg le  in  the 
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open ing  scene,  the nurse carefu l ly  t r ies  to  c lean  up the p ieces  to  p reven t  

the pat ien t  f rom being  cu t .  When she th inks she is  f in ished ,  she no t ices  that  

the number  o f  f ragments  is  les s  than  she expected :  “ .  .  .  she rea l ized  that  

the g las s ,  in  i t s  f ragments ,  was less  than a  window th rough  which  they  had 

seen  each  o ther  fo r  a  moment” (“Alcoho l ic”  25) .  

20 .  While  Ish izuka concludes  that  the pat ien t  does  commits  su icide,  

emphasiz ing the importance o f  the nurse’s  words,  “All  r igh t ,  d r ink your  

foo l  sel f  to  death” (“Alcoho l ic”  23) ,  he also  acknowledges that  there  ar e  

ambiguous elements  in  the s to ry,  no t ing  that  F i tzgerald ’s  works in  the  

1930s are  f i l led  wi th  inconsis tenci es  and  con trad ict ions .  See Ish izuka ,  Iryo  

338-41.  

21 .  In  the same vein,  Arthur  Waldhorn argues  that ,  wh i le  the nurse has  some 

aspect s  that  can  be censured  in  her  t reatmen t  o f  the pat ien t ,  i t  i s  a lso  t ru e 

that  she has  ambiguous feel ings  toward  h im ,  includ ing  compassion  fo r  h im.  

He concludes  that  they are  among the charac ter s  whom Fi tzgerald  bel iev es  

deserve “bo th  censure and  compassion” (Waldhorn  252) .  

22 .  See Ish izuka ,  Iryo  359 .  

23 .  So ln i t  a lso  rai ses  the quest ion  o f  family  in  d isast ers .  Refe rr ing  to  a  

report  by Mary  Aust in  abou t  the 1906 ear thquake cen tered  in  San  Franci sco ,  

she wri tes ,  “ the peop le  o f  San Francisco  became housele ss ,  bu t  no t  

homeless” (So ln i t  23 ) .  So ln i t ’s  expression  wi th the d is t inct ion  between  

“house” and  “home”  g ives  a  usefu l  perspect ive fo r  the s i tuat ion  o f  the 

“family” o f  Forrest  and  Helen  af t er  the to rnadoes .   

24 .  What  Tsu tomu Uch ida iden t i f ie s  as  a  “paradox ical  t ru th” in  the s to ry  

resonates  wi th  the ambigu i ty  o f  vu lnerab i l i ty  in  th is  s tudy :  “I t  i s  t rue tha t  
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the  s t ronger  p ro tect  the weaker.  However,  th is  s to ry  dep icts  how the 

wounded  cat  g ives  Helen  the courage to  walk  miles  dur ing  the d isas ter,  and  

how Helen  g ives  the al coho l ic  midd le -aged  man the hope to  l ive h is  l i fe  and  

the dete rminat ion to  g ive up  d r ink in g.  In  the end ,  i t  reveal s  a  paradox ica l  

t ru th :  the weaker  p ro tect  and  support  the s t ronger” (Uch ida;  my t rans . ;  

251) .  

25 .  See But le r  Precarious ;  Kokubun  and  Kumagai  Sekin in ;  Murakami Kea .  

 

Chap ter  Three  

26 .  Th is  chap ter  i s  based  on  a  par t  o f  Tatsu ro  Ide’s  Ide Tat su ro ’s  “Sekai  no 

naka n i  aru  ko to :  Modan izumu bungaku  n i  okeru  tan tei ,  gaka,  katar i te  to  

‘ r iaru  na mono’ omeguru  toporo j i  (Being in  the World :  Detec t ive,  Pain ter,  

and  Narrato r  in  Modern is t  L i ter atu re  and  the Topo logy  o f  ‘Real  Th ing ’) , ”  

Journa l  o f  Inst i tu te  for  Research  in  Eng l ish  Language and  L i tera ture  o f  

Tohoku Gaku in  Universi t y ,  vo l .  40 ,  2015 ,  pp .1 -22 with  add i t ions  and 

modif icat ion s .   

27 .  See Chand ler,  Raymond  140 .  

28 .  See Anderson ,  “Gatsby’s  Long Shadow: In f luence and Endurance” 21 .  

29 .  See Corr igan ,  So  129 .  Nick’s  descr ip t ion o f  the pain t ing Corr igan  refers  

to  is  as  fo l lows:  “ I  never  saw th is  g reat -uncle  bu t  I ’m supposed  to  look  l ike 

h im—with  special  r eference to  the rather  hard -bo i led  pain t ing  that  hangs in  

Father ’s  o ff ice”  (Gatsby 6 ) .  

30 .  See I rwin ,  Unless  31 -68 .  

31 .  For  Chand ler ’s  b io log ica l  background ,  see Wil l iam s,  Myster ious .  

32 .  “There were many  reasons why Ray  d rank :  the memory  o f  the war,  
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though never  exp l ic i t ly  men t ioned ,  must  have been  d iff icu l t  to  deal  wi th ; 

there  was the p ressure o f  work ;  bu t ,  in  the end,  a lcoho l  was s imply  so  much  

par t  o f  the warp  and  weft  o f  h is  l i fe  that  dependence was inev i tab l e .”  

(Wil l iam 123)  

33 .  See Uch ida,  Tantei  31 .  

34 .  See Suwabe,  Maruta  49 .  

35 .  See Nico l ,  Priva te  81 .  

36 .  See Scaggs,  “Romance Narrat ives ,  B lackmai l ,  and  the Pr ince o f  

Knowledge in  the Novels  o f  Raymond Chand ler”  173 .  

37 .  See Chand ler,  “Troub le . ”   

 

Chap ter  Four  

38 .  Chand ler ’s  Ph i l ip  Marlowe ser i e s  include The Big S leep  (1939) ,  

Farewel l ,  My Lovely  (1940) ,  The High  Window  (1942) ,  The Lady in  the Lake  

(1943) ,  The L i t t l e  S is te r  (1949) ,  The  Long Goodbye  (1953) ,  and  Playback  

(1958) .  Al though  Chand ler  was unab le  to  f in ish  the work  fo l lowing  

P layback ,  i t  was completed  by  Robert  B .  Parker  and pub l ished  in  1989  as  

Poodle Springs .  

39 .  The sense o f  lack ing  a  home is  a lso  suggested  when  Daisy  is  inv i ted  to  

Gatsby’s  mansion .  Upon see ing  the house,  Daisy  says ,  “I  love i t”  ( Gatsby  

60 )  and  immediat ely  adds,  “I  don’t  s ee how you  l ive here  a l l  a lone” ( Gatsby  

60 ) .  Gatsby  rep l ies ,  “I  keep  i t  a lway s fu l l  o f  in tere st ing  peop le ,  n igh t  and 

day” (Gatsby  60 ) .  Th is  den ial  o f  l iv ing  alone,  being  su rrounded by  

“in terest ing  peop le ,”  i ron ica l ly  emphasizes  the absence o f  h is  fami ly  

members  in  h is  mansion .  
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40 .  Nick’s  narrat ive includes  Gat sby’s  “GENERAL RESOLVES” exact ly  

“Jay  Gatz” wro te  them,  complete  wi th typos and  indecipherab le  par t s ,  

wh ich  emphasizes  that  they  are  l i t t le  more than  a  parody  o f  F rank l in ’s  se l f -

improvement  schedu le ,  con tra ry  to  Gatz’s  f a ther ’s  expectat ions .  

No  wast ing t ime at  Shaf te rs  o r  [a  name,  indecipherab le]  

No  more smokeing  o r  chewing  

Bath every  o ther  day  

Read  one improv ing  book  o r  magazine per  week  

Save $5 .00  [crossed  ou t]  $3 .00  per  week  

Be bet te r  to  paren ts  ( Gatsby  112)  

41 .  Tom Wil l iams s t a te s  that  i t  i s  uncer t ain  whether  Chand ler  knew Cissy’s  

real  age when  they  were marr i ed ,  bu t  he d id when  she passed  away :  “By  

now, Ray  was th i r ty -f ive,  and  we have to  wonder  whether  he knew how o ld  

Cissy  real ly  was.  Year s  la t er,  in  an act  o f  generosi ty,  he would  echo her  

act ion  at  thei r  wedd ing,  chang ing  the year  o f  her  b i r th  on  her  death  

cer t i f icate  to  main tain  the l ie . ”  (Wil l iams 108) .  

42 .  See Wil l iams,  Mys ter ious  391 .  

43 .  See I rwin ,  Unless  52 .  

44 .  Marlowe h in ts  a t  the deaths  o f  Roger  and E i leen  wi thou t  reveal ing  thei r  

names in  h is  confession  at  the very  beg inn ing o f  h is  narra t ive:  “He 

[Lennox]  would  have to ld  me the s to ry o f  h is  l i f e  i f  I  had  asked  h im. Bu t  I 

never  even  asked  h im how he go t  h is  face smashed .  I f  I  had ,  and he to ld  me,  

i t  ju s t  possib ly  migh t  have saved  a  coup le  o f  l ives .  Just  possib ly,  no  more” 

(Long  435) .  Th is  confession  confi rm s that  h is  en t i re  narra t ive is  

re t rospect ive,  serv ing as  ev idence o f  h is  con t inued  care  fo r  Lennox  even  
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af te r  thei r  f r i endsh ip  ended .  

 

Chap ter  F ive  

45 .  Th is  chap ter  i s  based  on  a  par t  o f  Tatsu ro  Ide’s  “Han -sei sansha no  

tsunagar i  n i  mukete:  Henr i  Mir a  “Ki ta  kaik isen” n i  okeru  j iden ,  kazoku ,  

sh ihonshug i  eno  to i  (Toward  the Community  o f Ant i -p roduct ion :  The 

Quest ions  o f  Autob iography,  Family,  and  Cap i ta l ism in  Henry  Mil ler ’s  

Trop ic  o f  Cancer ) . ”  Delta :  S tud ies  on Henry Mil ler,  Ana ïs  Nin ,  and 

Lawrence Durre l l ,  2019 ,  vo l .  11 ,  76 -89 ,  and a  par t  o f  Tatsu ro  Ide’s  “Nag are 

no  ba tosh i te  no  tosh i  to  sh in tai :  Henr i  Mira  “Kita  kaik isen” ga egaku se i  

no  ar ikata  (The Ci ty and the Body  as  a  P lace o f  F low:  The Quest ion o f  L ife  

in  Henry Mil le r ’s  Trop ic  o f Cancer ) , ”  Hokka ido American  L i tera ture ,  vo l .  

28 ,  36 -48 ,  wi th add i t ions  and modif i cat ions .  

46 .  For  the cr i t ica l  recep t ion  o f  Trop ic  o f  Cancer ,  see  Masuga,  Secre t  14 -

28 .  Masuga categorizes  the recep t ion in to th ree themes :  “Surreal i sm,” 

“Obscen i ty  and  Pornography,”  and  “The Confession .”  

47 .  The 2022  Norton Cri t ical  Ed i t ion o f  The Grea t  Gatsby  includes  a  

por t ion o f  F rank l in ’s  The Au tob iography  as  one o f  i t s  con ten ts ,  no t ing,  

“Gatsby’s  schedu le  mimics ,  o r  parod ies ,  Ben jamin  Frank l in ’s  sel f -

improv is ing  ‘scheme o f  o rder ’ d raw n up  in  Par t  Two of  h is  Autob iography  

(1791) .”  (Gatsby  112) .  

48 .  See no te  35 in  Chap ter  Four.  

49 .  “The Au tob iography  i s  F rank l in ’s  longest  work ,  and  yet  i t  i s  on ly a  

f ragment .  The f i rs t  par t ,  wri t t en  as  a  le t ter  to  h is  son,  Wil l iam Frank l in,  

was no t  in tended  fo r  pub l icat ion ;  and the composi t ion  is  more in fo rmal  and  
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the  narr at ive more personal  than  in  the second  par t ,  f rom 1730  on ,  which  

was wri t ten  wi th  a  v iew to  pub l ica t ion” (P ine xv i) .  

50 .  See Honda,  Kita  22 -25.  

51 .  See Wash ida,  Matsu  17 -19.  

52 .  “Mil l er ’s  tex ts  ar e  r ipe wi th  human bod ies ,  which  take on  l i ter al  fo rms 

as  wel l  as  inc red ib ly su rreal  and  abs t rac t  fo rms ” (Masuga 79) .  

53 .  For  the rela t ionsh ip  between  the  le t ter  men t ioned  here  wi th  Mil le r ’s  

p rocess  o f  wri t ing  Trop ic  o f  Cancer ,  see  Honda,  Kita  30 -32 .  

 

Chap ter  S ix  

54 .  For  the d i ff icu l ty  in  f ind ing  a  coheren t  theme in Mil le r ’s  works,  see 

Männis te ,  Henry  x i .  Männis te  r efe rs  to  John  Park in ’s  words:  “To  at tempt  to  

p in  Mil ler  down to  a  coheren t  syst em of  though t  is  c l ear ly  a  waste  o f  t ime,”  

and  Anaïs  Nin’s  words:  “You  don’t  have a  ph i losophy.  You  have feel ings .”  

(Männis t e  x i )  

55 .  For  the p rocess  o f  wri t ing Sexus ,  see  Honda,  “Kaisetsu ” 573 -74 .  

56 .  Trop ic  o f  Capricorn  con tains  a  s imilar  ep isode.  The narrato r  i s  h i red  as  

the employment  manager  in  a  te l eg raph  company,  bu t  h is  en t i re ly  random 

h ir ing  deci s ions  cause g reat  confusion  in  the company’s  opera t ions .  The 

narrato r  en joys the confusion  in  the network  system:  “I  laughed  al l  day 

long th ink ing  what  a  f ine s t ink ing mess  I  was mak ing o f  i t .  Complain ts  

were pouring  in  f rom al l  par ts  o f  the ci ty.  The serv ice was cr ipp led ,  

const ipat ed ,  s t r angu lated .  A mule cou ld  have go t ten  there  fa s te r  than  some 

o f the  id io ts  I  pu t  in to  harness ”  (Capricorn  18 ) .  

57 .  See,  Honda,  “Kaise tsu ” 579 .  
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Chap ter  Seven  

58 .  Th is  chap ter  i s  based  on  Tatsu ro  Ide ’s  “Okureta  t egami,  kowareta  to kei :  

J .  D .  Sar in ja  “Ezume n i :  a i  to  h isan  o komete” n i  okeru  inor i  no  j ikansei  

(Belat ed  Let te r,  Broken Watch :  The Natu re  o f  Time o f  P rayer  in  J .  D.  

Sal inger ’s  “For  Esmé —with  Love and Squalo r,”  Tohoku  Gaku in  Univers i ty  

Review: Essays  and  S tud ies  in  Eng l i sh  Language and  L i tera ture ,  2014 ,  vo l.  

98 ,  pp .  1 -18 ,  wi th  add i t ions  and  modif icat ions .  

59 .  Al though  the s to ry  includes  a  f ic t ional  c i ty  named  “Gaufur t”  in  Bavar ia ,  

the narr ato r /Sergean t  X shares  Sal in ger ’s  rea l  personal  exper i ences  in  

World  War I I .  For  the au tob iograph ical  background  o f  the s to ry,  see Alsen  

“New Ligh t  on  the Nervous Breakdowns o f  Sal inger ’s  Sergean t  X and 

Seymour Glass .”  

60 .  The references  to  war -re lat ed  even ts  are  a s  fo l lows:  “I  g raduated  f ro m 

New Haven  in  1915,  jus t  a  quar t er  o f  a  cen tu ry af t er  my  father,  and  a  l i t t le  

la te r  I  par t ic ipa ted  in  that  delayed  Teu ton ic  migrat ion  known as  the Grea t  

War” (Gatsby  6 ) ;  “In  the Argonne Forest  I  took  two  mach ine -gun 

detachments  so  far  fo rward  that  there  was a  hal f  mi le  gap  on ei ther  s ide o f 

us  where the in fan try  cou ldn’t  advance” ( Gatsby  45 ) .  

61 .  See Noma,  Senso  116-44 .  

62 .  See Osawa,  Kyoko  89 -116 .  

63 .  See Noma,  Senso  222 -49 .  

 

Chap ter  E igh t  

64 .  Th is  chap ter  i s  based  on  a  par t  o f  Tatsu ro  Ide’s  “Shisha o  okosu :  J .D. 
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Sarin ja  Kyaccha in  za  r a i  n i  okeru  razaro  no  ep isodo  no parod i  to  sh isha no 

sonzai ron  (Cal l ing  the Dead  Up  :  The Parody o f  the Bib l ical  Ep isode o f  

Lazarus  and  the Onto logy o f  the Dead in  J .D.  Sal inger ’s  The Catcher  in  t he 

Rye ) , ”  Journa l  o f  Inst i tu te  for  Resea rch  in  Eng l ish  Language and L i tera ture 

o f Tohoku  Gaku in Universi ty ,  vo l .  38,  2013,  pp .37 -57  with  add i t ions  and 

modif icat ion s .  

65 .  See Takeuch i ,  Raimugiba take ,  84–91 .  Takeuch i in terp ret s  th is  ac t  as  

ev idence o f  Holden’s  un ique rel at io nsh ip  to  t ime,  which  rad ical ly  unset t les  

the d icho tomy between  Holden as  th e l iv ing  and  All ie  as  the dead .  Bu i ld ing  

on  Takeuch i’s  d iscussion ,  th is  s tudy exp lo res  a  new d imension  o f  the act ,  

in terp ret ing  i t  as  a  parody  o f  the b ib l ical  ep isode whi le  engag ing with  the 

in terrel ated  themes o f  vu lnerab i l i ty  and  care .  

66 .  See Takeuch i ,  Sarin ja  11 -19.  

67 .  See Takeuch i ,  Raimugiba take  28 -72 .  

68 .  Th is  chap ter  quo tes  Eng l ish  t ranslat ions  o f  the Bib le  f rom the Ameri can  

S tandard  Version (ASV) fo r  the fo l lowing  reason :  Al though the King  James 

Version (KJV) has  long  been  popu la r  in  America,  the ASV was also  read i ly 

avai lab le  when  Sal inger  was wri t ing  The Catcher  in  the Rye ,  as  i t  was f i rs t  

pub l ished  in  1901.  While  there  are  many  references  to  the Bib le  in  

Sal inger ’s  works,  i t  i s  d i ff icu l t  to  iden t i fy  which  vers ion  o f  the Bib le  he  

read ,  as  there  ar e  few d irec t  quo tat ions .  One excep t ion  is  “A Young  Gir l  in  

1941  with  No  Waist  a t  Al l”  (1947) ,  one o f  Sal inger ’s  unco l lected  s to r i es .  In  

the s to ry,  a  characte r  named  Mrs.  Woodruff  d i rect ly  quo tes  f rom Song  o f  

So lomon  8 :4  as  fo l low :  “I  ad ju re  you,  O daugh ters  o f  Jerusal em,  By  the  

roes ,  and  by  the h inds o f the f ie ld ,  That  ye s t i r  no t  up ,  nor  awaken  love,  
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Unti l  i t  p lease” ( “Young” 96) .  Her  cho ice o f  words,  includ ing  the 

cap i ta l iza t ions ,  i s  more s imil ar  to  the ASV. While  the KJV wri te s ,  “I  cha rge 

you ,  O daugh ter s  o f  Jerusal em,  that  ye s t i r  no t  up ,  nor  awake my love,  un t i l  

he  p lease” (So lomon  8 :8 ;  KJV),  the A SV reads,  “I  ad ju re  you,  O daugh ters  

o f Jerusalem,  That  ye s t i r  no t  up ,  nor  awake my love,  Unt i l  he  p lease” 

(So lomon 8 :8 ; ASV).  Al though th is  s ing le  s imilar i ty  between  the quo tat ion 

and  the ASV passage canno t  be def in i t ive p roof  that  Sal inger  read  the ASV,  

i t  a t  least  suggests  that  he was famil iar  wi th  i t .  

69 .  The ASV wri tes  the sam e passag e as  fo l lows:  “And  when  he had  thus  

spoken,  he cr i ed  wi th a  loud  vo ice,  Lazarus ,  come fo r th” (John 11 :43) .  

70 .  See Murakami,  Kyatch a  360.  

71 .  See Takeuch i ,  “Burn ing” 322 -23  and  330 .  

72 .  See Takeuch i ,  “Burn ing” 322 -26 .  

73 .  See Takeuch i  and  Boku,  Nazo toki  153 -235 .  

74 .  The clear  in ter tex tual i ty  between Sal inger  and  Kierkegaard  can  be 

observed  in  the fact  that  Seymour:  An In troduct ion  opens wi th  a  quo tat io n 

f rom Kierkegaard ’s  The S ickness  un to Death ,  a long  with  a  d iary  en try  by 

Franz Kafka.  

75 .  See Takeuch i ,  Sarin ja  47 -60  and  Raimugiba take  100-33 .  
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