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Creative Signs in Ibsen’s Last Plays :
The Problem ofthe Artist and his Aesthetic
Rakhee K Moral

ABSTRACT

Towards the end of his career Ibsen wrote obsessz‘vely
about the artist, his protagonists, almost all of them symptomati-
cally plagued by the idea of a creative energy which was either
in decline or. which often became the cause of conflicts in the
artist’s mind. In his plays of the nineties there runs, as it were,
the leitmotif of the master builder, whether as painter, strug-
gling writer or sculptor whose imagination is not entirely free
Jfrom the knowledge of creating an aesthetic that was question-
able insofar as what it entailed Jor the man who stakes his ‘life’
Jor his art. This creative preoccupation is further complicated
in terms of the playwright’s attempts to reconcile the expecta-
tions of his audience with his own need to justify his art to him-
self. :

In the face of these, Ibsen’s dramatic art poses interesting
questions about the way he handles the compelling urge to situate
the artist in his aesthetic through his use of a language that is heavily
codified, grounded at once in the landscape of the mind and the
natural Norwegian settings that provide signification of his themes.
In this paper I propose to focus on two plays of the nineties, Little
Eyolf and When We Dead Awaken, as illustrative of Ibsen’s art
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and its semiotic possibilitics. Both v erbal and visual signs in these
plays, and as in most of his last plays, point towards a deliberate and
acutely self conscious probe of the world of the artist and his audi-
ence which is sought to be interrogated by an intertextual reading of
them in the plays undertaken for this'study. ..

No, now I can't stand this much longer!
(The Master Bui_ldf;r)

Life still surges all around us — and within us too.

(When We Dead Awakén)

A close reading of the last plays of Ibsen is accompanied by
an emerging paradigm, of an overwhelming awareness‘ and con-
sciousness of an anxiety about the nature of the artist’s role and
responsibility towards himself and his audience. The progression of
cach of these plays involves a structural pattern that begins with the
bleak confrontation of what has been lost through a searching probe
of the moral and personal growth of the artist, the dramatic action
weaving itself around the protagonist’s somewhat late if significant
realization that the attempt to create or make has been profitless,
which, though in itself is fruit of his exercise, an education of sorts
for the artist. Considered along this generic framework, the Ibsenian
play of the last phase may well be read as a dramatic kunstlerroman,
documenting as it were the life and times of a2 man who Jjourneys
through his art to arrive at the possible meaning of his existence.

In a large way, the Ibsen corpus too negotiates this idea of
the individual’s quest for selfhood, relentlessly colliding with the ob-
stacles thrown in by society in his pursuit of a self-realization that is
painful and often tortuous, attended by devastating naturalistic events
and phenomena or alternatively, purged, as it were, by the interven-
tion of a cruel fate. To consider the final plays as wholly departing
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from this convention is to grossly formulate categories or stages in
the Ibsenian cycle; to read all of them, however, in one characteris-
tic code is also an oversimplification. The quintessential Ibsen play
made familiar to the audience over the decades in which he wrote
had created in them the expectations of a drama centred around
familial and societal interests, whose protagonist suffers alienation,
and whose struggle for fulfillment is more often than not met with
frustration. Set against this seemingly predictable theme, the plays
of the nineties veer away from these socially-centred issues and
look inward from the wider realms of society to the small, circum-
spect and closed inner lives of a handful of people whose lives barely

. touch, or are touched by, the world outside. As Inga-Stina Ewbank

notes, “the worlds of these plays are intimate, internalized spheres
with their own private demons.” (McFarlane 1994: 136) Ibsen, it
would seem, like Rubek in When We Dead Awaken, tired of his
readers’ misjudgement and predilection for the somber end of his
plays, tried to accommodate new and more ambiguous meanings -
into their dramatic denouement, at least in terms of the redefined
relationships and in his attempts to forge new equations between
the protagonists’ tenuous lives.

Such a concern, on closer scrutiny may reveal something of
a zeitgeist, a spirit of the age, the underpinnings of which could be
sought in the fin de seicle temperament of the times in which Ibsen
wrote his mature plays, shared by the early moderns, as various as
Yeats, Eliot or Joyce steeped in a similar history and literary sensi-
bility. Ibsen of the last plays is the modernist artist in search of a
soul, alone in his creative despair and feverish in his anxiety to reach
out to his audience: his preoccupation, thus, with the problem of
making his art known to his audience provokes the contemporary
reader into inferring signs built into the text, signs that can be de-
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coded into é pattern of thought and structure that reveal the Ibsenian
design just as much as they hide it. Of course, it may be obligatory
here to question what is meant by the Ibsenian design, or if there is
aﬁything like a coherent principle or a Weltanschaung underlying
the plays. The playwright’s ability to create a mood through the in-
~ tellectual idea and his experiential reality, which are.at once agents
of a dialectical process so- evident in the plays may often be the
reason why the Ibsen play evades an easy summing up.

Hans Robert Jauss, in his theory of semiotics advances the
mmportance of reception studies for any account of literary significa-
tion and emphasizes the factor of the audience and its act'i{f&} partici-
pation in the literary work. Art to be truly and effectively communi-

 cated relies on this dialogical process, which'IbSen_ seem_gd to have
increasingly recognized towards his mature phase of playwriting. In
a letter to his publisher, he refers to the Mss.of The Wild Duck in
the following terms:

Ior the last four months I have worked at it every,single
day, and it is not without a certain feeling of regret that I part
Jrom it. Long daily associations with the persons in this play
have endeared them to me in spite of their manifold failings;
and I am not without hope that they may find good and kind
Jriends among the great reading public and more particularly
among the actor tribe...( Introduction to Wild Duck and Other
Plays).

It is however difficult to decide at once what Ibsen may
have meant by his ‘great reading public’ in view of the historical
knowledge we have of it from more than a century of Ibsen criti-
cism gamered from sources as diverse as Ibsen admirers such as
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William Archer, Edmund Gosse, Eleanor Marx, not to méntion Shaw
himself, Virginia Woolf, critic Eric Bentley and in more recent times,
G Wilson Knight and Brian Johnston among others. At a time when

Ibsen was being read, staged and critiqued throughout Europe and

the United States it seems unlikely that Ibsen entertained negative
or skeptical views about his audience, though it is possible that the
huge interest generated in them may have triggered off fresh think-
ing in the author’s mind about the way he was being interpreted.
Thus, in When We Dead Awaken, Rubek Weérily exclaims to Maja,
his wife about his masterpicce that the public had already hailed :

What does the world know? It knows and understands
nothingl...It hasn't the faintest idea of my meaning, but it goes
into ecstacies all the same.. What'’s the use of spending ones

- lives slaving for the Masses — All the world) (Act 1)

This statement elicits more than surprise, coming as it does
from the greatest living European playwright for how does one ac-
count for the kind of near derision and contempt that Ibsen nurses
against his great reading public and audience. Yet it may be neces-
sary here to linger a while on his notion of the audience which he
calls “the Masses, all the world.” Clearly, the idea of the public, his
potential audience that grew by the years as he churned out one
play after the other, also required a kind of adjustment on the author’s
part to clarify and make whole his meaning to his reader.

In this context it is possible to refer to Hans R Janss’ excel-
lent essay on reception history or what has been more commonly
called reader response in the ficld of literary interpretation and herme-
neutics. Jauss says, “the historical life of a literary work is unthink-
able without the active participation of its addressees... The per-
spective of the aesthetics of reception mediates between passive
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reception and active understanding, experience formative of norms
and new production.”(Leitch 2001: 1551) Thus reader, listener and
spcétator, ie., the audience, continually effect a dialogue between
the work and audience f?nning a continuum in the process of liter-

A

ary production

That Eliot too should have also dwelt at length on the rela-
tionship between the artist, his art and his readership in his critical
essays 1is perhaps not an accident of history and can be seen in the
light of the growing modemist interest in the aesthetic process of.
the artist. Art was for these men of modernism a dialogic experi-
ence and the participatory process gave it fuller meaning and signi-
fication. ;

Though I shall limit myself to a discussion of those signs in
Ibsen’s verbal and visual lexicon that need to be understood in terms
of what they stereotypically suggest so as to strive towards a nec-
essary closing of gaps or what Wolfgang Iser calls the “fundamen-
tal asymmetry between text and reader” that actually enables con-
tinued communication in the reading process, I am tempted to com-
ment occasionally on the way a certain translation of his plays in
attempting to close the gaps may have generated its own theory of
reading Ibsen (Leitch:1676). Something like the theory of reader-
response developed by Iser and Jauss called the Rezeptionsasthetik
in the second half of the twentieth century, was thus already recog-
nized, if in an elemental form, by Ibsen, whose views on the role of

the audience and the actor, as the playwright himself noted, must

necessarily be taken into consideration. Elisabeth Robins, eminent
Tbsen heroine stated that he treated his actor as a “fellow creator’,
which corroborates this important issue of reception and participa-
tion that Ibsen addressed while creating his plays. In her memoirs
Robins remarks that “Ibsen could and usually did cooperate with his

Negoftiations / 6

actors” (Robins1928: 52). What is more, Ibscl’l demanded of his
actors to be interpretative artists themselves, thus widening like never
before the horizon of the Ibsen actor and the interdependence of the
playwright and his performers.

In the light of these, the inference traditionally attached to
many Ibsen signs need to be reviewed for their fuller and more
nuanced meanings. If the plays in question here suggest a greater
attention to rhetoric it provokes the reader into a closer reading of
the rhetorical statements often given by Ibsen to his protagonists, to
arrive at the plausible inferences of these verbal signs for what they
may reveal or conceal.

The language of “analysis’ that Ibsen chose in these late
plays, seems on the face of it a natural response to vexing doubts
about art at the end of what been a phenomenally successful career
in playwriting. Yet, the codes he brought into the text of these plays -
suggest certain ambiguities that promote an indeterminacy of mean-
ing, which is proof of that amazing imagination that Ibsen exercised
even at the end of his oeuvre. While the plays of this phase betray a
common concemn, Ibsen plays with words and dialogue in a manner
that makes it nearly impossible to lump them into some sort of con-
clusive vision statement of the author-artist. Solness’ painful con-
fession in the Master Builder is direct :

All that I have succeeded in doing, building, creating... all
this I have to make up for, to pay for. And not with my own
happiness only but with other people’s too. That is the price
which my position as an artist has caused me, and others.

It claims our attention as the central concern about the art-
ist which Ibsen grapples with; but this is not available in the same
terms in Little Eyolf or When We Dead Awaken. In the latter play,
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while Rubek the sculptor, also meditates on this, his reaction is dif-
ferent from that of Solness as he asserts boldly,

I am an artist Irene...I was born to be an artist. And I
can never be anything other than an artist.

And for Alfred Allmers in Little Eyolf. it is a chosen middle

path, as it were, as he resigns himself to his new-found vocation of
fatherhood to his lame son when he states, ‘

.dI've become increasingly aware of other claims—of
more important duties.

If the verbal structures illustrated above can be worked into
a progression of meaning, this seems possible in terms of answers
they provide to questions poséd by what in semiotics is called “the
horizon of expectation” of the reader. Instead of ascribing indepen-
dent meanings to this negotiation with the problem of the artist and
his creative impulse, as revealed by the three different situations, it
is perhaps more rewarding to see them as interrelated and as
intertexts of one another, wherein each case conceals a subtext that
can be read and worked into the overt meaning and which is a con-
nective to the next and so on, till we have a web of meanings out of
which the drama’s complex meaning emerges.

Just as the verbal signs build themselves into a network of
texts that supply fresh meaning and signification of what Ibsen rec-
ognized as the vital relation of life to art, the visual help to graphi-
cally capture and identify those inner psychological states that have
contributed to the recognition of Ibsen’s expressionism. The falling
tower of the Master Builder that takes him to death is not the tower
atop which, Rubek and Irene ascend to their life in death, to their
ressurection. Ibsen’s recurrent use of these images, of towers, fiords
and mountain peaks does not connote their regular symbolism. As
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Raymond Williams notes, there is rather the availability through them
of a schema or what he calls “a scatter of images” which underpin
an evolving dynamics of meaning in the manner that Ibsenian dia-
logue hints at “the second unspoken reality behind the surface of
things” or what Maeterlinck called a ‘dialogue du second
degree”’(Bradbury & McFarlane 1991:502). What the Ibsenian text
displayed to a large extent, thus, was the immense possibilities of
dramatic language and in our immediate context what the terminal
symbolism of his last plays might be able to say.

Little Eyolf, Allmer’s child contains within his small cripple
frame the meeting point of the tangled web of seemingly irreconcil-
able relationships that threaten to drown his sanity, that of the natu-
ral kinship and bond between Allmer and Asta, his supposed half
sister, of Allmers and his devastatingly beautiful wife Rita whose all
consuming love he cannot seem to reciprocate and lastly, of Allmer’s
guilt-ridden filial love for his son he loses to the fiord. The Rat
woman’s parting shot to Rita, “if you should ever notice anything
nibbling and gnawing or creeping and crawling, just send for me..”
hearkens at the sign that Eyolf has come to bear for his mother, an
unwanted pest, an Evil eye she must necessarily rid herself of. (The
Oxford Companion suggests that Eyolf is lost at precisely the mo-
ment when Rita and Allmers are making love though in my transla-
tion of Litile Eyolf, by Eva le Galliene, there is no such indication.)

Death appears in the Eyolf play at first as a sinister force,
threatening to swallow the peace of the Allmers family, taking Little
Eyolf in its wake, and then the other Eyolf, Asta whose death of one
self, the self she discloses to Allmers as not her true one, is death of
another kind until Allmers seems to have made his peace with death
in an epiphanic moment in the desolate lake side on his ‘mountain
trip’. Unlike in When We the Dead Awaken, the need to die for
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Rubek and Irene in order to live is not the mantra of the Allmers
couple who discover that “we human beings belong here on carth”.
Though, it remains significant that ‘there is one common point of
intersection of signs in the climb or symbolic ascent, a vantage from
where the seeking into hlowledge of the birth of a new life or the
death of an old one¢ is readily possible. ]

The inability of Allmers to write and complete his great tome,
his aborted masterpicce, significantly called Human Responsibility,
is another way of critiquing the business of the artist, a hollow and
“foolish” pursuit of earthly success and fame against what is later
perceived as ‘real’ and ultimate happiness: I have been foolish
upto 'now, you see. Thinking is what brings out the best in one.
It doesn't really matter what you put on paper. Allmers’
acknowledgement of this and his need to “go back to the wilds, upto
the very highest peaks”, point to an experience of desired freedom,
in being liberated from his obsessive vocation. There is also the
suggestion that going away from his domestic life with Rita will
regain for Allmers the prelapsarian and remembered innocence of
his “samliv’ (life together) with Asta. Ironically, this life together of
the siblings is later revealed to have been actually not innocent of
sexual desire, for Asta is actually discovered to be not his half sister.
Ibsen’s characteristic manner of turning accepted symbol and mean-
ing around extends to other areas within the plays and prepares the
reader for more surprises.

The title of Allmer’s unwritten work, Human Responsi-
bility, is thus, a sign both literally and figuratively burdened by the
abstract idea of the artist—writer as spokesman for his society, that
it supposedly signifies. The symbolism of this potential tome sits
heavily on the mind of Rita who cannot comprehend Allmer’s change
of heart just as Asta is stunned into remarking, “But that book is
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your life work Alfred”. Rubek on the other hand discovers the van-
ity of his art as love and the possibility of happiness surges back into
his barren life as he perceives it “burning” within him. |

Borghejm, the engineer, who will take Asta on the steamer
into a new life away from the Allmers home, is also a builder and
significantly he tells Allmers that the road he was building is “fin-
ished” and in opposition to Allmer’s incomplete book here is some-
thing “ that did come to an end”. His high spirits find expression in
his comment that “life seems so bright and full of promise™ and echo
the bear hunter of When We Dead Awaken, Ulfhejm’s optimistic
assertion that “in the end we conquer”. Pitted against the ideal and
ethereal world that Rubek envisions in his creative destiny and higher
life, Ulfhejm, in a manner not unlike Borhejm of the earlier play, is
content to live in the world of flesh and blood. Living dangerously
his ‘satyr’like physical presence. that Maja is only too aware of,
makes him a hunter in the real sense of the term. But his promise of
a life in a castle sans works of art is a risk Maja is willing to take on
if only to get away from the make- believe world of art into the life
denied her by Rubek. Ibsen sets his pairs of men and women in
these two plays at poles that represent on the one hand life’s active
principle, a lesser mortal and base existence and the ethereal, ideal
but seemingly unachievable life of the spirit on the other.

In Liftle Eyolf the Rat woman is an agent of death, or re-
Iease as it may be alternately argued for Eyolf, whose removal from
the scene ensures the retribution that saves Allmers and Rita. She is
menancing in her black hooded cape and black bag and is  de-
scribed, if a little too theatrically, as shrunken and with piercing eyes,
a shadow like figure recalling the shrouded, deaconess who Iurks.
around Irene and 1s witness to her end; or beginning, as it were, into
awakening. ‘ | |
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Though these binaries seem to easily suggest a formulated
and structured explanation of Ibsen’s idea of human life and its in-
terface with art, there are ho casy solutions at the end of these late
plays and more significantly, no predictable formulae. It is difficult
to miss the complex motifs that Rubek works into his artistic mas-
terpiece, The Resurrection or even to overlook the symbolic sug-
gestion of its title itself. The man who cannot separate himself from
his art and what it entails is present in the scene Rubek sculpted as
his masterpiece. As Rubek confesses in that momentous unburden-
ing of his soul to Irene before their final journey together, the “man
weighed down by guilt who finds it impossible to break loose from
the earth” in the foreground of that marble work is himself. Here is
Arnold Rubek, almost cast in the image of a weary Ibsen confront-
ing the losses in the sums he has worked out of his life. But Rubek
who is brushed aside as weak and dismissed as the breed of poets,
a dikter, by Irene, is not spent entirely as suggested in the visual
‘What also needs to be noted is the particular nuances of the original
Norwegian words that are retained in most translations of Ibsen to
render alive the meanings of the plays.

In this vital scene, they play with flowers, which Irene strews
into the waters of the brook, pink flowers that resemble flamingos,
which Rubek sees as sea gulls with red beaks. But Rubek throws
green leaves into the water, which he says are ships that will see
them safely off. He is the unrelenting artist who still aspires for the
ideal and entertains dreams of “ beauty, sunshine and life itself”.
The private symbolism is perhaps symptomatic of the times, the
heady days of the European SymboliSt movement of Ibsen’s age,
but the reader may reserve his right to read the signs in a manner
that continually brings to light the struggle he confronts in terms of
his art and aesthetic, of the man and the artist whose destiny is
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fraught with risks that he must undertake to gain knowledge.

The sunrise, which bathes the mountain side with light is a
promise on which hinges the possi‘bility of a renewal of love be-
tween Rubek and Irene, which the latter claims has been dead. In
the land of the sun it is ironic that Rubek has “ never seen a sun-
rise”. Close to his revelation of the creative profitlessness he has so
longed engaged in, Rubek pleads for life instead of art. This is a life
arguably different from the joy of life and freedom that Maja cel-
ebrates in her way down into the depths of the valley as she de-
scends with Ulfhejm from the craggy mountain peaks that takes
Rubek into another life. Maja’s shrieks of wonder and ecstacy, “ I
am free I am free...” rings somewhat hollow as the silence of the
misty mountain tops and the snows wrap Rubek and Irene into their
life of marriage that awaits them in the light that glistens at the top.
Maja and Ulthejm are denied the ascent that is the way by which
suffering, penitence and salvation are assured to Rubek.

If the reading of signs is intertextual as proposed earlier,
then the incomplete stage in the self-realization of the Allmers couple
who envisage that someday their love will be reborn, “on a purer
higher level” amidst the mountain peaks, towards the stars, must
find its logical conclusion in the willed for annihilation of Rubek and
Irene in the mountain peaks both of whom discover through death
on the very summit of life’s promise, their awakening into life.

Rubek’s reaffirmation of life through the perilous journey
into death on the mountain peaks assisted ably by his alter ego Irene
is at once a scathing indictment of the poet-artist that must perish in
order to confront his real self and an attestation of that faith in the
ability of the artist to resurrect himself despite being condemmned to
“remain forever in his hell”. Rubek goes up towards the mountain

Negotiations/ 13




peaks, with the realization that a dikfer had to first die before the 2. Modernism. A Guide to European Literc;ture( eds.) Malcolm

man in him could emerge. : : Bradbury &J amesMc Farlane. London; Penguin Books, 1991.
When We Dead Awaken was written in the summer of 3. The Cambridge Companion t0 Ibsen(éd) James McFarlane.

1898, the year that also saw Ibsen finally putting the lid on what was Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994

o be an awtobiography that never got written. Ibsen perbaps judi- 4. Norton Anthology of Theory and Criticism(eds) Vincent

ciously called this last play his dramatic epilogue. If the Last Plays
do seem to be part of a continuous text it appears more than likely
that at the end of his long, illustrious career Ibsen allowed his drama
to finally write himself. In an essay on twentieth century Ibsen criti- 6.  Raymond Williams, Drama From Ibsen to Eliot. London:
cism, Brrol Durbach rightly points out that Shaw’s suspicion that the . Penguin, 1952

quintessence of Ibsenism is a paradoxical absence of quintessence

Leitch et al. New York: WWNorton and Company, 2001
5. Elizabeth Robins, Ibsen and the Actress. London; 1928.

seems to be confirmed when the Ibsen corpus is read as one con-
tinuous whole. Each time the reader looks for a design in his plays,
the text refuses any such formulation and slips into an ambiguity, at
once provoking interpretation and denying it. The meaning that is
left for the reader and viewer to surmise is finally available where
words and images come together like signs, constituting the quintes-
sential Ibsen text.

(This essay is a revised version of a paper delivered at
The Tbsen Seminar held at the Department of English, Gauhati
University, India 2003)

SRR IR BEAKRI LT EERE
Notes and References:

All references to the Last Plays, Little Eyolf and When We
Dead Awaken are from the 1961 Eva Le Gallienne translated and
edited version of The Wild Duck and Other Plays

I Henrik Ibsen, The Wild Duck and Other Plays (ed) Eva Le
Gallienne, New York: The Modern Library, 1961.
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CONFLICT OF 'SELF' AND 'SYSTEM':
THE SOCIAL REALTSM IN DICKENS

Arunabha Bhuyan

ABSTRACT

Dickens, the eminent Victorian novelist, represented
through his novels the transitional phase of the English society.
The child heroes/ heroines are the medium through which the
ﬁ‘ailﬁ;es of the Victorian society are perceived. The various so-
cial organizations—schools, prisons, court, industries etc—
which administer the society are placed under scrutiny as well
as attacked. This article attempts to project the conflict that lies
at the root of his novels between individuals and institutions,
the ‘self’ and the System’. The demolishing nature of the orga-
nizations , the struggling individuals and the attitude of Dickens
is what this article attempls to define.

Dickens was greatly influenced by the tendencies of his
age. The Victorian Age witnessed a changing trend from an agricul-
tural to an industrial one and also the rise of the middle class. Dickens
while writing his novels kept this changing scenario in mind. The

' child characters who are at the centre of his novels are always
shown in relation to their social surroundings. Thus frailties of the
socicty are perceived through the eyes of a child. Oliver, Nell, Jo,
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David, Paul and Florence Dombey, Amy Dorrit or Pip move from
one situation to another and-encounter various evil aspects of soci-
ety which deepens their struggle for survival. The society in Dickens’s
time was a materialistic one and his child heroes and heroines are
shown to be entrapped in the selfishness and ambitions of the adults
who are directly or indirectly associated with them— be it the par-
ents, guardians, teachers or employers.
It was a common feature in Dickens to project the child
hero or heroine as a figure of innocence secking to survive in a
world of corruption. These characters are not only projected as wit-
nesses to the changing face of society, but are also shown to be
swept in the tide of events. Dickens while delineating the sufferings
of  his characters attacked the various social organizations which
administer the society. He dealt with the workhouse in Oliver Twist;
exposed the tyranny of the Yorkshire school masters in Nicholas
Nickleby and David Copperfield; mentioned the debtors’ prison in
David Coppetfield and Little Dorrit; the utilitarian principle govern-
ing the functioning of the industries as well as education system in
Hard Times; the long drawn legal battles in Bleak House; and the
wrong done in the name of education in Dombey and Son. He was
desirous of drawing of the attention of Victorian public to the de-
molishing nature of these institutions. In the words of Richard T. :
“He exposes the unacknowledged conflicts that lie at the
heart of the social and legal order. These conflicts con-
stitute a kind of hollowness or blank at the centre of a
social world that seems to be totally dominated by in-
stitutionalized system of orders. (1992:7)
At the heart of his novel lies the individual “self” being domi-

nated by the institutionalized system. The struggle deepens in his
later novels like Hard Times, Little Dorrit and Great Expectations.
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The hero finds it increasingly difficult to free himself from the drag-
nets of the system.

7 Except for that scene where he asks for niore gruel in the
workhouse Oliver Twist remains a passive hero, one who is jostled
from one situation to another. Similarly in The Old Curiosity Shop,

little Nell is shown to be a victim of the familial world as well as the
external one. However, like Oliver she does not let the evil forces of

society to corrupt her physically or morally.

At the center of Dombey and Son there is the world of
money and power. Paul Dombey is subjected to the kind of educa-
tion which crush the individuality of the child. But the persecuted
child (unlike Oliver or Nell) makes an attempt to assert himself. His
opinion of money, his mild protest against Mrs. Pipchin’s establish-
ment and Dr. Blimber’s Academy all speak of an individual spirit in
the child. Mr. Dombey’s ambition of moulding him into his successor
overnight without taking into account the needs of the child leads to
his premature death. Thus in this novel the individual self fails to
survive under the pressure of the ‘system’. Mr. Dombey a London
merchant whose attitude is shaped by his love of money and power
stands here for the dehumanising effects of money and business:

“The women, children, and servants in Dombey and Son
arc perceived by the dominant culture to have mvest-
ment value only. Servants are valued for their work;
wives gain value by producing sons, and sons by grow-
ing up and augmenting the family property; daughters
have no value at all. (Marks 1994: 14)

Mr. Dombey suffers unbearably due to the untimely death of
Paul, the failure of his marriage, the betrayal by his own trusted man-
ager and finally the collapse of his busmess. This is Dickens’s way of
showing that a man ruled by the ‘system’ is bound to such a fate.
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In David Copperfield instead of attacking some particular
social institution, Dickens exposed the anomalies of society in vari-
ous forms, like the lack of sympathy for the poor and indifference to
the plight of the orphans. Though David is presented as a victim of
social injustice; he is shown to have overcome the elements that
tend to deter his progress in life. The very fact that David becomes
a successful writer as well as a respectable gentleman also shows
that he does conform to the social patterns that surround him.

Dickens’s later group of novels show a deeper struggle of
the individual and the society. At the center of Hard Times lies the
‘system’ and the individuals who are the products of this ruthless
‘system’. Mr. Gradgrind and Mr. Bounderby, the propounders of the
utilitarian school of thoughts are placed in dominant pésitions. The
children Tom and Louisa Gradgrind are never allowed to emerge
from the shadows of the ‘system” that torment them. They are in
fact used to illustrate the futility of the ‘system’ that goiferns them,
In Hard Times, Dickens denounces a society guided by a harsh utili-
tarian philosophy where knowledge is based on facts and figures
and the individuality is never allowed to flourish. Coketown which
functions on the basis of this philosophy is devoid of creativity. The
characters are as lifeless as the machines. Louisa and Tom Gradgrind
are incapable of preserving the ‘self’ within them. Similar is the
case of Stephen Blackpool whose life has assumed a meaningless-
ness at work and home alike. A world without ‘fancy’ can nourish
only individuals like these. Coketown serves as a prison to the rich
and the poor alike:

“The jail might have been the infirmary, the infir- -
mary might have been the jail, the town-hall might
have been either, or both, or anything else, for any-
thing that appeared to the contrary in the graces of
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their construction. Fact, fact, fact, everywhere
the material aspect of the town, fact, fact, fact ev-
erywhere in the immaterial. (35)

The rapid growth of industrialisation did only tarnish the
paétoral landscape. Sissy Jupe who had been earlier picked from
the circus to be educated retains her natural charm and honesty and
she is the one who is able to bring about a change in the heart of
Gradgrind. It is her natural wisdom that acts as an opposing force
against the mechanical tendencies of the age.

In Little Dorrit Dickens attacks the various institutions like
the Debtors’ Prison, Circumlocution and the bureaucracy that sup-
press the lives of the common individuals. This novel projects the
society as a prison for its members. Talented men like Dahiel Doyce
fail to get due recognition as these institutions can only suppress,
they cannot allow the natural impulses to flow, they cannot create
but can only destroy. In his earlier novels the social evils like the
Poor Law, unsatisfactory parenthood, bad education are attacked,
but in Little Dorrit he depicts the fate of individuals who are victimised
by that ‘system’. Here his intention is to exemplify the repressive
elements of the society inside and outside the prison. The union of
Amy Dorrit and Arthur Clennam at the end of the novel confirms
Dickens’s belief that love and understanding and not material pros-

perity are the forces that can withstand if not overpower the de-
structive forces of society.

Pip in Great Expectations is a victim of the changing values
of society. He aspires to belong to the upper crust of society, to be a
gentleman. What strikes one in Great Expectations is the snobbery
of Pip, and whereas David’s despair at the blacking warehouse is
justified as he was used to a modest life, Pip’s condescending atti-
tude towards Joe and his forge only hints at his growing snobbery
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which he had acquired after his contact with Miss Havisham and
Estella. Pip is exposed to the urban world through the figures. of
Miss Havisham, Magwitch the convict and Jaggers the lawyer.
However, Herbert Pocket and Wemmick though belonging to the
same world prove beneficial to him. Humphry House terms the story
of Pip as ‘a snob’s progress’. In House itself we locate the sense of
the importance of class — attitude of the members of a particular
class in a particular age. Whereas in his other novels the ‘system’ is
under attack, in Great Expectations Dickens not only censures the
society, but also the hero who is responsible for his own predica-

ment. But one cannot overlook the fact that Pip’s ambitions rose
from living within the society. The changing values of society, the
changing economy had enabled a man to dream, ‘to rise in life. In
Great Expectations ‘money’ is the system through which the rela-
tion of ‘self” and society are established. The later novels like Little
Dorrit, Hard Times and Great Expectations point out how difficult it
was to free oneself from the corruptive forces of society. Unlike
Amy Dorrit who inspite of all her sufferings retains her individual
goodness and moral strength and manages not to demean herself,
Pip is swept away in the state of affairs. It is only when he leams of
the source of his expectations that better sense prevails. Pip’s story
is that of an individual caught between two classes — the rich and
the poor. In the later Victorian novels Dickens reveals the tremen-
dous pressure of the ‘system’ on the individuals leading the theme
of the novels to be a struggle of the individuals against the hostile
forces of society. This pattern of social criticism becomes the cohe-
stve force of all the novels of Dickens.

As a young man Dickens’s attitude was that of a Conserva-
tive believing in the class distinction and therefore his heroes were
found to be aspiring for better positions in life. But time and life had
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enabled him to review life in a wider perspective. In his {ater novels
he projects a kind of liberal humanism — his faith not so much on
social distinctions as on the humane qualities. Dickens wrote Hard
Times in order to attack the growth of industries and consequently
the Tack of humanity in mechanisation. This prophetic no*;fcl, where
he hints that machines can never overpower human feelings and
compassion, was an answer to those men of his age who were con-
tinuously striving for material success.

The relation of ‘self” and ‘system’ was a subject also dis-
cussed by the French post-structuralist thinker Michael Foucault and
Jeremy Tambling! in his essay ‘Prison-Bound: Dickens and Foucalt’
applied some of his ideas to his discussion of Great Expectations.
" According to him ,Foucault did not believe in the idea of an indi-

vidual self surviving outside the society—that a social order was
~necessary for self-discipline. The school, prison, factory were the

‘disciplinary technologies’ necessary to control the unruly behaviour
of'the population. Dickens repeatedly showed his distrust in the func-
tioning of the philanthropic organisations where the spirit of benevo-
lence was sadly missing in the officials. What Dickens advocated
for was his change of attitude especially of the men who were be-
hind the functioning of these agencies.

What we have discerned in the discussed novels is the in-
evitable struggle between Man and Society. Society is identified
through various institutions and these institutions are shown as re-
pressive forces which tend to crush “the strongly realized goodness
of individuals.” (Roberts 1994:40) Dickens’s heroes and heroines
are shown to be established in life and society and this indicates that
though he did attack the social organisations, yet he clung to a sensc
of community and the organic relationship between the society and
the individual and a sense of family and kinship represented through
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the parental figures in the novels. Men and women like Brownlow,
Daniel Peggotty, Betsy Trotwood and Joe Jargery who endeavour
to extend their help to the less fortunate ones and regard the other
members of the society as their comrades in the long journey of life
are capable of realizing Dickens’s vision of an ideal society where
the “self” is not buried and destroyed under the ‘system’ but allowed
to survive and grow within it.
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THE OTHER BATTLEFIELD:
WOMEN’'S WAR WRITING

Geetam Sarma

ABSTRACT.

War and its scripting has always been a male preroga-
tive. Recently however, social historians and feminists have ques-
tioned the validity of fixed gender defined roles. Despite al-
tered gender activities during the war years, it has been the
male voice exclusively dominated and become assimilated in the
canon of war literature. Although women s voices were submerged
in literature, their fleeting assumption of male responsibility
granted them an ironic view of their own marginality and this
ironic distancing grew into the feminism of the post-war years.

In the beginning, politics was war, and war has always been
a quintessentially male activity. The story of politica and war in the
western tradition does notr unfold as a fall from grace from a bu-
colic age; mstead it is a tale of arms and the men. War, in fact, has
always created the gfreatest gender gap, serving to recreate and
secure women’s social position as non-combatnats and men’s iden-
tity as warriors. We liove today, at the beginning of the twenty-first
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century, in a world increasingly polarised, between light and dark,
between “them ““ and “us”, between womwn and men, with nuclear
war looming as the most terrible form of collective destruction

‘Despite periods of questioning and reassessment after both :
1918 and 1945, the mythical distinction between men and women in
regard to war persisted. When social historians discussed the home-
front, they generally reduced women to aggregate statistics. In keeping
with this trend literary scholars too customarily exclude “women’s
voices” from the canon of war literature, favouring writings based
on combat experience.

Two recent waves of scholarship have, however, raised
questions about the myths behind war’s gender. Firstly, feminist his-
torians, like Lynne Hanley (Writing War — Fiction, Gender and
Memory) challenged the assertion that the two wars were exclu-
sively male preserves. They exposed through historical instances
the many roles women played in the resistance, military and medical
corps. Yet inspite of it women retained their subordinate status to

men who dominated the labour market and monopolized political

pOwer.

In the second wave of scholarship, John Keegan in The
Face of Battle questioned the assumption that men in the aggregate
are committed to fight. He picks individual battles and individual
men to focus on the discrepancies between mythical constructs and
real facts. Eric Leeds and Paul Fussell delve into the same area of
soldiers’ cultural and literary responses to the Great War revealing
the fear and passivity in many of the fighting men.

Both these views, in the historiography of war, raise ques-
tions about war and its relationship to gender, revealing that mascu-
line traits are not universal and that women’s subordination persists
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despite profound changes in their political and economic activities.
This suggests that status does not depend on reaching a fixed posi-
tion in'the social order, but corresponds to the changing social sce-
' nario. By insisting that feminine identities and roles must be under-
stood in terms of a system that also defines masculine ones the
study of gender moves women’s history from the margins to the

mainstream.

This shift in perspective will be nowhere more sharply de-
fined than in the study of war. In wartime, the most explicit and
deliberate efforts to redefine masculinity and femininity have ap-
peared in propaganda, that principle tool of government to mobilise
people to assume unaccustomed roles. Many of these official defi-
nitions are echoed in popular media, while personal diaries and pho-
tographs describe personal reactions to sexual upheaval.

Total war has acted as a clarifying moment, revealing gen-
der systems in flux and further emphasised their reworkings. ‘Within
this framework female dependency is almost always seen as natu-
ral as is the state of peace. War appears as both unnatural and
abnormal, but necessary for men to protect their women and fami-
lies. But during the twwo World Wars, women’s situation underwent 2
crucial change. Women, during the Great War, took over men’s jobs
and risked their lives as nurses and ambulance drivers. By the sec-
ond war they had joined resistance groups and combat forces in
Europe. The idea of the home front as an inviolate zone too subse-
quently disappeared with the advent of aerial bombing. The old con-
ceptions of gender suddenly seemed to disintegrate and new images

of men and women took their place.

Ironically, when the home front was mobilised women were
allowed to rise above their social and economic positions, yet the

Negotiations/ 26

battlefront, an essentially male preserve, took economic and cultural
priority. Therefore, while women’s objective situation changed, re- -
lationships of domination and subordination persisted. 'Sub'sequenﬂy,
“historians have questioned why women failed to capitalise on war-
time gender disruptions for their empowerment. The First War
seemed to provide women greater opportunity for it shattered con-
ventional 19-century ideas about women and their social roles.

To explain the lag in the development of women’s conscious-
ness we have to take into account that state policy, political
organisations and labour markets gave meaning to women’s new
activities in ways that limited their potential to transform gender re-
lations. Although wartime propaganda exhorted women to brave
unfamiliar work it stipulated that women’s new roles were conﬁu'ned,
were “‘only for the duration,” thus reinforcing patriarchal notions of
gender relations; beneath her overalls, Rosy the Riveter was still
“wearing her apron”. Wartime experiences no doubt affected
women’s consciousness and may have temporarily altered their iden-
tities, but for many women the war years were perceived and re-
membered, both collectively and individually through discourses that
revived rather conventional gender relations.

But conventional definitions of gender were not all perva-
sive. The literature of war allowed more latitude for probing defini-
tions of masculinity and femininity. Both male and female authors
challenged myths about their gender, yet these messages had little
impact on their contemporaries. The reasons for this lack were dif-
ferent for different authors. Men’s writings passed directly into the
cannon of 20" century literature while women’s wartime writings,
passed into obscurity and their expose® of gender myths were
submerged.
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