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S u pe Y' V1.-soY' Dr T. Williams 

ABSTRACT 

This thesis is a study of the protagonist in the novels 

of Alan Sillitoe. Chapter I, entitled "The Hero and 

Sillitoe", examines some of the literary and social influences 

that have affected our concept of the heroic figure in 

recent times and, in particular, the way in which these 

trends have made a character such as Arthur Seaton acceptable 

to a general audience. 

Chapter II traces the development of the central 

character in the novels of Sillitoe and tries to establish 

whether or not the protagonists represent a continuous 

progression in thought and character development. What 

emerges is the existence of two distinct groups of heroic 

figures. One centres around the factory worker with a 

grievance against society, a character encountered in the 

early novels. Such a figure culminates with the appearance 

of Frank Dawley, who is able to break out of the industrial 

setting and seek fulfilment elsewhere. After the emergence 

of this character Sillitoe appears to have created a 

different figure, one less concerned with class-conscious-

ness and more involved with material success in life. It is 
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difficult to suggest that there is a definite progression 

from one character to another because the author has moved 

from overt social protest,and connections between some of 

the early and later figures are tenuous. 

The third chapter concentrates on one particular 

aspect of the hero's character, his relationship with women, 

and seeks to discover if the use of the word love is 

applicable to the central figure in such a situation. 

Initially, love appears to mean lust alone, and I have tried 

to establish whether the def1n1t1on of this word becomes 

more complex in the various novels, and if Sillitoe suggests 

that there is so~ething more to a relationship than Just 

physical attraction. An attempt has also been made to dis­

cover whether or not a pattern emerges similar to that 

encountered in the previous chapter of two distinct 

groupings, but I have concluded that such is not the case. 

In this chapter it is possible to suggest that a gradually 

increasing co~plex1 ty in the hero's use of the word does 

develop, although such a progression is very slow and, 

in practical terms, only radically alters with the appear­

ance of William Scorton in The W1,dower ' s Son 
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CHAPTER I 

THE HERO AND SIL LITOE 

There is a certain irony in the title of this thesis 

because the protagonist of Sillitoe's novels lacks many of 

the traditional heroic qualities which have usually differ­

entiated the hero from the other characters in a novel. 

When referring to the hero I am thinking in particular of 

the Byronic figure who perhaps epitomized, as Peter Thorslev 

1 has suggested, "our last great age of heroes", but who has 

since virtually disappeared from literature. Sillitoe's 

hero owes his existence to the emergence of a less confident 

and secure figure who is not immediately different from 

any of his fellow mortals. 

The literary influences upon Sillitoe that have produced 

characters such as Arthur Seaton or Frank Dawley are varied, 

but the roots of his protagonists can be traced back to the 

social rea l ist novels of Zola in France, and the concern 

about inJustice in Dickens. The picaresque quality of some 

of his characterizations, and that of Michael Cullen in 

particular, suggests the influence of Fielding, but I am 

primarily concerned with the effect of the more immediate 

past upon Sillitoe. In particular I am interested in dis-
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covering the effect of the Great War upon our concept of the 

hero and the way that his changing image has reflected upon 

Sillitoe's own protagonists 

The war itself was not alone responsible for the 

extinction of the Byronic figure, although it did have a 

considerable influence upon people who had previously 

regarded death as a noble sacrifice through which one could 

achieve something of a heroic stature. In the nineteenth 

century the rise of bourgeois democracy, coupled with the 

writings of philosophers such as Marx and Bentham, hastened 

the decline of the romantic hero who was too much of an 

outsider to b e wholly acceptable in an age concerned with 

working and living within an urban industrial setting. 

The Byronic figure sought to exist outside of the conformities 

that society wished to impose upon him and this, along with 

his dubious (to the Victorians) moral code, would have been 

unpalatable to the bourgeois mind of the nineteenth century. 

It was only in the last decades of the century, as disillusion 

with city life grew and the pastoral myth became more 

popular, that the romantic concept of heroism re-emerged 

through the writings of William Morris. 

But the early years of the twentieth century saw the 

continuing reduction of the hero in literature and, in the 

case of Conrad's Hea r t of Dar kne ss , the destruction of the 

heroic myth altogether. Here I should like to differentiate 
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between two types of hero; namely the one in what I shall 

loosely call serious literature, and his counterpart in 

popular fiction or what Graham Greene calls his "entertain-

2 ments". The distinction is necessary because although in 

the case of the former the hero has become less glamorous 

and perhaps more mundane in his ideas and actions, the cult 

of the latter has continued unabated. In particular I 

am thinking of the popularity of the hero in the spy and 

adventure novels, such as Tarzan, Bulldog Drummond and, more 

recently, Ian Fleming's James Bond. Characters such as 

those in John Le Carre's novels or of Eric Ambler, and Graham 

Greene's seedy heroes tend to blur the distinction between 

the two groups because the protagonist's life-style lacks 

the glamour associated with Fleminq's hero. Instead they are 

often closer to the protagonist in serious literature, being 

portrayed in a more potentially realistic manner than James 

Bond. The success of Bond is perhaps due to the element of 

escapism for the reader that is contained within his way of 

life and which is easily transferred to the cinema screen, 

where the hero has prospered as his literary counterpart 

has declined. The hero in the spy story is more easily 

accessible to many readers than the figure in serious 

literature partly because the narrative technique is often 

more conventional and also because, in the early twentieth 

century, the concern with appearance and action in the novel 
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was replaced by contemplation of the character's mind and 

an attempt to psycho-analyze society through an examination 

of the individual. However, most people wished for an 

escape from the problems around the~, an escape which 

they found in the works of Sapper and in the films of 

Douglas Fairbanks. 

Although there has always been a gap between serious 

and popular literatur~ I think that the Great War increased 

this divergence and certainly destroyed the heroic idea for 

many writers. The years immediately prior to 1914 had seen 

a re-awakening of some of the more romantic and illusory 

aspects of heroism as the exploits and fate of Captain 

Scott and his companions caught the public imagination 

The idea of noble self-sacrifice appears to have been carried 

over into the outbreak of hostilities when many people adopted 

Rupert Brooke as a re-incarnation of Byron, embodying those 

virtues of Englishness that would quickly overcome the wicked 

hun. Today, it is di ff icult to realize that in 1914 many 

people did actua lly want a war as an escape from the boredom 

of everyday life and, for the young men of Rupert Brooke's 

age and class, as a way of proving themselves and of 

reasserting their natural superiority over all others. 

It was their concept of herois~ that was shattered by the 

Great War because they couldn't comprehend the awfulness 

of twentieth century warfare. In dealing with Brooke it 
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is difficult to divorce the man from his poetry since in 1914 

it must have see med as if the hour had produced the man. 

His death in the following spring, appropriately enough 

in the Aegean, only heightened the connection between him 

and Byron or Shelley, and early editions of his poetry 

always concentrated on displaying a photograph of his profile 

in a manner reminiscent of paintings of Byron. It was as 

if the romantic hero, dying in literature, was resurrecting 

himself for one last gallant effort in order to help king 

and country. Brooke's elegiac poetry is suitably romantic 

in its glorification of the nobility of sacrifice: 

Blow, bugles, blow! They brought us, 
for our dearth, 
Holiness, lacked so long, and Love, and Pain. 
Honour has come back, as a king, to earth, 
And paid his subJects with a royal wage; 
And Nobleness walks in our ways again, 
And we have come into our heritage 3 

This was written at the same time that T.S. Eliot was 

revising 'The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock', and if the 

latter can be seen as one of the heroes of our time then the 

division between the old and new concepts of the heroic 

figure becomes apparent. Brooke's supreme confidence in 

his cause and in the glory o f noble death is being replaced 

by an uncertainty and lack o f f aith in which life itself 

has become a struggle and the hero an 1ns1gn1f1cant 

1nd1v1dual. Prufrock is unsure of himself and of his 

meaning in life whereas Brook e a nd his contemporaries saw 
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the war, initially, as a release for the idealism that lay 

dormant within them. 

But such romantic idealism was slaughtered in the mud 

on the Western Front, and the best answer to Brooke's 

"1914" is perhaps contained within Hemingway's A Farewell, 

to Arms 

I had seen nothing sacred, and the 
things that were glorious had no g lory and 
the sacrifices were like the stockyards at 
Chicago if nothing was done with the meat 
except to bury it ... Abs tract words such 
as glory, honor , courage, or hallow were 
obscene beside the concrete names of 
villages, the numbers of roads, the names 
of rivers, the numbers of regiments and the 
dates.4 

Hemingway has used the same words as Brooke did in 

1914 but shows how impossible it was to apply them to scenes 

of courage that would have been beyond Brooke's comprehension. 

The idealized hero figure was really only ever acceptable 

to those living in England away from the fighting because 

anyone who had been to the front-line would have realized 

how inappropriate such a concept was when the potential 

hero appeared 

Bent double, like old beggars under sacks, 
Knock-kneed, coughing like hags5 

Owen and Sassoon were among the foremost destroyers of the 

heroic in war literature by reveal ing that it was an 

enormous deceit: 



My friend, you would not tell with such high zest 
To children ardent for some desperate glory, 
The old Lie~ Dulce et decorum est 
Pro patria mori.6 
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Virginia Woolf might believe that "on or about December 1910 

7 human character changed", but people's conscious realization 

of change was probably forced upon them by the First World 

War. In literary terms the hero as embodied in, and by, 

Brooke, had been reJected by Lawrence in favour of the heroine 

and been ridiculed by the irony of Sassoon• 

He thought how 'Jack', cold-footed, useless 
swine, 

Had panicked down the trench that night the 
mine 

Went up at Wicked Corner; how he'd tried 
To get sent home, and how, at last, he 

died, 
Blown to small bits. And no one seemed to 

care 8 Except that lonely woman with white hair. 

This extract from the iron~cally titled 'The Hero' combines 

with Richard Aldington's Death o f a Hero in reJecting the 

outmoded concepts of heroism but fails to provide any new 

idea of what should replace it. Sillitoe makes an inter­

esting comment in Ra w Mater ~ai when he perceives that the 

Great War was deliberately used as a slaughterhouse in order 

to prevent any social change· 

The blow [the Somme] finished Britain as a 
world power, and as a country fit for any 
hero to live in. The heroe s and their 
heroic spirit were dead. If they had sur­
vived they would indeed have insisted after 
the war that England be made habitable 
for them. But such an insistence would have 



disturbed the old order too fundamentally for 
its comfort, which with sadistic prescience 
saw to it therefore that those heroes did not 
outlast them.9 

8 

What intrigues me is his use of the word hero, which is far 

removed from its meaning for Brooke, who would have had 

little sympathy for the social revolutionary that Sillitoe 

envisaged. To Sillitoe the common soldier was the hero; 

in this respect he is reiterating the idea that has become 

prevalent in modern literature by praising the common man 

He suggests that had they survived, such people would have 

had a definite purpose in life, to help to establish a new 

Britain, and it is the opposite of this, a lack of purpose, 

that characterized so many figures in literature immediately 

after the conflict, although I don't believe that the war 

alone was responsible for this failure to discover any meaning 

to life. 

The reJection of Brooke's idealized figure eventually 

led to the acceptance of Jovce's Leopold Bloom as being, 

perhaps, the quintessential hero of the twentieth century. 

Like Arthur Seaton he is unable to perceive any meaning 

to life. The anti-hero, as he has become known because of 

the stark contrast with the older heroic form, is unsure of 

himself and his position in life. In the work of Evelyn 

Waugh the hero becomes a cardboard figure who is no leader 

of men but follows in the step s of others - a sharp contrast 



to the hero of old, who was usually differentiated in some 

way from those around him. Graham Greene mixes the uncer­

tainty facing modern man with a belief in Faith that many other 

writers have been unable to portray. What all of them appear 

to share is an inability to perceive the hero, the central 

character, as being a moral agent in the way that the 

nineteenth century novelist believed he or she should be. 

Instead of helping others the hero is more concerned with 

trying to save himself, although Frank Dawley, the prota­

gonist of Sillitoe's trilogy, does try to help others 

in order to reach a better understanding of himself because 

he is motivated by a desire for change. 

In the period following the Second World War the hero 

has appeared to re-establish himself but not in the same 

style through which Joyce created Leopold Bloom in Ulysses . 

Modernism has been reJected in favour of a more traditional 

mode, closer to that of the picaresque in the novels of 

that curiously titled group known as 'The Angry Young 

Men'. The hero is similar to the protagonist of old in 

that he is easily defined within the novel as being the 

central character but what often differentiates him from 

the older figures is his concern with his own problems. 

Tom Wolfe claimed that the 1970's would be remembered as the 

"Me" 
10 

decade, but in literature this attitude has been 

noticeable for a greater period of time 



Within the decade of the 1950's itself the social back­

ground of the hero rapidly changed from bourgeois to 

working-class as a new awareness of proletarian culture 

emerged. Bernard Bergonzi has said tha t , 

The weak, inconoclastic young hero, whose 
rebellion is basically genteel, was to become 
a familiar figure in twentieth century 
English fiction.11 

Whilst such a generalization may be true with regard to 

Kingsley Arnis's Jim Dixon or John Wain's Charles Lumley, 

it is less easily applicable to Alan Sillitoe's Arthur 

Seaton because his protagonist is less genteel and more 

aggressive, closer to the knights of old in that he is a man 

of action. But whereas Ivanhoe or Tennyson's kings were 

men of action with a purpose, Arthur is acting merely for 

the sake of doing something, he is not consciously aware of 

any purpose in his life. Perhaps that is the main distinction 

between Sillitoe's early heroes and their literary pred­

ecessors· that although the actions might be similar the 

motivation behind them is often missing 

hero remains but his character is altered. 
I 

The shell of the 
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CHA PTER I I 

THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE HERO ' S CHARACTgR 

IN THE NOVELS OF ALAN SILLITOE 

12 

In this Chapter I wish to es t ablish whether the central 

figure in the novels of Alan Sillitoe has developed in 

characterization from that of Arthur Seaton in Sa t urday 

N&ght and Sunday Morn&ng and, if so, in what ways that 

change has occurred. Alternatively, is Sillitoe using a 

similar figure i n each of his novels who merely repeats 

the attitudes and beliefs that were e x pounded by Arthur 

Seaton? I don't think that this i s the case, on the con­

trary, there has been a marked contrast of character within 

the novels and the author has created a more complex, 
I 

and occasionally confused, central figu r e. 

The central c haracter in the nove ls of Sillitoe may be 

divided into two groups: firstly, the Seaton family of 

Arthur, Brian, and Frank Dawle y. Dawley 's creation 

represents the culmination of Sillitoe's early protagonist 

as he is able to transcend the cla ss barriers in a way that 

the Seaton brothers are unable to, and is more in control 

of his own life whilst the heroes of Key To The Door and 

Saturday N&ght and Sunday Mor n&ng are v i sualized as being 
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dictated to by the Establishme nt. But after Dawley's 

appearance, Sillitoe seems to have looked elsewhere for a 

central figure outside of his previous area of creation, that 

of the Nottingham industrial worker and his struggle to 

find his own identity. It is possible that he had exhausted 

his ability to produce new ideas and experiences in relation 

to this figure and, in the creation of Albert Handley, 

Sillitoe is entering a new area of characterization which 

moves away from the 'chip on the shoulder' protagonist. 

Whilst both Michael Cullen and William Scorton come from 

Nottingham and its surrounding districts their class origins 

and place of birth are not seen as having such a determining 

effect as they do upon the heroes in the early novels. 

Both break out of their working-c lass origins and rows 

of terraced houses in a way that is never possible for 

Arthur Seaton. 

However, it is not either possible or fair to state 

that Sillitoe's central characters represent a continuous 

development in characterization and that if Arthur Seaton 

is visualized as sitting on the bottom rung of a ladder 

then William Scorton is sitting at the top. But I think 

that there has been a marked deve lopment of character among 

the early heroes where the image of the ladder has more 

relevance, with Frank Dawley g rasping the top-most rungs. 

It is difficult to compare Dawley with the later characters 
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because they have little in common with him e xcept for birth­

place. 

1. Arthur Seaton 

Compared with later characterizations, Arthur Seaton 

now appears shallow and simplistic but at the time of pub-
' 

lication his way of life and attitudes caused a considerable 

stir if only because, as Anthony West said: 

For the first time, English working-class 
life is treated, in Satu r day N~ght and Sunday 
Mo rn ~ng , as a normal aspect of the human 
condition and as a natural s ubJect matte r for 
a wri t er, and is written about by someone 
who understands it and its values l 

If you accept this then the auestion is raised as to whether 

Arthur ever emerges as a distinctiv e character or whether he 

becomes a mouth-piece for what Anthony Burgess regards as 

2 Sillitoe's 'chip on his shoulder' Does the character-

ization of Seaton suffer because he is being used to expound 

social and political grievances? Any answer depends upon 

deciding whether Sillitoe ever intended Arthur to become a 

political mouth-piece or if he was more concerned with 

creating a distinct character with social undertones. In 

a fairly recent interview Sillitoe would appear to deny 

that the use of political undertone s is any longer so 

important in his character development· 



Hennessy: You're certainly much more concerned, 
I would say, with the individual people 
you write about than with social 
pressures or questions of education or 
class. I mean you don't label things, 
do you? 

Sillitoe. Yes, labels as far as I know are mean­
ingless. The really interesting thing 
is the people, and their individual 
idiosyncracies. You take into account 
the two forces mentioned.3 
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This was in 1972, after the appearance of his three most 

overtly politically conscious heroes (Arthur Seaton, Brian 

Seaton, and Frank Dawley), and when he appeared to have 

switched the focus of his attention to less socially definable 

characters such as Albert Handley and Michael Cullen. 

Three years before h e had made a statement which seemed 

partially to contradict his later views: 

HaJek: . many people still' know you 
chiefly as the author of one short 
story, "The Loneliness of the Long 
Distance Runner", a story which seems 
to be overshadowing everything that 
you have written so far. How do you 
feel about it? 

Sillitoe. I think those people are absolutely 
right. This story of a working-class 
youth is at the same time the state­
ment of my artistic integrity. I 
shall never write anything to uphold 
this Establishment and this society.4 

Judging by this interview it would appear that Sillitoe was, 

in 1969, still very much concerned with expounding certain 

social attitudes and what seems to me to be so remarkable is 

that, in his most recent interview (197 8), he has not only 
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repudiated this philosophy of social commitment but also 

denied that it ever existed· 

Halperin· Your novels often d e scribe the 
relations of the working classes to 
others as a sort of war. Arthur 
sees his life as a war The prota­
gonist of "The Loneliness of the Long 
Distance Runner" says, and I quote, 
'It's war between me and them. I was 
born into one' - that is, into a war 
' My own war is all I'll ever be bothered 
about ' Is that a class war or a war 
simply for survival or -

Sillitoe · Well, in that particula r novel I don't 
think the class war ever came into it. 
He was fighting people of his own 
class Also I don't believe in class 
at all, ever. I believe in individuals 
from A to Zed. 

Halperin· You mean you don't believe there should 
be class or you don't believe there is 
such a thing as class. 

Silli toe : Oh , I don't believe there should be 
class. I believe it exists , because 
of course money creates class, which 
is obvious No need to state that. 
But as a writer I never could see 
people in class terms - you know, 
in the Marxist class business. I've 
never seen them that way - even when 
I was in a factory, wher ever I was. 
I've seen hierarchies, I've seen 
meritocracies, I've noticed people 
with and without money, but I've 
never broken them down into classes 
in my own consciousness I'm a 
believer in merit , in intelligence, 
in making your own way - .5 

I have great difficulty in accepting this because it seems 

to contradict his previous criticism of socie ty , and suggests 

that a character such as Brian Seaton or Frank Dawley is 
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not motivated by class-consciousness when, in the course of 

their respective novels, it is difficu l t to forget about 

their working-c l ass origins, and to think of their struggle 

as being other than class-motivated. Certainly, it is the 

individual character who is, ultimately, more important than 

any political or social system but in the early novels 

it is difficult to escape the idea that he is creating a 

class-conscious hero - Arthur with his 'us' and 'them', 

Brian in the army morally supporting the communist Chinese, 

and Dawley reJecting the bourgeois world of his mistress in 

favour of the desert, and helping the guerrillas to fight 

against the imperialist French. At the end of The Fl ame 

o f Li f e , he reiterates Dawley's revolutionary aims as if 

to remind the reader that, despite his seemingly conventional 

appearance, he retains his commitment to change and that 

such a change would be socialist in character. Surely 

all of this is linked to class-awareness and to ensuring that 

his early heroes represent certain socialist ideals and 

principles 

Whils t it is always dangerous to confuse the views of 

the author with those that he ascribe s to his characters 

(and in the maJority of his novels it is clear that Sillitoe 

does not a l ways share his hero 's thoughts), in the trilogy 

I find it very difficult not to link Sillitoe with Dawley. 

Because he treats him so seriously and subJectively, allowing 
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him to make political statements without any other character 

opposing him, it becomes difficult not to feel that he is 

putting some of his own ideas into this character. 

I find the interview with Halperi n both puzzling and 

confusing because a character such as Dawley is so clearly 

politically motivated, representing a socialist viewpoint, 

that to suggest h e is not concerne d with class conscious-

ness seems incomprehensible I find it very difficult to 

accept this statement, partly because Sillitoe has previously 

indicated, in his interview with HaJek, that he has been 

committed t o proJecting an anti-Establishment view, and also 

because so many of his heroes make us strongly aware of the 

class system. Some socialists, and Marxists in particular, 

believe in making the working -class aware of the inJustices 

done to them by other social g roups and Sillitoe is, in a 

way, putting across a similar idea in his early literature. 

And as I think his interview with HaJek indicates, Sillitoe 
I 

did at one time share some of these views. Reading the 

interview with Halperin I ,vas strong ly r eminded of Kingsley 

Amis and his renunciation of socialism as he entered middle 

age. It is possible that Sillitoe has also b e come less 

concerned with political commi tment as he grows older but 

to suggest that he was never concerned with class differences 

seems a denial of the message convey ed in his early novels. 

However, a movement away from a n overtly political base 
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in his later novels indicates a change on the author's part 

that is not necessarily a bad thing because he appeared to 

have run out of fresh ideas around a well-established theme. 

Certainly in The W&dowe r' s Son the political overtones 

become very muted and his concern for studying the individual 

on his own merits becomes more pronounced. 

But I believe that Sillitoe was a t one time keenly 

aware of the class struggle and whilst it is of course 

possible that he has since altered his v iews, certainly in 

1958 the awareness of 'us' and 'them' seems to have been 

very strong and to have affected the characterization of 

Arthur Seaton, a process continued with Brian Seaton and 

Frank Dawley: 

Once a r e bel, always a rebel. You can't 
help being one. You can't deny tha t And it's 
best to be a rebel so as to show 'em it don't 
pay to try to do you down.6 

The problem of Arthur's rebellion is that his anger remains 

undefined and obscure, never finding a satisfactory outlet 

except in sensational and unfulfillable ideas directed 

against the castle. He complains but is unable to do any­

thing about it, whilst Brian Seaton refuses to shoot the 

Chinese communists, and Frank Dawley goe s a stage f urther 

by Joining the guerrillas aga i n s t the Fre nch in North Africa. 

Thes e three characters can be seen as a development from 

impotent, frustrated anger to fu lfilment of belief. 
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After Th e Flame o f L& f e , Sillitoe moves away from the 

overtly socialist novels and inste ad attacks the Establish­

ment indirectly through characters who attempt to Join it, 

rather in the same way that Joe Lampton does in Room At The 

Top . Cullen and Scorton become members of "them'' if one 

still uses the idea of 'us' and 'them' that is contained 

within Satur day N&g ht and Sun day Mo r n& ng . The hero in the 

later novels is not so politically motivated as Brian 

Seaton or Frank Dawley, which suggests that either Sillitoe 

has abandoned direct social comment or else that he is still 

working towards the same conclusion i.e. a criticism of 

modern society and those values upon which it places 

emphasis, but from a different angle. He has switched his 

focus of characterization away from 'us' and views society 

from amongst 'them'. However, that black and white distin­

ction is not really satisfactory because Sillitoe merges 

elements of both 'us' and 'them' into his later heroes 

as their characterization becomes more complex. 

But in Sat urda y N& ght and Sunday Morn &ng the differ­

entiation between the two is more clear-cut. Arthur's 

ability to see things only in black and white ('us' and 

'them') is paralleled in the novel by the manner in which 

his life is divided into two sections - the 'Saturday 

Night' character who lives for the moment and never worries 

about what he does, and the 'Sunday Morning' figure who 
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suddenly discovers that actions hav e consequences and that 

he is to be held responsible for his past behaviour. The 

Seaton of the first half of the nove l 1s one who derives 

a good deal of selfish pleasure out of life but only from 

a very limited existence: 

"You won't knuckle under, Arthur. If you would, 
you'd enJoy life." 

"I do enJoy it, mate," he said loudly. 
"Just because I'm not like you, don't think 
I don't. Yo' ve got your life a n' I've got 
mine. I'll stick to the White Hoss, 
fishin' an' screwin".7 

The last phrase is perhaps a parody of the old upper-class 

expression, "huntin', fishin', an' shootin'", but what the 

extract as a whole reveals is that Sillitoe's early hero is 

an inward-looking figure who thinks only of himself and his 

own pleasures,whereas a later figure such as Dawley professes 

to be more concerned with the suffering and well-being of 

others. However, later protagonists, especially Cullen, 

see a return to an essentially selfish nature which suggests 

that this area of Sillitoe's characterization has advanced 

and then a l most regressed to the views of Arthur Seaton. 

One of the main features o f Seaton's characterization 

is the use of repetition in his way of life and even in 

his constant use of similar phrases. Just as John Osborne, 

in Look Ba ck In Anger , used J i mmy Porter to point out 

repeatedly that there 1s something wrong with contemporary 

society, although offering no solution, so Sillitoe makes 
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Arthur's life a ritualistic pattern without meaning that 

he repeats every month I think that Sillitoe was very 

concerned that his first novel should contain a message and, 

bearing in mind his inclination towards a Marxist/social 

realist concept of literature outlined in the interview 

with HaJek, then he would be keen to emphasize that message 

as strongly as possible and what better way than through 

his hero? 

To an extent, therefore, Arthur's characterization 

becomes a vehicle for social protest, but what prevents him 

from becoming a mouth-piece for political dogma (as Dawley 

is sometimes in danger of becoming) is that his sense of 

anger remains indistinct and is mitigated by a sardonic 

humour and elements of the picaresque which are missing 

from the earnest Dawley. However, even though Arthur is 

made to appear different from those around him, to give 

him an air of individuality even to the extent of allowing 

him to take his own flask of tea to work instead of using 

the firm's brew, he is also representative of a problem 

perceived by Sillitoe in contemporary society. The character 

of Seaton is being used to suggest that modern man has been 

reduced to a machine by the capitalist society that treats 

him like a robot, and from which the working man is 

reluctant to remove himself because, superficially, he is 

having an enJoyable time. 



For it was Saturday night, the best and 
bingiest glad-time of the week, one of the 
fifty-two holidays in the slow-turning 
Big wheel of the year.B 

And if the year can be visualized as a wheel, then presumably 

once the circle is complete it will start all over again. 

This extract reveals both Arthur's repetitive life-style 

and the idea that he appears satisfied with his life. As 

the novel progresses it becomes evident he is vaguely aware 

that there is something missing from his life, something that 

he can't define and which will only emerge in the later 

novels as a more clearly established idea. If one accepts 

Sillitoe's idea that contemporary society has reduced 

man's existence to the level of a machine and has taken away 

a religious significance to life, then there has been nothing 

put in its place to replace it: 

If you believe in God, which I don't, he 
said to himself 9 

Sillitoe is attempting to indicate that Arthur is seen as 

a representative of a more general problem in modern indus­

trial man and the working-class in particular, that it is not 

only what Arthur says and does that is significant but 

also what he leaves unsaid. There is a spiritual void in 

his life that he is unable to comprehend and it is an 

emptiness that is never satisfactorily solved in 

Saturda y Ntgh t and Sun day Mornin g but which is gradually 

filled in the characters of Brian Seaton and Frank Dawley 
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with the idea of replacing religion with socialism, a concept 

that is seen most clearly in The Dea th o f w~zz ~am Posters: 

"You mean mankind has to lose its soul?" 
Larry suggested 
"What soul? Still, if you want to put it like 
that, you can .... The bum-bailiffs march 
up to the soul and sling God out kicking and 
screaming. Then the real thing s of life move 
in, and that space that God inhabited (all 
his bloody mansions) is enormous. We can get 
so much in there." 
"Who's 'we'?" Larry asked. 
"People who think like me, and those who have 
it in their blood but don't yet know how to 
think. I had to step out of factories to realize 
this, though I've always felt it, and that's 
a fact. 11 10 

By contrast, Arthur is unable to visualize life in such a 

profound way and although he is aware that something is , 

wrong he tries to ignore the void through a series of physical , 

actions that prevent him from thinking, and leads a life 

alien either to Brian Seaton or Dawley· 

Yet he remembered one of his Nottingham 
mates who, unless he got blind drunk, spewed 
his guts up, and was knocked to the ground in 
unequal fight, didn't feel he'd had a good 
time - the sort of thing that now seemed a 
waste of life to Frank Dawley.11 

If, as I believe, Sillitoe has used Dawley to convey many of 

his own ideas then it is apparent that Seaton's way of life 

is dissatisfying to his author. But the difference between 

Arthur and the later, post-Dawley, heroes is that he is 

portrayed as being unable to control his own destiny, that 

he is trapped inside the work ethic and the rows of terraced 
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houses. To a considerable extent, therefore, any faults 

that he may possess can be blamed upon a society that 

imposes restrictions upon his way of life. However, in 

the later novels there is a development away from using the 

protagonist as the means by which to criticize society and, 

instead, a movement towards condemnation of both society and 

the hero who is prepared to sell his soul in order to gain 

material success. However, because Sillitoe eventually 

allows his character a happy ending , the attack upon the 

hero remains muted. There is a fine dividing line between 

the two categories since in both cases the hero is being 

used to show up faults in our society. The early novels 

explain why the pro tagonist behave s in the way that he does 

and puts the blame for any shortcoming upon the capitalist 

system and the established order which prevents any change. 

But because both Cullen and Scorton enJoy more material 

success and are able to enter the lives of the people who 

keep Arthur and Brian in their terraced houses then 

some of the weaknesses in their cha racter are directly 

attributable to them. Instead of placing all the blame on 

a vague structure known as the Establishment, Sillitoe 

eventually places some of the responsibility for these 

failings upon the characters t hemselves, particularly if, 

consciously or not, they have a g reed to make t he necessary 

spiritual sacrifices in order to succeed mate r ially, 
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something that Frank Dawley reJects when he abandons sub­

urbia in order to go to North Africa to fight. After the 

trilogy I think that an idea is deve loped of partially 

holding the protagonist to blame for known shortcomings in 

his character whereas, in Satu r day N&ght and Sunday Mo r n& ng, 

Arthur is not held responsible because his life is 

dictated by others, whose presence is embodied in the 

shape of Nottingham Castle. 

Sillitoe's use of repetition in the characterization 

of Arthur Seaton is, by comparison with his later heroes, 

a fairly crude way of getting his point across, but it is 

an effective one, and as Saturday N&ght and Sunda y Mo r n&n g 

was his first work to be published, it was essential that 

it must have some impact upon the r e ading public if 

Sillitoe was to succeed in establishing himself as a writer 

That is partly the reason why Arthur's life appears, 

initially, so sensational since it would intrigue many 

readers. But the repetition also suggests, to me, that 

Arthur's life is essentially static and although he may , 

indulge in fights, casual sex and drinking bouts, it is 

all part of a very narrow existence out of which he cannot, 

or will not, break. Even his speech reve als this 

repetitive nature as he continually tries to Justify 

himself and his way of life· 
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Tomorrow is work, and I'll be hard at it, 
sweating my guts out until next weekend. It's 
a hard life if you don't weaken.12 

It was a good, comfortable life if you didn't 
weaken ... 13 

and even at the end he still holds to this view even though 

the party at Aunt Ada's can be seen as a turning point 

Ay, by God, it's a hard life if you don't 
weaken 14 

Only in the closing lines does he relent a little and provide 

us with the hope of a more optimistic future 

Well, it's a good life and a g ood worldi 
all said and done, if you don't weaken .. 5 

Arthur's continual use of this phrase is, in a sense, a 

barrier that he creates in order to stop asking himself 

awkward questions. By reminding himself of what life is 

all about in such a blunt and simplistic ('black' and 

'white') manner, and rarely altering his idea of what he 

sees as his function, he emerge s as a relatively static 

character, whereas Brian Seaton manages to develop by 

asking himself those questions that Arthur seeks to evade, 

and Dawley goes a stage further by being able to find 

answers to some o f them. In a way it is a development 

reminiscent of Wordsworth's Th e Prelude , of seeking and 

accepting, seeking and asking , and eventually finding answers 
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to those questions. However, it is not an analogy that I 

wish to emphasize or dwell on because Arthur doesn't really 

fit into the first category since he is aware that there 

is something missing from his life but he is unable to 

decide what it is. 

2 . Br i, a n Sea ton 

It would be easy to say that Brian Seaton, the hero 

of Ke y To The Doo r, is merely a more developed form of 

Arthur Seaton but there is more to his characterization 

than that . Arthur's character is influenced to a consider­

able extent by the actual city and the buildings contained 

within it as in his reaction to the presence of the Castle, 

and because his early life remains obscure,it is difficult 

to discover the motivations for his actions through an 

examination of his childhood. That pre-supposes that all 

actions are attributable to childhood, which is not nec­

essarily the case , but Sillitoe provides us with the 

early years of most of his protagonists, and in each case 

(if one regards Frank Dawley a s a continuation of Brian 

Seaton) their behaviour in adulthood is seen as being con­

siderably influenced by infancy and youth. In Ke y to th e 

Door, we trace the ancestry of the Seatons back to Grand­

father Merton and can discover the historical and social 

background that helps t o crea t e the character of Brian and, 
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behaves in the way that he does I think that Arthur 

Seaton's dissatisfaction is due to a spiritual void which 

he is unable to visualize in himself, but because he fails 

to describe satisfactorily this lack of purpose in his life 

it is not always easy for the reader to understand the 

reason for his discontent. In Key To The Door, through 

an expanded view of the character's life, Sillitoe provides 

us with some reasons for that dissatis f action. Of course 

not all actions or aspects of behaviour in adulthood are 

attributable to childhood, but I think Sillitoe believes 

that the formative years are essential in es t ablishing 

the later patterns of behaviour in his protagonists. In 

nearly all of the novels he dwells on the hero's child­

hood and establishes a social-historical motivation for his 

later life. But to what extent is it a recreation of 

Sillitoe's own childhood? Certainly, it is in the creation 

of Brian Seaton that the autobiographical element is most 

strong and there is not much doub t that the hero is closely 

linked to the author. This raises the question of whether 

Sillitoe identifi e s himself too closely with the central 

character and fails to retain a level of obJectivity that is 

apparent in the later novels. I am not suggesting that it 

is a failing on the part of Si llitoe to attempt to recreate 

his own experiences within the novels, but it does have 
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an effect upon the various characterizations if he can be 

seen as in some way identifying himself with the pro­

tagonist . In Key To The Door Brian Seaton's character has 

been considerably influenced by Sillitoe 's own experiences, 

and the autobiographical Raw Mater &al illustrates some of 

these links. But if Key To The Door is an examination of 

Sillitoe's past, then the characteri z a tion of Frank Dawley 

is heavily influenced by Sillitoe's vision of the future. 

What unites these two characters is the extent to which 

they represent the author himself. This differentiates 

them from the later heroes who are creations of the 

author's mind but who do not always share his sympathies. 

Key To The Door traces the growth of Br i an's conscious­

ness from infancy to adulthood, and as he becomes more aware 

of what is go ing on around him so too does his character 

develop, and the narrative of the first two sections 

("Prologue" and "Nimrod") is replaced by a discussion of 

motives and beliefs in the second h a lf of the novel, inter­

mingled with flashback chapters which he lp to explain why 

he has been transformed from the happy child into a more 

hostile young man All of this is a considerable develop-

ment from the characterization of Arthur Seaton, who 

appears static by contrast. 

In essence, Bria n's character is a half-way point be­

tween Arthur's unset t led bu t most ly superficial existence, 
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and the more profound and critical behaviour of Dawley. 

Brian shares elements of each. He is never sure why he 

applied to come overseas when he could have stayed in Britain 

with Pauline, his wife. 

He had not filled in the attached applic­
ation which asked you to state any reason why 
you might not want to be sent overseas. I'm 
a nut case, he thought. Maybe I could stay 
in England, being married and Pauline about 
to have a kid. But for some unfathomable 
reason he had left it blank, never knowing 
what had induced him to do so, neither 
questioning nor regretting it, except to 
wonder why he had been sent to Malaya and not 
Japan. .16 

This inability to explain his actions is close to Arthur's 

frequent failure to understand why things happen in the way 

that they do. But Brian also foreshadows Frank Dawley's 

character in the way that his later post-adolescent 

characterization assumes a political/socialist overtone, and 

reaches maturity in his refusal to kill the Chinese 

communist 

Brian leaned against a tree screaming with 
laughter, a mad humorous rage tearing itself 
out. 'And I let him go ! Odgeson and all 
you bastards, I let him go because he was a 
comrade! I didn't kill him because he was a 
man:17 

Dawley takes this a stage further and actually Joins the 

guerrillas in their fight against the French whilst Brian 

remains, in name at least, a soldier of the king. 

In Brian, Sillitoe establishes the pattern of the self 

educated hero, the character who wishes to learn, to read for 

::,.4 f ';_<Jc.:..,,.:s:z: ... t"»;!-~_ • • 
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his own benefit in order to escape the trap of illiteracy 

which he sees as being a big stumbling-block to those 

around him, and in particular the fear of ending up in the 

same position as his father. Arthur never gives any 

indication of being a reader, except for the racing pages, 

and in the context of the novel it would be difficult to 

establish any Justification for why he should be. However, 

in Key To the Door , with its perusal of Brian's childhood, 

it is possible to understand why he should wish to read 

without it appearing strange to find such literary taste 

in one with so little formal education and inhabiting a 

world dominated by the Calvinist work ethic. As Frederick 

McDowell points out, Sillitoe's achievement is that he is 

able to make Brian a realistic figure without allowing his 

interest in literature to appear odd· 

It is dangerous, without sentimentalizing, 
to impute literary interests (often the 
reflection of the author's own) to a person 
from t he working class Sillitoe, however, 
maintains a proper balance in proJecting 
Brian's personality Brian is enough 
interested in books and abstractions to 
serve as a sensibility through which the 
action of the novel can be registered with 
sensibility and comprehension. At the same 
time he is much more centrally involved in 
his daily s trugg les and in his passional 
life than he is in the life of the mind. 
Brian is 'l iterary ' enough to b e articulate 
but not literary enough to b e false to the 
milieu from which he arose.18 
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Brian is followed by Dawley, Cullen and Scorton in showing 

an interest in books,and Sillitoe's choice of reading for 

each of them is often revealing both of the individual's 

character and of the author's attitude towards them. For 

instance, the earnest Dawley reads "Conrad, Melville, 

19 Stendhal - the giants", which seems to be literature 

well suited to his quest of self discovery, and it is not 

accidental that Michael Cullen, the picaresque figure, 

should reach for a copy of Rode r ~ck Random (by mistake) whilst 

working for a writer, or that William Scorton should be 

mainly concerned with writers of military theory and history. 

I am not suggesting that the various choices of literature 

ascribed to each character indicates a progressive development 

in characterization but I think that Sillitoe's references , 

to other novels is deliberate and reflects upon the 

individual protagonist. Whilst Frank Dawley uses literature 

in order to discover more about himself, Brian reads, as 

a child, as a form of escapism very similar to the way 

that he visits the cinema. Later on he quotes from 

Coleridge at the sighting of something exceptional or to 

sum up his feelings about an event but it is literature 

to be used in order to express his reactions to what is 

going on outside him rather than, as in the case of Dawley, 

to use the novel in order to help the hero to achieve a 

better understanding of himself. He doesn't use literature 
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for self-discovery in the wav that Dawley does. Again, 

it is possible to visualize Brian as being a half-way point 

between Arthur and Dawley because whilst he reads far more 

than the other Seaton, he doesn't put it to the same use 

as the hero of the trilogy 

3 . Fran k Dawl ey 

Frank Dawley's characterization represents the climax 

of Sillitoe's working class, revolutionary figure begun 

with Arthur Seaton and with Smith in "The Loneliness of 

the Long Distance Runner" But both Seatons are 

essentially passive, relying on others to start off a chain 

of events that will arouse them, 

Arthur was stirred by the sound of breaking 
glass· it synthesized all the anarchism 
within him, was the most perfect and suit­
able noise to accompany the end of the 
world and himself.20 

By contrast, Dawley acts, he is the person who breaks the 

glass whilst Arthur watches. Through his actions Dawley 

comes to a better understanding of himself and of his respon­

sibility towards others. One feature that differentiates 

this novel from the earlier ones is that whilst Arthur 

and Brian commit themselves at the end of their respective 

novels, we never learn whether their plans have succeeded 

21 
or whether they have been stopped by the "wall" that 

Dawley feels is threatening to destroy him But in 
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The Death of W&ll &am Po sters , we enter at the point where 

Dawley has progressed beyond either of the Seaton brothers 

in terms of age but has reached a low point in his life 

because he now hates the sort of compromise that Arthur 

was prepared to make . Dawley is in a vacuum: 

He got work at a car park in Soho , a safe 
enough place for a man who wanted neither past 
nor future. He guided cars in, drew them 
out, issued tickets and collected money , easy 
and mindless work, necessary at the moment 
because he also was mindless, caved-in and 
floating among dead buildings at the bottom 
of a smoky sea. With a spear in your meta­
phorical side the only thing you could do was 
move, move , move - even if only in circles, 
even if only on crutches.22 

But it is a different form of emptiness to that experienced 

by Arthur Seaton because Dawley is more willing to try and 

discover what that void within him is, and the trilogy 

traces his attempt to fill it whilst Seaton never satis­

factorily finds out what is wrong 

There is a marked variation in character development 

between the three working-class protagonists but in their 

concluding thoughts the two Seatons foreshadow Dawley. 

Arthur appears as an adult figure with his fairly narrow 

ideas on pleasure and an impotent anarchistic feeling , 

but he concludes by agreeing to compromise in order to 

enJoy life with Doreen whilst making a prophetic statement 

that could herald Dawley : 



Well, it's a good life and a good world, 
all said and done, if you don't weaken, and if 
you know that the big wide world hasn't heard 
from you yet, no, not by a long way, though it 
won't be long now.23 
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Ke y To the Doo r traces the development of Brian's character 

from childhood to youthful maturity and ends, instead of 

a compromise, with the protagonist becoming more aware of 

social and political grievances and committing himself to 

helping to change. I believe all of this is relevant to 

my suggestion that Dawley represents the culmination of 

Sillitoe's early hero figure because in the course of the 

trilogy we see the differing final statements made by both 

of the Seatons being used by Dawley. He reJects Arthur's 

compromise and in a reaction against it there follows a 

period of commitment and action that Brian has contemplated, 

and finally a return to another compromise that is more 

acceptable because Dawley has discovered his inner self 

in a way that Arthur hasn't 

How could one live without this flame? You 
didn't have to see it to believe it was there. 
If it was in your heart you could see it 
spring up in all different places. As long 
as it stayed in your heart your revolutionary 
principles were not at variance with the way 
you lived 24 

Possibly Dawley's character can be seen as a synthesis of 

views first mentioned by the two Seatons and developed in 

the trilogy. 
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The main drawback to Dawley's character is that Sillitoe's 

development of an increasingly subJective approach towards 

his protagonist has an adverse effect upon the reader's 

ability to sympathize with the hero. After Dawley he 

becomes more obJective, similar to his approach with Arthur 

Seaton, but in the characterization of the central figure 

in Th e Dea t h o f w~ii~am Po s te rs the lack of criticism of the 

protagonist by the author causes problems. Sillitoe treats 

him with the utmost seriousness and, as Paul Levine points 

out, at times it becomes almost too much: 

. like Hemingway, he is bothered by the 
limitations of h e roism in an overcivilized 
society And like both at their worst 
[Lawrence and Hemingway], Sillitoe g oes about 
showing his c o ncern with a sole mn and numbing 
earnestness which makes him take his hero 
more seriously than we can 25 

This comment is relevant to Sillitoe's development of 

character because Dawley is isolated from the other 

protagonists in that an element of sardonic humour has been 

removed, and replaced by an earnest tone tha t occasionally 

borders on dogma. Ke r mode once described Sillitoe's 

26 style in this novel as preaching, and like the dissenting 

ministers of old his portrayal •o f Dawley has a style that 

is reminiscent of the hellfire and damnation orator who 

seemed to view enJoyment as a sign of t he Devil. Perhaps 

Sillitoe was aware of this fault in his hero's character, 

and it is a failing if one accepts the idea that a well 
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developed character should contain an e lement of humour, 

or at least the author should provide moments of light 

relief since a continuously earnest tone in a novel is 

sometimes capable of making it turgid if not boring. And 

since Sillitoe was providing us with his vision of a new 

Britain and a new man whose embodiment was Frank Dawley 

then surely he would wish the reader not to become bored 

or lose interest. The problem was that Sillitoe wanted to 

convey a message in the first volume of the trilogy and was 

afraid of diverting the reader's attention in case he or she 

should become side-tracked into a secondary feature within 

the novel and lose interest in Dawley's struggles. 

Instead, he concentrated almost exclusively on the solemn, 

earnest figure of Frank Dawley who lacked a sense of humour 

and, at times, sounded more like Das Kap&tal than a human 

being. In the second and third volumes of the trilogy the 

prominence of the eccentric Handley household, with their 

Dickensian undertones, and in particular the emergence 

of Albert Handley, provides a convenient and necessary 

counter balance of restrained humour. 

If I appear particularly critical of Sillitoe's character­

ization of Dawley then it is because the author has failed 

to satisfactorily convince the reader that h i s hero is a 

suitable figurehead for the new socialist person that he 

envisages. I find that as Dawl ey's earnestness becomes 

tedious it becomes difficult to prevent my attention 
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from wandering in an attempt to escape from the solemnity. 

And yet I think Sillitoe wants us to listen to Dawley 

because he is the author's vision put into words and 

character. It also makes one wonder if the author is not 

too closely connected with Dawley and if the earnestness 

is a result of a lack of obJectivity on the part of Sillitoe; 

an obJectivity which is retained in his relationship with 

his heroes in other novels and allows him either to make 

fun of the protagonist (as in A Start In L& f e ) or share 

humorous incidents (as in Key To The Door). The problem 

of earnestness is particularly acute in The De ath of W&ZZ&am 

Post ers, when Sillitoe focuses the reader's attention 

almost exclusively upon the character of Dawley without 

analyzing t he characterization more obJectively. E.M. 

27 Forster suggested that "a shifting view-point" within 

a novel was essential: 

And the novelist must bounce us, 
that is imperative.28 

This is something which Sillitoe fails to do in the first 

volume of the trilogy since he is too closely involved in 

his hero's voyage of self-discovery. Forster made another 

valid point when he said, in connection with Gide's 

Le s Faux Monnayeurs 

The novelist who betrays too much interest 
in his own me thod can neve r be more than 
interesting, he has given up the creation of 



character and summoned us to help analyse 
his own mind, and a heavy drop in the 
emotional thermometer results.29 
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If one accepts the idea that Sillitoe uses Dawley to reveal 

to us his vision of the new man who will inhabit the earth 

then such a view also represents a considerable intrusion 

of the author's own thoughts and beliefs and Forster's 

comments become relevant because it is very difficult to 

retain a consistent level of interest in Dawley. Instead, 

I look for some relief from it, which is rarely made avail­

able in the first part of the trilogy. As already mentioned, 

Sillitoe does go some way towards remedying the situation 

in the later volumes by providing us with the Handleys and 

by making Dawley less dogmatic. Perhaps it is the missing 

element of humour that I am more concerned with than a desire 

for Sillitoe to distance himself f rom his hero because 

there is no reason why he shouldn't identify himself with 

his protagonist so long as he doesn't expect the reader 

always to f ind him as interesting as the author appears 

to. And because the topic he is concerned with, the creation 

of a socialist figure who will one day he lp to make a 

new Britain, is a profound one, he is afraid that any 

intrusion of humour would destroy his character's cred­

ibility, but I think that it would have made him more 

interesting to read about and perhaps cause us to be more 

sympathetic towards his aims. 



Dawley represents the character who Sillitoe would 

like to see inherit the earth: 

" You're the Uncomplicated Person." 
Frank took t his a s a compliment· "I'm the 
empty man, the man without religion. All I 
believe in is houses and factories, food and 
power-stations . . We're go ing to become 
new men , whether we like it or not, and I 
know I'm going to like it. 11 30 
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Dawley's apparent arrogance in asserting that he knows what 

is best for others would seem to have been shared by his 

author at one time· 

The character of a district counts for 
nothing . It's people's happine ss that 
matter s. That does not mean that people 
cannot be happy in terraced houses~ but they 
could be happier in better hous e s ~1 

One of the unfortunate aspects of Dawley's characterization 

is the way that he is allowed to make statements without 

Sillitoe permitting any other character the right of reply. 

Too much of the trilogy consists of Dawley issuing forth 

his views like a steam-roller, without any vocal opposition. 

Nowhere is Sillitoe as obJective with Dawley's character 

as he is with either Arthur Seaton or William Scorton, who 

are at either end of his writing career to date. Dawley 

is a subJective portrayal of the author's idea of a modern 

industrial folk hero but, desp ite attempts in The Flame o f 

L ~ f e to remedy the situation, he seems to lack the warmth 

of feeling and emotion of a human being, something that 

is much better handled in the characterization of Brian 
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Seaton. In this r e s pect there has not necessarily been a 

development of character which is perhaps partly because in 

Key To The Door Sillitoe is remembering his own early years 

and can instill emotion into them whilst he is recounting 

tales of his own family and friends. However, Frank Dawley 

is a proJection of the author looking into the future when 

Arthur Seaton's spiritual void has been replaced by a belief 

in socialist revolution which, according to Sillitoe, 

negates the need for a religious God. Dawley is presented as 

a single-minded character intent upon discovering himself and 

seems to reJect any emotional outburst or sign of affection, 

and it isn't until the later volumes that he begins to 

realize the necessity for other people. 

Dawley functions most effectively when Sillitoe des­

cribes him in action, because in those episodes he is 

staying on a narrative level and not attempting to burden 

his character with thoughts and images that sometimes strain 

the reader's credulity. 

4 Alb e r t Handley 

After the emergence of Frank Dawley the author began to 

look elsewhere for the creation of a hero figure other than 

the factory worker burdened with a sense of social inJustice. 

There appear to be at least t wo possible reasons for this 

change in characterization. Firstly, it was becoming 
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repetitive and the author had possibly started to run out 

of new ideas around a well established theme. Alternatively, 

he appears to have switched his criticism of society away 

from the 'chip on the shoulder' worker who is always on the 

outside looking in and not liking what he sees, towards 

characters who become part of the Establishment, and through 

their lives he indicates a criticism of the capitalist 

system. There is a third possible reason for this change 

perhaps Sillitoe was more interested in the individual and 

his way of life and no longer so concerned with making 

social inJustice an obvious theme of his novels. 

Albert Handley contains elements of nearly every 

other character and I believe that he may be seen as the 

hinging point that links both the early and the later 

protagonists. As with Arthur Seaton he believes that he 

is as good as the next man: 

11
• • • but I was anybody's equal and still 
am. II 32 

and, like Arthur, he is capable of making wild threats: 

Handley stood at the door. 
you're a dead man. 11 33 

"If you drop it 

He supports the theoretical notions of revolution and anarchy 

that Frank Dawley puts into action: 

"Nine months ago Frank Dawley went to 
Algeria and hasn't been heard of since. 
Anyone who takes on that task is helping in 
some unrewarded , idealistic, mystical way 
to bring about the uni ficati on of the 
world. 11 34 



And, like William Scorton, he is a former gunner in the 

artillery although not quite so dedicated to the army: 

"I wasn't a gunner in the artillery for 
fuck-nothing," he gloate d 35 
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In a manner similar to Michael Cullen he is at times capable 

of a cynical selfishness which is the opposite of Dawley 

or Brian Seaton 

"We're all guilty if you like, but pour 
me some more, then it stops being guilt and 
become s blame, and I can drown both with 
booze till it's not too bad to bear. 11 36 

Like Arthur, his character is a fairly static one. He is 

forty when first introduced in The Death of W~l l~ am Pos te rs, 

but whatever we learn about him afterwards never satisfactorily 

explains his eccentricity. He is always talking about what 

he is going to do but, apart from painting, and playing at 

revolutions, he rarely does anv thing by himself, relying 

on others to act first. Frank McGuinness had two conflicting 

views about Handley and his family. Reviewing Th e Dea th 

o f W~ll~ am Posters , he said: 

In particular, one remembers the painter 
Frank first meets in a Lincolnshire pub, a 
splendidly original figure .. ,37 

which seems to me to be a fair comment, but two years later, 

according to the critic, that element of originality was 

missing from A Tree On F~re : 

Nor does he exhibit qui te his cus t omary flair 
for creating characters who emerge as real 
people rather than bizar r e but essentially 



cardboard imitations. Indeed, for all the extra­
vagance of their behaviour and posturing, the 
Handleys remain obstinately unconvincing and 
their antics irritate more than they entertain 
or illuminate.38 
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To suggest that Handley should illuminate the reader is 

looking for something in the character that is not there. 

That responsibility rests with Dawley whilst Handley's 

purpose, apart from providing some occasional light relief, 

is to remind us of Dawley when Sillitoe switches from Algeria 

to Lincolnshire by having both him and his brother, John, 

praise the fighter profusely , another attempt by the 

author to convince us of his hero's virtues Handley's 

characterization is always subservient to that of Dawley, 

for whils t the former may amuse us, it is only the latter 

who is pot entially capable of instructing us by presenting 

the reader with the vision of a new state. Sillitoe's 

achievement within the trilogy, is that he never allows 

Dawley or Handley to conflict or to enable the reader to 

prefer one to the detriment of the other. Bearing in 

mind whathhas already been said about Dav'ley I think such an achieve­

ment is a limited one because Handley is the one character 

who could conceivably be used as an alternative viewpoint 

to the hero's political stance , but that is not his role. 

The Handleys exist either as puppets who praise Dawley or, 

in Albert's case, the author provide s hiM with interests 

(such as painting) and views ,hich are never allowed to 
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conflict with those of Dawley. Handley's life style is 

amusing but Sillitoe doesn't intend it to exist as a viable 

alternative to the vision that Dawley believes in. So 

that the development of Albert Handley's character must 

be seen as one that is liMited in a way that no other main 

character of Sillitoe's is, since he is being used by the 

author as a humorous counter-balance to the earnestness 

of Dawley, but he cannot emerqe as an independent Main figure 

since what the latter has to say is more significant. 

Handley expresses interest in the theoretical concept 

of revolution, but Dawley believes that he is merely 

playing at it. 

Dawley always knew that Handley only let 
his sons play at revolution so that he could get 
on with h i s painting. If revolution ever became 
so real that he had no electric light or couldn't 
get razor-blades he'd be the first to turn 
against it. 39 

and what links him to both Seaton and Scorton, the author's 

first and latest protagonists, is his apolitical stance: 

"Politics?" Handley sat in the other armchair. 
"I left o f f that sort of t hing as soon as I 
felt that they were necessary, as soon as I 
understood them and real i zed I had nothing 
left to learn. I'll on l y take an interest 
in politics when there's a civil war. In 
the mean time, let who will rule. 11 40 

What links these two disparate characters is that they 

avoid the political/social problems around theM by turning 

to other forms of relief s u c h as drinking, sex, fighting 
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or painting, rather than, like Dawley, deciding to confront 

the challenge of social commitment head on This is another 

reason why I think that Handley exists as a sort of mid-

way point between the two groups of heroes. Although he is 

closer to Cullen and Scorton in breaking away from the 

factory floor image of the earlier heroes, he contains 

elements of character which are found in both groups of 

protagonists. 

Handley, and later Cullen and Scorton, use the class 

system (or are used by it) in order to achieve a level of 

material success previously beyond the protagonist's grasp. 

But because financial reward and social advancement are 

seen as essentially selfish motives which Dawley/Sillitoe 

reJects in favour of a more selfless desire to help others, 

then these characters have to make some kind of sacrifice 

in order to indicate to the reader that monetary wealth is 

not everything in life. With Cullen this is indicated in 

a loss of any moral consciousness whilst Scorton's social 

success is paralleled by an inability to keep his marriage 

together. In the case of the latter I have found some of 

the links tenuous and wonder whether Sillitoe has not 

decided to drop this theme of criticizing the Establishment 

and to concentrate solely on the individual regardless of 

his position in life or what he achieves. Certainly, he is 

far less dogmatic in his lat er novels regarding the differences 
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between 'us' and 'them'. He doesn't appear to Judge 

Handley in the way that he does Michael Culle~ and perhaps 

this is due to the fact that he hadn't yet decided how to 

adJust his criticism of society whilst writing the trilogy. 

Handley's characterization is the linking point between the 

worker to whom no guilt is attributable since the capitalist 

system has forced him to act in the way that he does, and 

the later more successful figure who is mildly criticized 

by the author because he has agreed to work within the system. 

In both cases the Establishment remains guilty. 

5 M&c hael Cu llen 

Michael Cullen, the hero of A Sta r t &n L&fe , is a 

continuation and extension of the type of characterization 

established with Albert Handley. Like Handley, he is not a 

character preoccupied with class-consciousness but with 

exploiting the situation as it exists. In contrast to 

Handley, who maintains that the existing system is wrong but 

drinks in order to forget about it (as does Arthur 

Seaton), Cullen possesses few moral scruples as to what is 

right or wrong. The main difference between this character­

ization and any of the previous ones is that Sillitoe is 

now attacking the existing social system from within, by 

describing the life of its members through a person who is 

willing to escape from a l ife in the terraced streets and 
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council houses, and seeks monetary gain. Previous to this, 

Sillitoe has always placed the blame for the protagonist's 

behaviour upon the capitalist system and removed any element 

of guilt from the hero's shoulders. But now, although he 

still regards the contemporary British social system as 

destructive, he also criticizes the protagonist for 

accepting its values and wishing to Join the ratrace, instead 

of fighting against it like Dawley. Sillitoe has put a 

distance between himself and his hero's ideas whilst in 

Dawley's characterization he has closely identified himself 

with the hero. 

Contrasts abound between Michael Cullen and Frank 

Dawley and suggest not so much a development from one 

character to the next but a different look at the variety 

of human experience. 

It is possible to see A Start ~n L~fe as a negative 

version of the trilogy, in as much that whilst both prot­

agonists are surrounded by people from whom they can learn, 

Dawley comes to believe in the value of helping others as 

well as achieving a better understanding of his inner self, 

whilst Cullen never goes beneath his superficial existence 

and rarely bothers to help anyone unless there is something 

in it for him. In that sense the two characters parallel 

each other on the 'good' and 'bad' side of an imaginary 

chart illustrating Sillitoe's idea of virtues and vices. 
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Dawley is treated very seriously b y the author whilst 

irony is consiste ntly used in A S t a r• t &n L&fe . It is the 

return of an eleme nt of humour in his portrayal of the hero 

that makes a big di f ference to Cullen's character in 

comparison with Da wl e y's. Dawley appears dogmatic and boring 

in his earnest approach but Cullen, who is treated less 

seriously by Sillitoe, is able to amuse the reader although 

not instruct in the way in which the other is supposed to. 

I am not suggesting that all serious characters are boring 

or that those treate d in a more sardonic manner are inter­

esting but , that in Sillitoe's novels the character whom 

he most wi shes us to admire and r espect loses our interest 

because o f his dogmatic style, whereas a character like 

Cullen is capable of entertaining us by making us laugh, 

either at him or at the people who surround him. Frank 

discovers a philosophy of life through a process of extreme 

hardship but Cullen only copies the appearance of those 

around him, never attempting to learn anything fundamental 

in the way that Dawley does with Shelley Jones or, in a 

previous novel, as Brian Seaton was educated by Knotman. 

Cullen prefers to imitate rather than reJect. 

Concern with worldly p reoccupations was 
stamped qu i te clearly o n my face, for I'd 
noticed it one morning ga z i ng in the mirror 
be fore shaving , and since i t suited me I 
de cide d to cultivate t he picture 1t gave 
to my fe ature s, no matter how false it 
might be.41 
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The attitude that he displays here ~akes it difficult for 

the reader to admire such a character Indeed, whilst we 

are supposed to admire Dawley for his selflessness and his 

struggle to survive, Sillitoe is deliberate ly preventing 

this hero from emerging in such a light. At the same time, 

because many of his acquaintances, such as Moggerhanger 

and Lantonhorn are worse than he is, it is difficult to 

dislike him. He copies the superficial mannerisms of 

those around him because he lives in a society that Judges 

people by their appearance. The world that Cullen enters 

is an extension of the middle-class, ) advertising world that c) 
Dawley reJects because he sees it as spiritually dead. 

After reading the trilogy it is impossible to see 

Sillitoe's characterization of Cullen as anything ~ore than 

a muted disapproval of the protagonist's life-style com­

bined with a more general condemnation of a system 

that not only allows him to succeed but encourages him 

in further dreams of avarice. In this respect I would 

disagree with Jany Watrin, who provides several good 

examples of the link between the picaroon and Cullen, and 

then goes on to say: 

In A Sta r t ~n L~fe, Alan Sillitoe constantly 
refrains from commenting on people or events, 
he avoids all kinds of theoretical digressions, 
he refuses to interfere i n his characters' 
lives. Nowhere do we feel the obtrusive 
presence of an all-knowing author manipulating 



his characters and contriving events in order 
to convey a 'message ': what we get is the 
characters' own points of view, and this 
contributes to give greater coherence to the 
nove1.42 
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As already indicated, there is a message within this novel 

although it only becomes noticeable when one has read the 

trilogy and decided that Sillitoe's heroic figure is one 

who is searching for a new social system. 

Of course, in choosing to write a picaresque novel, 

Sillitoe has reverted to a form of character development 

practiced two hundred years earlier by Fielding and Smollett, 

elements of which can be found in Arthur Seaton. In this 

respect h i s characterization is a backward step when 

compared with the development of character revealed within 

the trilogy and Dawley in particular, which is more profound 

and closer to the social realist method favoured by Zola, 

and in Russell's The Ragged Tr ouse r ed Ph&lanthrop&sts 

Like the two Seatons and Handley, Cullen remains a fairly 

passive individual to whom things happen rather than acting 

as the catalyst and so there isn't really a deve lopment of 

character in that sense either, rather a return to an 

established mode. However, unlike the other heroes he is 

aware of his laziness and, in true picaresque fashion, 

is able to use it to his own advantage 



So I Made a virtue out of my idleness and 
sloth. When strength came out of weakness 
it had the force of self-preservation behind 
it, and that was what I depended on There 
didn't seem much else at the moment.43 
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In contrast to the other heroes, and what links him to 

William Scorton, is the fact that he has no desire to change 

the world because he is able to exist within the system 

quite satisfactorily. 

6 w~i i~am Scorton 

It is very difficult, if not impossible, to say that 

William Scorton, the protagonist of The W~dowe r' s Son, 

represents the culmination of Sillitoe's hero figure because 

there has not been a straight forward development from 

one novel to the next. Scorton is closely linked to both 

Handley and Cullen because, like them, he is able to 

escape from a working class background and succeed in life 

in a way that was never possible for the early heroes and 

that was reJected by Dawley. This is one of the main 

features that has eMerged from my study, and is one method 

of distinguishing between the various protagonists. 

Even though Scorton is the figure whose portrayal is 

closest to the character outlined in Sillitoe's interview 

with Halperin, I still do not accept the novelist's 

contention that he is solely concerned with the individual 

and not at all interested i n a ny social message when, as his 
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interview with HaJek suggests, he was at one time very 

much concerned with showing political commitment through 

his heroes. What I do think distinguishes this particular 

characterization from the earlier ones is that some of the 

political undertones are missing, but it is still possible 

to parallel Scorton's success in the army and in business 

with a failed relationship with his wife, and to suggest 

that the author deliberately makes Scorton's marriage fail 

in order to indicate that excessive personal ambition is 

regarded as a dubious merit. But the links do become 

more tenuous in this novel than they have been in previous 

ones and it would be more appropriate to compare Scorton 
' 

with some of Sillitoe's earlier heroes and to indicate 

whether or not the author has been able to develop his 

previous attitudes and methods of characterization. 

What differentiates Scorton from an earlier figure such 

as Dawley is the noticeably obJective approach on the part 

of the author in his handling of the former which contrasts 

strongly with the close links that sometimes appear to exist 

between creator and character. Brian Seaton's childhood 

appears to have been closely modelled on that of the author's 

own early years and so, at times, it is difficult not to 

link the two, Just as in the trilogy it is very hard not 

to unite Sillitoe and Dawley as representing the author's 

hopes for the future. But with the later heroes we see a 
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return to a more obJective approach similar to his treatment 

of Arthur Seaton 

In a review of A StaPt ~n L~fe , Jany Watrin accused 

Sillitoe of manipulating his characters in his previous 

novels, which is a fair criticism, and one way of dis­

tinguishing between Scorton and Dawley is to compare the 

way in which the author controls their lives. For me, 

Scorton's character is an improvement upon that of Dawley 

because he is less dogmatic and more acceptable as a 

character. More acceptable because Sillitoe goes out of his 

way to ensure that Dawley appears to succeed at everything 

he does, and to overcome every potential stumbling-block 

put in his way so that he becomes more like a machine or 

a superhuman figure, probably an unintentional move on 

Sillitoe's part but one which is possibly a result of not 

being critical enough of his characterization. Whilst 

Sillitoe is not deliberately trying to create ub e Pme nsch e n 

such continual success becomes repetitive and casts a seed 

of doubt in the reader's mind that the author is deliberately 

helping his character. Most people experience set-backs 

at one time or another, but Dawley overcomes them con­

tinually because he has to succeed in order to demonstrate 

the viability of Sillitoe's socialist hero. By comparison, 

Scorton is treat ed in a much more critical manner by the 

author and his success in one area is paralleled by failure 



56 

in another. In Scorton's case the author is obviously 

keeping himself at a distance from his character in order 

to be more obJective about him, and this is an improvement 

because the soldier does not become so mechanically success­

ful This, combined with a less earnest and dogmatic 

personality, results in a figure whom it is easier to 

sympathize with whereas, in fact, we should possibly be 

more receptive to Dawley and his views. 

To give one instance of the change in manipulation on 

the part of the author, Sillitoe no longer allows his hero 

the same freedom of expression that Dawley enJoyed. This 

was done i n order to use Dawley as a way of expressing 

his own views and suggests that Sillitoe wasn't prepared 

for any contrasting or opposing ideas which could destroy 

either his own, or his character's, credibility. Dawley 

is allowed to expound his theories without vocal opposition, 

and everyone accepts his view, there is little obJective 

criticism of his ideas. But in The w~dowe r's So n the hero is 

reduced to verbal impotence by his wife and prevented from 

becoming as verbose as Dawley, perhaps because Sillitoe is 

no longer so concerned with getting any message across: 

::Anyway, don't try. You mean well, but 
I can't stand this earnest deadlock we slide 
into whenever you get serious. Let's walk. 
It's such a nice day." 

Perhaps she was ri ght. What good was 
talk?44 
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This is a complete reversal of Dawley and the subservience 

of all others to him. Instead of the author quite notice-

ably supporting the protagonist he has now moved away from 

identifying himself with the hero and feels more at liberty 

to prevent him from making those profound, earnest speeches 

that are so prominent in Dawley. 

One important feature of Scorton's character which 

does represent a considerable development on the part of 

Sillitoe is his changing attitude towards the army, and 

a recognition of the importance of the individual even 

within an institution that threatens to submerge him within 

a uniformed mass. Previous to this he has condemned it 

because of its lack of individuality and the brutalizing 

effect that he believes it can have upon people, most clearly 

demonstrated in Th e Ge ne r al when his view of soldiers is 

that they are closer to animals: 

But this was war and they were enemies, 
and to slay, pillage and torture was second 
nature to them, a sublime perquis i te of their 
expended energy and peri1.45 

Even within this novel the General himself is not treated 

in such a simplistic manner but his characterization is 

always subservient to the ideas and thoughts that are 

conveyed through him so that he never emerges as a fully 

developed character whereas Scorton is a much more developed 

individual and the soldier is now seen as a multi-faceted 

figure instead of Just an an imal. 



This expansion away from a simpl i stic attitude towards 

one which no longer sees all soldiers as necessarily evil 

or army life as destructive. 

"The on•y thing the army cures you on," 
Arthur retorted, "is never to Join the army 
again. 11 46 

is perhaps best displayed in the development that has occurred 

in the author's apparent attitude towards his character when 

comparing Scorton with Guzman, in the short story, 

"Guzman, Go Home". The link between the two characters 

is that both belong to organizations which have at one time 

been condemned by the author - the Nazi party and the army. 

But whilst Sillitoe had to ridicule Guzman in order to 

have any sympathy for him. 

As an old Nazi, Guzman was such a des­
picable character that I had to Joke about 
him, otherwise I could have no sympathy for 
him. Making fun of him helped 47 

he has since progressed beyond this and been able to conceive 

of a hero who belongs to an organization he may have mixed 

views about but whom he can treat seriously, although not 

so solemnly as he treats Dawley. He is able to portray 

Scorton as a human being whereas in The Ge n eral the soldiers 

had to be reduced to the level of animals. 

The development of Scorton's character within the 

novel follows Sillitoe's established pattern of tracing 

childhood, youth, and adulthood, and allowing the hero a 
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successful conclusion, suggesting that he favours this method 

of characterization because it enables him to provide the 

reader with as many reasons as possible for explaining why 

the hero behaves in the way that he does. The most obvious 

difference from the other protagonists is that Scorton 

is the only hero to date to grow up without a mother but, 

like Cullen and his absent father, this is not so ~uch a 

development but merely a part of Sillitoe's desire to explore 

various human experiences. 

In each novel in which the author delves into the 

hero's childhood he uses the early years to show the effect 

that it has upon the protagonist in his later life. Brian 

Seaton is haunted by the threat of the means-test and 

illiteracy, Cullen is aware of his illegitimacy, and Scorton 

can never escape the vigorously logical example of his 

father. Development of the character is seen by Sillitoe 

as being considerably influenced by childhood. 

What I have tried to show in this chapter is that it 

is not possible to trace a straightforward development in 

characterization from onenovel to the next, and that although 

William Scorton is an improvement upon previous figures 

in so~e respects, he can in no way be said to represent 

the culmination of Sillitoe's hero figure. Such an accolade, 

if it is at all applicable, should be accorded to Dawley 

who is, I think, the one character whom Sillitoe sees as 
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embodying certain heroic features. Rather, the protagonists 

can be more usefully divided into two groups - the early 

working class figures, and the later more successful 

individual in whom the class-consciousness becomes muted 

although it never entirely disappears. 
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CHAPTER III 

THE HERO IN LOVE 

Reading Sillitoe's novels, I have become increasingly 

aware that his protagonist rarely fits into Peter 

Thorslev's definition of the Byronic hero, who was "univer-

1 sally courteous towards women.'' Of course, such a disparity 

should not be surprising, bearing in mind that our earlier 

concept of the hero has been radically altered in the course 

of time, but whilst the contrast offered between the 

behaviour of a figure such as Childe Harold and Arthur 

Seaton is ironically amusing, I have found that in his 

protagonist's dealing with women, Sillitoe provides his hero 

with a chauvinist attitude that is only ~arkedly improved 

upon in The W&dow e r ' s Son . This novel sees a remarkable 

transformat ion in attitude by the hero and an acceptance 

of the woman as a potential equal. What I am trying to 

discover in this chapter is whether the early hero's concept 

of love, which 1s closer to lust, is rep laced by a more 

complex attitude in which the protagonist is able to think 

about the partner and not Just of himself. In a way I am 

also trying to see whether it is possible to distinguish 

between two distinct groups of protagonists as indicated 
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in the previous chapter. 

I have chosen this particular aspect of the hero's 

character because, as E.M. Forster suggests, the love 

relationship is perhaps the most important and time-consuming 

theme in most novels, and Sillitoe is no exception to the 

rule. I have found Forster's rather clinical definition of 

what is in real life a fairly emotional topic very interesting 

because it seems to me that Sillitoe has not always viewed 

the topic in the same way that Forster did: 

Some people say that sex is basic and under­
lies all these other loves - love of friends, 
of God, of country. Others say that it is 
connected with them, but laterally, it is not 
their root Other say that it is not connected 
at all. All I suggest is that we call t he whole 
bundle of emotions love, and regard them as 
the fifth great experience through which human 
beings have to pass. When human beings love 
they try to get something. They also try to 
give something, and this double aim makes 
love more complicated than food or sleep. 
It is selfish and altruistic at the same 
time ..• 2 

Sillitoe's heroes, with the exception of William Scorton, 

stress the selfish attitude in their relationships with 

women whilst failing to display much altruism. I am 

reluctant to say that characters such as Arthur Seaton 

genuinely love the women in their lives because, in the 

context of Forster's definition, there is little to suggest 

that they understand the meaning of the word. Like Forster, 

I think that love should be more complicated in the novel 
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than either food or sleep, but Sillitoe's hero sometimes 

reduces it to the level of a Meal, particularly in the 

characterizations of Arthur Seaton and Michael Cullen. 

Sillitoe is deliberately providing some of his protagonists 

with chauvinist and selfish attitudes which cannot be 

described as love because it seems to be physical lust 

alone, devoid of any thought of giving other than in the 

form of the penis. 

An attempt is made to develop beyond this attitude in 

some of his later characters although there isn't any 

real change in practical terms until the creation of Scorton. 

I shall return to this idea later, but what I am suggesting 

is that although Dawley may theorize about the various 

concepts of love, and go far beyond Forster's meaning of 

the word, in practical terms he is little better than 

Arthur Seaton. Sillitoe does attempt to widen the hero's 

concept of the Meaning of love but such progress is slow, 

and it is only in William Scorton's characterization that 

the word is able to assuMe a more significant meaning 

than Just lust. The maJority of Sillitoe's heroes see 

love and physical lust as one and the saMe thing in practice, 

and Scorton is the only one who realizes that there is 

more to a successful relationship than that alone. I am, 

of course, assuming that such is the case and that the 

Victorian idea of male domination is no longer correct, 



that sex alone (which for Sillitoe's he roes is closely 

linked to man's supremacy) is not sufficient to maintain 

a good relationship. 

"We might fuck from time to time but we 
uon't share anything anyTllore."3 

Such a situation would suit Arthur Seaton because it would 

mean that no woman could intrude upon his p r ivate life of 

fishing and boozing, but Scorton's character indicates a 

development in that he is able to realize that such a 

situation is unsatisfactory a nd, ultimately, disastrous. 

Arthur's desires reduce women to the role of slaves 

because in his relationships with them he is interested 

only in s ex and not in any other emotional rapport. This 

is a failing in s e veral of Sil litoe's protagonists, a 

willingness to accept women f or his sexual needs alone, that 

is only slowly improved upon by the author. He rarely 

shows the hero thinking about the woman's feelings or her 

side of the situation. Ins t ead , Tllost of the protagonists 

turn to a male-dominated soc i e ty (the pub, the air force 

or the army), from which wo~en a r e excluded, to provide 

them with argume nt and discu ss i on. As with everything 

else in his life , Arthur's view of wome n is very simplistic. 

There are those women who want t o be l oved and those who 

don't. Hi s emphasis on the idea that it is women who need 

loving, and not men, is important because it is indicative 



of his be lief in man's basic superiority over woman: 

They were the sort of women who thought 
you were barmy if you tried to love 'em, and 
they Just didn't understand what love was, and 
all you could do was end up by giving them 
a smack in the chops. Hopeless and barmy. 
But I reckon that mostly women want you to 
love 'em and be nice to 'em, and that even 
if they didn't they'd start to love you back 
after a bit. Make a woman enJoy being in bed 
with you - that's a big part of the battle -
then you were well on the way to keeping her 
with you for good.4 
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For Seaton sex and love are one and the same thing, and he 

corresponds to Forster's third little category inside his 

'whole great bundle' in that Arthur's idea of love is a 

basic sexual one that is not connected to anything other 

than physical desire and certainly not linked to either 

religion or patriotism, subJects which mean nothing to him. 

In fact, Forster's 'other loves - love of friends, of God, 

5 of country' seems almost entirely inappropriate with 

regard to Sillitoe because few of his heroes display 

any feeling for these traditional values which here appear 

as old-fashioned as the pre-war concept of the hero. 

Instead, as in the case of Dawley a new form of love is 

introduced, one that would perhaps have been unthinkable 

to Forster, that of political ideology although it can be 

linked to both nationalism and to love of country. 

Sillitoe doesn 't succeed in his attempt to convince us 

that love of socialism is necessarily either equal or 
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preferable to the love of an individual but it does 

represent an indication of the way in which love, like 

the hero figure, has been transformed in recent times and 

applied to different causes. 

Forster's view of the love theme in a novel, "of a man 

6 and woman who want to be united", does not appear valid 

in connection with Arthur and several other protagonists, 

partly because we rarely know Just what the woman wants, but 

mainly because the only unity that the hero seems interested 

in is a sexual one, and he is reluctant to admit to any form 

of dependence upon the woman. Forster's unity implies a 

meeting of equal partners but the maJority of Sillitoe's 

heroes are more concerned with establishing some form of 

supremacy over their wives and girlfriends: 

"And it's only right that I should always get 
my own way, you know that."7 

says Arthur to Doreen, although the imp lied idea of male 

domination is a thought echoed by other main characters 

until Scorton arrives with his new-fangled ideas of 

equality. 

Brian Seaton's image of love is mixed because his child-

hood provided an image that was upsetting to him. 

He was baffled. Love? His mam and dad loved 
each other black eyes, split heads, table 
tipped over, black looks and no fags for 
ever and ever.8 
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In this case his characterization is a definite develop~ent 

from that of Arthur's, as his vision of love is more complex 

since it i nclude s the ability to perceive what effect it 

can have upon othe rs. Arthur only thinks of the word in 

relation to himself and his sexual relationships with women 

but Brian applies the word to those around him. There is 

a widening of the hero's mental horizon as he becomes less 

absorbed in himself and more aware of others around him. 

Brian is able to look at his own relationship by comparing 

it with those of others: 

Brian saw Jim's courting as a more intense 
affair than his own.9 

whilst Arthur never bothers to wonder whether his idea of 

love is a satisfactory one or if others ~ight enJoy a more 

fulfilling relationship. 

In Key to th e Door there is a slight change of emphasis 

in the hero's attitude towards love. By the end of the novel 

it appears that Brian must miss Pauline for reasons other 

than sexual ones, because he has Mimi to fulfil that need 

for him. His relationship with the Malaysian 'hostess' 

is very stereo-typed and similar to that of Arthur and 

Brenda, but for Pauline his feelings go deeper 

The horseshoe again set him thinking 
of the picture in his g randmother's parlour, 
of the girl holding a bunch of flowers and 
saying to the youth b y her s i de: 'If you 
love me as I love you, No t hing can ever part 
us two' - which, pleasurably brooding on his 
living with Pauline, was how he f el t about 
her. 10 



71 

The image that Brian dreams of is very romantic,and I 

don't think that there has been any maJor development between 

Arthur's view of love and Brian's, but there is a 

slight improvement in the younger Seaton's ability to 

think of the woman not merely as a sexual chattel but as 

someone human. Arthur would never think of his relationship 

in the romantic manner that Brian does, but what differen­

tiates them is that Brian is able, at times, to think about 

the woman and her feelings in a way that the other Seaton 

isn't. Arthur has already said that some women deserve 

to be hit,but Brian is able to perceive why Pauline ditches 

him after they have quarrelled and he has hit her. In his 

relationship with Pauline there is a slight widening of 

the horizon which persuades the hero to occasionally think of 

the woman, but there is still no attempt made to define what 

love means to them. Love is still closely linked to sex, 

possibly because those passages often find Sillitoe at his 

most vivid· 

His inner world grew to a blind illuminated 
space, the inside of a sphere that marked the 
limit of all pictures in his ~ind and turned 
his kiss-breathing into a vision. This was 
marvellous.11 

For a writer such as Forster this e~phasis upon the sexual 

aspect of the relationship would be unsatisfactory because 

Sillitoe 1.s ignoring the ful l range of "other loves" that 

1~ available to the novelist. 
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It is in the trilogy that Sillitoe attempts to define 

the meaning of love, in its application to Frank Dawley. 

As in other areas of his characterization, I think that 

Dawley can be seen as the culmination of the author's ideals, 

and in the course of the trilogy Sillitoe attempts to answer 

some of the questions raised in the previous novels. 

Dawley's ideas concerning love are reached towards the 

end of A Tree on F&re , when he is recovering from the 

inJuries inflicted in the desert. He reJects the rather 

sentimental concept of love that Brian Seaton has enJoyed 

in his imagination· 

Love came with two faces, usually that of the 
great destroyer, rage, and maggot-fire hiding 
behind the smile of the all-embracing womb of 
sweetness that tried to get you. Love des­
troyed your will, the soft evil old-fashioned 
swooning love that one had read and been told 
about, that froze the bowels and cooked the heart. 
. . . It was a sort of love you had to say 
goodbye to, drop dead to ... 12 

Presumably this love that must be destroyed includes the 

concept tacitly endorsed by Forster. Forster's main bone 

of contention appears to be the extravagant a~ount of time 

devoted to it by authors and here there may be 

agreement with Dawley who wants to reJect the old fashioned 

idea of love because it is out of place in the society that 

he envisages. However, Forster is primarily concerned 

with the relationship of two people and what they ~ake of 

it, whilst Dawley goes through a period of attempting to 
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embracing and i s not far removed from the Christian 
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philosophy of "love thy neighbour as thyself". It is an 

aspect of love never considered by Forster who was concerned 

with more traditional values that could inspire love, such 

as the cross or the Union Jack rather than love for a 

political ideology. Dawley replaces the romantic vision 

of love with an idea which embraces his socialist ideals, 

so that it can now be seen as subservient to a political 

cause: 

When the foul and useless love you had been 
conditioned to accept by a finished and rotten 
society dead in its tracks had d i ed, a nd you 
knew that to love only one person out of all 
others in the worl& and be yourself loved by 
someone else out of all the others in the 
world was wrong in every sense, then you began 
to experience a new warmth of life, a respon­
sible man i fold feeling towards all othe rs and 
not Just one. The love of one was the love 
of death and of the devil. The love of all 
was a respect for cre ation.13 

This is a reJection of everything that Arthur and Brian 

have understood the word love to mean and, as I say, 

it is in one respect very close to the Christian faith. 

But it is also a v e ry rigid and dogmatic assertion that is 

essentially theoretical for it seeks to destroy the form 

of love that is at the heart of Forster's argument and at the 

centre of nearly every single novel and real life situation, 

the relationship between two individuals. 
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Ironically, although he sounds quite passionate in 

his argument, Dawley wants peop l e to dispense with the 

emotional attachments of one person for another, and replace 

it with a concer n for "all". I am assurrung that the 

selfish quality in love that he wants us to reJect is the 

emotional and sex ual side of a relationship but this appears 

to be a fair assessment of what he has implied. This new love 

that he envisages is not based upon sexual desires alone 

and in that respect it is a considerable improvement and 

variation upon the meaning of the word as it has been 

applied to previous novels. But Dawley's assumption that 

the existing form of 'selfish' love is unacceptable is 

very questionable because he believes that all people are 

incapable of caring for others in the way that he wants 

us to. His argume nt is simplistic because he wants to 

reJect this traditional form of love altogether and, 

instead, turn to something co~pletely different. Why should 

he seek to reJect it altogether? Surely it would be 

better if a compromise were to be reached whereby one could 

continue to share the love of the individual with a love 

for humanity. It is not his concept of "love of all" that 

I am arguing against, since that in itself appears to be 

a laudable aim, but I a n; unhappy with his wish to completely 

reJect our existing concept of love. Sillitoe appears to 

have accepted the need for s ome form of compromise because, 
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at the end of The Flame of L~fe , Dawley has become less 

dogmatic and his perception of love is closer to Forster's 

understanding of the word. In particular, the conclusion 

of the novel fits in with Forster's idea that "Love, 

like death, is congenial to a novelist because it ends a 

14 book conveniently" 

But as time went on he did not know how to 
reconcile his revolutionary principles and 
writings to his life as a normal family man. 
It bothered him most when he was happiest, 
because he was happiest when he was in the 
garden with his children, feeling he had no 
right to be happy with so much misery and 
devastation in the world. But he could not 
avoid loving Myra and the children and being 
happy.15 

By comparison with the definition of love that he reached in 

A Tree on F~re this represents something of a climb-down 

on the part of the protagonist but it is a necessary com­

promise because he recognizes 'the value of personal relation­

ships and no longer wishes to do away with them. 

It is also very difficult to accept the idea that the 

love for an individual is a product of the western capitalist 

system. Like religion or nationalism, two of Forster's 

"other loves", politics is peripheral to the unity of two 

people. Dawley's argument is extremely tenuous because to 

link what he sees as a sel fish form of love with an economic 

and political system which envisages people to think only 

of themselves is to make a connection that is not necessarily 

correct. 
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What represents a big step forward in the development 

of the protagonist is Dawley's perception that love is 

composed of more than sex alone: 

There was a love in which the phallus dom­
inated all else, the boss and operating member 
tyrannising over everything you did or wanted 
to do. The other love was c6ntrolled by the 
hands that helped, taught, built and if necess­
ary fought. The phallus could not be ignored, 
but neither could it be allowed to dominate 

16 

This is a More altruistic form of love than has previously 

been encountered in Sillitoe because Dawley is a socialist 

industrial folk hero who is concerned with helping others 

instead of, like Arthur, solely helping himself. With 

regard to Forster this appears to be one instance where the 

various concepts of love are connected laterally, in which 

Sillitoe's character is consciously preventing the 

sexual idea of love from becoming over-important in his 

life. But this other form that he mentions, which is 

socially motivated, is eventually less important to him 

than his love for Myra and the t heorizing is compromised 

by an eventual acceptance of affection for an individual. 

In terms of love for a woman, the protagonist's 

definition of the word is still closely linked to sexual 
. 

desire since the implication is that love for a woman is 

"dominated" by the "phallus", which suggests that there has 

been little progress from either Arthur or Brian Seaton. 
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But in The Death o f W&ll&a m Posters , Dawley has indicated 

that he is capable of widening the idea of love away from 

the sexual urge alone. His early thoughts on the subJect 

are closer to those of Arthur Seaton 

"Love's not much more than a holiday in 
life. I think everything should be put in its 
place. The most important thing is work -
to do something that means something ... 
Aren't work and fucking enough? Both of 
them excite me equally - 11 17 

It suggests that, at this particular stage in his character­

ization, there has been little development beyond the ideas 

endorsed by the earlier hero. However, in the course of 

this novel there is a remarkable transformation thrust upon 

the hero, whose theoretical concept of love becomes much 

more enlightened: 

... the sort of love he had always known about 
and felt as fully as anyone was to be discarded 
as a fraud and a trick, the stone tied around 
a corpse to make it sink . To cut it loose 
would enable a man and wo~an to live in equality, 
with regard and respect for each other's purpose 
in the world. Mutual destruction had to cease.18 

Only Scorton possesses comparable ideas and the last sentence 

in the quotation is also relevant to that particular hero 

since, in his attempt to treat the woman as an equal a 

mutually destructive battle d e velops. But these views of 

Dawley's, which represent a tremendous advance in the hero's 

ability to understand what love is all about, remain 

theories because, in practi c e , he has a habit of retreating 
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to the old idea of male domination He and Handley are 

the two people most resistant to change in the household; 

when Enid, the latter's wife, proposes that the men share the 

housework, these two supposedly enlightened men are most 

vociferous in their obJections This occurs in The Flam e 

o f L ~ f e , the last volume of the trilogy, in which Dawley 

moves away from love of his previously mentioned idea of 

enlightenment and accepts a more traditional situation. 

It is Pat, his first mistress, who points out one of 

the great weaknesses in the ability of Sillitoe's protagonist 

to love the woman: 

"I can't be happier, so I think of the wide open 
spaces open to us." 
"Open to 'me', you mean. If you had any love 
in you you'd keep such thoughts to yourself 
The first sign of love is whe n you think about 
the person you love, and apply the thought to 
her before turning it to yourself. As it is, 
you Just torment me. 11 19 

Here, I think, is one of the main differences between 

Forster's definition of love, and that which appears in 

Sillitoe's heroes. Forster suggests that love is a mixture 

of giving and receiving but Pat has, through Sillitoe, 

indicated the selfish nature of the hero in his dealings 

with women and shown why his idea of love is so one-sided 

since he is usually incapable of thinking about the other 

person's feelings. Arthur Seaton never thinks about the 

woman's view in his idea of wha t love/lust is all about 



and neither does Dawley at this stage of the trilogy. His 

similarity to Arthur is complete at this point, even to 

the extent of using his fists, as Arthur felt he should do 

against a certain type of woman. But Dawley is able to 

develop whilst Arthur remains largely static, but in A 

Star t &n L& f e Cullen's views are unchanging and close to 

those of Seaton. Dawley's development as a character, and 

his progression beyond the earlier heroes, is not always 

paralleled by a similar development in his relationships 

with women because any theoretical progress is qualified 

by a retreat to the old idea of male domination in Th e 

Fl am e o f L&fe . One problem I have encountered in deciding 

whether or not Dawley is a development in character from 

the earlier heroes is that there sometimes exists a notice­

able conflict between his theories and his application 

of them. His theoretical ideas represent a tremendous 

step forward in achieving equality between man and woman 

but his practical nature is unable to absorb them into his 

everyday life (as when he votes against any change in the 

household chores),and they re~ain mostly unachieved 

ideals. 

Dawley's vision of love. is also far more encompassing 

than anything contemplated b y any of Sillitoe's protagonists 

and embraces a variant that was not even considered by Forster. 

It is a love 'for all' which is radically different from the 
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lust portrayed in the earlier novels and so the word love 

assumes a new significance compared with Saturday N&ght or 

A Start &n L&fe . As a character, Dawley encounters a much 

wider physical horizon through going abroad (of his own 

volition, as opposed to Brian's enforced absence in Malaya) 

than any of Sillitoe's previous heroes and this expanded 

horizon is repeated in some of his views. His concept of 

love is a good example of this because he enlarges its 

definition to include 'all' instead of Just 'one', which 

is considerably different from either Arthur or Brian's use 

of the word. But it is an ideal that remains theoretical 

partly because he conceives of it whilst in the desert 

away from the person whom he loves, and when he sees her 

again he returns to a more conventional use of the word. 

All of Sillitoe's heroes are dependent upon women for 

what they describe as love but for all of them, with the 

possible exceptions of Dawley and Scorton, it is essentially 

a selfish view of the subJect in which they think of them­

selves first and the woman later, if at all. Pat's criticism 

of Dawley could be applied with equal force to either Handley 

or Cullen because they both have a similar attitude. Handley 

is a development from Arthur. Seaton in that he does have 

considerable emotional feelings for both his wife and 

daughter but these alternate with periods of equally 

intense hatred, and their love is described with a use of 
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images similar to those in The W&dower ' s Son : 

She sa id nothing , no bit~erne ss left, 
words crushed as they -k issed , un ab l e to 
withd raw from the black infesting lust.20 

Handley and Enid are emotional in their relationship 

whereas Dawley's affairs with women are rarely described 

in such passionate t e rms. This doesn't necessarily indicate 

a development from one to the other or suggest that 

Sillitoe believes that one form of love is superior, but I 

think that the author is here, as elsewhere, exploring 

the various forms and types of human experience. It isn't 

possible to trace a continually progressive idea, within 

the novels, of what love should be or come to represent 

between a man and a woman but rather it is possible to find 

an expanding v i ew of the various meanings of the word as 

applied to the protagonist. Only in The W&dowe r' s So n 

is it possible, I feel, to see a distinct development of 

the hero's practical ability to recognize woman as an equal. 

Dawley theorizes about it but Scorton puts the idea of 

equality into practice. In the trilogy it might be possible 

to see a mixture of Dawley's theoretical equality and 

Handley's more emotional outbursts combining to form 

a whole, an al]- embracing view of love that unites Handley's 

love for the individual with Dawley's wish to embrace 

humanity. 



---------- Alan S&ll&toe A Cr&t&cal Ass e ssment 
London: W.H. Allen, 1979. 

Bergonzi, Bernard, Ed. H&s tory of L&t erature &n the Engl& sh 
Languag e Volume ? The Twent&eth Century London: 
Barrie and Jenkins, 1970. 

Booker, Christopher. The Neoph&l&acs 
1969. 

London: Collins, 

Bradbury, Malcolm. "Beating the World to the Punch." 
The New York T&mes Book Rev&ew , 16 August 1959, 
pp. 4-5. 

---------- "Beneath the Veneer, Pure Animal Life." 
New Yo r k T&mes Book Rev&ew , 10 April 1960, p 5. 

"New Fiction." Punch , 8 November 1961, 
p. 696. 

Brooke, Rupert. The Poet&cal Works Ed. Geoffrey Keynes. 
London· Faber and Faber, 1946. 

Capey, Arthur. "The Post-War En glish No vel." In L&t e rature 
and Env &ronm ent - Essays &n Read&ng and Soc&al St udtes 
Ed. Fred Inglis. London. Chatto and Windus, 1971. 

Carlyle, Thomas. 
tn Ht story 

On Heroes and He r o - wor shtp and the Her o&c 
London: Ward, Lock and Bowden, 1896. 

Caute, David " Breakthrough." Ttme and Ttde , 12 October 
1961, p. 1705. 

Churchill, Thomas. "An Int erv iew with Anthony Burgess." 
The Malahat Rev&eW , No . 17 (1971), pp. 103-27. 

Coleman, John. "Resign the Living ." Spectator , 75 September 
1959, p. 416. 

---------- "The Unthinkab l e s." New Statesman , 
27 October 1961, pp. 610, 612. 

Craig, David "Sillitoe and the Roots of Anger." In 
The Real Foundatto ns i &te ratur e and Socta l Change 
London Chatto and Windus, 1973, pp. 270-85. 

---------- "The British Working-Class Novel Today." 
Ze&tschr&ft fur Anglts t&k Und Amer&kan&St&k , No. 11 
(1963), pp. 29-41. 



Denny, N. "The Achievement of the Long-Distance Runner." 
Theor1.,a , No. 24 (1965), pp. 1-12. 

Elloway, David, introd. B1.,lly £1.,ar / Tr e Lonel1.,ness o f the 
Long- D-z,stanc e Runner By Keith Waterhouse/Alan Sillitoe. 
London· Longman, 1971, pp. 201-28. 

Ford, Boris, ed. The Pel1.,can Gu 1., de t o Englis h £1.,terat ur e -
Volume 7 The Modern Age Harmondsworth: Penguin, 
1961. 

Forster, E.M. Aspects of the Novel 
Brace and Company, 1927. 

New York: Harcourt, 

Fraser, G.S. The Modern Wr1.,t er and H1.,s World 
Penguin Books, 1970. 

Harmondsworth: 

Frye, Northrop Anatomy of Cr1.,t1.,c1.,sm Fou r Essays Prince-
ton: Princeton University Press, 1957. 

Fuller, John. Rev. of Key to the Door , by Alan Sillitoe. 
The £1.,stener , 19 October 1961, p. 621. 

Fussell, Paul. The Great War and Mod ern Mem ory . New York 
and London: Oxford University Press, 1975. 

Gindin, James. Po s t War Br1.,t1.,sh F1.,ct1.,on Berkeley and 
Los Angeles· University of California Press, 1962. 

Gray, Nigel. 
MaJor> 1.,ty 

"Life is What You Make It." In The S1.,le nt 
London. Vision, 1973,pp. 101-32. 

Greene, Graham. Three Plays London· Mercury, 1961. 

HaJek, Igor. "Morning Coffee With Sillitoe," The Nat1.,on , 
27 January 1969, pp. 122-24. 

Halperin, John. "Interview with Alan Sillitoe." Mode r n 
Fu:t 1.,on Stud1.,e s , 25, No . 2 (1979), pp. 175-89. 

Hemingway, Ernest. A Farew e ll to Arms 
Charles Scribner's Sons, 1954. 

New York· 

Hennessy, Brendan. "Alan siilitoe." 'l'ransatlant1.,c 
Rev1.,ew , No. 41 (1971), pp . 108-13. 

Howe, Irving. "The Worker as a Young Tough ." The New 
Republ1.,c , 24 August 1959, pp . 27-28. 



---------- "In Fear of Thinking." The New Rep ub l 1,,c , 
28 May 1962, pp. 25-26. 

100 

Hurrell, John D. 
Cr 1,, t1,,que , No. 

"Alan Sillitoe and the Serious Novel." 
4 (1960/61), pp. 3-16. 

Karl, Frederick R. 
Engl1,, s h Novel 

A Reader ' s Gu1,,de to th e Co ntempo r ary 
London· Thames and Hudson, 1963. 

Kermode, Frank. Mode rn Essay s London: Fontana, 1971. 

Klotz, Guenther. "Alan Sillitoe's Heroes." In L1,, f e and 
L1,, t erature of the Wo r k1,,ng Class - Essay s 1,,n Honou r 
of W1,,l l1,, am Galla che r Berlin: Humboldt-Universitat, 
1966, pp. 259-63. 

Koningsberger, Hans. "Dropped Aitches in Malaya." 
Sa tu ~day Re v 1,,ew , 24 March 1962, p. 26. 

Le Franc, M. "Alan Sillitoe, An Interview." Etud e s 
Ang la 1,,se s , 26, No. 1 (1973), pp. 35-48. 

Levine, Paul. "Some Middle-aged Fiction." Hud s on Re v 1,,e w, 
11, No. 4 (1965-66), pp. 587-600. 

Maloff, Saul. "The Eccentricity of Alan Sillitoe." In 
Contemporary Br1,,t1,,s h Novel1,,sts Ed. Charles J. 
Shapiro. Carbondale Southern Illinois University 
Press, 1965, pp. 95-113. 

Marland, Michael, ed. A S1,,ll1,,toe Select1,,on 
Longmans, 1968 

London: 

Matveyeva, Nina. "Alan Sillitoe Visits Our Office." 
So v 1,,et L1,, terature , No. 9 (1963), pp. 180-82. 

McDowell, Frederick P.W. "Sel f and Society· Alan Sillitoe's 
Key to th e Door " Cr1,,t1,,que , No. 6 (1963), pp. 116-23. 

McGuinness, Frank. "Rev. of Key to the Door , by Alan 
Sillitoe. The Lon don Magaz1,,ne , January, 1962, 
pp. 92-94. 

---------- Re v . o f The Death of W1,,lliam Pogte rs, by 
Alan Sillitoe. The Lon don Magaii ne , August 1965, 
pp. 102-104. 



---------- Rev. of A Tree on F&r e , by Alan Sillitoe. 
The London Magaz&ne , November 1967, pp. 91-92. 

Meckier, Jerome . "The Angry Novel." Dalhous&e Rev &e w, 
5 2 ( 19 7 2 ) , pp. 4 7- 5 8 . 

Miller, Karl. "Sillitoe and Son." New States man, 
18 October 1963, p. 530. 

Morse, J. Mitchell. Rev. of Key to the Door , by Alan 
Sillitoe. Hudson Re v& ew, No. 15 (1962), pp. 298-
300. 

Mudrick, Marvin . "Man Alive." Hudson Rev&ew , No. 17 
( 19 6 4) , pp . 11 7-18 . 

Nardella, Anna Ryan. "The Existential Dilemma of Alan 
Sillitoe's Working-class Heroes." St ud&es &n the 
Novel, No. 5 (1973), pp. 469-82. 

Nathan, Sabine. "The Proper SubJect of Saturda y N&g h t 
and Sunday Morn &ng " Ze &tschr&ft fur Angl& st &k und 
Ambr&kan&st&k , No. 24 (1976), pp 57-70. 

Oqerby, J. R. "Alan Sillitoe' s Saturday N&gh t and Sunday 
Morn&ng " In Rena&ssance and Modern Essays Ed. 
G.R. Hibbard. London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 
1966, pp. 215-30. 

O'Connor, William Van . Th e New Un &Ve rs &t y W&ts and t he 
End o f Modern&sm Carbondale. Southern Illinois 
University Press, 1963. 

O'Faolain, Sean. Th e Van&sh&ng Hero 
Spottiswoode, 1956. 

London: Eyre and 

Owen, Wilfred. Co ll ected Poems 
Chatto and Windus, 1963. 

Ed. C. Day Lewis. London: 

Penner, Allen R. Alan S&ll&toe . New York. Twayne, 
1972. 

Prince, Rod. 11 Saturday NighJ:. and Sunday Morning . 11 

New Left Rev&ew , No. 6 (1960 ), pp. 14-17. 

Pritchett, V.S. "Saints an d Roques." The L&ste n er, 
6 December 1962, pp. 957-59 



102 

Rabinowitz, Rubin. The Reaction Agains t Experiment in the 
English Nove l ~ 1950 - 1960 New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1967. 

Raven, Simon. "Two Kinds of Jungle." The Spe ctator , 
20 October 1961, p 551. 

Reed, Walter L. Meditations on the Hero 
Yale University Press, 1974. 

New Haven· 

Rev. of The Gen eral by Alan Sillitoe. Times Lite r ary 
Supplement ~ 20 May 1960, p. 317. 

---------- Ke y to the Door , by Alan Sillitoe. Times 
Lit erary Supplement , 21 October 1961, p. 749. 

---------- The Death of William Posters , by Alan Sillitoe. 
Times Litera ry Supp l ement , 13 May 1965, p. 365. 

---------- A Tree on Fire , by Alan Sillitoe. Times 
Literary Supplement , 9 November 1967, p. 1053. 

---------- A Start in Life , by Alan Sillitoe. T&mes 
Literary Supplement , 18 September 1970, p. 1026. 

Rosselli, John. "A Cry From the Brick Streets." The 
Report e r , 10 November 1960, pp. 37,40,42. 

Rutherford, Alan. The Lit e rature of War 
millan, 1978. 

London: Mac-

Sassoon, Siegfried. Co ll ected Poems 1908 - 1956 . London: 
Faber and Faber, 1956. 

Shestakov, Dmitri. "Alan Sillitoe From Nottingham." 
So v iet Literature , No. 9 (1963), pp 176-79. 

Spender, Stephen. "When the Angry Men Grow Older." 
The New York Times Book Re view , 20 July 1958, 
pp. 1, 12. 

Staples, Hugh B. "Sa turday Night and Sunday Morni ng Alan 
Sillitoe and the White Goddess." Modern Fiction 
Studies , 10, No. 2 (1964), pp. 171-81. 

Thorslev, Peter L. The Byronic Hero Minneapolis 
University of Minnestoa Pres s, 1962 



.1.VJ 

Vaverka, Ronald Dee. Commitment as Art - a Marxist Criti qu e 
of a Selection of Alan Sillitoe ' s Politica l Fi ct i on 
Uppsala· Almqvist and Wiksell, 1978. 

Walter, Nicholas. "Because He is a Man." Anarch y , No. 10 
( 19 61) , pp. 2 8 9-9 5 . 

Watrin, Jany. "Alan Sillitoe' s A Start in Life ." Re vu e 
de s Langues Vivantes , No. 38 (1972), pp. 508-16. 

Watson, George. Politics and Literature i n Mode rn Br i ta i n 
London Macmillan, 1977. 

West, Anthony. "On the Inside Looking In." The Ne w Yor ke r, 
5 September 1959, pp. 99-100. 

West, Paul. The Mode rn Novel London. Hutchinson, 1963. 

Wilding, Michael. "Alan 
In Cunning Exiles 
Knight. Sydney and 
1974, pp. 129-64. 

Sillitoe's Political Novels." 
Ed. Don Ande rson and Stephen 

London: Angus and Robertson, 

Wolfe, Tom. "The Me Decade and the Third Great Awakening." 
Ma uv e Glov es and Madm en , Clutter and Vine . New York: 
Farrar, Staus and Giroux , 1976. 

Wood, Ramsey. 
Author." 

"Alan Sillitoe· the Image Shedding the 
Fou r Quar ters , No. 21 (1971), pp. 3-10. 

Woolf, Virginia. "Character in Fiction." The Cr ite r io n 
Ed. T.S. Eliot. 2, No. 8 (1924), pp. 409-30. 

11 <I 



VITA 

Surname: HATTON Given Names: JEREMY CHARLES 

Place of Birth: Devizes, Great Britain 

Date of Birth: June 6, 1955 

Educational Institutions Attended, with Dates of Entering 
and Leaving: 

UNIVERSITY OF WALES (LAMPETER) 

UNIVERSITY OF VICTORIA, B.C. 

1974 to 1977 

1978 to 1980 

De grees, Diplomas, Etc., Awarded, with Dates and Names of 
Institutions: 

B.A. 1977 University of Wales 

Honors and Awards 

University of Victoria Fellowship, 1978/79 

Publications· 



PARTIAL COPYRIGHT LICENSE 

I hereby grant the right to lend my thesis or dissertation 
(the title of which is shown below) to users of the Univer­
sity of Victoria Library, and to make s~ngl e cop~es only 
for such users or in response to a request from the library 
of any other university, or similar institution, on its 
behalf or for one of its users. I further agree that per­
mission for extensive copying of this thesis for scholarly 
purposes may be granted by me or a member of the University 
designated by me. It is understood that copying or public­
ation of this thesis for financial gain shall not be allowed 
without my written permission. 

Title of Thesis/Dissertation 

SILLITOE AND THE HERO: AN EXAMINATION OF THE CENTRAL 

CHARACTER IN THE NOVELS OF ALAN SILLITOE 

Author. 

JEREMY CHARLES HATTON 
Name (typewritten) 

I 4-- '&' o 
Date 



82 

Like Arthur Seaton, Handley's sexual needs are very 

important, as Enid is aware. 

"It's nothing but an old man's folly," she 
shouted, "I should have known it would come to 
this. You'd s e nd us all to the wall for a 
single flick of your randy tail. 11 21 

Dawley recognizes the importance attached to the 'phallus' 

in the hero's concept of love, and Enid knows that her 

husband's sensual desires always threaten to dominate 

his life. Dawley's theorizing sought to extend the meaning 

of the word beyond sexual desires but now we are turning to 

a use of the word that is closer to Arthur Seaton's 

lusting, in which sex is not connected to any other form 

of love. This is sornethinq of a regressive process, which 

is continued in Cullen's character. Handley indicates that 

for him, the intellectual/aesthetic side of his relationship 

with women is subservient to his physical desires. 

They gave up talking for kissing. Intellect­
ual discussion, he said, always made him 
randy.22 

But Dawley believes that sex, although a temporary relief, 

is not completely fulfilling: 

Love is a form of self-destruction, a 
kind of slow suicide, a full-time occupation 
that pulls you away from your central self -
though I wouldn't mind a bit of it right now, 
because it can be useful in hauling you 
clear when your middle starts to eat you up. 
Still, it's a bitter sort of get-out, expen­
sive and tirne-consurnin g . 2 3 
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What I am trying to indicate is that Sillitoe's protagonists 

constantly return to the sexual image in describing their 

relationships with women because it seems to be the most 

important feature as far as they are concerned. As Forster 

indicates sex can be related to other forms of love but 

for the rnaJority of Sillitoe's heroes it is never applied 

to anything other than the relationship with a woman. 

Only Dawley attempts to use the word outside its sexual 

connotation but even he eventually returns to its more 

conventional usage. Whilst I think that it is possible to 

see Dawley, in other respects, as the culmination of 

Sillitoe's characterization of his early hero, his views 

about the man/woman relationship are never satisfactorily 

resolved because although he is able to conceive, in theory, 

a much wider reaching form of love, in his actions and 

his concluding ideas he reverts to a compromise that is 

closer to so~e of the earlier figures. Although he 

recognizes some of the inJustices inflicted upon women in 

a male dominated society, he is eventually reluctant to 

change it although he is, in other respects, a revolutionary 

figure. 

By contrast, Michael Cullen is hardly the revolutionary 

type and in his behaviour towards most of the women around 

him there is an apparent return to the lusting of Arthur 

Seaton, which suggests little or no development upon the 
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part of the author in that respect. However, Sillitoe does 

provide an expanded interpretation of the word so that love 

is no longer seen as being based solely upon sex. Previous 

to this novel, love has always been closely linked to sexual 

desire and the two words have become virtually synonymous 

to Arthur Seaton or Handley, and although Dawley attempts 

to break out of this by introducing the idea of love for an 

ideology, he never carries it into practice and eventually 

compromises in order to enJoy married life with his wife 

and children. 

But in A Start ~n L~fe , Sillitoe introduces a love 

based on a different emotional attachment, the mother/son 

relationship 
' 

A letter was pushed through the door with a Notting­
ham postmark and she said, to my surprise, how 
much she'd worried about me, and how ~uch she 
missed me, and how much she loved me - love 
being a word I don't think I'd heard her 
mention before.24 

with its semi-serious Freudian undertones, and a hero who 

develops a more obvious affection for his parent than he 

does for any of the women in his life. Sillitoe might have 

been gently mocking Lawrence in Sons a~d Lov ers because 

Cullen's love for his mother is handled in a much more 

flippant manner than it is in Paul Morel's story, but 

Michael does indicate so~e sort of emotional attachment 

towards her that is missing from his dealings with most 
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other women. This love for his mother culminates in an 

outburst in which the hero, for perhaps the first time, 

actually recognizes the inJustices done to women in a male 

dominated soci e ty: 

I was almost in tears, not only from shock 
and brandy, but from realizing what a hard life 
sre'd had, all because of Gilbert Blaskin, and 
of having me without being married, a fact 
that didn't let her forget the man who gave 
me to her, and at the same time made it 
difficult if not impossihle for her to get some­
body else. I thought how the world was a 
million times harder on women than men 25 

Being essentially a superficial character who thrives by 

imitating the behaviour of others he soon retreats from this 

moment of vision but I think that it is an important develop­

ment in considering the hero's ability to perceive the role 

of women in society and not Just to take them for granted. 

For example, Arthur Seaton treats his mother like a slave, 

and the occasional recognition of her existence: 

26 
"Good owd mam" 

scarcely suggests that Seaton has any idea of what life 

means to her. Obviously, Cullen is not a psycho-analyst 

who has pondered deeply over the inJustice done to his ~other 

but he is given a momentary insight into her position and 

it is perhaps an indication of his love for her that he 

is able to achieve this. 

The W~dower ' s 7o n is a rad ical improvement upon 

Sillitoe's other novels in tha t the hero no longer attempts 
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to dominate his wife in the way that previous protagonists 

have, and he is credited with views on sexual equality which 

go far beyond anything previously encountered. After the 

Arthur Seaton-like behaviour of Cullen this equality comes 

as a considerable surprise, but what is perhaps even more 

surprising is t hat, having altered the views of the hero, 

Sillitoe also presents a more complex female figure for 

once and the potential actually arises for 'a man and a 

woman who want to be united and perhaps succeed'. Prior to 

this, his novels have largely ignored the female half of any 

partnership but in The w~dower ' s Son considerable attention 

is paid to Georgina's thoughts and ideas. Perhaps this is 

the novel that most fully bears out Forster's overall defin­

ition of the love theme in a novel as being both "selfish and 

altruistic at the same time", because both the hero and his 

wife give to and take from each other in a way that has not been 

contemplated before. Perhaps the most unusual twist in this 

novel is the reversal of the attitude towards sex. In 

earlier novels it has always bee n the woman, such as Pat or 

Enid, who has sought for something more in a relationship 

than sex but, in The W~dower ' s Son , Georg ina requires Scorton 

only for his penis; something which is made clear to William 

by his father-in-law: 

"Do you manage her?" . "P lenty of g ive and 
take, eh? She wants a l o t o f g iving , I expect. 
Her mother did. That , especially."27 

whilst the hero feels that s ex alone is not enough to sustain 
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'We might fuck from time to time but we 
don't share anything any more.' 28 
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I have used this quotation before but repeat it because I think 

that it highlights the reversal of roles that has occurred with­

in this novel. Georgina is closer to Arthur Seaton and Albert 

Handley in needing a marriage partner only for sex whilst the 

hero has taken on the woman's role of seeking something more 

in the relationship. With regard to other protagonists,William 

Scorton is a considerable improvement in his ability to con­

ceive of the sexes as being equal and, unlike Dawley who never 

goes beyond the theoretical stage, Scorton tries to put his 

ideas into practice. But they fail to work because his 

partner is, in her attitude, an ideal companion for Arthur 

Seaton. 

I have encountered some problems in accepting Scorton's 

characterization not because I disagree with what he says 

but because I find it difficult to understand how he could 

have such enlightened attitudes when everything around him 

seems to suggest that he should turn out to be like Arthur 

Seaton. Like Arthur, he is brought up in a male dominated 

household and women are treated like glorified slaves. He 

enters the all-male world of the army and the behaviour of 

girls such as Helen and Jane~ who act vindictively against 

William, might have the effect of making him more intolerant 

of them. But his views are far more enlightened than those 

of any previous character even though the influences all 
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around him are male and concerned with male domination. 

Perhaps he reacts against this but it is never made clear 

why he is capable of a perception that enables him to 

realize that· 

It was amazing how many men weren't worthy 
of the woman they met up with.29 

This is a far cry from Arthur's indifference to women other 

than as sexual partners and also radically different from 

any other protagonist, with the possible exception of Dawley 

and his theorizing. But I don't think that it is ever clearly 

established why he is so enlightened and suggests that the 

author has deliberately forced his views upon the character. 

Another example of his views upon sexual equality reveals, 

once more, how different he is from any of Sillitoe's other 

heroes: 

She wanted to serve him. It came as a 
shock, because he'd never thought that any 
woman had come into the world to do that. It 
was a far cry from the raucous give-and-take 
of pub tarts a long time ago.30 

To ''serve" has a sexual connotation and is indicative of 

a new type of hero figure in Sillitoe's literature who no 

longer seeks to dominate women or expects them to be sub-

servient to him But, ironically, it is his wife who seeks 

to return to the old idea of love and it is she who eventually 

triumphs in the battle that takes place between them. Her 

victory is not meant to suggest that the author necessarily 

believes that sex alone is all that is necessary in order for 
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two people to love each other because it is h e r attitude that 

is seen as bringing about the fighting between them. Scorton 

seeks to reduce the se xual role by introducing other features 

into their relationship but she always tries to return to the 

idea of domination by the phallus. Like Forster, Scorton 

seeks to make his love "more complicated than food or sleep" 

but, like Arthur Seaton, Georgina wants their marriage to 

remain like a sexual meal. In terms of Forster's definition 

William Scorton stresses the altruistic side of their 

marriage whilst she is essentially selfish. 

The hero's understanding of love undergoes a consider­

able transformation in The W&dower ' s Son but minor incidents 

in previous novels have perhaps indicated that a character 

such as Scorton would eventually emerge. Scorton puts into 

practice some o f Dawley's theories about reJecting a purely 

sexual desire a l though not discarding i t altogether and, 

like Michael Cul len, he is capable of moments of insight 

into the woman's position in a socie ty where the male likes 

to imagine himself as being dominant. There is a tremendous 

difference between Scorton and the early heroes who fail to 

really develop bey ond sexual love Physical attraction 

remains a dominating theme i n most of the later novels but 

what differentiates a charact er such as Dawley or Cullen 

from Arthur Seaton is that t he lat er heroes are credited with 

at least considering other fo rms of love whilst Seaton 

thinks of it only in terms of lus t . The development is erratic 



90 

and I don't think that it is possible to suggest that there is 

a form of progress similar to the one that has emerged from 

my discussion in the previous chapter. It is not possible 

to distinguish two separate groups of hero figures because 

their attitudes, until the emergence of Scorton, remain 

similar. 

It is only with Scorton that Forster's definition of love 

as being both 'selfish and altruistic' becomes appropriate, 

before that the heroes have stressed the former at the 

expense of the latter, although Dawley does attempt to rectify 

the situation. Scorton loses the struggle with his wife 

but I think that he can also be seen as a winner in that 

he is the first hero who tries to make a relationship work 

without relying on se x alone. 

What has emerged m the course of these chapters is a marked var­

iation U!X)n the part of the author in his ability or willingness to 

develop aspects of his heroes character. Chapter Two indicated that 

his hero figures can be divided mto u,.io distinct groups , and that 

connections between the early and later characters become tenuous 

Hc:wever, this chapter has revealed a more definite idea of contmuous 

progression through the hero's relationships with vJOITien, although such 

a developnent is slew and only radically altered in his latest novel. 

This study has focussed up::m a writer who has created one of the 

IIDst vivid hero figures in recent English literarue, Arthur Seaton. 

Seaton's working-class aggressiveness and defiance of authority are 

a far cry fran the proletarian characters of Dickens or Kipling, whose 
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creations were llTlbued with a oourgeosis sense of decency. He is far 

rerroved £ran Rupert Brooke's idealism and unquestioning patriotism. 

It v-.0uld be 1.ITlp)Sslble to imagine Arthur going off to war in quite the 

same manner as Brooke since the latter's concept of heroism was de­

stroyed on the Western Front. A later character such as Frank Dawley 

does eventually decide to involve hllllSelf in an arrred conflict but with 

rrotives that differ radically £ran those of Brooke and his contemrx:,raries. 

These changed rrotives reflect upon both the essential nature of the 

hero and on the transformation of society's attitude towards hllTI. 
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