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Snyder, Cara L., Morality in six novels of Martin Amis. Doctor of Philosophy 

(English), May, 1996, 236 pp., references, 116 titles. 

Six novels of Martin Amis—The Rachel Papers. Dead Babies, Success, Money: 

A Suicide Note. London Fields, and The Information-are analyzed to determine to 

what extent they uphold moral standards traditional in Western society, particularly 

the categories of virtue that have descended from Aristotle and Aquinas. Thus the 

novels are analyzed in relation to what they show about the three theological virtues 

of faith, hope, and love, the cardinal virtues of prudence, temperance, courage, and 

justice, and the intellectual virtues of knowledge, art, skill, and understanding. 

Nearly all of these virtues turn out to be important in varying degrees. Faith 

and hope are mocked, and courage is given incidental attention. The other virtues, 

however, are strongly upheld, including prudence and temperance, and particularly 

love, justice, and the intellectual virtues. 

In the earlier novels, the protagonists understand love between adults 

egoistically, only as romance or sexual passion, with emphasis not on the welfare of 

the other but on getting what one wants. The need for parental love is upheld, 

however, with a clear understanding that its lack produces danger for the children and 

for society. The protagonists pity the weak, but have little understanding of love as 

self-sacrifice. Ego-based justice predominates as the primary motive—obtaining what 

the self thinks is deserved. The intellectual virtues then become servants of this self-

centered justice rather than servants of others-centered love. Though the extreme 



results of this situation are decried, especially in Dead Babies, generally the 

protagonists do not realize the extent of their egoism and lack of love. 

In London Fields and The Information, self-sacrifice, particularly for the sake 

of children, emerges, and what little hope there is is invested in family love. Love 

between adults is still largely justice-based, but there is some evidence that all the 

virtues, including justice and intellect, are subordinated to love, especially family 

love, love that considers the welfare of others. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Importance of This Study 

Martin Amis is one of the United Kingdom's most controversial contemporary 

writers, praised and blamed for both his techniques and the contents of his novels. 

Attracted by the techniques of post-modernism and magical realism, he is denigrated, 

on one hand, by reviewers and critics, including his father, the late Kingsley Amis, 

who still want a story to develop its characters and not call attention to itself as a 

story (Michener 110). On the other hand, he is respected by critics such as 

MacLeod, for using these techniques to critique the decaying post-modern world. 

Another set of critics berates him for his traditional humanist morality (Doan, e.g.), 

while others, such as Specht, conclude that the obscenity that they find repellent in 

the novels is acceptable precisely because of the traditonal morality that is ultimately 

being upheld. 

Since his first novel in 1972, Amis has survived being known as Britain's 

"Brat of Letters" (Michener, e.g.) and "Smarty Anus" (Private Eve, cited in Morrison 

101) to being a respected novelist whose works are always awaited with interest, even 

when previous ones have disappointed. Attacked and praised from all directions, for 



the same reasons at once, Martin Amis demands attention.1 

Clarification of the morality presented in the works is important in practical 

ways. First, Amis's works might be viewed by some readers as dangerous. 

Promiscuous sex, drugs, alcohol, and violence are rampant through most of Amis. 

There is danger here, just as there is danger in selling kitchen knives: anyone can buy 

them and use them however they choose. Some Amis readers may need some 

reminding, from outside sources, what the novels are saying, through and above all 

the extreme behaviors in them. It is hoped that such a readership would be small, 

and certainly that group is unlikely to read this study. 

However, from the other direction, from the perspective of those who see 

Amis as a moralist, not an immoralist or an amoralist, the important questions are, 

what is the morality which he presents, and how reliable is it? What are its strengths 

and weaknesses? Can he be trusted, and how is one to judge? These are key 

questions for any literature but are questions often overlooked or skirted in 

contemporary criticism. In the predicament of the post-modern world with its sense 

of no received standard of morality~a world in which a news magazine can use 

"Whose Values?" as its cover story (Newsweek 8 June 1992)—it is all the more 

1Amis's life has similarly attracted attention. Born in Oxford on August 25, 
1949, to Kingsley and Hilary Bardwell Amis (Ashley 39), he grew up in England, the 
United States, and Majorca (Michener 111). He took the B.A. in honors from Exeter 
College, Oxford, in 1971, worked in journalism from 1971-79, won the Maugham 
Award in 1974, became a writer fulltime in 1979, and married Antonia Phillips in 
1984 (Henderson 35). They have two sons, Louis and Jacob (Stout 36). In 1993 
Amis left his wife for a relationship with Isabel Fonseca (McKay 11:5). In 1995 he 
created a stir in the publishing world with an $800,000 advance for The Information 
and his handling of old friends, novelist Julian Barnes and Barnes's wife Pat 
Kavanaugh, who was Amis's agent until The Information (Shnayerson 133). Both 
Contemporary Authors and Contemporary Novelists include articles on Amis covering 
most of these details. 
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important to analyze any system of morality presented, following it through to its 

fictional results. 

In his 1985 interview in Haffendon's Novelists in Interview, Amis said: "I 

have strong moral views" and adds that they are about "things like money and 

acquisition" (13). By 1989 and London Fields, he has clearly added nuclear arms to 

his list. Says Specht: "Amis uses his fiction as a vehicle for his deep concern at the 

ways of the world of the late twentieth century" (785). Amis states in an oft-quoted 

remark in his 1981 essay on Truman Capote that fiction requires "moral imagination, 

moral artistry" (Moronic Inferno 39), and, in a 1995 essay on Saul Bellow, 

commenting on the inseparable relationship of style and content, says that "style is 

morality" (Atlantic 126). Though this latter remark is enigmatic, if not downright 

meaningless~the kind of remark that novelists can get away with, not philosophers-it 

is significant in underscoring Amis's own continuing concern with both style and 

morality. The point at which style and morality do most overtly converge is in satire, 

which is often Amis's mode. 

Amis is not purely satiric, however, and while objects of satire abound in the 

novels, the characters themselves are usually so thoroughly realized that the novels 

succeed more as a kind of extreme realism than as satire. Amis himself says in the 

Haffendon interview: '"Writing novels is a kind of high anthropology'" in which the 

writer himself is not entirely aware of '"what he is up to'" (15). Amis the 

anthropologist so carefully grounds his extreme visions in recognizable human reality 

that they become real enough to be taken seriously, not just as satires warning of 



4 

where folly leads, but as psychological analyses of human behavior. The characters 

may have extreme and implausible pasts or situations, but as fictional creations are 

consistent, fully realized, and psychologically believable. Amis does not, in fact, fit 

readily into any category. He is satiric, but the characters have a reality that exceeds 

the local points of the satire; he is metafictional, with a fondness for authorial 

presence, but his characters manage to live their own lives anyway; he is magical in 

some ways, but the magic does not determine the outcome, and his scientific bent 

usually outweighs the magic; he is scientific without producing either naturalism or 

science fiction, though elements of both are present; he is apocalyptic, but with an 

element of optimism that seems to come from both himself and his characters. What 

is he? Perhaps he might be called a hypothetical realist. He envisions extreme and 

absurd characters in extreme and absurd situations, situations sometimes too horrible 

even for satire (Highet 212), and yet treats such characters with moral realism. The 

characters reap the fruit of their morality. 

However, while it is easy to recognize moral concerns in Amis such as 

money, pornography, violence, and nuclear warfare, the underlying morality is harder 

to uncover. What sort of morality is at work in a character like John Self, who 

abjures his acquisitiveness but continues to pick up and dump women? What sort of 

morality is at work in a character like Samson Young, who rescues a baby but 

commits a murder? No systematic analysis of Amis's morality has yet been 

published; attention to his morality has been largely limited to comments in book 

reviews and interviews. Amis is a serious and clever moralistic writer whose works 
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are probably going to survive, if only for their incisive observations on late-twentieth-

century obsessions. The morality in his works needs systematic investigation. 

Selection of Novels 

Detailed analysis in this study is given to six of Amis's eight novels to date. 

These six, listed below, are all roughly "mainstream" ("'John roar mainstream?'" as 

one Amis character says in Money [97]), in contrast to Other People: A Mvsterv 

Story (1981) and Time's Arrow (1991), both of which lean toward science fiction, 

playing with ideas of double identity or reincarnation, and with time and 

"deincarnation," in rather conspicuous ways. All eight of the novels could be used, 

but, for brevity's sake, the study is limited to the more "realistic" of the novels, the 

ones that deal with more ordinary reality, in which identity and time work in 

somewhat ordinary ways, although Amis's reality is often colored by the extreme, the 

magical, or the metafictional. 

The novels analyzed in detail are the following: 

(1) The Rachel Papers (1973), Amis's first novel and a popular success, the 

one with which he burst, at 23, onto the London literary scene, as his father had done 

in the fifties with Lucky Jim. Its morality is analyzed from the particular standpoint 

of the Bildunesroman. a form which it both is and parodies. Since Rilrinngcrnmanp 

are about moral development, the salient features of Amis's morality readily emerge 

from this approach. 

(2) Dead Babies (1975; first published in the United States as Dark Secrets. 

1977), his second novel and definitely important in this study. It contains the greatest 
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accumulation of extreme behavior to be found in Amis, for it follows not an 

individual but a group whose behavior is, on the surface, further from traditional 

Western morality than that in any other Amis novel. 

(3) Success (1978), his third novel, somewhat more critically acclaimed than 

Dead Babies. It recounts the gradual exchange of places and attitudes which its two 

protagonists make in a year. It is significant here for its seeming lack of moral 

stance. 

(4) Money: A Suicide Note (1984), which is, along with London Fields, as 

popular as The Rachel Papers and as highly regarded by critics, at least for its style if 

not its story. While Dead Babies presents a group in decay, Money presents the 

individual in decay, but approaching turnaround. It is an optimistic picture in which 

traditional Western morality figures prominently. 

(5) London Fields (1989), the most popular Amis novel so far and technically 

extremely clever in both style and plot. It is important in the analysis of morality 

because, while style may not be morality, in London Fields it may certainly becloud 

morality, or cleverness may. The main question here is whether a consistent morality 

does emerge. 

(6) The Information (1995), technically a step back from the convolutions of 

London Fields yet still very clever and much more optimistic than London Fields. Its 

optimism stems from a renewed reliance on family love as the source of hope and 

meaning in life. 

Review of the Literature 
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Reviews of Amis's novels are numerous, as are interviews with the novelist. 

In general, with each novel there has been unanimous praise of the style, which is 

characterized by brilliant word play and figures of speech, clever comic devices, vivid 

detail, and authentic, succinct, and revealing dialogue. "Joycean brilliance" Kroll 

calls it (62). Of his cleverness A. N. Wilson comments: "He can do us a poached 

egg inside a scrambled egg with no trouble at all. . ." (186). Regarding content, 

however, the reviews are always more mixed. There are those who find the works 

inane. Writing about Money. Lyndon says: "Amis's ideas don't add up to much" 

(28). Dyer applies Amis's comment on Gore Vidal to Amis: '"He's too clever. . . to 

be an effective novelist'" (31; Amis's comment appears in "Gore Vidal," The 

Moronic InfernoV Wolcott, as early as 1980, saw in Amis an "inability to move 

convincingly through a world that isn't saturated with the values and snobberies of 

Oxbridge" (124). As recently as 1991, Wilson found in him, "Thrills and 

disappointments" (186). 

Consistent with this rocky history in the reviews, scholarly attention to Amis is 

emerging slowly. Not surprisingly, the first attention to him reveals serious 

reservations. Powell, in 1981, after the first two novels, was concerned with Amis's 

"uncertainty of tone" (44) that blurs the distinctions between pornography and satire 

and Amis's heavy use of "an overstrained contemporaneity" in language and allusions 

(45). The tone difficulty continues to plague Amis, even as late as Time's Arrow 

The second, however, may prove to be a strength: will anyone surpass Amis for 

faithfully recording the language and paraphernalia of his time? 
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In 1982, Padhi, reviewing the first three novels, addressed the predicament of 

recognizing an author whose works verge on the pornographic; Padhi concluded that 

Amis deserves serious attention (42). 

In 1985, Amis was one of the authors selected for a study of doubles, or 

twins, in English novels. Karl Miller directs attention to an aspect of Amis's 

cleverness, his use of doubles in Success. Other People, and particularly Money (409-

15), which Miller sees as indication of modern uncertainty about life and identity. 

Miller's work is significant in handling a topic which appears in subsequent Amis 

novels as well, particularly as a concern with doubles as extremes or opposites as well 

as doubles as biological twins. 

In 1987 Specht surveyed the novels so far. Specht offers a clear summary of 

the critical reception to that point and gives a sense of a consistent and growing Amis 

corpus surrounded by diverse responses. Admitting to an early revulsion to Amis, 

Specht sees him as a "true satirist and humorist in the great tradition of Fielding, 

Swift, and Dickens" (791). 

Two other academic articles on Amis appeared in 1987: Todd's comparison of 

Amis and Alisdair Gray as post-modernists and Leonard Ashley's analysis of the 

names in Money. Ashley's article is an extensive glossary of the names in Money 

and the objects of their satire-materialism, consumerism, and self-importance, 

particularly in their American varieties. Todd, building on Miller, analyzes Amis's 

use of the doubled, intrusive author in Money (the characters Martin Amis and 

Martina Twain) and concludes that John Self and "extra-fictional Martin Amis" are 
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the same voice, Amis thereby illustrating "a self-conscious confrontation of the 

problem of solipsistic 'closure'. . (135), the problem of "a single selfhood 

complexly refracted through the existence of various, duplicitously conflicting, 

voices" (136). The question which is implied but not answered is related to this 

present study: what voice ought one to listen to? The very existence of "conflicting" 

voices implies the existence of differing sets of urgings. 

Amis begins to be drawn into the arena of contemporary political and social 

criticism in the 1990s. A 1990 article by Doan compares Money with Caryl 

Churchill's play Serious Money. Doan's study, centered on power issues or class and 

gender, fails to appreciate the satire or humor in John Self's sexism and faults Amis 

for offering "the tired cliche: love is the answer" (77), her own answer being power, 

as seen in Churchill's play. Doan's criticism receives serious attention in this study, 

for love is at the center of Money. Doan's criticism that the twists in the Goodney 

plot are unprepared for and distracting seems valid. 

In 1992 a brief article by Tink on Money aligns the novel with current 

political reality and advocates that studies of post-modern literary narratives be 

connected with life as a narrative construct. The novel is presented as a way of 

"recording the discrepancies between political rhetoric and the actual practice of 

consumerism" (52). Tink's comments point out Amis's social concerns and his anti-

Thatcherite sentiments but, of more importance here, point out the assumption that 

literature has a moral use in political and social reality. Couched in terms of 

"construction of an identity through mythic, historical discourse," Tink pursues a 
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clearer definiton of what is good, for individuals and society. Through the character 

of John Self, Amis helps by pointing out what is bad in the "shallow, self-obsessed 

patrial object of consumer capitalism" (53). 

The first dissertation to study Amis is Mark MacLeod's study of London 

Fields in a 1993 study of four novels of "apocalyptic metafiction." In a thorough 

study, MacLeod analyzes how Amis uses metafictional techniques to underscore the 

picture of "cultural nihilism" (176) while he also distances the reader from the 

bleakness through comic irony. In spite of the bleakness of the world and the 

certainty of death in Amis, MacLeod finds the novel hopeful in the perseverance of 

Keith Talent and baby Kim (123-24). However, whereas MacLeod holds that the 

novel "undermines the validity of mimetic representation, empirical knowledge and 

the boundaries of fact and fiction in experience" and "displays a nihilistic loss of faith 

in the achievements and beliefs of Western culture" (116), it will be argued in the 

present work that Amis is in fact upholding some traditional Western beliefs, though 

not ones readily apparent in the post-modern world, particularly the intellectual 

virtues and self-sacrificing love. 

In 1994 an article by Alexander appeared on the influence of Nabokov and 

Bellow on Amis, both of whom Amis highly admires. Alexander is not enamored of 

the metafictional devices and raises questions about inconsistencies in Amis Her 

study is helpful in elaborating the main thematic, philosophical, and technical ties 

between Amis and his mentors, especially Bellow's faith in the human soul and 

Nabokov's fondness for involuted authorial games (584, 585). She sees Amis as 
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rejecting Bellow's view of the artist as visionary (582) and rejecting Nabokov's view 

of the artist as having no moral purpose (588). Alexander does not investigate the 

many details of borrowings from his mentors that Amis's novels abound in. 

Amis has said that he wants to be re-read (a line which opens the way for his 

father's gibe about having to be read first [Michener 110]). The critical discussion 

that is beginning to occur indicates that he is going to get much re-reading. As the 

reviewers have fallen into camps based on questions of morality or immorality, and 

triteness or originality, so the scholarly world is dividing him up as metafictional 

artist or pretentious mountebank, as satirist or sexist. What is needed first is an 

explication of the moral base of the novels. 

The Method 

The main method to be used in this study is an exploration of the texts to 

uncover the moral subtexts in the novels. That is, the morality by which the main 

characters live is extrapolated and analyzed, according to what they view as good, as 

seen through both their words and actions. Most of Amis's novels are based in a 

reality that is like contemporary reality or based in a future that has clearly emerged 

from this same contemporary reality. Amis's characters are recognizably human, 

even when pushed to satiric extremes like Keith Whitehead or Johnny in Dead Babies 

or any of the central three characters of London Fields. Even in their extremity, they 

care about regular human concerns-success in one form or another, whether in love, 

justice, happiness, or accomplishment. This study analyzes what Amis's characters 

believe is good. It does so by pointing out and interpreting what they say and do, the 
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same method as occurs in flesh-and-blood reality every day. The aim in this study is 

to reveal what behavior Amis's characters esteem. Furthermore, the morality which 

each novel as a whole appears to uphold is pointed out, as determined by the 

outcomes or other evidences. 

Whether the view or views which emerge from these novels are actually those 

of Amis himself is not the issue, although with as out-spoken a novelist as Amis that 

would be easy to show. The aim here is to explicate the views in the novels 

themselves, for the novels do their own teaching, and it is the novels that will be read 

over time, not the interviews with or newspaper articles about the author. Thus, 

throughout this study when the views of "Amis" are referred to, it is the view 

expressed by the novel as a whole that is meant, the views of the authorial voice, not 

necessarily the views of Amis the man (effort is made, of course, to separate the 

views of Amis the novelist from the views of any character named "Martin Amis," a 

situation which Amis presents in Money). 

Early in this research, it became apparent that traditional categories of Western 

morality are at stake in Amis. Consequently, a second feature of the method used 

here is a heavy reliance on terminology about morality that has been handed down 

through Western culture from Aristotle and Jesus through Augustine and Aquinas. 

The traditional categories and many of the particular virtues they describe are used as 

touchstones through this analysis, although Amis offers his own variations. 

What came down in the tradition from Aquinas was a heavy reliance on seven 

main virtues, upheld in contrast to the seven deadly sins (though not having a one-to-
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one correspondence). Aristotle's list from Nicomachean Ethics is lengthy, including 

courage, temperance, liberality, humility, ambition, friendliness, truthfulness, wit, 

justice, and the intellectual virtues of art, science, practical wisdom, intuitive wisdom, 

and political wisdom (Ethics 339-436). Aquinas, in his Summa Theoloeica. merged 

these with Christian teaching into three main categories: the theological virtues of 

faith, hope, and love; the cardinal or moral virtues of courage, temperance, justice, 

and prudence; and the intellectual virtues of art, science, knowledge, and wisdom 

(and again prudence, which Aristotle calls "practical wisdom" and which both he and 

Aquinas include in two categories or see as underpinning several virtues). 

The aim here is not to analyze these philosophers. However, because their 

thinking has pervaded Western morality, it is their terminology which is often useful 

in this study. The terms are used according to the ways they have come to be used in 

Western tradition in English, as defined by the Oxford English Dictionary (1989). 

The terms "morality," "moral system," "ethics," and "values" are generally used 

synonymously to refer to the particular systems of moral conduct that appear in the 

novels, systems which may be as particular as to belong to only one character. 

"Moral" will refer to what is considered right or good, and will not be used in the 

limited sense of sexual morality unless specified. "Virtue" is used in the sense of "A 

particular moral excellence" (OED). 

Other lists of virtues exist, of course. Aquinas himself discusses others which 

he considers virtues, such as mercy, joy, and peace (Summa Theoloeica. Part II of 

Second Part, Q. 28). These others can be subsumed under the given sets, however; 
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loyalty and honesty are correlates of wisdom, prudence, and courage, for instance; 

mercy and friendship are categories of love; and joy and peace result from all three 

theological virtues. 

While many virtues come under discussion in this study, love and justice 

receive particular attention. The uses of "love" are the hardest to distinguish since 

modern English uses the one word for many distinctions. The Oxford English 

Dictionary lists four definitions that are relevant here. The first definition and earliest 

use of "love" in English (A.D. 825) pertains to human relationships in general and 

applies to all of the other uses: "That disposition or state of feeling with regard to a 

person which (arising from recognition of attractive qualities, from instincts of natural 

relationship, or from sympathy) manifests itself in solicitude for the welfare of the 

object, and usually also in delight in his presence and desire for his approval . . . ." 

(OED). Its closest synonym is "affection." This use includes not only "lovers" but 

also the love of friends, of family, and of anyone for whom one's sympathy has 

developed into this particular disposition. It is important to note that this definition 

includes not only a sense of "delight in his presence and desire for his approval," but 

also "solicitude for the welfare of the object"; therefore, basic to the understanding of 

"love" is a concept of unselfishness that goes along with all of its varieties. 

"Love" also can be used for the more specialized sense of romantic love, the 

feeling that the Oxford English Dictionary describes as the basis for marriage. For 

lack of a better phrase, this kind of love may be called "romantic love," to distinguish 

it when necessary from "friendship," "family love," or any other non-romance love. 
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When "in love with" is used in this study, it refers to romantic love. 

"Love" also has it uses that apply to love for God and love for others as 

prompted by love for God, the sense which the Oxford English Dictionary calls the 

"religious use." If "love" is used in this sense in this study, it is called "religious 

love," again for want of a better term, if the context does not make its meaning clear. 

Very little of this kind of love usually appears in Amis. 

Of more use in this study are the terms "self-sacrificing love" or "unselfish 

love," which for lack of better terms, are used for the sense defined under "charity" 

in the Oxford English Dictionary: "The Christian love of our fellow-men; Christian 

benignity of disposition expressing itself in Christ-like conduct: one of the 'three 

Christian graces,' described by St. Paul, I Cor. XIII." The characteristics listed in I 

Corinthians 13 include patience, kindness, protection, trust, hope, and perseverance, 

and exclude envy, boastfulness, pride, rudeness, self-seeking, quick anger, and 

unforgivingness (I Cor. 13:4-7). When the term "charity" is used herein, it refers to 

this kind of love, not in the narrower modern connotations of benevolence or 

condescending benevolence. "Self-sacrificing love" and "unselfish love" are used 

similarly, in the limited sense of the unique love taught by Christ and delineated in 

the New Testament. The distinguishing characteristic of this category is that it 

involves self-sacrifice even when there is no romantic, familial, or even friendly tie; 

this is self-sacrificing love simply on the basis of shared humanity and in Christ's 

teaching even includes loving one's enemies. These terms are not being used to refer 

to the teachings of any particular group or to teachings of Christians through the 
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centuries. Moreover, it is recognized that elements of unselfishness should appear in 

all loves, insofar as the welfare of the other is involved, and that selfishness may 

appear in self-sacrificing love. The lines are not clearly drawn. 

Aristotle does not articulate self-sacrificing love but goes at least in the 

direction of it. His analysis of friendship includes some degree of sacrifice, though 

fairness (i.e., justice) is often the basis of the discussion (NE, Book IX). In his 

Politics he views war only as a means toward peace and would not have any enslaved 

"who do not deserve to be enslaved" (Book VII, Ch. 14), a view that leans away 

from despotism and leans heavily on justice. The welfare of the enemy would not be 

outside Aristotle's ken if it is promoting the good of the whole. To go so far as to 

love the enemy or to sacrifice oneself for the enemy is the unique element added by 

Christ. Since Christ, this element has existed in Western thought and history, and 

discussions of love must allow for it as a possibility, even if it turns out to be absent 

or ridiculed. 

When "love" is referred to in this study, either as noun or verb, it may be 

distinguished in any of these ways: affectionate, romantic, familial, friendly, and self-

sacrificing or unselfish. The term "love" may be used by itself for any of these if the 

context makes the distinction clear. Furthermore, whenever any kind of love is 

referred to herein, basic to the meaning is the element of concern for the welfare of 

the other or others. 

In this discussion, for clarity's sake, "love" and "make love to" are avoided as 

euphemisms for sexual intercourse. And while Amis's characters prefer the vulgar 
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terms, euphemisms such as "go to bed with" will be preferred here, unless quotation 

necessitates otherwise. 

It is noteworthy that the word "love" occurs frequently in the study that 

follows though it occurs rarely in most of the novels themselves. 

Terms for the other theological virtues do not cause nearly the confusion 

"love" does. "Faith" is used in this study in the general sense of "Belief, trust, 

confidence" (OED). "Hope," as the noun, is the "Expectation of something desired" 

(OED). Although Aquinas sees the theological virtues of faith, hope, and love as 

infused by God, attention to them in this study is not concerned with their origin so 

much as with their presence, and their presence may or may not be related to the 

existence of God or a god. In treating faith, for instance, the objects of the faith in 

the novels may be various, but the discussion of faith involves whatever a character 

relies on or believes in, if anything. 

Of the cardinal virtues, justice is the most apparent in these novels. The term 

"justice" will be used most often to refer to what the characters or the novel as a 

whole considers to be "morally right," "impartial," or, most loosely, "Having 

reasonable or adequate grounds" (OED). That is, justice is related to what the 

characters consider to be right or fair. Although Amis's characters often are clearly 

acting outside the bounds of traditional morality, divine or human, there is no doubt 

that they are concerned with fairness and evenness. Much attention is thus given in 

this study to what is considered just by these characters, what rewards and 

punishments they mete out, and what sort of justice prevails or appears to be upheld 
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by the outcomes. Very often "justice" will refer to the unique and egoistic 

understanding that particular characters have of what they think they deserve, what is 

even between them and others. 

"Prudence" is used for the "Ability to discern the most suitable, politic, or 

profitable course of action" (OED). Often this virtue is used in the novels for very 

particular or selfish ends, in which case "virtue" may seem a misnomer. 

"Temperance" is used as the "practice or habit of restraining oneself in provocation, 

passion, desire, etc.; rational self-restraint" (OED). "Self-control" will be used as a 

synonym. "Courage" is used as the "quality of mind which shows itself in facing 

danger without fear or shrinking" (OED). 

Not every virtue discussed by Aristotle or Aquinas will be significant in every 

Amis novel, and the aim here is not to force Amis to fit a scheme. Each 

investigation thus uses what is applicable, emphasizing the virtues clearly at stake in 

the work. 

Morality is approached in this study from the standpoint of what is considered 

virtuous by the main characters and what results in success of some sort in the course 

of the novel. One could certainly study the novels from the standpoint of what is 

considered vicious. To do both is too much for the scope of this study, and to do 

only the latter is less helpful, leaving one only with the negative standard. The 

positive standards are being sought. 

It should be noted, finally, that this study proceeds from two assumptions, 

one, that human beings believe there is such a thing as that which is morally good, 
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and, two, that they do pursue, or at least aspire to, some good, regardless of how 

personal or bizarre that good may seem to be to others. If these assumptions cannot 

be made, then not only is there no basis for this study, but there is no basis for the 

existence of the word "good." On this basis, this study analyzes what is "good" in 

six of Martin Amis's novels. 



CHAPTER II 

THF. RACHEL PAPERS: LITERATURE AND THE USES OF LIFE 

The Rachel Papers. Amis's first novel, published when he was twenty-four, is 

a sometimes hilarious, sometimes tedious romp through a few months in the life of its 

first-person narrator, Charles Highway. It has been called an "unscrupulous, an 

expedient piece of hackwork" (Powell 42), "a nasty scheming little book" (Moore 

46), and one of Amis's "scatological pranks" (Padhi 36). Yet it also received the 

Somerset Maugham Award in 1974 (Brown 36) and is praised by the same critics who 

point out its flaws for "its technical inventiveness" (Padhi 37), and the "vitality . . . 

of the writing" (Powell 42). The Times Literary Supplement calls it "scurrilous, 

shameless, and very funny" (1389). As is usually the case with Amis, praise is sure 

for his technical ability but not so sure for his content. 

The critics' uncertainties are moral ones: "scurrilous," "nasty," "scheming," 

"unscrupulous," and "porno-peddling" (Padhi's phrase) are all moral judgments, 

rooted in a sense of right and wrong, rooted in the sense that writers can do wrong 

through their work and should not. The particular assumption is that good works do 

not contain bad things merely in order to make the writer a lot of money; if good 

works do contain bad things, the bad things must be there for a good purpose. Says 

Powell, ". . .the gratuitous, knowing obscenity-like the one-line joke-is a stand-by 

to be used sparingly" so that the "more complicated" (45) purposes of literature can 

20 
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be fulfilled. Though critics may shy away from "good" and "bad" in favor of phrases 

like "more complicated" or "a deeper commitment to the enduring realities of time 

and place" (Powell 46), they are still making judgments that say that one thing is 

better than another; that is, there is a scale of good and bad in literature that is related 

to purpose, not just to technique. Whether they clearly state their criteria, critics in 

general are uneasy with certain intentions or behaviors, by characters or by authors. 

Martin Amis's novels often remain in an ambiguous moral marsh where it is difficult 

to distinguish what the author approves or disapproves of and where readers are lured 

by comedy into wanting to approve in general of a work that they sense they 

shouldn't. The Rachel Papers certainly fits this description. 

At first glance, The Rachel Papers is easily misread as merely "teenage sex 

novel," as one 1992 jacket blurb touts it. The term "teenage sex novel" is 

ambiguous, of course. It can mean a serious novel about teenage sex, like Goodbye. 

Columbus, which is mentioned in the same jacket blurb, but it can also mean a novel 

filled with enough sex that teenagers will seek it out, either for information or for 

titillation or both. The Rachel Papers, like Goodbve. Columbus, fits both uses. 

There are plenty of "sexy bits," as Charles himself once calls them (147),1 with every 

move described down to the smallest naturalistic detail (I will forego quoting any to 

preclude inventing the "teenage sex dissertation"). The Rachel Papers will probably 

!Page numbers in parentheses refer to The Rachel Papers. Vintage International 
Edition (New York: Random House, 1992). 
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always be misused for its sexy bits.2 These details, however, are actually a pertinent 

feature for revealing Charles's character and problems. They are necessary details 

only in a culture that has turned to clinically studying sexual technique as a solution to 

people's longings (a situation Dickens, for instance, didn't have to face). 

One early review summarized the plot as "Boy meets girl, boy develops 

absurd obsession for girl, boy gets girl and discovers that this is only the beginning of 

life's real problems" (Belle 14). To summarize the plot this way, however, misses 

about two-thirds of it. To say that Charles learns anything about "life's real 

problems" is misleading at best: Charles may learn a serious thing or two, but if by 

the "real" problems are meant questions of suffering and death, or even teenage love, 

no, Charles doesn't get into those lessons; most of his lessons are on the level of 

who's going to use the contraceptive. True, the plot does involve a boy, nineteen-

year-old Charles, who does have an obsession with a girl, Rachel Noyes, and who 

does work diligently to seduce her. It is also the story of Charles's admission to 

Oxford and the move to London to live with his sister Jenny Entwistle and her 

working-class ("yob") husband Norman in order to study for the Oxford entrance 

examinations. His admission to Oxford coincides with his dumping of Rachel at the 

novel's end. Over both of these plot elements, however—and most important to 

Charles-is the story of Charles's effort to "marshal his childhood" (6) as he puts it, 

2For anecdotal evidence of The Rachel Papers as sex novel, in 1990 I happened to 
check for Amis works in the public library of Hobbs, New Mexico, a town of about 
50,000. The only work by Amis was The Rachel Papers, and it was a very worn and 
dog-eared copy. I suspect it was not adults who who constituted its main readership. 
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namely, by organizing his reams of notes and diaries. Says Michener, it is "a novel 

about being in love with being a novel" (138). As Powell points out (42), the novel 

is actually Charles's narration of what he does on the eve of his twentieth birthday, 

between seven and midnight, as he sifts and arranges his papers, notepads, diaries, 

and portfolios in an effort to discover what has happened to himself in the recent past. 

The Rachel Papers is thus a metafiction of the basic form, a story within a story. It 

is a fiction playing with the self-consciousness of the narrator, who is a writer. It is 

also a Bildungsroman. but a self-conscious one, not just with a self-conscious narrator 

but with one who is conscious that he is working on a work that is about his own 

development (from his perspective it is autobiography). It is a parody of the 

Bildungsroman and the coming-of-age novel,3 with much of the parody consciously 

provided by the narrator. It is also a serious Bildungsroman about attitudes toward 

art and life and people. It shows much about Amis's moral vision. The Rachel 

Papers is a very slippery work, as Amis's work always is, and its sexual 

characteristics tend to overwhelm it, but it is ultimately a logical and realistic picture 

of a decadent moral system. 

Charles tells us at the outset that this is a coming-of-age work because he is 

getting ready to turn twenty in five hours. Charles's use of the term is arbitrary, 

though he would have us believe otherwise. "Sixteen, eighteen, twenty-one: these are 

3These two terms are often loosely used synonymously, and there is overlap. I 
will attempt to distinguish my use of them, using Bildungsroman to mean a novel 
about the overall development of a young person, and "coming-of-age novel" to mean 
the initiation novel, the novel of entry into a new phase. Coming of age is usually a 
feature of the Bildungsroman but can exist apart from it. 
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arbitrary milestones," he tells us (3), giving one certain legal rights, but twenty is an 

actual milestone, he argues, being the end of the teenage years. "Twenty may not be 

the start of maturity but, in all conscience, it's the end of youth" (3). Charles 

overlooks the arbitrariness of this determination, too; psychologists and sociologists 

don't delineate adulthood by years but by accomplishments—Havighurst's 

developmental tasks, for instance. 

Charles is ready with an answer for that, though~he has spelled out for 

himself the few tasks that have remained for him to do before age twenty and which 

he has spent the past four months accomplishing. These are "get a job, preferably a 

menial, egalitarian one; have a first love, or at least sleep with an Older Woman; 

write a few more callow, brittle poems, thus completing my 'Adolescent Monologue' 

sequence; and, well, just marshal my childhood" (6). This is a coming-of-age novel 

in which the narrator has outlined his own developmental tasks for himself. He is 

ready to check off each step in his life and, presto, he's an adult. This intention 

opens the door for many comic and ironic possibilities, with a self-conscious narrator 

who thinks he is controlling how he develops and yet overlooks the fact that 

development cannot occur until one changes inside in some way. The mere doing of 

external deeds is no sign of internal development. One can marry, for instance, and 

still remain a child. Adulthood comes, according to developmental psychologists, by 

the assuming of responsibility,4 and usually this acceptance of responsibility comes 

4Havighurst's developmental tasks for young adulthood correspond quite closely 
with the main elements that occur in the Bildunesroman. as well. See Robert J. 
Havighurst, Developmental Tasks and Education. 3rd ed. (New York: McKay, 1972). 
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with the moving away from home and finding friends, love, and vocation, the 

elements usually found in the Bildunesroman. Charles sets out to check off the things 

he has yet to do, but much of his development has already occurred before the story 

begins. There are many ways in which he could develop in the course of the story, 

but they do not happen here. The only area in which he does develop during the 

story is, of course, not on his list of things to do. This is a Bildunesroman in spite of 

itself. On its serious level, it is about Charles's moral development, in an age when 

sexual morality is changing rapidly. 

The classic definition of the Bildunesroman is Dilthey's, from his 1910 essay 

on Holderlin. The elements he sees are a naive and happy young man finding 

friends, love, and "conflict with the hard realities of the world." He "grows to 

maturity through diverse experiences, finds himself, and attains certainty about his 

purpose in the world" (335). 

Buckley, writing about the twentieth-century version of the form, adds some 

further elements, all of which occur in some way in The Rachel Papers. Buckley's 

description is lengthy but is being quoted in full because of its relevance here: 

A child of some sensibility grows up in the country or in a provincial 

town, where he finds constraints, social and intellectual, placed upon 

free imagination. His family, especially his father, proves doggedly 

hostile to his creative instincts or flights of fancy, antagonistic to his 

ambition, and quite impervious to the new ideas he has gained from 

unprescribed reading. His first schooling, even if not totally 
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inadequate, may be frustrating insofar as it may suggest options not 

available to him in his present setting. He therefore, sometimes at a 

quite early age, leaves the repressive atmosphere (and also relative 

innocence), to make his way independently to the city (in the English 

novels, usually London). There his "real" education begins, not only 

his preparation for a career but also—and more importantly~his direct 

experience of urban life. The latter involves at least two love affairs or 

sexual encounters, one debasing, one exalting, and demands that in this 

respect and others the hero reappraise his values. By the time he has 

decided, after painful soul-searching, the sort of accommodation to the 

modern world he can honestly make, he has left adolescence behind 

and entered upon his maturity. His initiation complete, he may visit 

his old home, to demonstrate by his presence the degree of his success 

01* the wisdom of his choice. (17-18) 

Amis uses practically every element of this description, but usually with some 

perverse twist. He fulfills and defeats them at the same time through a narrator who 

is aware of the genre and is not only trying to write one but to make his life conform 

to one so that he can write about it. The Rachel Papers is a nearly perfect perverse 

Bildungsroman in which the arrogant, foolish, self-conscious hero tells everything and 

seems to learn next to nothing. 

Charles is the boy from the provinces who goes to the city to learn, as his 

surname Highway suggests. The provincial town he leaves, however, is Oxford, the 
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seat of learning, center of wisdom, the place Hardy's Jude Fawley longed to get into. 

In this circular adventure, the hero goes to London in order to study to get back into 

Oxford. Charles is aware that "London is where people go in order to come back 

from it sadder and wiser" (12), but Charles assures us that he has in fact already been 

there for three weeks in the summer, living the wild life on the seventy-five pounds 

his parents had given him for touring the Continent; "naive" he is not. The "hard 

realities" that he has learned on that visit are simple enough—that life gets pretty 

grimy when one runs out of money and the best thing to do then is to go back home 

(13). So his going to London in September is actually his return there. 

He also already has "well-disposed" friends there: Geoffrey, who is always 

stoned ("mandied"—on Mandrax) and is his comrade for parties and picking up girls; 

Gloria, his "bunk-up" whom he has over for "fuck and coffee," as Norman succinctly 

puts it, when he first arrives at the Entwistles' (16); and also Rachel, whom he has 

met at a party and has taken out once during the London three weeks. She knows as 

much about life as Charles, perhaps less; she surprises him every now and then with 

what she does know or perceive, but as early as their second meeting during the fall 

he finds her behavior "hackneyed" (50), and at the third meeting he finds her "less 

posh, less assured, altogether less formidable. . . . If she's stupid, boring, ugly and 

affected, I thought, it's all right by me" (66), hardly a David Copperfield romance. 

His sister Jenny, the abused wife, and brother-in-law Norman, who is trying to force 

Jenny into an abortion (a mystery that Rachel eventually explains to Charles), 

complete Charles's circle of kindred spirits. None are particularly equipped to guide 
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the development of anyone alse. Rather they stumble along together. 

Charles is also aware that the convention includes "constraints, social and 

intellectual, placed upon free imagination." Here again Charles is aware of the 

convention-and that he doesn't fit. He apologizes to us that his father is neither in 

advertising nor public relations and instead is editor of a fortnightly business-law 

magazine that is noted for its arts section (118). Furthermore, it is his father who 

suggests that he "'have a crack'" at Oxford (5) and who implies to Charles that he, 

Father, is planning to foot the bill (6). In social standing, the family has titled folk 

among their friends and a sense of superiority over Norman Entwistle. Charles tells 

Rachel that he knows how to make the right impression on adults, and a nice detail 

demonstrating his social grace is his enumeration of the topics he wades through over 

dinner while in the "dud-seat," straining to find something in common with Rachel's 

"comparably unattractive aunt": "avocado pears, oil-tankers, Mauritius, tailoring 

terms, the size of the room, the price of London property, candles, tablecloths, forks, 

coffee spoons" (118). 

In spite of his social grace and advantages, however, Charles does, 

conventionally, find his hometown socially constraining: "Sorry: too many butterfly 

trendies, upper-class cunts, regional yobs with faces like gravy dinners. And the 

streets are so affectedly narrow" (6). Though he is not constrained socially, he 

doesn't like Oxford. "Once you stop following the architectural lines upwards, then 

it's just like anywhere else" (216), words that would have been incomprehensible to 

Jude Fawley. Charles, reminiscent of Salinger's Holden Caulfield on this point, is 
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critical of the meaningless upward mobility around him. While Holden drops out in 

protest, pining for love and honesty, Charles rejects what he doesn't like but goes on 

with the game, seeking admission to Oxford with the very shallowest level of 

intellectual effort on his part, probably because he has seen no other example, either 

at home or in society. Charles's constraints, it will be shown, aren't social or 

intellectual but emotional. 

Another perversion of the genre that The Rachel Papers effects, quite 

comically, is the detail about education. Charles's early education has been 

unrestrained, and he has read everything he wanted to, apparently with no 

interference. He's up on his Lawrence and his Henry Miller, for example, who 

obviously inform his social and sexual behavior. Now he is going to London merely 

to cram for Oxford entrance exams, and the tutoring school ("crammer") he enrolls 

in, just like Rachel's across the street, is a joke. The educational bits in the novel, 

like the "sexy bits," are quite funny. Reminding us again that he is aware of the 

conventions of the Bildunesroman. Charles tells us that the proprietess of the school 

takes him "on a tour of the school, probably with nothing more ambitious in mind 

than to show me that it wasn't a workhouse or a blacking-factory after all" (25). His 

tutors include "Dead Feet, or 'Mr. Greenchurch' as some called him" (119), Mrs. 

Tregear, up whose skirt Charles is always trying to peer, and Mr. Bellamy, who 

thinks that both Charles and the tripe Charles writes are lovely. When Charles takes 

his entrance exams for Oxford, enough of his responses are given to show that he has 

added nothing to his understanding of literature through his term in town. The 
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appurtenances of education are here, but they are ineffective. 

Charles knows that the city in the Bildungsroman should be educational in 

broad ways, however, not institutionalized ways. Thus he has listed among his things 

to do the acquiring of a menial job. He fulfills this task with a single week of work 

as a dishwasher while in "the Low" about Rachel. Here again he manages to avoid 

learning anything that changes him, unless one counts the knowledge that there is a 

limit to what one can be allowed to spit into the soup (142). No lessons here about 

the importance of work or the elevating nature of it. His only reason for working is 

to repay Norman "prick fees and gambling debts" (142) run up during the Low. He 

is not working in order to be responsible for himself financially. The whole episode 

takes half a page of this life~as compared to the six pages devoted to getting to sexual 

climax with Rachel. 

Charles does learn a few things while in London: how to use a condom, how 

to treat trichomoniasis, how to talk like Norman Entwistle, and what sex is like with 

a woman who has had a baby (information also gleaned from Norman). The 

education, such as it is, is all technical, not moral or even particularly social, unless 

one counts contraception as a social skill. 

In contrast to the Bildungsroman convention, in which education should be 

leading to that "certainty about his purpose in the world" that Dilthey names, Charles 

is never in doubt about his profession. He has been writing as long as he has been 

able, apparently, and has never had any doubt about his vocation. He has voluminous 

notes on everyone in his life (except younger sister Samantha, "the rather 
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inconsequential Samantha, who gets only a 3p Smith's Memorandum" [8]). He has 

also already written, while laid up ill during early adolescence: 

two epic poems: an heroicall romance in twenty-four cantos entitled 

'The Tryst' ( ® 1968), and an asthmatic, six-thousand-line Waste Land 

called 'Only the Serpent Smiles' ( ® 1970), some parts of which appear 

in the aforementioned 'Adolescent Monologue' sonnet sequence. I 

wrote cameos of everyone I had ever met. I recorded all I saw, felt, 

thought. I had myself a time. (27) 

His coming of age thus involves not the embarking on his calling as a writer but the 

completing of his first book. This is not a story of development toward a profession 

but within it.5 

Following the convention, Charles has his two women, Rachel and Gloria, but 

neither affair is either "debasing" or "exalting," for Charles is already debased: "I 

had had ten girls" (156), he tells us (five, he tells Rachel). Charles is the master of 

teenage sex and even discourses on it (18-19), but at the same time he is always 

aware that he is making a fool of himself or that things aren't going as he'd expected, 

even to the point of not being fun. With his "bunk-up" Gloria, he pretends to be 

asleep when he can't keep up with her sexually (20). In what should be the big scene 

with Rachel, the section he introduces with "Here come the sexy bits" (147), what he 

then recounts is their getting drunk with Norman and Jenny; his silly recital of Blake 

5Amis himself says in the Haffendon interview that Charles is on his way to 
becoming a literary critic (10). That may be so, but at this point, he is becoming a 
creative writer, for good or ill. 
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(an "idiot outpouring" [148]); a lot of petting that leads him to think, "What I really 

wanted more than anything else in the world was a cup of tea and a think" (151); a 

sense of fright, confusion, and sadness (152); a late-night trip together to the 

drugstore to buy condoms ("the sort of lyrically zany thing the under-twenties do 

fairly often" [153]); his ineptness with the condom (earlier he has relied on the Pill or 

coitus interruptus) and Rachel's knowledge of its use; and then two and a half pages 

of clinically detailed sex, reported by "Charles, the runaway robot" (158): "Rachel's 

head thrown back? Check. Eyes tight, rictus smile? Check" (160). His candor makes 

it funny, but also sad, for what the episode reveals is the tremendous gap between sex 

and love, a concept which Charles never does grasp. He tries to believe that Rachel 

is different from his other affairs and describes her as his "first love" (6). To 

Charles, what makes the affair with Rachel a "love" affair instead of a bunk-up is that 

he has to pursue Rachel (Gloria is there for the taking, barring venereal infections), 

there have to be some difficulties, like Rachel's other boyfriend DeForest (other 

boyfriends of Gloria's don't matter), and he has to feel low when she rejects him 

temporarily. While Charles, slave to form, performs all these steps, he can still find 

Rachel's behavior "hackneyed" when she does a little chasing after him (50) (a large 

part of Charles's charm is his obtuseness). He eventually has his "unfallen week" 

(167) with Rachel, in which he is happy with everything—sex every afternoon and 

evening till Rachel has to go home-but the happiness stems from everything going as 

he wants, not from growing in his appreciation of Rachel or in acceptance of her. 

Once he begins to notice her personal quirks, he uses these as excuses to break up. 
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To end the love affair, there has to be the Letter to Rachel, a load of tripe that 

he thinks she won't notice. When she tells him that it's a horrible letter, he replies, 

"'The content or the style?'" (222)~not exactly the words of a man whose heart has 

been touched. But Charles has remained true to the form, if not true to Rachel. 

Though Charles is neither debased nor exalted by his affairs, the affair with 

Rachel is debasing to Rachel, who is not always a willing partner in Charles's sexual 

exploits. Their affair is an exercise in Charles's self-imposed development class, 

having its objective correlative in a Wordsworthian stroll in the woods when Charles 

shows Rachel his childhood haunt, now littered with "beer bottles, a tin can, trodden 

newspaper, grey tissues, shrivelled condoms like dead jellyfish" (133). Charles does 

learn something from his Rachel days, but it is not exactly exalting, as will be shown. 

His treatment of her is characteristic of him: Charles knows a lot, and it is 

important to him to know. The intellectual virtues are the ones that matter. He must 

know how to make love properly, he must know the right authors to suit the occasion, 

he must know all about Blake in order to impress Rachel at the Tate. He is not aware 

of the difference between intellect and emotion, between knowing something and 

feeling about it. Thus, for all his knowledge of sexual technique, he does not have 

any feeling for Rachel that would cause him to rearrange his life in any way. The 

end of knowledge for him is selfish; it is all for his own purposes, to make himself 

look good, efforts which usually fail. He reveals all his foolishness to us, however, 

and for that we tolerate and even like him. 

In Charles Highway, Amis has given us a wondrous parody of what Buckley 
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calls the "child of some sensibility." Charles does have heightened sensibilities—to 

himself and to the grossest aspects of life. Says the Times Literary Supplement 

reviewer: "Martin Amis penetrates straight to the cold, lying heart of the convention 

[of the first-person narrator]" and gives us a hero who is "studiously offensive-

arrogant, hideously vulnerable, oozing 'self-consciousness and self-disgust and self-

infatuation and self- . . . you name it,'" quoting Charles's own description of himself 

(7). Amis has made Charles asthmatic and bronchitic, "a delicate child" (26) in the 

Keatsian mode, as Charles himself imagines (92). And what does this combination of 

physical and aesthetic sensibility produce? Not "When I Have Fears," but eloquent 

descriptions of phlegm: "Soon, I thought, soon, just by coughing in the direction of 

their legs, I'd be able to to trip up old ladies in the street . . . . I whoofed up goo 

pretzels, fried slugs, pixie's nylons" (194). Charles is at his best when describing the 

worst. For a venereal infection, "I woke up to find that someone had squeezed a 

family-size tube of pus over my pyjama bottoms. A toxic wet dream? On visiting 

the bathroom I found also that I was peeing lava" (98). For the smell of a tenement 

hallway, "The hall smelled of boiling cabbage~or, let's be accurate, it smelled as if 

someone had eaten six bushels of asparagus, washed them down with as many quarts 

of Guinness, and pissed over the walls, ceiling, and floor" (81). There is no limit to 

the crudeness of his sensibility. 

He is like every adolescent coming to terms with life's physical 

unpleasantness, and his honesty about it is a large part of his charm. But he is also 

an adolescent with an eye (and nose) for detail. He has a finely tuned aesthetic sense 
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but is himself aware that "young poets like myself are forever taunted by subjects 

which it is no longer possible to write about in this ironic age: evening skies, good 

looks, dew, anything at all to do with love, the difference between cosmic reality and 

how you feel when you sometimes wake up" (152). His own aesthetic sensibility has 

found its poetic voice in excretions, excrement, and odors, not like Keats but like 

Swift, whom he cites in a chapter title, "Twenty past: 'Celia shits' (the Dean of St. 

Patrick's)" (165). 

His sensibility is also keenly attuned to literature~but not in a usual way. 

Literature is not a source of enjoyment and understanding so much as a means to 

some end. He literally lives by the book, or at least by his knowledge of literature, 

music, and a little art. Through the course of the book he refers to more than twenty-

five English authors and works. He selects his reading to accord with his moods and 

adjust himself to others-Joyce, Camus, Sartre when he is in his Low; Edna O'Brien 

stories to get ready for a date with Rachel; Wilde, Hopkins, Housman, and Forster 

when he went through his stage at thirteen of wondering whether he was homosexual. 

While wondering whether he's going to get anywhere with Rachel, he reads Dickens 

and Kafka "to find a world full of the bizarre surfaces and sneaky tensions with which 

I was always trying to invest my own life" (62). He also uses movies, music, and 

books as props to make impressions on dates, more or less decorating his room before 

every date: for an anticipated first visit from Rachel, he selects 2001: A Space 

Odvssev and Dylan Thomas reading his poems to head his record stacks, he puts 

Blake and The Poetry of Meditation on the coffee-table, and he puts Jane Austen's 
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Persuasion on his bed~"The little touch / That means so much," he tells us (44). He 

practices speeches on Blake before taking Rachel to the Tate. He takes Rachel to see 

La Rupture "to show her how good in bed I was going to turn out to be" (110). 

None of this is subtle on Amis's part, of course, and it all works for comic 

effect. Charles's plans are usually for naught. After his silly speech on Blake, 

"adapting it to the ghostly lighting effects of the lower gallery, . . . Rachel looked up 

at me and spoke these words: 'See that little boy over by the stairs? He's got his 

pyjamas on underneath his trousers'" (79). At the movies, it is the "B feature" 

Nudist Eden that precedes La Rupture that Charles and Rachel both enjoy and that 

Charles describes for us in vivid, horrible, comic detail (110-11). Even the essays he 

writes for school and for his entrance examination are pastiches of authors tossed 

together for the impression, not for the content—and they fool no one but the foolish 

Mr. Bellamy. The premier example ("climactic" one is tempted to say) of Charles's 

use of and attachment to literature is at the moment of sexual climax with Rachel. 

After telling the reader: "Real sexual abandonment, for the male, equals orgasm" 

(160), Charles, at that moment, tells himself to "pick a poet" and then "abandons" 

himself, if one can call it that, to the only moment of stream-of-consciousness in the 

novel, reciting snippets from Eliot's "Prufrock" and "Ash-Wednesday," both heavily 

ironic in the circumstances (161). Even in so-called sexual abandonment, Charles 

does not abandon literature. At the conclusion of the novel, he will abandon Rachel, 

but he will not abandon literature. 

Charles's use of literature is warped, as his examination professor, Dr. 
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Knowd, makes clear (Powell 43).6 Partly, it is the teenager hoping to make his own 

life something it's not, something more exciting or unusual (Charles complains that 

his own life is wondrously stereotypical—the family's grandfather clock "naturally, 

had once belonged to my grandfather" [38]), but it is also Charles, the teenage artist, 

consciously trying to become an artist by association, self-consciously trying to be 

someone he's not. The irony of it all, however, is that at the end, with Charles self-

consciously seated in his artistic pose in his room, he has completed a very intriguing 

first prose work. Even all his horrible literary pretentiousness has helped complete 

the work. Dr. Knowd has said, '"Literature has a kind of life of its own, you know. 

You can't just use it . . . ruthlessly, for your own ends'" (215). But Charles does, 

and quite entertainingly. 

While having plenty of sensibility, warped though it may be, to himself, to 

literature, and to his environment, Charles, as "a child of some sensibility," might be 

expected to have some sensitivity about other people. At this point, Charles is 

equally laughable, if not cruel. Charles is himself aware that he should possess some 

sensitivity about others. He has a general sense that humanity ought not to have to 

suffer too much-Rachel's former nurse, Nanny Rees, ought not to have to live so 

miserably on Oxo cubes and All-Bran, as he sees it (81), and characters like "Mobile 

6Powell rightly maintains that Amis is clearly aligning himself with Knowd in this 
passage. Dr. Knowd's speech is a direct commentary on Charles's behavior; 
everything that he quotes from Charles's essay, Charles has also done with his life. 
The classic example is that Charles has scolded Lawrence for his '"over-facile 
equation of art and life'" (214). Charles is the epitome of this phrase. However, 
through his horrible methods, Charles has won-he does make it into Oxford. 
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Armpit," the "hunchback tramp," get his help (143). He has a sense of justice, that 

suffering should be equal somehow. With individuals close to him-with the 

exception of his sister Jenny~his sensitivity is determined by what pleases him. He 

counts as sensitivity his not letting Rachel know that he's using "Sharpshooters," the 

cheaper brand of condom (188); he counts as sensitivity his carefully fishing out the 

right used condom to re-use with the right girl (204). That's about it. Otherwise, his 

selfishness knows no bounds. He would go to bed with Rachel even though he has 

trichomoniasis if only she had slept with enough other guys to generalize the blame 

(132). He forces oral sex on her when she obviously doesn't want it, though he does 

feel bad about it (189), having violated his sense of justice. These are specific 

examples within the whole pattern of his behavior. He uses people just as he uses 

literature, for his own purposes. And these same people, by the same token, end up 

as characters in his work. The telling example is the title of the novel: it is not 

Rachel or Rachel and I. but The Rachel Papers. Rachel ends up as the adjective for 

the "papers"; the book is about the papers, not about Rachel. 

Charles's sensibility also includes awareness that the sort of hero he is should 

do some "painful soul-searching," as Buckley calls it. One would think that anyone 

who behaves as Charles does would have plenty of such to do. Charles self-

consciously takes "soulful" walks. Both of these walks (51, 71) are self-conscious 

and lacking in depth, as Powell points out (42-43),7 and arise simply from worry 

7Though Powell sees this lack of depth in his thinking as a weakness in the novel, 
it is actually central to Charles's character. Charles is not yet a real person; he's a 
product of his own imagination, a concoction of his own reading. 
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about how this affair is going to go and about how self-conscious he is or isn't going 

to be all his life. They do not include worry about the kind of person he is becoming 

morally. This Bildunesroman hero knows he needs to do some soul-searching, so he 

does some. When he is in his most painful moments, the Low, "soul-searching" is 

not what he does. Instead he indulges in an old rape fantasy while watching women's 

tennis on TV (137). He keeps up with his schoolwork. He tells us that he 

"conscientiously read the literature of nausea, melancholy and absurdity," and "was 

careful not to wash, encouraged insomnia, failed to clean my teeth, smoked twenty 

Capstan Full Strength a day," and went for more walks and on more drunks (141). 

He adopts the pose for the melancholic~and gives it all up on the day he realizes that 

he may end up like Mobile Armpit (142-3). He considers suicide but, momentarily 

altruistic, knows it would be a "bore for Jenny and Norm" and, immediately selfish 

again, wonders "where would I find a responsible literary executor for the 

Notebooks?" (144). His handling of the Letter to Rachel at the end, when one would 

expect more soul-searching, is equally contrived, as noted above. Charles fulfills the 

outer requirements of the Bildungsroman hero; the inner man, largely unaffected, is a 

selfish twit. Charles is a child of some sensibility, and it is some sensibility. 

This discussion about Charles's confused sensibility recalls another of 

Buckley's points, and that is family, for this is where Charles has developed his 

sensibilities. Buckley says that the Bildunesroman hero usually has a family and a 

father that are "doggedly hostile to his creative instincts or flights of fancy, 

antagonistic to his ambition, and quite impervious to the new ideas he has gained 
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from unprescribed reading." On this point, too, Amis both uses and revises the form. 

There is plenty of hostility in the Highway household, though on the surface it 

appears quite placid. As noted above, social and intellectual constraints are absent, 

and emotionally things appear to be okay. As Charles apologetically explains, he is 

"a member of that sad, ever-dwindling minority . . . the child of an unbroken home" 

(7). Though technically unbroken, however, the Highway household is certainly 

limping emotionally. While intellectual life is encouraged and there is no hostility 

toward Charles's creative bent, there is hostility that arises from indifference: the 

Highway household suffers from a lack of love, and this lack underlies most of what 

happens. 

Family relations are tellingly revealed in the first few pages as Charles 

describes the last few days he has to "endure" at home before the move to London. 

His relations with his mother are not openly hostile. She is, in fact, the one he 

protects. She has good intentions toward Charles, but she is simply unavailable, 

emotionally or otherwise. When the move is announced, she "got all bustly the next 

morning (fixing everything up) but came on vague and spiritual over lunch and 

resolved to take an afternoon nap" (5), leaving Charles, rather resentfully, to make 

his own arrangements (which he probably should have been doing in the first place). 

When he leaves for London the next day, Mother is a "tent-like bulk" under the 

Sunday papers on the sitting room sofa. "What did you expect? I thought" (7) 

expresses the disappointment he feels about his family, and his mother in particular. 

He receives one letter from her while in London~his name is misspelled on it and it 
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is largely illegible. Though it seems like just a chatty letter, Charles's reaction to it 

is "What was the point? There was always a point" (58). He reads on and uncovers 

the request from his mother to find out "how many" are coming to the house-party, 

that is, whether Charles's father will be bringing his girlfriend. Charles expects an 

ulterior motive in the letter, it is there, and it is for him to serve as go-between 

between his estranged parents. When he calls her once, in the afternoon, she is 

asleep, of course, and Charles "let her scale the rope-ladder first to consciousness, 

then to recognition, and, at last, to intelligibility" (108); no cheery hellos from this 

mother. Late in the novel, when Charles recalls a tea his mother and sister once gave 

five years ago, what he remembers of his mother is that she disappeared to her room 

"as late as four fifteen" (195)~that is, fifteen minutes into the party. 

Charles's father, on the other hand, appears to be more available, but the 

availability appears, through Charles's eyes, shallow and condescending. According 

to Charles, Gordon Highway likes poses: the caring father (whom the children can 

call on in his study any Sunday from four to five in the afternoon); the "worldly 

socialite" (129) who is open about having a mistress, throws lavish parties, and talks 

knowingly about America (111); and even the pose of the caring husband (129). 

Charles, the prince of posing, comes by it honestly but finds it sickening in his father. 

The first interview with his father in the novel is characterized, according to Charles, 

by "hostile levity" on his father's part. When Charles tells his father that he's going 

to London the next day, Father replies, '"Super. I'm driving down tomorrow 

morning. I suppose I can take you along without too much trouble, so long as you 
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don't bring all your worldly goods with you, that is'" (6). Not surprisingly, Charles 

declines this selfishly worded offer. And just as the only letter from Mother was 

selfishly motivated, so the only visit that Charles and the Entwistles receive from 

Father in London is selfish—in his worldly way, Gordon Highway brings the mistress 

by for tea, but really to ask if the Entwistles can babysit for Vanessa's daughter 

during the house-party weekend. In this visit, though, Charles does mention that his 

father is "all in all, quite pleased to see me" (105). The hostility between the two is 

mostly generated by Charles and is overtly caused by the father's infidelity, but these 

little acts of selfishness indicate a pattern that has no doubt contributed to the hate that 

Charles says stalks through their house (8). Charles tells his friend Pete that he has 

"plenty of urgent reasons" for hating his father, but that his father "constitutes such a 

puny objective correlative . . . " (7-8), a literary metaphor typical of Charles but quite 

appropriate here; his father is a relative, is "objective" in the way he treats everyone, 

and Charles will ultimately have to admit that he is "co-" with his father. 

Relationships with other family members are distant at best. Older brother 

Mark, at twenty-six, is a lot like the father, healthy, selfish, and condescending. He 

appears first as the worldly older brother who tells thirteen-year-old Charles about 

their father's mistress. Next he appears at Norman and Jenny's wedding reception, 

where "Gordon and Mark Highway," as Charles puts it, together insult Norman (39). 

Later, when Charles is in his Low, Mark greets Charles with "What's the matter with 

you, Charlie? You look like shit. I mean it" (140). He then ignores Charles's reply, 

is indifferent to his girlfriend's statement, and then tousles Charles's hair and says, 
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"'Keep at it, little britches.'" Mark then moves on to the others, to exchange "tall 

stories with his Dad about how quickly they had been known to get from London to 

the house, and back again" (141), leaving Charles to say to Elaine, the girlfriend, 

"'Why do you go out with that fat shit?'" to which Elaine replies, "'You got me'" 

(141). It is noteworthy here that both Mark and Dad are more concerned with 

getting to London than getting home, and also that for Mark's relationship to their 

father Charles uses "Dad." Charles himself always refers to him as "my father" 

except for a few times when he refers to him as "Gordon Highway," when Gordon is 

working on making the right impressions on his audience (105, 220). Only once in 

the novel does he address his father directly by a name, to call him to the phone, and 

that name is "Father" (108). Charles dislikes Mark as much as he dislikes his father, 

and it is Father and Mark that he is most like; this is, in fact, the main realization that 

Charles will come to in the end. 

Younger brother Sebastian intersects with Charles only when Charles needs 

him for something (such as, in exchange for cigarettes, changing the pink lightbulb in 

Charles's room before Rachel, the posh city girl, gets there [127]). The 

"inconsequential Samantha" does not enter Charles's life at all, and youngest brother 

Valentine, nine years old, is picked on by Charles somewhat as Mark picks on 

Charles. We can only speculate about why Mark picks on Charles, but we do know 

that Charles picks on Valentine out of a sense of justice, paying Valentine back for 

unfairness in the ways they've been treated by their mother (125) and for the bullying 

that Valentine carries on against the weaker schoolmate (126). 
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The one family member that Charles does have some closeness with is his 

older sister Jenny, although neither one of them is able to express it directly. They 

show it in other ways, however. She has fixed up a room for him (16), he thinks 

about cleaning the bathroom for her (43), and she is the only family member he refers 

to often by nickname ("Jen"). She and Norman share their home with Charles, accept 

him as he is, and even seem to like him, a feeling he does not often get from anyone 

else in the family. She and Charles are united in that she has asserted her 

independence from the family by marrying Norman, and Charles grows to like 

Norman, playing cards with him, borrowing money from him, and learning about sex 

and slang from him. Charles does not intervene when he hears Norman beating 

Jenny up but not because he doesn't care (he doesn't insist on intervening to prevent 

Norman from sawing the tree limb out from under himself, either [14]; Charles is a 

creature of non-interference). He does fear that his presence may enrage Norman 

further (55), but actually he simply does not know what to do and shuts the situation 

from his awareness: "I switched off my ears" (54). It is quite logical that he does not 

know what to do, given that his own fantasies, dreams, and behaviors include 

violence against women, as in his dream about Rachel (189-91) and the rape fantasy 

mentioned above, and that Jenny herself had been the object of his masturbation 

fantasies through the previous Christmas holidays (15); his father's treatment of his 

mother is also not exactly respectful. After Jenny and Norman's fight, Charles does 

make himself available to Jenny if she wants to talk; she declines by a gesture, not 

words (56). She and Charles communicate, but have a hard time with words. On 
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another occasion when he asks her how she is and she replies with platitudes, Charles 

says: "We had both wanted to talk, I think; I don't know why we didn't" (68). 

Charles is aware that his family is an emotional desert. He feels guilty about 

hating his father, because in comparison with his mates' homes, his own "unbroken" 

one looks good. His "high-minded" explanation to his friend Pete has once been, 

"'Hatred is the only emotionally educated response to a sterile family environment'" 

(7). Charles is right about it being emotionally sterile, a situation best epitomized 

when he leaves the house for London and, though five other people are living at 

home, can find no one to say goodbye to or who will in turn wish him well. Mother 

is asleep, Samantha is at a friend's, and "Sebastian, being fifteen, was probably 

making eyes at his bedroom ceiling." Charles calls out to his father, "but there was 

no reply." He finds Valentine making model sports-cars: "I said I was going and 

told him to give my love to everyone, but he couldn't hear me. I left a note on the 

hall table, and crept off" (10). Yes, this is an emotionally sterile environment. 

What Charles misses in his explanation to Pete, however, is that an 

emotionally sterile environment is unable to educate emotionally; parents cannot pass 

on what they do not have. But Charles is right in that the feeling that does remain to 

the children is hatred, or at least anger, and Charles has both. He is unaware, 

however, of how crippled he is emotionally—he has seen only selfishness, and thus his 

own understanding of love is deficient. In one confrontation with his father, when 

Charles as usual reminds his father of his infidelity, his father replies, '"What do you 

care?'" (129), an astounding reply in terms of what it shows about this family's 
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understanding of family love, as if Charles should not care about how the parents 

treat each other. Love is left as merely a feeling such as his father has for his 

mistress. It is a feeling Charles tries to force himself into, unsuccessfully, with 

Rachel. Charles does know that he feels hatred toward his father, though. 

Whether the father's selfishness (infidelity included) caused the mother's 

withdrawal or vice versa, Charles is not in a position to know. Charles has been 

distressed by the knowledge of the mistress ever since he learned about her, although 

he tries to explain his distress "as a reaction against my brother's greasy 

permissiveness" (9). And even though Charles agrees that their mother is "a heap" 

(9), he still, at nineteen, feels like "peeing in my trousers" whenever he has to 

witness any of the parents' guarded conversations about the father's whereabouts for 

the week. "If only mother minded more," he says (10). Almost every exchange with 

his father becomes a confrontation about his father's infidelity. 

Yes, there is considerable irony in all this, but this is a Bildunesroman for the 

age of irony (Amis is fond of this point; see comments in the Ignatieff interview). It 

is obvious to the reader that Charles blames his father for infidelity while Charles 

himself is most promiscuous. Although most of the action concerns his conquering 

Rachel, running through the whole novel is an underlying action involving Charles's 

father, and it, too, involves writing. Charles tells us at the outset that his father is the 

one person whom he has the most notes about but, oddly, does not have a portfolio 

for. However, during the Rachel story he begins writing the "Letter to My Father," 

which later becomes the "Speech to My Father" and then reverts to being a letter. In 
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it he's "really going to hit the bastard with everything "--and then it takes him forty 

minutes to write: '"Dear Father, / This has not been an easy letter to write'" (66). 

The letter eventually reaches thirty pages, and at one point as Charles studies for his 

exams, the adding of "rhetorical trills" to it "gave occasional relief" (194). That it is 

hard to write is not hard to understand, since this is the pot talking about the kettle. 

The only segment of the letter which is shared with the reader is a statement 

that reveals Charles's view about sexual morality. During dinner at the Highway 

house-party, Charles "plagiarized a key paragraph from the Speech to My Father" 

(130-31). He argues that the new "'permissiveness'" is as reductive as puritanism. 

In the new permissiveness, he argues, . . you're accused of being repressed or 

unenlightened if you happen to object to infidelity, promiscuity, and so on. You're 

not allowed to mind anything any more, and so you end up denying your instincts 

again'" (130). And your instincts, he argues, would lead you to support '"moderate 

possessiveness, say, or moral scrupulousness.'" Both puritanism and permissiveness 

would have you deny some instincts and thus are '"equally unrelated to how people 

feel'" (131). His table-mate Willie, the journalist whose companion is the sister of 

Gordon Highway's mistress, then asks through his stutter, "'Don't you think that total 

puppappapermissiveness is preferable 2-2-2-2 total repressiveness, including cell-cell-

self-repression?'" (131). Charles does not answer. He has already made his plea for 

a moral middle ground. He wants there to be some "possessiveness," which is the 

selfish approach to fidelity, and some "scrupulousness," standards which are 

apparently based on how he "feels," how he thinks his instincts are directing him. 
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By the novel's end, he has violated both of his own "moderate" standards. 

Apparently his standard for fidelity has been only one girl at a time, a standard that 

he can be angry at his father for violating. Thus, he doesn't see Gloria or take up 

any of the girls Geoffrey offers while he's pursuing Rachel. One of his last episodes, 

however, involves shuttling Gloria out five minutes before Rachel enters. His 

standard has degenerated into not having more than one girl in his bed at one time. 

As to moral scrupulousness, in addition to his forcing Rachel into oral sex, which 

makes him feel bad, and also re-using the condom, he dumps Rachel just when she is 

probably pregnant. He has followed his "feelings" right into behavior that he has 

frowned on by "instinct." His system, having no base except his feelings, has 

collapsed. 

As a result, three minutes before midnight and his "coming of age," he drops 

the Letter to My Father into the trash. He has made his "accommodation to the 

modern world," accommodating himself to the morality of his father. The irony of 

The Rachel Papers, however, is that the sexual standards of the father have all along 

been looser than the son's. The Rachel Papers is a Bildunesroman in which the father 

calls the son a "prude" (109), an incident that occurs at almost the exact midpoint of 

the novel. The rest of the novel is the completion of Charles's anti-development. 

Charles's initiation into this world of his father's is signaled by a conversation 

with his father, back at home, early on the very day of the novel. In it Charles 

finally accepts his father as he is. Charles still refers to his father by epithets, this 

time calling him the "old rogue" (219), but this is perhaps an improvement over the 
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"old goat" (129). This conversation is the first one with no hostility. His father 

"appeared to be genuinely delighted" that he has been accepted at Oxford. "He came 

up and cuffed me on the shoulder. It was the first time we had touched for years. It 

made me blush" (219). (Again it is his father who is closer to encouraging Charles; 

the mother's response to his acceptance earlier has been, in her usual vague manner, 

"'That's rather super, isn't it?" [216].) In this conversation, Charles brings up the 

subject of the parents' relationship, but this time he couches it with '"I'm not asking 

this petulantly'" (220). His father tells him that '"marriage is always something of a 

compromise'" and that he probably won't ever divorce his wife because "'It's 

uneconomic, and, at my age, usually unnecessary'" (220). Charles's reaction to this 

is, "'Well, that seems reasonable'" (220). Charles is now agreeing to his father's 

system, on the basis of what seems reasonable. His comment to the reader is: 

This may be bluffing, but I think that one of the dowdiest things about 

being young is the vague pressure you feel to be constantly subversive, 

to sneer at oldster evasions, to shun compromise, to seek the hard way 

out, etc., when really you know that idealism is worse than useless 

without example, and that you're no better. The teenager can normally 

detach his own behaviour from his views on the behaviour of others; 

but I had no moral energy left. (220) 

Charles has made his accommodation and accepted the example of his father. 

His comment about idealism is significant because it works both ways. 

Charles is aware that he cannot apply ideals to his father that he himself is unwilling 
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to abide by. But in the larger frame of the Bildunesroman in general, it states the key 

to the whole: parents cannot expect any better behavior from their children than they 

themselves will live up to. In previous Bildungsromane. the values about sexual 

morality in the preceding generation have usually been stricter than those of the 

children. In The Rachel Papers they are looser. Marital fidelity is no longer 

required, just the maintenance of the appearance. And that is the system which 

Charles has been following all along, living by appearances, including the appearance 

of moral judge. At the conclusion of the novel, he has given up Rachel, maintaining 

the appearance of having been affected by her: for five minutes after his last 

conversation with her, he "had convulsions, saw stars: vomitless retching, tearless 

heaves"; in ten minutes, by the significant seven o'clock hour when he gathers his 

papers to begin his work, "I felt fine" (223), and he fully enters into his pose as 

writer. 

But ironically, it is only as a writer that he is truthful. He lets the reader see 

everything about himself, with all his foolishness and tricks. In his art he is "more 

moral" than in his life. He abandons Rachel, and he abandons his stand for some 

limits on sexual morality, but he never abandons his art. With no knowledge of how 

to love unselfishly, of how to exercise self-discipline or prudence for the welfare of 

others, Charles subordinates everything to the principle of what pleases the self, and 

what he is most pleased with is the intellectual virtue that is his art. In his art he is 

disciplined, honest, diligent, and prudent. With other people and their ideas he is 

selfish and dishonest. He exercises justice in his own terms-what advances himself 
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and his art is good. In everything, he wants to be smart. He has hope for his future, 

already thinking of school and the story contest. He has faith in himself and his 

ability. All of the virtues are here in some sense-except love. Not knowing love, he 

cares most about intellect, not for the sake of helping others but for the sake of 

himself. 

Where Amis himself stands in this is ambiguous. He satirizes Charles, yet 

Charles also wins in the end, still self-conscious and smug. The novel does not 

condemn Charles, for the older generation has offered him nothing better, and with 

his version of their system he is succeeding quite efficiently. The only view that the 

novel is clear about is that the old moral standards are gone. The new basis for 

judgment is personal success, and the cardinal and intellectual virtues are sufficient 

for the task. 



CHAPTER III 

DEAD BABIES: WHEN CHARITY FAILS AT HOME 

Amis's Dead Babies has its problems, duly noted by reviewers and Amis himself, 

whose comment is that both it and The Rachel Papers are "a mixture of clumsy 

apprenticeship and unwarranted showing off" (qtd. in Contemporary Authors. New 

Revision Series 27.20). Dead Babies probably does not get enthusiastically passed 

around; even to say its title requires a certain amount of courage~or insensitivity, 

especially if the hearers include parents. The title is horrifying, and so is the content, 

which recounts a weekend house party filled with sex and drugs and punctuated by very 

personal threats from an unknown "Johnny," who turns out to be a member of the group 

and ultimately their murderer. 

When the novel came out in 1975, reviewers generally found it brutal, boring, 

and obvious. Drabble found it unfortunately memorable, with "uniformly unpleasant" 

characters and "violently monotonous" action (2). Lehman-Haupt found it "oddly 

boring," without enough tension in the story (27), and Mason said that it "tips over into 

a disappointing banality" (1225). All of the critics found it didactic, a warning about 

permissiveness: "an insufficiently funny satire" (Bannon 48), "a satiric book, written by 

a puritan, who, like that other satirist Swift, is deeply repelled by the normal function 

of the human body, as well as by its more abnormal ones" (Drabble 2). Drabble decided 

"that Martin Amis is so horrified by the world he sees in process of formation that he 

52 
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feels compelled to warn us about it" (2). Mason concluded that it "is fuelled by a 

hatred of libertarian practices for which Martin Amis can find no adequate vehicle" 

(1225). Amis himself makes clear by his epigraph from Menippus that he intends 

satire of the present by using the future. 

The complaints about the novel are generally accurate but miss on the 

specifics. The reviewers see the warning directed mainly at sex and drugs, which are 

certainly obvious problems among the group in this novel. While this may be banal, 

it is not trivial, any more than it was trivial of Swift to point out the obvious 

problems in Ireland in another work about dead babies. However, although sex and 

drugs may have been Amis's target, the novel itself goes beyond these issues into the 

larger one of moral systems. Regardless of whether Amis feels "hatred" about the 

subject, the novel clearly shows the logical conclusion of philosophical 

permissiveness. More than being about the horrors of unfettered promiscuity and 

drug use, of meanness and cruelty, it is also about the source of values, their 

persistence, and the results when moral education fails. 

If the novel is propelled by such ideas, as will be argued here, then at least 

some of the monotony which the critics object to turns out to be helpful. As in 

Gulliver's Travels, there is a documentary side to this satire which de-emphasizes 

dramatic tension, for Amis is taking the reader into a different world. In Dead 

Babies. Amis presents a group that operates on a value system that is far more 

permissive than 1975 young-adult morality. To present this gruesome vision as 

normal, this group's promiscuity and cruelty must be presented as routine, as routine 
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as fox-hunting or golf in the weekends of other groups. Says Powell, in the first 

scholarly discussion of the novel: "The hurtling, obsessive obscenity . . . is in the 

end, as it is intended to be, numbing" (44). It is perhaps fortunate that Amis was 

able to display this system through only a weekend and only two hundred pages. He 

has presented not only an extreme moral system as routine but as a system that is 

already exhausted. 

When viewed as a satire, Dead Babies runs into more problems; "a clever but 

insufficiently funny satire," Bannon calls it (48). The problem with Dead Babies as 

satire is in voice and tone. Highet, in The Anatomy of Satire, maintains that satire is 

most successful when the author either pretends to be part of the "ludicrous and 

despiccable pattern" or, if outside the picture, relates to it "with wide-eyed and 

apparently honest naivete or . . . mild indulgent humor" (190). In Dead Babies the 

narrator is detached, moving through Appleseed Rectory in the first pages of the 

novel like a cameraman, somewhat like Robbe-Grillet's Snapshots. This narrator's 

pronoun is not "I" but "we," editorial but also drawing the reader in as detached 

observer as well. The use of the first person disappears by page six, recurring 

occasionally for editorial comment or for introducing a character's past (e.g., 52, 

157, 164, 181).1 The narrative voice is "highly cynical and callous," says Specht 

(788) and remains detached throughout (in contrast with the narrator in A Modest 

Proposal, for instance, who apologetically detaches himself, as if he were truly 

*Page numbers in parentheses refer to Dead Babies. Vintage International Edition 
(New York: Vintage, 1991). 
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concerned in the project). Powell finds these "attempts at ironic or satirical 

detachment. . . uneasy" (44). Amis's narrator keeps a distance between himself and 

the characters by describing every brutal detail with little emotional comment of his 

own except pity, which is not the same as sympathy. He warns occasionally of the 

horrors ahead but seems to have no emotions about them. He is fatalistic about the 

characters' situations in the story and about their lot in life, particularly in his 

treatment of Keith, the freak in the group (60, 146-47). At the same time, however, 

the narrator gives so much detail about the characters that the characters are fully 

realized and can arouse sympathy. Amis himself never expected anyone to care about 

little Keith, for instance, and yet readers do: "'This guy is carefully divested of 

every possible reason for being liked, and yet people really do care about his 

character'" (Haffendon 12). The comedy is at the characters' expense,2 and often is 

only funny for a moment, until the horror sets in, as when Andy blasts Keith with the 

fire hose (191-92). It is especially ironic that the novel clearly shows a number of 

characters who suffer from a lack of love~and they get none from this narrator, 

either. As Menippus used Hades as a satiric setting, Amis uses hell, for that is what 

Appleseed Rectory becomes during this weekend (189); one shouldn't expect much 

love in hell.3 

Amis disclaims any responsibility for scientific accuracy in the novel. His 

2A recurring question Amis raises in interviews and novels is whether the novelist 
should inflict pain on the character; see Haffendon, e.g. (11-12). 

3Kingsley Amis also uses hell in New Maps of Hell, which Highet terms "space 
fiction as satire" (162). 



56 

"Author's Note" says that not only are the characters fictitious but also "most of the 

technical, medical, and psychological data are too" (xii). Much of the discussion 

which follows in this study relies on the "psychological data," the background data 

given about each character. It is safe to do so because Dead Babies is a better novel 

than Amis may realize, reflecting his ability with '"high anthropology'" (Haffendon 

15). Though extreme, the psychological details are believable. Moreover, the 

extremes Amis has depicted, especially the familial and the violent ones, are less 

implausible in 1995 than when the novel was first published in 1975. 

Morality in this study is being approached through analysis of the values of the 

characters, who can be treated somewhat according to the groupings of the novel. 

There are the six who live at Appleseed Rectory-Giles, Keith, Diana, Andy, Celia, 

and Quentin/Johnny; three American visitors-Marvell, Roxeanne, and Skip; and 

Lucy, the English visitor. In the background of the novel is another group, the 

Conceptualists, who terrorize the world outside the rectory with their "Gestures," and 

whose morality comes from an entirely different base. 

There are rather obvious surface values and outright discussions of them, and 

there are subtler ones, which the characters themselves are unaware of. On the 

surface, the characters are pleasure-seekers and libertarians, but Amis has been 

careful to give each character a background that informs their behavior. The first 

step in this study is to analyze their behavior in light of their pasts, pasts which the 

characters themselves have largely buried but which are unearthed through the drug 

states of this weekend. Most of these characters are, in fact, not pursuing pleasure; 
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they are avoiding pain that goes back to childhood. None has had a childhood that 

contains traditional family love; in fact, only one has even had a family of natural 

parents and siblings. Now they pursue acceptance and affection. 

Giles is the readiest example. Rich and indulged, he is the victim of his 

mother's incestuous treatment. Because his mother has always violated his sexual 

boundaries, he has always been an easy sexual partner for anyone of either gender. 

She still controls his life by her demands and still fondles him (111). She also blames 

his birth for causing her tooth problems (108). His life is now dominated by a 

paralyzing fear about his own teeth (that is quite funny; Powell calls Giles "perhaps 

the one real comic creation in the novel" [43]). The best he can do is try to stay 

numb through alcohol. That Giles wants love that accepts instead of stifles is evident 

from his affair with Lucy, which began with his not having to have sex with her (30). 

Giles commits suicide by alcohol poisoning because he believes no one can love him 

because of his teeth. 

Diana might appear to be more of a pleasure-seeker in this group; before 

meeting Andy, she has slept around quite freely-but without ever staying till morning 

(67). Sex for Diana is like alcohol for Giles: it is a way of avoiding pain, which in 

her case is the "fear of being alone" (67). Shuttled between the "practical, intelligent, 

and cunning" mother and an alcoholic father, who have been apart since Diana was 

two months old, she has been carefully groomed and pushed by her mother. From 

the comments that her mother has made in the past about Diana to other people, 

comments such as . .poor Diana probably pesters her dreadfully'" (66), it appears 
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that her mother has probably never made her feel admired or wanted. She has mainly 

been "feted" by her father, who has a rather unusual attachment to children ("And~ 

heck~the guy just likes kids" [66]). Like her father, Diana has learned how to please 

people. She envies her mother, is contemptuous of her father, fears being alone, and 

"bursts into tears without knowing why" (67). Along the way she has learned to 

enjoy sex (68), but she becomes promiscuous at puberty not because it is pleasant but 

because it is "a dial in the machinery of her self-regard" (67). It covers the emotional 

need to know that she is admired, that she is accepted. 

Celia is of a similar mold. Sense pleasure does seem to be the only good that 

Celia knows-whatever money can buy. Promiscuity becomes inadequate in its old 

forms when she meets Quentin and falls in love, which she understands only in sexual 

terms. In all of the sense pleasure of her life before Quentin, however, she has not 

known what she was doing: "She had no clue but her money. . . " (156). She has 

simply accepted a way of life made possible by her money, a way taught to her by 

her divorced stepparents, the only parents mentioned for her. She is the poor little 

rich girl, orphaned or abandoned. Her jealous stepmother looks her up now and then 

between men, and her distant stepfather gives her two minutes of advice and attention 

en route to his mistress. He credits her generation with teaching free love to his 

(158), overlooking, of course, that his generation has failed to give, teach, or 

exemplify unselfish love or even affection to hers. The only view given of Celia 

before age seventeen is when she allows herself quite casually to be seduced by a 

"hideous bellboy" at a hotel where her stepmother has slept with "two hotel waiters, 
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the janitor of the hotel swimming pool, and the maitre de of the hotel dining room" 

(18). Before age seventeen, Celia is already an unknowing sexual victim. By 

seventeen she is rampantly promiscuous. She simply follows the example of her 

stepparents. Her promiscuous life, however, has really not been satisfying to her 

"pliant and shockable nature" (156). Now that she is married to Quentin, whom she 

believes loves her, even though she is of the "not-quite-pretty" ((156), gratitude is her 

chief emotion (4): she is grateful to be loved. Like Diana and Giles, Celia has been a 

pleasure-seeker only by default, knowing no other way. 

Keith and Andy are similarly guided by their pasts. Keith is the only 

Appleseeder with a whole family (a very comic family), with parents and a sister, a 

family having "several claims to being the fattest family alive" (129). Biology is 

destiny for Keith. His life has been a torment of embarrassment about the family fat 

and a torrent of mutual verbal abuse, of "snarling and swearing at one another" (130). 

The sample conversation of the Whitehead family includes Keith and his father calling 

each other all the worst vulgarities and Keith doing the same to his mother, all 

prompted by the difficulties of fitting into the family car (130). When money is tight, 

Keith's father has the mother "model eighteen hours a day" at an art school (131). 

This has been Keith's moral and emotional upbringing. When Keith goes off to 

college, Father calls "to say that he spoke for the whole family in asking Keith never 

to contact them again" (133). After a week of college, a "more or less average week, 

you'd have thought" (133) in which Keith has suffered rejection from everyone, 

including his tutor, it is no surprise that "on the Friday the Whitehead started to be 
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insane" (133). His psychiatrist concludes that his life "had been quite devoid of 

emotional incident" (133). This is hardly a life "devoid of emotional incident," of 

course: it is simply devoid of affection and full of grief. By the time Keith meets 

Quentin, Andy, Diana, and Giles in a college bar, he is afraid even to say his last 

name (138). Keith's honesty about himself and his ugliness, however, attracts Andy, 

and for the first time in his life Keith finds himself being included in a group, even 

though it is in the role of freak and guinea pig. Acceptance of any kind is better than 

none. 

Keith's life is still motivated by the pain of loneliness and rejection. He cries 

when rejected by the Tuckles, the rejects in the Appleseed hierarchy (139). He 

tortures himself to make himself taller (116), and he lets Andy and Quentin 

experiment with drugs on him. These are efforts like Diana's with sex, efforts to be 

accepted, though Keith's efforts always fail. Even Keith's efforts at sexual 

experience, for instance, are not pleasure pursuits but futile efforts to prove that he is 

sexually acceptable (135-37, 168). The pornography he collects fits into the same 

scheme: the pictures are his "lucent girlfriends" (138) who don't run away from him 

in horror. Things become so bad for Keith that the narrator feels compelled to 

apologize: "Well, we're sorry about it, Keith, of course, but we're afraid that you 

simply had to be that way. Nothing personal, you understand—merely in order to 

serve the designs of this particular fiction" (146-47).4 The apology seems somewhat 

4The question of cosmic fatalism is important in Amis, who clearly sees the 
analogy between author and God or god. The question is avoided in this study 
because of its inconsistency with or irrelevance to the view that Amis himself holds as 
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hollow, in light of the lot the narrator has given little Keith. Even in the narrator, 

Keith doesn't have much of a friend. 

While Keith is the only one of the Appleseeders with a whole family, all of 

whom reject him, Andy is one with no natural or even step-family. Abandoned 

without a name by his mother when he was two weeks old, he has grown up 

haphazardly in the hippie commune where he was born. The commune has done all 

right by him, though~his upbringing even includes some words of affection: he has 

been "the foster child of a hundred postnatal waifs, the cossett [sic] of a dozen 

itinerant rhythm guitarists, the darling of scores of provincial pushers, the minion of a 

thousand sick junkies" (179). That is, though having no natural family, Andy has 

been thoroughly indulged and has, of course, learned the community's drug habits, 

sexual permissiveness, and general lawlessness. Consequently Andy lives as his own 

law. As he tells Diana: ". . . 1 never do what I don't want to do" (12). When taken 

as a ward of the government, he uses blackmail and threats to get his way (180). His 

current temporary post office job he is too young for (he is twenty-four), so he has 

either lied, coerced, or manipulated his way in there (17). Of the five Appleseeders 

whose histories are told and who are who they appear to be, Andy is the one who 

seems most committed to pleasure per se. 

However, even Andy cares about love and acceptance, as his affair with Lucy 

a satirist of or preacher to the society, the view that we ought to make things better. 
Fate in Amis is only a given through one's genes and one's environment, more or 
less. From that point, his characters still hold themselves responsible for their 
actions. 
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clearly shows. After sexual experience that includes hundreds (182-83) and has 

already, at age seventeen, produced in him the feeling of "canceled sex" of the novel 

(182), when Andy finds Lucy, he wants to settle down with her and have her give up 

her other men (28). When she refuses, he takes Quentin along to rape her and 

afterward is in tears (29). During the weekend it is Lucy that he does successfully 

make love to (or rape-it's an ambiguous situation), not Roxeanne, who challenges 

him to sex for its own sake (98-99, 101-02). For all his permissive lawlessness, 

Andy wants love, too. He has just given up on it. 

Skip, the strangest of the three Americans, is much like these five 

Appleseeders. He has the most distorted past, full of comically horrible violence and 

humiliation. His father not only beats his son but has required him to shovel out the 

privy with his hands as punishment and then raped him as punishment when Skip used 

a shovel instead (52). Eventually Skip fights back, with the result that the father 

"hosepiped his wife to death" (54). Skip's life since then is filled with sex, drugs, 

and wandering, until Marvell and Roxeanne rescue him and more or less adopt him. 

'"We're like his mother and father as well as his lovers,'" says Roxeanne (56). 

Skip's life, like Giles's, is crippled by emotional problems caused by crazy parents. 

His life is now an effort to avoid the pain of home; any recollection of home evokes 

violence from him. He is not pursuing pleasure but hiding pain brought on by the 

extremest feeling of lack of affection. 

The other two Americans, Marvell and Roxeanne, have had somewhat brighter 

childhoods, although little is told about them. Both had parents who were "rich, 
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affectionate, indulgent" (56). "Affectionate" sounds good, but "indulgent" suggests 

some problems. Indulged as children, they have no sexual limits and live further 

outside tradition than the Appleseeders. One household was Jewish, one Gentile, and 

both broken. '"We only see them for cash,'" says Roxeanne, adding that '"you don't 

need parents for much or for long'" (56). Money and absolute freedom have taken 

the place of affection from parents for these two. 

There are two characters about whom the narrator gives almost no reliable 

background details. About Lucy, the other weekend visitor, the call girl with the 

"crew-cut silver hair" and the "sequinned eyelids" (73), no family background at all is 

given. Whatever it was, it has produced a call girl with "'a heart of gold'" and a 

heroin addiction (149, 150). 

About Quentin, the leader of the Appleseeders and the apple of everyone's 

eye, there is only one reliable hint about childhood before his life of every kind of 

illegal and unkind activity. The narrator describes him in the catalogue of 

Appleseeders at the beginning as a tall young adult hitchhiking across Europe for the 

first time "without elderly chaperones of one sort or another," with "little money and 

few contacts," and "green eyes . . . bright with pure hedonistic anticipation" (18). 

Marvell says at the end that Quentin "never had any parents far as I knew" (200). 

All of Quentin's story of rich parents and conniving brother is either a lie, if he is 

consciously two-faced, or, more likely, is the result of "false memory" such as Andy 
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experiences (161-62).5 While all the other Appleseeders, hallucinating under 

Marvell's marvels, have been remembering italicized fragments of their buried pasts, 

Quentin has staved his off, threatening to kill Marvell if Marvell didn't given him the 

antidote (190). When "all the blank wrong yesterdays" hit Quentin at the end, the 

cause is Marvell and Celia's mention of his past (200). At that point Quentin goes as 

crazy as Skip. He murders Celia, Marvell, and Diana, and at the end awaits, with a 

"burnished ax," the miraculously transformed Keith (206). The past that Quentin 

does recall, though fairly recent, has included every kind of brutality imaginable, one 

would think, but "all these pornographic, hallucinatory, and mercantile dreams" have 

palled on him (203), with the result that he has embarked on a most exquisite pursuit 

of murder, similar to the Conceptualists' Gestures. He has moved over from a 

system based on sexual and hallucinatory pleasures to a system based on sadism and, 

oddly enough, aestheticism, as will be shown. 

Several points are obvious from this lengthy review of the characters and their 

pasts: none of them has known love from a happy family. Their pasts include 

physical abuse, verbal abuse, indifference, indulgence, and rejection. None of their 

families provided consistent love or consistent discipline. All of them are "dead 

babies" who have missed out in some way on family love and now seek affection or 

5Quentin does not appear to be a split personality. Although we do not see him 
perform the various threats he has been doing and cannot know whether it was the 
urbane Quentin or the violent Johnny who does them, we do see the urbane Quentin 
consciously give Skip the fatal letter. Quentin and Johnny thus overlap. Instead of 
split personality, Quentin is so much further along in his degeneration that he lives 
most of the time in false memory instead of just having occasional instances of it. 
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substitutes. As Diana says to Andy: "'Don't you think we must have made a mistake 

a long time ago to end up like this. That something went wrong and that's now why 

we're all so dead . . . Baby?'" (153). She is right about something going wrong, but 

it has gone wrong first in the older generation. 

None of these babies have been shown or taught anything of the tradition of 

Western morality, or any other morality. Skip in Tara, Tennessee, may have had a 

traditional morality around in the neighborhood, but it never reached him. Those 

who are rich have been taught manners as a way of getting on in the world. Diana 

has been taught to be "good" in the sense of being what other people, especially rich 

people, want her to be, as has Celia. Roxeanne and Marvell have been taught more 

than the others apparently, Marvell's situation allowing him to get a full scholarly 

education. None of the six main characters, however, has been shown by a parent 

anything of a life built on traditional virtues, for goodness' sake. All of them have 

simply fallen into the way of life chosen for them or set for them, consciously or 

unconsciously, by their parents or surrogate parents. They have, of course, come in 

contact with other choices. All of them except Quentin are attending college. But 

their attitudes toward themselves have been set early in life and never been 

contradicted. Now each one drifts or swims in the current of those attitudes, avoiding 

pain and seeking affection. 

With almost nothing to go on, however, the Appleseeders and their guests do 

exhibit some underlying virtues. As Powell notes: " . . . like all Amis novels, the 

book has a soft side and strikes unexpected notes of wry gentleness" (44). Powell's 



66 

examples are the Appleseeders' preference for the temperate video over the blatantly 

pornographic ones (165-66) and the narrator's call for pity for them (164). The 

narrator comments that the "household, indeed, considers itself a fortress for the old 

pieties, a stout anachronism, a bastion of the values it seems for us so notably to 

lack" (17). The comment is ironic and refers to the permissive sexual attitudes which 

have just been exhibited in various conversations, attitudes which the narrator assumes 

his readers will find "fanciful" (16) but which instead are old-fashioned in the future 

the novel is set in. The sexual behaviors in this bastion of values are extreme (though 

not so extreme as what the Americans bring with them), but the narrator is right not 

only ironically but also literally: this household does reflect some traditional values. 

It operates like the most secure and affectionate family any of these folk have ever 

had. Though no one has ever taught them to be unselfish or to think about the 

welfare of others, they sometimes, for no apparent reason, restrain their own impulses 

or do kind things for one another. 

Morning scenes, before the group gets more stoned, are comparatively 

pleasant times because of this. Giles trusts Keith with his recurring nightmare, and 

Keith offers to share the old bacon with Giles (8). Celia fixes breakfast ("'Don't call 

it that,'said Andy sharply. 'Just call it food'") (118-19), and they work together to 

produce a picnic (48, 56). Giles and Keith keep each other informed about soap 

operas and "would often sit together, silently, like old men" (13-14). The group 

shows genuine concern for Keith when he staggers in in his torturous boots (118). 

Keith is not publicly unkind to Celia's cat (that counts for goodness here), and Andy 
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is grieved by the cat's death (160), a detail which Powell notes is sentimental in Andy 

(43). They respect each others' rooms and living habits, even when disgusted by 

them-Keith's, in particular. They even include Keith in the group hug, the "human 

wigwam" (43). Giles and Andy grieve over the dove Giles has wounded (163). 

Amis is careful not to let the group seem altruistic in their efforts to save 

Keith and Giles from their suicides, crediting these efforts to keeping the authorities 

out of their drug-laden household, not to love (186). They do not consciously 

perform self-sacrificial deeds. But in little ways acts of unselfishness and concern for 

the welfare of the others occur. Most of these acts involve Lucy, but even Andy, the 

killer of birds and terrorizer of the Tuckles, thinks unselfishly when he is about to 

die: his penultimate thought is '"Diana . . (205), who he knows is now in danger 

from Johnny. With Lucy, there has been kindness in the way her affair with Giles 

began (30-31), and there is tenderness in the way Giles knows he can "depend on" 

her when she comes into his room (83). There is unselfishness in Lucy when she 

tells Giles, '"Don't worry, baby, I'll catch a sofa or something'" (84) rather than 

encroach on his room. After his terrible brutalities to Lucy, Andy and Lucy "agreed 

to contact each other whenever they felt sad or lonely, to confide in each other, to 

help each other in times of need, to be friends'" (31). The description is intentionally 

trite, one suspects, and satirizes the prostitute with the "heart of gold," a phrase 

which Lucy applies to herself in the sense of being willing to sleep with any male 

(149), but it is still a fact of their lives that friends matter. 

And, pathetic example though it be, there is some unselfishness in Keith when 
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he listens to Lucy's screed of woe until 5:30 a.m. instead of forcing himself on her as 

he has planned, even though he is disgusted with himself afterward for his cowardice 

(103). He does what she wants, not what he wants. Two things account for this in 

Keith: first, when he meets Lucy, he realizes she is human, "spectacularly human," 

not some sort of sex machine (73), and, second, Lucy has been kind to him, not 

ridiculing him when she laughs at the realization of who Keith is: "(And she smiled at 

him! At Whitehead! Without a whisper of ridicule in her face)" (94). Consequently 

he later responds to her in a humane way. 

No reason is given for these kindnesses, but they appear to involve an innate 

regard for humanity, some understanding of love as unselfish, and an innate sense of 

justice that does not return evil for good. 

This sense of justice is most clearly developed in Andy, the best (worst?) 

example being his brutalizing of Lucy when she refuses to settle in with him. Andy 

calls this '"radical rape, for her own fuckin' good'" (29). This is violence as 

equalizer, a way of achieving justice as he sees it, a tactic Andy shares with a number 

of other Amis males. Andy claims they are '"ecstatic materialists . . . Meaning, we 

grab whatever the fuck's going'" (140). Right now that appears to be violence, which 

he defends as innate, so it's sort of felt selfhood, realized livingness, it's expressing 

life in its full creative force-it's sort of creative to do it" (143). However, when 

Andy attempts to defend his philosophy of creative violence, it is apparent that he 

hasn't thought very far. When Giles asks him whether this philosophy gives Andy 

the right to attack '"some poor old lady in the street,'" Andy's reply is, '"what a 
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crappy example. That's more like torture or something'" (143). Underneath this 

reply is the assumption that there should be some control of violence, that is, some 

sort of justice. Andy also admits that policemen are needed, but at the core of his 

philosophy is himself: he'll beat Giles up if Giles reports him to the police. He 

justifies shooting the birds also on how he feels, "depending on his mood" (113), but 

the very fact that he feels he has to defend the killing shows that he relies on justice 

of some sort; his violence is not arbitrary. Moreover, Andy doesn't want Skip to 

kick the cow because the cow deserves "'respeck'" for having attacked them first 

(144). Andy appears to believe that violence is okay as long as there is a reason for 

it, such as getting even with Lucy, getting the Tuckles to move, or proving that he is 

the sexual equal of Roxeanne; or it is okay-and fun-as long as the one being attacked 

is stronger than the attacker. He has an individualized but strong sense of justice: 

don't take advantage unless there's "good" reason. 

In addition to justice, most of the group assume some standards about romantic 

love. They assume that it involves fidelity. That is, they believe that, regardless of 

one's previous sexual practices, when one is in love, one should be faithful. As noted 

above, Andy has expected Lucy to give up other men for him. Diana is jealous of 

Andy over Roxeanne and Lucy, and Andy remembers each one of Diana's infidelities 

(80). Celia is happily monogamous with Quentin, '"to keep sex emotional,'" says 

Quentin (123). Celia demonstrates that limiting oneself can produce more happiness, 

not less. Though this appears to be an odd assumption for this group, it shows 

nonetheless that sex alone is not what they seek but also affection or love in rather 



70 

traditional terms. This sense of fidelity appears to be innate, or else taught by the 

good old days that Diana and Andy regret when they see "Billv fks Jane" and "Susan 

fs Emily" replacing the "faded etching, Peter L Anne" on the park bench (152). 

The Appleseeders also believe that, except for pain as punishment, sexual 

practices that hurt someone else are not good, contrary to what the Americans 

practice. There is such a thing as humiliation. Thus Andy is angry at the Americans 

for whatever they have done to Keith, and Keith himself feels so much shame that he 

attempts suicide (174). Free though they appear to be, these Appleseeders do have 

standards about love and sex that involve some self-control. 

Though love is the big concern among the Appleseeders, faith and hope are 

generally lacking. Faith in each other is about all they have, and that is unreliable. 

Keith, for instance, knows that even when others try to be nice to him, they'll still 

hurt him, as when Giles tells him how short and fat he, Keith, is (10). Giles puts 

faith in Lucy's words that he could be loved even with false teeth, and Roxeanne 

immediately crushes this hope of love. Diana knows better than to hope to keep 

Andy. Love is their only hope, but it is failing them. The future is blank. Lucy 

expresses it to Keith: "'Can you imagine us old?'" (151). '"No way,'" they agree. 

Ironically, Keith will die just when hope has been restored for him. Andy has more 

faith and hope than any of the other Appleseeders because he has found something 

new to grab onto now in the violence and discipline of the Conceptualists, whom he 

would like to join (89). '"They'll last,'" he says (88), but Quentin demonstrates 

where this cold violence leads: his eyes that once were bright with "pure hedonistic 
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anticipation" (18) are at the end "like wild, dying suns" (206). His venture into 

violence has not led to greater hope. What Andy thinks about as he dies, moreover, 

is not disappointment that he won't get to be a Conceptualist. His first thought is 

about love, about Diana. Tough guy that he is, he concludes, "'Ah, I don't give a 

shit'" (205), but this ambiguous remark indicates that he really has cared about 

something, life or love or both~but he maintains the tough appearance. The hope for 

life and love to mean something dies hard. 

The Appleseeders also show limited bits of prudence and temperance, perhaps 

as a result of an innate desire to stay alive. They take care of the mundane details 

required to live, and all of them except Quentin are enrolled in college (not that 

college is very helpful in this society, as will be shown below). Andy and Quentin 

have jobs. A degraded sort of courage also appears in Andy and Quentin. In Andy it 

is rashness: he is not afraid to use direct violence. In Quentin it is combined with 

prudence and temperance, seen in the way he boldly conciliates the "old cops" and in 

the cunning with which he carries out his scheme. Keith wants to have courage-

courage to attack Lucy, for instance~and is disgusted with himself when he doesn't. 

Bits of traditional virtue persist in the Appleseeders, but these virtues have been 

degraded because they are not connected to love as concern for the welfare of others. 

The Americans and the Conceptualists demonstrate further stages in this 

separation. The American Marvell propounds the view that love is '"dead babies'" 

and that sex has now been separated from emotion: "'Sex is something your body 

does'" (123-24). He and Roxeanne thus do anything they want to sexually, with 
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anyone. To argue that they love each other is difficult, because they could reply that 

they simply give each other physical pleasure. They have not entirely done away 

with emotion, however: Roxeanne, indulged child that she is, gets angry when 

nobody else wants to screw around (167)~that's emotional. What they have done is 

separate love of any kind from sex and done away with romantic love entirely, 

replacing it with the self's sensual pleasure. Even friendship seems unnecessary to 

them; they are a troy because it suits all of them, not because they particularly care 

about each other. Though Roxeanne has said they mother Skip, it is a justice-based 

arrangement, not a loving one: '"He does things for us,'" says Marvell (56). Nor do 

Marvell and Roxeanne rescue Skip out of altruism but on a whim, even taking 

pictures of his horrible condition (55). And the three of them brutalize Keith entirely 

according to their own whims. 

Though they claim not to care about love, at least on the individual level, they 

claim to care about social justice. They are alarmed by Quentin and Andy's defense 

of feudalism, which is a matter of justice (140), and they have cursed the hospital 

staff that wouldn't violate regulations to take care of the brutally beaten Skip (55). 

They are revolutionaries who care, however grotesquely, about remaking society: 

"'Obliterate it all. Entirely. Then we could really start over'" (140). Though cold 

and lawless, they still care about making things "good," in their own terms, with 

some sort of respect for justice and human suffering. Their treatment of Keith, 

however, is quite feudal, using him as something lower on the scale of humanity, 

with no respect whatsoever for what he wants, and they apparently consider this just. 
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They are inconsistent and absurd, clearly Americans from Amis's "moronic inferno," 

but they demonstrate what happens when love is separated from the other virtues, for 

they do apparently care about the intellectual and cardinal virtues, as will be shown. 

Intellect obviously matters to Marvell, even if love doesn't, and his faith and 

hope are in drugs, business, and science (43). He has his doctorate, is fall of 

knowledge about drugs, and maintains a purely material view of the brain and the 

emotions. Prudence and self-discipline also matter to him, because he conducts 

research and writes book to promote his views. In Marvell, love is converted into 

selfishness, while the intellectual and cardinal virtures are retained. What remains is 

a high regard for self-discipline and prudence, with courage taking a lesser place. 

Courage may involve pain, and feeling good matters most-Roxeanne is, in fact, 

afraid when they stop to help Skip and does not want to stay (55). The justice that 

remains is egoistic, what makes one feel good, not necessarily what is good for 

others. 

One last group remains in this novel, and it is the group that both Andy and 

Quentin are leaning toward, a group that is much more consistent in its morality than 

the Americans~and much more horrifying. These are the Conceptualists, perpetrators 

of the bizarre "Gestures." They are at the center of this book, not only being 

introduced at almost the actual midpoint but also as the key to the plot (a who's-

doing-it) and as the key to the moral philosophy. 

The Conceptualists derive their values from an aesthetic base. Their very 

name suggests an artistic movement, and their "Gestures" are art work, which they 
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apparently sign with a G (206). As Andy says, they are "the only ones who have 

made something out of what technology has done to sex and violence" (88); "creative 

sense," he calls it. Sex and violence, semen and blood are often the media, and 

technology and bureaucracy are their victims right along with people. "Precision and 

arbitrariness were the twin hallmarks" of their work, as well as anonymity, calm, 

"coldness, cunning, and cruelty" (88, 89). Their first work was the simultaneous 

scalping of "fifteen lowly civil servants . . . in their beds" (88). Then health care and 

social workers have their Achilles' tendons severed. Then thirty hardware-store 

owners have "their left eyes spooned out" (89). Then "bizarre confetti," including 

"pornographic postcards" and "blacklisted urinalyses," is dropped from stolen 

helicopters (89). These are the major works, apparently, while minor ones include 

instances of breaking in and destroying or defiling places, of mistreating "the crippled 

and insane," of sexually harming an eighteen-month-old girl (89). These are not acts 

with any immediately clear external motive—money, revenge, or power—but neither 

are they works "for their own sake." Their statement does have to be inferred, 

however. That is, these Gestures are works of art, ready for interpretation. 

Andy's interpretation of the Conceptualists and their work seems accurate: 

they show what can be done with violence to people and to things. They do show 

contempt for helpless and helping people and for man-made things, and they may do 

so through sex, technology, and violence, but if Andy is right, they show sex and 

violence combined with technology to create an art appropriate to a technological age, 

as they see it. The car crash is the clearest example. Since cars and sex are 
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frequently mixed in the technological age, cars being not only the scene of much 

sexual mischief but also a symbol of masculinity, the Conceptualist Gesture uses the 

car as the literal object of male sexuality and the crash as the climax. To the 

Conceptualists this is not necessarily a statement against the state of things but simply 

the emblematic depiction of it. But what is creative about scalping fifteen sewage-

disposal workers or maiming thirty hardware-store owners? It is creative enough 

never to have been imagined before, as creative as much modern art. There is a 

creative vision behind the completed work. One can strain to draw connections 

between sex, violence, and technology in all the Gestures, but the general principle in 

them all is that there is no limit to the human imagination and action. No matter how 

far technology, sexual freedom, and violence have gone, there are new frontiers of 

creativity, frontiers of mutilation, fragmentation, and disintegration-frontiers 

bordering on death. 

There are only two explicit requirements in order to belong to the 

Conceptualists. The first requirement, height of over six feet, is not surprising, given 

the probability that most Gestures will meet with some resistance and therefore 

require superior force. It suggests, of course, a concern with power; when this group 

assembles, its very stature will have an effect. This requirement also might eliminate 

most women, since, even in this future time, Andy considers six feet as tall. The 

second membership requirement is the more incongruous one, in light of what they 

do; its second membership requirement is a humanities degree. With this 

requirement, Amis quietly reiterates what the lives of the Appleseeders has already 
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shown-what happens when moral education fails. 

To see the heart of a system or society, look into its educational system, for 

there one finds what the society considers important enough to bother to teach. In 

Western civilization a humanities education involves, more or less, what human 

beings have thought and written. The society considers these ideas to be important 

for some reason. Knowing them, it is assumed, will make the learner better in some 

way-better able to carry on the traditions of the civilization, perhaps, but more 

importantly, able to make helpful contributions to the civilization. It is assumed that 

the education will make people "better"; otherwise, why bother? 

With the simple detail of the humanities requirement, Amis has vastly warped 

the world of the novel. In this world, three options exist in higher education: (1) the 

humanities degree is so empty of teaching about virtue or weak in teaching it that a 

Conceptualist finds no conflict between his degree and his Conceptualist projects, (2) 

the degree has actually taught a system that encourages the Conceptualist philosophy, 

or (3) the civilization itself is teaching, in a much stronger way, a philosophy far 

different from that of its archaic universities and humanities programs, which the 

Conceptualists insult. This third option is unlikely because there is plenty of evidence 

in the novel that society at large in the novel still operates by traditional values. 

There are hospitals, police forces, and laws about drugs and murder, for instance. 

There are also glimpses of an older generation with an older set of values: Mrs. Fry 

looks at Quentin with "appalled desire" and boxes Keith on the ear for getting fresh 

(32); the "old cops" harass the younger generation for having money and expensive 
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cars without having to work hard for them (97); and the terrorized Tuckles respond 

with servility to Keith, not with violence. All of the grandparent generation in the 

novel reflect something of traditional values, including some sort of sexual restraint 

(even if based only on appearance), hard work, justice, and politeness. 

Either the first or second option is the case, and which it is does not matter a 

whole lot, for if the educational system is not teaching a moral system or is teaching a 

weak or unfounded one, then other moral systems will sound just as good, including 

the Conceptualilst one. The educational system is implying by default that any moral 

system is acceptable. The teachers are in an untenable position that any student 

leaning toward the Conceptualists can easily destroy logically. As Drabble has said, 

Dead Babies is about "the nature of civilization" (2), and one of the novel's points is 

that merely to be educated in the humanities does not guarantee humaneness in a 

traditional sense. To borrow from Caliban, the Conceptualist might say, "You taught 

me philosophy and the arts, and my profit on't is that I know how to execute complex 

atrocities." And the Conceptualist could say it with pride. 

It is clear that the Conceptualists value the intellect, though wisdom and 

understanding have a new meaning. What in fact is wisdom, if this is what their 

pursuit of higher education can lead them into? They are a far cry from Aristotle and 

Aquinas, for whom wisdom is associated with a happiness that they assume can be 

universally recognized. Says Aquinas: " . . . the intellectual virtues are about those 

things by which a man is made happy" (Summa Theologica. Second Part, Part I, Q. 

57, Art. 1). The Conceptualists value the intellect strictly for their own purposes. 
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The so-called happiness or sense of success they attempt to achieve with it might 

include sadism and certainly includes self-discipline, but not love for others. They 

demonstrate the results when intellectual virtues are separated from the theological 

ones. Aquinas notes in the passage already cited that "a virtue which perfects the 

will, such as charity or justice, confers the good use of these speculative habits. And 

in this way too there can be merit in the act of these habits, if they be done out of 

charity." Separated from charity, these "speculative habits" lose their virtue. The 

Conceptualists illustrate the point. 

There is no evidence that the Conceptualists value the theological virtues in 

any traditional sense. They may have faith, but it is in each other, the organization, 

and death. Hope may or may not be of value to them. Andy places hope in them: 

'"They'll last,'" he says (89), so perhaps they have hope for a future of their own 

making, in their image. What sort of future that would be is hard to imagine, 

however, since their Gestures involve destruction, or the "creation of destruction"; if 

they have a goal beyond destruction, it is not revealed. Their Gestures lead to 

interesting moments in the present, but not much further; there is hope only for 

another Gesture. The change in love in their system is their most frightening aspect. 

Whether Conceptualists love one another is unknown. Certainly they have to be able 

to accept one another in order to work together, but that does not mean they have to 

love one another any more than the members of any select society always love one 

another. They love their works, however, speaking of them with "almost erotic 

yearning" (89). They are not necessarily sadistic; they do not have to love inflicting 
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pain. But they are artists who love their creations, and they can use people in any 

way to create their Gestures. 

The four cardinal virtues-or perversions of them-very much matter to the 

Conceptualists. Prudence, temperance, and courage are all requisite for their 

Gestures. Their prudence may not look very far into the future, to the long-term 

results for either themselves or society, but to carry out any Gesture requires 

preparation for every contingency. Temperance and courage are equally necessary. 

Andy is impressed "above all by their icy efficiency" (89). They are divided into 

chapters, have headquarters, and require all Gestures to be approved (89). The 

individuals among them have to be disciplined enough to carry out complex atrocities 

that people even in the time of the novel would find difficult to do, judging by the 

various reactions from the audience at the Psychologic Revue (91). They are also 

disciplined enough to maintain secrecy and resist any appeal for mercy. Quentin, 

although not a Conceptualist since he lacks the humanities degree, exemplifies the 

importance of these virtues to the kinds of things Conceptualists do. He has to 

control his drug reactions, his demeanor, his deceitful actions, and even his memory 

in the very midst of the people he lives with. 

Is justice of value to the Conceptualists? In traditional terms, their actions are 

destructive and harmful. Were a traditional sense of justice at work, these would be 

acts of revenge against technology. They would be a balancing reaction. But if 

traditional justice were at work, innocent victims like eighteen-month-olds would not 

be harmed, and the hardware stores would be blown up, not the owners maimed. If 
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Andy is right, however, and creativity is at the heart of their violence, then justice is 

still involved but of a different sort. More than revenge against technology, the 

Gestures are a statement of human superiority over technology. This is justice that 

supposedly brings things back into balance. While human beings are ubiquitously 

controlled by technology-human waste goes to sewage treatment, human bodies get 

X-rayed and treated by doctors and laboratories, and human sexuality gets mixed up 

between the medical profession and the pornographic industry~the Conceptualists 

reassert the supremacy of human thought over technology instead of as victim of it. 

This is justice to Conceptualists. What is just and good is what advances the cause of 

their works. It can be just to be cruel. Amis has depicted a world according to 

Nietzsche's suggestions in Bevond Good and Evil. 

Their Gestures are also just in the sense of promoting what is right, in their 

terms. Their base is aesthetic, creative. Thus it is not only fair but good to be 

creative in entirely new ways. The most creative is to think the unthinkable. To use 

"charity secretaries and Salvation Army officials," "the crippled and insane," and "an 

eighteen-month-old girl" is highly creative. Neither human life, human dignity, 

human altruism, nor human defenselessness is more important than their art. What is 

right is that destruction itself be transformed into an aesthetic ideal. 

To see more clearly how justice matters to them, consider the opposite, what a 

Conceptualist would consider unjust. What could cause a Conceptualist to be in 

trouble with his superior, for instance? It would be unjust to reveal any 

Conceptualist's identity or warn anyone about an impending Gesture; it would be 
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unjust to perform a Gesture inefficiently; it would be unjust to perform a predictable 

Gesture; it might be unjust to perform a work without using sex or violence. It is 

gruesome to imagine what the penalties might be for such violations, but it is logical 

to assume that there would be penalties. Andy himself worries "about a possible 

breach of Conceptualist decorum" (90) in his own behavior as an observer at the 

Psychologic Revue. Whether the penalty would involve a creative kind of torture or 

death, Andy's fear in the situation is not of harm but of whether he has maintained 

the code, "Conceptualist decorum." There is definitely a code, and codes mean a 

standard for judging what is right. Codes mean justice: they still have a morality, a 

standard by which they judge what is good. There is no escaping morality. 

Quentin is a lot like the Conceptualists, disciplined, prudent, and courageous. 

Not meeting their requirements, he carries out his own work, leaving the "(decoy) 

excremental G of the Conceptualist Gesture" on the wall of the rectory (206). His 

work probably does not fit Conceptualist requirements. Andy has declared: '"They 

don't--,'" leaving the reader to fill in the blank (91). Possibly they don't kill (unless 

someone refuses to co-operate), they don't do things publicly, or they don't do more 

than one horror at a time to a person. In killing, Quentin may have mistaken 

Conceptualist art. But Quentin is a reader of Rousseau, of Rimbaud, of Le neveu de 

Rameau. and of Robbe-Grillet; he is the product of his own humanities education and 

is a law unto himself, as the Conceptualists are a law unto themselves. He has 

carried out a most cunning gesture that is entirely his own. 

Whether Quentin is or isn't a Conceptualist, the meaning is the same. Amis 
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has depicted a society in which the Appleseeders, the Americans, Quentin, and the 

Conceptualists can all be "right." When a society no longer defines-through its 

parents and its universities—what virtue is, no longer teaches a clear sense of right 

and wrong that includes respect for all people, there is no logical defense against the 

rise of any moral system, whether it be that of Quentin or the Conceptualists, the 

Nazis or the Ku Klux Klan. 



CHAPTER IV 

SUCCESS: THE WHIRLIGIG OF TIME AND MONEY 

Success. Amis's third novel and a greater critical success than Dead Babies, is 

not quite a success thematically. In some ways it is what Paulin calls it, "an 

unrestrained re-write of Dead Babies" (74). It is also a precursor of Money: A 

Suicide Note, which deals with most of the same themes more successfully. Most of 

its themes are handled elsewhere in Amis, but it does need some attention, if only to 

show that it does conform with Amis's moral thought as seen in the other novels. 

What Success presents on the surface is a world in which money prevails. 

Beneath this is the force that becomes a larger concern in later Amis, the power of 

time, bringing in his revenges. But the idea that persists in Success is that human 

beings and their society are the result of what they have been taught, not the result of 

outside forces like time (or decay) and money. The work is satiric, presenting a very 

one-sided and exaggerated view, but the satire has been aimed at some wrong targets. 

In Success, two narrators alternate addressing the reader through twelve 

chapters, which cover twelve months from January to December of their twentieth 

years. The first speaker in each chapter is Terry Service, the child of the yob class 

whose father has murdered Terry's sister and probably Terry's mother also; Terry is 

then adopted by the wealthy Ridings. The second speaker is Gregory Riding, the 

one-day-older posh foster-brother. Ursula is Gregory's younger sister, an abbreviated 
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twin, of the same age as Terry's dead sister. Through the course of the year, 

Gregory gradually descends from fortune's favor while Terry rises, and Ursula, 

paranoid schizophrenic and confused victim of incest with both brothers, commits 

suicide. The progress of the novel constitutes an X, as Hepburn notes, with Ursula 

the point at which their lives intersect (483). The intersection point, however, 

contains the other element of money as well; their fortunes in life cross at the point at 

which their fortunes in money cross, and their attitudes toward Ursula change as their 

economic status changes. 

Three themes are at work in Success: intellectual and theological virtues are 

dead, money is power (and power corrupts), and the fit survive. Aristotle and 

Aquinas meet Marx and Darwin. 

That the theological virtues are dead or misunderstood is abundantly evident. 

As in Dead Babies, all the main characters have a very limited understanding of love 

as a result of never having been taught or shown any unselfish love. Terry has been 

shown no love at all from his parents; from his father he has been shown violent 

abuse of women. The only love he has known has been the natural affection for his 

sister Rosie, whose innocence and vitality are evident to him. He is only nine when 

he witnesses her death; he does not understand what love is at this point (if ever), but 

he feels the numbness of losing her, of being abandoned, and of being told by his 

murderous father that there is "nothing you can do" (206).1 At twenty, he still cries 

'Page numbers in parentheses refer to Success. Vintage International Edition 
(New York: Vintage, 1991). 
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whenever he tells anyone about Rosie's death (104-05); at twenty he still feels the 

grief of losing love. 

Whether any unselfish love can be found in the Riding household is also 

questionable, however. Gregory and Ursula's upbringing is somewhat like Marvell's 

and Roxeanne's in Dead Babies: affectionate, rich, and indulgent. On the surface it 

looks good. This household even appears self-sacrificing: this is the household that 

adopted the abandoned boy. But the details of life at Rivers Hall reveal selfish and 

weak parents and indulged children. The household operates around father's whims, 

which just happen to be benign, unlike Terry's father's. Henry Riding comes from a 

long line of "tonto" (crazy) forbears, as Gregory and Terry both point out (121-22, 

139). Ursula's report on him to Terry includes "his third early-morning pass at the 

septuagenarian cleaning-lady, and his decision to erect a wigwam in the main sitting-

room" (57). Terry sees him as "benign and comic" (121) and "a fool who was kind 

to me when he didn't have to be; someone who was allowed to do pretty well what he 

wanted pretty well all the time" (222). For Terry at age ten, this father is a blessed 

relief, one he can readily adapt to. Gregory, however, sees a fuller picture. He 

knows that Terry's adoption is more whim than self-sacrifice, part of "one of his 

gluttonously humane phases" (50). 

Gregory's mother, meanwhile, works at getting her way and uses Gregory to 

help, as when she and Gregory "exchanged wary yawns" and try to talk Father out of 

the adoption (assuming Gregory's description of this breakfast scene is somewhat 

true) (50). Later she and Gregory discuss "long-overdue plans to have him put awav. 
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yes, put awav. before he pauperizes us all" (164). This is family love in the Riding 

household, mother and son allied against Papa to get their way. Gregory wants to 

appear as a mama's boy, telling us when he has the flu that he has rung her up and 

that she "naturally offered to come to London on the next train" (112). This is 

clearly a lie, in line with his version of how Terry has taken care of him while he's 

sick (113). The fact is that even when Ursula dies, neither parent comes down for 

the funeral (207). Within the month, Mother says to Gregory about Ursula's death, 

'"How can you worry about the dead?'" (212). Mama's relationship with Gregory is 

so distant that when Papa is seriously ill, she does not simply call Gregory to tell him 

to come home; she instead talks to Terry "at pricey length" about getting Gregory 

home (212) and hangs up on Gregory after he has already realized it is his mother on 

the phone (217). This is parental love and maturity from the Ridings. Although 

Gregory may have been the "village princeling and household cosset, the toast of the 

family" (50), in reality he and Ursula have been left to their own devices, with no 

clear boundaries, leaving him through what he calls "the licence of childhood" (95) to 

lie, steal, and play sex games with his sister, all episodes corroborated by Terry (86-

88, 156-57). Affection may have been present in the household, but with no teaching 

about self-restraint or self-sacrifice. 

Though lacking in parental love and direction, the children have developed 

natural affection for each other. Terry's affection for Gregory arises from admiration 

and acceptance. Terry remembers Gregory as a boy with "tenderness . . . and real 

radiance, an extraordinary flair for boyhood and youth" (88), as "my opulent and 
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legendary brother" (88), and as "the only friend I've ever had" (86). Gregory also 

remembers loving Terry-'"who wouldn't have?'" he asks, sad case that Terry was 

(94-95). Gregory was the happy prince to the sad pauper. 

What they know about love from childhood is not enough to carry them 

through adulthood. While in childhood their opposite qualities drew them to each 

other, one adoring and the other pitying, in adulthood these same qualities are 

annoying. At twenty Terry is asking, "What changed you? Something did" (88), 

while Gregory asks who stole Terry's boyhood from him and made him such a bundle 

of "self-pity, self-disgust, and self-love" (97). Actually, nothing has changed them. 

Gregory is still playing the arrogant prince, and Terry still has all his piteousness. 

Unless unselfish love intervenes, a pitiable friend in childhood will be a burden in 

adulthood, and an arrogant friend in childhood will be a source of rejection and hurt 

in adulthood. It is not surprising that their affections have worn thin. They continue 

to take care of each other out of obligation to their own, that is, out of an innate 

sense of justice, the sense that something is owed to the other. 

Even less knowledge of love is seen in their relationships with Ursula. At age 

nine Gregory has introduced the erotic element into his relationship with Ursula. At 

first these are sexual games indulged in for his own pleasure. The selfishness of it 

becomes clearer in adulthood when both Gregory and Terry force Ursula into sexual 

practices she does not want by threatening not to love her: "How do you expect 

people to love and protect you when you behave like this?" queries the newly 

aggressive Terry (180); "'Remember how angry it makes me when you start getting 
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sillv.'" says Gregory (185). Both Gregory and Terry do believe that sexual intimacy 

is associated with love, however, and thus when Ursula is so frightened that she 

seems to be coming apart, both of them respond by having intercourse with her for 

the first time, Gregory when he is fourteen and Terry when he is twenty. In both 

instances, Ursula's fear has arisen because she has been rejected~in the first instance, 

by the girls at her new school (186-88), and in the second, by Gregory (196). That 

is, Ursula's fear arises from the feeling of not being loved, and the solution that is 

offered by the brothers is the only way they know to show love. Neither of them 

stops to ask if this is what Ursula wants; it is clear from her other reactions to their 

sexual advances that it probably isn't (180, 187). She is never able to explain why 

she doesn't want it, and the assumption must be that she innately feels something 

wrong about it, there being no indication that she does not "love" her brothers. All 

three of them are clueless about love, doing the best they can with the little they 

know, just like the earlier "dead babies." 

Faith and hope in traditional terms are as absent in this world as in other Amis 

settings, but, as in Dead Babies, there is another object for them. In this case, faith 

is in money, and hope is in the future or the security that money can buy. Money 

can even buy love, as far as these characters understand it. Money in Success 

becomes a supra-secular version of Deity. 

In order for money to obtain such primacy, however, not only must the 

theological virtues be dead but also the intellectual ones, for traditional wisdom (i.e., 

Aristotelian and Aquinian) teaches that the selfish pursuit of money is vain. Success 
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is the one Amis novel in which there is no character who appreciates the intellectual 

virtues. Although the characters have received the basic education appropriate to the 

monied class, none has gone to university, and the life of the mind has no relevance 

for them in itself. Terry knows his grammar (84), his punctuation (128), and his 

poets (38), but the only thing the reader sees him "reading" is pornography-

"Terence's lurid shelves," as Gregory calls them (111). When Terry begins to make 

money, he has to take a college course, a short night course, but it's just "protection" 

(176), so he'll have some credentials for the post he is in. Gregory knows how to do 

research: he's quite knowledgeable about jurisprudence on incest, for instance (65-

66). He knows how to use learning to rationalize what he apparently innately knows 

to be wrong ("Besides, we only did it once" [66]). Ursula is enrolled in secretarial 

school, merely to aid Father's already abandoned plan to write a book (114-15). 

What little scholastic learning is going on in Success is all devoted to the selfish 

pleasure of one character or another. While Dead Babies shows the world with 

intellectual virtues applied to the cruel, Success shows them applied to the mean, the 

common. In both cases, the applications are selfish. 

Money is power, and power means one can get what one wants. As long as 

Gregory has money, he can be arrogant and unrestrained and still survive. Once he 

admits that he has little money and knows the family money is gone, he begins to lose 

his grip, becoming as paranoid as Ursula: Ursula hears voices, and Gregory becomes 

terrified to enter the Underground. However, once he begins to lose money, he 

becomes honest with his hearers (the reader) (181) and begins to show some 
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consideration of others: he actually stops badgering Ursula sexually when she asks 

him to stop (185), a remarkable change for this character who has always used sex 

precisely as he wants to. Thus, as money declines in Gregory's life, some other-

centeredness begins to emerge. 

The reverse happens to Terry. Once Terry is willing to do whatever his boss 

wants, with no regard for ethics, he begins to make money, and once he has money, 

he embarks on a life that is just as Gregory's has been, fulfilling all his personal 

desires about clothes, food, sex, and goods (e.g., appropriating Gregory's TV [201]). 

He orders Ursula to do what he wants, and he trades insults with and kicks the 

homeless hippie he has once wanted to talk to (64-65, 209-10). Money is all it takes, 

and the yob class is on the rise. There is no question that Success has much to say 

about the "struggle between the sham and degenerate culture . . . of the 'old money'" 

and "the yob culture . . . lacking even the veneer of culture" (Specht 788). Without 

money the posh are no longer posh, and their whimsical madness becomes 

helplessness. Money is what saves. 

With money as the source of power, not love, the cardinal virtues becomes 

functions of money. Prudence and self-discipline are needed for acquiring money. 

Consider their importance to Terry. Early in the story he is so hung over on the day 

of his big date with Jan that his whole day is out of control; at the end of the novel, 

he is the diligent employee doing office work on the train and sipping, not guzzling, 

his drinks (221, 223). The discipline extends to sexual habits: he describes himself at 

the end as "athletic and pitiless" in bed with Jan (223), whereas, before his money, it 
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has mattered to him that he and Jan "have feelings to share, thank you" (125). He is 

probably lying about his sexual prowess at this point, having traded places with 

Gregory, but it is still apparent that being a sexual star is what matters to him. 

Gregory, on the other hand, has not had to worry about acquiring money-he has 

always had it~and thus has never had to exercise either prudence or self-control. At 

the end, he still lacks them but realizes that they would have been helpful: "I wish 

now that I had studied more," he says when he knows the family money is gone 

(183). Courage is also a function of money and becomes brashness. Without money, 

both protagonists are fearful. With it, they stride proudly through the streets, as the 

posh Gregory does, or they kick the bums, as the yob Terry does. Without money, 

Terry has crapped in his trousers (206), hidden under beds (88), and looked over his 

shoulder in the Underground (32). With money, he enjoys seeing people fighting in 

the street (194). With money, Gregory has had "nerves" for lying and stealing (87). 

Without it, Gregory lives in fear of violence (183) and the Underground, and craps in 

his trousers when accosted on the street (198-99). 

As in Dead Babies, the cardinal virtues, separated from love, function 

solipsistically, for the individual only, enabling him to do whatever he wants, 

including even acts that hurt others. Dishonesty becomes a sort of virtue, as well, for 

in this system it is prudent to be dishonest if that advances the self. In childhood, 

Terry has had an "instinctive and unthinking fidelity to truth," says Gregory (97). In 

adulthood, for the sake of money, Terry works for a mob, doing whatever is asked. 

In order to obtain money, Terry becomes dishonest. Gregory, without money, begins 
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to tell the truth, having nothing to lose by it. Honesty belongs to weakness, 

dishonesty, to strength. 

The implication is that money itself is the corrupter. It has corrupted and 

weakened the Riding family, who are now helpless and mad, and it is promoting 

Terry into a new but equally corrupt world. Over time, the descendants of the Terrys 

of the new order can expect to be as mad as the Ridings, for their money will make 

them as negligent as the old order is. As the fortunes of these two trade places over 

one year, so will the fortunes of succeeding generations. Once one has enough 

money and does not have to be prudent, decay begins; time finishes what money has 

begun. 

The novel is pervaded by an awareness of time. Each month is faithfully 

recounted by the narrators, with attention to the seasons and the time of day: "eleven 

o'clock on the night of July 25th last year" (11),"5:25" (79), "ninety seconds" (79, 

112), "twenty-to-seven," "twenty-past-six" (154, 155), "It was the last night of the 

month. It was midnight" (187), "Two o'clock" (199), "a hundred bad minutes" 

(217). These guys are regular clocks. Yet their story is not a journal or diary, a 

detail made clear by Gregory's sharing several entries from his "artist's yearbook" 

during July to show the evidence of how bad the world is getting (149). Each entry 

begins with how bored he is becoming: time is starting to weigh heavily on Gregory 

at the same time that he is becoming more aware of having no place in the new world 

that is developing. That is, he is beginning to have no place in time. The past, 

though, is very much on his mind, crowding his dreams (215). Gregory comments 
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on how fast the world is changing (49, 118), and adds that "the past has gone, and 

from now on it is all future tense" (49).2 There is nothing for him in that future, 

however; time passes him by. Terry, too, is aware of time, aware that he has had 

two years of adulthood and that "for the first time it's all starting to look faintly 

possible" (99). From the guy who knows that it takes ninety seconds just to force his 

eyes open in the morning (30), he becomes the guy who is on time to appointments 

and aware of the value of his time on the job (210, 221), accommodating himself to 

the attitudes of the rising yob culture. As Hepburn notes, both of them "slide ever 

downwards, in time with the measured wreck of the society that has fixed the rhythm 

of their desires" (82). In one sense, Terry is rising, of course, but both are in time 

with the rhythms of change. 

At the end of the novel, the narrators have reached, oddly enough, the present 

tense. Their stories are told in the past tense until the last two pages. Terry enters 

the present in one paragraph and disappears on the rails into London. Gregory walks 

in the woods in the December cold, and then enters the future tense in his last sad 

sentence: "The wind will never cease to craze the frightening leaves" (224). Terry's 

story ends with no future; Gregory's ends with a crazy, frightened one. 

Those who are acquiring money are the servants of time; those who have 

squandered their money are the tortured victims of time. What is beginning to 

emerge here is the view that Amis articulates more directly in London Fields and 

2Paulin cites Amis's recall of Peter Porter's poem, "A Meredithian Treatment," 
which says, '"The past is dead, the future dead, and now / Is here, an apotheosis of 
girl begins'" (75). 
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Time's Arrow: time as a force. Here in Success it is a background force driving the 

lives of the characters and of society. Time brings in his revenges. 

However, it is not time that is the avenger but people. Success is largely 

about justice. In the absence of the theological virtues, justice is what matters, justice 

in the sense of evenness, fairness, an equal distribution of life's pleasures. Both 

Terry and Gregory are concerned about it, on both the socioeconomic level and the 

personal level. It bothers Terry that he is not posh, and he gets angry with Ursula 

after her talk about being posh (59). It makes him angry that as long as he is poor, 

he will not be noticed on the street (32-33); that is, he senses that it is unfair to be 

treated as less than human. He even wants an equal share in the madness that goes 

with being posh (64). Once he has money, he assumes that money can justify him: 

after kicking the hippie, he leaves him a ten-pound note: "A fair deal, probably. Fair 

for him, fair for me" (210). Gregory too knows that it is unfair that he has had lots 

of money while others haven't, and he knows that that is why the expressions on the 

faces of the poor scare him eventually. He knows that revenge is out there: "They 

will turn on me soon" (182). Monetary justice matters. However, time does not 

bring it about but the choices that people are making, both those who have the money 

and those who don't. 

Sexual justice also matters in Success, but it too is a function of money. 

When Terry doesn't have money, he cares about Jan as a person somewhat and does 

not want Gregory scoring with her, adding one more "on his list" (89). With money, 

he becomes like Gregory (223). Money thus makes up for the absence of love. 
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Similarly, Terry knows that the best revenge he can take on Gregory for Gregory's 

going to bed with Jan is through Ursula (157). Sexual injustice is being repaid with 

sexual injustice. However, the situation is actually a question of social class. Terry's 

main reaction to Gregory being with Jan is shame (140). He is angry because he 

feels ashamed about what Gregory has been able to do to him. Terry is not angry on 

Jan's account but on his own, that he does not have the social standing to keep up 

with Gregory. Similarly, when Gregory begins to notice that Terry is getting close to 

Ursula, what Gregory dislikes is "my sister's girlish patrician . . . disarray mingling 

with Terence's apathetic slobbery" (153). This is class-consciousness as sexual 

morality: the monied belong with the monied. 

The one area in which justice does not have an economic base is child abuse, a 

theme that will become much more apparent in later Amis. Terry knows that it is 

unfair that his sister Rosie was treated so badly. Little Rosie, "so good-natured and 

no trouble," shouldn't have been beaten and killed (105). Terry also knows that it is 

unfair that he didn't get beaten by his father and that he has to bear the burden of 

grief over Rosie's death, burdens that make him feel crazy (63-64). However, class 

does enter Rosie's story in that Terry is angry that Ursula can be crazy for no reason, 

as he sees it, while Rosie never lost her sanity though having very good reason to do 

so (148). Posh children have unfair advantages even in going mad. Terry is 

obviously unaware of the ill effects of incest, though, and could he take these into 

account, this world would appear somewhat more just: Rosie died from abuse; Ursula 

has gone mad from it, or from lack of love. Both situations have been unfair, and 
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both girls have suffered terribly. 

What becomes apparent from this analysis of justice in Success is that justice 

is not based on a traditional sense of the worth of all human beings but on power, and 

the power is both fiscal and physical. The strong survive, and the strong deserve to. 

Women and children have a hard time, especially if they lack both strength and 

money.3 And ordinary folk have a harder time than the rich. Gregory sees this as 

just: "you deserve to be what you are if you could bear to get that way" (48). At the 

end, he sees Terry's success as just: "I hope he comes into his own at last" (224). 

Terry similarly concludes that it's everyone for himself: instead of feeling guilty 

about Ursula's death, he "decided not to blame myself at all," for he has told her 

"that there was no sense in which I could assume responsibility for her, . . . that she 

was on her own now, the same as me, the same as Greg, the same as everybody else" 

(207). He feels he has done what he could and that is that; she too deserves to be 

what she is if she can bear to get that way. It's a Darwinian world in which the 

fittest survive. And this is justice. 

The irony of it all, of course, is that although money is what has made one 

group fitter than another, it is money that appears to destroy the same group. Once 

plenty of money has been obtained and work becomes unnecessary, the tribe weakens, 

and, as with the Ridings, the tribe eventually disappears. That is, in this system, 

even Terry's success will eventually mean the failure of his tribe. Time will appear 

3As usual with Amis, Success gets criticized for being sexist, even misogynistic 
(Parini 8). It is not misogynistic, however; it merely presents the plight of women in 
a dog-eat-dog world. 
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to have brought in his revenge. 

What the novel does not emphasize but what underlies the failure of the posh 

is not money itself, or even money plus time, but selfishness. Arrogance, luxury, 

and vanity arouse hatred. Self-centeredness is enervating. Such foolishness will be 

repaid. Eventually Terry's tribe will collapse under the weight of its selfishness, as 

has Gregory's. There is an innate order in things that eventually brings revenge. 

Such a reading of Success does not come easily, however, and consequently 

Success often seems to be unclear morally. Where Amis stands between the two 

narrators cannot be known from the novel itself. But what he has shown is a world 

that lacks intellectual virtue; that is, it lacks the wisdom that leads to greater 

humaneness, to greater love, and the absence of love leads to the prevalence of self-

centered cycles of justice, injustice, and revenge. 



CHAPTER V 

MONEY: A SUICIDE NOTE: THE WELL-ORDERED LIFE 

"This breathless dissection of modern life" (Book World), "the spectacular 

novel" (Stein 28), "first-rate new novel" (Lahr), and "Martin Amis's most 

accomplished novel to date . . . a triumph of bad taste" (Listener 3 April 86)~such 

are the critical comments greeting Money: A Suicide Note, the horrible and touching 

and funny first-person story of John Self, thirty-five-year-old film-maker who is 

hooked on making money~and on making a movie called Money—and on fast food, 

alcohol, sex, and women. 

The plot, though excessive (Doan 71) and "not wildly exciting" (Stein 28), 

involves the destruction of Self, a cathartic destruction that ends in hope, an ending 

that Amis himself calls "happy" (Haffenden 14). John Self, a yob who has made 

money in advertising, making rankly suggestive television commercials "for smoking, 

drinking, junk food and nude magazines" (78),1 is now making a movie, called 

variously Money. Good Money, and Bad Money.2 with an American entrepreneur 

named Fielding Goodney. During four trips to the United States to meet with 

Goodney, a bevy of wondrously egotistical actors and actresses, and a writer named 

'Page numbers in parentheses refer to Money: A Suicide Note (New York: 
Penguin, 1986). 

2For an analysis of Amis's use of names in Money, see Ashley, Leonard, "Names 
Are Awfully Important," Literary Onomastics Studies 14 (1987): 1-48. 

98 
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Doris Arthur hired to do the script, Self stays drunk most of the time, frequents 

brothels and porno shops, receives threatening phone calls, and looks up an old 

friend, Martina Twain. 

In London he has his mistress Selina Street—"that Street number," as his 

former business partner once calls her (237). Selina now wants a joint checking 

account, a baby, and marriage. Self gives her the first. From various friends, 

including Alec Llewellyn, who does time for having "sinned against money" (155), 

Self learns that Selina is seeing someone else and that Self's father, Barry Self, has a 

fifty-pound contract out on Self for one blow in the face. Barry, who owns a strip 

joint, the Shakespeare, is going with and marries a porno princess named Veronica 

("Vron"), Self's mother Vera having died when he was a child. Also in London Self 

meets a neighbor, a writer named Martin Amis, whom he eventually hires to redeem 

the Doris Arthur script. 

As Self's American deal crumbles, he finds himself staying with his cultured 

American friend Martina Twain ("Martin Amis II," suggests Stein), who gets Self to 

start reading, Animal Farm for a starter, and takes him to museums and the opera (a 

scene recalling Charles Bovary at the opera, only with the need of going to the 

bathroom). Eventually Self learns that Martina's husband, Ossie, is lover to Selina, 

who turns up pregnant with Ossie's child. Selina traps Self in order to ruin his 

relationship with Martina. 

In a showdown with the anonymous phone caller, the streetwise Self gets 

pounded by and pounds "Frank the Phone," who turns out to be a woman, who turns 
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out to be Fielding Goodney, dressed as a woman. Goodney has been carrying out an 

elaborate scam using Self as the money man. With help from the considerate bellhop 

Felix and also from Selina, Self flees the States, penniless. Back home, he lets 

himself be seduced by Vron, enraging Barry, who reveals that he, Barry, is not John 

Self's father. The fifty-quid blow is finally delivered by Fat Paul, the Shakespeare's 

bouncer, who, as it happens, is Self's half-brother, Fat Vince being their father. The 

broken Self then loses a chess game to Martin Amis and realizes that Amis has had a 

large hand in his destruction. Self attempts suicide. 

In Self's italicized epilogue we learn that Self's suicide attempt has been 

foiled, by his own efforts. Selina will be taken care of nicely by a settlement with 

Ossie, and Self plans always to support her child. Self has found a new girl, 

Georgina, who does not tolerate being beaten up. Through Fat Vince, Self has a job 

lined up as an ice-cream man and prospects of becoming a bouncer. One day he may 

be back in advertising. 

If not "wildly exciting," the plot is at least as interesting and diverse as Oliver 

Twist. And more than ever Amis's skill and wit with words are evident. Money is 

"a huge feast of words" (Porter 19). Also evident is Amis's ability to characterize 

and satirize the extremes and chaos of twentieth-century Western civilization, the 

most oft-cited examples being Self's description of his pain-wracked face as 

neighborhoods of New York City (30) and his description of Los Angeles (158), 

where it is impossible to cross the street. The best things about the novel are the 

comic scenes with the American actors and actresses (Korn 1119, Geng 36), parts 
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which do not particularly forward the plot or reveal character in greater depth, but 

which reiterate the themes of twentieth-century vanity, materialism, and decadence. 

Amis's usual excesses are here, excesses of detail, of plot, and, in this case, of 

moralizing. The excesses are generally appropriate, however, in this novel about 

excess. The protagonist is a conscience-stricken bundle of excesses. As Korn says, 

one of the "chief glories" of Money is its "astonishing narrative voice . . . jagged, 

spent, streetwise, gutter-wise . . . buttonholing, earbending, lughole-jarring" (1119). 

Reading Money is somewhat like being collared by the Ancient Mariner, only drunk 

and with four voyages to relate, plus everything between. It is the confessions of a 

most intemperate man; Money, with all its excesses, is a temperance novel about a 

man "addicted to the twentieth century" (89). 

Although the novel is quite comic, John Self asks to be taken seriously, apart 

from the comedy, not just through it. The comedy makes clear points about egotism 

and ambition, but John Self's story is more serious, frequently laced with his 

comments about self-discipline, fear, shame, and the need for the "human touch" (25 

passim). He even concludes with comments on the meaning of life. Self is meant to 

have learned something useful. 

Amis himself has said that Money is "a very moralistic book" (Guardian 25). 

Doan says that Amis "offers the tired cliche: love is the answer" (77). His answer is 

not quite this simple; it's more like "love plus education is the answer." However, as 

in The Rachel Papers. Dead Babies, and Success, an inadequate understanding of love 

builds a flimsy moral framework. The novel promotes a strongly traditional morality, 
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but with permissive changes and no clear base. 

The cardinal virtues-temperance, prudence, justice, and courage—attract the 

most attention in Money. The novel is a virtual temperance tract, through the 

negative example of Self, one of the most intemperate protagonists in twentieth-

century literature. His intemperance is mythic. He is drunk when the novel opens 

and through every important event thereafter, with blackouts counted as periods of 

refreshment (11). His trips to the States are such drunken events that he misses 

whole days, key personal appointments, and key moments in his business meetings. 

Occasional references indicate the presence of other drugs besides alcohol: "Next I 

bought a joint, a popper, a phial of cocaine and a plug of opium . . . and snuffled it 

all up in a gogo bar toilet" (48). He also smokes constantly: "Unless I specifically 

inform you otherwise, I'm always smoking another cigarette" (13). When he orders 

coffee from room service, it is four pots (7-8), and when he eats on his own, it is 

huge quantities of fast food. In a "ninety-minute visit to Pepper's Burger World," he 

downs "four Wallies, three Blastfurters, and an American Way, plus a nine-pack of 

beer" (32). 

He is intemperate about sex as well, often apologizing for his forays into 

brothels and porno pavilions. He is proud of himself when he resists the offers on the 

streets (15), ashamed to relate the Los Angeles episode that has gotten him beaten up 

(80, 94, 158), and ashamed to reveal that "I haven't been behaving as well as I've led 

you to believe," visiting places like the Happy Isles and the porno shops (196). 

He is equally intemperate with money. Though one might expect a moralistic 
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novel entitled Money to be about greed, John Self is not a greedy man. Even though 

he wants lots of money, he has no problem with others having it and he's not after it 

at the expense of anyone else. Money is another addiction, one more element that is 

going to make him feel okay. As Stein notes, it is the compulsion that throws 

"camouflage over the sharp edges of existence" (28), of which there are many in 

Self's life. Self is actually a generous man. Like his other addictions, getting money 

and giving money away are ways to feel good. He gives Felix the bellhop fifty- and 

hundred-dollar tips (48, 136), and he tells the reader: "If you were here now I'd 

probably slip you some cash, twenty, thirty, maybe more" (48). He spends it 

recklessly when he has it and also when he doesn't, at one point going on an 

extravagant buying spree~to give himself some stress (177). When he's broke, he 

still tries to give Felix five of his last six dollars (324). "Maybe money is the great 

conspiracy, the great fiction. The great addiction, too" (354). 

The value that Self admires and struggles to achieve, though, is self-discipline, 

his recurrent theme. Most of his addictions are efforts to cover other pains, as, for 

example, when he tells us he'll tell us later about Selina's infidelity: "I want to go out 

and drink some more and get a lot tireder first" (11); but throughout the novel, he is 

constantly trying to develop some self-discipline, though without knowing how to 

address the underlying causes. The struggle begins early in the novel when he knows 

he has missed something important in his meeting with Fielding and the actress Butch 

Beausoleil (52). "I've got to stop being young. Why? It's killing me," he declares 

(52). Growing up means self-discipline. His oft-quoted statement on the difficulty 
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comes early in the first trip to New York, as he sympathizes with a pregnant 

prostitute: "She was like me, myself. She knew she shouldn't do it, she knew she 

shouldn't go on doing it. But she went on doing it anyway. Me, I couldn't even blame 

money. What is this state, seeing the difference between good and bad and choosing 

bad—or consenting to bad, okaying bad?" (29). 

As he hears the Prince of Wales on television extol self-discipline, Self wishes: 

Boy, I wish someone had taught me self-discipline . . . They could 

have taught me pride, dignity and French, too, while they were at 

i t . . . I've endeavored to teach it to myself. I sit around trying to 

teach myself self-discipline. I can't be doing with it, though (it just 

isn't enough fun, self-discipline), and I always end up going out for a 

good time instead. (73) 

Included among his bad habits is violence, including hitting women, but he is 

struggling to give that up: "But of course violence is no longer an option . . . I'm 

serious about this new self-improvement course I've put myself on—very serious. 

Self-discipline. A more civilized existence" (77). 

Many of his compulsions he rationalizes with the explanation that they require 

discipline; that is, they make him seem like a disciplined person. About 

masturbation, for instance, he says, "Sometimes you really have to buckle down to it, 

as you do with all forms of exercise. It's simply a question of willpower" (65). Or, 

about drinking, "Are you familiar with the stoical aspects of hard drinking, of heavy 

drinking? Oh, it's heavy. Oh, it's hard" (16). 
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Toward the end of the novel, when he comes under Martina's influence, he 

begins a big effort at self-improvement: "All my addictions stand doomed on death 

row: swearing, fighting, hitting women, smoking, drinking, fast food, pornography, 

gambling, handjobs . . . It's the new-deal me" (271). With not so much certainty he 

adds, "I'm pretty sure I can flush the junk out of my life . . . the only trouble is-

here, perhaps we see the root of the problem-only trouble is, I can't be fucked" 

(272). The only problem is, he can't be bothered~or, on the contrary, feels he can't 

live without them. Self-discipline is almost as prevalent a refrain as money is. 

Prudence matters, too, even for so imprudent a man as John Self. While 

temperance is the self-control that takes care of the present, prudence is the self-

control that takes care of the future. Though Self does not consciously address it as 

he does temperance, he values it and often ironically brags about exercising it, usually 

in some self-defeating manner. Before meeting Martina for breakfast, when he has 

been feeling ill, he prepares for the morrow: "I grimly instigated my miracle flu cure. 

You go to bed, wrap up warm, and drink a bottle of scotch. Technically, it's meant 

to be half a bottle, but I wanted to make absolutely sure" (42). Not surprisingly, this 

foresightedness causes him to miss the entire next day. On the day before he's to go 

to dinner at Martina and Ossie's, he prudently drinks nothing all day~until he is on 

his way to their place with half an hour to kill and gets so drunk that he later 

remembers nothing about his first arrival at the party (113-17). His lack of prudence 

in failing to read contracts makes him the easy mark for Goodney. He attempts 

prudence, but his intemperance usually defeats him. 
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Prudence and self-discipline are valued by other characters as well, but in 

themselves are not held up as a model in the novel, any more than the disciplined 

Conceptualists are in Dead Babies. In Money Fielding Goodney is a model of self-

discipline and prudence, a foil to Self's deficiencies. On the tennis court, in the city 

streets, in the finest restaurants, Goodney is the one in control, dressed right, eating 

right, drinking right, and making Self look all the worse. But Goodney is the excess 

of self-discipline, which stems from his excess of self-confidence, commented on both 

by Self's character (359) and Amis the novelist (Haffenden 5). Like Quentin in Dead 

Babies, he is carrying out an elaborate scheme that requires much planning and 

coordinating: he is arranging sham receptions, meetings, contracts, and auditions 

while also making threatening phone calls, following Self, and maintaining his 

disguise. And the only defense he gives for his scheme is prudence: to take care of 

his future. It has been a scam to fund his old age. His only explanation to Self is: 

"I'm forty-five, Slick" (325). He's a disciplined and prudent man, but he ends up 

pathetic and broken. Prudence and temperance by themselves are insufficient. 

Similarly, the character Martin Amis, the writer who redeems the script, is 

another example of self-discipline (not to be confused with Martin Amis himself in 

personal habits [Smith 79]); he has his rigid routine of writing and studying and not 

drinking at lunch (165). This character, like Goodney, is also controlling Self's life, 

but more completely than Goodney. Whereas Goodney destroys Self's career, the 

Martin Amis character pushes Self to suicide: the prize he would take from Self in the 

chess game is his life, not Self's car, the Fiasco, but Self's life, the fiasco. This 
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writer character is disciplined but, like Goodney, not a respecter of Self's person. 

Amis's plan fails, too: at the end, John Self is still alive (characters have a life of 

their own) and quite able to curse at him and live without him (359). 

In a minor way, Spunk Davis, the functionally illiterate American actor from 

the abusive Fundamentalist household, demonstrates a similar self-discipline problem. 

Spunk doesn't smoke or drink, volunteers in hospitals and projects, and gives to 

charity (135, 186-87). But as soon as he falls for Butch Beausoleil, he becomes as 

intemperate as he has been temperant (313-15). Self-discipline in itself has not led to 

satisfaction. 

Selina Street, on the other hand, gets Self's admiration for her prudence and 

temperance. By stubbornly refusing to sleep with John for a month—and at risk of 

physical harm from him because of it—she is set to win a paternity suit against Ossie 

Twain. "It hurts, but I take my rug off to that Selina~I do," says Self (241). And 

he's impressed that she has financed her legal fees by her own work at Helle's 

boutique (250). With age creeping up on her, Selina, who has always lived by her 

body, has foresightedly and temperately taken care of her future. While Goodney 

sacrifices others, Selina has prudently used her own resources to take care of her 

future. And Selina has achieved most of her goals at the end—the child, the house, 

and the income. 

The model of self-discipline, however, is Martina Twain, with her grownup 

ways—the well-ordered life. She cannot keep the pains out of her life, the pain of 

losing people, but she does know how to keep the simpler pleasures like food and 
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drink from becoming pains, and she knows how to withstand the pains stoically (e.g., 

309, 320). She is distinguished in two ways from these others~by culture and by 

love, to be discussed subsequently. 

Although Self clearly admires and wants self-discipline, whether he actually 

develops any is another question. He simply may not have the resources. 

The one virtue that Self has a grip on from the outset is justice, and it too is 

apparent throughout. Though temperance is the one he's consciously pursuing~or 

thinking about, if not acting upon-it is justice that instantly motivates him to the most 

action. In the novel's first scene, when the cabdriver announces he'd like to "take out 

all the niggers and PRs" in New York City, Self calls him a "scumbag" and finds 

himself dumped in dangerous streets (8). For the sake of justice Self will do the 

imprudent. And, also justly, Self thanks the same cabbie moments later when the 

cabbie has rescued him (10). Self is a very fair man, even with his brutalities. 

The principles behind his sense of justice are Lockean: all human life is 

valuable, all human beings deserve good things (dignity, respect, and love), somewhat 

fairly distributed, and money is a fair exchange for goods and services. In Self's 

system pain and money are the equalizers. The goal in life is to have good things-or 

at least no pain, and any means to these ends is okay as long as no one is hurt 

unfairly; that is, unless they deserve hurt for violating one of the other principles. 

For Self all human beings are equal and deserve equally in good things. 

Racial, cultural, and gender differences should not matter. Thus Self attacks the 

cabbie for his racist remarks. Thus he also constantly recognizes the existence of 
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both male and female; at least fourteen times in the novel he addresses the readers 

with balanced gender references—so balanced that it's noticeable: "man . . . sister" 

(9); "sister, brother" (48); "among my brothers and sisters" (82); "brother . . . Lady" 

(95); "brother . . . Sister" (32, 67, 292, 360); "pal? Sister," (114, 350); "pal . . . 

angel" (255). He recognizes that the graffiti writer for the porno shop is "Clearly 

someone on exceptionally cool terms with the opposite sex" (48). 

In matters of race or of sexual preference, he uses the language and 

stereotypes of the streets. Agnes is a "Zulu" (158), and he generally calls 

homosexuals "faggots"; when he uses "gays" at one point, it sounds stilted (182). 

But his tone is actually non-judgmental. The only judgment he passes is on the 

parents of those who go for sado-masochism: "Their folks have a lot of explaining to 

do, if you want my opinion, particularly the mums. Sorry to single ladies out like 

this, but the story must start somewhere. A craving for hourly murder-it can't be 

willed" (181). This comment also illustrates his belief that pain is bad and the relief 

of pain is good. If that is reversed, something is wrong. He cites Goodney as 

saying, "Mother Nature—she just isn't going to stand for it" (181). 

Self firmly believes in human dignity and freedom. He doesn't judge 

prostitutes and strippers for being what they are (though he tells the evangelist in the 

bookshop of his shame about it all), but he does blame "the lousy pimp" (216) who 

uses them. He feels sorry for those who are unable to choose their lot and thus have 

to do what they don't want to—for the prostitutes who are "nervous, nerveless, made 

of nerves" (215); for the young stripper whose face is full of "disquiet of the body," 
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doing what she knows her body isn't good at (13); for Juanita del Pablo, the "patsy" 

in the porno film (49). With the "speed-fueled Zulu called Agnes" (158) his 

sympathy isn't needed, just his body; he gives people what they want, by the law of 

reciprocity at least. He is always willing to work out a fair exchange and generally 

respects what the other person wants, unless he has another score to settle (that is, 

unless it interferes with what he feels he deserves). 

That human beings deserve good is clearly seen in his railings against the 

weather (84) and against aging and diseases arbitrarily afflicting even nuns and 

children (197). The assumption is that it is unjust if the good people suffer~the 

people who inflict no pain or who help others. It is also unjust if some people have 

more of the good than others: it's not fair if Ossie has both Martina and Selina, as 

well as money (267). 

The good is what gives pleasure, which in Self's understanding means physical 

pleasures or, from the negative side, the "relief of pain" (74). He doesn't put much 

stock in emotional pleasures, having rarely if ever experienced any. What he 

remembers of childhood (other than his mother's fingers) is all emotional pain; "the 

judgment, the shame, when she'd gone" (192). He remembers activities with his 

younger cousins, namely, the feeling of being excluded; the only time he felt 

included was when he beat someone up on their behalf (193). He has learned early to 

fight as a way of "expressing frustration, fury, and fear, and of settling arguments in 

my favor" (38). (It's nice that he doesn't like to be exceedingly psychological and 

adds the phrase about arguments—but even it supports the point because fights to settle 
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arguments in his favor are ones that protect pride and stave off shame.) 

Thus, it's fair to fight someone who's been giving more pain than he's been 

getting—disrupting the good-bad, pleasure-pain balance. It's okay to beat up the poor 

kid who holds Martina and him up because the kid, having a knife, is capable of the 

greater harm, and, moreover, the kid might not have been satisfied with just their 

money, wanting revenge as well on an unfair society (282-83). It's okay to beat 

Butch up when she won't erase the video, for the video causes him pain, pain of 

being reminded he's ugly and getting older (210). He can, likewise, attempt to rape 

Selina when she's withholding the one pleasure their existence together is based on, 

and especially since she now has more of his money available to her, which has 

increased her pleasure (233-4). In general, though, Self believes men should not hit 

women~"it isn't cool"~and he also finds it hard to do (24). In principle he believes 

the strong should not hurt the weak. He assumes men to be stronger and feels bad 

after pounding Frank the Phone, when he discovers Frank is a woman: "'Hey,' I said, 

or 'Okay,' or 'You okay?'" (322). Also, the old should not hurt the young: teenagers 

should not suffer adult pains or adult life (13). Nineteen-year-old Butch Beausoleil 

"should be home with her parents" (260), and parents should not cause their children 

to love pain. By the same token, the young should not hurt the old: Butch should not 

make him feel old and ugly (260). These are the lessons, too, of Animal Farm and 

1984. which Martina has him reading. The strong should not harm the weak, and 

pleasure should not be concentrated in a few. 

These same principles also govern Self's sexual morality. Sexual behavior 
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traditionally would fall under the categories of love and temperance, but for Self, who 

has no adequate understanding of love, as will be shown, sexual behavior is ruled by 

the virtue he most understands, which is justice. (Like other Amis characters, he 

does assume that sexual behavior needs regulation, intemperate though he is about it.) 

He has a kind of double standard about sexual behavior, with different rules for sex 

as personal pleasure and sex as love, but both are regulated by his sense of justice. 

In Self's idea of sex as personal pleasure, adults are free to do anything they want to 

as long as everyone involved agrees to it. In an amusing scene, Self sees a book by a 

Karen Krankwinkl which argues that all lovemaking is rape (129), a view that 

assumes one party is never consenting; Self sees the humor in it, but it does 

demonstrate where the separation of sex into a pleasure separate from love can lead. 

Self agrees that the stronger should not overpower the weaker; rape is usually wrong, 

and so is being kissed and petted by someone unwanted, which is one of Self's worst 

memories in his treatment by Goodney (356). Capitalist that he is, in Self's scheme it 

is okay to offer sex for sale—as long as it's the choice of the seller (not of a pimp, 

that is). "Pornography and money enjoy a close concordat," he says, "and you have 

to pay your union dues" (69). Thus he feels bad about the fake auditions he and 

Goodney hold, knowing they are stealing looks at these girls without really having 

any job for them in exchange (185). And thus the prostitutes with the high overhead 

consider themselves worth more than the girls on the street; She-She is highly 

offended by Self's offer of fifty dollars (100), compared to Agnes and her twenty 

dollars (158). Self recognizes, however, that She-She is a bad deal precisely because 
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of the emphasis on money, which essentially removes all the pleasure from the 

experience (101). Agnes is a bad deal, too, from the other direction--his sexual 

failure starts costing her money, and justice prevails with a baseball bat (158-59). 

Violence and money are the main equalizers. 

However, there is plenty of evidence that these two do not ultimately make 

everything equal, because shame is very much associated with sexual behaviors in the 

novel, regardless of the money or the suffering. If the exchange of money for sex is 

okay, why should Self feel ashamed to tell about his sexual behavior, his not 

"behaving as well as I've led you to believe" (196)? This is not a mere economic 

shame for wasting money or time. Nor is he particularly concerned about harm he is 

doing to his body, as is the case with alcohol or drugs (he is not, for instance, 

confessing this because he is fearful about disease). Why is he ashamed of the 

handjobs, and why does he wish to believe that the reader has the same bad habit 

(271)? Why is he ashamed of his pornography habit, especially since the people in 

the pictures are paid (149)? Why should it matter whether a prostitute is pregnant 

(29)? Why should a prostitute "know" she shouldn't "do it" (29)? Why should 

degrees of nakedness matter—"the chicks who wear no pants should be paid more" 

(29)? Why is Lome Guyland's nudity "pornographic" (174)? Why does Alec's 

mistress think it wrong to sunbathe totally nude (57)? Why does the prostitute She-

She charge an extra twenty to be seen without her underpants (101)? These are not 

purely economic matters~the girls are not being paid more because of extra effort 

involved, for instance. The system wouldn't work if there were not an underlying 
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sense of good and bad, shame and self-respect in operation. The greater the physical 

intimacy, the higher the price. The only explanation has to be that one of the 

participants ultimately does not want the closeness and is doing something that is thus 

against her nature (it could be "his" nature but in Money it rarely is). John Self 

senses ineffably that human dignity-one's sense of self--cannot be separated from 

one's sexuality and should not be bought and sold. 

Justice-a pleasant life for all—is what Self thinks he is after, and money and 

brute strength are the only means Self knows for attaining it. Money in particular is 

the equalizer he's counting on to bring him to the same level with others. "Oh, 

money I love you. You're so democratic; you've got no favourites. You even things 

out for me and my kind" (221). What Self really seeks, however, is elevation, not 

equality. He understands justice, but he wants more. He wants to rise above the 

"criminal class" he sees himself part of (157). It is not a matter of rising above 

others, however, for that would be unjust. It is simply a matter of rising, exercising 

one's human freedom to develop. The only means he knows for doing this are money 

and brute strength, but particularly money. 

Money is a novel about faith, and the faith is in money. Money has been 

Self's ticket into almost everything, and it has always been his dream (90). Money is 

security: "When it's cold. That's when you really feel your money" (88). The tune 

begins to change, however, as Self begins to look at the shape of his life, the state of 

his "private culture" (118), which money does not seem to help. Money doesn't tell 

him "how to deal with the day" (145). He knows he is not equal to the university 
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graduates; even with all his money, he feels excluded from their world (59). He 

knows he is missing something (67). In a very obvious way, Money is about the 

foolishness of putting faith in money. 

Faith in anything beyond this world is not an issue for Self. He comments on 

the passing of faith in God, which some of Earth's fringe element have replaced with 

"the impression that all their thoughts and actions are determined by creatures from 

another world" (204). Such concerns are not Self's (though he sees nothing unusual 

in accepting Goodney's comment about "Mother Nature" concocting strange new 

diseases (181); who is "Mother Nature"?). However, Self does feel "controlled by 

someone . . . But he's not from out there. He's from in here" (305). Self blames his 

fall on his own "no-confidence trick" (362). So apparently some confidence is 

needed, and it is supposed to come from the self, the conscious self, not a strange 

voice within, not the voices of aging, weather, money, and fear about the future that 

Self so often hears, for instance (104). Certainly faith is not to be placed in the 

"confidence" people like Goodney who lead one on in the money game, the "with-

faith" people. At the end Self concludes not only that "money stinks" (359), but also 

that anyone who exudes confidence, like Goodney, must be crazy, given the state of 

the world (362). Confidence must be a "cry for help" (362). Both Self and novelist 

Amis count Goodney as a psychopath, like Quentin in Dead Babies (Haffenden 5). 

Faith-the belief in something beyond oneself-thus emerges as the need for some 

measure of self-confidence. In Money, this self-confidence is a combination of 

courage backed by temperance and prudence, but mostly by knowledge and love. 
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That courage matters to John Self is evident in his frequent murmurings about 

"fear and shame." He has plenty of street courage, the macho courage that is not 

afraid of injury or physical pain. When another area of his face starts to hurt from 

his bad tooth, he says, "Hello there, and welcome" (10). He's never afraid of a 

fight, and he knows he'll usually win. "When it comes to fighting, I'm brave~or 

reckless or indifferent or just unjust" (10). Lacking prudence, his courage is 

generally rashness. 

He lacks the courage to handle emotional and intellectual pain, however, and 

avoids these in drunkenness and selective forgetfulness. As noted above, he can't tell 

the news he has about Selina's seeing someone else until he has gone out to "drink 

some more and get a lot tireder first" (11). On the night he leaves New York City 

after dinner with Goodney and Butch Beausoleil, though he remembers clearly 

everything else about the evening, he doesn't remember the terrible humiliation-

shame~of Goodney's intentionally peeing on him: "What happened out there with 

Fielding and Butch? Ay, keep it away! Don't let it touch me. I can't give it 

headroom" (52). Similarly he forgets Doris's "annihilating" comment (176) and 

won't tell us another of Selina's (335, 363). About the death of his mother, he says: 

"She died when she was very young too, now I come to think about it, which I don't 

much . . . " (74). Later he says as he talks about her: "I'm going to burst into tears in 

a moment but I'm not going to. Actually I was never going to, and never will" 

(192). He's very cagy about his mother, as he also is about his father. When he 

recalls Barry Self's presenting him with a bill for nineteen-thousand pounds for his 
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upbringing, John Self introduces the recollection with "And get this. I'm only going 

to say it once" (167). Physical pains are easy; emotional ones are hard, and Self has 

had no help for learning how to handle these. He is afraid of them, whether the pain 

be the pain of loss or the pain of shame, of not being what he thinks he should be or 

of not knowing what he should know. 

He also fears the future: "Something is waiting . . . Awful things can happen 

any time. This is the awful thing" (9). But this is the fear of loss, much of which is 

the fear of emotional pain-not just of losing money, but of losing face (shame) and 

losing people (grief). "Fear walks tall on this planet," he says (9). Much of the fear 

discussion is more plot than theme~his paranoia is a clue to the reader that things 

aren't going well (e.g., 223), but there is a more personal fear at stake, the fear that 

life will get him in some way. 

He knows there's something weak or amiss about his inability to face fear and 

shame. After his comment about not giving the horrible memory headroom, he adds, 

"I've got to grow up. It's time" (52). A part of his sense of adulthood is the ability 

to face all kinds of pain. As the novel progresses, his courage begins to grow—as he 

loses things, the first big loss being Selina. On the night he learns she's pregnant, he 

doesn't hit her, though that crosses his mind, nor rape her as he has attempted the 

night before. Instead he "stayed in the bag and just kept on asking" until he has 

learned who the father is. The next day he cries as he watches the Royal Wedding at 

Martin Amis's place. His comment about Selina's leaving is "Stay strong. I tell 

myself" (241). And, for a day, he is-before getting arrested for drunk driving (Self 
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deflects much of his grief into thoughts about his car, the purple Fiasco, an objective 

correlative for his life). He hasn't learned how yet, but he's beginning to face some 

facts. When a hairdresser reminds him he's "receding," he muses, "Life is all losing, 

we are all losing, losing mother, father, youth, hair, looks, teeth, friends, lovers, 

shape, reason, life . . . Take life away. It's too hard, too difficult" (253). 

In view of Self's fear, it is apparent that Self lacks another virtue as well, 

hope, for fear means that the future looks grim. Throughout the novel Self is waiting 

for something to happen, but these are premonitions of bad, not the expectation of 

good. "Recently my life feels like a bloodcurdling joke. Recently my life has taken 

on form. Something is waiting. I am waiting" (9, 280). He sees his own life as a 

ruin and assumes he's ruining others' lives, like Selina's (46). He identifies with 

images of hopelessness-with the dog tied up in the stairwell (18), with the dogs of 

Animal Farm or a dog tied up at the seashore unable to romp on the sand (193), as 

well as with Martina's dog Shadow, who can't escape the pull back to his dubious 

roots on Twenty-Third Street (311). 

Self has the hope of getting more money, but even there the mood becomes 

pessimistic. Of the money he has already made he says, "What did I ever do with it, 

the money? Pissed it away, I just pissed it away" (79). The mood of the whole 

movie scheme, too, is frantic, not secure. Work on it leads him to conclude, "There 

goes the day again, like so many others, just pissed away" (8). One of the main 

messages of the novel is that money disappoints—Good Money becomes Bad Money. 

Only one time in the main portion of the novel does John Self do something 
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hopefully; significantly, it's a hope about his father Barry. The first glimpse of Barry 

is after Self's first pass at Doris Arthur, the lesbian script-writer, at the Shakespeare. 

As John climbs out of the wreckage of his drunken pass, he sees his father watching: 

"I looked at him confusedly, expectantly. But he gave me a weak leer of dismissal 

and backed off into the shadows with his drink" (63). Self's hope has been for some 

sign of affection from his father. But for John Self, hope always disappoints. He 

pretty much lives without it, until Martina offers a glimpse of her very different 

world, a world secured by self-discipline, knowledge, and love. 

Knowledge is central to success in Money. Neither physical strength nor 

money is getting Self very far. He's everybody's patsy, from Goodney to Selina to 

Alec to Ossie. The virtues whose lack cripples him are the intellectual ones. 

Culture~the life of the mind, of art, music, and literature-is the elevator held out 

consciously by the novel. Throughout the novel Self tells us how little he reads: "Not 

reading, that's where I put my money" (44). People with degrees control those who 

have none, even if the latter have money: "You just gave us some money" (59). He's 

not sorry the bookshop and music shop have disappeared from his neighborhood (71). 

And Martin Amis, the writer who lives around the block, "gives me the creeps" (71) 

and is the only person in the novel with whom he alternates between obscenity and 

stammering in conversation (86). This writer ("he has the reading thing real bad") 

has a schedule which includes five hours of reading every day (220). 

Self's friend Alec, whose career has bottomed out ahead of Self's, wants 

books in prison, not booze, even at the risk of getting beaten up if he's caught 
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reading poetry (155). When he's paroled, he doesn't want the life of excess any 

longer (236). "Alec had been slumming for ten years," says Self, and at the end of it 

he returns to life on a different level, where one doesn't get labeled crazy or get 

beaten up for wanting to read, and where one lives with the wife and the kids (and 

the revenges the wife will inflict in this just world) (336). 

Those without education often have to settle for the equalizers that don't work. 

She-She, though she makes big bucks, will never enter the drawing-room world so 

long as all she can talk about is the Royal Wedding. In contrast, the prostitute Moby 

is a literature major going about her job with "sad seriousness" (97), apparently aware 

that there is something wrong with her life. Vron, for all her talk about art, will 

never be featured as La Maia Desneuda or La Femme au Jardin so long as she 

doesn't know the difference between pictures for titillation and pictures for 

appreciation. The Amis character calls Vron's work "yob art," as if the class or 

educational level of either the artist or the audience were the main distinction; the 

basic distinction, however, is a moral one, dependent on the purpose the pictures are 

meant for and the use to which they are put. The assumption in calling this "yob art" 

is that education leads to "better" art. 

Self's time with Martina is heavily and obviously educational. She has him 

reading Animal Farm, going to Otello. going to a Manet exhibit, and reading some 

more: 1984. Einstein, Darwin, Freud, Marx ("what colossal guessers," he concludes 

[275]), Catcher in the Rye. Hitler, and Money, the non-fiction analysis and 

convenient balance to the TV show Self twice tunes in on called The Monev Game 
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(39, 290). In Amis's world literature offers the truth, television, the lie, the lie that 

money is the only goal and is all you need. Even Selina has accumulated a shelf of 

books, and even though all of them are about money, it is noteworthy that books are 

the source of her aid. 

Although Self remarks that "Martina had given me a how-to kit for the 

twentieth century" (308), the education is too late to save him from the Money movie 

scam, though he does realize that he has missed the money words that have been used 

as names by the seam's actors-that is, he knows that knowledge of words would have 

helped him (323). 

Knowledge itself, however, is not enough. One can have knowledge without it 

leading to goodness, as Fielding Goodney demonstrates. Goodney is like Quentin and 

the Conceptualists in Dead Babies. Goodney has self-discipline, money (his father 

"owns half of Virginia" and knows plenty, at least about money [27]), and education. 

He is a reader of fiction and mentions "'the sound and the fury,'" a reference lost on 

Self (204). Literature gives Goodney "all kinds of ideas" (204). That's all that is 

known of Goodney and reading, but clearly his reading has not prevented his using 

people ruthlessly, turning their lives into his own work of art. As the character Amis 

points out: "'. . . these golden mythomaniacs . . . they're like artists'" (341). 

Goodney is an actor, and his finest production is the John Self movie scam. 

Furthermore, Amis the character is a learned person-whose reference to Orwell's 

Coming UP for Air is also lost on Self (220)~and also an artist. He uses Self even 

more ruthlessly than Goodney does; Goodney uses art to take Self's reputation, 
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fortune, and career, but Amis, also using a work of art, would take Self's life. Thus, 

although the novel preaches reading throughout, the message is mixed. One wants to 

believe that education and the life of the mind, of "thought and fascination," will 

elevate-but they don't necessarily, not if the standard of measure is how well one 

treats other people. Self undertakes art as an equalizer—or, more to the point, an 

elevator~but the novel offers him no guarantees. 

The best that either money or the life of the mind has to offer in this novel is 

control (Doan 79). For Martina, that emerges in self-control and the well-ordered 

life, even in the midst of pain and loss. For Goodney and Amis, on the other hand, it 

emerges as selfish control of others. Goodney could read Animal Farm and be a pig. 

Self could read it and miss the point entirely until Martina straightens him out (197-

98) or read 1984 and want to be a corporal in the Thought Police (207). 

Ironically, the character Martin Amis asks whether there is a moral philosophy 

of fiction (241)—his question being whether authors can morally inflict pain on their 

characters. This is the postmodern form of the question. (Did the French err in not 

trying Flaubert for the murder of the Bovarys? Or should Flaubert's parents have 

been tried for turning him into a sadist?) The more important question has always 

been the one relating to flesh-and-blood life, not fictional life: does fiction teach, what 

should it teach, and who decides what it is teaching? These are questions that Self's 

reading of Animal Farm raises. Money the novel teaches that reading teaches, but it 

also shows that what one learns from reading will be determined by what one already 

has decided or been taught about right and wrong long before one could read Animal 
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Farm. The only way literature or art will teach an adult mind a different way of 

viewing life is through a teacher who already holds that different view and can 

conduct the student through to it. 

Has Goodney ever had a teacher who taught him as Martina does Self? We 

don't know. Probably he did~but he has chosen the other way. As Self exclaims, 

what is this state of knowing good and choosing bad? Goodney has an education, but 

it has not made him into a humane being. He needs teaching in adulthood as much as 

Self, or more. He is unjust in his use of art, using it to give him control of others. 

Goodney himself sees this as justice, a way of protecting himself against the future as 

an aging actor. What Goodney lacks, however, is love, and trite as it sounds to Doan 

and others, what the novel upholds more than justice is the need for love.3 Both 

Martina and Goodney have money and education; the difference between them is, yes, 

love. 

Though John Self consciously exclaims about temperance and justice most 

loudly, his underlying murmur is repeatedly, love, love in the wider sense of human 

fellow-feeling, sensitivity, compassion, sympathy, kindness, respect, self-sacrifice, 

goodness toward others, regardless of what one gets in return. Money is a very 

sentimental novel, however, and the truth about love is overshadowed by Self's 

incomplete notions of love. 

3Doan prefers Churchill's Serious Money over Money: A Suicide Note. 
Churchill's picture is based on power, not love. The problem with this, of course, is 
that power does not necessarily lead to balance, but to increased competition and 
ultimately to isolation. The only thing that can stop the power struggle is, in fact, 
love, consideration of the welfare of others. 
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That John Self is missing love in his life is evident. As early as page twenty-

five he mentions the steadying effects of "that human touch," ironically given by 

Goodney at that point. The "human touch" and "that living squeeze" (135) become 

another of Self's refrains (46, 61, 95, 218, 278, 192). Some of these are generalized 

appeals-"I need a human touch" (61, 67) but many refer to specific instances that are 

man-to-man ("but dead butch, naturally" [135]): the steadying hands of the stranger 

on the street who tells him the time, without whose touch he feels he "might have 

died" (43, 46), the need to slap hands with Felix the bellhop (95), the need to be 

touched by Goodney (218). Once he refers to childhood and his mother's touch on 

his shirt cuffs (192). Similarly, there is the appeal for someone to cuddle with-

"sister mother daughter lover (niece, auntie, granny) . . . nothing dirty, only spoons" 

(107), the cuddling which Goodney has just mentioned as the new source for money 

(93). Goodney is ready to market it on the economic basis, like any other addiction, 

but Self is looking for the thing itself, the human touch, without obligations or 

remunerations, the touch that defeats the sense of isolation by assuring that someone, 

even a stranger, cares. 

He makes direct appeals to the reader for sympathy (32, 196) and, as 

mentioned in regard to justice, frequently addresses readers as "brother" and "sister." 

He is generally sympathetic to strangers and underdogs (unless fear threatens). He is 

sympathetic to the young stripper, old before her time—"I'm with you, kid, don't 

worry" (13), and he feels he's not "cut out for brothels" because he always gets 

involved with "the human scale" (99); there's no mistaking that brothels are not about 
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love, but about pleasure and money-economics and justice~and his experiences there 

and with his other pornographic habits leave him unsatisfied (101, e.g.). When he 

finds himself locked in Martina's apartment all day, he asks, "Well, who cared?" a 

devil-may-care kind of question. But then he repeats it, "But who cared?" and it's a 

real question (289). 

At least four times he wistfully refers to the sense of something missing, 

particularly in his relationship with Selina (77, 128, 163). With so much sexual 

pleasure, he misses something and feels alone. When Selina says Alec is "trying to 

destroy our love," Self feels this is "a novel notion," in all senses, because 

"Something else is missing. What is it?" (77). He assumes that with Selina he has 

all that love is supposed to be. His understanding of love as a romantic relationship, 

as distinct from sex for personal pleasure, consists of three elements: sex, fidelity, 

and justice. This is actually merely a more personal variety of prostitution, sex for 

money (Selina is not named "sell-ina" for nothing). He and Selina understand each 

other, sharing a loose definition of fidelity and a strict sense of justice. Fidelity 

means that neither one will have another regular lover at the same time. Self is quite 

upset when he thinks that Selina may have another lover, and he feels the need to 

confess to the reader that he would have been "unfaithful" to her if he had found 

anyone (20). Since he says he has been "faithful to Selina Street for over a year" 

(20), it is clear that prostitutes don't count as infidelity to him, Agnes for one having 

been within this year. 

That justice is the base is clear in their money economy. Selina assumes she 



126 

will be kept in a certain fashion, and Self meets it. "I run Selina on the black 

economy. We don't keep any books . . . But we both understand" (76). Even when 

he learns Selina has set him up to be found by Martina, he feels "no bitterness. Who 

me?" (334), knowing he's of the same cloth and hasn't given her what she wants, 

which is marriage and children, or remained faithful to her, in their understanding of 

fidelity, since he has been pursuing and sleeping with Martina. 

However, even with sex, fidelity, and justice, he knows something is definitely 

missing in his relationship with Selina, and it's the sense of "speechless upheaval" 

(144) that thoughts of Martina give him. Of Selina he can only babble in his sleep, "I 

love it. I love her . . . I love her corruption" (40). Although he is drunk when he 

does so, to Martina he says, "I love you" (128), something he never says to Selina. 

He longs for romantic love, the feeling that includes delight in the presence of the 

other. 

Martina Twain is Self's venture into not only the well-ordered life of 

temperance and intellect but also love that involves romance, friendship, and 

unselfishness. Unlike all Self's Selinas, Tinas, Ginas, Mollies, Pollies, and so on, 

Martina has always affected him romantically: "I've always had a remote and 

hopeless thing for her, ever since film school" (41). She's the one who causes the 

"speechless upheaval," the one he goes out of his way to see, dresses up for~ 

comically and inappropriately-endures pain for (stays sober for)-and finds himself 

impotent with. The distinctions between his feeling for Martina and for any other 

women are obvious, having evidences of a lifelong, one-and-only attraction. 
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Women for Self generally mean pleasure for himself, with his willingness to 

trade whatever necessary to obtain pleasure. Justice is the key to his relationships. 

With Martina, from his perspective, there is no justice. She picks up the tabs, buys 

him a present, and provides everything; he cannot even provide sexual satisfaction, 

and she doesn't hold that against him. Martina puts up with the way he treats her 

house; she accepts their differences over social justice, violence, and art appreciation; 

she does not control him or he her. She lets Self be free, just as she lets Shadow off 

the leash even though she doesn't have to. She lets the other choose. 

Amid this freedom, though, both Martina and Self assume that sexual fidelity 

matters. Martina is disappointed when she finds Self with Selina, and Self assumes 

that she should be, just as he was hurt by Selina's unfaithfulness. Self has paid Selina 

to be faithful; with Martina, as with the aerial killer murdering from the rooftops, 

"there is no money involved" (93). Many of the references to Shakespeare in the 

novel allude to fidelity: Selina has stayed with Ossie at the hotel Cymbeline in 

Stratford, and Martina has taken Self to the opera Otello.4 Self's first response in his 

misunderstanding of the opera is perplexity at Otello's rage about Desdemona's 

infidelity (290) and then wonder upon realizing that Desdemona (i.e., Martina) was 

faithful (292). It is not the fidelity itself that amazes Self but the fact that anyone can 

be faithful, a self-discipline he does not have. He would justify Desdemona's 

infidelity on the basis of it being "her nature" (280). But he knows that it needs 

4Equally significant, Goodney, when beaten up by Self, calls him "Iago" and 
"inhuman dog" (322), epithets which Self more fully earns when he lets his new 
stepmother Vron seduce him in the Shakespeare. 
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justifying and forgiving, that there is something wrong with infidelity. Real love, 

which is not based on an exchange but on a giving, assumes the exchange of sexual 

fidelity. Sex with anyone besides the loved one means rejection of the loved one. No 

one has to teach him this. One of the key assumptions behind romantic love in 

Western civilization is fidelity (including sexual fidelity): "love is not love / That 

bends with the remover to remove . . . But bears it out even to the edge of doom." 

Both Self and Martina are getting something, of course: Martina is getting 

companionship and warmth, and Self is getting acceptance and encouragement, but 

this is love, not justice, because each is as concerned with giving to the other as with 

getting. When Self does finally succeed with Martina sexually, it is because he has 

realized how much she is giving to him: "Here, I lay it all before you" (310), she 

seems to say, and in return he loves her the way she wants to be loved. This is love 

that considers the other person's pleasure and literally lays down itself for the other. 

Real love is not tit for tat, for the pleasure turns out to be in the giving. Self does 

not consciously realize all this in the novel, but the episode clearly shows it. 

Love does not easily conquer all, and Self, like Shadow, falls back into his old 

pattern as soon as he's offered the chance. "It's his nature. " Martina once worries 

about Shadow (268), and Self, too, seems bound by his, "knowing the good and 

choosing the bad." It's a pessimistic view. Yet it is clear to Self that Martina is the 

one who offers what he wants in life. He wants it but does not really know how to 

get it, because he has missed what constitutes it: unselfishness. 

The longing for love includes family love, too. One can build the 
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psychological case that Self's alcoholic behavior all goes back to childhood and the 

missing love early on. His father has never loved him, sent him away when his 

mother died before he was seven, never gives him an encouraging word, tells him not 

to call him "Dad" (139), bills him for his upbringing, and takes out a fifty-pound 

contract to have him slugged in the face. The only time Barry Self calls John "son" 

is when Barry tells him to "run along" (228), after asking John how Selina is, whom 

Barry has twice tried to seduce (77, 147). Not surprisingly, John Self is looking for 

parental love. 

Thus his little foray into Caduta Massi's breasts, pleasant as he finds it, is not 

"a sexual thing" and brings him to tears (104-5). He later gives up the mother 

longing for Caduta, leaving that to actor Lome Guy land and letting his own feeling 

turn sexual (302), but he also has family feelings for other cast members. For Spunk, 

the child of the abusive father and codependent, religious mother, he feels "kid 

bloodbrother" affection and listens for three hours to Spunk's sorrows about his 

father. Self tells Spunk "you are your dad and your dad is you. You're better, but 

you'll be him one day-and the gut and the vest Mid the beercan," (270). It is a pretty 

hopeless view; in Self's (Amis's) system, a lot of power resides in genes, and "we're 

the jokes" (270). But Self's view also indicates the importance of the father, and the 

power that Self is subconsciously seeking is not heredity but love. 

For a while Self wrestles with a sexual feeling for Spunk that is a mixture of 

sexual and fatherly feeling arising when he realizes Spunk, like a child, can barely 

read (300); Self decides to "butch it out" (301), but the very occurrence indicates the 
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confusion in Self of the various loves, particularly family love and romantic. He tells 

of having earlier had a similar confusion about his friend Alec's nine-year-old 

daughter Mandolina (301). Having grown up with little knowledge of family love, it 

is logical that longing for it in adulthood could transform itself in adulthood into 

erotic love. 

When Butch Beausoleil says she's not home with her parents because "I hate 

my mother and my father died," Self's only reply is, "Okay" (260). He has no 

answer for her. The situation is as mixed as his own~his mother died and he feels 

hated by his father. Thus, he drops the issue. It's an unsentimentalized moment 

embedded in a very comic scene, but it continues the murmur about family love. 

Later, when he walks Shadow, the dog who is Self's shadow, having a soul like 

Self's, as Shadow tugs to run off toward his roots in Twenty-Third Street, Self 

wonders, "Does he have a mother there, sisters, brothers?" (297). Is Self just being 

realistic about doggie families, or is it intentionally Freudian that Self omits "father" 

from the question? In any case, it's the longing for family love that springs to Self's 

mind, and like Shadow Self is always returning to his roots, Barry Self's bar. 

Eventually, Self learns who his real father is, the only one who, throughout his 

life, has shown a bit of genuine interest in him. Early in the novel Self says: 

I have a feeling for Fat Vince, partly because he's a fellow heart-

sufferer. His heart keeps attacking him as mine will one day. Fat 

Vince has a feeling for me also, I reckon. Every couple of months he 

takes me aside and, his breath sweet with trapped drink, asks me how I 
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am. No one else does this. No one. He talks to me about my mother 

sometimes. (137) 

Self talks more about needing to know the parents for the sake of identity, as he tells 

Spunk and reiterates in his epilogue (362), but his behavior shows that it's more than 

identity and genetics—it's the hurt of rejection on one hand by Barry and the 

knowledge that someone cares on the other, as Fat Vince always has. It matters to 

Self, for instance, that Fat Vince "loved mv mother, which is more than Barry Self 

ever did. I'd sav he's a definite improvement" (362). Love of all kinds is what 

really matters to Self-family love, romantic love, and friendship, and the absence of 

love is great pain, the pain that his addictions attempt to cover. 

A look at Self at the end of the novel reveals that he hasn't clearly grasped 

what the problems are or how to solve them. He has received a lot, but he hasn't 

learned to give, and as Doan argues, it is not clear what he has learned (71). 

At the end he has advanced in some ways. There is new courage about life. 

The development of emotional courage begins in his conversations with Martina when 

he begins to talk about disappointment (266) and then loss and fear and shame (309). 

Martina's list of people she's lost in recent years leaves Self groping for words, and 

his own fear about money seems "puffy and stupid" (309), which is all he has, he 

adds, "to use against people who might hate me" (309). What he and Martina think 

about is the same, from different directions-she is used to being close to people and 

fears losing them; he is used to fending for himself, protecting himself from what 

they can do to him. They both fear hurt from others. Her example of stoic 
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acceptance begins to have its effect on him, but like Shadow the dog, he runs off into 

his old ways, though not nearly so far. And when he meets Frank the Phone, having 

lost Martina, he has "No fear. What could he take away from me now?" (321). By 

the end, he has the courage to face all his humiliations and tell us about them. 

After his suicide failure, his last humiliation, he has the courage to face his 

aging self. "I've never been as old as this before. And so it will go on for every 

morninp nf our lives" (360). He also faces that "life is pretty good . . . but this is a 

tough planet" (361), and he faces that he isn't "everything" and is in fact mortal (361-

2). In the face of death, the last fear, he has felt that "life seemed such good stuff" 

(356). The fear of death has won over the fear of shame. His suicide effort finishes 

off the pattern that his life has embraced: " . . . during that time of suicide, mv entire 

future flashed through mv head. And guess what. It was all a drag! . . . And now 

mv life has lost its form. Now mv life is only present, more present, continuous 

present" (361). Having been hooked on a future that would only disappoint, for now 

he settles on the present, formless though it appears. And that is better than a drag of 

a future. The fear of death will still be there, but the fear of life is now gone. John 

Self may truly have a new kind of courage now, the courage to endure it all-aches 

and pains, fears and shames. "You've got to laugh. You've got to. There isn't any 

choice" (363). To laugh in the face of life's ups and downs-that is the courage Self 

has come to. 

With the fear of life gone, there is now room for hope and also patience, and 

the sources of them are love and knowledge. There is hope for the intellectual virtues 
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to grow in him. By the end of the novel, he's still reading, "quite a bit." even though 

he's not sure he's cut out for it-or for "the best. Culture, and all that" (357). He 

goes to the library even though he "sort of" hates it; it's "a good place when you're 

unemployed" (357). It's hard for him, but he's not giving up on it. His "yob genes" 

may resist, but he shows the power of the self over one's nature. 

At the end Self has a higher hope, and it is in love. Partly his hope is in a 

new woman to take care of him (the alcoholic and the co-dependent), and he hopes to 

get Martina or Selina back. But a large measure of his hope now comes from his 

father, his real father Fat Vince. While Barry Self has let him down again and again, 

he now has a real father, "mv old dad" who actually "slips me the odd ten or twenty, 

when he's flush" (358) and who has found him the ice-cream-van job and suggests 

that Self "mav have a future in the bouncing business" (354). The possibilities for 

psychological analysis are abundant. One of the key elements in Self's life has been 

the need for a father, and at the end, with the discovery of the father, acceptance by 

him, and even encouragement from him, comes hope. Self himself may not see the 

new pattern yet, but his life has a new one developing-from exorbitantly rich porno 

peddler to struggling peddler of cheer for children~and behind the new pattern is a 

father. He now has some new confidence in himself; he wants "the best." which for 

him is Martina. He also has the prospect of raising Selina's child as if it were his 

own. 

In this mood, Self actually uses the word hope once more: "Well. I'd like to 

sign off with some words of wisdom. I'm closer to vou. I hope, than he'll ever be. 
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But if I'd had anv good advice to give. I would have taken it. I would have kept it 

all for me" (361). The "he" is ambiguously Amis the character and Amis the author; 

in the wonders of literature, characters can get closer to readers than the author gets. 

And "Self" is, of course, closer by definition. And though Self says he'd keep his 

good advice, selfishly, the reader knows better—he'd tell all, as he has all along. But 

the significant point here is the word "hope" and its context. This novel which hardly 

ever uses the words "hope" and "expect" and rarely a future tense-except for meeting 

Frank the Phone or in the sensed meeting of doom—this "hopeless" novel ends in 

hope, and the hope is connected to the idea of being emotionally close to others. 

Doan is right: the cliche hovers here. Love, human affection, the human touch, is 

the one thing Self hopes for. 

For all of his talk about self-discipline, however, by the novel's end, it is not 

clear whether he has developed any. He has straightened up for Martina, with the 

new-deal-me program, including calisthenics and no drunkenness. He has slept with 

Martina "in that grownup way" without all the "brothel gear" he's used to with Selina 

and others (309), but he is still easily seduced by Selina, even "with my vows to 

Martina still warm on my lips" (318), and then seduced by his supposed stepmother 

Vron. He reaps severe consequences on both occasions. One costs him love—he 

loses Martina; one costs him money-Barry Self won't repay him any of the nineteen-

thousand pounds sterling he'd billed John for his upbringing (167-8). He suffers from 

his lack of self-control and finds himself alone and penniless, down and out in the 

Butcher's Arms or the Blind Pig, drunk, fighting, and taken home by a kindly 
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stranger named Georgina. 

In his straitened circumstances, he drinks less, smokes less, and buys no 

pornography-but the reason he gives is that he has no money now. He still has "just 

a Barlev Stout, two Particular Brews, a Whisky Tak and a few Ginger Perries. 

Either that, or a bottle of Cyprus sherry or Bulgarian port to lower me into the night. 

It's all I can afford" (358). He still gambles on the fruit machine. Fighting he says 

he's going to kick "before it kicks me" (359), yet in the same epilogue he gets thrown 

out of the pub for "beating up on the machine" (359). He doesn't hit Georgina, 

because when he does, he gets hit back. All of his talk about needing self-discipline 

does not seem to have taken him very far. He is actually still counting on either 

Martina, Selina, or, as a last resort, Georgina to take care of him. That is not taking 

care of oneself. There is some progress, though, in that he plans to support Selina's 

child, has realistic goals about making money, and is continuing with his reading. 

The problem with Self at the end is that he still does not understand love, 

which is the main hope he has always hung onto. His hope is brighter at the end. 

He has some new resources for growth. He is even carrying a bottle of Desdemona 

Cream for Georgina, a complex emblem of woman's steadfastness and of man's need 

for forgiveness~but it may also be a subconscious warning to Georgina of what's 

ahead. Maybe Self will eventually see the advantages of a life spent for others 

instead of for Self. Maybe he'll eventually realize that closeness to others really 

means that-closeness to all others, not just to a woman and not just to his readers. 

At the end, whether he realizes it, he has hope, and it is hope for closeness. "If we 
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all downed tools and joined hands for ten minutes and stopped believing in money." 

he says, "then money would no longer exist" (354), as if money itself were the 

problem. But money is not the problem-or the solution~in itself. The joining hands 

is. Self's own (rather inane) statement of the "meaning of life" (361) is that life is 

"an aggregate of all the lives that have ever been lived on planet Earth" (361). If 

there is meaning in this statement, which is actually a definition rather than an 

explanation of life, it must be something about the oneness of all humanity. It is 

closeness that John Self seeks. 

Self's view of love, however, is still very limited, self-centered, and justice-

based. He intends to win Martina back by honesty and love; that is, he hopes that by 

doing enough, he can get her back: "They have to take vou back, don't thev. if vou 

love them enough?" (356). In those love letters he writes, has he asked forgiveness? 

Has he recognized how much he has hurt her and sought to do anything about that? 

He expects enough good-the love letters~to counterbalance the bad he's done to her. 

Self's logic says be just; give enough so that one will get the same in return. Love 

says think about the other person. Think about being the self-disciplined, considerate 

person that he knows Martina appreciated. Think about Self as a giver, not a getter. 

The limits of his view are clearly seen in his (horrible) attitude about 

Georgina, whom he'll stay with if he stays poor (363). This is love? (At least he 

acknowledges, in his endearing, honest way, that Georgina may not be the lucky one 

in this deal.) "I'm good to her." he says. "I can't afford not to be" (363). He's good 

because of what he gets, not good because he wants her to feel good. He does care 
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about Georgina, but it is still a justice-based relationship, a trade-off of affection for 

shelter, with no promise of a future in it for her since he has no intention of staying, 

if he can help it. Is this by mutual consent? Is this his idea of fidelity? He guesses 

that Georgina has had "a pretty rough run of guvs" (363), but he's not looking much 

better. Love is the answer, but Self hasn't committed himself to what love is. 

Some would argue that the love theme is not central to this novel: Tink sees it 

in political terms, as presenting an "impossible dream of any political solutions" (53). 

Doan has called this novel an "expose of capitalist greed" (69). It may be these 

things, for John Self does keep blaming money for driving him, and at the end it is 

money that "stinks" (359). Underneath it all, though, it is a cry for love. Self's wish 

at the end is the one already cited above: "If we all downed tools and joined hands for 

ten minutes and stopped believing in money . . . " (354). 

Doan is, in a sense, right to accuse Amis of presenting the "cliche that love is 

the answer," but both Doan, Amis, and Self miss what love is. It is not the "cliche" 

of finding the right lover. It is everybody joining hands. If everybody joined hands--

that is, everybody caring about everybody else as much as themselves-then money 

would become only a means for helping others. 

Could Fielding Goodney join hands with John Self (and vice versa)? Could 

John Self join hands with Ossie Twain, or Alec Llewellyn with John Self? Martina 

Twain with Ossie? John Self with Selina? "We never will, of course," says Self, 

self-absorbed and self-protective as his name implies. 

John Self is clearly a fragmented self, torn by the conflicting voices within 
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(Tink 50), baffled by not knowing his father, perplexed by encountering his opposite 

doubles in both Martina and the Martin Amis character (Miller passim; Todd 132). 

He has expected money to give his life form. Alexander asks whether Self is happy 

in the end because, even though down and out, he no longer is being ruled by the 

"false" form, the one imposed by money and the media (586-87). John Self is 

fragmented and searching for integration. Joining the "aggregate" of humanity is 

difficult when the self is dis-integrated. 

Throughout the novel Self tries to "pull himself together," mainly through 

trying to become temperate and awake intellectually. His search for integration is 

pursued through the effort to develop in virtue. 

Self, like other Amis characters, varied as they are, admires all the traditional 

virtues but is hampered by an incomplete understanding of love, particularly in 

relation to sexual morality. He does not see that the traditional virtues are a package 

that bring the self together, as Martina most nearly exemplifies, and love must be at 

the center. Courage, hope, faith, temperance, prudence, and justice are all 

insufficient without love, which is the main thing Self ("self") is after. However, if 

love is to be real, it must be unselfish. It must be willing to sacrifice for the ones 

loved. If romantic love, in the sense of the good feelings that come with it, is all that 

is meant, the answer has still been missed, for then the standard is not the welfare of 

the other but the pleasure for the self. "All I wanted was a good time," Self repeats 

(16, 73). That's a fine thing, but a selfish one. 

Money is about the good life, and John Self moves from pursuing pleasure 
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unrestrainedly to pursuing it somewhat more virtuously, adding a little self-control, a 

little prudence, some courage, and a little intellectual virtue, all of which are 

producing hope. But hope for what? Just to get the girl and the money once more? 

Without an adequate understanding of love as caring about others as much as about 

oneself, there will not be much point in his well-ordered life, for love is the virtue 

that not only brings together the conflicting voices in the self but also brings the self 

together with everyone else. Self concludes that the meaning of life is just an 

"aggregate of all the lives that have ever been lived." Clearly he wants integration, 

integration of everyone. But how can Self comfortably unite with Fielding Goodney-

or with the Hitler whose life he has found so horrific? Unless the self learns to give 

up itself (unlike Hitler), through unselfish love, it cannot be united with the whole. 

And the only way the self can give up itself without losing itself is to love others as 

much as self. 

Amis has clearly shown through John Self what the good life isn't. 

Unfortunately, at the end, though Self has discovered a somewhat better life, he has 

yet to discover what is truly good. 



CHAPTER VI 

LONDON FIELDS: NEITHER FAITH, HOPE, NOR LOVE 

London Fields is unquestionably a technical masterpiece. When critics discuss 

its style, words of praise abound: "brilliant" (Kroll 62), "dazzling" (Mittelman 123), 

"glittering" (MacSweeney 200), "energetic" (Times Literary Supplement 30), 

"invigorated" (Imlah 1051), "alive" (Young 40), and "funny" (Morrison 95). Judgment 

about its content is much more reserved, however: critics find it "disappointing" and 

"thin" (Koger 113), "nasty" (Mittelman 123), "sophomoric" (Young 40), and 

"unconvincing" and "painfully obvious" (Pesetsky 1). Sante says it is "a small, rather 

shrill book" (45), Lescaze criticizes it for its "coldness" (A14), and Young says it "fails 

miserably" as a novel of ideas (40). The number of critics who find it seriously weak 

is small, but even those who find this novel fun also note its weaknesses. Young says: 

" . . . Amis's ideas, both in this and his other novels, tend to be rather hackneyed. 

Without culture we cannot make sense of our lives. Materialism is bad for the soul. 

Nuclear weapons brutalize us. The human psvche is frail. Darts is an enervating game" 

(40). One could add "child abuse is bad" and have a fairly complete list of the obvious 

sermons in the novel. Some are relevant to characterization and plot, and some, such 

as the nuclear issues, less so. The ideas themselves may be hackneyed, but they are 

important. 

The problem with their treatment, however, is an inconsistency between the 
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personal and social morality. Amis, in his love of "extremes" (Ritchie 9), overlooks 

complexities (Imlah 1051). Although London Fields relies heavily on the traditional 

Western virtues-"truth, love, compassion, integrity, family," says Stout (48)~as in 

other Amis novels, traditional values are upheld, but not consistently. There are 

permissive changes, a heavy reliance on the intellectual virtues, and no clear 

understanding of love, resulting in a bleak picture of life. Amis shows through 

London Fields, whether it is intentional, that in the absence of love, what remains is a 

dissatisfying system based on justice. Moreover, he shows that unselfish love can 

persist in the world of the novel, though it may appear foolish and hopeless. 

Before one analyzes the morality, however, it is worth re-iterating that the 

brilliance of London Fields is its cleverness. Amis has always been clever, but in 

London Fields, cleverness takes precedence-cleverness of style that delights in 

wordplay and figures of speech, cleverness of an intricate plot that plays with reality 

in post-modern ways, and cleverness of genre that partakes of murder mystery, 

science fiction, satire, allegory, romance, and apocalyptic, while parodying most of 

them. On the technical level, London Fields is a delight, particularly if one enjoys 

puzzles and word games (Young 40). On the philosophical level, it is interesting, if 

not exactly satisfying. 

The novel begins with a narrator who is a novelist telling the reader that he 

has stumbled onto a great story which he must watch and record. It involves three 

main characters: Nicola Six, Keith Talent, and Guy Clinch.» Nicola is the femme 

'As usual in Amis, names matter. Toby Young is the first to start pointing out 
the meanings of the names, including "Slizard," the name of Samson Young's doctor, 
as an anagram of Szilard, the Hungarian nuclear physicist (40). 
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fatale. not only in the usual sense but also in the sense of being doomed to die. She 

has the ability to know the future somewhat, and she knows that she will be murdered 

on November 5, Guy Fawkes' Day, her thirty-fifth birthday. The novel is set in 

motion as she meets—or pounces upon-her murderer, her murder "victim," whom she 

will get to murder her. Thus, one has a novelist non-writing a non-mystery murder. 

The victim settled upon is Keith Talent, rightly called "the most comically 

lethal of all Amis's yobs" (Times Literary Supplement 3 Nov. 89, 30). Among 

Keith's "talents" are inept burglary, two-bit and yet monstrous scams, sex and alcohol 

addiction, wife and child abuse and neglect, and darts. The only thing he is really 

good at, however, is consistent, ignorant selfishness. Nicola singles him out in his 

pub, the Black Cross, and seduces him into a lengthy plot that she tells Keith is to 

bilk the third character, Guy Clinch. 

Guy, the gentleman, the "good guy" (27),2 is the foil to Keith. Guy is the 

man with everything: the wife, the kid, the house, the money, the title. He "wanted 

for nothing and lacked everything" (27). His son is a monster, and his wife, Hope, a 

heartless social climber. Guy starts hanging out at the Black Cross in desperation, 

looking for any kind of change in his life, even if it means getting beaten up by 

thugs. He is as ready a victim of Nicola as Keith. 

Nicola's scheme develops as she gets to know her victims. Keith eagerly goes 

into his guise of small-appliance repairman to get into Nicola's flat. She then behaves 

2Martin Amis, London Fields (New York: Harmony, 1989). Page numbers in 
parentheses refer to this edition. 
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toward him as the Sex Goddess Supreme, constantly teasing him, especially with her 

homemade pornographic videos. At the same time she leads Guy on in the role of the 

innocent, white-clad virgin who has been saving herself all her life for this perfect 

Guy (whom she sees as a perfect bore). She seduces Guy into raising money for 

fictitious purposes: to find her long-lost Cambodian friend from the orphanage, EnLa 

Gai, and her son Little Boy, atom-bomb puns that are lost on Guy. The money thus 

raised she then feeds to Keith to further his absurd aspirations in an upcoming 

televised darts tournament. 

Framing all this plot is the story of the fourth main character, the novelist 

Samson Young, who claims to be recording it all. Young, a Jewish American, is 

clearly a parodic tribute by Amis to Saul Bellow, whom Amis greatly admires-"Saul" 

becomes another Old Testament figure "Samson," and "Bellow" becomes "below" and 

thus "Young," as Amis is younger than Bellow. The similarities end there, Young 

having been in writer's block for twenty years. Young is dying of an unnamed 

radiation ailment contracted years earlier when his father worked in nuclear physics. 

Young has exhanged flats for a year with a background character named Mark 

Asprey, also a novelist, one who in contrast to Young is successful, rich, and pursued 

by beautiful women. The two novelists are foils, Young supposedly writing the 

reality and Asprey making things up. There are many points of contrast between 

them. Mark Asprey is the one with the Martin Amis initials, of course, in self-

parody, but the two novelists together may be alter-egos of any novelist, torn between 

truth and money. 
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Within all of these stories are also the stories of two children, also foils. 

Marmaduke Clinch, Guy and Hope's monster 18-month-old son, is somewhat of a 

freak, like Doris Lessing's Fifth Child: however, while Lessing's creation is a 

throwback to the apes, Amis's is a candidate for a Nietzschean overman, a being for 

whom wickedness appears to be good. At the other extreme from Marmaduke is Kim 

Talent, Keith and Kath Talent's sweet-spirited, abused baby daughter. 

The backdrop for this convoluted plot contains recurring references to 

impending doom from international politics and also from the weather, corrupted by 

the nuclear age.3 

London Fields is overtly concerned with virtue. Two of the three theological 

virtues appear conspicuously by name, as minor characters-Faith and Hope~and the 

third is conspicuously absent, the "death of love" being one of the novel's recurrent 

phrases, from the author's introductory "Note" onward. With love in sad shape, the 

virtue that often predominates in these characters is justice. Of equal significance are 

the intellectual virtues. In the discussion to follow, all of these virtues are discussed 

in order of their increasing importance, love receiving the most attention. 

Faith appears in London Fields as a background character, making cameo 

appearances. She is the wife of the President of the United States. She is "so 

young, so blond" (426), and for some unexplained reason, she is a factor in world 

3Between Money and London Fields. Amis published a collection of five short 
stories, Einstein's Monsters, all dealing in some way with nuclear issues and all 
introduced by a long essay on the nuclear threat. Thus, not surprisingly, nuclear 
issues play a large part in the background of London Fields. 
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peace, which depends to a great extent on her precarious health. She is one of the 

international and planetary events that are the backdrop of the action. Along with 

Faith's health there is a "crisis" building, with talk of possible bombings of cities and 

of an important summit conference ("more like twin peaks" quips the narrator [446]). 

On the planetary scene there is much talk about the weather (43, 81, 116), "dead 

clouds," and the peculiar way the sun is hanging low on the horizon, with a total 

eclipse impending on November 5, which is also Guy Fawkes' Day, Nicola Six's 

thirty-fifth birthday and chosen death-day (there is some disagreement about her 

birthday, since she's to be murdered a few minutes after midnight), and the day of 

Keith Talent's darts championship match. (Amis manages to bring other actions to a 

close on that day as well, like the rescue of abused baby Kim Talent, and has narrator 

Young comment: "'I can't bear these novels that end in mad activity'" [436], which 

Amis's often do.) While all of these global crises are developing, Faith is in bad 

shape (in what Pesetsky calls the "allegorical overkill" of this novel). Her life 

apparently hangs on whether the President okays her surgery (423), which involves 

her reproductive organs.4 In the end, Faith survives (446), and the Crisis passes, the 

sun going back to its right place (470). What Faith has to do with world peace is 

never made clear, intentionally, no doubt. Imprecision about her importance may be 

a part of Amis's point with her: her role exists apart from reason. Furthermore, she 

satirizes how much faith the world puts in the United States, or how the world-

4With his usual eye for American absurdities, Amis has a color-coded schematic 
of Faith's uterus being televised in the U.S. (426). 



146 

foolishly—believes in its leaders to resolve things. She is an opiate for the masses, 

which include characters like Hope's sister Lizzyboo and the celebrants in the streets 

(449) who rejoice at her recovery and at the resolution of the global problems, even 

though she is apparently now sterile. 

This material is only of vague interest to the protagonists, however, because 

they all have deeper worries on their minds. Guy is concerned only about being 

reconciled with Hope (450), Keith is concerned about his darts (446), and Samson, 

about baby Kim and what is happening to the protagonists of his novel. Faith's health 

is of little interest to them. The implication is that faith doesn't matter much on the 

everyday level, and the level where it does operate is political, not metaphysical. 

That faith is a sterile and even foolish virtue is further supported by the way 

the novel treats religion. Traditional Christian religion is represented by Guy, the 

straight man. A Catholic, he is eager to do good, guilt-ridden about his attachment to 

Nicola, and willing to expiate his sins by good works, such as confessing his sin to 

his wife, father, and mother-in-law. He prays (38), gives to charity (85), and is a 

generally helpful Guy (called "Room Service" by his wife behind his back). He is 

also a believer in hell. At a pub darts tournament, he is reminded of what he believes 

hell will be like (373); although Samson Young uses "hell" in swearing, only Guy 

thinks so matter-of-factly about hell. Although Guy is as well informed about science 

as Nicola and Samson, filling in "neutronium" for Nicola, for instance, when she 

can't think of the word (343), he is the only well-educated character who thinks of 

religious analogies as readily as Nicola and Samson produce scientific ones. 
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Guy's religion doesn't affect anyone else, however, and makes him the more 

gullible for Nicola's lies about her virginity, her orphanage years, her visit to her 

parents' graves, her religious retreats. The "ugly truth" (142) is that as soon as he 

starts pursuing Nicola, something contrary to his faith, he feels good. And the uglier 

truth is that his faith does not stop him from planning to murder her. He is the most 

deceived character, and both his goodness and his faith are made to look foolish. 

In the background of the novel is one other religious character, one of the 

Rastafarians among Keith's pub brothers—Shakespeare. Described as the "least 

prosperous" of the brothers, Shakespeare is "the local shaman" and has "a religious 

mission" (41), which also is to culminate on November 5th, when, "in Shakespeare's 

scheme of things, he was due to lead his chosen people to the mountains of Eritrea: 

the promised land. As he looked round the Black Cross that morning, though, it 

didn't look terribly likely . . . " (444). The religious ones in the novel are not 

morally, or spiritually, effective in any special way. 

At the other extreme from these faithful are Keith, Samson, and Nicola. Keith 

is thoroughly secular. Only in swearing does he indicate any acquaintance with 

"Jesus," which is his most common curse. Only once does a religious analogy occur 

to Keith: when his wife Kath finally locks him out for his deceitful television 

appearance with Nicola, Kath appears to him through the "misted glass" as a 

"warning shape . . . like a figure glimpsed in church" (447). The simile emphasizes 

the distance between Keith and Kath at this point, and in so doing it also suggests the 

distance between Keith and spiritual possibility. The simile suggests only vagueness, 
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distance, warning, and punishment. Keith's faith rests only in himself, a wonderful 

satiric situation in itself since he has no prudence, temperance, or intellectual virtue 

whatsoever, generally being barely a step ahead of arrest or of violent creditors. 

Samson Young has obvious religious ties in his background. He is Jewish, but 

this is apparently heritage more than religion, as well as part of the Amis tribute to 

Saul Bellow. Young wants to believe that he has no traditional faith, one sign of 

which is that "Christ" is his most frequent swear word (like Charlie Citrine in 

Bellow's Humboldt's Gift). He says he has no faith in the beyond, having seen "my 

little brother dead" (469). This sight has persuaded him "that nothing can survive the 

death of the body" (469). As Young dies, he prays to no god, but to baby Kim as his 

survivor. With no god, he indicates faith in something he calls "spacetime"~the 

universe moving through time-which he holds is responsible for Nicola's being as she 

is (203). Both he and Nicola cite scientific data quite readily, using physics, 

astronomy, and paleontology for their analogies (e.g., 459), along with their allusions 

to literature and history. However, in contrast to this belief in spacetime and his 

belief that nothing survives death is the fact that Samson apologizes at one point to 

this dead brother David for using his memory to get into Keith's favor and flat (80). 

Why invoke and apologize to the totally annihilated? Furthermore, Young blames an 

outside force, the "upstairs," for some cruelty: "Cruelty is being delegated" (410), he 

argues, and thus Keith abuses Kath, who abuses Kim. But the cruelty starts 

"upstairs," says Samson, and the further evidence of it is "ferocious physics," like 

uranium and "medium-sized Newtonian stuff, the desk-chair and map-folding and 
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meter-feeding physics of ordinary life: all that has it in for you too" (410). He also 

comments on the "design flaws" in the universe, which must have been made by the 

"Cheat" (239). Samson's faith is somewhat confused. Nothing can survive death, yet 

he invokes the dead. If there is an outside force, it is responsible for bad things, 

leaving good things, such as the everyday physics that keeps life rolling along and 

that causes parents generally to love their children, to be (apparently) provided by the 

system itself. Although he is inconsistent and eclectic, he retains the vestiges of faith 

in an outside force to blame things on. 

In Nicola Six, Amis offers a direct challenge to traditional faith. "Enough of 

her childhood had been spent in church to give Nicola an interest in religion" (121). 

She has plenty of thoughts about God, usually blasphemous ones—she was "mighty 

keen on blasphemy" (121). She accepts the death of God as a modern fact (296) and 

views God and the devil as men in her life (121), with God somewhat frantically 

promising her anything for her favors while she prefers the Devil's company (121-

122). The chapter title "Going out with God" conveys the double meaning of dating 

God and also of the death of faith in God, for at one point Nicola wonders whether 

love has gone out the door with God: "if love was going out with God . . . " (132). 

For her, faith in God is gone, and now God and the devil are merely instruments in a 

supreme sexual fantasy in which she is in control, not they, appropriate fantasies for 

the Sex Goddess Supreme. In phrasing reminiscent of the Old Testament, she 

declares: "What I am I wish to be, and what I wish to be I am. I am beyond god. I 

am the motionless Cause" (133). As noted above, Samson seems to restrict her 
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cosmic autonomy with his remark about her being "directed by spacetime" (203). 

What need of faith has a goddess? She is already--to her mind-the object of 

all men's adoration. She is also a controller of their actions, controller of the lives of 

Keith, Guy, and Samson. She berates Samson for letting his story imply that she 

"wasn't in control. Every second" (455). Her control is no more supernatural, 

however, than the tennis pro Dink Heckler is supernatural in his tennis ability. As 

Samson points out, "Lizzyboo and Hope and Guy would be pretty good at tennis too, 

if they did nothing else the whole time" (184). Nicola is pretty good at controlling 

three lives as long as she does nothing else the whole time, too. 

She is linked with the supernatural also in her gift for knowing the future, at 

least knowing how things will end for her, a knowledge that sometimes comes to her 

through her brests (373, 396). No explanation for Nicola's clairvoyance is given 

(unless it is Samson's "spacetime"). This is Amis's nod at magical realism. 

So while tradtional faith is debunked in the novel, faith in the preternatural— 

and in the novelist—is required. The willing suspension of disbelief (i.e., belief) is 

the only solution. One must accept Nicola and let the story unfold. Perhaps that is 

why Faith's health improves: as traditional faith has declined, varieties of religious 

experience are proliferating-faith in science, faith in politics, faith in people to work 

out their own problems, faith in the sun to shine, in cosmos-bound, earth-bound 

things. However, Nicola, with or without preternatural power, is just as dead as 

brother David at the end. What does it matter whether she happened to make it occur 

her own way? 
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Although faith is a background issue in the novel, it reveals some significant 

features of Amis's moral outlook and the ground it comes from. Traditional faith 

may be satirized in Guy and in Faith, but no more consistent view is presented 

through either Nicola or Samson. Keith almost looks like the better option, ignoring 

the transcendental and believing so fully in himself. 

It is perhaps encouraging that Hope in the novel isn't quite so sick as Faith, or 

so confused. Hope, as character, is the wife of Guy Clinch. Her maiden name is 

Broadener—thus, Hope Broadener Clinch.5 Guy had high hopes when they married, 

and she's been crushing them in her clinch ever since. As Sheppard points out, 

"Hope, of course, is precisely what London Fields is not about" (71). Hope Clinch is 

the embodiment for Guy of the second line of Pope's couplet, "Man never is, but 

always to be, blest." Even in his hope, Guy appears foolish, for his life with Hope is 

one disappointment after another, whether it be his expectation of a baby girl, his 

hope for a renewed marriage through a vacation, or his hope of being appreciated in 

his attempts at cleverness. After enough crushing, his conclusion is, "It's quite 

hopeless . . . " (31). Says Samson of Guy, "Marry young, melancholy comes over 

you at thirty, which has to do with thwarted possibilities" (88). From Hope, Guy 

gets no hope. 

So he lets himself be taken in by Nicola, who leads him on in a two-month 

tease, carefully executed so that when his hope is just about to be dashed--as in 

5Joy Broadener is a character in "The Time Disease" in Einstein's Monsters and 
is also an American. 



152 

encountering Keith at Nicola's flat-it is renewed by her alibi. The embodiment, 

literally, of this hope is his monstrous erection. Certainly this hope goes on much too 

long for Guy's comfort or the reader's, but that is intentional on Amis's part; Amis 

makes fun of the novel in which sexual climax is the goal. Samson Young plays 

with-or is forced by the story he is watching--to do the same thing to his readers that 

Mark Asprey (as Marius Appleby) is doing to Samson through Crossbone Waters, 

Asprey's pulp fiction adventure-romance. However, while Samson's hopes are 

fulfilled in Crossbone Waters in predictable ways, Guy's are stifled in medias res in a 

most original, intentionally tedious sex scene entirely controlled by Nicola. Guy's 

hopes, even in their fulfillment, aren't fulfilled. And in the end his hopes are 

crushed, just as Nicola has planned. It is meant to be-and is-such a crushing blow 

that she expects Guy to respond with another crushing blow. Only outside 

intervention by Samson saves the good Guy from becoming a murderer. 

Hope springs eternal in Guy, however, and in the end he has promised Samson 

to return to Hope, who is more displeased with him than ever, and to Marmaduke 

(their son), who Guy knows for sure now is happier without him. His hope lies once 

again in the hopeless. He never is but always to be blest, a pessimistic view of hope. 

Keith offers the contrast. He always has optimistic hope, although his is 

equally unfounded. His is in his darts' ambition, which he hopes will let him give up 

being a cheat for a living and achieve "wealth, fame and a kind of spangled 

superlegitimacy" (7). Since Keith has many women in his life already, he is not 

looking for a woman to fulfill his life in the way Guy is. Thus Nicola's appeal to 
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him is more varied. She leads him on by the hope of money, sex with a woman 

beyond his dreams (herself), and fame through his darts-then squelches those hopes 

at the darts championship. She lets him down as much as she does Guy, with the 

same result: an intent to kill, which Guy's intervention precludes. Keith does not end 

without hope, though~he still has his women, his darts, and the hope of justice 

through revenge (462). With the least talent, Keith's pride provides him with more 

hope, foolish though it be, than anyone else. To have the most hope in London 

Fields seems to require the most ignorance. 

Hope is also at issue in the subplot involving Keith's daughter, baby Kim, and 

her mother Kath. While abuse of various sorts is going on everywhere in this novel-

Nicola abuses Guy and Keith, Keith abuses everyone, Mark Asprey abuses Samson, 

and Samson, his characters—the only situation that is always treated ominously and 

seriously by Samson (and thus by Amis) is Kim and Kath's. Kim and Kath are never 

described in mocking terms or in metaphor or in odd lists, as the other characters are. 

"A squirming bagel" (453) is as metaphorical as Samson gets with Kim (in contrast to 

the hilarious descriptions applied to monster-child Marmaduke), and this one 

metaphor occurs only when Kim's situation is about to improve for the first time. 

Samson takes Kim's plight seriously. But her plight ends in hope, with Kim delivered 

to Lizzyboo, in the household of Hope and Guy, and with Kath also in a hopeful 

state, having for the first time "resisted the force of her own powerlessness" (454). 

For Kim and Kath there is hope that life won't be so terrible anymore. And Guy is 

their hope, oddly enough, oddly because Samson Young makes such fun of Guy, but 
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when it comes to what is important, to whom does Samson turn? To the good Guy. 

Samson and Nicola are the only central characters with no hope, at least upon 

first inspection. Hope does not go away easily, however. When all other hopes are 

gone, as they seem to be for Samson, there is still the will to survive, the desire to 

keep living. Though Samson has said that nothing survives death, in the very same 

breath he asks to survive through Kim Talent, to survive in memory for the good he 

has done her. Even at death's door, Samson Young has at least this much hope. No 

such hope exists for Nicola, to be remembered for good, but both she and Samson 

will be remembered through art, and she apparently does care to be remembered, 

since she has earlier complained to Samson about the way he is depicting her (455). 

Both he and Nicola thus have a hope of being remembered after death. It's 

not a novel idea, an idea the poets pointed out long before the novelists, but there it 

is, springing up in a novel in which Hope is, essentially, a selfish, bad-tempered 

woman and Faith is an ineffectual figurehead. 

Love is the issue of greatest concern in London Fields ("virtue" may be a 

misleading term applied to these characters). Amis, or "M.A." (which could also be 

"Mark Asprey," as Imlah suggests [1051]), tells us in the introductory "Note" that 

The Death of Love was one title possibility, and the novel itself refers to this theme 

and even discusses it, always in relation to Nicola (e.g., 62, 132, 184, 196, 396-98). 

"Man's capacity to love," says Amis in interview, has difficulty flourishing at the end 

of the twentieth century, and the causes he sees are "distortion and perversity, false 

commercial images in TV, literature, pornography" (Stout 48). This analysis does 
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not go very deep, of course; like Amis's attacks on money, he attacks the evidence of 

the problem rather than the ideas behind the evidence. But Amis is good at depicting 

the results of the distortions. London Fields shows the extreme results: a world in 

which romantic love and also family love are only a dream. Adult love, instead of 

including self-sacrifice or even sharing, has been replaced by the pursuit of personal 

pleasure. In this situation, selfishness takes precedence over the good of others, and 

the sense of justice for self becomes as important as love, if not more. The novel 

shows the results at three class levels. 

In the working class is Keith Talent. He epitomizes the satiric extreme of the 

person in whom sex has taken the place of romantic love. As warped as Keith is, 

however, he still has the remnants of an understanding of love. He is, quite clearly, 

the worst example in the novel of love, although he considers himself to be a self-

sacrificing person. In his relationships with women, Keith is frequently and 

appropriately compared to dogs, with apologies to the dogs (9). Keith as a bachelor 

is described like his dog Clive, "incapable of letting a female scent go by without 

streaking after it with his nose on the ground and his tongue thrown over his shoulder 

like a scarf" (48). Now that he is married, he limits himself to the odd opportunity 

and to his special three, Trish Shirt (Trish hurt?), Analiese Furnish (with possibilities 

in that name that don't need close attention), and Debbee Kensett, who are, 

respectively, an alcoholic, a neurotic, and a fifteen-year-old prostituted by her mother 

since age twelve (48-51). 

That he limits himself at all, ironic as the idea is, is a tribute to his sense of 
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responsibility to his wife and child. That is, he sees himself as being self-sacrificing. 

Also, since, in his view, taking care of babies is women's work, anything he does to 

help take care of Kim, like holding her for a moment, he considers a magnanimous 

gesture, another indication of his generous nature. He is not without feelings for his 

daughter. He sees himself as fulfilling his role as father if he beats up any child-

molester: "It was the only place left for his parental feelings," (80) since all 

expression of love for the child has been relegated to the mother. In fulfilling his 

duty, he sees himself as a good—i.e., loving-father. It is important to note, however, 

that the virtue here is duty, doing what he believes is required by some innate or 

external standard. He is not aware that love requires much more of a husband and 

father than just duty. 

He also sees himself as considerate in his behavior with Debbee, exercising 

self-control with her (though it's actually embarrassment): with Debbee, he doesn't do 

anything "dirty" out of "Respect. Consideration" (51). This is his rationalization, 

but it points to an ideal he has of himself as a considerate person, restraining himself 

for the sake of another. He values the virtue of love, redefining his own selfish 

behaviors to fit his definition. 

Moreover, he also believes he has "a knack" of "telling women . . . what 

they were thinking" (52); that is, he sees himself as an understanding guy. Not 

surprisingly, "what they were thinking" usually turns out to be either "yes" or "no." 

What he sees in Nicola on her visit to the Black Cross is "yes": "'Dreaming of it. 

Begging for it. Praying for it'" (38), he says, missing all her hidden messages. 
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Guy's wife Hope inspires no such thought (or hope), for he reads her signals and, 

having met her once, later muses that "there's a rich lady who didn't like a bit of 

rough" (42). "Yes" or "no" covers the range of thought he attributes to women: 

"They're all the fucking same," he tells Guy (110). How far off the mark he can be 

appears abundantly and comically in his scenes with Nicola (73, e.g.), but from his 

point of view he's a perceptive fellow, sensitive to what women are thinking and 

therefore a loving sort. 

While sex or personal pleasure replace love in Keith's system, all virtue in 

relationships does not disappear. Though Keith has a distorted concept of love as 

concern for others, his strong sense of justice is his main principle in dealing with 

women. His understanding of justice is that it is a balance of pleasure and pain, or of 

morality and immorality, as decided by self. Keith does nothing "dirty" with 15-year-

old Debbee out of respect for her innocence (51): it is unjust to use corruption on the 

uncorrupted in his scheme (he is somewhat ignorant of Debbee's corruptions). With 

Nicola, who appears to him as corrupt, anything is permissible. Moreover, in Keith's 

system, since sex equals pleasure, rape is sometimes okay, too. His victims are 

women he knows and whom he assumes are "dying for it." He gives rape up only 

because of "this DNA nonsense" (168) that might send a person to prison. To Keith, 

rape is intercourse "at a man's speed" (169), and in his view, it is only fair that 

sometimes things go at the man's speed. And even the rapes he has committed "in 

his youth" he considers to have been moral lessons rather than rape, "to slap into line 

various cockteasers and icebergs" (168), teaching these women to be what he would 
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call fair to the guys. He is bringing about justice. 

With attitudes like these, how has he ever married? Romance requires 

something special, and what is left to be special to Keith? His addiction to 

pornography is his practical reason to marry: marry rather than go broke, blind, and 

mad on pornography (295). But the reason he chooses Kath, from all the other 

women he knows, what makes their relationship special, is intellect. Keith has 

married the girl who has taught him to read and write, "easily the most intimate 

episode of his life" (105). This is significant in and consistent with the world of 

Amis, of course, where intellectual facility has always mattered. Keith does not 

progress very far, though, learning just enough to read the tabloids and the history of 

darts, leaving Kath far ahead of him intellectually. Thus what was originally a 

combination of "shame . . . pride . . . difficulty . . . intimacy" (105) (not love that 

includes the welfare of the other) has turned to anger, for whether the marriage is out 

of gratitude (that is, justice) or need (selfishness) or both, Keith now resents Kath's 

superior knowledge~her reading of the "proper papers" compared to his tabloids 

(105). Though she in no way flaunts her ability, Keith resents the difference. Pride 

is at stake. He senses that he has less power, and power is the basis of his justice. 

That is, to him the situation is unfair. 

He "balances" it by superior physical power, beating Kath, abusing her 

sexually, letting her be prisoner at home (she hasn't been in his car once since their 

marriage [393]). Moreover, in his sense of justice, it's only fair that he have 

mistresses, now that Kath is so ugly, so exhausted, and so uninterested in sex. His 
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needs are as great as hers, he argues, and he's the one "paying for all this" (108), 

their tiny council flat (i.e., housing project apartment). His rationalizations are 

wondrous and comic, but underlying them is the sense of justice, which in Keith is 

always a protecting of self, as it always is when separated from love (contrast the 

actions of a Mahatma Gandhi, for instance, in whom a sense of justice is combined 

with love for others). Keith is absolutely consumed with taking care of himself, since 

nobody else will. He stays with Kath~and congratulates himself on his sense of duty 

and self-sacrifice. 

With romantic and family love in sad shape, the only kind of love that remains 

for Keith is the love of friends, and this is where his life is actually at ease. Keith 

gravitates toward the pub, where he is accepted and even honored. Here he has 

power, because here his particular powers are respected. He has "pub charisma," 

measured in loudness, strength, and darts skill (36), but also in protecting others: 

Keith hospitalizes the "culprit who had been messing with Dean's darts" (24). He is 

the ruler whose duty is protection. 

This kind of love arises from shared interests-women, toughness, surviving, 

drinking, darts-and maintaining identity, the survival of the self. It is the code of a 

tribe with few resources other than its identity. The code includes maintaining the 

rules that go with cheating and committing robbery well. It's a code Keith teaches to 

Kath when Nicola intrudes as a social worker: '"They can't touch you, girl. You are 

who you are. Don't ever forget it'" (267). It is the code of his peers. He actually 

has much more in common with them than he does with his wife, and with them he 



160 

shares affection. The brothers come to the tournament matches, Shakespeare tousles 

Keith's hair affectionately on the big darts day (443), Thelonious shares robbery 

opportunities with him, and Pongo "tenderly" tears off a piece of "his own tabloid" to 

offer as a handkerchief (443). 

The code includes protection of family, however, and thus if one member of 

the tribe attacks the family of another, family comes first. Chick Purchase, the one 

person Keith feels he "could have loved" (52), is now Keith's enemy over the debated 

issue of whether Keith raped Chick's sister Charlotte. This love for Chick would 

have been friend love, based on shared interests and instincts. The response to 

protect family sounds at first like family love that includes unselfishness, love that 

sacrifices itself to protect the other. However, what is at stake turns out not to be the 

other person, the threatened family member, but personal honor. A man's darts are 

as important as a man's sister (24, 52). Keith defends Kath from Nicola, but actually 

abuses Kath himself. The risk taken is for self's sake, not the other's. Both friend 

love and family love give way to love of self. The ruling virtue is not love but 

justice, getting what the self thinks is deserved, according to the code. This is virtue 

for Keith. 

As in faith and hope, Guy, of the upper class, is the extreme opposite of Keith 

in love, as well. While Keith believes that taking care of self is the chief good, Guy 

has been taught, or has learned, that taking care of others is important. The novel 

does not identify where he acquired this value; we know nothing of his mother, and 

his father is characterized as "indifferent" toward him [418], However, his Catholic 
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background suggests influences of either church or school on his value system. 

His system relies heavily on family love. In the midst of his Nicola affair, he 

says to his incapacitated mother-in-law: '"It's wonderful, isn't it, so absolutely 

marvellous, I do think, when a family is really close, and everyone loves one 

another,' adding through his tears, 'and they, no matter what, they protect each other. 

And it's forever.'" (428). Unlike most Amis characters, Guy's morality includes 

marital faithfulness not only as a value but as a practice. Though often presented 

with opportunities for adultery, he always "repelled them . . . by a determined 

immune system" (87). With no loving response from Hope, Guy continues to behave 

with love toward her, evoking her condescending "Room Service" nickname behind 

his back. 

Guy's relationship to son Marmaduke is the primary example of self-sacrificial 

love in the novel. No matter what, Guy loves Marmaduke and exercises vast patience 

with him, whether Marmaduke is biting Guy's leg, scratching his face, spitting up on 

him, or just tearing up books or toys (157, 214, 243-255, e.g.). One might naturally 

expect for love to exist between parent and child, but Keith and Kath-parents with a 

beautiful, seemingly perfect baby-do not know how to love her. In contrast, Guy is 

a marvel of parental love, surpassing even Hope. Since Marmaduke is partial to his 

mother-that is, is less vicious toward her~Guy is all the more remarkable in his 

persistent love. 

Guy's love is not limited to his own circle, moreover. While others of his 

acquaintance keep their money to themselves (or spend it on their mistresses), Guy 
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gives his to charity (87), to Hope's chagrin (85). Guy is not repulsed by anything in 

others. With no embarrassment, Guy can wipe pigeon droppings from Samson's hair 

(116), a minor matter in light of the horrible duties Guy faces every day with son 

Marmaduke. Guy helps a blind man across the street, an act described as "ordinary" 

for him (221); he pulls up the extra chairs for Keith's following (375) and is kind to 

the sad alcoholic Trish (when others are not) (381); he gives a ten-pound note to a 

street musician whose music has touched him (this time, inspired by love for Nicola) 

(270); and he worries about the plight of New York's poor (431). Though 

sentimentality can cause him to over-react, most of these actions come simply from 

unselfish respect (love) for others. 

Even in the carpark, where he was "unanimously held to have distinguished 

himself" (152) when Keith's friends are confronted by a gang, he treats even the 

enemy with respect. His response is a simple '"Excuse me,'" demonstrating 

politeness to the would-be attackers, and then "'Don't be a tit,'" a command that 

shows concern for the attacker and in fact does not call him any name. Though at 

this moment Guy is somewhat out of touch with reality because of his fixation on 

Nicola, because Guy respects all people, his automatic reaction is respect, producing 

what the others perceive as courage. Guy's character reflects I Corinthians 13:4-7: he 

is patient, kind, not envious, not boastful or proud; he is polite, unselfish, not easily 

angered, not keeping a record of wrongs; and he trusts, protects, hopes, and 

perseveres. And he's perplexed to find himself happy in adulterous love-he does not 

readily delight in evil and actually believes himself in love with someone more 
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concerned with virtue than he is. His delight in Nicola shakes his whole system: sin 

should make him feel bad, and instead, he seems happy. 

The happiness is short-lived, however: Nicola brings him as much physical 

pain as she does emotional pleasure; since the affair is brief and false, the story does 

not reveal how happy he would have remained in any long-term adultery. In the 

short term, it certainly brings him pain and suffering. 

Guy is "the good guy," as Samson tells us at the outset, and if anyone can 

love in the world of this novel, one would expect it of Guy. But what happens to 

him? He is despised by his wife, hated by his son, deceived by the bizarrest of 

mistresses, and driven off by people on the street who tell him not to be so kind to 

the blind man (222). In the world of London Fields, unselfish love like Guy's is not 

wanted. 

What happens to Guy's love? Guy himself seems to be driven to a place 

similar to Keith's, the place where justice takes precedence over love. An early 

example is, after months of rejection and frustration by Hope, he has the sudden 

fantasy of Hope being raped; that is a passing thought, though, not one he dwells on. 

He does not harbor vicious thoughts about her and does not want to lose her (88). 

There is concern for self in this, of course, but he is not after revenge, and he is not 

after getting his own way without regard for the other. 

With Nicola, however, he goes as far as not only contemplating murder but 

also taking steps to carry it out. Here he appears to be after justice, in the extreme, 

in revenge, that wants not an eye for an eye but a life for an eye. "Look at what 
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she's done to me," Guy says to Samson (464). She has seduced him and made a fool 

of him, but is that warrant for death? She has done more, however, for she has, as 

he sees it, turned him into a person who has beaten up his good friend Keith (464). 

He is not behaving like his usual loving self. Anything this bad, he has concluded, 

deserves to be, ought to be, wiped out. He has found her to be the death of love in 

him. In Guy's thinking, killing Nicola is probably not merely just, but also for the 

good of others. It may not be justice on the personal level so much as on the social 

level. But even in taking steps toward killing Nicola, Guy immediately lets Samson 

take over the doing of it. It is ultimately against his code of respect for others, and 

he feels bad that he has been pushed to exercising justice over love. 

Two main weaknesses of the novel are the implausibility of Guy's gullibility 

(Kroll 62), and then the inconsistency of Guy's turning to murder. If Amis has erred 

in Guy's character, satire is the aim, however, not realism, and the satiric point is 

that love is dead and efforts to love and be loved are doomed. Though Guy is not a 

murderer and readily surrenders the task, he has been corrupted and in his heart is 

consenting to the murder. Love has failed, and he has fallen back on justice, not 

mercy or forgiveness. 

The end is not entirely bleak, however. Though love may be dead, hope is 

not. Guy returns to Hope, where presumably he will live in hope that the vision he 

has of love may eventually come about, the vision that he has of a family whose love 

lasts. Guy knows how to love, but there is no one close to him who wants his love. 

He will live in faith that this is what love means and in hope that it might happen. 
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But the odds are against him in this novel. 

Between the extremes of Keith and Guy are Samson Young and Nicola Six, 

and their views about love fall between Keith's and Guy's. Nicola and Samson share 

similar attitudes toward love, just as they are similar in faith and hope, and the 

similarity arises in the same way. While Keith has to rely on the code of his 

comrades to protect himself, and Guy, at the other extreme, has all the advantages of 

his class—money and education~to rely on, Nicola and Samson rely on intellect. 

They are separated from Keith and Guy not only by being middle class but also by 

being artists of various sorts. Samson is the novelist, Nicola the dramatic artist. 

They are the puppet masters of the lives of the others and value intellectual ability as 

much as love, quite like Charles Highway in The Rachel Papers. Keith values being 

mean, Guy values being good, and Nicola and Samson value being smart. 

That art and knowledge mean as much as love does to these two, if not more, 

is apparent. The whole novel is, in fact, two works of art, one created by Nicola Six 

(as Young tells us on the final page), with promptings from Mark Asprey, and the 

other the written work that records it, created by Samson Young (all within the work 

created by Martin Amis). Samson is so excited to have found a good, salable story 

that not only does he not interfere to stop a murder, but he actually encourages it by 

arranging details, such as retrieving Nicola's diary, giving Guy bad advice (101), 

breaking car windows—and finally, committing the murder himself. Lying and killing 

are less bothersome to Samson than his inability to make up good stories (42). The 

one point he and Nicola disagree on is whether Mark Asprey is a good writer, and 
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Samson is pleased when he learns that Nicola does not admire Asprey as a writer. By 

that she confirms that she is on his level, and the immediate result is that they go to 

bed together, for the only time, and then walk about the city "Hand in hand and arm 

in arm" (391). 

As London Fields is, morally, the slipperiest of Amis's novels considered 

here, Samson and Nicola are its slipperiest characters, in all ways. On one hand, 

they are presented as being beyond love, Nicola by her nature and Samson because of 

his encroaching death. On the other hand, they both have their loves, and love 

matters to them, much more than they admit. 

If one may be allowed to take her as a human character—"literally" (a habit 

she derides Samson for [60, e.g.])~the reader may feel invited to analyze Nicola 

psychologically, for Amis has given her a bit of a past. A few paragraphs about her 

childhood make her sound like the bad seed, the child "immersed in romantic 

thoughts, but preferring the company of her imaginary friend Enola Gay," and whose 

presence leads to injury of someone else, such as "accidentally propel[ling] her 

playmate . . . down into the rocks and briars" (16). She's thus destructive from the 

start, not loving. There is no evidence of normal familial love on her part. Why 

does a child need an imaginary friend unless something, either emotional or 

psychological, has already gone wrong in relation to love? Her parents die in a plane 

crash in France when she is nineteen and "had long left home" (17). Nicola has "no 

feelings about it, one way or the other" (16). She takes their death "reflexively," 

"coldly," and that night "had acrobatic sex with some unforgiveable pilot" (16). If a 
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child feels nothing about a parent's death, then obviously, for whatever reason, the 

child has a problem with love. One can interpret her belief that "no one would ever 

love her enough" as either a psychological quirk with no fictive explanation, like her 

fortune-telling breasts, or one can see it as the logical result of incomplete love when 

growing up. (Amis doesn't like motives, but he always throws out the bait for them.) 

Sex with the pilot that night is how Nicola uses sex all the time, as an effort to find 

love or to cover the black hole that its absence creates in her. She describes herself 

as a black hole, from which nothing can escape (66-67), but her past does contain 

evidence for the beginnings of that void in her. 

There is no friendship, woman-to-woman, seen in Nicola, in childhood or 

adulthood. There is "a prosperous hooker whom she had hung out with for a while in 

Milan" and various others with whom she has shared her underwear understanding 

(71). Just as she has no long-lasting relationships with men, she has none with 

women. This suits her enigmatic character and her male-fantasy role: she exists only 

for men. Because her understanding of love is limited to romance, there is no place 

for the love of friends in Nicola's categories. 

Love matters to Nicola, however. She "used to think (not often, and long 

ago) that even she might be saved by love" (298). Nicola is presented as the focus of 

all men's love in the novel. "She had the power of inspiring love, almost 

anywhere . . . . Seventeen-stone pacifists shouldered their way through street riots to 

be home in case she called. Family men abandoned sick children to wait in the rain 

outside her flat" (20-21) and so on through the varieties of men. When Samson 
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explains her ability to know the future, he says: 

. . . when you looked at the human wreckage she left in her slipstream, 

the nervous collapses, the shattered careers, the suicide bids, the 

blighted marriages (and rottener divorces)~Nicola's knack of reading 

the future left her with two firm assurances: that no one would ever 

love her enough, and those that did were not worth being loved by. 

(17) 

There follows the descriptions of the cartoon-like scenes of her break-ups. This is 

what "love" has meant for Nicola: sex, involving her vast repertoire of skills. What 

kind of love produces nervous collapses and shattered lives? This is love in its death-

throes certainly, but what is missing is not necessarily love but an understanding of it. 

Her talk about love often equates love and sex. When she credits dinosaur 

extinction to the death of love among them, she says, in her succinct way, "they got 

too fat to fuck" (298). To Nicola, that's what love is: sexual games or the desire for 

them. She is accustomed to being the male fantasy figure, which, as Amis has her 

wisely comment, "'really takes it out of a girl'" (260). She is flattened by male 

perceptions of her. The problem in this, of course, is that this male attention is not 

love but selfishness, the selfishness of individuals out to achieve their own ends. 

Her response to this so-called love has been to assert her own power over 

these lovers. She sends their love back "not cancelled, but murdered" (21). She has 

gone through countless affairs, usually coming out the winner but always seeing that 

it ends (she lives on a dead-end street). As the "black hole," she is power, for 
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"power was what she was in it for" (68). She does not love, but she is "promiscuous 

on principle, as a sign of emancipation, of spiritual freedom, freedom from men" 

(68). Her concern is the power of egotism, not of caring for someone else. The 

moral value at stake is, once again, justice. As they have flattened her, she flattens 

men in her way. Having been selfishly desired by them all, she has responded 

selfishly: her "project" has been to "get through men-to get to the end of men" 

(188). She wants so much power over men that they will kill her to get even. Her 

death wish is thus a complex assertion of power. She does with all three men of the 

novel exactly what she wants to, leading all three to the point that they want to kill 

her or are at least willing to kill her. She remains in control. This is her revenge on 

men; this is her balancing of power. 

Surprisingly, however, Nicola has another notion of love. What she actually 

seeks is love in the romantic sense, not mere sexual obsession. Her affair with Mark 

Asprey is of this kind. He has apparently been her only long attachment. She has 

not sent his love back. She sees him during his six-day visit (when Samson stays at 

Heathrow) and does not deny it when Samson says, ""So you loved him'" (367). One 

sign of the extent of her love for him is that she will commit sodomy with him, the 

act that gives her the most pleasure and thus means the surrendering of her power, 

and the act which usually signals for her the end of the affair (68, 391). Love by its 

nature involves self-sacrifice: with Asprey she does sacrifice her power, her absolute 

control. She lets Asprey know something of her hidden self. 

That she assumes love to be something romantic, more than sexual obsession, 
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is also supported by her thoughts about Keith and Guy. When seducing Keith, she 

realizes that he has no "capacity for love" (72), and thus this affair will involve 

extreme sexual gymnastics, or even violence. And she has wanted love to be present 

at her death, or assumed that it would be (72). Two things are important here: she is 

expecting love, and it is something other than just sex. She realizes that with Keith 

there will only be sex. In Guy she suspects "a strong potentiality of love" (132), 

something not present in Keith. But she does not mean a love that is "a contemporary 

dilution or simulacrum-friendliness, helpfulness, goody two-shoes love" (132). Keith 

is all strength; Guy is all puppyish consideration. What does she seek? In all of her 

sexual behavior, save that with Asprey, she has exhibited only promiscuity, but what 

she expects to exist is love that is both strong and considerate. Though she isn't 

planning to reciprocate by any means, she seems to want a strong romantic sexual 

attachment to her, perhaps even someone she could rely on. It is possible that in the 

chaos of the world of the novel, Amis is suggesting an old-fashioned norm about 

romantic love. 

What Nicola is hoping for is seen in her choice of adjectives about the "act of 

love" (196). On a bus one day she notices the teenagers around her and thinks about 

their prospects for love. This leads to thoughts about what she wants the "act of 

love" to be like. The adjectives she chooses are "undesperate, unmediated, 

unsneeringly observed." Not even her affair with Asprey quite qualifies, since it falls 

under Samson Young's sneers. But the narrator Samson steps in to say she is 

"wrong" to believe that no such acts of love are going on (197). 
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In the middle, between Keith and Guy, she finds Samson Young, strong and 

somewhat considerate-and with his own deadline. Amid the generally pessimistic 

view of love in London Fields, this affair is the one example of love that fits Nicola's 

criteria. While Keith is desperate to go to bed with her and Guy is desperate for her 

to fill the void in his life, Samson and Nicola are "undesperate" because both of them 

are already without hope for living and consequently do not expect love to save them 

from anything, whether it be death or merely boredom. In London Fields hopeful 

love does not have much chance, but, by being beyond hope, these two can at least 

experience "undesperate love." While her affairs with Keith and Guy are carefully 

mediated by cosmetics, costumes, videotapes, and sob stories, Nicola lets Samson see 

her in everyday wear (60, 118, 259, 433), unmediated by artifice. Their affair is 

unmediated by deception or ulterior motives: when Samson wants to do research on 

Nicola's life (for his story), for instance, he uses no tricks in order to get into her 

flat; he simply "went round to Nicola's apartment. That's the thing. I just did it" 

(60). Unmediated love means acceptance both ways, by both people, without 

interference or promotion from anything or anyone else. And this affair is 

"unsneeringly observed," if observed at all. Nicola certainly sneers at both Keith and 

Guy, using them like puppets. Samson urges her on, the observer telling every detail 

for the readers (who look down from another level and with various attitudes of their 

own). Samson and Nicola's sexual intimacies, however, are suggested but never 

described; they remain unobserved, even by readers, and do not sneer at each other's 

sexual likes or inadequacies (391). 
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What Nicola and Samson actually have is friendship rather than romance, for 

their affair lacks the passion associated with romantic love, the sense of being "in 

love" that Samson has described as the force that can cause a woman to lift a bus or a 

man to be crushed by a feather (324). As friendship, it is based on shared interests, 

namely, art (as writing, acting, and arranging) and death, and these shared concerns 

also cause them to be involved with the same people. They talk to each other about 

what matters most to them, share their romance woes, and help one another out with 

their various plots. That their relationship becomes sexual is presented as merely one 

more element in the depth of the friendship-it is a nice thing to do for each other as 

the dying ones. That Nicola commits sodomy with Samson is presented as a 

sacrificial act on her part (though this is her greatest pleasure), a way of making 

Samson "ready to die" (391). His comment, '"I'm mostly grateful. It's made me 

ready to die,'" is an ironic reversal, of course, since he means not that nothing will 

ever be better than this, but that death now looks more attractive if this is what love 

is becoming. She replies, melodramatically, "'That was my hope'" (391). That is, 

she has done something for someone else--an act of love, in contrast to the games she 

is playing with Keith and Guy. And finally, when Samson kills Nicola, he, too, is 

being more than literally sacrificial, doing her a favor that is against his nature and 

causes him grief (465). Love is not dead in London Fields, just driven underground, 

misunderstood, and abused. Though Nicola describes herself as being beyond love, 

she actually has her romantic love for Asprey, though he is not committed to her, 

certainly, and she has her friendship with Samson. Her understanding of love, 
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however, is limited and selfish-it is what she has thought might be able to save her 

from her fate (298), not something she would save anyone else by. 

What she expects to be saved from is death, her death-foreseen-for-age-thirty-

five, as she thinks love could have saved the dinosaurs (298). She no longer believes 

love will save her; in the face of "death for everybody," she concludes, love "throws 

up its hands, and gets weaker, and sickens. It is crowded out by its opposite. Love 

has at least two opposites. One is hate. One is death" (297). However, the evidence 

in the novel is against her~the teenagers she sees on the bus, for instance, she envies 

for the love that is still ahead for them (197). The presence of "death for everybody, 

by hemlock or hardware" (297) is not stopping them. Moreover, she herself still 

lives by the idea of love, pursuing men or letting them pursue her. "She could bring 

love in, modern love anyway," but "she couldn't generate it" (298)—so apparently she 

keeps trying. Her "Project" to "get to the end of men" is partly an effort to find 

love, or, failing that, to finish men off and die, with them finishing her off. She has 

believed that love is the saving force, though she believes that it has failed, as it 

failed the dinosaurs. 

Nicola's analogy of love among the dinosaurs is more appropriate than at first 

seems. While dinosaurs may have died out because they didn't care to (or couldn't) 

copulate any more, the human race may be facing extinction because it no longer 

cares about love in the human sense, which means caring and faithfulness and self-

sacrifice, caring about the human race. If love exists, then people will go on loving 

even someone who is dying. If love exists, nuclear weapons will be unnecessary. If 
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love doesn't exist, then the peril is as great as Amis depicts, both for the race and for 

the individual. 

Samson is also depicted as being beyond love (that is, past it or unreachable 

by it), held by death instead. He has no immediate family still living. He apparently 

did love his younger brother David, whose memory he brings up in order to 

manipulate Keith (80). On several occasions in the novel he remembers David and 

childhood times in London Fields, a park in northwest London (80, 120, 185, 323). 

This park is significantly presented as the neighborhood where HER, the High 

Explosives Research institute was located, where Samson and David's father was once 

employed (161): the scenes that recall the love of childhood also initiate premature 

death. In these nostalgic moments he seems to pine for a lost youth as well as a lost 

sibling, however. In the dying sounds that the pipes of Mark Asprey's apartment 

make, Samson does call out "Brother" (185). But David is gone (it's hinted that he 

too, succumbed to radiation-related ailments), and Samson does not think of any 

others as his brothers. Only once does Samson mention David's having two children; 

he demonstrates no further connection with them or their mother. Perhaps he regrets 

the distance in his own family relationships when he spends time wondering why 

Keith's wife Kath has no "sisters and mothers" to turn to (435). 

Friendship seems likewise stunted, or crippled, in Samson's case. The only 

friend any of the major characters have in this novel is Samson himself. "Where are 

everyone's friends?" asks Samson. And where are Samson's friends? Nicola, Keith, 

and Guy are Samson's only friends, all of them new to him. In the world of London 
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Fields, friendships, family ties, and romantic attachments are handicapped by a lack 

of understanding of love. 

Samson is again like Nicola when he is busy using everyone for his own 

purpose, his purpose being to produce his first "novel" after twenty years of writer's 

block. Using people is not at cross purposes with his definition of love, since, like 

Nicola's, his understanding of adult love extends only to romantic and sexual 

relationships. Samson uses the word "love" frequently, unusual for an Amis 

character. Often it is in connection with death or else in connection with Missy 

Harter, Samson's former girlfriend and current literary agent. Missy now goes with 

Sheridan Sick, a health enthusiast and foil to the dying Samson, clearly "sick" if he 

believes death can be fended off indefinitely. Throughout the novel, Samson tries to 

contact Missy and to re-awaken their love affair, unsuccessfully. The first time 

Samson mentions failing in love, he is referring to his relationship with Missy (435). 

Though she and Samson have known each other for eleven years and have felt "safe" 

and "solved" (282) in the relationship, and though as recently as four months ago, 

says Samson, she "was whispering in my ear" (367), she gave him up three months 

ago, upon learning that he is dying and wants her to look after him (390, 411). She 

has lost her father, Dan Harter (390, 434), and will not endure watching Samson die 

(411). She is compared to America, trying to live in a dream world and unable to 

handle the reality (367). She has loved strongly and received in return not love but 

death: "Love unreturned, tantrum love, collapsing into hurt feelings," says Samson 

(367). Once again, this is not love-concern for the welfare of the other—so much as 
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justice, concern for fairness for the self, getting what one thinks one deserves. 

Samson recognizes "tantrum love" in Missy and in America but not in himself. 

Like John Self, he believes that if he loves her enough, she'll come back: "I still 

believe love has the power to bring in the loved one, to reel her in . . . . But I don't 

even try anymore. Love failed, in me" (435). His understanding of love here is still 

selfish, the assumption being that the other can be made to conform to what he wants. 

His last night with Missy was not something she wanted. He showed up 

unexpectedly. "I cried. I laced her coffee with bourbon. I told her I was dying too. 

I went down on my knees. How could she possibly resist me?" (390). She hasn't 

seen him since, is hard to reach by phone, and denies that Samson is the father of the 

child she is now carrying. Samson believes that if he just does enough, gives enough, 

his love will be returned, and if it isn't, he has a right to seduce her by plying her 

with drink and appeals to sympathy. Samson believes that his failure in love is the 

failure to bring this about. This is not the same as seeing failure in love as the love 

itself dying. His desire for Missy has actually not died; he still dreams of her and 

imagines her showing up in London (280, 435). He has simply failed to get what he 

wanted. It is a self-centered, justice-based understanding 

It is only fair to point out that Samson, unlike Keith, has "never screwed 

around" (136), but not out of a moral sense, for he wonders parenthetically "why not, 

God damn it?" (136). That he has no philosophical basis for behaving monogamously 

actually puts him into the same category as Keith on the matter. Though he would 

have been more selective than Keith, certainly, the philosophy is the same: he wishes 
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he had had more fun. Sex is once again separate from love, merely a personal 

pleasure. 

Samson's relation to Lizzyboo, Hope's sister, shows his handling of love from 

the other direction, as the pursued instead of the pursuer. He shows some concern 

for Lizzyboo's feeling of being rejected by him and finally tells her, as an excuse for 

not being more interested in her, that he is in love with someone else (232), obviously 

assuming that Lizzyboo would expect fidelity and thus using her values when they 

come in handy. He also considers that it would be unkind of him to take up with her 

and then have her youthful vigor have to discover his "gaunt zero, zilched by death" 

lying beside her some morning (261). Though this concern might be construed as 

concern for another human being (as distinct from a lover), it turns out to be artistic 

rather than altruistic, for it is the picture of his gauntness next to her "honeytone and 

health" that bothers him. He actually does not care that much about Lizzyboo. Early 

on he admits that he simply is not interested in her as a girlfriend (135), and later he 

admits that he doesn't care enough about her even as another human being to save her 

the embarrassment of having chocolate on her nose in public (282). He doesn't care 

enough about her either as girlfriend or as fellow mortal to be honest with her, either 

about death or chocolate. (Having experienced Missy's rejection, though, and being 

generally fearful of death, he is fearful—even superstitious—of mentioning his state to 

anyone and refers to death as "the other thing" [233]). However, were concern for 

Lizzyboo's feelings about his impending death really the issue, then why does he keep 

pursuing Missy? Would Missy have a better time of it, finding him dead beside her? 
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What we see of non-egoistic love in Samson is his love for baby Kim, Keith's 

daughter. Though at first he does use her existence as a means for getting into 

Keith's flat (80), he is enchanted by her and then does everything he can to save her 

from abuse. For baby Kim he even gives up his "'artistic unities'" (388) to keep 

Keith out of the flat for a while. Throughout the novel he goes out of his way for 

Kim and Kath, and at the end he has taken thought for their future. This saving of 

Kim, of course, is the extreme contrast with his killing of Nicola at the end. One he 

saves, and the other he kills. But both acts are presented as acts of love. That he 

saves baby Kim is out of love for Kim as she herself is, the charming baby, but also 

out of concern for the helpless and innocent. This is justice, too, for the strong 

should not terrorize those who have no strength. That he kills Nicola is his only 

other act of love, for even though he is executing justice on behalf of Guy and Keith, 

he is also doing what she wants, not what he wants. As she dies, she lets him know 

that this is "all right to do" (467). This is post-modern love in London Fields: protect 

the weak from suffering, let some people have what they want, and take whatever one 

wants from others. And Samson and Nicola's excuses for defining love like this is 

that everyone is dying, that death has canceled love, and also that the artist can do 

anything, including manipulating or ending others' lives, if it is for the sake of art. 

Samson and Nicola are presented throughout as the knowing ones. They not 

only know what is going on in the lives of the others and manipulate the lives of the 

others, but they also know more intellectually than the others. Nicola can dupe Guy 

because he does not know Enola Gay and Little Boy. She can lead Keith around in 
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Keats and literary criticism to fool Guy. She can justify sodomy on the basis of 

literature (68). She and Samson can discuss literary merit and Asprey and Tolstoy, 

and literary envy and Borges. They know facts about the stars and physics that give 

them supposed insight into the workings of things (66-67, e.g.). They are the 

knowing ones, yet in their treatment of others they are "so cold" (467), literally and 

emotionally-and, at best, dishonest. Their knowledge gives neither light nor warmth. 

They may have knowledge, but it is separated from love while they use others. Their 

knowledge is the intellectual virtue deprived of virtue. 

Their moral system has been based not on love but on winning. At the end 

Samson admits that Nicola's story worked and his didn't. "She outwrote me. Her 

story worked. And mine didn't. There's really nothing more to say" (466). The 

"wicked thing" that Samson says he has done is writing the story, "plagiarized from 

life" (467). Nothing matters but the story because ultimately everyone is dying, and 

only the best story will survive. But this overlooks the fact that if death really is 

winning, and if the earth is going to give up the ghost to radiation, than the stories 

won't survive either. Everything will all be equally dead; Samson's novel, Samson's 

letter to Kim, and Samson's memory will all be gone. 

Their real base, though, ultimately turns out to be love—concern about others-

though they do not realize it. Samson's feels guilty at the end, wanting "to wash all 

this blood off my hands" (467), and Nicola herself has been working things out so 

that what she deserves is death. That is, both of them know that what they have done 

is wrong, that people are not to be used. Yet this knowledge has not stopped them, 
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and the emphasis in the novel is on their cleverness, not their guilt. 

Nicola and Samson are both fascinated by the relationship of love and death, 

and both blame death as a cause of the so-called death of love which they both 

frequently ponder. Samson doesn't like death associated with Lizzyboo's health. 

Guy doesn't like to think about the feelings of love he has for Nicola also having been 

felt by all the old ladies he sees in the airport (430-31). How can love survive in the 

face of aging and death? How can it survive with the planet facing nuclear holocaust? 

Love just flees the scene, says Nicola (298). However, it is not the presence of death 

that causes the decay of love but an absence of an understanding of love. If it were 

the presence of death, as Samson and Nicola contend, then love should never have 

existed, unless there was a pre-lapsarian world when death did not exist. If they 

mean to argue only that love goes away as death approaches, a view which Samson 

certainly maintains, then that merely indicates a limited understanding of love as only 

romance, which has always either developed into other kinds of love or, in the sadder 

stories, faded into non-love. When love is understood differently, as it has been for 

ages before the late twentieth century, neither time nor death erase it. On the 

contrary, love is born out of death. Time and death lead to appreciation of love. In 

Aquinas, charity is the virtue that survives death (87). 

Moreover, the novel itself belies the argument that love is dying. The 

teenagers on the bus still have love before them. Samson still loves Missy in his way 

and sends his love to her in his suicide letter to Asprey (468). Missy hasn't 

abandoned love because of the death of her father or of Samson; she now has her 
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Sheridan. Keith still has his helpless Trish Shirt to crawl back to. Guy turns 

faithfully back home, to love regardless of whether he is loved in return. And 

Samson's love for baby Kim has not been diminished in any way by world crises or 

personal ones. Samson goes to great lengths in his letter to Kim to let her know that 

even in her worst times as a baby, there has been love~his love-shining around her 

like the sun (470). And even "Necropolitan Nicola," as Samson calls her (467), with 

all her obsession with death, has chosen Enola Gay, the emblem of death, to be her 

friend. Everyone is dying, and everyone still wants love. 

Amis may want the reader to believe that in the post-modern world love hasn't 

a chance. But love actually proves very resilient in London Fields. Samson and 

Nicola, while carefully orchestrating their lives and deaths like works of art, reveal a 

boundless hunger for love and concern with it. The problem remains not in their 

stars-or their black holes-but in themselves and the black hole within them. To save 

love from death, what is needed is the death of self, a principle that is far from their 

understanding. It is ironic that while Samson and Nicola use Guy so artfully and 

condescendingly, it is Guy that Samson turns to to take care of Kim, for, fool that he 

has been made to appear, Guy is the one who can be relied on, the one who knows 

that love means controlling self and even giving up self for the sake of others. 



CHAPTER VII 

THE INFORMATION AND THE THEOLOGICAL VIRTUES: 

AT HOME ON PLANET EARTH 

The Information (1995) is Amis's best novel so far, as funny and as clever as 

any, yet without so much excess of plot and lurid detail as in the earlier novels. In 

an "overall experience of multimedia with it juxtapositions, variance, and shifts in 

emphasis," as the Booklist reviewer describes it (March 1354), the novel unites 

Amis's recurring themes of art, justice, and love, in surprisingly humane ways, given 

the ruthlessness of the main character. Once again, love is the answer. Though the 

understanding of romantic love is still limited by self-centeredness, in The 

Information, love is experienced as more than just romantic or sexual obsession. As 

in London Fields, family love, particularly the love of one's children, is the catalyst 

for moral development. 

Like every Amis novel, The Information faces mixed reviews, particularly in 

terms of its moral seriousness. Woods in the New Republic calls it "fundamentally 

unserious" (34), and the Economist calls its plot "morally unserious and small-

minded" (94). Publishers Weekly says it combines "facile biliousness" with "baffled 

tenderness" (55). The truth is that it is a serious comedy about a small-minded 

protagonist. 

182 
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One point of agreement among several reviewers, with the exception of Mars-

Jones (19), is that the best scenes in the book are those involving the protagonist and 

his children (Kaveney [24], Ratcliffe [17], and Bemrose [53])~that is, the best parts 

also happen to be the parts related to family love. The "biliousness" that most 

reviewers agree about is in Amis's fondness for astronomical detail-what Levy calls 

"portentous, overblown 'yelllow-dwarf conceits" (A16)~and authorial intrusions.1 

These conceits, however, are at least relevant to the concerns of the the main 

character with the "universal," in literature and in life; as in other Amis novels, every 

detail resonates. And the "authorial appearances ill-advisedly used as segues" (Levy 

A16) are actually less intrusive than the author-as-character in Money and less of a 

puzzle than in the Mark Asprey-Marius Appleby-Samson Young possibilities of 

London Fields. 

In The Information the author is simply narrator. The narrator lets us know 

that his initials are "M. A." (43),2 that he is five-feet-six-inches tall, and that he is 

called "Mart" by his brother (207); that is, the narrator is as close to being Martin 

Amis as possible without saying, "Hello. I'm Martin Amis." He is clearly separating 

himself from either of his deluded main characters.3 He intervenes frequently with 

'As the reviewer in People puts it, "Complaining about self-important 
preciousness in a Martin Amis novel is like ordering guacamole and complaining that 
it contains avocado" (43). 

2Martin Amis, The Information (New York: Harmony, 1995). Citations from the 
novel refer to this edition. 

3Unfortunately, the publication of The Information resulted in a serious rift in the 
friendship of Amis and novelist Julian Barnes. Although many of the realistic details 
can be connected with Amis and Barnes, the novel is clearly about fictitious people 
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his own observations on late twentieth-century life somewhat in the discursive manner 

of the nineteenth-century novelist, occasionally defusing fear, like Trollope, and 

intruding a bit too often with his match-the-genre-to-the-season game. Like other 

Amis, The information is exceedingly clever. 

Morally, like Money. The Information is not particularly subtle. Amis has 

been saying since he was writing Time's Arrow that the next one would be about 

"literary envy . . . a subject, he admits, that he knows a lot about" (Kroll 62). The 

Information is certainly about this vice, clearly and comically delighting in it. The 

story is surreal, portraying a dream world realistically, the dream world of an envious 

author, one who, in this case, has written a novel entitled Dreams Don't Mean 

Anything: that is, Amis portrays realistically what an envious author might do if he 

lived out his worst thoughts about his enemy. Protagonist Richard Tull shares a lot 

with Don Quixote, and suffers accordingly. 

In typical Amis fashion, the two main characters, Richard Tull and Gwyn 

Barry, are extreme doubles, both novelists and literary critics, both equally 

unadmirable. In "the trope of the rancorous twins," says Mars-Jones (19), they are 

one day apart in birth, like Richard's sons Marius and Marco, who were born over a 

midnight. Richard Tull, the character whose point of view predominates, is 

consumed not only by envy but also by wrath about the success of his friend Gwyn 

Barry, who is equally vicious, not in envy but in pride and hypocrisy. Richard 

(or English literature is in serious trouble). For details of the publication story, see 
Shnayerson. 
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wastes his time sitting in his study concocting ways to hurt Gwyn; Gwyn sits in his 

study searching through every periodical on every subject looking for references to 

himself or his novels. Envy belongs to the loser, and pride to the winner. 

Richard's envy of Gwyn is not limited to writing, however, but also involves 

envy of Gwyn's seeming success in marriage, the image of the doting husband that 

Gwyn falsely conveys in public. Gwyn, son of a Welsh gym teacher, has married 

looks and money in Lady Demeter de Rougemont (Demi), while Richard, grandson of 

a "Home Counties landowner" (13), has married Gina Young, the shrewd and 

beautiful country girl from Nottingham. Richard does not envy Gwyn's "being rich 

and Labour" (13), but he clearly envies Gwyn's successes and blames Gwyn for his 

own failures as a husband and father: "He made me hit mv kid, thought Richard. 

He made me—with mv wife" (13). 

As in a game of chess (Buckley 3), Richard, a terrible and unsuccessful 

Joycean novelist, attempts in about fifteen different ways to destroy Gwyn, a terrible 

and yet successful novelist of bland Utopias, who counters Richard's efforts, usually 

through good luck. 

As Richard makes these efforts, he hires the deranged Steve Cousins 

(Scozzy), an unusual thug who happens to like Richard's novels and to dislike 

Gwyn's. Tellingly called "Adolph," "Psycho," "Minder," (21) and "Gratuitous" 

(155) behind his back by his associates, Scozzy has already been watching both 

Richard and Gwyn on his own. Scozzy eventually chooses six-year-old Marco, 

Richard's younger and learning-disabled twin son, as the object of his own revenges. 



186 

The world of the novel is violent and the comedy often black, but the novel is 

a comedy. Though it is about the vice of envy, one can as easily say that it is about 

love, which turns out to answer the envy and is more satisfying than success in work, 

in art, or in revenge. Running alongside this theme, somewhat adventitiously, is 

concern with the meaning of life, "the information" about man's relation to the 

universe and death. That is, the main concerns in this novel are the theological 

virtues, love, hope, and faith. Richard's main questions are about man's place and 

purpose in the universe, which is a concern with faith and hope, faith in the sense of 

what can be relied upon, and hope in the sense of expectation that life's pursuits have 

some meaning. The questions about them are ultimately answered in the novel by the 

other of these three virtues, unselfish love. The three themes-the foolishness of 

envy, the meaning of life, and the importance of love—are eventually united and 

resolved, and the novel is ultimately about Richard's moral system and how it 

changes. 

In the discussion which follows, the theological virtues, the cardinal virtue of 

justice, and the intellectual virtues will receive detailed attention, for they are the 

primary concerns. The other cardinal virtues, particularly prudence and temperance, 

are also upheld by the novel, however, and a word about them is in order. Richard 

values prudence, temperance, and courage, thinks he has all three, and has none. His 

imprudence has him having an affair with the unstable Anstice, readily accepting the 

offer from the unknown publisher, Bold Agenda, angering the volatile Scozzy, and 

leaving Marco in irresponsible hands. His intemperance, which he considers 
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temperance (e.g., he counts his seventeen drinks at the Washington party [235]), has 

him drinking too much to behave respectably at public events and has him going to 

extremes in his efforts to thwart Gwyn. As for courage in the face of physical 

danger, when he knows he is going to be slugged in the restroom, he runs (162), 

probably an imprudent reaction in the circumstances. He has rashness at times 

(imprudence), but not courage in the sense of bravery. Moral courage is lacking, of 

course-Richard is afraid of aging and of failure, afraid of facing himself. 

Gwyn, on the other hand, is extremely prudent and temperate, never doing 

what will hurt his own future, never letting anything, including his girlfriends, get 

beyond his control. He is as cowardly as Richard, terrified by the threats against 

him, but so prudent that he hires bodyguards. What Richard and Gwyn show in 

relation to these three cardinal virtues is that courage is less important if one has 

prudence and temperance, and furthermore that prudence and temperance when 

separated from love and exercised only for selfish purposes are worthless; if one's 

actions are directed only toward helping self, one is going nowhere and thus wasting 

one's efforts. The selfishness of both Richard and Gwyn through most of the novel 

clearly shows the emptiness of these virtues apart from love and wisdom. 

Before discussing the theological virtues in the novel, the question of 

motivation needs to be addressed, for Richard's behavior is so extreme that one is 

tempted to write the novel off as "unserious," as mere Tom and Jerry (Woods 29). It 

is easier to accept the existence of a nascent serial killer like Scozzy than to accept 

that a lifelong friend will do the things Richard does to Gwyn. What would make 



188 

Richard so crazy with envy that he would earnestly seek to destroy his friend? Why 

would a man so smart as Richard be so dumb as to waste his life to defeat anyone, 

much less his oldest friend? At one point Richard, knowing that envy does not sound 

like a good reason, falls back, ironically, on Iago's excuse, that Gwyn "'fucked my 

wife'" (142), unaware, at least consciously, that this is true. Cervantes is quite 

definite about the causes of Don Quixote's insanity, but Amis is not so forthright. 

Even if dealing with Richard's bad-dream world, we still want to know what has 

caused the dreams. 

As is customary in Amis, there are disclaimers about motivation. In this 

novel, the narrator says that "violence would come . . . denuded of motive" (99). He 

cites police work to support his belief that motivation has lost its force: "A 

contemporary investigator will tell you that he hardly ever thinks about motive. It's 

no help" (124). The narrator then adds that there is no point in looking for 

motivation: "You won't find it. Because it's gone" (124). 

The police investigator's view, however, is not the same as the novelist's and 

reader's. The investigator is searching only for who did the deed, but only some 

novels are whodunits. Through its history the novel has moved from focus on what 

or how, to the modern focus on why something was done. Amis is probably right in 

noticing that motivation in the post-modern novel may be less important than to the 

modern. The reason, however, is not that motivation does not matter (to characters 

or to readers) but that modern psychology has so thoroughly covered the subject, if 

not exhausted it, that the post-modern novelist can assume the reader already knows 
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what the motive must be. The novelist thus can either ignore motivation or attempt to 

posit a new or an unexpected one. 

The new force Amis likes to call upon is DNA, which accounts in this novel 

for Richard's middle-age sexual obsessions, as well as his literary taste, things which 

in Richard's view "there was nothing you could do about" (99). The ancient one 

Amis likes to investigate is the cosmos-the relationship of the stars to the lives of 

earthlings (44 passim). If not astrological (329), Amis's musings resemble the chain-

of-being approach, only the chain is not a line but a circle (44-45): man is caught in 

the loop. The narrator in The Information repeatedly asks what mankind is in relation 

to the whole system—that is, why do we exist? It is the question about transcendent 

motivation. 

While the narrator keeps asking this question, the characters in the novel keep 

behaving according to the motives of modern psychology, even when the narrator 

mocks the triteness of these explanations. The psychological motives present involve 

the absence of love, especially in childhood. For instance, it is common knowledge 

in the novel that fathers strongly affect their children. When Marco sings his little 

song about liking his dad, the narrator says that "under the new demographics, this 

was all stunning news" when most English children are singing "'I don't like 

Daddy . . . And he doesn't like me'" (86). The narrator points out that Richard's 

striking Marco will be "something the twins can lie back and tell their psychiatrists 

about" in young adulthood (128), and Richard knows that "what fucked men up was 

not being hugged and kissed by their fathers. Richard had not been hugged and 
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kissed by his father. So he told himself to regard his relationship with his sons as 

purely sexual. He hugged and kissed them every chance he got" (22). That Richard 

knows this psychological datum is ironic, of course, since Richard is unaware of how 

confused he himself is, if not sexually, certainly morally, he who "had not been 

hugged and kissed by his father." But Amis is not concerned with blaming Richard's 

father for the mess that Richard is. The narrator tells almost nothing of Richard's 

upbringing except the Home Counties detail and that his father "scrimped" (10) to 

send him to the "least good public school in the British Isles" (16), details that do 

indicate that the awareness of a scale of worth and a sense of barely qualifying may 

have mattered somewhere in Richard's background. One certainly can wonder what 

Richard was taught or shown as a child about being good or loving others. Although 

Amis gives very little detail about Richard's past, the few details given do cohere 

with the adult Richard who has accepted the view that life is about winning, not 

necessarily about love. Richard is envious. Whatever the cause, he knows that in the 

face of disappointment he is "not up to better" (127), not up to being a good loser. 

The subplot of the novel involves the emergence of Scozzy as someone who 

would seriously harm a child. Much attention is given to watching Scozzy degenerate 

to this level, but the deeper motives are only hinted at, and the hints include standard 

family deficiencies. Scozzy is apparently an orphan, a "'Barnardo boy'" (39),4 as he 

almost says to Demi upon their introduction. Although the narrator is careful to tell 

4Common knowledge in the United Kingdom, the reference is to Dr. Barnardo's 
Children's Homes, named for the Protestant social reformer who founded them, 
Thomas John Barnardo (1845-1905) (Encyclopedia Britannica. 1985 ed.). 
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us that Scozzy was not abused by his father (360), we are told that Scozzy is a part of 

the "family" that abused children compose (308). Abuse has apparently played a part 

in his upbringing, even if not from his father and perhaps from a Christian institution. 

The only other detail given about his childhood is that he tortured animals (360). He 

has had no traditional family life; when he watches children playing, the scene "struck 

no chord in Steve's past" (155). He has been on his own probably since youth or 

young adulthood and has learned his skill of silently breaking and entering homes by 

his experience in the world of the homeless, in "campsites and trailer parks, in tramp-

crammed caravans" (171). He is often identified with the "wild boy" (39 passim), 

particularly The Wild Boy of Avevron. which he has read. There is no indicaton of 

love in any of this. Scozzy himself accepts the view that abuse is what causes 

someone to become an actor or actress in pornography (308). Amis spends many 

pages, however, detailing Scozzy's present behavior, enough that the reader is well 

aware that this character has no friends (only associates who fear him), has strange 

ideas about women and sex, and behaves strangely at home (38, 115, 163, e.g.). 

Scozzy is clearly outside the mainstream of human behavior and relationships; he has 

problems with love in all of its forms. Details about the causes of his behavior need 

not be given because the reader is overly familiar with them from plenty of twentieth-

century news reporting. 

The main action, however, is Richard's vengeful pursuit of Gwyn, who is 

supposedly Richard's best friend. It is logical that Richard and Gwyn be friends, 

because the love between friends is based on common interests. These two have 
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known each other since college and have many common interests-reading, writing, 

women, politics, tennis, snooker, and chess. Richard refers to Gwyn as his "oldest 

and stupidest friend" (27) and also as "his oldest~his only-friend" (359). Their 

friendship is quite funny since there is so little friendliness about it. Friends care 

about the welfare and are happy in the success of each other. If Richard were 

Gwyn's friend (not that this would make a more interesting story—it would rather 

make something like Gwyn's bland AmeUor), he would encourage Gwyn's success, or 

at least try to help Gwyn become an "authentic" person, to use Richard's term (18). 

Instead, they actively dislike, even "hate" (43), each other. Richard looks like the 

drunken hanger-on, a fly in Gwyn's life, and Gwyn like a condescending, mean-

spirited bore. By the end of Part Three of the novel, on the flight to Provincetown, 

they are openly hostile. 

Envy arises from acquaintanceship without love. It is "the feeling of 

mortification and ill-will occasioned by the contemplation of superior advantages 

possessed by another" (Oxford English Dictionary^. It is concern about oneself in 

relation to the success of others, not concern about the other. Aquinas notes: "charity 

rejoices in our neighbour's good, while envy grieves over it" (569). While love 

assumes that encouragement is essential in a relationship, envy assumes that 

competition is the basis. Ironically, when Richard's sons are arguing about which one 

gets to be the head robot, Richard gives the standard adult response: "'why can't you 

both be him?'" (21). Richard does not see how his very reasonable question applies 

to Gwyn and himself; what does the success of one have to do with the success of the 
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other? Marius, the more adult of the twins and at this point already a lot like his dad, 

responds by biting Marco in the back ("backbiting"?). The sons compete like their 

father.5 

To Richard (and Gwyn) life is competition, to death and beyond it, for the 

goal of the race is immortality (80-81, 284). Their adult lives have been a race to 

publish. And since Richard is losing in the publishing race, then he is willing to 

defeat Gwyn by destroying his marriage, or, if necessary, "make do" by destroying 

"his life" (97). Their tour of the United States is a game, arranged by Gwyn, in 

which Gwyn lands on all the right spaces and Richard keeps hitting the losers. When 

their commuter flight to Provincetown is near crashing, "Richard felt he had won" 

(284) because he has sons and Gwyn doesn't. After the flight is safe, Gwyn lets 

Richard know that he, Gwyn, is still ahead in their race because the only thing that 

would have made them equal would have been death (286). Envy is about "beating" 

someone else. 

Competition and love can co-exist: best friends can enjoy fierce competition in 

sports, for instance, as Richard and Gwyn do; but in real friendship the competition 

exists only in the arbitrary world of the sport, not in issues of life. Ironically, one of 

the first voluminous biographies that Richard is reviewing early in the novel is The 

Soul's Dark Cottage: A Life of Edmund Waller: the one note Richard has maHp for 

5Mars-Jones is dubious of the "suspicious obligingness" with which the twins 
repeat their father's life (19). The pattern is intentional, certainly, and relates to the 
themes. The pattern is not precisely parallel, however; Marius is like Richard, but 
Marco is an opposite of both Richard and Gwyn. 
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the piece is "shops his mates to avoid axe" (47).6 Richard is himself in his own dark 

cottage doing all he can to "shop" (get in trouble) his mate Gwyn, to avoid the axe of 

his own failures. 

The arena in which Richard primarily competes is intellect. What he values 

most about himself and looks down on others most about is his knowledge. He is the 

master of the Knowledge Machine at the Warlock Sports Center (74), he despises the 

ignorant mistakes and the ignorant viewpoints in the manuscripts he reads for Tantalus 

Press (51), and he looks down on Gwyn for having less knowledge of words than 

Richard (42). It is appropriate that Richard is a literary critic, criticism being the 

ideal field for someone who wants to prove that he is smarter than someone else.7 He 

values literary art highly and wants to be a novelist of "genius," like Joyce or Proust. 

Literary allusions constantly occur to him, particularly Spenser, Milton, Marvell, 

Blake, and Yeats (for reasons discussed below). When he begins to attack Gwyn, he 

means to do it with the skill of the artist (49), the writer, giving "shape to the lives of 

others" (48). When he meets Scozzy, he realizes the fear that the autodidact (Scozzy) 

feels, the sense of a handicap of not knowing enough (112), and when Richard attacks 

Scozzy later, the attack is based on Richard's sense of intellectual superiority (346). 

6Most of the many biographies that Richard reviews are commentary on Richard's 
situation, being lives of forgotten, neglected, or little-known figures in English history 
and literature. Their titles and subtitles, too, comment: Love in a Maze: A Life of 
James Shirley. L. H. Mvers: The Forgotten. The House of Fame: A Life of Thomas 
Tvrwhitt. Time's Song: Winthrop Praed. 1802-1839. and Man of His Words: The 
Life and Times of Ingram Bvwater. to name a few. 

7As Martin Amis might say, the dissertation writer may also be such a person. 
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The field that Richard intends to possess is that of the intellectual virtues of 

knowledge and art. 

Like Charles Highway in The Rachel Papers. Richard values intellectual virtue 

more than love and uses it for winning, not for helping anyone else or benefiting the 

larger world. The comic irony is that, while being so knowledgeable, Richard does 

not know what he needs to know, either how to be happy or how to succeed in his 

profession. He knows that his wife knows more about what tears mean than he does 

(3). He lacks "the information" about how to be happy. Even his humiliating 

experience with his American publisher could have been averted had he known one 

more bit of information-about "Roy G. Biv" in American education. As the 

Knowledge Machine points out one day when he errs on the word coprolite. he 

doesn't know "shit" (178), or, in the words of the line to Marco's knock-knock joke, 

he doesn't know poo (162). While in Money intellectual development is held out as a 

source of hope for John Self, in The Information. Richard Tull, for all his intellectual 

attainment, lacks wisdom and feels that he is a failure, in art and in life. Meanwhile, 

driven by envy, he keeps competing with Gwyn, who is driven by ignorant pride. 

When winning is the highest objective, the moral system at work is different 

from the traditional moral system outlined by either Aristotle or Aquinas, wherein 

concern for others and the larger world matters as much as concern for self. In 

Richard's moral system, the virtue of love is secondary or even irrelevant to justice, 

because if the key concern is winning, then fairness, evenness, and playing by the 

rules predominate. If the opponent breaks a rule, then "I can, too-fair is fair." At 
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best, it's an eye for an eye. At worst, it is do whatever it takes to win~the end 

justifies the means. In this latter case, the virtues that matter are prudence, courage, 

temperance, and intellect (or brute strength), not love. For Richard the rule is 

justice, "an I for an I" (64). 

In Richard's distorted view, Gwyn has taken away Richard's "I-ness" by 

causing Richard to strike his son and also to become sexually impotent (the results of 

Gwyn's novel appearing on the best-seller list). Thus, to Richard, it is okay to 

destroy Gwyn's "I-ness," which is pre-eminently Gwyn's success as an artist. The 

narrator makes clear that Richard's view is warped. Scozzy's friends, for instance, 

are said to see more clearly than Richard does; they see what goes on on the street 

(187). Richard, however, is like the discoverer of Tasmania who fails to see 

Australia (372); his moral and emotional vision is limited. Thus he blames Gwyn for 

his own failures. 

In Richard's view, it isn't fair that Gwyn's bland novel Amelior has succeeded 

and Richard's Untitled hasn't since Gwyn is the poorer intellect of the two. It isn't 

fair that Gwyn, whose long-term girlfriend Gilda was a dud and has ended up in a 

mental hospital, should suddenly marry the rich, good-looking Demi and also appear 

to have the perfect marriage, in the perfect house in the right neighborhood, while 

Richard still lives on Calchalk Street, still writes unsuccessful novels, and has been 

sexually impotent for a year. Richard does not see the beams in his own eye. He 

does not see the way he has treated both Gina and his own former girlfriend, the 

bulimic Dominique-Louise, last seen in the hospital when he abandons her finally for 
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Gina (269). He does not see the way he treats Anstice, his secretary of the one-night 

sexually-failed affair whom he talks to almost daily just so he won't feel guilty in case 

she kills herself (as he hopes she will) and to keep her from telling Gina about the 

affair (35). Nor does he acknowledge the fact that his own novels are so convoluted 

and interior that anyone who tries to read them gets physically sick—unless, like 

Scozzy and the listener in Washington, they are imperviously deranged. Richard is 

attempting to even the score in a game that is already even: he and Gwyn are equally 

selfish. But in his own warped way, Richard is after justice: Gwyn shouldn't have so 

much while Richard has so little. 

Justice as fairness is the base value for the other main characters as well. 

Gina is motivated by her idea of justice. She expects justice in the household: when 

she increases her time at work, she expects Richard to do more of the household 

work. She expects justice in their sex life: she has been getting even with Richard for 

his infidelity with Anstice by being unfaithful herself, just as in the past she has 

evened the score by sleeping with poets, novelists, and playwrights when Richard 

went back to Dominique-Louise before he and Gina married (and Richard considers 

Gina's infidelity as the treatment he deserves [48]). Even the rather brainless Demi 

("half-witted"?) expects justice, as her Demi-ism, "'Gwyn can't write for toffee'" 

indicates.8 She does not like Gwyn's sleeping with other women, but she apparently 

accepts that this treatment of her is fair-that is, it is fair for him to sleep with other 

8Kaveney rightly faults Amis for "laziness" in his depiction of Demi and her 
tricks of speech (24). 
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women since she wants children and he doesn't. She does not expect a world in 

which a husband's love might involve self-sacrifice; all she expects is justice, which 

for her means that she should be penalized for wanting things her way.9 

Scozzy is the most bizarre example of the operation of justice, for as deranged 

and violent as he is, justice is what he is after. He expects outstanding deeds to 

receive outstanding attention: thus, beating up a newscaster should receive news 

coverage (41, 51). Evil should be returned for evil, but the blow must be 

unexpected: when 13 makes him wait, an evil on the part of the inferior, 13 deserves 

the sudden smack to the face (69). Mistakes must be paid for, and so he gives 

Richard cocaine in exchange for the black eye in the restroom (185). Scozzy evens 

things up carefully and immediately. 

On a deeper level, Scozzy is also after justice: he wants someone to feel the 

same fear he has always felt: "Scozzy had a chaos organized in his mind, and ready 

to go. You're coming into their place but really you're taking them to your place: 

which is the world of fear" (310). This feeling of fear is apparently the "other thing" 

that motivates him, the personal rather than a business thing (310). Moreover, since 

it is the childhood Scozzy that was hurt the most, it is a child that Scozzy chooses to 

hurt, a child for a child. By hurting a child, he will also be giving the child Scozzy 

the treatment that he feels that child deserves: he is hurting "Himself then" in trying 

to hurt Marco (361). That is, Scozzy is like the child Gina reads about in the news 

9After Demi's father dies, however, Demi becomes more assertive, according to 
Gwyn (369); here again the influence of fathers as motivation appears. Apparently 
Demi has been oppressed by a domineering father whose death frees her. 
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who says '"I'm sorry'" to his murderer (122): a child being hurt assumes that he 

deserves to be hurt. He assumes what is happening is just. Since the child Scozzy 

"deserved" to be hurt, it makes sense to Scozzy that other children deserve to be hurt. 

(For all his disclaimers, Amis goes deeply into Scozzy's motives.) 

That Scozzy chooses Marco is justice on the more obvious level: not only is 

Marco a child but the child of the man who has recently publicly attacked Scozzy 

(and his mother) for incompetence and stupidity (346). Scozzy is the autodidact (112) 

and the reader not only of Tull and Barry but also of Kant, Camus, Eliot, and Canetti 

(14); he values intellectual superiority as much as Richard does and considers Richard 

an incompetent (155). He cannot overlook Richard's affront. Scozzy sees Richard as 

being as despicable as everyone else sees child murderers: '"As for him, I have no 

words,'" says Scozzy (360), applying to Richard the universal formula used by others 

for child murderers (89, 122). In his scheme it is just to harm Richard's child in 

exchange for Scozzy's sense of self. He is on his way toward child murder because 

of his exacting sense of justice. 

That justice is the primary adult motive in the world of The Information is 

reflected even in the literary award Gwyn is being considered for: it is a "requital." 

Justice is the moral base. 

Gwyn is the one main character who seems to have no sense of justice. 

Although Gwyn has succeeded, he still treats Richard as badly as Richard treats 

Gwyn, dragging Richard around the United States on a humiliating tour, beating him 

at their favorite games by trickery, and using Gina as his prostitute. He is not out for 
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justice because he is already winning. He exemplifies, however, the dangerous 

extreme where life as competition can lead. He is not concerned with making the 

score even but with thoroughly squelching the opposition. As in most power 

struggles, balance, perfect evenness, is rarely attained. Balance exists only for the 

instant that one opponent catches the other before either surpassing the other or being 

suppressed once more. Since Gwyn has already achieved success, justice is not his 

concern, only the continued pursuit of greater notice, even if he has to use injustice to 

get it. 

One can go deeper into motives, however. Beneath both Gwyn's unjust 

behavior and beneath the sense of justice in the other characters is the assumption that 

self matters, the sense that "I" matter as much as everyone else and therefore deserve 

to be noticed. If love were the chief motive in a world, then every self, ideally, 

would receive the attention it needs in order to thrive.10 When love is lacking, life 

becomes a contest by the self to get that attention, one way or another. Scozzy wants 

to be noticed for intelligence and for skill in violence. Richard wants to be noticed 

for "genius" (130). Gwyn simply wants to be noticed, by the whole world (330). 

Gina and Demi appear to expect to be valued as wives and mothers (many 

interesting feminist essays could be written on the women in this novel; Mars-Jones's 

review is a good place to start). Demi is the recovering drug addict (whom Richard 

intentionally offers cocaine to), and has all the associated self-esteem problems, 

10In the bland world Gwyn depicts in Amelior. although Gwyn is not aware of it, 
Amis mocks this idea of a happy world. 
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including being easily seduced (though not by Richard). She longs for happiness and 

has hoped to find it in Gwyn and children (198-99). Gina is successful in her work in 

public relations, but she does not compete with Richard on that level. In fact, she 

feels sad for him that his novels have not succeeded (62). That she gets even with 

him on the sexual level, not the professional one, implies that being loved by her 

husband is more important to her than career success. It is apparent that Richard 

believes that the women journalists and critics he meets, even when highly involved in 

careers, are pathetic if they're alone, not mattering to any man. 

Richard also believes, however, that men without women are equally pathetic. 

The aging editor R. C. Squires is the ominous example of what he fears he himself 

may eventually be, "in an airless pool of batch or spinst . . . vain, hideous and 

sullen" (55) or "in a callbox, with a suitcase," the refrain that haunts him about 

himself (30, passim). Aloneness looms as a threat. The self has to know that it 

matters, whether through success before strangers or through acceptance through 

romantic love. The need is the old one-the need to be loved. 

As is usual in Amis, the word "love" appears rarely, and the main characters 

have little understanding of love. Richard has married Gina because she is "his 

sexual obsession" (63). He knows all the forms of love, including the love letters, 

the "truisms, the disposables of love" (243). He is amazed by her abilities, her 

beauty, and her adultness. He relies on her greatly and cooperates with her 

household arrangements. He misses her while he is in the States, though this is 

largely fear that she is with someone else (242)--that is, fear that the object of his 
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sexual obsession will no longer be his. Like other Amis protagonists, he understands 

love mainly in terms of getting what he wants, though he is a much gentler version, 

tempered by his failures in work and in sex. The limit of his understanding of 

romantic love is shown in his belief that Gina ought to leave him or be unfaithful-that 

is what he would do in her situation. That is as far as his understanding of love goes. 

Love has nothing to do with his affair with Anstice. When Anstice uses the word 

"love" to Richard, he realizes the "vastness of his error" (168). His acquaintanceship 

with her now is "a bottomless drag" (48). Her suicide is "good news" (314). 

Gwyn is stunningly deficient in love. He is simply a connoisseur of bodies 

(295), unfaithful, sarcastic, and selfish. He calls Demi "love," but unless he is on 

camera, the term is manipulative or sarcastic (296, 298). But he wants the whole 

world to love him, including every woman. Gwyn's famous uxoriousness, the subject 

of the television production on '"The Seven Vital Virtues'" (65), is a joke--on Gwyn, 

television, and society for believing that doting is a "vital virtue," and on society for 

being taken in by the hypocrite Gwyn. 

Just as friendship in this novel is in sad shape, so is romantic love. Yet 

clearly everyone wants it. Moreover, they generally value fidelity in it, as their 

various fears and revenges indicate: even the defeated Demi does not like running into 

Gwyn's "research assistant," Pam, first thing in the morning (296). The only one 

who does not seem to care about fidelity is Gwyn, who glibly dares his wife to "go 

round and fuck" Richard to keep Richard from publicizing Demi's previous 

infidelities (298). Gwyn knows that fidelity matters to others and simply uses that 
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fact to his own advantage. He is the one who writes about the Edenic Amelior and 

yet is the one who lives least like a person of high values and most like a beast-

though no beast is as selfish as he is. All he cares about is himself—and seeing that 

he himself is adored (irony of ironies). 

No one in this novel appears able to confront aloneness. Even the anti-social 

Scozzy intends to make himself "unforgettable" (77). That is, what matters most, 

even to the psychopath, is to have mattered to others. 

The concern about space and the stars is a corollary of this same desire, the 

desire to matter. Richard and the narrator share this concern, though the narrator is 

the first to discuss it. The big question in the novel is the vastness of space, where 

man fits in it, and "what are we?" (45). Richard and the narrator want to know why 

we exist, what we are in relation to the seemingly uninhabited vastness. The first 

question in space exploration, in the popular imagination, is whether there is anyone 

else out there. We're not alone, are we? It is the age-old question of looking for 

something else that makes us feel more secure, whether it be to find someone to have 

faith in or just someone to keep us company. Perhaps to insure that we're not alone, 

we name the planets after gods and goddesses, and the stars after heroes and beasts, 

making the universe a companionable place. Richard even tries correlating everyone 

he knows with the personalities already given to the stars and planets. "He never got 

very far with it," says the narrator (169). 

While Richard tries to manage the cosmos in a personal way, the narrator 

squelches that hope: " . . . every inch of it would kill us if we went there. This is the 
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position of the universe with regard to human life" (149). We are alone, and the 

universe is hostile. There is nothing in the cosmos to be trusted to do mankind 

good.11 

Richard visualizes man's predicament in his unwritten book, The History of 

Increasing Humiliation. In Richard's view, the universe has gone "From geocentric 

to heliocentric to galactocentric to plain eccentric" with the possibility of other 

universes centered around something yet undiscovered (329). This "information" 

from beyond Earth, according to Richard and the narrator, so far serves only to 

diminish our importance, while we keep on seeking to be important, on our own little 

planet, in our own little worlds. Mankind seems caught in the loop of the chain of 

being-or perhaps caught in a spiral, looping round and round but getting less and less 

significant. The information is not hopeful. 

In the face of this concern with the "universal" predicament, however, the 

narrator calls Richard and Gwyn "Flat-earthers" (46). Neither of them sees the 

situation as it really is. Gwyn is the flat-earther bound to the "naked-eye universe" 

(329, 331). What he pretends to see is Amelior, the optimistic green and happy 

garden world with its "'unembarrassed belief in human perfectability'" (33) where 

both genders and all races live in peace (although all are afflicted with one ailment or 

another [100]-even all diseases get along harmoniously in Amelior). This idea of a 

happy world is mocked throughout The Information. Amelior as a novel is mocked 

nOn the other hand, one could as easily argue that the universe is very friendly to 
man-it has provided him with Earth. 
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by the fact that it is a popular success; that its writer lives not communally but totally 

selfishly and promiscuously, and, with his childlike expressions of wonder, looks to 

Richard as if he has a maggot in his brain (104); and that the movie-makers who 

attempt to adapt Amelior to the screen know that it is a bore and needs some 

corruption (261-64). Amelior is presented as a warped view. What Gwyn actually 

sees, flat-earther that he is, is equally distorted~a universe perfect in quite another 

way, a universe centered on himself. 

The idea of human perfectability is also mocked by Richard's view, which is 

equally extreme. While Gwyn writes Summertown. Amelior. and the sillier Amelior 

Regained. Richard writes Aforethought (with or without malice? only the malicious 

Scozzy understands it), Invisible Worms, and Dreams Don't Mean Anvthinp 

Richard's latest novel, Untitled, apparently parodies everything but says nothing, or at 

least nothing intelligible, except to Scozzy, who is the only character who understands 

even its title. It is a novel that cannot even say what it is about. While Gwyn's work 

ploddingly and seriously follows the Utopian model, Richard's work parodies its 

models while apparently not going anywhere or communicating anything. It pictures 

a corrupt world, with a "description of the escort-agency advertisement done as a 

chapter-long parody of The Romance of the Rose" (241) and a "coven of tramps, 

rendered as a burlesque of The Idvlls of the King" (277). And far from going 

anywhere or communicating anything, it has "its octuple time scheme and its rotating 

crew of sixteen unreliable narrators" (125), a scene with "a figment narrator" who 

"pretends to attempt that series of decoy refocusings" (225), and a scene in which 
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"five unreliable narrators converse on crossed mobile-phone lines while stuck in the 

same revolving door" (241). Richard's view is as strange as Gwyn's. Richard may 

contemplate the stars and look for "information" from beyond, but he too is a flat-

earther, bound by the limits of his own perspective. 

Richard's concern with corruption and fallenness is emphasized by his frequent 

references to the green world and the forest, the first one the ideal of paradise and the 

second the place of temptation. The pub he and Gwyn frequent is the Adam and Eve 

(72). His favorite literary allusions, noted earlier, are The Fairie Oueene. Paradise 

Lost. "The Garden," and "The Lake Isle of Innisfree." In Richard's view, paradise is 

definitely lost, and there is no lake isle to escape to, only the callbox on the corner. 

London is like Pandemonium (42-43), and the neighborhood restaurant, the Canal 

Creperie, is decayed and "sickly-hued even in the dark" (109-10). The closest thing 

to a bucolic "crofter in a cottage" is the newspaper vendor in his hut, "a lone old 

man, walled in with the information" (66). The pub Gwyn goes to during the movie 

is the Slug and Cabbage (160), emblematic not only of the slug that Richard is 

receiving at that moment in the theater restroom and of the metaphorical maggot in 

Gwyn's brain but also of Blake's "invisible worm," the slug in the garden, which 

Richard is in Gwyn's life and which is also the nature of life in the novel. The park 

is now "Dogshit Park" (Richard's descriptive name for it), and parks are now scenes 

of terrible testing, places where acts of violence against children occur regularly (98, 

123-24, 138). This is an imperfect world in which there is no "right field," no 

unfallen garden, only "left field" (99), from which the unexpected evil comes. Even 
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a circus, to promote Amelior Regained, is no innocent, happy scene of clowns and 

animals but of performers who are "stupid and cruel" and animals that are all 

"wrecks"; the conclusion of it is dogs "gagging and retching" and returning to their 

own vomit (255-56). 

Though many of these details are conveyed through Richard's eyes, there is 

further evidence in the broader world of the novel that Gwyn's vision of the green 

world is a blind man's. Scozzy is the main representative of the new world. The 

"green man" and the "wild boy" of this world are not Mowgli of The Jungle Book 

(137) but Scozzy "lying under some fucking hedge. In the fucking rain" (163). 

Scozzy is presented as something new: "Not an original, maybe; but not a type," 

thinks Richard (113). Scozzy is the one who has read and "misread" The Wild Bov 

of Avevron (138), and he "believed he was the first of many" (77). Scozzy is literate 

and wild. This new man is not kinder but colder, crueler, wilder, and so is this new 

world. It is no brave new world but a new world only for the brave. 

Consequently, hope is not a prominent virtue in this world. The future is 

bleak. When Richard pictures his own future, it is always with hopeless pictures—at 

the callbox, with the suitcase, and, most bleakly, as the leper in Siberia (150). His 

dreams are bleak-cannabalism of women in a club in the Arctic, "where old Nazis 

hobnobbed with drugged monsters" (144), or a sexual dream about his son Marius in 

which Marius tells him he is "'inadequant'" (154). "Dreams don't mean anything," 

his book title says, but clearly they do. Richard's speak of corruption, failure, and 

hopelessness. 
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In the midst of all this, however, the novel ends happily and hopefully, in the 

springtime, the season of comedy. Says the narrator: "In comedy, in the end, all is 

forgiven. All obstacles surmounted, all misunderstandings resolved. Everyone is 

gathered into the festive conclusion. Warped schemers, incorrigible pedants: they are 

vanished. And everyone attends the nuptials of hope" (362). What brings about a 

happy wedding of hope in this unlovely and desperate terrain? The change occurs 

only in Richard, an epiphany (Bemrose 53) that alters his whole outlook. As in 

London Fields, the key to the new way of seeing the world is simply family love, 

father-child love. Marco re-focuses Richard's view, giving him new vision. 

Throughout the novel, Marco is the wondrous child who is least like Richard's 

ideal. Marco never wins, either physically or intellectually. While brother Marius 

brings home prizes from school, Marco, the asthma sufferer, hardly ever gets to 

attend school, and his learning disability tries the patience of both his brother and 

father. Marco consistently interferes with Richard's pursuit of his revenges, points 

out his father's baldness, and tells the joke that makes Richard worry that he smells 

bad. Richard regards Marco as "an okay little boy, with a quirk" (49), and has early 

on decided that, barring sickness, five percent of Richard's attention is sufficient 

when one is looking after Marco, for one can always think faster than Marco. But 

Marco is also the one about whom Richard feels the most guilt, for Marco is the one 

whom Richard hit on the morning that Gwyn's novel hit the best-seller list. 

Marco is the twin who behaves least like Richard and thinks least like him. 

Richard is obsessed with his own schemes and has no friendly relationships with 
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anyone. Ulterior motives always color his social moments. Marco, on the other 

hand, is a believer in others, not a schemer who has to beat them. When Marius 

demonstrates his card trick, Marco's concern, because of his learning disability, is for 

the story, not for discovering the trick (165). When Richard tells Marco to tell a lie 

to Gina, Marco tells the truth to Marius (167); deception is not his nature. Even in 

the matter of stories, which are of obvious importance to six-year-old boys and to 

their novelist father, Marco is the literalist concerned for what happens next, cries in 

the night over the unfinished stories that dreams are (165), and is frightened by the 

violence in the stories (336). Meanwhile, his father writes novels which rarely get 

finished and in which nothing happens (the only story Richard finishes—in less than 

four hundred pages-is the bedtime story he tells the boys about the sons who rescue 

their father, which is, of course, the end of this story, too). And, meanwhile, 

Richard deals in reality with violence that he ought to fear but doesn't. But like 

Marco, Richard cries in the night, too, over "'sad dreams'" (3). 

In one other significant way Marco is quite like his dad, though Richard 

doesn't realize it. While Richard tries to escape from Marco to be alone (in order to 

connive against Gwyn or churn out a wretched review), Marco clearly does not like 

to be alone. When he is with his dad, he is almost always holding his hand, leaning 

on him, or touching him in some way: '"Does that bolla you?' he asked, balancing 

the toy on Richard's head" (48). What Richard does not realize is that Richard's own 

worst fear is of being alone ("at the callbox"), and that Marco is right there to keep 

that from happening (Australia right beside Tasman). 
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Marco's trying behaviors are all symptoms of his devotion to his dad and faith 

in him. He has the child's faith in his father that his father could walk off a cliff, 

turn around in mid-air, and return safely (161). He operates from an absolute faith in 

the power of love. The very act for which Richard hit Marco on that fateful day 

involved an imaginative effort on Marco's part to make his imaginary velociraptor 

and duckling get along together, "so that the lion might lie down with the lamb" (29). 

Marco is working on his own garden world, where love makes everyone safe with 

everyone else. 

Though Marco is very different from Richard, Marco is also absolutely in tune 

with Richard. Almost every detail in Marco's behavior corresponds to Richard's 

thoughts. Marco's knock-knock joke that concludes '"Who are you calling?"' occurs 

when the main thing on Richard's mind is calling Gwyn to bother him about turning 

forty (6). The knock-knock joke that concludes '"Why are you crying?"' occurs 

when Richard has been crying in the night (6-7). The one about '"I dunnop who,'" 

mentioned earlier, comes when Richard has once again been foiled in his scheme and 

gotten the black eye (162). Marco brings up Spiderman when his dad has 

embarrassed himself with his ravings at lunch about the behavior of female spiders 

(23). He asks his dad about '"male-pattern boldness'" when his dad is not only 

worried about baldness and looking old but is also feeling bold about his plan to 

sabotage Gwyn with the newspaper trick (46). Marco looks "with candid 

bewilderment" at the city at the same time Richard is thinking bewilderedly about 

what is good in literature (98). And like his dad, he too cries in the night. Marco 
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may be slow intellectually, but he can certainly read his dad well and uses this 

sensitivity to try to help his dad. 

While Richard behaves as selfishly as a child, Marco goes on being kind, 

perceiving Richard's moods and doing what he can to cheer him up (162). Toward 

his father Marco is faithful (86), discreet (86), and vigilant (161). To cheer Richard 

up, he tells him jokes (162) and sings his little song (for the thousandth time) about 

liking his dad (86). Marco tries, "through his presence and example" to keep his dad 

from losing his mind (86). Richard worries that Marco's love may be self-defense, 

"might have fear as its spur" (86), but the narrator makes clear that Marco easily 

forgives. In the reconciliation about the misinterpreted knock-knock joke, Richard 

asks to be forgiven, "And Marco did so" (167). On the day of the terrible blow, 

Marco has accepted his dad's apology with "we all had our bad days" (86). Marco 

knows his father, does not fear him, and freely forgives him. Marco exemplifies 

love, the kind that hopes, trusts, endures. 

Because Marco is loving, sensitive, trusting, and innocent, he is the perfect 

target—because so undeserving-for Scozzy's vengeful attack from left field. It is 

another Fall, the destruction of innocence. When Scozzy tries to take Marco's hand 

to lead him away, "And the good bov and the bad bov went into the forest" (143), the 

narrator says that "Marco's world was already falling away, falling, falling through 

the curved heavens" (369). Marco experiences this as sound or wind, a disturbance 

in the air, "the friction of the falling world" (369), as Marius has felt it at the 

moment Richard struck Marco two years before when "the air in the room went on 
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rolling, like the heaving surface of the swimming pool after the children had all 

climbed out" (29).12 The Fall occurs when Marco discovers that he is alone-away 

from anyone he knows and trasts-and thus unprotected. 

The end of the novel comes quite suddenly when Richard realizes that Marco 

is safe after mortal danger, safety ironically and unknowingly provided by Gwyn 

through the thugs hired by Gwyn's friend Sebby. It is Richard, however, who is 

"like a knight" (372) kneeling before Marco, the Redcrosse knight rescuing Marco 

from the wood of error (but carrying the dead serpent around his neck). Coiled in the 

hose of the vacuum cleaner, Richard is like Laocoon (372), but a Laocoon who gets 

to see his son rescued. Is he also like fallen Adam, ensnared by the serpent-but 

rescued by his son? 

The world changes for Richard when he realizes that Marco means more than 

winning, more than anything. He feels first "a definitive misery, having to do with 

unintended consequences" (372), for he knows he has been irresponsible. And he 

cries now, this time not for nameless sorrow in the night but as he has cried when he 

has asked Marco for forgiveness about the knock-knock joke (167), for remorse about 

himself and also for joy about Marco's rescue. Though Richard at this point is 

jobless, has just discovered his wife in the act of fellatio with his worst friend Gwyn, 

and has just humiliated himself before his old acquaintance Rory Plantagenet with his 

mock plagiarism charge against Gwyn-though he has just lost in every area where he 

12Terry in Success has felt similarly the "headache air" (63) and the "loud" air 
that climbs and recedes (205) when his father is violent to his mother and then his 
sister. 



213 

has been competing-all these defeats fall away. Marco matters more than anything, 

more than pride, more than himself. For the first time, Richard's conduct derives 

from a love that is beyond ego; he cares more about someone else than about himself. 

The change is so drastic that already in the back of his mind he is rewriting his 

libelous article about Gwyn into a paean for him (373). Already he is thinking of "a 

way of forgiving Gina" (373) so she'll stay. 

The change comes fast, almost too fast for reader comfort, but that is like life; 

though long prepared for, the change itself is usually experienced suddenly. The 

change in Richard is not entire: he does not suddenly become the world's most 

unselfish person. Even the changes he is thinking about in his attitudes toward Gwyn 

and Gina are manipulative, based still on justice rather than love-ways to keep Gwyn 

from getting even with him for the plagiarism plot that Rory will no doubt tell Gwyn 

about, ways to get Gina to stay with him rather than kick him out as he thinks she 

ought in justice to do. But he is at least now using these in the service of love. He 

at least now understands his love of his children and commitment to his family, 

commitment to the humdrum of everyday life--"'Days, life'"~that he earlier could not 

bear to face (60). He is changed in self-knowledge and in his attitude about what 

matters most in life. He is in fact jubilant. 

Marco's fall from innocence into knowledge of the cruelties of reality, of 

separation, is followed by Richard's rise into a world where love brings people 

together. The ascent is signaled in the air, just as the falls of Marius and of Marco 

have been so signaled. The wind rises, actually seems to inhale (373), as in wonder, 
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creating the breeze that causes the fall of the apple blossoms, and an ironic fall in the 

spring occurs, a sacred marriage of sorts, in the manner of The Golden Bough 

(Frazer 88). The apple blossoms, blossoms earlier in the novel associated with love 

letters (243), begin to fall, but in a fall that is a "festive and hysterical profusion, as 

if all the trees were getting married" (373). Richard is remarried in a sense-to 

Marco, to his family, to himself, possibly even to his friend Gwyn (though Gwyn will 

still be a condescending bore). In giving up concern for himself as first, Richard 

finds something more satisfying to himself-and it is not self, but others. Fall and 

winter will come again, but for now it is spring, the time of hope and of love. 

Unselfish love is the virtue that matters most in The Information. Richard's 

intellectual virtue has gotten him nowhere-because it has been loveless. Earlier, 

Richard has concluded that Scozzy has "misread" The Wild Bov of Avevron in seeing 

himself "as a contemporary update of that frazzled and swarthy mute" (138). After 

Scozzy's botched car-accident attack on Gwyn, Richard attacks Scozzy as the wild 

boy who cannot communicate, who does not know anything to communicate. 

Ironically, Richard too has misread The Wild Bov. for one of Itard's main 

disappointments was that though the wild boy developed some memory skills and did 

have a sense of justice, he never developed a sense of love as concern for others: his 

"emotional faculties . . . are subordinated to an utter selfishness" (100). Richard may 

have more intellectual knowledge than Scozzy, but he has been just as deficient in 

love. The intellectual virtues are not virtues without love. "Words fail" when there 

is no love. 
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With the coming of love also comes hope. Richard has had no hope for his 

future and no evidence from the beyond of anything "over on the other side (139) to 

put faith in, having instead seen the "leaning cross" (139) of the jets' vapor trails 

telling him that "Something was over, over on the other side" (139). Throughout the 

novel he has been hoping for some "information" that will stop his tears in the night, 

his sad dreams. Throughout the novel, in his literary efforts, he has been seeking the 

"universal," the information that will make his novels speak to everyone. The 

narrator has frequently intruded with comments about the universe and man's place in 

it, beginning with the question of man's address in the universe (44-45). Throughout 

the novel Richard has been concerned about writing about that which is "universal" 

but failing at it, the narrator suggests, because he does not understand his place in it. 

At the end of the novel, the information is still "nothing" (374). As much 

information as the narrator has given about the universe, the universe still gives no 

information. It still gives the "nothing" it gives on page three. 

But the message is ambiguous. "Nothing" can mean that there is no 

information and therefore nothing to believe in from beyond, or it can mean that this 

silence of the universe is nothing—that is, it does not matter. When Amis considers 

the stars, like the Old Testament psalmist in Psalm 8, he too wonders what man is. 

The psalmist is amazed but has faith that in the midst of this vastness God is "mindful 

of him" (Ps. 8:4). Amis's universe has no such surrounding hope or faith. When he 

considers the stars, the information is "nothing." Flat-earthers may be what it is 

better to be, not in the sense of not knowing the cosmos, but in Blake's sense in 
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Milton and "The Mental Traveller." When the "flat Earth becomes a ball," says 

"The Mental Traveller," "The Senses roll themselves in fear." Better to be in the 

place where "The Starry heavens reach no further but here bend and set" (Milton. 

Plate 29), where man's place in the universe is determined by his own perspective, 

not from the perspective that sees "a Globe rolling through voidness" (Plate 29).13 

Better to be a flat-earther and celebrate the rites of spring. Better to come "Stumbling 

on melons," as in Marvell's "Garden," the phrase Richard has thought about calling 

his fake version of Amelior. There may be nothing in the beyond to have faith in, 

but there is plenty here that can give one something to live for~love gives hope for 

flat-earthers. 

Earlier in the novel, Marco has suddenly told his father that he no longer 

wants to be called "Marco" but rather wants to be called '"Nothing'" (304). That is 

his '"secret idendidy,'" he tells his dad at the zoo one day (337). Marco seems like 

nothing, so small, so common, even below average. While Richard has struggled 

with success of one kind, it has been there beside him in another form, in Marco, the 

Australia he has almost missed, or the Tasmania he has discovered (373). 

"Childhood was the universal," Richard had once decided (284). He doesn't know 

how close to the truth he is at that point. He is even closer at the end. His salvation 

comes from and through the love of his child. The information is "nothing"? It is 

13Footnote to "The Mental Traveller" in the Norton Anthology of F.nglkh 
Literature. Vol. 2. Sixth ed. (New York: Norton, 1993), 69, provided this 
suggestion. Quotations from Milton. Plate 29, are from Frank Kermode and John 
Hollander, eds., The Oxford Anthology of English Literature Vol. II (New York-
Oxford UP, 1973), 107. 
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Marco. It is as trite as love. 

Three warnings occur in the last paragraph, reminiscent of "Kubla Khan," 

another threatened garden world. Beware of becoming the failed and lonely critic, 

like R.C. Squires with the "winebar sawdust " hair (325). Beware of becoming the 

isolated virgin like the nun—or like Scozzy, the new kind of nun, the one who hates 

the nuns (156, 163, 310). Beware of becoming the outcast husband at the callbox. 

All say the same thing: beware of life without love. To become those is to become 

nothing. 

The limits of Amis's understanding of love are seen here. Though family 

love, friendship, and romantic love are clear necessities, there is no category for self-

sacrificing love for the stranger, the category that the nun might know. For Amis the 

nun and Scozzy are equally isolated and dangerous. Moreover, Richard is probably 

still going to be manipulative in his dealings with adults, in friendship and romance. 

But both Amis and Richard clearly perceive the need for love to bring people 

together, in themselves and with each other. 

The conclusion of The Information is as optimistic and existential as Candide. 

The garden is polluted with dog droppings and the stars are silent, but Marco is still 

there, and he is an outstanding garden worth tending. And that is universal. 



CHAPTER VIII 

CONCLUSION 

Aristotle maintains in Book V of his Ethics that in one sense "Justice . . . is 

not part of virtue but virtue entire"; it is a virtue that should be exercised not only "in 

himself but towards his neighbour" (377). Justice forms the basis of Aristotle's 

ethics, and his understanding of it includes not only the sense of returning evil for 

evil, the lowest sort of justice characteristic of wickedness and thus not a virtue, but 

also the higher sort, by which a person "exercises his virtue . . . towards another" 

(377). Aristotle comes close to an ethic based on love for others, but ultimately the 

most sensible basis he finds is justice, the virtue that does good towards self and 

others: because I deserve good, you also deserve good. 

Aquinas, coming after Aristotle and the New Testament writers, places more 

importance on love, or charity, as the central virtue. All other virtues that precede 

faith, he says, are formed by charity, and faith itself works through charity (ST, Part 

II, Second Part, Q. 4, Art. 3). Says Aquinas: "Charity is included in the definition of 

every virtue, . . . because every virtue depends on it in a way . . . " (ST, Part II, 

Second Part, Q. 23, Art. 5). He acknowledges that it is difficult to love one's 

enemies but that one should still be "prepared in mind" to do so (ST, Part II, Second 

Part, Q. 25, Art. 8). 

While Aristotle and Aquinas agree on the importance of the many virtues that 

218 



219 

Aquinas categorizes as theological, cardinal, and intellectual, a key development 

between the two is in the movement from justice to love as central. 

Between Aristotle and Aquinas there is a movement from justice that gives good for 

good (mutual respect), to the broader basis of love that gives good no matter what, 

because it seeks the good of the other. 

The fictional world of Martin Amis as seen in these six novels follows this 

same pattern and progression. All of Aquinas's categories of virtue receive attention 

in Amis, in various ways, but it is love, justice, and intellect that predominate. The 

intellectual virtues are generally explicitly esteemed, while love is esteemed 

implicitly. The virtue that most commonly directs adult behavior, however, is justice. 

His protagonists, who usually value intellectual virtue as highly as Aristotle and 

Aquinas do, move from the highly egoistic Charles Highway with his emphasis on 

ego-based justice to Samson Young and Richard Tull, in whom love that involves 

self-sacrifice begins to appear. 

Throughout the novels, those who have other virtues but who have never been 

loved or shown how to love cause the most suffering or suffer the most. In Amis's 

world, romantic love remains understood largely in egoistic terms, resulting in 

morally inconsistent thought and behavior. Most of the characters pursue love, but 

they do not understand love as involving unselfishness or self-sacrifice. The result is 

that they seek love as a selfish goal and actually live by an ego-centric justice that 

expects evenness-an eye for an eye. The self and not an outside standard of law or 

morality determines what is just. In all of the novels, however, and particularly in 
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the last two, there appears some movement toward unselfishness, though sometimes it 

is ironic; in the last two novels genuine self-sacrifice appears, particularly in relation 

to children and family but also for friends. 

The main weakness in the overall understanding of love is in the understanding 

of romantic love, which does not often progress beyond a very egoistic, justice-based 

concept. There are some examples, however, of love that sacrifices itself for the sake 

of others. 

Although love clearly emerges as primary, all of the virtues except religious 

faith matter in Amis's world, particularly the intellectual virtues. The other two 

theological virtues of faith and hope receive attention, but in non-traditional forms. 

Religious faith is almost entirely absent or mocked, as is faith in human institutions. 

Hope springs eternal, but, without the reciprocal empowerment of theologically based 

faith, it rests only in earthbound things, particularly self or others. Hope in Amis is 

not greatly different from wish and is usually doomed to disappointment. Moreover, 

the more highly educated the characters are, the more likely their expectations of 

happiness are tempered with expectations of disappointment. 

Generally, the cardinal virtues of prudence and temperance are highly 

regarded, while courage, both physical and moral, though esteemed, is less visible 

and often absent. 

The outlook that emerges from these novels is existential: man is alone in the 

universe and has no hope beyond this life; in the face of this, one should behave well. 

Without faith and hope, one should live by what remains—love, justice, prudence, 
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temperance, courage, and intellect. The characters who exhibit less egoism and 

highest education have the best hope of thriving with the least suffering. 

In the first four novels, there is considerable concern with the sins of the 

parents; their deficiencies in love emerge as the cause of the children's attitudes or 

problems. In the last two novels, less attention is given to the cause, though 

selfishness or lack of love is still at fault, and more attention is given to the 

importance of family love. 

The Rachel Papers, being about adolescence, appropriately presents a very 

egoistic standard of behavior. The adolescent protagonist, Charles Highway, obsessed 

with himself and his own success, intends to succeed in romance and in art. He sets 

himself a course of supposed moral development, intending to chart his own 

RilHnnpsroman Ironically, this development means sacrificing his ideals about sexual 

fidelity as a standard in romantic love and following the standard of the father, which 

is based on self-satisfaction and egoistic justice instead of on love that considers the 

welfare of the other. The protagonist chooses intellectual success as his most 

important standard. Though he is shown to be foolish in both his romantic and his 

intellectual pursuits, at the end he is at peace with himself in his egoistic standard, 

exercising prudence and temperance for his selfish ends and looking toward success in 

his art. At the end, for all his selfishness, he does not look foolish; he has 

experienced a sense of loss over giving up his old morality with its " 'moderate 

possessiveness'" and '"moral scrupulousness'" (130), but from there has adopted the 

ways of the previous generation and adapted them to his own advantage, unlike the 
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less intelligent characters around him. Art and knowledge rank highest, and other 

virtues are subordinated to serve them. Consequently, unselfish love plays a small 

role, for the self's success has taken precedence over loving others. The only 

sacrifice that he has made~the loosening of his moral standard—is a parody of 

sacrifice, for it has simply made it easier to live egoistically. 

Dead Babies is largely about the absence of love. It continues the 

investigation of the older generation's effects on the children. What is shown in the 

protagonists is that when children are neither loved nor taught what love is, regardless 

of their intellectual attainment, they desperately seek to avoid the pain they feel and to 

find love or a substitute for it, suffering further pain and humiliation in order to feel 

accepted. Abandoned without love, they abandon the traditional legal and moral 

standards of society in order to find love. However, even in their abandoning of 

these standards, they maintain the assumption that romantic love includes sexual 

fidelity. Very little self-sacrifice appears in this novel, though self-abasement to 

achieve some semblance of love is common. When Andy Adorno has an unselfish 

thought just before he dies, he rejects it as pointless. 

What is shown through the Conceptualists in Dead Babies is that when old 

standards based on love that seeks the welfare of others are no longer exemplified or 

taught, new moral systems can arise that are devoid of love in any traditional sense, 

and yet that are still highly "moral," adhering closely to all the other virtues, 

including faith and hope in the new system. It is a Nietszchean vision of a world in 

which evil has become good. 
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Success, somewhat like Dead Babies, analyzes another moral system in which 

love and intellectual virtues are almost entirely absent, though, unlike the characters 

of Dead Babies, these protagonists are not isolated from the everyday world, for, 

lacking intellectual virtue, they cannot create any new system. They are caught in a 

cycle of egoistic social justice, which prevails on both the personal and social levels. 

The protagonists as children have been unloved and mistaught-taught that getting 

what one wants, or one's fair share, is what is most important. Money is the means 

by which this balance is effected and is the object of both faith and hope. It is the 

means for success in work and in love. The protagonists understand love selfishly, as 

the means for making oneself feel good. Romantic love is understood as sexual 

success, and family love and friendship are both means for self-aggrandizement. 

The cardinal virtues of prudence, temperance, courage (the courage to abandon 

any previous moral code), and ego-based justice become important servants of the 

quest for money. As monetary success increases and the ego feels more confident, 

regard for other people, including sexual fidelity, diminishes. Lacking both 

intellectual virtue and love, when the protagonists achieve success, they use it 

according to selfish standards of justice, abandoning prudence and temperance. This 

leads to decay and then decline. Then the cycle begins again. This is a Darwinian 

world in which the fiscally fit survive, only to be glutted on their own success. 

Without intellectual virtue and love for others, there is no breaking the cycle. 

In Money: A Suicide Note, the means for breaking this cycle appears, as the 

missing virtues in Success re-appear to restore order to the life of John Self, who is 
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caught in success and now going into decline and decay. Intellectual virtue, 

prudence, temperance, justice, and unselfish love are upheld as the means to the well-

ordered life, life that does not have to fall into decline. Martina Twain appears as an 

example of a person in whom these virtues combine. Fielding Goodney, on the other 

hand, possesses prudence, temperance, courage, and intellect, as well as an ego-based 

concept of justice. He does not love, however, and the result for him is decline. The 

main character, John Self, has a strong sense of justice and develops in prudence, 

temperance, and intellectual virtue; however, he does not realize that he needs to 

develop in unselfish love, remaining egoistic in his pursuit of love. 

Romantic love in Money does assume some sense of sexual fidelity, though the 

principles are cloudy. The highest standard, Martina's, assumes a justice-based 

fidelity: one is faithful as long as the lover is faithful. John Self's standard, even 

after his progress in temperance, is sexual faithfulness as long as it is expedient, a 

self-centered rather than even a justice-based standard: he plans to leave Georgina 

regardless of whether she is faithful. Family love is also important as in the earlier 

works: adults who lacked appropriate love in childhood are hampered in adulthood, 

seeking escape from emotional pain. 

In London Fields, the theological virtues are given more explicit attention than 

elsewhere in these novels, with faith shown to be irrelevant and hope to be doomed to 

disappointment. Love, however, survives, in unusual ways. Though the "death of 

love" is a persistent theme among the characters, love persists, even in the face of 

death. Children enter the Amis world in this novel, and loving them appropriately 
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leads to unselfishness and self-sacrifice. 

Love is shown on three social class levels. On the lowest level, it is 

understood egoistically. Keith Talent gets what he wants from women, and only with 

friends does he show anything beyond pure selfishness. Though uncomprehending of 

love, he would consider himself a great "lover." He values the cardinal and 

intellectual virtues and mistakenly believes that he does possess them. Except for 

faith, all the virtues matter to Keith, though interpreted in his own ways. With no 

intellectual resources, little love, and no prudence or temperance, when Keith does 

have money, he goes through the cycle of success, decline, and decay quickly and 

repeatedly. 

Guy Clinch, at the other social extreme, cares about all the virtues, including 

religious faith. Though Guy possesses intellectual virtue, his gullibility (that is, faith 

in people) brings him trouble. Religious faith becomes less relevant to him as he 

relaxes his standard for sexual fidelity, but love and hope persist, particularly family 

love, even though there is no hope for a happier future. He eventually appears to fall 

back on justice rather than love, but even then love can be seen in him. 

Samson and Nicola, in the middle class, are the intellectual superiors. This 

gives them power in managing the lives of others. They are united in intellect, lack 

of faith, and sense of impending death (hopelessness). Though they manage to make 

even death a work of art, what turns out to matter most to them, particularly to 

Samson, is not art but love: Samson's love for baby Kim and also his love for Nicola. 

In killing her, he knowingly helps her complete her plan for herself, an ironic self-
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sacrifice on his part. Furthermore, he considers himself guilty in killing her and thus 

deserving of death himself. Love in London Fields is on the side of life, not death. 

Love, justice, and intellect work together in Samson. He retains an egoistic 

understanding of romantic love but discovers in himself the capacity for self-sacrifice 

in relation to children and friends. Nicola's understanding of love is limited to 

romantic love, but it does contain some element of self-sacrifice, though ironic, and 

her death is largely the result of her despair over the death of love. 

Guy Clinch, who demonstrates all the virtues, including courage but 

particularly the greatest degree of unselfish love, is the character who survives and in 

whom Samson places both hope and faith for baby Kim. London Fields upholds 

traditional virtues after very non-traditional behavior by the protagonists. 

Compared to London Fields. The Information is morally quite simple: love, 

particularly for one's children, is what matters. After seeking success through 

intellectual skill and ego-based justice, the protagonist discovers that his children 

mean more than anything else to him, including his novels, and that maintaining the 

family, with the self-sacrifice that involves, is worthwhile. The universe is hostile, 

and there is no message from beyond it, but human love exists and needs nurturing. 

Simple as this is, it produces a satisfying novel in which success in intellect, in work, 

and in sex are clearly subordinated to unselfish love. The child Marco serves as the 

moral center, exemplifying love and evoking it. Even the germ of love for one's 

enemies appears in The Information when Richard Tull changes his attitude toward 

Gwyn Barry. 
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In all of these novels there appear various combinations of three virtues in 

particular—love, intellect, and justice. Charles Highway focuses on intellect and 

justice as he sets out on the highway into adulthood. John Self begins to learn about 

intellect and love. Samson Young begins to discover the limits of intellect. And 

Richard Tull discovers that unselfish love, at least for one's children, is better than 

intellect and justice. 

It remains to be seen where Amis's understanding of virtue, particularly 

unselfish love, will go in future novels. 
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