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ABSTRACT 
 
This dissertation examines the progressive destabilization of the self in late modernity through 

a sustained engagement with the fiction and philosophy of D. H. Lawrence. It argues that 

Lawrence’s early twentieth-century critique of industrial capitalism anticipates central 

psychosocial conditions of the twenty-first century, particularly the commodification of 

identity and the erosion of authentic subjectivity. Focusing on The Rainbow and Women in 

Love, the study identifies three interrelated manifestations of dehumanization: narcissistic self-

construction, the commodification of sexuality and intimacy, and the instrumental pursuit of 

material prestige as a substitute for ontological security. These phenomena are examined not 

merely as thematic concerns within Lawrence’s novels, but as structural expressions of a 

broader historical transformation in the constitution of the self. The analysis develops an 

interdisciplinary framework that places Lawrence in critical dialogue with Erich Fromm and 

Zygmunt Bauman. Fromm’s theory of alienation, marketing orientation, and the pathology of 

having over being provides the psychological vocabulary that systematizes Lawrence’s 

intuitive insights. Bauman’s account of “liquid modernity” further corroborates Lawrence’s 

diagnosis by situating these psychosocial disturbances within the fluid, consumption-driven 

structures of contemporary capitalism. By tracing the developmental arc from Lawrence’s 

prophetic literary vision to later sociological and psychoanalytic formulations, this dissertation 

contends that Lawrence should be recognized not merely as a modernist novelist, but as a 

foundational theorist of modern dehumanization. His insistence on relational wholeness, 

embodied consciousness, and authentic encounter emerges as a radical counter-ethic to the 

fragmentation of the self under late capitalist modernity. Ultimately, the study positions 

literature as a mode of critical foresight: a domain in which the crises of subjectivity are not 

only represented but diagnostically illuminated. Through this interdisciplinary synthesis, the 

dissertation contributes to modernist studies and contemporary social theory by reasserting 

Lawrence’s relevance to ongoing debates about identity, commodification, and the fate of the 

human in the twenty-first century. 

 

Keywords: Authenticity, Commodification, Dehumanization, D.H. Lawrence, Erich Fromm, 

Modernity, Materialism, Narcissism, Sexuality. 
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“Vitally, the human race is dying. It is like a great uprooted tree, with its roots in the 

air. We must plant ourselves again in the universe.”  

―D.H. Lawrence 

 

 

 

“That millions of people share the same forms of mental pathology does not make 

these people sane.” 

 

― Erich Fromm, The Sane Society. 

 

 

“The updated version of Descartes’s Cogito is ‘I am seen, therefore I am’ – and that 

the more people who see me, the more I am….” 

 

― Zygmunt Bauman, Liquid Modernity. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

I. INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 



Since the dawn of industrialization, humanity has celebrated its triumph over nature, 

asserting dominance through scientific progress, technological advancements, and the 

relentless pursuit of material prosperity. Modern civilization prides itself on its 

achievements, measuring success in terms of economic growth, efficiency, and control 

over the natural world. It further extols the supremacy of the mind and rigid rationality 

as the primary means to direct the course of life, aiming to maximize productivity and 

mastery over the environment. Yet, as D. H. Lawrence persistently argues, this victory 

has come at a profound cost: man has lost touch with himself, the cosmos, and the vital 

relational currents that once anchored him to existence and community. Beneath the 

surface of progress, Lawrence discerns a deeper crisis—one of spiritual estrangement 

and existential disconnection. He insightfully observes, “Man has little needs and 

deeper needs. We've fallen into the mistake of living from our little needs till we have 

lost our deeper needs in a sort of madness” (Lawrence, 125). This statement can be seen 

as an early recognition of the modern predicament, where the pursuit of superficial 

material gains obscures the deeper spiritual needs of the self. This remains especially 

pertinent in today’s society, where the desire for external validation dominates over 

meaningful, authentic connections. Lawrence’s observation thus, encapsulates the 

paradox of modernity: while material and technological conditions improve, the essence 

of human existence seems to be deteriorating, hollowed out by a growing incapacity to 

meet the profound needs of the soul. 

It is against this backdrop of apparent triumph masking profound loss that this 

research finds its necessity. The twenty-first century, far from resolving the tensions 

Lawrence identified, has deepened and reconfigured them under new, more insidious 

forms. The hyper-industrialization of human life has evolved into a hyper-digitalization 

of the human self, where the conquest of the material world extends into the conquest—

and ultimately the fabrication—of identity itself. In an era governed by algorithmic 

rationality, consumer culture, and the cult of visibility, individuals are no longer merely 

alienated from nature and others, but are systematically estranged from their own 

authentic being. The modern subject is increasingly conditioned to construct a 

marketable social self: a self curated for approval, visibility, and validation within the 

sprawling theatres of social media and consumer networks. Collective narcissism has 
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become the new social glue, replacing genuine communal bonds with superficial 

affirmations and competitive self-display. 

At the same time, the materialist ethos that Lawrence once decried has seeped 

deeper into human relations themselves. Love and sexuality, once realms of sacred 

communion and authentic encounter, are increasingly commodified, transacted, and 

dissolved into consumable experiences—tailored, optimized, and disposable. The 

pursuit of deeper needs gives way to an endless circulation of shallow gratifications, 

leaving individuals more connected and yet more existentially alone than ever before. 

The external markers of progress—connectivity, convenience, abundance—now 

coexist with soaring rates of loneliness, anxiety, and disillusionment. Lawrence’s 

prophetic critique thus demands renewed exploration, for the symptoms he diagnosed 

have not merely persisted but metastasized into the fabric of twenty-first-century 

existence. This research seeks to revisit Lawrence’s vision, not as a relic of early 

modernist anxiety, but as a vital lens through which to understand and critically engage 

with the ongoing collapse of selfhood, love, and meaning in our contemporary age. 

The primary focus of this research is to examine D. H. Lawrence’s profound 

insight into the large-scale dehumanization of the human being within industrial, 

capitalist, cybernetic, and increasingly mechanized societies, as well as the remedies he 

envisioned, through both his fiction and nonfiction, to restore the fractured self and 

bring about a renaissance of the human soul. This study argues that Modernism remains 

the primal scene of contemporary consciousness: the sensibility forged in Modernist 

thought—characterized by a heightened awareness of living in a time of profound 

crisis—continues to inform cultural practices, philosophical inquiries, and societal 

anxieties. It is an enduring arena of existential struggle, reflecting an ongoing 

generational tension that demands rigorous inquiry into the messages Modernism has 

transmitted across time. Understanding the Modernist period is crucial for 

understanding the present, for while the early decades of the twentieth century heralded 

a hopeful, if ambivalent, embrace of change, nearly a century later, that optimism has 

largely given way to a growing sense of disillusionment, particularly concerning the 

pervasive problem of dehumanization. What was once intuitively diagnosed and 

poetically embodied in Modernist literature has now become a palpable crisis 
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recognized by psychology, sociology, philosophy, and technology studies alike. 

The need for this research emerges from the urgent parallels between Lawrence’s 

prophetic vision and the conditions of the twenty-first century. In our current age, the 

forces of industrialism have not merely continued but mutated, giving rise to an 

unprecedented cybernetic order in which artificial intelligence, algorithmic governance, 

and commodified digital identities reshape the very structure of human existence. What 

Lawrence once described as the mechanization of life has been amplified: in the digital 

age, the self itself risks becoming a simulacrum, manufactured for algorithmic visibility 

and optimized for commodification. Scholars such as Sherry Turkle “Alone Together” 

and Byung-Chul Han “The Transparency Society, Psychopolitics” argue that digital 

technologies foster new forms of alienation, hyper-narcissism, and instrumental 

relationships, echoing and deepening the anxieties Lawrence dramatized a century ago. 

Meanwhile, critical theorists like Zygmunt Bauman “Liquid Modernity” describe 

contemporary life as fluid, precarious, and marked by shallow forms of intimacy that 

mirror the commodification of love and sex Lawrence foresaw. Today, with the 

groundbreaking emergence of Artificial Intelligence, it became clear that it further 

compounds these dynamics by threatening to reduce human uniqueness to patterns of 

information processing, further estranging human beings from their deeper emotional, 

spiritual, and relational capacities. 

Existing scholarship has recognized Lawrence’s acute sensitivity to the spiritual 

crises of his age, but few have extended this analysis into a systematic exploration of 

his prophetic relevance to the digital and post-digital eras. Critics such as Colin Clarke 

“River of Dissolution” have emphasized Lawrence’s vision of a decaying modern 

psyche, while Marianna Torgovnick “Primitive Passions” has explored his critique of 

modernity’s alienating rationalism. Yet, direct engagement with Lawrence as a prophet 

of contemporary dehumanization, particularly in relation to collective narcissism, the 

commodification of selfhood, and the transactionalization of love in the digital age, 

remains significantly underdeveloped. This thesis seeks to fill that critical gap, bringing 

Lawrence’s visionary warnings into dialogue with contemporary cultural, 

technological, and psychological realities. 

Moreover, the central issue of this thesis—the dehumanization of man and the 
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loss of inherent values, intuition, and emotion in the modern age—remains a pressing 

concern across various psychological and sociological disciplines long after Lawrence’s 

literary exploration. Max Weber warned of bureaucratic rationalization, where 

efficiency overrides human agency, trapping individuals in an “iron cage “(Weber 181). 

He further argued that bureaucratic systems depersonalize interactions, eroding 

spontaneity and emotional depth (Weber 958). In the 20th century, Horkheimer and 

Adorno introduced the “culture industry,” showing how mass culture reduces 

individuals to passive consumers shaped by market forces (Horkheimer and Adorno 

99). Similarly, R.D. Laing argued in The Divided Self, that modern culture fractures 

personal identity, fostering a deep disconnection between individuals and their 

emotions, ultimately reinforcing alienation and psychological distress (Laing 32). These 

perspectives show that dehumanization is not merely a modern issue but an evolving 

phenomenon shaped by industrialization, bureaucracy, and mass culture. As societies 

progress, alienation persists, threatening individuality, connection, and meaning. While 

these thinkers offer invaluable insights into different dimensions of dehumanization, 

their frameworks often remain reductionist as they are discipline-specific and do not 

engage with literature as a prophetic and diagnostic force. Moreover, scholarship rarely 

considers the integrative potential of Lawrence’s literary vision alongside Erich 

Fromm’s psycho-sociological theory, which uniquely bridges individual psychology 

with cultural and societal structures. This thesis thus fills a critical gap by positioning 

Lawrence’s fiction and non-fiction not only as a literary exploration but also as a 

visionary response to an enduring, multidimensional crisis of modern existence. To that 

end, it seeks to engage a series of critical research questions that frame its analytical 

journey. First, to what extent can D.H. Lawrence be considered a prophetic thinker who 

anticipated the psychological and spiritual maladies of late modernity—particularly 

narcissism, commodified sexuality, and materialism? Second, how do The Rainbow and 

Women in Love portray the internal fracture of the self, caught between authentic being 

and socially constructed identities curated for approval and performance? Third, to 

what extent do Lawrence’s fictions align with Erich Fromm’s theories on 

dehumanization, instrumental love, and commodified relationships, and how do they 

anticipate Zygmunt Bauman’s contemporary concepts of “liquid modernity” and 
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“liquid love”? Finally, what role can literature play in resisting dehumanization in a 

world increasingly governed by consumerist logic, algorithmic control, and existential 

displacement? 

These questionings not only anchor the thesis but also signal the need for an 

interdisciplinary framework capable of tracing the psychological and cultural 

dimensions of alienation across literature and theory. In this regard, the work of Erich 

Fromm offers an essential bridge between Lawrence’s literary vision and the psycho-

sociological critique of modernity. 

Fromm's deep understanding of human nature and the interplay of psychological, 

social, and cultural forces makes him a visionary thinker whose insights remain 

relevant. His work is particularly valuable in illuminating Lawrence's exploration of 

dehumanization a century earlier, both in fiction and non-fiction, because he, too, was 

interested in the state of individuals within the community and not as detached entities. 

To develop a psycho-sociological perspective, rather than a purely classical or clinical 

one, this study clarifies three key symptoms accompanying dehumanization in both 

Modernist and contemporary contexts: narcissism, interpersonal relationships and 

sexuality, and materialism. 

First, narcissism, as exemplified by the excessive consciousness and 

preoccupation with the self and the projection of its perfect image in the mechanized 

society, creates copies of narcissistic people—a whole Culture of Narcissism, where 

individuals become increasingly isolated and alienated from one another, seeking 

validation and gratification primarily through external means. 

Second, the disturbance in interpersonal relationships, especially between man 

and woman, and the disintegrated forms of modern love further promote narcissism and 

self-absorption. This, in addition to the degree of instrumentality through sex, echoes 

dehumanization even in the most intimate areas of human life, reducing individuals to 

mere objects of gratification. 

Finally, the development of materialism, or the excessive preoccupation with 

commodities and possessions as forms to assess self-worth and enhance self-

importance, contributes to a highly mechanized society devoted to maximal material 

output and consumption, where the pursuit of material wealth overshadows the 
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cultivation of genuine human connection and well-being.  

These symptoms, it would seem, as highlighted from the socio-psychological 

perspective above, are intersecting and complementary to one another, and are 

perpetually relevant to the human experience, having evolved dramatically in the 21st 

century. This thesis argues, thus, that as we delve into the nuanced layers of narcissism, 

instrumental interpersonal relationships and sexuality, and materialism that Lawrence 

intricately weaves into his stories, we unravel not only his prophetic insights but also 

the echoes of our contemporary struggles. It traces the further development of these 

issues, central to the dehumanized individual today, where the rapid advancement of 

digital technologies, particularly the rise of social media platforms, has fundamentally 

altered how individuals perceive themselves and interact with the world. That is, the 

pursuit of a carefully curated, idealized self has become central to modern life, with 

individuals often defining their worth by the image they project online and the 

validation they receive from others. This phenomenon is not merely a superficial trend; 

it reflects deeper, systemic changes in how identity is constructed and understood in the 

modern age. Jean Baudrillard, in Simulacra and Simulation, argues that in 

contemporary society, representation no longer mirrors reality but replaces it, leading 

individuals to engage in self-presentation as a means of validation rather than as an 

expression of authentic selfhood (Baudrillard 6). 

At the same time, the relentless march of consumerism has permeated nearly 

every aspect of life, transforming relationships, experiences, and even emotions into 

commodities to be bought, performed, and consumed. The commodification of 

identity—where personal traits, lifestyles, and social bonds are curated for public 

display—has led to a profound dehumanization of the self, where intrinsic value is 

increasingly eclipsed by the extrinsic value of possession and performance. In today’s 

digital economy, social media platforms such as Instagram, and Facebook operate as 

arenas where identity is constructed through metrics—likes, views, and followers—

encouraging individuals to market themselves as brands. According to a 2022 Pew 

Research study, 51% of teenagers in the United States feel pressure to look “perfect” 

online, and 59% say social media often distracts them from real life (“Teens, Social 

Media and Technology”). Similarly, Sherry Turkle has documented how constant 
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connectivity breeds emotional shallowness, as digital interactions replace deeper, face-

to-face encounters, leading to what she calls “a flight from conversation” and an 

overinvestment in curated, performative selves (Turkle, 6). This self-fragmentation 

echoes the concerns raised by theorists such as Herbert Marcuse, who in One-

Dimensional Man argued that advanced industrial societies create a system of 

“controlled satisfaction,” in which individuals, though materially comfortable, become 

psychologically passive and conformist, trained to function but no longer to question 

(Marcuse 10). As human beings become increasingly adapted to technological and 

capitalist imperatives, they lose contact with their authentic emotions, values, and 

relationships, sinking into a state of passive adjustment. In such a context, where even 

intimacy and selfhood are monetized and manipulated, Lawrence’s prophetic warnings 

about the mechanization of human life regain critical urgency. His literary work not 

only critiques the commodification of being but also envisions pathways toward 

emotional renewal, embodied presence, and non-instrumental forms of love—making 

his insights indispensable to understanding and confronting the present condition. 

Hence, in analyzing Lawrence’s characters in The Rainbow and Women in Love, 

this study aims to demonstrate that while rooted in the socio-historical contexts of early 

modernity, these characters transcend their immediate origins to embody universal 

existential truths that continue to resonate across time and space. Consequently, this 

research adopts a progressive, two-fold structure. First, it examines the symptoms of 

the contemporary dehumanizing malaise—alienation, commodified relationships, 

emotional desiccation—through a Lawrentian and Frommian lens, demonstrating how 

the dilemmas Lawrence dramatized have not only persisted but intensified in the 

modern world. This section will also explore the regenerative solutions both thinkers 

propose: the reawakening of authentic being, the cultivation of rooted emotional bonds, 

and the revival of organic existence against mechanized conformity. Second, through 

close literary analysis of Lawrence’s fictional and non-fictional philosophies, this study 

situates him firmly within Modernist discourse, underscoring his prophetic insight into 

the evolving human condition and highlighting the ways in which his vision 

foreshadowed many crises diagnosed today. 

Moreover, this thesis brings in Zygmunt Bauman as the critical voice for the 
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twenty-first century, whose concept of “liquid modernity” and “liquid love” (Bauman 

2000; Bauman 2003) extends and validates Lawrence's early warnings about the 

fragmentation of selfhood, relationships, and community. In this respect, Erich Fromm 

serves as an indispensable bridge, having been among the first to combine 

psychoanalytical and sociological frameworks to study the disintegration of the self in 

mass society (Fromm 1941; Fromm 1955). His interdisciplinary perspective provides 

the necessary theoretical scaffolding to trace the continuum between Lawrence’s 

Modernist vision and Bauman’s contemporary analysis. Thus, the research follows a 

logical progression: from the early symptoms of alienation in Lawrence’s time, through 

Fromm’s mid-twentieth-century systematization of those socio-psychological 

dynamics, to Bauman’s twenty-first-century elaboration on their advanced 

deterioration. By tracing this trajectory, the study emphasizes that the symptoms of 

modern malaise have not been static but progressively worsening, culminating in 

today's hyper-commodified, hyper-fragmented social fabric. 

The methodology employed reflects this interdisciplinary ambition, combining 

rigorous literary analysis with socio-psychological theory. It entails a close reading of 

Lawrence's novels alongside his non-fictional writings, focusing on characters and 

themes that reveal his diagnosis of modernity and his philosophy of regeneration. This 

literary analysis is systematically interwoven with Fromm’s theories of the social 

character, modes of existence (“having” vs. “being”), and capitalist alienation, 

illuminating deeper patterns within Lawrence's critique. In the synthetical, final chapter, 

Bauman’s theories will be applied to provide the contemporary dimension, 

demonstrating the persistence and evolution of these patterns into the liquid realities of 

today's world. Structured initially around Lawrence’s literary and historical context, the 

study situates his critique within the broader Modernist engagement with the crises of 

identity, authority, and meaning. It then progressively transitions to the present, 

underscoring the increasingly urgent relevance of Lawrence’s and Fromm’s insights 

today. Through this thematic and comparative synthesis, the research ultimately argues 

that the convergence of Lawrentian prophetic vision, Frommian psycho-sociological 

critique, and Baumanian analysis offers a powerful lens to understand and confront the 

dehumanizing forces shaping modern and postmodern existence. 



 9 

The First Chapter provides a comprehensive theoretical overview of 

Lawrence’s context on the one hand. It includes his diagnosis of the crisis of 

dehumanization in industrial societies, his philosophies on self-renewal to achieve a 

balanced, individual self, his treatment of love as a motivating force for the regeneration 

of the individual through sexuality, his insistence on self-transcendence in the face of 

materialism by balancing the conscious and unconscious being. On the other hand, 

Erich Fromm’s treatment of the same malaise in capitalist society, the birth of collective 

and individual narcissism and its impact on the interpersonal relationships, and the 

distinction between the “having” and “being” modes of existence. It will explore how 

these concepts are relevant to contemporary issues such as self-absorption, disintegrated 

forms of love—pseudo-love, the birth of a consumer culture, and the commodification 

of identity. The chapter will also discuss the potential solutions that both Lawrence and 

Fromm suggest as remedies to the three symptoms of dehumanization. That is, how to 

combat narcissism, instrumental, pseudo-love and the growing interest in materialism 

and the marketing-orientation.  

Chapter Two focuses on Lawrence’s novel The Rainbow, analyzing how the 

characters’ experiences spanning the three generations reflect the first signs of malaise, 

division of the self, the unbalanced conscious and unconscious poles, the 

commodification of the individual, the disturbance of the natural human bond between 

man and woman, and the struggle for achieving authentic existence amidst the first signs 

of the modernist changes.  

Chapter Three focuses on the progressive disturbance of the self in Lawrence’s 

Women In Love. Which, set at the backdrop of the war, reflects Lawrence’s pessimistic 

view of the dehumanizing effects of modernity and the apparent urgency to regenerate 

the self by maintaining vital relationships and love which become even more difficult 

to achieve as the mechanization process moves further among the members of society 

and the narcissistic personality finds fertile ground to flourish with the advent of 

capitalism and technological innovations. His exploration of the main romantic 

relationships in the novel reveals the complexities and contradictions of love in the 

modern age, highlighting the challenges of achieving a balance between individuality 

and connection, freedom and commitment, and the pursuit of self-realization within the 
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context of a relationship. 

The Final Chapter will synthesize the findings from the previous chapters, 

drawing connections between Lawrence’s literary critique and Fromm’s theoretical 

insights. It will discuss the broader implications of the study, including how the 

convergence of psycho-sociological theory and literary analysis can enhance our 

understanding of modernity’s challenges and the possible solutions we can endeavour 

to combat the malady of dehumanization, which witnesses its culmination in today’s 

age. Our final synthesis uses the voice of British sociologist Zygmunt Bauman as an 

ultimate contemporary witness of Lawrence, then Fromm’s diagnoses; with the advent 

of social media, the consumerist culture, and the overt flaunting of narcissistic 

tendencies among the members of society at a large scale, Bauman confirms the further 

dehumanization of individuals from the modernist era till today. The chapter will also 

suggest avenues for future research wherever relevant, concerning the growing dilemma 

of human existence as reflected in the prophetic literature of D.H. Lawrence. Moreover 

it aims to discuss the profoundness of his philosophy, highlighting the necessity to go 

back to his literary works with an examining lens of his relevance today more than in 

any other age. 

This introduction has set the stage for a detailed exploration of the 

dehumanization of the modern individual through the combined perspectives of Erich 

Fromm's social psychology, which reflects our contemporary society, and D.H. 

Lawrence's literary critique. By tracing the connections between Fromm's theories and 

Lawrence's novels and non-fictional philosophies, this dissertation aims to illuminate 

the enduring relevance of both thinkers to contemporary society. As the following 

chapters will demonstrate, the insights offered by Lawrence and Fromm provide a 

powerful critique of the forces shaping modern life and offer valuable guidance for 

navigating the complexities of the 21st century. 
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1. D.H Lawrence: A Prophet of The Modern Soul 
 
 
Born into a household fraught with tension and contradictions, D. H. Lawrence emerged 

as a prophetic voice wrestling with the spiritual consequences of modernity. His early 

life in Eastwood, Nottinghamshire, was defined by the profound psychological and 

class divide between his parents: his father, Arthur Lawrence, a coarse yet life-affirming 

miner, embodied instinctual vitality and connection to the natural world, whereas his 

mother, Lydia Lawrence, an educated former schoolmistress of bourgeois sensibilities, 

stood for rationalism, refinement, and upward social mobility (Ellis 4–5). This 

psychological chasm between instinct and intellect, flesh and mind, would later become 

central to Lawrence’s literary philosophy. Growing up at the cusp of the twentieth 

century—a time shaped by industrialization, spiritual crisis, and existential alienation—

Lawrence internalized the growing cultural shift that privileged reason over intuition 

and mechanized labor over organic being (Steele 34; Meyers). 

 The modern era's imposition of bourgeois values—rooted in economic 

productivity, social conformity, and mental abstraction—nurtured a nihilistic 

detachment from the body, nature, and authentic selfhood. In response, Lawrence grew 

increasingly critical of the rationalist ethos that he believed sterilized the human soul. 

He rejected conventional notions of progress, success, and intellectual ascent, 

perceiving them as symptoms of a civilization in decay. As F. R. Leavis observed, 

Lawrence’s project was not anti-intellectual per se but rather a rebellion against an 

idealizing intellect that suffocated the “quick of the life” (Leavis 21). In his own letters, 

Lawrence insisted on returning to a deeper, pre-conscious form of knowing: “We can 

go wrong in our minds. But what our blood feels and believes and says is always true” 

(Letters, vol. 2, 190). Here, “blood” stands as a metaphor for what he elsewhere calls 

the “unconscious life,” the irreducible flow of primal being beneath cerebral constructs. 

 Lawrence’s philosophical orientation became an act of self-remaking. From an 

intellectually gifted young man steeped in literature, he transformed into an artist 

determined to recover what he called “the religious sense of the blood”—a kind of 

embodied truthfulness lost in modern abstraction (Lawrence, 211). Central to his ethos 

was the conviction that civilization’s reliance on idealism, abstraction, and 
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mechanization was spiritually catastrophic. Against this, he posed an elemental 

philosophy of the body, instinct, and sensual experience—not merely as rebellion, but 

as redemption. In doing so, Lawrence set himself against the dominant structures of his 

age, risking failure, censorship, and alienation in order to voice an urgent plea for 

spiritual wholeness. 

 It is through art, which is “always ahead of time” (Lawrence 497), and the novel 

in particular, that D.H. Lawrence—emotional and mystical by nature—most powerfully 

articulates the experience of the unconscious. For Lawrence, the novel becomes the 

ideal form to explore the necessary dynamic between the conscious pole, governed by 

the mind, and the unconscious pole, governed by instinct. This equilibrium is, in his 

view, vital to the integrity of the human being. In a world increasingly mechanized by 

ideas, institutions, and the suppression of the senses, Lawrence saw the novel as a 

redemptive space—a form that resists dehumanization and alienation by preserving the 

living immediacy of experience. It is precisely in this vision that Lawrence diverges 

from his contemporary novelists. He saw the role of the artist not as the chronicler of 

external events or political structures, but as the revealer of life in its totality. In Why 

the Novel Matters, he writes: 

 
I intend to go on being man alive. For this reason, I am a novelist. As a novelist I consider myself 

superior to the saint, the scientist, the philosopher and the poet, who are all great masters at different 
bits of man alive, but never get the whole hog. 

 
(Lawrence Phoenix 145). 

 
Because of this belief, Lawrence held that the novel should never be constrained by 

ideological absolutes or doctrinal systems. Rather, he argued that it alone can “reveal 

the relation between man and his circumambient universe, at the living moment”—a 

relation that is ever-changing and rooted in sensation and spontaneity. In the same vein, 

he declares: 

 
We should ask for no absolutes. Or absolute. Let us have done with the ugly imperialism of any 

absolute. There is no absolute good, no absolutely right. All things flow and change and even change 
is not absolute”  

 
(Lawrence Phoenix 146). 
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Here, Lawrence condemns what he calls “the ugly imperialism of any absolute,” 

rejecting moral or intellectual dogmas that seek to dominate the complex and fluctuating 

nature of life. His position runs counter to traditional belief systems, including religious 

and educational institutions, which he accused of stifling the full range of human 

vitality. Consequently, Lawrence was often criticized as a nihilist or iconoclast—even 

among the literary elite—for what appeared to be a wholesale rejection of convention. 

In truth, however, his opposition stemmed from a deeper commitment: a need to let the 

flux of life unfold without being arrested by abstraction or imposed idealism. 

 This conviction would go on to shape his most important contributions to 

literature and to the modern philosophical understanding of the self. As F.R. Leavis 

noted, Lawrence's novels “are a criticism of life which is at once moral and 

metaphysical” (Leavis, 3). He stood apart not only because of what he wrote, but 

because of how he lived through his work—a prophet of inner truth in an age of 

fragmentation. As Lawrence himself contends: 

 
Nothing is important but life. And for myself I can absolutely see life nowhere but in the living. I don’t 
want to grow into any one direction anymore. And, if I can help it, I don’t want to stimulate anybody 
else into one direction. A particular direction ends in a cul-de-sac, we are in a cul-de-sac at present 

 
(Lawrence Phoenix 145). 

 
Lawrence saw modern man’s obsession with idealism and knowledge as a deviation 

from natural being—a painful and unnatural process that substitutes ego and abstraction 

for immediacy and connection. And yet, while he does not reject the need for knowledge 

altogether, he calls for a renewed attention to the dark, sensual, and instinctive forces 

within the self. This inward turn is not merely therapeutic but transformative: it offers 

a difficult path toward reintegration through suffering, disillusionment, and ultimately 

a regenerative cycle of death and rebirth. 

 Thus, Lawrence advocates for a return to the “unsocialized, sensual subconscious 

self”—a state in which the mind and body are brought back into balance. In this 

reconciliation lies his antidote to dehumanization, alienation, and modern narcissism. 

As Sandra Gilbert argues, “his novels and poetry dramatize a quest for spiritual 

wholeness through the reintegration of body and soul, instinct and intellect” (Gilbert,158). 
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What Lawrence seeks is not escape, but return—a healing of modernity’s inner fracture 

by recovering what has been lost: vitality, immediacy, and an embodied sense of being. 

 

Lawrence And The Self. 
 

Lawrence’s idea of a balanced self, conceived amid the mechanizing forces of his time, 

centres on the necessity of breaking free from the dominant, life-denying cycle of 

modern existence. He viewed institutions such as religion, science, education, and the 

traditional notion of what he termed “counterfeit” marriage as oppressive constructs—

dead ideals that demanded transcendence through an act of inner renewal, if one were 

to withstand the dehumanisation they collectively perpetuated. In his fiction, Lawrence 

does not merely reject these institutions but critiques them as fragmenting forces that 

sever the human being from inner unity. They dislocate the vital poles of the self, 

fostering an internal schism between instinct and intellect. The two essential poles 

Lawrence sought to reconcile within the modern, fractured individual consist of the 

unconscious, associated with blood, instinct, and the senses, and the rational 

consciousness, which, for him, must turn inward to become a tool of awareness rather 

than domination. Authentic existence, he argues, does not originate in the social 

exterior—what he calls the “husk”—but flows from an inner, generative source he 

names “blood-consciousness.” This concept of blood-consciousness strikingly 

anticipates what later psycho-sociologists, such as Fromm, would theorise as “the social 

character”—the notion that social structures imprint themselves on the psychic fabric 

of the individual. Yet in modernity, these two dimensions of existence appear 

increasingly antagonistic, setting the true soul in opposition to the socially constructed 

ego. “We are made mad by the split, the duality in ourselves” (Letters 223). For 

Lawrence, then, unity can only be achieved when the social self recognises, embraces, 

and reconciles with the deeper life-force of blood-consciousness—a process that 

demands inward honesty, emotional surrender, and the painful undoing of social masks. 

Lawrence’s primary critique targets Christianity, which he believed masked 

personal responsibility beneath layers of abstraction and theological dogma. Its 

distortion of the natural order, for him, contributed decisively to the spiritual 
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impoverishment of modern individuals. In The Rainbow, the church arch is 

symbolically depicted as the soul’s “ultimate confine”—an image of suffocating 

transcendence that imprisons rather than liberates the self—while the materiality of 

religious symbols is dismissed as “dead matter” (Lawrence 206). Lawrence extends this 

critique to modern science, particularly that shaped by Kantian rationalism, which he 

saw as glorifying reason while rejecting the wisdom of the body. By reducing the 

individual to a detached intellect striving to dominate the external world, science, in his 

view, erased the instinctive, sensual dimensions essential to human wholeness. 

Education, likewise, is condemned as a mechanism of alienation. Drawing from his own 

experience as a teacher, Lawrence portrays the school system as cold and dehumanising, 

concerned not with the soul’s development but with conformity and mechanical 

efficiency. Religion, science, and education thus form a triad of modern abstraction—

interlinked enterprises which, though masked as noble pursuits, serve ultimately to 

entrench a deeper materialism. Instead of nurturing the living soul, they become its 

prison, severing the self from its spontaneous centre and replacing inner being with dead 

ideals. 

Lawrence’s insistence on the rebirth of the soul reaches a critical culmination 

with the advent of the First World War. Confronted by the horrors of mechanised 

conflict and the devastation wrought by human egoism, he perceived in the war not 

merely a geopolitical catastrophe but a spiritual reckoning. For Lawrence, the 

instinctive, life-sustaining core of humanity had been perverted into a nihilistic lust for 

domination—manifest in mass violence and the looming extinction of inner life. 

Materialism, he argued, was the philosophical engine behind this devolution. Alfred 

North Whitehead, echoing this concern in Science and the Modern World, observes that 

“the doctrine of minds, as independent substances, leads directly not merely to private 

worlds of experience, but also to private worlds of morals” (Whitehead 243). In 

Lawrence’s view, the war exposed this moral atomisation: a world where subjective 

moralities replaced shared ethical meaning, enabling the exploitation of nature, other 

species, and fellow humans under the guise of progress. With no transcendent God to 

revere, modern man enthroned his own rational mind as the supreme authority—

disconnected from instinct and the rhythms of natural life. As Terry Eagleton points 
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out, Lawrence saw modernity as “a world governed by dead forms and petrified 

meanings,” where spirit was suffocated beneath systems, institutions, and ideologies 
(Eagleton 99). This self-deification of the intellect—legitimised through religion, science, 

and technological advancement—emerged, for Lawrence, as a primary cause of the 

modern crisis: a profound spiritual and psychological fragmentation masked by the 

illusion of progress. 

Against this backdrop of spiritual fragmentation and moral decay, Lawrence 

posits self-regeneration as essential to restoring wholeness. Rooted in both 

philosophical speculation and lived experience, his vision of renewal necessitates a 

conscious movement away from disintegration toward a fuller mode of being. He 

outlines this threefold return as follows: “First, there is the relation to the living universe 

as an integral part of it. Then, comes the relation of man to woman. Then, comes the 

relation of man to his fellow men—and each is blood-relationship, not mere spirit or 

mind” (Lawrence, 512). These interrelated bonds—cosmic, erotic, and communal—

must be rekindled through the life-force of blood-consciousness rather than abstract 

intellect. Accordingly, Lawrence’s fiction assigns primacy not to rational introspection 

but to the vitality of the character’s being. The purpose of the novel, for him, is not 

moral instruction or psychological analysis but the depiction of life lived from within. 

“Let us learn from the novel,” he insists. “In the novel, the characters can do nothing 

but live. If they keep on being good according to pattern, or bad according to pattern... 

they cease to live and the novel falls dead” (Lawrence 146). True vitality in fiction, as 

in life, resists rigid typologies and artificial patterns of behaviour. The character must 

live, or both art and spirit perish. 

This artistic philosophy reflects Lawrence’s break from traditional conceptions 

of the self. In a letter to his publisher after completing The Rainbow, he confesses his 

intention to move beyond “the old stable ego of the character,” choosing instead to 

explore “another ego, according to whose actions the individual is unrecognizable” 

(Lawrence 224). This “unrecognizable” self emerges at the intersection of dark instinct 

and conscious illumination—a fusion of blood-consciousness with reflective 

awareness. It is this vision of a transformed self that Lawrence seeks to embody in 

Women in Love through characters such as Ursula and Gudrun Brangwen, Gerald Crich, 
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and Rupert Birkin. Their complex psychological and spiritual journeys often render 

them, as Fredric Jameson notes, “lacking in credibility in their social roles” (Jameson 

235). This dissonance is deliberate: it marks the characters’ refusal to be reduced to 

social archetypes, revealing instead the deeper existential currents that drive them. 

These are not characters who possess a fixed list of traits to be deployed in a 

linear fashion, nor are they psychological case studies constructed to reflect the 

dominant psychoanalytic paradigms of the early twentieth century. Lawrence 

deliberately resists the contemporary trend of explaining character through rigid 

psychological models, particularly Freudian analysis. As Catherine Carswell, one of 

Lawrence’s closest confidantes, observes in her biography D.H. Lawrence: A Memoir, 

“he saw in [psychoanalysis] merely a mechanization which, by the time it would have 

finished with us, would have finished us as living beings” (Carswell 60). This 

mechanization of the psyche—its reduction to symbolic repressions and behavioural 

patterns—threatened, in Lawrence’s view, to strip away the essential mystery and 

vitality of human existence. For him, modern psychoanalysis confirmed rather than 

resolved the dehumanization of the inner life, as it sought to explain rather than live 

feeling. 

Lawrence articulates this position in a letter where he criticises psychoanalysts 

for teaching people how to manufacture rather than experience authentic emotions: 

“They can only help you more competently to make your feelings. They can never let 

you have any real feelings” (Letters, Vol. II). In this context, what psychoanalysis treats 

as revelation, Lawrence sees as simulation—a substitution of real emotional spontaneity 

with systematised introspection. His criticism is not anti-intellectual in the abstract; 

rather, it reflects a deeper suspicion of the mind’s imperialism, its capacity to turn life 

into idea, and experience into formula. 

This position extends to his rejection of literary techniques like stream of 

consciousness, which in authors like Joyce or Woolf privileged endless mental narration 

over lived, bodily presence. Though often grouped with modernists, Lawrence breaks 

from them in vital ways. While they explore consciousness as a labyrinthine process, 

Lawrence sees such introspection as yet another symptom of cultural neurosis—a self-

enclosed system feeding on its own image. As Keith Sagar writes, “Where Freud digs 
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for buried meanings, Lawrence seeks a way of being which has not yet been realized” 

(Sagar 88). He is not interested in decoding the self as a puzzle to be solved but in 

evoking it as a presence to be embodied—blood, breath, desire, and relation. 

Consequently, the characters in Women in Love are not psychological constructs 

governed by inner laws; they are spiritual and erotic beings in search of a wholeness 

ungraspable by rational introspection. Lawrence wants us to experience them not as 

ideas or symptoms, but as forces—imperfect, often incoherent, but alive in a way that 

the analytical mind cannot systematise. His refusal to flatten subjectivity into typologies 

or to over-privilege the conscious mind becomes, therefore, a resistance to the entire 

cultural logic that equates knowing with controlling, and feeling with pathology. 

In Psychoanalysis and the Unconscious, D. H. Lawrence offers a radical 

redefinition of the unconscious, introducing the notion of “blood-consciousness” or the 

“dark-unconscious” as the deepest, most primordial layer of the self—a plane that 

precedes and transcends rational awareness. Far from being a repressed archive of 

infantile neuroses, as Freud would have it, this unconscious is for Lawrence “the whole 

of life”—a vital, animating force that eludes all intellectual tracing or ideal containment. 

He writes: 

 
The nature of the true pristine unconscious, in which all our genuine impulse arises—a very 

different affair from the sack of horrors which psychoanalysts would have us believe is source of 
motivity. The Freudian unconscious is the cellar in which the mind keeps its own bastard spawned. 
The true unconscious is the well head, the fountain of real motivity...this motivizing of the passional 

sphere from the ideal is the final peril of human consciousness. It is the death of all spontaneous, 
creative life, and the substituting of the mechanical principle 

 
(Lawrence 32). 

 

Here, Lawrence is drawing a decisive ontological boundary. While Freud's unconscious 

remains a psychic extension of the conscious mind—a repressed, knowable structure 

subject to intellectual decoding—Lawrence’s “blood-consciousness” is pre-verbal, pre-

cognitive, and irreducibly other to the rational ego. It pulses with instinctual vitality, 

connecting the individual not only to their own erotic and emotional truths but also to a 

deeper cosmic rhythm. As Michael Bell notes, Lawrence's view of the unconscious 

“presupposes a sense of life that is irreducible to reason, beyond the control of the 
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conscious will” (Bell 58). 

 For Lawrence, the danger lies precisely in the modern tendency to subordinate 

this “passional soul” to fixed mental ideals. Once passion becomes idealised—made to 

conform to rational or moral norms—it ceases to be alive. The “machine-principle,” as 

Lawrence calls it, is the logical endpoint of this submission: a psychic automation where 

the spontaneity of being is replaced by manufactured feeling and repetitive behavioural 

scripts. He warns: 

 
The ideal becomes a mechanical principle if it be applied to the affective soul as a fixed motive. An 
ideal established in control of the passional soul is no more and no less than a machine-principle. 

 
(Lawrence 106). 

 

This mechanisation is not merely a psychological condition—it becomes, in Lawrence’s 

worldview, the metaphysical foundation of modern alienation. Rational ideals, under 

the guise of morality, religion, or even humanism, become indistinguishable from the 

lifeless logic of machines. The very aspirations that claim to elevate man—purity, 

control, goodness—reveal themselves to be functionally identical to the mechanistic 

structures of industry and war. As he provocatively concludes: 

 
A machine as we know is the active unit of the material world. Thus, we see how it is that in the end 
pure idealism is identical with pure materialism, and the most ideal peoples are the most completely 
material. Ideal and material are identical. The ideal is but the God in the machine—the little, fixed, 

machine-principle which works the human psyche automatically  
 

(Lawrence 107). 
 

Lawrence’s suggestion that “pure idealism is identical with pure materialism” exposes 

a devastating paradox at the heart of modern civilisation. Where Freud sought to 

reconcile the individual with civilisation through rational self-understanding, Lawrence 

sees such reconciliation as the final betrayal of life. His metaphysics insists that what 

we call ideals—whether religious doctrines, scientific paradigms, or ethical 

blueprints—often serve the same function as industrial machinery: to regulate, 

automate, and deaden the human soul. In this vision, idealism is not the opposite of 

materialism, but its most insidious form, cloaked in the illusion of transcendence. 

This critique anticipates the thematic architecture of Women in Love, where 
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characters such as Gerald embody the triumph of the machine-principle—his obsession 

with control, industry, and self-mastery effectively renders him spiritually lifeless. In 

contrast, figures like Birkin strive—however imperfectly—to access a deeper vitality 

grounded in the instinctive, non-rational realm of the “blood.” Carol Siegel observes 

that Lawrence privileges a bodily knowledge of emotional and erotic truth that resists 

social and intellectual structuring (Siegel 72—74). This is the heart of Lawrence’s 

project: to restore to the human being that which no theory can give and no machine 

can replicate—the capacity for unmediated, living relation. 

The self, thus, as Lawrence asserts, becomes both material and idealist in 

essence. In his idealism, modern man proclaims himself: 

 
the undisputed master of his own fate, and captain of his own soul. But better say engine-

driver, for in truth he is no more than the little God in the machine. This master of fate. He has 
invented his own automatic principles, and he works himself according to them, like any little 

mechanic inside the work. 
 

(Lawrence 108) 
 

For Lawrence, the emergence of this mechanized self owes its roots to both science and 

psychoanalysis, which he terms “the evangelists of ideal liberty.” These discourses 

promised man an illusion of freedom by offering total explanations of human 

experience. Yet, they reduced even the most vital forces of life—instinct, desire, and 

passion—into analyzable, categorizable systems. What was once a mysterious, 

ineffable current of being has now become something to be dissected, classified, and 

controlled. This transformation subjects human vitality to the same instrumental logic 

that governs machines: predictability, efficiency, and submission to ideal forms. Rather 

than experiencing life as a fluid, unpredictable, and holistic flux, the modern individual 

is encouraged to perceive it through rational constructs. Lawrence resists this 

reductionism by insisting on a return to what he calls the “blood-consciousness,” a 

primordial mode of being rooted in instinctive feeling and cosmic relatedness. To 

counteract the alienation produced by idealist materialism, the individual must undergo 

a painful metamorphosis: a reorientation of the self away from mechanistic ego-

consciousness and toward a renewed “life-motif”—a dynamic, evolving connection to 

the unconscious rhythms of existence. 
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 One essential step in this process of self-renewal is the rejection of the “husk” of 

the social self—the constructed persona that conforms to bourgeois ideals of success, 

respectability, and upward mobility. This false self, shaped by the standards of capitalist 

materialism and moral idealism, must be shed. Only then can the individual rediscover 

his inner integrity and participate in the spontaneous vitality of life. 

 Another vital dimension of Lawrence’s alternative to mechanized life lies in 

fostering what he terms relatedness—a non-dominative, harmonious connection 

between man and the cosmos. In The Death of Pan, he writes that wholeness can only 

be achieved through a relationship with “sun, moon, stars…everything—and not in a 

conquest of anything by anything” (Lawrence). This vision rejects anthropocentrism and 

mechanistic control in favour of a non-hierarchical unity with the universe. It is not 

about man mastering nature, or even understanding it in intellectual terms, but rather 

feeling into it—entering into an organic rapport with the world. 

 Yet even this spiritual and instinctive awakening remains incomplete without 

love. For Lawrence, true individuality is not fully realised until it is expressed 

relationally—through a balanced, reciprocal union of man and woman. Love must 

transcend the possessive, neurotic, and egoistic dynamics that dominate modern 

relationships. Rather than being a site of control or mutual exploitation, love should 

serve as the ground where one fertilizes the soul of the other—each retaining a core of 

solitude and aloneness, even in profound togetherness. 

 Nevertheless, the essence of what it means to love has been corrupted by the 

same mechanistic forces that have fractured the self. Modern relationships have 

devolved into “counterfeit marriages,” marked by possessive symbiosis, anxious 

sexuality, and emotional depletion. Mechanism, as Lawrence diagnoses it, not only 

disfigures our inner life but also perverts our capacity for genuine relatedness. The ideal, 

in conquering the affective soul, reduces love to a dead formula, a scripted performance 

devoid of spontaneity or sacredness. 

 

Lawrence and Love in The Modern Time 
 

The impact of industrialization, the rise of intellectualism, and, more crucially, the Great 
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War profoundly reshaped the emotional and relational landscape of English individuals. 

Industrialization, with its mechanized pace of life and the growing commodification of 

labor, resulted in a profound disconnection from nature and traditional community 

structures. This shift was compounded by the rise of intellectual movements that 

prioritized rationality and scientific progress, often at the expense of emotional and 

spiritual life. The war, as the culmination of these changes thus, was not merely a 

political or social upheaval but, more intimately, a psychological and spiritual 

devastation. The loss of life, the fracturing of social norms, and the disillusionment with 

previously held ideals left deep scars on the collective psyche. Among the many aspects 

of this upheaval, it was the human connection—particularly love—that bore the brunt 

of this transformation. As Keith Sagar notes, for Lawrence “the human relationship, 

especially between man and woman, was the ultimate criterion of a civilization” (Sagar 

142). Hence, the aftermath of the war, coupled with these broader intellectual and 

industrial shifts, marked a turning point where love and human connection were 

increasingly undermined by the mechanical, impersonal forces of modernity.  

In the first year of the Great War, Lawrence was at pains to stress that “war was 

not only—or primarily—an external event in the world but a state of the soul” (Letters). 

This inner war, which Lawrence believed to be as damaging as the material one, took 

center stage in Women in Love, the novel he worked on during this tumultuous period. 

In a letter to Waldo Frank, dated July 1917, Lawrence explicitly states, “‘Women in 

Love’ actually does contain the results in one’s soul of the war: it is purely destructive, 

not like The Rainbow, destructive-consummating… but alas, in the world of Europe I 

see no Rainbow” (Letters, Vol. 3, 263). His disillusionment is unmistakable. Unlike The 

Rainbow, which ends with a vision of possible renewal through Ursula’s intuitive 

spiritual awakening, Women in Love depicts a world stripped of this hope. There is no 

redemptive arc, only the entropy of meaning and connection. In essence, Lawrence “saw 

no Rainbow” because post-war Europe had lost faith in the possibility of wholeness. 

Alienation became the dominant mode of existence, replacing the nineteenth-century 

confidence in progress and rationality with a dark awareness of the human capacity for 

destruction and fragmentation. 

 This collective spiritual rupture stirred a variety of responses among modernist 
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writers. Many, like Lawrence, belonged to the Romantic tradition, which viewed art not 

merely as representation but as reintegration—a healing medium for the fractured 

modern soul. As Pericles Lewis explains, modernist romantics “sought in art a way to 

combat the tendency of modernity to fragment the human life: dividing it into 

disconnected departments, like reason and feeling; dividing us from nature; dividing us 

from each other. They sought to reintegrate the human personality through art” (Lewis 

8). Lawrence’s spiritual and artistic mission aligned with this vision. He longed to 

reunite the severed parts of human existence—intellect and instinct, body and soul, man 

and woman. 

 The thematic transition from the hopefulness of The Rainbow to the bleak 

psychological terrain of Women in Love reflects Lawrence’s growing prophetic concern 

about modernity’s impact on love and the human spirit. In the aftermath of mechanised 

war and mechanised love, Lawrence perceived an urgent need to recover authentic 

relatedness—not merely to others, but to one’s own self and the cosmos. Yet, the world 

he portrays in Women in Love is one where this hope is increasingly threatened by the 

encroaching forces of mechanization, abstraction, and inner disunity. 

 As previously established, Lawrence stood in opposition to organised religion 

and the mechanical institutions of his time, treating the self with an extraordinary 

sensitivity to the “dark presence” of otherness—that is, the unconscious realm that lies 

beyond the boundaries of man’s conscious mind. At the heart of his concern remained 

the soul: the reclamation of an authentic self. However, in confronting the crisis of 

modern dehumanization, Lawrence did not only advocate for a reconnection with nature 

and the cosmos; he also underscored the relationship between man and woman as a 

regenerative axis of human vitality. 

 As previously discussed, D. H. Lawrence positioned himself in direct opposition 

to both organized religion and the mechanical institutions of modernity, offering in their 

place a vision grounded in an acute sensitivity to the dark, often neglected presence of 

otherness—what can be understood, in psychological terms, as the unconscious. This 

otherness, according to Lawrence, lies beyond the rigid boundaries of the conscious 

mind and must be acknowledged if the individual is to reclaim a fuller, more authentic 

sense of self. For Lawrence, the soul—or, more precisely, the rediscovery of an 
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unfragmented, vital self—remains a central concern, one that requires both inner and 

outer transformation. While communion with nature and the cosmos offers one path to 

resist the forces of dehumanization, Lawrence equally insists on the regenerative 

potential of the relationship between man and woman. This relationship, far from being 

a secondary element of human life, is in his view the very axis around which any 

authentic existence must revolve. As he asserts in Reflections on the Death of a 

Porcupine, “The great relationship, for humanity, will always be the relation between 

man and woman. The relation between man and man, woman and woman, parent and 

child will always be subsidiary. And the relation between man and woman will change 

forever, and will for ever be the new central clue to human life” (Lawrence, Reflections 

130). In this statement, Lawrence does not dismiss other forms of intimacy but rather 

elevates heterosexual love—understood not merely as a social convention but as a 

dynamic, erotic and spiritual experience—to a central existential status. He suggests, 

therefore, that in a world where collective meaning is collapsing, it is through this 

intimate and deeply personal bond that one might still find a passage to transcendence. 

Importantly, this relation must engage both the conscious mind and the instinctual body, 

uniting what he calls the “blood-consciousness” with mental awareness—a union that 

remains, for him, the last defense against alienation and mechanization. 

 This stance is echoed in his personal correspondence, where the urgency of 

maintaining a link to what he calls the “eternal spirit” is palpable. Writing to Lady 

Ottoline Morrell, Lawrence declares: 

 
Even if we are all going to be rushed down to extinction, one must hold up the other, living truth, of 

right and pure reality, the reality of the clear, eternal spirit. One must speak for life and growth, amid 
all this mass of destruction and disintegration 

 
(D.H. Lawrence Vol. 2, 486). 

 

In this declaration, Lawrence positions himself as a prophetic voice, a spiritual witness 

calling for the preservation of inner vitality amidst the encroaching hollowness of 

industrial civilization. The relationship between man and woman, in this sense, is not 

merely sentimental; it is metaphysical and redemptive. Yet, the love that Lawrence so 

adamantly defends has, in modern times, undergone a dangerous metamorphosis. 
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Rather than functioning as a life-giving force, it has become corrupted—perverted by 

the very forces it was once supposed to transcend. Lawrence argues that modern man, 

dulled in his senses and severed from his instinctual roots, no longer loves as a form of 

giving or communion, but as a way to assuage his fear of isolation and inner emptiness. 

Love becomes a compensatory mechanism, a search for validation rather than a 

surrender to being. In Women in Love, Birkin, often read as Lawrence’s mouthpiece, 

describes modern love as “vulgarised, overused, and superficial” (Lawrence 123), 

highlighting the degeneration of eros into either sentimentality or cold functionality. 

 Moreover, Lawrence locates the imbalance not only in male fear but also in the 

female reaction to it. As men seek in love a retreat from existential uncertainty, often 

imposing dominance and control, women—particularly the modern or “new woman”—

respond with detachment and an eagerness to claim autonomy within the very structures 

once dominated by men. This gender reversal, marked a decisive cultural shift: the male 

hegemony had suffered a reverse in the rise of the new woman. In Lawrence’s view, 

however, this reversal does not amount to liberation but further distorts the vital 

exchange between the sexes. Neither male dominance nor female resistance leads to 

true fulfillment; rather, both reflect the same underlying disease of disconnection. Love, 

rather than being the site of renewal, becomes yet another arena where power struggles 

and narcissistic needs are enacted. The result, for Lawrence, is a dulling of the senses, 

the rise of mechanical sex devoid of real gratification, and an increasing inability to 

establish meaningful intimacy. In place of life, we get performance; in place of erotic 

fusion, a sterile exchange of egos. 

This tragic degeneration, Lawrence suggests, stems from a shared abandonment 

of the source of natural vitality—what he saw as the deeply rooted, instinctual basis of 

love and sexuality. When both sexes, each seeking self-definition through resistance or 

control, reject the possibility of vulnerable surrender and mutual becoming, love 

becomes hollow. Instead of fostering the growth of the self, it furthers its disintegration. 

In response, Lawrence calls for nothing less than a fundamental restructuring of gender 

relations. As he writes in another letter, the problem of the modern age is “the 

establishment of a new relation, or the readjustment of the old one” (Lawrence. 502). 

This new relation must go beyond surface equality or social reform; it must aim at 
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rekindling the dormant vitality in both sexes, leading to a partnership grounded in 

blood-consciousness, reciprocal recognition, and spiritual intensity. Only through such 

a readjustment can the modern individual hope to resist the dehumanizing pull of the 

mechanical, and recover the pulse of real being. 

In Psychoanalysis and the Unconscious, D. H. Lawrence outlines two opposing 

but complementary modes of healthy love: one rooted in the subjective unconscious, 

representing a deep, instinctive, and soulful connection with the beloved; the other 

grounded in objective consciousness, reflecting a rational and intellectual understanding 

of the other as a distinct being. For Lawrence, selfless love emerges from the 

unconscious—it is not merely an emotional or physical attachment but a profound 

desire for existential union. This form of love is articulated as “the blissful sense of 

ineffable transfusion with the beloved... the self would utterly depart... and merge with 

the beloved” (Lawrence, 98). This fusion signifies a departure from the ego's boundaries 

and a movement toward a sacred intersubjectivity. However, Lawrence does not wholly 

idealise this mode. In contrast stands objective consciousness, wherein love becomes a 

process of mental recognition and differentiation. Rather than union, this form of love 

fosters distance, a heightened awareness of the other as separate, and through that, a 

clearer sense of the self. 

Lawrence contends that for the soul to attain fulfilment, these two modes—

unconscious union and conscious separation—must not exist in isolation but must be 

dynamically integrated. As he explains, “A soul cannot come into its own through that 

love alone which is unison (subjective unconscious), if it stresses the one mode, beyond 

a certain point, it breaks its own integrity... the two modes must act complementary to 

one another (...) the sympathetic and the separatist” (Lawrence, 105). For Lawrence, the 

failure to maintain this inner dialectic has become a defining pathology of modernity. 

The modern psyche, he argues, is fractured precisely because it leans too heavily toward 

one pole while repressing or denying the other. This imbalance, whether in favour of 

possessive merger or cold detachment, results in a thwarted emotional development that 

prevents the soul from achieving wholeness. 

This psychic disintegration is reflected in the emergence of what Lawrence terms 

“love in the mind”—a purely idealist, abstract form of love that privileges mental 
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images over living contact. Such love, though appearing noble or elevated, is in fact a 

form of escape from the messiness of actual human relation. It seeks total merger and 

annihilation of boundaries, not in the regenerative sense of mutual surrender but in a 

destructive absorption of one self into the other. Far from leading to transformation, this 

form of love becomes a cul-de-sac, an emotional dead end that Lawrence exposes in his 

fictional characters across both The Rainbow and Women in Love. In these texts, 

Lawrence repeatedly portrays the danger of idealist love as the antithesis of healthy 

relationality. It is precisely the opposite of his vision of the “two-in-one” love—what 

Birkin in Women in Love calls the “star-equilibrium,” a balanced coexistence of two 

souls, each retaining its individual integrity within a silent, unforced communion. As 

Birkin puts it, “Really, living alone in peace means being two people together. Two 

people who can be silent together and not conscious of one another outwardly.” The 

key is not to dissolve into each other as an end in itself but to coexist in a rhythm of 

mutual presence, where being-with does not mean being-consumed-by. 

Lawrence’s diagnosis is clear: most modern relationships, driven by 

compensatory needs and fractured identities, gravitate toward this cul-de-sac love. They 

fail to sustain the tension between union and separation and collapse into emotional 

dependency or detached isolation. In this light, the fictional dynamics of Gerald and 

Gudrun, and later Ursula and Birkin, can be read as enactments of this psychological 

and spiritual crisis, dramatizing the modern individual’s struggle to achieve a love that 

is at once instinctive and conscious, merging yet individuating. Moreover, amidst the 

modern individual’s failure to reconcile the dualities of mind and body, and the 

sympathetic and separatist poles of love, even the realm of sexuality becomes distorted. 

Lawrence considers the sexual union between man and woman essential to preserving 

what he calls “the quick of life.” Significantly, he emphasises that it is not the 

individuals themselves who represent the source of vitality, but rather “the relation itself 

which is the quick and central clue to life” (Lawrence, 9). This “relation” includes the 

physical, sexual bond—an element Lawrence elevates far beyond its reproductive 

function. In his bold rejection of the scientific, utilitarian conception of sex—one that 

he sees as part of the broader modern tendency to strip life of its beauty and mystery—

Lawrence asserts: “In sex we have our basic, most elemental being” (Lawrence, 8). He 



 29 

reiterates this view in a 1913 letter to A. W. McLeod, writing: “I always labour at the 

same thing, to make the sex relation valid and precious instead of shameful and 

improper” (Lawrence, letters) Thus, Lawrence opposes the mechanisation of sex—the 

reduction of a sacred experience to a functional act. For him, procreation is merely a 

by-product. What truly matters is the deeper existential and spiritual dimension of sex: 

“Sex is our deepest form of consciousness. It is utterly non-ideal, non-mental; it is pure 

blood-consciousness. It is the basic consciousness of the blood… the consciousness of 

the night, when the soul is almost asleep” (Lawrence 10). This “blood-consciousness,” 

as he calls it, is the primal ground of the human soul—the oldest, most fundamental 

form of knowing. 

In this framework, sex becomes a gateway to self-realisation within the dynamic 

relationship between the sexes—a lived manifestation of the unconscious pole that 

Lawrence identifies with the life-force itself. Yet, this kind of sexual regeneration 

depends entirely on the lovers’ ability to cultivate a love that is not merely idealised or 

self-serving, but active, reciprocal, and rooted in both sympathy and separation. Only 

such a love can preserve the authenticity of each self and allow it to be “fertilised” by 

the other through sexual union. A love that is mechanical, possessive, or self-absorbed, 

by contrast, leads not to regeneration, but to emotional depletion and psychic sterility. 

Rejecting the modern counterfeit marriage with its absorbent, idealist love and 

mechanical sex rooted in the mind, Lawrence denounces the marriage enterprise in his 

novels chiefly because it contributes to the shaping of the “social character” at the 

expense of the authentic self. As marriage becomes a “social contract,” easily dissolved 

and governed by external expectations, it loses its grounding in personal truth. It takes 

place largely in the outer world—a domain Lawrence regards as alienating and false. In 

opposition, he envisions a deeper, truer realm within the individual soul, where being 

is rooted in the dark centre of the self. Submitting to the values of the external world, 

dominated by the intellect, reason, and social conformity, is for Lawrence “a colossal 

madness, falsity, a stupendous assertion of not being” (Lawrence, 183). 

The outer world, he argues, operates on a mind-dominated craving “to feel, to 

see, to taste, to know, mentally... This is the secret of our introversion and our perversion 

today... Anything than the merely normal passion... Introduce any trick...” (Lawrence, 
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183). It is in this light that characters like Gudrun, Gerald, Hermione, and Winifred in 

The Rainbow and Women in Love seek love not as an organic communion of souls, but 

as a mental or aesthetic extension of the self. They prioritise mental knowledge, artistic 

perception, and ego over pure, elemental, unconscious feeling. 

Across both novels, Lawrence diagnoses the historical trajectory of marriage 

through generational shifts, exposing the reversal of male-female roles, the schism of 

the self, and the emergence of idealised, inauthentic love. In a defiant protest against 

this condition, he declares: “My great religion is a belief in the blood, the flesh, as being 

wiser than the intellect... the intellect is only a bit and a bridle. What do I care about 

knowledge? All I want is to answer to my blood, direct, without the fribbling 

intervention of mind, or moral, or whatnot” (Lawrence, Letters 210). For Lawrence, 

love and sexuality are not merely desires to be tamed, but transformative forces essential 

to the regeneration of the individual self. Through sensual union, one may shed the 

egotistical, externalised self and awaken the deeper “blood-consciousness.” In this 

process, he envisions an authentic form of marriage—one built on an egalitarian polarity 

between man and woman, where each preserves their distinct self while participating in 

the sacred rhythm of renewal. 

 

Lawrence’s Positive Ideal: Polarity And The Balance Of Opposites 
 

At the heart of Lawrence’s vision of healthy human relationships lies the notion of 

polarity—a fundamental metaphysical and psychological principle that defines the 

dance between opposites. For Lawrence, this polarity is not merely a romantic ideal but 

a cosmic principle that governs life, love, and the development of the self. Rooted in 

his lifelong resistance to mechanical dualism and modern abstraction, the doctrine of 

polarity offers a regenerative alternative to the disintegration of selfhood and intimacy 

in modernity. In his non-fiction works, especially Psychoanalysis and the Unconscious 

(1921) and Fantasia of the Unconscious (1922), Lawrence articulates polarity as the 

dialectical energy between male and female principles, not reducible to gender roles but 

expressive of deeper psychic and spiritual realities. These principles, when in dynamic 

and non-hierarchical relation, are capable of generating what Lawrence calls “a third 
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thing”—a living current or soul equilibrium that transforms both individuals while 

preserving their distinctness (Lawrence, Fantasia 34). 

Lawrence’s theory of polarity owes much to his engagement with vitalist 

philosophy and pre-Freudian models of the unconscious. His critique of Freudianism, 

which he found overly reductive and mechanical, led him to posit a different kind of 

unconscious—one not rooted in repressed libidinal content, but in instinctive, blood-

based knowing. He writes in Psychoanalysis and the Unconscious: “The great desire is 

to be polarized, to be a polarized, vital creature between the magnetic poles of a man 

and a woman… polarity is the key to all vitality” (Lawrence, 62). This idea appears to 

have been influenced by a constellation of thinkers. Lawrence was likely affected by 

Arthur Schopenhauer’s metaphysics of sexual attraction as will-to-life, Friedrich 

Nietzsche’s emphasis on vitality and instinct over reason, and Edward Carpenter’s The 

Intermediate Sex, which posited a spiritual evolution of the sexes. These influences 

shaped Lawrence’s own synthesis: polarity is the tension of opposites not to be resolved 

in fusion, but to be preserved in equilibrium. Critics such Harry T. Moore have noted 

that for Lawrence, the value of love lies not in union per se, but in the continuous “flow 

of energy between two distinct poles,” each affirming the other by maintaining its own 

centre (Moore 184). 

Central to this formulation is the rejection of both dominance and fusion in 

relationships. Lawrence was adamantly opposed to the reduction of love into 

hierarchical roles—master/slave, teacher/pupil, devourer/devoured. Such dynamics, in 

his view, collapse the vital tension necessary for authentic being. Instead, he envisions 

a relationship structured around reciprocal otherness—where each partner stands 

whole, unknowable, and inviolable, and yet deeply responsive to the other’s being. This 

idea is crystallised in Women in Love, where Birkin speaks of the “star equilibrium”—

two stars held in balance by mutual gravitation but never collapsing into one another. 

“The point about living,” Birkin says, “is to be still in the midst of the flux, to have a 

centre” (Lawrence, 146). Polarity, therefore, becomes a structural condition for 

regeneration—it affirms distinction without isolation and union without absorption. 

Lawrence extends this principle of polarity beyond the personal and into the 

metaphysical and social realms. In Fantasia of the Unconscious, he writes that “life is 
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sustained by the rhythmic interaction of opposites—man and woman, day and night, 

mind and blood, sympathetic and separatist consciousness” (Lawrence 56). The 

problem of modernity, as he saw it, was its denial of this rhythm in favour of abstract 

sameness—ideals of progress, unity, equality that ignore the elemental pulse of 

difference. Polarity for Lawrence was not a conservative call to essentialism but a 

protest against abstraction. He believed that only when male and female forces operate 

freely and complementarily can true transformation of the self occur. Thus, the 

characters in The Rainbow and Women in Love must be read through the lens of how 

well or poorly they embody this Lawrentian ideal of polarity—whether they preserve 

the sacred tension of otherness or collapse into either domination or self-dissolution. 

Critics have recognized the theological and aesthetic depth of this ideal. Keith 

Sagar observes that Lawrence’s notion of polarity is ultimately spiritual: “It is a 

religious polarity, a sacramental force that comes from the mystery of two selves facing 

each other across an eternal difference” (Sagar 114). Similarly, Brenda Maddox 

highlights how Lawrence’s theory challenges traditional models of marriage by 

replacing them with a sacramental eroticism—marriage not as social contract but as 

dynamic fusion of elemental energies (Maddox 214). This distinction is crucial, as it 

allows us to understand why Lawrence stages his most intense conflicts not around plot 

but around the failure or success of this polar encounter. 

In both The Rainbow and Women in Love, then, the ideal of polarity serves as an 

evaluative axis around which characters either succeed or fail to become fully human. 

Tom and Lydia Lensky, for example, briefly embody the possibility of this polarity in 

The Rainbow—a communion of difference that offers the child Ursula her first glimpse 

into a love that does not annihilate the self. But this ideal becomes increasingly rare as 

the generations progress. By the time we reach Gerald and Gudrun in Women in Love, 

polarity has deteriorated into a violent misreading of difference—each partner 

attempting to dominate, decode, or destroy the other. Thus, Lawrence’s theory is not 

merely descriptive but diagnostic: it identifies the crisis of modern love as the collapse 

of polarity and the rise of either absorption or alienation. 

In sum, Lawrence’s vision of polarity offers a philosophical and psychological 

framework that cuts through the deceptions of modern love. It allows us to discern the 
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difference between what he calls “false merging” and “true conjunction”—between 

love as annihilation and love as regeneration. Rooted in his vitalist metaphysics, 

enriched by his reading of Carpenter and Nietzsche, and clarified through his prose and 

fiction, polarity becomes the cornerstone of his ethical and erotic vision. In reading The 

Rainbow and Women in Love, we are therefore equipped to ask: which characters 

sustain the tension of opposites? Which collapse it? And what does their failure or 

success say about the modern self in search of wholeness? 

Yet while Lawrence envisions polarity as the profound and necessary condition 

for a fulfilling, life-affirming relationship, his fiction rarely depicts such harmony 

achieved. In fact, The Rainbow and Women in Love are marked less by the presence of 

balanced polarity than by its systematic disruption. The deep rhythm of reciprocal 

otherness is persistently threatened—if not entirely undone—by a more dominant 

impulse: the modern will to possess, absorb, and control the other. The metaphysical 

ideal of polarity thus stands not only as a guiding vision, but also as a tragic absence, 

whose failure defines the inner collapse of many of Lawrence’s relationships. What 

unfolds in his novels is not the equilibrium of opposites, but a battle of wills where 

domination replaces mutual recognition, and where love, stripped of its life-giving 

polarity, turns into a masked struggle for power. The next section thus turns from 

Lawrence’s hopeful model to its distorted modern counterpart: the tragedy of 

relationships built not on blood-consciousness and separateness, but on conquest, ego-

absorption, and the death of the self through the will to dominate. 

 
 The Tragedy Of Modern Relationships: The Will To Dominate 
 

If Lawrence’s vision of polarity holds the potential for a vital and transformative union 

between opposites, then its tragic inversion is the collapse of that tension into 

domination. In The Rainbow and Women in Love, this collapse becomes the emotional 

and existential battleground of modern relationships. Love, instead of serving as a space 

where two selves maintain their distinctiveness while engaging in mutual 

transformation, becomes infected by the will to possess, to master, or to annihilate the 

other. Rather than polarity—two magnetic, differentiated selves drawing one another 

into deeper self-realisation—we see destructive power dynamics in which one partner 
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seeks to negate the separateness of the other in a futile attempt to overcome inner 

fragmentation. Lawrence saw this tragic deformation of love as symptomatic of a deeper 

spiritual crisis in modernity. He believed that modern men and women, increasingly 

disconnected from their instincts and inner organic rhythm, began to impose structures 

of domination and intellectual mastery even upon their most intimate relationships. In 

Fantasia of the Unconscious, he writes, “the whole of our civilization is based on the 

idea of mastering—the earth, the beast, the other man, the woman” (Lawrence 91). The 

will to dominate, rather than a perversion of love, has become its substitute. In place of 

reciprocal movement between two selves, there is a closed circuit of egotism where the 

other is no longer a mystery to be honoured but an object to be controlled. 

Nowhere is this tragedy more apparent than in the relationship between Gerald 

and Gudrun in Women in Love. Gerald, whose psychological coldness mirrors the 

machine-driven world he represents, cannot endure Gudrun’s independence. His love 

is possession disguised as passion. What he seeks is not union in Lawrence’s sense, but 

submission—a silencing of the other’s autonomous life. When that submission is 

denied, violence becomes the final recourse. Gudrun, on the other hand, refuses 

vulnerability and idealises the self-contained will. Their encounters are stripped of 

tenderness, and even their sensuality becomes a contest. The tragic result is not simply 

that they cannot love, but that they can only destroy. Their relationship collapses into 

what Lawrence elsewhere described as “the fatal, final mechanisation of love.” This 

pattern recurs across generations in The Rainbow. From Tom Brangwen’s early 

attempts to assert emotional dominance over Lydia, to Will and Anna’s cyclical struggle 

for psychological control, love is repeatedly threatened by the drive to possess. Even 

Ursula and Skrebensky’s failure is instructive: he cannot meet Ursula in polarity 

because he resents her refusal to yield to his patriarchal assumptions. She, in turn, 

cannot maintain a relationship that demands she surrender her inward truth. Lawrence 

does not merely depict these failures as personal flaws, but as the inevitable outcome of 

a culture that no longer values inner integrity and dynamic complementarity. 

The will to dominate, in Lawrence’s fiction, always masks a deeper fear: the 

terror of surrender, the inability to endure the other’s separateness. True polarity 

requires that each partner allow the other to exist in mystery and otherness, without 
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attempting to colonise that space. But domination refuses mystery. It demands total 

transparency, control, and predictability. In this sense, modern relationships are not just 

damaged—they are structurally doomed by the collapse of the unknown into the 

knowable, of the sacred into the functional. When sexuality is reduced to gratification, 

when love becomes a contract or conquest, the organic foundation of the self cannot 

thrive. Lawrence’s exploration of the will to dominate also reflects his suspicion of the 

modern overvaluation of mind over body, intellect over instinct. As he declares in 

Psychoanalysis and the Unconscious, “the craving to feel, to see, to taste, to know 

mentally…is insatiable. This is the secret of our introversion and our perversion today” 

(Lawrence 183). When people seek to possess their lovers through knowing, naming, 

and analysing them—rather than through an intuitive, bodily understanding—they 

distort love into a sterile abstraction. The consequence is disconnection not only from 

others but from oneself. 

What Lawrence offers through these tragic narratives is not merely critique but 

warning. The failure of love becomes an existential commentary on modern being. His 

characters—especially Gerald and Gudrun—enact the inevitable downfall of those who 

cannot live in the sacred tension between self and other. The emotional devastation they 

suffer is not only relational but ontological: they are cut off from the life-force that 

sustains genuine being. 

 

 Synthesis  

 

What emerges from Lawrence’s essays, fiction, and letters is a profoundly unified 

philosophy of the self in relation—an existential and erotic vision that resists the 

mechanization of modern life. The early discussion of the fragmented modern self—

split between mind and body, isolated from instinctual being—reveals Lawrence’s 

belief that any authentic human renewal must begin with the recovery of the inner dark 

center, the source of living wholeness. This self cannot be accessed through intellect 

alone, nor can it survive in a world where social character and mechanical relationships 

dominate. Instead, Lawrence proposes a radical revaluation of love and sex, not as 
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extensions of ego or mere biological functions, but as vital pathways to blood-

consciousness, the unconscious form of knowing through the body. In his defense of 

sensual union, Lawrence insists that sex is not about possession or procreation, but 

about touching the inexpressible depths of being—a spiritual, material, and erotic 

communion that cannot be reduced to societal norms or mental ideals. From here, his 

ideal of polarity offers a regenerative model for relationships: not fusion nor 

submission, but the balancing of opposites, where man and woman stand as distinct, 

autonomous centres bound by a living tension. This is the energy Lawrence seeks in 

love—an equilibrium that fertilizes the self rather than consumes it. Yet, as the tragic 

dynamics in The Rainbow and Women in Love show, this ideal is repeatedly thwarted 

by the modern will to dominate, where the lover seeks to possess, absorb, or annihilate 

the other’s difference. Domination emerges as the antithesis of polarity, reducing love 

to a battlefield of egos, and sex to a scene of spiritual disintegration. In this way, 

Lawrence charts a prophetic anatomy of modern relationships—one that moves from 

inner division, to the loss of erotic mystery, to the spiritual death wrought by power 

struggles disguised as intimacy. 

 To deepen this understanding and situate Lawrence’s insights within a more 

structured psychological framework, the next section will turn to the theories of Erich 

Fromm, whose psychoanalytic and humanist perspectives offer a powerful complement 

to Lawrence’s artistic vision. Fromm’s work will help clarify how the crises Lawrence 

dramatized—especially the false self, narcissistic love, and the drive for possession—

continue to shape modern alienation, and how true love, as both men suggest, demands 

not fusion, but the courage to be separate and yet connected. 

 
2.Erich Fromm: A Psycho-Sociological Diagnosis Of Modern Dehumanization 
 

Born at the dawn of the twentieth century, German philosopher and psychoanalyst Erich 

Fromm developed a multidimensional body of work that responded to the seismic 

geopolitical and technological transformations of his time. While he began as a 

Freudian, translating and practicing within Freud’s intellectual lineage, Fromm 

gradually moved beyond Freudian orthodoxy—particularly in rejecting the centrality of 
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libido theory—and redirected attention toward the role of culture, social structures, and 

spiritual values in shaping the self (Funk 52—62). His redefinition of psychoanalysis as 

a “radical, existential humanism” was informed by disciplines as diverse as 

psychology, sociology, theology, and mysticism, making his work difficult to contain 

within a single framework (Fromm, The Revolution of Hope 5). 

Unlike Freud, who emphasized the individual's internal drives, Fromm posited 

that the modern crisis of identity was rooted in the alienating forces of capitalist society. 

Human beings, he argued, are not merely driven by instinctual desires but are deeply 

shaped—and often distorted—by the social systems in which they live (Fromm, 18). 

His departure from Freud’s biologically deterministic vision inaugurated a 

psychoanalytic tradition that integrated cultural critique with a moral and philosophical 

urgency to restore human dignity. Yet, as Rainer Funk notes, Fromm’s refusal to 

confine his insights to any one discipline led to the marginalization of his work in 

academic psychology, despite its enduring relevance (Funk 62). 

Fromm’s major contributions lie not only in his psychological insights but in his 

powerful synthesis of psychoanalysis and social philosophy. Through accessible yet 

philosophically rich texts, he became one of the most widely read thinkers of the 

twentieth century, confronting the rise of consumerism, the commodification of love 

and sexuality, and the mechanization of human life. For Fromm, these were not simply 

social trends but existential threats. He insisted that human survival depends on reviving 

the lost humanism—on nurturing authentic love, joy, creativity, and growth (Fromm). 

His vision resonates profoundly with D. H. Lawrence’s concerns in The Rainbow 

and Women in Love. Both thinkers mourn the modern loss of inner vitality and the 

domination of human feeling by mechanized thinking and social convention. Just as 

Lawrence sought to rescue love and sensuality from mental abstraction and egoism, 

Fromm’s work illuminates how distorted relationships—especially those structured 

around narcissism, control, or material gain—signal a society in decay. Thus, Fromm 

becomes an invaluable interlocutor in this study, providing a coherent theoretical lens 

through which to diagnose the spiritual and psychological fragmentation Lawrence 

dramatized in his fiction. 

In what follows, this chapter will examine Fromm’s diagnosis of modern 
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dehumanization, identifying its psychological symptoms—such as narcissism, 

instrumental relationships, and compulsive materialism—and conclude by considering 

his proposed paths toward reintegrating the self. These reflections offer crucial insights 

into both Lawrence’s prophetic fears and our contemporary condition, where the 

accelerating pace of technological and capitalist expansion continues to undermine 

human wholeness. 

 

Erich Fromm: On The Origin Of Dehumanization 
 

In the nineteenth century, the problem was that God is dead; in the twentieth century the problem is 
that man is dead. The danger of the past was that men became slaves. The danger of the future is that 

men may become robots.  
 

(Fromm 319)       
 

Erich Fromm’s concept of dehumanization stems from his critique of modern capitalist 

society, which he sees as marked by alienation, narcissistic withdrawal, 

commodification, and the decay of authentic human bonds. In The Anatomy of Human 

Destructiveness, he explains that modern man, like all humans throughout history, seeks 

to anchor his existence in an object of devotion—a source of meaning that transcends 

egoism and grounds his values. In the past, religion, science, or politics fulfilled this 

function. Today, however, these have largely been replaced by secular pursuits such as 

success and prestige. As Fromm argues in Man for Himself, these modern strivings, 

though rooted in the same existential need for meaning, have become obsessive and 

often surpass even the instinct for self-preservation (50). The result is heightened 

anxiety, dependency, and a sense of rootlessness. 

Erich Fromm identifies three fundamental existential needs that shape the 

psychological and spiritual well-being of modern man: the need for unity, the need for 

rootedness, and the need for productiveness. In a world where technological progress 

and capitalist values have fostered increasing alienation, Fromm argues that individuals 

must seek meaningful, life-affirming ways to satisfy these needs. Each existential need, 

he contends, may be fulfilled through a progressive, life-enhancing approach or a 

regressive, destructive alternative. 

First, the need for unity reflects man’s inherent desire to overcome his 
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existential isolation from nature, the cosmos, and fellow human beings. In the modern 

industrial world, where the individual is cut off from organic forms of belonging, the 

search for unity becomes increasingly urgent. The progressive solution, Fromm asserts, 

lies in the full development of reason and love. This path seeks “to arrive at the 

experience of oneness, not by regressing to animal existence but by becoming fully 

human—oneness within man, oneness between man and nature, and oneness between 

man and other men” (Fromm, 186). True unity requires self-awareness and the 

cultivation of genuine love, where one maintains a healthy image of the self while 

acknowledging its limitations, thereby avoiding narcissistic inflation. 

The regressive solution, by contrast, entails a retreat from consciousness and 

the negation of one’s capacity for love. This occurs first through shutting down self-

awareness, reducing the self to a mere image—what Fromm calls a process in which 

“he ceases to be a he and becomes a thing” (186). Such withdrawal leads to narcissism, 

where the self no longer engages authentically with the world. The second form of 

regression is through the pursuit of trance-like ecstasies—often via compulsive 

sexuality or by surrendering to a singular passion such as “destruction, power, fame, or 

property” (Fromm, 185). These pseudo-solutions are tragic, for even when they appear 

to offer momentary satisfaction, “they cripple man, estrange him from others, twist his 

judgement, and make him as dependent on this particular passion as another is on hard 

drugs” (Fromm,186). Rather than healing man’s existential rift, these acts deepen his 

disconnection, masking his inner emptiness under illusions of unity. 

Second is the need for rootedness, the drive to feel emotionally connected to 

others and to the social fabric. Fromm stresses that modern man is painfully aware of 

his separateness, particularly in a mechanized and impersonal society. “Without 

affective ties to the world,” he warns, “he would suffer from utter isolation and lostness” 

(Fromm,186). The progressive response is to form mature, productive bonds with 

others—relationships in which love is expressed without engulfing the self. True 

rootedness, Fromm explains, depends on maintaining individuality while connecting 

deeply with others; the self must remain intact, not dissolved into another. 

The regressive approach, however, resorts to symbiotic relationships, in 

which one seeks either to become part of another or to absorb them into the self (Fromm, 
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185). This instrumental attitude reflects the narcissist’s desire to dominate and control. 

Fromm observes that under such conditions, “man can solve the problem [of rootedness] 

by relating exclusively to himself, then he becomes the world and loves the world by 

loving himself—hence narcissism.” The narcissistic ego thus substitutes for the external 

world, rendering genuine human bonds impossible. In this context, Fromm offers a 

striking critique of contemporary marriage, arguing that it often becomes a vehicle for 

reinforcing narcissistic entanglement. He notes that “modern marriages give the 

individuals the opportunity to experience quarrels, narcissism and submission. They 

stay together not in spite of their fights, but because of them” (Fromm, 192). Rather 

than serving as a space for love and mutual growth, marriage can become an arena for 

domination, insecurity, and manipulation—an unhealthy attempt to achieve rootedness 

through dependency and control. 

Finally, the need for productiveness and activity addresses man’s desire to be 

an agent in the world. Fromm asserts that as human beings gain scientific knowledge 

and mastery over nature, their sense of personal significance grows. Yet, without 

genuine creative action, this sense becomes hollow. “If he experiences himself as 

entirely passive, a mere object,” Fromm writes, “he would lack a sense of his own will, 

of his identity. To compensate for this, he must acquire a sense of being able to do 

something, to be effective” (Fromm, 186). The progressive fulfillment of this need lies 

in creative, conscious engagement with the world: forging mutually transformative 

relationships, experiencing sexuality as a regenerative act, and undertaking meaningful 

work in artistic, intellectual, or spiritual domains. These activities foster vitality, 

agency, and self-affirmation. 

The regressive response, by contrast, is to assert one’s existence through 

domination—over a lover, a people, or the natural world. Here, productiveness is 

replaced by destruction: the will to conquer becomes a substitute for the will to create. 

Such individuals channel their energy into exploitation and control, turning into 

“mechanized organisms” driven by conquest rather than connection. This destructive 

pseudo-activity ultimately hollows out the self, severing it from its human core and 

leaving man more alienated than before. 

Fromm acknowledges that the individual’s margin of freedom to choose the 
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progressive path is narrow, especially in a society structured by capitalist values that 

encourage regressive solutions. “Each individual is confronted with the same 

alternative; his margin of freedom not to choose the regressive solution in a society that 

has chosen it is indeed small—yet it exists” (Fromm, 186). Modern capitalism, Fromm 

contends, may enhance autonomy and independence on one level, but it also amplifies 

feelings of loneliness, vulnerability, and helplessness. As a result, modern man finds 

himself more isolated and emotionally fragmented, torn between the promises of 

freedom and the reality of disconnection (Fromm, 95). 

 
 The Normalization Of Regression And The Disintegration Of Authentic Selfhood 
 
Fromm concludes that modern industrial society, particularly in its cybernetic phase, 

has adopted a regressive stance in all three existential dimensions—relatedness, 

transcendence, and rootedness. He observes:  

 
Contemporary life in industrial societies operates almost entirely with stimuli. What is stimulated are 

such drives as mechanical sexual desire, greed, narcissism, destructiveness, which are highly 
mediated through media and technology. 

 
  (Fromm,191). 

 

This diagnosis underlines the pivotal role of technological advancement and media 

proliferation in facilitating large-scale regression. By mass-producing and diffusing 

shallow stimuli, society relieves individuals of the burden to grow through patience, 

discipline, self-awareness, and critical reflection. Instead, the immediacy of sensory or 

emotional gratification prevails. Fromm elaborates: 

 
The first approach does not require the individual to make effort—one does not need to have patience 

and discipline, to learn, to concentrate, to endure frustration, to practice critical thinking, to 

overcome one’s narcissism and greed. If the person has failed to grow, simple stimuli are always at 

hand or can be read about in the newspapers, on television and in movies. People can also produce 

them in their own minds by finding reasons to hate, to destroy and to control others. 

 

(Fromm, 192) 
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What emerges is a society in which dehumanization becomes not an exception but a 

dominant mode of existence. The effort needed for individual spiritual or intellectual 

maturation is marginalized, and collective regressions—whether into narcissism, 

dependence, destructiveness, or consumerism—are normalized. Fromm encapsulates 

this phenomenon in his concept of the “pathology of normalcy,” whereby behaviours 

that are collectively shared lose their pathological connotation merely by becoming 

statistically common. 

The “Pathology of Normalcy” is a foundational critique in Fromm’s humanistic 

psychoanalysis. It challenges the assumption that prevalence implies health. Just 

because a behaviour is widespread does not mean it is conducive to human flourishing. 

Modern narcissism offers a striking example. With the rise of social media, narcissistic 

tendencies have not only become pervasive but celebrated. The pursuit of “likes,” the 

obsessive curation of one's online persona, and the constant craving for external 

validation reflect a culture of self-commodification. Fromm would likely argue that the 

personality market—a society in which one’s value depends on how well one sells their 

image—has become a central mechanism of alienation. 

Empirical research corroborates these concerns. McCain and Campbell find a 

positive correlation between grandiose narcissism and behaviours such as increased 

social media use, frequent status updates, selfie posting, and the pursuit of followers—

all of which suggest self-objectification and validation-seeking (308-27). These 

findings illustrate how modern culture rewards traits that, while once deemed 

pathological, now define social success. In this context, Fromm’s notion of 

“pathological normalcy” acquires renewed urgency: when regression becomes 

institutionalized, society ceases to recognize its own deterioration. 

This mass acceptance of dehumanizing tendencies is further perpetuated by what 

social psychologists call herd mentality. Toketemu Ohwovoriole defines the herd 

mentality as the “tendency of individuals to conform to the behaviors, beliefs, or 

decisions of a larger group, often overriding their own personal judgments or 

individuality” (How Herd Mentality Explains Our Behavior). Under such pressures, 

personal responsibility and critical thinking recede in favour of mechanical conformity. 

This phenomenon has been extensively documented, beginning with Solomon Asch’s 
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famous conformity experiments. Asch demonstrated that individuals often conform to 

majority opinions even when these contradict their own sensory perception (Asch 34). 

Similarly, Raafat, Chater, and Frith argue that herding behaviour frequently overrides 

rational decision-making, especially in contexts of uncertainty or social influence 

(Raafat et al. 421). 

Fromm’s concerns resonate with the critiques of mass society advanced by 

existentialist thinkers such as Kierkegaard, Nietzsche, and Heidegger. These 

philosophers condemned the rise of the anonymous collective— “the public,” “the 

herd,” “the they”—which imposes prefabricated norms and suppresses authentic 

existence. Heidegger, for example, argued that individuals often adopt opinions and 

lifestyles dictated by “the they,” avoiding the anxiety and responsibility of self-

determined freedom. What appears as comfort and security is, in fact, a retreat into 

inauthenticity. The existential self, like Fromm’s productive self, is buried beneath 

layers of conformity, self-deception, and routinized behaviour. 

In this environment, the possibility of regaining individual autonomy becomes 

increasingly remote. As Fromm notes in The Revolution of Hope, “There is a wide 

hopelessness with regards to the possibility of changing the course we have taken” 

(Fromm, 5). This same despair permeates the literature of nihilist writers such as 

Dostoevsky, Camus, and Kafka, who explored the hollowness of bureaucratized life, 

the fragmentation of meaning, and the paranoia of modern governance. For these 

writers, as for Fromm, modern life often appears as a machine that both promises and 

denies agency—providing comfort at the cost of soul. 

Despite this disheartening diagnosis, Fromm maintains a key distinction: 

regressive and progressive tendencies do not operate in isolation. Rather, they coalesce 

into broader patterns of behaviour he terms “syndromes.” The life-furthering syndrome 

reflects the productive orientation—manifesting in love, creativity, responsibility, and 

integrity. The life-thwarting syndrome, by contrast, encompasses traits such as 

narcissism, dependency, destructiveness, and compulsive consumption (Fromm, 201). 

Yet, Fromm insists that most individuals today display a mixture of both. For instance, 

a person may engage in meaningful work (a productive trait) while simultaneously 

seeking validation through consumerism or social media exposure (a non-productive 
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trait). This nuanced view avoids rigid dichotomies and emphasizes the complexity of 

human behaviour. The key, according to Fromm, lies not in categorizing individuals as 

wholly healthy or sick, but in assessing whether a person's life is oriented toward growth 

or stagnation. What matters is the behavioural direction and, crucially, the capacity for 

change. 

The present research adopts Fromm’s dialectical lens to explore whether the 

modern individual can shift from the life-thwarting to the life-furthering syndrome. In 

doing so, we will examine three central symptoms of modern dehumanization: 

narcissism, the instrumentalization of interpersonal relationships and sex, and 

materialism. These symptoms will be studied not only in their regressive form but also 

in light of Fromm’s—and Lawrence’s—alternatives, which point toward autonomy, 

authentic love, and the rediscovery of the inner self. The ultimate aim is to consider 

whether, despite the weight of technological determinism, commodified identity, and 

collective conformity, hope remains for the rebirth of the fully human. 

 

 Fromm On Narcissism And Moving Beyond Pathological Self-Absorption 
 

The clinical concept of narcissism was first introduced by Havelock Ellis in 1898, 

drawing on the myth of Narcissus, who fell in love with his own reflection (Ellis 347). 

Freud later formalised it as a sexual fixation on the self, which he termed ego-libido. In 

On Narcissism: An Introduction, Freud proposes that children initially pass through a 

phase of “primary narcissism,” where they are the object of their own love, before 

developing “secondary narcissism” as they begin to form mutual emotional and sexual 

attachments (Freud 75-78). Freud’s work laid the foundation for further psychoanalytic 

exploration of narcissism. 

 Erich Fromm's approach diverges significantly by shifting focus from purely 

clinical readings to the broader sociocultural implications of narcissism. He explores 

how capitalism and technological society foster a culture of collective narcissism, 

which, in turn, fuels individual narcissistic tendencies. Unlike traditional 

psychoanalysts, Fromm links narcissism to growing materialism and the 

instrumentalisation of human relationships—conditions that increasingly define the 
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modern self (Fromm, 31–33). 

 

 Man’s Position In The Universe: The Birth of Collective Narcissism 

 

Fromm traces the roots of collective narcissism to modern capitalist society, where 

individuals see themselves as the centre of all efforts, driven by self-promotion and 

material gain. Technological progress and industrialism have reinforced this 

egocentricity, encouraging the illusion of human omnipotence. Influenced by 

Enlightenment ideals, modern man views himself as a god “limited only by illness, age 

and death,” striving to transcend human limitations through reason and invention 

(Fromm, 53). However, Fromm notes a paradox: as man conquers nature, he becomes 

increasingly subservient to the technological systems he creates. The pride in rational 

mastery gives way to a sense of insignificance. “The work of his own hands has become 

his God… he keeps up the illusion of being the center of the world, and yet he is 

pervaded by an intense sense of insignificance and powerlessness” (Fromm, 108). This 

reversal marks the psychological core of collective narcissism: while appearing 

powerful, modern man feels helpless before the very institutions he serves. 

 Fromm critiques how modern society substitutes true happiness with duty, 

success, and productivity. Money and prestige become ends in themselves, masking the 

neglect of the authentic self. Though seemingly acting in his interest, man “actually 

serves everything else but the interests of his real self” (Fromm, 26). His life and the 

“art of living” are sidelined, leaving him absorbed in roles and images that deny genuine 

selfhood. This disconnection between the real and social self drives narcissistic 

tendencies. The pressure to conform to external standards fuels self-preoccupation, 

making narcissism not just a psychological condition but a cultural symptom of modern 

alienation. 

 

The Social Character Vs the Authentic Self 
 

Faced with the demands of modern society, individuals develop what Fromm calls a 

“social character”—a psychological adaptation that enables them to function within 
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their cultural context. Fromm explains, this character “is based on the consideration that 

each form of society needs to use human energy in the specific manner necessary for 

the functioning of that particular society. Its members must want to do what they have 

to do if the society is to function properly” (Fromm, 200). As a result, the authentic 

self is pushed aside, reduced to a passive element within a larger, externally shaped 

identity. 

 This social self is driven less by inner conviction than by conformity, tailored to 

fit the dominant socio-economic order. The individual becomes a persona, anxiously 

mirroring others in a competitive, narcissistic culture. Uniqueness fades in favour of 

adaptation, and a fragmented, performative identity emerges. The result is a culture of 

collective narcissism, in which individuals seek validation through surface image and 

social roles. 

 In Man for Himself, Fromm identifies four non-productive orientations—

receptive, exploitative, hoarding, and marketing—shaped by capitalist and 

technological influences. These stand in contrast to the productive orientation, which 

represents authentic self-realization untainted by alienation. Crucially, Fromm insists 

that character is socially formed: “The whole personality of the average individual is 

molded by the way people relate to each other and is determined by the socioeconomic 

and political structure of society. From the analysis of one individual, one can infer the 

totality of the social structure in which he lives” (Fromm, 77). This section will focus 

on those character orientations most aligned with collective narcissism, where identity 

is formed not from inner integrity but from the need to reflect the values of a society 

that rewards performance over authenticity. 

 

The Exploitative Orientation 
 
The first of Fromm’s non-productive orientations—the exploitative orientation—

reveals clear narcissistic tendencies. Individuals of this type relate to others not through 

mutual exchange but by extracting value, often using manipulation, charm, force, or 

deceit. Relationships are filtered through power dynamics, where others are reduced to 

instruments of personal gain. As Fromm explains, such individuals aim to “snatch” 

external rewards—money, status, influence, or advantageous marriages—to 
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compensate for an inner emptiness (Fromm 36). 

 This orientation mirrors narcissistic traits such as a lack of empathy, grandiosity, 

and entitlement. The belief in one’s superiority leads to self-enclosure and alienation 

from meaningful connection. Exploitative individuals are not concerned with mutuality 

but with maximizing personal gain. Fromm argues that such behavior is particularly 

encouraged in capitalist societies, where competition, material success, and productivity 

are overvalued. In these contexts, exploitative traits are not only normalized but 

rewarded, as individuals are pushed to “work more,” “achieve more,” and “produce 

more” in mechanized ways (Fromm, 73). Consequently, personal relationships become 

imbalanced and transactional, driven by extraction rather than exchange, reinforcing the 

social environment’s underlying narcissism and emotional disconnection. 

 

The Marketing Orientation 
 
Fromm’s second non-productive type, the marketing orientation, exposes how mass 

narcissism is cultivated in modern capitalist societies. Rooted in the experience of the 

self as a commodity, this orientation judges one’s worth by market value, not intrinsic 

qualities. “It is only recently that the package, the label, the brand name, have become 

important in people as well as in commodities” (Fromm, 79). Here, individuals mould 

their identities according to trends, adapting to what can be sold or admired. This 

commodified self mirrors the narcissist’s quest for external validation, often replacing 

genuine self-knowledge with public image. Social media, influencer culture, and digital 

platforms amplify this tendency, turning self-presentation into a marketplace 

performance. As Fromm notes, visual culture and mass media reinforce this standard: 

“Pictorial advertising has a similar function… the image of how one should look and 

be if one is to draw down the ‘big money’ on the contemporary personality market” 

(Fromm, 70). 

In this “personality market,” value is equated with visibility, popularity, and 

approval. Social interaction becomes transactional, driven by likes, shares, and 

followers. The individual is reduced to a brand, constantly striving for attention and 

affirmation. As Fromm observes, “Happiness has degenerated into an instrument to be 

used for better manipulation of others and oneself” (Fromm,74). This leads to 
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depersonalization, alienation, and a profound loss of meaning. 

Fromm argues that under such conditions, self-worth is no longer internally 

grounded but depends on others’ perception. “Thus, the self-confidence, the feeling of 

self, is merely an indication of what others think of the person” (Fromm, 109). The less 

one feels authentic value, the more one commodifies the self—collecting possessions 

and popularity as symbols of power and influence. These become tools of manipulation, 

reinforcing a narcissistic orientation embedded in capitalist culture. 

 

The Productive Orientation 
 
In contrast to the non-productive orientations that foster alienation and narcissism, 

Fromm presents the Productive Orientation as a rare but essential path to authentic 

human flourishing—one that becomes increasingly difficult to realize in contemporary 

capitalist society. This orientation, Fromm argues, affirms the individual’s inherent 

capacity for creativity, growth, and love. It is not rooted in social performance or market 

success, but in meaningful engagement with the world through one’s intrinsic powers. 

Fromm’s thinking here resonates with Martin Heidegger’s fundamental ontology. 

Heidegger posits that the meaning of human existence emerges from our practical and 

lived involvement with the world rather than from abstract or detached cognition. For 

him, existence (Dasein) is shaped by our continuous engagement with things and others, 

wherein meaning arises through action and presence. As Heidegger suggests, meaning 

is not “out there” to be discovered, but arises through being-in-the-world, an ongoing 

interaction with the world as it unfolds (Heidegger, Being and Time). 

 Similarly, Fromm sees the productive orientation as grounded in an individual’s 

active and authentic relation to the world. This form of existence involves expressing 

one’s potential through creative acts, love, and reason. It is distinct from the capitalist 

notion of bureaucratized work; Fromm emphasizes instead a kind of labour in which 

the individual is personally invested—such as in the creation of art—where the product 

is a reflection of the self, not a commodity for external validation. As he notes, “The 

productively oriented person is driven by the wish to overcome his separateness, to 

leave the prison of his aloneness” (Fromm, 100). This overcoming of separateness is 

central to Fromm’s understanding of psychological health and spiritual fulfilment. 
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 Equally important is the autonomy that defines the productive character. Fromm 

writes, “The productive character, furthermore, is certain of his own worth; in his 

experience of himself, he is the master of his own fate, the judge of his own worth” 

(Fromm, 101). Unlike the marketing character, who depends on public approval, or the 

receptive and hoarding characters, who define themselves by what they can take or 

preserve, the productive individual does not outsource their value. Their self-esteem is 

rooted in the internal satisfaction derived from acting meaningfully and ethically in the 

world. 

 By contrasting the self-alienating, extrinsically driven character orientations with 

the intrinsically grounded productive type, Fromm implies a broader critique of modern 

culture. Narcissism, he argues, is not merely an individual pathology, but a symptom of 

wider societal dysfunction. Thus, Fromm insists that psychological healing must not be 

confined to individual therapy or introspection; it requires a critical reevaluation of the 

values, institutions, and systems that shape human development. It is a call for societal 

as well as personal transformation—a movement away from commodification and 

manipulation toward authenticity, relatedness, and meaningful expression. 

 

Individual Narcissism: The Illusion Of The Perfect Social Image 
 
Building upon Fromm’s analysis of collective narcissism, which arises from the modern 

emphasis on individualism and societal conformity, we now turn to individual 

narcissism—the psychological foundation that both fuels and reflects the larger cultural 

shift. As discussed, the alienation of the modern individual fosters a split between the 

authentic self and the socially constructed persona, compelling people to seek identity 

through socially approved roles. In this context, individual narcissism emerges as a 

defence against inner emptiness and a substitute for genuine selfhood. 

Fromm defines individual narcissism as a mode of existence in which a person 

becomes the sole focus of interest and concern. Everything beyond the self loses 

intrinsic meaning. This attitude is not always conscious; rather, the narcissist tends to 

experience the world only in relation to himself, resulting in a form of existential 

detachment: “He is everything, the world is nothing. Or rather: he is the world” (Fromm, 

136). The narcissist, lacking deep interest in external reality, builds an inwardly closed 
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universe where others serve merely as reflections of his needs. As Fromm explains, this 

egocentric posture severely limits emotional depth and inhibits genuine connection, 

leaving the individual isolated and emotionally stagnant (137). Such narcissism results 

in a distorted self-perception: the individual fails to develop a stable inner core and 

instead constructs an identity based on usefulness, productivity, and external validation. 

According to Fromm, “Modern man lives according to the principles of self-denial and 

thinks in terms of self-interest” (Fromm, 127). He denies his own emotional truth to 

conform to societal demands, thereby reinforcing a hollow identity structure. This inner 

void drives people toward surface-level pursuits—material success, prestige, and 

power—as substitutes for real fulfilment (Fromm, 123). 

Fromm sees this shift as the basis of the “having” mode of existence, where one’s 

worth is measured by possessions and appearances. The individual internalizes a 

market-oriented self-image: “I am what I have, what I possess” (Fromm,117). 

Consequently, people no longer relate to themselves or others in terms of being, but in 

terms of selling, performing, and competing. The self is marketed like a commodity—

evaluated, adjusted, and packaged for approval—resulting in an increasing alienation 

from one's real nature (Fromm, 128). As Fromm observes, this commodification is 

sustained by a competitive culture that equates egotism with success, even claiming that 

self-interest serves the general good (Fromm, 120). 

Trapped in this illusion, the narcissistic individual becomes obsessed with social 

image, confusing appearance with essence. This pursuit of an idealised persona deepens 

the internal split, reinforcing alienation and anxiety. The more one adapts to public 

expectations, the more one loses touch with authentic emotional experience. Fromm 

saw this as one of the great tragedies of modern life: people replace the search for self 

with the pursuit of admiration, confusing visibility with value. As he remarked in his 

Locarno Seminars, “Narcissism is a crucial problem of human development, and it is a 

life work to overcome one’s narcissism” (Funk 177). 

Ultimately, individual narcissism, for Fromm, is not just a personality flaw but a 

cultural condition. It reflects the emotional impoverishment of a society that values 

function over essence and performance over presence. While it offers temporary relief 

from insecurity, it leads to deeper disconnection from self and others. In its quest for 
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the perfect image, modern man loses sight of the reality of being—and of becoming. 

 

 Fromm On Overcoming Collective And Individual Narcissism 
 

Modern individuals increasingly construct their identities through exploitative and 

marketing orientations that prioritize external validation over inner cohesion. As a 

result, the self becomes a polished surface, estranged from its essence and reduced to 

an instrument serving external demands. Fromm argues that this leads to profound 

alienation: “We have lost the sense of significance and uniqueness of the individual; we 

have made ourselves into instruments for purposes outside ourselves” (Fromm, 228). In 

such a context, life is experienced either “reproductively,” through passive observation 

and detachment from one’s inner life, or “generatively,” through active emotional and 

mental engagement with reality (228). Yet, the normalization of narcissistic tendencies 

in modern capitalist society renders this pathology largely invisible. Most people, 

Fromm observes, “fully accept the new form of adjustment” without recognising its 

dehumanizing effects (Fromm, 165). Consequently, the generative mode of existence 

has become rare, eclipsed by the dominant trend of instrumentalizing the self and living 

through a detached, image-based persona. Still, Fromm insists that overcoming this 

condition is possible through conscious efforts toward self-integration. 

In Man for Himself, Fromm contends that individuals must become “productive,” 

using their powers not to serve an external ideal but to make sense of their existence 

and become fully human (Fromm, 228). As long as one believes purpose lies outside 

oneself, one will seek fulfillment where it cannot be found. True transformation begins 

by reconnecting with one's intrinsic nature—thinking, feeling, and loving—not as a 

social abstraction fulfilling a function, but as a full human being. “Things have no self 

and men who have become things can have no self” (Fromm, 152). Hence, the aim is to 

realise that man is an end in himself, and his true purpose lies in the “unfolding of man’s 

creative powers” (152). 

The first step in this transformative process, Fromm asserts, is awareness. 

Cultivating critical self-awareness allows individuals to resist instrumental self-

perception and develop “objective reason”—seeing self, others, and nature without 
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distortion or projection (Fromm, 317). This clarity is essential to reclaim one’s agency 

and refuse the dominant cultural narcissism. 

Second, one must revise their system of values to support psychological health 

and maturity. Qualities such as greed, possessiveness, and narcissism must lose their 

appeal as sources of prestige or gain (Fromm, 253–54). Instead, individuals should 

nurture values that enhance human capacities like reason, love, and creativity. This 

reorientation can yield moments of deep joy and strength: “If a person has the will and 

determination to loosen the bars of his prison of narcissism… he experiences the first 

glimpses of joy and strength” (Fromm, 139). 

Finally, Fromm places love at the centre of human flourishing. Love, understood 

not as sentiment but as active, productive relatedness, enables individuals to transcend 

narcissism and establish genuine connection. In The Art of Loving, Fromm writes that 

love is “the only satisfactory answer to the problem of human existence” because it 

unites individual integrity with relational wholeness (9). Through mature love, one can 

“feel one with all, yet retain [one’s] sense of individuality and integrity” (Fromm, 139). 

Attention shifts from ego to world—toward others, nature, art, and ideas—and in doing 

so, the self becomes truly alive. 

Having explored the roots of individual and collective narcissism and Fromm’s 

path to healing, we now turn to the second major symptom of modern dehumanization: 

the instrumentalization of interpersonal and sexual relationships. Fromm's The Art of 

Loving offers a critical lens through which to examine how modern love has been 

hollowed by narcissistic and consumerist tendencies. 

 
 Love And Its Disintegration In Contemporary Society 
 

The second major symptom of dehumanization, following narcissism, reveals itself 

through the breakdown of authentic love in contemporary society. Fromm identifies this 

pathology as symbiotic love, a distorted form of bonding in which individuals seek to 

merge with another person in a manner that compromises their autonomy. In such 

relationships, the desire to possess or to be possessed dominates the mutual growth that 

characterizes mature, productive love. Fromm warns that these symbiotic dynamics are 

often driven by narcissistic needs: rather than giving love freely, individuals seek to be 
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admired, validated, and absorbed into the identity of another, thereby masking their 

existential loneliness (Fromm, 20–21). Crucially, he insists that love is not a passive 

state of being desired but an active expression of care, understanding, responsibility, 

and respect—actions that arise from strength rather than dependency (Fromm 21). 

This distortion of love, Fromm argues, has intensified in capitalist societies due 

to the dominance of non-productive orientations. Under these conditions, love becomes 

commodified—a tool for enhancing one's social image or prestige rather than a genuine 

mode of relatedness. In this regard, sociologist Zygmunt Bauman’s concept of liquid 

love echoes Fromm’s concerns. In his view, modern relationships are marked by 

fragility and transience, reflecting the broader tendency to treat human bonds as 

consumer products that can be acquired and discarded with ease (Bauman 3–5). 

Similarly, Eva Illouz explores how consumer capitalism shapes romantic expectations, 

embedding love within market-driven ideals that conflate emotional fulfillment with 

aesthetic perfection and social capital (Illouz 24–26). 

At the heart of Fromm’s diagnosis is the conviction that love is not a luxury but 

an existential necessity. For modern individuals, estranged from nature and from one 

another, love becomes the only force capable of overcoming their isolation and anxiety. 

As he notes, “Man can only go forward by developing his reason, by finding a new 

harmony, a human one, instead of the pre-human harmony which is irretrievably lost” 

(Fromm, 15). Here, Fromm’s use of “reason” refers not to instrumental calculation, but 

to objective self-awareness: the uniquely human capacity to perceive one’s separateness 

and to respond creatively, not destructively, to this existential condition. Without love, 

individuals are left in a state of anxious disconnection, incapable of forming meaningful 

bonds. 

True love, for Fromm, brings together two autonomous beings in a shared union 

that preserves individuality. He distinguishes this ideal from the unhealthy fusion found 

in many modern relationships. In symbiotic unions, love becomes a power dynamic: the 

masochist surrenders their selfhood, while the sadist consumes the other as an extension 

of their own ego. Despite appearing interdependent, neither partner experiences true 

intimacy; instead, they form a closed circuit of mutual need that erodes personal growth 

(Fromm, 24–27). This destructive dynamic illustrates how narcissism and dependency 
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often coalesce under the guise of love. As a result, the very longing for unity that makes 

love essential becomes the source of further alienation. 

On the other hand, mature love, as Fromm posits, is a union that occurs only on 

the condition of preserving one’s integrity and individuality. Love, in this mature form, 

helps man to overcome his sense of separateness while allowing him to retain his 

selfhood: “two become one yet remain two” (Fromm, 21). This kind of love is 

productive, characterised by its intrinsic motivation to give rather than a desire to 

receive. Giving, Fromm emphasises, “does not mean self-deprivation or self-sacrifice… 

it is the highest expression of potency because in the act of giving lies the expression of 

aliveness” (21). In this light, the capacity to love—understood as an act of giving—

requires individuals to overcome psychological dependencies, narcissistic 

omnipotence, and the desire to exploit or possess others. If these drives persist, the 

individual cannot attain mature love; they instead regress into symbiotic fusion. 

Given the pressures of adopting a contemporary social character shaped by 

market norms, the capacity for mature love appears to be increasingly compromised. In 

modern culture, love is no longer treated as an innate human potential but has instead 

become a tradable entity. Fromm traces this distortion to societal transformations in the 

20th century. While love was previously viewed as an evolving sentiment that 

developed within the framework of a formal union, today’s social environment fosters 

a pervasive pursuit of “Romantic Love,” driven by choice and desire rather than 

commitment. The focus has shifted from love as a function to the pursuit of the “right” 

object: “The new concept of freedom in love must have greatly enhanced the importance 

of the object as against the importance of the function” (Fromm, 77). 

This shift reveals a deeper transformation in the experience of love: individuals 

increasingly mould themselves into idealised “objects” of desire, striving for maximum 

desirability within the expansive market of romantic liaisons. Narcissistic self-

promotion becomes not only a means of securing affection but a competitive strategy 

to ensure one's appeal as a love object. Fromm’s insights reveal how the modern 

individual views the self—and others—as commodities. This interplay between 

narcissism and commodification extends even further in Fromm’s critique. He draws a 

powerful analogy between romantic relationships and consumer culture: 
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Closely related to this factor is another feature characteristic of contemporary culture. Our 

whole culture is based on the appetite for buying… Modern man's happiness consists in the thrill of 
looking at shop windows, and in buying all that he can afford to buy, either for cash or on 

instalments. He (or she) looks at people in a similar way. For the man, an attractive girl—and for the 
woman, an attractive man—are the prizes they are after. Under this premise, I am out for a bargain; 

the object should be desirable from the standpoint of its social value, and at the same time should 
want me, considering my overt and hidden assets and potentialities. Two persons thus fall in love 

when they feel they have found the best object available on the market  
 

(Fromm, 77). 
 
 

This excerpt encapsulates the commodification of human intimacy. Romantic 

relationships, rather than being spaces of mutual growth and vulnerability, have become 

reflective of capitalist exchange systems. Individuals evaluate each other as market 

products, seeking out “prize” partners whose social capital and desirability can validate 

their own. In this framework, love is reduced to a negotiation of assets, where human 

connection is filtered through the impersonal logic of exchange. Fromm’s assertion—

“I am out for a bargain”—thus reveals the deep alienation underlying modern romantic 

engagements. What should be an act of genuine bonding becomes, instead, a transaction 

conditioned by market values and narcissistic insecurities. 

 Each sex, therefore, feels compelled to cultivate a socially validated character 

that “sells” well in the personality market, thus enhancing their chances of attracting a 

socially idealised partner—someone who can be dominated or possessed in accordance 

with the unconscious drives of the commodified self. Men, in this scheme, often pursue 

markers of success such as wealth, status, and influence, while women, more frequently, 

are driven to embody aesthetic charm, sociability, and fashion-consciousness. In this 

context, to be considered “lovable” in the contemporary zeitgeist requires both social 

validation and sexual desirability. Love becomes contingent not on inner vitality or 

genuine connectedness, but on the ability to meet societal standards of desirability. As 

Fromm underscores, this transactional mode of relating reduces love to an economic 

exchange, whereby emotional and sexual intimacy are treated as commodities. 

Consequently, the commodification of love inevitably extends to the commodification 

of sex, turning even the most intimate human experiences into means of market-driven 
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self-affirmation (Fromm, 4, 75). 

 

Mature love Vs Narcissistic Symbiosis.  
 
For Erich Fromm, mature love is “union under the condition of preserving one’s 

integrity, one’s individuality” (Fromm, 19). It is an active, creative force rooted in 

mutual respect and responsibility, not possession. In contrast, modern relationships 

often reflect narcissistic symbiosis—what Fromm calls egotism à deux—where partners 

relate not to each other as they are, but as extensions of their own unmet needs (Fromm, 

31). Shaped by capitalist norms, love becomes a commodity, and individuals seek 

partners with the right “personality package” to reinforce their marketable self. In this 

pseudo-love, sexual intimacy is also reduced to consumption, marked by emotional 

distance and instrumental use of the other (Fromm, 149). The result is a superficial 

union that fails to meet the deeper human need for rootedness, authenticity, and genuine 

connection. 

Fromm On Realizing The Mature Love In Contemporary Society 
 
Fromm argues that in a narcissistic, marketing-driven society, authentic love is rare and 

must be learned like an art. Its key components—discipline, patience, concentration, 

objectivity, and rational faith—are increasingly difficult to acquire. Modern life fosters 

distraction, haste, and avoidance; people multitask, fear conflict, and lack the time or 

depth for real connection. Objectivity, the opposite of narcissism, is lost to self-serving 

perceptions and power struggles in relationships. Instead of seeing the other as they are, 

individuals project needs and fantasies onto them. Faith, in Fromm’s sense, is rational 

and rooted in confidence and independent thinking—not blind belief. It enables love 

grounded in respect for the other’s separateness. Ultimately, Fromm contends that 

capitalist society and genuine love are incompatible; only rare, non-conforming 

individuals can cultivate mature, regenerative bonds in such an environment (Fromm, 

96–121). 

 Fromm On The Materialization Of The World: Humans Or Robots?  
 
The third symptom of modern dehumanization, according to Fromm, is materialism—

the reduction of human values to market values and the commodification of personality. 
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Capitalism’s failed promise of boundless freedom and happiness has instead created 

individuals who serve machines rather than the reverse, prioritizing profit over 

connection and adopting an artificial social persona detached from their authentic, 

loving nature (Fromm, 6). Fromm identifies two modes of existence: “having,” which 

dominates Western industrial society and values possession, status, and control; and 

“being,” which centers on lived experience, authenticity, and interpersonal presence. 

The former leads to a mechanized existence where greed supplants spirit and humans 

become replaceable tools in a profit-driven system. 

This critique resonates with contemporary thinkers. Christoph Hermann argues 

that commodification under capitalism prioritizes profit over social needs, excluding 

the economically marginalized and deepening inequality (Hermann 5, 8). André Gorz 

likewise critiques capitalist rationality for disregarding non-material needs like 

community and fulfilment, warning that economic growth rooted in self-interest yields 

ecological and social harm (Gorz 12, 15). Together, these perspectives underscore the 

need to reorient society from “having” to “being”—from exploitation and accumulation 

to authenticity and relational wholeness. 

 

The Being Vs Having Modes 
 
In modern capitalist societies, the “having” mode dominates, making it appear as the 

only natural way of living. Erich Fromm, however, distinguishes this mode from a 

deeper, more fulfilling “being” mode. The being mode embraces life as a continuous 

process of growth, change, and presence. Identity arises from lived experience rather 

than external achievements. Love, creativity, and authenticity flow naturally when 

existence is grounded in presence rather than possession. Individuals in this mode are 

not defined by what they own but by how they engage with life and others—genuinely, 

empathetically, and spontaneously. In contrast, the having mode is centered on 

ownership, control, and accumulation. People value things—including relationships, 

knowledge, and even self-worth—based on their utility and exchange value. This 

orientation fosters anxiety, competition, and alienation, as one’s sense of identity 

becomes tied to external validation. Fromm warns that such a mindset leads to chronic 

dissatisfaction, superficiality, and ultimately, the dehumanization of self and others. He 
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applies this contrast across education, love and personal identity—all of which are 

central to our examination of dehumanization in the modern world. 

On Having Knowledge Vs Knowing 
 
In modern education, the having mode dominates, reducing learning to the 

accumulation of knowledge as a commodity. Students are trained to “have” 

information—memorize facts, pass exams, and obtain degrees—treating knowledge as 

something owned, similar to material possessions. Success is measured by grades, 

certifications, and one’s ability to compete. Fromm writes: “Our education generally 

tries to train people to have knowledge as a possession... The schools are the factories 

in which these overall knowledge packages are produced” (Fromm, 55) This utilitarian 

model diminishes the intrinsic value of education, favouring efficiency over self-

development. Learning becomes transactional, aimed at producing technically 

competent workers rather than reflective, independent thinkers. The focus is not on 

nurturing the whole person, but on equipping individuals with tools for economic 

survival. Critical thinking, creativity, and personal growth are sidelined in favour of 

measurable outcomes. 

 In this system, teachers become distributors of knowledge and students passive 

recipients. Fromm observes: “Teachers, in the traditional sense of the word, have ceased 

to exist; they are now distributors of knowledge” (Fromm, 55) This dynamic reinforces 

a power hierarchy, where students are expected to absorb and reproduce information 

without questioning it. Education mirrors capitalist structures, where value lies in what 

knowledge can do for one’s career or status, rather than in what it means. Learning, 

then, is no longer a journey of discovery, but a means to an external end. 

 By contrast, the being mode regards education as a process of growth, 

transformation, and authentic engagement with the world. Here, knowledge is not 

possessed but lived and experienced. Learning becomes an active, dynamic process in 

which students critically interact with ideas, integrating them into a personal and 

evolving understanding. Fromm explains: “Knowing means to penetrate through the 

surface... to strive critically and actively in order to approach truth ever more closely” 
(Fromm, 33). Rather than accepting truth as fixed, students in the being mode engage in a 

continuous process of inquiry. Knowing is relational and fluid, grounded in presence, 
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curiosity, and openness. Teachers in this model are not authorities but guides—co-

learners who foster critical awareness and creativity. The classroom becomes a space 

of dialogue, exploration, and mutual respect. Fromm summarises the contrast: 

“Optimum knowledge in the being mode is to know more deeply. In the having mode 

it is to have more knowledge” (Fromm, 55) Ultimately, Fromm calls for a radical 

reimagining of education—one that cultivates the whole person and views learning not 

as a transactional pursuit of credentials but as a life-affirming process of becoming. 

 

On “Loving” Vs “Being In Love”  
 
In the realm of emotional experience, Erich Fromm draws a stark contrast between two 

fundamental modes of existence: having and being. In the context of love, these modes 

are particularly revealing. When love is experienced in the having mode, it becomes a 

mechanism of control and possession. Fromm explains: 

 
[It] implies confining, imprisoning, or controlling the object one ‘loves.’ It is strangling, deadening, 
suffocating, killing, not life-giving. What people call love is mostly a misuse of the word, in order to 

hide the reality of their not loving 
 

 (Fromm 58). 
 

In this framework, love is reduced to ownership—something to be acquired and 

retained. This transformation, Fromm argues, reflects broader capitalist and 

consumerist values that prioritise accumulation and domination over mutual growth and 

presence. The illusion of love, in such cases, masks a deeper incapacity to genuinely 

engage with another person as a full, autonomous being.This disjunction between real 

love and social constructs extends to modern marriages. Whether rooted in passion or 

custom, many marriages function less as bonds of authentic connection and more as 

arrangements shaped by convenience, economics, or mutual dependency. As Fromm 

notes, “What is social convenience, custom, mutual economic interest... is consciously 

experienced as ‘love’—until one or both partners realise they never truly loved each 

other” (Fromm, 58). 

Although contemporary society is arguably more candid—no longer equating 

sexual attraction or functional teamwork with love—this greater honesty has not 
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necessarily increased the capacity for genuine connection. Instead, it has led to more 

frequent partner changes without resolving the deeper inability to love authentically. 

Fromm critiques modern alternatives such as group sex, open relationships, or partner-

swapping as superficial attempts to escape the constraints of traditional love. These 

strategies may offer novelty but often avoid addressing the core difficulty: forming 

deep, sustained emotional bonds.The fundamental problem lies not in marriage itself, 

but in the possessive attitudes embedded within individuals and perpetuated by society. 

Fromm’s distinction between the two modes of existence becomes crucial here: while 

the having mode reduces the beloved to an object of ownership, the being mode offers 

an entirely different vision of love. 

In the being mode, love is not about possessing but about participating. It is an 

active, life-affirming force that enhances both self and other. Fromm writes: 

 
It implies caring for, knowing, responding, affirming, enjoying: the person, the tree, the painting, the 
idea. It means bringing to life, increasing his/her/its aliveness. It is a process, self-renewing and self-

increasing 
(Fromm, 58). 

 

This vision of love emphasises presence, depth, and mutual flourishing. Rather than 

a static state, love is a continual act of giving, without expectation of return. Fromm’s 

powerful statement, “To love means to give and to give oneself without holding back” 

(74), reveals love not as a transaction, but as a creative, reciprocal engagement. 

Importantly, Fromm also differentiates love from happiness: “Love is not a feeling of 

happiness. Love is a state of being. There are many people who can feel happy but 

cannot love. There are many people who can love but cannot feel happy” (Fromm, 73). 

This distinction breaks from romanticised notions of love as a source of constant joy. 

Instead, it situates love within the ethical and existential act of fully encountering 

another person—of being with and for them, not over or against them. 

To conclude, Fromm’s differentiation between having and being reveals the 

deep distortions in modern conceptions of love. Under the dominance of the having 

mode, relationships become transactional and emotionally hollow, sustained by 

illusions of love while driven by materialism, fear, or dependency. Even honest modern 

attempts to redefine intimacy often fail to escape the commodifying logic of 
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consumerist culture. In contrast, love in the being mode offers a vision of human 

connection rooted in authenticity, reciprocity, and aliveness. It calls for a radical shift 

not only in how individuals love, but in how society shapes its understanding of love—

as not something to acquire, but something to live. 

 

 The Birth Of The Marketing-Oriented Man 
 

Fromm argues that the industrial social character of modernity is defined by the drive 

to acquire, preserve, and increase property, with those who succeed being admired as 

superior (Fromm, 79). This acquisitive impulse extends beyond material goods to 

people, particularly romantic partners. Central to this is the ego, which Fromm sees as 

the primary object of possession, encompassing our body, status, possessions, and both 

real and imagined self-images. “The essential point,” he writes, “is not so much what 

the ego’s content is, but that the ego is felt as a thing we each possess,” forming the 

basis of identity (Fromm, 80).Thus, the consumerist identity emerges from this 

objectification of the ego. The self becomes a composite of real and fictitious traits 

rooted in the having mode, reinforcing a sense of worth dependent on ownership and 

external validation. Fromm critiques this by showing how such ego-centred identity 

obstructs authentic self-understanding and relationships. The modern self is built on 

acquiring, discarding, and consuming people and things to maintain ego superiority—

be it through material goods, relationships, or sex—leading to compulsive restlessness 

and emotional detachment. 

The marketing character, born in this framework, feels no lasting attachment. It 

treats everything as a disposable commodity—people included—rendering all “dead 

and subject to another’s power” (Fromm, 84). This character's success depends not on 

being, but on performing—selling the self effectively through social polish, 

connections, and marketable charm (Fromm, 141). Fromm claims this results in an 

“identity crisis,” as people become selfless tools of the very machine they created, 

which now owns them. 

In this system, the marketing character neither loves nor hates—emotions seen 

as outdated. Functioning largely on a cerebral level, it prioritizes social efficiency over 
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emotional maturity (Fromm, 142). Feelings, instincts, and deep attachments are 

abandoned in favour of transient ego boosts through fame, wealth, and power. Since 

“things per se have no substance,” even friends and lovers are expendable. Emotionally 

stunted, the marketing character remains alienated from the self, others, and nature, 

operating through intellect while the emotional sphere remains underdeveloped. Fromm 

warns that the more the individual retreats into egoic isolation, the closer he drifts 

toward deadness. While he hopes for a human resurgence, he cautions that as long as 

man serves the machine, salvation remains out of reach (Fromm, 150). 

 

Synthesis 

 

Throughout his career, Erich Fromm—psychoanalyst, social philosopher, and 

humanist—dedicated himself to understanding the psychological consequences of life 

under industrial capitalism. His diagnosis of the modern individual reveals a troubling 

evolution: from selfhood rooted in genuine connection to one hollowed out by 

narcissism, consumerism, and instrumental relations. In such a system, the self is no 

longer lived but marketed—crafted as an image to compete in the “personality market,” 

driven by the need for external validation, status, and desirability (Fromm 79). Love 

itself, once the deepest expression of human unity, is reduced to a transactional arena—

a struggle for control, possessiveness, and self-aggrandizement. Detached from nature, 

from community, and from inner depth, the modern psyche becomes efficient but 

fragmented—intelligent, but alienated. As Fromm notes, this “marketing orientation” 

marks the culmination of dehumanization: it empties the subject of rooted feeling, 

objectivity, and care, rendering him useful to the machine but useless to himself. 

 These diagnoses are not Fromm’s alone. They resonate profoundly with the 

prophetic vision of D. H. Lawrence, whose fiction emerges as a literary analogue to 

Fromm’s psycho-social theories. In both his novels and essays, Lawrence anticipates 

the erosion of emotional authenticity, the commodification of sex, and the decline of 

vital connection between individuals. The Rainbow and Women in Love, the focus of 

this study, chronicle precisely this historical and psychological rupture: the slow 
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mechanization of consciousness, the rise of instrumental sexuality, and the increasing 

inability of men and women to love without domination. Lawrence’s characters 

embody—from within—the very pathologies Fromm describes from without. 

 As we transition into the analytical section, this theoretical framework becomes 

essential. Fromm’s thought will serve not to overshadow but to sharpen our reading of 

Lawrence’s fiction—illuminating his critique of modernity with psychological clarity. 

Together, these two thinkers—one literary, one psychoanalytical—offer a compelling, 

interdisciplinary lens through which to trace the stages of dehumanization and the 

collapse of authentic being in modern love. By juxtaposing Lawrence’s literary 

imagination with Fromm’s humanistic psychology, this thesis asserts that Lawrence 

was not merely chronicling personal dramas but issuing a profound warning: that 

without inner cohesion, vital connection, and polarity between opposites, the modern 

self will continue to disintegrate under the weight of its own fabricated image. 

 While this chapter has centered on the interplay between Lawrence and Fromm, 

a brief mention must also be made of Zygmunt Bauman—whose thought will be fully 

developed in the final, synthetical chapter. As a sociologist of late modernity, Bauman’s 

analyses of identity, intimacy, and consumer culture extend the concerns voiced by both 

Lawrence and Fromm into the twenty-first century. His seminal works—Liquid 

Modernity (2000), Liquid Love (2003), and Consuming Life (2007)—depict a world in 

which human bonds are increasingly unstable, the self is shaped by market logic, and 

permanence is replaced by a cult of flexibility. Though his full relevance will become 

clear later, Bauman’s diagnoses resonate deeply with Lawrence’s prophetic fears and 

Fromm’s critiques of modern character structures. His presence thus foreshadows the 

final movement of this thesis: a turn from prophetic insight to contemporary reality. 

 
3. Zygmunt Bauman: Theoretical Concepts 
 

Having situated Bauman within the broader philosophical trajectory that begins with 

Lawrence and passes through Fromm, it becomes essential to articulate the specific 

theoretical architecture through which his critique of the modern condition unfolds. 

While Lawrence explored the psychic and existential unraveling of the individual in 

narrative form, and Fromm provided a psychoanalytic and sociological vocabulary to 
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describe the erosion of authenticity, Bauman offers a late-stage sociological diagnosis 

of the same phenomenon—now fully matured under the conditions of digital capitalism 

and post-industrial modernity. What follows, then, is a systematic unpacking of 

Bauman’s central concepts—those which will be returned to and actively synthesized 

later in this dissertation. These include his understanding of liquid modernity, the 

commodification of love and intimacy, the public performance of selfhood, the 

dissolution of communal ties, and the emergence of fear as a structural affect. Each 

of these ideas, already anticipated in the prophetic undercurrents of Lawrence’s fiction, 

will be clarified in turn to establish a theoretical foundation for their later return in the 

final chapter. 

 

 Defining “Liquid Modernity” 
 
Bauman’s concept of “liquid modernity” describes a cultural shift from the structured 

stability of “solid modernity”—where identity was grounded in lasting institutions like 

family, religion, and nation—to a condition of constant flux in which those institutional 

guarantees dissolve. In this liquid phase, permanence is replaced by contingency, and 

individuals are compelled to adapt continuously in a world where change is the only 

constant. Freedom no longer means fulfilling one’s role within a stable order but 

remaining perpetually open to disposable alternatives—jobs, relationships, values—

under the pressures of market logic. Identity becomes a never-ending performance 

shaped by visibility rather than inner coherence, as the self is severed from communal 

roots and forced into anxious self-curation. As Bauman puts it, “change is the only 

permanence, and uncertainty the only certainty” (Bauman 1). 

Having defined the overarching condition of liquid modernity, it becomes 

essential to map how its fluid ethos materializes in the lived experiences of individuals. 

Bauman’s sociology does not remain abstract; rather, it diagnoses how liquidity 

pervades love, identity, social belonging, and moral decision-making. Each core 

concept explored below anticipates patterns of dehumanization and relational fragility 

already intuited in Lawrence’s fiction and analyzed by Fromm’s mid-century 

psychology. This preliminary exposition will lay the foundation for their later synthetic 

validation. 
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Nowhere is the impact of liquid modernity more poignantly felt than in the 

domain of human intimacy. Bauman’s concept of liquid love captures the emotional 

instability and instrumental rationality that have come to define relationships in an age 

of convenience and contingency. In his view, the very desire for love remains strong—

perhaps stronger than ever—but it is now pursued within a framework that undermines 

the possibility of durability. Love, once sacred and anchoring, is reconstituted as a 

strategic interaction, its longevity determined by satisfaction metrics rather than 

spiritual or emotional growth. The result is a paradox: intimacy is yearned for but 

feared, sought after but sabotaged by the very conditions that enable it. 

 

Liquid Love 
 
In Liquid Love, Bauman diagnoses the erosion of intimacy in a society governed by 

liquid modernity, where love, once rooted in commitment and transformation, has 

morphed into a fragile, transactional arrangement driven by individual utility and 

emotional convenience. As modern life prizes autonomy and flexibility over 

permanence, love becomes a provisional exchange—withdrawn when inconvenient and 

pursued when emotionally expedient—mirroring the logic of consumer culture 

(Bauman, Liquid Love 12). Though the hunger for connection remains, individuals 

recoil from vulnerability and dependency, resulting in relationships marked by caution, 

self-interest, and performance rather than genuine emotional depth (Bauman, 

Consuming Life 59). Bauman’s insight that “the consumers of love no longer value each 

other for their own sake, but for the service they provide” (Consuming Life 33) unveils 

a commodified relational ethos in which emotional bonds are evaluated, negotiated, and 

often prematurely terminated, all under the guise of preserving personal freedom. This 

emotional pragmatism parallels Lawrence’s prophetic critique of modern love, 

particularly in The Rainbow and Women in Love, where characters, though yearning 

for communion, sabotage intimacy through self-absorption, fear, and the reduction of 

love to a calculated exchange. As Bauman writes, “The need for love has become more 

pressing... yet the fear of dependency has made it more elusive” (Liquid Love 47), 

illustrating how liquid modern subjects, like Lawrence’s, remain suspended between a 

longing for authentic intimacy and the anxieties of being bound. In both thinkers, this 
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commodification signals not only a collapse of relational depth but also a fragmentation 

of the self, now trapped in a cycle of emotional consumption and identity performance 

devoid of transformative encounter (Bauman, Liquid Love 92). 

 

The Confessional Society 

 

In his analysis of liquid modernity, Bauman identifies the rise of the “confessional 

society,” where individuals are compelled to transform their private lives into public 

performances in exchange for recognition and validation. This cultural shift turns self-

disclosure into a social transaction in which “self-presentation has become a 

performance, not only for the benefit of others but also for oneself: to be visible is to be 

affirmed” (The Art of Life 94). Confession is no longer a voluntary act but an 

institutionalized imperative driven by the pressure to be seen, blurring the boundary 

between public and private life. As Bauman explains, “The act of confession is no 

longer a voluntary act of personal revelation; it is an obligatory act of exposure to others, 

driven by the imperative to be seen” (Liquid Modernity 82). Platforms such as social 

media normalize this exposure, commodifying emotional vulnerability and 

transforming identity into a product to be curated and consumed. The result is a society 

in which individuals become complicit in their own objectification, tailoring their 

identities to suit an imagined audience and measuring self-worth through external 

validation: “the individual is not only expected to be visible, but is increasingly 

expected to be visible in ways that appeal to others” (Culture in a Liquid Modern World 

112). Bauman warns that this condition fosters a culture of narcissism in which 

authenticity is sacrificed for approval, echoing Fromm’s critique of the “marketing 

character,” where the self becomes a commodified reflection of societal expectations 

rather than an authentic expression. This self-objectification undermines relational 

depth, as “what remains hidden is the gap between what is performed and what is 

genuinely felt” (The Art of Life 105), revealing a world in which the pursuit of visibility 

erodes intimacy and the integrity of the self.   

 

The Swarm 
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Bauman’s concept of the “swarm” captures a key dimension of liquid modernity’s 

social fragmentation, contrasting sharply with traditional communities grounded in 

shared memory, mutual responsibility, and emotional cohesion. Unlike cohesive 

communities, swarms lack permanence and moral substance, arising and dissipating 

swiftly around fleeting interests rather than enduring bonds. Bauman describes swarms 

as “totally dislocated: they have no past, no future, no moral or emotional cohesion. 

They arise, like a gust of wind, in response to a passing need or desire” (121), 

highlighting their transient, shallow nature. This reflects the hollow character of digital 

collectivism, where participation replaces belonging, and joining a group becomes a 

performative act aimed at visibility rather than genuine connection. Members seek 

“instant gratification,” driven not by engagement but by momentary fancies, making 

the swarm “an unstable aggregation of individuals” bound by ephemeral attention rather 

than care or commitment (126). The swarm’s existence is limited to the present moment, 

dissolving as soon as participants lose interest, embodying a social form “only for as 

long as its participants need to be seen or heard” (131). Bauman emphasizes that the 

swarm is “not about care, it is about attention; it is not about belonging, it is about being 

noticed” (137), reducing the self to a commodity displayed for others in a culture where 

social interaction is measured by visibility rather than emotional depth. This condition 

signals the final breakdown of the social bond, reflecting Lawrence’s lament on the 

erosion of genuine community and shared purpose. Where communities once provided 

continuity and mutual care, swarms offer only fleeting satisfaction through surface-

level recognition, underscoring the modern loss of depth, connection, and authentic 

belonging. 

 

Identity as a Project 
 
Building on Bauman’s concept of the “swarm” and its erosion of traditional social 

bonds, his analysis of identity in liquid modernity reveals a parallel transformation: 

identity ceases to be a fixed inheritance or discovery rooted in tradition and community 

and instead becomes a fluid, ongoing project of self-creation and management. In solid 

modernity, identity was largely stable and grounded in shared values, but in liquid 
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modernity, Bauman explains, “the self is treated as a project—an enterprise, a product 

to be marketed, constantly revised to keep up with new trends” (121). This shift turns 

individuals into brands, continually updating and adapting their persona to meet the 

demands of a volatile social marketplace, where the self’s value lies not in inner 

coherence or authenticity but in its appeal and visibility: “The self is no longer valued 

for its inner coherence, for its spiritual integrity, or for its consistency, but for its appeal 

in the marketplace of social exchange” (122). Bauman’s critique aligns with Erich 

Fromm’s notion of the “marketing character,” where individuals commodify 

themselves to fit capitalist expectations prioritizing image over substance. Bauman 

further asserts that individuals “are expected to constantly reinvent themselves, to 

market their identity as an ever-changing, ever-improving product that can never rest 

on its laurels” (124), rendering identity perpetually unstable and responsive to external 

validation. This perpetual flux makes “consistency a liability, and changeability a 

virtue” (125), so stability and authenticity—once central to selfhood—become 

obstacles to social success. Instead, individuals embrace a malleable persona shaped by 

shifting cultural trends, emphasizing performance over genuine being. Bauman’s 

analysis exposes the shallowness of this condition, where identity is reduced to surface-

level self-presentation aimed at securing attention and social capital, rather than a 

pursuit of existential meaning or authentic depth. In liquid modernity, the search for 

authenticity grows ever more elusive, as personal identity is transformed into a 

consumable and marketable spectacle, highlighting the profound loss of personal 

integrity in contemporary life. 

 

Fear of the Better Option (FOMO) 
 
Following the analysis of identity as a project, where selfhood is treated as something 

to be marketed and continually reinvented, we now turn to another crucial phenomenon 

in Bauman's exploration of liquid modernity: the pervasive anxiety created by endless 

choices. In a world characterized by unprecedented access to options and possibilities, 

the fear of making the wrong decision or missing out on a better one becomes a defining 

feature of contemporary existence. This anxiety, which Bauman identifies as the "fear 

of the better option,” or FOMO, is a direct consequence of the liquid modern condition. 
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In this context, commitment, whether in love, work, or personal life, is constantly 

threatened by the nagging fear that there might always be something better, something 

more satisfying, just out of reach, from endless consumer products to numerous 

romantic partners and career paths, Bauman argues that individuals are faced with a 

paradox: the more options they have, the less satisfaction they experience from any 

single choice. He notes, “In a world where the floodgates of options are wide open, no 

commitment, no involvement, no attachment is free from the nagging suspicion that 

something better, more rewarding, might be just around the corner” (Bauman 141). This 

existential anxiety—that one is perpetually on the verge of missing out on something 

better—undermines the capacity for genuine commitment, whether to a relationship, a 

job, or even a personal identity. 

Bauman shows how this fear is not merely a passing individual experience but is 

cultivated by both capitalist and digital cultures, which present alternatives not as 

occasional temptations but as continuous expectations. The constant exposure to new 

options, made increasingly available through digital platforms, fosters a culture of 

perpetual dissatisfaction. The availability of these endless choices, Bauman suggests, is 

precisely what drives the anxiety. “The more choices we have, the more we worry about 

choosing the wrong one. The better option is always just a click away” (Bauman 142). 

This ever-present sense of potential regret is exacerbated by the rise of digital 

technologies, where comparison is facilitated at an unprecedented scale, allowing 

individuals to constantly assess their own situations against those of others. 

 

 Bauman and the Cultural Logic of Capitalism 
 
Bauman’s sociology does not treat identity or intimacy as isolated crises but as 

expressions of a deeper systemic transformation—the colonization of all spheres of life 

by the logic of capital. What makes his critique particularly resonant is his ability to 

map the intersection between psychological, cultural, and economic forces in shaping 

the modern subject. His thought extends and radicalizes Fromm’s famous movement 

from “being” to “having” by adding a third, and now dominant, modality: “appearing.” 

In the liquid world, to appear is to exist—a maxim that governs social relations, 

institutional dynamics, and personal self-worth. Worth is no longer measured by what 
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one is or even what one possesses, but by how convincingly one can perform value in 

the eyes of others. As Bauman writes, “Visibility has become the measure of existence, 

and the means by which recognition, legitimacy, and desirability are granted” 

(Consuming Life, p. 26). The human being is thus not merely a consumer of goods but 

increasingly a product to be consumed—an image curated for public reception. 

This shift is inextricable from the broader machinery of digital capitalism, 

which accelerates and amplifies the demands of liquidity. The imperatives of speed, 

multitasking, surface-level engagement, and perpetual availability dominate both 

public and private life. Depth, stability, and reflective interiority—values that once 

grounded humanistic traditions—are now liabilities in a world that prizes optimization. 

Bauman is clear-eyed in his diagnosis: “To be a consumer in a consumer society means 

to be constantly on the move, to be always ready and willing to change choices” 

(Bauman, p. 13). This ethos of restless transformation filters into every dimension of 

identity and relationship, saturating educational systems, therapeutic practices, 

employment structures, and interpersonal expectations. One no longer learns for 

wisdom, loves for growth, or works for vocation; rather, one studies for credentials, 

dates for validation, and labors for visibility. 

In this regime, institutions such as education, science, and religion, which once 

served as moral and intellectual anchors, are reconfigured to serve the demands of 

market performance. Education becomes the production of marketable skills, science 

becomes innovation for profit, and religion often becomes spectacle or self-help. 

Bauman laments that these institutions have “ceased to be sources of guidance and 

instead act as instruments of adaptation” (Bauman, p. 3). They are not dissolved but 

hollowed out—maintaining their outer forms while losing their inner moral or spiritual 

direction. The individual, in turn, becomes increasingly transactional in their orientation 

to the world. Adaptability, not authenticity, is the prized virtue; flexibility, not 

conviction, is the sign of social intelligence. 

This is the world Lawrence foresaw in symbolic terms and that Fromm diagnosed 

in psychological ones. Where Lawrence lamented the mechanization of the soul and the 

disintegration of natural vitality, Bauman reveals how the very structure of 

contemporary capitalism mechanizes the self. Human life is no longer shaped by 
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inward development or communal rites but by external pressures to remain competitive, 

attractive, and economically relevant. Even personality becomes a tool—something one 

must market, manage, and reconfigure as conditions change. Bauman captures this 

dynamic incisively: “The self is a do-it-yourself project, one that must be constantly 

revised and updated to remain visible and viable in the social marketplace” (Bauman, 

p. 6). In such a climate, the mystery of the self—its depth, its darkness, its sacred 

incompleteness—is systematically erased. 

The cultural logic of capitalism, as Bauman presents it, is thus totalizing in its 

reach. It commodifies not only goods, but relationships, identities, aspirations, and 

existential horizons. The subject shaped by this system becomes agile but shallow, 

expressive but insecure, visible but spiritually vacant. It is in this figure—the liquefied, 

transactional self—that the warnings of Lawrence and the analyses of Fromm find their 

culmination. Where Lawrence offered literature as a form of spiritual resistance and 

Fromm proposed psychological integration, Bauman reveals the sobering extent to 

which late capitalism has normalized alienation as a mode of existence. The result is 

not merely social decay but ontological depletion: a condition in which being is 

replaced by performing, and where the capacity for communion is lost to the 

compulsions of consumption. 

To sum up, In Bauman’s thought, the cultural disintegration that Lawrence 

intuited and that Fromm systematically unpacked reaches its final, institutionalized 

form. The 21st-century self, caught in the churn of appearances, optimization, and 

emotional disposability, becomes the embodiment of liquid modernity’s promise and 

peril. Bauman’s power lies in his ability to render visible the sociological architecture 

behind this condition—not as an accidental outcome, but as the logical culmination of 

a culture that privileges movement over rootedness, spectacle over substance, and 

calculation over communion. His vocabulary—liquid love, confessional society, the 

swarm, identity-as-project, fear of the better option—names what Lawrence foresaw 

through literary symbol and what Fromm traced through the psychic landscapes of 

modern individuals. Together, these three thinkers form a vital critical constellation: 

Lawrence as the prophetic artist, Fromm as the psychological interpreter, and Bauman 

as the cultural anatomist of an age that has liquefied the very ground on which the self 
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might stand. As we move further into a world where every aspect of human life is 

subjected to commodification and surveillance, Bauman remains indispensable—not 

only for what he critiques, but for the questions he leaves us with: Can love endure in a 

transactional world? Can identity survive its constant reinvention? And most urgently, 

can being still matter in a culture that has made appearing its highest ideal? 

 

4.Theoretical Chapter Synthesis 

 

Having thus established the philosophical, psychological, and sociological frameworks 

through which this thesis will operate, we now turn to Lawrence’s fiction to examine 

how these ideas are dramatized in lived experience. While Bauman's diagnoses will 

return in the final chapter to illuminate the contemporary relevance of Lawrence’s 

foresight, the analytical sections that follow focus exclusively on the dynamic interplay 

between Lawrence’s literary imagination and Fromm’s psychoanalytic insights. 

Through close readings of The Rainbow and Women in Love, the next chapters trace 

how Lawrence narrativizes the crisis of modern identity—from the disintegration of the 

self and relational dysfunction to the struggle for authentic being in an increasingly 

mechanized world. By placing Lawrence and Fromm in conversation, this thesis 

uncovers the psychological and symbolic depth of Lawrence’s critique, revealing how 

his fiction anticipates the spiritual and emotional fractures that have come to define the 

modern condition. 
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CHAPTER II: Cracks Beneath 
the Arc: “The Rainbow” As Prelude To 

Modern Disintegration 
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1.1 D.H. Lawrence And The Search For A New Self. 
 

Like many of his modernist contemporaries, D. H. Lawrence was deeply troubled by 

the fragmentation of authentic selfhood under the pressures of an increasingly 

industrialised and mechanised world. His concerns centred on the gradual devaluation 

of instinct and emotion, the erosion of the will, and the rise of an abstract intellect that 

alienated individuals from their vital inner life. In Psychoanalysis and the Unconscious, 

Lawrence lamented: 

 
The torture of psychic starvation which civilized people proceed to suffer is thwarted and 

insulated by a whole set of ideas and ideals and conventions, till every form of perversion and death-
desire sets in! 

 
(Lawrence 117) 

 

This passage encapsulates his belief that civilisation, by insulating the psyche through 

rigid conventions, stifles the individual’s capacity for emotional and instinctual 

expression. For Lawrence, the rise of industrialisation imposed a rigid, disembodied 

“mind-consciousness” that violently clashed with the spontaneous impulses of the body 

and soul. This internal division—between intellect and instinct—did not merely 

destabilise individual identity but also disrupted the foundations of human relationships, 

particularly those between men and women. Lawrence saw in this rupture the symptom 

of a larger civilisational crisis, which could not be resolved through institutional reform, 

but only through a fundamental reawakening of the human capacity for connection via 

the senses, the body, and the emotions—what he called “blood-consciousness” 

(Lawrence, 45). Or the dark, sensual self.  

Lawrence’s opposition to rationalism was not an abstract philosophical stance 

but a critique of a mode of living that suppressed instinct, sensuality, and the embodied 

emotional life. He perceived modern rationalism as fragmenting the self, creating 

individuals who were mentally overdeveloped yet spiritually starved. These anxieties 

echo Erich Fromm’s critique of “rationalised narcissism,” in which modern individuals 

become infatuated with their constructed social identities, mistaking these masks for 

authentic being (Fromm, 135). In both thinkers, the crisis of modernity is the 
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displacement of an integrated self by a reified image—what Fromm called the 

“marketing character,” shaped to fit institutional roles rather than inner needs (Fromm, 

73). Lawrence, similarly, argues that true vitality arises only when all aspects of the 

self—mind, body, emotion, and soul—are in communion. When one faculty dominates, 

especially the intellect, the result is spiritual sterility and emotional desiccation. 

This inner fragmentation, reflected in deteriorating interpersonal relationships, 

compelled Lawrence to craft fictional characters who embodied the modern crisis of 

identity. He saw his artistic mission as that of a liberator, working “forever for the 

liberation of the free spontaneous psyche, the effective soul” (Lawrence, 138). Central 

to his vision of renewal was the transformation of romantic and sexual union into a site 

for spiritual regeneration. As John Worthen notes, “only through readjustment between 

men and women, and a making free and healthy of this sex, will [England] get out of 

her present atrophy” (Faulkner). For Lawrence, England’s drift into abstraction—

whether religious, philosophical, or scientific—was symptomatic of a deeper loss of 

vital being. Regeneration could begin not in policy but in intimacy: in relationships that 

honoured bodily instinct as much as intellectual freedom. The relationship between man 

and woman, in its potential to reunite mind-consciousness with blood-consciousness, 

becomes the crucible for Lawrence’s vision of a renewed self and society. 

It is within this philosophical and psychological framework that The Rainbow—

and even more fully its sequel Women in Love—offers a fictional terrain for exploring 

the erosion of selfhood, community, and human vitality across three generations. 

Lawrence’s multi-generational design serves not merely as a narrative structure, but as 

a philosophical inquiry into the historical deterioration of organic unity. As industrial 

modernity advances, his characters become increasingly severed from the natural 

rhythms of life, struggling to resist spiritual aridity while groping—often haltingly—

toward a more authentic mode of being. In this sense, The Rainbow functions as both 

diagnosis and prophecy, marking the incremental loss of rootedness and foreshadowing 

the more acute crises of identity that will unfold in Women in Love. 

This chapter focuses on three interrelated forces that Lawrence identifies as 

central to the dehumanisation of modern individuals in The Rainbow. The first is 

industrialism—not solely as a technological or economic process, but as a psychological 
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regime that stifles will and spontaneity. While Lawrence acknowledges the 

conveniences afforded by industrial progress, he is deeply disturbed by its moral and 

aesthetic consequences. Factories, mines, and housing estates are not neutral settings 

but symbols of mechanised conformity, suppressing the vitality of the individual. As 

Fromm also argues, the rationalised structures of modern society often demand the 

“adaptation of man to machines” rather than the cultivation of free will (Fromm 174). 

The second force Lawrence confronts is the rise of materialism and institutional 

complexity. As individuals become increasingly embedded within social systems, they 

begin to treat others—and themselves—as instruments, evaluated by their social utility 

rather than intrinsic worth. This commodification of personality, rigorously analysed by 

Fromm in To Have or to Be?, is vividly dramatized in Lawrence’s characters, who often 

surrender their inner life to roles, machines, or ideologies. The early signs of this 

phenomenon appear in The Rainbow, where the Brangwens’ increasing engagement 

with modern life begins to erode their instinctive connection to nature and community. 

In Frommian terms, they shift from “being” to “having,” replacing existential depth 

with socially sanctioned identity markers (Fromm, 32). The psychological 

consequences of this shift—alienation, emotional flattening, and relational 

breakdown—prepare the ground for the more existential despair that pervades Women 

in Love. 

The third theme is the paradox of increased self-awareness among Lawrence’s 

protagonists—particularly Ursula Brangwen—and the complications this brings to 

relational authenticity. With growing education and emancipation, women become 

more assertive, but their empowerment often occurs within a framework still dominated 

by mind-consciousness, limiting fulfilment. Men, by contrast, having lost their 

instinctive connection to nature and labour, begin to seek anchorage in women—often 

in ways that reveal dependency rather than complementarity. Fromm’s warning against 

symbiotic relationships—where individuals collapse into each other rather than stand 

side by side—illuminates Lawrence’s concern here (Fromm, 21). In Lawrence’s vision, 

true union requires not absorption but polarity: a dynamic tension between autonomy 

and intimacy, which resists both fusion and isolation. Fulfilment becomes possible only 

through a painful yet necessary balance—a “marriage of opposites” where both 
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selfhood and otherness are preserved. 

This chapter therefore undertakes a close reading of The Rainbow, examining 

how Lawrence’s evolving conception of individuality, freedom, and relational 

authenticity takes narrative form across three generations. Drawing from his non-

fictional writings and Fromm’s complementary theories, we argue that Lawrence’s 

vision of regeneration is rooted not in structural reform, but in the reclamation of 

selfhood through difficult, transformative relationships. As Marvin Mudrick explains in 

The Originality of The Rainbow: 

 
The awareness that with the dying away, in the age of technology, of genuine communal 

relations between men... the only hope for man lies in those remaining potentialities of human 
relationships which depend for their realization on the fullest possible realization of the sexual 

impulse 
 

(Mudrick 22). 

 

In Lawrence’s fictional world, the intimate sphere becomes the last refuge for spiritual 

integrity—a space where the human being may still confront the possibility of 

wholeness. Our analysis begins with the first Brangwen generation and traces the 

gradual dissolution of traditional bonds, culminating in a modern individual burdened 

with the task of making meaning in a fragmented world. Against this backdrop, 

Lawrence’s call for a new relational paradigm emerges not as utopian fantasy, but as an 

urgent response to the existential crisis of modernity. 

 

2.1 The First Brangwen Generation 
 

The first passages of The Rainbow present a universal archetype: the pastoral man and 

woman, whose cyclical existence is rooted in the land. This timeless image is soon 

interrupted as Lawrence shifts to the life of the Brangwens, dramatizing the initial stages 

of industrialization through the building of a canal that cuts across their land. This event 

marks not just a physical intrusion but a psychological rupture. Lawrence offers a vivid 

portrayal of the Brangwens’ reaction: 

 
At first, the Brangwens were astonished by all this commotion around them. The building of a canal 
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across their land made them strangers in their place, this raw bank of earth shutting them off 
disconcerted them. As they worked in the fields, from beyond the now familiar embankment came the 

rhythmic run of the winding engines. Startling at first, but afterwards narcotic to the brain.  
 

(Lawrence, R8) 
 
Through this scene, Lawrence foregrounds the theme of displacement and internal 

fragmentation. The canal, a symbol of industrial encroachment, violently transforms the 

Brangwens’ intimate geography, alienating them from their land and inducing a 

“disconcerted” psychological state. The rhythmic mechanical noise, which becomes 

“narcotic to the brain,” points to a slow but steady erosion of the natural sensory world, 

which previously connected the individual to both body and land. This moment is 

emblematic of what Lawrence sees as a broader spiritual crisis in modernity: the 

substitution of mechanical consciousness for instinctive, embodied being. 

Lawrence uses the canal not only as a metaphor for change but as a harbinger of 

the psychological schism that modern life imposes. The intrusion of industrial rhythms 

into natural time disrupts what he calls “blood consciousness,” a vital, unconscious 

connection to the cosmos, rooted in the seasons, bodily instinct, and organic relatedness. 

Critics such as Mark Kinkead-Weekes argue that Lawrence’s pastoralism is not 

nostalgia but an ontological statement: “The organic world becomes a measure of being. 

The land does not simply symbolize stability; it generates it, bodily and psychically” 

(Weekes 123). The Brangwens’ initial astonishment thus reveals more than a resistance 

to novelty—it marks the beginning of a generational disconnection from authentic life 

rhythms. 

In this early scene, Lawrence captures a transitional moment where natural and 

industrial modes of life co-exist but are irreconcilably at odds. The pastoral is still alive 

but increasingly threatened, and the emerging industrial presence demands new forms 

of psychological adaptation. The trauma of this transition, Lawrence suggests, is 

inherited by the coming generations, who will suffer from a divided self and seek a 

more integrated way of being. Lawrence’s fiction enacts “a dialectic between wholeness 

and fragmentation,” wherein the individual must find a means of renewal that re-

establishes the lost intimacy with the world (Gilbert). The canal’s presence signals not 

only the advent of modernity but the first cracks in the natural harmony the Brangwens 
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embody—cracks that will widen as the novel progresses. 

A few passages after the opening scene, Lawrence turns to the childhood of Tom 

Brangwen, the sole male heir of the Marsh Farm, whose formative years unfold against 

the backdrop of an increasingly industrialised society. Tom’s centrality in the first 

generation is underscored by the dispersal of his siblings, each of whom abandons the 

farm in pursuit of what Lawrence calls “forbidden pleasures.” The eldest son disappears 

to the sea and never returns; another marries the daughter of a chemist yet continues to 

chase “strange women”; the sisters conform to conventional social roles, establishing 

lives removed from the rhythms of agrarian existence. This collective dispersal 

illustrates a crucial shift: the weakening of traditional familial and communal bonds 

under the pressures of modern life. The fact that Tom remains—bound to the land yet 

surrounded by change—positions him as a transitional figure whose psychic life reflects 

the collision between inherited stability and emerging uncertainty. 

Lawrence sets Tom’s development within the period of the establishment of the 

collieries, marking the beginning of an industrial tumult that would reshape not only the 

landscape but also the consciousness of the Brangwen men. The once-cohesive 

relationship between individual and community begins to dissolve, replaced by a 

growing internal division that becomes increasingly pronounced in subsequent 

generations. This division, as Lawrence presents it, is not merely social or economic 

but ontological: a conflict between a spontaneous, embodied self rooted in “blood 

consciousness” and a reflective, disembodied self dominated by the mental structures 

of industrial modernity. As Tom matures, this latent conflict becomes more evident, 

introducing the central dilemma that Erich Fromm would later theorize as the 

emergence of the anxious, rootless modern self. Fromm argues that modern individuals, 

having lost organic ties to tradition, nature, and stable community, are compelled to 

search for belonging through artificial or compensatory means—through conformity, 

consumption, or domination (Fromm 104–05). Lawrence’s fiction anticipates this 

framework, portraying characters whose sense of self becomes increasingly fractured 

as they strive to reconcile opposing impulses: the desire for authentic relatedness and 

the allure of social aspiration. Hence, the early rupture between the Brangwens and their 

land—signified by the encroachment of the canal—marks more than just a physical 
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disruption ; it foreshadows a deeper, inner fragmentation that will soon come to 

permeate not only the self but the fabric of human relationships, especially those 

between men and women. In response to this growing inner division. 

 Lawrence, as well as Fromm, highlight the urgent need to reconfigure the self 

and reimagine love as a regenerative force that preserves the individual while allowing 

deep connection. For both thinkers, the path toward wholeness lies in cultivating a form 

of love that is neither possessive nor self-effacing—a love that preserves individuality 

while allowing deep connection. Fromm argues that mature love involves “two beings 

[who] preserve their integrity, their individuality,” resisting the temptation to treat the 

beloved as an extension of the self (Fromm 20). Similarly, Lawrence envisions 

authentic union as possible only when both partners are rooted in their individual selves, 

capable of standing alone before seeking union. Yet this ideal proves increasingly 

elusive in the world his characters inhabit. The pressures of modern life—especially the 

dominance of abstract mental consciousness—distort the natural balance between 

instinct and intellect, body and mind, ultimately reshaping even the meaning of love. 

Lawrence begins his dramatization of the rising dominance of mental 

consciousness in Tom’s generation by illustrating the early schism between the life of 

the body and that of the mind. As a boy, Tom is compelled by his mother to attend a 

grammar school, an act that symbolically imposes an external system of values—rooted 

in intellectualism and social ascent—upon a child whose inner nature is still attuned to 

instinctual vitality. His mother’s faith in education as a vehicle for refinement and 

upward mobility reflects a distinctly bourgeois ideology, one that mirrors Lawrence’s 

own upbringing. Lydia Brangwen’s insistence on cultivating intellect at the expense of 

sensual immediacy closely resembles the mindset of Lawrence’s own mother, Lydia 

Lawrence, a former schoolteacher of middle-class aspirations who, disillusioned with 

her miner husband, projected her frustrated ambitions onto her son. Biographically, 

Lawrence resisted this pressure after many years of the struggle into being. He writes 

in The Education Of The People :  

 
I believe in blood, and in flesh, and being the animal man more than the mind... I believe the 

mind is only an extension of the tissue, the way the claw is... The great mass of humanity should live 
in the full flush of blood-consciousness, and in a fuller flush of intuitive awareness, not in a mental 
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consciousness. 
 

(Lawrence 149) 
 

and in The Rainbow, he projects this inner conflict onto Tom Brangwen—though he 

makes the character visibly suffer through a system that dulls, rather than awakens, the 

self. As Lawrence writes: 

 
He could not voluntarily control his attention. His mind had no fixed habits to go by, he had 

nothing to get hold of, nowhere to start from… He was helpless when it came to deliberate 
understanding 

 
 (Lawrence 11). 

 

The educational system, designed to cultivate mental discipline, proves alienating for 

Tom, whose consciousness is not structured around abstraction but grounded in visceral 

immediacy. Unlike his mechanically obedient classmates, Tom possesses “strong 

feelings, more sensuously developed and more refined in instinct,” which renders him 

incompatible with the impersonal logic of institutional learning. Lawrence deliberately 

positions Tom in opposition to these “stupid-mechanical” boys, highlighting the early 

signs of alienation imposed by a culture that increasingly valorises mental over bodily 

consciousness. Yet Tom does not reject this mental realm without inner conflict. 

Though he instinctively recoils from the lifeless order of school, he is still shaped by 

the surrounding belief that intellectual development equals social worth. This tension 

generates feelings of “rage,” “shame,” and “hopelessness” in him—a profound 

ambivalence that speaks to the cultural disintegration Lawrence so often explores. As 

critic Mark Kinkead-Weekes explains, Lawrence views modern education as “a system 

designed not to awaken but to stifle the creative energy of the individual” (Weekes 122). 

For Tom, this results not simply in academic failure, but in a deeper ontological fracture: 

the inability to find wholeness within himself, torn between inherited rhythms of being 

and imposed structures of thought. This inner dislocation becomes the seed of a larger 

generational dilemma that Lawrence charts throughout the novel: the gradual triumph 

of mental consciousness over instinctual life, and the resulting struggle to preserve the 

integrity of the self. 



 82 

The dilemma between mind and body temporarily recedes for Tom after the 

death of his mother, when he returns to the farm and is, like Lawrence after Sons and 

Lovers, finally released from the stifling influence of the intellectualising mother figure. 

Immersed once more in the rigorous rhythms of agricultural labour, Tom begins to feel 

rooted again, in a world governed not by artificial ideals but by the elemental demands 

of the soil. Here, Lawrence presents the natural world as a site, still of restoration, where 

Tom’s wounded self finds temporary harmony through embodiment and physical 

exertion. The contrast between the two formative environments—grammar school and 

the farm—dramatizes a deeper ideological opposition at play in the novel: between the 

rising tide of industrial-modern consciousness and the older, more organic patterns of 

rural life. In this early generation, when the effects of industrialisation had not yet fully 

overtaken human consciousness, nature still served as a source of replenishment for a 

fractured self. Tom, as the most sensually alive among his peers, is portrayed by 

Lawrence as grounded in an older, instinctual rhythm that aligns him with what Fromm 

later describes as the “productive orientation”—a mode of being rooted in meaningful 

work, receptivity to experience, and connectedness to nature (Fromm 87). This aspect 

is indeed important in sustaining the developement of Tom as the main character in this 

generation. Yet the healing power of the land is not absolute. The mental split imposed 

by the age of reason and utilitarian values re-emerges in Tom’s psyche despite the 

grounding influence of his rural environment. Lawrence is clear that nature alone cannot 

preserve the integrated self. As Colin Clarke explains, “Lawrence’s naturalism does not 

entail a sentimental return to the land, but a radical rethinking of human being as 

grounded in the body and its instinctual rhythms” (Clarke 42). The farm provides the 

conditions for temporary wholeness, but the modern self must still navigate internal 

contradictions shaped by culture, family, and inherited ideals. Thus, even in the soil-

bound life, Tom continues to struggle “into being.” According to Lawrence’s spiritual-

psychological doctrine, the journey toward selfhood is not merely environmental but 

existential: one must first reconcile inner conflicts before achieving authentic 

intersubjective connection. For both Lawrence and Fromm, love becomes viable only 

after this inward integration. Fromm warns that without such a foundation, love 

degenerates into “egotism à deux—two people who identify themselves with each other 
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to solve the problem” (Fromm 50), which is a counterfeit form of connection since 

neither of them has a substantial being to cultivate in the relationship. Once this inward 

work begins, however, the need for the Other reasserts itself. Lawrence insists that man 

must ultimately encounter woman—not as a possession or projection, but as the bearer 

of life’s deeper meaning. He writes, “She was the symbol for that further life which 

comprised religion and love and morality... the man rested implicitly in her. They 

depended on her for their stability” (Lawrence,13). This interdependence, when 

authentic, does not entail dissolution of the self but its expansion through contact with 

another whole being. However, the modern emphasis on mental ideals, individual 

success, and emotional control distorts this vision. The intellect reasserts itself once 

more in the domain of love, converting a regenerative process into one of domination 

and idealised projection. What Fromm terms the “mental idea to be absorbed” becomes 

what Lawrence identifies as “idealist love”—a counterfeit mode of intimacy grounded 

in ego and abstraction rather than instinct and presence. The tragedy Lawrence 

repeatedly stages is that the mind, in its compulsive drive for control and perfection, 

undermines the very possibility of real union. 

Lawrence’s concept of “idealist love” is not merely a critique of emotional 

idealisation but a deeper warning against the inversion of authentic giving into a 

narcissistic need to be loved. This kind of love, according to Lawrence, especially when 

embraced by men, reflects a profound weakness—a form of passivity disguised as 

sentiment. Rather than approaching love as a dynamic act of giving and mutual risk, the 

modern individual often seeks emotional security through the illusion of being endlessly 

affirmed. For Lawrence, however, real love demands active participation in the form of 

what he terms “agonising self-offering”—a painful yet vital act of vulnerability that 

opens the self to transformation. It is, paradoxically, through this surrender that one 

gains renewed vitality, emotional creativity, and spiritual regeneration. As Anne 

Fernihough notes, “Lawrence's erotic ideal is grounded not in control or sentiment, but 

in intensity, risk, and an unflinching confrontation with the unknown” (Fernihough 76). 

This form of love is not a bourgeois ideal of compatibility or a consumable romantic 

experience, but a sacred venture that defies modern superficiality. Erich Fromm 

reinforces this critique. In The Art of Loving, he argues that what contemporary society 
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often celebrates as love is, in fact, a mere caricature—an attachment rooted in 

dependency, narcissism, or economic convenience. Fromm observes that “in a culture 

in which the marketing orientation prevails, and material success is the dominant value, 

there is little reason to be surprised at the fact that human love relations follow the same 

pattern of exchange” (Fromm 4). Marriage, under such conditions, becomes less a union 

of souls and more a socially sanctioned contract, where individuals seek emotional or 

economic safety rather than self-transcendence. This commodification of love reflects 

a deeper alienation in the modern psyche: the inability to truly give without expecting 

to possess in return. Thus, the very notion of love becomes compromised—rendered 

impotent by the same egotistical drive that corrodes other forms of modern relating. 

One of the most dangerously misunderstood components of this modern love is 

sexuality. Fromm challenges the reductionist view that equates sexual desire with mere 

physiological appetite or the release of tension. True erotic fusion, he argues, is an 

existential impulse toward union—an expression of love, not a substitute for it. When 

sex becomes a tool for calming anxiety, boosting ego, or overcoming isolation, it ceases 

to be vital. It becomes instead a mechanical act, devoid of deeper psychic resonance. 

Lawrence echoes this concern when he writes, “Such egoism dulls senses, produces 

mechanical sex and inhibits real gratification…[it] devitalizes a race and makes it 

barren” (Lawrence, 55). In his view, the modern tendency to isolate sexuality from 

emotional and spiritual connection strips it of its transformative power. Sex, in such 

contexts, becomes not a source of vitality but an expression of the disintegrated self. 

Tom’s later experiences embody this crisis. As his journey unfolds, he is not 

immune to the dulling of the senses that Lawrence so fiercely critiques. His participation 

in mechanical sex reflects a desperate, misdirected search for intimacy—one that 

ultimately distances him further from authentic being. What was once an elemental 

force capable of binding man to life and woman to man becomes degraded into 

ritualised motion, echoing the broader dehumanisation that Lawrence diagnoses in 

modernity. As Neil Roberts observes, “Lawrence’s vision of erotic life is radically 

opposed to the routines of modern sexuality; it demands that sex become sacramental, 

not functional” (Roberts 120). Tom’s faltering movement toward self-regeneration thus 

involves not only confronting the mental idealisations of love but also reclaiming a form 
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of sexuality that is once again sacred, rooted in presence, and capable of revitalising the 

soul. 

Unconscious Vs Conscious Bonding: Love Vs Mechanical Sex 
 
Tom’s early rejection of the mental self is not a mere act of youthful rebellion; it reflects 

Lawrence’s conception of a character still grounded in the vitality of blood-

consciousness—a form of intuitive being rooted in bodily awareness and emotional 

immediacy. Unlike his contemporaries, whose identities increasingly align with abstract 

mental constructs, Tom remains tethered to the unconscious, spontaneous self. This 

distinction is crucial in understanding Lawrence’s vision of regenerative love. For 

Lawrence, it is not the cultivated mind but the unmediated self—the “dark, dumb god” 

of blood-consciousness—that enables the possibility of authentic union. As such, Tom's 

enduring connection to this mode of being not only sustains his existential vitality but 

also sharpens his awareness of the emotional and spiritual vacuity inherent in purely 

mechanical sex. Lawrence dramatizes this realization most vividly in Tom’s encounter 

with the prostitute—a scene that encapsulates the central moral crisis of modern 

sexuality. The experience, devoid of emotional or spiritual resonance, leaves Tom with 

a profound sense of loss and dread. It is not simply sexual disappointment but an 

existential rupture, a moment in which he confronts the terrifying possibility that all 

male-female relations might be reduced to such emptiness. Lawrence writes:  

 
What prevented his returning to a loose woman, over and above the natural squeamishness, was the 
recollection of the paucity of the last experience. It had been so nothing, so dribbling and functional, 

that he was ashamed to expose himself to the risk of the repetition of it.  
 

(Lawrence, 14) 
 
This passage reveals that for Tom, love is not merely a sentimental ideal or social 

convention, but a sacred quest that threatens to dissolve in the face of impersonal sexual 

experience. His disillusionment marks a key point in Lawrence’s narrative of self-

regeneration: the recognition that love, if it is to be vital and transformative, must 

emerge from the depths of the unconscious being rather than surface-level gratification. 

Tom’s inner turmoil thus exposes the larger existential problem: how to recover a living 

bond between man and woman in a world increasingly driven by functionality and 
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detachment. 

Lawrence clarifies this idea further in Morality and the Novel, where he critiques 

prostitution as emblematic of love's degradation in the modern world. He asserts: “If a 

man establishes a living relation to her, if only for one moment, then it is life. But if it 

doesn’t: if it is just money and function, then it is not life, but sordidness and a betrayal 

of living” (Lawrence 140). Tom’s experience reflects this very betrayal. His physical 

act is not vivifying but devitalising, underscoring Lawrence’s idea that sex divorced 

from emotional resonance results in existential barrenness. The scene does not merely 

portray personal failure; it symbolises the death of spiritual connectivity in an age 

dominated by what Fromm would later call “commercialised” or instrumental sex. 

Fromm’s critique strengthens Lawrence’s argument. In The Art of Loving, he contends 

that sex, in its highest form, is an expression of union and a manifestation of self-

transcending love. When severed from this function, it becomes either a commodity or 

a neurotic escape from loneliness: “The sexual act without love never bridges the gap 

between two human beings, except momentarily” (Fromm 52). Tom instinctively 

understands this. Although he cannot articulate the metaphysical nature of his 

disappointment, his blood-consciousness alerts him to the absence of what Lawrence 

would call a “living relation.” The experience thus catalyzes a deeper awareness within 

Tom: that genuine love must transcend mere physical desire and function instead as a 

sacramental bond. 

What remains especially compelling is that Tom’s understanding is rooted in the 

body, not the mind. Lacking the intellectual vocabulary to articulate his anxiety, he 

instead feels it viscerally—a tension in the soul, not an idea in the head. Lawrence thus 

dramatizes an important theme: the body as a site of knowledge, intuition, and spiritual 

discernment. Tom’s journey toward a regenerative relationship with a woman must first 

pass through this bodily recognition of what love is not. Only by confronting the sterility 

of mechanical sex can he begin to reorient himself toward the sacredness of true erotic 

union. As the novel progresses, this unconscious awareness gradually shapes Tom’s 

attitudes toward women and reflects Lawrence’s call for a reconfiguration of gender 

relations—one rooted not in utility or sentiment, but in mutual presence and spiritual 

risk. 
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The Search For True Intimacy: Wanderings Of An Authentic Soul 
 
Tom wanders restlessly, searching for something that might simultaneously fulfil his 

bodily needs and rekindle the inner flame of life. Endowed with an innate delicacy and 

generosity, as Lawrence portrays him, Tom possesses a magnetic appeal to women. Yet 

the brief romantic encounters he experiences—especially with foreign women detached 

from his familiar surroundings—serve only to deepen his unconscious yearning for 

meaning. Lawrence captures this state of searching and wonder: 

 
What was it all? There was a life so different from what he knew. What was there outside his 

knowledge? How much? What did everything mean? Where was life, in that which he knew, or all 
outside him? 

 
(Lawrence, 18) 

 

Tom’s wonderings do not originate from a conscious search for selfhood. His questions 

suggest that he does not view himself as a separate, autonomous individual. Rather, he 

passively inhabits his world, lacking both reflective awareness and verbal articulation. 

He exists primarily through the body and flesh, albeit with a significant emotional depth 

that gestures toward a latent, more integrated self. This moment marks a turning point 

in his development, a dawning realisation that life may stretch far beyond the confines 

of land and farm labour. The awakening, though sparked by the sexual impulse, is not 

merely libidinal—it is existential. His desire gestures towards the broader stirrings of 

consciousness provoked by the social and industrial shifts of the time. The encroaching 

signs of modernity, such as the canal and the early signs of mechanisation, silently 

permeate his awareness. Marvin Mudrick captures this transformation when he writes: 
 

The breakup of the community is too sudden and unanticipated as railways and canals cut across the 
enclosed spaces of the mind, and the individual is freed from the traditional unquestioned 

preoccupations to think and do what?  
 

(Mudrick 19) 
 

Here, Mudrick emphasises that the so-called liberation brought by industrialisation is, 

in truth, a form of psychic disorientation. As Fromm similarly argues in The Sane 

Society, modern “progress” results in mass alienation, self-absorption, and the corrosion 

of genuine human ties (Fromm 59–63). Thus, Tom’s sense of separateness—his tension 
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between the old and the new world—sparks both anxiety and yearning for an undefined 

“better” life. His soul searches for something lost: balance, rootedness, and intimacy. 

Issues that his ancesstors did not have to wonder about. Yet he must also find a new 

way of achieving these in a world increasingly governed by disruption and abstraction. 

Lawrence reflects this growing restlessness through Tom’s dreams and erotic 

yearnings. “The result of these encounters,” he writes, “was that he dreamed day and 

night, absorbedly, of a voluptuous woman and the meeting with a small, withered 

foreigner of ancient breeding. He went about absorbed in the interest and actuality of 

this dream” (Lawrence, 18). Here, Lawrence conveys that Tom’s unconscious is 

seeking a deeper union—a relationship that blends instinct and spirit, rootedness and 

transformation. Only such a vital relationship can offer him steadiness and self-

realisation. However, Tom’s inability to find such a partner intensifies his feelings of 

isolation. As Lawrence writes: “He wanted something to get hold of, to pull himself 

out, but there was nothing” (Lawrence, 19). This moment encapsulates Tom’s 

existential impasse: his life is drifting toward imbalance. The object of his desire—a 

woman who could offer a new form of union—remains elusive. Lawrence continues: 

“He dreamed of foreign parts. But somehow, he had no contact with them. And it was 

a very strong root which held him to the Marsh, to his own house and land” (19). This 

image reveals the profound ambivalence in Tom’s psyche. On the one hand, he longs 

for foreignness—a symbolic embodiment of the unknown, the unconscious, and the 

possibility of renewal. On the other hand, he is bound by deep roots to the familiar and 

the ancestral. In this contradiction, Lawrence affirms that Tom’s unconscious 

authenticity—his blood-conscious being—transcends the mental boundaries that would 

otherwise confine him to a static identity. His desire for the “foreign” woman, then, is 

not merely sexual or exotic; it is the expression of his deeper spiritual and existential 

longing for wholeness in a fragmented world. 

To cope with the distressing situation, Tom resorts to heavy drinking and the 

deliberate numbing of the senses. This behaviour is not incidental but deeply 

symptomatic of his inarticulateness and limited capacity to intellectually grasp the 

source of his unease. He has not yet cultivated the reflective, analytical capacities 

associated with a developed mind-consciousness. Thus, he lacks both the vocabulary 
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and the critical distance necessary to understand where his desire stems from, or to 

assess the changing world around him and the historical forces shaping his inner 

malaise—forces we have previously examined through both Lawrence’s and Fromm’s 

lenses. Tom is, in this sense, the first character Lawrence places at the crossroads of 

profound societal transformation, embodying the transition from a stable, historically 

rooted self to the nascent modern ego—one that must experience life, not merely 

through inherited norms or bodily instinct, but from within, through an evolving self-

awareness. This subtle shift in character design marks Lawrence’s philosophical turning 

point: the old ego of tradition and unconscious harmony is no longer sufficient in a 

world undergoing rapid industrial and existential upheaval. Yet Tom is neither fully 

grounded in the past nor fully awakened to the demands of the present. Instead, he 

confronts imbalance with passive neglect, thereby sliding into what Fromm identifies 

as the regressive solution to alienation—the retreat into numbing behaviours that 

suppress consciousness and deny the individual’s potential for authentic relatedness 

(Fromm 68). 

Indeed, Lawrence makes clear that Tom’s drinking is not a social or recreational 

act but a solitary one, suggesting its psychological function. He drinks “in silence,” not 

to enjoy but to forget, attempting to extinguish what Lawrence calls “accumulated 

consciousness” (Lawrence 20). This phrase encapsulates the very tension that drives 

Lawrence’s characters into spiritual crisis: the inability to synthesize the emerging 

awareness of individuality with the embodied experience of existence. Tom’s internal 

disquiet, his fixation on the idea of foreignness and the unattainable woman, reveals a 

deep yearning not merely for change but for contact—genuine, transformative human 

contact capable of pulling him out of numb passivity into heightened aliveness. In 

Lawrence’s view, this desire is not reducible to sexual longing alone; it is rooted in the 

metaphysical need for relational fulfilment, for the kind of deep union that allows the 

self to fully realise its own vitality. As such, Tom’s malaise is not pathological but 

profoundly human—an early symptom of modern estrangement, where man is 

increasingly cut off from the sources of authentic being. 

Yet, though Tom does temporarily silence this budding consciousness after three 

days of drinking, Lawrence is careful to show that the cost is grave. In achieving what 
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appears to be a brief satisfaction, Tom sacrifices his individuality, his “blood-

conscious” centre, the very part of him that Lawrence values as the seed of regeneration 

and resistance against mechanised modernity. “He had burned out the youth from his 

blood,” Lawrence writes, “but he had achieved his satisfaction by obliterating his 

individuality, that which it depended on his manhood to preserve and develop” 

(Lawrence, 21). This passage is pivotal, as it articulates the first stage in the larger 

mechanising process Lawrence critiques: the erosion of selfhood not through external 

domination but internal surrender. Tom’s momentary relief is thus not a solution but a 

warning. It exemplifies how alienation, when met with unconscious retreat, corrodes 

the very qualities that might offer resistance—namely, the capacity to love, to feel, to 

act with purpose. 

Nonetheless, despite this temporary deadening, Tom is not yet entirely lost. As 

earlier passages have shown, Lawrence has imbued him with what he calls a “life 

motif”—a kind of primal authenticity grounded in the body’s unconscious wisdom, the 

“blood-consciousness” that resists full submission to the rationalising, mechanical 

forces of modernity. Tom may falter, but he is not yet fully absorbed into the lifeless 

grip of mind-control. He still holds the potential for what Fromm would call 

regenerative reintegration—the possibility of reclaiming his individuality through 

renewed bonds with self, others, and nature. However, at this point in the narrative, that 

process remains a formidable challenge. The old ways no longer suffice, the new ways 

are not yet clear, and Tom stands suspended between two worlds: one dying, the other 

not yet born. 

Navigating Love And Alienation: Tom And Lydia's Emotional Journey 

In the first phase of his development, Tom Brangwen is still characterised by the vitality 

of his authentic being—what Lawrence conceptualises as the life-rooted “blood-

consciousness”—yet he severely lacks mental self-awareness and the capacity to 

articulate emotions or perceive himself as a distinct, evolving individual. This limitation 

proves decisive as he transitions into the second phase of his emotional trajectory, when 

he encounters Lydia Lensky, a Polish foreigner who will become his future wife. Tom’s 

instinctive and immediate attraction to Lydia signals more than romantic curiosity; it 
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represents the stirring of a long-dormant longing for transformation that alcohol had 

previously suppressed. Upon seeing her, Tom exclaims involuntarily, “That’s her!” 

(Lawrence 22), revealing an intuitive recognition rather than a reflective choice. His 

instant, almost primal certainty echoes the unconscious security his forefathers felt in 

choosing their mates, suggesting that Tom, despite his alienation, still carries a vital 

capacity for unmediated connection. In Lawrence’s narrative vision, this first meeting 

takes on the quality of revelation: the moment marks the beginning of a relationship 

through which both Tom and Lydia are compelled to explore the deeper reaches of their 

selves, attempting to merge and share vital forces within the matrix of marriage. This 

striving, ideally, would contribute to mutual regeneration and individual becoming, 

aligning with Fromm’s notion that authentic love must serve the unfolding of each 

partner’s potential through shared effort and conscious awareness (Fromm,30). 

However, the intensity of Tom’s emotional investment quickly evolves into 

obsession, which foreshadows the complications that will shape their relationship. “He 

wanted to know that she knew him, that she was aware” (Lawrence 22)—but this 

awareness is not intellectual; it is a visceral craving for unconscious recognition. His 

desire is not merely to be seen but to be absorbed and reflected wholly in Lydia’s being, 

bypassing the separateness that real love demands. This brings into focus a fundamental 

concern in both Lawrence’s and Fromm’s critique of modern love: the danger of 

symbiotic fusion. As Fromm warns, “immature love says: I love you because I need 

you,” thus turning love into a form of narcissistic dependence rather than a dynamic 

encounter between whole selves (Fromm, 38). Lawrence anticipates this pathology in 

Tom’s longing for Lydia to mirror his intensity and immediately surrender to love, just 

as he has. But the love that both thinkers valorise is not one of total fusion but one that 

recognises difference, one that oscillates between union and separation, desire and 

resistance, forming what Lawrence termed the “battle” of love through polar attraction. 

Despite Tom’s fantasies of mutual absorption, Lawrence crafts Lydia as a 

character with distinct individuality, shaped by her own internal struggles and past. Her 

foreignness is not simply a cultural marker but an existential condition—one that creates 

a persistent sense of apartness, a boundary that Tom fails initially to recognise. Lydia’s 

separation from her Polish origins, her status as a widow, and her role as a mother form 
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a self-contained identity that resists being engulfed by Tom’s emotional hunger. Her 

daughter, in particular, is not merely a narrative detail but a symbol of potential rebirth. 

As Fromm contends, the capacity for regeneration depends on the will to live and to 

love beyond one's wounded self (Fromm, 109), and Lydia’s motherhood adds a layer of 

vitality that makes her a fertile ground for self-renewal. Tom’s curiosity leads him to 

investigate her background, and when he learns she is a widow with a child, he is 

paradoxically reassured by her foreignness. It affirms his instinctual sense that she could 

reawaken his own vitality. Simultaneously, Lydia, who has the mental awareness that 

Tom lacks, is at a low ebb of her emotional existence and is thus open to the possibility 

of rediscovering her “deeper self” through engagement with his raw, if inarticulate, life 

force. Lawrence subtly aligns both characters at a liminal point: Tom, newly freed from 

his mother’s death and the oppressive rationality of the intellect, seeks union to escape 

alienation, while Lydia, mourning her husband and emotionally paralysed, is capable 

of being awakened through the bodily immediacy and emotional spontaneity Tom 

represents. 

Lawrence thus orchestrates their marriage not as a romantic ideal but as an 

experimental arena for the working out of selfhood through relational struggle. Rather 

than presenting love as salvation, he shows it as a process of discovery and often 

disillusionment, where the vitality of connection must continually resist the lure of 

domination or collapse into sameness. In this sense, Tom and Lydia do not stand as 

lovers who automatically heal one another but as evolving selves learning to bear 

difference and navigate the difficult path between closeness and separateness—what 

Fromm later theorises as the paradox of mature love: “two beings becoming one, yet 

remaining two” (Fromm, 17). Their union, however fraught, carries the seeds of 

regeneration because it is rooted in a shared desire to live beyond their respective 

closures, each offering the other what they lack: Tom, the energy of feeling; Lydia, the 

clarity of mind. 

This initial alignment of Tom and Lydia through instinctual recognition, 

however, soon gives way to a subtler emotional terrain where difference, estrangement, 

and the challenge of authentic contact emerge. Lawrence swiftly moves from depicting 

their mutual attraction to revealing the interior tensions that underlie their union. The 



 93 

emotional journey that follows their first encounter does not unfold as an idyllic 

resolution to their alienation but rather as a delicate negotiation between two fragmented 

selves seeking wholeness. From the outset, Lydia is not presented as wholly present in 

her new environment, nor in her relationship with Tom. Lawrence carefully constructs 

her character as one still anchored in a distant past and in psychological withdrawal: 

“Her face was lifted to another world, to some other place where she still lived” 

(Lawrence, 25). This description does not merely signify emotional detachment, but 

rather dramatizes Lydia’s fractured sense of identity—a fragmentation caused by both 

personal trauma and the psychological impact of her former life in a world more 

advanced in industrialization and societal breakdown than the pastoral English setting 

she now inhabits. her emotional rigidity, her seeming coldness, is not inherent but 

acquired—a defence mechanism forged in a context where mind-consciousness, 

industrial detachment, and the erosion of relational vitality prevailed. Her previous 

life—marked by the suffering of losing two children and caring for a dying husband—

reflects a history of loss and emotional exhaustion. The death-bound nature of her past 

renders her present interactions spectral and hesitant. As Lawrence scholar Anne 

Fernihough suggests, Lydia’s character embodies Lawrence’s belief in the danger of 

“being trapped in the mind” and the resulting paralysis of emotional spontaneity 

(Fernihough 47). Thus, Lydia is not merely foreign by nationality; she is existentially 

displaced, alienated even from her own inner vitality. 

Tom, by contrast, remains rooted in the blood-conscious rhythms of land and 

instinct. His initial fascination with Lydia stems in part from her mysterious aloofness—

she embodies a complexity he does not possess. In Lawrence’s symbolic framework, 

Tom is the man of the soil: intuitive, passionate, and emotionally transparent. Lydia, on 

the other hand, carries the weight of intellectual detachment and historical suffering. 

When Lawrence writes that “Tom was warm, natural, and curiously stable as if he did 

not know what being unsure was” (Lawrence, 29), he is contrasting not only two 

personalities but two modes of being—Tom’s instinctual sureness set against Lydia’s 

divided consciousness. The attraction between them is thus based on difference, not 

sameness, and this difference becomes the terrain for potential growth or disintegration. 

Lydia’s critical awareness of their divide is more developed than Tom’s. She 
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perceives not only the unfamiliarity of the man but also the ontological distance that 

separates them: “It disturbed her, she did not know him. He was a foreigner, they had 

nothing to do with each other” (Lawrence, 29). Here, the notion of foreignness 

transcends national identity to reflect the alienation that arises when two psyches remain 

uncommunicative or unable to bridge the chasm of their respective experiences. In 

Frommian terms, Lydia exhibits the traits of a person haunted by separation and the 

absence of unity—a common consequence of the “alienated self” born in a society 

governed by mechanized routines and instrumental relationships (Fromm, 79). Yet 

despite her intellectual distance, Lydia is not impervious to Tom’s presence. There is 

something in him—perhaps the authenticity of his instinct, the rootedness of his 

being—that touches a long-silenced chord within her. She begins to sense, even before 

she fully understands, that through Tom she might rediscover a forgotten, dormant part 

of herself. 

Lawrence, always attentive to the dynamics of relational development, does not 

allow this awakening to proceed without tension. Rather than offering a sentimental 

narrative of healing through love, he dramatizes love as a volatile force, structured 

around the interplay of sympathy and separation, as he articulates in Psychoanalysis 

and the Unconscious. It is only through the dialectic of emotional closeness and psychic 

differentiation that true regeneration may be achieved. For Lawrence, love must not 

become a static union in which individuality is sacrificed; it must remain a living tension 

between two whole selves. Lydia’s desire to reconnect with life through Tom is thus 

not an abandonment of her autonomy, but a yearning to balance her overdeveloped 

mind-consciousness with the life of the blood, a theme Lawrence tirelessly explores. 

Yet, this balance is far from automatic. As Fromm warns, the danger of love lies 

in its capacity to devolve into a symbiotic fusion, where each partner seeks to dissolve 

into the other, thereby eliminating separateness rather than transcending it through 

unity. He writes, “Love is union under the condition of preserving one's integrity, one's 

individuality” (Fromm,19). Tom, in his instinctual passion, lacks the self-boundaries 

required for such a mature love. His yearning for complete surrender leads him to desire 

an immediate, total absorption into Lydia—a mode of love that risks becoming 

possessive, unconscious, and ultimately destructive. Lydia, on the other hand, clings to 
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her separateness, which borders on aloofness and emotional evasion. She risks 

becoming what Fromm terms the “withholding partner,” one whose refusal to surrender 

emotionally masks a deeper fear of losing her autonomous self (Fromm 106). 

Lawrence’s vision of their union is therefore not idealistic but deeply dialectical. 

He constructs a relational dynamic in which both characters must undergo painful inner 

transformations. Tom must develop the mental self-awareness that would allow him to 

recognize and respect Lydia’s otherness, while Lydia must learn to soften her defences 

and allow herself to be touched by the vitality Tom represents. It is precisely because 

both characters are equipped with the “life motifs”—Tom with the unconscious force 

of blood, Lydia with the critical intelligence of the mind—that their union is not doomed 

but holds within it the seeds of regenerative possibility. Their daughter, Anna, is not 

only a narrative consequence but a symbolic one: she represents the synthesis of these 

opposing forces, a new generation born of the tension between instinct and thought, 

body and mind, self and other. Thus, Lawrence invites us to view love not as a return 

to wholeness through fusion, but as an evolving movement between opposites, a process 

that requires vulnerability, confrontation, and renewal. In doing so, he echoes Fromm’s 

insight that “mature love is union under the condition of preserving one’s separateness” 

(Fromm 20). The love between Tom and Lydia is not a resolution of alienation in the 

romantic sense, but a struggle toward relational authenticity—one that mirrors the larger 

spiritual crisis of modernity Lawrence seeks to diagnose throughout The Rainbow. 

This delicate shift in the dynamic between Tom and Lydia marks the beginning 

of what Lawrence considers the second phase of love: the movement towards 

regeneration. Having outlined the oppositional poles that characterise their respective 

beings—Tom's instinctual blood-consciousness rooted in the land and Lydia's more 

cerebral mind-consciousness shaped by mechanised European experience—Lawrence 

now introduces the early symptoms of transformation and struggle that accompany this 

movement. This transformation begins with Tom’s experience of falling in love, 

described not as a rational process, but a surrender of his self, an instinctive submersion 

into a feeling he cannot grasp intellectually: 

 
Since she had come to the house, he went about in a daze, scarcely seeing even the things he 



 96 

handled, drifting, quiescent, in a state of metamorphosis. He submitted to that which was happening 
to him, letting go of his will, suffering the loss of himself, dormant always on the brink of ecstasy, like 

a creature evolving to a new birth.  
 

(Lawrence, 30)  
 

 
Tom’s surrender to the feeling signals more than infatuation—it introduces Lawrence’s 

critique of inauthentic fusion. Rather than allowing the feeling to awaken a new balance 

between self and other, Tom moves in the direction of obliterating the boundaries of his 

own selfhood. Erich Fromm, in his dissection of the symbiotic union, warns against this 

very movement. In The Art of Loving, he explains that the regressive form of love is 

rooted in the desire to escape separateness by merging, without the preservation of 

individual identity. It is “an escape from the unbearable sense of isolation and 

separateness” (Fromm 20), not a true act of growth. What Lawrence depicts here is 

precisely such an escape: Tom is overwhelmed by the desire to possess Lydia, but this 

desire arises not from a recognition of her as an autonomous being, but from an 

unconscious urge to lose himself in her and so cure his own inner loneliness. 

In contrast, Lydia remains self-possessed, though dislocated. She is not swept 

into Tom’s orbit in the same way. Rather, she is drawn to the possibility of renewal that 

his rootedness represents. While Tom loses his boundaries, Lydia, already a woman of 

“developed mind-consciousness,” seeks a new grounding after a life of displacement 

and emotional detachment. As Fromm puts it, the individual who is self-aware 

experiences “the need for overcoming separateness by oneness, by love” (Fromm 7). 

Lydia recognises in Tom’s land-bound stability the promise of healing—not through 

merging, but through reawakening her dormant instinctual nature. Yet she resists 

absorption, wary of becoming once again an extension of another, as she was with her 

late husband. 

The complexity of Lawrence’s vision becomes clearer when Tom, already deep 

in his emotional surrender, reacts jealously to the visible sign of Lydia’s past—the 

wedding ring. Here, his desire for unity turns possessive, feeding on exclusion. His 

earlier attraction to her “foreignness” and unknowability becomes a source of pain and 

resentment. His wish to be “everything” to her reflects what Fromm describes as the 
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narcissistic dimension of regressive love, where the beloved becomes an object to 

secure the lover’s ego and dissolve separateness. “She had no being towards him,” 

Lawrence writes (29), signalling that Tom cannot yet encounter Lydia as a separate 

other, but only as a vessel for his own emotional needs. Lydia, on the other hand, 

remains aloof, her consciousness still suspended between worlds. She is not ready to 

enter the vitality of the farm life. Yet what draws her gradually closer is not Tom’s 

emotional plea, but something deeper and unspoken—his instinctive connection to life, 

the natural world, and the warmth of the unconscious. Lawrence writes: 

 
she looked at him, at the stranger who was not a gentleman yet who insisted on coming into 

her life, and the pain of a new birth in herself strung all her veins to a new form. She would have to 
begin again, to find a new being, a new form, to respond to that blind, insistent figure standing over 

against her.  
 

(Lawrence, 31)  
  

This moment is pivotal. The image of “new birth” returns, but now it is not Tom who 

undergoes transformation. It is Lydia. And unlike Tom’s passive surrender, hers is an 

act of conscious will—a painful, deliberate movement toward life. This is not the 

regressive fusion Fromm criticises, but the beginning of a regenerative possibility: the 

birth of a new self that retains its individuality while reaching out to the other. It affirms 

Lawrence’s notion that love must be an ongoing dynamic of “separation and sympathy,” 

as he elaborates in Psychoanalysis and the Unconscious, a movement where the two 

beings remain distinct, yet reach across the space between them (Lawrence, 61). 

Crucially, Lydia’s past frames this transformation in poignant terms. She had been a 

companion to a man obsessed with abstraction and ideology. Her description of life 

with her late husband, later in the novel, confirms the mechanical alienation that Fromm 

critiques in The Sane Society: “She followed him just to keep him in condition. She was 

to him one of the baser material necessities for his welfare” (Lawrence 215). Her role 

was reduced to functionality; she was needed only to maintain another’s mechanism. 

He consumed her in the name of progress, ideology, and control—“his persecution of 

ideas of nationalism, of liberty and of science” (215)—a triad Fromm also criticises as 

symptomatic of modern alienation. 
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Lawrence, through Tom and Lydia, begins to stage a solution. Not yet achieved, 

but tentatively glimpsed. Tom offers Lydia a connection to the real, the bodily, and the 

seasonal. She, in turn, carries the potential for conscious transformation, a bridge 

between awareness and instinct. Their union, if it evolves into Lawrence’s ideal, must 

therefore not erase either pole, but maintain the delicate polarity that regenerates life. 

As Daleski suggests, Lawrence’s vision of true individuality takes generations to 

unfold: “It takes three generations, as Lawrence shows us, to produce a genuine 

individual... It is the men, as the opening pages emphasize, that have the longest road 

to travel” (Daleski 35). Tom’s emotional dependence and Lydia’s cautious self-

recovery prefigure the later struggles of their descendants. For now, Lawrence offers 

not a fulfilled ideal, but the embryonic stirrings of love as “a movement,” not “a 

formula” (Lawrence, 63). 

Yet while Lawrence, through Tom and Lydia, begins to stage a tentative 

solution—a balancing act between instinct and awareness—this union is far from 

equilibrium. The germ of regeneration is present, but so too is the threat of relapse into 

old patterns. On the other hand, Tom’s fascination with the lady is not described with 

such positivity as he seems to demand much more of her than she of him. In Lawrence’s 

theory of love based on attraction and repulsion, and because Tom suffers from a 

division in the self between the mind and the body, he seems to stand for total attraction 

with no willingness to endure repulsion. Lydia herself notices this: “She wanted it, this 

new life from him, with him, yet she must defend herself against it, for it was a 

destruction” (Lawrence 31). What Lawrence means by destruction here is the 

absorbance and symbiosis that Tom demands from Lydia. She needs to defend 

“herself,” which means her individuality, her newly gained freedom. She must not 

succumb to a second absorbance in Tom. Her consciousness is different from his, 

because she has already lived in similar circumstances and has lost herself before. Her 

experience of a marital life based on symbiosis is more real. Thus, she sees she must 

seize this chance with caution; her awareness is an essential asset to the couple’s 

survival in later episodes. 

Tom, on the other end of the spectrum, is not aware of anything. He is caught up 

in his obsession and readiness to submit his being to her: “And then it came upon him 
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that he would marry her and she would be his life” (Lawrence 31). He wants to immerse 

himself in her, leaving his being empty and dependent on her presence in his life. Yet, 

although Tom could not control his consciousness with logical reasoning and self-

analysis because he does not have any, he had the chance to immediately contemplate 

the natural order of things and still had the chance to unconsciously “know” the truth 

about himself because he was part of nature and because his blood-consciousness—the 

flame of life—was still within him, as is shown in this passage: 

 
But during the long February nights with the ewes in labor, looking out from the shelter into 

the flashing stars, he knew he did not belong to himself. He must admit that he was only fragmentary, 
something incomplete and subject. There were the stars in the dark heaven traveling, the whole host 
passing by on some eternal voyage. So he sat small and submissive to the greater ordering. Unless 

she would come to him, he must remain as a nothingness. 
 

(Lawrence 31) 
 

The words “fragmentary” and “incomplete” without her depict that Tom is willing to 

lose his individuality for the sake of this love. And although both Lawrence and Fromm 

stand against this form of symbiotic love, they see in regenerative love the ultimate 

response to the turmoil of the self. The changes that are already taking place at a rapid 

pace in Tom’s generation keep causing his internal conflict and sense of disorientation 

to grow deeper, to exterminate his individuality and harmony with his own self. 

Edwards Duane argues in The Rainbow: A Search For New Life: 

 
Some readers consider Tom’s refusal to stand alone as evidence of his weakness. In doing so, 

they support the ideal that people should be willing to stand alone on principle, regardless of the 
consequences. Lawrence eschews ideals and presents instead the inner condition of people who 

remain independent; they are fragments and must remain unsatisfied. Whether or not they admit it, 
people need one another for fulfillment. 

 
 (Duane 50).  

 

Hence, with the idea that the mind is enough for the individual to regulate the self—and 

more so with the advent of the capitalist cybernetic society, as Fromm calls it—there 

seems to be an increase in encouraging people to stand alone, to worry for their 

prosperity, to regard this isolation as strength. Nevertheless, in doing so, as Fromm 
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posits, the individual serves every external thing despite his real, authentic self. He is 

left devoid of any authenticity. 

In Lawrence’s story, Tom’s marriage in this case is necessary—it represents a 

doorway for self-preservation and natural regeneration. Lawrence is not against this 

marriage. On the contrary, he firmly believes that in that age, and all the ages that 

follow, marriage would remain the only possible, natural option for the survival of the 

authentic self and the exploitation of it to its fullest, vivid potential. But the highest kind 

of married fulfillment depends on both the man and the woman extending their being 

to the utmost, on their reconciling and transcending the limitations of either. 

Nevertheless, Tom and the following men from each generation need to learn to be in 

marriage without absorbing the other party completely. Hence, his conflict with Lydia 

would be brutal on his self, precisely because he seemingly cannot “love” without 

“absorbance.” And because she does not want to submit her individuality in an 

absorbent love. In addition to his inarticulateness and inability to assess his own self—

whereas she is equipped with the ability to do so—Lawrence tries to bridge their 

horizons and create a harmonious, regenerative marriage through the acceptance of 

mature dependence on the opposite sex, and by putting limits to the ceaseless need to 

dominate and absorb, which grows deeper and more lethal to the self of both men and 

women in the next generations. 

While the initial union between Tom and Lydia gestures toward the possibility 

of regeneration, it remains fragile, suspended between promise and peril. For Lawrence, 

such early attempts at relationship are inevitably burdened by the weight of inherited 

forms—attachments laced with unconscious desire, instinctual hunger, and emotional 

vulnerability. In The Rainbow, Tom's yearning for Lydia increasingly exposes the 

fissures in his selfhood. Though he possesses a residual connection to the life of the 

blood, he is still a man caught in transition, at odds with the emerging forces of mind-

consciousness and the social expectations of his time. As Erich Fromm argues in The 

Art of Loving, “love is not merely a strong feeling—it is a decision, it is a judgment, it 

is a promise” (Fromm 52). But Tom, at this stage, is incapable of such conscious 

resolve. His desire is instinctual rather than deliberate, blood-driven rather than mind-

integrated. His impulse to love remains unfiltered by genuine understanding of the self 
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or of Lydia as a separate, sovereign other. 

This very limitation renders the act of courtship a site of psychological tension—

what might be viewed as the “third phase” in their relational evolution. Lawrence does 

not romanticise this moment. Instead, he infuses it with shadows, estrangement, and 

ambiguity, emphasizing Tom’s continued reliance on a visceral, pre-rational mode of 

being. While Tom feels compelled to submit himself to Lydia as if to a life-giving force, 

he also manifests what Fromm might call the “infantile form of love”—one based on 

symbiosis and need rather than mature connection. According to Fromm, this immature 

dependency stems from an unresolved struggle for individuation: “The narcissistic 

person is incapable of love; the essential condition for the achievement of love is the 

overcoming of one’s narcissism” (Fromm, 34). In this light, Tom’s approach to Lydia 

is not yet an act of love in the Lawrentian or Frommian sense—it is a reaching out from 

darkness, driven by a longing for wholeness, but uninformed by awareness or genuine 

other-recognition. 

What follows is therefore not a serene moment of romantic advance, but rather a 

fraught, liminal encounter between two beings standing at different points in their 

psychic development. Tom’s proposal scene captures the residual asymmetry in their 

internal landscapes—his yearning, her recoil, his hunger, her fear. Lawrence constructs 

this scene with remarkable psychological subtlety, drawing our attention to the 

unresolved, half-conscious impulses that still dominate Tom’s emotional life, and the 

residual trauma that governs Lydia’s reluctance to surrender. 

 

 Anxious Courtship: “Infantile Male Weakness” 
 
The third phase in the journey toward self-realisation within Tom and Lydia’s 

relationship can be traced to Tom’s asking Lydia for marriage. The passage describing 

this event is saturated with imagery of “darkness,” “foreignness,” and the “unknown.” 

These motifs suggest more than narrative atmosphere; they symbolically affirm that 

Tom remains a creature of the dark—a man who dwells in the realm of blood-

consciousness, instinct, and pre-rational yearning, yet one who is still largely blind to 

the evolving demands of mind-consciousness. The schism within his self persists. He 

remains a man at war with himself, pulled between a natural impulse toward union and 
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a dawning but undeveloped awareness of his inner fragmentation. Lawrence thus 

depicts Tom as someone with the potential for true individuality, but who cannot 

actualise it alone. He needs the woman—Lydia—as an anchor and as a mirror. This, for 

Lawrence and Fromm alike, points to the inescapable role of love as a process of 

becoming rather than mere emotional satiation. 

Yet Tom’s proposal is less a conscious step forward than a symbolic repetition 

of his underlying need to dissolve into the other. His “courage” lies in his willingness 

to acknowledge his need, a feat none of his male descendants will dare to perform, as 

Daleski notes: “It takes three generations, as Lawrence shows us, to produce a genuine 

individual... It is the men… that have the longest road to travel” (Daleski 35). In this 

sense, Tom stands as a transitional figure—more instinctive than reflective, more open 

to surrender than capable of true encounter. The scene in which he proposes is 

emblematic of this psychological imbalance. He is positioned outside in total darkness, 

physically and symbolically separated from Lydia, who is framed by light—a moment 

loaded with metaphorical tension: 

 
"Good evening," he said. "I'll just come in a minute." 

A change went quickly over her face; she was unprepared. She looked down at him as he stood in the 
light from the window, holding the daffodils, the darkness behind. In his black clothes, she again did 

not know him. She was almost afraid. She turned into the kitchen, startled out of herself by this 
invasion from the night.  

 
(Lawrence 35) 

 
Here, Tom becomes not only the suitor, but the intruder—the night visitor who startles 

Lydia out of her centre. His love, still tinged with possessive longing and desperation, 

invades rather than invites. Lydia, though part of the unknown realm Tom aspires to 

merge with, recoils from the form in which it is offered. Her earlier trauma resurfaces: 

she had once been subsumed, erased, in a relationship where she was merely an 

extension of her husband’s ideas. His instrumental coldness, his disregard for shared 

grief, left her emotionally exiled: “he had no time to grieve, he is too self-important that 

nothing matters but his work” (Lawrence 216). That experience taught her the danger 

of becoming a vessel for male ambition. She no longer wants to be “incorporated”; she 

wants to be. This moment of fear, then, is not mere emotional reticence—it is a profound 

assertion of selfhood. As Fromm argues, the refusal to dissolve into another, even under 
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the pressure of loneliness or desire, is a key sign of maturity: “Love is possible only if 

two persons communicate with each other from the centre of their existence” (Fromm, 

80). Lydia’s withdrawal reflects her resistance to repeating the cycle of annihilation. 

She will not enter into a second marriage merely to be consumed again. 

 And yet, Lawrence also hints that something has changed. Tom, for all his 

darkness and confusion, has brought something living into her life again. His 

appearance—awkward, instinctual, but sincere—begins to dislodge her from the long 

freeze of widowhood, the “living death” she had inhabited since her first marriage. She 

had been, in Lawrence’s words, “blotted safely away from living” (215). Tom, however 

incompletely, acts as a fertilising influence. He does not yet know how to love rightly, 

but his yearning plants the first seed of possibility. It is only in hindsight, later in the 

novel, that Lydia realises the import of this third phase: that it marked the re-entry of 

feeling, of human joy, into her experience. But at that present moment, it remains 

fraught, suspended between potential growth and the fear of repetition. 

Lawrence describes the struggle for union between Tom and Lydia in this third 

phase of self-realization through multiple intense and failed attempts at intimate 

connection. In these moments, he reveals the growing tension between their instinctual 

longing for union and the psychological dissonance that separates them. One crucial 

passage captures the essence of their incompatible desires—where physical intimacy 

turns into a desperate encounter that only accentuates Tom’s existential frustration. The 

chasm between them becomes undeniable when Tom realises he cannot “bring her the 

unknown” into his world, and instead, every physical attempt ends in spiritual 

dislocation and growing inner chaos. Lawrence writes: 

 
She got to know him better, and her instinct fixed on him—just on him. Her impulse was 

strong against him because he was not of her own sort. But one blind instinct led her, to take him, to 
leave him, and then to relinquish herself to him. It would be safety. She felt the rooted safety of him, 

and the life in him. 
 (Lawrence 44). 

 

 

This passage subtly dramatizes Lydia’s contradictory desires. Though she feels an 

almost unconscious pull toward Tom’s “rooted safety,” it remains an instinctual 
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response, not a conscious union of beings. Her awakening depends on a connection to 

Tom’s vitality, a life-force that she feels she cannot access through any other 

relationship. Her previous disillusionment with society, and her perception of others as 

“looming presences,” compels her to find refuge in a man who seems physically and 

spiritually closest to her moment of becoming. Yet, she instinctively resists being 

consumed or absorbed, preferring to “relinquish herself” rather than be subsumed. This 

echoes what D.H. Lawrence repeatedly suggests in his letters and fiction—that love, in 

its truest form, must preserve both vitality and separateness (Weekes 173). 

 Tom, however, is far from understanding this paradox. While Lydia moves 

toward a moment of surrender that might contain life-renewing energy, he, bound by 

honour and societal expectations, remains trapped in a mode of action that disables 

authentic response. Lawrence depicts this dynamic with critical nuance: 

 
When she opened and turned to him, then all that had been and all that was, was gone from her, she 
was as new as a flower that unsheathes itself and stands always ready, waiting, receptive. He could 

not understand this. He forced himself, through lack of understanding, to the adherence to the line of 
honorable courtship and sanctioned, licensed marriage.  

 
(Lawrence 44). 

 
Here, Lydia’s readiness for a deep and regenerative bond is met not with an answering 

vitality, but with a mechanical, externalised response shaped by duty and fear. Tom's 

failure to read the symbolic flowering of Lydia’s sexual and spiritual selfhood causes a 

regression into conventional structures. Instead of meeting her spontaneity with 

authentic desire, he confines himself to outdated moral codes. Critics such as Mark 

Spilka observe that Tom's difficulty lies not in emotional indifference but in “the moral 

inhibition of a man whose sense of self is still governed by inherited structures of 

masculine control” (Spilka 93). His very notion of honour, instead of drawing him 

toward deeper union, becomes a substitute for it. As a result, Tom enters a state of chaos. 

When Lydia turns away in disappointment, his inner world collapses into “a black and 

bottomless despair.” He experiences the failed union as a loss of a sacred, once-possible 

communion between soul and flesh. He tries again to reach for her, but feels 

immobilised, “tied with cords.” It is Lydia who then takes initiative. Yet even in this, 

Tom “bungled in taking her” (Lawrence 45). His inability to rise to the occasion 
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foregrounds a symbolic impotence—not merely sexual, but existential—rooted in the 

male’s growing alienation in modern relationships, where he must carry the burden of 

symbolic performance without inner conviction. 

 The moment marks more than an individual shortcoming. It reflects the early 

formation of marital tensions that Lawrence, through the Brangwens, sees as emerging 

from shifting gender roles and psychological dependencies. As Graham Hough 

explains, “Lawrence does not idealise sexual union; rather, he interrogates its failures, 

especially when it is used as a compensation for lack of understanding or real sympathy” 

(Hough 87). In this light, Lydia’s movement toward Tom—her symbolic trespassing 

into male territory—suggests a reversal of roles that becomes necessary only because 

Tom cannot embody the role he is instinctively called to fulfil. Her action is not born 

out of dominance, but out of existential necessity. This reversal, however, leads to 

deeper fissures. Once the woman is forced to become the seeker, the man’s perceived 

failure to assert natural mastery leads to an overdependence on sexual affirmation. He 

becomes a “shadow,” desperate for connection, his demands becoming increasingly 

infantile in her eyes. This disorients the polarity that Lawrence so often posits as central 

to true relational vitality. As Paul Poplawski observes, “the tragedy in early modern 

relationships in Lawrence’s fiction lies not in the absence of love but in the failure to 

sustain the proper rhythm of tension and release between selfhood and surrender” 

(Poplawski 122). The marriage that ensues between Tom and Lydia is therefore born 

not of shared vision or mutual understanding, but of partial impulses and unmet needs. 

Their differences remain unresolved. At times, they drift into mutual exclusion and 

alienation. Lawrence uses this phase to dramatise the psychological impasse that 

prevents many couples from evolving into more conscious unions. Tom desires a kind 

of mindless fusion, Lydia needs preservation of selfhood. Their clashing desires hinder 

the natural rhythm of attraction and repulsion that might otherwise guide them to a 

higher, regenerative connection. 

The Marriage Of Opposites: Sympathy & Separation 

Although the strain in this third phase continues, Tom and Lydia’s marriage remains 

promising in Lawrence’s view because they do not fully project images onto one 
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another or attempt to convert the other into a controllable ideal. Rather, they struggle to 

meet, however fleetingly, as “strangers,” engaging in moments of reciprocal recognition 

and openness to otherness. As H. M. Daleski points out, their union becomes “the 

occasion for a limited but perceptible movement towards something like true male-

female polarity. Lydia is awakened through Tom to a life of the senses; she represents 

to him a vital connection to the unknown. But because Tom is not sufficiently a ‘man’ 

in the sense previously defined, because he both yearns for this unknown and is afraid 

of it, their relationship is strained” (Daleski 39). This ambivalence is dramatized in 

Lawrence’s portrayal of the “nakedness” of marriage, which Tom finds both necessary 

and unbearable. The lack of verbal or intellectual communication between them creates 

an increasing gulf of foreignness and separateness, driving Tom to rely almost 

exclusively on sex as the sole site of connection. Once freed from the societal and 

familial bonds that restrained him before marriage, Tom clings to Lydia with an anxious 

intensity, attaching an almost metaphysical importance to their union. This over-

investment, rather than bringing wholeness, becomes a source of inner conflict. Their 

awareness of their distance from one another is acute; they are only able to bridge it 

during rare, sensual encounters described by Lawrence as sacred but transient 

visitations: “he drew her closer and closer in. […] They were together in an elemental 

embrace beyond their superficial foreignness. But in the morning he was uneasy again. 

She was still foreign and unknown to him” (Lawrence, 47). Here, Lawrence seems to 

sketch a vision of love grounded in the cyclical movement between union and 

separation, suggesting that regenerative intimacy is achieved not in sustained fusion but 

in brief instants of deep connection, followed by retreat. Such a rhythm preserves the 

integrity of each individual self, offering space for awareness—both of the self and of 

the other as separate being. Yet, the quick re-emergence of unease after intimacy hints 

that neither Tom nor Lydia has achieved a deeper form of union that encompasses both 

the conscious and unconscious dimensions of their beings. Tom, in particular, remains 

bound to the need for possession, unable to accept Lydia’s inner autonomy or her 

emotional foreignness. 

 Lawrence portrays the limitations of a marriage founded solely on bodily 

impulses. Though the physicality of their relationship arises from blood-consciousness 



 107 

and offers moments of renewal—especially for Lydia—it is insufficient for sustaining 

intimacy. The couple remains trapped in polarity: periods of intense, elemental fusion 

are followed by stark alienation. This fragmentation is highlighted when Tom perceives 

Lydia not as a partner, but as a strange and unknowable force: “She was back in her 

childhood, he was a peasant, a serf, a servant, a lover, a paramour, a shadow, a nothing” 

(Lawrence, 49). Thus, at this point in their marriage, neither partner achieves a deeper 

integration of self with the other. The relationship is reduced to bursts of physical 

passion—limited, separate, and unsustained. As Erich Fromm warns, the illusion of 

love as a sudden collapse of boundaries often leads to frustration when individuality 

resurfaces (Fromm 33). For Tom, this leads to resentment and a desire for dominance: 

“He remained wrathful and distinct from her […] Of which she became gradually 

aware. And it irritated her to be made aware of him as a separate power” (Lawrence, 

50). Lydia, in turn, retreats into a mystical communion with forces beyond his 

understanding, exacerbating Tom’s sense of exclusion and impotence. 

 Lawrence, through this ongoing conflict, affirms his belief in the necessity—

even inevitability—of struggle within marriage. Tom’s need for fusion and Lydia’s 

insistence on independence become the dual poles around which their union oscillates. 

Their inability to integrate these poles—what Fromm describes as the dialectic between 

autonomy and relatedness—prevents the emergence of a mature love based on active 

care, responsibility, and knowledge of the other (Fromm 41). Instead, their passion 

alternates between exaltation and desolation: “Then suddenly, out of nowhere, there 

was a connection between them again […] What did it matter who they were, whether 

they knew each other or not?” (Lawrence, 50). These ephemeral moments, though 

intense, are isolated from a deeper sense of mutual understanding. The aftermath is 

emotional desolation and personal disintegration. 

 Tom’s despair intensifies during Lydia’s pregnancy, when she instinctively turns 

away from him. Rejected and emotionally annulled, Tom lashes out, projecting his 

dependency and insecurity onto Lydia: “Cold, he called her, selfish […] a foreigner 

with a bad nature, caring really about nothing” (Lawrence, 51). Yet, Lawrence shows 

that beneath this rage is a more painful realization: “he had grace at the bottom of him 

[…] he did not want to lose her.” Tom’s dependency leaves him vulnerable and hollow, 
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unable to self-generate meaning or identity. As Fromm notes, immature love says, “I 

love you because I need you,” rather than “I need you because I love you” (Fromm 38). 

Tom’s crisis stems from the former. Rather than turning inward to reconstruct his 

fractured self, Tom looks to his step-daughter Anna to fulfill his emotional needs, 

repeating the cycle of projection and dependence. As Daleski observes, the marriage to 

Lydia marks both a “substantial achievement and an ultimate limitation” in Tom’s 

development. It represents a break from the Brangwen family’s historical stasis and an 

effort to connect with the outer world—but it is a failed transcendence, an attempt 

without a foundation (Daleski 39). The emotional consummation of the marriage is 

described in womb-like imagery, suggesting rebirth, yet this birth leads not to self-

actualization, but to stagnation: “Then, for a few seconds, he went utterly to sleep […] 

He returned gradually, but newly created, as after a gestation, a new birth, in the womb 

of darkness […] fresh and newly begun” (Lawrence, 36). This “birth” is symbolic not 

of an evolved selfhood but of Tom’s regression into passivity. The language of 

obliteration, of being “sealed in the darkest sleep,” suggests that he achieves temporary 

wholeness only through surrendering self-consciousness, not through conscious 

integration. He has not forged a self through encounter and differentiation, but rather 

dissolved into a momentary oblivion. 

 In sum, Tom’s marriage to Lydia represents both his most intimate emotional 

experience and his greatest existential failure. He never manages to achieve what 

Fromm calls “standing in love”—a form of love that affirms both one's own being and 

the other's freedom (Fromm 37). Instead, he remains locked in the drama of need, desire, 

and recoil, bound to the illusion that the other can complete him. In failing to recognize 

Lydia as a sovereign being with her own depths, Tom forfeits the chance for authentic 

union. Lawrence thus portrays this phase of their marriage as a tragic enactment of the 

modern individual's dilemma: the aching desire for oneness in a world of irreducible 

separateness. 

The Burden Of The Unresolved Self: Tom & Anna 
 
Rather than confronting the emotional turbulence underlying his unmet sexual and 

existential needs, and instead of learning to simply be with his wife in a relationship 

grounded in mutual presence, patience, and a deeper acceptance of difference, Tom 
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Brangwen channels his wounded vitality into a compulsive form of attachment that 

ironically perpetuates his alienation. His excessive physical demands, rather than 

fostering true union, fracture intimacy by reducing both partners to anxious and separate 

individuals. Lydia, who resists being consumed or defined by Tom’s yearning, 

gradually recedes, physically and spiritually, prompting Tom—whose inner 

fragmentation demands constant appeasement—to redirect his longing and dependency 

onto his step-daughter, Anna. Unaware of the psychological implications of this 

transference, and possessing neither the intellectual tools nor the emotional maturity to 

regulate the anxious pull of his inner life, Tom turns toward Anna in an attempt to fill 

the emotional void left by Lydia’s separateness. “He turned to the little girl for her 

sympathy and her love, he appealed with all his power to the small Anna. So soon they 

were like lovers, father and child” (Lawrence, 52). The disturbing closeness of this 

relationship, which Lawrence does not shy away from sexualising through metaphor, 

must be read in the context of his broader philosophy of generational vitality and its 

distortions. Lawrence himself warns against this type of father-daughter fusion in 

Fantasia of the Unconscious, where he reflects on the psychic destruction wrought by 

such misguided affections: 

 
The love which is not between man and woman but between parent and child, and especially between 

father and daughter, may be a terribly evil thing, corrupting both alike. It is a love which has no 
natural consummation… a kind of cancerous affection that turns inward upon itself. 

 
 (Lawrence, 113). 

 

 In the case of Tom and Anna, Lawrence dramatizes the consequences of such a 

“cancerous” bond, which although it temporarily soothes Tom’s sense of loss and 

failure, ultimately disrupts Anna’s psychological development and intensifies his own 

spiritual paralysis. 

 Anna, far from being a passive recipient of Tom’s affection, is already marked 

by a strong, domineering personality. She shows no desire for peer connections and 

views other children with scorn: “She domineered them,” Lawrence writes, “they were 

little people, not her equals” (Lawrence, 53). Her initial rejection of Tom stems from 

her early perception of him as a disruptive force in her exclusive bond with her mother. 
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Her resistance to his efforts to gain her approval is fierce, and her antagonism signals 

her sense of betrayal and possessiveness. It is only after a moment of mutual 

confrontation—when she defiantly orders him to “go away,” and he finally asserts 

dominance in return—that a new relational dynamic emerges. In that charged moment, 

when Tom shouts, “Go yourself—hustle—stir thysen—hop,” and points to the door, 

Anna’s fear turns into recognition, and she instinctively senses a figure who can match 

and contain her powerful will (Lawrence, 57). This moment of conflict strangely 

catalyzes their bond; Anna begins to accept Tom’s presence and even enjoy his 

company. “So they drew nearer together,” Lawrence notes, as Tom starts taking her out 

in the trap, forging a paternal bond rooted less in nurture than in a kind of emotional co-

dependence (Lawrence, 57). However, this emerging closeness is not a sign of healthy 

familial integration, but of unresolved psychic substitution. Tom, rather than 

confronting the inner “care and pain” that gnaws at the foundations of his being, chooses 

to bury it “at the bottom” of his soul, hoping to entomb his existential dissatisfaction 

beneath the daily rhythms of rural life and childrearing. “What did it matter that, at the 

bottom of his heart, was care and pain? It was at the bottom, let it stop at the bottom” 

(Lawrence, 60). Here, Lawrence masterfully portrays the modern individual’s tendency 

to avoid the labor of self-becoming by retreating into sentimental attachments and 

surface-level contentment. In Frommian terms, Tom exemplifies the escape from 

freedom through dependent symbiosis, wherein the self is projected onto another and 

made to orbit around their presence for stability and meaning (Fromm 36). Lawrence, 

too, sees this as a betrayal of life’s vital purpose: the movement toward an independent, 

pulsating self, capable of giving and receiving love without dissolving into the other. 

As Lydia enters labor and Tom becomes more physically and emotionally 

estranged from her, his psychological reliance on Anna intensifies. Yet Lawrence, ever 

aware of the unceasing contradictions of the human heart, allows for flickers of Tom’s 

deeper yearning for reconnection with Lydia. After the birth of the child, Tom finds 

himself drawn again to the kind of passionate intensity he had once shared with his wife. 

“He wanted again the robust, moral exchange of love and passion such as he had had at 

first with her... This was the one experience for him now. And he wanted it, always, 

with remorseless craving” (Lawrence, 67). The language of “robust, moral exchange” 
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signals Lawrence’s ideal of mutuality and authenticity in the sexual relationship—

where passion is not instrumentalized or demanded but arises from the equilibrium of 

two sovereign beings. However, the past cannot simply be recovered. Now that Lydia 

has returned to herself, reclaimed her center in the process of motherhood, she will not 

relinquish it for Tom’s need. “It was not... that she would not want him enough... but 

that she must have her own times and ways.” Tom begins to recognize the limitations 

of his desire, the necessity of tempering his instincts in order to relate to Lydia as a 

distinct person. “He must find other things than her, other centers of living” (Lawrence, 

68). In this realization lies the possibility of growth—but tragically, Tom does not 

pursue the path of individuation or spiritual renewal. Instead, he diverts the stream of 

his emotional energy toward Anna once more, this time more consciously. “He formed 

another center of love in her child... relieving the main flood to his wife.” This decision 

carries troubling implications. Lawrence makes it clear that this kind of relational shift 

is not redemptive but symptomatic of an inability to bear solitude or confront the deeper 

terrors of the self. He writes elsewhere that “the greatest crime is to be dependent on 

the love of another human being, as a permanent source. That is vampirism, and all our 

morality is diseased with it” (Lawrence, 128). Tom’s love for Anna, while tender on the 

surface, is ultimately a form of “vampirism”—he feeds off her presence to escape the 

void of his own being. His occasional turns toward masculine company and heavy 

drinking suggest attempts to externalize or momentarily silence the tumult within, but 

the central drama remains one of unresolved inner conflict. 

Anna, meanwhile, thrives under this dynamic—but in ways that distort her 

development. Her passion for dominance finds fertile ground in the adoring, attentive 

Tom. “She was like a little savage in her arrogance,” Lawrence writes, and her growing 

alienation from her mother—exacerbated when the second child is born—intensifies 

her self-centeredness (Lawrence, 69). Her identity, heavily shaped by Tom’s indulgence 

and his emotional dependence on her, grows into one that excludes others and demands 

centrality. She becomes, in effect, the sun around which others must revolve, and later 

in life, this dynamic will make her deeply incompatible with a partner who does not 

grant her the same unquestioning centrality. Her eventual conflict with Will is already 

foreshadowed in this early formation, as she learns to associate love with being the 
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object of excessive devotion, rather than the participant in a mutual unfolding. Thus, 

Tom’s overinvestment in Anna—born from his failure to integrate his own sexual, 

emotional, and spiritual drives—forms the bedrock of her narcissistic tendencies. She 

absorbs his gaze as a mirror of her importance and learns to regard others as extensions 

of herself, much like Tom had once regarded Lydia. The cycle repeats itself: the modern 

individual, broken and alienated, seeks refuge in a relationship not for communion but 

to escape his own existential fragmentation. In this sense, Lawrence dramatizes not 

merely the personal tragedy of Tom and Anna, but a broader cultural pathology—one 

that sees love not as a meeting of two whole beings, but as a desperate clutch at the 

other in order to avoid the terrifying labour of becoming whole oneself. 

 

Authenticity Of Being: On The Road To Self- Realization 
 
The emotional collapse of Tom’s bond with Anna marks a turning point in his internal 

struggle. Having unconsciously relied on her as a vessel through which to unify his 

fractured self—a living extension of his being—Tom is left unmoored when Anna 

begins to assert her own separate identity. Her emotional withdrawal and growing 

resistance confront him with the reality that the fulfillment he sought through her was 

never truly reciprocal or sustainable. Deprived of this illusory source of wholeness, Tom 

once again spirals into inner disarray. The failure of this emotional fusion rekindles a 

restless yearning for something beyond the ordinary, something to fill the void that 

neither his relationship with Lydia nor his paternal role could mend. In this vulnerable 

state, he becomes seduced by the image of a higher, more refined world—a realm of 

intellect, wealth, and polish—which appears to promise a deeper form of satisfaction. 

It is under this illusion that he visits his brother and the doctor’s widow, chasing an 

abstract ideal that will once again confront him with the limits of his own being. Yet, 

Despite his dependence on others for emotional anchorage, Tom Brangwen continues 

to embody a deep-seated vitality drawn from the natural world. Lawrence endows him 

with an instinctive connection to the rhythms of life that, although often buried under 

emotional insecurity or social anxiety, persist as a grounding force in his character. This 

latent liveliness is rendered palpable in the episode where Tom visits his brother, who 

is now the lover of a refined widow—the former wife of a doctor—whose lifestyle 
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belongs to what Lawrence terms the “visionary, polite world.” This world, though 

ostensibly polished, is also mechanical, abstracted, and fundamentally divorced from 

organic life. Initially, Tom resents his brother’s life choices, finding it “too amazing” 

that he has gained access to such elevated company, while Tom himself feels rooted in 

provincial dullness. In a moment of self-contempt, he thinks of himself as “a clod-

hopper and a boor, dull, stuck in the mud. More than ever he wanted to clamber out, to 

this visionary polite world” (Lawrence, 74). This moment of yearning marks Tom’s 

temporary relapse into the old pattern of restless comparison and dissatisfaction that 

had plagued him before his marriage to Lydia—a desire to assimilate into the abstract 

external world of societal success, intellect, and prestige, whose contours he barely 

understands but nevertheless covets. The allure of the “beyond” world, populated by 

individuals who possess “wealth,” “power,” and “knowledge,” generates in Tom a 

renewed desire for self-expansion through assimilation. However, this attraction is 

fleeting. Once he arrives at the Marsh, the home of his brother’s mistress, Tom is struck 

by the immovability of this foreign world. He realizes, with quiet resignation, that the 

social and intellectual sophistication he momentarily idealized is fundamentally alien 

to his being: “He could neither read Browning nor Herbert Spencer nor have access to 

such a room as Mrs. Forbes’s. All that form of life was outside him” (Lawrence,75). 

This admission does not merely signal a cultural inferiority complex but marks a deeper 

existential insight—Tom is not meant for this kind of existence, not because he lacks 

intellect, but because this way of life is spiritually disembodied. 

 The following morning, the ephemeral thrill dissipates, and Tom reverts to his 

natural self. Lawrence renders this transition through a perceptive contrast. If the day 

before had lured Tom with its artificial glitter, the aftermath returns him to instinctive 

clarity. Thinking back on the woman he met, he perceives her as something unearthly 

and vampiric: “There was something about her and her place that he did not like, 

something cold, something alien, as if she were not a woman, but an inhuman being 

who used up human life for cold, unliving purposes” (Lawrence, 75). Here, Lawrence 

suggests the existential void at the heart of this hyper-civilized world. It is not only that 

Tom fails to integrate into this world—it is that doing so would cost him his very soul. 

In Fantasia of the Unconscious, Lawrence attacks the “great mental consciousness” of 
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modernity as a substitute for genuine feeling, warning that intellectualism “eats away 

the mystery of life” (Lawrence,144). The woman Tom meets is not a partner but a 

symbol of this devitalized world. Though Tom remains fragmented in his selfhood, his 

instinct shields him from full mechanization. Despite his material growth—owning a 

house and farm—Tom and Lydia refrain from indulgence in luxury. Their union, 

although strained, remains rooted in lived immediacy, not abstract ambition. 

This turning point in Tom’s journey acts as a prelude to a significant 

reconfiguration of his relationship with Lydia. Following the visit, Tom becomes 

emotionally estranged, adrift in vague dissatisfaction. Lydia, acutely sensitive to this 

shift, confronts him in a rare moment of candour. Their confrontation, rather than being 

purely antagonistic, becomes the locus of mutual awakening. When Lydia says, “You 

do not want to be with me anymore,” Tom is stunned by her insight. “How did she know 

this truth?” he wonders, unaware that his growing detachment has already taken form 

in her emotional reality. The confrontation escalates, yet the tone remains introspective 

rather than accusatory. Lydia challenges him not for dominance, but for recognition. 

She asserts: “You think you have not enough in me. But how do you know me? What 

do you do to make me love you?” (Lawrence, 76). This is the heart of the issue: the lack 

of reciprocity and authentic emotional engagement. Tom has sought Lydia as a means 

to stabilize his own being, but has failed to encounter her as an autonomous presence. 

What ensues is an existential rupture: Tom is forced to see Lydia not as a 

possession, nor a projection of his inner needs, but as a woman with her own emotional 

universe. This shift corresponds to Lawrence’s call in Study of Thomas Hardy to “know 

the other” not through domination, but through reverent recognition of their mystery: 

“What man most profoundly wants in woman is the fulfilled, completed realization of 

the mystery which is himself, the otherness that is himself” (Lawrence, 206). The 

passage culminates in Lydia’s raw confession: “You only leave me alone or take me 

like your cattle…so that you can forget me again…I want you to know there is 

somebody there besides yourself” (Lawrence, 77). In this assertion, Lydia refuses the 

instrumental sexuality that Tom, unconsciously, has imposed upon her. She does not 

want to be used as a vessel for his self-forgetting, but encountered as a presence with 

value and being of her own. Lydia’s emotional clarity at this point surpasses Tom’s. 
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Rather than asserting dominance—as her daughter Anna later will—Lydia seeks to 

rescue the relationship from alienation. Her appeal to mutual recognition contrasts with 

the narcissistic power struggles that characterize many of Lawrence’s later couples. 

Here, the woman desires not conquest, but presence. Tom’s epiphany comes in the 

realization that Lydia might be “lonely, isolated, unsure.” For the first time, he sees that 

she is not the invulnerable figure of completeness he had imagined. She, too, needs to 

be loved consciously. Lawrence depicts this moment as a nascent point of regeneration. 

The couple’s later sexual reunion, while not idealized, is presented as a life-affirming 

return to vitality—a moment of renewed presence that briefly reconciles their individual 

fractures. Thus, Tom’s journey toward authentic being is neither triumphant nor fully 

resolved. It is punctuated by failed gestures, moments of envy, and misguided searches 

for meaning in external realms. But unlike the characters who will later become wholly 

absorbed into the mechanical systems of modernity, Tom retains his instinctive 

resistance to abstraction. In Frommian terms, he begins to move away from the “having 

mode” of being, which objectifies and consumes, toward the “being mode,” where love 

and recognition emerge from mutual presence and effort (Fromm, 36). While Tom never 

fully transcends his contradictions, his capacity for awakening and his receptivity to 

Lydia’s truth mark him as one of the few male characters in Lawrence’s oeuvre who 

embarks on a genuine path toward self-realization—not through domination or flight, 

but through the painful process of learning to see the other. 

 

Culmination To Reconciliation 
 
Having previously depicted the psychological turmoil that plagued Tom Brangwen’s 

struggle to confront his wife’s foreignness—the pain of recognising Lydia as “another” 

who resisted subsumption into his self—Lawrence now dramatizes a pivotal shift. The 

moment of crisis culminates not in ideological understanding or verbal resolution but 

in the body: a carnal contact that finally bridges the existential gap between them. This 

physical union, as rendered in intensely mythic and symbolic language, becomes the 

axis upon which Tom's transformation turns. 

 
She waited for him to meet her, not to bow before her and serve her. She wanted his active 
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participation, not his submission… But he let go his hold on himself, he relinquished himself… he 
received within the darkness which should swallow him and yield him up to himself… really he could 

be destroyed, burnt away till he lit with her in one consummation, that were supreme, supreme 
 

(Lawrence, 78) 
 

 
This passage marks Tom’s moment of self-surrender—not merely to his wife, but to the 

truth of her otherness. He no longer seeks to possess her or erase the boundary between 

their identities. Instead, in this act of sexual communion, he relinquishes the egoic self 

that previously demanded total intimacy as a form of conquest. As Daleski insightfully 

argues, “He also lets go of a self that opposes the mingling with her, that is tightly 

clenched in a desire to save himself, to preserve his own distinct identity” (Daleski 41). 

The movement here is dialectical: Tom’s impulse toward merging with the other, which 

previously resulted in domination, now becomes a movement through submission into 

shared being—a painful but necessary death of the ego. Lawrence explicitly sanctifies 

this transformation using religious metaphor, calling the act a “baptism to another life” 

(Lawrence,79), which positions this corporeal reconciliation not as mere eroticism but 

as a spiritual rite, a sacred becoming that transcends conventional religious experience. 

From an Erich Frommian perspective, this shift signals Tom’s partial emergence from 

the isolating condition of narcissistic orientation. Fromm asserts that the individual who 

“gives up narcissism and egocentricity and thereby relates himself to the world in the 

spirit of objective reason” begins the journey toward love, understood as a creative act 

of will rather than passive emotion (Fromm, 116). Tom’s act of relinquishment, though 

catalyzed by sexual urgency, is nonetheless the first instance of his capacity to love not 

from the desire to possess or reflect himself, but from an acceptance of the other’s 

separate reality. He does not understand Lydia, but he ceases to demand that 

understanding in order to know her: “He did not understand her foreign nature. But he 

knew her, he knew her meaning, without understanding” (Lawrence 79). In this 

moment, Lawrence suggests that true knowledge in love lies not in intellectual 

comprehension, but in existential receptivity. 

This quiet revolution in Tom’s awareness changes not only his view of Lydia, 

but also of himself. He moves from a man who sought fulfilment through domination 
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to one who embraces dissolution and transformation. As Daleski argues, “Lydia is, for 

the first time, a woman to him—not the beyond accessed through womanhood, but a 

woman who happens to be beyond” (Daleski 42). The shift is subtle but crucial: Lydia 

is no longer instrumentalised in Tom’s psychic quest; she is recognised as an 

autonomous being, a centre of her own mystery. Lawrence captures this evolution in 

Lydia’s retrospective gratitude to Brangwen: “She was very glad she had come to her 

own self. She was grateful to Brangwen” (Lawrence, 249). This suggests that Lydia, 

too, is transformed—not in her essence, which remains remote, but in her groundedness, 

her ability to dwell meaningfully within the relational structure of their marriage. 

However, this reconciliation, while genuine, is not complete. Lawrence makes clear that 

their union remains anchored in the unconscious pole of existence. They achieve a love 

that is deeply impersonal, not in the sense of apathy, but in its transpersonal quality—

its rooting in shared, unconscious energies rather than individual, reflective spirit:  

 
They did not think of each other—why should they? Only when she touched him, he knew her 

instantly… she was the gateway and the way out… that she was beyond, and that he was travelling in 
her through the beyond 

 
 (Lawrence 79). 

 

This is an ecstatic union, but it is not fully human in Lawrence’s ideal sense. As he 

writes in The Study of Thomas Hardy, “There must be a marriage of body in body, and 

of spirit in spirit, and Two-In-One. And the marriage in the body must not deny the 

marriage in spirit… the two must be forever reconciled” (Lawrence 7). Tom and Lydia 

achieve the former—intense physical and unconscious communion—but not the latter. 

Their spiritual otherness remains largely unexamined, untouched, and therefore 

unconquered. Their bond is authentic yet limited, deeply rooted yet incomplete. Marvin 

Mudrick offers a tempered reading of their union, observing that “he has a real marriage, 

notwithstanding its ultimate vulnerability to the stress of uncomprehended change” 

(Mudrick 23). This suggests that Tom has achieved a degree of emotional and existential 

stability previously unavailable to him, but it is still predicated on exclusion—of others, 

of external realities, and of dimensions of the self. He is fulfilled in passion, yet 

“unhappily sensitive to the unknown vibrations of what he must do without” (Mudrick 
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23).  

 Lydia’s stance mirrors this duality. She finds a secure centre in her domestic life, 

but at the cost of a narrowed existential horizon. Lawrence tells us that she “scarcely 

noticed the outer things at all. What was outside was outside, non-existent” (Lawrence 

84). In limiting her world to her husband and children, she creates a zone of vitality, but 

it is one disconnected from broader currents of life and change. Tom, too, prefers people 

“in the background” and is respected precisely because “his capacity for living his own 

life without attention from his neighbors made them respect him” (83). Their joint 

retreat into the sanctuary of the Marsh Farm is successful for their generation, but 

Lawrence subtly warns that this strategy will not suffice for their descendants. The 

world will inevitably intrude, and the balance they have found—so delicately poised—

will not be sustainable.  

 Their ultimate remoteness, even from each other, is therefore structural. Despite 

their deep physical bond and mutual transformations, they remain “a curious family… 

a law to themselves” (Lawrence,84). Tom’s early longing for something beyond the 

sensual—his revolt against the ancestral rhythms of the Marsh Farm—remains unmet. 

The mystery of sex and land grounds him, yes, but does not elevate him. His life, as 

Daleski eloquently states, is “both a success and a failure… the sense of failure, the 

consciousness of a narrow-dimensioned limitation of life, gnaws at and undermines the 

rooted solidity of his success” (Daleski 43). Tom’s rootedness provides him with 

security but not transcendence. The deeper existential awareness, the capacity to live in 

full balance between body and spirit, between self and other, eludes him. He has begun 

the journey toward Fromm’s “productive orientation,” but he stalls at the first station. 

This incompleteness becomes painfully clear when Tom prepares to give away Anna in 

marriage. The next phase of his emotional development triggers anguish—proof that 

his existential self remains underdeveloped, clinging to bonds he cannot relinquish 

without pain. The journey toward full self-realisation and authentic being will thus pass 

to the next generation, and with it, the encroaching pressures of a modern world Tom 

cannot understand or resist. 
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Conclusion: Seeds Of Disintegration 

Despite the transient moments of fulfillment achieved in Tom and Lydia’s union, Tom 

Brangwen’s life ultimately falters under the weight of unresolved tensions and the 

encroaching mechanization of modern life. As previously examined, Tom never fully 

cultivates a purpose beyond the immediacies of marriage, family, and land. His 

existential ground remains hazardous, tethered largely to Lydia and the primal 

satisfaction of blood-consciousness, which Lawrence esteems as “the old, primal 

foundation of the self” (Lawrence, 112). But once his daughter Anna is married and the 

immediacy of his emotional world is displaced, he reverts inward once more—only this 

time, not to regenerate, but to withdraw into numbing rituals and superficial pursuits. 

His return to alcohol and material comforts reveals a man seeking to muffle a 

consciousness that is slowly awakening to the limitations of instinctual being in a world 

that increasingly prizes outer appearances and measurable success. 

 Duane rightly observes that Tom, having acquired wealth without expanding his 

inner horizon, “values visible objects more than he once did” (Duane 56). He indulges 

in the pleasures of consumption, delighting in “buying handy little things” (Lawrence 

131) for Anna, attempting to define his worth through possessions. But these objects—

signs of his integration into a more bourgeois economy of values—fail to deliver the 

kind of regenerative experience that marked his earlier, more elemental bond with 

Lydia. The satisfaction he once drew from connection to nature, to blood, and to a 

mysterious feminine principle is now replaced with empty gestures. As Fromm would 

argue, Tom’s shift toward the possession-centered mode of existence signals a 

regression into having rather than being—a form of alienation where objects become 

substitutes for inner wholeness (Fromm, 34). What makes Tom's decline more tragic is 

that it does not come from the absence of love but from the failure to transcend its 

grounding function into higher self-realization. Though his bond with Lydia represents 

a genuine marriage of opposites—mind and body, alien and native, woman and man—

the relationship remains rooted in elemental forces rather than evolved consciousness. 

The polarity that fuels their attraction never ripens into dialectical transformation. As 

Lawrence himself warns in Psychoanalysis and the Unconscious, love must be “a 

mingling of hate and attraction,” a dynamic dance of opposites that transforms both 
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individuals (Lawrence 49). Tom and Lydia indeed achieve a certain depth of mutual 

recognition, especially in their sexual communion, but Tom fails to ascend into a truly 

individuated self. He remains caught in a pre-reflective state of being, where fulfillment 

must come from external givens—family, farm, and woman—rather than a cultivated 

inner orientation toward meaning. 

 His death, then, is not simply an end but a symbolic rupture. The image of Tom 

drowning in a flood—intoxicated, disoriented, and ultimately overtaken—is rich with 

metaphorical weight. It signals the collapse of the natural order that once structured the 

Brangwen identity. The flood is not just water but the overflowing tide of modern 

consciousness, of spiritual fragmentation, of nature striking back against its misuse. The 

breaking of the canal bridge—an artificial construction meant to control nature’s flow—

mirrors Tom’s own inner rupture. He, too, sought to channel nature into ordered 

systems, trying to stabilize his purpose through ownership and material accumulation. 

Yet nature, in Lawrence’s world, is never passive. It remains the inscrutable, vital 

force—the Unknown—that defies containment. Fred’s cry of rage at this death—“He 

could never forgive the Unknown this murder of his father” (Lawrence 211)—reveals 

not only grief but a dawning recognition that the forces of life do not conform to human 

desires. 

 This “Unknown” also marks a decisive turning point in the generational 

movement of the novel. Where Tom, for all his failings, was still rooted in the vitality 

of the blood—still attuned, however falteringly, to the rhythm of seasons and the erotic 

pulse of existence—his heirs will be born into a world increasingly shaped by 

mechanization, abstraction, and social performance. Tom’s symbolic death prefigures 

the more catastrophic fractures to come, as the struggle for selfhood in The Rainbow 

grows more complex and alienated. His end is not just personal, but prophetic. As the 

canal bridge collapses, so too does the balance between man and cosmos, between 

instinct and consciousness, between union and division. 

 Indeed, Lawrence’s vision unfolds across generations not merely as a family 

saga, but as an evolving spiritual diagnosis. The authentic relationship that Tom and 

Lydia momentarily grasp—a union based not on social conformity or utilitarian need, 

but on elemental recognition and mutual polarity—sets a high standard that will prove 
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increasingly difficult to reach. Their love, while marked by pain, silence, and 

incompleteness, contains the seeds of regeneration. Yet those seeds fall on soil that is 

becoming ever more arid. The world of the next generation—Anna and Will—will be 

more deeply immersed in the forces of industrialism, patriarchy, and self-

consciousness. As Fromm warns, once individuals lose connection to their spontaneous 

being and adopt roles dictated by social images, love itself becomes instrumentalized, 

no longer an encounter between real selves but a fusion of social masks (Fromm 76). 

Tom Brangwen dies not only from natural causes but from symbolic exhaustion. His 

inability to integrate instinct with conscious purpose, nature with spiritual vision, 

signals the limits of blood-consciousness when isolated from the broader task of self-

becoming. The tragedy of his death lies not in its suddenness but in its inevitability. It 

is the quiet climax of a life that never fully awakened, a prelude to the louder, more 

fractured struggles of his descendants. In the next generational arc, we will witness more 

complex attempts at love and selfhood, but also more dramatic failures—as the current 

of modern life grows stronger, and the ground beneath the self continues to erode.  

 

3.1 The Second Generation: Overview 
 
The atmosphere at Marsh Farm during Tom and Lydia Brangwen’s time is defined by 

their shared decision to seal themselves off from the encroaching outer world. Their 

desire to form “a community of their own” is not a nostalgic retreat into a pastoral idyll, 

but a symbolic refusal to surrender to the disintegrating forces of modernity. This 

protective enclosure stems from their rootedness in land, instinct, and what Lawrence 

calls “blood-consciousness,” a psychic and sensuous mode of being through which the 

individual maintains a spontaneous connection with the cosmos. In Psychoanalysis and 

the Unconscious, Lawrence asserts that man is “a piece of the universe,” whose sense 

of orientation derives from his bodily attunement to cosmic rhythms, not from abstract 

reasoning or the “mechanical mind” (Lawrence 23). The marriage between Tom and 

Lydia, while not without tension, is rendered viable through their intuitive acceptance 

of the other’s difference, and their shared participation in a subterranean current of 

mutual being. Lawrence does not idealise this union—Tom and Lydia struggle, wound 

each other, and misunderstand one another—but their partnership remains resilient 
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because it is grounded in a deeper, pre-rational communion that sustains them in the 

absence of ideological certainties or social blueprints.  

However, this organic state of being cannot persist unchanged into the next 

generation. What for Tom and Lydia functioned as a spiritual refuge becomes, for their 

daughter Anna, a site of psychological entrapment. Raised within a household that is 

emotionally warm yet resistant to conscious engagement with the world, Anna finds 

herself suspended in a liminal space between the vital unconscious of her parents and 

the nascent modern awareness pressing upon her. She reveres her mother “whom she 

resentfully worshipped,” and simultaneously both loves and depends on her father, 

“whom she loved... but upon whom she depended” (Lawrence 80). Yet in this familial 

structure, Anna inherits neither her mother’s quiet detachment nor her father’s 

elemental simplicity. Instead, she absorbs their limitations without acquiring their 

resilience, emerging as a figure of fragmentation caught between incompatible 

demands. The Marsh Farm world is no longer sufficient. It is too closed, too immune to 

social change, and thereby unfit to prepare Anna for the modern age. Lawrence 

orchestrates this generational transition not through external commentary but through a 

subtle psychological reconfiguration: Anna becomes the locus where Lawrence 

dramatises the shift from an instinctively grounded existence to one fraught with inner 

conflict, divided identity, and the absence of stable orientation. As Fernihough notes, 

Lawrence does not portray Marsh Farm as an idyll. Rather, “the community in The 

Rainbow, like every other, is an abstraction from its individuals who are its only 

embodiment” (Fernihough 17). The integrity of community, then, relies not on fixed 

traditions or physical boundaries, but on the psychic wholeness of its constituents. 

Anna’s early development demonstrates how this wholeness begins to erode. Her 

childhood is marked by a volatile mixture of emotional intensity and dissatisfaction. 

Lawrence describes her as “domineering,” “hostile,” and innately self-contained, 

reflecting an already inward-turning temperament that cannot find adequate channels 

within the static family atmosphere (Lawrence 80). Her relationship with Lydia is 

particularly fraught: while a potent, inarticulate bond exists between them, it is tinged 

with resentment and volatility. Lydia’s emotional detachment and philosophical 

indifference to worldly affairs frustrate Anna, who yearns for active engagement. Lydia, 
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for instance, is portrayed as being unfazed by her sons’ misbehaviour, caring little if 

they “broke a window of a railway carriage or sold their watches to have a revel at the 

Goose Fair” (Lawrence 84). This attitude of emotional disengagement, while conducive 

to Lydia’s own stability, leaves Anna craving recognition and emotional reciprocity. 

Her father, Tom, is equally ill-equipped to guide her. His strength lies in 

unspoken connection, not reflective dialogue, and Anna’s burgeoning consciousness 

seeks more than instinctual communion. She attempts to speak with him, to extract 

meaning from his worldview, but is repeatedly met with discomfort: “Sometimes Anna 

talked to her father... But her father became uneasy. He did not want to have things 

dragged into consciousness” (Lawrence 86). Tom, whose vitality depends on the 

unconscious rhythms of life, cannot accompany Anna on her quest for self-articulation. 

This failure creates a rupture: Anna remains emotionally bound to her parents but 

simultaneously alienated from them, growing in a direction they cannot follow. As 

Lawrence writes, “She was hostile to her parents, even whilst she lived entirely within 

them, within their spell” (87). She lives under the psychic spell of their love, yet also 

resists its constraints. 

This paradox forms the groundwork for Anna’s difficulties in forging her own 

adult relationships. Her union with Will Brangwen, initially romantic, quickly devolves 

into a conflict-ridden battleground where unintegrated desires for dominance, self-

expression, and spiritual fulfilment clash. Neither partner possesses the grounded 

selfhood or mutual understanding necessary to withstand these pressures. The power 

dynamics within their marriage are symptomatic of the broader instability of gender 

roles in a society no longer anchored in cosmic or communal rhythms. Unlike Tom and 

Lydia, Anna and Will cannot seal themselves off from the world. They are the inheritors 

of a consciousness that is no longer protected by instinct, and yet not mature enough to 

shoulder the burdens of modern autonomy. As Fromm argues in The Sane Society, 

modern man has become “an automaton,” estranged from himself and others, incapable 

of spontaneous love or creative expression (Fromm 116). The challenge of Anna and 

Will to form a stable union is emblematic of this condition. Their love must now be 

willed, justified, even coerced—it no longer flows from a shared life-force. 

Anna’s trajectory, then, represents a broader existential challenge. While 
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Lawrence believed in the necessity of reconnecting with the unconscious "dark 

underworld of the self," he also recognised the need to integrate it with conscious 

responsibility (Lawrence 42). The modern individual must navigate both realms to 

achieve authenticity. As Fromm elaborates, genuine relatedness requires both self-

awareness and acceptance of limits, a willingness to approach the other not as an object 

but as a living centre of experience (Fromm 64–66). Anna, shaped by a world of 

emotional richness but lacking in conscious tools, struggles to bridge this divide. Her 

challenge is not solely personal; it is the tragedy of a generation caught in transition—

estranged from the cosmos, burdened by freedom, and suspended between being and 

becoming. 

 

Childhood Of Anna Brangwen: Psychic Complexity 
 
Anna Brangwen’s childhood is marked by emotional precocity, a hunger for psychic 

centrality, and a fierce resistance to marginalisation—qualities that foreshadow the 

relational struggles she will later enact with Will. Born into a house governed by the 

still-resonant bond between Lydia and Tom, Anna instinctively senses her own 

displacement. Rather than submitting passively to this structure, she asserts her 

emotional will with a force that is both chaotic and self-defensive. Her outbursts are not 

childish tantrums in the ordinary sense; they are expressions of a deeper existential 

claim: I must be the centre or I do not exist. Fromm's concept of the narcissistic 

orientation offers an interpretive framework here—not as a superficial vanity, but as a 

structure of the self that equates worth with power over the emotional field. “The 

narcissist,” Fromm writes, “has a sense of omnipotence because he sees only himself, 

and others exist only insofar as they mirror his needs” (Fromm 88). In this light, Anna’s 

early behaviours—her fierce possessiveness over her mother, her refusal to share space 

or attention, her hatred of being observed—take on a structural quality. She cannot yet 

differentiate between love and absorption; the world must reflect her intensity or 

threaten her with annihilation. 

Lawrence is acutely aware of the psychological complexity embedded in Anna’s 

affective patterns. Her violent outbursts are set against the backdrop of Lydia’s 

enigmatic detachment—a maternal coolness rooted in the trauma of loss, immigration, 
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and dislocation. Lydia offers presence but not psychic transparency; she is physically 

there, yet psychically elsewhere. As a result, Anna grows in the shadow of a mother she 

cannot fully reach, and in competition with a father she perceives as both ally and rival. 

Lawrence captures this triadic tension with extraordinary nuance: “She was afraid lest 

her mother should love her father more than herself, she wanted to get between them” 

(Lawrence 86). The primal scene for Anna is not abandonment but triangulation: love 

exists, but it is not focused on her. Unlike Ursula—who later turns her alienation into 

abstraction—Anna responds viscerally, laying claim to the emotional terrain with 

unfiltered intensity. 

The tension between instinct and alienation, presence and displacement, 

becomes the crucible in which Anna’s psychic identity is forged. She craves a union 

that excludes—an exclusivity that would make her the gravitational centre of familial 

life. But what she inherits from Lydia is the opposite: an aura of aloof self-containment, 

a quiet endurance that refuses to collapse into affective drama. Tom, on the other hand, 

offers Anna a mirror of her own unmediated will—a male force that demands centrality, 

just as she does. Anna is thus the product of two contrary legacies: Lydia’s inwardness 

and Tom’s outward assertion. Her early world is not nurturing in the traditional sense; 

it is emotionally charged, but never harmonised. As a result, her sense of identity is 

constructed through resistance: she becomes herself not through secure attachment, but 

by pushing against those who fail to absorb her fully. This formative experience will 

inform all her later relationships, most fatally her marriage, where she will confront 

another psyche that—like her mother’s—resists full emotional surrender. 

Yet Lawrence never renders Anna simply as a child lost in narcissism. Her 

emotional extremity is the symptom of an acute aliveness—a soul that refuses to be 

decorous, quiet, or well-behaved. She demands a relation to the world that is total, 

immersive, even violent. Her struggle is not with others alone, but with a world that 

cannot match her intensity. “She must be everything,” Lawrence writes, “or she was 

nothing” (Lawrence 89). In this way, Anna’s childhood is not only a psychological case 

study, but an existential drama. She is not preparing for domesticity, but for 

confrontation—with the self, the other, and the terrifying possibility that love, when 

real, cannot be commanded. What remains is a girl forged in fire and exclusion, unready 
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for the gentler complexities of mutuality, yet already steeped in the mythic logic of 

dominance and absorption. 

 

Baron Skerbensky's Influence On Young Anna: Shaping Ideals and Future 
Conflicts 
 
Secluded within the repetitive, sensual rhythms of Marsh Farm, Anna Brangwen grows 

up largely insulated from the outer world. Her first substantial encounter with someone 

beyond the insular family circle is with Baron Skerbensky, a Polish aristocrat and her 

mother’s friend. He is introduced as a wealthy vicar, presiding over a large parish of 

collieries, living in an extravagant vicarage—“with a hall like a house, and long 

corridors and many rooms, and a drive and a garden” (Lawrence 80). From Lawrence’s 

portrayal, the Baron emerges as a man deeply embedded in structures of power and 

privilege. He expects admiration not merely for his aristocratic lineage, but for the social 

weight and prestige that accompany his position. Yet this presumed superiority is also 

his burden. It renders him emotionally inaccessible, unable to relate to others without 

asserting dominance. “He was unhappy in the vicarage,” Lawrence writes, because “he 

did not know how to get on with people without making them feel his difference, his 

superiority” (80). In this, he exemplifies the alienated modern individual—isolated not 

by circumstance, but by a belief in hierarchical separation. Yet to young Anna, his 

emotional withdrawal is invisible. What she perceives instead is a luminous, captivating 

presence that offers her a first taste of the world beyond familial intimacy. “To Anna, 

there was a significance about his sharp, flinging movements… She thought him a very 

wonderful person… She felt a sense of freedom near him” (81). The Baron becomes, in 

her imagination, a symbol of magnificence and possibility, embodying an alternate 

mode of being untainted by the close, sometimes suffocating bonds of the Brangwen 

household. Her enchantment with him suggests an early psychological orientation 

toward a life defined not by rootedness and relational entanglement, but by grandeur, 

aloofness, and an ideal of personal autonomy. He offers a counterpoint to the “blood-

intimacy” of Marsh Farm, where, as the narrator notes, “everyone is connected to the 

other”—through land, labour, or desire (Lawrence, 7).  

This early vision of the outside world, shaped by Anna’s impression of the 
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vicarage, mirrors the longing of the women in the novel’s prologue—those who gaze 

beyond the farm, yearning for a fuller life elsewhere. Like them, Anna believes 

fulfillment lies in transcending the domestic sphere and its confining rituals. The world 

outside is imagined not as a site of dislocation or spiritual sterility, but as a realm of 

alluring freedom and self-possession. Her idealization of the Baron persists long after 

childhood, revealing the depth of this early imprint. During a later visit to the vicarage, 

years into her marriage, she is again struck by the “directness” of the Baron’s 

presence—“almost death-like, cruel and sure in its action”—and finds herself inwardly 

drawn to his emotional coldness and control (166). In contrast to Will Brangwen’s 

“diffuse heat and blind hot youth,” the Baron embodies a kind of crystalline autonomy 

that appeals to Anna’s craving for separateness (166). What she momentarily admires 

is not connection, but detachment; not warmth, but precision and strength without 

vulnerability. Herein lies the nascent contradiction at the heart of Anna’s character: the 

desire for intimacy without dissolution, for power without vulnerability, for connection 

that does not threaten the self. The vicarage, with its stark architecture and rigid 

decorum, seems to promise this kind of life. Lawrence writes that Anna “became aware 

that she and Will were not one, and she grew hostile to his assumption that they should 

be” (167). She resents his effort to “suffuse her till she had not her own self apart,” and 

begins to claim her identity by resisting this absorption. At this moment, Anna is still 

without a spiritual or intellectual voice for her resistance—she cannot yet articulate her 

needs beyond bodily autonomy. She demands the right to her own being, but reduces 

this being to physical boundaries. Her instinct for separateness—first kindled by the 

Baron’s image—thus intensifies as Will seeks fusion, not distinction. What she protects 

is not yet a fully formed self, but the mere space in which it might one day emerge. 

From a Frommian perspective, this marks a critical psychological turning point. 

The Baron represents what Fromm might call the illusion of freedom through 

separateness—a belief that autonomy is achieved by withdrawing from intimacy and 

dissolving emotional bonds (Fromm 24–27). Anna mistakes this illusion for strength. 

Her experience at the vicarage offers a distorted model of individuation: a cold, 

unyielding self protected from the chaos of love, but also incapable of communion. 

What she does not yet recognize is that the Skerbenskys are not free individuals, but 
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estranged beings. The detachment she admires is not the product of mature self-

realization, but the outcome of spiritual desiccation. In this way, Lawrence critiques not 

only aristocratic forms of life but modern ideals of freedom that conflate isolation with 

sovereignty. 

This misrecognition continues to shape Anna’s expectations of gender and 

relational roles. Her fantasy of the Baron—whom she imagines as a “Knight of 

Malta”—reinforces a hierarchical model of manhood and womanhood (Lawrence 81). 

In her mind, “the man’s task is to conquer the world and shine in public life; the 

woman’s, to uphold order within the private sphere.” This gendered ideal, steeped in 

aristocratic romanticism, aligns with Anna’s own character: inward-looking, 

commanding, but anxious to maintain control. She does not wish to confront the 

external world herself; it threatens her security. Rather, she wants to dominate the inner 

realm while the man brings her offerings from the outer world—at a safe emotional 

distance. She wants to be “served” and “complemented” by the man, without 

surrendering her autonomy or dissolving into mutual need. But Will, far from 

embodying this ideal, seeks a different kind of union. He yearns for spiritual and 

emotional fusion. He is not a distant conqueror; he is a needy presence. He demands 

more than Anna is willing to give—and less than she imagined she would receive. Thus, 

the conflict between Anna and Will begins not merely as a matter of personality or 

miscommunication, but as a collision of incompatible love models—formed, in part, by 

Anna’s early enchantment with Baron Skerbensky. The Baron, in this sense, functions 

less as a character in his own right and more as a formative psychological and symbolic 

force. He becomes the template against which Anna measures love, autonomy, and 

power—a template that both seduces and misleads her. The tragedy lies in her belief 

that his emotional coldness is a sign of strength, and in her failure to see that true 

individuation, as Fromm insists, “is only possible through love,” through “active 

relatedness to others and to one's self” (Fromm 31). By choosing the fantasy of 

separateness over the struggle of relatedness, Anna unknowingly prepares herself for 

the very relational conflicts that will define—and destabilize—her marriage. 
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Anna’s Struggle: Oscillating Between Authenticity And Falsity 
 
At this pivotal juncture in The Rainbow, Anna’s psychological world begins to fracture 

under the weight of conflicting ideals. Her visit to the Baron and exposure to his 

polished, aristocratic milieu mark more than a fleeting moment of fascination—they 

ignite a latent desire to transcend the instinctual, earthy life of Marsh Farm in favour of 

a symbolic identity rooted in cultural refinement. The Baron, still glowing in her 

imagination as a figure of elegant detachment, becomes the emblem of a more ordered, 

self-possessed world. Anna’s imagination does not merely register this world as 

attractive; it absorbs it as a possible template for becoming. Her attraction to the genteel 

realm is partly mediated by her father, Tom Brangwen, whose quiet longing for his 

daughter to enter “a higher life” imbues her fantasy with familial endorsement. It is not 

simply that Anna wants to become a “young lady”; it is that the very act of becoming 

refined—of being shaped into something graceful and recognisable to the outer world—

appears, momentarily, to resolve the tension between selfhood and approval. Her desire 

to attend the young ladies’ school in Nottingham is not a rational decision but a 

symbolic gesture: a longing to displace the raw intensity of her inner life with a more 

containable social identity. But this absorption into form does not last. Within weeks, 

Anna’s idealism turns rancid. Her initial admiration for the girls’ composure dissolves 

into rage and rejection. “They maddened her,” Lawrence writes. “They threatened her 

being and she mistrusted intimacy” (82). These few words crystallise a psychological 

pattern that Lawrence will return to repeatedly in Anna’s development: the arc from 

idealisation to rejection, from absorption to resistance, from projection to rupture.

 Lawrence establishes a stark contrast between the unadorned emotional rhythm 

of life at Marsh Farm and the brittle, codified performances of bourgeois gentility. The 

farm represents a realm of primal belonging—a space in which feelings erupt unfiltered, 

where intensity binds rather than alienates. There, “little things did not count,” and 

individuals were not subjected to continuous surveillance or micro-social judgment 

(82). For Anna, this environment—though far from tranquil—is at least recognisable; 

it speaks a language she can inhabit. In contrast, the young ladies’ school operates 

through a symbolic economy of surveillance and conformity. There, identity is 

mediated by external signs: clothes, posture, voice modulation, and social alliances. It 
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is a world where one is always seen, always evaluated—a mode of being that strikes at 

the core of Anna’s psychic instincts. What unsettles her is not just the falsity of the 

environment, but the very idea that subjectivity must be monitored and performed in 

order to be accepted. Lawrence underscores her alienation with almost clinical 

precision: “She mistrusted herself, mistrusted the outer world” (82). It is a moment of 

doubled estrangement: her own selfhood feels fragile, unrecognisable, while the social 

world appears intrusive, dissecting. Fromm’s reflections on the modern fear of 

spontaneous identity resonate here. In Escape from Freedom, he writes, “The individual 

becomes alienated from himself, his fellow men, and nature” (146). Anna’s dissonance 

is more than emotional; it is ontological. She experiences the bourgeois world not 

merely as distasteful, but as a threat to her being—one that demands the sacrifice of 

authenticity in exchange for social intelligibility. Her retreat from it is thus not a gesture 

of youthful rebellion but a radical act of psychic self-preservation. 

Anna’s disillusionment intensifies as she confronts the existential cost of 

participation in a world built on appearances. What once shimmered with promise—the 

grace, elegance, and poise of refinement—now reveals itself as hollow performance, a 

theatre of social roles drained of vitality. Her classmates, whom she first approached 

with curiosity, soon seem “commonplace people,” absorbed in “little falsities that 

irritated her beyond bearing” (82). This is not simply a matter of taste, nor of adolescent 

volatility. It is a deeper psychic rejection of a structure of life that subordinates being to 

appearance, spontaneity to decorum. Anna’s sensibility, forged in the immediacy of 

Marsh Farm, cannot adjust to a world where emotion must be scripted, where gestures 

must be filtered through the codes of etiquette. Significantly, Lawrence juxtaposes her 

rejection of school life with a rich evocation of the Brangwen home: “For at the Marsh, 

life had indeed a certain freedom and largeness. There was no fret about money, no 

mean little precedence, nor care for what other people thought…” (82). This passage 

doesn’t simply recall a pastoral ideal—it defines the ground of Anna’s psychic 

coherence. Marsh Farm is not idyllic, but it allows the self to unfold organically, without 

interruption by external judgment. In Fromm’s terms, it is a space of “being” rather than 

“having”—a world where relationships are valued not for what they display but for what 

they embody (Fromm 37). Anna’s refusal to adapt to the school’s unspoken rules of 



 131 

competition and visibility is therefore not immature defiance, but a refusal to surrender 

the intuitive logic of the body to the abstract logic of social legibility. Still, her 

withdrawal is not entirely empowering. What she gains in authenticity, she risks in 

isolation. The world of Marsh Farm may protect her from falsity, but it does not teach 

her how to navigate ambiguity or tolerate difference. Her instinct for purity, unchecked 

by self-reflection, becomes an early sign of the absolutism that will later strain her 

marriage. 

 Before meeting Will Brangwen, Anna remains suspended in a space of psychic 

tension—a liminal zone between inherited intensity and external falsity. On the one 

hand, she longs to escape the cloying enmeshment of her parents’ relationship, to assert 

a sovereignty that is not bound by their drama of passion and self-sacrifice. On the other, 

she recoils from the artificial world of modern society, which she perceives as a 

deadening realm of performance, status, and symbolic exchange. This double recoil 

leaves her unanchored: she neither identifies with the world she knows nor with the one 

she rejects. Her crisis thus becomes ontological. As Lawrence makes clear, Anna does 

not merely reject social norms; she begins to recoil from the very mechanisms through 

which meaning is ordinarily mediated: language, ritual, thought. “She became an 

assiduous church-goer,” Lawrence writes. “But the language meant nothing to her: it 

seemed false… In the mouth of the clergyman, they were false, indecent” (87). Her 

rejection of spiritual discourse is not a rejection of spirit, but of its degradation into 

hollow speech. She disavows what she cannot inhabit. Even reading becomes 

intolerable: “Again the tedium and the sense of the falsity of the spoken word put her 

off” (87). Her alienation from language reveals a condition that Fromm would describe 

as spiritual aphasia—an incapacity to translate lived feeling into symbolic expression. 

“Man is the only being for whom his own existence is a problem,” Fromm writes, “and 

who must solve it through the means of symbol and self-awareness” (Fromm 40). For 

Anna, this symbolic solution breaks down. Her suffering becomes incommunicable, felt 

only in the body, as when Lawrence describes her as “someone being tortured in a cell 

that could neither stand nor lie stretched out” (87). Yet even this image collapses under 

her refusal to acknowledge vulnerability: “She did not think of herself in the cell.” This 

phrase encapsulates the depth of Anna’s inner disavowal—not only of pain, but of the 
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self who suffers it. What we encounter here is not rebellion but psychic fragmentation: 

a subject who feels deeply but cannot articulate her need, who craves presence but 

cannot name her absence. Her rejection of outer systems—language, religion, 

education—therefore leaves her not liberated, but unmoored. 

Whereas Tom Brangwen ultimately resolves his spiritual confusion through a 

return to the rhythms of labour, land, and generational continuity, Anna remains adrift. 

She possesses no equivalent source of rootedness—neither cultural inheritance, nor 

spiritual language, nor inner symbolic order that might stabilise her growing psychic 

complexity. What she has instead is a hollowed-out field of perception: a world of 

shadows and surfaces, in which others appear insubstantial, interchangeable, almost 

spectral. Most people register as interruptions rather than presences, distractions rather 

than partners in mutual becoming. Even men, who might traditionally offer her new 

avenues of emotional attachment, are dismissed as mere entertainments—“objects of 

amusement,” she thinks, unworthy of full recognition. Only her father stands apart. In 

Anna’s inner landscape, Tom looms as a mythic figure, absorbing the totality of her 

emotional imagination. “He was large, looming, a kind of Godhead, he embraced all 

manhood for her, and other men were just incidental” (88). This total identification with 

Tom is more than affection or even reverence—it is a form of emotional symbiosis. 

Fromm defines such symbiosis as a situation in which the individual “ceases to be an 

independent self and merges with another,” not out of love, but out of fear of separation 

and self-definition (Fromm 36). Anna’s over-identification with Tom is thus not only a 

repetition of his longing for youth and centrality in her, but also a refusal to individuate. 

In idealising him, she preserves a symbolic image of omnipotent masculine presence 

while denying the legitimacy of other emotional connections. This results in a relational 

closure, a loop that repels intimacy while craving recognition. Tom is both her model 

and her mirror: a figure who affirms her centrality, even as he unconsciously fosters her 

dependency. Yet this psychological enclosure begins to fracture with the arrival of Will 

Brangwen. Coming from the industrial streets of Nottingham, Will brings with him not 

only a new masculine energy but a symbolic rupture. His presence initiates the slow 

unwinding of Anna’s emotional solipsism—not through confrontation, but through the 

subtle shock of otherness. She is drawn to him precisely because he is not her father: 
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because he does not fit into the circuit of known intimacy. This attraction is not yet love, 

nor recognition, but the first stirring of a possibility—however fragile—that something 

beyond repetition may be possible. 

As Anna moves from childhood into adolescence, her emotional patterns do not 

dissolve; they deepen, becoming more stylised and less visible, though no less 

controlling. What once took the form of overt possessiveness now manifests as a 

psychic absolutism: the power to shape her environment through mood, presence, and 

withdrawal. Lawrence is careful never to render this as simple selfishness. Rather, 

Anna’s interiority is presented as the fusion of two powerful, opposing legacies. From 

Lydia, she inherits an austere emotional self-containment, a sovereign silence that 

resists being penetrated; from Tom, she absorbs the opposite—a need for emotional 

centrality, a yearning to be the gravitational point around which others orbit. These 

energies do not cancel each other out but coexist in friction, making Anna magnetic yet 

unpredictable, both emotionally available and fiercely autonomous. Lawrence 

frequently cloaks her in images of elemental intensity: the sun, fire, and rising heat 

become metaphors for her emotional presence—a being that must burn visibly to be 

validated. Fromm would read this development as the consolidation of the narcissistic 

orientation—not in its flamboyant or exhibitionist form, but as the internalisation of 

power as emotional indispensability. The self becomes real only in proportion to its 

power to shape or overwhelm the emotional reality of others. In adolescence, Anna 

ceases to lash out and instead demands confirmation—silently, intensely, and without 

compromise. 

Before examining the arrival of Will Brangwen and the psychic tension he 

introduces into Anna’s life, it is essential to retrace the terrain she has already crossed. 

Anna’s rejection of the genteel world is not merely a refusal of social falsity—it is the 

symptom of a deeper existential fracture. She cannot construct a coherent identity 

because she refuses, or cannot tolerate, the integration of feeling, thought, and symbolic 

form. Language repels her, religion fails her, and human relations blur into the 

background. What remains is a self highly charged but unstructured—alive with 

emotional force but suspended in isolation. Fromm’s notion of narcissism as a form of 

self-enclosure, where the world exists only as a projection of the self’s own rhythms, 
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applies with unsettling accuracy here. “The narcissistic orientation,” Fromm writes, 

“means that one experiences oneself as the only reality, and all others are seen as blurred 

or empty shadows” (Fromm 111). This is not arrogance but fragility: a defence against 

the terror of the other as a real and separate being. Anna seeks uniqueness, not for 

vanity’s sake, but as a bulwark against dissolution. She desires recognition that confirms 

her singularity without asking her to surrender autonomy. But the cost of this absolutism 

is steep. Her early emotional patterns—so vividly shaped by her symbiotic attachment 

to Tom and her symbolic rejection of society—have calcified into a worldview that both 

repels and demands connection. She is caught in a psychic cul-de-sac: unfulfilled by 

solitude, but mistrustful of mutuality. As she crosses the threshold into romantic 

attachment, Anna does not enter it with clarity or openness. She brings with her a 

structure of demand, a psychic script forged in childhood and reinforced by negation. 

What she seeks in love is not communion but confirmation—a mirror that reflects 

without distorting, a presence that validates without threatening. Into this unresolved 

space steps Will Brangwen: not as a saviour, but as a man shaped by his own symbolic 

cosmos, his own hunger for transcendence. Their meeting will not offer resolution; 

rather, it will stage the next chapter in Lawrence’s intergenerational drama—a drama 

where instinct, symbolism, and desire clash in the crucible of modern love. 

Anna and Will: Resuming The New Generational Struggle 

Following the generational blueprint laid by Tom and Lydia Brangwen—whose bond, 

though turbulent, ultimately achieved a regenerative synthesis between instinctual 

vitality and spiritual depth—the narrative shifts to their immediate heirs: Anna and Will 

Brangwen. Yet while Tom and Lydia's relationship retained a grounding in the ancestral 

soil of blood-consciousness and yielded moments of mutual becoming, Anna and Will’s 

bond intensifies the underlying dissonance. Their union is not a continuation but a 

fracturing—a failed relay of embodied consciousness into a world increasingly 

alienated from elemental being. Where the first generation struggled to reconcile 

instinct with awakening mind, the second confronts a more insidious conflict: how to 

maintain psychic wholeness when the cultural, symbolic, and emotional ground has 

eroded beneath them. Anna and Will are no longer connected to the sacred rhythm of 
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earth and labour; they inherit modernity not only as a cultural condition but as an inner 

fragmentation. The decline is no longer external—it is internalised. Lawrence 

dramatises here not a change in circumstance but a shift in psychic weather. The tension 

between self and other has lost its mythic proportions and become domestic, intimate, 

and quiet—yet no less tragic. Their relationship emerges as a theatre of mirrored 

wounds rather than mutual discovery. If Tom and Lydia wrestled with the elemental 

forces of blood and spirit, Anna and Will struggle with the psychic debris of 

disconnection: projection, dependency, and the failure to transform desire into dialogue. 

What results is not the fusion of two vital beings, but the fusion of two incomplete 

ones—an interlocking of needs rather than a meeting of selves. 

Although Anna’s inner contradictions and psychic limitations have been closely 

traced, it is imperative not to attribute the volatility of her marriage solely to her. Will 

Brangwen, too, enters the union carrying deep inner fractures—conflicts no less 

profound than Anna’s, if more muted and slow-burning. His psyche is cleaved between 

the inherited codes of conventional respectability—externalised in his stoic behaviour 

and silent submission to social norms—and a darker, subterranean sensuality that 

hungers for possession, absorption, and dominion. Lawrence captures this duality in 

stark terms, noting Will’s drive “to destroy and conquer and entirely absorb the other” 
(122). Such language reveals not mere passion, but an unconscious compulsion to erase 

separateness through domination. Fromm’s analysis of destructiveness as a form of 

psychic compensation offers an illuminating framework here. In Escape from Freedom, 

Fromm suggests that when individuals are alienated from productive, life-affirming 

modes of existence, they may turn to destructive impulses—not out of sadism, but as 

an attempt to overcome their own powerlessness (154). Will’s impulse to “conquer” is 

not a sign of strength but of psychic vulnerability, a testament to his inability to establish 

meaning within himself. His desire for Anna is not rooted in curiosity or openness, but 

in a hunger to make her a fixed symbol in his inner architecture. He needs her not as a 

person but as a lodestone for his diffused self. 

This inner split sets the tone for a new generational crisis—one that differs in both 

quality and depth from that of Tom and Lydia. Whereas Tom Brangwen’s struggle with 

Lydia involved the effort to reach into mystery and accept a foreign emotional world, 
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Will does not seek understanding but containment. The female other is not a horizon to 

approach but a force to capture and secure. The disintegration Lawrence traces in this 

generation is no longer mythic, as with Tom’s yearning for rebirth through Lydia’s 

foreignness. It is psychological: the collapse of the self’s capacity to bear the other as 

separate, autonomous, and unknowable. In Will and Anna’s marriage, the tragedy lies 

not in their failure to love, but in their failure to recognise the other without subsuming 

or resisting them. Their passion lacks a dialectic; it erupts without alchemy, consumes 

without creating. Thus, the intergenerational continuity Lawrence dramatizes is not 

simply a passing down of temperament but a mutation: the inherited energies of instinct 

and need are no longer in conversation with spiritual or symbolic form. They become 

closed systems, turned inward, spiralling toward collapse. 

Will Brangwen’s entrance into the narrative does not merely initiate a new marital 

dynamic; it ushers in a symbolic worldview whose inner structure fundamentally 

diverges from Anna’s instinctive immediacy. Where Anna responds to life through 

bodily rhythm and emotional temperature—reacting in visceral waves to the present 

moment—Will is drawn to permanence, to form, to the sacred stasis of beauty. His 

sensibility is almost medieval in texture, shaped by a reverence for mystery and an 

aesthetic devotion to idealised order. Love, for Will, is not primarily relational but 

spiritualised—it is a sacrament. He does not want to engage with Anna’s flux but to 

enshrine her in symbolic stillness.This becomes especially evident in his absorption 

with the cathedral, where he carves religious figures not only with technical precision 

but with devotional fervour. His carving is not a profession but a sacred act—an attempt 

to bring spiritual form to the formlessness of existence. As he labours over the stone, 

his soul aligns with a rhythm he believes to be eternal. “It was a rich and religious world 

he had come into, where life was an ecstasy of beauty,” Lawrence writes, capturing the 

sacred intoxication of Will’s symbolic imagination (Lawrence 191). In this world, love 

is not immediate or intuitive; it is reverent, structured, almost liturgical. Anna, to Will, 

becomes the centrepiece of a private mythology—an image of grace and mystery to be 

placed within the temple of his inner cosmos. 

Fromm would see in this idealisation the early signs of idolatrous love, where the 

beloved is less a partner than a projection of sacred longing. In The Art of Loving, he 
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describes this form of attachment as one in which the beloved is elevated into a fixed 

ideal, thus becoming a projection rather than a person. “The idol is the projection of 

one’s own powers and desires,” Fromm writes, “and the worshipper becomes dependent 

on it, alienated from his own being” (Fromm 48). Will does not love Anna as she is; he 

loves her as a figure in his inner cathedral, an object of spiritual investment whose 

function is to stabilise his internal world. Lawrence already hints at the warning signs 

of such attachment as it breaks the natural flow of life which is to him, characterized by 

constant motion, attraction then repulsion, individuality then togetherness. Placating 

everything—even love in one static approach is dangerous and can ultimately be 

deadening in the long trajectory of self-renewal.  

Yet at this stage of their union, there is no rupture—only the beginnings of 

dissonance, as Anna's fiery vitality resists being cast in stone. She, who demands 

immediacy and visceral contact, begins to chafe against Will’s withdrawn awe. The 

man who worships her in silence cannot meet her need for a felt, equal presence. But 

the tension is not yet named; it lingers beneath their early closeness, unnoticed. Will 

continues to believe that form can sanctify the chaos of emotion, that through carving 

and structure, intimacy can be preserved. The harmony he achieves in wood offers a 

temporary sanctuary—one that may yet prove too brittle for the living fire of marriage. 

For while this world is luminous to Will, it is opaque and offensive to Anna. She 

sees not eternity but evasion; not transcendence but abstraction. The sanctuary he enters 

feels to her like exile from what is vital and embodied. This divergence is not aesthetic 

alone—it is ontological. Will yearns for a symbolic continuity that transcends the 

instability of human feeling, while Anna insists on immediacy, disruption, and the lived 

intensity of presence. Their imaginations speak incompatible languages: he longs for 

the stillness of icons, she for the flame of the immediate. In attempting to fix her in 

sacred form, Will unwittingly silences her, turning her from a living woman into an icon 

he can neither reach nor understand. 

Lawrence’s genius lies in his refusal to idealise this mode of love. What might 

appear on the surface as religious devotion becomes, under scrutiny, a strategy of 

avoidance—a spiritualisation of the erotic that shields Will from the vulnerability of 

true encounter. His craving for symbolic beauty, while sincere, renders him unable to 
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meet Anna on the ground of her own experience. He retreats into the metaphysical just 

as she demands the corporeal. Their marriage thus becomes a clash between the impulse 

to sacralise and the need to be seen in the flux of becoming. Anna cannot and will not 

inhabit Will’s psychic temple. To do so would be to ossify. Her rejection is therefore 

not only emotional but philosophical: a refusal to be carved in stone when she is made 

of fire. 

The dynamic of Anna and Will’s relationship is foreshadowed not only in their first 

exchanges but in the quiet symbolic tensions that animate their early encounters. When 

Will first joins the Brangwen family at church, Anna experiences his presence not as a 

neutral addition to her social world but as a psychic disturbance—something uninvited 

and unsettling. Lawrence writes that “he was hovering on the edge of her 

consciousness,” and that “she hated it” (90). This visceral reaction is not rooted in 

knowledge or judgement, but in the instinctive recognition of a force that could disrupt 

her carefully contained world. Like her mother, Anna responds to the emergence of the 

unfamiliar with resistance. She is not drawn to Will as a person yet; rather, she feels the 

tremor of his symbolic role—a masculine presence that will demand new psychic 

negotiations. 

And yet, even in this recoil, Anna’s senses are awakened. While she rejects the 

intrusion intellectually, her body registers fascination. Within the charged space of the 

church—a place meant for spiritual transcendence—Anna becomes acutely aware of 

physical presence. Her gaze falls on Will’s hands in the sunlight, and something 

elemental stirs within her: “something strange had entered into her world, something 

entirely strange and unlike what she knew” (90). This moment, subtle and wordless, 

encapsulates the paradox of their attraction: it is sensory before it is conceptual, 

instinctual before it is emotional. She is not drawn to Will’s personality or intellect, but 

to his difference—his symbolic otherness, which she both craves and resists. Fromm’s 

analysis of attraction rooted in unconscious need becomes relevant here. He notes that 

individuals often gravitate toward those who symbolically represent what is repressed 

or undeveloped within themselves (Fromm 56). Will, with his reserved silence, his 

inward orientation, his almost mystical intensity, represents for Anna a form of 

masculinity utterly unlike the Brangwen men she has known—a man shaped not by 
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land or family but by an inner structure. 

Lawrence captures this dynamic with extraordinary subtlety. There is no dramatic 

gesture, no overt seduction. The moment is almost mute—but thick with symbolic 

charge. Anna’s attraction to Will is not yet a decision or desire; it is a psychic 

registration of something unfamiliar pressing against the membrane of her being. This 

sets the tone for the entire trajectory of their relationship: one defined less by dialogue 

and mutual exploration than by symbolic misrecognition. She is drawn to Will not for 

who he is, but for what he unconsciously evokes—a mysterious masculinity outside the 

known, and thus outside her control. Will, for his part, remains equally silent and 

equally stirred. Their intimacy begins not through communication, but through a series 

of reactions—feeling preceding thought, impression preceding articulation. As 

Lawrence would argue in Study of Thomas Hardy, unconscious feeling may be the 

origin of life, but when unreflected and unintegrated, it can become a source of 

regression (42). In this moment, Anna and Will do not yet confront one another as 

subjects. They feel, but do not know. They are stirred, but not yet willing to see. What 

seems like attraction is, in truth, the early sedimentation of a symbolic drama they are 

not prepared to interpret. 

For Anna, Will quickly assumes the status of both projection and mystery—an 

opaque figure onto whom she casts her own unarticulated longings. He evokes the same 

romanticised, exotic aura that once surrounded her childhood fantasy of the “Knight of 

Malta,” a figure of gallant otherness who promised elevation and escape from the 

ordinary. That fantasy, originally inspired by the dignified aloofness of Baron 

Skrebensky, becomes reanimated in Will’s presence. Yet what Anna desires is not the 

man himself but what he represents: the possibility of a sovereign other who might 

mirror her own imagined intensity without threatening her autonomy. In this way, her 

attraction to Will is not rooted in recognition but in symbolic substitution. He becomes 

the bearer of a pre-existing dream—an archetype constructed long before his arrival. 

Lawrence subtly underscores this process by never allowing their early interactions to 

reach a level of genuine exchange. The bond forms not through conversation or 

discovery but through intuition, sensation, and unconscious identification. Anna desires 

the feeling Will gives her, not the truth of who he is. 
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This projection is reciprocal. Will, too, remains mute in the face of Anna’s symbolic 

intensity. He perceives her not as a woman with psychic complexity but as a figure to 

complete his inner spiritual architecture—a temple goddess who might inhabit the 

sacred interior he carves in his soul. They are drawn to one another not as full selves 

but as symbols of fulfillment, and in this Lawrence offers one of his most poignant 

insights into modern love: that the desire for union can become a mirror of one’s own 

incompletion. In Study of Thomas Hardy, Lawrence writes that true union is possible 

only between “two complete beings,” not fractured selves attempting to resolve their 

chaos through each other (46). Will and Anna, however, do not yet possess that 

integrity. What they seek is not intimacy but redemption: each longs to be made whole 

by the other’s imagined power. This emotional dynamic remains unspoken, which 

makes it all the more potent. Their connection deepens not through shared language but 

through unexamined psychic scripts that bind them together in secrecy. 

Fromm would describe this mutual longing as a distorted form of what he calls 

symbiotic union, in which two people, rather than confronting their aloneness, collapse 

into one another in the hope of dissolving it. “In contrast to mature love,” Fromm writes, 

“symbiotic union is the passive fusion of two people who escape the fear of separateness 

by dissolving their individuality” (Fromm, 36). Neither Will nor Anna is fully conscious 

of this structure, yet they are already caught within it. Their desire to form “a thing to 

themselves,” detached from familial obligations or social institutions, is not an act of 

liberation but one of insulation. They do not seek communion with the world, nor even 

with one another, but with a fantasy of private absoluteness. This desire for isolation 

masquerades as intimacy. It is not yet destructive, but it is hollow at its core—shaped 

by emotional intensities that cannot be metabolised into mutual understanding. 

One of the clearest symbolic images of this structure is Will’s haunting function as 

Anna’s “black shadow.” Lawrence writes that he “follows her like a long, persisting, 

unswerving black shadow” (92)—an image that distils his lack of psychic autonomy. A 

shadow is not merely dependent; it has no substance of its own. It flickers, stretches, 

contracts—but only in response to the body it mimics. Will’s identity becomes 

contingent on Anna’s movements, her moods, her inner radiance. This dynamic renders 

him invisible in his own right. In Fromm’s terms, this is the tragic endpoint of idolatrous 
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love: the loss of self in the act of elevation. Anna, for her part, begins to experience this 

shadow not as devotion but as drain. What once appeared as reverence gradually reveals 

itself as need. She sought sovereignty, not supplication. The more Will disappears into 

the figure she has made of him, the more her fascination wanes. They are no longer 

shaping a shared world, but orbiting around illusions neither can sustain. 

By contrast, Anna finds a sense of psychic empowerment in the early stages of her 

bond with Will—a phase during which she begins to reassert herself in response to the 

relational dependencies of her childhood. As she grows more distant from her parents, 

particularly from the emotional matrix of mutual idealisation shared with Tom, Anna 

discovers a new, fiercely guarded space of autonomy. Her relationship with Will, at 

least initially, becomes a vehicle for that autonomy—a testing ground for her authority 

as a woman who will not be consumed, regulated, or defined by the masculine other. 

Unlike her mother Lydia, who gradually yielded the struggle for dominance and 

accommodated herself to Tom’s emotional rhythms, Anna sharpens that struggle into a 

principle of selfhood. She transforms control into character. Within the domestic realm, 

she demands sole authority: refusing assistance, setting boundaries, asserting her 

preferences not as dialogue but as decree. The home becomes not a site of shared 

construction, but of personal territory—a space over which she can rule. 

This assertion of power is not superficial. It is deeply rooted in Anna’s 

developmental arc. Having rejected both the performative gentility of the bourgeois 

world and the mystifying abstractions of religious language, Anna now grounds herself 

in volition—in doing, directing, choosing. This is her answer to the instability she has 

inherited. Yet this empowerment comes at a psychological cost. Because Anna has not 

yet resolved the contradictions within her own emotional architecture—the tension 

between the desire to be central and the fear of being known—her autonomy hardens 

into rigidity. She begins to treat any challenge to her control as an existential threat. As 

Duane aptly observes, “she confuses her soul and her being as one, thus anything 

beyond her control is a threat to her whole being” (Duane 147). This statement captures 

the essence of her struggle: Anna does not merely want to be free; she wants to be 

unbreachable. Her narcissism is not of the flamboyant kind, but of the defensive kind—

a boundary drawn so tightly that intimacy becomes synonymous with exposure. 
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Will, by contrast, brings into the relationship a yearning not for control but for 

dissolution—a desire to be taken out of himself, to merge with something larger. In the 

face of Anna’s sovereign self-enclosure, he responds not with assertion but with 

surrender. What she experiences as an assertion of self, he receives as emotional 

absence. And what he offers as devotion, she increasingly experiences as submission. 

Their dynamic thus becomes a distorted dance of opposites: she retreats into sovereign 

fire, he into dependent shadow. In Fromm’s terms, this reflects the collision between 

two unresolved narcissisms—Anna’s defensive pride and Will’s idolatrous longing. 

Neither can offer the other what is not yet cultivated in the self: Anna cannot yield 

without losing shape; Will cannot stand without leaning. The early empowerment Anna 

feels is real, but fragile. It is a power defined not by intersubjective recognition, but by 

dominance over psychic space. What masquerades as strength is in fact a symptom of 

fragility—a sovereignty that requires solitude to be maintained. 

This volatile interplay between self-assertion and self-annihilation comes to a head 

in Anna and Will’s early physical interactions. Their first kiss is described not as a 

moment of mutual awakening, but as a plunge into sensuous spell. Anna becomes 

“invisible,” entranced by the overwhelming immediacy of touch and sensation. “A spell 

was cast upon Anna,” Lawrence writes; she is absorbed into an experience that suspends 

volition and silences consciousness (93). The language is not one of union, but of 

enchantment—a state in which agency is dissolved and presence is consumed. This 

moment, rich in intensity, is not an affirmation of intimacy but a deferral of recognition. 

Anna loses herself not in Will, but in the sensation he triggers. The kiss functions less 

as communication and more as erasure: it relieves the burden of thought, the weight of 

decision, the anxiety of self-other distinction. 

Fromm would describe such experiences as false transcendent moments—states of 

fusion that simulate intimacy but lack the foundation of mutual knowledge or inner 

clarity. In The Art of Loving, he cautions that erotic contact without psychological 

integration becomes a form of illusory escape: “In erotic love... there is an illusion of 

union, which is not based on the knowledge of the other, but on the temporary removal 

of barriers through physical excitement” (Fromm 36). What Will and Anna share here 

is precisely that illusion. Their kiss is not a beginning but a suspension. Neither emerges 
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from the moment with greater insight into the other; instead, the kiss confirms a desire 

to bypass that very insight. Anna seeks the feeling without the structure, the affect 

without the articulation. Her descent into physical ecstasy is not a surrender to love but 

a refusal of self-confrontation. 

Will, meanwhile, clings to Anna’s physical presence as his only anchor in a world 

he cannot internally stabilise. His silence is not calm but weight; he offers presence 

without definition, shadow without shape. What he experiences as tenderness becomes, 

for Anna, a drain. The kiss, far from bonding them, becomes a stage on which their 

unintegrated selves play out a ritual of fusion-without-relation. Lawrence’s portrayal 

here is steeped in irony: what seems like passion is already a symptom of their growing 

dysfunction. The body becomes the medium through which each avoids the terrifying 

work of symbolic labour—the construction of a shared world in which differences are 

not eradicated but held in tension. Instead, they mistake sensation for synthesis. They 

believe themselves to be joining, but they are, in truth, colliding—flashes of intensity 

masking a failure to speak. 

What emerges from this scene is not the promise of deepening connection but the 

beginnings of a pattern: the use of physical intimacy to evade the psychic labour of 

relationship. It is a dangerous pattern because it feels fulfilling. Lawrence does not 

question the force of their attraction; he questions its trajectory. It leads not inward, 

toward knowledge, but outward—toward distraction, projection, and eventually, 

depletion. Neither Anna nor Will can yet face this truth. At this stage, the spell remains 

unbroken. These early moments of attraction, rich in sensation but poor in recognition, 

already suggest a deeper incompatibility between the lovers—an incompatibility rooted 

not only in miscommunication but in irreconcilable visions of intimacy, selfhood, and 

desire. As their bond deepens, these differences crystallise into opposing symbolic 

worlds—each governed by its own rhythms, metaphysical assumptions, and 

unconscious needs. 

 

Contrasting Identities: Anna And Will’s Fundamental Differences 
 
The push-and-pull dynamic that governs Anna and Will’s relationship finds its deepest 

roots in their opposing visions of intimacy and selfhood—two fundamentally distinct 
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psychic economies that render mutual understanding elusive. Their differences are not 

mere matters of temperament, but of symbolic perception and existential rhythm. This 

dialectic is vividly dramatized in a moonlit scene, where Anna, intuitively recoiling 

from the intensity of emotional closeness, deflects the tension by engaging in physical 

labour: she abruptly decides to “put up some sheaves,” choosing to remain “in the broad, 

open place” (Lawrence 101). The open field becomes more than a setting; it transforms 

into a psychic landscape in which Anna constructs space—literal and figurative—for 

self-preservation. Lawrence's description is heavy with sexual and symbolic charge: 

“The shocks are erect and the rest of the field is open and prostrate” (101). Here, the 

contrast between the upright shocks and the yielding field mirrors Anna's internal 

dialectic between desire and resistance, between presence and deferral. Rather than 

surrendering to emotional fusion, she redirects energy into structured motion—

ritualistic but evasive. To further protect this psychic perimeter, she instructs Will to 

work in the opposite row, constructing a choreography of physical distance that mirrors 

her need for internal autonomy. Will, ever compliant at this stage, obeys “dutifully” 

(101)—a term that betrays not just his deference but the asymmetrical power dynamic 

beginning to take shape between them. As they move through the field, their rhythm 

becomes metaphorical: “they worked together… in a rhythm that carried their feet and 

bodies in tune… And always, she was gone before he came. As he came, she drew 

away, as he drew away, she came. Were they never to meet?” (101). This rhythm is not 

harmony but asymptote—a movement toward contact that always retreats. In this image 

of near-touching, Lawrence captures the central tragedy of their bond: rhythm without 

resonance, proximity without revelation. 

Anna’s avoidance of convergence is not a fleeting impulse but a consistent 

expression of her existential strategy: to remain whole, uninvaded, and self-contained. 

Her attraction to Will’s physical form—“his slim body and slender limbs”—is less an 

opening to emotional intimacy than a form of aesthetic contemplation (Lawrence 103). 

She admires without surrendering, perceives without touching. This distance reinforces 

her preference for apprehending beauty as surface, rather than entering into the deeper 

vulnerability of emotional revelation. Her instinct to step outside the pull of connection 

is intensified by the moonlit setting—one of the most symbolically charged spaces in 
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Lawrence’s metaphysical geography. Her refusal to remain under the moonlight, though 

subtle, becomes emblematic of her entire psychic position. In Fantasia of the 

Unconscious, Lawrence identifies the moon as the “centre of our terrestrial individuality 

in the cosmos,” asserting that “she is the fierce centre of retraction, of frictional 

withdrawal into separateness” (173). In this light, Anna’s withdrawal is not an act of 

shyness or fear, but of metaphysical defence: an assertion of her individuality against 

the looming threat of dissolution into the other. 

For Lawrence, the moon’s symbolism is gendered and precise. It governs the domain 

of woman as self-contained cosmos, “hostile with guarded doors,” whose mystery is 

not easily accessed (173). The feminine, in this schema, is the sovereign embodiment 

of interiority, and the masculine is the force that seeks entrance. In this symbolic dance, 

it is man’s task to reach, to cross thresholds, to pierce the veil of “night-exclusiveness.” 

Anna, bathed in moonlight yet refusing its implications, becomes the living emblem of 

this philosophy. She stands apart—not passively, but with decisive opacity. Her body 

is present, her gaze open, but her soul remains behind closed doors. Her resistance is 

not merely emotional; it is cosmological. She does not want to be consumed, nor even 

understood. She wants to be seen without being penetrated, admired without being 

touched at her centre. Her gestures are legible, even graceful—but they form a 

choreography of defence. What Will experiences as distance is, for Anna, the 

preservation of psychic wholeness. He cannot cross the space she requires to remain 

herself, because his mode of approach—total absorption—threatens precisely the self 

she fights to protect. 

Will, by contrast, experiences the rhythm of evasion not as dance but as torment. 

The very movement that affirms Anna’s sovereignty becomes, for him, an unbearable 

choreography of absence. His anguish unfolds in a series of urgent, unanswered 

questions: “Why was there always a space between them, why were they apart? Why, 

as she came up from under the moon, would she halt and stand off from him?” 

(Lawrence 101). The repetition of why signals not only confusion, but a deep existential 

frustration—a psychic resistance to separation itself. Will does not merely desire 

contact; he yearns for fusion, for a collapse of boundaries so complete that self and other 

dissolve into one. His “will drummed persistently, darkly,” echoing a subterranean need 
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not just for love but for obliteration of all barriers (101). In these moments, Will emerges 

as a man for whom intimacy is not coexistence but engulfment—a merging so total that 

no remainder of individuality survives. The more Anna recedes, the more he chases, not 

in pursuit of companionship, but in search of annihilation within the beloved. 

This longing, however, is not purely sensual. It is spiritualised in Will’s psyche, 

rendered noble by his symbolic language. For him, the ideal relationship is not a 

negotiation between two autonomous subjects but a sacramental union in which the self 

is eclipsed by togetherness. Because he lacks a grounded and differentiated sense of his 

own being, Will invests the relationship with metaphysical purpose. As Anna draws 

away from him, he does not reflect on their differences—he seeks instead to close the 

gap through submission. Fromm would describe this posture as symptomatic of the 

receptive orientation, in which love becomes a form of escape from the burden of 

individuation. In The Art of Loving, Fromm notes that such individuals seek “to lose 

oneself in the other in order to eliminate the anxiety of separateness” (36). Will’s desire 

is not just to be loved, but to disappear within the structure of love. He does not want to 

understand Anna’s distance; he wants to abolish it. 

This asymmetry produces a subtle but growing imbalance in their emotional 

exchange. While Anna insists on navigating the space between autonomy and attraction, 

Will experiences that space as a wound. What she defends as necessary solitude, he 

experiences as abandonment. This difference in interpretation becomes the early 

architecture of their tension—not yet articulated, but felt in the bones of every exchange. 

Will’s emotional dependence does not yet manifest as demand, but it lays the 

groundwork for future need. His longing is not oppressive at this stage, but unresolved: 

a hunger mistaken for love, a spiritual yearning unmoored from the real presence of the 

other. 

Hence, what holds them together, for now, is not understanding, but projection—

two unintegrated selves orbiting a shared emotional gravity, each hoping the other might 

become a mirror for their unmet needs. They are, as Lawrence often warned against, 

not fully present to each other, but ensnared in internal myths: Anna in her drama of 

sovereign selfhood, Will in his search for sacramental fusion. Yet these myths do not 

yet collide; they coexist in a suspended equilibrium, sustained by sensual intensity and 
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the unspoken belief that love will eventually produce its own clarity. In this liminal 

state, the deeper incompatibilities between them remain latent. Neither has yet 

demanded from the other what the other cannot give. But the seeds of rupture have 

already been sown. Their emotional patterns, symbolic needs, and unspoken psychic 

contracts are quietly settling into shape— waiting for the rhythms of marriage to surface 

them. The coming domestic space will not dissolve their tensions; it will render them 

visible. And so, as the threshold of marriage becomes the stage for a new drama, the 

struggle for autonomy and communion will re-emerge—not in symbolic moonlight, but 

in daily gestures, silences, and unmet needs. 

 Culmination To The Marital Strife 

Dazzled by the discoveries of sensual marriage, Will and Anna Brangwen attain, for a 

fleeting moment, the harmony of their selves and senses. This transient fulfilment 

occurs during their honeymoon, the brief interlude of marital peace where they feel 

suspended from the rest of the world. Lawrence dramatizes this through mythic 

imagery: “It was as if the heavens had fallen, and he was sitting with her among the 

ruins, in a new world, everybody else buried, themselves two blissful survivors, with 

everything to squander as they would” (Lawrence 119). In this private realm, they are 

sovereign, creating a self-contained law of existence outside social constraints: “Then 

they were the only inhabitants of the visible earth, the rest were under the flood… like 

conscienceless gods” (119). The biblical allusion to the flood reinforces the mythic 

rebirth of the couple as a unit beyond the world’s moral and temporal logic. Yet 

Lawrence, ever sceptical of sustained sensual harmony, reveals the impossibility of this 

suspension. Will, shaped by a more mechanized and abstract urban background than 

Anna’s, finds it difficult to fully abandon the mental ideals instilled in him by society. 

Though his sensual experience with Anna is profound, his inner conflict surfaces: 

 
At first, he could not get rid of a culpable sense of licence on his part… he could not help feeling 

guilty… ashamed that he was not up and doing… Whereas now, lying so still and peacefully… one 
shuts oneself off in tacit denial of the world. And he was troubled 

 
(Lawrence 119–20). 
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Here, Will's internalized sense of duty exemplifies what Fromm identifies as modern 

man’s compulsion to define self-worth through productivity and usefulness. Even 

moments of regenerative intimacy are overshadowed by guilt, as if enjoyment itself 

were a dereliction of social duty. Lawrence’s inclusion of temporal markers—“the 

church-clock kept on chiming,” “they counted the strokes of the bell,” “they understood 

that it was midday”—serves as a symbolic reminder of modern time’s intrusion upon 

natural rhythm (120). Unlike Tom and Lydia, who once existed as “a law unto 

themselves,” Will and Anna’s union is not protected from the relentless encroachment 

of mechanical modernity. Will’s mental consciousness—what Lawrence critiques in 

Study of Thomas Hardy as the disembodied, over-civilised intellect—keeps him 

tethered to the idea of the outside world as a moral compass. Instead of integrating his 

experiences to forge a new identity, Will becomes progressively dependent on Anna’s 

unconscious vitality. His initial resistance to her indifference falters: “He could not quite 

reconcile himself… he felt he ought to get up… But she didn’t care. She didn’t care in 

the least. Then why should he?… He wanted to be like her” (120). 
 Anna’s unconsciousness becomes the dominant mode of their union, and Will, 

lacking a grounded self, begins to dissolve into her being. He yields his former life 

completely: “He was with her, as remote from the world as if the two of them were 

buried like a seed in darkness… leaving behind him the hard rind of worldly knowledge 

and experience” (120). This surrender, however, is not generative. Rather than pursuing 

a new life-affirming purpose through natural work or creative renewal—as Fromm or 

Lawrence would advocate—Will allows himself to be absorbed entirely by Anna, 

expecting her to become the completion of his soul. Anna, however, does not share this 

view of marriage. Her capacity to lose herself in sensuality is temporary and self-

contained; she retains a sense of self and understands instinctively when to re-emerge. 

Her desire to re-engage with the outside world is not so much a return as a first 

exploration, albeit one fuelled by sensual fulfilment and self-assurance: “She was less 

hampered than he, so she came more quickly to her fullness and was sooner ready to 

enjoy again a return to the outside world” (125). Yet, this return is ambiguous. She does 

not understand the world’s dehumanizing pressures, nor does she recognize how her 

own aloofness catalysed Will’s emotional dependency. The divergence becomes 
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irreconcilable when Anna organizes a tea party. For Will, this represents a betrayal of 

their sacred union: “His heart sank… He wanted to have done with the outside world, 

to declare it finished forever.” His horror lies in her desire to resume social contact, 

which to him signifies the death of authentic being. In Will’s eyes, Anna is forsaking 

eternal vitality for triviality, “forfeiting the reality, the one reality, for all that was 

shallow and worthless” (126). He perceives this as the beginning of her transformation 

into an “artificial figure,” one who has abandoned the perfect isolation of love for 

superficial social performance. 

 This crisis reveals a fundamental contrast. Will, exposed to the industrial world's 

spiritual erosion, seeks in Anna the lost harmony of being. But he lacks the inner 

resources to regenerate it independently. Anna, rooted in a still pre-modern 

unconsciousness, confuses sensual self-fulfilment with spiritual completeness. Her 

independence is mistaken for depth, and his longing mistaken for weakness. As Fromm 

explains, the modern individual “feels himself to be an insignificant particle in a vast 

machine,” and in his anxiety, clings to fusion with another (Fromm 20). Will’s surrender 

to Anna is thus not an act of love but of narcissistic dependence—his failure to establish 

an individuated self. Marking the beginning of their deeper conflict: Will’s dream of 

fusion becomes stifling to Anna, while Anna’s renewed individuation leaves Will 

alienated and hollow. Their inability to articulate this divergence deepens the 

estrangement. Lawrence, through this marital unraveling, prophetically reveals the 

futility of seeking salvation through another when the self remains unformed. As time 

reasserts itself, and the world presses inward, the sanctuary of love collapses—not 

because love fails, but because it is tasked with rescuing what only inner integration can 

secure. 

Further Rift: Lawrence’s Criticism Of The Rigid Intellect 
 
A further rupture in Will and Anna’s relationship—already strained, as previously 

discussed—arises from a deep ideological rift: their antagonism between feeling and 

knowing. Anna’s desire to mentalise existence, to “know without trial,” reveals her 

reluctance to engage in direct experience that might nourish the soul. Her inclination is 

toward abstraction and dissection, while Will, in contrast, is instinctively drawn to what 

enriches his inner being—namely, the Church and its symbolic order. However, their 
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divergent commitments breed conflict: Anna is dismissive of Will’s spiritual passion, 

not because she fully understands or challenges it, but because she feels instinctively 

threatened by the depth of emotion it evokes in him. In particular, she fears the Church’s 

potential to disrupt her psychological dominance over him. Consequently, “if she tried 

to get out of him what he believed, then they were both soon in a white rage” (Lawrence 

142). What initially appears to be a discussion of belief collapses into a battle of wills. 

 Although Will’s openness to aesthetic experience may appear to place him on a 

higher level of consciousness than Tom Brangwen, it ultimately fails to translate into 

emotional maturity or relational depth. His aestheticism remains abstracted from the 

rhythms of lived human connection as we previously mentioned. He is attracted by the 

static nature of the Church and its symbols. Tom, by contrast, with his sensual 

immediacy and unreflective vitality, displays a more integrated way of being in the 

world. Tom’s “uneducated but sensually direct” mode of assimilation, despite its 

crudeness, carries a greater “vital validity” than Will’s “superficial assimilation” of 

religious meaning, which is experienced more as projection than as communion. Anna’s 

efforts to force Will to explain his beliefs only deepen the rupture. When she 

interrogates him about Christ’s miracle at the marriage in Cana—“Did He really turn 

water into wine?”—Will concedes he does not believe in the literal truth of the miracle, 

yet emotionally clings to its symbolic value: “he knew it was wrong,” and yet “she 

seemed to be destroying him” by challenging it (143). Here, the conflict becomes 

metaphysical. Anna “clung to the worship of human knowledge,” placing faith in the 

mind’s immortality: “Man must die in the body, but in his knowledge he was immortal.” 

Will, by contrast, is to her “blinded as a subterranean thing,” driven by “dark-souled 

desires,” because he bypasses the intellect in favour of emotional intuition (144). The 

conflict is not merely interpersonal but symbolic of the age’s ideological tensions. As 

you insightfully point out, Anna’s beliefs in the supremacy of knowledge are not yet 

fully formulated but reflect the emergent rationalist worldview of the era, which 

privileged scientific reason and individual autonomy over traditional metaphysics or 

spiritual feeling. 

Lawrence, however, critiques both extremes. He resists the rigid binaries of mind 

versus emotion, science versus faith, and argues for a more holistic mode of 
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consciousness. This is clearly expressed in Why the Novel Matters, where he disavows 

any “absolute” system, whether religious or rationalist: “We should ask for no absolutes 

or absolute” (Lawrence, 145). He sees the deification of either knowledge or religion as 

a form of spiritual deadening, reducing life to “dead-matter, dead dead,” devoid of the 

vital tension of embodied being. Similarly, in Psychoanalysis and the Unconscious, 

Lawrence criticizes the intellect as an insentient barrier: “The mind is the instrument of 

instruments; it is not a creative reality… mentality, being automatic in its principle like 

the machine, begins to assume life. It begins to affect life, to pretend to make and 

unmake life” (122). What masquerades as progress thus becomes mechanised 

inauthenticity. In Will and Anna, Lawrence dramatizes this metaphysical conflict: Will 

seeks order in religious symbolism, a “reality within a meaningless confusion” 

(Lawrence 172), while Anna, having “gotten free from the Cathedral,” “destroyed the 

passion he had” (171). Their stances reflect the broader cultural antagonism between 

institutional religion and scientific rationalism. Yet to Lawrence, both represent lifeless 

forms of “knowledge” because they suppress the generative dynamism of relational 

experience, the “human flux” at the heart of existence. Neither Will’s emotional 

absolutism nor Anna’s rationalist abstraction offers a path to regeneration. 

This deeper truth is articulated most clearly by Lydia when Anna complains to 

her about their irreconcilable differences. Drawing from her own painful but 

illuminating experience with Tom Brangwen, Lydia offers a profound vision of love 

not as dominance or conformity, but as a third force emerging between two beings: 

“Remember, child, that everything is not waiting for your hand just to take or leave… 

Between two people, the love itself is the important thing, and that is neither you nor 

him. It is a third thing you must create. You mustn’t expect it to be just your way” 

(Lawrence 147). This concept of love aligns closely with Lawrence’s own definition in 

Psychoanalysis and the Unconscious, where he asserts: “Love is a thing to be learned, 

through centuries of patient effort. It is a difficult, complex maintenance of individual 

integrity throughout the incalculable processes of interhuman polarity” (118). Love, for 

Lawrence, is not a possession or ideology, but a living dynamic of becoming. 

As Duane rightly observes, it is “pointless and even impossible to blame either 

Anna or Will for what has gone wrong” in their marriage. “Conflict between individuals 
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is inevitable and must be accepted as partially good” because, in Lawrence’s schema, 

the “struggle into being” through relationship is precisely what enables the self to unfold 

(Duane 226). Tom and Lydia achieve a partial success in this regard—largely due to 

Lydia’s capacity for reflective insight and emotional receptivity. Anna and Will, 

however, remain trapped in a pattern of blame and misrecognition. They fail to use 

conflict as a crucible for growth. Instead, they exaggerate the perceived threat of the 

other’s being: to Anna, “he seemed like a blade of destruction,” while to Will, “she 

seemed to be destroying him.” Their language reveals the inability to differentiate self 

from other without hostility, interpreting difference as existential threat rather than 

potential complementarity. Their tragedy is not merely that they disagree, but that they 

are unable to create the “third thing”—the love that Lydia speaks of—which requires 

not ideological conversion but emotional vulnerability and mutual transformation. 

Conclusion: The Ultimate Sensual Compromise 

The perceptual conflict between Anna and Will gradually dissipates when Will 

relinquishes his spiritual superiority and desire for control. This surrender, however, 

does not lead to genuine self-renewal. By abandoning the absolutism of the Church—

initially a promising act—Will forfeits a central axis of identity without constructing a 

sustainable alternative. Rather than confronting the inner turmoil necessary for 

regeneration, he retreats from external engagement and submits to Anna purely on a 

physical, sensual level. His withdrawal leads to a narrowing of the self, reducing him to 

mere function. As Lawrence notes, “his very indifference to all claims of manliness set 

Anna supreme in her own world with him” (Lawrence 174). In this submission, Anna 

no longer dreads or hates him but instead learns “to fill herself with him” (181). Yet this 

is not a union of conscious selves. The couple remains “as separate in the light, and in 

the thick darkness married” (181). The metaphor of light here symbolises the domain of 

consciousness, rational awareness, and selfhood—an area in which Anna and Will 

remain opposites. Cut off from the evolving reality of the outside world, they are 

illustrated as inwardly arrested. Will’s disengagement is vividly portrayed in his 

mechanical work routine: “he kept himself suspended, he did not exist. He worked 

automatically till it was time to go home” (174). His days, like sleep, are devoid of 
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vitality; his only function is to provide for the family, a task that drains rather than 

renews him: “the lives of children depending on him wore the youth down” (174). By 

contrast, the “darkness” in which they are married refers to the unconscious—to 

Lawrence’s notion of blood-consciousness, where the sensual connection exists beneath 

the surface of reflective thought. In this realm, Anna and Will surrender fully to bodily 

impulses. They accept one another physically, yet without ever approaching mutual 

understanding or personal development. As Erich Fromm notes in The Art of Loving, 

“the union by orgasm represents the closest moment to overcoming separateness,” but 

unless rooted in “active love,” it is fleeting and ultimately unsatisfactory (Fromm 56). 

Will and Anna's sensual union exists in this fleeting register; it allows temporary escape 

but not true integration of the self. 

 Will attempts several times to mitigate the burdens of his fragmented selfhood. 

One such effort is embodied in his relationship with Ursula, born during the early 

reconciliation between him and Anna. For Will, Ursula represents a source of light and 

vitality. Yet, in keeping with the pattern seen between Tom and Anna, he cannot 

articulate his affection nor offer conscious guidance. Instead, he provides Ursula with 

intense sensory experiences from an early age. These raw encounters with the world 

become a form of pre-verbal alliance between father and daughter. Despite their 

sometimes painful nature, these moments signify Will’s attempt to stay in touch with 

the life-generating force of the unconscious. However, this too devolves into 

dependence. Ursula becomes a balm for Will’s deficiencies—a substitute for the 

wholeness he cannot attain alone. Fortunately, Ursula does not succumb to the same 

fate as Anna. Lawrence asserts that “she woke up from the unconsciousness of 

childhood and was awake before she knew how to see” (185). This precocious 

consciousness becomes Ursula’s shield. Unlike Anna, she does not lose herself in a 

symbiotic attachment to the father figure; she maintains the seeds of autonomy that will 

shape her resistance to future engulfing relationships. 

 Will’s second attempt to revitalize the self comes through a failed sexual pursuit 

of a city girl. His goal is “to live with her the unadmitted life of his desire” (190), but it 

is clear that he desires not the girl herself, but the gratification of his own emptiness. As 

the narrative makes clear, “she was just the sensual object of his attention” (192). The 
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experience is devoid of genuine feeling or conscious love; it remains, as Fromm would 

argue, an example of narcissistic dependence where the other is instrumentalised to 

rescue the disintegrating self (Fromm 31). Though their physical interaction is brief and 

ultimately unsuccessful, the encounter strangely shifts Will’s relationship with Anna. 

Upon returning home, their sex life is “revolutionized,” not by growth but by regression. 

The term ‘revolutionized’ here ironically signifies their abandonment of moral and 

spiritual aims in favour of unrestrained sensual gratification. As Lawrence puts it, “each 

was seeking gratification pure and simple,” liberated momentarily by their complete 

surrender to blood-consciousness (Lawrence 236). This sensual compromise, while 

temporarily satisfying, fails to initiate any meaningful rebirth. It permits Will to pursue 

the illusion of a “real, purposive self” (Lawrence 198), but in truth, he remains defined 

by external roles and nocturnal pleasures. The relationship with Anna never evolves 

beyond the physical; they cease to communicate emotionally or intellectually. There is 

“no tenderness, no love between them anymore. No words, no kisses even” (236). 

Lawrence uses this emotional barrenness to suggest that sexuality—though essential—

is not in itself sufficient for authentic union. For Lawrence, “sex is the whole 

relationship between man and woman,” but when reduced to physicality alone, it 

becomes a tragic limitation rather than a regenerative force (Lawrence 487). 

 Critic Duane Schneider, in The Rainbow: The Search for a New Self, posits that 

“the maddening intoxication of the senses” (198) might allow individuals to transcend 

the boundaries of the self and experience the other in a radically transformative way. 

However, in Will and Anna’s case, this possibility is never realised. They remain 

anchored in personal love, in sensual gratification, adapting themselves to the rhythm 

of bodily impulses. Anna never cultivates an inner life, and Will forfeits his. His days 

are devoid of inspiration, and he lives “waiting for the night to come when he could 

give himself to the enjoyment of some luxurious absolute beauty in her” (198). In this 

scenario, sex is elevated to an absolute—sought not for mutual growth but for the 

silencing of consciousness. Consequently, it ceases to serve its intended purpose: to 

renew life between man and woman through meaningful connection. 

 Lawrence later reveals the long-term effects of this sensual deadlock. When 

Ursula becomes a teenager, Anna has devolved into a complacent mother and 
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housewife, living vicariously through her children and discarding them when they assert 

their independence. Her sexuality, though once intense, did not lead to inner 

transformation. Will, meanwhile, embarks on a public life and indulges in artistic 

pursuits, but remains, in Lawrence’s words, “uncertain and confused” (Lawrence 234). 

The couple, having abandoned “everything overboard, including responsibility,” never 

attain personal definition. They exist within the world of physical things, yet lack 

“conscious intimacy,” subsisting instead on a deeply sensual but fundamentally 

uncommunicative relationship. In Women in Love, when Rupert Birkin visits Will to 

ask for Ursula’s hand, he sees not a matured individual, but “the almost patternless 

collection of passions and desires and suppressions and traditions and mechanical ideas, 

all cast unfused and disunited into this slender, bright-faced man of nearly fifty, who 

was as unresolved now as he was at twenty, and as uncreated” (Lawrence 27). 
 Ultimately, their marriage culminates in a deadlock because neither Anna nor 

Will possesses the wisdom to accept difference or to engage in self-exploration. They 

lack the capacity for what Fromm calls “sympathetic separateness,” the ability to love 

while maintaining distinct identities (Fromm 34). As Marvin Mudrick suggests in The 

Originality of The Rainbow, their relationship becomes “a kind of pleasing, sexual 

cannibalism,” a manipulation of the body for pleasure without reciprocal understanding 

(Mudrick 117). Thus, despite the fierce sensuality they achieve, Anna and Will fail to 

regenerate their selves or their union. Their tragedy lies not in the presence of sexuality, 

but in its isolation from the higher dimensions of love, growth, and conscious being. 

 This deterioration in Anna and Will’s union marks more than just personal 

failure—it signals a deeper intensification of Lawrence’s analysis of the modern 

malaise as the narrative shifts from the first to the second generation. If Tom and 

Lydia’s relationship at least gestured toward regenerative connection, and Anna and 

Will’s oscillated between domination and sensual escape, the second generation reveals 

a further stage of disintegration wherein individuality no longer merely struggles to 

relate but begins to hollow from within. Will’s retreat into a mystical, aesthetic ideal 

and Anna’s assertion of maternal and sensual autonomy do not foster growth but instead 

reinforce mutual isolation—a pattern inherited and internalized by Ursula before 

transcendence later on. For Erich Fromm, this growing alienation is not incidental but 
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symptomatic of a modern pathology, wherein the “emergence of individual self-

consciousness” without relational anchoring leads to inner emptiness and compensatory 

roles (Fromm, 61). In The Rainbow, this condition no longer manifests as a clash of 

wills, but as a subtle spiritual starvation passed silently across generational lines. As 

sexual passion loses its regenerative potential and is reduced to compulsive repetition, 

Lawrence anticipates the emergence of what Marvin Mudrick describes as “sexual 

cannibalism,” a state in which the self seeks union not for wholeness but for annihilation 

(Mudrick 147). The second generation thus represents not only a failed synthesis of 

body and spirit but a warning: that without conscious reintegration, individuality risks 

devolving into a fragmented shell. It is within this deteriorating landscape that Ursula 

must search for meaning—burdened by her predecessors’ unresolved tensions, yet 

compelled to forge a new mode of being beyond the emotional deadlock she inherits 

 

4.1 The Third Generation: Ursula’s Breeding 
 
Emerging from the emotional deadlock and spiritual decline left by Anna and Will, 

Ursula enters a world where being an individual is both a natural right and a difficult 

challenge. In D. H. Lawrence’s The Rainbow, the shift to the third Brangwen generation 

continues rather than breaks from past struggles. Instead of resolving earlier conflicts, 

Ursula’s world deepens the existential crisis. She carries the emotional burden of her 

parents’ failure to unite physical desire with spiritual meaning. However, within this 

broken inheritance lies a hidden chance for change. The movement across generations 

does not follow a straight path upward but unfolds like a spiral, where each stage 

increases feelings of isolation while also pointing to new ways of becoming oneself. 

Ursula’s development is shaped from the beginning by this inherited need for 

authenticity—a silent weight passed down by those who could not fully live—and 

becomes a space to explore whether the modern self can be renewed instead of lost. 

With Ursula, Lawrence intensifies his exploration of personal regeneration in an age of 

cultural disintegration. Unlike her predecessors, whose identities were tethered to roles 

and inherited structures, Ursula embodies an attempt to reforge identity from within. 

Her development reflects Lawrence’s conviction that human evolution must proceed 

through greater psychic awareness, not merely social progress. As he writes, “the life 
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of the spirit is the only real life” (Lawrence 58). For Ursula, self-completion demands 

an integration of spirit and flesh in which neither is repressed but both are animated by 

authentic spontaneity. Her struggle unfolds at the crossroads between what Lawrence 

calls “blood-consciousness,” embodied by her grandfather Tom, and the nascent “mind-

consciousness” of the modern age. This dual tension mirrors Erich Fromm’s notion of 

the “productive orientation”—a mode of being rooted in love, creativity, and autonomy 

rather than conformity or withdrawal (Fromm 75). While Ursula does not yet embody 

this ideal, her early openness to inward questioning and outward change positions her 

as a symbolic site for its potential emergence. She is not simply a modern woman, but 

Lawrence’s tentative prototype of a new self, one capable of resisting both the 

mechanical self-enclosure of modern life and the emotional inertia of the past. 

This chapter will trace Ursula’s evolving effort to construct an authentic self 

within the fragmentation of modern civilisation—a process laden with both promise and 

peril. As she moves from the inherited rhythms of rural life into a shifting socio-cultural 

landscape, she becomes increasingly vulnerable to the disintegrating forces of her time. 

The dialectic between openness and defence becomes central to her formation, as she 

oscillates between spiritual receptivity and self-protective withdrawal. Lawrence does 

not portray her journey as a heroic progression, but rather as a precarious negotiation 

between internal necessity and external collapse. The task before her, as Lawrence 

writes in the closing pages of The Rainbow, is to achieve a “happy accommodation” 

with the forces of transformation—not submission, but a vital elasticity of being 

(Lawrence 589). In this light, Ursula becomes a representative of the modern dilemma: 

how to live deeply and truthfully in a world where inherited meanings have dissolved 

but new values have not yet fully taken shape. 

Ursula enters a domestic world that bears little resemblance to the stabilising 

environment once created by Lydia and Tom. Unlike Anna, who was nurtured during a 

brief window of harmony at Marsh Farm, Ursula grows up amid the emotional 

turbulence left unresolved between her parents. Their marriage, defined by psychic 

oscillation between domination and resistance, becomes the backdrop of her earliest 

perceptions. Yet she does not merely absorb their failures—she internalises them in 

complex, contradictory ways. From Will, she inherits a reverence for ideals and a deep 
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sensitivity to the symbolic dimensions of experience. From Anna, she takes on a fierce 

dynamism and willful assertiveness. This synthesis results in a personality that is both 

imaginative and restless, contemplative and passionate. However, the atmosphere of 

unspoken tension and emotional volatility in which she is raised imbues her developing 

self with instability. The modern world, already imposing on her early consciousness, 

offers no secure foothold: she is shaped before she can choose, made inwardly 

fragmented before selfhood becomes a possibility. 

Her relationship with Will Brangwen plays a crucial role in shaping her psychic 

orientation. After being emotionally defeated in his conflict with Anna, Will, like Tom 

before him attempts to reclaim authority in his bond with Ursula. As we have previously 

made a reference to Lawrence’s warning in Psychoanalysis And The Unconscious about 

the destructive Father-Daughter love, that entraps the child inward, Will’s need for 

control leads to unpredictable and sometimes violent behaviour deeply affecting 

Ursula’s early development. For instance, in the episode where Ursula tramples his 

seedbeds, his love collapses into rage—“a terrible lash of anger,” followed by “acute 

pity” (Lawrence 224). This oscillation between devotion and punishment confuses 

Ursula’s emotional responses and creates a template of betrayal. She internalises this 

conflict, developing a defensive strategy of withdrawal and defiance. Though “cruelly 

vulnerable,” she hardens herself in protest, becoming “fierce, hard, unyielding”—a 

shielded self, erected to withstand emotional unpredictability (Lawrence 224). This 

psychic posture mirrors Fromm’s account of alienation, in which the modern individual, 

unable to relate constructively to the world, withdraws into protective isolation (Fromm 

81). Ursula’s detachment is less an act of rebellion than a survival mechanism: a quiet 

realisation that her father, once the emblem of authority and meaning, lacks the spiritual 

depth to guide her. As Lawrence suggests, he remains “an Odyssey in an outer world”—

unable to navigate or nourish her inward life (Lawrence 225). This loss of paternal 

anchorage does not immediately awaken Ursula’s inner clarity. Rather, it leaves her 

suspended in ambiguity, vulnerable to the very disintegration of self she will later 

attempt to transcend. 

The emotional rupture with her father prepares the ground for a similarly 

ambivalent relationship with her mother. Anna, no longer the passionate woman of her 
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youth, has retreated into a hardened domestic narcissism—absorbed in “the immediate 

life of herself,” indifferent to wider spiritual or intellectual pursuits (Lawrence 231). 

Ursula, who witnesses this withdrawal into practicality and fecundity, responds with 

instinctive revulsion. She rejects the maternal ideal of womanhood that equates 

fulfilment with childbearing, reacting against the “heat and welter of fecundity” and 

turning away from “naked babies” with distaste (Lawrence 231). To her, Anna’s life 

appears as a self-enclosed circuit of repetition, an existence estranged from the outer 

world and from spiritual aspiration. “There was something callous, almost wicked in 

her mother’s attitude,” Ursula reflects—an indictment not of cruelty, but of spiritual 

indifference (Lawrence 231). In contrast, Ursula yearns for “the ultimate”—a life that 

reaches beyond mere functionality toward a deeper, transpersonal fulfilment. She 

repeatedly asks, “How could she be free?” and “How could she be herself?”—

formulating the key questions of her emerging consciousness (Lawrence 241). 

Yet even as she resists Anna’s model of femininity, Ursula unconsciously 

inherits some of her traits. Like her mother, she seeks dominance and emotional control; 

like her father, she lacks a fully formed inner compass. When faced with difficulty, she 

too withdraws, closing herself off rather than risking vulnerability. Her development is 

thus marked by an ambivalence that underscores her generational task: she must move 

beyond mere reaction to her parents and begin to forge a new set of values that will 

sustain her individuality in a world that no longer guarantees community. As Fromm 

notes, true self-realization demands that one overcome inherited modes of escape—

whether conformity, domination, or withdrawal—and embrace a conscious life of 

creative relatedness (Fromm 104). For Ursula, this path remains uncertain. The forces 

that shaped her have also fractured her. Whether she can transcend these inherited 

limitations and construct a viable sense of self within a dissolving culture remains, at 

this point, an open question. 

 Nevertheless, amidst the psychic inheritance of confusion and resistance passed 

down from her mother, Ursula also formed a strong, affirmative bond with her 

grandmother Lydia, who, having traversed the path to self-realization, became a quiet 

source of inner anchoring for the child. Unlike Anna, whose emotional excesses 

overwhelmed Ursula’s nascent self, Lydia had already emerged from the entanglement 
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of dependency and spiritual obscurity. Having found her own centre, she was able to 

offer Ursula a more grounded vision of life. Indeed, “the grandmother’s sayings and 

stories became a sort of Bible to the child” (Lawrence 218), suggesting that Lydia’s 

influence went beyond familial affection—it carried moral and existential weight. 

Among the insights Lydia instilled, perhaps the most vital concerned love and 

the nature of authentic relationships. Drawing from her own painful experiences of 

subjugation—first as a “slave bride” and later as a woman who lived as a “shadow to a 

man”—Lydia warned Ursula of the dangers of being absorbed into a man’s self-serving 

identity. Her first husband, Paul Lensky, had never loved her for who she was but 

merely viewed her as a necessary adjunct to his existence. Lydia had followed him 

dutifully from place to place, yet he merely “incorporated her into his ideas” (Lawrence 

218), never seeing her as an autonomous individual. Through both marriages, Lydia had 

learned that this kind of love—possessive, instrumental, and devoid of genuine 

regard—smothers the emergence of a separate, fulfilled self. It is this wisdom that she 

quietly bequeaths to Ursula.  

Though Ursula initially found these revelations frightening—so much so that she 

clung to her grandmother in unconscious protest—they laid the psychological 

groundwork for her eventual confrontation with modern relationships. Lydia, in 

essence, planted the seed of a truth Ursula would later have to reclaim: that she must 

not accept a love that demands her submission or loss of self, but one that enables her 

authentic becoming. In Fromm’s terms, Lydia warned her against the “symbiotic 

union,” in which “one person loses his or her individual integrity and becomes 

submerged in the other” (Fromm 19). Instead, she encouraged Ursula to search for what 

Fromm would describe as a mature form of love— “an active power in man; a power 

which breaks through the walls which separate man from his fellow men, which unites 

him with others” (20). 

This formative lesson echoes D. H. Lawrence’s vision of love as a generative 

force rather than a social obligation. In Morality and the Novel, Lawrence critiques 

conventional notions of marriage, asserting that love cannot be sustained as a duty or a 

mere institution. “As for the bond of love, better put it off when it galls,” he writes: 
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Men and women will be forever subtly and changingly related to one another; no need to yoke 
them with any bond at all. The only morality is to have man true to his manhood and woman true to 

her womanhood and let the relationship form itself, in all honor, for it is to each, life itself 
 

 (Lawrence 142). 
 

Here, Lawrence upholds the necessity of true sexual polarity—a dynamic and evolving 

relationship that fosters, rather than limits, individual vitality. Consequently, Ursula 

grows up knowing, at least in seed form, that relationships must not be ends in 

themselves, nor screens for social approval. Lawrence does not deny the importance of 

interdependence; rather, he warns against “immature reliance” on another that comes at 

the cost of personal wholeness. True union, for him, does not annihilate the self but 

enables it to flourish in relation to another. This vision is what Lydia quietly transmits, 

even as Ursula remains too young to act on it. As Fromm similarly argues, mature love 

is only possible “if the person has reached the level of maturity at which he has 

overcome narcissism, and has acquired objectivity and reason” (Fromm111). 

Yet Lawrence also insists that the individual must move beyond even the most 

luminous past influences in order to truly enter the future. “The door opened to the 

greater space,” he writes in The Rainbow, and “the past which was so big, that all it 

contained seemed tiny... it was a great relief to know the tiny importance of the 

individual within the great past” (226). The individual, in his view, must transcend the 

past, however nurturing or symbolic, to forge a new path in the modern world. Thus, 

while Ursula reveres her grandmother and the values she represents, she understands 

that she cannot merely repeat Lydia’s spiritual journey. She must discover new modes 

of love, new forms of selfhood, within the disorienting conditions of modernity. “She 

knew she must move on from the illusion of her Grandmother, of realities far off that 

they became mystic symbols” (Lawrence 225). 

This forward movement becomes increasingly complex in a world that has 

grown progressively estranged from organic wholeness. The modern age, into which 

Ursula must now venture, offers not anchoring but fragmentation—where relationships 

are no longer sources of life but often spaces of dehumanization and emotional erosion. 

Lawrence laments:  
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Today, there is a lack of a sense of wholeness, we lack a sense of being whole in ourselves. 
We lack peace because we are not whole… we live in an age which believes in stripping away the 

relationship like an onion until you come to pure emptiness. 
 

 (Lawrence 26)  
 

This condition makes Ursula’s task even more daunting. She must seek a love that 

nourishes without consuming her—an increasingly rare phenomenon in a world where 

the self is either absorbed or alienated. Hence, the conflict—between the inherited 

wisdom of Lydia and the spiritual decay of modern relational life—will come to the 

fore in Ursula’s first intimate relationship with a man emblematic of the new order: 

Anton Skrebensky. His presence will bring to the surface many of the unresolved 

contradictions within Ursula’s emotional development. While the psychological and 

symbolic dimensions of their relationship will be examined in detail in later sections, it 

is enough to note here that this union will test the resilience of Ursula’s inner truth 

against the weight of conventional, spiritually hollow bonds. Presently, even as Ursula 

carries forward the inner clarity instilled by Lydia; she steps into a world profoundly 

altered—one in which the spiritual inheritance of the past must now contend with the 

upheavals of modern life. 

 

Ursula's Early Development and the Shifting Landscape of Modernity 
 
From the outset, Ursula Brangwen's world, perspective, and inner quest diverge sharply 

from those of her ancestors. Her upbringing is geographically and spiritually removed 

from the primal setting of the Marsh Farm. Born and raised first in Cossethay and later 

moving to the industrial city of Nottingham, she is exposed early to the “smoke of the 

manufacturing, engrossed activity of the town,” a setting that starkly contrasts the 

natural vitality of her forebears’ environment (Lawrence 203). This altered physical and 

psychological landscape mirrors the profound societal transitions underway—chief 

among them the rise of industrialism, the waning of religious and communal structures, 

and the growing dominance of mechanistic life patterns. Ursula, more than any 

Brangwen before her, becomes conscious of these forces and begins to navigate them 

with a developing sense of individuality and critical awareness. Her ability to perceive 

herself as a distinct, evolving consciousness marks a break from her ancestors’ 
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instinctual, often unconscious immersion in life. Ursula’s certitude about the future—

her sense that she must move forward regardless of the past’s lingering calls—reveals 

a psychological separation from tradition. Unlike her forebears, she does not inherit 

their intuitive unity with the cosmos; instead, she begins the arduous task of 

constructing a self in a world increasingly fractured by external progress and internal 

alienation. This emerging self-awareness is crucial given the epochal changes occurring 

around her: the ascendance of materialism, the proliferation of formal education, the 

transformation of spiritual institutions, the increasing importance of technological 

progress, and the dissolution of organic human bonds. 

One of the most visible signs of modern transformation is the family’s growing 

material prosperity. Over time, the Brangwens become financially secure and socially 

respected—a far cry from the earlier generation’s more elemental existence. Yet, 

despite this ascent, a tension emerges between external wealth and inner values. Anna 

remains “so strangely free from all the money and convention and fear, entirely 

indifferent to the world” (Lawrence 221), while Will retains a simple and unaffected 

demeanour. They embody a residual indifference to financial achievement, suggesting 

that a deep-rooted spiritual orientation still lingers. Nevertheless, Ursula's own 

experience subtly reveals how modern materialism infiltrates the psyche. She recoils 

from the idea of becoming poor like her neighbours, resisting Christian injunctions such 

as “thou shalt give to the poor,” asserting instinctively that such prescriptions do not 

align with her inner truth. This moment illustrates a temporary entanglement with 

materialistic values, which she ultimately transcends in her search for a more vital and 

integrated existence. Fromm would describe this as the struggle between “having” and 

“being”—the modern tendency to equate self-worth with possessions is countered in 

Ursula’s arc by a return to inner aliveness and authenticity (Fromm, 30). 

Another force shaping Ursula’s formation is the educational system, which by 

her time has become a central institution in society. Unlike her grandfather Tom or her 

mother Anna, who remained distant from formal education, Ursula embraces it. Sent to 

school in Nottingham, she finds herself in a broader social and intellectual environment 

and begins to realise that she must move on from the “illusions of her life” and confront 

external realities. Her desire “to burst the narrow boundary of Cossethay where only 
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limited people lived” signals a longing for self-expansion through learning (Lawrence 

221). Unlike her ancestors, whose knowledge was largely intuitive and experiential, 

Ursula seeks structured understanding. She is fascinated by language and thought, 

yearning to study “Greek, Latin and French and mathematics” (225), and she views 

learning as “magical”—an avenue toward mental enrichment and inner freedom. This 

early enchantment with knowledge equips her to develop both her imaginative faculties 

and her rational awareness. Crucially, Ursula combines two faculties that her 

predecessors held in opposition: unconscious instinct and conscious intellect. She is 

instinctively vital and emotionally intuitive, but also mentally acute and self-analytical. 

In this way, she reflects Lawrence’s vision of the new individual, who must not reject 

the unconscious life-force but must bring it into awareness and balance. This synthesis 

of the intuitive and the rational is essential in a society where unconscious vitality is 

threatened by mechanistic routines and alienating rationalism. Fromm’s notion of 

“productive orientation”—the ability to remain rooted in one’s being while engaging 

creatively with the world—resonates with Ursula’s early development (Fromm, 78). 

She must learn to resist the psychic flattening exerted by the modern world itself—a 

world increasingly governed by utilitarian thinking, depersonalised authority, and 

hollow abstractions that threaten to stifle instinct, imagination, and affective depth. 

Alongside education and materialism, technological advancement—particularly 

in transportation—further broadens Ursula’s world. Her movements across spaces are 

facilitated by trains and the motor-car, which she experiences with excitement and 

curiosity. When she rides with Skrebensky, the landscape becomes a site of wonder and 

adventure. Lawrence, while often critical of industrialism’s deadening effect, 

acknowledges that certain aspects, like transportation, permit the expansion of sensory 

and experiential life. Ursula’s journeys reflect a modern freedom of mobility that both 

liberates and complicates her search for selfhood. 

The spiritual dimension of her development is equally shaped by the crisis of 

modern religion. For Lawrence, religion has lost its mystery and become an empty ritual 

that feeds the individual’s ego rather than opening the soul to the cosmic whole. Ursula 

comes to see the church’s doctrines as “a tale, an illusion” and feels that the religious 

“drama” has become purely mechanical, void of transcendence (Lawrence 237, 253). 



 165 

She observes that the traditional heart of the Brangwen family—once “big with joy”—

has now “sank dead,” consumed by a lifeless moralism that separates spirit from body. 

This desacralisation of religion reflects a broader cultural shift that Lawrence associates 

with modern alienation and self-enclosure. He contends in We Need One Another that 

modern religion, like modern science, inflates the ego and isolates the individual in 

pursuit of an abstract Nirvana that denies real relational life (Lawrence, 296). Ursula 

thus begins to “hate religion because it lent itself to her confusion” (241). Realising that 

neither the mind alone nor institutional faith can offer authentic connection, she seeks 

to create her own form of spirituality—a union of body and soul, self and world. She 

symbolically rejects the Sunday world of abstraction in favour of the weekday world of 

sensory immediacy. The old metaphysical certainties collapse as she comes to 

understand that true religion must emerge from lived experience rather than dogma. 

This turning point marks the beginning of her personal mythos, one that honours 

vitality, relationality, and embodiment over institutionalised belief. 

Socially, Ursula also inherits the Brangwen tendency toward detachment from 

the broader community. Lawrence suggests that this insularity is a generational trait, 

passed down from the Marsh Farm days. Ursula’s initial assumption that she and her 

family are “enough” reflects a form of spiritual narcissism—a belief that her internal 

world is sufficient to understand and navigate external reality. She gauges others by the 

internal standard of “her father, her mother, her grandmother and her uncles” (211), and 

she moves through the world “with all her soul in her hand.” Yet as she matures, she 

discovers that the outer world demands a performance, a “counterfeit of her soul for 

outward presentation” (241). This disjunction between inner self and social self is one 

of the central crises of modern identity and echoes Fromm’s observation that modern 

individuals often live inauthentic lives, conforming to expected roles while remaining 

estranged from their true selves (Fromm 152). This foundational experience—of 

needing to protect and yet express the soul—sets the stage for Ursula’s later struggles. 

She learns that the community around her does not share her intuitive authenticity, and 

that selfhood in the modern world requires negotiation, compromise, and 

transformation. The Brangwen legacy of spiritual isolation must be tempered by 

conscious engagement with others if she is to forge a meaningful life. 
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At this stage in the novel, Lawrence carefully presents the backdrop of Ursula’s 

coming-of-age, not yet rushing into analysis but preparing the groundwork for her crisis 

of self-realisation. By establishing her early disillusionments—about religion, 

education, materialism, and social connectedness—he creates the conditions for her 

existential rebellion. As he writes in We Need One Another, individuals must reject “a 

few fixed ideas like sex, money, what a person ‘ought to be’” lest they miss the whole 

of life (Lawrence, 299). Ursula begins to do just that, moving away from inherited 

structures and toward an uncertain, yet necessary, individual renewal. She will go on to 

reject the stories of her grandmother, the values of her parents, the spiritual deadness of 

organised religion, and the fixed nature of marital relationships—all in the name of 

forging a new, vital path forward. In so doing, Ursula affirms what Lawrence saw as 

the essence of peace: the capacity to “renew ourselves as we grow older,” to remain in 

a dynamic process of becoming (299). Her path is not about conforming to fixed ideals, 

but about discovering a living connection between inner self and outer world. As she 

begins to perceive that she is “responsible to the world; and to her own self,” she lays 

the foundation for the more complex crises and epiphanies that will shape the rest of 

her journey. 

Navigating Modern Chaos: Ursula’s Awakening through Anton - Phase One 

As Ursula matures, she enters a chaotic world where formerly stable pillars—religion, 

education, and community life—fail to provide meaning. As she asserts, “what one 

might assert it to be true in historical fact—one knew it was not true for this present-life 

of ours” (Lawrence 237). Truth is no longer located in collective narratives or 

institutional frameworks, but in the authenticity of the individual. Human life, Ursula 

intuits, transcends historical constructs; it must be lived anew, in fidelity to the present. 

Lawrence presents this imperative as a demand to forge a new self in order to preserve 

individuality and the vital core of being amidst the “undifferentiated mass.” The 

experience of life, as Lawrence makes Ursula realise, must emerge from immediate 

existence—not from abstract systems or inherited ideals, which only deaden the self. 

Unlike Tom, whose mode of being was grounded in a collective order, Ursula grapples 

with the more modern burden of self-responsibility. She recognises herself as “a 
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separate entity in the midst of obscurity” (237), and with considerable struggle, begins 

to accept the weight of recreating herself through her own actions. She now understands 

that she “must know how to take the weekday life,” resisting the seduction of illusionary 

ideals that eventually collapse under their own falsity. With this, Lawrence articulates 

her growing autonomy: “there was a necessity to choose one’s actions and deeds.” This 

reflection affirms Ursula’s refusal to be passively absorbed, directed, or subdued by any 

external authority. As previously noted, “there was upon her always a fear and a dislike 

to authority” (239). Her inner integrity made her realise that “if she gave herself away 

to authority, she would be lost and destroyed.” Her struggle is therefore not simply 

existential but spiritual and psychological—a passage through what Lawrence describes 

as her “dark days of confusion, soulless, uncreated, unformed” (241). In this painful but 

necessary “wrestling,” Ursula is bound to take wrong turns—her first romantic 

experience with a schoolmistress and her stifling encounter with institutionalised 

education being the earliest of such detours. 

This is the period in Ursula’s life when she encounters Skrebensky. She is 

“yearning to the other person,” seeking connection and releasing herself from 

previously accepted abstractions such as religion. Skrebensky, at first, becomes for 

Ursula what Will once was for Anna: an escape. The pattern repeats itself. Although 

her relationship with him marks a necessary phase in the struggle for selfhood that each 

individual must endure, it is nonetheless rooted in illusion. Ursula unconsciously 

mimics her mother’s inclination in responding to Anton. Initially, he fascinates her 

because he appears “beyond any change or question,” “perfectly, fatally established,” 

and “wonderful for being so finely constituted” (Lawrence 245–46). Yet these qualities 

are illusory; to the reader, they betray a defensive surface masking an evacuated inner 

self. By clinging to such appearances, Skrebensky forfeits his own inner life. Lawrence 

notes, “To his own intrinsic life, he was dead and he could not rise again from the dead” 

(276). While he sustains his social persona, “his soul lay in the tomb. His life lay in the 

established order of things” (276). The established order of things is precisely 

Skrebesnky’s subscription to institutions and ideals that Lawrence so strongly abhors. 

Hence, Skrebensky is firmly embedded in the collective: an Englishman and a 

soldier, he identifies as a social type. He values his uniform, subscribes to the 
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abstraction of national duty, and declares to Ursula, “You wouldn’t be yourself if there 

were no nation” (261). To him, individuality dissolves in favour of the collective. He 

affirms that his “real home is the army” (245) and treats others as “mere objects of 

indifference” (247). His fascination with engineering—railways and bridges—signals a 

further alignment with mechanistic values. For Ursula, his mindset reveals the dangers 

of laisser-aller—a passive abandonment of personal integrity that leads to a spiritually 

stagnant existence. 

Ursula resists this reduction of self to national identity. She confronts him: “It 

seems to me as if you weren’t anybody—as if there weren’t anybody there, where you 

are. Are you anybody, really?” (261). Her question reflects a fundamental divergence. 

Unlike Anton, she possesses an inner life that demands cultivation. She despises the 

stiff, uniformed soldier: “She hates soldiers because they are stiff and wooden,” 

preferring instead to “be a romantic.” Her passionate orientation toward vitality and 

inner growth stands in stark opposition to Anton’s mechanical exteriority. He disregards 

the unconscious, engaging only with the visible, the measurable. As Lawrence explains, 

“He never really wanted a woman, not with the whole of him: never loved, never 

worshipped, only just physically wanted her. [...] He continued to love her with his 

body, let his soul do as it would” (266). Skrebensky’s passive and mechanized 

worldview reflects a dehumanised result of industrial modernity. In his case, the belief 

in imperial expansion and technological advancement—such as invading other 

countries for raw materials—is not questioned but celebrated as “progress.” He views 

this structure through a utilitarian lens: “the greatest good for all,” with “all” clearly 

privileging the English centre of power. Yet Lawrence does not dwell on history’s 

events per se, but on their corrosive aftermath upon the individual’s inner life. The point 

is not the content of empire, but the consequence: the alteration of the natural self 

beyond repair. Thus, Skrebensky’s unthinking loyalty to the nation exemplifies the 

collective tendency to surrender personal growth in favour of social conformity. 

Lawrence underscores this in a searing critique: 

 
He went about at his duties, giving himself up to them. At the bottom of his heart his self, the 

soul that aspired and had true hope of self-effectuation lay as dead, still-born, a dead weight in his 
womb. Who was he, to hold important his personal connection? What did a man matter personally? 
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He was just a brick in the whole great social fabric, the nation, the modern humanity. [...] The Whole 
mattered—but the unit, the person, had no importance 

 
(Lawrence 276). 

 

In stark contrast, Ursula will undergo a painful but conscious effort to become. She 

rejects all forms of abstraction that smother the self—be they religious, national, or 

romantic. Her path is marked by struggle and detours, yet she chooses inner 

responsibility over social absorption. Through Ursula’s evolution, Lawrence asserts that 

the future depends on the development of a real, purposive self—a being capable of 

rising from the ashes of mechanised civilization and resisting the ruthless, egotistical 

pursuit of domination, which both he and Fromm consider the root cause of modern 

alienation (Fromm 56–58; Lawrence 49). 

Before arriving at these deeper realizations, however, Ursula is initially 

portrayed as a typical adolescent, entangled in the material and sensual aspects of life. 

She is drawn to material comfort, expresses a clear aversion to poverty, and engages in 

a romantic relationship with a soldier, Anton Skrebensky, which is marked by sensual 

experimentation and emotional curiosity. Much like her mother before her, Ursula finds 

immediate satisfaction in bodily pleasures and the external tokens of romance: kisses, 

cars, gifts, and physical intimacy. At this early stage, she inhabits the “material 

immediacies” of her existence, unable to see beyond the pleasures of the moment. 

However, unlike her mother, Ursula is a modern woman with increased freedom of 

choice. Yet this freedom, as Lawrence suggests, does not secure meaningful existence. 

On the contrary, it leads to disorientation and spiritual alienation. In We Need One 

Another, Lawrence critiques this kind of excessive independence as “dead feelings and 

wasted illusions,” where freedom becomes a road to emptiness rather than fulfillment 

(Lawrence). Ursula’s freedom becomes valuable only through experience, not through 

theoretical knowledge or inherited wisdom. Her transformation must emerge from 

within, as her inner self responds to the trials of emotional engagement. Thus, Lawrence 

suggests that no conscious intention or intellectual effort alone can transform Ursula’s 

identity or free her from her generational legacy. She must endure and reflect upon her 

failures in love and life—particularly her disillusionment with Skrebensky—before she 
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is ready for a more authentic encounter with Rupert Birkin in Women in Love. It is 

through this struggle that she comes to realise that her will to resist the conventional 

and reductive forms of relationship is her most vital asset for self-renewal. 

At first, however, Ursula is captivated by the thrill of being with Anton. Their 

relationship heightens her senses, offering a vivid sense of personal vitality and power. 

She seeks to feel “the maximum self” and to test the limits of her identity through 

sensual assertion. Yet even at this stage, there is a subtle power struggle embedded in 

their intimacy. Anton could have served as a medium for Ursula to access deeper 

unconscious states through bodily union, but he lacks the emotional self-definition 

needed to support such an encounter. Lawrence repeatedly describes how Anton 

becomes “all vague, undefined, inchoate,” increasingly dissolved by Ursula’s intensity. 

Though she remains unaware of this dynamic at first, she later realises that her attempts 

at self-assertion effectively “annihilate” him. Initially, though, she surrenders to the 

intoxicating promise of bodily experience, feeling “proud, very new and very sensitive,” 

as though she were “beyond herself” (Lawrence 257). This infatuation is not only 

sensual but also defensive. Ursula’s immersion in Anton functions as a screen against 

external reality, similar to how she once used religious devotion to buffer herself against 

existential uncertainty. With traditional beliefs like religion rendered hollow, she turns 

to Anton as a new illusion. As she admits, society demands that she “make something 

of herself,” but instead she clings to the material and the bodily to avoid this 

confrontation. According to Edwards Duane, Ursula must ultimately “fall back on 

herself, struggle into being, and allow her essential self to break through the shell of 

materialism that encloses it” (Duane, 25)  

For a time, however, Ursula believes she is in love because she is enthralled by 

an image of herself—emboldened, rebellious, powerful in opposition to her parents and 

societal norms. In one scene, she and Anton “played at kisses,” a sensual game 

described as “daring and reckless and dangerous,” driven not by love but by mutual 

defiance (Lawrence 254). This performative passion is a projection, not a revelation. 

Lawrence makes it clear that the love rooted only in the senses is ultimately inauthentic, 

limited by its transient nature. As he writes in Morality and the Novel, “No emotion is 

supreme, or exclusively worth living for… All emotions go to the achieving of a living 
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relationship” (140). Thus, sensuality divorced from emotional growth becomes a self-

referential illusion—a performance of love rather than its reality. This illusion collapses 

as Ursula begins to experience emotional deadness in Anton’s presence. He lacks the 

soul and personal substance to match her emotional vitality, becoming for her a source 

of sterility: “null” and “strangely nothing” (The Rainbow). Still, Ursula cannot yet 

articulate her dissatisfaction. As Lawrence notes, she is “too young, too baffled to 

understand or even to know that she suffered much.” Her confusion is subtly highlighted 

during a boat scene, where she and Anton contrast sharply with a nearby couple on the 

Annabel. This couple, despite their differences, share an invisible bond—the “logic of 

the soul”—which stands in stark contrast to Ursula and Anton’s superficial sensuality. 

The encounter leaves her feeling warm, renewed, and reminded of her own vitality. 

Anton, by contrast, surrounds her with deadness, as if “the world were ashes” (265). 

Spurred by this contrast, Ursula attempts once again to revive her relationship 

with Anton during a moonlit night. Her gaze toward the moon suggests her longing for 

something beyond herself, an “other” with whom she can achieve a fuller union. 

Symbolically, the moon represents feminine singularity and self-reflection, but also 

emotional solitude. Ursula, who has long lived in self-enclosure, needs to overcome her 

narcissistic tendencies by entering into genuine communion with another. Yet Anton is 

incapable of this. He cannot withstand the intensity of her emotional presence and 

dissolves into “agony and annihilation” (Lawrence 270). This emotional disintegration 

reveals the hollowness of Ursula’s victory. Without reciprocity, asserting the “great I,” 

as Lawrence puts it in We Need One Another, becomes a path to egoism rather than 

liberation. If the “other” in a relationship is merely a mirror for the self, then the self 

collapses into its own projections, trapped in an echo chamber of unmet desire. 

Naturally then, after the moonlight scene, Ursula is “overcome with slow horror” 

of her own self. She is filled with an “overpowering fear of herself” (Lawrence, 274). 

As someone who tends to avoid discomfort, she instinctively resists self-reckoning: 

“She denied it with all her might. With all her might she turned away from it” (274). 

Unlike Anna, whose will to dominate grows unchecked, Ursula recoils from the idea of 

asserting herself at the cost of the other. Her aim is not to establish matriarchal control 

but to achieve a relationship grounded in mutual being. Yet her first failure—due to 
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male inadequacy in Skrebensky, who is all appearance and no essence—shatters this 

ideal. She tastes a “deep, ashy disappointment” (274), and “the cold imperturbability of 

spirit continued in her now. It was as if some disillusion had frozen upon her. Part of 

her has gone cold, apathetic” (279). She recognises that “her life was only partial at this 

time,” for she cannot live fully without facing her limitations and discovering a vital 

connection with another. This failure teaches her that modern love is often pleasure-

based and self-contained—it does not lead anywhere. It becomes a closed circuit of the 

body or the ego. To grow, Ursula must break free from this dependence on material 

love, including Anton’s body, and seek instead the “logic of the soul”—a connection 

that preserves manhood and womanhood yet allows emotional and physical flow. At 

this threshold, Ursula turns toward a different kind of intimacy, one shaped by the ideals 

of her school mistress, Winifred Inger, a scientific humanist whose values will further 

test the direction of Ursula’s becoming. 

 

Ursula and Winifred: The Oscillating Authenticity Of The Soul 
 
The central episode of female bonding unfolds in the chapter entitled “Shame”, a title 

that strongly implies Lawrence’s critical stance on the homosexual intimacy that 

develops between Ursula and Winifred Inger. Yet, this does not amount to a wholesale 

discrediting of the experience. While Lawrence ultimately sees same-sex love as a 

closure of the self, incapable of generating the dynamic tension necessary for real 

growth, Ursula’s relationship with Winifred yields significant insights. Inger herself 

acts as a mouthpiece for many of Lawrence’s critiques of modernity—she voices 

scepticism toward scientific rationalism, the emptiness of modern masculinity, and the 

alienation between men and women. These themes intensify when she comes into 

contact with Ursula’s Uncle Tom, the very embodiment of Lawrence’s “mechanized 

man.” Thus, even as Winifred represents a deviation from the vital male-female polarity 

Lawrence idealises, she paradoxically deepens Ursula’s awareness of what modern life 

lacks. 

Ursula’s attraction to Winifred is, in part, a reaction to the emotional void left by 

Anton Skrebensky. Where Anton's love was fraught with bitterness and domination, 

this new bond is sensual and unthreatening, and Ursula allows herself to dissolve into 
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its soft emotional current. At this point, she is still “unformed, palpitating,” withdrawing 

from the rawness of life and clinging to psychological screens that shield her from direct 

confrontation with her own limitations. Winifred appears as a composite figure—

bearing masculine strength and feminine allure—“proud and free as a man, yet exquisite 

as a woman” (283). That duality enchants Ursula, who, still recoiling from the “deep, 

ashy disappointment” of her former relationship, takes refuge in her studies and refuses 

full engagement with the world. As Lawrence explains in Psychoanalysis and the 

Unconscious, the individual in modern times is often trapped in a neurotic self-

consciousness, incapable of giving themselves fully in relationship. Ursula exemplifies 

this phase: aware of her incompleteness, dreading the emergence of real individuality, 

and fearing that even her studies might fail to preserve her fragile autonomy. 

It is precisely in this state of diffused identity that Ursula turns to Winifred. She 

is painfully conscious that she “had no self,” ashamed in the presence of others for being 

“a wavering, undefined sensibility only, without form or being.” Winifred offers 

temporary stability, but also becomes a mirror in which Ursula confronts the ambiguous 

promises of modern liberation. Through this relationship, Ursula is exposed to 

alternative ways of thinking—about science, religion, and gender relations—but also 

begins to perceive their limitations. In Fromm’s terms, this bond does not yet rise to the 

level of mature love, which he defines as union based on integrity and individuation, 

not fusion or projection (Fromm 38–39). Winifred, with her rational training and lack 

of deep rootedness in being, cannot become a partner in such a union, yet her influence 

triggers Ursula’s rapid emotional development. 

Winifred’s character, while intellectually expansive, lacks the “passional soul” 

Lawrence deemed necessary for real vitality. She is too cerebral, too fixed in ideological 

constructs, echoing what Lawrence critiques in Fantasia of the Unconscious as the 

“mind-dominated woman,” who substitutes intellectual or moral ideas for inner being. 

As such, she cannot offer Ursula the vital polarity that would lead to fulfillment, but she 

nonetheless helps Ursula rise from her state of passive shame. The experience, though 

not fulfilling in Lawrence’s eyes, becomes a pivotal stage in Ursula’s journey toward 

discovering what is lacking—and what must eventually be found elsewhere. 

 Rationality, as previously discussed, is not a value Lawrence embraces in its 
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abstract or totalising form. Rather, he critiques its disembodied nature and the way it 

isolates the mind from the deeper, instinctual centres of being. In the figure of Winifred 

Inger, rationality assumes an authoritative role that culminates in her belief in the 

supremacy of human desire and cognition. For Winifred, “the human desire is the 

criterion of all truth and all good” and “truth does not lie beyond humanity, but is one 

of the products of the human mind and feeling” (Lawrence 287). This self-sufficient 

rationalism, in Lawrence’s view, represents a dangerous inflation of the ego, wherein 

the human mind assumes mastery not only over itself but also over the cosmos. Such a 

position, which places the human intellect at the centre of value and meaning, relegates 

all other natural forces—instinct, the cosmos, non-human life—to the realm of the 

incidental. 

Lawrence’s rejection of this anthropocentric model stems from his belief that any 

vision of man that severs him from the great forces of the universe—blood, instinct, the 

unknown—is fundamentally flawed. He believed that to understand man only in terms 

of his socially-defined roles—citizen, consumer, producer—was to misunderstand him 

altogether, to strip him of the deep, metaphysical grounding required for wholeness. In 

Fantasia of the Unconscious, he laments the modern belief in the “spiritual and moral 

supremacy of the human will,” noting that this attitude fosters a tyrannical relationship 

with nature and with the inner self (Lawrence 136). Thus, his disdain for modernity 

arises largely from its assumption that the human can and should stand alone, sovereign 

and sufficient, severed from the unconscious energies that once gave life a sense of 

organic rootedness. 

This concern resurfaces within The Rainbow, where Lawrence explicitly 

critiques modern power as a perversion of vitality: “We do not worship power, in our 

enlightened souls. Power is degenerated to money and Napoleonic stupidity” (Lawrence 

291). Here, power no longer connects man to elemental forces but is reduced to 

materialism, domination, and instrumental reason. Winifred’s rationalism is complicit 

in this degeneration, for it assumes that human life is explicable through intellect and 

that desire itself can be a criterion of truth. Fromm similarly identifies this phenomenon 

in The Sane Society, arguing that modern narcissism is rooted in a belief in the absolute 

centrality of the self, leading individuals to exploit others—and the environment—as 
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mere instruments of personal gratification (Fromm 67–68). The rational mind, detached 

from feeling and otherness, becomes a mechanism of self-assertion rather than 

connection. 

This mechanization of the human being is one of Lawrence’s core anxieties. In 

replacing the instinctive, reciprocal relationship with life with a controlled, self-serving 

model, man becomes estranged both from nature and from the inner “dark self.” 

According to Lawrence, this “dark self”—an unconscious reservoir of instincts and 

passions—is the vital core of one’s being. In health, it moves through the body, 

animating perception and experience, and the conscious mind functions as a vessel that 

gives these impulses form and clarity. However, when the mind usurps this natural 

hierarchy, it becomes tyrannical, replacing life’s fluidity with static abstractions. As he 

writes in Fantasia, “the great error is that the conscious ego wants to swallow up the 

whole of life, and become the whole of the man” (Lawrence 133). 

This is precisely the condition Winifred represents. She is not a hollow figure, 

but a rigid one—one who intellectualises experience and seeks to convert Ursula to a 

vision of life dominated by rational clarity. “She wanted to bring Ursula to her own 

position of thought,” and yet Ursula instinctively resists this conversion. Despite her 

emotional vulnerability, Ursula intuits that she does not belong to the sterile life of the 

mind, but to the vital, unresolvable depths of the human soul. The failure of this 

relationship is not simply a disavowal of homosexual intimacy but a symbolic refusal 

of rational domination. It marks the moment when Ursula recognises that love, meaning, 

and vitality cannot be found through abstract ideas or self-contained desire. Instead, 

they arise from an openness to the unknown, to the “beyond-human” forces that call the 

soul into being. 

Thus, Lawrence’s philosophy of mind is neither anti-thought nor anti-individual; 

rather, it asserts that thought must remain rooted in the unconscious matrix of life, and 

that individuality emerges not through assertion but through submission to the dark 

undercurrents of being. The mind must serve life, not master it. When this balance is 

lost—as it is in Winifred—the result is not freedom but alienation, not clarity but 

sterility. In this light, Ursula’s rejection of Winifred’s worldview is not a rejection of 

affection or even of Winifred herself, but a deeper turn toward the kind of authenticity 
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that cannot be reached through rational maps. It is a gesture toward the unformulated, 

the intuitive, and ultimately, the transcendent. 

Another major theme that Lawrence addresses in the same chapter is the erosion 

of religion in the mechanised world. With the advent of the machine and the increasing 

rationalisation of life, Lawrence argues that the instinctive, emotional connection to the 

divine has been severely diminished, giving way to a hollow formalism. The religious 

impulse, once rooted in mystery and spiritual vitality, becomes fossilised within dogma 

and utilitarian purposes. In their discussion, Ursula and Winifred attempt to strip 

religion of its traditional constraints: “they took religion and rid it of its dogmas, its 

falsehoods. Winifred humanised it all.” In this act of “humanising,” Winifred 

transforms religion from a transcendent experience into a rational, moral framework. 

Lawrence, however, is sceptical of this process, exposing modern religion as another 

institutional expression of the human compulsion to master and categorise the world. 

He writes, “Gradually it dawned upon Ursula that all the religion she knew was but a 

particular clothing to a human aspiration.” Religion, once the domain of the numinous, 

becomes for Lawrence merely a vehicle for human domination, cloaked in abstract 

ideals. Through fear, he argues, it achieves submission: Ursula sees it turning people 

into “mild, passive lambs and monotonous doves” (288). The instinctive self is subdued 

in favour of a mechanised conformity, which aligns with Fromm’s critique in Escape 

from Freedom, that modern institutions reduce individuals to obedient functionaries 

who surrender their freedom for security and order (Fromm 152). 

Closely tied to this discussion of religious falsity is Lawrence’s critique of the 

inauthenticity in human love under modern conditions, particularly how men idealise 

women as projections of their inner fantasies rather than engaging with them as real 

beings. Winifred articulates this distortion with searing clarity, warning Ursula of the 

dangers of becoming an object of male idealisation: “The men will do no more, —they 

have lost the capacity for doing. They make everything fit into an old, inert idea. Love 

is a dead idea to them. They don't come to one and love one, they come to an idea, and 

they say “You are my idea,” so they embrace themselves. As if I were any man's idea! 

As if I exist because a man has an idea of me! As if I will be betrayed by him, lend him 

my body as an instrument for his idea, to be a mere apparatus of his dead theory” (288). 
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Winifred’s speech encapsulates the core of Lawrence’s protest against the 

objectification and intellectualisation of relationships. Love, which ought to be a living 

encounter between two whole beings, becomes a sterile enactment of pre-existing 

concepts. As Keith Sagar argues, the modern man in Lawrence’s fiction is trapped 

within a conceptual framework that prevents him from responding to the living presence 

of the other (Sagar 87). Winifred’s insights echo Lydia’s earlier experience with her 

first husband, who was consumed by abstract ideals and unable to love her as a real 

woman. Lawrence draws a clear generational continuity here, suggesting that the same 

mechanistic mindset pervades both personal and collective domains. 

Through Winifred, Lawrence channels his own philosophical insights, making 

her character particularly compelling. Winifred’s acute perception penetrates Ursula’s 

consciousness and initiates an awakening to the conditions of modern life: “It was a 

strange world the girl was swept into, like a chaos, like the end of the world. She was 

too young to understand it all. Yet the inoculation passed into her, through her love for 

her mistress.” Lawrence deliberately uses the metaphor of inoculation to describe this 

transmission of consciousness, suggesting both a protective and toxic effect. However, 

while Winifred brings Ursula into awareness, her limitations are soon exposed. 

Lawrence critiques her excessive rationalism and materialism, which deprive her of the 

capacity for instinctive, lived experience. Winifred’s knowledge becomes sterile 

because it is detached from the deeper, unconscious self. As Edward Duane points out, 

Lawrence often portrays characters who possess intellectual brilliance but are paralysed 

by their inability to act from the centre of their being (Duane 45). Winifred knows she 

is “perverted,” that she has deviated from her wholeness, yet she makes no effort to 

recover it. Her tragedy lies in her awareness without transformation. 

In contrast, Ursula is portrayed as a character who, though shattered by her 

experiences, retains an irreducible core of selfhood. After her painful encounter with 

Winifred, Ursula finds herself in a state of emotional and existential desolation: “Her 

lot was isolated and deadly.” Yet Lawrence affirms her inner integrity: “within all the 

great attack of disintegration upon her, she remained herself. It was the terrible core of 

all her suffering, that she was always herself” (289). Unlike Winifred, Ursula has not 

surrendered her spontaneity or capacity for growth. Her suffering, according to 
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Fromm’s framework, represents the necessary pain of individuation, the price of 

preserving one’s freedom and integrity in an alienated world (Fromm 97). Ursula’s 

endurance becomes a form of triumph. As Mark Kinkead-Weekes notes, Lawrence 

invests Ursula with a “spiritual resilience” that allows her to endure the death of old 

values without collapsing into cynicism or mechanistic despair (Kinkead-Weekes 314). 

Although Ursula does not yet possess the knowledge or clarity needed to 

actualise her whole self, her refusal to submit to false solutions marks her as a figure of 

potential renewal. Lawrence places great emphasis on the authenticity of her struggle. 

She does not know the way forward, but she does not retreat into illusions. In this regard, 

Ursula stands as a counterpoint to Winifred, whose understanding is purely mental and 

who, as a result, cannot participate in the instinctive, fluid flux of being. Lawrence 

suggests that true becoming requires more than intellectual insight—it demands 

openness to the unknown and the courage to feel without guarantees. Winifred, by 

contrast, remains a prisoner of her fixed ideals, which she uses as a defence against the 

risks of real connection. 

Eventually, Ursula begins to feel physically and spiritually ill in Winifred’s 

presence, which Lawrence conveys with visceral imagery: “a sort of nausea coming 

over her. A heavy, clogged sense of deadness began to gather upon her, from the other 

woman’s contact” (289). The encounter becomes suffocating, severing Ursula from the 

possibility of growth. In the aftermath, she turns back to the memory of Skrebensky, 

idealising him as a symbol of emotional rootedness. She “adhered to the Skrebensky of 

her memory,” clinging to a romanticised image of their love as something pure and 

fulfilling. In reality, their relationship had been fraught with miscommunication and 

disconnection, but for Ursula, the past becomes a refuge from her present sense of 

emotional sterility. She believes, “Her love for Winifred Inger wrenched her life as it 

seemed from the roots and native soil where Skrebensky had belonged to it, and she 

was aridly transplanted.” Thus, in her need to find coherence and emotional grounding, 

she constructs an imagined Skrebensky who never truly existed. Lawrence writes, “She 

revived his memory with strange passion, after the departure of Winifred,” illustrating 

her tendency to mythologise love in order to escape psychic dislocation. 

This psychological retreat mirrors Fromm’s idea of the “escape from freedom” 



 179 

in which individuals, overwhelmed by existential anxiety, flee into illusion and 

idealisation rather than face the ambiguity of authentic being (Fromm 134). Ursula, 

though fundamentally honest in her inner search, is not immune to this defence. Her 

fantasy of Skrebensky reflects a temporary failure of instinct—a moment of 

psychological weakness that results from the devastating encounter with a love that was 

purely cerebral and ultimately dehumanising. The disintegration she experiences under 

Winifred’s influence paradoxically strengthens her resolve to remain true to herself, 

even if she must do so alone. 

In sum, the contrast between Ursula and Winifred deepens Lawrence’s 

exploration of authenticity in a mechanised world. Winifred embodies a failed modern 

consciousness—brilliant, perceptive, but ultimately disconnected from the soul. Ursula, 

by suffering through the collapse of false ideologies and refusing to become passive, 

preserves a possibility for future growth. Her isolation is not a sign of defeat but a 

necessary crucible in which the authentic self may begin to emerge. 

 To conclude this episode with clarity and critical continuity in Lawrence’s 

sustained denunciation of modern dehumanization, the relationship between Winifred 

and Ursula’s uncle Tom Brangwen is introduced as a crucial episode. Tom, who now 

embodies the “industrial magnate,” becomes a pivotal figure through whom Lawrence 

explores the transformation of individual and societal values under the grip of 

mechanized modernity. Their union exposes the spiritual sterility of modern 

marriages—mere alliances of convenience shaped by ambition, materialism, and 

emotional hollowness. Importantly, Lawrence uses Tom and Winifred to dramatize a 

deeper truth: that awareness of this spiritual death, when unaccompanied by a desire to 

resist, leads to a kind of passive complicity. Tom and Winifred may recognize the 

emptiness of their world, yet they persist in it, whereas the masses, lacking even this 

awareness, surrender themselves unknowingly to the system. In the end, the 

consequence is the same: a flattened humanity, mechanized and soulless, incapable of 

vitality or true connection. 

To anchor this critique in a visible social and geographical landscape, Lawrence 

sets this episode in Wiggiston, a town shaped by industrial ugliness, architectural 

shapelessness, and psychic disintegration. Through Ursula’s eyes, we are shown the 
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contrast between those like Tom and Winifred, who accept and even promote this 

mechanized world, and those like Ursula herself, who inwardly rebel and continue to 

seek freedom, vitality, and self-authenticity. Yet in between these poles lie the masses—

those who, as Lawrence writes, “know they are sold to their jobs” but cannot yet 

imagine an alternative. Their surrender to the industrial system, whether through 

passivity or despair, results in the loss of selfhood and relational warmth. 

Before further delving into the psychic structures of these three societal 

positions—compliance, revolt, and unconscious conformity—it is necessary to examine 

Uncle Tom’s character, for he personifies the complete internalisation of industrial 

values. Understanding his trajectory and personality sheds light not only on his union 

with Winifred but also on the ideological and emotional chasm between individuals like 

him and those like Ursula, who still harbour the potential for wholeness. 

Unlike the earlier Brangwen men, Tom bears a foreign, cosmopolitan air—he 

has travelled widely, lived in major cities, and exhibits the polish of urban 

sophistication. But beneath this cultivated exterior lies a disturbing lack of rootedness. 

He is described as someone who conforms to whatever role is expected of him: “always 

more or less what the other person would have him,” a chameleon with no stable self. 

This psychological fluidity, rather than a sign of adaptability, marks the erosion of inner 

authenticity. He is hollowed out by his pursuit of appearances and status, with nothing 

stable at his core. 

Tom’s disconnection from emotional and communal life is rendered not only 

through his character but also through Ursula’s symbolic perception of him. At his 

funeral, she sees a face “distorted,” “bestial,” almost “corrupt,” revealing his inner 

spiritual disfigurement masked by elegance. Lydia too glimpses in him “black depths 

of disintegration.” In Lawrence’s world, such descriptions point to a metaphysical truth: 

Tom has become a creature of the system, no longer a self. His trajectory—Italy, 

America, Germany—symbolizes not cosmopolitan breadth but a restless, rootless quest 

for self-aggrandizement through external achievement, one that ends in a mechanized 

void. This image is confirmed when Tom meets Winifred. Though he has achieved all 

he sought, “they had all ended in a disintegrated lifelessness of soul.” His desire is 

exhausted, his vitality gone. Lawrence is unequivocal: Tom “no longer cared about 
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anything on earth, neither about his body nor about his soul.” His disintegration is 

absolute and irreversible; he is not merely a victim of mechanization but a full 

collaborator, even its willing architect. 

Dan Jacobson’s reading of Lawrence in D.H. Lawrence and Modern Society 

offers a useful lens here. He notes that a man who has mechanized himself “inevitably 

sees the natural world and human society as fields for the exercise of his will, instead 

of as the ‘spontaneous-creative’ flux they really are.” The industrial system, once 

established, does not merely structure the external world; it shapes the very psyches of 

those who live within it. Thus, Tom’s interior life has been bent into conformity with 

the logic of machines: efficiency, domination, and abstraction. Winifred mirrors this 

logic in her own way, embracing the industrial valorisation of the will, the self, and 

material progress. Her belief in human desire as the only source of truth reveals how 

deeply the system has infiltrated the educational and cultural psyche. Through both 

characters, Lawrence critiques not only economic industrialism but also the 

philosophical shift toward subjectivism and rational domination, one that reshapes even 

relationships and emotional life.  

As Jacobson further argues, such overt mechanization atomizes the community, 

transforming it into “an agglomeration of so many enclosed egos,” each believing in its 

own self-importance, each cut off from genuine relational experience. Love becomes 

another contract—transactional, performative, and emotionally vacant. Lawrence 

scathingly summarises such unions as belonging to the “industrial-lovey-dovey-darling-

take-me-to-mamma state of things.” The marriage between Tom and Winifred 

exemplifies this perfectly: a lifeless, symbolic union of human disconnectedness and 

technological hegemony, shaped by ambition, cemented by alienation. 

Wiggiston, the industrial town where Tom lives, reinforces this vision. The city 

is described in terms of amorphousness and deadness—“begins nowhere and ends 

nowhere”—suggesting not only spatial but ontological dissolution. In this setting, the 

mechanized spirit finds its ideal home. Lawrence’s symbolic topography depicts not 

just urban expansion, but psychic and moral entropy. The “specter-like” colliers who 

wander through its blank streets are living bodies with no inner life: “creatures with no 

more hope, but which still live… enclosed in some utterly unliving shell.” What Ursula 
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perceives is a collective ossification—a humanity that has hardened into function, 

routine, and surface, with no center or organic vitality. In this world, even marriage and 

desire have lost form and spirit. 

Lawrence pushes this vision further when he describes the marriages among 

these people—empty structures sustained by necessity and habit, devoid of any erotic, 

spiritual, or emotional charge. Tom’s dismissive remarks about a widow who lost her 

husband to industrial overwork encapsulate the system’s callousness: love is irrelevant, 

grief pointless, as the machine must grind on. The mechanized marriage, then, is not 

merely an unfortunate outcome—it is a logical product of a society that no longer 

recognizes the soul.  

This episode, culminating in the symbolic joining of Tom and Winifred and their 

dominion over the lifeless world of Wiggiston, thus sharpens Lawrence’s condemnation 

of modern society. It shows how the will to power and the loss of inner authenticity 

reinforce each other within the industrial system. In contrast, Ursula, with her persistent 

unrest and refusal to conform, stands as a figure of possibility. She alone, among these 

various types, still harbours a resistance to the psychic machinery of her world. To 

understand the roots of Ursula’s capacity for revolt, and the tensions that shape her 

development, we must now follow her deeper into the heart of modernity—into the very 

institution where the shaping of souls is most evident: education. It is there that her 

ideals, her conflicts, and her identity will be tested against the mechanized logic of her 

society. 

 

 Further into the Mechanized World: Ursula and Education 

 

Despite Ursula Brangwen’s deep-seated rejection of the monetary, commercial, and 

mechanized tendencies of modern life—which, as D.H. Lawrence so often suggests, 

mutilate the individual's potential for organic growth—she is drawn, almost against her 

deeper instincts, to the working world. Her foray into school teaching becomes the 

ultimate test of her will to remain whole in a world that demands submission to abstract 

ideals and disembodied function. In this phase, Lawrence dramatizes the spiritual 

violence inherent in modern institutional systems, especially education, revealing their 
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capacity to alienate, mechanize, and deaden the vital self.  

At this point in The Rainbow, Ursula has already faced a series of existential 

temptations. Her earlier relationship with Skrebensky represents the pull of 

conventional marriage and imperial service, and her subsequent experience with 

Winifred is a humiliating descent into a form of erotic and intellectual nihilism. These 

experiences culminate in a desire to assert herself through productive work, not merely 

as a retreat but as a statement of autonomy. This developmental trajectory reflects what 

Mark Spilka calls Lawrence’s “myth of psychological growth through crisis” (Spilka 

266). For Ursula, work initially appears to promise a sense of dignity and independence. 

She becomes, in Keith Sagar’s terms, a “Lawrentian pioneer”—the first Brangwen 

woman to seek self-sufficiency through a career, stepping into the masculine world on 

her own terms (Sagar, 123). However, Ursula's employment in the Brinsley Street 

school in Ilkeston brutally confronts her with the dehumanizing logic of institutional 

education. In a passage haunted by Lawrence’s autobiographical recollections—

particularly his own disillusionment as a teacher in Eastwood—he depicts a system 

where the pursuit of knowledge is no longer vital but mechanical, dictated by capitalist 

interests rather than human flourishing. According to Kinkead-Weekes and Worthen, 

Lawrence's critique of schooling rests on its attempt to “shrink” the child into a 

standardized mould, violently subjugating his or her spontaneity to social utility 

(Weekes and Worthen, 178). Ursula’s disillusionment with teaching is thus part of 

Lawrence’s broader prophetic vision of social regression through industrial progress. 

Erich Fromm’s analysis of modern society as a “bureaucratized, mechanical 

civilization” enhances the interpretive power of this episode. In The Sane Society, 

Fromm argues that modern institutions force the individual to become an “automaton,” 

defined by instrumental rationality and conformity (Fromm 160). Ursula’s alienation in 

the schoolroom vividly illustrates this: she enters with ideals of being “personal” and 

emotionally invested in her students, but immediately faces a system hostile to any form 

of vitality or individuality. As she discovers, generosity and feeling are not only 

unappreciated—they are actively rejected. This exemplifies what Fromm terms the 

“marketing orientation,” in which humans are valued not for their essence but for their 

functional role (Fromm 76). 
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Lawrence captures this spiritual deadening in minute psychological detail. 

Ursula’s journey to school—her ride on the tram, surrounded by grey, unresponsive 

figures—is steeped in a growing sense of existential suffocation. The people around her 

are described as “spectral,” lifeless, and mute: a chilling vision of the self alienated from 

vitality. Yet, as she tries to blend into this grim procession, “it did not occur to her that 

she was one of them.” Lawrence deliberately stages this moment of denial to underscore 

her naïveté: Ursula still believes that her individuality will survive unscathed. As 

Edward Duane observes, Lawrence uses Ursula’s initial confidence to dramatize her 

later horror at discovering that “society systematically opposes vitality” (Duane 109). 

The symbolic intensity escalates once Ursula enters the teacher's lounge. Her 

encounter with a male teacher who ignores her presence is described as a mechanical 

operation devoid of humanity. He speaks as though addressing a machine, and Ursula, 

stunned by such dehumanization, begins to understand that her presence is irrelevant; 

only her function matters. The anonymity of this man—unnamed and unresponsive—

mirrors the faceless bureaucracy that Lawrence loathes. When another teacher, Mrs. 

Harby, walks in and similarly ignores her colleague, the sense of emotional sterility is 

complete. These are, as Sagar notes, “ghosts of a system that has eaten away at the soul” 

(Sagar 126).The school setting replicates the earlier imagery of the coal pits where 

Uncle Tom worked—a space devoid of individuality, where humans are mere 

extensions of machinery. What is even more alarming is that the characters here are 

supposed to be educators—intellectuals entrusted with shaping future generations. But 

as Lawrence critiques through Ursula's growing revulsion, they are no more human than 

the pit-workers. They exist in silence, with no genuine communication, performing 

prescribed functions, transmitting mechanical knowledge to children. Lawrence 

denounces the reduction of teaching to a technical operation, warning—as John 

Worthen stresses—that “education, in its institutional form, destroys the very growth it 

claims to nurture” (Worthen, 241). 

Fromm’s analysis provides further theoretical grounding here. In Escape from 

Freedom, he notes that modern society “demands conformity, and this conformity turns 

man into a robot” (Fromm 132). This robotic conformity is precisely what Ursula 

experiences in Ilkeston. Her attempt to be “personal” with her students, to engage their 
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inner worlds, clashes with a system that suppresses both emotion and spontaneity. She 

comes to realise, painfully, that her vitality is unwelcome in a world that prefers 

efficiency to authenticity. 

Ursula’s disillusionment with education is therefore not merely a personal 

disappointment; it is a symbolic initiation into the reality of modern institutional life. 

While she begins this chapter hoping that work might offer an avenue of liberation, she 

ends it realising that any profession embedded in the mechanical order will ultimately 

crush the self unless one resists it from within or escapes it entirely. Still, Ursula’s 

willingness to undergo this harrowing trial demonstrates her strength and her 

authenticity. She does not remain naïve. She learns through suffering and begins to 

grasp the deeper truths of her society. 

This capacity for painful awakening is central to Lawrence’s vision of individual 

growth. As Kinkead-Weekes rightly asserts, “For Lawrence, growth is never easy: it is 

a series of disillusionments that strip away illusion after illusion, until the self stands 

naked and whole” (The Rainbow). Ursula’s experience as a teacher is one such 

disillusionment, and it contributes significantly to her journey toward self-realisation. 

By confronting the ugliness of mechanized education, she learns not just to reject it, but 

to deepen her resolve to live from the inner self rather than in service to outer 

abstractions. 

 

A Call From The Past: Ursula And The Schofields 
 
Although the teaching episode ended in emotional and spiritual depletion, it catalysed 

a crucial internal awakening in Ursula, which steered her away from institutional 

conformity and toward deeper questions about authentic life. In a context where modern 

education reduced both teachers and students to cogs in a bureaucratic mechanism, 

Ursula’s revolt against dehumanisation was not entirely solitary. Amidst the oppressive 

air of alienation, she forged one vital, meaningful connection—that with Maggie 

Schofield, a fellow teacher in her twenties. This friendship becomes an important 

interlude, a moment of warmth and recognition in an otherwise disintegrating social 

space, offering not a resolution, but a pause—a still point in Ursula’s ongoing search 

for selfhood. 
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Maggie, whose familial roots lie in gardening and rural labour, represents a 

figure who has, in Lawrence’s terms, retained a sense of blood-consciousness, a latent 

connection to organic life. Though “subdued,” she “remained aloof from others,” and 

“seemed to live in another, lovelier world” (Lawrence 343). This separation from the 

other teachers, who were either aggressively self-important or numbly mechanical, 

marks Maggie as someone still partially embedded in a rhythm of being that modern 

life has all but obliterated. Her presence evokes in Ursula the memory of Cossethay, the 

lush, elemental world of her childhood, and the Edenic symbolism Lawrence associated 

with it. Maggie’s home, with its large family and earthy simplicity, feels like “The 

Garden of Eden,” echoing the protected world Lydia once created to resist the cold 

rationalism of industrial England (Lawrence 347). Ursula’s attraction to Maggie, then, 

is not just emotional but symbolic—she seeks refuge in a remnant of the unspoiled. 

This period of friendship is momentarily regenerative. The two “had a wealth of 

things to talk about,” they “went together to all kinds of places,” and “it was a great joy. 

Finding, discovering” (Lawrence 343). Lawrence presents the early stages of their 

friendship as a period of mutual encouragement, where “each encouraged a firm hope 

in the other” (Lawrence 347). The shared joy of discovering, the exploratory energy of 

their companionship, offers Ursula temporary relief from the stultifying effects of her 

job. Yet even in this intimacy, Lawrence hints at limits. Maggie, though warm and 

connected to nature, lacks the radical introspection that Ursula increasingly develops. 

Her stillness is tinged with sadness, an unwillingness to go further. In Fromm’s terms, 

she remains in the realm of passive relatedness, unable to actively transcend her 

conditioning or engage in the full dialectic of being (Fromm 33–34). 

The difference in their worldviews is most starkly revealed when the two discuss 

love. For Maggie, love is “the flower of life,” a fragile and momentary blossom that 

must be “enjoyed for the brief hours of its duration.” This ephemerality, though 

romantic, signals a retreat from the demands of depth. Ursula, having survived the 

emotional sterility of her relationship with Anton, now echoes Lawrence’s conviction 

that love must be more than a fleeting escape—it must be a means to personal 

regeneration. “There are many men one could love, not just one man,” Ursula observes, 

and yet she questions where such love leads (Lawrence 347). Her question is not 
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rhetorical but existential. For Lawrence, as for Ursula, love that does not contribute to 

the deepening of the self is merely sentimental indulgence (Lawrence, 51). This marks 

another divergence from Anna Brangwen, who, as we saw earlier, believed in the 

stabilising powers of procreation and rooted love. Ursula’s vision is not of rooting but 

of evolving. She is not looking to settle but to transform. 

Maggie’s failure lies not in her warmth or rootedness, but in her unawareness. 

She treats love as a distraction, a balm for modern chaos, rather than as a responsibility 

toward the soul’s becoming. As Jacobson rightly notes, Lawrence often draws a hard 

line between those who merely exist within their environment and those who can see 

it—who achieve awareness and therefore the potential for true freedom (Jacobson 

87).Maggie belongs to the former category, grounded in a comforting but closed world. 

This fundamental difference is crystallised when Ursula is courted by Maggie’s brother, 

Antony. He too embodies the Edenic promise—a life in harmony with the soil, sensuous 

and unburdened. For a moment, Ursula is tempted: “she was fascinated by the thing he 

offered her.” But ultimately, she perceives a fatal flaw: “he had no soul” (Lawrence 

351). Like Maggie, he is one with his background, “unconsciously” natural, living 

through his senses rather than through consciousness. “Her seeing separated them 

infinitely,” Lawrence writes, for she had achieved a degree of self-awareness that now 

rendered instinctual living inadequate. To choose Antony would be to step backward, 

to re-enter a world whose beauty came at the cost of consciousness. Lawrence here 

dramatizes the crucial divide between natural innocence and spiritual awakening, and 

Ursula cannot return to the former without betraying the latter (Lawrence, 717; Fromm 

35). 

“She was a traveller on the face of the earth,” Lawrence writes, and Antony “an 

isolated creature living in the fulfilment of his own senses” (Lawrence 352). The 

contrast is severe. For Lawrence, true fulfilment lies in the reconciliation of blood-

consciousness and mental-consciousness—an ideal rarely achieved. To rely on one at 

the expense of the other is to invite stasis or fragmentation. Antony offers sensual peace, 

but it is a peace that stifles the soul’s evolution. Ursula knows this. She realises that 

regeneration of the self demands movement, struggle, and painful separations. Settling 

into Antony’s Eden would be, for her, a form of spiritual death. 
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Thus, through the brief but charged opposition between Ursula and Maggie—

and later Antony—Lawrence illustrates the broader theme of modern dislocation. Those 

like Maggie and Antony, “enclosed in sadness” and unwilling to move beyond their 

inherited worlds, remain spiritually inert. They are “withheld,” incapable of 

participating in the dynamic becoming that Lawrence champions (Kinkead-Weekes 

242). By contrast, Ursula, though she “suffered bitterly at the hands of life,” remains 

“staunch for joy, happiness and permanency” (Lawrence 352). She suffers, but she 

grows. The friendship ends not with betrayal but with divergence: “Ursula broke from 

that form of life, wherein Maggie remained enclosed.” Maggie reaches a dead-end, a 

cul-de-sac of experience. She is unable to answer Ursula’s growing hunger for 

expansion—for wonder, vitality, and the unknown. Antony even less so. Their world is 

complete, but sealed. Ursula’s world is unfinished, but open. 

Ursula And Skrebensky: Phase Two 

By the time Ursula re-encounters Anton Skrebensky, she is no longer the young woman 

tethered to the rooted world of Cossethay, nor the naïve idealist clinging to the 

redemptive potential of institutional education. Her family’s relocation to Beldover—

spurred by her father’s career move and the need, as Lawrence wryly notes, “to be 

modern”—symbolises a deeper severance from the natural world that once sustained 

her early sense of self. Now immersed in the industrial and intellectual rhythms of the 

city, Ursula's experiences have multiplied: she has wandered urban streets alone, forged 

new friendships, and confronted the hollowness of inherited ideals, especially through 

her interactions with figures like Antony and Dorothy. Yet despite this apparent 

maturity, Ursula’s existential clarity remains elusive. The past still lingers—“she could 

still feel [Antony’s influence] in her veins”—suggesting that her encounters have 

shaped but not stabilised her identity. As Lawrence writes, “she did not know what she 

was” (368), for she is still “falling into depths of admiration of somebody else and 

modeling herself upon this other” (364). These admissions reveal a lingering dependency 

on external validation, a psychological mark of what Fromm might define as the 

‘marketing orientation,’ in which the self is not yet grounded in inner conviction but 

constantly reshaped to meet external expectations (Fromm75). 
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Yet amidst this disorientation, Ursula’s cry before the sea—“there are so many 

dawns that have not yet risen”—offers a fragile, intuitive hope. Her “unborn soul,” as 

she describes it, yearns not merely for an ideal future but for a fuller emergence into 

authentic being. The tears she sheds are not simply those of despair, but of gestation. 

Lawrence dramatizes this moment as a threshold: it is precisely because her past 

experiences have culminated in disappointment that Ursula now senses the possibility 

of a new self, one not modelled on societal roles or romantic illusions but born out of 

something deeper, more elemental. As F.R. Leavis points out, Lawrence’s characters 

undergo emotional rebirth not through resolution, but through suffering that makes the 

soul more available to life (Leavis 46–47). Still, Ursula’s path to renewal is anything 

but linear. Her return to college, far from offering transcendence, becomes yet another 

point of disenchantment. What was once, in her mind, a sacred institution for 

intellectual awakening now reveals itself as a commercial machine: “an apprentice-

shop,” designed to produce “vulgar things, to encumber material life” (367). Education, 

like religion, has been repurposed to serve the gods of materialism. Lawrence’s critique 

here echoes Fromm’s concern that capitalist societies commodify even the most sacred 

aspects of human development, reducing spiritual growth to economic productivity 

(Fromm 84). The “religious virtue of knowledge,” once a channel to inner truth, 

becomes instead “a flunkey to the God of material success,” emblematising the collapse 

of values in an industrial society that measures worth by utility and profit. 

Ursula’s response is not merely intellectual withdrawal but a visceral refusal. She 

becomes “full of rejection and refusal,” no longer seduced by idealistic illusions but 

actively spitting out the “ash of grit and disillusion of falsity.” This is more than 

youthful rebellion—it signals a psychic cleansing, a revolt against the false structures 

that seek to define her. Lawrence uses the motif of ashes to suggest a world in post-

spiritual ruin, where even the pursuit of knowledge turns to dust. But Ursula, unlike the 

hollow souls that surround her, refuses to inhale this dust as truth. As she studies the 

natural world in her botany class, a moment of deep symbolic insight occurs. Plants, 

she notes, live “entirely apart from the purpose of the human world,” following a rhythm 

immune to human calculation. Her observation of a unicellular organism under the 

microscope becomes a revelatory moment: its simple, purposeless existence outside of 
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human law mirrors a different order of life, one untouched by material ambition. 

This revelation aligns with Lawrence’s own metaphysical belief in the primacy 

of the unconscious life-force—what he sometimes calls “blood-consciousness”—which 

flows beneath mental constructs and cultural ideals. Ursula’s insight that “Self was a 

oneness with the infinite” reflects a dawning awareness of this primal unity. To “be 

oneself,” in Lawrence’s ontology, is not to conform to a moral code or social script, but 

to live in unmediated connection with the rhythm of life itself. This is Lawrence’s 

spiritual existentialism: a self that exists in relation not to institutions or ideals, but to 

the infinite flux of being. As she perceives, “to be oneself was a supreme, gleaming 

triumph of infinity.” Here, Lawrence stages the metaphysical crux of his critique of 

modern life: that the self must not be manufactured, marketed, or measured, but 

discovered in the liminal space between consciousness and the life-force that courses 

beneath it. 

At this juncture, Ursula’s rejection of the materialist creed is complete. Yet 

Lawrence also makes it clear that negation alone does not constitute selfhood. Though 

Ursula has dismantled the false ideals imposed upon her—those of romantic love, 

professional fulfilment, and academic authority—she remains incomplete. There is still 

the ache of yearning, the unanswered cry of her “unborn soul.” In this moment of 

vulnerability, she finds herself drawn once again to the memory of Skrebensky, now 

infused with mythic nostalgia: he was “like the radiant hours of morning,” in contrast 

to her present, which feels like “the blank grey ashiness of later daytime” (369). Her 

decision to return to him is not purely romantic but existential. She turns not to Anton 

the man, but to the image he once represented: a potential gateway to a fuller, more 

integrated life. Yet the tension between ideal and reality will soon resurface with tragic 

clarity. 

It is precisely at this period—when Ursula finds herself stranded between past 

disillusionments and future uncertainty—that Skrebensky reappears. In her 

imagination, he is less a man than a mirage, a vessel of hope onto which she projects 

the dream of a more complete existence. This impulse to reconnect with him, however, 

does not stem from a revitalized affection but from an inward crisis. Ursula is haunted 

by the realisation that, despite her education, rebellion, and yearning for authenticity, 
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she has not yet achieved inner fulfilment. The core of her being remains externally 

oriented, dependent on someone or something outside herself to bestow meaning. Thus, 

when his letter arrives, “the spontaneous joy was not there any longer” (Lawrence 370); 

instead, “it was her will that fixed itself to him.” What Ursula desires now is not 

Skrebensky as a person but the imagined possibility of self-realisation through union 

with him—a psychological projection rather than an emotional renewal. 

Skrebensky, on his part, appears unchanged, stagnant in a façade of social values. 

He clings to hollow ideals—his nation, his career, his superficial charm—all of which 

he uses to deflect engagement with his inner life. His failure is not merely personal but 

existential; he embodies the cultivated emptiness of the modern man, whose self has 

withered under the weight of conformity and public identity. As Keith Sagar observes, 

Skrebensky is “a man without a centre,” whose gestures toward fulfilment are “always 

in bad faith” (Sagar 126). Unsurprisingly, his reunion with Ursula is devoid of growth 

or meaningful difference; he picks up their relationship where they had left it six years 

prior, as though no inner movement had occurred. 

Ursula immediately senses the same evasiveness in him—“He was always side-

tracking, always side-tracking his own soul.” She intuits the repetition of an old pattern: 

he would once again assume the role of the respectable officer, the obedient imperial 

subject, and eventually depart for India. “But that was not her road.” She recognises the 

divergence in their spiritual trajectories, yet still cannot relinquish the hope that their 

physical bond might suffice. This time, she resolves to forgo the demands of conscious 

insight, choosing instead to live solely through the body. To remain with him “though 

her heart and soul must be imprisoned and silenced,” she must suppress her awareness. 

She insists, “she loved him, the body of him, whatever his decisions might be,” and to 

maintain this illusion, “all must be kept in the dark. The consciousness must admit 

nothing.” Thus begins her descent into a sensual half-life, a defiance of external norms 

and internal doubts alike. She surrenders to what Lawrence calls the “sensual sub-

consciousness,” scorning the artificial brightness of conventional life. “She went about 

in the sensual sub-consciousness all the time, mocking at the ready-made, artificial 

daylight of the rest.” Yet Lawrence is ambivalent here. While he critiques the 

mechanical postures of modern society, he also exposes the danger of mistaking sensual 
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retreat for liberation. As Kinkead-Weekes notes, Ursula’s posture is both “resistant and 

escapist,” a dual gesture of rebellion and avoidance (Kinkead-Weekes 289). Her “soul 

mocked at all this pretence,” yet “herself, she kept on pretending”—a contradiction that 

reveals the peril of disowning self-awareness in favour of immediate gratification. 

She deludes herself into believing that this tactile, bodily love offers a path to 

wholeness: “There was Skrebensky, there was her dark, vital self.” Here, “dark” 

connotes not mystery or spiritual depth but the carnal, irrational self, detached from 

conscious integration. In surrendering to this, Ursula falls into the very delusion she 

once criticised in Maggie—the idea of love as an end in itself, stripped of reciprocal 

understanding or growth. Mark Spilka astutely remarks that this kind of sexual idealism, 

when unmoored from inner development, becomes “an escape into sensation, not a 

movement toward wholeness” (Spilka 173). What she embraces, then, is not a man, but 

a physical mirage of connection that leaves the soul silenced. Paradoxically, it is in this 

denial of her social self—her earlier preoccupations with career, intellectualism, and 

relational responsibility—that Ursula believes she achieves freedom. She sheds her 

former ambitions and anxieties: “She was like any other girl.” Yet unlike her earlier 

innocence, this return is a regression born of exhaustion. “The antagonism to the social 

imposition was for the time complete and final,” but it is not a triumph—it is a 

withdrawal. As John Worthen observes, Lawrence does not idealise this move; instead, 

he shows that “freedom gained at the cost of the self is no freedom at all” (Worthen 

204). 

In this state of voluptuous inertia, Ursula clings to Skrebensky with a kind of 

stubborn despair. She allows the flesh to dictate the rhythm of their relationship, giving 

in to a sensual immediacy that isolates rather than connects. Like Anna and Will before 

them, they become trapped in a loop of bodily dependence, mistaking physical 

proximity for emotional union. But in Ursula and Skrebensky’s case, the relationship is 

already hollowed out—it does not deteriorate, because it was never vital to begin with. 

Edward Duane points out that their bond is “parasitic rather than generative,” drawing 

life from illusions rather than from authentic relatedness (Duane 91). What remains is 

an entanglement, not a union: a deadening overdependence masquerading as intimacy.  

This toxic fusion—mistaken by both characters for intimacy—marks the 
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culmination of the first phase of Ursula and Skrebensky’s relationship, and reveals a 

deeper psychological truth: Skrebensky’s attachment to Ursula is not grounded in 

genuine love but in a neurotic dependence rooted in his hollow sense of self. As Erich 

Fromm argues in The Art of Loving, the alienated modern man, deprived of inner 

wholeness, often substitutes love with a desperate attempt to possess another, mistaking 

ownership for connection (Fromm 22). Skrebensky clings to Ursula in precisely this 

way, seeking in her a solution to his own inner void, a substitute for the vitality and 

authenticity he lacks. His time in Beldover underscores this emptiness. Despite being 

stationed there for six months, he cultivates no sense of belonging, no meaningful 

activity or relation outside of his bodily connection with Ursula. His self-perception is 

hollow; without the structure of his military role, he collapses inward. Lawrence 

conveys this fragility explicitly: “her absence destroys his being.” This is not metaphor 

but psychological truth—he has become so over-reliant on her presence that he cannot 

tolerate any emotional or existential uncertainty. His anxiety over her autonomy is 

revealed starkly during their trip to Paris, when Ursula’s spiritual admiration for the 

cathedral unsettles him. To Skrebensky, her rapture over something external is a 

betrayal: “She seemed to leave him. She followed after something that was not him.” 

His insecurity translates her individuality into desertion. Lawrence, in Study of Thomas 

Hardy, diagnoses the root of this kind of dependency: 

 
A man who is well balanced between male and female, in his own nature, is as a rule, happy, easy to 
mate, easy to satisfy, and content to exist. It is only a disproportion or dissatisfaction that makes the 

man struggle into articulation. 
 

(Lawrence 30). 

 

 

Skrebensky is the embodiment of this disproportion. He is disjointed, not vitally or 

unconsciously connected to his own inner nature, responding only to what Lawrence 

called “the cold surface of consciousness.” In lacking “being” or inner content, he 

becomes parasitic—his sense of self must be fed from without. Material anchors such 

as bodily union become his only means of momentary wholeness. But the more he seeks 



 194 

fulfillment through Ursula, the more he is estranged from himself and from any 

sustainable mode of existence. He becomes, in Fromm’s terms, a man dominated by the 

having mode of relatedness, not the being mode (Fromm 73). 

Ursula, for her part, senses the spiritual vacuity within Skrebensky, yet remains 

caught in the dynamic because it temporarily satisfies her own emotional and physical 

needs. Lawrence shows that their entanglement is emblematic of modern man’s mutual 

dependence, where neither partner preserves a sovereign sense of individuality. Their 

love is not selfless or liberating, but absorptive, almost cannibalistic. Just as with Anna 

and Will, their intimacy is fraught with domination and loss of self: each sexual act 

becomes “a germ of death,” a repetition of the underlying disintegration masked as 

unity.Indeed, each encounter leaves Skrebensky increasingly hollow. He cannot meet 

Ursula’s intensity because he lacks a psychic core to sustain himself beyond the 

physical. Ursula, meanwhile, implicates her entire soul in her treatment of his body: 

“Her whole soul was implicated with Skrebensky—not the young man of the world, but 

the undifferentiated man he was.” Her desire is directed not at a differentiated 

individual, but toward an abstraction—she projects onto him the need to encounter 

herself through the other. This explains the bitter taste that follows every act of pleasure; 

her unconscious knows she is misusing the physical to achieve what only the spiritual 

can fulfill. 

Still, for a time, the couple retreat from the outside world and allow sensuality to 

dictate their reality. “They themselves were reality,” Lawrence writes, “all outside was 

tribute to them.” Their disregard for money, structure, and obligation suggests 

liberation, but this release comes at the cost of selfhood. Dependence erodes their 

individuality. Skrebensky, increasingly absorbed by Ursula, no longer perceives her as 

a separate being: “She was like his own eyes and his own heart beating to him.” 

Marriage, to him, seems the logical next step—not out of love, but as a guarantee, a 

mechanism of possession. Her absence, he believes, will “destroy his being.” 

Ursula, however, is far more conscious of the limits of their bond. She sees that 

her love is “in the body alone.” She possesses his body with careless delight, but cannot 

transcend to any deeper communion. In this way, she too treats him as an object—a 

vessel for gratification, an escape from the “dead, disillusioning reality” around her. 
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“He was a screen for her fears. He served her.” The impasse is complete: he has no soul 

to give, and she cannot give hers to a soulless vessel. Lawrence’s insight is devastatingly 

clear—Skrebensky is “walking about, dead, non-existent.” No matter how many times 

they return to the physical, it only confirms the absence of spiritual reciprocity. Their 

bond mirrors Fromm’s diagnosis of narcissistic relationships, where the partner is not 

loved for who he is, but for the function he serves to the self. 

Skrebensky’s proposal of marriage signals the end of the illusion. For Ursula, the 

institution of marriage would formalize her entrapment in a dead system: “He would 

treat her as a material symbol.” She recoils. She does not want a husband who reinforces 

societal norms; she wants “to revoke altogether the ordinary mortal world,” to live 

beyond convention. Their vision of the future collapses into disillusionment. 

Lawrence’s imagery reveals this collapse: the “cold rigidity,” the “dead walls and 

mechanical traffic,” the ghostlike people—all stand as symbols of a world where 

physicality is insufficient, where soul and self must be awakened. 

The final rupture emerges through ideological conflict. When Ursula attacks 

democratic principles—echoing Lawrence’s view that they empower only those who 

seek domination—Skrebensky takes it personally. “It was as if she were attacking him.” 

This reaction shows how completely he has merged his identity with institutional 

values. Her critique of his colonial ambitions—his plan to bring English “order” to 

India—exposes his core emptiness. She sees through the imperial veneer to the spiritual 

deadness it conceals. Skrebensky, unable to withstand the existential mirror Ursula 

holds up to him, turns against her. He is “cut at the knees,” shattered by the realization 

that he has no individuality to stand on. The couple’s physical bond disintegrates under 

the weight of these psychic and ideological truths. The old episode of the moon—where 

their failure to connect spiritually was first foreshadowed—now finds its climax. What 

was once unconscious is now conscious. Ursula seeks authentic self-realization; 

Skrebensky, as a man without an “unknown” self, cannot join her on this path. Every 

sexual encounter becomes a reenactment of their spiritual incompatibility. 

Ursula’s jealousy of his body reveals her initial narcissism: she sought to define 

herself through possession. When he withdraws, her soul is shaken—“a great, 

unconquerable suffering.” But this suffering is revelatory: she now sees that her love is 
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hopeless, not because it is unreciprocated, but because it was never rooted in real 

otherness. Skrebensky, too, suffers. With each act of love, his dependence intensifies, 

his autonomy disintegrates: “He felt himself a mere attribute of her.” He believes 

marriage will fix this—will fuse her to him permanently. But this belief is the final 

expression of his spiritual failure: it is not love he seeks, but obliteration of uncertainty. 

The Rainbow: Ursula’s Self-Realization  

Before achieving full integration of the self following Skrebensky’s departure, Ursula 

is confronted with one final, deeply symbolic trial—pregnancy. This biological and 

social circumstance becomes a test not merely of endurance, but of existential direction. 

At this point, Lawrence forces Ursula to wrestle with the age-old temptation of 

conventional life, where the body’s fulfillment substitutes for the soul’s truth. She 

experiences a moment of profound doubt, as if the gravitational pull of tradition—the 

life of wife, mother, and social conformity—might extinguish her earlier yearning for 

wholeness. Her “soul felt sick,” and in a moment of vulnerability, she condemns her 

spiritual ambition as arrogant and conceited, tempted to surrender to a life of 

unreflective bodily peace: “She had been wrong, she had been arrogant and wicked, 

wanting that other thing, that fantastic freedom… Was it not enough that she had her 

man, her children, her place of shelter under the sun?” (Lawrence 447). Here, Lawrence 

deliberately exposes the psychological seduction of settling for bodily comfort and 

social acceptance at the expense of authentic individuality. The “logic of her soul,” the 

intuitive voice that earlier led her to reject Anton Skrebensky, is temporarily silenced 

under the weight of reproductive and societal expectation. This moment of self-doubt 

is not framed as a failure but as an essential crucible in Ursula’s Bildung, in line with 

Lawrence’s vision of development as non-linear, fraught with regressions and 

reawakenings. 

 Lawrence underscores modern relationships as fraught with irreconcilable 

desires, wherein the yearning for intimacy clashes with the demand for unbreachable 

autonomy. The ultimate undoing of Ursula and Skrebensky’s union arises not from 

betrayal or dramatic rupture but from the deadening inability to find a shared rhythm of 

being. Fromm’s theory of “mature love” is illuminating here: he distinguishes authentic 
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love as a union that preserves individuality, unlike what he calls “symbiotic union,” 

where partners seek to escape loneliness by becoming dependent on or controlling the 

other (Fromm 20). Ursula’s realization that her love for Skrebensky cannot survive in 

such a context marks a turning point in her spiritual evolution. Skrebensky desires “a 

complete fusion, a submission to the known,” a life enclosed in social security, routine, 

and superficial connection (Lawrence 452). Ursula, in contrast, seeks a love that affirms 

both separateness and connectedness—a relationship that allows the soul to breathe. 

Her increasing discomfort stems from the suffocating absence of this balance: “Always 

the same! Always the same! Her soul fainted with boredom” (452). These recurring 

scenes of emotional suffocation reveal that Ursula’s deeper self—the self awakened by 

years of interior struggle—cannot be reconciled with the hollow conventions 

Skrebensky embodies. Thus, their parting becomes necessary not as an act of defiance, 

but as an affirmation of the vital impulse towards a higher, more authentic mode of 

relational existence. 

Nevertheless, Lawrence decides to make Ursula question her stance in rejecting 

Skrebensky and the modern bodily “comfort” he has to offer, because he wants to stress 

that being aware, having the articulateness necessary to assess the individual’s situation 

is paramount in the modern world. Any reader of Lawrence, who knows of his 

philosophy and knows that Ursula is his voice in The Rainbow would not expect of him 

to end the novel on such note. His aim is to focus on the agonizing questioning of the 

self, the actions of oneself because it is the questioning that is necessary to build the self 

and keep it away from anything that drains it, keeping it in a constant flow of positive 

change instead of the static fixity. In other words, what he terms “the struggle into 

being”. He writes in We Need One Another: “why, oh why do we want one another to 

be always the same, fixed like a menu card that is never changes?” The same idea 

applies for Lawrence’s description of what a true relationship between man and woman 

amounts to, clarifying the role of carnal contact when he writes:  

 
The relationship is a lifelong change and a lifelong travelling. And that is sex. At periods, sex-desire 

itself departs completely. Yet the great flow of the relationship goes on all the same, undying, and this 
is the flow of living sex, the relation between man and woman, that lasts a lifetime, and of which sex-

desire is only one vivid, most vivid, manifestation. 
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(Lawrence 337) 
 

Hence, Ursula’s lapse in the conventional attitudes of her society, where the individual 

is fixed by the ideas of marriage, sex and money is a mistake that she would need to fix 

should she want to achieve the fulfilling self she has been after throughout the novel. 

Right after making these realizations, the climactic scene of the novel happens, when 

Ursula faces a herd of horses.  

 The circumstances leading up to this scene are relevant: pregnant with 

Skrebensky’s child, she has decided that she will marry him and become a good wife 

and mother, living entirely under his command. In other words, she is prepared to 

sacrifice the self. The horses she meets however, as critics have agreed, represent her 

internal conflict with the self and its limitation. Facing the powerful looming horses, 

she symbolically realizes the limitation of her own self. That she cannot narcissistically 

as she did with Skrebensky, extend her will beyond herself. She needs to recognize as 

her grandmother Lydia thought of her polish husband that : “you are not an end in 

yourself.” Because her wanting to go back to Skrebensky stems from her own 

narcissism. Her failure to balance herself and the child, lead her to exploit what she 

thought her last option for survival: the marriage of convention. However, It is precisely 

this anarchic, frightening encounter that would prevent her from denying the principle 

of herself. As if, the inherent natural forces of the unconscious revolted against her 

decision to put her true self to sleep, to deny the flowing power of her womanhood in 

an attempt to side-track her soul. So, at the end of the novel, Ursula’s self is renewed 

due to her unconscious fight against the falsities of the modern world and the assertion 

of her own, limited self in the new world.  

First, “She fought and fought and fought all through her illness to be free of him 

(Skrebensky) and his world, to put it aside, to put it aside, into its place.” Because she 

finally realized that “amid the ache of delirium, she had a dull firmness of being, a sense 

of permanency. no matter what storm raged in her body. Her soul lay still and 

permanent, full of pain, but itself forever.” Therefore, in a way Ursula succeeded to 

define herself against everything that did not belong to her soul, especially the idea of 

being married to Skrebensky. “She knew that Skrebensky had never become finally 

real. In the weeks of passionate ecstasy he had been with her in her desire, she had 
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created him for the time being. But in the end he had failed and broken down.”  

Second, she could overcome her narcissistic tendencies to use her lover as a 

screen against her fears. She learned to assumed responsibility for her own self and 

admitted that : “Who was she to have a man according to her own desire? It was not for 

her to create, but to recognize a man created by God. The man should come from the 

Infinite” Therefore, she would stop trying to forced her idea of a man into her 

relationship and learn to accept a man who achieved wholeness and flow with him in a 

“river of regeneration” to use Lawrence’s terms. She set out then to leave her physical 

promiscuous dependency behind and look for the depth of the soul in the man all whilst 

keeping her own depth, authentic, separate and balanced.   

Finally, after making such realizations, Ursula could eventually stand firm in her 

grounds with the power of herself balanced, not too separate and narcissistic and not 

too absorbed in ideals and conventions. “She slept breathing with her soul the new air 

of a new world. The peace was very deep and enrichening. She had her root in new 

ground, she was gradually absorbed into growth.” 

Lawrence concludes the novel with a description of the triumphant 

industrialization affirming that people “were all in prison, they were all going mad.” 

They were “buried alive” and asserted “the triumph of horrible, amorphous angles and 

straight lines, the expression of corruption triumphant and unopposed, corruption so 

pure that it is hard and brittle”. In such circumstances however, individual growth is not 

impossible for the symbol of the rainbow with its “its pedestals luminous in the 

corruption of new houses on the low hill, its arch the top of heaven.” standing tall above 

the corruption offers a promise to a bright future, even for the “sordid people who crept 

hard-scaled and separate on the face of the world's corruption” because they “were 

living still”. They regeneration then, depends on the path they choose for themselves. 

Ursula was optimistic that these people : “would cast off their horny covering of 

disintegration, that new, clean, naked bodies would issue to a new germination, to a new 

growth, rising to the light and the wind and the clean rain of heaven.” Thus “She saw 

in the rainbow the earth's new architecture, the old, brittle corruption of houses and 

factories swept away, the world built up in a living fabric of Truth, fitting to the over-

arching heaven.” 
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The new germination according to Lawrence then is not achieved through the 

obliteration of personal integrity and awareness, instead, it springs from a realignment 

of the self. In the modern dehumanizing world of the corrupted machine thus, it is the 

man who determines the sort of part he plays in his own life. Will he settle for the side-

show of love and marriage as Ursula almost succumbed to do? Or will he raise above 

the corruption, strong in his individuality that is linked in vital connection to the other 

individuals and to nature?  

Lawrence takes off study of the development of the self to Women In Love where 

man “insulates himself more and more into mechanism and repudiates everything but 

the machine.” Where man “has lived more and more to conquer the phenomenal nature, 

and in a sense he has succeeded.” Yet, as he stresses: “we must live. And once life has 

been conquered, it is difficult to live.” So the quest in Women In Love is more difficult, 

more complex and less optimistic then The Rainbow’s. For, while The Rainbow ended 

on a note of hope and potential for future generations, highlighted by Ursula’s utopian 

vision of colliers casting off their old lives, this optimism is undermined by the novel’s 

depiction of immersion in the machine as both a learned behaviour and an inherent facet 

of human identity. Ursula’s vision of the rainbow promising a new germination 

suggested that Western civilization could still address the individual’s most urgent 

needs. However, in Women in Love, this assumption vanishes as we shall discuss. 

In essence, Women In Love goes further into the critique of modern industrialized 

societies. First, it is set against the backdrop of wartime Western Europe—an era where 

technological advances contributed to unprecedented destruction— yet, the novel 

intriguingly omits direct references to the war reflecting Lawrence's exploration of the 

war's psychological and spiritual impact rather than its physical realities. So instead, 

Lawrence creates a narrative that focuses on a society already transformed by 

modernization. This suggests that we should expect the war and mechanization to 

manifest through the characters' troubled psyches. He portrays a world in which the 

primary change is a slow, internal process of decay and disintegration. Hence, Women 

in Love reflects the war’s destructive impact on the soul, contrasting with the more 

transformative destruction in The Rainbow. It is also an attack on materialism and on 

the utilitarian outlook of twentieth century industrialism. It succinctly depicts the 
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internalization of societal collapse and technological tyranny which underscore the 

novel's exploration of modernity's darker aspects—how external progress celebrated by 

society conceals a profound internal deterioration and loss of authentic self. Lawrence 

critiques the era’s blind faith in technological progress, revealing its potential to erode 

the human spirit from within. 
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The Psychological Landscape of Modern Love: Introducing Women in Love 
 

This chapter aims to explore the relationship dynamics between Gerald and Gudrun, 

and Birkin and Ursula, focusing on the impact of the dehumanization on the self; 

through narcissism, mentalized sexuality and the erosion of the authentic self to sheer 

utilitarian exchanges. The shapelessness of the age, especially after the war, entails the 

feeling of loss and groundlessness that all the main characters feel in the beginning. 

They all depart from a state of loss and have not recaptured the self. As a result, they 

are self-absorbed, self-conscious and have a sense of hopelessness in the world. 

Nevertheless, some characters like Ursula and Birkin, as we shall discuss in the chapter, 

are aware of the necessity to find an alternative to ease the “void”. They manage, as we 

shall demonstrate, to go through the process of the “reshuffling of the self, its change 

and its rebuilding” (Blanchard 5) through forming vital bonds in both love and 

friendship; others like Gudrun, Gerald and Hermione resort to more destructive ways 

of coping with it, not being able to depart from their state of self-absorbance. It is 

necessary thus that the analysis in this chapter commences with a comparison between 

the relationships of the destructive characters and those of the healthier ones in 

Lawrence's novel. The comparison aims to elucidate how Lawrence sought to 

counteract the increasing tendencies toward narcissism, materialism, and 

dehumanization through the depiction of more balanced and authentic relationships. 

Lawrence starts the novel with a discussion of the essentiality of marriage 

between Ursula and her sister Gudrun. He establishes the conventional understanding 

of marriage as “an experience one must have” to quote Gudrun and Ursula’s 

exaggeration that marriage: “is the end of experience.” in order to subvert it in his own 

novel through the events that befall both characters and test whether they can achieve 

more favourable outcomes. What Lawrence means by contrasting two opposite views 

of marriage, rejecting both in fact is not the abolishment of marriage altogether but the 

readjustment of the old form of conventional marriage at the expense of “personal 

private experience” that Ursula for instance almost succumbed to with Skrebensky in 

The Rainbow. His characters need to learn to form vital relationships and eventually 

marry for the sake of growth rather than convention. At this stage of the novel, both 
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characters are deceived by their modern circumstances on what true love essentially 

means. From Gudrun’s point of view that marriage is an essential experience to be had, 

“a social arrangement” which had nothing to do with the question of love, the sketch of 

her personality is already taking shape. She is attracted perhaps to the sexuality that 

marriage entails given her materialistic outlook of life in terms of what is visible, 

tangible only. Lawrence devotes a paragraph to describe her physical beauty and adds 

on that she assumed a look of confidence and diffidence. She had a certain “sang-froid” 

that kept her aloof from people and even condescending when she criticizes Birkin’s 

treatment of “fools like he would treat you or me” as she says to Ursula, to which Ursula 

ironically responds: “one must discriminate.” Nevertheless, she shrinks away from 

people and is self-enclosed. Suggesting that she does not have an inner surety of herself. 

Yet at the same time she expresses an interest in herself more than in others. Moreover, 

she does not feel comfortable with her current life without a husband where “nothing 

materialises” and “everything withers in the buds including oneself” in other words, the 

lurking uncertainty of existence that the age severely imposes. As a result, Lawrence 

underscores that Gudrun’s adherence to consciousness is predominant in contrast to her 

unconscious mind. Gudrun after all, is a “smart woman.” She needs to “materialize” 

everything. The reader can anticipate the nature of her love relationship with Gerald 

later on, based on her need to materialize her being through her partner which justifies 

her eagerness to marry and have the sexual experience “in the head”.   

Ursula too is not quite defined in her individuality yet although she has the 

“brightness of an essential flame.”, which stems from her unconscious, she has “lived a 

good deal by herself” and therefore attained a higher level of individuality than Gudrun. 

Yet, she has not grasped life in her own understanding. “Her active living was 

suspended” and was still waiting for something yet to come. She has not fulfilled the 

self with another being since she has rejected all offers of conventional marriages 

because she thought they are limiting to her individuality. Her life is characterized by 

periods of “tight horror when it seemed that her life would pass away without having 

been more than this.” (Lawrence, 42) for although she is satisfied with her teaching job 

to a certain extent, settling for a career rather than a conventional husband, Ursula’s 

soul “has not yet come above the ground.” (Lawrence,42). So far, she has only 
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succeeded in steering away from the mechanical motifs, but hasn’t found a sustaining 

life motif yet. 

Ironically, after their critique of modern marriages, the sisters decide to attend a 

wedding in the neighbourhood where Lawrence continues to introduce the central 

protagonists of the novel as well as the sprawling deadness of the town with the advent 

of industrialism.  The sisters move along the “sordid, formless houses” and Gudrun 

shrinks cruelly from “the amorphous ugliness”. She concludes that “it is like a country 

in the underworld…the people are all ghouls and everything is ghostly. Everything is a 

ghoulish replica of the real world, a replica, a ghoul, all soiled, everything sordid.” 

(Lawrence, 7) this reveals the profound sense of alienation and revulsion toward 

industrial society. The repetition of words like “ghoul,” “replica,” and “sordid” 

intensifies the perception of a degraded, lifeless world—a parody of authentic human 

existence. The language evokes a nightmarish landscape where nothing is genuine, 

everything is spectral and defiled. It reflects not only aesthetic disgust but also a moral 

and existential judgment: the modern industrial world is no longer a place of life and 

creativity, but of mechanical imitation and spiritual death.  

The next character that Lawrence introduces is Gerald Crich; eldest son of a 

mine-owner. He appears well-made and “almost exaggeratedly well-dressed” at the 

same time he “had a strange guarded look as if he did not belong to the same creation 

as the people about him.” This description of Gerald, besides Gudrun’s attribution of 

him to the arctic wolf-totem; which hints that, despite his polished exterior, he is 

emotionally estranged, mechanised, and ultimately predatory in relationships, suggest 

his self-absorption and aloofness from the rest of the people. As if, he denied their 

existence (Harrison, 112). Lawrence’s Gerald Crich, is a representative of the modern 

industrial man. All the initial attributions of his aloofness and indifference to other 

people is essential in his development as an “industrial magnate” when he subjugates 

workers for the sake of the great machine. Gudrun is immediately drawn to him and 

questions whether there “is… some pale gold, arctic light that envelopes only [them] 

two”, suggesting their future absorbing cold relationship that would feed their growing 

narcissism and struggle for power.  

Introduced right after Gerald, Hermione appears with her “head held high not to 
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see the world”. Her rich background and high intellectuality made her “know herself 

superior to anyone she was likely to meet” (Lawrence, 11), those who were against her 

“were below her, either in rank, in wealth or in high association of thought, progress 

and understanding.” It is apparent then, that Hermione stands for the growing mind-

consciousness and the spirit of intellectualism that holds the individual high in the social 

and natural order. Nevertheless, Lawrence ironically contrasts her overt self-esteem due 

to her material and mental possessions to a “torture in her soul” she always “felt 

vulnerable” because of “a lack of robust self” she had no natural sufficiency. There was 

a “terrible void” a lack of “deficiency of being within her”, he underscores that 

Hermione has no depth of self. She projects her vulnerable soul in her intellectuality 

and possessions. This aspect also determines her interpersonal relationship with Rupert 

Birkin. She regards him as someone “to close up this deficiency”. Hence, she does not 

represent Lawrence’s idea of sympathetic and separatist love. On the contrary, her love 

is idealist and absorbing. She wants to use Birkin to remain “safe during the fretful 

voyage of life”. Unlike Ursula, she does not have the ability to assume the responsibility 

for cultivating her own, individual self. She does not possess the blood-consciousness 

which stems from the dark, impersonal self. Instead, She relies on “making herself 

beautiful for him” to attract Birkin’s attention, relating to him on a mental-level only. 

In reality, she does not have the depth of the soul that Birkin seeks. She is the shallow 

modern woman.  This is why, she expresses her possession of him only in terms of 

physical touch. “She could hardly be sure he was near her, if she could not touch him.” 

Therefore, beyond the physicality that attaches her to him, Hermione is not able to feel 

any connection outside of it. Because she had no soul. No separate individuality. She 

needs, like Gudrun but to a greater extent to materialize everything, including the self 

and the intimacy. Birkin accuses her of being so keen on mental-consciousness and her 

emphasis on the knowledge of the mind. Even passion and sensuality are experienced 

by her in the head, she cannot assume a spontaneous being. She refuses to undertake 

the necessary voyage to renewal; which involves the painful, yet necessary breaking 

and reshuffling of the self, she prefers instead, to live confined in the comfort of the 

mind. 

Rupert Birkin strangely enough is described directly in terms of his interaction 
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with Gerald’s father. His “nature was clever and separate.” And “he did not fit at all in 

the conventional occasion.” Whereas all the other characters have backgrounds to fall 

back upon, related to their past, their class or their environment, Birkin has no past, no 

class and no home. “He seems to have a passe-partout, moving freely through all the 

book’s milieux.” (Sagar.) these milieux she argues, are the different stages of fixity and 

falsity that society has come to. Which is cut from the creative sources and disintegrates 

gradually to the “ghostly life” Gudrun described earlier. Birkin in contrast, is a flexible 

character, therefore, he makes a series of mistakes throughout the novel, gives his 

allegiance to the wrong people and the wrong ideas. His role in the novel argues Sagar 

is to undergo the passionate struggle against the false fates his society seems to offer 

him to reach the wholeness of being or Lawrence’s state of “the whole man alive” both 

consciously and unconsciously. This is why Birkin advocates for the peace of the body 

over the mind and wants to do away with all sorts of “Aphorisms.” Moreover, much 

like Ursula, his initial position in the novel is that “his life seemed uncertain, without 

any definite rhythm, any organic meaning.” (Lawrence,42) Like Ursula, he manages to 

refuse the deadly routes which lead to disintegration, but until he meets her, he is not 

sustained as an individual in love.  

Having sketched the general characteristics of the protagonists in the beginning 

of Women in Love, it is crucial to consider the societal backdrop against which these 

characters will evolve. Through Birkin’s conversation with Gerald’s mother at the 

wedding party, Lawrence subtly critiques the alienation and emotional disconnection 

pervasive in modern society. Birkin’s assertion that “people don’t really matter. They 

don’t exist, they aren’t there” underscores the shallowness of human existence, 

especially in social contexts. The wedding party, typically a celebration of connection, 

is instead portrayed as a hollow ritual, symbolizing a world where individuals are 

spiritually absent and emotionally estranged from one another. This moment 

exemplifies Lawrence’s broader critique of modern life, where human interactions are 

often dictated by social formalities rather than genuine emotional exchange. As David 

Ellis observes, Lawrence’s characters are “alienated not only from one another, but also 

from the very fabric of their own emotional lives” (Ellis, 34). The wedding party serves 

as a microcosm of society, where people, though physically present, remain 



 208 

disconnected by social structures that prioritize image over authenticity. Moreover, 

the wedding party scene highlights the shapelessness and emptiness of modern social 

gatherings. Lawrence uses the setting as a symbol of the spiritual void that characterizes 

the modern world. Keith Sagar suggests that the characters in Lawrence’s work are 

faced with a “crisis of meaning,” where the traditional avenues for connection have 

been replaced by rituals that reinforce isolation (Sagar, 98). The party, meant to signify 

unity, actually exposes the separateness of its participants, who remain emotionally 

distanced despite their physical proximity. 

Birkin’s words are more than a reflection of his personal disillusionment; they 

express a fundamental critique of the modern individual’s existential condition. In 

rejecting the significance of others, Birkin articulates the dehumanizing forces of 

modernity, where relationships have become superficial and transactional. Peter Preuss 

notes that Birkin’s perspective embodies Lawrence’s critique of “the shallow, 

superficial sociality that has replaced genuine human communion” (Preuss, 75). His 

disenchantment reflects the broader theme of narcissism and self-absorption in the 

modern age, concepts closely tied to Erich Fromm’s theories of alienation and the 

commodification of relationships. Birkin’s statement signals the pervasive emptiness 

that characterizes interactions in a world where individuals are reduced to their social 

roles rather than their full humanity. This theme runs throughout Women in Love, where 

the protagonists’ struggles highlight the tension between societal pressures and the 

desire for authentic intimacy. 

 

2.1 Gerald and Gudrun: Seeds Of Narcissism 
  

Gerald is the eldest child of the Chrichs’ unsuccessful marriage because his parents 

never reached a common understanding, the father is a patriarch and the mother is his 

“prisoner”. Their relationship is described as “wordless and unknown, but it was deep, 

awful, a relation of utter inter-destruction.” Lawrence underscores that this sort of 

marriage is simply a physical, personal one. It is not an impersonal affinity. It is a 

depiction of the modern counterfeit marriage, fuelled by nervous, mechanical sex. It is 

also a clear example of the marriages that Ursula and Gudrun wrongly described in the 
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opening passage of the novel, “an experience one must have” and “a marriage as an end 

in itself.” This is because, the denial of blood-sympathy in both of Gerald’s parents 

produces a repression that is notable in Mrs. Crich’s temperament. This lonely reality 

which exists beneath their spuriously bonded and “loving” social marriage affects the 

upbringing of their children. Mainly, Gerald who, grew up seen by his mother as “the 

most demanding of them all. Always wanting more” among her children and harboring 

both fear and contempt for his father—a relationship he avoided during his upbringing.  

 Fromm explains the cause of breeding such children in modern times when he 

deals in his book The Art Of Loving with Motherly Love. He explains that there exists a 

narcissistic element in motherly love for her children wherein her love and infatuation 

with them may be a satisfaction to her narcissistic urge to transcend herself, giving her 

life meaning and significance through a smothering, domineering love to the 

child.(Fromm, 47) In this case, having explored the nervous, mechanical life that Mrs. Crich 

has with her husband, pressured by the “social marriage-image.”, like Tom and Will in 

the previous novels, who turned to their daughters as scapegoats for the void in the self, 

she turns inwards toward Gerald to satisfy the need to transcend the self. Lawrence 

warns of such perversion of the destructive mother-child love when he writes: “there is 

no way out of a vicious circle except breaking the circle. And since the mother-child 

relationship is to-day the viciousest of circles, what are we to do.” In essence, Lawrence 

blames the failure of both parents first to achieve the great balance of the soul, and then 

to achieve great balance in love, resulting in the male’s withdrawal and the female’s 

insistence on being loved in her narcissistic self-assertion. Children of such relations, 

argue both thinkers, inevitably bear narcissistic traits, self-absorption or introversion as 

Lawrence calls it.  

Hence, Gerald develops a “self-contained” nature; he turns inward in his personal 

development, unable to commit himself fully to anything or anyone. He becomes the 

object of his own desire, locked in a cycle of self-reflection and self-absorption. 

Although he “seems to take pleasure in his social functions and knows he is the pivot 

of every occasion,” his outward confidence is inseparable from a profound inner 

loneliness. In addition to the strained parental bond, Gerald’s loneliness is rooted in a 

traumatic and emotionally barren past: he grew up without friends and accidentally 
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killed his brother with a gun as a child—an incident that may have left him 

psychologically scarred for life. Notably, Lawrence provides more insight into Gerald’s 

past than he does for any other character, which, as Lydia Blanchard argues in her article 

Mourning Becomes Narcissism, makes it “useful to look most closely at him as 

representative of the novel’s narcissistic personalities” (Blanchard 8). The 

psychological depth that Lawrence dives into in the sketching of Gerald is suggestive 

of the roots of his narcissism.  

Moreover, Gerald is frequently aligned with a form of aggressive materialism; 

he defends the commercialization of society and the conquest of other nations as 

essential mechanisms of progress and self-preservation—values that stand at the core 

of his identity. Having served in the Boer War, Gerald's militaristic background 

reinforces his preference for domination, discipline, and hierarchical order. Unlike 

Birkin, who values spontaneity and subjective freedom, Gerald rejects individuality in 

favour of fixed ideas and rigid principles. These structures offer him the illusion of 

control—an illusion he cannot afford to surrender. Like Hermione who feels 

comfortable in the mind, Gerald finds his comfort in materialism and dominance as 

facing the unknown within himself would threaten the fragile core of his identity. 

Accordingly, Gerald lives by sheer will-power and extends his dominance over the 

world around him—controlling not only the miners and the industrial forces of nature 

but also attempting to dominate his intimate partners. This desire for control is clearly 

illustrated early in the novel when Gerald visits the coal mine and enforces strict 

mechanisation of the labour process. In a telling passage, he watches the working men 

and remarks on the inefficiency of human labour compared to machines: “Men are not 

any use—they’re not real—not real flesh and blood—they’re shadows—they’re 

nothing—less than nothing” (Lawrence, 102). His cold reduction of workers to shadows 

reveals a profound alienation and an underlying desire to replace human spontaneity 

with mechanical precision, subordinating life itself to his will. These traits embody the 

narcissistic ethos of modernity as critiqued by Lawrence. Gerald’s relentless drive to 

impose order and exert power prepares him to become what Birkin later calls the 

“Napoleon of Industry.” This phrase is not merely a casual label but a telling metaphor: 

it casts Gerald as a modern conqueror in the industrial realm, echoing Napoleon’s 
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authoritarian impulse and strategic brilliance, but also his ultimate isolation and 

downfall. In this sense, Gerald represents the tragic culmination of the modern will-to-

power—divorced from emotional truth or spiritual depth. Birkin interprets Gerald’s 

instrumentality and aphorism as the fear of his own self and unhappiness. But the latter 

denies it and presumes that he does not regard himself as “unhappy”, this shows that 

Gerald does not possess the conscious awareness of the self that Lawrence consistently 

urges for in modern time, in order to recapture the lost self. He is utterly isolated and 

mechanized.  

Similar to Gerald, Gudrun is also aloof, disconnected from people, and 

emotionally cold. Her physical beauty and her artistic success in woodcarving 

contribute to her heightened self-consciousness, her pride, and a defensive stance 

toward others. This detachment signals that, like Hermione, Gudrun experiences the 

world predominantly through the intellect. For instance, during the wedding scene in 

the first chapter, she is observant and curious about people, yet she watches them “like 

subjects in a picture,” “a finished creation.” Once she mentally classifies or completes 

her impression of a person, she loses interest: “She knew them, they were finished with, 

for her” (Lawrence, 6). Her curiosity is thus satisfied once she has mentally consumed 

the person or event; there is no desire for deeper emotional or sensory engagement. This 

dominance of mind-consciousness is directly contrasted with Ursula’s physical vitality 

in the same scene, as Ursula “feels the tightness, the enclosure of Gudrun’s presence”—

suggesting that Gudrun’s intellectual detachment creates an atmosphere of emotional 

constriction (Lawrence, 7). Gudrun’s treatment of people as aesthetic or psychological 

objects, rather than as living beings, extends to how she handles herself. Her self-

presentation is marked by a desire to draw attention and to maintain a position of subtle 

dominance. This need for aesthetic and psychological control also shapes her sensuality, 

which is portrayed as mentalised and detached, verging on perversity. For Lawrence, 

this kind of sensuality—the reduction of sex to an idea rather than a living, instinctive 

experience—constitutes a form of obscenity, because it involves the objectification of 

the partner and the disconnection from any natural or spontaneous impulse. An early 

illustration of this appears during Gudrun’s conversation with Gerald at the Crich home, 

where she engages in flirtation that is highly performative and self-conscious. Her 
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glances and words are carefully staged: “She seemed to be playing a game with him, 

watching him with narrow eyes, as if seeing how he would move next in the game” 

(Lawrence, 46). This scene reveals that Gudrun treats intimacy as a psychological 

contest rather than a genuine encounter. Her sensual interest in Gerald is filtered through 

a cerebral, aesthetic lens, rather than rooted in any instinctive attraction. This type of 

sensuality mirrors what Birkin criticises in Hermione’s behaviour: “watching her 

animal instincts in mirrors like pornography. It must be all in your head,” he says 

(Lawrence, 117). The comparison subtly foreshadows Gudrun’s own trajectory, where 

sensuality becomes a mental construction and human connection is replaced by 

aestheticised control. 

Therefore, as Gudrun weaves through various experiences in search of 

fulfilment, none appears to contribute to her genuine personal growth. There is a 

persistent detachment between her inner self and her external ventures. For instance, 

during the wedding scene, although she appears involved in the festivities, she merely 

observes, evaluating the people around her as “subjects in a picture.” This distance is 

maintained throughout her interactions, such as when she discusses the prospect of 

teaching art in the schools—a pursuit that should express her creativity and 

individuality—yet she approaches it with ironic detachment and dismisses the idea 

almost instantly: “I don’t want to teach school-children art. I don’t want to be 

responsible to the national intelligence” (Lawrence, 9). This response reflects not only 

her scorn for conventional roles but also a reluctance to invest herself in any social or 

communal activity. Her restlessness is thus not fuelled by a desire for growth, but by a 

resistance to engagement. Hence, “Her nature, in spite of her apparent placidity and 

calm, was profoundly restless” (Lawrence, 11). Gudrun represents, for Lawrence, the 

modern individual of great intellectual and artistic potential who has not learned how to 

live authentically. Her self-absorption and obsession with constructing a polished image 

of herself for society exemplify the modern Egoist’s condition, as Lawrence describes 

it in his essay We Need One Another: 
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Everything is counterfeit, counterfeit Jewels, counterfeit elegance, counterfeit charm, 
counterfeit passion, counterfeit culture, counterfeit sorrows and counterfeit delights and under all, a 
hard, hard realization that we live by money and money alone: and a terrible lurking fear of nervous 

collapse.  
 

(Lawrence 16) 
 

The Egoist, for Lawrence, lives a counterfeit life because the real self has been 

sacrificed to a social image built on anxious self-consciousness—on how one “ought to 

appear” rather than how one truly is. Such a person experiences life primarily through 

external validations—material success, social impression, aesthetic posture—without 

forming authentic or vital bonds with others. This spiritual impoverishment also informs 

the nature of modern sexuality, which Lawrence saw as conventionalised, trivialised, 

and commercialised. As he sharply remarked, “People wallow in emotion; counterfeit 

emotion” (Lawrence, 531). In contrast, he advocated for an erotic experience rooted in 

personal integrity and mutual renewal, a force capable of regenerating the self in 

relation to the other—not a refuge from authenticity but a path to it. 

Hence, Gudrun’s mode of perception—whether in art, sex, or life—is revealed, 

as in the wedding scene, to be fundamentally “counterfeit,” shaped by an objectifying 

gaze that turns animate beings into lifeless representations. Her art exemplifies this 

tendency: she creates miniature still-life forms that are aesthetically taut yet emotionally 

inert. The absence of organic vitality in her work reflects a deeper psychological 

inclination toward control; stillness offers her dominance and reinforces a narcissistic 

vision in which everything and everyone is reduced in scale, while she assumes the 

position of a detached and superior observer. Moreover, this artistic disposition carries 

over into her relationships. Just as she manipulates form and image in her work, Gudrun 

relates to others not as whole beings but as extensions of her self-image. Her attraction 

to Gerald is thus rooted in his mechanical authority and impassive control—qualities 

that resonate with her own aesthetic of power and containment. When she observes him 

subduing animals, directing miners, or dominating his family, she is captivated not by 

his individuality but by the symbolic force he represents. “Gudrun envied him almost 

painfully” (Lawrence, 27) not for his character, but for the apparent self-sufficiency and 

authority she longs to possess herself. 

This initial attraction, however, is not grounded in emotional resonance but 
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rather in mutual psychological lack. Just as Gudrun envies Gerald’s seemingly 

invulnerable self-sufficiency, Gerald, in turn, sees in her a poised, controlled presence 

he longs to possess to stabilise his own disintegrating sense of self. Following his 

father’s death, Gerald begins to lose the structural defences that had once held his 

psyche together. His carefully constructed sense of self-control starts to unravel, 

exposing the vulnerability behind his façade of power. As Barbara Schapiro points out 

in D.H. Lawrence and the Paradoxes of Psychic Life, “Gerald’s defensive fortifications 

threaten to collapse” (Schapiro 108). In the novel, Lawrence writes that Gerald 

recognises this inner breakdown: he knows “he would have to find reinforcements, 

otherwise he would collapse inwards upon the great dark void which circled at the 

centre of his soul.” His will keeps his “outer life” intact, but the internal pressure builds 

dangerously until he must “find something to make good the equilibrium” (Lawrence 

42). This ‘something’ becomes Gudrun, whom he seeks not for genuine intimacy but to 

mask the terrifying emptiness within. 

Yet Gudrun is herself narcissistically wounded, and thus unable to provide true 

emotional sustenance. Like Gerald, she constructs a commanding surface to conceal a 

fragile inner state. Her narcissism is rooted in a powerful desire to control others as a 

means of compensating for her own feelings of deficiency and isolation. She cannot 

tolerate being emotionally invisible. In this sense, as Schapiro notes, “he comes to her 

out of a raging narcissistic neediness which Gudrun finds repellent” (Schapiro 108)—

but her repulsion is not born of wholeness; rather, it reflects her own conflicted need to 

dominate rather than connect. Her psychological neediness becomes evident in one of 

the novel’s introspective moments:  

 
And Gudrun felt herself outside. Always this desolating, agonised feeling, that she was outside 

of life, an onlooker… which caused Gudrun to suffer from a sense of her own negation, and made her, 
that she must always demand the other to be aware of her, to be in connection with her 

 
(Lawrence, 33). 

 

Her existential alienation takes the form of being an observer rather than a participant—

a stance that contrasts starkly with Ursula’s more embodied, connected mode of being. 

Gudrun’s demand for others to be “aware of her” is not driven by relational desire but 



 215 

by a compulsion to assert her significance. This dynamic underscore the narcissistic 

nature of her relationships: rather than forging mutual bonds, she seeks constant 

affirmation to combat the inner threat of erasure. In this way, both she and Gerald 

become entangled in a relationship shaped not by authentic connection but by mutual 

projection and psychological compensation. 

This aspect of Gudrun’s nature is further exemplified through her frequent visits 

to the Café de Pampadour, Lawrence’s symbolic setting for a shallow Bohemian society 

built on appearances, materialism, and what he terms “dead art.” Although Gudrun is 

fully aware of the “petty vice,” “petty jealousy,” and “petty art” that circulate among 

the Café’s patrons—manifested in their superficial conversations, competitive displays 

of intellectualism, and self-serving aestheticism—she “always went back to it, as if she 

had to return to this small, slow, central whirlpool of disintegration and dissolution” 

(Lawrence 332). Her repeated return to the Café, despite her intellectual disdain for its 

members, reveals a paradox in her psyche. It is as though she finds a morbid satisfaction 

in observing their decline while asserting her own imagined superiority. “It gave her 

pleasure to sit there seeing them all objectively, like creatures of some menagerie of 

apish degraded souls.” This compulsion to watch them, “because she had to,” suggests 

an unconscious identification with the very society she scorns—perhaps even a rivalry 

in appearing more refined, detached, and enigmatic than they are. Moreover, her 

perception of the Café's patrons as degraded and animalistic echoes the way she 

objectifies life through her art and relationships: by reducing people to still forms, she 

creates a sense of control and distance. This detachment operates as a defense 

mechanism, shielding her from the internal emptiness she repeatedly tries to disavow. 

Much like the miniatures she carves, Gudrun situates herself as the grand observer 

above a diminished world. Yet in doing so, she reveals the fragility of a self-worth 

grounded in negation and contrast, not genuine connection or self-integration. 

 Gerald and Gudrun thus enter a relationship in which each serves as a mirror 

and projection of the other’s unresolved needs, resulting in a power dynamic defined 

by domination and submission. Gerald attempts to impose the same mechanical control 

he exerts over his environment onto Gudrun, while she seeks to reduce him—like her 

art—to a controllable miniature that bolsters her narcissistic sense of self. Their bond is 
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therefore marked by mutual objectification and instrumental treatment, devoid of 

genuine emotional connection. This dynamic extends into their sensual lives, which 

become sites of control rather than communion, ultimately stifling the possibility of 

authentic self-realization. 

 

Gerald And Gudrun: A Mentalized Sensual Bond 

 
When it comes to the sexual realm—where the spontaneous, vital unconscious is meant 

to be explored—Gerald does not “deliver himself to the unknown” as Birkin does 

(Lawrence 202). Instead, he frequents girls in London and pays them simply because 

he cannot bear to be alone. For him, sex becomes an escape from his unresolved inner 

self. Lawrence uses this behaviour to highlight how even the most intimate aspects of 

life have been subjected to the modern trend of dehumanized materialism, rendering the 

individual merely “sensuous” rather than “sensual” and thus restricting the potential for 

authentic self-realization. Gerald, then, participates in what Lawrence refers to as the 

“commercialization, trivialization, and conventionalization” of sex: 

 
He had found his most satisfactory relief in women. After a debauch with some desperate 

woman, he went on quite easy and forgetful. The devil of it was, it was so hard to keep up his interest 
in women nowadays. He didn’t care about them any more.  

 
Lawrence 202 

 

What Gerald seeks is not emotional intimacy but rather the brute power of possession 

through physical gratification. Yet, he grows increasingly weary of such superficial 

encounters, realising that “he felt that his MIND needed acute stimulation, before he 

could be physically roused” (Lawrence 202). In other words, he cannot engage in sex 

unless it is filtered through conscious mental stimulation—he cannot surrender to the 

spontaneity of bodily experience. He does not believe in the sanctity of life or love; 

instead, he seeks to materialize them. Similarly, Gudrun desires physicality for its own 

sake—as an experience detached from deeper feeling. Both characters reduce 

experience to the tangible, the immediate. Gerald knows that “there was no 

equilibrium,” and that he “would have to go in some direction shortly to find relief” 



 217 

(Lawrence 202). Thus, he turns to Gudrun, both physically and emotionally, seeking a 

source of stability. However, he fails to recognise her as a separate individual, treating 

her instead as a means to escape his inner emptiness. 

However, there is one moment in Gerald and Gudrun’s relationship when they 

seem momentarily poised to attain an equal, mutual connection. In the scene preceding 

Gerald’s sister’s drowning, he attempts to relinquish his self in favour of a shared, 

almost mystical fusion with Gudrun while they float together on Willy Water: 

 
His mind was almost submerged, he was almost transfused, lapsed out for the first time in his 

life, into the things about him. For he always kept such a keen attentive- ness, concentrated and 
unyielding in himself. Now he had let go, imperceptibly he was melting into oneness with the whole. 

 
Lawrence 211 

 

Though the passage evokes a mood of tranquillity and momentary emotional harmony, 

it also reflects a tantalizing illusion of connection. Gudrun, too, is described as being 

“as if magically aware of their being balanced in separation, in the boat” (Lawrence 

211). However, this equilibrium is precarious. In Lawrence’s view, the desire to “melt” 

or fuse entirely with the other is not a true solution to existential isolation but rather a 

retreat from the responsibility of cultivating a separate, whole self. This desire for 

dissolution into the beloved leads ultimately to the stagnation of individual becoming. 

Thus, even had Gerald succeeded in abandoning his sense of self in this scene—an 

attempt abruptly interrupted by the trauma of witnessing his sister’s death—such a 

fusion would not have provided a sustainable alternative to his lost, fragmented 

individuality. Instead, the resurfacing of his self-consciousness after the accident only 

underscores the fragility of such escapist moments and the impossibility of resolving 

inner voids through merging with the other. 

The drowning itself symbolises the urgency of encountering the other without 

absorption, illustrating that failure to maintain this separation paves the way for the 

self’s limitless and destructive desire to consume the other in a totalising fusion. Roland 

Draper, in D.H. Lawrence, notes that this moment foreshadows the dark transformation 

of Gerald and Gudrun’s relationship. He writes:  
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After the falling of his sister, Diana, into the water, and the high, piercing shriek of the 
younger sister, Winifred, which turns Diana's name into a symbol of death: ‘Di-Di-Di-Di—Oh Di—
Oh Dil’. The bodies of her and her fiancé are at last recovered. She had wound her arms so tightly 
around his neck that she had choked him; a hint of the deadliness of love which foreshadows the 

change that is to come over the relationship between Gudrun and Gerald 
 

 (Draper 84). 
 

As Draper argues, Gerald’s love for Gudrun is to take on a similarly destructive, 

clinging, and possessive quality—one that threatens to extinguish both individual 

autonomy and the possibility of true connection. Gudrun’s reaction to Diana’s drowning 

is particularly revealing in terms of the superficial nature of her bond with Gerald. 

Rather than responding with spontaneous emotion, she calculates the ideal response, 

thinking:  

 
She was thinking all the time of the perfect, reassuring thing to say to him. She was shocked 

and frightened but she put that away thinking of how she should deport herself with Gerald: act her 

part. That was the real thrill: how she should act her part 
 (Lawrence 164). 

 

The repetition of the verb act underscores her performative attitude and the absence of 

authentic emotional engagement. Even in the face of trauma, Gudrun suppresses her 

genuine feelings, replacing them with a counterfeit persona designed to appear 

composed, strong, and alluring. This scene encapsulates what Lawrence criticises in 

Phoenix, when he writes: “To every man, to every woman, the universe is just a setting 

to the absolute little picture of himself” (521–23). Gudrun’s response may therefore be 

interpreted as narcissistic, materialistic, reflecting a tendency to centre every event 

around her constructed self-image rather than truly relating to others. She does not allow 

herself to feel sincere, sympathetic emotions because her primary concern is the 

performance of an idealised role. 

This narcissistic self-centredness is also evident in the physical dimension of 

Gudrun and Gerald’s relationship. Their pleasures are reduced to bodily sensations 

because they are rooted not in mutual understanding but in the mentalisation of the 

experience through the lens of the self. As Lawrence writes, they become “implicated 

with each other in abhorrent mysteries,” suggesting that their intimacy is tainted by 
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decadent sensuousness (Lawrence 202). Blanchard reinforces this view by arguing that 

such decadence stems from “the objectification of the self, the willingness to experience 

oneself as an object in a setting... the art of being in a place or time self-consciously” 

(Blanchard, 8). In this sense, their erotic connection is less about union with the other 

and more about the reflective satisfaction of being seen and admired. It becomes an 

exercise in self-confirmation through the gaze of the other. Thus, the physical 

relationship between Gudrun and Gerald is not an avenue for transcendence or relational 

depth but another stage for performing and materialising the self. 

Gudrun’s first impression of Gerald—her association of him with an arctic 

wolf—symbolically captures the frozen quality of his emotional life. His industrial 

background, rigid lifestyle, and mechanical sensuality have numbed his ability to form 

authentic, vital relationships. This imagery suggests a cold, predatory detachment that 

defines both his personal history and his connection to Gudrun. Her attraction to him is 

therefore not rooted in vitality but in inertia. As previously discussed, Gudrun is drawn 

to the aesthetic of stillness, to objects rather than living processes, which explains her 

fascination with Gerald’s frozen, self-contained nature. Her early question—“is there 

some pale gold, arctic light that envelopes only us two?”—foreshadows the isolating 

and narcissistic enclosure that comes to define their relationship. 

This possessive objectification of intimacy, where love must be seen, captured, 

and materialised, is, according to Lawrence, a symptom of the modern conscious ego. 

In The Crown, he argues that contemporary man can no longer admit the existence of 

realities beyond his own mental constructs: “The supreme little ego in man hates an 

unconquered universe... The back of creation is broken. We have killed the mysteries 

and devoured the secrets. It all lies now within our skin, within the ego of humanity” 

(Lawrence 391–92). By “mysteries” and “secrets,” Lawrence refers to the unconscious, 

the dark sensual core of the self that can only be accessed through genuine, affective, 

and bodily engagement with another person—especially through sexual love, as he 

elaborates in Psychoanalysis and the Unconscious. Once these mysteries are conquered 

mentally, and the self projects its own meanings onto the world rather than receiving 

anything from outside, all that remains is a self-enclosed ego, devoid of life. This is 

precisely the condition to which Gerald and Gudrun descend: their relationship becomes 
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a closed circuit of narcissistic self-reflection, where vitality is replaced by mental 

projection, and intimacy by objectification. 

As a result, Gerald and Gudrun are unable to establish a truly meaningful 

connection. Their relationship operates on a narcissistic axis: either through mutual 

attempts at domination or through the illusion of fusion, each seeks to reinforce and 

mirror their own ego through the other. Love becomes, for both, an arena of control or 

self-confirmation rather than a space of genuine encounter. This dynamic stands in 

marked contrast to the relationship between Ursula and Birkin, whose understanding of 

love preserves individual boundaries and allows for reciprocal recognition, rather than 

egoic validation. Gudrun eventually grows disillusioned with her relationship with 

Gerald, having achieved dominance both sexually and psychologically. Once he ceases 

to represent the enigma of alterity—the unknown self of the other—she no longer finds 

him desirable. Her scornful remark that “the Geralds... offer one nothing else” signals 

the emotional and symbolic exhaustion of their bond. The repetitive, performative 

sexuality and emotionally sterile encounters no longer satisfy her. Her rejection of 

marriage is consistent with her resistance to stable, enduring forms of intimacy; her 

curiosity and intellectual restlessness render her incompatible with relational 

permanence. The emotional structure of their relationship reflects what psychoanalytic 

theorists identify as a narcissistic pattern, characterised by the oscillation between 

grandiosity and devaluation, idealisation and repudiation. Gudrun initially idealises 

Gerald as a powerful, self-contained figure—an object of fascination and projection. 

But once the illusion breaks and his vitality appears hollow, she turns to contempt. 

Gerald, in turn, attempts to reassert his failing ego by channelling his energies into 

mechanised control—mastering the mine, the machine, and eventually attempting to 

possess Gudrun entirely. Their dynamic is thus not only about dominance and 

submission, but more precisely, about the collapse of narcissistic defences when the 

other fails to mirror or sustain the self’s grandiose image. 

 

 

 



 221 

Gerald Crich: The Prototype Of The Modern Dehumanized Man 

 
Another deadly aspect in Gerald’s life is his subscription to being what Lawrence 

describes as the great god of the Machine. In the chapter “Industrial Magnate,” 

Lawrence masterfully portrays Gerald’s gradual disintegration as an individual through 

his increasing fusion with mechanised processes. Gerald finds a perverse satisfaction in 

controlling material production and subjugating workers, but what is even more 

unsettling is the workers’ own internalisation of this domination. Lawrence notes that 

it “satisfied them to be dominated, taken possession of. It fulfilled the life-craving of 

the manhood in them” (Lawrence, 247). This modern condition—where both the master 

and the subjugated accept mechanistic roles—echoes Erich Fromm’s concept of 

automaton conformity, wherein the individual relinquishes freedom and spontaneity to 

merge with societal systems in order to avoid isolation and insecurity (Fromm, 154–

55). If we refer back to his concept of the Pathology Of Normalcy explained in the 

theoretical chapter, this herd mentality of being slaves to the machine is succinctly 

depicted by Lawrence through the description of the miners’ attitudes to domination 

and their perverse enjoyment of it. It has become the norm to let down spontaneous 

living and follow the mechanized herd in the modern scene because according to 

Fromm, when faced with existential uncertainty, people frequently choose mechanistic 

conformity over authentic individuality (Fromm 154–55). Fromm argues that this is a 

common modern pathology: people “escape from freedom” by merging into structures 

that offer identity without genuine individuation (Fromm, 139). 

 As a child, Gerald instinctively sensed the soullessness of industrial life: the 

mines “had been sores in his consciousness,” and he had turned “his face entirely away 

from the blackened mining region” (Lawrence 228). However, upon inheriting the 

mines, Gerald silences his inner resistance and instead embraces domination as his new 

identity. Rather than cultivating a vital, spontaneous self through authentic 

relationships—such as his potential friendship with Birkin—he chooses instead to 

dissolve into the mechanistic order of the industrial system. We are told that Gerald 

“discovered his real adventure in the coal-mines” (Lawrence, 231), but this so-called 

adventure is in fact a spiritual collapse into lifeless control. Despite recognising that he 
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is “on the point of inheriting his own destruction,” he continues, entranced by a “vision 

of power” (Lawrence, 234). His transformation exemplifies Fromm’s argument that the 

modern man, having lost a rooted sense of being, seeks meaning through control and 

possession—ultimately replacing genuine selfhood with what Fromm calls the having 

mode of existence (Fromm, 23). In doing so, Gerald becomes a tragic emblem of the 

spiritually deadened modern individual, possessed by the machine he believes he 

controls. Moreover, as Gerald embraces the industrial power, he is unburdened by the 

humanitarian impulses that once troubled his father. “For Gerald was in reaction against 

charity,” Lawrence writes, noting that “the whole Christian attitude of love and self-

sacrifice was old hat” (Lawrence, 229). Unlike his father, who sought a balance between 

authority and care, Gerald completely abandons ethical restraint. He exults not only in 

domination but in the very ugliness he once abhorred:  

 
“He saw the stream of miners flowing along the causeways from the mines… thousands of 

blackened, slightly distorted human beings… They were ugly and uncouth, but they were his 
instruments. He was the God of the machine” 

 
 (Lawrence, 230). 

 

What inspires Gerald thus, is not merely control, but a vision of perfection through 

repetition—a mechanical eternity. Lawrence writes: “He found his eternal and his 

infinite in the pure machine-principle of perfect co-ordination… repetition ad 

infinitum” (Lawrence, 232). This is not a neutral technological ambition; it is a religious 

exaltation in impersonal order, what Fromm would identify as the having mode of 

existence—a worldview that values possession, productivity, and control over being 

and relationality (Fromm, 22–23). For Gerald, the industrial system becomes a divine 

entity, a substitute for inner life and moral responsibility. His relationship to others, 

including the miners and eventually Gudrun, becomes purely instrumental. He does not 

relate to them as people but uses them as tools to mirror his omnipotence—a 

psychological pattern Fromm calls narcissistic objectification, where others exist only 

to affirm the self (Fromm, 30–31). Gerald thus becomes the embodiment of modern 

egoism: cold, rational, and spiritually hollow. 

The instrumentality with which Gerald—and, by extension, the modern egoist 
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Lawrence critiques in Women in Love and in his essays—treats other human beings is 

strikingly revealed in his view of the miners. To Gerald, “they were mere conditions, 

like the weather,” and the only criterion that mattered was “the pure instrumentality of 

the individual. As a man as of a knife: does it cut well?” (Lawrence, 231). This 

functionalist view, which reduces people to their usefulness, extends to how he sees 

himself: he is content with being “a good director,” beyond which “the rest was by-

play.” In doing so, Gerald empties his life of all intrinsic vitality and adopts a self-

concept that is purely mechanical and performance-based. He seeks a “new world, a 

new order,” strict and inhuman, where even destruction is satisfying because it affirms 

the system’s absolute power—a system he believes people want to be part of. What is 

dehumanizing is not just the machinery but the internalization of its principles: man, 

including himself, becomes an instrument, an object of function. 

Lawrence, writing from within a modernity increasingly absorbed in 

mechanisation and control, reveals through Gerald’s character the terrifying triumph of 

the narcissistic ego—the self that devours all relatedness in favour of mastery. Here, 

Fromm’s critique in The Sane Society becomes useful: he argues that modern man 

increasingly relates to himself and others in terms of function and performance, not as 

ends in themselves but as means to economic or psychological utility (Fromm 133). 

Fromm’s concept of “marketing orientation,” where one’s worth lies in being effective, 

desirable, or productive, illuminates Gerald’s descent. Yet Lawrence goes further: 

Gerald’s annihilation of self and other is not just a consequence of capitalist structures 

but a metaphysical loss of being.  

Gerald’s dehumanization reaches a further level through his worship of will as 

absolute power, even when that will is exerted in cruelty. His belief in the supremacy 

of human control over all forms of life culminates in acts that are not only unnecessary 

but deliberately violent, such as when he forces a terrified mare to endure the thunderous 

sounds of a passing train. This moment, though seemingly minor, reveals a fundamental 

distortion in Gerald’s character: nature is no longer to be understood, harmonised with, 

or even respected—it is to be broken. Lawrence underscores that the cruelty here is not 

incidental but emblematic of a larger ideology. Gerald has entirely submitted to the 

mechanical worldview, where both nature and emotion must yield to man’s imposed 
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system. As such, his actions mirror his narcissistic orientation: he perceives himself as 

the centre of meaning, around which all things must revolve. The suffering of the other, 

whether animal or human, becomes invisible under the assertion of will. Fromm’s 

notion of “narcissistic omnipotence” (Fromm, 42)—the fantasy that one's inner needs 

and desires are absolute—helps illuminate the psychological roots of Gerald’s 

destructiveness. But in Lawrence’s vision, this destructiveness is not madness; it is the 

modern gospel, where dominance replaces relationship, and where sensitivity is cast 

aside in favour of command. 

This chilling scene, where Gerald imposes mechanical domination upon a living 

creature, not only reveals his internalisation of industrial power but also draws into its 

orbit those around him—especially Gudrun, whose response exposes her own 

entanglement in the same dehumanising logic. Gudrun's reaction to Gerald’s cruelty at 

the train station is marked by a troubling indifference that reveals her own emotional 

detachment and her complicity in the dehumanizing ethos Gerald embodies. Rather than 

condemning his domination of the terrified mare, she eroticizes the spectacle, admiring 

Gerald’s command and control. Her awe before his “indomitable soft weight” and 

“magnetic domination” indicates a deeper psychological attraction to subjugation. The 

mare’s “unutterable subordination” not only mirrors Gudrun’s fascination with power, 

but also symbolizes the dynamics at play in her relationship with Gerald—where desire 

is enmeshed with domination, and autonomy is surrendered under the illusion of 

passion. Lawrence thus paints Gudrun as not merely a victim of Gerald’s will but as 

someone who internalizes and mirrors the logic of control that defines the modern 

condition. In this sense, both figures are caught in a destructive relationship built not on 

mutual understanding, but on the eroticization of power and the loss of authentic 

selfhood. 

At this point in the narrative, Gerald’s state becomes tragically fixed: his sense 

of self is entirely bound to external mastery. In a world that offers freedoms without 

rooted meaning, Gerald finds exhilaration only in control—over machines, over others, 

and over himself. Yet, this power is hollow. From a human perspective, his pursuit lacks 

transcendence or deeper purpose. As Lawrence shows, Gerald does not seek wealth or 

human connection; he seeks the pure enactment of his will against the resistance of the 
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world. His triumph lies not in any external reward, but in the mechanistic domination 

of matter. As Fromm explains in The Sane Society, this is the hallmark of modern 

narcissistic man, who "experiences himself as the centre of all he perceives, but remains 

fundamentally isolated, incapable of true relatedness” (Fromm 64). Gerald's identity, 

then, is not built—it is performed, and the cost is profound: the annihilation of any real 

encounter with the self or the other. For this reason—that is, his desire to overtake the 

natural order—Gerald equips the mine with the latest technological advances in his 

relentless pursuit to increase coal production: “He had a fight to fight with Matter, with 

the earth and the coal it enclosed” (Lawrence 235). Through this battle, Gerald not only 

achieves the industrial growth he aspires to, but also succeeds in establishing his own 

authoritarian regime. As Lawrence recounts :  

 
Gradually Gerald got hold of everything. And then began the great reform. Expert engineers 

were introduced in every department. An enormous electric plant was installed... New machinery was 
brought from America, such as the miners had never seen before, great iron men, as the cutting 

machines were called” 
 

(Lawrence 235). 
 

 This transformation, while materially effective, is spiritually corrosive. The physical 

modernization of the pits parallels a deeper, more alarming devaluation of the human 

being: “The miners were reduced to mere mechanical instruments”(235). Gerald’s 

reforms thus underscore his belief in the supremacy of technological efficiency over 

traditional methods and human judgment, a stance that mirrors the logic he applies in 

his personal relationships, where he seeks dominance and control at the expense of 

genuine human connection.The imagery of “great iron men” and “unusual appliances” 

reflects more than industrial advancement—it marks a cultural shift towards viewing 

people as functional tools within a system, stripped of will or individuality. This 

mechanisation of human labour is not just a practical outcome of industrial capitalism; 

it is the material expression of a dehumanised worldview. Lawrence critiques this world 

by revealing how technological progress, while efficient and productive, contributes to 

the erosion of human autonomy and dignity. In this vision, Gerald's world becomes one 

where men are not fulfilled but emptied, their essence devoured by the very machines 

that promise their advancement. Fromm’s concept of the “marketing orientation,” in 
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which individuals are valued only for their utility and adaptability to economic systems, 

helps clarify this descent into instrumentality (Fromm 78). Gerald does not simply 

manage an industrial empire—he embodies a modern man who, in the pursuit of control, 

willingly forfeits his soul. The miner’s loss of self in this new system echoes the larger 

existential crisis of the modern age: the struggle to maintain one’s humanity in a world 

that prizes function over being and productivity over presence. 

Moreover, Lawrence delves into the psychological and physiological 

consequences of modern man’s internalisation of industrial principles. He suggests that 

once an individual accepts technological domination and becomes inured to the 

inhuman standard of efficiency, he undergoes a paradoxical transformation: he is not 

liberated, but instead becomes intoxicated and spiritually disoriented by the very forces 

he commands. Gerald is a clear case in point. As Lawrence writes: 

 
once or twice lately, when he was alone in the evening and had nothing to do, he had suddenly stood 

up in terror, not knowing what he was. And he went to the mirror and looked long and closely at his 

own face, at his own eyes, seeking for something. He was afraid, in mortal dry fear, but he knew not 

what of. He looked at his own face. There it was, shapely and healthy and the same as ever, yet 

somehow, it was not real, it was a mask. He was afraid that one day he would break down and be a 

purely meaningless bubble lapping round a darkness. 

 

(Lawrence 239) 

 

This moment marks an episode of acute existential self-awareness. Deprived of external 

distractions, Gerald suddenly confronts a deep void within himself. His terrified search 

in the mirror reflects a desperate attempt to locate an authentic self beyond his socially 

constructed persona. The mirror, a traditional symbol of self-reflection, here becomes a 

cruel reminder of his alienation: what he sees is not a self, but a mask. Or Lawrence’s 

“husk” This metaphor exposes the dissociation between inner being and outer 

appearance—his face remains familiar and intact, yet devoid of substance, signalling a 

psychological rupture. Gerald’s terror at becoming a “meaningless bubble lapping 

round a darkness” encapsulates his fear of disintegration. This metaphor suggests an 

ego at the brink of collapse, unable to anchor itself in any deeper sense of meaning or 
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identity. His life, centred on power, control, and material success, now threatens to 

dissolve into nothingness. In To Have or To Be? Erich Fromm explores similar 

psychological dynamics, describing how modern individuals, when overly aligned with 

having and controlling rather than being, often face an inner emptiness masked by 

external achievements (Fromm 119). Gerald’s breakdown is thus not a momentary lapse 

but a symptom of a deeper malaise—an identity hollowed out by mechanical ambition 

and the loss of genuine human feeling. 

What Lawrence underscores through Gerald’s will to dominate nature—

motivated by the thrill it provides and the devastating emptiness it leaves within—is the 

deep rupture in modern society between an individual’s social identity and their intrinsic 

emotional nature. The barrenness of Gerald’s sexual and emotional life illustrates the 

extent of his inner crisis: his social persona has become so alienated from his authentic 

self that his capacity for genuine emotional connection is nearly extinguished. Gerald 

embodies the modern man who, having mastered the external world through 

technological power, finds himself spiritually impoverished and emotionally desolate. 

This psychological disjunction is not unique to Gerald as a fictional character but 

can be seen as a literary representation of a broader historical and existential condition. 

Figures such as Henry Ford, whose industrial success was matched by a personal life 

marked by rigidity and estrangement, demonstrate how the pursuit of control and 

technological mastery can coincide with a deep internal void (Watts). Erich Fromm 

similarly identifies this phenomenon in The Sane Society, arguing that modern 

individuals, particularly those absorbed in a mode of existence rooted in having and 

controlling, suffer from alienation and inner sterility (Fromm 139–45). Thus, rather than 

suggesting a sweeping generalisation, Lawrence uses Gerald to dramatize a 

recognizable psychological reality within the context of early industrial modernity. 

Gerald’s emotional deterioration reflects the consequences of divorcing oneself from 

the natural rhythms of life and from authentic human relationships. As Lawrence 

affirms in We Need One Another:  

 
Little modern egoists. The world is full of silly impertinent egoists who have broken all their former 
human ties and base their claims to superiority on their own emptiness and nullity. Strip us of our 

own human contacts and of our contact with the living earth and the sun, and we are almost bladders 
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of emptiness. Our individuality means nothing. 
 

(Lawrence, 26). 
 

 
Such is the case for Gerald who had strived to conquer the last human ties he had with 

nature, reducing himself to “the great I am” which is a mere egoistic individuality, 

directing the machine and subjugating the self and the other to it. He can find no 

redemption in either love or sex, as both have become for him mentalized, mechanical, 

and ultimately instrumental. He is conscious of his inner disunity—a fragmentation of 

the self that love alone cannot mend. This recognition surfaces during his conversation 

with Birkin on the train to London, where he declares: “I don’t believe a woman, and 

nothing but a woman, will ever make my life.” When Birkin asks him whether love 

between a man and a woman could be the center and core of life, Gerald replies: “I 

don’t know—that’s what I want somebody to tell me. As far as I can make out, it doesn’t 

center at all. It is artificially held TOGETHER by the social mechanism” (Lawrence, 

223). Gerald's inability to envision life as rooted solely in human connection reveals his 

alienation and his reliance on external, artificial structures to provide a semblance of 

coherence. 

 Birkin’s view, contrastingly, echoes Lawrence’s own belief that men and women 

should “flow together in the river of life”—a metaphor Lawrence uses in Women in 

Love to represent the possibility of mutual, regenerative connection between the sexes 

(Lawrence 150). Lawrence’s idea is also articulated more philosophically in his essay 

We Need One Another, where he argues that the forces of manhood and womanhood 

are capable of revitalising the human self if merged authentically through love. Gerald, 

however, is unable or unwilling to surrender to such vital union. Rather than seek 

emotional regeneration, he clings to what Birkin calls “dead ideals”—a worldview 

dominated by materialism, sexual conquest, and narcissistic self-preservation. Birkin 

ultimately deems him a born “unbeliever,” spiritually unfit for any sustaining 

relationship. Nevertheless, Gerald’s challenge to form a lasting, vital bond with Gudrun 

cannot be attributed to him alone. Gudrun, too, is an “unbeliever” in the Lawrentian 

sense. As we previously noted, she intellectualises all experience, seeking to observe 

and understand life from a distance rather than participate in it with emotional sincerity. 
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She perceives the self as something external and curated, never surrendering to the 

moment even in emotionally charged situations. Her cold detachment, coupled with 

Gerald’s incapacity for vulnerability, renders their relationship sterile and adversarial. 

Gerald then is roughly the sketch of the modern man that Lawrence tries to 

approach in The Rainbow through characters like uncle Tom, Winifred Inger and Anton 

Skrebensky. Lawrence’s perception in Women In Love is near despair because now the 

progress of the war offered no hope of redemption and a sharper sense of hopelessness 

from England itself because its masses are preoccupied as he writes: “only 

industrialism, only wages and money and machinery. They can't think anything else” 

he expresses his despair mainly through the character of Birkin when he says while on 

the train to London: “I always feel doomed when the train is running into London. I feel 

such a despair, so hopeless, as if it were the end of the world.” Then he asks Gerald if 

he feels the same and the latter says “no”. Lawrence further expresses his despair 

through a letter in 1917:  

 
I feel less hopeful about England. It seems as if there are bound to be labour insurrections, purely 

selfish on the part of labour, caring not for life, but only for labour. Which is wearying. It seems to me 
there is bound to be a smash-up. One can only stand far aside and wait till there is a showing of a 
good spirit, a resurrection in the hearts of the people. But they have the last stages of death to go 

through yet: and it will not be a lovely process. 
 

(Lawrence, Letters) 
 

Lawrence's assertion that “labour cares not for life, but only for labour” reveals his 

belief that individual aspirations in the modern industrial world were narrowly focused, 

neglecting the deeper aspects of human existence such as spiritual fulfilment and 

emotional well-being. Emphasizing once again the acceptance of the consequences of 

industrialization on the human spirit. The writer feared that both the oppressors and the 

oppressed were trapped in a cycle that neglected the soul's needs. Hence, he concludes 

that that any participation in the great machine is fatal to a man's real self, to 

relationships, and to love—Lawrence insists on conveying it as a prophet's warning.  

 In Lawrence’s narrative, the character of Gerald is burdened with representing 

more than just an individual; he embodies a broader archetype, a symbol of the modern, 

subjugated everyman. Lawrence uses Gerald not only to elicit interest, pity, and 
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moments of self-recognition from the reader but also to illustrate the universal condition 

of people under the constraints of industrial society. Moreover, his portrayal extends 

beyond personal narrative, suggesting a critique of the societal forces that shape and 

sometimes distort individual identity. In doing so, he transforms Gerald into a 

cautionary figure, exemplifying the dangers of losing one's humanity and becoming a 

mere functionary in a mechanized, dehumanizing system. Hence, Lawrence uses 

Gerald's story to question the costs of industrial progress and the way it impacts the 

human spirit, suggesting that in the pursuit of power and control, both individual and 

collective well-being are compromised. 

 

Gerald and Gudrun, The Way To Disintegration. 
 
As we have defined both Gerald and Gudrun’s personalities, we notice few similarities 

between them:  

First, in terms of their personalities and their approach to identity. Both 

characters are portrayed as denying their real, authentic selves in favor of adopting a 

socially constructed persona. For Gerald, this involves exerting dominance over nature, 

particularly through his management of the mines, which serves as a metaphor for his 

broader desire to control and subdue the natural world. This tendency to dominate aligns 

with the industrial and technological ethos of the society in which he lives, where power 

and control are often valued over more intrinsic human qualities. 

Gudrun, on the other hand, creates a “perfect” image of herself, akin to her 

approach to art, where she renders her creations inert and under her complete control. 

This pursuit of a socially acceptable or idealized version of the self suggests a deep 

disconnection from her authentic emotions and desires. Both characters, therefore, 

engage in a form of self-alienation, where their true selves are subsumed under a 

socially dictated identity that prioritizes control, power, and appearance over genuine 

self-expression. 

Moreover, both characters distance themselves from relationships that might 

foster their personal growth. This is exemplified in Gerald's relationship with Birkin, 

which fails to redeem him from his “mechanical nature.” Although Gerald loves Birkin, 

he refuses to “believe in him”, which underscores his inability to embrace more 
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profound, transformative relationships. This refusal to engage with deeper human 

connections reflects a broader theme in the narrative: the struggle between authentic 

selfhood and the dehumanizing forces of industrialism and societal expectations.  

Hence, Gerald and Gudrun are trapped within powerful social frameworks that 

stifle their authentic selves. Their insistence on control, whether over nature or their 

own personalities, leads to a detachment from genuine human experiences and 

relationships. This detachment is emblematic of the broader societal malaise that 

Lawrence critiques, where the pursuit of power and perfection overrides the quest for 

authenticity and true connection. 

Second, they both resort to the sensual experience to amplify the narcissistic self 

through the other in a mood of alternating domination and submission from both as this 

passage illustrates:  

 
Sometimes it was he who seemed strongest, whist she was almost gone, creeping near the earth like a 
spent wind; sometimes it was the reverse. But always it was this eternal see-saw, one destroyed that 

the other might exist, one ratified because the other was nulled. 
 

This dynamic, argues Barbara Ann Schapiro in D.H. Lawrence and the Paradoxes of 

Psychic Life, is “inevitable in a relationship in which each subject is only a narcissistic 

object to the other” (Schapiro 113). In other words, the urge to dominate becomes an 

intrinsic part of their bond because it serves a compensatory psychological function: it 

bolsters their fragile self-esteem, elevates their narcissistic self-image, and defends 

against the unsettling awareness of inner emptiness or inadequacy. This is evident in 

Gerald’s obsessive pursuit of Gudrun: “he followed her like a shadow,” not out of 

genuine emotional connection, but because the act of conquest validates his self-worth. 

Although he is “acutely and consciously aware of himself, of his own attractiveness” 

among other women, as Roland observes, “beyond the limits of sheer physical appeal, 

and the hard will which he displays as an industrial master, he is fatally unsure of 

himself” (Roland 83). This insight echoes Erich Fromm’s analysis in The Art of Loving, 

where he argues that individuals who have not achieved inner integration often confuse 

love with domination. For Fromm, narcissistic personalities seek power over others not 

out of malevolence, but out of a desperate need to affirm their existence in the absence 
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of authentic selfhood: “to love narcissistically means to love that which is the same as 

oneself, that which one can control and manipulate” (Fromm 56). Gerald’s need to 

subjugate Gudrun is thus not merely personal but emblematic of a broader pathology of 

modern man—his inability to love without possessing. He seeks self-affirmation not 

through mutual recognition, but through subjugation, rendering his desire not liberating 

but imprisoning. Lawrence, through Gerald, dramatizes Fromm’s claim that modern 

relationships often become battlegrounds for domination rather than arenas for mutual 

growth. Gerald's emotional instability, masked by his outward control and success, 

reveals a fractured self-seeking coherence through power—a tragic contradiction that 

ultimately undermines the possibility of genuine intimacy. 

Gudrun on the other hand, being equally physically beautiful and aware of her 

own charms, wanted to be “filled with precious knowledge of him” because she values 

knowing, people and experiences in the mind as means to amplify her image of the self 

and give control to her circumstances. As a result:  

 
She wanted to touch him and touch him and touch him, till she had him all in her hands, till she had 

strained him into her knowledge. Ah, if she could have the precious KNOWLEDGE of him, she would 

be filled, and nothing could deprive her of this. For he was so unsure, so risky in the common world of 

day. 

 

This instrumentality of “touch” with which each party treats the other leads to the 

inevitable dynamic of complete absorption of the other as an extension to the self as this 

passage in their physical union clearly illustrates:  

 
His arms were fast around her, he seemed to be gathering her into himself, her warmth, her softness, 

her adorable weight, drinking in the suffusion of her physical being, av- idly. He lifted her, and 
seemed to pour her into himself, like wine into a cup. 

 
(Lawrence 99) 

Lawrence uses the intense physical connection between Gudrun and Gerald as a 

metaphor for their deeper existential dislocation. Gerald's actions, described as 

“gathering her into himself” and “pouring her into himself, like wine into a cup,” evoke 

not merely sexual intimacy but a desperate and almost cannibalistic attempt to possess 

and consume the other. This metaphor reflects a parasitic dynamic in which Gerald 
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seeks to fill his inner void by absorbing Gudrun, not loving her. His appreciation of her 

physical traits—her “warmth, her softness, her adorable weight”—further illustrates 

this objectification. Rather than seeing her as a subject, as a whole person with her own 

integrity and freedom, he reduces her to a source of sensory pleasure and emotional 

anchoring, a narcissistic extension of himself. This aligns with Erich Fromm’s argument 

that narcissistic love is inherently exploitative; it does not foster growth or recognition 

of the other, but instead reinforces one’s ego through control and possession (Fromm 38). 

Gerald does not relate to Gudrun as a ‘thou’ but as an ‘it’—as a means of satisfying his 

own unstable sense of self. 

 Although Gudrun occasionally experiences moments of awareness that pierce 

through the intense entanglement she shares with Gerald—“she was filled with a fury 

of contempt and anger. She felt she was sinking into one mass with the rest—all so 

close and intermingled and breathless” (Lawrence 100)—these lucid flashes of insight 

are not enough to break the compulsive bond that keeps her tethered to him. Her sense 

of being submerged, of “sinking in,” reflects not only her fear of dissolution but also 

her recognition of the inauthenticity of their relationship. The state of the sinking is 

foreshadowed by Diana’s drowning in earlier episodes. Gerald, too, harbours profound 

doubts. He is disturbed by the falsity he senses in himself, describing his eyes as “blue 

false bubbles that would burst in a moment and leave clear annihilation… only bubbles 

of darkness” (Lawrence). This imagery points to his fear of internal collapse, of 

becoming “a purely meaningless babble lapping round a darkness,” and underscores the 

existential void that neither his industrial power nor his sensual conquests can fill. These 

moments of self-perception, however, do not catalyse any lasting transformation. In 

fact, they reinforce the paralysis of both characters, who remain suspended in a state of 

alienation. Their modern consciousness, supposedly enabling self-awareness, becomes 

instead a barrier to genuine renewal. It leaves them spectators of their own 

dehumanization—incapable of taking the steps necessary to recover a vital inner life or 

establish a bond based on authentic mutual recognition. Lawrence’s metaphor of 

England as a “sinking ship” takes on tragic resonance here, as Gerald and Gudrun—

though not devoid of intelligence or sensitivity—nonetheless resign themselves to the 

drift and ultimately choose submersion over the struggle into self-renewal. 
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 While both characters rebel against traditional institutions—Gudrun by rejecting 

marriage in favour of “experience,” Gerald by submitting to its outward form while 

maintaining an inner detachment—they fail to envision or enact any meaningful 

alternative. The institutional marriage they disdain is not replaced by a deeper personal 

connection. Instead, their bond is hollowed out by egotism and a failure of reciprocity. 

This is a powerful message that Lawrence sends: it is not enough to reject the 

dehumanizing endeavors of modern life, one must actively seek renewal and 

regeneration through the alternative of a balanced self, a balanced relation to the 

universe and a balanced relationship to the other. Nevertheless, Gudrun demands 

autonomy and aesthetic freedom, yet engages in power games that undermine genuine 

intimacy. Gerald desires fusion and control, but confuses possession with love. 

Consequently, their relationship collapses into a pattern of narcissistic dependence and 

emotional cannibalism. Rather than two sovereign selves encountering one another in 

mutual recognition, we find two fractured beings attempting to extract self-worth from 

domination or submission. In Frommian terms, Gerald does not relate to Gudrun as a 

“thou” but as an “it”—an object to use in order to reaffirm a brittle and unstable self 

(Fromm). This mode of relating—the narcissistic orientation—seeks validation, not 

understanding; it consumes the other rather than entering into communion. Fromm 

argues that true love “is an active power in man; a power which breaks through the 

walls which separate man from his fellow men,” but Gerald and Gudrun remain locked 

behind their respective walls, mirroring each other’s emotional isolation. Their 

relationship becomes a site of mutual exploitation, devoid of the very qualities 

Lawrence holds as redemptive: tenderness, spiritual integrity, and separateness-in-

union. 

 This absence of “free proud singleness,” which Lawrence proposes as the ideal 

basis for a living marriage, is at the core of their tragedy. Their inability to remain 

sovereign yet connected prevents the emergence of an authentic self for either of them. 

Instead of choosing a path of painful but vital transformation, they yield to the false 

promises of material power and sensual distraction. For Lawrence, the failure to 

cultivate this moral and spiritual independence within the context of love is not just 

personal—it is symptomatic of a broader cultural collapse. Both Gerald and Gudrun 
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illustrate how modern individuals, despite glimpses of awareness, are often too 

entangled in the very structures they despise to free themselves. Their demise—literal 

in Gerald’s death, symbolic in Gudrun’s final emotional dissociation—dramatizes the 

cost of living without inward renewal, of refusing to live “in the greatest truth” as 

Lawrence pleads in his letters (Letters). 

 Ultimately, the relationship between Gerald and Gudrun encapsulates 

Lawrence’s and Fromm’s shared concern: that in a society governed by narcissism, 

instrumental reason, and the idealization of control, love devolves into a struggle for 

dominance, and the self becomes hollow. Their failure is not simply personal but 

prophetic—a dramatization of what becomes of human relationships in an age that has 

lost faith in the soul. 

Conclusion: Death In The Alps, A Tragic Modern Love 

Despite Gerald’s claim that “between me and a woman, the social question does not 

enter. It is my own affair” (Lawrence, 277), his relationship with Gudrun contradicts 

this assertion on multiple levels. Far from being a private, isolated experience, their 

bond is deeply entangled with the social, economic, and psychological structures of 

modernity. As an industrial magnate, Gerald embodies the mechanized ethos of the 

modern world—a world in which human value is measured by output, efficiency, and 

control. When Birkin asks him pointedly, “What do you live for?” Gerald replies, “I 

suppose I live to work, to produce something, in so far as I am a purposive being. Apart 

from that, I live because I am living” (229). This mechanical answer reveals a profound 

existential vacuum: stripped of genuine inner purpose, Gerald reduces himself to an 

instrument of production. His identity is inextricably bound to his role within the 

industrial system, where the meaning of life collapses into bare existence. In this 

context, Gudrun becomes more than a romantic interest; she is a psychic buffer, a 

human reprieve from the abyss of mechanized purposelessness. Their relationship, then, 

is not exempt from social determinants but rather shaped by Gerald’s alienation and his 

unconscious attempt to restore emotional vitality through sensual possession. 

 Secondly, Gerald’s lack of a cohesive inner self renders it impossible for his 

relationship with Gudrun to exist in a vacuum, untouched by social and psychological 
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forces. Rather than functioning as a purely personal bond, their connection is mediated 

through structures of dominance, control, and performative masculinity. Gerald's 

persistent need to assert power over Gudrun is not merely a character trait but a 

symptomatic response to his inner fragmentation—a response cultivated by the 

dehumanizing demands of modern industrial life. In his inability to cultivate a secure, 

intrinsic sense of worth, Gerald turns outward, seeking to affirm his masculinity through 

the subjugation of Gudrun. This drive to dominate, however, only reinforces the 

hollowness at his core. As Fromm argues in The Sane Society, individuals alienated 

from their own authentic essence often compensate through “pseudo-spontaneous” 

actions driven by social expectations rather than genuine self-expression (Fromm, 230). 

Gerald’s domineering stance thus becomes a kind of performance—an effort to mask 

his internal insecurity with external authority. Far from being irrelevant, social 

pressures and norms are inscribed in the very fabric of their relationship, suggesting that 

Gerald’s insistence on its private nature is a defence mechanism against acknowledging 

the extent of his dependence on societal approval and validation. 

The relationship thus becomes a reflection of Gerald’s internal struggle with his 

fractured self, mediated through broader societal constructs of power, masculinity, and 

class. This reduction of intimacy to a mechanism for self-affirmation carries inevitable 

consequences. Gerald's death, like his relationship with Gudrun, acquires ominous 

social meaning. In Lawrence’s fictional world, a man’s personal relations serve as the 

true test of his inner constitution and moral standing. As H.M. Daleski observes in The 

Forked Flame, “what a man stands for in ‘the man’s world’ is revealed and tested in his 

personal relations,” and Gerald’s demise is thus not arbitrary but rather the direct 

culmination of his existential failure in love (Daleski 179). 

On the other hand, Gudrun is not an innocent counterpart. Having grown up in a 

coal-mining environment marred by rigid class hierarchies and the petty rivalries of “the 

wives of the pit-managers and their terrible struggle to be superior to one another,” she 

despised her origins and sought to transcend them (Lawrence 346). In Gerald, she found 

a potential escape—a man with the “will-power to comprehend the actual world,” 

someone who, as an instrument of modern industry, seemed capable of reshaping 

society. Her ambition to forge an ideal social persona through Gerald is rooted in the 
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belief that “matter is indestructible” and that, through him, she could consume herself 

into a more potent, enduring identity. He represented for her not a partner but an 

opportunity: “a piece of radium... through which she could consume herself and know 

it all” (Lawrence, 346). Her dream was to craft a socially triumphant image: to be the 

powerful woman behind a future statesman— “a Napoleon of peace, or a Bismarck—

and she the woman behind him” (364). Yet even as she constructed this fantasy, she 

could not evade the truth of her own self-alienation. Gudrun inwardly recognized “the 

mockery of her own impulses,” a sharp awareness that her social aspirations were built 

upon an edifice of falsehood. This underlying awareness of falsehood drives Gudrun 

into a state of emotional detachment. Her perception of Gerald evolves from hopeful 

alliance to clinical observation; he becomes “a phenomenon to her, not a human being: 

greedy” (Lawrence, 364). This shift reflects not only her disillusionment with him but 

with the very structures and values he embodies. Gerald is no longer a man but a 

symbol—of masculine will, industrial power, and the hollow promise of social 

advancement. Her growing alienation illustrates the corrosive effect of a relationship 

stripped of mutual recognition, one in which both partners have ceased to engage with 

the other as a full human subject. 

Gudrun’s detachment, in this sense, parallels Gerald’s earlier incapacity to see 

her as a ‘thou.’ Where Gerald instrumentalises Gudrun to stabilise his fractured identity, 

Gudrun now responds in kind, reducing him to a spectacle—something to observe, to 

study, to master. This mutual objectification marks the ultimate failure of their bond. 

Neither partner can offer the other the existential anchoring they so desperately seek 

because both are entrenched in performative selfhoods defined by power, image, and 

control. As such, their relationship enacts a modern tragedy: a meeting of two selves 

incapable of genuine encounter, trapped in a society where love, like labour, has been 

commodified. 

Ultimately, the struggle between Gerald and Gudrun reaches its final stage high 

in the Alps, where they travel with Birkin and Ursula to a Tyrolese mountain resort. 

Lawrence’s choice of setting, coupled with his stark description of the landscape, 

foreshadows the impending dissolution of their relationship. In this silent, glacial world, 

the “icy liaison” between them reaches a point of no return—leaving both 
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psychologically, and Gerald physically, dead: 

 
In front was a valley shut in under the sky, the last huge slopes of snow and black rock… the 

cradle of snow ran on to the eternal closing-in… the knot, the navel of the world, where the earth 
belonged to the skies, pure, unapproachable, impassable 

 
(Lawrence, 455–56). 

 

This alpine setting, described as a “navel of the earth,” conveys utter isolation and 

impenetrability. The “cradle of silent snow” and the “walls of snow and rock” establish 

a space removed from the human realm, reflecting the characters’ growing emotional 

and existential estrangement. The imagery reinforces the impasse in Gerald and 

Gudrun’s relationship—pristine and striking, yet fundamentally barren and 

unreachable. Gudrun’s reaction is one of “strange rapture.” Her trance-like posture, 

“clenching her face in her hands,” suggests a mystical absorption in the sublime. In this 

moment, she finds a place that resonates with her inner stillness, her existential 

detachment. Lawrence writes, “she folded her venture and settled down like a crystal in 

the navel of snow, and was gone” (Lawrence 456). The metaphor of the crystal implies 

a moment of clarity, but also of hardening—she is emotionally crystallized, cut off from 

further growth or connection. This rapturous encounter with the alpine sublime signals 

Gudrun’s complete withdrawal from human intimacy, especially from Gerald. 

Gerald, observing her, already senses this loss: “Already he felt he was alone. 

She was gone. She was completely gone, and there was icy vapour round his heart” 

(Lawrence 456). His recognition of Gudrun’s detachment comes too late. The “terrible 

silence and cold and the glamorous whiteness of the dusk” that envelops him is not only 

physical but symbolic of his psychic state—frozen, abandoned, and directionless. The 

landscape becomes a mirror of his own internal desolation. Gerald's perspective, by 

contrast, is increasingly marked by loss and existential isolation. His recognition that 

Gudrun is “completely gone” (Lawrence, 456) underscores the failure of his desire to 

possess or control her. The surrounding landscape— “the blind valley, the great cul-de-

sac of snow and mountain peaks”—mirrors his inner impasse, suggesting a 

psychological dead-end. The “icy vapour round his heart” encapsulates the emotional 
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desolation he experiences: a cold, airless space devoid of connection or direction. The 

natural setting thus becomes an externalization of Gerald’s internal collapse. 

Gudrun, however, ceases to battle for control. She looks at Gerald “as something 

she could never understand. As a child looking up at an older person, with no hope of 

understanding, only submitting” (Lawrence 457). Her gaze reveals resignation rather 

than defiance, a final recognition of the profound emotional gulf separating them. At 

the same time, as she contemplates the alpine landscape outside, she reflects: “She knew 

it, but she was not of it. She was divorced, debarred, a soul shut out” (Lawrence 457). 

This dual estrangement—from both nature and Gerald—underscores Gudrun’s 

psychological disintegration and emotional numbness. Her inability to feel a sense of 

belonging, either in the natural world or within human relationships, reflects the 

cumulative effects of her emotionally suffocating bond with Gerald. It has alienated her 

not only from him but from herself and the world around her. 

The trajectory of Gudrun’s alienation deepens when she becomes acquainted 

with the German artist Herr Loerke at the alpine hostel. From this point, it becomes 

increasingly clear that Gudrun can no longer serve as the emotional or physical anchor 

Gerald so desperately seeks. Her drift toward Loerke does not signal renewal or 

liberation; rather, it suggests a repetition of the same dehumanizing dynamic. Despite 

appearing to offer an alternative, Loerke embodies the very traits—prowess, cruelty, 

and self-sufficiency—that initially drew Gudrun to Gerald. 

Lawrence presents Herr Loerke as a stoic, emotionally detached artist consumed 

entirely by his craft. He insists that art should “interpret industry” and must “stand for 

nothing outside of itself” (Lawrence 468), thus reflecting a commodified and hollowed-

out vision of art. Ironically, this aesthetic position mirrors the “commercialized petty 

art” Gudrun once denounced in the Café de Pampadour (Lawrence 334). Loerke, like 

Gerald, is also enthralled by the mechanized world:  

 
The machinery and the acts of labour are extremely, maddeningly beautiful,” he declares. 

When Gudrun questions him—“Is there nothing but work—mechanical work?”—he replies, “Nothing 
but work. Nothing but this, serving the machine or enjoying the motion of a machine”  

 
(Lawrence, 469). 
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This fascination with mechanical motion and industrial aesthetics echoes what Erich 

Fromm identifies as the “machine-centered orientation” of modern man, in which the 

human being becomes alienated from authentic creativity and spontaneity, and instead 

“serves the machine” both literally and spiritually (Fromm 135).  

Loerke’s dehumanizing worldview is further exemplified when he shows 

Gudrun a photograph of a sculpture titled Lady Godiva, which he created six years prior. 

He confesses that in order to achieve the desired expression in his model—a young 

woman of eighteen—he had to “beat her, harder than I beat anything in my life” 

(Lawrence 471). This shocking admission reveals Loerke’s instrumental approach to 

human beings, who are treated as objects to be manipulated for his aesthetic or 

psychological gratification. The same was done in the episode of Gerald and the mare. 

Fromm would interpret this behaviour as an expression of sadistic tendencies—an 

attempt to “make another person a helpless object of one’s will, to become their ruler, 

their absolute authority” (Fromm 31). Loerke’s dominance is rationalized through the 

elevated discourse of “art,” yet it conceals a pathological desire for control and 

emotional distance. 

Moreover, Loerke’s view that “nothing exists but work” reflects what Fromm 

terms the “marketing orientation,” in which life is reduced to productivity, performance, 

and external output (Fromm 73). Just as Gerald’s identity is rooted in mastery over 

industry and machinery, Loerke mirrors this by translating the same logic into the 

domain of aesthetics. Hence, both men, in different registers, participate in a culture of 

instrumental rationality, which treats others not as ends in themselves, but as means to 

affirm their own fragmented sense of self.  And Gudrun’s initial attraction to them, at 

different stages in the novel, reveals her belonging to the same instrumental rationality 

that they represent and an ultimate inability to choose the regenerative path to a vital 

self. Instead, she whirls in circles of deadness and mechanization. Thus, rather than 

offering Gudrun a path to healing, Loerke represents yet another iteration of modern 

alienation—one cloaked in artistic refinement, but equally empty of true connection.  

Despite this, Gerald's passion and need to assert dominance over Gudrun flare 

up with renewed intensity. He attempts to “fold her against him,” driven by a “heaviness 

of desirability that would destroy him if he were not fulfilled.” In one of the novel’s 
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most chilling moments, Lawrence writes: “He closed over her like steel. He would 

destroy her rather than be denied” (Lawrence 456). These lines evoke a terrifying blend 

of eroticism and violence. The metaphor of steel conveys Gerald’s rigidity and 

emotional incapacity, while the imagery of destruction foregrounds his refusal to accept 

emotional rejection. His desire is not simply romantic or erotic; it is possessive, 

instrumental, and ultimately annihilating. What drives Gerald is not love, but an urge to 

conquer and consume—a final, desperate effort to impose meaning on a world that is 

slipping from his grasp. 

It is in this emotional void, with Gerald pressing upon her "like a frost, deadening 

her," that Gudrun increasingly turns toward Herr Loerke. Unlike Gerald’s overt 

aggression, Loerke exudes an unnerving detachment. Gudrun immediately senses that 

“he cared about nothing, he was troubled about nothing, he made not the slightest 

attempt to be at one with anything…there was only his work” (Lawrence 468). Though 

his presence is less physically imposing, Loerke is no less emblematic of the emotional 

desolation that characterises modern relationships in Lawrence’s vision. From an Erich 

Frommian perspective, Loerke represents the extreme of alienated existence—a man 

who has surrendered all spontaneity and relatedness in favour of mechanical activity 

and the worship of productive output (Fromm, 117). Yet, paradoxically, “something in 

Gudrun seemed to accord to him, like one of the little people who have no soul.” As she 

recognises that “in Loerke was the rock bottom of all life,” she does not recoil; instead, 

she “dispensed with all illusion” (Lawrence 468). Loerke becomes the vessel through 

which she transfers the remnants of her desire for experience, no longer expecting 

emotional reciprocity. She begins to “cast around for external resource,” forming what 

she calls “a curious sort of allegiance with him” (Lawrence 471, 480). Fromm would 

interpret this as a form of masochistic attachment, where one seeks refuge in 

submission or allegiance to a stronger, detached figure as a means of avoiding true 

freedom and emotional risk (Fromm 33). The attraction is not to Loerke as a person, but 

to what he symbolises: a final escape into impersonality and abstraction. In both 

relationships—with Gerald and Loerke—Gudrun is caught in a cycle of pseudo-

relatedness, unable to find the kind of genuine, reciprocal bond that Fromm considers 

essential to psychological health and individuality. 
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Thus, as a result of “the vital conflict that had set in” between them, Gerald and 

Gudrun confront the hollowness of their so-called love. Their conversation is marked 

by cold detachment and bitter truth. When Gudrun asks, “How much do you love me?” 

and Gerald responds, “Very little indeed,” the emotional void between them becomes 

undeniable. Gudrun goes further, declaring, “It was never love,” a statement that strikes 

Gerald with “madness.” Her cold, almost flippant tone underscores her emotional 

withdrawal, while Gerald’s “cold passion of anger” and “barren spirit of truthfulness” 

reveal his reluctant admission of emotional failure. Both are trapped in a relationship 

built not on genuine affection but on psychological need, dominance, and 

misrecognition. This mutual disillusionment aligns precisely with Erich Fromm’s 

analysis of modern love as a distorted expression of narcissistic craving rather than 

authentic connection. Fromm argues that people often confuse intense emotional need 

with love, failing to truly relate to the other as a separate, whole being (Fromm 34–38). 

Gerald and Gudrun’s final exchange exposes this confusion: they see each other, finally, 

not as lovers, but as strangers bound by resentment and disillusionment, their 

connection disintegrated beyond repair. 

As Gerald and Gudrun confront the emotional collapse of their relationship, they 

attempt to restore intimacy through a final sexual encounter. However, it proves to be 

“destructive,” “ghastly,” and “impersonal” (Lawrence 389). Gudrun feels that “he 

would kill her. She was being killed,” while Gerald lies beside her, “rigid” and lifeless, 

like “doom upon her” (389). Their physical closeness only accentuates the emotional 

void between them, as they both realise the profound disintegration of their bond. 

Gerald's will collapses for the first time, and with it, his sense of identity. He recognises 

that he has “no self-sufficiency,” that Gudrun has become “the end for him,” and beyond 

her lies only “sheer nothingness” (390). Desperate and unmoored, he “won’t go away 

from her. A deathly yearning carried him along with her” (390). Gudrun, however, 

seems disturbingly whole—“sufficient unto herself, closed round and completed, like a 

thing in a case” (390). This self-containment is not an expression of authentic 

individuality but a sign of her narcissistic closure. She has sealed herself off from the 

possibility of genuine connection. 

Despite her apparent detachment, Gudrun is still “tortured” by Gerald’s 
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consuming desire to possess her. Lawrence writes: “She felt, with horror, as if he tore 

at the bud of her heart… like a boy who pulls off a fly’s wings… he tore at her privacy, 

at her very life” (391). This harrowing image of violation encapsulates Gerald’s need 

to dominate what he cannot truly love. His desire is not for intimacy, but for control—

he seeks to unmake her mystery, to reduce her to an object. His desperation deepens 

when he notices Gudrun’s fascination with nature and with Loerke. Jealous and 

defeated, Gerald wishes that “the peaks were grey and unbeautiful,” so that Gudrun 

would not draw strength from them (392). In his wounded narcissism, he vows, “I shall 

destroy you,” recognising that her autonomy threatens his illusion of mastery (392). 

Meanwhile, Gudrun finds a disturbing solace in her connection with Loerke. She 

declares that Gerald is “a bagatelle,” and asserts her independence by explicitly 

distancing herself—“I am not Mrs. Crich” (392). Her declaration triggers in Gerald a 

final abstraction of the soul.  

Gudrun’s choice to align with “the little artist withdrawn in his own envelope” 

marks her retreat into an even more disembodied and enclosed existence (395) suggests 

that, in Loerke, she sees the possibility of a purely intellectual connection, devoid of 

emotional entanglement. “The world was finished now for her,” Lawrence writes. 

“There was only the inner, individual darkness… the obscene religious mystery of 

ultimate reduction” (395). Loerke represents a complete disconnection from life, a 

descent into entropy and inner disintegration. He cares for “neither heaven nor earth nor 

hell… he was single, absolute in himself” (396). By contrast, Gerald still clings to the 

idea of unity and moral purpose. “In Gerald’s soul there still lingered some attachment 

to the rest… to the whole… this was his limitation” (396). Ironically, Gudrun perceives 

Gerald’s desire to connect as a weakness because it is rooted in narcissistic need and 

instrumentality. Yet her choice of Loerke represents an even more sterile, dehumanised 

detachment. Loerke proclaims: “This amour—it is unimportant… So this love, this 

baiser. Yes or no, soit ou soit pas… it does not matter—no more than the white wine” 
(402). Gudrun agrees: “It is true for me too… it is the understanding that matters” (402). 

This final affirmation seals her fate. She embraces a mentalised, disconnected existence 

where love is no more significant than an aesthetic preference. She does not belong to 

the blood-consciousness but to the rigid, mind-consciousness.  
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Gerald, devastated by her rejection and her choice of Loerke, attempts to murder 

her but ultimately turns the violence inward. He dies in the snow, “his soul broken.” His 

death marks the symbolic collapse of a mechanised, materialist worldview. The man 

who once thrived on production, coal, and control is absorbed into nature in the most 

ironic way—reduced to “bluish, clay, corruptible ice” (404). The once-vital Gerald 

becomes “dead matter,” unlike the coal he worshipped, now “unusable” and 

“indestructible” no more (404). His tragic end is foretold from his childhood fascination 

with guns—an early sign of his fatal attraction to power. Blanchard argues in Mourning 

Becomes Narcissism that Gerald’s tragedy is the tragedy of narcissism (Blanchard 47). 

His obsession with mechanisation and dominance blinds him to his inner life, leading 

him to overlook his soul entirely. 

 Gudrun’s symbolic death is equally chilling. Upon hearing of Gerald’s demise, 

she wonders, “What was expected of her?” and remains “unable to weep”—forever cold 

and emotionally unreachable (405). Trapped in her “reflected narcissistic image,” she 

remains imprisoned within herself, incapable of any vital exchange with the world or 

others. 

Thus, Gerald and Gudrun’s failed relationship exemplifies the downfall of 

modern individuals unable to achieve a life-affirming balance between unity and 

individuality, blood-consciousness and mind-consciousness. Their fate represents 

Lawrence’s prophetic critique of a society increasingly marked by instrumental love, 

emotional detachment, and the mechanisation of the soul. 

 

3.1 Rupert Birkin: Beyond Hermione’s Mental-Consciousness 
 

Like every other character in Women in Love, Birkin and Ursula find themselves adrift 

on what Lawrence calls in his letters the “sinking ship” of modern civilisation—a world 

where rootedness, spiritual meaning, and genuine contact with others are dissolving 

under the weight of mechanical progress and hollow ideals. This collapse produces in 

both characters a pervasive sense of inner restlessness and void. Their initial reaction, 

much like that of Gerald and Gudrun, is to turn inward, withdrawing narcissistically 

from others in search of self-sufficiency. However, unlike Gerald and Gudrun, whose 
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inwardness solidifies into hostile separation and dominance, Birkin and Ursula struggle 

toward a regenerative union. Their conflict, though intense and ideologically charged, 

contains the seeds of reconciliation and mutual becoming. As Birkin later articulates, 

they learn to be together “without bothering about ourselves, because we are together 

as if we were a phenomenon and not a thing we have to maintain by our own effort” 

(Lawrence, 301). This idea expresses the potential of a relationship that transcends ego-

maintenance, one in which each partner is allowed to exist as a distinct presence, not 

absorbed or instrumentalised. What they move toward—still hesitantly—is Lawrence’s 

ideal of blood-consciousness, a mode of knowing and being rooted in instinct, bodily 

vitality, and unmediated contact with life, as opposed to what he describes in Fantasia 

of the Unconscious as “the half-real, semi-mental consciousness, which is always busy 

seizing hold of things and reducing them to purpose” (Lawrence, 58). In this sense, 

Birkin and Ursula aspire not to possess each other but to co-exist, seeking a “star-

equilibrium,” in Birkin’s words, where each soul balances the other without collapsing 

into fusion or disconnection. Their relationship thus depends not only on love but on 

the individual’s capacity to engage in what Fromm calls “productive orientation,” the 

ability to stand in loving relation to another without giving up one’s integrity or 

reducing the other to a means of self-validation (Fromm 23–24). Yet this vision remains 

aspirational at this point in the novel, not yet realised. The path forward first requires 

the shedding of their false selves and societal personas, including Birkin’s entanglement 

with Hermione—his previous partner—whose presence haunts his psychic life and 

obstructs authentic renewal. 

However, before Birkin and Ursula can even begin to approach the possibility of 

such regenerative union, both must confront and relinquish the societal images and 

inherited self-concepts that bind them to a false mode of being. For Birkin, this inner 

work begins with the dissolution of his relationship with Hermione Roddice—a woman 

who, in many ways, embodies the refined, intellectualised, and disembodied self that 

Lawrence critiques. Hermione represents the sterile ideal of the mind separated from 

the body, the cultural overdevelopment of “mental consciousness” at the expense of the 

life of the blood. As Lawrence writes in Psychoanalysis and the Unconscious, when 

one becomes too enmeshed in mental formulations, one “ceases to be an incarnate 
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being, and becomes a principle, a logical system... a subject” (Lawrence 60). In this 

light, Hermione becomes less a woman than a symbol of the decaying upper intellectual 

class—more invested in ideas than in life itself. Yet beneath her cultivated superiority 

lies an existential void. Hermione’s grasping attachment to Birkin can thus be 

understood, in Frommian terms, as a narcissistic effort to fill the gap left by a 

fragmented and unrooted self. Fromm explains that in narcissistic relatedness, “the 

other person is not experienced as he is, but only from the viewpoint of what he means 

to oneself” (Fromm 32). Hermione does not desire Birkin as an autonomous being, but 

rather as a projection, an extension of her spiritual ambition and identity. In this 

dynamic, love becomes a “side-show,” to borrow Birkin’s own language, part of the 

theatre of self-maintenance rather than a path to true being (Lawrence, 45). Therefore, 

ending the relationship with Hermione is not simply an emotional rupture; it is a 

symbolic severing of Birkin’s ties to a false world—a break from the performative, self-

conscious existence that impedes the spontaneous life of the blood. Yet this severing is 

not without consequence. Just as Gudrun’s departure inflicts a catastrophic narcissistic 

wound upon Gerald, Birkin’s withdrawal from Hermione delivers a psychic blow that 

exposes the fragility of her constructed self. Lawrence does not reduce her to a mere 

casualty, however; rather, Hermione represents one of the many modern selves 

tragically caught between cultural ideals and existential despair. Hence, presently 

Hermione remains part of Birkin’s world because he is not yet free from it. Though he 

senses the falsity in her, he is still caught in the old ties and the weight of habit. Before 

he can break away and come into a truer being, he must pass through her—through what 

she stands for. 

 First, Birkin tolerates Hermione because he is still bound by the social ties and 

roles that shape his outer self. As a school inspector and a member of her cultured circle, 

his connection with her feels both expected and imposed. Yet Lawrence does not simply 

offer this as an external constraint. Rather, he uses the relationship to dramatise the 

internal conflict between mind and blood, between the dead mechanisms of mental 

consciousness and the deeper instinctual rhythm of being. Hermione, with all her 

cultivated grace and abstract ideals, embodies the tyranny of the mind. She represents, 

not vitality, but the narcissism of intellect—a love of ideas that has no living root in the 
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body or soul. Although she speaks of justice and equality, her commitment to these 

ideals is not born of feeling, but of self-image. As Birkin sharply tells her, she only 

wants “the lie that will protect the rest of her furniture” (Lawrence, 172). Her advocacy 

is hollow because it serves her ego, not a true connection with life or others. 

In this sense, Hermione is akin to Gudrun, but she is not as self-aware or 

deliberate in her choices. As Daleski writes, she is “more a prey to the process of 

disintegration and dissolution” than an active agent in it (Daleski, 112). She cannot help 

herself because she lives entirely through her mind, clinging to it as her only truth. When 

Birkin accuses her of wanting everything “through her head,” it is because she is 

incapable of surrendering to a passionate, sensual, blood-conscious existence. Her 

mental rigidity is a defense against the chaos of instinct, but it is also her downfall. 

Lawrence critiques this loss of vitality in Psychoanalysis and the Unconscious: 

“Mentality, being automatic in its principle like a machine, begins to assume life, it 

begins to affect life. The mind is the dead end of life” (Lawrence 235). Hermione lives 

at that dead end. Her worship of knowledge is compulsive, even when she senses its 

burden. She confesses that knowing has meant more to her than anything else, yet at the 

same time questions whether it might be better to leave children “spontaneous,” 

unburdened by premature consciousness. Through her, Lawrence shows a woman 

caught between inherited ideals and a withered sense of being—someone who cannot 

return to a spontaneous self because she no longer remembers what it means to live 

from the blood. As he writes in Fantasia of the Unconscious, it is “this degradation from 

the spontaneous-vital reality into the mechanic-material reality that the human soul 

must always struggle” (Lawrence 150). Hermione cannot wage this struggle. Instead, 

she clings to the belief that she is “the touchstone of truth,” not to discover truth, but to 

mask her fear of losing control. Her intellect is not a means of liberation but a shield 

against feeling—a way to maintain the illusion of superiority while her inner self 

remains inert. 

Birkin’s critique of Hermione is not a condemnation of knowledge itself, but of 

knowledge that becomes an end rather than a means. He does not reject the mind 

altogether—he sees it as a necessary stage in the evolution of human consciousness—

but he resists its elevation to the sole principle of life. In Lawrence’s view, as reflected 
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in Birkin, mental consciousness is not the goal of development but a transitional phase, 

a tool for awakening rather than fulfillment. In Fantasia of the Unconscious, Lawrence 

writes, “True, we must all develop into mental consciousness. But mental-

consciousness is not a goal; it is a cul-de-sac” (Lawrence 48). It serves only to provide 

“appliances” for adjusting to the external world and “plain indications of how to avoid 

falling into automatism.” Its true value lies in aiding the soul's journey towards 

“spontaneous-creative fullness of being.” When the mind becomes “author and director 

of life,” however, it leads not to freedom but to sterility (Lawrence 48). This is precisely 

the fate Birkin perceives in Hermione. Her entire existence is filtered through the 

“mirror” of her intellect—everything must be known, calculated, and explained, leaving 

her emotionally and existentially estranged from life itself. 

Hermione’s fatal flaw, then, is not intelligence but the tyranny of consciousness. 

Birkin accuses her of enclosing herself in a self-made prison of perception: “You’ve got 

that mirror, your own fixed will, your immortal understanding, your own tight 

conscious world, and there is nothing beyond it” (Lawrence 172). Her mind reflects 

reality back to her in rigid, predetermined forms, yet she herself remains outside of life’s 

raw immediacy. This echo chamber of thought blocks the spontaneous responsiveness 

of the emotional self—the blood-conscious soul that Lawrence upholds as the only path 

to real being. Birkin does not call for irrationality or ignorance, but for a renewal of 

inner liberty, the capacity to feel without premeditation, to live without the mediation 

of conceptual schemes. For him, true freedom is not found in the structures of the mind 

but in the deeper impulses of the soul, where vitality moves unbound and unreduced by 

abstraction. 

Hence, in the heated confrontation between Hermione and Birkin, Lawrence 

presents more than a mere personal dispute; he dramatizes a critical struggle between 

two opposing modes of being—one governed by the cerebral will and another by 

spontaneous, embodied vitality. Through Birkin’s dissection of Hermione’s personality 

and his fierce repudiation of her intellectual domination, Lawrence critiques the modern 

mechanized self, shaped by a culture that prioritizes mental control, self-image, and the 

repression of instinctual life. Birkin accuses Hermione of reducing all human 

relations—including sexuality—to exercises of power and intellect, remarking, “You 
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haven’t got any real body, any dark sensual body of life. You have no sensuality. You 

have only your will and your conceit of consciousness, and your lust for power, to 

KNOW” (Lawrence 34). This scathing condemnation highlights Lawrence’s perception 

that Hermione’s very being has become a disembodied ego, more concerned with the 

mastery of experience than with its actual living. Her intellectualisation of sex, and by 

extension of love and life itself, is emblematic of the modern disease: the mental 

usurpation of the sensual, the conscious dominance over the unconscious. 

This moment encapsulates a larger philosophical and psychological battle that 

lies at the heart of Women in Love. Hermione, in Lawrence’s symbolic structure, 

represents the extreme end of the modern, educated woman—overcivilized, 

overmentalised, and estranged from the primal life-force. Her attempt to "know" even 

through sex transforms the act into a sterile performance, scripted and devoid of the 

regenerative spontaneity that Lawrence deems essential. She longs to conquer even the 

mysteries of bodily union, violating the sacredness of the sensual. According to 

psychoanalytic critic Anthony Beal, “Hermione becomes the epitome of what Lawrence 

feared: a woman who seeks to dominate not through love, but through intellect, whose 

touch is not warm but cold, calculated, and clinical” (Beal 113). The tragic result of this 

domination is not just the failure of human connection but the inner death of the 

individual.  

Moreover, as Lawrence writes in his essay Sex, Literature and Censorship: 

 
Our education from the start has taught us a certain range of emotions, what to feel and what 

not to feel, and how to feel the feelings we allow ourselves to feel. . . . This feeling only what you 
allow yourselves to feel at last kills all capacity for feeling, and in the higher emotional range you feel 

nothing at all. 
 

 (Lawrence 96). 
 

Here, Lawrence articulates the dangerous emotional anaesthesia produced by modern 

education—a system that replaces instinct with intellectual conformity and 

manufactures emotion according to accepted social scripts. In Hermione’s case, this 

artificial consciousness not only numbs genuine feeling but annihilates the possibility 

of authentic sensuality. She embodies the modern condition of “death—annihilation,” 

where the spontaneous vitality of the self is sacrificed at the altar of cerebral will. Her 
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existential void is the outcome of a system that idealizes the mind while repressing the 

“dark sensual body of life.” 

 In contrast, Birkin—Lawrence’s fictional mouthpiece—is a prophet of the lost, 

intuitive self. His philosophical stance, deeply influenced by Lawrence’s own values, 

celebrates a descent into the unconscious as the path to regeneration. Birkin sees in sex 

not a means of pleasure or dominance, but a portal to transformation and rebirth. He 

tells Ursula that the true union between a man and a woman is “the fulfillment of the 

great dark knowledge you can’t have in the head. The dark involuntary being, the death 

of one self but the coming into being of another” (Lawrence 34). This passage evokes 

Lawrence’s notion of the sexual act as a spiritual rite, a moment when two beings shed 

their constructed selves and encounter each other in the mystery of unknowingness. For 

Lawrence, sex is not the culmination of desire, but the annihilation of ego and the rebirth 

into an organic wholeness. 

 Erich Fromm’s theory of productive love strongly complements Lawrence’s 

vision. Fromm argues that genuine erotic love is “a fusion of two beings which 

preserves the integrity of each one,” a spontaneous experience that “cannot be kept alive 

by will or by effort” (Lawrence 39–40). Hermione’s approach—dominated by will and 

desire to “know”—represents what Fromm would call a “symbiotic union,” where one 

partner seeks to dominate or absorb the other. In such unions, autonomy and spontaneity 

are lost, and the relationship becomes a struggle for control. Birkin, on the other hand, 

seeks what Fromm calls “mature love,” rooted in care, respect, and shared surrender to 

a deeper life principle. His ideal, like Lawrence’s, is founded not on mastery, but on 

mutual dissolution into the unconscious currents of being. Thus, Fromm helps to 

underscore the psychological pathology in Hermione’s desire to subsume all feeling and 

sensuality under her mental regime. 

 Lawrence further develops this pathology in his poem Touch, where he laments 

the modern estrangement from the physical: 

 
Since we have become so cerebral 

we can’t bear to touch or be touched. 
Since we are so cerebral 

We are humanly out of touch. 
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The poem captures the emotional sterility that results from an overdeveloped intellect, 

where even the simple act of touch becomes unbearable unless filtered through the 

mind. For Lawrence, this severance from the physical is not merely a personal failing 

but a cultural tragedy. The cerebral touch, forced and inorganic, violates the body’s 

natural rhythms and renders all contact “vicious.” This is precisely what Birkin rejects 

in Hermione—a touch devoid of life, of mutual abandon, of the sacred unknown. 

 Birkin’s critique expands to modern civilization itself, which he sees as complicit 

in the loss of vitality. “There’s the whole difference in the world between the actual 

sensual being, and the vicious mental—deliberate profligacy our lot goes in for,” he 

tells Ursula. “You’ve got to lapse out before you can know what sensual reality is, lapse 

into unknowingness, and give up your volition. You’ve got to do it. You’ve got to learn 

not-to-be, before you can come into being” (Lawrence 35). In this declaration, Lawrence 

defines the central spiritual discipline of his philosophy: the surrender of conscious will 

in favour of life’s unconscious, organic flow. It is a rejection of the modern obsession 

with self-watching and self-willing—what Birkin describes as “always the electricity 

switched on”—in favour of a deeper, unknowable life force. The modern individual, 

like Hermione, lives in a constant state of self-surveillance, acting out pre-scripted 

versions of intimacy rather than inhabiting it. As literary critic Mark Kinkead-Weekes 

observes, “Birkin is not simply Lawrence’s voice, he is Lawrence’s challenge: to break 

out of the prison of the ego, to die into new life, through the dark transformative power 

of sex” (Kinkead-Weekes 221). 

In this context, the role of education becomes a sinister one. Rather than 

facilitating the expansion of the self, it acts as a mechanism of standardisation, 

repressing the spontaneous impulses of blood-consciousness and substituting them with 

intellectualised reflexes. Education thus contributes directly to the social fabrication of 

personalities like Hermione, where life is mediated through approved channels of 

thought and emotion. Lawrence identifies this as the root of modern alienation: “We’d 

rather die than give up our little self-righteous self-opinionated self-will” (Lawrence 

35). This stubborn clinging to the constructed ego reflects the modern subject’s fear of 

dissolution, of “lapse,” of surrendering control. And yet, for Lawrence, such surrender 

is precisely what makes real life and love possible. 
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Thus, in this confrontation between Birkin and Hermione, Lawrence critiques 

not only the failure of one relationship but the entire psychic structure of modern 

society. He sees in Hermione a soul distorted by modern education, intellectual 

overreach, and the lust for mastery—a woman symbolic of the broader cultural neurosis 

that has lost touch with its own blood-consciousness. In Birkin, by contrast, we find 

Lawrence’s prophetic vision of renewal: a return to the sensual, the unconscious, the 

unknowable rhythm of life. The conflict between them is not only emotional but 

ontological, a battle over what it means to be alive in a mechanized, disembodied age. 

It is precisely on these ontological and affective grounds that Birkin decides to 

end his relationship with Hermione. She stands as an embodiment of the public, 

rationalised self—what Lawrence might call the "replica" of many consciousnesses, the 

socially sanctioned image of the intellectual woman who advocates for “equality of the 

spirit” while simultaneously enacting a rigid control over experience. Birkin, in 

contrast, seeks the sanctity of the individual soul, separated and unique “as one star 

from another,” as he says in Women in Love (Lawrence 122). His refusal to submit to 

the collective mind-model that Hermione represents becomes a necessary affirmation 

of his own existential philosophy. Hermione, in turn, is shaken to the core, forced to 

confront what Birkin exposes as the "bottomless pit of her self-deficiency"—a phrase 

that captures the psychic collapse of the modern narcissist when confronted with their 

emotional and spiritual impotence. H. M. Daleski insightfully notes that this moment—

especially when Hermione interrogates Birkin’s act of drawing Chinese geese instead 

of reading about China—forces her to “admit to herself an awareness of the existence 

of other modes of being” and “recognize that the reality of life is something she can 

have no command over and cannot take into her possession” (Daleski 67). For 

Hermione, whose identity is structured around the mastery of knowledge, such 

decentralisation threatens the very foundation of her selfhood. Stripped of her mental 

superiority, she feels herself, even if momentarily, reduced to “nothing but the play of 

chaotic forces that the mental consciousness had excluded.” What unfolds here is not 

merely emotional humiliation but existential disintegration: the dissolution of the 

mind’s tyranny over the body and the unconscious. 

Lawrence portrays this collapse as a tragic but necessary moment of truth, where 
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Hermione is confronted with her inability to unify mind and body—a fusion essential, 

in Lawrence’s schema, for any genuine human becoming. Instead, her will-driven 

intellectualism has led her to a sterile psychic terrain, unable to engage with the living 

world in its immediacy. Her narcissistic injury culminates in a violent outburst: she 

hurls a heavy glass paperweight at Birkin’s head in a symbolic attempt to annihilate the 

life force that has exposed her spiritual barrenness. This act of violence is not simply 

personal but metaphysical—a last-ditch effort of the dying mind-ideal to preserve its 

delusion of power. Birkin, wounded but defiant, declares, “It is not I who will die, you 

hear?” (Lawrence 126), asserting that it is not the embodied soul but the overreaching 

intellect that is doomed. His subsequent flight marks not only the end of their 

relationship but also a severing from the world of mental dominance and false 

communion. Hermione, left alone, turns inward in a retreat into “her own exclusive self-

righteousness,” a phrase that captures the terminal state of the isolated consciousness 

trapped within its own ideological echo chamber. 

This collapse of Hermione's ego mirrors what Erich Fromm in The Sane Society 

calls the “suffering of meaninglessness” that results when the modern individual loses 

all organic connection to being and instead clings to a narcissistic self-image rooted in 

control, superiority, and abstract ideals (Fromm 49–52). Her failure to integrate the 

body, the unconscious, and otherness into her worldview leads to what Fromm would 

term a “necrophilous” orientation: a psychic structure that prefers order, predictability, 

and control over vitality, chaos, and love (Fromm 38). In this light, Hermione becomes 

a tragic symbol of the deadened soul in modernity—cut off from regenerative forces 

and locked within the mechanisms of a false, over-socialised self. For Lawrence, the 

result of this inward withdrawal from erotic and spiritual communion is a form of death-

in-life, a hardening into the mechanical shell of what passes as the modern personality. 

In We Need One Another, he warns against this egoistic retreat into self-importance: 

“The great I am does not apply to human beings, so they may as well leave it alone. As 

soon as anybody, man or woman, becomes the great I am, he becomes nothing” 

(Lawrence 39). Thus, Lawrence implies that the mind, when absolutized, becomes a 

tomb; the individual must escape from its confines or else become spiritually null. The 

end of Birkin and Hermione’s relationship is, therefore, not simply a romantic failure 
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but a symbolic enactment of the death of the modern intellectual ego and a plea for the 

restoration of the primal, erotic, and unconscious dimensions of being. 

 If we recall Ursula’s scene with Skrebensky where she asks what he stands for 

besides the nation and he has no self outside as she remarks: “are you really there? It is 

no body there to me.”, we note the progress of the self-absorbance that the modern 

individual has reached. Skrebensky is different from Hermione because he is not aware 

of any potentiality for his self-regeneration but Hermione, because she is painfully 

aware of her inability to access the dark unconscious, vital being, contends that the 

“mind is death” of which she cannot escape. Both the industrialist and the intellectual 

thus, though under different banners, would be ready to submit to external forces outside 

of themselves, forfeiting the chance to grow into a full being in the modern world. 

Hence, to fulfil this quest the main protagonists need to inevitably leave these absorbing 

relationships to seek the fulfillment of the self elsewhere.  

 If we recall Ursula’s confrontation with Skrebensky, where she asks him what 

he stands for beyond the nation and perceives a frightening void—declaring, “Are you 

really there? There is nobody there to me” (Lawrence 444)—we witness the culmination 

of modern self-loss. Skrebensky, unlike Hermione, is not even conscious of his inner 

emptiness; he has fully merged his identity with external social ideals, such as duty and 

national service, and lacks any conception of a self that might exist apart from these 

roles. Hermione, by contrast, suffers acutely from the awareness of her psychic 

disintegration. She recognises that her intellect has severed her from the vital, 

unconscious depths of being, and she is tormented by the realisation that “the mind is 

death”—a truth she cannot overcome. Thus, both the bureaucratic industrialist and the 

spiritual intellectual—though representing opposing social roles—are united in their 

alienation from inner authenticity. Each is ultimately willing to surrender to forces 

outside the self, whether mechanical or cerebral, rather than undertake the painful 

journey of self-becoming. For Lawrence, such surrender marks a forfeiture of life’s 

deepest potential. It is for this reason that the protagonists must abandon these corrosive 

relationships. In doing so, they reject false modes of love that drain or fragment the self, 

and turn instead toward the possibility of wholeness—toward relationships capable of 

fostering, rather than foreclosing, the difficult quest for authentic being. 
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4.1 Ursula and Birkin, Redefining Vital Love: The Star-Equilibrium 
 

The collapse of Birkin’s relationship with Hermione and, previously in The Rainbow, 

Ursula’s recognition of Skrebensky’s hollowness marks the necessary purgation before 

the protagonists can seek a new, more vital form of love. Both separations act as 

existential ruptures—Birkin and Ursula are severed from partners who embody the false 

constructs of modern relationality: Hermione, the abstracted mind-ideal, and 

Skrebensky, the empty vessel of patriotic duty. What emerges from these breakages is 

not simply romantic vacancy but an inner demand for a regenerative, authentic union. 

As Lawrence suggests, the individual must “pass through the negation” before 

discovering the living ground of being (Lawrence, 39). Birkin and Ursula, now stripped 

of illusions, embark on the deeper struggle of reconstituting love beyond modern 

deformities. 

Before leaving Hermione, Birkin had already articulated to Gerald his belief that 

love is the sole pure activity capable of sustaining an individual’s life and granting him 

a vital sense of purpose. In contrast to Gerald’s mechanical view of existence, Birkin 

asserts, with finality, that “the old ideals are dead as nails—nothing there. It seems to 

me there remains only this perfect union with a woman—sort of ultimate marriage—

and there isn’t anything else” (Lawrence 124). This union, however, is not based on 

societal expectation or ego gratification but on what Fromm terms “mature love,” which 

is grounded in the “faith in the other’s reality and integrity” (Schapiro 42). At this 

precise existential juncture, Birkin becomes aware of the kind of love that could foster 

personal wholeness, a love not of fusion and mutual dependency, but of mutual 

recognition and vitality. This vision gains flesh in his relationship with Ursula, who 

questions whether he desires her in a traditionally romantic sense. He answers with 

piercing honesty: “It is because I believe in you, I must believe in you, or else I wouldn’t 

be here saying this” (Lawrence 289). Love, in Birkin’s conception, is not the result of 

sentiment but of ontological belief—a trust in the other as a sovereign being. 

Gerald, on the other hand, recoils from such an ideal. His narcissistic armouring 

prevents him from ever surrendering his ego to another person’s being. “He, himself 

knew better,” the narrator tells us; he is a born “unbeliever” (Lawrence 255). Birkin’s 
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challenge to Gerald lies precisely in this: belief in the other is a prerequisite to genuine 

connection, and without it, one remains spiritually isolated. Thus, while Gerald clings 

to control and mastery, Birkin seeks to uncover the other where identity has not yet been 

fixed or distorted. As he tells Ursula: “I want to find you where you don’t know your 

own existence, the you that your common self denies utterly” (Lawrence 302). Here, 

love becomes an existential excavation—an act of uncovering the unformed, 

unconscious self of the beloved, one that defies cultural or psychological reification. 

Ursula’s desire, though less ideologically framed than Birkin’s, aligns with his 

quest. She seeks a source of renewal through union but initially holds a distorted, 

culturally inherited notion of love—one she and Birkin openly critique. Before their 

relationship deepens, she appears to believe in the modern ideal of romantic coupling, 

one that Birkin viscerally rejects as “égoïsme à deux.” He tells her: 

 
Marriage in the old sense seems to me repulsive. ÉGOÏSME À DEUX is nothing to it. It’s a sort of 

tacit hunting in couples: the world all in couples, each couple in its own little house, watching its own 
little interests, and stewing in its own little privacy—it’s the most repulsive thing on earth. 

 
(Lawrence 227). 

What Birkin seeks, then, is not conventional possession or emotional refuge, but a 

relationship that allows for freedom within intimacy. His vision of love becomes a plea 

for the emancipation of man and woman alike from the deadening structures of 

ownership, absorption, and utilitarian interdependence. He desires a partnership that can 

contain the dark sensual unconscious without collapse and affirm the sacred otherness 

of the partner without retreat. Love, in this sense, becomes a radical act of mutual 

responsibility—a sacred equilibrium between two stars, each burning independently yet 

gravitationally bound. Lawrence, through Birkin, offers a response to the crisis of 

modernity not through a return to romantic idealism, but through a renewal of 

relationship as a spiritual praxis. This “ultimate marriage,” as Birkin envisions it, resists 

the mechanical, narcissistic, or mind-driven distortions of love found in relationships 

like Gerald’s, Hermione’s, or Skrebensky’s. It stands instead as a living bond in which 

two distinct selves coexist in dynamic tension, holding each other without grasping, 

growing together without fusion. As Fromm notes, the ability to love maturely is 

inseparable from the capacity “to stand alone and yet to be one with another—not as a 
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means, but as an end” (Fromm 110). This is the existential and relational drama Birkin 

and Ursula now begin to enact. 

 Nevertheless, Ursula, initially, openly challenges Birkin’s conviction regarding 

the centrality of love to human existence. In response, Birkin launches a sharp critique 

of how love has been trivialized and distorted in modern society. He argues that the 

word "love" has become vulgarised, emptied of its authentic meaning and exploited for 

personal gratification. “They persist in SAYING this, the foul liars, and just look at 

what they do!” he exclaims, exposing what he sees as the disjunction between cultural 

ideals and lived reality (Lawrence, 151). In Birkin’s view, love has devolved into a 

narcissistic delusion, serving primarily to mask the ego’s greed and dependency. Rather 

than representing an encounter with the other in their full alterity, love has become an 

“absorbance” of the other for the sake of the self, a subtle form of exploitation veiled as 

intimacy. 

Birkin’s insistence that the term “love” be “tabooed” reveals a deeper yearning 

to strip it of its overused, commodified connotations and reclaim a more sacred, 

ineffable bond between individuals. His objection is not to love itself, but to the 

instrumentalisation of love—its conversion into a currency of emotional exchange and 

social convenience. Through Birkin’s rebellion against conventional romantic 

ideologies, Lawrence voices a radical rethinking of love that demands a return to 

essential, existential contact between beings. As Fromm similarly argues in The Art of 

Loving, “Modern man’s alienation from himself and others has turned love into a form 

of mutual egotism—what passes as love is often a shared narcissism disguised as 

devotion” (Fromm 76). Both Birkin and Fromm expose how contemporary society 

packages intimacy as a possession, undermining the possibility of genuine encounter. 

Birkin explicitly rejects the age-old romantic notion that man and woman are 

complementary fragments of a singular whole. In his discussion with Ursula, he 

critiques this myth of fusion, which presumes that love requires a loss of selfhood in the 

union. Instead, as Mark Spilka asserts in The Love Ethic of D.H. Lawrence, Birkin 

“insists that man and woman have been singled out from an original mixture into pure 

individuality; accordingly, they must polarize rather than merge in love—hence, star-

equilibrium” (Spilka 126). This polarity, or star-equilibrium, is crucial for Birkin, who 
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sees in it the only viable alternative to modernity’s reductive absorption of the self into 

the other. In other words, love must allow for distance and difference as much as for 

union; only then can it serve as a regenerative, rather than diminishing, force. 

This radical vision is further elaborated in Birkin and Ursula’s discussion about 

the practical dimensions of marriage. Ursula sarcastically suggests that if marriage is 

primarily about housekeeping and reproduction, a man might as well employ 

housekeepers who “care a great deal more than a wife.” Birkin’s response is pointed: 

“It is disgusting, people marrying for a home.” For him, this represents the height of 

emotional bankruptcy—an institutionalisation of convenience that betrays the sacred 

potential of human union (Lawrence, 198). He laments that while the existential need 

for connection remains as vital as ever, “nobody takes the trouble of being essential.” 

By “being essential,” Birkin means engaging in relationships not for comfort or 

conformity but for spiritual growth, risk, and the recognition of the other’s irreducible 

uniqueness. 

Lawrence here, through Birkin, echoes a Frommian warning against the 

commodification of love. Fromm contends that in capitalist societies, even the most 

intimate experiences are turned into consumer goods. The modern marriage, stripped of 

its metaphysical dimension, becomes a “mutually beneficial contract” in which both 

parties lose themselves in routine, privacy, and possessiveness (Fromm 86). Birkin’s 

solution is to re-enchant the relationship between man and woman, making it the 

fulcrum for a “mystic conjunction” that resists societal decay. He asserts: “I do think 

that the world is only held together by mystic conjunction, the ultimate unison between 

people—a bond. And the immediate bond is between man and woman” (Lawrence 198). 

This mystical bond, far from the domestic ideal of harmony, is turbulent, even cosmic—

a metaphysical resistance to the mechanisation of existence. 

The need for such a bond becomes more urgent in Women in Love, as Lawrence 

darkens the tone from the hopeful culmination of The Rainbow. Whereas Ursula once 

envisioned a renewed humanity germinating from the depths of conflict, she now, in 

conversation with Birkin, reveals her shared disillusionment. “She herself knew too 

well the actuality of humanity, its hideous actuality… It had a long way to go yet, a long 

and hideous way” (Lawrence, 150). This stark shift from idealism to despair reflects 
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Lawrence’s deepening scepticism about modern civilisation’s trajectory. The 

degeneration is not just social but existential—a dehumanisation that hollows out 

relationships and renders them incapable of sustaining vitality. 

Despite their alignment in critique, Ursula and Birkin remain divided in their 

orientation to love. Ursula desires a personal, all-consuming intimacy. She wants Birkin 

“to herself,” resenting what she perceives as his aloof, Christ-like mission to save the 

world. She is instinctively possessive, yearning for love with both physical and 

emotional immersion. “She wanted the whole of Birkin.” Yet he seeks something less 

tethered to ego—an “impersonal” love that echoes the natural logic of the soul. This 

logic, once embodied effortlessly in Tom and Lydia in The Rainbow, now demands 

conscious articulation in a world stripped of organic cohesion. Birkin’s ideal is not the 

pastoral equilibrium of the past but a new, modern form of spiritual polarity, where 

union affirms individuality rather than extinguishing it. 

Birkin is hence, engaged in a profound inner quest—not merely for love, but for 

a redemptive relational form that transcends the corruptions of modern emotional 

commerce. Before any genuine bond can be forged with Ursula, he must first dismantle 

the prevailing, degenerated conception of love that has come to define human 

connections in a commodified, ego-driven world. As we have already seen, Birkin 

regards this conventional model as a shallow masquerade—one that seeks emotional or 

psychological gratification rather than mutual being. Thus, the relationship between 

Ursula and Birkin does not begin in harmony but in struggle—a necessary stage in their 

pursuit of what he calls the “star-equilibrium.” This notion is Lawrence’s symbolic ideal 

for modern relational renewal: a union in which male and female principles—each 

containing conscious and unconscious energies—remain distinct, autonomous, and 

oppositional, yet come into alignment through mutual recognition and non-intrusive 

coexistence. 

This star-equilibrium becomes the only viable alternative to the deadening 

collapse into relational nihilism. Unlike Gerald and Gudrun, who spiral into destruction 

by trying to dominate or dissolve one another into extensions of their own egos, Ursula 

and Birkin must learn to yield not to each other but to the sacred unknown within the 

other. As Fromm explains, genuine love “requires the ability to love one’s neighbor, to 
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feel responsible and respond,” yet also “requires the development of one’s own total 

personality” (Fromm 103). For Lawrence, such love can never be possessive or self-

seeking—it must be a regenerative force in which individuality is preserved even within 

union. 

The tension that drives Ursula and Birkin’s relationship, then, is not the failure 

of affection, but rather the struggle to destroy false forms of attachment so that a new 

kind may emerge. Lawrence writes: “It was a fight to the death—or to new life: though 

in what the conflict lay, no one could say”  (Lawrence 123). The ambiguity of the 

conflict mirrors the ambiguity of love itself in the modern world—it is no longer self-

evident but must be redefined, tested, and earned. The difficulty lies in Ursula’s initial 

belief that love is the supreme value—the essential regenerating principle—while 

Birkin senses that love alone is insufficient. He seeks something deeper, more 

mysterious, a bond that does not subsist on emotions or even conscious intentions. For 

him, the authentic union must transcend the entire structure of emotional exchange and 

romantic expectation. 

When Birkin tells Ursula, “I don’t want your good looks, and I don’t want your 

womanly feelings, and I don’t want your thoughts nor opinions, nor ideas—they are all 

bagatelles to me” (Lawrence 125), he is not being cruel or dismissive; rather, he is 

rejecting the traditional currency of romantic intimacy. What he longs for is impersonal 

communion—a form of being-with that respects the other’s irreducibility and that 

requires neither absorption nor abandonment. As critic Mark Spilka notes, “Birkin 

insists that man and woman have been singled out from an original mixture into pure 

individuality; accordingly, they must polarize rather than merge in love—hence, star-

equilibrium” (Spilka 126). The very structure of this ideal emphasizes movement away 

from merging and toward relational polarity—a dynamic that demands both spiritual 

courage and ego-dissolution. 

The tension between Ursula and Birkin thus becomes a philosophical contest 

over the nature of love itself—what it is, what it demands, and what it destroys. For 

Birkin, modern love has become a delusion, a sentimental attachment mistaken for 

spiritual root. “We want to delude ourselves that love is the root. It isn’t. It’s only the 

branches. The root is beyond love,” he tells Ursula (Lawrence, 124). Ursula, initially 
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unsettled by this assertion, finds the idea of an impersonal union selfish, perhaps even 

dehumanising. But unlike Gerald, whose emotional economy is dictated by narcissistic 

self-protection and a will to dominate, Birkin is capable of self-surrender. He opens 

himself to the possibility of becoming with another—not through fusion, but through a 

mutual emptying that makes space for what transcends the self: “I deliver myself to the 

unknown in coming to you… stripped entirely… we will both cast off everything, cast 

off ourselves even, and cease to be, so that that which is perfectly ourselves can take 

place in us” (125). This is no mere rhetorical flourish. It is Lawrence’s radical call for 

a new spiritual ontology of love—one that abolishes ego and demands the risk of 

annihilation for the sake of becoming. 

Ursula, understandably, recoils. “You want to tell me you love me and you go 

all this way round to do it,” she says, attempting to pull the conversation back into 

familiar emotional terrain. But Birkin resists such conventional formulations. Love, in 

his vision, is not a linear movement of feeling from one self to another. “It is a direction 

which excludes other directions,” he insists. What he seeks instead is a “strange 

conjunction”—not merging, not mingling, but “an equilibrium, a pure balance of two 

single beings—as the stars balance each other” (130). And crucially, he clarifies that 

such a relation is not a denial of the self, nor a mystic obliteration of it. “It is not 

selfless,” he says, “it is the maintaining of the self in its mystic balance and integrity—

like a star balanced with another.” In this, Lawrence invokes a relational ideal of cosmic 

polarity: a love that affirms both selfhood and connection, demanding not dissolution 

but disciplined tension. 

Ursula’s resistance stems, as Birkin bluntly observes, from a lingering 

attachment to ego-affirming love: “You want love to administer to your egoism.” For 

her, as for many shaped by modern sentimentality, love still operates as a mirror that 

reflects and enhances the self’s image. Lawrence exposes this as a dangerous delusion. 

To equate love with “the absorbance of the other” is not a path to communion but a 

projection of the self’s hunger for validation. It is precisely this egotism that Lawrence 

seeks to transcend through Birkin and Ursula’s struggle. As he writes elsewhere, “Men 

live by love, but die, or cause death, if they love too much” (Lawrence 230). Possessive 

love, in its absolutism, becomes a form of death: it annihilates difference, erodes 
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individuality, and breeds violence. Slowly, Ursula must confront the limits of her desire 

and accept that authentic union is not found in fusion but in sustained polarity. And 

while the bond they arrive at may still be named “love,” it is no longer a word for 

dissolution or conquest. It names instead a mode of reciprocal being: a relation in which 

self and other are held in vital, irreducible tension. 

A crucial distinction between the regenerative love Birkin and Ursula strive for 

and the destructive passion of Gerald and Gudrun lies in the nature of their recognition 

of the other. Birkin and Ursula reject the modern impulse to “know” one another 

through mental objectification or domination. Their bond is not grounded in cognitive 

certainty, as Hermione demands in her controlling knowledge of Birkin, but in what 

Lawrence calls a deeper, unconscious meeting of selves. Conflict between them is not 

a rupture but a regenerative process, for it reinforces their difference and preserves 

individual integrity. As Birkin tells Ursula, he believes in her—not as a mental concept 

or a complementary half, but as a being complete and distinct from him. This belief 

marks a move away from possessiveness and toward what Lawrence, in Psychoanalysis 

and the Unconscious, envisions as “love [that] is to be learned through centuries of 

patient effort... a difficult, complex maintenance of individual integrity throughout the 

incalculable processes of interhuman polarity” (46). His assertion foregrounds that true 

love must resist fusion and instead embrace polarity—the charged tension between 

independent selves. 

In this vision of love, as Fromm explains, the lover seeks not to consume or 

control the other, but to affirm them as they are: “to love without knowing” is to honour 

the mystery of the other’s being (Fromm 22). Lawrence’s ideal is thus an impersonal 

love—not cold or indifferent, but one freed from ego, obligation, or rational 

expectation. It is erotic, yet not exploitative; its sexuality arises naturally from the 

unconscious rather than being imposed by cultural scripts or individual insecurity. As 

Gerald and Gudrun’s relationship deteriorates into power games and sadomasochism, 

Birkin and Ursula retreat into a space that is not devoid of conflict, but where conflict 

does not annihilate. Their attempt at union is not mental, not romantic in the 

conventional sense, but deeply elemental. 

This elemental quality is starkly dramatized in the aftermath of Gerald’s sister’s 
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drowning. While Gerald responds by collapsing into destructive nihilism, seeking erotic 

annihilation with Gudrun, Birkin and Ursula descend into a temporary lethargy—a near-

death state of the psyche—in which they must face their own vulnerability and capacity 

for loss. The Sunday Evening chapter portrays this inner descent with haunting intensity: 

“The life-blood seemed to ebb away... a heavy despair gathered, her passion seemed to 

bleed to death… she seemed suspended in a state of nullity” (Lawrence 164). As Spilka 

notes, such scenes in Women in Love depict “the peril of emotional surrender when 

disconnected from spiritual renewal” (Spilka 297). Ursula’s desolation does not reflect 

the failure of love per se, but the immense psychic cost of cultivating what Lawrence 

sees as “star-equilibrium”—a love that does not collapse into fusion or dissociation, but 

maintains a precarious balance. Daleski likewise observes that this state is not the end 

of their bond but a necessary passage, an “abyssal moment” (Daleski 219) through 

which they must travel to reach a new mode of being-together. Unlike Gerald and 

Gudrun, whose emotional intensity lapses into domination and death, Birkin and 

Ursula’s love passes through the unconscious—not to destroy, but to renew. 

This dynamic underscores the intricate tension between sensual desire and 

narcissistic retreat in Birkin and Ursula’s evolving bond, where the pursuit of an 

authentic love demands a continual struggle against despair, self-withdrawal, and 

emotional over-dependence. Lawrence does not present their union as a given or an 

ideal attained from the outset; rather, he stages love as an arduous, transformative 

process, one that subverts conventional ideals of romantic fulfillment. The narrative 

thus invites us to witness not a static love, but a journey—an unfolding in which Birkin 

and Ursula gradually mature into selves capable of sustaining a regenerative, non-

instrumental bond. The trials they endure mark phases in this evolution, each bringing 

them closer to what Lawrence envisions as a vital, impersonal, and spiritually grounded 

connection. It is this movement—from emotional exhaustion to renewal, from isolation 

to polarity—that the following section will explore in greater depth. 

 
Birkin and Ursula: Towards The Logic Of The Soul 
 

Through Birkin and Ursula’s relationship, Lawrence envisions a radical alternative to 

the destructive relational patterns that dominate the modern world. Their bond is not 
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presented as an ideal from the outset, but rather as a dynamic process of growth toward 

a healthier form of intimacy. Central to this evolution is Birkin’s critique of the growing 

instrumentality of sex—a means, in modern life, to soothe the fractured ego or reinforce 

narcissistic self-importance. He openly rejects the "old way of love" that seemed to him 

a "dreadful bondage," and disdains the conventional trajectory of “love, marriage, 

children and living together in a sort of connubial satisfaction” (Lawrence, 172). For 

Birkin, authentic love must transcend both emotional dependence and utilitarian 

sexuality. 

His opposition to modern sexual norms is especially forceful in his critique of 

promiscuity, which he regards as a spiritual degradation. While not a puritan, Birkin 

resents the psychic fragmentation that results from reducing sex to gratification. “On 

the whole, he hated sex, it was such a limitation,” the narrator explains. “It was sex that 

turned a man into a broken half of a couple, the woman into the other broken half” 

(172). In this view, sex becomes not a communion of whole selves, but an act that 

fractures individual integrity. Birkin longs instead for a polarity of equals, where each 

partner remains “single in [themselves]” even in union—a relational ideal that moves 

beyond both dependence and domination. 

Although Lawrence was frequently censured for his frankness about sex, his real 

target was not sexual expression itself but its degradation in a modern context obsessed 

with self-image. “He wanted men and women to be able to think sex, fully, completely, 

honestly and cleanly,” not as a rehearsed act of validation but as a natural, intuitive 

experience (Lawrence 313). The “cleanliness” Lawrence invokes has less to do with 

morality than with spontaneity and unconscious vitality. Promiscuity, to him, results 

from excessive self-awareness—where one’s sexual behaviour is driven by a mental 

script of what it ought to be. This notion is crystallised in his reading of the Fall in 

Studies in Classic American Literature: 

 
They wanted to know. And that was the birth of sin. Not doing it, but knowing about it before they did 
it, and thinking about it afterwards... They had shut their eyes and their minds watched themselves. 

And they felt uncomfortable ever after. 
 

(Lawrence 64). 
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Here, sin is not the sexual act but the emergence of a self-conscious gaze. Sex becomes 

perverse when it is overlaid with mental constructs, turning a vital experience into a 

staged performance. What Lawrence opposes, then, is not desire itself but its alienation 

from the deeper, intuitive self. 

In his essay Sex, Literature and Censorship, Lawrence intensifies this critique 

by linking it to wider social and scientific discourses. “Science has a mysterious hatred 

of beauty... And society has a mysterious hatred of sex,” he writes, pointing out how 

both institutions strip sex of its spiritual and aesthetic resonance (Lawrence, 50). In this 

configuration, sex becomes either a mechanical necessity for reproduction or a 

commodified form of pleasure—its regenerative, soul-affirming potential completely 

suppressed. As he bluntly puts it: “The great disaster of our civilization is the morbid 

hatred of sex... which causes the atrophy of our intuitive faculty and our intuitive self” 

(50). 

This is precisely what we see in Gerald and Gudrun’s relationship, where sex 

devolves into a site of power, destruction, and psychic dismemberment. Their 

encounters are stripped of beauty or mutual recognition; they use each other not to grow, 

but to dominate, harm, and reinforce the illusion of control. In stark contrast, Birkin 

desires “to be with Ursula as free as with himself, single and clear and cool, yet 

balanced, polarised with her” (Lawrence 172). The key word here is polarised—not 

merged or absorbed, but aligned through difference. For Birkin, love is no longer the 

“clutching” or “mingling” that modern romance has glorified. It is a state of equilibrium 

between two complete selves, each retaining their centre while sharing a spiritual 

current that flows between them. 

 Hence, Ursula and Birkin’s sensuality is grounded in their resistance to what 

Lawrence termed the “deep, psychic disease of the atrophied condition of intuitive 

faculties” (Lawrence 140). Unlike Gerald and Gudrun, who approach sexuality through 

self-consciousness and ego reinforcement, Ursula and Birkin strive to experience union 

through intuition alone, bypassing mental interference and the distorting mediation of 

self-image. For Lawrence, sex is “the root of intuition” (Fantasia 140), and in their case, 

it becomes the site where authenticity and vitality might re-enter the modern soul. The 
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truth of being must reveal itself most intensely in the sexual relationship, where, if 

intuition prevails, it generates creative life; if it is absent, there is only decay and 

fragmentation. 

Their bond, therefore, cannot be fixed or ruled by predetermined principles. 

Rather than establishing identity within the relationship, they attempt to remain mobile 

and fluid, rejecting the modern emphasis on selfhood as a controlling mechanism. 

Birkin, in urging Ursula to relinquish her ego-bound femininity, pleads, “I want you not 

to care about yourself... not to insist—be glad and sure and indifferent” (Lawrence 235). 

The “self” must disappear in order to allow the unknown other to enter fully, without 

demand, projection, or possession. In contrast to Gerald and Gudrun’s narcissistic 

exchange—structured around visual self-display and ego admiration—Ursula and 

Birkin pursue a relationship that silences the spectacle and returns to the mystery of 

otherness. 

Even when visuality reappears in their union, as in the “Excurse” chapter, it no longer 

signifies mere bodily attraction. The gaze becomes transfigured into a revelation of 

strangeness and enchantment. Ursula sees Birkin as “a strange creature from another 

world... one of these strange creatures from the beyond, looking down at her, and seeing 

she was fair,” while Birkin perceives her “face... upturned exactly like a flower... 

glinting faintly golden with the dew of the first light” (Lawrence 278). This scene 

evokes a mythic, almost sacred recognition, where sight transcends objectification and 

becomes visionary, awakening a latent capacity to perceive the other as other, not as a 

mirror of the self. Their mutual delight is not grounded in cognition or appraisal but in 

“pure presence, not to be thought of, even known,” highlighting a spiritual dimension 

of erotic connection. 

This moment culminates in their lovemaking in the forest, a scene suffused with 

darkness and symbolic depth. “It was pure night,” Lawrence writes, “the body of 

mysterious night upon the body of mysterious night, the night masculine and feminine, 

never to be seen with the eye, or known with the mind” (Lawrence 279). In this sacred 

darkness, they dissolve the dichotomy of subject and object, of seer and seen, achieving 

a non-dualistic unity that negates modern voyeurism. The “all-seeing eye” of the 

modern lover, which Lawrence saw as the root of perverse detachment, is here silenced. 
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Their sexual union becomes an act of communion, not performance, rooted in silence, 

not self-consciousness. 

Lawrence’s symbolic critique of visual modernity becomes even more 

pronounced in Gerald’s world. Precisely, with Gerald’s desperate desire to “see,” which 

Lawrence symbolically critiques when, in the chapter of his sister’s drowning, Gerald 

instructs Gudrun: “Turn the lights. We shall see better” (Lawrence 362). His command 

betrays his reliance on external illumination—the need to control, expose, and 

rationalize even the most intimate and tragic events. In contrast, Birkin and Ursula 

embrace “the sensual, intuitive darkness of the unconscious,” which, in Lawrence’s 

symbolic schema, alone offers the possibility of regeneration. 

Beyond sexuality, their bond also rejects the external trappings of modern 

civilization. Unlike Gerald and Gudrun, who are entrenched in materialism and the 

performance of a polished social identity, Birkin and Ursula oppose these hollow 

values. Their relationship challenges the commodification of the self, the need to be 

“appreciated” and “looked at,” and seeks instead the unnameable vitality of lived 

being—an existence not seen, but felt. 

 

Birkin and Gerald: An Unfulfilled Male-Friendship Ideal 
 
Whereas Gerald and Gudrun’s bond mirrors the modern obsession with power, control, 

and image, Birkin and Ursula seek liberation through a return to instinct and nature. 

Their withdrawal from social expectations marks an existential divergence—while one 

couple descends toward psychological death, the other struggles toward a freer mode of 

being. Within this struggle, Birkin insists that love alone is not enough; he longs for a 

parallel masculine bond that affirms life beyond the romantic. His desire for an intimate, 

regenerative friendship with Gerald underscores Lawrence’s belief that modern 

individuals require multiple vital connections to remain whole. While Lawrence saw 

the man–woman relationship as the nucleus of human fulfillment, he also stressed the 

need for deep male friendships as a counter to the isolating tendencies of modernity. 

This vision, however, did not embrace homosexuality, which he regarded not as 

liberating but as a symptom of modern disintegration (Lawrence 85). 

In a letter to Edward Garnett, Lawrence described men loving men as a 
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“triumphant decay” and a “blasphemy against love.” However, Lawrence claimed that 

his opposition to homosexuality was not for “moral” reasons. He wrote in one of his 

letters: “These horrible little frowsty people, men lovers of men, they give me such a 

sense of corruption, almost putrescence, that I dream of beetles.”(323) To Lawrence, 

homosexuality is closely linked to narcissism as well and the absorption of the self. He 

writes: “I believe a man projects his own image unto another man, like a mirror. But 

from a woman he wants himself re-born, re-constructed, because the source of all life 

and knowledge is in man and woman.”(181) hence, if there is no relationship with the 

opposite sex, the individual remains limited and entrapped in his own self-image 

through his same-sex partner. At the same time, absorbing the self just in the 

relationship with the woman is not as vital as it would be if one surrounds himself with 

a variety of vital bonds in friendship of the same sex and the cosmos. It should all be 

balanced into a trinity of bonds.  

In a letter to Edward Garnett, Lawrence famously described men loving men as 

a “triumphant decay” and “a blasphemy against love”—a rejection not based on moral 

dogma, but on his belief that such relationships lacked regenerative potential (Letters, 

Vol. 2, 323). To him, male homosexuality signified a collapse into narcissistic self-

reflection rather than a true communion with the other. He wrote with visceral disgust: 

“These horrible little frowsty people, men lovers of men, they give me such a sense of 

corruption, almost putrescence, that I dream of beetles” (323). This intense revulsion 

stemmed from his psychological and metaphysical view of love. As Lawrence 

elaborated, “I believe a man projects his own image unto another man, like a mirror. 

But from a woman he wants himself re-born, re-constructed, because the source of all 

life and knowledge is in man and woman” (Letters, Vol. 1, 181). For Lawrence, same-

sex love risks becoming a closed circuit of mirrored selves—a form of sterile 

entrapment within one’s own image. Yet, he also warned against absorption solely in 

the heterosexual bond. True self-renewal, for Lawrence, could only emerge from a 

balanced trinity: the erotic union with the opposite sex, the non-narcissistic friendship 

between men, and a living relation with the cosmos. Each of these bonds serves as a 

vital conduit through which the self transcends isolation and mechanized individualism. 

Hence, the relationship that Lawrence sketches between Birkin and Gerald in 
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Women in Love should not be interpreted as an exploration of homosexual fulfillment, 

as some critics have claimed. Lawrence, deeply sceptical of the regenerative potential 

in same-sex erotic bonds, saw such relationships as ultimately narcissistic and self-

enclosed. While certain interpretations have placed the Birkin–Gerald connection at the 

centre of the novel—casting the women as mere complements—we contend that this 

view overlooks the broader psychological and existential dynamics at play. As Barbara 

Schapiro convincingly argues, the Birkin–Gerald bond is part of a larger 

psychodynamic narrative involving self-deficiency, merging, and idealisation (117). 

Rather than representing a viable alternative to heterosexual love, Birkin’s pursuit of 

Gerald emerges from his belief that friendship between men can be a vital and animating 

force—a counterweight to erotic absorption and spiritual death. In this sense, Birkin 

attempts to guide Gerald toward deeper self-knowledge and to awaken in him a more 

intuitive, responsive orientation to life. Had Gerald possessed the courage to surrender 

to “the unknown” through a non-dominative, fraternal connection with Birkin, he might 

have liberated himself from his sterile, mechanized existence and found a more 

purposive way of being. Yet Gerald remains fundamentally closed: too self-absorbed, 

too promiscuous, and too wedded to domination to relinquish control. As Birkin 

observes, “Gerald could never fly away from himself, in real indifferent gaiety. He had 

a clog, a sort of monomania” (Lawrence).  

Yet Birkin’s effort to liberate Gerald from mechanized existence is perhaps most 

vividly dramatized in the iconic wrestling scene, where the fundamental contrast 

between their inner selves is made physical. In this symbolic episode, Lawrence stages 

the modern man’s internal conflict between instinct and intellect: Birkin, fluid and 

intuitive, is described as “more a presence than an object” (233), while Gerald, stiff and 

controlled, is “concrete and noticeable like a piece of pure substance.” Their physical 

struggle mirrors the existential battle between the body’s intuitive vitality and the 

mind’s mechanical domination. Gerald’s movements are “mechanical, but sudden and 

invincible,” whereas Birkin’s are “abstract and almost untangible” (234), suggesting the 

imbalance each must overcome. Although they wrestle to exhaustion, the encounter is 

cathartic, momentarily fusing their opposing energies and reinforcing their bond. As 

Lawrence writes in the Women in Love prologue: “We are now in a period of crisis. 
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Each man who is acutely alive is acutely wrestling with his own soul... Those others, 

that fix themselves in the old idea, will perish with the new life strangled unborn within 

them” (49). This psychic tension continues throughout the novel, as Birkin and Gerald 

often clash in their discussions on love, marriage, and life. Even in appearance, they are 

opposites: Gerald is elegant and composed, while Birkin remains indifferent to surface 

impressions, “careless and unimaginative” about how he looks. Birkin’s insights into 

love and friendship offer Gerald the possibility of regeneration, but Gerald, trapped in 

his narcissistic entanglement with Gudrun, cannot accept them. He values Birkin’s 

presence because it requires no surrender of control and allows him to remain separate 

and aloof. Yet beneath this detachment lies a quiet envy of Birkin’s autonomy and 

spontaneity—qualities Gerald cannot attain. For Birkin, on the other hand, the 

connection with Gerald is not rooted in sexual attraction but in the need to preserve 

selfhood by balancing the consuming pull of heterosexual love with a vital, non-

merging friendship between men. 

This reluctance to surrender the self is not only what distances Birkin from 

Gerald but also what complicates his relationship with Ursula. Throughout the novel, 

Birkin reveals a profound resistance to the engulfing love of the Magna Mater—the 

archetypal possessive female. He rejects the kind of love Ursula offers him and declares 

that he would “rather not live than accept it,” fearing that emotional union with a woman 

would absorb and annihilate his inner being. To him, “woman was always so horrible 

and clutching, she had such a lust for possession, a greed of self-importance in love.” 

In response to this threat, he imagines a relationship rooted in polarity rather than 

merger: 

 
The man is pure man, the woman pure woman, they are perfectly polarised. But there is no 

longer any of the horrible merging, mingling self-abnegation of love. There is only the pure duality of 
polarisation, each one free from any contamination of the other. 

 
(Lawrence 210) 

 
 

This abstract ideal of love—a love that preserves absolute boundaries—illustrates 

Birkin’s spiritual mission to escape both dominance and submission. His antagonism 

toward possessive femininity is symbolically enacted in the scene where he throws 
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stones at the moon’s reflection, attempting to shatter its image in the water. As 

previously discussed, the moon functions in Lawrence’s symbolic system as a figure of 

the autonomous, narcissistic feminine. The scene echoes The Rainbow, where Ursula 

annihilates Skrebensky—yet here, the power dynamic is inverted. Birkin refuses to be 

consumed, but his destructive impulse also leaves Ursula shattered: “she felt she had 

fallen to the ground and was spilled out, like water on the earth.” Symbolically, Birkin 

dismantles her narcissistic ego, her need to possess and be possessed. 

Yet this confrontation does not lead to clarity. Instead, it precipitates a mutual 

crisis. Ursula accuses Birkin of selfishness, of using her as a mirror for his own self-

development: “It is you who can’t let yourself go, it is you who hang on to yourself as 

if it were your only treasure.” Her reproach underscores the paradox at the heart of 

Birkin’s desire—a yearning for intimate connection that nonetheless preserves perfect 

autonomy. Like Gerald, though in reverse, he too is ensnared in the modern dilemma of 

love: how to be close without losing oneself. 

This persistent tension between the male and female egos—each resisting 

absorption while simultaneously seeking connection—sets the stage for Birkin’s 

attraction to Gerald as a potential alternative to the destabilising dynamic with Ursula. 

Before Birkin and Ursula manage to attain a natural equilibrium in their relationship, 

Birkin turns toward Gerald, momentarily envisioning the possibility of forging a 

regenerative, non-possessive bond outside the conventional heterosexual framework. 

This turn is not an expression of homoerotic fulfilment per se, but rather an extension 

of Birkin’s quest for a triadic balance between self, other, and the cosmos. The narrative 

makes this clear when Birkin acknowledges the emotional and existential necessity of 

loving another man: “Of course this was necessary—it had been a necessity inside 

himself all his life—to love a man purely and fully. Of course, he had been loving 

Gerald all along, and all along denying it” (Lawrence 369). His yearning for “love and 

eternal conjunction” with both a man and a woman speaks to Lawrence’s larger 

metaphysical design—a model of self-regeneration through plural yet distinct vital 

connections: one rooted in male polarity, another in female polarity, and a third in the 

natural cosmos. 

Gerald, for his part, does experience a profound, albeit unacknowledged, 
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emotional pull toward Birkin: “He really loved Birkin, though he never quite believed 

in him. Birkin was too unreal; —clever, whimsical, wonderful, but not practical 

enough” (370). Yet Gerald’s deep-seated narcissism, instrumental rationality, and fear 

of dissolution prevent him from reciprocating the kind of intuitive communion Birkin 

seeks. His mechanical orientation towards life—both in industry and intimacy—renders 

him incapable of surrendering control, thereby foreclosing any possibility of authentic 

relational being. As a result, Birkin’s emotional investment in Gerald gradually recedes. 

Although the two men continue to share proximity in scenes, conversations, and 

symbolic positioning, Birkin's recognition that “she [Ursula] was his future” signals a 

decisive shift in his existential orientation (381). The relationship with Ursula, though 

fraught with the same dangers of domination and dissolution, offers a clearer path 

toward the polarised union he ultimately longs for. Thus, Gerald’s failure to respond to 

Birkin’s call for intuitive, non-dominative love marks the end of his potential for self-

renewal, while for Birkin, it clarifies the necessity of pursuing the difficult but essential 

process of negotiating a balanced union with Ursula. 

The emotional crisis reaches its climax with Gerald’s death, which marks the 

definitive failure of Birkin’s attempt to forge a regenerative male bond. Confronted with 

the corpse of his friend, Birkin is overwhelmed by the void left by this lost possibility: 
 

But when he went in again, at evening, to look at Gerald between the candles, because of his 
heart’s hunger, suddenly his heart contracted, his own candle all but fell from his hand, as, with a 

strange whimpering cry, the tears broke out. 
 

(Lawrence  483). 
 

Ursula is astonished by his grief. For her, their love is sufficient. Yet Birkin articulates 

his lingering need: “You are enough for me, as far as a woman is concerned... But I 

wanted a man friend, as eternal as you and I are eternal” (484). The novel ends not with 

resolution but with an open question—can both kinds of love, masculine and feminine, 

coexist in a world where emotional reciprocity is rare, and mechanisation distorts the 

human soul? Birkin remains unsatisfied, and so does the reader, for Lawrence's novel 

resists closure. It is less a thesis on romantic fulfilment than a modern parable about the 

search for wholeness through differentiated forms of love that preserve otherness and 
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individual integrity. 

Gerald’s death also seals his symbolic identity as the “God of the Machine”—a 

man whose inner mechanisation renders him incapable of sustaining intimacy. His 

resistance to Birkin’s influence, despite deep emotional attraction, reveals his fear of 

surrendering control. Unlike Birkin, who embraces spontaneity and seeks union without 

dissolution, Gerald clings to structure, dominance, and the industrial order. The current 

of relationship cannot flow from his side because he remains enclosed, alienated both 

from others and from nature. 

Birkin’s escape with Ursula, though morally ambiguous and fraught with its own 

contradictions, stands in contrast. Their union is founded on a mutual rejection of 

mechanised modernity and a shared desire to reconnect with authentic being. Like 

Ursula’s earlier rebellion in The Rainbow, their final gesture is not a solution but a 

refusal: a refusal of domination, absorption, and spiritual death. In this way, Lawrence 

leaves us not with a fixed model of love, but with an evolving exploration of how the 

modern self might still seek wholeness amidst fragmentation.  

 

Birkin And Ursula as Antitheses Of Modern Society’s Decadence  

 

Following Gerald’s death and the failure of a fulfilling male bond, the narrative shifts 

towards the more enduring relationship between Birkin and Ursula, which offers a 

fragile but conscious alternative to the decay of modern forms of connection. For, After 

many Lawrentian struggles and doubts, it becomes clear that Birkin and Ursula do not 

embody the conventional couple nor engage in conventional love. They resist the 

“égoïsme à deux” and adopt a counter-cultural stance in how they relate to each other 

and to society. Their union is marked by unorthodox choices: an unconventional 

marriage, a shared disillusionment with institutional education, and a rejection of 

materialism and the modern reliance on money to shape identity. These responses, 

however, emerge through tension and are far from seamless. In the following 

paragraphs, each of these facets will be examined in detail to demonstrate how their 

relationship, despite its conflicts, attempts to preserve individuality in an age of 
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standardisation and spiritual decay. 

 The first major unconventionality between Birkin and Ursula emerges from their 

differing conceptions of love and marriage—an opposition that serves as a dramatic 

enactment of Lawrence’s prophetic critique of conventional unions. When Birkin 

proposes to Ursula, it is not out of conventional romantic impulse but a spiritual 

imperative, rooted in his vision of a regenerative, eternal union. This desire stems from 

his revulsion toward the sensual overindulgence represented by Gerald and his yearning 

for “the paradisal entry into pure, single being” where “the individual soul takes 

precedence over love and desire for union” (Lawrence 123). For Birkin, true union 

involves a paradoxical fusion: loving while remaining sovereign, submitting to the yoke 

of love without forfeiting the self. As Colin Clarke argues, Birkin “seeks an impersonal 

union that transcends emotional absorption and instead affirms dual being—unity in 

difference” (Clarke 88). Lawrence uses Birkin to dramatize his own call, expressed in 

Study of Thomas Hardy, for a relationship where “each individual should be organically 

single and yet vitally connected” (Lawrence 464). Yet Ursula, influenced by societal 

expectations and her emotional history, initially recoils. Her perception of Birkin as a 

preacher, her father’s coercive anger, and her sister’s calculating detachment all 

intensify her resistance. She mistakes Birkin’s call for soul-level communion as yet 

another male demand for surrender, refusing what she perceives as a spiritualized 

domination. Instead, she longs for possessive intimacy, for a love that “has him utterly,” 

even at the cost of his independence. In this refusal, Ursula expresses what Fromm 

would identify as the narcissistic illusion of fusion, where love becomes a mechanism 

to fill inner emptiness rather than a bridge between whole beings (Fromm 21). 

 Ursula’s resistance to Birkin’s vision is further complicated by her identification 

with Gudrun, whose sardonic self-containment reflects an extreme form of narcissistic 

self-sufficiency. When Birkin proposes, Ursula “recoils” into a jewel-like hardness, her 

pride fortified by Gudrun’s disdainful intelligence. Gudrun’s tendency to judge and 

dispose of others—“drawing two lines and crossing them out”—signifies a relational 

style that Fromm would describe as instrumental: people are evaluated, used, and 

dismissed based on self-interest (Fromm 79). Ursula, despite her instinctive discomfort, 

is temporarily drawn to this worldview. Lawrence marks this danger through Ursula’s 
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confusion and her growing disillusionment with Gudrun’s cold judgment: “It was such 

a lie... Ursula began to revolt from her sister” (Lawrence 148). Her awareness, though 

tentative, signals an inner awakening. Her prior experiences with men—Anton 

Skrebensky’s emotional withdrawal and another man’s demand for absorption—make 

her realize she desires something deeper than the traditional, possessive model. She 

begins to glimpse what Birkin stands for: not emotional abandonment, but a kind of 

togetherness that preserves the self. Her recognition that past lovers had “turned all she 

was into nothingness” marks a significant shift toward self-knowledge. Yet, Gudrun, 

despite her critical intelligence, remains locked in her isolated selfhood, unable to 

conceive of love beyond ego needs, and thus becomes the cautionary figure to Ursula’s 

potential growth. As Graham Hough notes, Lawrence’s dual portrayal of the sisters 

reflects “the central struggle of the modern woman: to assert individuality without 

retreating into sterile self-absorption” (Hough 102). 

Their ultimate confrontation—centered around Hermione and the dying embers 

of personal, possessive love—pushes Ursula and Birkin to the edge of dissolution and 

reconciliation. Ursula’s jealousy and accusations against Hermione may seem 

exaggerated, but they reflect her deep unease with the remnants of the old emotional 

economy. Hermione, in Birkin’s past, symbolized a form of spiritual tyranny disguised 

as sophistication, which Lawrence explicitly attacks as “dirt” and “false” and “death” 

(Lawrence 230). Her social pretensions and hunger for control represent the 

institutionalized forms of power that corrupt love. Ursula, by condemning Hermione, 

unconsciously aligns herself with Birkin’s vision, yet her own possessiveness 

momentarily draws her back into the very paradigm she wants to escape. Birkin’s 

rejection of both Hermione and the fusion Ursula still unconsciously seeks culminates 

in his fierce denunciation of emotional engulfment: “Fusion, fusion, this horrible fusion 

of two beings... was it not nauseous and horrible?” (235). Here, Lawrence encapsulates 

one of his central tenets: that individuality must never be lost in the name of union. 

Fromm echoes this in his insistence that “mature love is union under the condition of 

preserving one’s integrity, one’s individuality” (Fromm 16). For Birkin, the goal is not 

to merge but to relate—to be together without the collapse of self. His passionate refusal 

to be absorbed, to become an extension of another’s will, is a radical claim in the face 
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of the modern romantic ideal. Through this final argument, the lovers purge the last 

remnants of the old forms of love, and by facing this death of possessiveness, prepare 

for a union built on mutual being. 

Another major domain in which Birkin and Ursula enact their rejection of 

modern conventions is the field of education, which, like marriage, represents a central 

mechanism of social conditioning and spiritual erosion. Birkin and Ursula had long 

pondered the lifelessness of education and the way it had become thoroughly 

materialised; they recognised themselves as products of this very system and grew to 

detest the mechanical, dehumanising nature of their experience within the workplace. 

The institution of education, rather than serving the growth of the inner self, had become 

a mirror of industrial society — a place where knowledge was fragmented, mechanised, 

and reduced to a lifeless routine. Much like the colliers who, in Lawrence’s symbolic 

world, find grim satisfaction in becoming extensions of the machine, tutors too had 

surrendered to the impersonal logic of the system. Education no longer cultivated 

vitality but functioned as an apparatus of conformity, producing socially useful but 

spiritually inert individuals. However, this realisation brings forth its own paradoxes. 

Keith Sagar observes in The Art of D.H. Lawrence that in cutting themselves off from 

society, Birkin and Ursula are also cutting themselves off from the novel itself: “Society 

is death and life can only be found outside of the social context” (97). This detachment, 

when placed in contrast with Gudrun and especially Gerald’s obsessive attachment to 

the material world, reveals that Birkin and Ursula seek no gratification from external 

validations; instead, such sources of meaning are suffocating to the emotional and 

sexual harmony they have only recently discovered. And yet, even this withdrawal 

holds a trace of narcissism, as it veers dangerously close to the same self-enclosed 

egoism they initially resisted. Lawrence seems to suggest that while the impulse to 

protect the self from social death is necessary, it becomes counterproductive if it leads 

to a complete severance from the world. Rather than absolute retreat, the challenge is 

to locate meaning within society — not by surrendering to collective norms, but through 

the preservation of one’s individuality while remaining engaged. Thus, although Birkin 

and Ursula succeed in forging a marriage based on authenticity and mutual growth, their 

refusal of social commitments and human interconnection marks a significant limitation 
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in their otherwise progressive relationship. 

A final, equally significant distinction between the two couples lies in Birkin and 

Ursula’s conscious disengagement from materialism and their indifference to wealth or 

possessions, which contrasts sharply with the conspicuous material attachment 

displayed by Gerald and Gudrun. As previously discussed, Lawrence devotes 

meticulous attention to the physical appearances and luxurious surroundings of 

materialist characters such as Hermione, Gerald, and Gudrun — characters whose 

identities are saturated with the opulence of their clothing, their homes, and their 

carefully curated public images. By contrast, Birkin and Ursula are conspicuously 

detached from such outward displays. The narrator gives scant attention to their physical 

appearance or domestic possessions, subtly reinforcing their ideological distance from 

the prevailing material culture. In the “Chair” chapter, Birkin makes a decisive 

statement: “England has become materialistic because we can’t afford to be anything 

else,” exposing how the human self has become fused with commodities — bought, 

sold, and consumed within a social logic that annihilates authentic individuality. The 

obsession with image, status, and consumer goods becomes a symptom of spiritual 

alienation, where individuals are transformed into products designed to increase their 

social desirability on a metaphorical market. The body, the home, the clothes — all 

become extensions of a commodified self designed to meet external expectations rather 

than express an inner truth. 

Birkin’s rejection of this commodification is not merely verbal but profoundly 

existential. His disdain for permanence and fixity is vividly expressed in his reflections 

on domestic space:  

 
One should just live anywhere—not have a definite place. I don’t want a definite place. As 

soon as you get a room, and it is COMPLETE, you want to run from it. Now my rooms at the Mill are 
quite complete, I want them at the bottom of the sea. It is a horrible tyranny of a fixed milieu, where 

each piece of furniture is a commandment-stone. 
Women In Love 

 
The strength of this language lies in its symbolic power. Lawrence, through Birkin, 

critiques the illusion of stability that material possessions offer; rather than creating 

comfort, a fully furnished room becomes a site of psychic imprisonment. The phrase 

“commandment-stone” evokes not only rigidity and authoritarianism but also a moral 
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code inscribed in lifeless objects — one that dictates how one must live, move, and 

relate to the world. The supposedly liberating promise of consumerism instead becomes 

a disciplinary mechanism that suppresses spontaneity and emotional vitality. By 

contrast, Birkin yearns for impermanence, for the possibility of continuous becoming, 

rather than being defined and confined by static possessions. In this way, both he and 

Ursula refuse to root their identities in material structures, choosing instead a more fluid 

and unstable existence — one more conducive to personal authenticity and emotional 

freedom. Their retreat from materialism is not without cost, but it stands as a radical 

gesture of resistance against a society in which commodities define character, space, 

and worth. 

Lawrence's critique of modern life ultimately hinges on the observation that an 

individual's self-worth and identity become dangerously entangled with material 

possessions, leading to a profound erosion of authentic being. The passage from Women 

in Love encapsulates Lawrence’s broader condemnation of the mechanistic entrapment 

within lifeless routines, which he saw as the inevitable outcome of a society obsessed 

with consumption and external validation. Through Birkin’s fierce resistance to this 

dynamic, Lawrence proposes an alternative — a more fluid, spontaneous, and liberated 

mode of existence, one that rejects the fixed, commodified structures imposed by 

modernity. This vision is echoed with prophetic urgency in the conclusion of 

Apocalypse, where Lawrence asserts: “What we want is to destroy our false, inorganic 

connections, especially those related to money, and re-establish the living, organic 

connections with the cosmos, the sun, the earth and mankind and nation and family” 

(Lawrence 232). Here, Lawrence moves beyond social criticism into a call for 

existential and spiritual rehabilitation, arguing that the root malady of modernity is not 

merely economic greed, but the severance of the human being from the natural and 

cosmic order. 

By placing his successful characters — Birkin and Ursula — in conscious 

opposition to wealth and property, Lawrence taps into the core malaise of the twentieth 

century: the unchecked drive for possession and domination. This critique becomes 

especially resonant when viewed through the juxtaposition of natural paradise and the 

man-made inferno of materialism. Through Gerald’s compulsive will to power and 
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Gudrun’s commodified artistry, Lawrence dramatizes a world in which even beauty and 

love become instruments of social leverage. In contrast, Birkin and Ursula, despite their 

flaws and limitations, embody an embryonic attempt to reconnect with deeper organic 

rhythms of existence. Lawrence’s vision is not naïvely utopian — he does not advocate 

a simple return to nature — but rather calls for a radical reorientation of values. The 

illness, as he sees it, lies in the very spirit of ownership itself: “One must destroy the 

spirit of money, the blind spirit of possession. It is the dragon for your St. George: 

neither rewards on earth nor in heaven, of ownership: but always the give and take, the 

fight and the embrace, no more, no diseased stability of possessions, but the give and 

take of love and conflict, with the eternal consummation in each” (Lawrence 232). 

In this powerful passage, Lawrence contrasts the “blind spirit of possession” with 

the inherently dynamic, relational aspects of human life. He locates true fulfillment not 

in the static security of ownership, but in the vital interplay of “give and take,” “fight 

and embrace” — moments of intense emotional and spiritual consummation that resist 

commodification. Whether in love or in conflict, Lawrence sees relational intensity as 

the only real permanence available to human beings. His prophetic voice insists that 

salvation lies not in material accumulation, but in the willingness to enter the “eternal 

consummation” of living — to burn brightly, even if briefly, rather than endure the dull, 

slow death of commodified existence. 

The love and conflict that Lawrence champions as essential to authentic human 

connection find their most mature expression in the relationship between Ursula and 

Birkin. Although they manage to establish their long-sought “star-equilibrium”—with 

Birkin affirming, “You and I are eternal,” and Ursula inwardly acknowledging that 

“there was no leaving him”—their union is never reduced to harmony alone. They 

continue to sustain opposing views and conflicting ideals until the very end of the novel, 

resisting fusion or stasis. Lawrence deliberately avoids offering a definitive conclusion 

to their relationship, not out of ambiguity or narrative omission, but for reasons that 

align with his deeper philosophical convictions.  

First, for Lawrence, any relationship that is truly vital must remain in perpetual 

flux, ever unfolding and resisting finality—a principle reflected in his own tumultuous 

bond with Frieda. The ending of “Women In love” is on a note of disagreement about 
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the necessity of Birkin’s relationship to Gerald as we discussed earlier. The conflicting 

views argues Schapiro, are necessary because they “depict two different psychic 

positions or modes of relating that neither is absolutely right or wrong. The unresolved 

argument itself presents the deepest psychological truth: either position alone can lead 

to deathliness and despair, but together, each balanced by the active opposition of the 

other, hold the promise of a rich, fulfilling life.”(129) This balance is necessary in 

Lawrentian philosophy because he believed in the necessity of conflict to keep the 

dynamic in constant flux. Notably, the regenerative conflicts that Ursula and Birkin 

undergo.  

Second, his aversion to absolutes and fixed relational patterns makes the open-

ended nature of Ursula and Birkin’s story not only appropriate but necessary. To 

interfere with the future course of their lives—both as individuals and as a couple—

would be to violate the very ethos of freedom, becoming, and authentic relation that he 

so rigorously defends throughout the novel. This was a pronounced symbol of his final 

achievement of the “carbon of the character”, in which the individual lives without any 

constraints not even from the novelist “putting his finger in the pan”. In his essay “Why 

the Novel Matters:” he writes:  

 
In all this change, I maintain a certain integrity. But woe betide me if I try to put my finger on it. If I 
say of myself, ‘I am this, I am that!’—then, if I stick to it, I turn into a stupid fixed thing like a lamp-
post. I shall never know wherein lies my integrity, my individuality. My only means that I have made 
up an idea of myself, and that my ego is that me. I can never know it. It is useless to talk about ‘I am 
trying to cut myself out to pattern’. Which is no good. You can cut your cloth to fit your coat, but you 

can’t clip bits off your living body, to trim it down to an ideal core. Yes, you can put yourself into 
ideal corsets but even in ideal corsets fashions change.  

 
Lawrence, 148 

 

Hence, at the end of the novel, Lawrence did not have a fixed pattern into which he 

wanted to cut Birkin and Ursula’s life. He had already stressed their success in 

overcoming the narcissistic self and realizing its proud singleness, their realization of 

an opposed yet complimentary equilibrium in love and sex and ultimately their attempt 

to achieve a purposive life in a coordinated effort to navigate the changing society 

refusing to give up their individual self in the degenerating social vacuum. He left it at 

the promise that as long as Ursula and Birkin remain opposed, yet complimentary, 
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single yet united, having their full, regenerated selves to fall back upon, they remained 

fulfilled but not static in their lives. This was the regenerative conclusion that they had 

arrived at. Lawrence deliberately refused the deadlock of “certainty” “finality” and the 

“absolute.” He also refused to “put his finger in the pan” as a novelist and hinted at the 

necessity to cultivate deeper human bonds—besides love—with the cosmos and other 

fellow individuals.  

Conclusion 

In Women in Love, D. H. Lawrence offers not merely a psychological drama between 

lovers but a searing cultural and philosophical autopsy of modern existence, laying bare 

the disintegration of authentic being in the face of industrialism, intellectualism, and 

commodified love. Through the novel’s central couples, Lawrence contrasts two 

fundamental modes of relational experience. Gerald and Gudrun represent the profane 

union, an illusory love that seeks its own reflection in the other, striving not for 

communion but for dominance, self-confirmation, and aesthetic performance. Their 

bond, formed on the shifting sands of narcissistic projection and unconscious power 

games, collapses under its own emotional sterility. What begins as an intoxicating dance 

of opposites—he, the crystallized embodiment of will and control; she, the brittle 

aesthete, immune to vulnerability—degenerates into a “performance” of mutual 

annihilation.  

Lawrence portrays this relationship as emblematic of the dominant mode of 

modern liaisons—what Erich Fromm termed the “Exploitative” and “Marketing” 

orientations, in which individuals treat each other as commodities, to be possessed, 

consumed, or performed (Fromm 83). This love, stripped of rootedness in being, 

becomes “vulgarized,” “trivialized,” and ultimately commercialized. It seduces with the 

allure of gem-like purity and grand erotic spectacle, but ends in flamboyant and 

lacerating tragedy. It becomes a stark symbol of sterility—emotional, existential, and 

irrevocable. The glacial setting reflects their inner desolation—an absence of organic 

warmth, fertility, or flux. Gerald’s death is more than a tragic end: it is the spiritual 

terminus of the modern man disconnected from his instinctual core and relational life. 

His final collapse is rendered not with sentimentality but with chilling clarity. As 
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Lawrence insists, modern death is not noble—it is mechanised and meaningless, the 

result of a soul starved of vitality and communion. Gudrun survives, but not redeemed—

her withdrawal is not one of transcendence but of retreat into the void. Lawrence’s 

warning is clear: when love becomes an arena for self-aggrandizement rather than self-

transcendence, it ceases to be generative—it becomes fatal.  

 In contrast stands the conflictual, unconventional, yet suggestive relationship 

between Rupert Birkin and Ursula. Birkin is Lawrence’s most explicit mouthpiece, 

embodying a restless search for a love that transcends mere possession or emotional 

fusion. He envisions a sacred bond that honours separateness, a “star-equilibrium” 

where the self remains whole even in union—in Lawrence’s terms—and a ‘mature 

love,’ in Fromm’s terms—an act of will, discipline, and faith in the full being of the 

other Yet even Birkin struggles to enact what he imagines. His spiritualism is shot 

through with disillusionment, authoritarian flashes, and a longing for a masculine 

companion who might meet him on his visionary plane. Ursula, more rooted in 

sensuality and earthly life, remains sceptical of his ideals but is drawn toward their 

promise. Their final dialogue, tentative and unresolved, resists closure. Ursula does not 

surrender to a ready-made model of love; she agrees only to try, echoing the precarious 

hope Lawrence leaves to the reader: that amid devastation, the possibility of becoming 

is not wholly lost. 

To that end, Women in Love must be read as both a continuation and a 

complication of The Rainbow. Where the earlier novel charts Ursula Brangwen’s 

upward striving for individuation and transcendence, Women in Love throws her—and 

the reader—into a colder, more fractured world. The psychic terrain has hardened; the 

mysteries of eros, reverence, and instinct now struggle to survive under the weight of 

mechanised life. The horizon of her possibilities has thinned—flattened by modern 

disillusionment and spiritual fatigue. Her developmental arc across the two novels 

subtly reveals the progressive dehumanization that Lawrence traced across 

generations—the death of mystery, eros, and reverence in the face of modern 

abstractions and alienation (Lawrence, 67–69). Gerald, heir to a lineage of industrial 

rationality, is alienated not only from others but from his own being. Gudrun, seemingly 

liberated through art and intellect, is estranged from the elemental rhythms of life. 
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Together, they embody what Lawrence saw as the catastrophic endpoint of modernity: 

a world where vitality withers under the reign of abstraction and control. 

In this light, Lawrence’s disdain for industrialism, urban vulgarity, and hollow 

intellectualism takes on a new coherence. Through characters like Gerald and 

Hermione, he condemns both the material exploitation of life and the sterile over-

intellectualisation of experience. These twin forces, he suggests, have divorced modern 

individuals from instinct, reverence, and authentic becoming. His critique is not 

reactionary nostalgia but a radical call for re-rooting the self in mystery, embodiment, 

and truthful relation. Like Birkin, Lawrence yearned for a new ethic—not one codified 

in systems, but lived through the courage to be. 

Hence, Lawrence’s novel closes not with triumph, but with ambiguity—a tension 

between collapse and emergence, futility and sacred risk. Women in Love refuses to 

offer resolution because it reflects a world in which wholeness has not yet been 

reclaimed. It is prophetic not because it solves the crisis, but because it dares to name 

it: the modern condition is one of relational sterility, psychic isolation, and spiritual 

impoverishment. Yet, like Fromm, Lawrence holds open a narrow doorway. The path 

toward reconnection lies not in ideology or sentiment, but in a profound reorientation 

of being—a return to instinct, to reverence, and to the trembling possibility of encounter 

that does not consume the other but allows them to be. In this, Women in Love does not 

simply continue The Rainbow—it darkens its vision, diagnoses its broken promise, and 

reveals the costs of a world where the soul has no place to root. It is not a novel of 

answers, but of fierce clarity: a mirror held up to a culture in decline, and a whispered 

invocation to those still willing to become. 
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This chapter will weave together the prophetic vision of Lawrence, the psychoanalytical 

framework of Fromm, and the sociological critique of Bauman into a broader 

philosophical and ethical meditation on the fate of selfhood in the twenty-first century. 

This triangulation is not merely comparative but synthetical: it seeks to reveal a 

common thread of concern across three distinct but overlapping voices—that the 

modern pursuit of autonomy, rationality, and progress has, paradoxically, led to the 

disintegration of the very self it sought to liberate. In reclaiming Lawrence’s vision as 

more than historical speculation—as a profound early diagnosis of a condition that has 

now fully manifested—this chapter contends that the loss of authentic being, once 

foreshadowed in literature, has today hardened into cultural fact and that Lawrence, 

writing from the seeds of the trouble, is worth a higher reconsideration and recognition 

as truly prophetic than ever before. What remains for further empirical research and 

investigation is the urgent philosophical and ethical question of whether the modern 

individual, surrounded by technologies of connection yet steeped in loneliness and self-

estrangement, can still rediscover a way back to integrated, meaningful existence? 

 

The Lawrencean Self —Threads Of Disintegration Lingering In The Present 
 
At the core of D. H. Lawrence’s fiction and non-fiction respectively, lies a profound 

anxiety about the fate of the modern individual—a being increasingly estranged from 

inner vitality, from meaningful relations, and from the natural rhythms of life by the 

emergence of industrialization, capitalism and the introduction of the machine into 

human life. In The Rainbow and Women in Love, Lawrence does not merely chart 
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psychological conflict; he dramatizes an ontological crisis precipitated by modernity. 

The figures in these novels are not simply characters; they are sites where Lawrence 

explores what he describes in The Study Of Thomas Hardy as “the slowly forming spirit 

of man” struggling against “the abstract, mechanical and scientific spirit of the age” 

(Lawrence 55). This section draws together Lawrence’s insights—across fiction, 

essays, and correspondence—into a philosophical anthropology concerned with the 

self’s fragmentation, its relational failures, and its commodification under capitalism 

while simultaneously anticipating the socio-psychological critiques later articulated by 

Erich Fromm in the mid-twentieth century and further expanded by Zygmunt Bauman 

in the early twenty-first. 

Lawrence’s view of the self as we previously demonstrated, resists any rigidly 

defined notion of identity. For him, the self is not an essence to be located but a process 

to be lived—a dynamic, unfolding reality rooted in instinct, affect, and communion. He 

insists in Pheonix:  

 
It is not a question of finding the self: the self is always there, a continuous current, not an 

entity, a movement not a thing. It is a question of discovering how to live along the current, how to 
flow with it, without falsifying its movement. 

 
Lawrence 574 

 

This idea of the self as a movement—a disturbed one in modern times—found its initial 

reflections particularly in The Rainbow, where, the early generational figures strive to 

remain close to what Lawrence might call the “dark god” within—the life-force that 

resists abstraction and seeks contact with the elemental. Starting from Tom Brangwen’s 

insatiable desire for “the blood’s knowledge” expressed in his reflection early in The 

Rainbow, “[the] life came out of the soil and the blood... not out of books and principles” 

(Lawrence, 9) Lawrence depicts an intuitive, sensual approach to life, a mode of being 

that refuses to be fully rationalised or socially codified as was becoming the norm 

established by various institutions of the age including religion, science and education. 

For Tom, knowledge resides not in conscious reflection but in affective contact with 

life—a sentiment echoed by Lawrence’s broader emphasis on “the blood-

consciousness” that precedes and resists the overreach of mental abstraction (Lawrence 
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40). Nevertheless, Tom begins to struggle against the “abstract, mechanical spirit of the 

age.” Which had just started to take place in Lawrence’s narrative and which seemed to 

be inevitable, denying thus all possibilities of return to the primal and the primitive life. 

This has never been Lawrence’s concern, he advocated for renewal of the self in its 

present circumstances. As a result of being faced with such hectic transitions from the 

natural to the industrial mode of life, Tom’s psyche becomes increasingly entangled in 

abstract thought, social insecurity and a schism of identity. Thus, although his marriage 

to Lydia, marked by its instinctive immediacy rather than rational deliberation, 

exemplifies what Lawrence terms “organic union,” a phrase which, for him, suggests 

not harmony in the modern romantic sense but a shared submission to an unconscious 

rhythm of being and a way of achieving union in the new setting, this union is neither 

easily achieved as it was in the previous generations preceding Tom nor sufficient in 

establishing the mind/body balance necessary to sustain the self and the other in the 

modern marriage. Hence, Tom’s journey towards an organic union was characterized 

by strain and tension. The disturbance of the rooted, spontaneous self, created the need 

to assert control over his wife Lydia, whose enigmatic inner life resists Tom’s attempts 

at total union, reflecting Lawrence’s insight that true relational depth demands surrender 

to mystery, not domination. Yet, Tom’s gradual turn away from bodily vitality toward 

a life governed by anxious mentalisation signals the first fracture in the generational 

continuum of embodied selfhood. As we concluded for Tom, he never fully manages to 

achieve a self beyond the immediacies of blood-consciousness which could still achieve 

marital balance to a certain degree in his age. His existence remains precarious, rooted 

in what Lawrence calls the “old, primal, foundations of the self.” This limitation in 

Tom’s development as we mentioned is due to his failure to integrate instinct with 

conscious purpose. Nevertheless, he was a spontaneous character, who preserved the 

Lawrencean quick of life or the raw, unconscious, spontaneous being as the last man of 

his generation to manage that without cultivating self-aware whatsoever.  

As the Brangwen lineage progresses, however, this instinctual grounding 

deteriorates further. Indeed, The Rainbow is architectured as a generational chronicle 

precisely to dramatize this deterioration—each successive generation becoming further 

alienated from the instinctual, pre-reflective life Lawrence idealized. Whereby later 
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generations become increasingly enmeshed in consciousness, in social appearances, and 

in abstract ideals that it becomes very challenging to achieve harmonious mind/blood-

consciousness balance. Anna, Ursula, and Gudrun are all more or less children of 

modernity: they are educated, self-aware, and self-alienated. This shift toward inner 

fragmentation corresponds with a broader historical development Lawrence elsewhere 

laments—the rise of “mind-supremacy,” whereby the intellect imposes itself upon the 

body and life is “made mechanical and external” (Lawrence 89). The result is a kind of 

psychic dislocation, vividly portrayed later in Women in Love, where Gerald Crich, the 

industrial magnate, lives “a purely mechanical life” until “the will breaks,” and he finds 

himself emotionally and spiritually annihilated (Lawrence, 320). Gerald’s body 

functions, but his soul has long been in retreat. In other words, Gerald’s emotional and 

sexual apathy betrays the severity of his personal tragedy. His warm-feeling self and his 

social self have become so separated that he loses all hope of redemption either in love 

or in sex. 

Critics have recognised in this shift Lawrence’s uncanny anticipation of later 

existentialist concerns. Colin Clarke notes that “Lawrence's vision of modern man 

resembles Heidegger’s fall into ‘das Man’—a condition of dispersed, unauthentic 

being” (Clarke 121). Likewise, Terry Eagleton affirms that for Lawrence, the tragedy 

of the modern individual lies in the “divorce between body and mind, instinct and 

intellect, male and female” (Eagleton 121), a divorce that is both internal and 

civilisational. What Lawrence diagnoses, in other words, is not just personal neurosis 

but cultural pathology.  

Shifting to a postmodern setting, Fromm, writing in the mid-20th century, would 

recognize in Lawrence’s critique the early symptoms of a deeper existential crisis where 

several individuals share Gerlad’s fate. In The Sane Society, Fromm describes the 

modern individuals as increasingly alienated from their true self, caught in a society that 

prizes productivity, conformity, and social validation above all else. This alienation 

stems from a shift in societal values, one that emphasizes efficiency, material success, 

and individualism at the cost of emotional depth and meaningful human connection. 

Fromm writes that “the modern individual, far from being free, is increasingly 

compelled to suppress his spontaneity in favour of what is deemed functional by 
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external standards” (Fromm 31). This aligns with Lawrence’s portrayal of characters 

like Gerald, who, embodies what Fromm, writing a generation later, identifies as the 

symptom of a deeper systemic crisis: the alienation of the modern individual from 

emotional depth, spontaneity, and authenticity. 

Fromm’s critique of the alienated self expands Lawrence’s diagnosis by 

emphasizing the societal conditions that foster such disconnection. For Fromm, the 

modern individual becomes trapped in what he terms the “marketing personality,” a 

capitalist model of existence in which self-worth is contingent upon how one is 

perceived by others within the market-driven culture. In The Sane Society, Fromm 

explains that this type of individual “does not live for himself but for the image that he 

is able to present to others,” a notion that resonates with Lawrence’s depiction of 

characters like Gudrun Brangwen, who are increasingly self-aware yet unable to 

connect meaningfully with others nor participate actively in their own life. Lydia 

Blanchard explains this dichotomy in Gudrun’s character traits in her article “Mourning 

Becomes Narcissism.” When she states that Gudrun is associated with the symbol of 

the mirror, visualizing everything from a distanced ego. The mirror, as both literal and 

metaphorical object, captures Gudrun’s dissociation: the image supplants the lived self, 

making reflection a substitute for relation. According to Blanchard, Lawrence argues 

that man and woman who adopt this mode of life, everything, including the universe, 

becomes a mere setting for the absolute picture of themselves impeding in turn all 

possibilities of authentic relational opportunities with the other. (Blanchard, 113). This 

is precisely what modern narcissism is all about. The static nature of the modern self 

and the stillness of its conception contrasts the natural, flowing dynamic sense of it. 

Lawrence’s idea of the self as a process, a movement to be followed crashes with the 

modern reality of a confined identity, constructed through images and transactional 

traits.  Hence, Fromm’s identification marketing personality which, is concerned with 

status, validation, and image rather than genuine emotional expression, finds its 

expression through Gudrun’s narcissism and aesthetization of the body which, serves 

as a clear reflection of this phenomenon. This type of selfhood, as Fromm argues, is 

deeply dehumanized, with individuals losing touch with their authentic desires and 

emotions in favor of the functional, external demands of the modern world. In contrast, 
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Ursula, while also influenced by modern pressures, represents the ongoing, albeit 

troubled, attempt to reclaim authenticity in an increasingly disjointed world, struggling 

against her own narcissism and cerebral interpretations of the self and the conception 

of love. 

Disjointing the phenomenon of narcissism in the modern self which appears to 

have become the norm, in this way, Fromm’s concept adds another layer which further 

extends Lawrence’s critique into the socio-economic fabric of modernity. Fromm 

argues that this withdrawal into the self, in an instilled confinement is not merely a 

psychological state but a systemic issue, rooted in the economic structures that dictate 

how individuals relate to themselves and to others. He writes, “The new world of 

capitalism… transforms man’s relationship to himself and to the world, making him 

more dependent on external forces and less aware of his internal needs” (Fromm 93). 

This externalization of the self, whereby the individual’s worth is measured by external 

markers such as material success and social validation, is central to the dehumanization 

that Lawrence portrays in his novels. For, the rise of industrialization and capitalism, as 

Lawrence critiques through characters like Gerald—who personifies the dominance 

over nature for the sake of technological advancement, the relentless pursuit of 

materialistic efficiency at work to enhance his own self-image—shapes these 

individuals into “products” of society—emotionally stunted and disconnected from 

their true selves. Fromm explains: “Modern man has transformed himself into a 

commodity; he experiences his life energy as an investment with which he should make 

the highest profit, considering his position and the situation on the personality 

market.”(Fromm, 122) This entanglement with materialism and the bourgeois 

capitalism further complicates the issue of withdrawal into the self by not only 

alienating the it but also by objectifying it and displaying it in the personality market as 

a commodity to be bought, sold and modified on demand, reaching various degrees of 

“desirability” based on materialistic achievement alone. Lawrentian authenticity in the 

present circumstances, seems to be harder to retrieve than ever before. 

This commodified, narcissistic selfhood, already embryonic in Lawrence and 

theorized by Fromm, reaches its most fluid and precarious form in the early twenty-first 

century—a condition Zygmunt Bauman conceptualizes as liquid modernity. In this 



 291 

cultural moment, identity is no longer perceived as a coherent, unfolding narrative 

rooted in communal norms or existential purpose, but rather as a fragmented, 

provisional, and reactive construct. Bauman observes: “[society] was replaced by a 

widespread and aggressive individualism whereby everyone looks out for himself, at 

the expense of others and without worrying about the good of society.” (Bauman 170) 

This individuation, far from liberating the individual, often intensifies existential 

insecurity: the self becomes disembedded not only from institutional structures but from 

any internal sense of continuity or community. As Bauman notes in Modernity and 

Ambivalence, “To be modern is to modernize—compulsively, obsessively; not so much 

just to be, let alone to keep being” (Bauman 31). The self is thus compelled to 

continuously perform, adapt, and rebrand itself, with identity becoming an ongoing 

project of self-curation rather than self-realization. The resulting self is inherently 

performative, and its fragmentation is not merely social or structural but deeply 

existential. It suffers, from the malaise of modernity—a disorientation stemming from 

the loss of authentic sources of the self. In Bauman’s words, the modern individual is 

caught in a “liquid” world where “all ideas of order are temporary and liable to 

revision,” and where the self, lacking anchorage, becomes “a bundle of possibilities 

without inner necessity” (Bauman 18). 

Lawrence anticipates this liquified existence and development of a narcissistic 

self, bottled away from every possibility of regeneration in Women in Love, once again 

through Gerald, who, loses his grip on any rooted sense of being. His inner collapse—

marked by coldness, exhaustion, and finally suicide—is not a personal failure alone but 

the consequence of a civilisation that has cut itself off from its vital sources. He dies in 

the snow, in the white sterility of an Alpine wasteland—an image that Lawrence loads 

with symbolic resonance. It is the death of the body, the death of passion, and the 

triumph of abstraction. For Lawrence, the danger of modernity lies precisely in the 

severing of the connection between the body and the mind: the gradual evacuation of 

life’s deeper rhythms and the rise of a mechanical consciousness that governs not only 

institutions but private life. In Women in Love, he warns against the “dream of 

unmitigated progress,” suggesting that “man is becoming exteriorised, disembodied, 

mechanical, unreal” (Lawrence 212). What Lawrence grieves is not merely the loss of 
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religious or communal structures, but the eclipse of the mysterious, the wordless, the 

organically known. 

A century later, the fictional death of Gerald yet represents the actual, 

metaphorical norm of the death of the authentic, rooted self in contemporary society. 

The rise of the disembodied self, then, is not simply a psychological condition—it is a 

structural and spiritual crisis. It reflects the triumph of mental abstraction over lived 

immediacy, of performance over presence. Perhaps even worse than Gerlad, who had 

been aware of his alienation to some extent, and managed to feel the troubling void 

from time to time, is the present, unaware self of its own deficiency. Nowadays, people 

refuse to be aware of this gnawing void and instead, solidify this vulnerability of trying 

to achieve authenticity by creating a narrative identity through technology. In today’s 

landscape thus, Lawrence’s diagnosis is in a yet more critical state. Identity is not 

discovered or cultivated but assembled and often commodified. The modern subject’s 

constant reinvention—filtered through consumer culture, digital self-performance, and 

relational precarity—results in what Bauman terms the “pilgrim turned stroller”: an 

individual no longer journeying toward a higher unity but instead wandering through 

surfaces of identity without depth or teleology. The existential consequence is a 

paradoxical sense of freedom that conceals deep-rooted insecurity and leads to the 

inevitable collective narcissism and withdrawal unto the self, echoing Fromm’s insight 

that liberation from traditional structures, if not replaced by genuine meaning, leads to 

alienation and anxiety. Both thinkers thus converge on the idea that the dissolution of 

durable bonds in modernity undermines the possibility of an authentic, integrated self. 

Hence, Lawrence’s fiction reminds us, once again, with disturbing clarity, that this 

condition is not a metaphor, but a lived existential trajectory. 

 

2.1 The 21st Century Evolution Of The Self: Narcissism in the Digital Age 
 

If Fromm delineated the psychological deformation of the self under mid-twentieth-

century capitalism, Bauman now captures its ultimate liquefaction in the twenty-first 

century. He examines the modern individual’s retreat into a disembodied, performative 

selfhood—one that no longer anchors identity in stable relationships or enduring values, 
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but in momentary visibility within an increasingly liquid and technologized world. 

Nowhere is this more evident than in the realm of social media, which has radically 

restructured identity into a consumable, aesthetic performance. The alienated self, once 

masked in social ritual or institutional conformity, now finds its most expressive outlet 

in the digital self—a curated, pixelated persona broadcast through screens. What Erich 

Fromm described as the shift from “being” to “having” is, in Bauman’s lexicon, 

intensified into the imperative of “appearing.” As Bauman succinctly puts it, “to be seen 

is to exist and to be invisible is to be nothing” (Bauman, 53). The spectacle becomes 

the axis of selfhood, and recognition by others becomes the replacement for intrinsic 

worth. 

Bauman’s notion of the “confessional society” helps elucidate this 

transformation. In this paradigm, the boundary between the private and public self is 

not just blurred—it is dissolved. Social media platforms function as “portable electronic 

confessionals” wherein users willingly, even enthusiastically, divulge intimate details 

of their lives. But this confession is no longer an act of indecency or self-discovery; 

rather, it becomes a strategic mode of self-marketing. The individual is not reaching 

toward deeper connection but engaging in an elaborate performance engineered to 

capture attention and approval. This transformation aligns closely with Erving 

Goffman’s dramaturgical model in The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, where 

social interaction is understood as a stage-managed performance. Goffman argues that 

individuals, like actors, tailor their self-presentation to the expectations of various 

audiences—a process now institutionalized and industrialized by digital media 

platforms. 

Within these platforms, self-presentation is not spontaneous but meticulously 

calculated. Users selectively curate aspects of their identity, often engaging in self-

enhancement strategies designed to optimize social feedback. Empirical research 

supports this dynamic: a study published in Computers in Human Behavior found that 

individuals with performance-oriented goals tend to present idealized versions of 

themselves on Facebook, increasing their likelihood of receiving “likes” and positive 

comments (Michikyan et al. 2014). These feedback mechanisms—likes, shares, 

reactions—become quantitative alternatives for self-worth, subtly conditioning users to 
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prioritize content that maximizes visibility over authenticity. In this environment, self-

expression becomes subordinated to market logic: content is crafted not for truthfulness 

but for appeal, and the “self” becomes a consumable product shaped by its audience. 

Hence, Lawrence’s concept of experiencing the self through the mirror takes another 

dimension in the contemporary age and becomes experiencing the self through the 

selfie. All these behaviours point to one direction that Lawrence persistently argued 

against: the self, refrains from all movement and stops assuming a developmental role, 

necessary to lead to its renewal. Instead, it stales and stagnates, leading to ultimate 

mechanization and dehumanization.  

Moreover, this digital context also gives rise to what media theorists call “context 

collapse”—a condition wherein diverse social audiences (family, friends, colleagues, 

strangers) converge within a single digital space. Such convergence forces users to 

negotiate competing social norms and expectations, often defaulting to sanitized, 

inoffensive, or generic portrayals that can be universally agreeable. The result is a 

flattening of identity into a marketable image. Authenticity, once associated with inner 

coherence or emotional integrity, becomes a liability in a space governed by public 

relations. The self is thus externally regulated, shaped less by inner experience than by 

external validation. The metrics of visibility replace the metrics of meaning. Lawrence 

succinctly portrays this frailty and superficiality of social networks in Women in Love, 

particularly in his depiction of the Bohemian café and its circle of artists. The café, 

meant to be a space of supposed authenticity and unfiltered expression, becomes instead 

a theatre of exaggerated personas and performative posturing. When Birkin and Ursula 

enter the artist-filled café, they observe an atmosphere saturated with “pose and form,” 

where individuals appear not to live but to stylize their existence. As Lawrence 

describes, “They all lived in the same little world of personalities and affectations, of 

pose and form. They never got beyond it. The artist world was a kindergarten of superior 

infants” (Women in Love). This caustic remark exposes the artificiality of environments 

that present themselves as liberated or avant-garde but are in fact constrained by their 

own social scripts and the constant need to perform. Much like the digital self that bends 

to algorithmic and audience expectations, Lawrence’s Bohemian artists shape their 

identities to fit a scene, not a soul. Their individuality is not anchored in a firm inner 
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core but floats atop collective approval, ironically mirroring the very bourgeois 

superficiality they claim to reject. In both cases—the café and the digital timeline—

authentic being is sacrificed at the altar of performance, and the self becomes little more 

than a curated exhibit for others to consume. 

Moreover, this evolution of selfhood toward performance and self-promotion 

reflects a deeper cultural pathology that Jean M. Twenge explores in The Narcissism 

Epidemic. Twenge argues that the proliferation of social media—intertwined with 

consumer capitalism and a relentless emphasis on self-admiration—has normalized 

narcissistic traits such as grandiosity, entitlement, and emotional shallowness. What 

begins as impression management, in Goffman's terms, as he explained in The 

Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, becomes existential in scope: the performance of 

the self is no longer merely instrumental but becomes a way of being. Twenge observes 

that the process was not abrupt but gradual, marked by subtle cultural shifts that 

compounded over time. “We didn’t just wake up one morning and all become 

narcissists,” she warns. “The epidemic spread slowly, a drip here and a strain there, until 

narcissism became the norm” (Twenge and Campbell 4). This normalization corrodes 

the foundations of social empathy and communal solidarity, hollowing out the 

emotional infrastructure of collective life. 

Bauman’s notion of the “swarm”—an ephemeral, uncommitted mass bound by 

transient interests—offers a chilling sociological mirror to the fragmented self already 

glimpsed by Lawrence. In contrast to traditional communities founded on memory and 

responsibility, swarms, as Bauman notes, “have no past and are unlikely to have a 

future” (Bauman, 115). They mirror the liquified self’s demand for momentary 

belonging without durable obligation. 

Erich Fromm’s concept of the “pathology of normalcy” deepens this diagnosis 

by suggesting that cultural dysfunctions—such as narcissism—become internalized as 

normative. The widespread acceptance of performative selfhood is not a cultural 

accident but the symptom of a society whose institutions reward conformity to alienated 

norms. Fromm warns that in such a society, individuals lose the capacity to distinguish 

between health and sickness, freedom and manipulation. Narcissism thus, becomes the 

rational response to an irrational world. Bauman complements this insight by showing 
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how the structure of digital collectivism—the swarm—offers no space for emotional 

resonance or ethical depth. It is collectivism without communion, togetherness without 

trust. Participation in the swarm requires continual adaptation, a shape-shifting persona 

that can respond to the demands of virality and aesthetic appeal. 

In this way, the collective narcissism that both Lawrence and Fromm critiqued 

finds its postmodern embodiment in Bauman’s swarm—a form of sociality that thrives 

on spectacle, accelerates self-alienation, and undermines the very possibility of 

intimacy or self-knowledge. As Bauman notes, “the art of life in a liquid modern world 

is to stay agile and avoid entanglements” (Bauman 14). This agility, while promising 

freedom, exacts a profound cost: the erosion of rootedness, the disappearance of 

enduring bonds, and the transformation of identity into a fluctuating commodity. 

Bauman thus reframes Lawrence’s early literary prophecy within a broader sociological 

critique, echoing Fromm’s most urgent warnings about the existential impoverishment 

wrought by a culture that prizes performance over presence, and spectacle over 

solidarity. 

 

3.1 Towards Transactional Intimacy: A Lawrencean View 
 

If the evolution of the self has collapsed into an image-driven performance, then 

relationships—once sacred spaces for mutual transformation—have likewise dissolved 

into commodified reflections of desire. Nowhere is this more sharply illustrated than in 

Zygmunt Bauman’s diagnosis of “liquid love,” a form of intimacy stripped of depth, 

duration, and existential risk. As Bauman notes, the relationships of liquid modernity 

are marked by a pervasive fear of entanglement, a reluctance to surrender to bonds that 

might limit one’s autonomy. In a world governed by consumerist logic and saturated 

with digital immediacy, ties between people become fleeting—formed quickly, 

dissolved without residue. The security that once undergirded personal relations is 

replaced by volatility, and intimacy becomes a site of anxiety rather than a grounding 

experience. In this liquid condition, Lawrence’s most devastating prophecy 

materialises: love, severed from its sacramental and ontological roots, becomes a 

vulgarised transaction—a marketplace encounter dressed in emotional pretence. 
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It is precisely in this context of commodified intimacy and the blurred boundary 

between the self and the other is transient, that Lawrence’s vision appears most radical. 

For him, love is neither a sentimental indulgence nor a mere stabiliser of social 

structures. Rather, it is a profound existential act—an ontological confrontation that 

assumes a dialectical natura, demanding both the full vulnerability on the one side and 

the sovereignty of the self on the other. Love, in Lawrence’s vision, arises not from 

fusion but from the recognition of otherness, from what he terms the “dual solitude,” in 

which individuals remain whole and sovereign even as they open themselves fully to 

the presence of the other, precisely through the sexual act which is closer to the body 

rather than the mind. As we mentioned in the chapter dealing with Lawrencean 

philosophy, he sees love not as an end in itself but as a means to channel the flow of 

energy between two distinct poles, to keep them vividly dynamic. This polarity in love, 

is expressed through the sexual act as well, since it is the nucleus of vitality based on 

pure blood-consciousness. The vital unconscious for Lawrence finds its expression 

between two beings in sex. Sexuality, in this context, is not a hedonistic act, but a sacred 

portal—a non-verbal language through which the soul encounters the mystery of 

another being. As Birkin articulates in Women in Love, “I want us to be two isolated 

beings... each one of us alone, separate, with a single proud love that binds us together” 

(Lawrence 146). Here, Lawrence positions sexual love as a site of spiritual testing, 

where each individual must surrender without losing selfhood. 

Contrary to the simplistic readings that cast Lawrence as an apostle of eroticism, 

his treatment of sexual love is deeply metaphysical. F. R. Leavis affirms this when he 

insists that “what Lawrence is concerned with is the vital morality of the living body 

and the soul” (Leavis 33). Likewise, Keith Sagar underscores that sex, in Lawrence’s 

work, “is never casual or purely sensual—it is sacramental, the possible site of rebirth, 

of a resurrection into being” (Sagar 112). These interpretations reveal the spiritual depth 

with which Lawrence imbues bodily union. It becomes the crucible of becoming—a 

domain in which the human being risks dissolution not for the sake of control, but in 

reverence for the other’s unknowable essence. According to him, the physical union 

generates a blood-knowledge which, in human relationships at least, is far superior to 

mind-knowledge. 
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Yet when this reverence collapses—when the sexual act becomes 

instrumentalised or overcoded by psychological manipulation—Lawrence stages a 

powerful critique. In The Rainbow, Anna Brangwen’s relationship with her husband 

Will illustrates this degeneration. Their early connection, rooted in instinct and bodily 

magnetism, gradually deteriorates as Anna attempts to shape Will to her emotional 

rhythms. She oscillates between raw sensuality and a compulsive need for control, while 

Will, unable to meet her in intuitive communion, retreats into defensive rigidity. What 

began as a primal harmony transforms into a power dynamic in which love becomes 

strategy rather than surrender. Lawrence renders this dynamic not as a failure of 

character but as a symptom of modern alienation, dramatizing what he sees as a societal 

incapacity to sustain organic, unconscious bonds. 

Will himself, initially driven by sensual reverence for Anna, becomes a tragic 

figure of disconnection. His need for structure and defined roles—husband, father, 

protector—collides with Anna’s erratic spiritualism and emotional volatility. As he 

grapples with her refusal to be fully possessed, Will shifts between idolisation and 

resentment. The symbolic death of their intimacy lies in the failure to establish a sacred 

space of mutual transformation; their love is not a dance of becoming, but a tug-of-war 

of autonomy and submission. This emotional defensiveness, this recoil from the 

unknown within the other, anticipates the erosion of deep bonds in later modernity. 

Lawrence continues this exploration in Women in Love with the volatile 

relationship between Gerald and Gudrun. Their love becomes a tragic parody of 

connection—a ritual of domination and resistance devoid of true communion. this 

dynamic could be called Lawrence’s “tragedy of disconnected passion,” where 

individuals, unable to risk true intimacy, wield their individuality as weapons. In 

Gerald’s calculated dominance and Gudrun’s theatrical detachment, Lawrence 

anticipates a future where love is performative, mechanical, and ultimately nihilistic. 

The spiritual essence of sex, once sacred, is displaced by control, spectacle, and 

emotional manipulation. 

This critique of distorted intimacy finds philosophical consolidation in Erich 

Fromm’s work. Writing decades after Lawrence, Fromm reaffirms the centrality of love 

to authentic being. He argues that genuine love is an art—requiring discipline, 
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concentration, patience, and humility—and that most people, conditioned by a capitalist 

culture of consumption, mistake love for possession or dependency. In The Art of 

Loving, Fromm laments that modern man’s “soul starves beneath the illusion of 

intimacy,” mistaking connection for control and security (Fromm 7). His concept of 

“egotism à deux” describes precisely what Lawrence dramatized in Will and Anna’s 

relationship: two people engaged in a mutual self-reinforcement rather than mutual 

becoming. 

Fromm also critiques the “having” mode of existence, in which love becomes 

another object to be owned, quantified, and secured. This way of relating—through 

control, projection, and utility—disfigures the very possibility of love. When 

individuals relate from the standpoint of possession, the other ceases to be a mystery 

and becomes a mirror for one’s own needs. The soulful communion Lawrence sought 

becomes nearly impossible under such conditions. Fromm thus functions as a 

philosophical bridge, affirming Lawrence’s literary vision with psychoanalytic clarity 

and sociological depth. 

 

4.1 Liquid Love: Bauman’s Mirror to Lawrencean Disillusionment 
 
It is in the work of Zygmunt Bauman that the anxieties articulated earlier by Lawrence 

and Fromm find their sharpest and most culturally embedded expression in the 21st 

century. Bauman’s concept of liquid love offers a disquieting portrait of intimacy under 

digital capitalism—an era in which human bonds are increasingly tenuous, transient, 

and shaped by consumerist logic. In Liquid Love: On the Frailty of Human Bonds, 

Bauman locates this shift within the broader transition from what he terms “solid 

modernity”—a time of stable institutions, durable commitments, and clear social 

roles—to “liquid modernity,” defined by constant flux, precarious identities, and 

ephemeral connections. “In a liquid modern life,” Bauman writes, “there are no 

permanent bonds—and any that we take up for a time must be tied loosely so that they 

can be untied again, as quickly and as effortlessly as possible, when circumstances 

change” (Bauman, 14). This liquidity infects not only economic and institutional life, 

but intimacy itself. Where love once demanded patience, endurance, and the courage to 

risk being hurt, it is now expected to deliver satisfaction without cost, freedom without 
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entanglement. 

Bauman argues that this transformation is not simply the product of weakened 

individual will but is culturally orchestrated. The virtualization of life and the 

fetishization of autonomy have rendered traditional notions of community and family 

increasingly obsolete. “The easier it is to connect,” he observes, “the easier it is to 

disconnect” (Bauman, 14). As a result, relationships become governed by the same logic 

that structures consumer goods: if something doesn’t work perfectly or ceases to gratify, 

it is swiftly replaced. The contrast between solid and liquid love, therefore, is not just a 

historical distinction, but a lived psychological condition. In solid modernity, love was 

understood as regenerative—a grounding force that tethered individuals to something 

greater than themselves. In liquid modernity, by contrast, it becomes precarious, 

elective, and revocable. “We use relationships to escape loneliness,” Bauman 

poignantly notes, “but we are afraid of being engulfed in them. So we stay on the edge—

connected but alone” (Bauman, 55). This paradox captures the emotional paralysis of 

the liquid self: desperate for connection, yet conditioned to avoid commitment, and 

forever haunted by the ease with which ties can be severed. 

This emotional paralysis—being “connected but alone”—finds its roots in what 

Bauman identifies as the central contradiction of modern intimacy: the tension between 

the desire for connection and the fear of entrapment. “Relationships,” he argues, “are 

perhaps the most common, acute, deeply felt and troublesome manifestation of the 

contradiction between security and freedom” (Bauman, 6). This conflict renders modern 

intimacy both anxious and provisional, as individuals oscillate between the longing for 

belonging and the preservation of autonomy. With the rise of digital platforms and the 

virtualization of human interaction, this contradiction is only intensified. Bauman notes 

that “the more electronically mediated our relationships become, the more they are 

likely to be frail, fragile, and easily breakable” (Bauman, 15). In a world governed by 

immediacy and flexibility, emotional bonds begin to mirror the infrastructure of the 

digital networks that sustain them—fast, superficial, and infinitely replaceable. 

“Connectivity,” Bauman warns, “puts a premium on speed and adaptability, not on 

duration and perseverance” (Bauman, 118). Thus, modern relationships increasingly 

conform to a logic of disposability, forming under the unspoken clause of “until further 
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notice,” rather than rooted in permanence or shared risk (Bauman, 14). 

Echoing this concern from a psychological and sociological perspective, Sherry 

Turkle explores how the pursuit of connection through technology paradoxically 

deepens emotional isolation. In Alone Together, she argues that while technology 

simulates closeness, it strips away the messiness and vulnerability essential to authentic 

relationships. People, she observes, “are comforted by being in touch with a lot of 

people whom they also keep at bay” (Turkle 13). Digital interactions offer the illusion 

of companionship without the demands of presence, leading to what she calls “a new 

state of the self,” one that is “in continual partial attention” (Turkle 154). Emotional 

investment becomes fragmented, stretched across screens and platforms, reducing 

interpersonal exchanges to curated snapshots and instant reactions. The preference for 

texting over talking, or swiping over speaking, reflects a cultural retreat from depth and 

emotional endurance. As Turkle warns, such mediated interactions increasingly teach 

individuals to avoid relational difficulty, to replace rather than repair, and to control 

rather than connect. The result is a fragile social landscape in which emotional ties are 

shallow, easily edited, and ultimately unfulfilling. This tension between desire and 

detachment becomes particularly pronounced in the realm of romantic relationships, 

where digital mediation has transformed not just how people meet, but how they relate, 

choose, and exit. Nowhere is the commodification of intimacy more visible than in the 

architecture and logic of modern dating apps. 

Platforms like Tinder and Bumble designed for online dating, and finding 

“perfect matches” facilitate rapid, surface-level interactions, often reducing potential 

partners to mere profiles to be swiped left or right, browsed like products, judged on 

aesthetic and emotional convenience, and discarded at the slightest discomfort. This 

gamification of dating reflects Bauman’s assertion that modern courtship has 

transformed into a commodified game, where individuals engage in strategic 

performances in pursuit of love, sex, and intimacy. In Bauman’s terms, love in the 

digital age becomes a “do-it-yourself” project that values freedom over depth and 

security, resulting in what he calls “connections without bonds” (Bauman, 14–15).  

Individuals highly opt for this form of “bonding” since the virtual world came to be 

conceived as more important and comfortable than the real world and the “self” in the 
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virtual setting is easily curated, modified and displayed on demand. 

Bauman’s critique of modern intimacy reaches beyond the confines of personal 

relationships, offering a broader analysis of the societal and psychological ramifications 

of a world increasingly shaped by technology, globalization, and the ideology of 

unlimited individual choice. In Bauman’s view, this commodification is fueled by the 

growing emphasis on personal freedom, now unmoored from any sense of responsibility 

or commitment. While this form of freedom may appear empowering, it fosters an 

environment in which long-term emotional investments are regarded as burdensome, if 

not altogether obsolete. As he astutely notes, “as choice expands, security shrinks” 

(Bauman 59). The seemingly endless alternatives available through dating apps, global 

connectivity, and the ever-curated aesthetics of social media contribute to a growing 

sense of emotional detachment. But more than mere disconnection, this proliferation of 

options generates a deeper psychological condition rooted in the anxiety of missing 

out—what Bauman describes as the “fear of the better option,” a pervasive sense that 

any commitment, no matter how promising, might be eclipsed by something else, 

something “better.” In such an environment, relationships become temporary, 

conditional, and self-serving rather than stable, committed, and fulfilling. 

Bauman’s concept of the “fear of the better option” has become commonly 

known in the digital realm as FOMO (Fear of Missing Out). It is often defined as “a 

worried feeling that you may miss exciting events that other people are going to, 

especially caused by things you see on social media” (Cambridge Dictionary, FOMO). 

However, FOMO is not simply a trivial byproduct of digital life; it is a symptomatic 

manifestation of the broader structural instability inherent in liquid modernity. It reflects 

a mindset in which being everywhere—or at least being perceived as being 

everywhere—is valued more than being truly present in any one moment. Bauman’s 

concept of “liquid love” precisely captures this shift toward fragile, fleeting 

connections, where individuals prioritize breadth over depth, novelty over commitment, 

and speed over substance (Bauman 2003). In this context, FOMO becomes an 

existential tension: the fear that, by committing to one person or experience, the 

individual sacrifices the potential to explore countless others that may offer greater 

satisfaction, visibility, or personal growth. This anxiety, pervasive in the digital age, 



 303 

undermines the very possibility of genuine devotion. Stability, once a source of comfort 

and security, is now perceived as a threat to personal freedom, perpetuating the cycle 

of disconnection and impermanence that Bauman critiques in modern relationships. 

Moreover, Bauman’s concept or FOMO encourages the spectacle of romantic 

life on social media, which, significantly amplifies the condition. The digital self 

becomes a performative identity, carefully curated to project fulfillment, romance, and 

desirability. Users are incessantly exposed to idealized portrayals of love—lavish 

proposals, joyful couples, exotic vacations—disconnected from the everyday emotional 

labor of relationships. This creates a culture of comparison and perpetual 

dissatisfaction, wherein one’s own emotional reality appears insufficient against the 

backdrop of hyper-mediated affection. As Bauman suggests, in a society governed by 

liquid norms, the very visibility of others’ seemingly successful relationships erodes 

personal contentment and reinforces the impulse to keep searching rather than investing. 

The result is a generation of relationships marked by fragility, superficiality, and 

disillusionment, where love becomes another consumable good—pursued, displayed, 

and discarded in cycles dictated more by the fear of missing out than by genuine human 

need for connection and permanence. 

This fear-driven culture of comparison and instability finds its most explicit 

expression in the digitally mediated landscape of modern romance, where technology 

transforms intimate connection into a transactional exchange governed by speed, 

convenience, and calculated appeal. What begins as a generalized anxiety about missing 

out morphs into a systematic mode of engagement with love itself, where partners are 

not only compared to idealized representations but actively selected, evaluated, and 

discarded within digital ecosystems. The fluidity of identity and connection in liquid 

modernity thus does not remain abstract; it is concretely operationalized through dating 

platforms that elevate choice to the level of ideology. Here, Bauman’s insight that “the 

modern strategy of love is to avoid dependency, not to build it” (Bauman, 20) acquires 

tangible form: relationships are no longer about mutual development or emotional labor 

but about preserving autonomy, maximizing options, and minimizing entanglements. In 

this sense, digital dating becomes the perfect conduit for a culture driven by FOMO and 

sustained by the logic of disposability. 
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In relationships, this setup enables a form of a free “partner shopping” where 

individuals are selected much like products—judged quickly by visual appeal, brief 

bios, or compatibility algorithms. As with commodities, if a match ceases to satisfy, the 

platform offers  the freedom of choosing countless alternatives, promoting disposability 

over durability. The man and the love relationship thus become disposable: if there is a 

problem, the solution lies in cutting ties, excluding the person from a social network or 

excluding one’s own account. This strategy fosters superficial and short-lived 

connections driven by immediate emotional payoff rather than the slow cultivation of 

emotional intimacy all in an attempt to be undefined by meaningful connections and to 

preserve the illusory concept of liquid freedom. A recent study titled: “Interracial 

Online Partner Shopping Experiences: Application of Bauman’s Theory on Liquid 

Love” (Owoaje), contributes an empirical layer to Bauman’s theoretical claims. It 

explores how interracial dating, once taboo or logistically rare, is now made accessible 

by digital platforms—thus symbolizing both the expansion of options and the evolution 

of a freer form of partner selection into a transactional domain. By presenting partner 

choice as a menu of customizable identities, online dating supports Bauman's critique 

of love as increasingly governed by market rationality. 

Moreover, such platforms create a paradox: they promise connection, yet often 

amplify alienation. Users report feelings of burnout, ghosting, and objectification. A 

2022 study titled : 10 years of Tinder: How has the app changed the way we date? 

demonstrates that technology experts affirm that while many users hoped for long-term 

relationships, the very architecture of the dating app made such outcomes statistically 

rare, reinforcing Bauman’s idea of love as a liquid form—prized for flexibility and 

easily spilled. 

Further supporting this is Mitchell Hobbs and Stephen Owen’s article “Liquid 

Love? Dating Apps, Sex, Relationships and the Digital Transformation of Intimacy”, 

which concludes that dating apps foster a sense of romantic disposability and emotional 

distancing, where “users are both liberated and overwhelmed by the sheer abundance 

of options” (Hobbs et al. 275). The ease of initiating and terminating contact, combined 

with the game-like mechanics of swiping, commodifies romantic interactions into 

fleeting exchanges with low investment and minimal accountability. 
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Hence, this fetish of choice, the excessive fear of missing out on better options, 

the over exposure to other people’s lives in what Bauman terms the “confessional 

society”, combined with the culture of immediacy, corrodes the essential qualities of 

authentic love. Attention, patience, vulnerability—all are subverted by the rapid, 

curated performances of selfhood that dominate social media and digital relationships. 

Lawrence’s prophetic vision materialises in this context: love is no longer a surrender 

to mystery, but a negotiation of images, a transaction of desires dressed in emotional 

rhetoric and sex is no longer sacred but a commercialized collective promiscuity 

available in the market on demand. Characters like Hermione in Women in Love, who 

gazes at herself in the mirror even during moments of intimacy, foreshadow this 

commodified turn. Birkin criticizes her mental appraisal of love and sex in one episode: 

“what you want is pornography—looking at yourself in mirrors, watching your naked 

animal actions in mirrors, so that you can have it all in your consciousness, make it all 

mental.” (55). Correspondingly, Gerald’s cold manipulations and Gudrun’s calculated 

theatricality anticipate a world in which emotional intimacy is replaced by erotic capital 

and psychological warfare. 

Even Anton Skrebensky in The Rainbow, though less violent in his relational 

style, embodies this impoverishment of love. He wants a wife, a role, a societal 

fixture—not an intimate partner with whom to confront the unknown. Bauman 

describes the similar present-day trend we are currently facing, when he writes: “The 

partner is not a lifelong companion but a life-style accessory” (Bauman 15). 

Emphasizing a more commodified form of partnership that has evolved since 

Skrebensky’s insistence on maintaining social roles as ends in themselves. Ursula, 

however, finds this emotional void unbearable. Her eventual rejection of institutional 

marriage and her longing for a more sacred bond reflect Lawrence’s articulation of what 

he called a “star-equilibrium”—a love that binds without consuming, that honours 

difference while sustaining unity and more importantly, a love that is not an end in itself 

but a process towards an ultimate form of self-renewal. With Birkin, she hopes for this 

new vision: a communion of sovereign selves, not a fusion of roles. 

Bauman, like Fromm before him, affirms that the disintegration of love is not 

merely psychological but systemic. In a culture governed by exchange-value, relational 
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stability cannot survive. The most troubling aspect of modern intimacy, Bauman insists, 

“is precisely its fragility” (Bauman 19). This fragility is not accidental—it is cultural, 

structural, and ideological. Love fails not merely from personal inadequacy but because 

it is embedded in a world that prizes freedom over responsibility, autonomy over 

communion, and performance over presence. Bauman writes:  

 
The ideal of the ‘pure relationship’… is a relationship that exists solely for whatever rewards that 
relationship can deliver, and is maintained only in so far as it is thought by both parties to deliver 

enough rewards to warrant its continuation 
 

(Bauman 11).  
 

 

This recalls Fromm’s concern about love becoming transactional, his concept of 

the marketing orientation combined with Lawrence’s spiritual protest against such 

reduction of intimacy. In this sense, Lawrence’s early 20th-century fiction remains 

uncannily prophetic. Through his depiction of relational failure, emotional sterility, and 

the collapse of sexual reverence, he anticipates the spiritual crisis of modern intimacy. 

Fromm sharpens this vision, and Bauman finally unveils its full manifestation in our 

liquid, transactional world. The commodification of love, then, is not an aberration but 

the logical consequence of a system that treats all human faculties—desire, affection, 

imagination—as instruments of profit or personal enhancement. Together, all three 

thinkers form a chronological genealogy of disillusionment, but also a call for return—

to the sacred unknown, to the courageous vulnerability of the soul in love. Notably, 

Lawrence’s persistent call for a return to what he termed “a dark intercourse between 

man and woman, a stirring of new life,” which transcends the moral, intellectual, and 

economic frameworks of modern society (Lawrence, 86). The question of whether 

Lawrence’s vision can still be achieved in our present-day liquid modernity remains 

open to corroboration by future studies.  
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Mechanized Selves and Hollowed Worlds: The Rise of Materialism from Lawrence 
to Bauman 

 
In the final movement of this chapter, we turn to a foundational layer in the modern 

individual’s dehumanization: the rise of materialism. Having examined the 

disintegration of the self and intimacy through Lawrence, Fromm, and Bauman, we now 

probe deeper into the socio-ontological shift that underpins these phenomena—a shift 

in which the pursuit of being is increasingly replaced by the logic of possession, 

efficiency, and surface value. This section traces a lineage of critique that begins with 

D.H. Lawrence’s early twentieth-century warnings about modern man’s alienation from 

nature, the overreach of rational control, and the spiritual vacancy produced by 

mechanistic progress and the unsatiable desire for material acquisition. For Lawrence, 

materialism was never a purely economic issue but a full-blown metaphysical deviation: 

a severance of the human being from the living cosmos and a distortion of the self into 

a function of production and consumption. He writes :  

 
One watches them on the sea-shore, all the people, and there is something pathetic, almost wistful in 
them, as if they wished that their lives did not add up to this nullity of possession, but as if they could 

not escape. It is a dragon that has devoured us all: these obscene, scaly houses, this insatiable 
struggle and desire to possess, to possess always and in spite of everything, this need to be an owner, 

lest one be owned. It is too horrible. 
 

D.H. Lawrence, Letters, 1915 
 

Half a decade later, Erich Fromm sharpened this diagnosis, offering psychological and 

sociological language to describe the transformation of man into what he called a 

“marketing character,” whose identity hinges on performance, adaptability, and 

measurable utility. The introduction of this character orientation by Fromm, formed part 

of his inquiry into how the great promise of progress, initiated by the Industrial 

Revolution, failed us in our most elemental search for meaning and well-being. He 

writes in The Art Of Being :  
 

In a society where the emphasis is on having rather than being, where people are encouraged to find 
their worth through possessions and status, the sense of identity becomes dependent on external 

validation rather than on an internal sense of self.  
Fromm, 56. 
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Fromm’s observation underscores the shift from an inner, authentic sense of self to one 

defined by external factors like possessions and social status. This transformation, as he 

suggests, reflects the broader societal shift initiated by the Industrial Revolution, where 

personal identity becomes subordinated to market-driven values.  

Decades after Lawrence and Fromm, and well into the twenty-first century, 

Zygmunt Bauman deepens the critique of modernity’s trajectory, exposing how the 

forces they identified continue to shape and intensify life under late capitalism. 

Bauman’s concept of liquid modernity encapsulates the contemporary condition, where 

societal structures and personal identities are increasingly fluid, transient, and 

commodified. He argues: “In the world of liquid modernity, people are encouraged to 

treat their lives as projects to be managed and optimized, not as experiences to be lived 

or identities to be developed.” (Bauman, 62) In this context, Bauman describes the 

fragmentation of identity, where individuals find themselves increasingly defined by 

their utility rather than their intrinsic worth: 

 
The need for identity, for an answer to the question “who am I?” becomes even more pressing 

in a world of fragmented, individualized, and marketized existence. The answer we receive is 'You are 
what you can make of yourself.  

 
Bauman, 94. 

 
 

In this environment, life becomes a series of tasks to be optimized, relationships to be 

managed, and experiences to be curated. The individual’s pursuit of meaning—much 

like Fromm’s  “marketing character”—becomes entangled in the compulsion to 

perform, produce, and consume. For Bauman, this creates a condition of perpetual 

dissatisfaction, where personal fulfillment is always just out of reach, replaced by the 

more pressing need to “keep up.” 

Through this lens, the trajectory of modernity that Lawrence and Fromm began 

to outline—of progress detached from deeper human needs—has reached its most 

extreme form in liquid modernity. Together, these thinkers offer a profound genealogy 

of materialism’s evolution—from a creeping spiritual malaise in Lawrence’s fiction and 

essays to a fully systematized mode of being in today’s digital-capitalist age. We begin 
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with Lawrence, whose vision of man’s disconnection from nature and submission to 

mechanical idols presents the first prophetic chapter in this trajectory of hollowing. 

 

 Reason, Ownership, and the Death of Being: A Lawrencean-Frommian View 
 
Lawrence’s critique of materialism, most fiercely expressed in Apocalypse, begins with 

a fundamental protest against humanity’s displacement of the living world by abstract 

systems. In his view, modern man, intoxicated by a sense of intellectual superiority and 

mastery, falsely elevates himself to the center of the universe, “mak[ing] himself not 

only the lord of creation, but the very pivot and axis of the universe” (Apocalypse 17). 

This shift is not merely an act of arrogance but a profound spiritual and ecological 

violence: man no longer sees himself as a participant in the great living rhythm of the 

cosmos but as its manipulator and overseer. Lawrence condemns this turn toward 

abstraction, asserting that when “the dark God of the blood” is replaced by “the ideals 

of mind,” the soul withers under the weight of rationalized lifelessness (15). The 

elevation of the self, in Lawrence’s thinking, leads to a pervasive alienation from both 

nature and others. The relentless exploitation of the natural world and the human drive 

for material gain—often framed in terms of industrial and technological progress—

become the dominant forces shaping identity. By prioritizing these pillars of 

development, modern individuals sever their deep, primal connection to nature, 

distorting their perceptions of themselves and their relationships with the environment 

and the cosmos as a whole. 

This disturbance, primarily caused by industrialism and the technological age, 

led Lawrence to view machines not merely as tools of convenience but as symbols of a 

deeper psychic betrayal: a world in which man’s vitality is sacrificed to mechanical 

uniformity, and progress becomes synonymous with control. The result is a de-vitalized 

self, shaped by an obsession with functionality, certainty, and predictability. “The soul 

of man,” Lawrence declares, “is becoming a dead little mechanism” because “the 

human consciousness is almost entirely in the grip of the dead ideal” (18). The 

mechanization of consciousness reflects a broader metaphysical dislocation: the pursuit 

of rationality and intellectual control replaces organic vitality, and the ideal of a natural 

existence—one governed by human spontaneity, desire, and emotional truth—gives 
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way to a world marked by sterility and emotionally barren relationships. In this 

fractured condition, the dialectical misalignment between the blood-consciousness and 

the mind-consciousness becomes more apparent. Nature, once revered as the source of 

vital energy and sensual connection, is reduced to an object of exploitation, while man 

retreats further from the organic forces that once grounded his being in mystery, 

sensuality, and reverence. 

Yet for Lawrence, the mechanization of life is not an isolated phenomenon, nor 

simply a result of man’s intellectual hubris—it is intrinsically bound to the rise of 

capitalist modernity. Behind the loss of organic rootedness and the ascent of abstraction 

lies an economic system that translates spiritual vitality into market value and replaces 

inward depth with external performance. In his essays and fiction, Lawrence 

persistently aligns technological domination and social advancement and the separation 

from nature and the cosmos with emotional impoverishment and spiritual erosion. He 

writes in Apocalypse: “When I hear modern people complain of being lonely then I 

know what has happened. They have lost the cosmos.” Hence, capitalism, in his view, 

does not merely exploit labor; it reshapes the very architecture of the self, reorienting 

desire toward acquisition, identity toward function, and being toward having. The 

fundamental disintegration of authentic contact with nature is mirrored by the 

emergence of a self that measures worth not by inner vitality but by external markers of 

success, efficiency, monetary value and social prestige. This critique reaches full 

dramatic force in his novels, where the promises of progress and upward mobility often 

mask a profound internal deadness. 

Indeed, bourgeois capitalism is not peripheral but central to Lawrence’s critique. 

He had so persistently rejected the idea of climbing the bourgeois ladder towards social 

ascension and success. On the contrary, he sees in modern economic structures a 

deformation of psychic life, whereby the individual becomes a function of production 

and desire is channelled into consumption. As he writes in Morality and the Novel, 

“Money is our madness, our vast collective madness. And of course, if the multitude is 

mad, the individual carries his own grain of the collective madness inside him” 

(Lawrence, 129). In The Rainbow and Women In Love, The Brangwens’ upward 

mobility—symbolised in Anna and Will’s improved social standing and Gerald’s 
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industrial empire—coincides with a loss of erotic spontaneity, spiritual depth, and 

genuine communion. 

This alignment between socio-economic ascent and emotional impoverishment 

is starkly embodied in Gerald Crich, whose pursuit of absolute control renders him 

emotionally inert and existentially fragmented. Lawrence draws a chilling parallel 

between Gerald’s domination of the natural world and his own internal mechanisation: 

“He believed in the eternal validity of the factory-system,” Lawrence remarks with cold 

irony, “as his father had believed in the eternal validity of the Established Church” 

(Lawrence, 149). Here, belief is not vital but inherited—an automatic submission to 

structures of power that numb rather than nourish. Gerald’s faith in mechanisation is 

not ideological but spiritual in the worst sense: it hollows out his capacity for contact. 

In this sense, he becomes both the product and victim of a system that rewards 

disconnection. His suicide in the ice-cold Alpine setting, is not merely an individual 

tragedy; it is the inevitable collapse of a man who has become a machine, unable to 

generate life from within or receive it from without. His death is Lawrence’s symbolic 

warning: when power replaces presence, the soul forfeits its right to be. the individual 

resultantly ceases to be “the whole man alive”.  

Lawrence’s remark about Gerald’s father believing in the eternal validity of the 

Established Church serves as one example of endless ironic contemplations of how 

modern institutions such as education, religion, and science—originally means of 

expanding awareness—are now, in Lawrence’s view, co-opted into the service of this 

deadening pursuit, reinforcing man’s illusion of control and feeding his hunger for 

material validation. this logic is dramatized in the psychological deformation of 

characters who become entrapped in sterile systems of thought, rigid moral codes, and 

industrial rhythms, unable to achieve meaningful connection or inner freedom. The 

mechanized world Lawrence depicts is not simply external—it has entered the soul, 

where even love, intuition, and spiritual longing are translated into functions of utility 

or repression.  

In the realms of education and institutional culture for instance, which he viewed 

as mechanisms of conformity rather than vehicles of inner awakening, Lawrence 

mounts a stark critique in his novels. in The Rainbow, particularly through Ursula’s 
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increasingly disillusioned experience as a schoolteacher. She enters the profession with 

hope, only to discover that education has become a site of control and mental 

conditioning, devoid of intuitive richness or bodily joy. Ursula, we are told, just like 

Lawrence “was beginning to revolt against knowledge. It was a lie, it did not lead to 

reality. It was a dead thing, cut off from the life of mankind.” (Lawrence, 384) In marked 

contrast, Tom Brangwen—her grandfather—represents a visceral, embodied form of 

knowledge, born of instinct and manual labor, predating the ascendancy of 

institutionalized learning. His connection to the earth, his unarticulated yet deeply felt 

sense of life’s rhythms, illustrates Lawrence’s ideal of embodied wisdom. Tom may 

lack formal education, but he possesses what Lawrence calls “blood-knowledge”—a 

deep attunement to the forces of nature and relationship that cannot be taught through 

books. While Ursula is forced to navigate a system that rewards conformity and 

suppresses imagination, Tom’s life exemplifies a form of learning through being. 

Building upon Lawrence’s critique, Erich Fromm offers a psychological perspective on 

the transformation of human character in capitalist societies. He, lamented the rise of 

“educational machines” that produce obedient functionaries rather than integrated 

selves. in The Sane Society, he deplores that education “produces automatons, people 

who conform, people who are good for the system and not for themselves” (278). What 

masquerades as enlightenment becomes a process of standardisation, draining young 

people of their spontaneity and vitality.Tom’s presence in the novel offers a counter-

image to this decline: not a model to imitate nostalgically, but a symbol of what 

Lawrence believed education should serve—the unfolding of the whole person, not the 

production of a social cog. 

Characters such as Ursula and Birkin in Women In Love, are more ingrained into 

the culture of the instrumentalization of knowledge, but their potential for authentic 

existence compels them toattempt to break from this trajectory by reclaiming 

experience, sensation, and affect as sources of knowing. Birkin states: “The problem is 

not knowledge per se, but that people are ‘[i]mprisoned within a limited, false set of 

concepts.” (Lawrence, 41) This highlights his belief that true comprehension transcends 

rigid intellectual frameworks, advocating for a more holistic, instinctual grasp of reality. 

Yet their attempts are continually thwarted by institutions that require submission to 
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mental order. Even Birkin—who espouses Lawrence’s ideal of rebirth through darkness 

and unknowing—is marked by the impossibility of living entirely outside the system. 

What Lawrence stages through these characters is a drama of frustrated transcendence: 

the yearning for an education that nurtures being, set against structures that value only 

utility. 

In the modern, capitalist setting, “Education,” he declares, “has become the 

subtlest instrument of mechanical domination, teaching people how to think, rather than 

that they are living beings who can think from the root of their own being” (Apocalypse 

93). It no longer nurtures the whole individual but instead cultivates the mind as a tool 

of systematized knowledge, shaping individuals not into full human beings but into cogs 

fit for a lifeless machine. Religion, once a site of vital communion, has degenerated into 

a hollow construct, no longer offering mystery or transformation but instead imposing 

a doctrine “in the likeness of man’s ideal himself,” resulting in a “god of dead things, 

of facts” (Apocalypse 57). Science, meanwhile, has stripped the world of wonder and 

dimensionality, reducing life to quantifiable mechanisms. Lawrence laments this 

transformation bitterly, claiming that science “takes man’s soul and flattens it out into 

a diagram of cause and effect,” leaving behind only “intellectual cerebration, which is 

death” (Apocalypse 84). 

The core of this desecration, for Lawrence, is the over-glorification of the 

mind—the elevation of abstract thought over embodied, instinctual, and spiritual being. 

What once was the servant of the soul has now usurped its throne, becoming a tyrant. 

In his view, the modern individual is trapped in a mental cage, “all mind, all mental 

consciousness, gone dead from the neck downwards” (Apocalypse 92). The mind, 

obsessed with categories, order, and predictability, seeks to dominate the irrational and 

unknowable forces of existence. This tyranny leads to a severing of the self from the 

mystery of life. In Education of the People, Lawrence underscores that “we have been 

taught to live in our heads, in our reason and our will, and to disown the vivid soul and 

blood of our bodies.” As the institutions of education, religion, and science work hand 

in hand to produce obedient minds and not dynamic beings, the individual becomes 

nothing more than an instrument—calculated, productive, and alienated from the 

organic fullness of existence. The result is a spiritual sterility that Lawrence saw as both 
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the symptom and the agent of modern decay. 

This vision paves the way for Erich Fromm’s previously mentioned theory of the 

“marketing character”—a self shaped not by inner authenticity but by its marketable 

traits. Where Lawrence symbolically dramatizes the fragmentation of the modern self—

trapped within rigid epistemologies, lifeless doctrines, and mechanized systems—

Fromm systematically unpacks the psychological mechanisms through which this 

fragmentation becomes internalized and normalized. Fromm’s “marketing character,” 

is a personality type molded by capitalist society to adapt, perform, and sell itself in 

accordance with external demands, losing all tether to intrinsic worth. Fromm asserts, 

“Modern man has become an automaton, reacting with perfect adjustment to the norms 

of society and yet for this very reason he is not even aware of his lost self” (Fromm, 

182). What Lawrence decries as the tyranny of the mind over the living self, Fromm 

reframes as a deeper loss: the atrophy of authentic being in favor of an adaptive, 

commodified, and manipulable identity. 

This psychological surrender is not born merely of individual weakness, but of 

structural conditioning. Like Lawrence, Fromm sees education, religion, and scientific 

rationality not as neutral forces, but as vectors of ideological training. In To Have or to 

Be?, he expresses his view about the transactional essence of these institutions clearly: 

“Religion, education, science have ceased to be means for the development of man; they 

have become ends in themselves, or, rather, means for the purposes of those who control 

them.” (Fromm, 139). Hence, he contends that capitalist culture promotes a “having” 

mode of existence, wherein knowledge, too, is stored and accumulated like property, 

faith is codified into ownership of truths, and personal worth is measured through 

achievements and possessions. He writes:  

 
In the having mode of existence, education means to have knowledge. A person is educated 

when he has through learning a certain amount of knowledge—mainly facts—that he possesses like 
things and stores for eventual use. In the being mode, the knowledge a person has is a part of him. 

 
Fromm, 73  

 

The resulting subject is alienated from both others and self, no longer existing in organic 

relation to the world, but instead operating transactionally—always performing, always 
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consuming, always fearing obsolescence. This mirrors Lawrence’s perception of 

modern man as “a ghost with a mind and no body,” imprisoned by abstraction, driven 

by utility, and incapable of the spontaneous communion with life that once defined the 

sacred. Both thinkers therefore converge on the view that the institutionalized 

overdevelopment of the mental faculties, in conjunction with the pressures of capitalist 

adaptation, erodes the human potential for wholeness. 

From Solid Chains to Liquid Currents: The 21st Century Capitalist Transformation 
of the Human Condition 

In Lawrence’s early warnings and Fromm’s mid-century diagnostics, the underlying 

enemy remains the same: an increasingly totalizing system of capitalist materialism that 

reshapes the individual into a functional, usable, and ultimately expendable entity. Both 

thinkers, in different registers, describe a world where institutions—be they 

educational, religious, or scientific—no longer nurture the self but mold it into 

compliance with economic imperatives. Bauman brings this concern into the digital age, 

where education has become more than ever commodified, evaluated by efficiency, 

employability, and performance metrics. In Liquid Modernity, he observes how the 

university is increasingly defined by its ability to produce economically viable outputs, 

stating that students are treated “as clients” in a marketplace of credentials (Bauman 

128). The result is what Bauman and Fromm alike see as a hollowing out of meaning: 

learning is reduced to measurable utility, and students are trained to navigate systems, 

not to ask existential questions. This resonates with Lawrence’s vision of a society 

where individuals, deprived of contact with their inner lives and sensory existence, are 

shaped into predictable agents of external order. The tragedy lies in the replacement of 

being with having, of organic rootedness with abstract utility. Fromm’s and Bauman’s 

shared indictment of modern institutions thus frames Lawrence’s work not as a 

backward-looking lament but as a literary diagnosis of what Bauman would later term 

the “liquefaction” of all stable structures. 

In this regard, what was once a visible system of coercion has, by the 21st 

century, become a fluid, omnipresent condition of existence. Zygmunt Bauman’s vision 

of liquid modernity offers the final chapter in this evolution: a world where individuals 
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are no longer bound by rigid structures but are instead swept into an ever-shifting tide 

of consumption, performance, and disposability. Whether in education, love, or 

selfhood, the institutions that once grounded meaning have been rendered fluid, and in 

their place remains the bare logic of survival, competition, and adaptation. Here, 

capitalism no longer merely disciplines—it seduces, destabilizes, and dissolves. If 

Lawrence warned that man was becoming “a mechanical instrument” driven by blind 

material striving (Apocalypse 116), and Fromm showed how modern individuals 

adapted by commodifying their personalities to survive, Bauman reveals the endpoint: 

a society where commodification has become the very grammar of life, and where the 

self is remade with each click, trend, and transaction. Whereas Lawrence and Fromm 

could still identify clear, albeit oppressive, systems—rigid institutions and collective 

ideologies—Bauman identifies a key transformation: these once-concrete forms of 

control have morphed into fluid and pervasive networks, increasingly driven by the 

forces of consumerism. 

This transformation is most acutely experienced through what Bauman calls the 

liquefaction of time. In solid modernity, time was structured around long-term projects, 

commitment, and planning; in liquid modernity, “the time-span between the desire for 

something and its satisfaction has been shortened to near-zero” (Bauman, 83). Duration 

is no longer a virtue; immediacy becomes the new ideal. In such a context, the self is 

constantly pressed to adapt, consume, and update. The long view—whether in 

relationships, careers, or education—is undermined by an ethic of transience. We no 

longer live in time; we live against it, racing to stay ahead of obsolescence. As Bauman 

starkly puts it, “the point of arrival must never be reached if the desire that prompts the 

journey is to be kept alive” (Bauman, 85). Lawrence, too, feared this replacement of 

organic rhythm with artificial tempo: “The vast machine speeds up, and man becomes 

an appendage to its wheels,” he writes, warning against a life where inner growth is 

sacrificed to external acceleration (Lawrence, 107). In this sense, Bauman merely 

completes what Lawrence anticipated—the dissolution of rootedness in favor of 

perpetual motion. 

 Technology, particularly digital media, plays a crucial role in amplifying this 

transformation. For Bauman, it is not merely the tool of consumption, but its engine. In 
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Consuming Life, he writes: “In a world of instant communication, the consumer’s desire 

must be satisfied immediately, or it vanishes” (122). The smartphone becomes the altar 

of immediacy, and the app—the ritual of gratification. But even more insidiously, 

digital technology crafts what might be called the algorithmic self: an identity 

constructed, curated, and measured by data points. Every “like,” “share,” or “follower” 

becomes part of a quantitative identity system that governs one’s perceived social value. 

Bauman warns that “surveillance no longer needs to be imposed from the outside; we 

perform it ourselves” (Bauman, 23). This resonates with Fromm’s insight that the 

modern individual internalizes external demands, creating a personality adapted for 

market appeal. But in Bauman’s era, this adaptation is algorithmically optimized. The 

self is produced not through introspection but through interaction with digital interfaces 

that both reflect and shape desire. 

 What emerges, then, is not only a liquid self but a commodified persona 

constantly under revision, tailored for visibility. As Bauman notes, “What you are is 

less important than what you appear to be—and what you appear to be is increasingly 

measured in digital metrics” (Bauman, 103). The self becomes a fluctuating 

advertisement, where even authenticity is a brand strategy. In this context, Lawrence’s 

quest for the “spontaneous, instinctive life” (Lawrence, 8) becomes almost 

unintelligible. The inner being, for Lawrence, must erupt against mechanization; for 

Bauman, such eruption has been pacified, filtered through the feedback loops of social 

validation. This culture of performative selfhood brings with it a flattening of 

experience. Bauman sees a shift from depth to surface, from engagement to spectacle. 

He argues that in consumer culture, “to experience means to consume an experience” 

(Liquid Modernity 84). We no longer participate in reality; we browse it, scroll it, 

simulate it. The world becomes a succession of images to be consumed rather than 

realities to be lived. Lawrence once lamented that modern man had lost his “spontaneity 

and instinctive connection to life,” living instead in a “self-conscious world of 

appearances” (Lawrence, 95). In the 21st century, this appearance-driven world is no 

longer metaphorical—it is a literal, algorithmic environment. From selfies and branding 

to “experiential consumption” (e.g., travel for Instagram, not immersion), we witness 

the rise of a commodified sensorium, a world in which the aesthetic replaces the ethical, 
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and where presence is measured in exposure, not in emotional or spiritual resonance. 

 Moreover, capitalism as Bauman stresses, doesn’t thrive on satisfaction—it 

thrives on restlessness. It aims to create a web of materialist desires that cannot be 

satiated. Once one is happy with one’s phone, car, house, or even jeans, one is no longer 

“consuming.” Therefore, desire must be eternal, and fulfillment must be fleeting. 

“Desire,” Bauman writes, “is the fuel and satisfaction the brake; for the consumer 

market to survive and flourish, the brake must be kept on a short leash” (Bauman, 91). 

In this sense, new is always better—not because it is better, but because it is new and 

because it should be renewed constantly. Planned obsolescence is transformed into a 

lifestyle. Our lives become suspended between anticipation and dissatisfaction, where 

what we own depreciates not just in value but in meaning the moment it is possessed. 

 Bauman states that this constant wheel of desire and disposability extends 

beyond mere products to the objectification of relationships. He writes in Liquid Love: 

“Other people are approached as objects of consumption, to be picked and chosen and, 

above all, disposed of at will.” Creating what he calls “convenience relationship” 

perhaps inspired by “convenience stores”, one enters and exits such relationships 

precisely because they are based on low-effort, low-investment and low-involvement. 

As soon as one presses “delete” he can be free to pursue the next target. We have already 

tackled the liquidity of such relationships in the previous section about relational 

interactions in the contemporary world. But with the materialistic backdrop in play, 

these relationships not only depend on fleeting desires but are also closely linked to the 

materialistic images they stand for. Lawrence’s plea for “the strange conjunction of two 

souls” (Lawrence, 276) is made impossible in a world where the self is fragmented and 

the other is reduced to profile pictures and curated personas. Even love, once sacred and 

redemptive in Lawrence’s fiction, becomes a consumable service, swiped into or out of 

existence. And beneath it all, the capitalist engine hums—effortlessly liquid, 

inescapably totalizing. 

 If love has been reduced to a swipeable commodity, then sex—once envisioned 

by Lawrence as a site of profound communion—undergoes an even deeper degradation 

in this capitalist cosmos. What Lawrence saw as an instinctive, almost sacred force 

capable of transcending the mechanistic confines of modern consciousness is here 



 319 

hollowed out into mere transaction. In Lady Chatterley's Lover, he had famously railed 

against the “dirty little mental tricks” that turn sex into a purely cerebral or physical act, 

severed from the mysterious power of being (Lawrence, 217). Yet in the twenty-first 

century, this severance is not only normalized but monetized. Sexuality becomes a 

branded experience, shaped by the aesthetics of pornography, the logic of advertising, 

and the quantifiability of performance—where pleasure is measured, partners are rated, 

and desirability is algorithmically ranked. What Lawrence feared—the automation of 

the erotic—has become a cultural norm, making the authentic fusion of self and other 

nearly impossible. 

 Fromm adds an important structural dimension to this psychic deterioration. In 

The Art of Loving, he writes that in capitalist society, the sexual experience is “supposed 

to be exciting, mutual, and happy—yet the resulting sense of emptiness and frustration 

is one of the most widespread phenomena of modern culture” (Fromm 75). For Fromm, 

the problem lies in the marketing orientation of the modern character, which encourages 

individuals to treat themselves—and their bodies—as commodities to be displayed, 

upgraded, and exchanged. One “invests” in their sexual desirability through curated 

appearances, gym-toned bodies, or cosmetic surgery, and then seeks a “profitable 

match.” Sex thus becomes part of a mutual evaluation system: Will you rate me well? 

This is not a question of being, but of performance and compatibility—metrics entirely 

at odds with Lawrence’s idea of sex as a “blood-consciousness” beyond mind and ego 

(Apocalypse 102). 

 Bauman deepens this critique by showing how the liquidity of modern life 

renders even sexual intimacy subject to the same disposable ethic that governs fast 

fashion or digital content. In Liquid Love, he describes how contemporary sexual 

relationships often resemble “trial periods,” easily ended with the click of a button, 

bearing the imprint of a consumer culture where returns are expected, satisfaction is 

instant, and nothing need last. The self becomes a perpetual tester of pleasures, chasing 

novelty rather than depth. Even casual sex, once a rebellion against conservative norms, 

is reabsorbed by the market and stripped of its spontaneity. Digital apps, for instance, 

embody this transformation: they gamify desire, flattening the erotic into a spectacle of 

surfaces. Bauman notes that “sexual liberation” has morphed not into greater depth of 
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experience, but into increased commodification, where the body is just another product 

on display (Bauman, 13). 

 Lawrence would see in this sexual liquidity a complete betrayal of the life-

mystery he so fiercely defended. Where he envisioned sex as a movement beyond ego—

a moment where “the blood-consciousness” of the body spoke its truth against the noise 

of mind and machine (Lawrence, 102)—today’s sexual culture silences that voice. In 

its place is the loud clamor of performance, image, and exchange. The body is no longer 

a vessel of mystery but a brand, a unit of pleasure production, always under 

surveillance—by the partner, the mirror, or the invisible metrics of online culture. 

 Thus, just as love is swiped in and out of being, sex becomes simulated, 

scheduled, and spectacularized. The commodification of sex in the 21st century is not 

a mere cultural shift but a symptom of the deeper crisis of being. What Lawrence had 

prophesied with growing urgency—man’s “destruction of the body’s wisdom” in favor 

of mechanical stimulation (Lawrence, 234)—Fromm diagnosed as a pathological 

detachment from authentic presence, and Bauman confirmed as the final liquidation of 

intimacy itself. The body, once a site of encounter, is now a screen; the act, once a ritual 

of communion, now a service. And at the heart of it all, capitalism continues its silent 

reign, transforming life’s deepest experiences into efficient, sellable, and ultimately 

disposable acts. 

Synthesis: Lawrence’s Relevance in a Liquid World 

 

This chapter, following on the whole dissertation, has traced how D.H. Lawrence’s 

early 20th-century critique of modernity—articulated across his fiction and 

nonfiction—resonates powerfully within today’s cultural and existential condition. His 

apprehensions about the fragmentation of selfhood, the mechanization of human 

relations, the erosion of authentic love, and the instrumentalization of institutional life 

forecast many of the psychosocial pathologies later theorized by Erich Fromm and 

Zygmunt Bauman. Though separated by discipline and historical context, these three 

thinkers converge in their recognition that modern man is increasingly alienated: from 

others, from nature, and from his own embodied being. 
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 We have reread Lawrence’s fiction not as dated existential drama but as an 

anatomy of emerging psychological dysfunction. The symptoms Lawrence 

anticipated—the collapse of inwardness, the triumph of image over essence, the 

transactional reconfiguration of intimacy—are no longer literary extrapolations but 

sociological realities. Figures like Elon Musk embody this prophetic vision, 

functioning as hyper-visible symbols of the contemporary technocratic entrepreneur 

whose brilliance and charisma mask deeper anxieties of selfhood. Musk represents a 

modern archetype of narcissism that is no longer pathologized but celebrated: his 

pursuit of power through technology, from colonizing Mars to embedding chips in the 

human brain, reflects not only a Promethean desire to master nature but also a relentless 

drive to be perceived as indispensable to human progress. Each new acquisition—

Twitter, SpaceX, Neuralink—demonstrates how mastery breeds further hunger rather 

than fulfillment, echoing Lawrence’s vision of the self’s dissociation from authentic 

being and its seduction by spectacle and control. This same pathology is mirrored in 

Donald Trump, whose cult of personality hinges on a tightly scripted performance of 

masculinity concerned with domination, spectacle, and aesthetic control. Like Musk, 

Trump operates within a logic of surfaces: the tailored suit, the curated wife as a 

polished trophy, the architectural opulence of his properties—all designed to signal 

control, virility, and success. His notion of masculinity is a caricature of control—he 

speaks in absolutes, surrounds himself with loyalty, and seeks applause more than 

connection. The public image becomes the measure of reality. In this, he echoes Gerald 

Crich, who attempts to solidify his fragmented identity through the violent domination 

of both nature and the working class. Gerald’s subjugation of the mare, as well as his 

cold industrial exploitation of miners, serve as Lawrence’s allegories for the modern 

male’s craving for mastery, even as they reveal his underlying fragility. Yet Lawrence’s 

characters, Gerald and Gudrun, are granted an inner gaze—they suffer; they are 

conscious of their performance and internally destabilized by it. By contrast, the modern 

narcissistic archetypes Musk and Trump do not suffer from narcissism—they revel in 

it. Their self-absorption is not masked but institutionalized, applauded, and 

algorithmically amplified. What Lawrence envisioned as a spiritual crisis—an 

alienation from the deeper rhythms of being—has become the governing mode of 
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identity. The modern self, rather than wrestling with the contradictions of its condition, 

often embraces narcissism as a coherent ethos, displacing inwardness with public 

success, symbolic domination, and the commodification of personal relationships. 

 Yet against this spectacle of inflated ego and surface-level control, Lawrence 

offers not a passive lament but a call—a visceral, impassioned appeal—to reclaim 

instinct, embodied presence, and the sacred quality of connection. Where the modern 

narcissistic self is concerned with visibility, dominance, and technological conquest, 

Lawrence urges a return to the ineffable depths of being that resist quantification. His 

remedy lies not in reason or reform, but in a renewed submission to life’s irreducible 

mystery. “We’ve got to live, no matter how many skies have fallen,” he writes in Lady 

Chatterley’s Lover, underscoring the primacy of felt existence over social conformity 

or mechanised abstraction. The body, for Lawrence, is not a site of aesthetic 

manipulation or virtual projection but the first and truest ground of being. In Women in 

Love, Birkin insists, “You’ve got to know what it is to have everything fall down and 

be utterly helpless, and feel your soul die—before you can come alive again” (Lawrence 

125). This confrontation with inner chaos is essential for regeneration. Lawrence’s 

prophetic insight is thus rooted in eros, not as hedonism, but as the sacred force of 

relational vitality—a way of “knowing in the blood,” as he puts it in Apocalypse, “not 

in the head.” 

  His vision resists abstraction because it is a philosophy of the pulse, the breath, 

the touch—an ontology of experience rather than ideology. This makes his diagnosis of 

modernity all the more haunting today. “It is no use trying to make life better,” 

Lawrence writes in Apocalypse, “we must make it more living” (133). Human 

regeneration, for him, cannot be engineered, performed, or systematized—it must be 

lived, moment by moment, in the intimate immediacy of connection. Yet in today’s 

digitized landscape, the very conditions for such living have grown elusive. The schism 

between the real and the virtual no longer merely threatens authenticity—it redefines it. 

The contemporary self, so immersed in curated personas and algorithmic feedback 

loops, finds solace not in embodied relation but in the mirror of the screen, where 

validation is instantaneous but depth is absent. Daily, the individual engages in this 

virtual escapism, drifting further from the Lawrencean self who aches, bleeds, touches, 
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and communes with the sacred rhythms of life. The call to “know reality in the nerves,” 

as Lawrence once insisted, has never felt more urgent, nor more difficult to heed. 
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This dissertation has undertaken a sustained investigation into the prophetic nature of 

D.H. Lawrence’s fiction, arguing that his work contains a diagnostic power that renders 

it not only relevant but indispensable to understanding the crisis of the human self in 

modern and postmodern contexts. At its core, this study was shaped by an urgent 

question: what happens to the human soul when it becomes divorced from instinct, 

relationship, and organic integration into the rhythms of nature and others? It is 

Lawrence’s unwavering focus on this question—across time, culture, and narrative—

that grants his work enduring resonance in the 21st century. Hence, the thematic 

concerns that anchored this research—narcissism, commodified sexuality and 

interpersonal relationships, and materialism—are not merely remnants of Lawrence’s 

early modern world but living, mutating conditions in the contemporary age. They are 

not isolated afflictions but deeply entangled symptoms of a broader malaise. What this 

thesis has sought to demonstrate is that Lawrence, long before these pathologies were 

named and theorized by psychologists, sociologists, and philosophers, rendered their 

presence visible through his fiction. He felt the spiritual crisis of his time in his bones 

and expressed it in language charged with urgency, ambiguity, and philosophical depth. 

His novels are not simply artistic reflections of social decay; they are structured acts of 

resistance against the ongoing loss of depth, authenticity, and vitality in human life. 

As has been demonstrated throughout the thesis, Lawrence’s characters are not 

merely literary constructs but emblematic figures in a larger drama of cultural decline. 

So, through The Rainbow and Women in Love, he tracks the fragmentation of the self 

across generational time and interpersonal space. The Brangwen family saga becomes 

thus a symbolic narrative of modern disintegration beginning with Tom Brangwen’s 

bodily vitality succumbing to the pressures of emerging mental consciousness and his 

potential tentative harmony with Lydia. Followed by Anna and Will Brangwen’s 

struggle to reconcile passion and power in a marriage strained by rising individualism; 

and culminating in Ursula’s existential longing and eventual confrontation with the 

emptiness of social roles. This trajectory is not linear but spiral; each generation seeks 

new modes of being, only to encounter new forms of resistance in a world increasingly 

dominated by mechanization, conformity, and abstraction. The psychological and 

emotional disturbances of Lawrence’s characters are never simply personal—they 
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reflect the deeper dislocations of a culture that has lost its connection to inner truth and 

relational harmony. 

The same can be said for Women in Love, where the philosophical confrontation 

between Birkin, Gerald, Ursula, and Gudrun serves as a microcosm of the broader 

civilizational struggle. In these relationships, Lawrence explores the difficulty of 

achieving authentic union when individuals are shaped by social pressures to dominate, 

possess, and manipulate. The novel’s relationships refuse closure, reflecting instead the 

impossibility of resolution in a world where the human capacity for love has been 

distorted by instrumental logic and narcissistic self-interest. Lawrence's genius lies in 

dramatizing this impossibility not as a failure of character, but as a consequence of the 

human condition under late modernity. Through this, he moves from the psychological 

to the philosophical, posing existential questions about the nature of freedom, 

responsibility, and relational being. As the contemporary scene evinces, the more 

piercing portraits of its society seem to be seen in through the negative characters—

Gudrun and Gerald— who, enact the tragic consequences of erotic domination and 

spiritual sterility combined with an unsatiable desire for power and control. These 

figures serve not simply to illustrate personal failings but to dramatize systemic 

conditions—conditions that Lawrence anticipated with prophetic perspicacity, Fromm 

framed in psychoanalytic terms and Bauman in sociological ones.  

The integration of Erich Fromm’s humanistic psychology enriched this analysis 

by offering a theoretical framework to make sense of the cultural and psychological 

dimensions of Lawrence’s critique. Fromm’s concepts—especially the “marketing 

orientation,” the “having vs. being” dichotomy, and the analysis of narcissism as both 

a personal and collective phenomenon—were used not to impose external categories on 

Lawrence’s work, but to bring into focus the socio-psychological patterns that 

Lawrence intuited through narrative. Fromm, writing in the mid-20th century, brought 

to fruition many of the anxieties Lawrence had anticipated in the early part of the 

century: the fragmentation of the self, the substitution of roles for identities, and the 

reduction of love to function and control. 

Just as Lawrence’s characters struggle to preserve their sense of being against 

the tide of industrial logic, Fromm’s analysis revealed how society shapes individuals 
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to become consumers of identity, emotion, and meaning. The resonance between their 

visions affirmed the central argument of this thesis: that Lawrence’s fiction operates as 

both a site of diagnosis and a field of resistance. His insistence on inner 

transformation—through reconnection with the body, nature, and others—mirrors 

Fromm’s insistence on moving from having to being, from consumption to presence, 

from performance to authenticity. Their combined insights point not to nostalgia, but to 

a profound need for regeneration in the face of accelerating alienation. 

Further anchoring the contemporary relevance of this project was the application 

of Zygmunt Bauman’s sociological critique of “liquid modernity.” Where Fromm 

offered a mid-century psycho-social lens, Bauman provided a late-modern analysis that 

brought the symptoms Lawrence diagnosed into sharp, contemporary focus. Bauman’s 

depiction of society as fluid, unstable, and driven by speed and disposability helped 

contextualize Lawrence’s prophetic insight within the world of digital identity, 

performative relationships, and algorithmic selfhood. In Bauman’s terms, the instability 

of modern intimacy is no longer a private anxiety—it is a structural reality. His concept 

of “liquid love” gave language to the fears and failures dramatized in Lawrence’s 

depiction of relational breakdown, particularly in the psychological disintegration of 

Gerald and Gudrun and the initial ambivalent attempt at union between Ursula and 

Birkin. 

What emerges from this triangulation—Lawrence, Fromm, and Bauman—is a 

coherent and compelling map of human dehumanization that evolves through different 

historical stages but remains centered on the loss of relational, embodied, and spiritual 

integrity. Lawrence captures the intuitive beginning of the crisis; Fromm conceptualizes 

its development in capitalist societies; Bauman diagnoses its present forms in the digital 

and neoliberal context. This continuity across time confirms that the challenges facing 

Lawrence’s characters are not historically bounded but represent enduring features of 

the modern human condition. 

However, in reaffirming this continuity, the study also highlights Lawrence’s 

distinctiveness. Unlike many of his contemporaries and successors, Lawrence does not 

offer a sociological or analytical solution to modern malaise. He was not a passive 

chronicler of decline, nor a nostalgic reactionary mourning a vanished world. Rather, 
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His work functions diagnostically, not prescriptively. His vision was regenerative, not 

conservative: his answer lies in a lived and difficult struggle—a return to vitality, 

spontaneity, and inner form. For Lawrence, to be fully alive is to risk discomfort, 

contradiction, and even rupture. It is to engage with the self not as a project of 

construction, but as a mystery of unfolding. In this way, Lawrence stands apart from 

both the pessimism of existential despair and the optimism of political utopianism. His 

vision is grounded in lived being, not in abstract hope.  

It is this commitment to being that gives his fiction its unique force. In a world that 

increasingly values metrics, outcomes, and clarity, Lawrence insists on ambiguity, 

rhythm, and intensity. His novels reject conventional structures of resolution, closure, 

and redemption, opting instead for a more organic narrative form that mirrors the 

instability of real emotional life. Relationships in his novels are not sites of comfort or 

growth alone—they are crucibles where the soul is tested and transformed. This refusal 

of narrative simplicity is not a defect, but a philosophical position: to dramatize the self 

as process, not as product. This is why Lawrence’s fiction resists simplification. It does 

not seek to explain the world but to render it in its full, embodied, emotional complexity. 

His novels become philosophical acts—explorations of being that challenge the reader 

to feel, not just to understand. 

 Despite the ambition and scope of this study, certain limitations must be 

acknowledged. The focus on two primary texts, while necessary for depth, inevitably 

restricted engagement with other works in Lawrence’s corpus that could have expanded 

or complicated the arguments made here. Notably, Lady Chatterley’s Lover offers a 

later and perhaps more direct iteration of Lawrence’s philosophy of regeneration, 

particularly in its portrayal of embodied love as resistance to mechanization. 

Furthermore, while Fromm and Bauman provided a strong theoretical foundation, and 

although the study aimed to engage more deeply in dealing with contemporary 

empirical research on digital identity, emotional health, or sociological studies of 

narcissism, it was limited in its Inclusion of such data. Having done so could have 

enriched the comparative dimension and grounded Lawrence’s prophetic insights in 

current psychological realities. 

 Another limitation concerns the geographic and cultural specificity of the texts 
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analyzed. Lawrence wrote primarily from within the British context, and while the 

themes he explores have global resonance, future research might expand the framework 

to include voices from non-Western traditions or marginalized perspectives that further 

illuminate or challenge Lawrence’s vision. How might his diagnosis of alienation and 

spiritual fragmentation translate across cultures, especially those with different 

understandings of community, body, and selfhood? Especially given the fact that his 

later studies focused on exploring the more “vital” cultures that, in his view, resisted 

the sterility of Western industrial modernity. His departure from England was not 

merely geographical—it was philosophical. His travels through Italy, Mexico, and New 

Mexico reflected a deep yearning for societies he believed retained a connection to 

elemental forces, instinctual wisdom, and organic being. Texts such as Sea and 

Sardinia, Mornings in Mexico, and The Plumed Serpent are rich with ethnographic and 

spiritual inquiry, as Lawrence sought models of existence untouched—or at least less 

corroded—by what he saw as the mechanized consciousness of the West. These later 

writings open new comparative avenues for research: how do his idealizations or 

critiques of non-Western cultures reflect his broader existential project? Do they offer 

genuine alternatives to modern fragmentation, or do they risk reinscribing romanticized 

and problematic binaries between “civilized” and “primitive”? Exploring these 

questions through postcolonial, cross-cultural, or global modernist lenses would offer 

valuable insight into the complexity and ambivalence of Lawrence’s prophetic stance, 

deepening our understanding of his project’s cultural boundaries and ethical 

implications. 

 Equally promising is a comparative approach that situates Lawrence alongside 

other prophetic modernist figures such as Virginia Woolf, T.S. Eliot, and Franz Kafka—

writers who similarly grappled with the ruptures of modernity, including the 

fragmentation of self, the alienation of the individual, and the collapse of traditional 

meaning. In the present thesis, an attempt to highlight what sets Lawrence apart from 

his contemporary modernists has been made. It is precisely the visceral, embodied 

intensity with which he confronts these crises that makes him different. While Woolf 

explored consciousness through interiority and formal experimentation, Eliot through 

spiritual disillusionment and allusive fragmentation, and Kafka through existential 
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absurdity and bureaucratic dehumanization, Lawrence insisted on rooting the human 

drama in the tension between blood-consciousness and rationality, instinct and 

abstraction, body and mind. A comparative study would therefore not only trace 

thematic convergences but also expose fundamental divergences in worldview and 

literary method. Such inquiry could deepen our grasp of modernism’s philosophical 

range and illuminate Lawrence’s unique position as a writer who viewed literature not 

merely as a reflection or critique of modern life, but as a dynamic and affective force 

for existential transformation. In this way, Lawrence challenges the aesthetic 

detachment often associated with his contemporaries, offering instead a fiercely 

embodied, relational, and spiritual mode of engagement that remains provocatively out 

of step—and therefore enduringly relevant. 

 Moreover, in an age dominated by digital technologies, artificial intelligence, 

and algorithmic governance, Lawrence’s insistence on the primacy of embodied, 

intuitive life invites renewed attention. His rejection of mechanization—both 

technological and psychological—can be re-read in light of today’s debates around 

transhumanism, data-driven identity, and the quantification of emotional experience. In 

this context, Lawrence’s work becomes more than a literary artifact—it becomes a 

warning. It cautions against the seductions of systems that promise efficiency at the cost 

of relational depth, identity at the cost of ambiguity, and connection at the cost of 

presence. 

 In light of these developments, future research could explore Lawrence’s 

relevance to contemporary digital culture, examining how his themes map onto the 

landscape of social media, digital intimacy, and virtual selfhood. Scholars might also 

investigate how his critique of instrumental love translates into online dating cultures 

or how his notion of blood-consciousness might speak to current interest in somatic 

therapies and embodied mindfulness. These lines of inquiry would not only expand the 

scope of Lawrence scholarship but also offer timely contributions to ongoing cultural 

debates. 

 Yet, in returning to the present thesis, what has been shown is that Lawrence’s 

power lies not only in his critique but in his capacity to offer alternative imaginaries. 

His fiction gestures toward modes of being that, though fragile and often unreachable, 
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remain vital. He envisions relationships founded not on utility or performance, but on 

mutual transformation. He portrays the self not as a fixed identity but as an evolving 

process, continually undone and remade through contact with others and with the 

cosmos. In doing so, he reminds us that literature is not only about representation but 

about provocation—an invitation to feel more, to risk more, to live more deeply. 

 This study therefore concludes by reaffirming the central claim with which it 

began: that Lawrence is not a relic of a past era but a voice of urgent contemporary 

relevance. His critique of narcissism, sexual commodification, and materialism is not 

simply prescient—it is prophetic in the deepest sense. He speaks to our condition not as 

an observer, but as a participant—as someone who lived the fracture, suffered the 

disconnection, and still insisted on the possibility of renewal. His novels do not offer 

solutions, but they do offer direction: toward the body, toward relation, toward the 

mystery of being that lies beneath the noise of modern life. 

 In an era that threatens to reduce the human to data points, brands, and curated 

images, Lawrence’s work stands as a powerful testament to the irreducibility of the soul. 

He reminds us that to be human is to be in process—to struggle, to fracture, to search—

and that in this struggle lies our dignity, our danger, and our hope. Literature, in his 

hands, becomes a sacred space—not for answers, but for truth. And that truth, however 

difficult, remains our most profound guide in the long journey back to ourselves. 
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Résumé. 
 

À une époque où l’identité est de plus en plus marchandisée et où l’expérience humaine 

est filtrée à travers des personas sociales construites, l’essence même de l’humanité est 

menacée. Cette thèse examine les forces déshumanisantes de la modernité à travers trois 

symptômes interconnectés : le narcissisme—une obsession excessive pour l’image de 

soi et sa représentation sociale ; la sexualité—la marchandisation de l’intimité et des 

relations interpersonnelles ; et le matérialisme—la quête de richesse et de prestige social 

comme moyen de validation du moi. S’appuyant principalement sur les œuvres 

fictionnelles et non fictionnelles de D. H. Lawrence, cette étude met en lumière sa 

critique prophétique de la société industrielle-capitaliste moderne. L’accent que 

Lawrence place sur la conscience spirituelle, l’authenticité de l’être et le potentiel 

transformateur des relations sexuelles s’oppose à la réduction des individus à de simples 

fonctions mécaniques et économiques. En complément de cette vision, la pensée du 

psychologue social Erich Fromm est mobilisée pour approfondir l’analyse des 

pathologies psychologiques—en particulier l’aliénation, l’instrumentalisation des 

relations et l’érosion de l’identité véritable—que Lawrence avait intuitivement 

pressenties. En se concentrant sur The Rainbow et Women in Love, cette thèse soutient 

que Lawrence, en résonance avec les théories ultérieures de Fromm, offre un diagnostic 

pénétrant du malaise moderne. Grâce à une méthodologie interdisciplinaire qui allie 

analyse littéraire et psychologie sociale, cette étude démontre comment ces deux 

penseurs mettent en lumière la fragmentation du moi sous la pression de la modernité 

avancée. Dans un monde façonné par la culture de l’image, les identités performatives 

et un vide existentiel masqué par l’abondance matérielle, cette recherche affirme le rôle 

de la littérature comme voix prophétique contre la déshumanisation. Elle propose une 

réflexion nouvelle et approfondie sur la quête d’authenticité dans une époque dominée 

par la marchandisation et le conformisme. Pour ceux qui cherchent à comprendre les 

intersections entre la littérature, la psychologie et les dilemmes philosophiques de la 

modernité, cette thèse constitue une contribution rigoureuse et stimulante à l’étude du 

moi et de ses tourments. 
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صخلملا  

سنرول ركفو لامعلأ ةقمّعم ةءارق للاخ نم ةرخأتملا ةثادحلا يف تاذلا رارقتسا ةعزعز ةلأسم ةحورطلأا هذھ لوانتت               
 نرقلا علطم يف يلامسأرلا يعانصلا عمتجملل ركبملا سنرول دقن نأ اھدافم ةحورطأ نم قلطنتو .ةیفسلفلاو ةیئاورلا
 عیلست اھسأر ىلعو ،نیرشعلاو يداحلا نرقلا زّیمت يتلا ةیزكرملا ةیعامتجلاا-ةیسفنلا طورشلا نمً اددع قبتسی نیرشعلا
ةلیصلأا تاذلا لكآتو ةیوھلا  

 تاذلا لكّشت :ةیناسنلإا عزنل ةطبارتم تایلجت ثلاث ةساردلا ددحت ،تاقشاع ءاسنو حزق سوق يتیاور ىلع زیكرتلابو
 ناملأا نعً لایدب اھفصوب ةیداملا ةناكملا ىلإ يتادلأا يعسلاو ،ةیمیمحلا تاقلاعلاو ةیناسنجلا عیلستو ،يسجرنلا
 يخیرات لوّحت نع ةیوینب تاریبعت اھرابتعاب لب ،بسحف ةیدرس تاعوضوم اھفصوب رھاوظلا هذھ جَلاعُت لاو .يجولوطنلأا
ةثیدحلا تاذلا ةینب يف عسوأ . 

 Zygmuntو Erich Fromm نم لك عم يدقن راوح يف سنرول عضی يصصخت-نیبً ایجھنمً اراطإ ةساردلا دمتعت
Bauman. يذلا يلیلحتلا مجعملا ،ةنونیكلا ىلع كّلمتلا ةیولوأو ،قیوستلا ھجّوتو ،بارتغلاا لوح مورف ةیرظن رفوت ذإ 

 ریطأت للاخ نم صیخشتلا اذھ ”ةلئاسلا ةثادحلا“ نع نامواب موھفم ززّعی امك ً.ایقسنً ادعب ھحنمیو يسنروللا سدحلا مظّنُی
ةرصاعملا ةیلامسأرلل ةلوّحتملا ةیكلاھتسلاا ىنبلا نمض ةیعامتجلاا-ةیسفنلا تابارطضلاا هذھ . 

 ةیلیلحتلاو ةیجولویسوسلا تاغایصلا ىلإ سنرول ىدل ةیفارشتسلاا ةیبدلأا ةیؤرلا نم يروطتلا راسملا عّبتت للاخ نمو
 ھفصوب لب ،بسحفً ایثادحً ایئاور ھفصوب سیل ،سنرول عقوم يف رظنلا ةداعإ ةرورضب ةحورطلأا لداجت ،ةقحلالا ةیسفنلا
 ،لیصلأا ءاقللاو ،دسّجتملا يعولاو ،ةیقئلاعلا ةیّلكلا ىلع هرارصإ نإ .ةثادحلا يف ةیناسنلإا عزن ةلأسملً ایسیسأتً ارظّنم
ةرخأتملا ةیلامسأرلا طغض تحت تاذلا ككفت ةھجاوم يف ةیلاكیدار ةّداضم قلاخأك ىّدبتی . 

 لب ،بسحف تاذلا تامزأ ھیف رَّوصُت لا ءًاضف ؛ةیقابتسلاا ةیدقنلا ةیؤرلا عقوم يف بدلأا ةساردلا هذھ عضت ،ةلصحملا يفو
 ةیرظنلاو ةثادحلا تاسارد يف ةحورطلأا مھست ،ةیفرعملا لوقحلا نیب بیكرتلا اذھ للاخ نمو ً.ایلیلحت ءاضُتو صَّخشُت
 نرقلا يف ناسنلإا ریصمو ،عیلستلاو ،ةیوھلاب ةلصتملا تاشاقنلا يف سنرول ةینھار دیكأت ةداعإ ربع ،ةرصاعملا ةیعامتجلاا
نیرشعلاو يداحلا . 

 


