
ABJECTION AND SOCIAL TRANSFORMATION IN JOHN FOWLES‘S 

MANTISSA AND A MAGGOT  

by 

Jenifer A. Skolnick 

 

 

 

 

 

A Thesis Submitted to the Faculty of 

The Dorothy F. Schmidt College of Arts and Letters 

in Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements for the Degree of 

Master of Arts 

 

 

 

 

 

Florida Atlantic University 

Boca Raton, Florida  

December 2010





iii 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

I would like to express my deepest gratitude to my thesis committee chair, Dr. 

Eric Berlatsky, whose guidance, thoughtful insights, and reassurance were critical to me 

during this process. I would also like to thank my committee members, Dr. Wenying Xu 

and Dr. Robert Adams, for the inspiration I received from their courses and the 

encouragement to believe in my academic goals.  

I would like to thank my family for their patience, understanding, and faith in me. 

I could never have made it this far without their support. 

 I am indebted to my colleagues who shared all the highs and lows with me 

because they were going through the same process. Having such caring and talented 

people by my side along this journey truly made the experience unforgettable. 



iv 

ABSTRACT 

Author:    Jenifer A. Skolnick 

Title:     Abjection and Social Transformation in John Fowles‘s Mantissa  

   and A Maggot 

 

Institution:    Florida Atlantic University 

Dissertation Advisor: Dr. Eric L. Berlatsky 

Degree:  Master of Arts 

Year:  2010 

In John Fowles‘s last two novels, he alters his authorial project of discovering 

freedom for an individual from a social system to how a social system can be changed 

from within. Using Julia Kristeva‘s theory of abjection and her interpretation of the 

semiotic versus symbolic processes of signification, readers can determine how an 

imbalance in the human signifying process has become corrupted by power. Through 

Fowles‘s heroines and semiotic irruptions of the symbolic order in both Mantissa and A 

Maggot, Fowles reveals weaknesses in the symbolic, and consequently, moments where 

transformation of a patriarchal, symbolic system can be recognized. These moments of 

strain on the symbolic are significant because they cause a disruption of the rules and 

borders that define a social system like patriarchy. By calling attention to these moments, 

the categorical imperatives that have been imposed on women and perpetuated for the 

purpose of maintaining power relations can thus be subverted. In Mantissa and A 

Maggot, Fowles accomplishes a breaking of the boundaries, both within and of the text, 
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by providing a literary space where readers can glimpse the power of the semiotic, the 

corruption of social conditioning, and gain a new perspective of their own 

symbolic/social system in the real world.  
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INTRODUCTION 

The problem of existential freedom is one that John Fowles has been concerned 

with since his early works of fiction; however, as his fiction has evolved so has his 

critique of a patriarchal system that prevents individual development and transgression of 

socially constructed boundaries. The role of the Fowlsian heroine has caused debate in 

regards to Fowles‘s novels among feminist scholars who either view Fowles as 

misogynist in his treatment of women, or praise him for the subversive natures of his 

heroines and their ability to promote progressive thought and action, ―altering both their 

fellow characters‘ and readers‘ perspectives through their unconventional and mysterious 

actions‖ (Lenz 7). While some scholars focus on the idea that the ability for the Fowles 

hero to move forward on his quest is only possible through a female who presents a 

liberation to him from his unenlightened stasis of being and praise Fowles for his 

awareness of the value of women, other scholars disagree. They argue that even though it 

is only through the heroine within Fowles‘s works that the male protagonists are able to 

progress through their journeys, the female slides into the background and becomes a tool 

for these men to utilize in their attempts to accomplish their goals. This debate has been a 

prevalent influence in critiques of Fowles‘s works, however, because women in his 

novels occupy both of these roles. It is more important to examine how and why these 

gender roles persist within Fowles‘s works. Fowles consistently creates characters who 

exemplify similar states of being: male characters who seek to reinforce control in a
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social system by perpetuating stereotypical social constructs, male characters who 

struggle with these mechanisms of control when faced with female characters who 

challenge them, and female characters who function simultaneously within those 

prescribed roles as well as manipulate and challenge the boundaries those constructs 

attempt to force on them. Fowles reveals the complex nature of the relationship between 

humans and the symbolic order by creating characters that challenge the patriarchal 

system while simultaneously functioning as a creation of it. These characters survive by 

participating within the patriarchal system‘s boundaries. It is through the symbolic order 

that humans know and understand the world around them, but it is also through the 

symbolic order that humans know and believe that they understand each other. This is 

why, according to Fowles, there must be dissent within a social system that has become 

slanted in the service of a particular group who supports the system‘s foundation by 

reinforcing and perpetuating categorical constructions onto others.  

Fowles grapples with this problem throughout his works, focusing on how 

symbolic systems that are meant to provide structure and order to an existence that would 

otherwise be chaotic become slanted in the service of one group and thus become a 

function of power. In Fowles‘s latest novels, Mantissa and A Maggot, he once again 

recreates gender stereotypes as a means to critique a symbolic system that limits the 

freedom of individuals. As his work evolved, his emphasis on the necessity of individuals 

to escape the system and free themselves from it turned to a necessity to transform the 

system itself. By critiquing the nature of a patriarchal system, Fowles essentially also 

critiques the nature of the symbolic order, and restrictive systems in general. Fowles 

dramatizes this concern with his female characters because it is within the gender roles 
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that are prescribed through a system concerned with masculine authority that the power 

of a symbolic order clearly reveals itself. Reading Fowles‘s works through Julia 

Kristeva‘s theory of abjection allows a refreshing lens to view Fowles‘s authorial project. 

Fowles establishes the social constructs women are forced into, particularly by men, by 

drawing attention to gender roles and stereotypes, but in his most recent novels Fowles 

also turns his focus from existential freedom for the individual from a social system 

toward transformation of the system itself. He therefore creates characters in these works 

who possess the ability to reconstruct their social system rather than continue to try to 

escape that system. But, Kristeva‘s theory of abjection also offers a lens through which 

readers can clearly identify the mechanisms of control that dominate women in these 

works. Reading Fowles‘s works through Kristeva‘s theory, readers can recognize how 

abjection of the feminine has become a tool that masculine authority manipulates in order 

to regulate the definitions and boundaries of femininity, with the ultimate goal of 

maintaining control over feminine bodies. However, when women who have been cast 

into this abject realm act in ways that defy such social conditioning, they cause an 

irruption in the symbolic order, and reveal a weakness in the system. Abjection thus plays 

a significant role in Fowles‘s fiction because it is through the abject characters that a 

deconstruction and restructuring of the symbolic system can take place.  

As Julia Kristeva explains in Powers of Horror, the realm of abjection is caused 

by ―what disturbs identity, system, order. What does not respect borders, positions, rules. 

The in-between, the ambiguous, the composite‖ (4). It is this ―ambiguous‖ realm through 

which his heroines struggle, the abject, which Fowles gives to his female characters in 

order to allow these women to step out of their socially prescribed roles. The female 



 4 

characters in these works are thus not merely objectified by men who see them as tools or 

objects that aid them in accomplishing some self-serving goal. In fact, feminine 

objectification in Fowles‘s novels is a necessary evil to reveal the extent to which the 

feminine becomes pushed further and further into a state where femininity itself is placed 

into an ambiguous space, unknown and misunderstood by the male protagonists. Because 

of this marginal state of existence, women in these texts threaten to subvert the 

boundaries of the social constructs maintained by masculine authority when they force 

their male counterparts to confront their own fears of transformation. It is for this reason 

that Fowles places these abject women along the psychological journeys his male 

protagonists take. Fowles reveals a power of the abject then, in the moments that women 

threaten gender constructions of the symbolic order. That the abject remains prevalent 

even at the end of both Mantissa and A Maggot may suggest that an escape from the 

symbolic order/system is only possible outside of this ―world.‖ However, in reading 

Fowles‘s novels through Kristeva‘s theory of the signifying process and abjection, 

repressive symbolic systems like patriarchy do not necessarily need to be abandoned, but 

instead can be restructured from within. This begins with disrupting social constructs and 

redefining the boundaries already present in that symbolic system, and these novels 

suggest that this restructuring is possible.  

Fowles reintroduces the notion of ―real‖ as a rejection of what we accept to be 

real socially through his interrogation of the male/female, self/Other dichotomy. Though 

Fowles may appear to be participating in patriarchy through his objectification of women, 

he actually illustrates the illusions of masculine perception in a symbolic order/system 

that perpetuates gender stereotypes. Both of his latest works, Mantissa and A Maggot, 
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reveal that even though Fowles‘s male characters, and even Fowles himself, may not be 

able to escape a system that perpetuates constructed gender stereotypes, readers can view 

the fallacies in the limiting depictions of women that Fowles creates in these works 

because these texts expose the ―reality‖ of women viewed through masculine perception 

to be illusion. Erato, Mantissa’s heroine, and Rebecca, A Maggot’s heroine, both 

manipulate these illusions in order to maneuver themselves into better social positions, 

and in giving us these characters the texts reveal the fragility of such borders, structure, 

and order that define gender roles in a symbolic system like patriarchy. That the female 

characters in these works find ways to exist both within and outside such social 

boundaries suggests a subversion, not only of their prescribed roles as women, but of the 

boundaries of the text as well. Because they are able to influence notions of reality 

through manipulating perception inside and outside the text, readers are able to see these 

women through the objectifying perspective of the male characters, but also through the 

subversive actions of these feminist figures who manipulate the illusions inherent within 

masculine perception. These two texts are successful in accomplishing Fowles‘s goal for 

change and evolution then, as the female characters, through their abject state, begin the 

process toward restructuring the boundaries of the patriarchal symbolic system from 

within that system. 

The distinction between Self and Other, as Simone de Beauvoir proposed, did not 

always imply a distinction between masculine and feminine. However, in her book, The 

Second Sex, de Beauvoir argues that men began building various myths about women 

with the intention of defining them ―in toto‖ (de Beauvoir 254). This served as a function 

of ―othering‖ women by creating an air of mystery around them. Because women 
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possessed this mysteriousness, men did not have to align themselves with them and were 

able to consider themselves superior (257). More importantly, this enabled men to create 

a social structure founded by these stereotypes: patriarchy. Patriarchal society, in its 

concern for preserving the patrimony, developed constructions attributed to Femininity 

that resulted in two disparate ―types‖ of women: the ―bad women‖ and the ―guardian 

angels‖ (254). De Beauvoir argues: ―As group symbols and social types are generally 

defined by means of antonyms in pairs, ambivalence will seem to be an intrinsic quality 

of the Eternal Feminine. The saintly mother has for correlative the cruel stepmother, the 

angelic young girl has the perverse virgin: thus it will be said sometimes that Mother 

equals Life, sometimes the Mother equals Death, that every virgin is pure spirit or flesh 

dedicated to the devil‖ (254). This ambiguous duality that is incessantly attributed to 

women by men persists in literature as a means of producing female characters. Fowles is 

no exception.  

This kind of stereotyping of women has become a typical means of description to 

the extent that any reality of femininity is lost. De Beauvoir argues, ―Evidently it is not 

reality that dictates to society or to individuals their choice between the two opposed 

basic categories; in every period, in each case, society and the individual decide in 

accordance with their needs. Very often they project into the myth adopted […] 

institutions and values to which they adhere […] to impose on women a categorical 

imperative‖ (255). Women have been re-created with each categorical imperative society 

desires women to fulfill. Therefore, these two categories (the bad women and the 

guardian angels) have never ceased to exist but rather, have been reproduced even as time 

(and presumably evolutionary progress) has moved forward. De Beauvoir also points out 
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that ―the myth must not be confused with the recognition of significance; significance is 

immanent in the object; it is revealed to the mind through a living experience; whereas 

the myth is a transcendent Idea that escapes the mental grasp entirely‖ (255). This is 

important to note because as an object women can still have significance, and that 

significance is something real that can be experienced. But, the myths, the categories that 

have become customary definitions of women, exist solely in perception and have no 

biological basis in reality, yet they continue to be perpetuated by society. John Fowles 

clearly illustrates Simone de Beauvoir‘s argument in the portrayal of his female 

characters, but he also depicts how these stereotypes have impacted men in their social 

culture. Male perception is impeded by gender stereotypes of women to the point where 

any biological reality of women is lost, and while the structure of the patriarchal system 

continues to reinforce women‘s subservient role to men, successful relationships based in 

reality are impossible. De Beauvoir‘s argument illustrates the ambiguity that has become 

inherent within women‘s identity development, and, consequently, opens the door for 

Julia Kristeva‘s analysis of the signifying process, the way men and women perceive and 

understand their world, and to posit her theory of abjection. 

The Abject, the Semiotic, and the Symbolic Order 

 In Powers of Horror, Julia Kristeva develops her theory of abjection and defines 

the difference between an object and the abject: ―The abject is not an ob-ject facing me, 

which I name or imagine. Nor is it an ob-jest, an otherness ceaselessly fleeing in a 

systematic quest of desire‖ (Kristeva 1). In other words, the abject is not defined with the 

same binary mode of thought as an object. The definition of an object is founded on the 

understanding that it is something other than I, something external to the thinking subject 
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or self. However, the abject is also not an ―otherness‖ that continuously searches for the 

knowledge that would fix it within the boundaries of meaning. It does not function within 

the same boundaries of definition that the object does. According to Kristeva, there is 

only one similarity between the object and the abject: ―the abject has only one quality of 

the object—that of being opposed to I‖ (Kristeva 2). The abject, therefore, possesses the 

quality of being opposed to I because it cannot be defined as something that is part of I, 

but rather it is that which is expelled, often in disgust, like the bodily fluids that humans 

expel from their bodies and cringe at the thought that those fluids ever were part of them. 

Even while part of the body, part of the process that assists healthy functioning, we 

perceive those parts of us as temporary and disconnected from our self-identification. It is 

thus ―something rejected from which one does not part, from which one does not protect 

oneself as from an object. Imaginary uncanniness and real threat, it beckons to us and 

ends up engulfing us‖ (Kristeva 4). The abject is something simultaneously rejected and 

desired, something we expel from us but are never rid of. It draws us to it because we 

attribute an unsettling mysteriousness to it, and then threatens our system of constructing 

meaning by destroying the binaries and boundaries through which we define ourselves. It 

is this violation of order that the abject draws its power from, and this is why the abject 

plays a significant role in the challenge of the patriarchal system in both Mantissa and A 

Maggot.  

According to Kristeva, abjection is a result of an irruption in the signifying 

process. The signifying process that Kristeva describes is built on Jacques Lacan‘s 

notions of the relationship between self and other. Kristeva redefines Lacan‘s position in 

her theory of the semiotic and the symbolic as the relationship between self and that 
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which threatens the self. Lacan identifies the symbolic as: ―the centrality of systems of 

meaning or signification to subjectivity and the social order [and] the discursive/linguistic 

order constitutes human socio-cultural and sexual activity as such‖ (qtd. In Grosz 148)
1
. 

Lacan makes a distinction between the symbolic order, where ―reality is lived […] and 

known‖ (Grosz 34), and the imaginary, which ―has no boundaries, borders, divisions, or 

oppositions‖ (Grosz 34). The imaginary, for Lacan, is the order preceding language and 

laws of the father, and it is only through symbolic representations (language, laws, etc.) 

that an individual can join a social community. Kristeva extends this theory to consider 

the psychological development of individuals in transgressive discourses. She places 

Lacan‘s symbolic order in opposition to the semiotic, which functions similarly to 

Lacan‘s notion of the imaginary, and posits that it is through the abject realm that 

symbolic and semiotic forces consistently struggle.  

This struggle is due to the dependence of the symbolic on the semiotic; ―the 

symbolic/oedipal/social mode owes a debt of existence to an unspeakable and 

unrepresentable semiotic/maternal/feminine. […] This debt is the social equivalent of the 

debt the subject owes to a female corporeality which remains unrecognized in its 

autonomy‖ (Grosz 153). Without the semiotic/maternal/feminine, in other words, the 

symbolic/oedipal/social could not exist, and this rejection of the semiotic as a means to 

join the symbolic order reflects a rejection of the feminine body. Because the feminine 

body encompasses both a state where the symbolic order does not exist and an object that 

is constructed by socially imposed definitions of the symbolic order, it functions in a state 

of ambiguity, or abjection. Because the abject causes an eruption of the real, or semiotic, 

                                                 
 

1
 See Elizabeth Grosz‘s analysis of Julia Kristeva‘s depart from Lacan‘s theories of the symbolic, 

the imaginary, and the real. 
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into the symbolic order/social system, it represents a moment when mechanisms of power 

are laid bare. And, ―these semiotic eruptions represent transgressive breaches of symbolic 

coherence or, […] instances on the borders of the meaningful which reveal the coercive 

forces vested in the domination of the symbolic over the semiotic‖ (Grosz 153). The 

power of the abject then, lies in its ability to elucidate the controlling influence of the 

symbolic order over the real, or the semiotic, and is thus significant in literatures dealing 

with transgression and evolution, like Fowles‘s novels.  

 By considering such issues that address the inside and outside of a system, self 

and other, subject, object, and abject, I will demonstrate how inextricably social 

constructs are intertwined with perspective and reality. As Fowles demonstrates in 

Mantissa, equality within relationships is impossible as long as perception is clouded by 

social constructions of gender roles. Fowles places this clouded perception within his 

male characters because it is through them that these conventions continue to be 

reinforced. His female characters are meant to challenge these conventions, not in their 

successful escape from them within the text, but rather through their abjection. In A 

Maggot, Rebecca assumes the roles of both angel and harlot through the male 

perspectives in the novel, but she is also, and perhaps more importantly, neither of these. 

She does not take on the characteristics of these two prescribed types of women because 

they come from within her, but rather, because these roles are projected on to her by 

others. She assumes these roles as a means of survival, not because they truly are part of 

her nature. Fowles forces his characters to confront the relationship of self/other, 

inside/outside, and reality/illusion within themselves in order to be able to conceive of 

that relationship at the larger level he turns to in his last two novels: the possibility of 
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changing a symbolic system that is consumed by these kinds of relationships. Fowles 

illustrates his relationship to feminism here in that he seeks to bring the marginal 

existence of his female characters to the forefront of his novels and reveal the 

consequences of ignoring those figures that are forced into abjection. In addressing the 

abjection of femininity, Fowles questions the ability, specifically of women, to be 

opposed to a system while simultaneously remaining a creation of it.  

While critics such as John Haegert and Jeffrey Roessner champion the 

―progressive‖ roles Fowles produces in his last two novels, it is difficult to ignore the 

mistreatment of women‘s bodies in Mantissa and A Maggot. In Mantissa, Fowles creates 

a story that takes place inside the head of the male protagonist, Miles Green. Fowles‘s 

heroine in this work, Erato, alternates her physical form throughout the novel between a 

submissive, desirable, and willing body to one that repulses and rejects Miles‘s 

controlling influence over her, as well as the controlling influence he represents, and 

which she is unable to escape. In A Maggot, Fowles introduces a male character who 

represents the stubbornness of a symbolic system, Mr. Ayscough, and a female character 

who challenges that system, Rebecca. Mr. Ayscough refuses to allow Rebecca to step out 

of her objectified role, even after she attempts to embrace a new one because, according 

to Roessner, Mr. Ayscough is also a prisoner of the system and is bound to the societal 

―rules‖ he lives by. Because of his position within his society, Mr. Ayscough, therefore, 

cannot see past the societal (angel/harlot) labels that place Rebecca into stereotypical 

roles. Richard Lynch (2009) proposes another theory, however, and suggests that 

characters can only view each other through the narratives they construct for each other. 

He acknowledges ―what we have come to recognize as a central truth about the way we 
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think about other people: as characters in a fabula we are either narrating or authoring‖ 

(225). In other words, characters within a work of fiction, or a fabula, create versions of 

other characters through which they come to know and understand, or attempt to 

understand, one another. In Fowles‘s novels, this kind of metarepresentation is especially 

prevalent within the minds of the male characters, who seek to maintain control over the 

women in the novels as well as what women represent to their system of representation as 

a whole. This ultimately leads to the reinforcement of gender stereotypes that have 

become functions of masculine power in the symbolic order.  

By reproducing gender stereotypes in these novels, Fowles reveals how deeply 

rooted these social constructs have become in the symbolic order because they shape the 

perception of Fowles‘s characters, as well as the ways they interact with each other. The 

stereotype most perpetuated, the angel/harlot dichotomy, or as Simone de Beauvoir 

labels: the bad women and guardian angels, illustrates the duality in which Fowles‘s male 

characters perceive women. They are either submissive angels, innocent and pure, or 

rebellious harlots, dangerous and alluring. Because it is through the male protagonists 

that readers often follow the narrative of Fowles‘s works, it is ―men‖ who Fowles wishes 

to enlighten, not just men in his texts, but also ―real‖ men in the ―real‖ world. Fowles 

draws a connection between the corrupted perception of men in his texts to the same 

corrupted perception that prevents men outside of the fictional world to perceive women 

without their categorical fixations. Fowles thus continues to create these metafictive 

moments in his novels, where he breaks down the divisions between real and fictional 

worlds, in order to challenge readers to acknowledge the fictional status of their own 

perception. Through the introduction of female characters that threaten to breach 
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symbolic borders and push toward progress, evolution, and change, Fowles challenges his 

male readers to question their own socially constructed—and socially confining—

perception in the world outside the novel. The problem Fowles faces here arises from his 

own masculine perspective and the inability to escape himself, yet this is why his 

approach to the problem of patriarchy is effective. By transgressing the boundaries of the 

text, Fowles exposes the repression of social constructs and gender stereotypes in the 

masculine mind and how deep those constructs have been buried over time periods. He 

creates female characters who encapsulate gender stereotypes that are reinforced and 

perpetuated by his male characters in the hope that his heroines will break down those 

symbolic codifications, which is something his male protagonists, as well as he, cannot 

accomplish by themselves. Fowles proposes a rejection of what we accept to be ―real‖ 

socially and exposes the illusion of gender constructs through both of his most recent 

female characters, Erato and Rebecca. As Erato and Rebecca are cast further into 

abjection, they also become the figures in the texts that are able to push toward a 

breaking down of social borders, constructs, and order, both within and outside the text. 

Therefore, while Fowles may seem to perpetuate gender stereotypes throughout his 

works, his last two novels expose the power of abjectified figures like Erato and Rebecca. 

Because these women are abjectified by masculine perception, these novels clearly reveal 

the wish for women outside the text not to fall into the traps of patriarchal illusions. And, 

it is the abject figures within a symbolic system who can initiate the restructuring of a 

social/symbolic system like patriarchy. 

Although John Fowles‘s female characters significantly reveal Fowles‘s interest 

in irruptions of the symbolic order, there are other places in these novels where this sort 
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of irruption occurs: instances of animal imagery in Mantissa and characters like Dick and 

Rebecca in A Maggot. Fowles incorporates animal imagery into Mantissa especially, and 

creates physical representations of the signifying process in A Maggot that cause 

irruptions of the semiotic into the symbolic patriarchal system. These moments in the 

texts reveal a breakdown of the symbolic order through the dehumanization of characters 

that take on these images/irruptions, and in the interruption of the action of the novel. 

Fowles does not use animal imagery simply to illustrate the belittlement of characters 

who hold inferior social positions. Rather, he does so to reveal moments of struggle in a 

social/symbolic system between members who seek to maintain the existing boundaries 

within the symbolic order and members who seek to, or have the ability to, challenge 

those boundaries. Through the moments where animal imagery appears in these novels, 

Fowles produces irruptions of Kristeva‘s semiotic into the symbolic system. Language, 

order, and rules become invaded by chaos, intense emotion, and fear. For example, in 

Mantissa, Erato, his female heroine, physically transforms Miles Green, Fowles‘s male 

protagonist, into a satyr. Fowles also consistently allows the bird in the cuckoo clock to 

invade the text during moments when Miles is attempting to reinforce masculine 

dominance over Erato. In A Maggot, the irruptions of the symbolic are specifically tied to 

those characters who seek to disrupt or have the ability to redefine social hierarchical 

boundaries of power, such as Rebecca and Dick. These characters are often referred to as 

―beasts‖ by those characters who wish to maintain existing social hierarchies in the 

symbolic system, such as Mr. Ayscough. Although irruptions of the semiotic occur 

differently in these two texts, these irruptions reflect moments when characters restricted 

by the boundaries created by symbolic language, order, and social constructs, struggle 
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with those boundaries. It is through these characters that Fowles suggests a 

transformation of the structures within a symbolic system can begin to take place. In 

these moments of struggle, the semiotic reappears and through acknowledging the power 

of the semiotic, these characters can return to the symbolic system with an altered 

perspective of power structures and balance within a social/symbolic system. 

Using Kristeva‘s theory of abjection and her interpretation of the semiotic versus 

symbolic processes of signification, readers can reflect on how an imbalance in the 

human signifying process has become corrupted by power, not only within the 

boundaries of Fowles‘s novels, but in the real world as well. Through Fowles‘s heroines 

and semiotic irruptions of the symbolic order in both Mantissa and A Maggot, Fowles 

reveals weaknesses in the symbolic order, and consequently, moments where 

transformation of a patriarchal, symbolic system can begin to be recognized. These 

moments of strain on the symbolic system are significant because they cause a disruption 

of the rules and borders that serve as the foundation of the symbolic order. By calling 

attention to these moments, the categorical imperatives that have been imposed on 

women and perpetuated for the purpose of maintaining power relations in these texts can 

thus be subverted. These marginalized characters therefore do not need to find a way to 

exist outside the symbolic world, but instead, through the semiotic, they can achieve a 

new way to perceive the symbolic order and restructure boundaries within the symbolic 

system that have ceased to be effective in stabilizing societal order, rules, and borders. 

What Fowles accomplishes here then is a breaking of the boundaries and rules not only 

within the text, but outside it as well. He provides a space where readers can glimpse the 

power of the semiotic and gain a new perspective of the symbolic system.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

MANTISSA 

 Although Mantissa (1982) is arguably Fowles‘s most experimental work, it has 

received significantly less critical attention than his other works. Fowles removes any 

sense of structure in this novel because he sets the novel inside the mind of his male 

protagonist, Miles Green. Although Fowles characteristically manipulates traditional 

literary structures in his works, in Mantissa he sacrifices a storyline in order to explore 

the depths of masculine perception. The result is a mixture of masculine fantasies and 

philosophical debates between Miles and Erato, the female protagonist. Erato consistently 

challenges Miles‘s limited perspective. But, because the setting of novel takes place 

inside Miles‘s mind, Erato is also a creation of Miles‘s imagination. Therefore, although 

Erato challenges Miles and berates him for his objectification of her, she does so because 

Miles interprets her (and presumably women in general) to think and behave that way. 

More importantly though, what Fowles discovers in this exploration of the masculine is 

Miles‘s awareness of the way he treats Erato. Consequently, Fowles reveals the ways 

men repress that awareness in order to maintain their dominance over women. The novel 

opens in the middle of a male fantasy, a patient with amnesia and a doctor trying to cure 

him with experimental sex therapy. But by the second chapter, readers discover the 

fiction of the events of the first chapter and the novel continues to cycle in this way. The 

novel constantly challenges the reality of the events that occur as well as the characters 
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themselves. Fowles draws attention to the fictional state of his characters in order to 

illustrate the fictionality present between men and women outside the literary 

world.Indeed, it is through its metafictional exploration that Mantissa reveals the depths 

to which gender stereotypes inhibit successful relationships because men repress the 

knowledge that women are more than the sum of social constructs and masculine 

fantasies in order to preserve masculine mechanisms of social control. This novel thus 

offers significant insight into Fowles‘s authorial project because Fowles turns his 

concerns inward, and, from within the masculine mind, he explores reasons why 

individuals are unable to escape a restrictive social system.  

Mantissa and the Abject 

Mantissa can be described as Fowles‘s literary realization of the inability for an 

individual to escape a controlling system, and this is particularly evident in the case of 

women who continually suffer from being constructed by societal codifications. In this 

novel, Fowles forces a confrontation between prisoner and jailer, as Erato and Miles 

engage in multiple arguments regarding control and constructed identity. While Erato 

battles against Miles‘s controlling influence, she morphs between various states of being: 

the doctor practicing an unusual form of sex therapy on the convalescent patient, the 

goddess, and the punk rocker feminist. Because Erato is a product of Miles‘s mind, she 

illustrates the specific categories that men create to define women. And, because each of 

these subjectivities are part of one woman, Fowles reveals the abjection through which 

Erato functions. She reflects the ambiguity of the abject figure, as she is not one, but all 

of these forms, and none of them. Erato represents everything outside of Miles, even 

though she is completely constructed by him. Abjection, then, is a tool manipulated by 
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men, like Miles manipulates it here, in order to maintain masculine domination in a 

symbolic system through perpetuating social constructions of women. Erato‘s state of 

being and Miles‘s reaction to her is illuminated by Kristeva‘s definition of the abject: 

The abject has only one quality of the object—that of being opposed to I. 

If the object, however, through its opposition, settles me within the fragile 

texture of a desire for meaning, which, as a matter of fact, makes me 

ceaselessly and infinitely homologous to it, what is abject, on the contrary, 

the jettisoned object, is radically excluded and draws me toward the place 

where meaning collapses. (Kristeva, Powers of Horror 2) 

The abject, then, represents a state of continual opposition. This opposition takes place 

outside of Miles in his creation of a figure essentially opposite to his masculine 

superiority. He also, however, creates this opposition within himself because both Erato 

and Miles are characters within a work of fiction. The multiple subjectivities of Erato 

thus represent multiple subjectivities in Miles‘s mind. In fact, these subjectivities are only 

part of Miles in that they are social constructions he believes women should be defined 

by. This dual relationship that takes place within Miles‘s head reveals the power of the 

abject as Miles is at once disgusted by Erato yet drawn to her. As Miles searches for 

meaning he cannot cease defining himself as that which is not Erato, not woman, not 

inferior. He excludes her in this way yet cannot escape her and the more he is drawn to 

her the more his boundaries begin to disintegrate and meaning as he understands it 

collapses. In order to maintain some semblance of his symbolic order he attempts to 

reinforce his boundaries and conventions by degrading the female body. 
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 The novel opens with a suggestively pornographic scene: a hospital room where a 

patient suffers amnesia and in an attempt to retrieve his memory must adhere to the 

experimental sex therapy of Dr. Delfie and Nurse Cory. As these two women begin their 

treatment of Miles, his reactions are of resistance, embarrassment, and disgust. He defies 

the way his body is being treated: as an object, a specimen for experimentation, and a tool 

through which he can regain some insight into an identity he cannot remember. In the 

middle of the treatment he reflects on his reaction to it and regains a sense of self: 

He knew, as in a nightmare, that he was slipping fatally toward disaster; 

and equally was powerless to prevent it. […] a true, if temporarily lost 

Miles Green […] would not, he knew it in his bones, have ordinarily been 

caught dead in such vulgar and humiliating circumstances, or for a 

moment listened to the doctor‘s specious justifications. […] Almost at 

once he had evidence that he was on the right track, and that the doctor, in 

hinting at something vaguely louche, promiscuous, had once again been 

misleading him. (Fowles 32) 

As Miles feels horrified and violated by Dr. Delfie‘s treatment of his body, he encourages 

himself to believe that this is behavior that any moral man would not engage in, and as he 

must be a moral man, he cannot accept that he would typically allow himself to be treated 

this way. Such treatment is, after all, a rejection of the inherent social rules he is sure 

counter such promiscuity. Such behavior should not come from a woman who is not a 

prostitute. Dr. Delfie‘s profession and professional demeanor confuse the social 

codifications of women in Miles‘s mind. As he tries to ground his reactions in some sort 

of subjectivity, however, he places that subjectivity in opposition to Dr. Delfie, 
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suggesting that she is part of the evil immorality which he rejects. In doing so, he creates 

two different perspectives: the male who seeks to uphold such social rules that prohibit 

promiscuous behavior from proper women, and the female who embraces sexuality and 

manipulates it into a tool through which insight can be discovered. Miles must reject Dr. 

Delfie, then, if he is to maintain the socially acceptable guidelines of his symbolic 

system, and in order to do so, he must cast her into a gender prescribed role for the 

female who fails to follow the same rules. He places her into the abject. He does not 

escape from the situation though, and allows the immoral behavior to continue while he 

contemplates his own subjectivity. In doing so, he becomes complicit in the abjection of 

Dr. Delfie. Kristeva (1982) argues that the ―abject […] is something rejected from which 

one does not part, from which one does not protect oneself as from an object. Imaginary 

uncanniness and real threat, it beckons to us and ends up engulfing us‖ (4). Miles does 

not part from that which he rejects, or that which has become abject. Instead, the abject 

becomes part of the identity he attempts to regain. Moreover, the fact that the Miles 

Green that takes part in this scene is a character within his own mind is significant in that 

the actions of his character are reflections of his socially constructed masculine 

archetype. Freud‘s theory of repression provides an explanation for Miles‘s complicity in 

this scene, and as a character within his own mind: ―repression is a form of social control 

that saves people from themselves and makes it possible for them to live together without 

perpetually killing and exploiting one another. Ideal mental health does not entail an 

absence of repression, but the maintenance of a modulated repression that allows 

gratification while at the same time preventing primitive sexual and aggressive impulses 

from taking over‖ (Mitchell and Black 19). This rationale reinforces the masculine 
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perpetuation of social control. Repression is necessary for men, like Miles, to continue to 

maintain an acceptable sense of structure in a social system. In forcing Miles to confront 

the abject realm that he thrusts Erato into, Fowles reveals the complicity of men in 

forcing women into these marginal positions. More importantly, Fowles acknowledges, 

contrast to the belief behind maintaining a ―modulated repression,‖ that by continuing 

this behavior, men prevent their own evolution, or an evolution of the symbolic system of 

which they are a part.  

Fowles‘s female character, Erato, faces the same problem in her unsuccessful 

attempts at escape because she is also a construction of Miles‘s imagination. When the 

punk rocker feminist storms into the hospital room and berates Miles for his misogynistic 

treatment of his female characters, Fowles reveals that each of the women Miles has 

encountered are representations of gender stereotypes. His heroine in the form of a 

resentful feminist illustrates the male/female opposition, both explicitly and implicitly: 

God, if you was only a character too. If I could just rub you out along with 

your piddlin‘, pansy, paper puppets. […] You realize you‘re behaving just 

like a man? […] Instant value-judgments. Violent sexual prejudice. To say 

nothing of trying to hide behind the roles and language of a milieu to 

which you do not belong. (Fowles 54) 

Erato reveals Miles‘s need to impose socially constructed roles on her and how his 

placing her into those roles is particularly illustrative of masculine behavior toward 

women. She thus demonstrates the strength of these gender stereotypes. The desire to 

have equal control over Miles as he does her is impossible no matter how much Erato 

protests because she exists only in his mind. This is evident in her transformation into a 



 22 

goddess when she expresses her dissatisfaction with being reduced to a bodily image: 

―This is the last and final straw. I can overlook much, but not having my essential 

modesty of demeanor so grossly lampooned. Everyone knows my true nature is shy and 

retiring. I will not be turned into a brainless female body at your beck and call and every 

perverted whim‖ (59). Erato becomes the angel in this moment, ―shy and retiring‖ and 

hurt for being represented as sexually authoritative and promiscuous. When Erato 

defends herself as something more than a character in a book, as ―supremely real‖ (59), 

she reveals the angel/harlot dichotomy of the female archetype. These gender stereotypes 

that Fowles recreates within his heroine demonstrate a distinct opposition in the balance 

of power between men and women, but they also prevent the possibility for the female 

body to be removed from the abject realm it is forced into. As Erato alternates between 

these social constructions, Fowles reveals how these manifestations of masculine 

perception are at once who she is, because it is through these forms that Miles perceives 

her, and also that they are completely absent from her. Because she only becomes these 

different women in the mind of Miles, Fowles reinforces the notion that it is through the 

male psyche that these conventions are projected onto women. Thus men assume a 

position of creator and force women into abjection where their subjectivities are fluid and 

dependent upon their male counterparts. Erato only becomes threatening when she 

disrupts Miles‘s conception of symbolic structure because, in her abject state, she 

manipulates the boundaries he attempts to enforce. This power reflects a manifestation of 

Miles‘s own fears of change, fears of an evolution that would destroy the symbolic 

conventions that have held women in their prescribed roles. Miles is thus representative 

of the symbolic system Fowles questions. Just as Miles becomes creator and enforces 
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patriarchal constructions on Erato, Fowles reveals his own implication in the perpetuation 

of these stereotypes through the creation of Miles‘s character since Miles reflects Fowles 

as author.  

 As Erato plays the role of Miles‘s muse throughout the majority of the novel, 

Fowles insinuates that she has more control than she appears to in Miles‘s sexual 

fantasies and representations of her. Within the story itself, Erato and Miles‘s debate over 

the role she plays in creating a work of literature leads up to Miles angrily discarding her 

as capable of ascertaining any strong role in the creation process because she is, by social 

definition, a woman. He reprimands her: ―be a woman, and enjoy it. But don‘t try to think 

in addition. Just accept that that‘s the way the biological cards have fallen. You can‘t 

have a male brain and intellect as well as a mania for being the universal girlfriend‖ 

(Fowles 122). She seemingly accepts this statement equating her status as a woman to 

that which is strictly not masculine, such as intellect, logic, and the ability to create a 

work that is capable of reaching the intellectual level of male authorship. He debases her 

further as he prepares to leave the room by asking if she needs anything: ―Some pretty 

clothes? A Magazine? Woman’s Own? Good Housekeeping? Vogue?‖ (Fowles 123). Her 

reaction to this reduction to a social construct is to trap him in the room. In doing so, she 

becomes a threat to his social structure because she reverses the power of masculine 

domination over her. She takes control of the action and thus causes a moment of 

irruption in the symbolic order that Miles attempts to maintain. John Haegert argues that 

―in Mantissa Fowles was not content merely to celebrate the role of woman as a 

mysterious and provocative Other. Nor did he wish to portray her simply as a valued 

functionary in the larger spectacle of male discovery and self-possession. Opening 
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himself fully to her ambiguous presence, he sought […] to internalize the authority of 

woman‖ (Haegert 161). Haegert acknowledges Erato‘s ambiguity as a source of power. 

Haegert conveniently neglects here that even though Fowles successfully ―internalize[s] 

the authority of woman‖ in Erato‘s ability to control the physical movements of Miles, he 

allows this to happen through Miles because the entire action of the novel takes place 

within Miles‘s own brain. Fowles thus confronts the illusions of social boundaries in 

masculine perception. Simone de Beauvoir argues, ―The struggle cannot be clearly drawn 

between them, since woman is opaque in her very being; she stands before man not as a 

subject but as an object paradoxically endued with subjectivity; she takes herself 

simultaneously as self and as other, a contradiction that entails baffling consequences‖ 

(de Beauvoir 718). Miles cannot accept Erato‘s point of view because it challenges the 

ways he defines her within his mind. Yet, the fact that this struggle between accepting 

Erato as subject rather than object takes place within Miles‘s mind portrays a repression 

of the knowledge that Erato is indeed a subject. It is thus she who must internalize the 

dual state of subject and object, of self and other, because he refuses to release that 

knowledge to himself. This kind of masculine reaction to sexual appeals and demands for 

equal treatment from a woman is natural because female ambiguity disturbs masculine 

perception of what acceptable behavior for women should be: 

When she makes weapons at once of her weakness and of her strength, it 

is not a matter of designing calculation: she seeks salvation spontaneously 

in the way that has been imposed on her, that of passivity, at the same time 

when she is actively demanding her sovereignty; and no doubt this 

procedure is unfair tactics, but it is dictated by the ambiguous situation 
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assigned her. Man, however, becomes indignant when he treats her as a 

free and independent being and then realises that she is still a trap for him; 

if he gratifies and satisfies her in her posture as prey, he finds her claims to 

autonomy irritating; whatever he does, he feels tricked and she feels 

wronged. (de Beauvoir 718) 

The struggle that takes place between Miles and Erato arises from Miles‘s inability to 

perceive Erato as anything other than what her constructed subjectivity stipulates. 

Because she represents herself simultaneously as both creator (self) and created (other) 

she causes a contradiction. She uses her social construct as a weapon by manipulating the 

passivity that Miles expects from her, and in the next instant demands her independence. 

This ambiguity, though irritating to man, reinforces the abject state through which she 

threatens Miles‘s sense of order and control. Because Erato causes this moment of 

irruption in Miles‘s mind, she creates a moment where the symbolic order can be 

restructured. Kristeva (1982) explains, ―If it be true that the abject simultaneously 

beseeches and pulverizes the subject, one can understand that it is experienced at the peak 

of its strength when that subject, weary of fruitless attempts to identify with something on 

the outside, finds the impossible within‖ (5). As both masculine and feminine 

perspectives war for control within one mind, Fowles creates a realm where the abject 

figure can find the impossible—an opportunity to restructure the symbolic order. Miles‘s 

conscious desire is for Erato to adhere to the social constructs of femininity and assume 

the character of whichever exploitive role he creates for her, which suggests that the 

abjection of women is a masculine act meant to keep women in specific roles. Erato‘s 
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rejection of that dominance forces Miles to confront the fragility of his patriarchal, 

symbolic order. 

 That Erato essentially locks Miles inside his own mind at the end of the novel 

suggests that Erato, through her abject state, removes herself from the confines of 

Miles‘s, and consequently Fowles‘s, social definitions, but also from the boundaries of 

the text. In her depiction as the exotic nurse, Erato physically closes the door of the 

hospital room Miles lays in and leaves him there at the end of the novel. His state at this 

moment illustrates the inability for him to see beyond the social conventions he has 

attempted to reinforce throughout the entire novel: ―The oblivious patient lies on his 

hospital bed, staring, in what must now be seen as his most characteristic position, 

blindly at the ceiling; conscious only of a luminous haze, as if he were floating, godlike, 

alpha and omega (and all between), over a sea of vapor‖ (Fowles 196). Fowles describes 

Miles‘s ―most characteristic position‖ as oblivious and blind, stationary, and self-

deluding as he is conscious only of a ―godlike‖ floating feeling once he is left alone. 

Miles is left behind, locked within the walls that he has helped create in his refusal to 

perceive Erato as anything other than the social constructs that he believes define her. 

Erato, on the other hand, walks out and closes the door behind her. Even though this 

scene takes place inside Miles‘s consciousness, Erato is the one who is able to leave that 

locked room at the end of the novel because she has gained a sense of power through the 

abject state she has inhabited throughout the novel. Fowles describes Miles as 

―oblivious‖ and blind, conscious only of a haze that is left behind after Erato causes a 

physical irruption of the boundaries he has struggled to maintain. She exits the place 

where he insists on maintaining masculine domination over her by abjectifying her as 
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everything and nothing simultaneously, and it is in this physical act that an irruption of 

his symbolic order occurs. She even mocks his sense of godlike triumph as she takes the 

form of Nurse Cory, one of his fantasy representations, when she leaves him behind in 

his oblivious state of resistance. What Fowles elucidates in this scene is the illusion that 

men are left with in their resistance to an evolution of the symbolic order and that it is an 

abject figure who has the power to initiate that evolution. 

Mantissa: Moments of Transfiguration; Eruptions of the Semiotic; Irruptions in a 

Corrupt Symbolic System 

Because humans are defined by their social definitions, categories, significations, 

and labels, Fowles creates a space where those categorical definitions can be challenged 

in Mantissa: the mind of Miles Green. Placing the setting of this novel inside his male 

protagonist‘s mind rather than Erato‘s, who he clearly favors in her evolutionary insight, 

is significant because it is the stubborn resistance to change which Miles possesses that 

Fowles interrogates. Removing a significant plot from the novel, Fowles allows his 

characters the freedom to dissect their own roles in a work of fiction, as well as each 

other‘s. In creating this hyperawareness within Miles and Erato, Fowles questions how 

the roles prescribed to characters have become distorted by the symbolic order. Because 

Miles cannot see past the stereotypes that have delineated from the symbolic system‘s 

perpetuation of social constructs, he is representative of the resistant force in the 

symbolic system that must be challenged. Fowles creates Erato, an obvious opposing 

force for Miles, but uses less obvious oppositions throughout the work such as in the 

cuckoo clock, the elderly staff sister, and Miles‘s physical transformation into a satyr, in 
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order to illuminate the moments of semiotic eruption in the novel, and consequently the 

symbolic system.  

Miles awakes in a hospital room with no memory of who he is. After he has 

discovered his lack of clothing, he spots the clock and is immediately disturbed by it. Dr. 

Delfie (Erato in disguise) tells him that they keep it in the room because they think it adds 

―a human touch‖ (Fowles 11). The clock is decorated with depictions of nature, 

―peasants, cows, alpenhorns, edelweiss, heaven knows what else, carved on every 

available brown wooden surface‖ (11), and Miles is increasingly disturbed by these 

images. Dr. Delfie‘s suggestion that placing a clock defaced with nature carvings in the 

room will help remind Miles of his humanity hinges on the notion that he must perceive 

his surroundings in terms of opposition. He perceives himself as something other than 

those depictions on the clock, which illustrates his belief that by accepting his humanity 

he must also reject nature. This reaction reflects the traditional connection between nature 

and women that Simone de Beauvoir argues in The Second Sex:  

The support of life became for man an activity and a project through the 

invention of the tool; but in maternity woman remained closely bound to 

her body, like an animal. It is because humanity calls itself in question in 

the matter of living – that is to say, values the reasons for living above 

mere life – that, confronting woman, man assumes mastery. Man‘s design 

is not to repeat himself in time: it is to take control of the instant and 

mould the future. It is male activity that in creating values has made of 

existence itself a value; this activity has prevailed over the confused forces 

of life; it has subdued Nature and Woman. (de Beauvoir 65) 
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According to de Beauvoir then, the interpretation of life, of existence, is different for men 

and women. Men focus on the production of tools in order to make the matter of living 

easier, while women cannot escape their life-bearing responsibilities, which as de 

Beauvoir describes, binds woman to her body, ―like an animal.‖ This binding represents a 

connection to Nature that men cannot understand, but because humanity‘s values focus 

more on the reasons for living than life itself, man can assume mastery over both woman 

and nature, a value that is perpetuated by the patriarchal system. This explains why Miles 

is repulsed by the clock: ―He remained staring at the hideous clock: its lunatically 

cluttered front, its dropped intestines of weights and chains. It did disturb him, standing 

for something he feared, he couldn‘t say why; an anomaly, an incongruous reminder of 

all he could not remember‖ (Fowles 11). Miles knows the clock stands for something he 

fears but cannot understand what that could be. The fact that the clock is ―lunatically 

cluttered‖ also reflects the chaos inherent in Nature, and consequently women. The clock 

reminds Miles of the things he cannot remember because it signifies simultaneously the 

material objects that are no longer present in his current state in the padded hospital 

room, as well as the elements of nature that would impede on that material manmade 

state of existence. Kristeva (1982) explains the resistance to objects that are 

representative of an Other: ―If I am affected by what does not yet appear to me as a thing, 

it is because laws, connections, and even structures of that gesture, which enact the law 

for my frightened body, constitute and bring about an effect and not yet a sign. I speak to 

it in vain in order to exclude it from what will no longer be, for myself, a world that can 

be assimilated‖ (237). Kristeva describes the feeling that Miles experiences as he stares at 

the cuckoo clock. The effect the clock produces on him inhibits his ability to accept the 
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clock as a mere object in the room. The clock cannot appear simply as a thing because the 

combination of nature and order, chaos and organization, resonates from an object that 

has become abject, simultaneously voiceless and thunderous in the room. Fowles creates 

an object that encompasses both the rules and order of the symbolic system, an object that 

measures and dictates time, as well as symbols of elements outside that symbolic system 

that cannot be completely understood through symbolic means: nature. It is therefore 

perfectly fitting that this object, which causes Miles such perturbation, will be the 

medium that signifies moments of irruptions of the semiotic in Miles‘s attempts to 

reinforce systemic social constructs and boundaries throughout the novel.  

Dr. Delfie recognizes Miles‘s discomfort with the appearance of the clock, and in 

an attempt to appease him, tells him that the clock no longer makes any sound. She 

claims, ―It won‘t disturb you. We‘ve disconnected the striking mechanism. It doesn‘t 

cuckoo anymore‖ (Fowles 11). By allowing Miles to believe that the clock can no longer 

―cuckoo,‖ Dr. Delfie appeals to Miles‘s need to reassure the part of him that has been lost 

with his memory loss, the part of him that categorizes the world through social 

constructs. Through removing the clock‘s ability to make its cuckoo sound, the power the 

clock possesses in the room is removed for Miles as well, yet he still remains disturbed 

by its presence. Miles calls the clock ―awful‖ (Fowles 11), because he cannot accept what 

the clock represents in the room: an intrusion in the medically cold environment. In fact, 

by removing the sound that marks each passing hour, Dr. Delfie removes the part of the 

clock that organizes time. She therefore admits, even subtly, that she intends to cause a 

disruption in Miles‘s rehabilitation of the symbolic order. She keeps the clock in the 

room to add ―a human touch‖ (11), yet strips away the categorization that is 
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representative of the symbolic need to create order and rules. Kristeva (1982) describes 

this act of the speaking being as primal repression: ―What is primal repression? Let us 

call it the ability of the speaking being, always already haunted by the Other, to divide, 

reject, repeat. Without one division, one separation, one subject/object having been 

constituted (not yet, or no longer yet). Why? Perhaps because of maternal anguish, unable 

to be satiated within the encompassing symbolic‖ (237). Miles cannot help but be 

disturbed by the clock in this scene because it represents an Other that he needs to 

―divide, reject, [and] repeat‖ and by removing sound from the clock, Erato appeals to 

Miles‘s need to define himself in opposition to Other. In doing so, she acknowledges the 

―maternal anguish‖ that cannot ―be satiated within the encompassing symbolic‖ because 

it is that maternal anguish that is repressed by, as well as within, Miles. The silence of the 

clock in this scene, then, is representative of Dr. Delfie/Erato‘s true purpose in the text. 

She represents the figure in the text that is capable of challenging the subject/object 

binaries that Miles perpetuates in the struggle between himself and Erato. Even though 

Erato is essentially a creation of Miles‘s brain, she undermines his control over her 

through these subtle moments in the text. This moment reflects an irruption in Miles‘s 

symbolic order. Perhaps more importantly, because Erato is a product of Miles‘s as well 

as Fowles‘s imaginations, this subversive moment exposes both Miles‘s and Fowles‘s 

awareness of her feminine power. It is thus the repression of that knowledge that is also 

irrupted by Erato here. 

The clock plays a significant role in Erato‘s manipulations of Miles because it 

only represents time throughout the novel when Erato attempts to punish Miles for his 

misogynistic treatment of her. After she has transformed from Dr. Delfie, to the feminist 
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punk rocker, and finally to the goddess, she combines two different mediums for time; 

―Now she raises her left forearm and glances at it, evidently forgetting, in a momentary 

absentmindedness, that like the rose Ophelia, the wristwatch had not existed in classical 

times. She looks irritatedly around at the cuckoo clock‖ (Fowles 60). Fowles describes 

this moment as one where Erato has the power of creation rather than Miles, which leads 

to a dismissal of customary tools created to organize time. By drawing attention to the 

missing wristwatch, Fowles once again draws attention to the lack of systemic tools 

within the room that are used to create order. Without the wristwatch, Erato must use the 

cuckoo clock. Yet, instead of telling Miles that he has ten minutes left to apologize to her, 

she tells him, ―I give you ten more sentences to make a full, proper and formal apology‖ 

(60). Rather than invoking the clocks‘ ability to measure and organize time, she uses her 

lyre to indicate how much time he has left to apologize to her. She thus reintroduces 

sound (instead of silence) as a way to assert her rejection of his misogyny. In doing so, 

she reintroduces the semiotic, a communication that occurs without symbolic language, 

but rather through music.  

The cuckoo clock slowly comes to life as the novel progresses and becomes less 

subtle in its indication of moments where a struggle between Miles‘s symbolic system 

and irruptions of the semiotic in that system take place. Erato and Miles argue about the 

role each play in the creative process, and Miles reduces Erato to a social construct, a 

female who cannot possess both a brain and a body because it goes against the definition 

that has been cast upon her. Erato becomes upset about the role he perpetuates of her in 

his works, that she is simultaneously real and imagined because men cannot see beyond 

the role she portrays, or the role they desire her to portray. He reacts to her anger with 
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attempts to caress her and kiss her, ultimately attempting to manipulate her body to 

succumb to his will. However, both Erato and Miles choose sexuality as the medium 

through which they try to reach each other and appeal to each other because sex reflects 

the basest of needs while operating as one of the most prominent media to define social 

behaviors. Miles struggles to maintain his masculine dominance and Erato struggles to 

subvert his dominance over her and requests a balance, a compromise in their relationship 

to stand on more equal ground (Fowles 104).  

Miles listens to her version of how events may play out in her work of fiction, 

which evolves into Miles berating her for her outdated views of what modern fiction 

should accomplish in the modern world. During this section of their debate, Miles 

reduces her to an inferior creature who focuses solely on the sensations of erotic pleasure 

rather than metaphorical and reflexive writing. In Erato‘s case, she recreates events in 

such a way that illuminates the inferior status that Miles gives to her. He accuses her of 

attempting to reach beyond her biological constitution in her desire to become part of his 

creative process. Because both versions of events exist inside Miles‘s mind, Miles 

displays resentment toward Erato as creative author by creating a narrative from a woman 

(in his mind) which affirms his belief that as a woman she is only capable of taking part 

in the creative process if she does so through a fixation on the body and sexuality. 

However, during Erato‘s version of events, there is also an intense focus on 

animal brutality; ―I run onto the lawn, but you‘re much too agile and strong, too animal, 

and you catch me and throw me on the soft turf, I twist and wrestle, you take brutal 

possession of me against my will, I weep as your pent-up lust ravages my principles‖ 

(Fowles 106). Miles questions her about why she focuses so intently on this aspect of 
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male-female relations and she responds by asserting her belief that fiction should reflect 

real struggles that exist outside the text (110). Erato thus validates her narrative by 

illustrating the male Other as dangerous, and transforming that destructive force into the 

body of a satyr. She ―rewrites‖ the male Other as a creature with animal parts in order to 

relate the violent ―possession‖ of her to the brutality inherent in the basest of animal 

instincts, and she establishes this violent pattern in her perspective of relationships more 

than once. She calls Miles a modern satyr in the way he represents women in his fiction; 

―I‘m calling your disgusting, prototypal male bluff, that‘s what it means. And I‘ll tell you 

what a modern satyr is. He‘s someone who invents a woman on paper so that he can force 

her to say and do things no real woman in her right mind ever would‖ (Fowles 85). She 

acknowledges the way Miles represents her, incessantly reduced to the same restrictive 

roles. She also draws attention back to her dual nature in this scene as she acknowledges 

her status as both real and imagined. Brooke Lenz argues: ―Erato‘s ontological status is 

inherently problematic. As both characters repeatedly argue, Erato is not ―real‖ except as 

a figment of Miles‘ imagination, a psychic reality, or, as Fowles would undoubtedly have 

argued, as an embodiment of his anima. Any analysis of Miles‘ authorship that Erato 

advances must therefore come from Miles himself‖ (Lenz 190). 

 Erato‘s status is indeed problematic as Erato herself calls attention to her own 

aversion to Miles‘s representation of her. However, Erato is not alone in her fictional 

status because Miles is also a fictional character created by Fowles. That Miles can claim 

creative authorship over Erato increases the significance of the role Erato rejects in this 

scene. Miles, as creator, perpetuates the social constructs through which he defines 

femininity within Erato as a character, and though he appears to allow her freedom to 
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challenge him, as Lenz suggests, any analysis of Miles that Erato asserts actually comes 

from Miles. However, Lenz overlooks the fact that Fowles has created a character in 

Miles that is just as self-reflexive as the modern fiction he advocates should be. Miles 

encapsulates the mechanisms of the symbolic order that have been manipulated to control 

any threats to the symbolic social system. Throughout Miles‘s debates with Erato, Miles 

reinforces socially prescribed roles, but Fowles creates Miles this way in order to 

illustrate the static perspectives that have become tools of power structures in the 

symbolic system. Even though Erato is depicted as a creation of Miles‘s mind, she 

establishes her own authority by simultaneously fulfilling the constructed roles and 

fantasies Miles creates as well as defying those constructs when she identifies them as 

constructions of behavior that do not come from within her but are molded for her by 

others, particularly men. 

When Erato takes on the authorial role and describes a work of fiction that she 

would create to Miles, she represents masculinity as something that continually 

dominates femininity. This is illustrated in her depictions of scenes of masculine physical 

dominance over her female character. She makes the distinction even clearer when she 

reveals her intention of a role reversal in the sequel to her first piece: ―I was going to be 

more specific about one or two scenes in the second. When the unnatural female animal 

in me takes over‖ (Fowles 109-110). She calls the animal instinct in its relation to 

femininity ―unnatural‖ because it is unnatural for the female to be the dominant character, 

to dominate masculinity in any way. A female taking possession of her body, her sexual 

desire, is considered unnatural and purely animalistic as it rejects the symbolic 

representations of acceptable human sexual behavior and gender stereotypical roles 
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within male-female relationships. Jane O‘Sullivan argues that ―In its use of Descartes as 

the source for its opening epigraph, and the mind of Miles Green as it setting, Mantissa 

privileges an overtly masculine, cogito-centric perspective. Conversely, the body is 

presented as the irrational sphere of emotions, and in Mantissa that sphere is 

encompassed by the various female bodies assumed by Erato‖ (O‘Sullivan 112). The 

distinction between Miles‘s perspective and Erato‘s becomes more significant when 

viewed according to this opposition because of the way both characters manipulate the 

body throughout the novel.  

While Miles insists that Erato strives to access an intellectual understanding that 

is beyond her biological foundation, Erato actually draws attention to the political 

function of her body in his hierarchal dissemination of power. According to Judith Butler, 

this gendered discussion of mind and body associations illustrates that ―the ontological 

distinction between soul (consciousness, mind) and body invariably supports relations of 

political and psychic subordination and hierarchy‖ (qtd. in O‘Sullivan 112). Therefore, it 

is significant that the setting of the novel takes place within a consciousness and the body 

is the consistent variable that persists throughout the work. Because Miles Green‘s mind 

is the setting of the debates that occur between his character and Erato, Erato must use 

the body, ―presented as the irrational sphere of emotions,‖ as an arena to reconstruct the 

social definitions that have delegated the intellect and the body to opposing spheres, 

masculine and feminine respectively. It is thus significant that a fixation on the body 

exists throughout Mantissa because it is only through that sphere that a subversion of the 

masculine perspective of social identification and hierarchical categorizations can occur.  
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This debate between Miles and Erato progresses to the point that Miles attempts 

to reassert his dominance by creating a set of clothing (a suit, hat, and coat), slighting 

Erato with one last remark to her inferior feminine status, and walking towards the door 

to the hospital room. However, Erato, who has taken the insults Miles has rained down on 

her in his last rant, reveals her status as anything but inferior when she removes the door 

from the room that would allow Miles to escape with his rigid social definitions. He 

reacts with hostility and she reverses the earlier scene where he attempts to manipulate 

her body in order to mollify her into submission. She removes his clothing and leaves 

him standing naked with no way to escape the room or her will, and offers him the robe 

he created for her earlier in order to show him that power is not limited to the masculine 

creator. By stripping him of his clothing, she strips away the symbolic representations of 

the world and its classifications outside, the same classifications that Miles is attempting 

to preserve and Erato is seeking to reconstruct. She gives Miles her robe, a piece of 

feminine clothing, and in a physical donning of the feminine, forces Miles to confront the 

Other in her and in himself. The result of this confrontation is illustrated by Kristeva‘s 

(1982) definition of ―I‖: ―Obviously, I am only like someone else: mimetic logic of the 

advent of the ego, objects, and signs. But when I seek (myself), lose (myself), or 

experience jouissance—then ―I‖ is heterogeneous‖ (237). Erato thus reveals to Miles in 

this scene that his perspective of himself and of her is flawed. He attempts to define 

himself in binaries. He is that which is everything she is not and because he believes 

himself to be composed of intellect and logic then she must be composed of the opposite: 

irrationality and unstable emotions. In fact, Erato forces him to confront the error in his 

perception, and consequently the error in systemic gender constructs, when she 
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physically restricts his freedom to escape her, the way he has metaphorically, narratively, 

and socially restricted her freedom to escape her constructed subjectivities. Fowles thus 

creates a space, the mind, where the social constructs that devise classifications of 

gender, class, and social hierarchies and mold perceptions between and of individuals can 

be broken down. O‘Sullivan asserts that ―Mantissa uses the unreliable events in the 

unconscious as something against which to measure and subsequently affirm the relative 

truth of that reality observed in the conscious, thinking state. […] Indeed, […] Mantissa 

exploits the potential of a mind cut off from any recollection of reality in any of its 

represented forms. As such, it is the mind of a being which can be observed in the act of 

its own construction and representation‖ (O‘Sullivan 115). However, while Fowles does 

successfully create in Mantissa a way to measure the reality of the ―conscious, thinking 

state,‖ Miles is not cut off from ―any recollection of reality‖ because he creates a female 

character that he seeks to dominate in various ways throughout the novel. He creates 

debates that he believes he will win yet Erato continues to thwart the restrictions he 

attempts to control her with and in turn forces him to confront the constructions and 

representations he stubbornly perpetuates. Miles‘s state of amnesia does indeed suggest a 

blank slate, as O‘Sullivan suggests, where the act of ―construction and representation‖ 

can be observed. However, the social constructions of the symbolic system that create 

gender roles and stereotypes persist for Miles, which is evident in his desire to subjugate 

Erato through casting those systemic constructions on her throughout the novel.  

Miles introduces another character, the staff sister, as a way to reinforce the 

controlling, punitive forces in the symbolic system that Erato challenges when she 

removes the hospital room door and strips Miles of his clothing. This female character is 
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unlike any of Erato‘s transformations. Rather, the staff sister represents the kind of 

acceptable feminine power that is unthreatening because it is unattractive and reinforces 

patriarchal constructs by chastising women who transgress traditional gender roles. After 

Erato removes the Miles‘s clothing, she kicks Miles unconscious and transforms back 

into Dr. Delfie while he lies on the floor at her feet. She calls for Nurse Cory but the staff 

sister appears in her stead. Rather than assisting Dr. Delfie, she reprimands her for her 

inappropriately experimental therapeutic methods: ―You may think I‘m an old fool, 

doctor, but let me inform you of something else. I‘ve been meaning to speak about it. 

These walls. They‘re unscrubbable. There‘s filthy, disgusting dirt in every single crevice 

of them. They‘re crawling with septicemia. It‘s a miracle to me that we haven‘t had 

epidemic after epidemic here‖ (Fowles 135). The staff sister describes the walls as filthy 

and disgusting in order to convey the general disapproval of progressive thought that has 

been invoked by Dr. Delfie/Erato. She associates Dr. Delfie‘s instrumentation of the body 

with a bacterial infection that spreads quickly and fatally if left unconstrained. The staff 

sister creates an image of a life form even more threatening than the animalistic/nature 

references: septicemia, a blood disease caused by harmful bacteria that enters the 

bloodstream and infiltrates the body. The staff sister thus accuses Dr. Delfie of corrupting 

the body by manipulating it as a therapeutic tool and threatening the very bloodstream of 

the symbolic system with her progressive thought. However, both Miles and Erato 

acknowledge the fictitious status of the staff sister in their continuous debate and Erato 

violently kicks Miles for introducing the staff sister to the scene rather than Nurse Cory.  

Jane O‘Sullivan proposes that Miles emphasizes the marginalization of women 

when the staff sister reveals Dr. Delfie‘s participation in a demonstration of a new 
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mastectomy incision: ―That the only female medical practitioner is the object upon which 

a male demonstrates, and upon which the male students gaze, is clearly a part of Miles‘s 

fantasy. Even so, it can be seen to emphasize the always already marginalized otherness 

of the woman in such a patriarchal domain‖ (O‘Sullivan 116). Miles creates a character 

in the staff sister who would confront Dr. Delfie/Erato with participation in a simulation 

like this in order to undermine Erato‘s previous challenge to his authority in his 

masculine domain. Indeed, because the sister chastises Dr. Delfie for allowing her body 

to be so displayed and simulate mutilation, the sister reinforces the notion that the body is 

meant to be covered and controlled. When she tells Dr. Delfie with her eyes ablaze that 

―the last thing most of them appeared to be studying was the line of the incision‖ (Fowles 

136), she reinforces the virgin/whore social construct. The staff sister berates Erato for 

her conduct and projects the evil beliefs about ―bad women‖ or harlots onto Erato with a 

heightened sense of authority. The staff sister is a manifestation of Miles‘s suppressed 

systemic representations, and because the medical sphere represents a field that is defined 

by classification and order and thus elevated respect in the patriarchal system, she is an 

appropriate vessel to express Miles‘s beliefs about which roles are appropriate for Erato 

to play, even in his mind.   

The cuckoo clock reemerges in the next scene when Erato berates Miles for his 

chauvinistic treatment of her and leads up to the climactic joining of their bodies in an act 

of simultaneously anger and pleasure. The clock begins to tick and Erato disappears. 

Erato becomes just a voice in the room and Miles accuses her of breaking the rules. The 

debate continues but Miles can no longer see Erato after she abandons her body. Erato 

thus threatens Miles‘s sense of control and order because she removes the physical object 
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in which he focuses his dominance over her. Miles resorts to threats and trite responses 

and Erato directly addresses the problems inherent in male-female relationships:  

You think all we‘re good for is to swoon at your feet and open our – […] 

What do you think liberation is about? […] Has it never occurred to your 

poor little male brain that logic, as you call it, is the mental equivalent of 

the chastity belt? Where do you think the world would have been if we‘d 

all worn nothing but logic since the beginning? We‘d still be creeping 

around that sickeningly dull garden. I bet he‘s your idea of a hero, that all-

time wet drip. Driving his wife mad with domestic boredom. (Fowles 149) 

Erato invokes the Garden of Eden here to emphasize how long the restrictive gender roles 

have been prescribed to women. She degrades Adam for his desire to keep Eve in her 

domestic role and suggests that logic is the enforcer of such modes of behavior. She 

portrays the garden negatively here, as ―sickeningly dull,‖ because Adam and Eve were 

meant to tame that wild, unpredictable element of nature that allows for change and 

uncontrolled evolution, and create order out of chaos. Miles dismisses this reference and 

requests that Erato return to the topic, but he doesn‘t understand that this allusion is a 

perfect illustration of the stifling nature of the symbolic order when it has become slanted 

in favor of masculine authority figures. Erato emphasizes this idea when she exclaims, ―I 

was just trying to get it through your thick skull that I have not just become invisible to 

you, I have always been invisible to you. All you‘ve ever seen in me is what you choose 

to see‖ (149). The creation of such socially constructed gender definitions have become 

tools manipulated by masculine authority figures in order to control threats to the 

symbolic system, like Erato. She expresses here the notion that she is not real, and cannot 
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be real, as long as she is perceived through the constructions that have been created for 

her by others. What emerges then is a sound ―beyond the capacities of mere alphabet […] 

to transcribe‖ (151), a sound so unable to be translated by human language that it should 

incite fear in Miles. This sound that cannot be interpreted by any alphabet reflects an 

irruption of the semiotic in Miles‘s symbolic order. Yet, he remains amused and the next 

sound is the invasion of the cuckoo clock coming to life.  

By the fourth cuckoo Miles and Erato are entangled in each other‘s arms, as if the 

clock sprang to life at the moment when their argument had reached its zenith to indicate 

that words could no longer suffice. This act of passion could be perceived as an act of 

submission for Erato because rather than remain invisible and deny him possession of her 

body, she reappears with the cue of the cuckoo clock. Indeed, the role of the cuckoo 

clock thus far has been to interrupt the debate between Miles and Erato at the moments 

when Miles attempts to reassert his dominance. Here, again Erato reinforces the argument 

she has been trying to get through to Miles because she puts aside his masculine logic and 

invokes a communion of their bodies. She reveals the line that separates mind and body, 

intellect and emotion, male and female, and at the moment when language ceases to be 

meaningful establishes a connection to communication without words. In removing 

language from their debate, however, she also reaffirms the threat to the symbolic system 

that the staff sister chastises her for. As the staff sister watches from outside the window 

with disapproval, ―she sees, as she threatened; but inside a mind that can only see, and 

never feel‖ (Fowles 155). As a representative of the world outside and the punitive forces 

who seek to reinforce the systemic rules that keep individuals in their socially created 

roles, she cannot access what lies beyond those rules. She cannot accept the submission 
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to the body that Miles and Erato have given themselves over to. In removing the debate 

from the language, logic, and structure of the symbolic order, Erato and Miles remove the 

outside world to intervene in their debate, much to the dismay of the staff sister who 

becomes angry and fearful when the act is complete and the window begins to disappear 

(Fowles 156).  

 The debate picks up where it left off, but after Miles refuses to accept Erato‘s 

views, a silence fills the room. He lies there thinking about how frustratingly 

insubordinate and argumentative Erato has become, and the cuckoo clock once again 

begins to tick. Gender roles are emphasized as they lie in each other‘s arms: ―a charming 

picture of sexual concord; clinging female, protective male, peace after the sensual storm. 

[…] All male sympathies must go to Miles Green; or so Miles Green himself 

overwhelmingly feels. […] The maddening thing, of course, is that they all lie, waiting to 

spring or be sprung into charming life and labile reality, inside the body that his right arm 

loosely holds‖ (Fowles 185). The emphasis on male sympathies is significant here 

because in this moment Miles is struggling with Erato‘s resistance to fulfill the role he 

desires of her. He feels sorry for himself as well as his gender because he is becoming 

aware that Erato‘s argument is more appealing in its endeavor to redefine social 

constructions of gender in and outside the creative process (in and outside a work of 

fiction). Miles, however, persists in his desire to maintain those boundaries: ―There must 

be a point […] where the teasing and joking has to stop, and biological reality, why 

women are here in the first place, be given its due‖ (Fowles 185). As he lay there 

contemplating a way to change Erato into a feminine figure that will adhere to the 

limitations of his socially prescribed gender roles, he envisions a Japanese geisha, who 
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lacks the ability to corrupt language with her unrealistic, progressive notions. Because 

Erato reverses the rules of the symbolic order to such an extent that she mocks them, 

Miles‘s reaction is not only one of repulsion and fear, but a decision to create a new 

female archetype for Erato to impersonate that may restore some of the symbolic values 

she has turned upside down: a Japanese woman who lacks sufficient language to be able 

to communicate.  

He becomes ecstatic with the thought of this other feminine creation: ―His 

infinitely compliant woman, true wax at last, dutiful and respectful, uncomplaining, 

admiring, and above all peerlessly dumb—except perhaps one or two hoarse and 

incomprehensible whimpers of discreetly grateful oriental pleasure as her imperious lord 

and master…‖ (Fowles 189-190). His desires here suggest that, according to masculine 

perception, if women are given words they use them to confront masculine authority. 

Men therefore must continually find ways to keep women in their socially prescribed 

roles, through manipulating the boundaries meant to create order in a symbolic system in 

such a way that tips power toward masculine domination of women‘s bodies. After Miles 

becomes lost in imagining this compliant woman, however, he begins to feel warm and 

itchy and realizes with panic that a transformation is taking over his body. His hands and 

feet: 

are now strangely bowed, swollen-thighed and stringy-calved, and clothed 

in shaggy black hair; the latter are not feet anymore, but cloven hooves. 

His hands claw desperately at his newly bearded face, then to the sharply 

pointed ears, then up to the forehead, where two stubby horns, each 

approximately one and three-quarter inches long, sprout from the hairline. 
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[…] There is certainly no resemblance at all in the last detail of his 

anatomy, which now juts up and out to a prodigious length and size, 

tetrorchideously miles indeed beyond the dimensions of its predecessor in 

that place. (Fowles 191) 

Erato once again assumes the creative role and transforms Miles into a satyr. She gives 

him animal parts as a clear reminder of his lack of evolutionary thought, as well his 

attempts to control evolution through restricting evolutionary thought within her. The 

image of a satyr is even more fitting in its last detail, the over exaggerated penis, because 

it is a significant representation of the importance Miles attaches to his own masculinity 

as well as the excessive manipulation of power that masculinity has assumed in the 

symbolic system.  

When Miles turns to Erato in a fit of horror and fear, she has assumed the visage 

of the Japanese girl he had been constructing moments before his transformation. She 

disappears once again when he lunges at her and the cuckoo clock begins to ―cuckoo 

repeatedly‖ (Fowles 195). In this moment of complete power reversal, Erato reveals the 

inhibitory stasis of Miles‘s misogynistic perception of the feminine role in the creative 

process as well as the social sphere. She also turns him into mute nature, and, in doing so, 

reverses gender roles. According to John Haegert, ―the fate […] of a rigidly authorized 

and accredited identity, of a performative freedom arising out of perpetual enslavement to 

the author, the hero, and the text […] is [the] patriarchal fate that Mantissa is designed to 

confront and, if possible, reverse‖ (Haegert 173). It is in the moment that Erato takes 

control of the creative process in Mantissa, when she physically transforms Miles into a 

representation of his own stubborn patriarchal notions, that Erato successfully reverses 
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the fate of the enslaved heroine. Haegert goes even further to reveal the strength of 

Erato‘s role in the text: ―Rather than being—as we might have thought—a mere 

projection of Miles‘s repressed imagination, Erato may in fact be the author of Mantissa 

itself. […] The reader is never quite certain by whose authority or in whose name the 

novel has been written‖ (Haegert 174). Even though Erato consistently reminds Miles of 

her fictional status suggesting that she is simply a product of Miles‘s creative process, 

Miles does not remain in control of the narrative throughout the novel. More importantly, 

it is at the most significant moments in terms of dissent from Miles‘s socially prescribed 

perspective that Erato takes control of the text. These moments of reversal thus reflect an 

unconscious knowledge within Miles of women‘s subjectivity. 

 The cuckoo clock has been an indicator throughout the novel of the moments 

when Erato subverts Miles‘s masculine domination, and in the last scene the clock, now 

fully alive, invades the text for the final time. Erato turns back into Dr. Delfie and with 

one final, fatal action leaves the patient, Miles Green, lying in his hospital bed. He 

attempts to find peace in the reprieve from Erato‘s torment, but cannot because sounds 

continue to emerge from the clock. It is the bird in the clock, rather than Miles or Erato, 

that has the last word in the novel:  

the bird in the clock, as if feeling not fully requited […] (to say nothing of 

having the last word), stirs, extrudes, and cries an ultimate, soft and single, 

most strangely single, cuckoo. (Fowles 196) 

Fowles visually structures the sentence so the last word remains unencumbered by other 

language. His isolation of that word reflects the instability of boundaries because it 

receives its own line. As with all of Fowles‘s endings, it is significant that the novel ends 
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with this last word, not only because Fowles has created an object, a cuckoo clock, that 

serves as a marker throughout the text for irruptions in the symbolic system, but also to 

emphasize the increasing strength of Erato‘s creative role in the text. Earlier in the novel, 

after Miles has created the staff sister as an attempt to put Erato in her place, Erato 

corrects Miles, ―When it comes to literary things that need true maturity and experience, 

like endings, I make the decisions. Is that clear?‖ (Fowles 139). Erato establishes her 

authority in the creative process, particularly in endings, and Fowles corroborates that 

authority in the last declaration that emerges from the text, ―cuckoo.‖ Erato and Miles fail 

to break through the narratives they have constructed for each other, but this is because 

Miles resists Erato‘s authority in the creative process. Since the entire novel is essentially 

a production within Miles‘s mind, the struggle for power that erupts between Miles and 

Erato is reflective of Miles‘s perception of his world, or the world outside. His resistance 

to Erato‘s last blow, the last intrusion of the cuckoo clock into his moment of reflecting 

on his own superiority, illustrates his inability to accept change and loss of power in his 

world. Fowles tips the balance of power in Erato‘s favor in spite of Miles‘s discomfort 

when he allows Erato, essentially, to have the last word. However, because Miles remains 

trapped within a room essentially within his own mind, his inability to escape this room 

signifies his inability to escape himself, more specifically, his inability to escape his own 

perspective. Fowles clearly illustrates the depths to which social constructs have 

permeated masculine perception here, and because Miles refuses to evolve, he remains 

trapped beneath his repressed knowledge of female subjectivity, just as all men 

(including men outside the text) remain trapped, if they refuse to challenge the belief 

systems that have become corruptions of power. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

A MAGGOT 

 A Maggot (1985), Fowles‘s most recent novel, defies conventional modes of 

storytelling through constructing a text around various narratives depicting one particular 

event. The novel, set in the eighteenth century, is reflective of detective fiction in its 

concentration on solving the mysterious disappearance of Lord Bartholomew, but Fowles 

turns even that genre on its head because he does not provide readers with any solution to 

that mystery. Rather, by refusing to provide closure to a mystery that need not be solved 

he invokes a message of dissent from literary as well as social prescriptions, and 

illustrates the fictionality of narrative constructions both within and outside the literary 

world. The novel opens in the middle of a journey, and Fowles introduces readers to Lord 

Bartholomew, who seemingly controls the pilgrimage, Dick, Bartholomew‘s manservant 

who is mute yet communicates without language, and Rebecca also called Fanny, who 

slips in and out of various roles throughout the span of the novel. Fowles provides readers 

a glimpse of significant interaction between these characters, but abandons that narrative 

to allow the characters to create the rest of the story. Readers thus hear various 

perspectives from various characters and must interpret which truths they wish to credit 

or reject. By providing multiple perspectives for readers but no answers, Fowles 

illustrates the fictionality of perspective when it has become ensconced by social 

constructs that serve as functions of power. The descriptions of the journey‘s events are 
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interpreted by Mr. Ayscough, a detective who is sent by Lord Bartholomew‘s father to 

uncover the truth of his son‘s disappearance. Yet, Ayscough‘s interpretations are not 

without severe bias since he seeks to reinforce the traditional values and social norms of 

his social system. Fowles creates characters in this novel, who represent specific 

members of a social system that has become corrupt by its perversion of power. More 

importantly though, A Maggot’s characters embody the capabilities to confront their 

social system by manipulating its sense of order and structure, and consequently can 

effect a transformation of that system rather than an escape from it. 

A Maggot and the Abject 

Fowles produces a heroine in A Maggot that contains both angel and harlot gender 

stereotypes, Rebecca Lee. Through her interactions with a representative of the system, 

Mr. Ayscough, Fowles illustrates the abject figure‘s ability to confront stereotypical 

representations of the female body. Although Rebecca moves closer to transformation 

than Fowles‘s previous heroines, it is not she who recreates the system she lives in and 

the rules that guide that society, but her daughter, who becomes the founder of a new 

society, The Shakers. However, her daughter is also a character who does not play a 

significant role in the novel, as the work she does to create a new society occurs after its 

completion. Set in the eighteenth century, Fowles reveals how the angel/harlot gender 

stereotype is created around the manner in which women, and men, use women‘s bodies 

throughout the novel. Rebecca encapsulates both sides of the angel/harlot dichotomy as 

she progresses from her profession as a prostitute, through a journey where her body 

alternates between desirable and dispensable, to a society where she takes on a role as 

submissive wife. It is the dual role that her male counterparts demand over her body that 
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places it into the abject realm, and in doing so confronts the reality of masculine 

perception. The more she struggles against the harlot role and the ambiguous treatment 

she endures on her journey with Lord Bartholomew, the more abject she becomes. She 

takes on the role of wife after she claims to have experienced a spiritual awakening, and 

this assuming different roles is significant in illustrating the constructed roles available 

for her to fulfill. She remains, however, in an abject space, an ―in-between‖ space, 

throughout her role as submissive wife because it is clear in her testimony that she does 

not quite belong there. More importantly, just as Erato assumes the various roles Miles 

projects onto her, Rebecca assumes the roles of both harlot and angel because they are 

projected onto her by male characters. Erato and Rebecca are also neither of these 

constructed archetypes, and this ambiguity casts them into the abject realm where they 

exist in a perpetual state of transition. Both women become adept at using these social 

constructs as tactics of resistance to the symbolic order. While Erato challenges Miles to 

confront the controlling influence of imposing such constructions on her and ultimately 

leaves him in a state of oblivious denial, Rebecca assumes the roles of both harlot and 

angel at different points in the novel in order to maneuver through the social system 

toward an environment that will offer some security to raise her daughter. 

A Maggot centers on Mr. Ayscough‘s interrogations of characters in relation to 

the missing Lord Bartholomew. The novel opens in the middle of the journey Lord 

Bartholomew and his companions take before he goes missing. Fowles allows readers 

only a glimpse of this journey though. He introduces a few of the characters, particularly 

Mr. Bartholomew and Dick, both of whom readers do not have direct contact with once 

Mr. Ayscough begins his interrogations. Rebecca is present in this first chapter, and in 
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the second scene she undresses and bathes in the presence of Dick, Bartholomew‘s 

manservant. The description of her washing hints at the nature of her act, and as a 

consequence her inner nature (or arguably, her inner nature is revealed through the act): 

Her movements make the candlelight in front of her tremble a little; 

occasionally some small twist of her body or arms causes a gleaming 

reflection on the wet skin, or shows a soft rim of its whiteness on the edge 

of the black-brown silhouette of her bare back. Among the rafters moves a 

sinister parody, in elongated and spiderlike shadows, of the simple 

domesticity of the ritual. It is sinister in both senses, for it is clear now she 

is left-handed by nature. (Fowles 26) 

As Rebecca moves through the act of bathing, a ritual activity, it is represented as a 

sinister act as it is done in the presence of a man. The spider like shadows and the rim of 

whiteness on the edge of the black-brown silhouette reflect the corrupt essence of the act, 

as well as her left-handedness, which was thought to represent evil in the eighteenth 

century. That she performs this act without modesty, as ―not once does she turn while this 

is going on‖ (Fowles 26), is perhaps most telling toward the manner in which she is 

described: sinister and evil. Because she portrays the actions of a woman unashamed of 

her body, or a woman who feels no fear in displaying her body openly, she is categorized 

as harlot.  

 As she then continues to put make-up on and invites Dick to inspect her face, the 

momentary brush of his fingers across her face sends him into a state of ecstasy and he 

falls to his knees. Once she realizes he is sitting beneath her clutching himself in 

agonizing desperation she opens the door for him to leave. And though she shows no one, 
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―she has tears in her eyes‖ (Fowles 29). The reaction of arousal Dick feels toward her 

body does not shock her, another indicator that she does not maintain an ―acceptable‖ 

notion of sexuality, but her reaction reveals the intimacy of the act for her, as though it 

pains her to have to reject him. In this scene, Rebecca defies the conventional beliefs 

about how the body should be treated as she bathes herself without modesty in the 

presence of a man, suggesting that she is comfortable with her naked body; however, she 

does all this nameless, and because she lacks a name at this point she also lacks agency. 

Kristeva (1982) describes ―abjection [as] immoral, sinister, scheming, and shady‖ (4), 

and Rebecca‘s attitude in this scene is illustrative of her abject status. Rebecca is thrust 

into this abject realm as the only agency she has is derived from the description of her 

body and what it represents through this scene, simultaneously sinister and complacent.  

 In a sense, Rebecca also places herself into the abject, through her profession as a 

prostitute because prostitution encompasses ―a passion that uses the body for barter 

instead of inflaming it‖ (Kristeva 4). In the next scene when Bartholomew sends for her, 

he inspects her clothed body when she arrives and expresses his disapproval of her 

because all he sees is a woman tainted by the abject freedom with which she uses her 

body. He scolds her for giving herself over to men‘s lust and claims that ―modesty sits on 

[her] like silk on dung‖ (Fowles 42). After he forces her to speak the words ―I am a 

public whore‖ and renounce her sins, he insists that she undress, though he calls her body 

―putrid‖ (Fowles 43) because he believes that any ―acceptable‖ femininity has completely 

been erased from her body. At this moment, Rebecca‘s body no longer belongs to her, but 

to the judging eyes of a masculine perception of her. The narrator admits that her body 

―shows not a sign of the morphew it has just been accused of‖ (Fowles 44), yet 
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Bartholomew rejects her willingness to give herself to him. He insists she cover her 

―shamelessness‖ (Fowles 45) and reveals that it is not through sex that he intends to use 

her, though he claims to wish it for his servant, Dick. Rebecca‘s refusal to engage in a 

sexual act with Dick in front of Bartholomew suggests that she is not as cavalier with 

how she uses her body as Bartholomew accuses. She is conscious of what her body 

represents and how she is perceived by men, yet she maintains possession over her body 

through her own choices of how and when to use it. She has already been prescribed the 

harlot role, however, and this is the only way she is perceived by Bartholomew as well as 

Mr. Ayscough later on. That Rebecca both relinquishes control over body through her 

profession, yet maintains control over it through her refusal to engage in a sexual act with 

Dick while in Bartholomew‘s presence reveals her understanding of the power the female 

body possesses even in its abject state. As her body is simultaneously rejected and 

desired by two different men, who Rebecca claims at many times were like one, she 

threatens the social conventions by denying them, as she simultaneously adheres to the 

role of harlot and refuses it. 

 By the time she gives her testimony to Mr. Ayscough, she also has transformed 

herself from harlot to angel, as she has joined the Quaker society and married. She does 

not escape the stigma of her role as prostitute in the eyes of Mr. Ayscough though 

because he is ―a product of the prejudices of his profession‖ (Roessner 311), and because 

he cannot escape the stereotypes his profession has imbedded within him, neither can she. 

Brooke Lenz agrees with Roessner‘s suggestion that Rebecca reflects a progression 

toward social change when she gives her disposition to Mr. Ayscough; ―Through her 

spiritual transformation and vibrant, creative narrative, Rebecca performs a radical 



 54 

critique of Ayscough‘s drive for answers, suggesting that such an obsession denies the 

power of situated knowledges and prevents the connection between individuals and 

communities that facilitates social reform‖ (Lenz 45). Both Lenz and Roessner recognize 

the significance of Rebecca‘s testimony as it is through her that readers have access to the 

entire depiction of the events that took place along the journey she took with 

Bartholomew. Up until this point, Ayscough, along with readers, have only received 

pieces of the journey from other characters. However, even though she does provide the 

most ―creative narrative,‖ the problem that Roessner and Lenz overlook here is that 

Rebecca‘s tale is full of fantastical events, complete with alien spaceships. The missing 

Lord Bartholomew, according to Rebecca, has escaped from this ―world‖ on that 

spaceship to a society with no hierarchy or gender stereotypes, and she has been graced 

with a vision of that world through her participation on this journey. Jeffrey Roessner 

describes Rebecca as able ―to defy conventional beliefs‖ (312) as she possesses ―a 

modern sense of self‖ (Roessner 315). Therefore, her description of a spaceship as the 

means of transportation from this corrupt society to a place where equality is the social 

norm suggests a prediction of what will become possible in the twenty-first century. 

Roessner and Lenz neglect the significance that the society Rebecca describes is the 

Quaker society, a social system doomed to deplete itself from its philosophy that 

prohibits reproduction. Yet, even though this society may not be ideal as a replacement 

for the dominant social system, Fowles praises their bravery in the Epilogue, according to 

Mahmoud Salami, for their ―spirit of nonconformity and dissent‖ (Salami 236). Rebecca 

asserts an authority in giving her testimony, as she is the one individual left who can 

relate the events of the journey as they transpired to Ayscough. More importantly, the 
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spaceship plays the same role as the door to the room in Miles Green‘s mind that Erato 

exits: a point of departure between the stagnant conventions of masculine perception and 

the abject, transitory state that Erato and Rebecca have entered, where change becomes 

possible. However, Rebecca, unlike Erato, does not exist within the mind of her male 

counterpart. It is thus necessary for her to not just challenge Ayscough‘s social perception 

(because she knows he will not accept her narrative as truth), but rather she must also 

gain the trust and respect of the masculine members of the Quaker society in order to 

secure a place for herself and her child there. The narrative she provides to Ayscough is a 

vision of a better world, one that she is not afraid to share while she resides in a 

community that practices religious dissent. By forswearing her past role as harlot, 

therefore, she assumes a new role as faithful religious practitioner in a community that 

accepts her newfound faith and provides her with a home for her child. 

 Rebecca reveals in her testimony, the manner through which others have treated 

her body, and at this point she takes responsibility for her part in it as she claims to have 

committed sin solely because of her awareness that her actions were sinful. She declares: 

There is a badder case than they who sin for their own selfish pleasure: it 

is we who sin in hatred of the sin itself. Not because we would, but 

somehow must, as a slave must do his master‘s will, though he hates both 

it and him. […] I sinned the more brazenly because at heart I would sin no 

more. The more modest I would be, the more impudently I did. (Fowles 

305) 

Rebecca‘s understanding here of the role she has assumed is clear, as she associates 

prostitution with slavery. More importantly, she correlates the way she feels she was 
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forced to commit this sin out of the hatred of how that sin would paint her in the eyes of 

others to a master who forces his will upon her, and the more she accepts her own 

understanding of her inner modesty, the more ―impudently‖ she sins. This awareness of 

her inner beliefs, her modesty at heart, explicitly contradicts her behavior, but it also 

reveals the abject realm through which she continues to function. Kristeva‘s (1982) 

theory presents abjection as ―a terror that dissembles, a hatred that smiles‖ (4), and this 

theory illustrates Rebecca‘s admitted state of being: a hatred that smiles with her inner 

knowledge of modesty, while using her body as a tool for survival in a society that 

restricts the roles she can choose to fulfill. However, her self-awareness here also 

illustrates Kristeva‘s argument that ―there is nothing like the abjection of self to show that 

all abjection is in fact recognition of the want on which any being, meaning, language, or 

desire is founded‖ (5). As Rebecca becomes more aware of her state of being, she 

recognizes her lack of ―want‖ as a desire to create a foundation for her actions. This 

awareness illustrates Lacan‘s notions of how ―desire‖ is central to identity: ―Desire opens 

the subject to a broader world of signification or semiosis: a world in which it has access 

to systems of meaning unregulated by any individual or group, and unrestricted in the 

range of its possible messages. Desire thus institutes a new relation to and in language‖ 

(qtd. in Grosz 66). Lacan‘s description of desire as a new opening to a broader world of 

signification supports Kristeva‘s assertion that abjection actually is recognition of the 

want on which identity is founded. Indeed, according to Lacan, ―desire is in principle 

insatiable. It is always an effect of the Other, an ‗other‘ with whom it cannot engage, in 

so far as the Other is not a person but a place, the locus of law, language, and the 

symbolic. […] Desire is an effect of language and the unconscious. The lack (of object, in 
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representation) characterizing desire is based on the lack, conditioning the chain of 

signification which Saussure defined as langue, the general structure of language‖ (qtd. in 

Grosz 67). Rebecca‘s lack of want then, is reflective of her self-perception. Her insatiable 

desire is established by the symbolic codifications that restrict her from being perceived 

by the Other—Lacan‘s Other—―a place, the locus of law, language, and the symbolic‖ as 

anything other than the categorical role of harlot. This reveals an impediment in the 

signification process, not only because it imposes behaviors characterized by a 

constructed gender role on to Rebecca, but because it forces her into a heightened state of 

ambiguity, which causes her to abjectify her own subjectivity.  

Rebecca attempts to provide an explanation that Ayscough can understand: ―I 

pray thee remember we women are brought up to do men‘s will in this world. I know 

men will say ‗tis Eve who tempts them into the stews. But ‗tis Adam who keeps them 

there‖ (Fowles 305). As she includes this statement immediately after relating her act of 

prostitution to slavery, she connects the master who controls his slave to men, who ―keep 

them‖ in a position where they willingly give up control. Fowles makes a similar case in 

Mantissa, that male perception is the medium through which these social constructs 

persist, as he places the setting of that debate inside Miles‘s consciousness. Ayscough‘s 

dismissal of Rebecca‘s justification for the use of her body reflects his dismissal of the 

part of her that committed those acts, as well as that which seeks redemption, as her 

purity has already been corrupted in his institutionalized eyes. Ayscough‘s inability to 

accept Rebecca in her now redemptive role because she has become something Other, 

something abject reflects Kristeva‘s (1982) description of the abject as ―A ‗something‘ 

that I do not recognize as a thing. A weight of meaninglessness, about which there is 
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nothing insignificant, and which crushes me. On the edge of nonexistence and 

hallucination, of a reality that, if I acknowledge it, annihilates me‖ (2). Rebecca‘s 

explanation of her behavior toward her body is unfathomable for Ayscough because he 

cannot even recognize her as an objectified ―thing.‖ Instead, she takes on a significant 

meaninglessness that threatens to annihilate the order and rules he lives by, the order and 

rules of an institutionalized society. In doing so, she reveals the power of abjection as it 

threatens to destroy boundaries, laws, and conventions, but she also demonstrates the 

persistence of a system that is structured by these categorical, identity constructs within 

masculine perception.  

Fowles offers a view of a world without these conventions through Rebecca‘s 

story as she presents a tale of a spaceship that grants her a view of such a world, 

presumably the place where Bartholomew has gone. That Bartholomew is the only 

character who does escape into this world would seem to suggest that escape is only 

possible for men. However, Bartholomew‘s relationship with his servant, Dick, is 

questioned throughout the novel. Ayscough continuously brings up this question in his 

interrogations because the bond between Bartholomew and Dick defies acceptable 

parameters of masculine friendship, as well as acceptable boundaries between master and 

servant. Therefore, his escape is similar to Erato‘s since he becomes another marginalized 

figure, which suggests that it is only from a marginalized position that the need for 

change can be perceived and occasionally achieved. Although Rebecca does not escape 

the system, she receives a glimpse of a world that has changed, and she brings the 

possibility of change back with her. Readers can relate that world to the twenty-first 

century where women have stepped away from such marginalization. Although, Fowles 



 59 

clearly indicates the belief that such classifications that result in marginalization have 

persisted across time periods because they are embedded in masculine perception. Thus, 

even twenty-first century women cannot completely escape those constructed stereotypes. 

However, A Maggot illustrates the means through which women must maneuver to 

accomplish the task of transformation, and that it is through the abject state that women 

like Rebecca have been able to evolve, while men are left behind. What Fowles reaches 

toward in this novel is the idea that evolution continues to fester behind the societal 

curtain whether it is wholly denied by characters who strive to uphold patriarchal social 

values like Mr. Ayscough, or manipulated by female characters through their fluid 

identity/subjectivity transgressions. 

A Maggot: Eruptions of the Semiotic; Irruptions in a Corrupt Symbolic System 

 Fowles‘s last novel moves toward a solution of the problem his characters 

struggle with: how to survive in a social system that manipulates members through 

imposing social roles and stereotypes as a means of control. However, Fowles breaks 

tradition in this novel. He does create another female character, Rebecca, who challenges 

her male counterparts, but he also includes male characters, Dick and Lord Bartholomew, 

who threaten the social system they are a part of, as well as blatantly challenge it. He sets 

the novel in the eighteenth century, a time that modern readers can recognize for its strict 

values and social morals, yet he draws clear connections between the stagnant belief 

system of that time period and the supposed ―enlightened‖ values and beliefs of modern 

readers. The characters in this novel confront the social hierarchy and contribute to an 

evolution of that hierarchal system through Rebecca. She is the marginalized character in 

the novel whose voice readers hear directly during Mr. Ayscough‘s interrogation. More 
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importantly, she creates her own narrative in a direct confrontation with Ayscough, a 

member of the social system who seeks to maintain and reinforce its structures and 

values. Brooke Lenz points out that ―A Maggot emphasizes the extent to which members 

of a society observe and categorize one another, using group identities to understand 

interactions between individuals differently located in traditional social hierarchies. 

However, readers of A Maggot experience a more egalitarian vision of the events within 

the story and of the credibility of each of the characters‖ (Lenz 201-202). These group 

identities indeed reveal the ways in which these characters ―observe and categorize one 

another.‖ However, those group identities also represent the social constructs through 

which characters perceive one another in such a way that hinders understanding between 

members of different rankings within social hierarchies. An egalitarian vision of the 

events, as well as the credibility of each of the characters, is therefore impossible to 

decipher without favoring a particular social point of view. Certain characters, like Mr. 

Ayscough, thus cannot possibly attempt to understand other characters, like Rebecca or 

Dick, because he can only perceive them through the narrow social constructs he 

identifies with them. Even though readers exist outside the world of the novel, the point 

that Fowles makes here by incorporating a society that does (or did) exist outside the 

novel, the Shakers, is that the societal problems his characters grapple with exist for 

readers outside the world of the novel as well. Lenz acknowledges the significance of the 

multiple points of view in A Maggot, but suggests that readers can ascertain an egalitarian 

perspective even when the characters cannot. However, to presume that readers are not 

obstructed by the same social constructs that prevent understanding between certain 

characters within the novel would be to commit the same errors in social perception and 
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judgment that Fowles critiques in his works. It is imperative to acknowledge the 

existence of social perspectives/constructs and the manipulation of those same constructs 

outside the text in order to appreciate the goals Fowles has set up for readers. In order to 

expose the traps of falling complacent in any social/symbolic system, Fowles creates 

specific characters in this novel: patriarchal authority figures who exploit social 

perspectives in order to maintain control in their social/symbolic system, and characters 

like Rebecca and Bartholomew, although very different in their approaches, who 

manipulate social perspectives/constructs as a means of confronting the evolutionary 

stasis their symbolic system has fallen into. This is a lesson that readers of Fowles must 

learn even when characters cannot.  

Although Fowles‘s focus has typically been geared toward achieving freedom 

from such a symbolic system, escaping is nearly impossible, as he reveals in Mantissa. In 

A Maggot, therefore, he offers an alternative. Fowles creates characters in this novel that 

offer various perspectives toward survival in a symbolic system that refuses to recognize 

the evolution of social structures: Lord Bartholomew, who literally runs away from the 

patriarchal/symbolic system; Dick, Bartholomew‘s manservant, who represents the 

―beast‖ that is stripped of any acceptable status because he does not fit into the symbolic 

order and thus cannot participate as a successful member of the symbolic system; and 

Rebecca, who manipulates the system in order to gain various social positions where she 

can initiate dissent from within the system itself. Fowles offers readers the answer he has 

been searching for throughout all of his novels in Rebecca. Rather than attempting to 

leave the social system, the way Bartholomew does, Rebecca must manipulate the system 

by adorning various social constructs throughout the novel, and offering a symbolic 
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narrative where she imagines a better system, a better world. Through Rebecca he 

acknowledges that the only hope for a system that has become stagnated by its own 

values and beliefs, because those beliefs have become mechanisms of control rather than 

mediums to augment progress and evolution, is dissent from that system.  

Using Julia Kristeva‘s definitions of the semiotic and the symbolic, readers can 

acquire a refreshing understanding of what Fowles achieves in this novel, a critique that 

modern readers can attribute to modern social systems with an enlightened perspective 

toward evolution and the need for constant social change. The place that this need can 

most clearly be addressed and confronted is in literature, in the world of fiction, because 

it is in this world that the rules and social boundaries of the symbolic system can be re-

written. It is in this space (literature) that Fowles can manipulate time and space, as he 

does in Mantissa, and create a mystery, as he does in A Maggot, that places characters as 

well as readers into a perpetual state of uncertainty. It is in this state of mind that readers 

can truly grasp the fallibility of resistant, stagnated beliefs. By creating a mystery where 

the answers are unknowable and the only opportunities for knowledge lie in the 

constructed narratives of others, Fowles illuminates not only the mechanisms through 

which humans perceive and understand each other, but more importantly how those 

mechanisms can be distorted and corrupted by institutions of power. Fowles incorporates 

irruptions of the symbolic order/system into A Maggot, therefore, as a means to reveal the 

corruption of social constructs, values, and belief systems, and challenge that corruption 

through characters who suffer the effects of those corrupt constructs. He marks these 

moments with animal imagery or references to ―beast,‖ which reflects his evolutionary 
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concerns. Julia Kristeva‘s (1982) definition of abjection illustrates the significance of 

Fowles‘s incorporation of these animal and beast references into A Maggot:  

The abject confronts us, on the one hand, with those fragile states where 

man strays on the territories of animal. Thus, by way of abjection, 

primitive societies have marked out a precise area of their culture in order 

to remove it from the threatening world of animals or animalism, which 

were imagined as representatives of sex and murder. (13)  

The world of animals, much like those abject figures, are threatening to a symbolic 

system because as ―representatives of sex and murder‖ those figures have the ability to 

challenge social structures, rules, and order that have become controlling influences of 

the symbolic system. And because these beastly, animal references are often used to 

represent negative perspectives throughout A Maggot, he addresses the ways in which 

masculine and feminine perspectives have been corrupted by hierarchal, categorical 

fixations that restrict evolutionary progress within the social sphere. 

 The first moment in A Maggot that Fowles introduces this system of creating 

moments of irruption in the symbolic order is on the very first page of the prologue where 

he explains his reason for titling this novel, A Maggot. He states: ―A Maggot is the larval 

stage of a winged creature; as is the written text, at least in the writer‘s hope. But an older 

though now obsolete sense of the word is that of whim or quirk. […] This fictional 

maggot was written very much for the same reason as those old musical ones of the 

period in which it is set; out of obsession with a theme‖ (Fowles 1). Fowles begins his 

novel with the image of a creature, an insect, in the beginning stage of its life. He 

references that stage in the evolutionary process of ―a winged creature‖ as a metaphor for 



 64 

the beginning stage of a written text, not simply to illustrate the writing process—the 

beginning of the novel, but the germination of an idea, a theme. Ben Winsworth claims 

that Fowles emphasizes imagination, or fancy, in order to ―effect a change in the reader‘s 

understanding of the relationship between fiction and reality. […] Fowles also considers 

the ways in which the narratives we construct to explain our lives sometimes cancel out 

the option of more healthy and productive ways of seeing (Winsworth 20). Although this 

novel indeed strives to effect a change in readers‘ understanding of the relationship 

between fiction and reality, the narratives that cancel out productive ways of seeing that 

Winsworth refers to here are the same narratives that have been manipulated by powerful 

members of social hierarchies to maintain control with the patriarchal, social system. By 

incorporating multiple narratives into this novel, Fowles forces readers to confront the 

ways in which certain narratives are constructed, the manipulation of reality within those 

narrative constructions, the persistence of specific social codes of conduct, and the 

resistance to narratives that threaten the symbolic, social system.  

Fowles claims that A Maggot sprouted out of his obsession with a theme, one that 

he has addressed in all of his novels. However, it is in this novel that that theme finally 

comes to fruition. Fowles captures the essence of his concerns with evolutionary progress 

in the image of a maggot to illustrate his belief that humans have failed to evolve past the 

larval stage, and instead cycle in this perpetual reinforcement of stagnant beliefs that 

prevent growth. Because of his obsession with this theme, Fowles turns from, but does 

not abandon, his propensity for creating female characters who embody the will and 

desire to challenge the rules of a social system that restrict the evolutionary process. In 

this novel, he creates characters who represent each part of a social system: those who 
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seek to maintain the boundaries and order set in place by a group in power, and those 

who have the potential to effect change from within the social system by rejecting and 

manipulating the rules, codes, and boundaries that have been thrust upon them. 

 The character in this novel who receives the least amount of attention by critics is 

also one of the most important figures through which Fowles critiques a corrupted 

social/symbolic system. Dick is Lord Bartholomew‘s manservant, who he has supposedly 

hired Rebecca to ―entertain‖ along their journey, but he is also Bartholomew‘s childhood 

ally. Dick is often described as a ―beast‖ because he is mute and is thus considered 

inferior, not simply because of his servile station, but because of his inability to 

communicate using the language of the symbolic order/system. He understands that 

language, so he is able to take orders, but he does not possess the language that would 

enable him to be a fully participating member of his social/symbolic system. He is 

consistently stripped of his humanity by other members of the social community and 

relegated to the level of animals, of beasts. In fact, Dick‘s muteness, his lack of language 

according to a symbolic system, does not inhibit his ability to communicate on a different 

level, particularly with Lord Bartholomew. The relationship between Dick and Lord 

Bartholomew is continually questioned throughout the novel and of great concern to Mr. 

Ayscough who fears an ―unnatural‖ relationship may exist between the two. Although a 

sexual relationship is never exhibited between them and is denied by multiple witnesses, 

the bond that exists between the two is undeniable: 

Such a fixed, mutual, interlocked regard would have been strange if it had 

lasted only a second or two, for the servant has made no sign of respect. In 

fact the stare lasts much longer, beyond all semblance of a natural 
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happening, almost as if they speak, though their mouths do not move. […] 

The two men stand in their silence, in each other‘s looking, as in a mirror. 

(Fowles 40) 

The narrator describes the manner through which Dick and Bartholomew regard one 

another in this scene and the reaction by others outside of their relationship. He addresses 

the strangeness of the stare in more ways than one. Not only is this stare considered odd 

by the narrator because of how long it lasts, but also because it expresses a strangely 

unconventional form of communication. There is no outwardly visible language that 

passes between them yet it is clear that they understand one another, as if they read each 

other‘s thoughts. A silent form of communication is not unheard of, and the narrator 

acknowledges that silence in the ―casual exchange of secret feeling‖ that takes place 

between husband and wife or siblings (Fowles 40). The stare that takes place between 

Dick and Bartholomew though is indicative of a form of communication that exceeds the 

kind of exchange that takes place between family members, which the narrator describes 

as ―quite devoid even of its carefully hidden hints of expression‖ (Fowles 40). What 

occurs between Dick and Bartholomew here, instead, reflects Julia Kristeva‘s description 

of semiotic communication. The narrator claims that the stare would have been strange 

even if it had lasted only a few seconds, though it lasts much longer, which reflects the 

symbolic perception and codes of acceptable social conduct that humans acquire upon 

entry into the symbolic world. Kristeva‘s account of the relationship between the 

semiotic and symbolic explains the nature of moments such as the one that takes place 

between Dick and Bartholomew: 
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The symbolic control of the various semiotic processes is thus, at best, 

tenuous and liable to breakdown or lapse at certain historically, 

linguistically, and psychically significant moments. […] These semiotic 

eruptions represent transgressive breaches of symbolic coherence or, put 

in other terms, the symbolization or representation of hitherto unspeakable 

or unintelligible phenomena, instances on the borders of the meaningful 

which reveal the coercive forces vested in the domination of the symbolic 

over the semiotic. (qtd. in Grosz 153) 

Kristeva‘s theory posits that the symbolic system is weak during certain ―historically, 

linguistically, and psychically significant moments‖ because these moments occur when 

symbolic control over ―various semiotic processes‖ is threatened. Eruptions of the 

semiotic in the symbolic system thus serve a substantial purpose: to ―reveal the coercive 

forces vested in the domination of the symbolic over the semiotic.‖ In other words, 

eruptions of the semiotic offer a revelation of how control and power have become 

corrupted by specific forces in the symbolic system. These moments of semiotic eruption 

occur frequently in A Maggot as this scene between Dick and Bartholomew 

demonstrates. The stare that takes place between the two gentlemen represents the 

disruption of linguistic communication, and thus an irruption in the symbolic system, and 

re-introduces the semiotic bond, communication without words, that Kristeva describes.  

However, a breakdown of the symbolic control over linguistic communication is 

not the only irruption that takes place here. The narrator describes the ―two men [as they] 

stand in their silence, in each other‘s looking, as in a mirror‖ (A Maggot 40), which 

suggests that the silence in their stare of ―interlocked regard‖ contains more than 
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communication. They understand each other so immensely that it is as if they are one. 

During Ayscough‘s interrogation of Francis Lacy, an actor Bartholomew hired to play his 

uncle during his quest, Lacy relays Bartholomew‘s own description of the relationship 

between himself and Dick: 

He said that he and Dick were one mind, one will, one appetite. What suits 

my taste suits his, what I covet he covets, what I do he would also do. […] 

I am his animating principle, Lacy, without me he‘s no more than a root, a 

stone. If I die, he dies the next instant. He knows this as well as I. I do not 

say by reason. It is in his every vein and every bone, as a horse knows its 

true master from other riders. (A Maggot 165) 

Bartholomew describes Dick as inseparable from himself. According to Bartholomew, 

Dick is not a separate human being but an extension of his own being. They are joined in 

mind and will, even in death. The irruption of the symbolic lies in Bartholomew‘s 

dismissal of reason and assertion of a knowledge that exists beyond logical explanation. 

It is important to note, however, that Bartholomew is unable to escape the symbolic 

hierarchy in his own analysis of their relationship. He describes Dick as a horse that 

knows its true master, further perpetuating the very symbolic categorization that he 

attempts to escape himself. This illustrates the depths of the coercion by symbolic forces 

to categorize one another using definitions of power, within socialized individuals. 

Although Bartholomew is aware of the corruption present in his social system, he cannot 

see past himself, his individual situation, and how the manipulation of power in the 

symbolic system has affected him. It is not Bartholomew, therefore, who challenges the 

symbolic system. Rather, Fowles creates a physical representation of the semiotic in 
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Dick. It is Dick‘s influence on Bartholomew that results in Bartholomew‘s desire to seek 

a way out of the social system, and arguably, to seek out a figure who he can recruit to 

join his rebellion. This is further evidenced by Bartholomew‘s description of Dick‘s 

character (as Lacy relates): 

albeit Dick was ignorant in so many things, he had in recompense a kind 

of wisdom, and for which Mr. Bartholomew had respect, and even a kind 

of envy in return. That he had the senses of an animal, and could see 

things we cannot, thus he could brush aside the specious veils of speech, 

of manners and dress and the like, to the reality of a man; and had found 

him more than once right in his judgment of a person, where he himself 

was wrong. And he remarked, […] that he put great value on this his 

unthinking power of judgment. (A Maggot 165-166) 

Bartholomew thus acknowledges the disparity between himself and Dick here. Dick is 

uninfluenced by the social/symbolic system unlike Bartholomew, which results in Dick‘s 

ability to perceive and judge others without the obstructions of social constructs. 

Bartholomew relates this kind of perception to that of an animal because Dick is 

unimpaired by the influences of speech, manners, and dress that the symbolic system 

insists humans possess in order to successfully participate in a social world. Bartholomew 

credits Dick with the ability to see freely, without the boundaries those constructed 

modes of behavior and communication place on humans, to see the reality of a man, 

rather than the social projection of him. Because Bartholomew is a product of his social 

system, even though he resents it, he cannot perceive his world the way Dick does, which 

is why he needs Dick perhaps more than Dick needs him. By creating a physical 
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representation of the semiotic in the character of Dick, Fowles exposes the influence of 

corrupt forces in the symbolic system. More importantly, he illustrates the power of the 

semiotic as a means of challenging the social constructs that inhibit successful perception 

of others.  

While the relationship between Dick and Bartholomew allows Bartholomew to 

view the power of the semiotic, the extent to which he has been influenced by symbolic 

hierarchical categorizations prevents his ability to perceive others without those 

constructions, even Dick. He thus devises a quest to discover a means of escape from the 

confines of his social position and the responsibility to perpetuate social constructs as 

mechanisms of control. Although Fowles only allows readers to have direct access to 

Bartholomew for the first fifty pages, what we gain from that brief session is the 

significance of Bartholomew‘s relationship to the other characters who accompany him 

on his quest. Ben Winsworth compares Bartholomew to Fowles in his ―creating various 

characters and plots, while all the time masking his final purpose and design (if we 

presume in our ignorance that there is to be one) from both his protagonists and potential 

readers‖ (Winsworth 23). Although Bartholomew does construct a journey and even hires 

actors to aid him in his quest, Winsworth neglects the one character who plays the most 

significant and influential role for Bartholomew: Dick. Winsworth claims that 

Bartholomew ―seeks to give autonomy to others [and thus] shares similarities with 

Fowles‘s conception of the characters within his own novels‖ (Winsworth 24). However, 

Bartholomew does not admit to any purpose other than to escape the part he has been 

scripted to play in history and the desire to chase a ―foolish dream‖ (A Maggot 37). 

Certainly, he expresses no desire to offer freedom to others as Winsworth suggests. 
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Actually, Bartholomew expresses a desire to meet someone, a mysterious person who he 

desires to know and respect (A Maggot 36), but his motives remain mysterious and give 

no indication that they serve anyone other than himself. The hiring of actors is significant 

though because it reflects Fowles‘s notion of certain roles being thrust upon us in a social 

system (just like characters in a novel), which Winsworth acknowledges when he claims 

that Bartholomew ―argues that we exist in ignorance of following an already prepared 

script‖ and that he (Bartholomew) illustrates that by hiring actors and denying them 

knowledge of their destination (Winsworth 23). That Bartholomew attempts to free these 

characters from their roles and encourage growth attributes Bartholomew with far too 

much because the only direct knowledge we have of him is what is offered by Fowles for 

the first fifty pages. The rest we must piece together through the hearsay of other 

characters in Ayscough‘s interrogations. Winsworth fails to acknowledge the influence of 

the system on Bartholomew and in the interactions between himself and other characters, 

where rather than encourage growth, he reinforces hierarchical values. Although 

Bartholomew clearly wishes to escape from his prescribed role, he does not free Dick 

from his servile role even though their relationship involves a bond that exceeds the 

acceptable boundaries of social conduct between master and servant, between two men 

during the eighteenth century, or between any socially acceptable relationships such as 

husband and wife, or siblings.  

Although Winsworth suggests Bartholomew is the most powerful figure in the 

novel since he controls the plot and characters, it is actually Rebecca who holds narrative 

sway in the text. In a novel with no single narrative, Rebecca rewrites her own narrative 

several times. Arguably, there is no such thing as a reliable narrator or character in this 
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work, which Fowles purposefully dramatizes and consequently exposes the fragility of 

narrative control within as well as outside the text. It is characteristic of Fowles to create 

a strong female force in his novels and although the criticism surrounding his treatment 

of his female characters has been divided between favorable and misogynistic, in this 

novel, Fowles creates characters who either reinforce societal mechanisms of control or 

struggle for survival in a restrictive social system. Rebecca represents marginalized 

members of a patriarchal system that have been reduced to social constructs. As a result, 

Rebecca has discovered the importance of being an actor, of playing various roles, in a 

world where reality is hidden beneath various social constructs that have become 

mechanisms of control. Rebecca thus operates in this in-between space, slipping in and 

out of various socially prescribed roles, and just like an actor, she assumes each role for a 

purpose. By manipulating the existing prescribed social roles, she also manipulates the 

social system and those members who seek to perpetuate such social constructs.  

To survive in a social system that is dominated by men who categorize others 

according to hierarchical labels and definitions, Rebecca learns to adapt to her 

surroundings. Richard Lynch (2009) describes this method of adaptation inherent in 

another of Fowles‘s female characters, Miranda from The Collector: 

The trickster is characteristic of the folktale, as opposed to the fairy tale, in 

which the victim relies more on magic and enchantment, usually provided 

by some outside source (deceased relatives, fairy godmothers, etc.). […] 

The victim is always weaker physically than the villain in folktales, and 

Miranda realizes that she is in the same position, so fighting means 

coming up with clever deceptions. (231) 
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Lynch examines the influence of fairy tales and folktales in a work of fiction, and how 

those genres have contributed specific literary devices to the novel. Lynch draws a 

connection here between folktale ideology and the struggle of power between predator 

and prey. Fowles often incorporates this power struggle into his novels. In The Collector, 

his first novel, he creates this battle between two characters and continues that theme 

throughout his following novels until Mantissa, where he acknowledges how this power 

struggle exists internally, within the masculine mind. In A Maggot, Fowles turns from 

illustrating this power struggle between characters to illustrating the ways in which this 

power can be circumvented, and even redistributed. Miranda attempts to deceive Clegg 

(her captor) on more than one occasion and absolutely exhibits a survivor mentality in her 

stated belief that ―you have to act and fight for yourself.‖ However, Fowles‘s last female 

character has learned the art of deceiving men from within the social system rather than 

struggling to escape from it. This is also how she differs from Bartholomew. Presumably, 

readers could conclude that Bartholomew is able to escape from his social system 

because he is a man, but there is no way to know precisely what happens to 

Bartholomew, whether he does or does not successfully escape. The only potential access 

readers have to an answer comes from Rebecca, who rewrites that narrative more than 

once. Rebecca, like Miranda, acknowledges the need to deceive in order to survive, but 

unlike Miranda, she does so by adopting various subjectivities. In other words, she plays 

the roles that she must in each situation she finds herself in, and, because she is aware of 

the narrow perception men possess of women, she is able to manipulate the social 

constructs through which men see in order to maneuver through the social system. 
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Rebecca thus draws power from her own social ambiguity, even while others continue to 

impose social constructs on to her.  

 Fowles once again illustrates the strength inherent in women. While 

Bartholomew‘s tactic of resistance to a social system that seeks to impose mechanisms of 

control on him and through him is to literally run away, Rebecca recognizes the inability 

to escape and instead fights the system from within. Ben Winsworth argues that: ―Control 

is the one thing that Rebecca, when we first encounter her, does not possess. As a 

prostitute she has surrendered any volition she may have had, a lack of freedom that is 

reinforced through Bartholomew‘s hiring of her to fulfill what at first appear to be 

specific ends; to sleep with Dick‖ (Winsworth 24). This analysis of Rebecca suggests that 

her social occupation strips her of possessing any sense of control. However, Winsworth 

commits the same error in judgment toward Rebecca that her male counterparts do. In 

fact, Rebecca chooses when and how she surrenders her body. Although Bartholomew 

has supposedly hired her to ―sleep with Dick,‖ and although she later admits to Ayscough 

that she did sleep with Dick, Fowles does not include those scenes in the first chapter. 

Instead, the scene readers are allowed to witness illustrates Rebecca‘s refusal of Dick. 

She does not submit to his desires but rather pities him and makes him leave (A Maggot 

29). Winsworth claims that when Bartholomew violently condemns Rebecca and forces 

her to repeat the words ―I am a public whore‖ (A Maggot 43) he is actually attempting to 

assess her place in the ―human condition‖ (Winsworth 25) that Bartholomew seeks to 

change:  

Bartholomew is persuading Rebecca to believe that one‘s destiny depends 

to a large extent upon internal, rather than external, factors. He is 
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attempting to detach Rebecca from any sense she may have of a fixed 

narrative imprisoning her. […] Rebecca is being encouraged to write 

herself. […] Bartholomew [gives] Rebecca the power of choosing for 

herself in the first instance, and who creates the space in which her 

metamorphosis is engendered. (Winsworth 25) 

Winsworth once again assigns Bartholomew too much power here and disregards the 

influence of the social system on Bartholomew‘s perception of Rebecca. Rebecca does, in 

fact, rewrite herself on more than one occasion but Winsworth assumes that Rebecca 

understands herself to be imprisoned by the social definition of a prostitute simply 

because she plays that role when readers are initially introduced to her. Winsworth aligns 

Bartholomew‘s fears of imprisonment by a socially prescribed role to Rebecca here, but 

he ignores the significance of the earlier scene where Rebecca chooses not to sleep with 

Dick. In the scene Winsworth describes here Rebecca offers herself to Bartholomew 

presumably because she believes she must since he has hired her knowing of her present 

profession. However, Bartholomew berates her as nothing more than an animal the same 

way that Ayscough treats her during his interrogation of her. Neither is capable of seeing 

past her socially prescribed value as harlot.  

Perhaps more importantly, Winsworth‘s interpretation of Rebecca and 

Bartholomew‘s interaction is predicated on the assumption that Rebecca does in fact 

achieve some sort of enlightenment by the end of the novel, and that her enlightenment is 

crafted by Bartholomew as a result of his desire to free her from her fixed self-narrative. 

It is natural to make this assumption because during her interrogation readers hear, from 

Rebecca, the description of her transformational experience in the cave. However, it is 
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important to take into account who she tells this story to and the result in her social 

standing after proclaiming a newfound sense of faith. Rebecca describes her background 

to Mr. Ayscough, an investigator for the powerful and wealthy, who seeks the ―truth‖ 

about what happened to Lord Bartholomew, yet chooses what that truth is based on the 

social credibility of each person he interrogates. Ayscough believes Rebecca‘s natural 

inclination is to lie because he only sees her through the social construct as harlot, and 

arguably he is correct in his estimation of her as deceitful, though not for the reasons he 

assumes. Rebecca learns how to deceive as a means of survival, not, as Ayscough 

believes, to take pleasure from bending men to her will. When readers are initially 

introduced to Rebecca she does not appear as the submissive, sinful woman the way she 

describes her formal self to Ayscough during her interrogation, but rather, she is 

deliberate in her choices. Why would she be any less deliberate in the narration she 

chooses to provide while speaking to Ayscough? Rebecca develops a talent for narrative 

as she ―weaves a creative, seductive narrative for each of her listeners, often obscuring 

the facts in order to emphasize a more significant personal or social truth to which her 

situation affords special access‖ (Lenz 211). Rebecca provides two narratives of the 

events that took place along Bartholomew‘s quest, one to David Jones and another to 

Ayscough, which indicates not only her adeptness at acclimating to each of her situations, 

but also, and perhaps more importantly, the power of her own narrative control. The first 

narrative she composes is directed at David Jones, a member of the working class, who 

was superstitious and thus inclined to believe a grim fairy tale filled with witches and the 

devil himself. The second narrative she provides to Ayscough, a member of the 

patriarchal social system who seeks to reinforce order and hierarchal boundaries by 
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maintaining the social constructs that keep inferior beings in their socially prescribed 

roles. It is in this sense that Rebecca and Bartholomew become aligned in their 

aspirations. While both seek a means of escape from their restrictive social roles, and 

both construct narratives that manipulate the people around them, it is Rebecca who 

acquires the means to be able to defy the normal rules of the symbolic order, and instead 

disrupts the process of symbolic, logical reasoning.  

The power struggle that takes place between Ayscough and Rebecca is centered 

on the fact that Rebecca possesses something that Ayscough desires: an explanation for 

the disappearance of Bartholomew, a solution to this mystery. Brooke Lenz describes this 

opposition as a necessary element of Fowles‘s critique of the human drive for answers: 

―Ayscough considers his verbal abuse and intimidation of witnesses necessary exercises 

in maintaining traditional social hierarchies. […] This assumption of the inherent 

inferiority, duplicity, and insubordination of the common man causes Ayscough to 

approach the investigation with preconceived conclusions ‗fashioned out of projection, 

prejudice, and innuendo‘‖ (Lenz 206). Ayscough is a product of his logic, yet that logic 

has been developed by the symbolic order. Therefore, he is also limited in his ability to 

see beyond the boundaries of the logical reason he has been taught to adhere to. That 

reasoning, that logic, portends that there are specific roles that men and women fit into. 

Either they are successfully contributing members of the social hierarchy and live to 

maintain the social order, or they are threats to the security of the system and must be 

treated, or punished, accordingly. 
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Using Kristeva‘s (2002) assertion that there must be a balance between semiotic 

and symbolic processes in order to maintain successful signification of our world (34)
2
, it 

is important to note here that the struggle that takes place between Rebecca and 

Ayscough is a result of an imbalance between the semiotic and symbolic modes of 

signification. This imbalance has evolved from the manipulation of social constructs to 

become barriers of social control over those who threaten the patriarchal hierarchy. 

Rebecca has managed to mediate this system in such a way that she exposes the fragility 

inherent in a social system that it is founded on the perception of men. She therefore 

causes irruptions of the symbolic order every time she defies its control over her. Lenz 

also acknowledges this contrast between Rebecca and Ayscough‘s knowledge of their 

social system: ―In direct contrast to Ayscough‘s logical, authoritarian approach, Rebecca 

employs intuitive, alternative ways of knowing and being, offering both the most 

incredible and the most compelling perspective within the text. Through her spiritual 

transformation and vibrant, creative narrative, Rebecca performs a radical interrogation 

of Ayscough‘s drive for answers‖ (Lenz 202). Lenz recognizes Rebecca‘s power in the 

novel because she offers an alternative approach to the deductive, narrow reasoning 

Ayscough attempts to impose on her. However, Lenz makes the same assumption that 

Rebecca achieves a spiritual transformation along her journey with Bartholomew, which 

simultaneously suggests that Rebecca lacks an awareness or understanding of the 

symbolic system she has been a part of until she joins Bartholomew‘s quest. The 

transformation that actually takes place for Rebecca is not the acquiring of some new 

understanding of situated knowledges as Lenz asserts. Rather, Rebecca experiences the 

                                                 
 

2
 Kristeva explains that ―the subject is always both semiotic and symbolic‖ and that these two 

―modalities are inseparable within the signifying process‖ (The Portable Kristeva 34). 
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power of situated knowledges when she befriends Dick, someone whose situated 

knowledge so vastly differs from all others around him that he is ostracized as nothing 

more than a beast in man‘s clothing. She also witnesses Dick and Bartholomew‘s 

relationship, the kind of connection between individuals that can threaten the boundaries 

set in place by a patriarchal, social system.  

What Rebecca truly gains along her journey, and that she profoundly displays in 

her depiction of a world where such divisions and boundaries that prevent connection and 

social reform cease to exist, is the strength and security to confront the mechanisms of 

control in her social system. Rebecca witnesses Bartholomew‘s attempt to escape from 

his social confines, but instead of following in his footsteps, she obtains a place for 

herself in a society that follows a perspective less founded on logic and more on faith. By 

entering into this environment, she secures a residence where she can raise her child to 

envision a better world and freely confronts Ayscough‘s restrictive social perception 

without fear of losing the safety provided by the Quaker community. 

Rebecca‘s power thus lies in her astute observation of her social environments. 

Bartholomew‘s quest offers her an opportunity to escape the life of physical (bodily) 

submission and secure a place for herself and her baby in an alternate society that will 

take her in when she otherwise would suffer the stigma of being pregnant with another 

man‘s baby. Therefore, if any sort of social experiment takes place, it is not 

Bartholomew‘s enterprise, but rather Rebecca‘s. Although Rebecca has learned how to 

survive in her social environment, this does not mean she advocates the mechanisms of 

control the power majority uses to maintain socially prescribed roles. This is why she not 

only refuses to restrict herself to one of those roles, but bends those roles to alter the way 
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she is perceived by the men around her. During Ayscough‘s interrogation of her, Rebecca 

finds herself in the same situation as she was in the beginning of the novel: beneath the 

chastising glare of a man who perceives her through a specific social construct, the harlot. 

Her reaction differs here, however, because even though Bartholomew literally strips her 

and forces her to pronounce her complicity in her shameful role, she recognizes his 

awareness of the injustice the symbolic order causes when it imposes specific roles onto 

an individual. Bartholomew struggles with his own autonomy even while he persists in 

treating Rebecca according to her social value as a whore and manipulates her supposed 

lack of autonomy for his own purposes. Rebecca, however, has not yet acquired a secure 

position where she could turn her penetrating gaze on Bartholomew. Ayscough, on the 

other hand, refuses to believe Rebecca can shed the role of harlot because if she can, then 

that social construct, meant to punish women who do not submit themselves to men in 

complete domesticity, loses its power. Instead he places the bulk of the blame on 

Bartholomew, and, just as Ben Winsworth posits, attributes the creation of a scheme that 

would threaten the sanctity of patriarchal rule to Bartholomew, a man, because no woman 

could upset the boundaries of social order the way they have been challenged here. 

Ayscough analyzes Bartholomew‘s goals and reduces Rebecca to a gullible whore. He 

then reveals what he believes is Bartholomew‘s secret mission of equality: 

In plain words, this world that is must be upset. Now that this one 

[Rebecca] was a she, and whore besides, may seem a madness in him, to 

launch such a venture on so small and miserable a bark […] to serve his 

secret ends. Those are such no thinking man could countenance, for they 

place the judgement of a person‘s worth not upon his condition, but upon 
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himself; not on birth, but upon the mere fact of being. […] all are to be 

counted equal. Such as she may place such dangerous belief upon 

religious grounds. (A Maggot 442) 

It is clear in this speech, that Ayscough is unable to see past the lines that have been 

drawn within the patriarchal social hierarchy. He immediately reduces Rebecca‘s intellect 

by attributing the values ascribed to her social construct. As a whore, she is nothing but a 

simple woman of pleasure, incapable of thought outside of the bodily realm. Yet, he 

acknowledges the premeditation in choosing such a figure because through her he can 

confront the system‘s mechanisms of control without the repercussions of being stripped 

of status and treated as a beast, the way figures like Dick and Rebecca are. Ayscough also 

reveals here, however, the irruptions these figures have caused in the symbolic order. He 

cannot accept that Rebecca‘s part in these irruptions lay in her ability to manipulate 

perception, and that Bartholomew may actually have chosen her because she was 

afflicted by the same injustice that Bartholomew‘s father attempted to impose on him.  

Rebecca‘s choice to enter a society founded on dissenting religious beliefs is no 

accident because in such an environment, the opportunity for social reform is greater. The 

men Rebecca surrounds herself with in the Quaker society understand the necessity of 

dissent and do not punish her for her seeming transformation. In this environment, 

although the men maintain their belief in woman‘s submission, Rebecca can eventually 

gain a new role as prophet, and predict a world where equality reigns rather than division. 

Fowles emphasizes this by invoking a society that actually does part from the norms and 

values of the dominant social system and founds the Shakers, a society he attributes to 
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Rebecca‘s daughter, Ann. Fowles reveals his purpose in the Epilogue for choosing 

religion as the medium for Rebecca‘s dissent: 

Least of all do I deny (what novelist could?) that founding stage or 

moment in all religions, however blind, stale and hidebound they later 

become, which saw a superseded skeleton must be destroyed, or at least 

adapted to a new world. We grow too clever now to change; too selfish 

and too multiple, too dominated by the Devil‘s great I, in Shaker 

terminology; too self-tyrannized, too pledged to our own convenience, too 

tired, too indifferent to others, too frightened. I mourn not the outward 

form, but the lost spirit, courage and imagination of Mother Ann Lee‘s 

word, her Logos; its almost divine maggot. (Fowles 454-455) 

It is a pattern in religious history that stagnated religious ideals or principles are 

overthrown for new ones, or at least they are altered to adhere to the evolving ideals and 

principles of an evolving world. When humans become too consumed by themselves, and 

can no longer see one another without the socially constructed goggles of corrupt social 

values, evolution ceases. In other words, progress should not be reserved for technology 

and science, for the purpose of drawing stronger divisions in an increasingly divided 

world. Rather, it should be encouraged to aid in social reform of those values and 

stagnated modes of perception that inhibit connection between individuals and equality. 

Fowles thus challenges readers to confront the symbolic order in this novel by 

incorporating characters who cause irruptions in their symbolic system and essentially 

threaten those boundaries that have become mechanisms of social control.  
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CONCLUSION 

 John Fowles adopts specific concerns that he addresses in all of his novels, 

concerns that revolve around freedom of the individual and escape from authorial control. 

He routinely creates characters who struggle with this need for escape and consequently 

produces specific types of male and female characters that he reproduces over and over 

throughout his works. However, in his last two novels, he alters his approach toward 

discovering freedom for an individual from a social system to how a social system can be 

changed from within. Fowles accomplishes this by focusing on an examination of how 

his characters have contributed to the perpetuation of social constructs within a social 

system that are employed as mechanisms of control. In order to do this, he creates 

characters that embody the same stereotypes that inhibit humans‘ ability to maintain 

substantial connections with one another. Mantissa and A Maggot allow readers to 

address how social constructs have become mechanisms of power in a symbolic system 

to such an extent that they have permeated the signification process. While Fowles has 

been criticized for his objectification of his female characters in his earlier novels, the 

general critical consensus for his last two novels improves favorably. Critics such as 

Richard Lynch and Brooke Lenz assert that Fowles produces female figures who 

represent modern feminist figures in Mantissa and A Maggot, while others such as Ben 

Winsworth attribute that change to the male protagonists. It is important to note here, 

though, that no matter which side of the line, or who is credited with the change in
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Fowles‘s treatment of women, critics have accurately noticed a change from Fowles‘s 

earlier novels, in both Mantissa and A Maggot.  

 The change that occurs in Fowles‘s last two novels by no means devalues his 

earlier works. Fowles creates a foundation for his authorial project in The Collector, The 

Magus, and The French Lieutenant’s Woman. This foundation revolves around Fowles‘s 

narrative experimentation and the role of the Fowlsian heroine, and these themes have 

typically received significant critical attention, particularly for Fowles‘s early works. A 

debate over Fowles‘s treatment of his female characters evolved from this early criticism 

and persists in critical reviews of his later works. There is a clear recognition of Fowles‘s 

authorial goals: to interrogate the boundaries restricting freedom of individuals in a social 

system and in relationships between men and women. Fowles operates much like a 

psychoanalyst in this sense. He has worked slowly from his first novel where he focused 

on existential freedom for the individual from a restrictive system and evolved in his 

analytic process to focus on transformation of the system itself, and throughout his 

authorial project he has—with each novel—affected change in his reader. The more 

important question then is ―What is it that actually makes change possible […]? Freud 

said many different things about the analytic process, but he was always clear on what he 

felt was the central mechanism of change: the lifting of repression through insight 

produced by interpretation‖ (Mitchell and Black 237). This is why literature is the ideal 

space to accomplish such change. In the fictional world of the text, time and space can be 

manipulated, borders can be transgressed, and social structures can be examined and 

subverted. Fowles‘s authorial project focuses on exposing the fictionality of perception 

that has become a function of power in a restrictive social system, not just in the literary 
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world, but in the real world as well. Therefore, returning to Fowles‘s earlier works and 

interpreting them through the lens of abjection and social transformation, instead of 

existential ―freedom,‖ could provide refreshing insight into Fowles‘s authorial project. 

While Fowles consistently challenges the modalities of narrative structure in his 

novels, in his last two novels, he directly confronts the consequences of a social system‘s 

abuse of social constructs by specific power structures through both his narrative 

structure as well as his characters‘ development. In Mantissa, Fowles illustrates the 

extent to which social constructs permeate perception between men and women by 

setting the entire novel inside his male protagonist‘s mind. The two characters in this 

novel, Erato and Miles Green, are thus products of Miles Green‘s perception of his world. 

Fowles, therefore, offers a new perspective for readers here. Rather than distracting 

readers with a story line to follow, he depicts the internal struggle between modalities of 

the signifying process and how that struggle is a result of an imbalance of power in the 

social system. If ―problems are the result of repression; cure entails the release of 

impulses, fantasies, and memories from repression. The analyst interprets both the 

content of the repressed and also the ways the patient is defending against the content‖ 

(Mitchell and Black 237). Fowles not only releases impulses, fantasies, and memories 

from repression in his novels, but rather, in Mantissa he reveals the damage repression 

causes in the masculine mind of Miles Green. Because the setting of the novel takes place 

in Miles‘s mind, Fowles can dissect the social constructs that have become mechanisms 

of control over women. But more importantly, Fowles reveals that Miles is aware of 

female subjectivity. Thus, he exposes the corruptness of masculine perception lies in the 

denial men maintain toward granting women their subjectivity. Female objectification is 
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not a blind act then, but rather a conscious process to maintain specific categorical 

boundaries that inhibit assertion of the feminine in a social system that manipulates social 

constructs for the purpose of maintaining masculine dominance. In A Maggot, Fowles 

turns that internal struggle outward and creates physical representations of the extremes 

of the signifying process in his characters. It is in this work that he addresses the 

consequences of a social system that has become imbalanced to the point of restricting 

evolutionary progress, and offers readers a potential option, not necessarily for escape 

which he proves in Mantissa is impossible, but to choose dissent from a social system 

that has become corrupted by its resistance to change.  

Julia Kristeva‘s theories of abjection, the semiotic and symbolic, offer a 

refreshing avenue to analyze Fowles‘s culmination of his authorial project in Mantissa 

and A Maggot. Kristeva‘s theory of abjection reveals the reasons that feminine bodies are 

often objectified to the point of disgust, when libidinal impulses are relegated to a pre-

symbolic, or socially uncivilized state of being. In representing his heroines this way, 

Fowles creates a strong critique of all institutionalized systems, in this case particularly, 

patriarchy, as relationships between men and women suffer due to the deep embedding of 

gender stereotypes that have infiltrated masculine perceptions of women. A stereotype 

such as the angel/harlot dichotomy, which pervades Mantissa and A Maggot, casts the 

heroines within these works into abject states of being. The persistence of this stereotype 

has caused abjection for Fowles‘s heroines both through the depths to which stereotypes, 

such as the angel/harlot dichotomy, have corroded masculine perception as well as 

through the depths that abjection has permeated Fowles‘s heroines‘ perception of 

themselves. However, even though Fowles voices opposition to patriarchal constructs, he 



 87 

remains part of a patriarchal system, thus suggesting that the system he is trying to escape 

is actually himself, as he forces his characters to confront the same self examination. By 

objectifying women and abjectifying them, he questions the ability to be opposed to a 

system like patriarchy while simultaneously existing as a creation of it. By allowing 

readers to envision an outside of such a system, he creates a vision that might be possible 

to move towards. In reading Fowles‘s works through Kristeva‘s theory of abjection, 

Fowles‘s desire for a breaking down of the boundaries between self and other, inside and 

outside, reality and illusion, can become possible, as Kristeva (1982) argues that ―on 

close inspection, all literature is probably a version of the apocalypse that seems to me 

rooted, no matter what its sociohistorical conditions might be, on the fragile border 

(borderline cases) where identities (subject/object, etc.) do not exist or only barely so—

double, fuzzy, heterogeneous, animal, metamorphosed, altered, abject‖ (207). According 

to Kristeva, it is in literature that these social constructs can be deconstructed even as 

they cannot be outside of it. That literature can be a space where boundaries can be 

subverted is illustrated by Fowles‘s ambiguous endings. He places his novels, not only 

his characters, into the realm of the abject where boundaries and conventions are 

disintegrated because he does not allow them to be restricted by the traditional 

conventions of storytelling. In doing so, he suggests that transformation can only begin to 

become possible through the disruption of such social conventions and the continual 

challenging of them because the only possible way to fully achieve a transformation of a 

system like patriarchy is to cease to be part of it, or to follow Bartholomew on his 

spaceship. 
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Fowles, however, refuses to let the confrontation of the corrupted symbolic order 

be restricted by the boundaries of the text, and in turn, forces readers to challenge their 

own perspectives and social narratives of their world. Brooke Lenz points out the new 

vision that Fowles reached toward in his later works, ―In his later fiction, […] Fowles‘ 

work encourages such readers in their efforts to envision a more balanced society that 

values women‘s ways of knowing and being and that suggests new ways of practicing 

masculinity – and to find visual and other pleasures in his practice of authority‖ (Lenz 

235). Fowles does encourage readers to envision a more balanced society that values 

women‘s ways of knowing and being; however, particularly in A Maggot, Fowles extends 

this vision to all marginalized figures who have the potential to challenge a symbolic 

order that has become a tool to benefit those in power, such as the masculine figures in 

Fowles‘s works who perpetuate stereotypical categories in order to maintain social 

boundaries. Ben Winsworth also points out that Fowles challenges ―empirical 

objectivity‖ and reveals ―the limits of human interpretation‖ when he removes ―a distinct 

or singular narrative voice‖ from the novel. By incorporating multiple narratives into his 

works and giving a voice to those characters who have been marginalized and abjectified 

in order to manipulate the balance of power, Fowles ―encourages the reader towards a 

fluid and creative involvement with the text, one that has the potential to alter our field of 

vision‖ (Winsworth 30). It is true that Fowles characteristically advocates reader 

participation in his works, but in his last two novels Fowles directs this involvement 

toward his own struggle with the persistence of gender stereotypes in his own masculine 

perception. He insightfully illustrates the struggle for masculine belief systems when 

those beliefs are challenged in a social system that has manipulated masculine perception 
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and corrupted the signifying process, as well as the extent to which these struggles hinder 

successful relationships. Therefore, it is important for masculine readers to examine their 

own signification systems and question the validity of their perspective, not only of 

women, but of their social environment. Perhaps more importantly, male readers must 

learn to decipher the difference between the real and imagined female, and how their 

perceptions of women, and all marginalized individuals, have become corrupted by social 

constructions that inhibit progressive modes of thought. Female readers can acknowledge 

the extent to which these mechanisms of power have become embedded in masculine 

perception, and take a lesson from Fowles‘s heroines, Rebecca and even Erato, who 

blatantly challenge the perception of their masculine counterparts and then reestablish 

their own positions in their social system. Fowles‘s final novel instructs readers to engage 

in dissent when evolution has ceased to be possible in a social system dependent on a 

corrupt signification process. Although Fowles chooses a society that inhibits its own 

propagation because of its religious beliefs, his purpose is to advocate dissent from any 

restrictive mainstream social system. More importantly, and perhaps a point overlooked 

by critics of A Maggot, Fowles not only advocates dissent, but also the necessity for 

educating future generations so they do not fall into the same traps that social constructs 

have caused in the past, both in the literary world and the world outside the text. By 

providing evidence that social constructs have become mechanisms of power and caused 

marginalized individuals to become abject figures before they can affect change, Fowles 

encourages readers to follow in Rebecca‘s footsteps, to educate younger generations so 

the social constructs that have become mechanisms of power do not continue to inhibit 

evolutionary thought in future generations. 
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