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In Ford Madox Ford‟s 1915 novel The Good Soldier, John Dowell comments “I 

had never sounded the depths of an English heart,” as he painstakingly reconstructs his 

“extreme intimacy” with his late wife and their two closest friends. Throughout his 

narrative, Dowell approaches the limits of language, struggling to connect with lost 

companions by bringing language into scenes of miscommunication and silence. By 

translating emotional impasses and wordless exchanges from memory into narrative, 

Dowell seems to make these wordless interactions wordful. Ludwig Wittgenstien‟s 

investigation into “private language” helps elucidate Dowell‟s realization that he cannot 

fill wordlessness with words to reconstruct his memories. If Dowell can‟t fill 

wordlessness with words, his failure to “sound the depths of an English heart” isn‟t a 

failure at all, but rather an exposition on “private language” as public language, 

demonstrating that misunderstandings can be our best attempts at understanding each 

other.  
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They seemed almost, with staring on one another, to tear the cases of their eyes. There 

was speech in their dumbness, language in their very gesture. They looked as they had 

heard of a world ransomed, or one destroyed. A notable passion of wonder appeared in 

them, but the wisest beholder, that knew no more but seeing, could not say if 

th‟importance were joy or sorrow. But in the extremity of the one, it must needs be. 

       

                                                                             – William Shakespeare, The Winter’s Tale



 1 

Chapter 1: Introduction 
 

There are moods in which we court suffering, in the hope that here, at least, we 

shall find reality, sharp peaks and edges of truth. But it turns out to be scene-

painting and counterfeit. The only thing grief has taught me, is to know how 

shallow it is. That, like all the rest, plays about the surface, and never introduces 

me into the reality, for contact with which, we would even pay the costly price of 

sons and lovers. Was it Boscovich who found out that bodies never come in 

contact? Well, souls never touch their objects. An innavigable sea washes with 

silent waves between us and the things we aim at and converse with. 

 

– Ralph Waldo Emerson, “Experience” 

 

Physiological life is of course not “Life.” And neither is psychological life. Life is 

the world. 

 

– Ludwig Wittgenstein, Notebooks, 1914-1916, 77e 

 

 In Ford Madox Ford‟s 1915 novel The Good Soldier, narrator John Dowell tries to 

understand his late wife and close friends through writing, composing a narrative that 

confuses more than it clarifies his relationships to these characters. Dowell's recreation of 

his acquaintanceship with Leonora Ashburnham, the nefarious affair between his wife 

Florence Hurlbird and the “good soldier” Edward Ashburnham, and Dowell's relationship 

to their young ward Nancy Rufford, is circumlocutory and impossible to reconcile with 

the alleged “facts” presented throughout the narrative. Driven to madness and death by 

the end of the novel, these characters cannot communicate with one another, and are 

characterized by an emotional inscrutability perpetuated by Dowell‟s impressionistic 

language. In the proliferation of anthropomorphic lighthouses, pigskin hatboxes, and 

people who turn into counterfeit bank notes, Dowell‟s expressive idiom reflects our own 

captivity as readers within the walls of his narrative, trapping us like Florence, Edward, 

Leonora and Nancy inside metaphors. While we look to Dowell‟s metaphors for meaning 

and insight into the hearts of these characters, Dowell‟s words slip from our grasp. 
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 As I will argue in this thesis, Dowell conveys something with these metaphors, 

just not what we expect. As philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein asserts in Philosophical 

Investigations, language is at the center of our problems concerning meaning and 

apprehension: the “ceremony” of using words to describe feelings – of using a word to 

“point [...] inwardly” – complicates meaning in a world in which we have no criterion for 

knowing the “inner truth” about ourselves or one another (Wittgenstein, 92e, §258). 

Dowell attempts to impose order on his perceptions by writing, yet finds that his attempts 

at creating order actually prevent him from understanding his experiences, leaving him 

lost in his own language as if it were a labyrinth. Dowell's language is wrought with 

metaphors for imprisonment within “private language,” a language consisting of words 

and descriptions that believes to be inaccessible to everyone except him; in “The 

Epistemology of The Good Soldier,” Samuel Hynes suggests that, as readers, we “do not 

know [...] that what we see has meaning; if it has, it is an order which the narrator 

imposes upon phenomena, not one which is inherent there” (Hynes, 97). Through Hynes‟ 

assertion, we can see that there are strong ties between Dowell‟s confusing “private 

language” and his inability to communicate with his companions in The Good Soldier; 

Wittgenstein suggests that “private language,” a language of thoughts and sensations 

inexpressible outside of our minds, is inconsequential to using language for 

communication. By tracing the trajectory of Dowell‟s changing metaphors in The Good 

Soldier – from lighthouses that illuminate meaning, to castles that create walls between 

the perceiver and the thing perceived, and finally to shallow, paper-like entities that are 

meant to represent real people – readers may find meaning in a novel famous for its lack 

thereof. 
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Language is complicated. Words relate, but cannot reach. They represent, but 

cannot reveal. At least, insofar as we represent our lives in literature, we believe language 

works like this. It is hard to get outside of metaphors when using language, and especially 

when writing about our feelings and emotions. In “Knowing One's Own Mind,” Donald 

Davidson critiques metaphoric language as a means of representing our private thoughts: 

There is a picture of the mind which has become so ingrained in our philosophical 

tradition that it is almost impossible to escape its influence even when its worst 

faults are recognized and repudiated. In one crude, but familiar version, it goes 

like this: the mind is a theatre in which the conscious self watches a passing show 

(the shadows on the wall). The show consists of 'appearances', sense data, qualia, 

what is given in experience. What appear on the stage are not the ordinary objects 

of the world that the outer eye registers and that the heart loves, but their 

purported representatives. Whatever we know about the world outside depends on 

what we can glean from the inner clues. (Davidson, 61)  

 

As Davidson asserts, the traditional conception of the mind as an object - for example, “a 

theatre in which the conscious self watches a passing show” - is restrictive: it demands an 

“inner” and an “outer,” and necessitates that the “inner” objects of the mind represent the 

“external” qualities and experiences of the world (61). While Davidson claims this 

dualistic representation of reality is problematic, he suggests that our language 

perpetuates such models of thought. As we tend to use the same language to describe our 

thoughts, feelings and perceptions, our “interior processes,” that we use to describe the 

world and its phenomena, we think that language is caught in a dichotomy between 

“inner” and “outer.” This dualistic conception of language may be concerned with 

discovering private hearts and depicting inner life, yet insofar as we believe words fail to 

access the “inner,” they fail to represent the “outer” objects as well. As Dowell suggests, 

the world is seemingly an unknowable “darkness” impregnable to human perception.  

 Yet by writing about his experiences, Dowell attempts to create explicit 
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connections between his inner thoughts and how they are represented in language. 

Wittgenstein shows in Philosophical Investigations that we complicate communication 

by conceptualizing language as “inner” and “outer.” Accordingly, few philosophers lay 

such stress on the importance of language, and few have been so tormented by a desire to 

unify the seemingly disparate realms of the physiological and the psychological.
1
 

Wittgenstein recognizes that language is a difficult system to talk about, yet suggests that 

it is only so because of how we presume language works: “language is a labyrinth of 

paths,” Wittgenstein comments, as “you approach from one side and know your way 

about,” while “you approach the same place from another side and no longer know your 

way about” (Wittgenstein, 82e, §203). To conceive of language as a labyrinth is itself a 

retreat into metaphors, into the solace of language itself and the signs in literature that 

imply getting “lost in language” is like being imprisoned within written walls. As 

Wittgenstein demonstrates, rather than actually getting “lost in language,” we delude 

ourselves into thinking that language is like a labyrinth, and that we are lost within the 

words we use. Instead of revealing a dichotomy between inner and outer, language is 

wrongfully conceived as a metaphor and only makes us believe that such a dichotomy 

exists. 

 Wittgenstein demonstrates that we create meaning through our interactions with 

each other. Although we insist that the dichotomy between “inner” and “outer” life exists, 

Wittgenstein proves that this is not the case. Instead, words mean what we use them to 

                                                 
1
  In the preface to Wittgenstein: Biography and Philosophy, James Klagge writes that “through our 

ongoing attempts to understand [Wittgenstein] and his movements of thought, we seek to accept the 

offering of himself that he so painfully made through those many pages of notebooks and hours of 

lecturing” (Klagge, xiii). Similarly, in The Duty of Genius, biographer Ray Monk demonstrates the 

importance Wittgenstein's writing had for his apprehension of life as well as himself, and works as a 

great companion piece to recent interest in the “philosophical biography” as a literary genre. Likewise, 

James Klagge‟s Wittgenstein: Biography and Philosophy provides several outstanding studies in reading 

philosophy in light of biographical literature on the philosopher.  
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mean, and therefore we cannot adduce anything about “inner” experiences from our 

language, nor do we need to. This philosophical position concerning publicly-made 

meaning, coming from Post-Enlightenment conceptions of epistemology and subjectivity, 

is addressed in the twentieth-century by narrators who question what it means to perceive 

and be perceived, rather than how it means. In A Genealogy of Modernism, Michael 

Levenson characterizes twentieth-century literature in terms of the shift from being to 

meaning:  

The meaning of the physical reality, not its independent existence, is called into 

question. There is not so much a question of esse est percipi (to be is to be 

perceived) as significare est percipi(to mean is to be perceived). (Levenson, 21)  

 

“Meaning,” as Levenson notes, is “called into question” by perception; in literature, the 

narrator becomes the locus of meaning for the events narrated (21). For Levenson, 

authors like Joseph Conrad, Henry James, and Ford Madox Ford are responsible for this 

change from “to be is to be perceived” to “to mean is to be perceived” (21). Although it 

seems that Levenson is arguing that appearances are all we have to go by in modernist 

fiction, he is actually making a claim about how words work. Words convey our 

perceptions to other people, and in order “to mean,” our words have to convey the 

thoughts and emotions hidden from the perception of others.
2
   

                                                 
2
 Levenson is refering to Literary Impressionism, an early twentieth-century literary movement involving 

Ford Madox Ford, Ezra Pound, Joseph Conrad, and their published maxims concerning art and literature. 

Levenson writes about Ford‟s role as social and cultural arbiter of Literary Impressionism in A Genealogy 

of Modernism:  

 In the intensified literary struggles of the pre-war period, he became the acknowledged 

representative of Impressionism. If he was not its most distinguished practitioner -- a laurel Ford 

himself would variously bestow on Conrad, James or Maupassant -- he was without question its 

most enthusiastic and visible proponent. Where Conrad skirted identification with the term, Ford, 

having for long enough been called an Impressionist, came to call himself by that name. And once 

committed to the name, he assumed the task of explaining what it meant. This would make him the 

target of the anti-Impressionist reaction, but it also meant that the Impressionist influence on pre-

war literary activity was transmitted almost entirely through Ford‟s interpretation of the method. 

(49) 

As Levenson suggests, Ford, “once committed to the name, […] assumed the task of explaining what it  
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However, things are not as they appear for Levenson. While Levenson claims that 

narration generally changes from omniscience to limited perspective in the modernist 

period, as exemplified in The Good Soldier, it seems that he asserts the opposite in the 

following quote: 

Without becoming implicated in the recorded scene, the narrator becomes an 

assimilating, amalgamating force who makes transparent the opacities between 

individuals, who lets moral evaluation mingle freely with description, who sees 

hidden thoughts quite as clearly as natural landscapes, who hears distinctly the 

faintest whispers of introspection. (8) 

 

Even though Levenson characterizes modernist literature as a shift away from 

omniscience, he paradoxically claims that the limited narrator “becomes an assimilating, 

amalgamating force” who, rather than being limited by his or her perspective on the 

world, can “[see] hidden thoughts quite clearly” and who “hears distinctly the faintest 

whispers of introspection” (8). Furthermore, Levenson reaffirms the split between “inner” 

and “outer” experiences, even though he claims that meaning can only be derived from 

appearances: “part of every fiction,” Levenson asserts, “is physis, the elaboration of an 

external physical space, and part is psyche, the construction of an internal psychological 

space” (7). Whereas I agree with Levenson on many points concerning Ford, in my thesis 

I contest two major claims Levenson makes about twentieth-century literature and The 

Good Soldier: first, I argue that Levenson‟s characterization of fiction in terms of 

“physis” and “psyche,” “outer” and “inner,” does not account for Ford‟s novel (with 

which he is quite familiar) and, second, that his depiction of the death of omniscient 

narrators allowing for the narrator to see the “hidden thoughts” of the characters 

                                                                                                                                                 
meant,” crafting numerous articles and personal essays devoted to Literary Impressionism (49). Ford‟s  

“impressionism” and Dowell‟s “private language,” while perhaps complementary, are not synonymous.  

While I discuss the philosophical implications of these “impressions” in Chapter 3, for an extensive  

explication of Ford‟s role in Literary Impressionism, see Levenson‟s A  Genealogy of Modernism. 
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contradicts his claim that “to mean is to be perceived” (Levenson, 7, 21).  

It is my assertion that Ford challenges perception through his use of language in 

The Good Soldier. By splitting his narrative into “private” and “public” realms of 

experience, stressing the importance of the former as the “real” realm that words cannot 

access, Dowell mistakenly emphasizes a dichotomy between public and private content in 

his narrative. In response to Kenneth Womack‟s assertion that “the novel as literary form 

furnishes Ford with a mechanism for exploring the social construction of the self, 

particularly the ways in which ostensibly „good people‟ often sustain private lives 

established upon sheer hypocrisy and pretense,” I find that Ford‟s novel demonstrates that 

there are no private lives for his characters (Womack, 332). Dowell‟s language, in its 

constant movement between meanings and development from communicative lighthouses 

to insular castles and finally to metaphors for being paperlike, exhibits not only a 

hesitancy to reveal the details of his life, but the fear that he can be misunderstood in his 

writing.
3
 Scattered “like spots of colour on an immense canvas,” Dowell's metaphors are 

seemingly isolated from the people, places, and events he describes, yet each 

demonstrates a desire for communication and the necessity of these contradictions (Ford, 

17). 

 In a novel filled with deception, Dowell‟s writing proves that the human desire to 

look for something beyond language, for emotions and feelings that lurk beneath the 

words we use, is in itself deceptive. While isolation seems to be Dowell's chosen position 

                                                 
3
 According to Ann Barr Snitow in “Ford Madox Ford and the Voice of Uncertainty,” Dowell is an  

ambivalently tragic and comic narrator: he can “record contradictions without resolving them,”  

simultaneously be a “reliable judge,” an “execrable fool,” a “self-deprecating ironist,” and a  

“condescending failure,” and paradoxically evoke humor and sometimes sympathy for his errors (Snitow,  

166). Cassell describes Dowell's language as “a series of paradoxical metaphors centering on decay and  

permanence,” forming an “illusion of [...] coherence” that forces readers to look for a stable pattern and  

directs them away from an understanding of Dowell himself (Cassell, 179). As I discuss further in the  

following chapter, many critics analyze what Dowell‟s language means in relation to his narrative. 
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at the close of the novel, his companions pictured as shallow and seemingly “heartless,” 

Ford does not suggest that we are all like Dowell. Ford‟s message, read through 

Wittgenstein, seems much more optimistic; Wittgenstein demonstrates that the human 

heart is a much more complicated organ than it may initially seem, and that what makes it 

complicated is that it is not some secret thing that words can‟t describe, nor is it a vacuum 

we can make “wordful.” As Ford demonstrates, even if Dowell is trapped within his own 

words, he finds hope in the process of writing about his entrapment. This optimistic 

reading of The Good Soldier thus bypasses any attempt to characterize Dowell for his 

foolishness or “heartlessness.” Dowell's language, while obtuse, actually provides insight 

into how we “read” each other. For Ford and Wittgenstein alike, it is possible to represent 

the beauty of language, the possibilities for communication, and the generation of 

meaning even in a world where, as Levenson claims, “to mean is to be perceived” 

(Levenson, 21). At the intersection of the physiological and the psychological in 

literature, language means what we use it to mean.
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Chapter 2: A Brief Critical History of The Good Soldier 
 

From Theodore Dreiser‟s dismissive review in the June 1915 issue of the New 

Republic to Joseph Conrad‟s warm reception of the novel and committed partnership, 

critical responses to The Good Soldier have varied throughout the twentieth-century. In 

the preface to the Norton Critical Edition of The Good Soldier, Martin Stannard writes 

that, since its publication in March 1915, “critical opinion has shifted radically to 

establish the book not only as Ford‟s masterpiece but also as a masterpiece of 

modernism” (Stannard, ix).
4
 As Stannard continues, Ford's novel represents a “cultural 

transference” from “intellectual confidence” to “uncertainty,” a shift evident in Dowell‟s 

own sense of uncertainty evident in his narrative (xiv). The major critical approaches 

                                                 
4 Modernism changed literature and authorship in the twentieth-century. Replacing Romantic and 

Victorian sentiments of the self, Modernism produced new constructions of identity and subjectivity. As 

an author emerging from the Edwardian period, Ford followed the constant flux of ideas presented by 

experiments in modernist fiction and poetry, creating characters who experience dramatic changes in 

their lives. Depicting Modernism as a “complex interaction of literary forces, passing through a series 

of distinct phases -- a product of gradual and sometimes obscure developments and of conflicting and 

sometimes contradictory values,” Levenson writes that “this process of change was not homogeneous or 

thoroughgoing” (Levenson, x). Levenson‟s “genealogy” demonstrates that, as a literary period, 

Modernism was nonlinear and grew out of many “contradictory values” held by its primary figures: 

“Pound, Hulme, Ford, Lewis, and Eliot,” with “Joyce, Woolf and Lawrence loom[ing] on the periphery” 

(vii, x). Levenson describes Ford‟s significance to Modernism in the following passage: 

 From 1907 to 1915 Ford was an active literary journalist, often producing several essays weekly, 

and as editor of the English Review (1908-09) he had positioned himself as a link between two 

generations, publishing work by established writers such as Hardy, James and Conrad, and 

younger writers such as Pound, Lewis and Lawrence, to whom he remained an active source of 

encouragement […] But it was in his critical doctrine that Ford was of most consequence in this 

period. In the intensified literary struggles of the pre-war period, he became the acknowledged 

representative of Impressionism. If he was not its most distinguished practitioner -- a laurel Ford 

himself would variously bestow on Conrad, James or Maupassant -- he was without question its 

most enthusiastic and visible proponent. Where Conrad skirted identification with the term, Ford, 

having for long enough been called an Impressionist, came to call himself by that name. And once 

committed to the name, he assumed the task of explaining what it meant. This would make him the 

target of the anti-Impressionist reaction, but it also meant that the Impressionist influence on pre-

war literary activity was transmitted almost entirely through Ford‟s interpretation of the method. 

(49) 

 As the “acknowledged representative of Impressionism,” Ford‟s “pre-war literary activity” is a link 

between the “two generations” separated by World War I (49). World War I complicates our 

understanding of literature during this period; while it is unnecessary to elaborate here, it is easy to see 

that Ford connected writers separated by this enormous generational gap through support given to 

struggling young writers as well as his own literary publications. 
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contributed by Mark Schorer, Samuel Hynes, and Lawrence Thorton each focus on 

Dowell, and remain widely discussed and disputed amidst contemporary critics of the 

novel. In particular, Samuel Hynes and Mark Schorer are also responsible for dividing the 

novel‟s critical history into two groups: critics who read Dowell as a fool, and those who 

read him as a tragic hero.
5
 In order to summarize these perspectives on Ford‟s narrator, it 

is crucial to provide a brief critical history of The Good Soldier and discuss why Dowell 

is difficult to characterize in his own confessional, diary-like narrative. After analyzing 

these approaches, I place my own approach – the distinction between public and private 

language in Dowell's narration – in order to explain why and how Ford‟s narrator defies 

characterization. Although each critic seems to dismiss Dowell, I find that his “heart” is 

much more complicated that it may initially appear. 

 The Good Soldier embodies a cultural shift from certainty to uncertainty, a chasm 

in the English literary tradition that created a generational separation between Ford and 

other prominent writers of the early twentieth-century. As Barry D. Bort asserts, among 

other English novels of the period, The Good Soldier holds a “unique importance as an 

anatomy of the world of English society just before the first world war,” a world that 

dramatically changed literature after 1915 (Bort, 194). Through Dowell, Ford seems to 

suggest that the war changed literature by changing how we represent in writing our 

personal experiences. David Dow Harvey argues in his introduction to Ford Madox Ford, 

1873-1939: A Bibliography of Works and Criticism that “few modern writers have been 

                                                 
5 The “critical split” addressed here refers to the conflict between Mark Schorer's essay and Samuel 

Hynes' response. Most contemporary critics of The Good Soldier, while assessing varied aspects of the 

novel, confront this interpretive schism established by Schorer and Hynes. However, some critics find 

that classifying Dowell as either a fool or a tragic hero is counterintuitive to understanding the novel. In 

“Escaping the Impasse: Criticism and the Mitosis of The Good Soldier,” Thornton circumvents the 

overwhelming amount of criticism directed solely at Dowell, ultimately suggesting a return to Ford's 

writings to “escape” misleading interpretations and reassess the novel from contemporary perspectives.  
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so prolific or have so moved others to write,” yet “by the free play of fantasy in [Ford‟s] 

autobiographies he almost willfully encouraged many readers to reject the factual truth 

not only of his anecdotes, but even of statements about the obvious or professed products 

of his pen” (Harvey, xi). In Ford Madox Ford's Novels: A Critical Study, John A. Meixner 

identifies Ford by his stylistic departure from the Edwardian novelists: 

[A]t the same time that Ford was creating an art work of high formal beauty, he 

was also doing what neither James, Conrad, or even Flaubert [...] could 

accomplish – either because of their temperament or their dominating allegiance 

to their aesthetic aims: which tended to make their actors more types and 

symbolic counters than vital, intensely living individuals. In his best work, in 

short, Ford engages unerringly and touches deeply our sense of pity and 

compassion for the human  condition, absorbing us fully into the sufferings and 

intense sensibilities of his characters. (Meixner, 5-6) 

 

To Meixner, Ford's novels are indicative of craftsmanship, invoking “pity and 

compassion” through “careful, suggestive, economic selection of incident and detail” (5). 

While I disagree with Meixner‟s assertion that James, Conrad, and Flaubert create 

characters who are “more types and symbolic counters than vital, intensely living 

individuals,” it is clear that Meixner distinguishes Ford from these authors to identify the 

“vital, intensely living individuals” present in Ford‟s fiction (6). As Frank MacShane 

asserts, by illustrating “the totality of all the little truths,” Ford combines “little 

perceptions and observations that affect one another,” to create “an awareness of the 

complexity of life itself, at a level deeper than that of a simple causal or linear 

progression” (9). For Stannard, Harvey, Meixner and MacShane alike, The Good Soldier 

has a detailed critical history that is complicated by the period in which it was composed. 

Using Dowell's contradictions as evidence of satire and parody in The Good 

Soldier, Mark Schorer's “The Good Soldier: An Interpretation” is the first critical essay to 

characterize Ford‟s novel as a comedy, evidenced by Dowell's fallibility. Schorer claims 
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that The Good Soldier is Ford's definitive ironic statement about pre-war social 

stratification and the state of the English novel: 

It is in the comedy that Ford displays his great art. Irony, which makes no 

absolute commitments and can thus enjoy the advantage of many ambiguities of 

meaning and endless complexities of situation, is at the same time an evaluative 

mood, and, in a master, a sharp one. Perhaps the most astonishing achievement in 

this astonishing novel is the manner in which the author, while speaking through 

his simple, infatuated character, lets us know how to take his simplicity and his 

infatuation. (Schorer, 68) 

 

As Schorer writes, the most “astonishing achievement” in Ford‟s novel is his narrator's 

“infatuation” and his self-reflexive reconstruction of the “endless complexities of 

situation” (68). “Most important in this catalogue of comic devices, there is the covering 

symbolism of illness,” Schorer writes, describing “characters who fancy that they suffer 

from 'hearts', who do suffer defective hearts not, as they would have us believe, in the 

physiological but in the moral sense, and who we are told about by a character who has 

no heart at all, and hence no mind” (69). Schorer, while dismissing Dowell in his 

interpretation, suggests that The Good Soldier is “a novelist's novel,” “a kind of archetype 

of the processes of fiction,” and can “help all of us to read,” for it “can tell us more about 

the nature of the novel than most novels or books about them”(69). Overall, Schorer 

credits Ford for self-consciously crafting a masterful comedy, a characterization which 

has unfortunately prompted many dismissive interpretations of Ford‟s narrator.  

Since Schorer‟s essay, many critics have described The Good Soldier as a comedy. 

In “'All the Devices of the Prostitute‟: Sincerity and the Authorial Personae of Ford 

Madox Ford,” Vincent Cheng discusses Dowell‟s authorial presence in The Good Soldier, 

arguing that any sympathy felt for Edward Ashburnham‟s tragic suicide is undermined by 

the farcical representation of other “Fordian heroes” (535). Cheng seems to suggest that 
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this equivocation between hero and anti-hero in Ford‟s novel makes it difficult for readers 

to understand the “sincerity” of his characterizations, meaning that it is ultimately 

ambiguous whether or not these characters are meant to be taken seriously or comically. 

While Cheng‟s assertion that “Ford is all of his characters” is difficult to support, his 

discussion of sincerity fits an analysis of Dowell as someone difficult to “read” (539). 

Similarly, as Alan Warren Friedman writes in Fictional Death and the Modernist 

Enterprise, Dowell deludes himself into believing his own fictionalization of the events 

of his life, thereby picturing himself as a fool in his own story. Since Dowell begins the 

narrative with “a passive construction implying that he recounts a life that is past, over 

and done with” as well as “someone else's, something read rather than experienced,” 

Friedman claims that Dowell is at once unaware and foolishly committed to improving 

his life retrospectively (Friedman, 131). For Friedman, Dowell's performance is 

“hapless,” because “his dead were never fully alive for him he has no way to mourn 

them,” and while the novel is by no means a comedy, it represents the folly of a feeble-

minded narrator (131). Essentially, many contemporary critics agree with Schorer, and 

disregard Dowell‟s prominent triumphs in the text.  

 However, many critics since Schorer have claimed that Dowell is a tragic hero 

rather than a fool. In response to Schorer, Samuel Hynes asserts in “The Epistemology of 

The Good Soldier” that Dowell is “a version of the ways in which [someone] can know 

reality” (Hynes, 97). For Hynes, Dowell represents our own limited understanding of the 

world. Dowell's narrative thus represents “an interior action, taking its order from the 

processes of a puzzled mind,” and posits “severe limits to human knowledge” (98-99). 

However, Hynes demonstrates that Dowell, while fallible, expresses qualities true for all 
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individuals: 

This is the character, then, through whom Ford chooses to tell this 'saddest story.' 

He is a limited, fallible man, but the novel is not a study of his particular 

 limitations; it is rather a study of the difficulties which man's nature and the 

world's put in the way of his will to know. Absolute truth and objective judgment 

are not possible; experience is a darkness, and other hearts are closed to us. If man 

nevertheless desires to know, and he does, then he will have to do  the best he can 

with the shabby equipment which life offers him, and to be content with small 

 and tentative achievements. (101) 

 

As Hynes asserts, “the external world exists as discrete, observed phenomena, and the 

individual consciousness exists,” yet “we can know only one consciousness – the one we 

are in,” and “other human beings are simply other events outside” (97). Hynes claims that 

we can‟t know other people –  writing that “experience is a darkness, and other hearts are 

closed to us” – and seems to find nothing remotely humorous in the novel and the 

“tentative achievements” of its narrator (101). Similarly, in “'Constant Reduction': 

Modernism and the Narrative Structure of The Good Soldier,” Richard Hood sees tragic 

elements in Dowell's inability to know other consciousnesses outside of his own. 

Characterizing the reader's initial impression of Dowell as an “omnitemporal” narrator, 

Hood argues that “there is no sense that the reflective stance of the narrator will interfere 

with the action of the remembered „I‟ of the story,” the tragedy unfolding when the reader 

realizes the “confused, contradictory emotional summaries of the meaning of [Dowell‟s] 

past experience” (Hood, 448). Kenneth Womack‟s statement that “the composition of his 

narrative after [several other main character‟s] deaths allows Dowell to comprehend […] 

the genuine text of his own life” coincides with interpretations provided by Hynes and 

Hood, as he asserts that the novel is largely an exercise in epistemological insight and its 

tragic collapse (316). Womack suggests that the process of writing serves as an 

“atemporal, discursive mechanism through which he both grieves for Florence and 
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Edward and comes to understand the extent of their deception and depravity” (318). 

Understanding the narrative as a means of coping with death and its “interpersonal 

consequences” – for Dowell, the realization of “the duplicity of what he believed to be 

his „extraordinarily safe castle‟” – is useful for understanding the tragedy implicated in 

Dowell‟s self-delusions (320). For Hynes, Hood and Womack alike, Dowell's failure is 

tragic, questioning the process by which we understand each other. 

 As a “critical impasse” splits criticism of Ford's novel between the novel as 

tragedy and the novel as comedy, both interpretations explicitly concerned with Dowell's 

role as narrator, many critics write in response to Schorer and Hynes. As Lawrence 

Thornton asserts in “Escaping the Impasse: Criticism and the Mitosis of The Good 

Soldier,” the “impasse” of Hynes' and Schorer's interpretations “unnecessarily obscures 

The Good Soldier, and it can be escaped by examining a crucial nexus in the genealogy 

of the novel's critical history,” specifically the “editorial caprice” favoring Schorer's essay 

(Thorton, 64). Similarly, in Ford Madox Ford: A Study of His Novels, Richard A. Cassell 

suggests that the novel is a “representation of a cataclysm culminating in the collapse of 

personal relations,” the narrative itself a crumbling mess of inward thoughts, laments, and 

scattered reminiscences (Cassell, 147). Cassell suggests that the “critical impasse” 

between Schorer and Hynes mirrors the “cataclysm” in the novel; like Dowell, Schorer 

and Hynes both look for a unified system of meaning that can explain Dowell‟s 

inconsistencies. While Hynes and Schorer both establish excellent readings of The Good 

Soldier, Thornton and Cassell suggest that the beauty of the narrative is sometimes 

spoiled by a critical insistence on categorization, an obsession any reader of The Good 

Soldier can see in the novel's categorically-impaired narrator.  
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Since Thornton‟s esssay, Dowell's digressive, circumlocutory narrative has been 

primarily addressed as a satire (David Eggenschwiler in “Very Like a Whale: The 

Comical-Tragical Illusions of The Good Soldier) or, reenacting the impasse, as a 

conventional tragedy (John A. Meixner in “The Saddest Story,” William P. Pierce in “The 

Epistemological Style of Ford's The Good Soldier”).
6
 However, for a handful of critics, 

The Good Soldier is principally about language: as Richard Cassell asserts in Ford 

Madox Ford: A Study of His Novels, “the rambles through conscious memory, telling 

events as they come to mind, recalling earlier impressions, adding present ones, repeating 

certain scenes and seeing them somewhat different each time, are not only artful devices 

to claim the close attention of the reader's thoughts and feelings but also tools to mold the 

pattern of the novel” (Cassell, 174). Paul Armstrong, in agreement with Cassell, has 

coined the term “Fordian bafflement” to describe our reaction to Dowell, a sensation that 

“throws into question the interpretive constructs we ordinarily take for granted as our 

ways of knowing the world” (Armstrong, 2). By questioning “the interpretive constructs 

we ordinarily take for granted as our ways of knowing the world,” Dowell produces a 

narrative that undermines means of knowing ourselves and of connecting with other 

people in our lives (Armstrong, 2). If Ford found that “life did not narrate,” as Armstrong 

states, then his novels are at best an attempt to “dramatize the gap between confused, 

unreflective understanding and reflective interpretation that seems to compose 

impressions into a clear, coherent narrative pattern” (2). If, as Kenneth Womack similarly 

asserts in “'It is All a Darkness': Death, Narrative Therapy, and Ford Madox Ford's The 

                                                 
6 As my focus remains on “private language” in The Good Soldier, I will be analyzing arguments that 

pertain specifically to Dowell's use of language in the narrative; many interpretations have been left out 

due to this focus. For a succinct history of critical responses to the novel, see Richard Cassell's 

“Introduction” to Critical Essays on Ford Madox Ford as well as a more extensive critical history in 

David Dow Harvey's Ford Madox Ford, 1873-1939: A Bibliography of Works and Criticism.  
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Good Soldier,” the narrative is “the genuine text of [Dowell's] own life,” the text is 

riddled with enigmatic images of a life suspended in the narrator's communication 

problems and his desperation to build genuine relationships with other people (Womack, 

316). Critical disunity regarding The Good Soldier demonstrates that there is no singular 

interpretation that can account for its multifaceted narrator, and that attempts to find 

meaning in his narrative are fruitless endeavors. By reducing Dowell to his inaccuracies 

and errors, critics have mistakenly ignored the intricacies of Dowell‟s language and its 

significance to an understanding of The Good Soldier.  

While Schorer and Hynes both share interesting insights into the novel, it is 

reductive to side with either position: both imply that characters have or don't have 

“hearts” in the novel, and both find that Dowell's failure is a latent inability to 

communicate with other people. Schorer and Hynes are making the same mistake Dowell 

is making, which is to attribute meanings to language that distort what language actually 

conveys. While Hynes claims that we can‟t know other people, writing that “experience 

is a darkness, and other hearts are closed to us,” I think that this is the exact opposite of 

what Dowell‟s writing demonstrates (229). Instead, Dowell‟s writing proves that the 

human desire to look for something beyond language, for emotions and feelings that lurk 

beneath the words, is deceptive. Dowell is not the fool Schorer makes him out to be, nor 

is he Hynes‟ “tragic hero.” Instead, it is my assertion that Dowell‟s mistake is within his 

use of language. When Dowell writes “I knew nothing whatever,” he admits his 

imbecility and unreliability, leaving the rest of the novel to take the shape of a detailed 

confession about knowing “nothing” (Ford, 9). Dowell is not trying to surpass the 

limitations of his language, but instead finds that those limitations do not exist. When we 
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expect Dowell to be fallible, and even expect a certain level of self-delusion, we lower 

our guard for Dowell's honest assertions; we do not expect to encounter such personal 

and philosophical crises in the narrative, revelation such as “I knew nothing whatever” 

and “it is as if one had a dual personality, the one I being entirely unconscious of the 

other” (9, 73). Dowell's strange lighthouses, metaphorical castles, and people made of 

paper each provide a peculiar insight into language and reveal the complexities of 

language in literature. Dowell's metaphors strike at the heart of our understanding of the 

human mind and turn up empty, like Edward's endless hatboxes; as critical history of the 

novel demonstrates, most critics acknowledge that Dowell is misunderstood, yet few 

attempt to remedy or find possible solutions to his situation. By understanding how and 

why these metaphors fail for Dowell, we can overcome the “critical impasse” between 

Schorer and Hynes and discover what Dowell means by his metaphors in The Good 

Soldier.  
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Chapter 3: “A Picture Held Us Captive”: Impressions, 

Narrative Captivity, and People as Lighthouses   
 

“Is it a boat? Is it a cork?” she would say, Lily repeated, turning back, reluctantly 

again, to her canvas. [...] It glared at her. The whole mass of the picture was 

poised upon that weight. Beautiful and bright it should be on the surface, feathery 

and evanescent, one colour melting into another like the colours on a butterfly's 

wing: but beneath the fabric must be clamped together with bolts of iron. It was to 

be a thing you could ruffle with your breath; and a thing you could not dislodge 

with a team of horses. 

 

– Virginia Woolf, To the Lighthouse, pg.171 

 

A picture held us captive. And we could not get outside it, for it lay in our 

language and language seemed to repeat it to us inexorably. 

 

– Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, 48e, §115 

 

In The Good Soldier, Dowell uses imaginative, imagistic descriptions to convey 

the particular nuances of his perceptions. These particular “impressions,” as Ian Watt 

calls them, captivate Dowell, influencing the way he sees the world and the way we as 

readers see it. For example, in Part II, Chapter II, Dowell infamously claims that “the 

whole world for me is like spots of colour on an immense canvas,” as if the world were 

an unfinished painting populated by bright colors and vast expanses of white emptiness 

(Ford, 17). Yet as the narrative progresses, it becomes apparent that Dowell‟s impressions 

disrupt communication between him and his friends. While Dowell‟s impressions are 

beautifully arranged, they seem to interfere with our understanding of other characters in 

the novel as well as his own. Relying on impressions to reveal inner thoughts and 

emotions, Dowell looks beyond language for meaning, missing crucial information 

imparted to him in the narrative as well as preventing readers from understanding his 

companions.  

In this chapter, I analyze Dowell‟s use of impressions – particularly, how he 
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describes people as lighthouses and characterizes communication as a beacon at sea – in 

order to identify the primary source of his estrangement from his friends. By picturing 

communication as a diffuse light emitted from lighthouse-like people, Dowell makes 

communication difficult, and creates a sequence of abstract metaphors that inevitably 

distance him from his friends. Dowell seems, as Wittgenstein suggests we all may be, 

literally and figuratively “held captive” by a picture that lies “in our language” and which 

language seems “to repeat […] to us inexorably” (Wittgenstein, 48e, §115). Dowell 

believes that language works like a lighthouse, yet each metaphor for a lighthouse that 

Dowell uses is instead unable to illuminate anything. Specifically, Florence, Nancy and 

Leonora are compared to lighthouses, each character producing a “gay, tremulous beam” 

that allures and captivates Dowell (Ford, 17). Dowell‟s descriptions suggest that these 

characters are mysterious and unknowable, despite their openness to one another and 

their frequent attempts to communicate with him. By understanding Dowell‟s talk of 

“impressions,” investigating literary applications of Wittgenstein‟s disputation of “private 

language,” and thoroughly critiquing Dowell‟s characterizations of Florence, Nancy and 

Leonora as lighthouses, we discover that, instead of uncovering the depths of their 

“hearts,” Dowell discovers a gulf between himself and his companions that can only be 

bridged by words.
7
 

Whereas we tend to think of words as being directly correlated with meaning, the 

relationship between impressions and meaning in Dowell‟s narrative is much harder to 

                                                 
7 Ford's lighthouse metaphors invoke conceptions of language originating in Romanticism. In The Mirror 

and the Lamp, M.H. Abrams describes the shift from Pre-Romantic to Romantic conceptions of 

language as a lamp illuminating the world. Dowell's lighthouse metaphors, in Abrams' categorization, 

are explicitly Romantic, as indicated by his word choice, suggesting that words can illuminate the 

“darkness” that is experience. Whereas Abrams also seems to support the communicability of this 

metaphor, Ford seems to be critiquing it, placing it in the novel as an empty metaphor and relic of 

Romanticism (Abrams, 47-48). 
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characterize. Dowell appears to use these impressions to differentiate his experiences 

from those of his peers, but his impressions are confusing and difficult to interpret. While 

Dowell may mean to illustrate something particular through his use of impressions, his 

words do the opposite, obstructing his access to the people he means to illuminate and 

creating a gap between use and meaning. Ian Watt, in Conrad in the Nineteenth Century, 

uses the term “semantic gap” to describe the discrepancies that exist between use and 

meaning in language, and discusses the need to find connected meanings through 

language as a prevalent theme in twentieth-century fiction. In the following quote, Watt 

claims that the gap between use and meaning changes the role of the literary critic and 

reader alike: 

There has presumably always been some gap between the verbal sign and its 

meaning; but the gap is much more obtrusive in the literature of the twentieth 

century. The expressive idiom of modern writing in general is characterised by an 

insistent separateness between the particular items of experience presented and 

the reader's need to generate larger connecting meanings out of them. This 

semantic gap does much to explain the importance and the difficultly of the 

modern role of the literary critic. He [or she] is faced with the task of explaining 

to the public in discursive expository prose a literature whose expressive idiom 

was intended to be inaccessible to exposition in any conceptual terms. He [or she] 

confronts an incompleteness of utterance, an indeterminacy of meaning, a 

seemingly unconscious or random association of images, which simultaneously 

demand and defy exegesis. (Watt, 173) 

 

Impressions, Watt suggests, cannot be understood in “discursive expository prose,” and 

force readers to look beyond what they describe to find meaning in the writing (173). 

Confronting “an incompleteness of utterance, an indeterminacy of meaning, a seemingly 

unconscious or random association of images, which simultaneously demand and defy 

exegesis,” readers have to put these images together in order to figure out the narrator‟s 

intended meaning (173). As Julia Van Gunsteren claims, impressions are not indicative of 

“the solid reality of matter” or “the symbol of a hidden reality,” but rather of the way in 
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which the writer represents the processes of his or her mind in writing (Van Gunsteren, 

51-52). “Any mental condition at any given moment must be taken into consideration” by 

readers, Van Gunsteren writes, and thus in this distinctly un-Wittgenstinian account, 

Dowell‟s perceptions are held captive by a private language that cannot be expressed in 

metaphors (51-52). Like Dowell‟s picture, Van Gunsteren‟s picture of language 

implicates a separation between a word and its use. As readers attempt to understand 

Dowell, his metaphors continually prevent complete apprehension of his friends and 

discourage interpretation. The “separateness” discovered by Dowell between use and 

meaning becomes seemingly impossible chasm for readers who also become captivated 

by this picture of language. 

 As critics have noted, Dowell's impressions are difficult to interpret for character, 

reader, and literary critic alike because of the variety of private meanings Dowell insists 

exist beneath each utterance. Dowell frequently describes thoughts, feelings and emotions 

– even those held by people outside of his realm of narration – but claims that he cannot 

see them in their entirety. For example, in the following quote, Dowell wistfully describes 

Maisie Maidan, an acquaintance met through the Ashburnhams, as an object sealed away 

from his narration: 

Of course [Edward] Ashburnham could not leave her alone. I do not believe that 

he could. Why even I, at this distance of time am aware that I am a little in love 

with her memory. I can‟t help smiling when I think suddenly of her – as you 

might at the thought of something wrapped carefully away in lavender, in some 

drawer, in some old house that you have long left. (Ford, 41) 

 

“A little in love with her memory,” Dowell describes Maisie as “something wrapped 

carefully away in lavender,” connoting something that is never exposed by his 

interlocution as narrator (41). Readers cannot know to what Dowell is referring when he 
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uses these descriptions, presumably because what he is referring to is private to him – as 

Dowell writes, even his memory of her is locked away “in some drawer, in some old 

house […] long left” (41). When presented with a situation – i.e., his self-designated 

responsibility as narrator – in which he has to convey these private things, he claims that 

these “impressions” do not convey the entirety of his thoughts, feelings or emotions. In 

short, Dowell seems to think that there are certain thoughts, feelings and emotions that 

cannot be explained in everyday or “public” language, and creates a problem for himself 

as well as his readers. 

While critics find something wrong with Dowell, it is evident after reading Watt 

and Gunsteren that these diagnoses have turned the readers of Ford‟s novel into literary 

hypochondriacs. By looking for a unifying system beneath Dowell‟s impressions, critics 

make the same mistake Dowell is making, and end up using language just like he uses it, 

gesturing at some ineffable meaning beyond what is actually said. As Watt and Gunsteren 

suggest, when a narrator conveys an “impression,” he or she makes a specific 

philosophical claim about the content of a narrative – namely, that certain types of 

content are “inaccessible” to readers. Wittgenstein, however, refutes this dualistic picture 

of language as divided into “private” and “public” elements. If we treat Dowell‟s 

impressions as words used in everyday exchanges, we can potentially free our discussion 

of Dowell from a form of captivity within the metaphors he uses. 

Whereas literary critics have led us astray, Wittgenstein helps us understand 

Dowell‟s “impressions” as an unnecessary language that also plagues Western 

philosophy. In Philosophical Investigations, Wittgenstein demonstrates that the language 

we use to describe our seemingly “private” sensations is no different than what we use to 
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describe our actions. Instead, the dichotomy between “private, inaccessible” and “public, 

accessible” is largely perpetuated through the misuse of language. According to 

Wittgenstein, private language, whether or not it actually exists, is of no use for 

informative and meaningful conversation with one another because all that we can share 

with one another is mutually-accessible information. As Wittgenstein writes, “In what 

sense are my sensations private? – Well, only I can know whether I am really in pain; 

another person can only surmise it” (Wittgenstein, 89e, §246). Other people “know” our 

private sensations only when we talk about them publicly, and only then do we attempt to 

understand and help each other. As A.J. Ayer claims in “Can There Be a Private 

Language?,” “it is through hearing what other people say, or through seeing what they 

write, or observing their movements, that I am enabled to conclude that their use of the 

word agrees with mine” (Ayer, 257). Wittgenstein seems to agree that, since we figure out 

how words work through observation, there is no reason to talk about the use of words 

that can‟t be made known to other people. There could be private language, Wittgenstein 

suggests, but it would be of no use in conversation. Since no one can experience another 

person‟s sensations, private language can play no role in communication between people. 

In the presumed absence of private language, Wittgenstein asserts that 

communication between people needs to be as clear as possible. Wittgenstein writes in 

§180, “one might rather call [a word] a 'signal'” because “we judge whether it was rightly 

employed by what [the speaker of the word] goes on to do” (73e, §180). When these 

signals are interrupted, preventing us from seeing the connection between the word and 

the action, things get complicated. For example, Dowell describes the cataclysmic end of 

a series of relationships in the novel with impressionistic language, and the target of the 
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impressionistic language seems to be the sensations lurking beneath what actually 

happened. In the following quote, Dowell describes Nancy Rufford, a young country girl 

looked after by the Ashburnhams, confronting Edward Ashburnham, the proverbial “good 

soldier” of the tale who commits numerous sexual transgressions in the novel and burns 

quietly for Nancy. Nancy imagines herself saving Edward by presenting herself to him, 

rather than allowing Edward to lust after her. This scene is particularly important, as it is 

presented through a different perspective later in the text, and seems to be the impetus for 

Edward‟s suicide: 

You have to imagine horrible pictures of gloom and half light, and emotions 

running through silent nights – through whole nights. You have to imagine my 

beautiful Nancy appearing suddenly to Edward, rising up at the foot of his bed, 

with her long hair falling, like a split cone of shadow, in the glimmer of a night-

light that burned beside him. You have to imagine her, a silent, a no doubt 

agonised figure, like a spectre, suddenly offering herself to him – to save his 

reason! And you have to imagine his frantic refusal – and talk. And talk! My God! 

(130) 

 

In this passage, Dowell supplants these pantomimes with words, literally giving language 

to scenes of wordlessness. Dowell‟s pictures – pictures of “gloom and half light,” of 

Nancy as a “spectre,” – make us want to look beyond language for meaning. Dowell‟s 

impressions make it seem that more is going on beneath the images presented. By making 

this darkness wordful, Dowell attributes words to his companions and misreads them: 

whereas something is communicated between Nancy and Edward in the passage, 

Dowell‟s imposition of his own impressions changes what this confrontation between 

Nancy and Edward means.  

In his description of scenes like this one between Edward and Nancy, Dowell 

appears to use his impressions to illuminate the actions depicted, while only enshrouding 

them in more obscurity. By assuming that language functions like a beacon and that his 
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friends are “lighthouses,” Dowell presumes that words illuminate experience. According 

to Wittgenstein, people tend to understand their use of words as connoting the multiple 

meanings beneath what they say, and presume that other people also seek to convey 

multiple hidden meanings through what they explicitly say. In the following quote, 

Wittgenstein suggests that this “impression” of an atmosphere of meanings underneath 

each word makes it difficult to understand each other:  

Suppose someone said: every familiar word, in a book for example, actually 

carries an atmosphere with it in our minds, a 'corona' of lightly indicated uses. 

Just as if each figure in a painting were surrounded by delicate shadowy drawings 

of scenes, as it were in another dimension, and in them we saw the figures in 

different contexts. [...] For if it is like this, if the possible uses of a word do float 

before us in half-shades as we say or hear it- this simply goes for us. But we 

communicate with other people without knowing if they have this experience too. 

(Wittgenstein, 181e, vi) 

 

Dowell‟s talk of “impressions” seems quite similar to Wittgenstein's description of an 

“atmosphere [...] of lightly indicated uses” (181e, vi). Dowell insists upon “shadowy” 

meanings that are not readily apparent to readers, and depends upon those meanings to 

justify his characterizations. By Wittgenstein's example, Dowell is captivated with a 

picture of language in which words expose our inner thoughts and reveal reality beneath 

its mere appearances. Despite this self-inflicted deterrence, Dowell is desperate for 

communication and still tries to understand his friends through metaphors that represent 

this struggle. 

 As metaphors for the inability to convey private content, lighthouses represent 

Dowell‟s own desperation for communication in The Good Soldier. “If the possible uses 

of a word do float before us in half-shades as we say or hear it,” Wittgenstein writes, then 

it would always seem that some hidden meaning lurks in the shadows of what other 

people say (181e, vi). Dowell despairs because, just as Wittgenstein says we do, he insists 
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that “we communicate with other people without knowing if they have this experience 

too” (181e, vi). By describing communications as variations of light, Dowell invokes the 

process by which we acknowledge, understand and empathize with one another. 

Variations of light in the narrative represent communication and understanding, whereas 

“darkness” is misunderstanding or ambiguity, the “shadowy scenes” beneath what is 

said.
8
 While Dowell uses these metaphors for communication to reach outside and “seek 

out consoling forms,” the individuals he encounters are only capable of giving a blank 

stare. “Held captive” by private language, Dowell cannot free his gaze from figures like 

Florence, Nancy and Leonora, who each seem to send out desperate beacons for 

communication yet cannot connect to one another. Florence, in particular, becomes 

alienated when Dowell thinks that language works like a lighthouse. 

In his sparse images of Florence Hurlbird, Dowell attempts to connect to a 

memory that is as fleeting as a sunlit reflection. Despite her elusiveness, Florence is 

someone Dowell initially believes he can capture with words, using the lighthouse 

metaphor to convey his admiration for her ethereal beauty and delicate existence. 

                                                 
8 Dowell's lighthouse metaphors, aside from their implications in language, are rather conventional in 

literature. The lighthouse evokes an image of an eye, and thereby represents our perception of the world 

and our interaction with the things we perceive. For example, in the novel To the Lighthouse, Virginia 

Woolf depicts it as “a silvery, misty-looking tower with a yellow eye, that opened suddenly, and softly in 

the evening,” and suggests that “one looked up and saw the eye opening and shutting and the light seemed 

to reach them” (Woolf, 186). Woolf suggests that our language changes how we perceive the world:   

[...] [A]s happens sometimes when the weather is very fine, the cliffs looked as if they were 

conscious of the ships, and the ships looked as if they were conscious of the cliffs, as if they 

signaled to each other some message of their own. For sometimes quite close to the shore, the 

Lighthouse looked this morning in the haze an enormous distance away. (182) 

“As if they were conscious” of each other and “as if they signaled to each other some message of their 

own,” language is confused in this passage, as thoughts and feelings are attributed to inanimate objects 

(182). Since these objects presumably don‟t come to life, our ways of describing them change. When these 

metaphors apply to people, our descriptions become even more complicated. For Woolf's main character 

Lily Briscoe, conceptualizing the lighthouse is a mentally exhaustive activity: “the Lighthouse had become 

almost invisible, had melted away into a blue haze, and the effort of looking at it and the effort of thinking 

of him landing there, which both seemed to be one and the same effort, had stretched her body and mind to 

the utmost” (208). “Stark and straight,” “barred with black and white,” these structures function as symbols 

for consciousness as well as mental captivity in Woolf's novel (86). 
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Florence provides many moments in which it is unclear what she means, and in which 

Dowell seems to attribute his misunderstanding to incommunicability.  Dowell uses the 

lighthouse metaphor to convey his admiration for her ethereal beauty and to capture his 

fleeting memory of her delicate existence. For example, Dowell describes her as a stroke 

of light in Part I, Chapter III: “I looked round over my shoulder and saw, [...] little and 

fair, and as radiant as the track of sunlight along the sea – my wife” (27). Characterized 

by brightness, Florence “went on saying that it was her ambition to leave this world a 

little brighter by the passage of her brief life,” a reflection of the state of her mind and the 

brief flashes of beauty and intellectual depth she displays in Dowell's presence (54). 

Dowell notes that “she gave out this information in floods of bright talk,” tying language 

to the desire to understand and impart information (58). This “bright talk” is public 

language, used by Florence in an attempt to impart information to her friends. What 

begins as a metaphor for beauty and self-expression becomes a metaphor for 

inscrutability and misunderstanding.  

While Dowell believes that he understands Florence and must treat her like a heart 

patient in order to protect her, these “floods” become overwhelming to him. Dowell 

characterizes the “bright talk” of these floods as a public language that can only capture 

appearances and can never reach, Florence‟s mysterious and unknowable hidden 

qualities. Dowell describes Florence through brief impressions that suggest to the reader 

that she is more elusive than Dowell imagined:  

Well she was bright; and she danced. She seemed to dance over the floors of 

castles and over seas and over and over the salons of modistes and over the plages 

of the Riviera -- like a gay tremulous beam, reflected from water upon a ceiling. 

And my function in life was to keep that bright thing in existence. And it was 

almost as difficult as trying to catch with your hand that dancing reflection. And 

the task lasted for years. (Ford, 17) 
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In the quote, Florence takes on the qualities of a light that is flickering and inconstant, 

eluding Dowell's apprehension as well as denying his control over her representation in 

the narrative. Dowell takes it as his duty as narrator to “illuminate” Florence, a duty 

“almost as difficult as trying to catch with your hand [a] dancing reflection” (17). 

Florence remains a mystery for Dowell, as his own words render her abstract. 

Furthermore, her words begin to reveal a deception that leads Dowell to question each of 

his friends for what they secretly communicate underneath their displays of 

understanding and affection.  

Whereas Florence initially seems incommunicative, Dowell‟s opinion of her 

changes over the course of the novel, and the metaphors that Dowell uses to describe her 

change accordingly. Florence‟s “floods of bright talk” around the Ashburnhams – and, in 

particular, Mr. Ashburnham – begin to suggest a manipulative personality who captivates 

Dowell with words. For Dowell, interpreting the signal from Florence becomes difficult 

after they meet Edward Ashburnham; in Part I, Chapter II, Dowell describes Florence 

with a “faraway look in her eyes – which wasn‟t however in the least romantic – I mean 

that she didn‟t look as if she were seeing poetic dreams, or looking through you, for she 

hardly ever did look at you!” (Ford, 16). Dowell's admission that “she hardly ever did 

look at you” suggests that Florence does not share his drive to apprehend the world. 

Dowell's later uses of light imagery and lighthouse metaphors conform to his impression 

that Florence exhibits a false passion, unable to appreciate what she sees and revealing 

nothing unique behind the surface of her appearances. Upon reflection later in the 

narrative, Dowell realizes that Florence manipulated him through her language, only 

leading him to believe she needed like a “heart patient” in order to hide her numerous 
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affairs: 

I think perhaps the enigmatic smile with which she used to look back at me over 

her shoulder when she went into the bathing place was a sort of invitation. [...] It 

was as if she were saying: “I am going in here. I am going to stand so stripped and 

white and straight – and you are a man....” (Ford, 63) 

 

As Dowell coldly states, “she wanted her husband to have an English accent, an income 

of fifty thousand dollars a year from real estate and no ambitions to increase that 

income,” and “she did not want much physical passion in the affair,” establishing the 

parameters of their marriage as a facade (58). Dowell realizes that Florence‟s language is 

not only deceptive, but that it is now impossible for him to know the “real” Florence 

beneath the “floods of bright talk.” Dowell‟s lighthouse metaphors help him to see 

Florence‟s deception; as her language and appearances do not match the ugly reality of 

her actions, he quickly becomes disenchanted with his lighthouse metaphors. This 

discovery leads Dowell to suspect that he really doesn‟t know any of his friends. 

 Nancy Rufford is another female character whom Dowell characterizes as a 

lighthouse and with whom he has difficulty communicating after discovering Florence‟s 

duplicity. Unlike Florence, Nancy further entreats Dowell into thinking that her words 

convey her thoughts. Entering the narrative after Florence‟s suicide, Nancy seems to 

replace Florence as Dowell‟s “bright thing” to keep in existence. Like Florence, Nancy is 

compared to a lighthouse, as Dowell uses language to describe her strangely captivating 

light: 

You have no idea how beautiful Nancy looked that morning. […] She was all in 

white, and so tall and fragile; and she had only just put her hair up, so that the 

carriage of her neck had that charming touch of youth and of unfamiliarity. Over 

her throat there played the reflection from a little pool of water, left by a 

thunderstorm of the night before, and all the rest of her features were in the 

diffused and luminous shade of her white parasol. Her dark hair just showed 

beneath her broad, white hat of pierced, chip straw; her throat was very long and 
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leaned forward, and her eyebrows, arching a little as she laughed at some old-

fashionedness in my phraseology, had abandoned their tense line. And there was a 

little colour in her cheeks and light in her deep blue eyes. And to think that that 

vivid white thing, that saintly and swanlike being – to think that... Why, she was 

like the sail of a ship, so white and so definite in her movements. (87) 

 

Dowell's descriptions of Nancy recall images of Florence: “all in white, and so tall and 

fragile,” Dowell even suggests that she supercedes Florence in beauty and frailty (87). 

Nancy, described with a long, slender neck like a tower and eyes “deep blue” and 

“arching a little,” seems to embody a lighthouse; as a “vivid white thing,” Nancy is 

associated with purity, innocence, while the parasol‟s “diffuse and luminous shade” 

seems to represent communication (87). Laughing at what Dowell refers to as “some old-

fashionedness in my phraseology,” Nancy seems to be separated from Dowell uses (87). 

However, Dowell is captivated by a picture presented in language that repeats itself in 

every description of character he gives, making Nancy in turn seem like an oblique 

symbol for something beyond words and beyond his understanding. 

The light that reaches Dowell from Nancy is seemingly communicative and 

beautiful, but Dowell is troubled to realize that Nancy displays the same sort of beacon 

for Edward, whom she feels she must “save” from his own sinful existence. As Edward 

tells Dowell, “'I am so desperately in love with Nancy Rufford that I am dying of it‟” 

(158). Dowell is called to Bramshaw Teleragh to act as a mediator between Nancy and 

Edward‟s wife Leonora Ashburnham, who by the end of the narrative are both vying for 

Edward's companionship: 

I have told you that the girl came one night to his room. And that was the real hell 

for him. That was the picture that never left his imagination – the girl, in the dim 

light, rising up at the foot of his bed. He said that it seemed to have a greenish sort 

of effect as if there were a greenish tinge in the shadows of the tall bedposts that 

framed her body. And she looked at him with her straight eyes of an unflinching 

cruelty and she said: “I am ready to belong to you – to save your life.” (154) 
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In yet another scene of strange light and intense emotional exchanges, Nancy comes 

before Edward in his sleep as a “greenish tinge in the shadows,” offering mortal salvation 

in her otherworldly light (154). With absolute honesty (and an “unflinching cruelty,” as 

Dowell insists), Nancy tells Edward that “'I can never love you now that I know the kind 

of man you are,'” but nevertheless confirms that “I will belong to you to save your life” 

(154). By Dowell‟s characterization, this scene seems to provide an instance of 

meaningful communication at the cost of Nancy‟s own self-sacrifice, yet Dowell suggests 

that Edward experiences Nancy‟s confrontation as an “unflinching cruelty” (154). After 

Edward's suicide, Nancy enters a silence only punctuated by exclamations of confusion 

and emotional torment that Dowell attempts to attribute to something internal and private 

for Nancy that has shattered. 

 Nancy is rendered lifeless by the end of Dowell's narrative, although it seems as if 

Nancy‟s “death” is initiated through Dowell‟s inability to explain her silence. In Part IV, 

Chapter VI, Dowell attempts to understand Nancy, deciding that she and Edward are the 

only two people he ever loved: “[d]id the girl love Edward, or didn't she?,” Dowell asks, 

answering that “she certainly had loved him for what I will call the public side of his 

record – for his good soldiering, for his saving lives at sea, for the excellent landlord that 

he was and the good sportsman” (155). Despite being aware of Nancy‟s love for Edward, 

Dowell seems to write over this detail. It is disturbing to find Nancy married to Dowell 

and described as virtually wordless at the end of the novel: 

Enigmatic, silent, utterly well-behaved as far as her knife and fork go, Nancy will 

stare in front of her with the blue eyes that have over them strained, stretched 

brows. Once, or perhaps twice, during the meal her knife and fork will be 

suspended in mid-air as if she were trying to think of something that she had 

forgotten. Then she will say that she believes in an omnipotent deity or she will 
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utter the word “shuttlecocks,” perhaps. (161)  

 

Nancy resides in a silence that characterizes her inaccessibility and emotional distance 

from the world after Edward's suicide, fulfilling Dowell‟s prediction that the lighthouses 

provide a light that cannot penetrate the darkness beyond language. With the same blue 

eyes as Florence and Maisie, Nancy stares into the world with “strained, stretched brows” 

that can no longer apprehend or convey emotion (161). While Nancy‟s youthfulness and 

communicative personality disappear after Edward‟s suicide, it seems that Dowell 

constructs this silence for the purpose of his narrative. Nancy's breakdown is 

symptomatic of the previous deaths in the novel, becoming another example of Dowell‟s 

inability to form communicative relationships. 

 Unlike Nancy, Leonora Ashburnham challenges Dowell‟s language. For Dowell, 

Leonora is characterized by light, yet unlike Florence, Leonora is always the light that 

illuminates the scene, and is one of the few characters in the novel to expose Dowell's 

inconsistencies as well as his sexual discomfort. Leonora initially seems to be like 

Dowell, a presence that exhibits consciousness and illuminates the world (however 

mistakenly by shining a linguistic beacon. Lenora's gaze demonstrates the complexities 

of the lighthouse metaphor as a perspective on reality. In the following quote, Leonora 

appears to read Dowell just as he reads her, and usurps his authority as narrator: 

Anyhow, [Leonora] sat down opposite me and then, for the first time, she paid 

any attention to my existence. She gave me, suddenly yet deliberately, one long 

stare. Her eyes too were blue and dark and the eyelids were so arched that they 

gave you the whole round of the irises. And it was a most remarkable, a most 

moving glance, as if for a moment a lighthouse had looked at  me. I seemed 

to perceive the swift questions chasing each other through the brain that was 

behind them. I seemed to hear the brain ask and the eyes answer with all the 

simpleness […]. And suddenly, into those cold, slightly defiant, almost defensive 

china blue orbs, there came a warmth, a tenderness, a friendly recognition… oh, it 

was very charming and very touching -- and quite mortifying. It was the look of a 
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mother to her son, of a sister to her brother. It implied trust; it implied the want of 

any necessity for barriers. (29) 

 

Remarking that Leonora‟s gaze makes him feel “as if for a moment a lighthouse had 

looked at me,” Dowell feels like the “light” of the narrative has been turned on him (29). 

Leonora's “defensive china blue orbs” seem to access and understand the situation better 

than his own, and freeze Dowell as if he is captive to a picture she is formulating of him 

(29). For the purposes of our Wittgenstinian analysis, this is the apex of metaphors for 

communication in the novel; Leonora seems to be peering into Dowell and searching him 

for signs of private language.  Leonora's “moving glance” questions Dowell's reliability; 

for critics like Schorer, this passage is central to an understanding of Dowell's 

fallaciousness as narrator and the legitimacy of his claims throughout the text. Leonora 

repels Dowell‟s metaphor, and creates the first encounter in the novel in which Dowell‟s 

authority is questioned.
9
  

The paradox of describing Florence, Nancy and Leonora as lighthouses is that 

Dowell, as narrator, is incapable of describing what he sees. Dowell is supposed to 

illuminate what he sees and provide clear connections in the narrative for the reader to 

follow, but the lighthouses in The Good Soldier demonstrate Dowell's inability to 

illuminate what he is looking at. Dowell makes it his purpose in life to keep Florence in 

existence; however, that sense of duty is reversed when Leonora's own beam passes over 

him, making him the spot that appears in her light. Similarly, Nancy‟s purpose as a 

lighthouse appears to be emitting a beam that keeps Edward in existence. If the world is 

populated by impressions for Dowell, other people are reduced to bright orbs of 

                                                 
9
 Furthermore, the talk about “necessity for barriers” here shows that Dowell feels weak and exposed by  

Leonora, relating to another set of metaphors to be explored in the following chapter, one in which Dowell  

attempts to hide from the penetration of Leonora‟s gaze  (29). 
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consciousness that signal thought and feeling. Like a lighthouse, Dowell may be merely 

projecting a beam of light, just as Florence, Nancy and Leonora seem to be doing. All of 

Dowell's descriptions of his friends begin to relate to the same image of incommunication 

and the same desperation for connection. Dowell's centrality as the narrative voice in the 

novel is questioned when Leonora‟s seemingly stronger gaze meets his own, and passes 

over him indiscriminately. As the descriptions of his friends as lighthouses indicate, 

Dowell attempts to structure his impressions around comprehensible metaphors. These 

metaphors inevitably reveal much more about Dowell that they do about his friends, and 

expose Dowell's problem with communication. As we will see in the next chapter, the 

narrative ultimately offers Dowell the chance to confront this problem through his use of 

metaphors for castles and homes. 
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Chapter 4: “Footsteps of Ruin and Disaster”: Dowell's 

“Necessity for Barriers,” Wittgenstein's “Visual Room,” and 

the Three Open Doors of Bramshaw Teleragh 
 

A wonderful fact to reflect upon, that every human creature is constituted to be 

that profound secret and mystery to every other. A solemn consideration, when I 

enter a great city by night, that every one of those darkly clustered houses 

encloses its own secret; that every room in every one of them encloses its own 

secret; that every beating heart in the hundreds of thousands of breasts there, is, in 

some of its imaginings, a secret to the heart nearest it! Something of the 

awfulness, even of Death itself, is referable to this. [...] My friend is dead, my 

neighbour is dead, my love, the darling of my soul, is dead; it is the inexorable 

consolidation and perpetuation of the secret that was always in that individuality, 

and which I shall carry in mine to my life's end. In any of the burial-places of this 

city through which I pass, is there a sleeper more inscrutable than its busy 

inhabitants are, in their innermost personality, to me, or than I am to them? 

 

– Charles Dickens, A Tale of Two Cities, Book I, Chapter II 

 

The house had been very silent in the drooping winter weather. And then, after an 

eternity of torture there had invaded it the sound of opening doors, of the girl's 

gay voice saying: 'Well, it was only under the mistletoe.' ... And there was 

Edward's gruff undertone. Then Nancy had come in, with feet that had hastened 

up the stairs and that tiptoed as they approached the open door of Leonora's room. 

Bramshaw had a great big hall with oak floors and tiger skins. Round this hall 

there ran a gallery upon which Leonora's doorway gave. And even when she had 

the worst of her headaches she liked to have her door open – I suppose so that she 

might hear the approaching footsteps of ruin and disaster. At any rate she hated to 

be in a room with a shut door. 

 

– Ford Madox Ford, The Good Soldier, pg. 134 

 

 Throughout The Good Soldier, Dowell uses metaphors of homes to represent his 

ongoing relationship with the Ashburnhams, a relationship that denies privacy and makes 

Dowell desire “barriers” between him and his friends. For Dowell, Leonora's gaze that 

“implied the want of any necessity for barriers” demonstrates her closeness to Dowell 

and causes him to seek spatial metaphors as places of refuge from her criticism (Ford, 

29). Dowell uses metaphors of homes and castles to enclose his private thoughts; like his 

metaphors for lighthouses, however, these images perpetuate miscommunication by 
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splitting language into “public” and “private” realms. By analyzing Wittgenstein's 

conception of a “visual room” as a spatial metaphor for language, Florence's contact with 

Edward in the castle, and the “three open doors” of Bramshaw Teleragh that lead its 

inhabitants to madness and self-destruction, we can see how Dowell uses language as a 

tool that can bring people into dangerous proximity.  Inviting the reader within the walls 

of his narrative, Dowell builds barriers to seal himself from his friends; however, as 

Wittgenstein demonstrates, these barriers imprison Dowell and continually deny us 

entrance despite his invitation.  

 In his often-quoted example of the “beetle in a box,” Wittgenstein critiques the 

metaphor of consciousness as a “place” in order to dispel the notion of a “private 

language” in which thought can be constituted. As Wittgenstein asserts, “the essential 

thing about private experience is really not that each person possesses his own exemplar, 

but that nobody knows whether other people also have this or something else” 

(Wittgenstein, 95e, §272). Like a “box with something in it,” the mind in this account is a 

secret thing that remains hidden by its “possessor” ― “one might even imagine such a 

thing constantly changing,” Wittgenstein suggests ― and it is the impossibility of 

verifying the identity of what is in the box that reveals what Wittgenstein sees as a fatal 

flaw with the metaphor (100e, §293). Concluding his “beetle in the box” example, 

Wittgenstein firmly asserts that “if we construe the grammar of the expression of 

sensation on the model of 'object and designation' the object drops out of consideration as 

irrelevant” (100e, §293). The desire to identify objects of consciousness is an elaborate 

means of building structures around emptiness: “remember that we sometimes demand 

definitions for the sake not of their content, but of their form,” Wittgenstein comments, 
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thus “our requirement is an architectural one; the definition a kind of ornamental coping 

that supports nothing” (85e, §217). Dowell uses metaphors for castles and homes to 

support the private model of consciousness because he fears that, when nothing is private, 

anyone can access (and potentially misunderstand) his inner thoughts. Dowell seems to 

think that he has nothing to retreat to if his thoughts are so easily exposed to people like 

Florence and Leonora. However, as Wittgenstein asserts, these metaphors are merely 

“ornamental coping,” empty descriptions that do not provide an enclosure for Dowell‟s 

thoughts. As Wittgenstein demonstrates, Dowell cannot simultaneously have intimacy 

and solitude when private language necessitates that one‟s thoughts are sealed from our 

most intimate relations as well as ourselves. 

Describing our requirement for language as “an architectural one,” Wittgenstein 

extends the “object and designation” model to further problematize the mind as a space 

(85e, §217). We want “to use the same form of expression about it as about the material 

room in which [we] sit,” Wittgenstein writes, yet our attribution of metaphors to minds 

restricts and contradicts our everyday use of language (120e-121e, §398-399). In the 

following quote, Wittgenstein introduces the term “visual room” to describe the problem 

of using metaphors for the mind: 

But what is the thing you are speaking of? It is true I said that I knew within 

myself what you meant. But that meant that I knew how one thinks to conceive 

this object, to see it, to make one's looking and pointing mean it. I know how one 

stares ahead and looks about one in this case – and the rest. I think we can say: 

you are talking (if, for example, you are sitting in a room) of the 'visual room'. 

The 'visual room' is the one that has no owner. I can as little own it as I can walk 

about it, or look at it, or point to it. Inasmuch as it cannot be any one else's it is not 

mine either. In other words, it does not belong to me because I want to use the 

same form of expression about it as about the material room in which I sit. The 

description of the latter need not mention an owner, in fact it need not have any 

owner. But then the visual room cannot have any owner. “For” - one might say - 

“it has no master outside or in.” Think of a picture of a landscape, an imaginary 
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landscape with a house in it. - Someone asks “Whose house is that?” The answer, 

by the way, might be “It belongs to the farmer who is sitting on the bench in front 

of it”. But then he cannot for example enter his house. (120e-121e, §398) 

 

A place “that has no owner,” Wittgenstein‟s “visual room” is a metaphor that, unlike a 

real house, cannot be entered (120e-121e, §398). Wittgenstein's example of the “visual 

room” illustrates the problem of thinking of consciousness as an image: the “visual 

room” doesn‟t provide space for thought, but instead seals a person away from 

understanding anyone. Like “a picture of [...] an imaginary landscape,” it cannot be a 

privately possessed place of consciousness, for the very language used to describe the 

experience of it is our ordinary, public language (120e, §398). “Surely the owner of the 

visual room would have to be the same kind of thing as it is,” Wittgenstein suggests, “but 

he is not to be found in it, and there is no outside,” meaning that the very language used 

to describe it defies apprehension and prevents our entrance or exit (120e-121e, §398-

399). By describing the mind as a place, we entreat our own captivity as prisoners inside 

private language, and prevent each other from communicating effectively. 

As a sense of intimacy shared with a narrator ― an intimacy Hagberg describes as 

the “entry into the mind of the other” – the “visual room,” while a misleading metaphor, 

is nonetheless a useful tool for understanding Dowell‟s fascination with private language 

in the novel (Hagberg, 230). As Wittgenstein demonstrates, the “visual room” creates a 

false sense of how language works, and deludes us into thinking that we are safe from 

scrutiny inside our minds. In his narrative, Dowell likens the process of writing to finding 

a “new way of looking at things” that enables him to think of his mind as a house and, 

accordingly, changes the way he sees his friends outside of his walls (121e, §401). 

However, Dowell frequently expresses the desire for the comforts of a home that is 
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actually occupied with “sympathetic souls,” when in actuality the model that he uses 

prevents visitation. As Miriam Bailin suggests in “'An Extraordinarily Safe Castle': 

Aesthetics as Refuge in The Good Soldier,” Dowell's narrative may be read as an 

elaborate self-delusion wrapped in metaphors of mind; so long as he thinks he is 

protected within the walls of his consciousness, the narrative becomes an “aesthetic 

refuge” for Dowell. Bailin points out how these aesthetic metaphors function for Dowell 

as refuge from tragedy, writing that “self-conscious references to both his manner of 

telling his story and the fictional frame around that telling are […] the most conspicuous 

examples of Dowell's use of aesthetic form to control and shape the raw material of 

experience and neutralize threatening emotions” (Bailin, 74). Like Womack, Bailin seems 

to suggest that Dowell's narrative is “therapeutic,” and that his metaphors for his mind 

demonstrate an attempt to recuperate from trauma. However, as Bailin concludes, “rather 

than a search for understanding, [Dowell‟s] tale is a constant retreat from the chaos of 

personal contacts, associations, and activities” (75). By deferring to private language, 

Dowell convinces himself that he is safe from his encroaching companions and the threat 

of being misunderstood.  

As imagined refuges, metaphors for homes serve Dowell as a means of sealing 

himself off from the duplicity and deception exhibited by his friends. By claiming that his 

friends do not have access to his thoughts, Dowell uses language to protect himself from 

their critiques, thereby enticing readers to look deeper and deeper into his words for 

intrinsic meaning. In the following quote, Dowell likens writing to creating a house he 

can hide in: 

I shall imagine myself for a fortnight or so at one side of the fireplace of a county 

cottage, with a sympathetic soul opposite me. And I shall go on talking, in a low 
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voice while the sea sounds in the distance and overhead the great black flood of 

wind polishes the bright stars. From time to time we shall get up and go to the 

door and look out at the great moon and say: 'Why, it is nearly as bright as in 

Provence!' And then we shall come back to the fireside, with just the touch of a 

sigh because we are not in that Provence where even the saddest stories are gay. 

(Ford, 15) 

 

Imagining a “sympathetic soul” beside him, Dowell uses the narrative to create a safe 

haven for himself (15). If, as Davidson writes, that “whatever we know about the world 

outside depends on what we can glean from the inner clues,”  then it seems that Dowell, 

by manipulating his “inner clues,” can change how he perceives the world outside 

(Davidson, 61). Private language enables Dowell to think of his relationship to the world 

in a way that prevents it from encroaching upon his thoughts; thus, in this model of 

language, Dowell can cull what he wants from the world without reciprocity from the 

safety of his mental “cottage.” However, Dowell cannot wall himself off from the world 

and expect to have a sympathetic soul beside him. Accordingly, when he finds that he 

can‟t communicate with his friends, his attempts to share his sensations with a companion 

outside of the narrative also fail. Finding comfort in writing, Dowell frames the narrative 

with the walls of a house in which he remains alone by the hearth and, “with just the 

touch of a sigh,” can conjure images of his friends without having to interact and 

communicate with them (Ford, 15). 

 Dowell appears to create walls around himself in reaction to the unbearable 

closeness of the Ashburnhams and the accompanying loss of personal privacy. Initially, 

Dowell suggests that his intimacy to the Ashburnhams was “like a minuet, simply 

because on every possible occasion and in every possible circumstance we knew where to 

go, where to sit, which table we unanimously should choose” (Ford, 11). By comparing 

his group to a minuet, Dowell suggests that they functioned as an organic whole, a 
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movement in an orchestral piece that exists only as long as the orchestra keeps 

performing. While initially refusing to accept what has happened to this “minuet” and 

comparing its destruction to the ransacking of Versailles, Dowell dramatically changes 

sentiments over the course of a single sentence. The subject of Dowell's description 

changes from an ethereal, delicate minuet to a prison in the following quote: 

No, by God it is false! It wasn't a minuet that we stepped; it was a prison – a 

prison full of screaming hysterics, tied down so that they might not outsound the 

rolling of our carriage wheels as we went along the shaded avenues of the Taunus 

Wald. (12)  

 

Dowell‟s description of being imprisoned alongside Florence, Leonora and Edward is a 

dramatic change from the minuet “dancing itself away to the furthest stars” (11). As if 

locked away in the Taunus Wald, Dowell suggests that they have become prisoners to 

each other in this account, “screaming hysterics” incapable of outsounding their own 

crowded carriage (12). In his shift from “minuet” to “prison,” Dowell reveals that his 

relationship to the Ashburnhams was not ethereal and enchanting, but abrasive and 

disheartening, trapped within the walls of his mind as if it were a prison.  

 After Dowell‟s revelation that his relationship was like a prison, his desire for 

safety is exemplified in his metaphors for a safer sanctuary, that of the mind as a home. 

Set within an enclosed space – i.e., a house, castle, or a tower – and depicting his 

proximity to his friends, these metaphors evoke the qualities of Wittgenstein‟s “visual 

room.” For example, Dowell conceptualizes his friendship as a castle, using language that 

is similar to Wittgenstein‟s description of an idealized inner space: 

Supposing that you should come upon us, sitting together at one of the little tables 

in front of the club house, let us say at Homburg, taking tea of an afternoon and 

watching the miniature golf, you would have said that, as human affairs go we 

were an extraordinarily safe castle. We were, if you will, one of those tall ships 

with the white sails, upon a blue sea, one of those things that seem the proudest 
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and the safest of all the beautiful and safe things that God has permitted the mind 

of men to frame. Where better could one take refuge? Where better? (11) 

 

Writing that “we were an extraordinarily safe castle,” Dowell conceptualizes his 

relationship with his friends as a place of refuge (11). This structure, “the proudest and 

safest of all the beautiful and safe things that God has permitted the mind of men to 

frame,” seems so sound that Dowell cannot believe it has collapsed underneath him (11).  

Similarly, Dowell describes Las Tours, a location frequented by Dowell, Florence 

and the Ashburnhams, in a way which reveals the subtle changes from a minuet to a 

“tortuous” relationship and the collapse of his “safe castle” (15). Dowell writes that “the 

silver grey olive leaves appeared like hair flying in the wind,” and the “tufts of rosemary” 

anchor the rocks “so that they might not be torn up by the roots”; this language that 

reflects the upheaval exhibited later in the narrative (16). Dowell reflects on his 

embellished memories with the amazement that he didn‟t draw these comparisons to 

homes sooner: “isn't it a little odd that the physical rottenness of at least two pillars of our 

four-square house never presented itself to my mind as a menace to its security?,” Dowell 

asks, suggesting that these rotting pillars represent Edward and Florence (12). Like the 

Taunus Wald, Las Tours entraps each of its members, rooting them deep into the ground.  

Dowell's captivating depictions of the Schloss and the Rittersaal prefigure 

Florence's adultery, complicating Dowell's “necessity for barriers” and his contradictory 

desire for both intimacy and isolation by making his own mental space inhospitable. 

Dowell seems to use the very language that Wittgenstein warns us against using, 

conceptualizing the mind as an inhabitable place. In one of the earlier scenes in the novel, 

Dowell describes his and Florence‟s trip to the Schloss in the Prussian city of Marburg: 

“we were taken through the museum and saw the firebacks, the old glass, the old swords 
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and the antique contraptions,” Dowell writes, “and we went through chapels, and music 

rooms, right up immensely high in the air to a large old chamber, full of presses, with 

heavily-shuttered windows all round (36). Whereas Dowell admittedly is “not really 

interested in these facts,” readers follow Dowell‟s interior descriptions of the Schloss and 

the Rittersaal expecting to be invited into Dowell‟s mind and an understanding of the 

narrative (36). These descriptions make it seem like Dowell is leading us somewhere safe 

inside his mind. However, inside the “large old chamber, Florence removes the barriers to 

Dowell‟s “visual room”: 

[...] Florence became positively electric. She told the tired, bored custodian what 

shutters to open; so that the bright sunlight streamed in palpable shafts into the 

dim old chamber. She explained that this was Luther's bedroom and that just 

where the sunlight fell had stood his bed. [...] And then in spite of the protest of 

the custodian, she threw open another shutter and came tripping back to a large 

glass case. 'And there,' she exclaimed with an accent of gaiety, of triumph and of 

audacity. She was pointing at a piece of paper, like the half-sheet of a letter with 

some faint pencil scrawls that might have been a jotting of the amounts we were 

spending during the day. And I was extremely happy at her gaiety, in her triumph, 

in her audacity. Captain Ashburnham had his hands upon the glass case. 'There it 

is – the Protest.' [...] And she laid one finger upon Captain Ashburnham's wrist. 

(36-37) 

 

Enclosed within Luther's bedroom, Florence is said to become “positively electric,” as if 

she had entered Dowell's own “visual room” and threw open the shutters to shed light on 

its contents (36-37). As Dowell continues, it seems as if the position of narrator has been 

usurped by Florence, as she guides the reader through the room, pointing to objects and 

designating names for each (37). By entreating us to enter his mind, Dowell exposes 

himself to Florence and the debilitating knowledge of her marital infidelity. 

 In this invasive entrance into Dowell‟s “visual room,” Florence commits a display 

of affection for Edward that causes Dowell to flee its structure. When Florence places her 

finger on Captain Ashburnham's wrist, Dowell becomes aware of an emotional trespass 
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between Florence and Edward:    

I was aware of something treacherous, something frightful, something evil in the 

day. I can't define it and can't find a simile for it. It wasn't as if a snake had looked 

out of a hole. No, it was as if my heart had missed a beat. It was as if we were 

going to run and cry out; all four of us in separate directions, averting our heads. 

(37) 

 

This scene evokes a terror in Dowell that prevents him from acknowledging the meaning 

of the event until much later in the narrative. As Dowell calmly reports in Part IV, “it 

went to pieces at the moment when Florence laid her hand upon Edward's wrist, as it lay 

on the glass sheltering the manuscript of the Protest” (123). Dowell emphasizes the 

sunlight streaming into the high tower where this scene takes place, as if it is somehow 

the sunlight itself that he blames for causing the collapse of his visual room (123).  

Collapsing underneath the weight of so many interlocutors, the image conveyed by 

Dowell in this room demonstrates the necessity for barriers he feels from Leonora‟s gaze. 

While up to this point in the narrative Dowell has found barriers necessary, after 

Florence‟s intimacy with Edward, he feels the opposite necessity, and wants to connect 

with Leonora. Whereas Leonora‟s eyes penetrated him previously, now they seal him off: 

She looked me straight in the eyes; and for a moment I had the feeling that those 

two blue disc were immense, were overwhelming, were like a wall of blue that 

shut me off from the rest of the world. I know it sounds absurd; but that is what it 

did feel like. (38) 

 

Instead of encouraging connection, Leonora's gaze now imprisons Dowell, “like a wall of 

blue that shut me off from the rest of the world” (38). Her eyes “enormously distended,” 

Leonora‟s face looked like “exactly that of a person looking into the pit of hell and seeing 

horrors there” (38). Whereas Leonora‟s lighthouse-like gaze made Dowell yearn for 

barriers, he does not want walls that permanently “shut [him] off from the rest of the 

world” (38). Dowell thus establishes an impossible criterion for language, demanding 
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that it simultaneously raise barriers yet provide him access as narrator. From this moment 

on, Dowell re-envisions the entire narrative, proceeding to account for his discrepancies 

of memory and his inability to connect to his friends as an inaccessibility inherent in all 

human relationships.  

 After fleeing the Rittersaal, Dowell uses Bramshaw Manor as an idealized 

representation of his mind, the deteriorating center of meaning in the narrative, and the 

site of the novel's closing collapse of personal relationships. As Dowell moves further 

into the narrative, Bramshaw Manor begins to transform into a pale version of the 

comforting image of a minuet conveyed in Part I. By Part III, Dowell describes 

Bramshaw Manor as a retreat from the world and, strangely, as a place also occupied by 

Leonora: 

I cannot tell you the extraordinary sense of leisure that we two seemed to have at 

that moment. It wasn't as if we were waiting for a train, it wasn't as if we were 

waiting for a meal – it was just that there was nothing to wait for. Nothing. [...] 

There was an extreme stillness with the remote and intermittent sound of the 

wind. There was the grey light in that brown, small room. And there appeared to 

be nothing else in the world. (74) 

 

Approaching solipsism, Dowell asserts that “there appeared to be nothing else in the 

world” except his narrative (74). The “extreme stillness” of the room, punctuated by the 

“intermittent sound of the wind,” pulls Dowell away from the world and into a state of 

being in which nothing else exists outside of his mind (74). Contrary to his previous 

depictions of Leonora, at this point it seems as if Dowell has assimilated her into his 

mind or at least regained control as narrator. Dowell, by imagining Bramshaw Manor as a 

refuge, can potentially regain control of his narrative as well as a sense of safety walled 

off from the outside world.  

 However, Dowell soon experiences a collapse of security within Bramshaw 
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Manor very similar to the collapse of Las Tours and the Rittersaal. The end of the novel is 

represented through open doors and the troubling proximity of his companions, a 

proximity accentuated by the architecture of the house. With Nancy, Edward and Leonora 

occupying the same home, the relationship they share with Dowell quickly dissolves 

amidst rooms of mental isolation and physical proximity, with Nancy and Edward 

becoming too close for Leonora‟s comfort. The stillness and silence of the house recall 

ominous signs of Florence‟s suicide. For example, Leonora begins to watch for signs of 

death, the premonitions found like the “laughter of a devil” issuing from the walls of the 

house (136). “Oiling the breech action of a gun [...] in his evening clothes,” Edward is 

“illuminated by the light cast upwards from the round orifices in the green candle 

shades,” a picture of premeditated suicide (137). After confronting Edward about Nancy's 

attraction to him, Leonora explains to Dowell the change that comes over the house: 

In the gallery she perceived that Nancy's door was half open and that there was a 

light in the girl's room. A sudden madness possessed her, a desire for action, a 

thirst for self-explanation. Their rooms all gave on to the gallery; Leonora's to the 

east, the girl's next, then Edward's. The sight of those three open doors, side by 

side, gaping to receive whom the chances of the black night might bring made 

Leonora shudder all over her body. (137)  

 

The three open doorways intensify Leonora's horror at their proximity - “it was one of 

those moments when thinking was impossible,” Dowell writes (138). Through Dowell's 

affirmation of Leonora's perspective in this scene, the reader finds that Leonora “thought 

that Edward, after what she had said to him, must have committed suicide,” as if the 

scenario perpetuated by their living situation made suicide inevitable for at least one of 

them (137). Inevitably, Leonora and Dowell both find that Bramshaw Manor, as a 

metaphor, entreats their company yet confronts them with the possibility of an 

unwelcome proximity and mutual understanding.  
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 Dowell and Leonora are not the only characters to experience this paradoxical 

sense of intimacy and isolation inside Bramshaw Manor. In the following quote, Nancy 

seems to experience the same horror as her attraction to Edward grows:  

Her blue eyes were full of horror; her brows were tight above them; the lines of 

pain about her mouth were very distinct. In her eyes the whole of that familiar, 

great hall had a changed aspect. The andirons with the brass flowers at the ends 

appeared unreal; the burning logs were just logs that were burning and not the 

comfortable symbols of an indestructible mode of life. The flames fluttered before 

the high fireback; the St. Bernard sighed in his sleep. Outside the winter rain fell 

and fell. And suddenly she thought that Edward might marry someone else; and 

she nearly screamed. (141) 

 

As if the metaphor itself has been found to be hollow, the house loses the “comfortable 

symbols of an indestructible mode of life” as Nancy recoils from the truth about her 

feelings for Edward (141). As Nancy begins to fear that Edward might marry someone 

else, the great hall changes and Dowell‟s personification of the house (he suggests that 

the “heavy, hewn, dark pillars that supported the gallery were like mourning presences”) 

only further demonstrates the relationship between space and thought (143).  As a 

metaphor and as an actual place, the house becomes inhospitable to Nancy, who feels 

trapped within its walls nearly screaming like a hysteric in the Taunus Wald. 

Although every description of home in The Good Soldier is a metaphor for 

Dowell‟s desire to hide from the world, this metaphor for homes is impossible for Dowell 

to maintain. By continuing to use these metaphors, Dowell discovers that he has made 

reality seem unreal, and finds that the real world is much more duplicitous and illusory 

than his imagination. Inevitably, Dowell returns to the hearthside of his “visual room” 

after realizing that no real hearth will ever comfort him again: 

No hearthstone will ever again witness, for me, friendly intercourse. No smoking-

room will ever be other than peopled with incalculable simulacra amidst smoke 

wreaths. Yet, in the name of God, what should I know if I don't know the life of 
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the hearth and of the smoking-room, since my whole life has been passed in those 

places? The warm hearthside! (12) 

 

“Peopled with incalculable simulacra,” the smoking-room of his memory is the only 

place he can return to in an attempt to simulate what has been lost (12). In asking “what 

should I know if I don't know the life of the hearth and of the smoking-room,” Dowell 

acknowledges how he has become a prisoner of an imaginary castle with an imagined 

hearthside and only “incalculable simulacra” instead of living people to interact with 

(12). Since Dowell is captivated by private language, all Dowell can do is raise more 

walls in the narrative in order to further isolate himself within an impregnable metaphor. 

 In light of this analysis of metaphors as homes, the personal barriers erected in 

Dowell's narrative are revealed to be paper-thin, and the walls thought to hide 

consciousness fall and reveal emptiness. In Philosophical Investigations, Wittgenstein 

disrupts the comfort of this idea of the mind as a “private” retreat from the world by 

critiquing the assumption that we possess a “private self.” Beneath its “more readily 

visible accompaniments” in Wittgenstein‟s account we suspect that the “mental process 

of understanding” undermines our attempts to apprehend it because of the language used 

to describe it (§153).Yet for Wittgenstein, the process of understanding is not hidden, nor 

can it be correlated to any private or internal experience of understanding (§153). To 

return to Levenson, these revelations seem to embody, for Dowell, a change in what it 

means to communicate: 

The meaning of the physical reality, not its independent existence, is called into 

question. There is not so much a question of esse est percipi (to be is to be 

perceived) as significare est percipi (to mean is to be perceived). (Levenson, 21) 

 

If “to mean is to be perceived,” then it seems that Dowell, through a retelling of “the 

saddest story,” attempts to disappear from his narrative (21). For Dowell, the threat of 
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being understood, or “perceived,” is a threat that challenges his sense of self, and 

necessitates the erection of barriers between him and his friends. At the collapse of 

Bramshaw Anor and the threat of losing a “private self,” Dowell turns to writing in an 

attempt to re-envision himself and find security in language. As addressed in the 

following chapter, Dowell's sense of a “private self” appears as a “dual personality” that 

eludes his apprehension. When Dowell discovers this seemingly duplicitous side of 

himself, his fear that his friends are “personalities of paper” – mere lifeless 

representations of people like the “incalculable simulacra” in the smoking room – 

becomes the all-too-real revelation that his own language makes him counterfeit just like 

them.
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Chapter 5: “A Picture Without a Meaning”: Dowell's “Dual 

Personality,” Personalities of Paper, and Being Counterfeit  
 

As I see it, at least with regard to men, a love affair -- a love for any definite 

woman -- is something in the nature of a widening of the experience. […] A turn 

of the eye-brow, a tone of the voice, a queer characteristic gesture -- all these 

things, and it is these things that cause to arise the passion of love, all these things 

are like so many objects on the horizon of the landscape that tempt a man to walk 

beyond the horizon, to explore. He wants to get as it were behind those eye-brows 

with the peculiar turn, as if he desired to see the world with the eyes that they 

overshadow. He wants to hear that voice applying itself to every possible 

proposition, to every possible topic; he wants to see those characteristic gestures 

against every possible background.  

 

– Ford Madox Ford, The Good Soldier, pg. 79 

 

[…] [I]t may happen that you do not mean what you say. At least it makes sense to 

ask of anyone who has spoken whether he meant it. If he does not mean what he 

says, this is familiar and definite enough, but you cannot describe it by describing 

what he is doing. You can describe it only by taking into account his relation to 

other people.  

 

– Rush Rhees, Can There Be a Private Language?, pg. 284 

 

 If Dowell discovers at the end of The Good Soldier that his metaphors do not 

reveal inner realities, what do his metaphors accomplish? The possibility of 

understanding his friends, to “walk beyond the horizon” and “see the world with the 

eyes” of his companions, captivates Dowell, yet he ultimately finds that “getting behind” 

the landscape yields nothing (Ford, 79). Dowell's metaphors for interiority and exteriority 

become a metaphor for the narrative itself, for the surface of a canvas that cannot be read 

any deeper than the “spots of colour” impressed upon it (Ford, 17). As Bailin writes, 

these metaphors for interiority and exteriority challenge the distinction between what is 

real and unreal in the novel: 

Within the fictional construct of the novel, Dowell's justification for the 

versimilitude of his own story is dizzying in its circularity. He is, after all, 

supposed to be a real person telling a real story in a real way, so that his need to 

justify the manner in which his account conforms to the way 'a person telling a 
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story would tell them' seems to call his actual existence into question. In essence, 

he is denying any agency as participant, observer or even teller of the tale; (he is 

only like a real person telling a real story). (Bailin, 72) 

 

For Bailin, Dowell‟s language reveals that “he is only like a real person telling a real 

story,” much like the characters he tries to describe (72, emphasis mine). Dowell's 

narrative becomes cluttered with metaphors that dissociate him from reality; as Bailin 

remarks, Dowell‟s “actual existence [is called] into question” when he can no longer 

distinguish between reality and its verisimilitude in his narrative (72). This dualism of 

real and unreal, like the dualism of interiority and exteriority, makes Dowell question 

language and its role in a world in which all people appear as paper. Dowell begins to feel 

that his language has become counterfeit, a deceptive imitation of the real sensations he 

wants to relate to the reader.  

In this chapter, I examine Dowell‟s metaphors for counterfeiting and what they 

suggest about his conception of language by the end of the novel. After Dowell's 

metaphoric lighthouses and castles reveal to him that there is no way to mark the 

distinction between inner and outer, his paper metaphors make everyone seem hollow and 

insubstantial, provoking Dowell to question reality. In “Reading for Life,” John Gibson 

describes language that seems “otherworldly” and makes literature difficult to reconcile 

with reality: 

Works of literary fiction trade in aesthetic creation rather than factual 

representation. They speak about people made of paper, who inhabit worlds made 

only of words. And from this it seems quite natural to conclude that literature is 

therefore essentially and intentionally silent about reality, choosing instead to 

speak about worlds none of which are quite our own. The confusion, then, 

concerns how we might make sense of this basic vision of literature as somehow 

at once, as it were, both thoroughly our-worldly and otherworldly, how we might 

reconcile these two very different ways of speaking about the nature of the literary 

work of art. (Gibson,109-110) 
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Gibson describes our difficulty in reconciling “these two very different ways of speaking 

about the nature of the literary work of art” ― “our-worldly and otherworldly” ― as a 

misconception about how language actually works (110). As Wittgenstein warns us, when 

we think of language as separated between public and private, we confuse and lose 

meaning in what we say. By revisiting Wittgenstein and analyzing the counterfeit 

metaphors provided in the narrative – Florence as a “personality of paper,” Edward's 

endless hatboxes and his empty “sentimentality,” and Nancy as “a picture without a 

meaning” – we can understand that these counterfeit metaphors indicate what is possible 

to convey in the absence of private language. Whereas metaphors are commonly thought 

to be quantifiable or to “cash out,” the counterfeit metaphor demonstrates that all a 

metaphor can do is describe. 

 Dowell‟s language becomes very confusing in The Good Soldier the moment that 

Dowell seemingly encounters a counterfeit version of himself in his own narrative. 

Described as a “dual personality,” Dowell suggests that this “counterfeit version” of him 

exists beyond language. Dowell's “dual personality” is introduced in Part III, Chapter I, 

after Dowell writes about Florence's suicide: 

Now that is to me a very amazing thing ― amazing for the light of possibilities 

that it casts into the human heart. For I had never had the slightest conscious idea 

of marrying the girl [Nancy]; I never had the slightest idea even of caring for her. 

I must have talked in an odd way, as people do who are recovering from an 

anesthetic. It is as if one had a dual personality, the one I being entirely 

unconscious of the other. I had thought nothing; I had said such an extraordinary 

thing. (Ford, 73) 

 

Dowell‟s “dual personality” is here described as the “unconscious” half of Dowell‟s self, 

one that is mentally autonomous and emotionally independent from Dowell's “conscious” 

half, as if they were two adjacent rooms separated by a locked corridor (73). It is 
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important to notice in the previous quote that Dowell's language is self-reflexive; without 

“the slightest conscious idea” of his “dual personality,” Dowell confronts his own 

metaphoric language in the narrative (73). Dowell's description of his dual personality 

here seems to be written by Ford to self-consciously reflect on the use of metaphoric 

language in the narrative. The “light of possibilities” that his dual personality “casts into 

the human heart” recalls Dowell's image of a lighthouse and the attempt to illuminate 

something beyond language, and Dowell even notes that, like a heart patient, “I must 

have talked in an odd way, as people do who are recovering from an anesthetic” (73). 

Encountering himself, Dowell creates a perplexing situation in which readers become 

unsure what he means when he makes any claim about private selves in the rest of the 

narrative. 

Dowell‟s “dual personality” is described with words that recall Wittgenstein‟s 

attack on private language and demonstrate the problems that Wittgenstein suggests occur 

when we think that there is something underneath what we say. As Hagberg asserts in 

“Autobiographical Consciousness: Wittgenstein, Private Experience, and the 'Inner 

Picture,'” Wittgenstein's conception of the self as “an interior consciousness whose 

boundary we do not perceive and whose non-encountered existence is the precondition 

for the world” seems to be Dowell‟s delusion in the text (Hagberg, 229). Hagberg 

suggests that this talk of an “interior consciousness” is misleading because it restricts our 

knowledge of the world as a place divided into interior and exterior realms of experience. 

Dowell's newfound self, a dual self composed of two distinct internal and external parts, 

dramatically affects the narrative, as even Dowell becomes aware of this change: 

It made things plainer, suddenly, to my curiosity. It was as if I thought, at that 

moment of a windy November evening, that, when I came to think it over 
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afterwards, a dozen unexplained things would fit themselves into place. But I 

wasn‟t thinking things over then. I remember that distinctly. I was just sitting 

back, rather stiffly, in a deep armchair. That is what I remember. It was twilight. 

(Ford, 73) 

 

Seated in the same deep armchair from which he narrates, Dowell finds that his “dual 

personality” helps the pieces “fit themselves into place,” pieces “unexplained” by his 

former, “conscious” self (73). Dowell distinguishes his internal self, the one that “made 

things plainer,” as his “real self,” yet does not correct the “pieces” of people and places 

described earlier in the narrative. Dowell makes it impossible to reconcile any claims 

made prior to this revelation with claims made afterwards because his inner and outer 

selves are seemingly separated by language. Dowell‟s “dual personality” creates another 

chasm in the novel, distancing him from our previous characterizations. 

 Dowell's “dual personality” is discussed by many critics, none of whom seem able 

to agree on a singular interpretation of its role in Ford‟s novel. In The Saddest Story: A 

Biography of Ford Madox Ford, Arthur Mizener construes Dowell‟s experience as a 

“double perspective of the novel, the simultaneous awareness of what the experience was 

like for a participant as it was actually occurring and of what the full knowledge of 

hindsight shows it to have been” (Mizener, 268). For Mizener, Dowell sees the structure 

behind his narrative while retelling the narrative, thereby existing as a distant narrator and 

as a character in the events as they unfold.  Mizener also suggests that Ford utilizes 

Dowell‟s “dual personality” to make this self-reflexive perspective apparent to readers. 

Quite differently, in “Character in The Good Soldier,” Michael Levenson describes 

Dowell as “a personality virtually without attributes,” suggesting that Dowell (prior to 

discovering his “dual personality”) represents “subjectivity before it has assumed the 

articulations of character”: 
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In Dowell, Ford gestures at a nothing that precedes something in human 

personality, a formless, contentless, traitless self which does nothing, feels 

nothing, knows nothing, and which exists as a pure consciousness behind every 

one of its manifestations. Such a state, of course, must remain a bare ideal. Even if 

it can exist (which one has reason to doubt) it certainly cannot persist. Dowell 

collides painfully into the world, not once but continually. The novel begins with 

his fall into consciousness, and falling into consciousness becomes his vocation. 

(Levenson, 369) 

 

As Levenson writes, Dowell's narrative “begins with his fall into consciousness,” 

suggesting that Ford uses Dowell to symbolize a “formless, contentless, traitless self” that 

precedes experience of the world, and then goes on to show what happens to this 

“contentless” self when it encounters the world (369). While I disagree with this position, 

Levenson claims that, by gesturing at a “nothing that precedes something,” Ford seems to 

reinforce the dualism between inner and outer (369). Furthermore, the idea of a private 

self “behind every one of its manifestations” also shows Dowell‟s desire to get behind the 

landscape and see the world from a different set of eyes (369). Critics like Mizener and 

Levenson seem to concern themselves with the intuitive processes that Wittgenstein 

suggests entrap us within language, mental processes that categorize objects as internal or 

external, and designate pictures to our thoughts. While Levenson's “contentless” self may 

be confusing to how Wittgenstein would have us conceptualize “self,” it is useful to 

compare Levenson's “nothing” to Mizener's “something” as antipodal positions on the 

novel. Whereas Levenson seems to suggest that Dowell's “dual personality” is his “fall 

into consciousness,” Mizener suggests that Ford instead employs this “dual personality” 

as a plot device. By suggesting that Dowell‟s “dual personality” is separate from his 

physical existence, both critics seem to be making the same mistake as Dowell. 

Conceptualizing existence as a split between physical and psychological realms, Mizener 

and Levenson, like Dowell, think that there is something behind or beneath language that 
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can be communicated. 

 Despite their disagreements, both critics construe Dowell‟s “dual personality”
10

 as 

a debilitating encounter with the world and its ways of knowing. Dowell‟s encounter with 

his narrative self, his discovery of a “dual personality,” is made apparent in statements 

such as “looking over what I have written, I see that I have unintentionally misled you,” 

admissions that are embarrassing and yet absolutely perplexing for his self-doubt (Ford, 

63). After his encounter with his narrative self, Dowell suddenly realizes that he can 

never know anyone, and expresses the concern that the life he is experiencing, without 

recourse to a private self, is meaningless, conveyed in the statements “it is all a darkness” 

echoed throughout the text. Accordingly, Dowell wants to find out whether or not anyone 

else shares this sensation of having an internal and an external self with him.  Each of 

Dowell‟s metaphors empty, and reveal nothing about any of the characters they 

purportedly represent. Instead, Dowell‟s metaphors are exposed as skeletal images of 

self-representation, and his metaphors for paper represent a growing need to identify 

these mutual experiences of meaninglessness in Florence, Edward, and Nancy.  

 After discovering his “inner self,” Dowell conceptualizes Florence as a 

“personality of paper,” an entity that resembles the exterior self revealed by his “dual 

personality.” From the beginning of the narrative, Dowell refers to something hidden 

within Florence that is exhibited by her external symptoms: a weak heart, indicated by 

                                                 
10 Other critics offer characterizations of Dowell's “dual personality,” but I have kept my discussion 

focused on Mizener and Levenson because both deal explicitly with how it manifests itself as the 

structure of language itself. Whereas Mizener suggests that it is a useful structure intentionally 

employed through Dowell by Ford, Levenson suggests that Dowell and the narrative are both born from 

this moment. I think that it is a structure employed by narrator and author alike, but I am further 

inclined to agree with Levenson's conception of a “nothing that precedes something” as Dowell‟s self-

described “real self” (369). As a “something” beyond language, Dowell‟s inner self can never be 

reconciled with his exterior self. While Levenson thinks that this is because Dowell has no access to it, 

Wittgenstein demonstrates that this is because the idea of an interior and an exterior is a misconception 

of how language works. 
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the mysterious phial worn about her neck, her delicate appearance, and her expressed 

need for uninterrupted privacy. As Dowell writes, “my whole attentions, my whole 

endeavors” were directed at Florence‟s heart, “for I was solemnly informed that if she 

became excited over anything or if her emotions were really stirred her little heart might 

cease to beat” (Ford, 18). Florence's “heart condition” preoccupies Dowell throughout the 

narrative; with conscious duplicity, Florence uses this to manipulate Dowell and maintain 

privacy, allotting provisional time for her love affairs. Dowell's conviction that Florence 

is genuinely weak of heart determines much of the narrative, until Dowell begins to 

realize his previously unconscious fascination with something beyond language. In the 

following quote, Dowell suggests that his busy life with the Ashburnhams led him to look 

for things beyond the reality of his circumstances:  

In such circumstances of clamour, of outcry, of the crash of many people running 

together, of the professional reticence of such people as hotel-keepers, the 

traditional reticence of such 'good people' as the Ashburnhams – in such 

circumstances it is some little material object, always, that catches the eye and 

that appeals to the imagination. (74) 

 

By writing that “some little material object [...] catches the eye and [...] appeals to the 

imagination,” Dowell seems to demonstrate an awareness of his fascination with visual 

metaphors in the text and his obsessive emphasis on these “little objects” with imaginary 

qualities (74). As his immediate reality is filled with the “clamour” and “outcry” of 

“many people running together,” Dowell quickly becomes captivated with the things 

beyond the casual, mindless conversation and social appearances cluttering his existence 

(74). Dowell even suggests that such people, running around with the “professional 

reticence” of “hotel-keepers,” reserved and uncommunicative, must keep something 

locked away inside in order to prevent their own madness (74). That Florence could 
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effectively hide herself from Dowell for over ten years suggests that Dowell is not the 

only character in the novel operating under the assumption that he or she possesses a 

“private self.” Florence‟s duplicity forces Dowell to rethink his perceptions and question 

the authenticity of his friends. 

Upon realizing his misplaced fascination with these “little material objects” as 

pictures of private language, Dowell revisits the memory of the night prior to Florence‟s 

suicide (74). With a “face whiter than paper” and “her hand on the black stuff over her 

heart,” Florence is characterized as paper, shallow and insubstantial (72). After his 

encounter with his “dual personality,” Dowell changes his conception of Florence as a 

fragile yet human person to a flat “personality of paper”: 

I suppose that my inner soul ―my dual personality―had realized long before that 

Florence was a personality of paper―that she represented a real human being 

with a heart, with feelings, with sympathies and with emotions only as a bank 

note represents a certain quantity of gold. [...] I thought suddenly that she wasn‟t 

real; she was just a mass of talk out of guide-books, of drawings out of fashion 

plates. It is even possible that, if that feeling had not possessed me, I should have 

run up sooner to her room and might have prevented her drinking the prussic acid. 

But I just couldn‟t do it; it would have been  like chasing a scrap of paper ― an 

occupation ignoble for a grown man. (83) 

 

Revisiting Florence‟s suicide, Dowell discovers that “suddenly […] she wasn‟t real,” 

suggesting that he really knew nothing about his wife and, furthermore, that 

“unconsciously” (in his “dual personality”), he has been aware of this for many years 

(83). However pitiful and languorous Florence may appear in the previous chapters, 

Dowell quickly revokes all kind words concerning his late wife: “she represented a real 

human being with a heart […] only as a bank note represents a certain quantity of gold,” 

suggesting that underneath her appearances, she had nothing resembling the heart she 

pretended to have (83). This image of Florence as counterfeit underwrites Dowell's 
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descriptions of his wife as not quite fully alive, to the point that he finds no moral 

problems in neglecting to prevent her suicide; as Dowell writes, “if that feeling had not 

possessed me, I should have run up sooner to her room,” but to reiterate, “it would have 

been like chasing a scrap of paper,” which would be “an occupation ignoble for a grown 

man” (83). Much like “chasing a scrap of paper,” there is no reason for Dowell to further 

search for compassion in his memories of Florence (83). 

 Florence's suicide provokes Dowell to revise his metaphors, now using images of 

counterfeiting to suggest her intentional secrecy and manipulation of language. Dowell‟s 

revised memories of Florence provoke a “feeling so tranquil” that it is impossible not to 

wonder what has changed for Dowell. From treating her like a heart patient to blithely 

claiming that her suicide “simply didn‟t interest me,” Dowell suggests that his 

perspective of Florence has dramatically changed (Ford, 83). Florence‟s suicide, 

reworked under Dowell‟s newfound hatred, becomes a meaningless act committed by a 

superficial personality: 

[…] [S]he has lost Edward‟s love and Bagshawe had appeared like a sinister omen 

– like a grin on the face of Fate. It was the last straw. She ran upstairs, arranged 

herself decoratively upon her bed – she was a sweetly pretty woman with smooth 

pink and white cheeks, long hair, the eyelashes falling like a tiny curtain on her 

cheeks. She drank the little phial of prussic acid and there she lay – O, extremely 

charming and clearcut – looking with a puzzled expression at the electric-light 

bulb that hung from the ceiling, or perhaps through it, to the stars above. Who 

knows? Anyhow there was an end of Florence. (82-83) 

 

Dowell‟s change in tone – from wistful remembrance to simple carelessness – is evident 

in the way he describes her death here. Arranging herself “decoratively upon her bed,” 

Florence is described as a “sweetly pretty woman with smooth pink and white cheeks,” a 

martyr whose suicide is “extremely charming and clearcut” (82-83). “Clearcut,” as if 

marked on paper, her suicide is characterized by romanticized images of gazing “to the 
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stars above” and her eyes closing “like a tiny curtain on her cheeks” (82-83). Dowell 

continues with the description of a personality of paper; as Dowell writes, her suicide 

“has always been as a matter for study, not for remembrance,” as she “just went 

completely out of existence, like yesterday‟s paper” (83).  Yet Dowell does not seem to 

acknowledge that his language applies to himself as well. By equating Florence to a bank 

note, he debases her value as a human being, but he also indicates his own confusion 

about whether or not Florence or anybody else possesses something “real” beneath their 

appearances.  

 Dowell's description of Florence as a counterfeit bank note coincides with a 

metaphor Wittgenstein uses in Philosophical Investigations for private language. Just as 

Dowell comes to the conclusion that Florence is a “personality of paper,” so does 

Wittgenstein suggest that that we may begin to see the world as meaningless if we “get 

lost” inside language. As Wittgenstein asserts, we refer to private language as if the words 

could be seen as pictures in our minds, yet there is a problem with this scenario:  

If you say he sees a private picture before him, which he is describing, you have 

still made an assumption about what he has before him. And that means that you 

can describe it or do describe it more closely. If you admit that you haven't any 

notion what kind of thing it might be that he has before him – then what leads you 

into saying, in spite of that, that he has something before him? Isn't it as if I were 

to say of someone: 'He has something. But I don't know whether it is money, or 

debts, or an empty till. (Wittgenstein, 100e, §294) 

 

Wittgenstein's use of the term “private picture” suggests a thought or an idea in 

someone‟s head which only that person can see and which is inaccessible to others. The 

noun “picture” implies something that many people could see and whose existence and 

qualities could be intersubjectively verified, but the fact that this is a “private” picture 

means it could be anything or even nothing; as Wittgenstein writes, “I don't know 
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whether it is money, or debts, or an empty till” (100e, §294). Wittgenstein argues that 

people interact with one another expecting that they too possess private language, just as 

Dowell expected that Florence had a heart; however, this is merely a delusion, for it is 

useless to talk about something that may be “money” just as well be “an empty till” 

(100e, §294). Since meaning could just as well be something as it could be nothing, yet 

we still communication without confirming one or the other, private language is not 

necessary for conversation. This monetary metaphor is significant because it creates the 

model of a person who is only a representation of things he or she may possess – in 

Dowell‟s terms, a representation of “a real human being with a heart, with feelings, with 

sympathies and with emotions only as a bank note represents a certain quantity of gold” 

(Ford, 83). For Dowell, there is no means of knowing whether or not Florence sees a 

private picture in her mind. However, when Dowell interacts with Florence, he does so 

assuming that she is a real person, with real thoughts, values and emotions.  

Since no one can describe another person's private picture “more closely” than 

that person can describe it him or herself, for Wittgenstein there is no use in talking of 

“private pictures.” Wittgenstein refutes the utility of private language to describe pictures 

incommunicable. As Wittgenstein argues, “I must speak the language of every day,” 

meaning that we only have language to utilize in conversation with each other 

(Wittgenstein, 48e-49e, §120). Writing that “I can adduce only exterior facts about 

language,” Wittgenstein asserts that language cannot represent what is “beyond” the 

capabilities of language (48e-49e, §120). This “impossibility,” according to Wittgenstein, 

only exists because we think of ourselves in terms of a dualistic self divided into an 

interior and an exterior. The idea of something existing independent of language itself 
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should be, for Wittgenstein, of little significance to our everyday exchanges. If “private 

language” were to exist, we wouldn‟t be able to talk about it, and by operating as if it 

doesn‟t, we can still use language how we intend it. Wittgenstein expresses the need to 

use language properly in the following quote:  

Yes, but then how can these explanations satisfy us? - Well, your very questions 

were framed in this language; they had to be expressed in this language, if there 

was anything to ask! And your scruples are misunderstandings. Your questions 

refer to words; so I have to talk about words. You say: the point isn't the word, but 

its meaning, and you think of the meaning as a thing of the same kind as the word, 

though also different from the word. Here the word, there the meaning. The 

money, and the cow that you can buy with it. (But contrast: money, and its use).  

(Wittgenstein, 48e-49e, §120) 

 

“Your questions refer to words[,]” so I have to talk about words,” Wittgenstein asserts, 

and thus the “point” is not something “behind” the word – something the word is meant 

to represent – but rather the use of the word (48e-49e, §120). Wittgenstein‟s note to 

contrast “money, and its use” is crucial to understand in relation to this unnecessary 

dichotomy between word and meaning: language, unlike money, is entangled with what it 

represents. Thereby, the use of language is virtually inseparable from its meaning. 

Whereas Wittgenstein‟s explanation should clarify philosophical problems 

concerning Dowell‟s private language, Dowell‟s dual personality remains a problem of 

identity that seems to preoccupy Dowell for the duration of his narrative. After Dowell's 

discovery of his “dual personality,” the description of Florence as a “personality of 

paper” shares similarities with other metaphors for paper and being counterfeit in the 

novel. Dowell sees that the “personality of paper” may be true for all people, as if 

everyone was “without sensation of life” (Ford, 83). Likewise, for the reader, Dowell's 

revelation illustrates that it is very difficult to determine who is “real” or “unreal” in this 

book. This “surface” of reality addressed in the narrative can be identified in the 
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following quote: 

And the odd, queer thing is that the whole collection of rules applies to anybody – 

to the anybodies that you meet in hotels, in railway trains, to a less degree perhaps 

in steamers, but even, in the end, upon steamers. You meet a man or a woman and, 

from tiny and intimate sounds, from the slightest of movements, you know at once 

whether you are concerned with good people or with those who won't do. [...] But 

the inconvenient – well hang it all I will say it – the damnable nuisance of the 

whole thing is, that with all the taking for granted, you never really get an inch 

deeper than the things I have catalogued. (31-32) 

 

Dowell claims that, in any relationship, “you never really get an inch deeper than the 

things I have catalogued,” meaning that the set of impressions and appearances described 

in the narrative are as deep as they can be, and Dowell cannot uncover things “beneath 

the surface” of reality (32). As Dowell seems to realize, language and its “collection of 

rules […] applies to anybody”; regardless of social class, the “tiny and intimate sounds” 

and “the slightest of movements” determine a person‟s character (31). There should be no 

reference to a “private self” outside of language because our world, “inconvenient” and 

“damnable” as it may be, is known through language (32). If we are to take Dowell‟s 

description of his “dual personality” further, it becomes clear that this revelation centered 

in the narrative is one that Dowell himself cannot accept. 

Other characters in the narrative seem to exhibit Dowell's fascination with being 

paperlike or “counterfeit.” By the end of the narrative, Dowell's conception of Edward as 

a series of cases that contain nothing coincides with each metaphor meant to identify 

other counterfeit personalities. Edward is frequently described not only as “paperlike,” 

but (through Ford‟s self-reflexive perspective) as a character in a novel; as Dowell 

notices in Part I, Chapter III, “I was quite astonished to observe how literary and how just 

his expressions were,” exclaiming that he “talked like quite a good book” (126). Dowell's 

first impression of Edward at Nauheim characterizes him as expressionless: 
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His face hitherto had, in the wonderful English fashion, expressed nothing 

whatever. Nothing. There was in it neither joy nor despair; neither hope nor fear; 

neither boredom nor satisfaction. He seemed to perceive no soul in that crowded 

room; he might have been walking in a jungle. I never came across such a perfect 

expression before and I never shall again. It was insolence and not insolence; it 

was modesty and not modesty. (24) 

 

That Edward's face here is said to express “nothing” relates to Dowell's descriptions of 

paper in that the expression is all there is, and it tells nothing of a self hidden from the 

narrator. Dowell's inability to classify Edward as “modest” or “immodest” suggests a 

confusion of character that highlights Dowell‟s apprehension of Edward throughout the 

narrative. As Dowell‟s narrative progresses, the reader's sense of Edward becomes lost in 

the text, as he remains inexplicably silent to Dowell. In Part I, Chapter III, Dowell 

attributes Edward‟s lack of expression to his superficial “sentimentalism”: 

For all good soldiers are sentimentalists -- all good soldiers of that type. Their 

profession, for one thing is full of the big words, courage, loyalty, honour, 

constancy. And I have given a wrong impression of Edward Ashburnham if I have 

made you think that literally never in the course of our nine years of intimacy did 

he discuss what he would have called „the graver things.‟ Even before his final 

outburst to me, at times, very late at night, say, he has blurted out something that 

gave an insight into the sentimental view of the cosmos that was his. (25) 

 

As a “sentimentalist,” Edward is characterized by Dowell as “full of the big words,” a 

language of values such as “courage, loyalty, honour, constancy,” connoting virtues that 

are meaningless by the end of the novel. Although Dowell‟s position toward Edward 

changes in the novel, his descriptions continually refer to the qualities of paper, rendering 

Edward inanimate or, at times, reducible to the words Dowell uses to describe him. 

Dowell‟s perception of Edward seems to account for a sense of duplicity in Edward‟s 

social relations, which is apparent in his various representations: Edward is described in 

Part I, Chapter I as the “sort of fellow [who] takes more delight in listening to or in 

telling gross stories – more delight than in anything else in the world,” a person fashioned 
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from his own stories (14). Again, Dowell‟s perspective on Edward is inconsistent; he 

sometimes regards Edward as a “cheap sentimentalist” and sometimes, conversely, as a 

mythological figure. For example, in Part IV, Chapter VI, Dowell writes that “I seem to 

see poor Edward, naked and reclining amidst darkness, upon cold rocks, like one of the 

ancient Greek damned, in Tartarus” (160). Dowell's depictions of Edward are 

complicated by Wittgenstein's notion that the idea of an “inaccessible” life is self-

deceptive. Dowell, now convinced that all people are paper, believes that there is no inner 

self to refer to, and thus Edward is nothing more than his soldierly ornamentation. 

 While it may seem as if Dowell doesn't understand Edward and thus cannot 

represent him correctly as a character in his narrative, Dowell has an excuse. Dowell 

applies metaphors to Edward in order to demonstrate the limits of his characterizations 

and, like his metaphors for Florence, prove that metaphors can only describe. Signifying 

Edward‟s emptiness and his own inability to capture a picture of Edward‟s inner life, 

Dowell describes Edward as an arrangement of empty boxes in Part I, Chapter III: 

[...] [T]hat was absolutely all that I knew of him until a month ago – that and the 

profusion of his cases, all of pigskin and stamped with his initials E. F. A. There 

were guncases, and collar cases, and shirt cases, and letter cases [and cases each 

containing four bottles of scent] and cases each containing four bottles of 

medicine; and hat cases and helmet cases. It must have needed a whole herd of the 

Gadarene swine to make up his outfit. And, if I ever penetrated into his private 

room it would be to see him standing, with his coat and waistcoat off and the 

immensely long line of his perfectly elegant trousers from waist to boot heel. And 

he would have a slightly reflective air and he would be just opening one kind of 

case and just closing another. (24-25) 

 

For the reader, Edward appears to consist of nothing more than a series of empty cases, 

yet something inapplicable draws the characters in the narrative towards him -- as Dowell 

writes, with great frustration, “I swear that was all there was of him, inside and out” (25). 

Dowell's characterization here suggests that Edward metaphorically reveals his emptiness 
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through the opening and closing of these cases. Likewise, as Dowell portrays Edward as 

always “just opening one kind of case and just closing another,” the image of being 

counterfeit relates Edward's closed cases to the impression that there is something hidden 

away inside these boxes (25). For Dowell, these boxes are inevitably empty, merely 

disguising a sense of private or “sentimental” self beneath the ornamentation of his 

luggage.  

Whereas Edward‟s outcome is explicit in the narrative – slitting his throat in front 

of Dowell – Nancy Rufford is left in an inoperable void, without character, without 

personality, residing in a silence that seems like Levenson‟s “nothing” beyond language. 

“Nancy was a queer girl,” Dowell comments; “it is very difficult to describe her to you,” 

a girl at once “exceedingly grotesque and at times extraordinarily beautiful” (85). Like 

Dowell‟s depiction of Edward as a sentimentalist and Florence as a “mass of talk out of 

guide books,” Nancy is also described as a character defined by empty language and an 

obsession with romanticized pictures: 

She began thinking about love, she who had never before considered it as 

anything other than a rather humorous, rather nonsensical matter. She remembered 

chance passages in chance books – things that had not really affected her at all at 

the time. She remembered someone‟s love for the Princess Badrulbadour; she 

remembered to have heard that love was a flame; a thirst; a withering up of the 

vitals – though she did not know what the vitals were. She had a vague 

recollection that love was said to render a hopeless lover‟s eyes hopeless; she 

remembered a character in a book who was said to have taken to drink through 

love; she remembered that lovers‟ existences were said to be punctuated with 

heavy sighs. (142-143) 

 

Nancy appears captivated by pictures of people she wishes she could be. She does not 

understand love, and imagines communication is just like it is between lovers in romance 

novels. Invariably, Nancy is the most alarming case of being counterfeit in The Good 

Soldier. After unintentionally prompting Florence‟s suicide, making confessions of love 
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to Edward in front of Leonora, and later causing Edward‟s death, Nancy withdraws from 

the world into a provocative silence. Lenora summons Dowell to take care of Nancy, and 

in ironic resolution, Dowell gains everything he desired: a heart patient. At the close of 

the narrative, Dowell reflects on his current occupation as Nancy‟s caretaker: 

It is very extraordinary to see the perfect flush of health on her cheeks, to see the 

lustre of her coiled black hair, the poise of the head upon the neck, the grace of the 

white hands – and to think that it all means nothing – that it is a picture without a 

meaning. Yes, it is queer. (161) 

 

It appears that Dowell has gotten exactly what he wanted throughout the text: a heart 

patient. As Dowell admits, “I was in love with Nancy Rufford as I am in love with the 

poor child‟s memory,” a memory Dowell thinks is sealed away behind her silence (84). 

From a picture that “held us captive” to “a picture without a meaning,” Dowell appears to 

find that the most captivating pictures are those without meaning. By looking for 

meaning past this “picture without a meaning,” Dowell gestures towards the very limits 

of language and invokes the epistemological processes by which we understand the 

world. 

 Even when faced with an inscrutable silence that defies knowledge, Dowell 

continues to look past language, as if this gesture towards meaning should immortalize 

his efforts to communicate with his companions. As Dowell writes, he still wants to “hear 

that voice applying itself to every possible proposition, to every possible topic,” to “see 

those characteristic gestures against every possible background” (79).  If The Good 

Soldier is ultimately a novel about the inscrutability of metaphors, the concluding images 

presented in the novel offer insight into what Dowell actually learns from his narrative. 

With the self-professed obligation to “keep all these people going,” Dowell finds that his 

companions are also obsessed with their own private selves and the objects that are meant 
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to represent them (142). As most of the novel concerns keeping up appearances and being 

sociable for others, it is not surprising to find Dowell disenchanted with the knowledge 

that his friends are merely actors, actors with no faces behind their masks and no hearts in 

their chests underwriting their thoughts, words, and actions. Held captive by a picture of 

private language, Dowell is actually in a position of considerable understanding 

unrecognized by the novel‟s critical history. Although Nancy becomes a “picture without 

a meaning,” it is remarkable that Dowell continues to take care of her, thus demonstrating 

that he may be the only character with a heart. While Dowell can no longer communicate 

with Nancy, who sits in silence in between enunciations of the word “shuttlecocks,” it 

appears that he now has a real heart patient with mysterious, unspeakable ailments sealed 

behind an impenetrable silence. Now that Dowell has witnessed the perils of possessing a 

picture of private language, he no longer needs to look for something beyond the realm of 

his experiences for epistemological certitude. 



 70 

Conclusion 
 

Perhaps that is what all mothers teach all daughters, not with lips but with the 

eyes, or with heart whispering to heart. And, if one doesn‟t know as much as that 

about the first thing in the world, what does one know and why is one here?  

 

– Ford Madox Ford, The Good Soldier, pgs. 13-14 

  

Let us treat men and women well; treat them as if they were real. Perhaps they 

are. 

 

– Ralph Waldo Emerson, “Experience” 

 

 In the nonsequential development of metaphors in The Good Soldier – lighthouses 

that cannot illuminate meaning, solitary castles that seemingly entreat company and 

paperlike people without personalities – Dowell seems to suggest that the very reality he 

exists in prevents him from understanding his companions. The relationship between 

language and meaning is complicated by Dowell's metaphors, metaphors that do not 

conform to our expectations and, in the chronological disorder of the narrative, confuse 

readers expecting linear development from one impression to the next. Insofar as 

Dowell‟s narrative follows his thoughts, it should provide insight into how his mind 

operates; in his “Preface” to the 1908 edition of Portrait of a Lady, Henry James states 

“tell me what the artist is, and I will tell you of what he has been conscious” (James, 1). 

In his own metaphor depicting literature as a house, punctuated by apertures “injuring to 

the person making use of it as an impression distinct from every other,” James seems to 

suggest that, by writing, the author makes conscious his particular experiences of the 

world and makes them accessible to readers (1). Unlike the “artist” in James‟ “Preface,” 

however, Dowell seems to make nothing accessible to the readers; in fact, it is even 

difficult to claim that Dowell has been conscious, particularly after his admission “I must 

have talked in an odd way, as people do who are recovering from an anesthetic” (Ford, 
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73). If language is to provide meaning and make the artist “conscious” to readers, then 

what can we ascertain about Dowell at the end of the novel? 

Even in the “saddest story,” Dowell may be better off than most, as he seems to 

learn something essential about language and meaning. Through Dowell's description of 

people as paper, a metaphor which seems to reaffirm dichotomies between reality and 

appearances, it seems that Ford is making an epistemological claim rather than a 

metaphysical one. Rather than claiming that reality can only be known by perceptions, 

Ford uses Dowell to demonstrate the limits of language. Whereas every character seems 

to hide behind deceptive language, none of them, as Wittgenstein helps us see, can truly 

hide from one another. Although these characters are diagnosed by Dowell, who is no 

more a doctor than he is a competent narrator, he conveys to readers the importance of 

language in literature and the possibilities of being lead astray in the search for meaning. 

Even if Dowell is left without meaning at the end of the novel –  “no one visits me, for I 

visit no one,” Dowell tells us, “so life peters out” – readers learn from Dowell not to look 

past language for meaning.  

In light of our attempts to interpret language in Ford‟s novel, Dowell provides an 

anecdote that conveys this elusive relationship in the novel. In Part I, Chapter II, Dowell 

tells the story of Peire Vidal, a story that seems to incorporate every metaphor in the 

novel and establish the moral equilibrium indirectly disclosed by Dowell: 

Las Tours of the Four Castles had for chatelaine Blanche Somebody-or-other who 

was called as a term of commendation, La Louve – the She-Wolf. And Peire Vidal 

the Troubadour paid his court to La Louve. And she wouldn‟t have anything to do 

with him. So, out of compliment to her – the things people do when they‟re in 

love! – he dressed himself up in wolfskins and went up into the Black Mountains. 

And the shepherds of the Montagne Noire and their dogs mistook him for a wolf 

and he was torn with fangs and beaten with clubs. So they carried him back to Las 

Tours and La Louve wasn‟t at all impressed. They polished him up and her 
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husband remonstrated seriously with her. Vidal was, you see, a great poet and it 

was not proper to treat a great poet with indifference. So Peire Vidal declared 

himself Emperor of Jerusalem or somewhere and the husband had to kneel down 

and kiss his feet though La Louve wouldn‟t. And Peire set sail in a rowing boat 

with four companions to redeem the Holy Sepulchre. And they struck on a rock 

somewhere, and, at great expense, the husband had to fit out an expedition to 

fetch him back. And Peire Vidal fell all over the Lady‟s bed while the husband, 

who was a most ferocious warrior, remonstrated some more about the courtesy 

that is due to great poets. But I suppose La Louve was the more ferocious of the 

two. Anyhow, that is all that came of it. Isn‟t that a story? (18-19) 

 

There are many comparisons to be drawn between Dowell‟s story and the tale of Peire 

Vidal – Florence as La Louve, Edward as Peire and Dowell as the remonstrative husband 

– and it is easy to imagine Dowell retelling this anecdote at this particular point in the 

novel with a caustic bitterness about its resemblance to his own story. By telling this 

story, Dowell uses language not to gesture towards things beyond language, but instead to 

suggest that staging life in metaphors is reductive and takes away from the particularities 

of one‟s own story. As Dowell remarks, “that is all that came of it.” 

Ultimately, it is Dowell‟s gestures towards meaning and being meaningful, his 

relentless attempts to convey something, that matter most in The Good Soldier. By taking 

care of Nancy, Dowell is doing more than any other character in the novel is capable of 

doing, treating Nancy as if she were a real person, even in the face of facts suggesting 

otherwise. Thereby, Dowell becomes the proverbial “good soldier” of the novel, 

soldiering on with committed honesty even in the face of meaninglessness. Even if he is 

initially no better than Edward, no less deceptive than Florence, and no less naïve than 

Nancy, Dowell demonstrates that something beautiful can be conveyed in our everyday 

exchanges. Whereas Dowell fails to provide insight into the minds of his companions, 

readers are left with the honest assertions of a person who can no longer be cuckolded by 

language. Perhaps Dowell is a fool, as Schorer claims, but as Wittgenstein might retort, at 
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least his foolishness is heartfelt. 
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