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Search for Identity In D. H. Lawrence 

Priyanka Malik 

 

Lawrence started writing in the first decade but his important novels were published in the second 

decade.  In his distinction between community and society, Tonnies emphasized natural will; he 

dispensed with any conception of man being determined.  The individual had in the community his 

identity.  Indeed, he belonged there. Tonnies regarded human beings as essentially persons who, in 

all their experience and activity, in their feeling and thinking, come to live in accordance with their 

wills. This is closer to Lawrence's view of human beings as having identity.  In his novels, Lawrence 

shows how this sense of the whole-self living in harmony with his community is lost because of 

industrialization.  In sons And Lovers, for example, the colliers, as his own father was, were 

uprooted people, living in and around coal-pits on meagre salaries.  Hence, they were not alive and 

whole persons. they never could live fully, think and act on the basis of a unitary will.  This is not to 

suppose that there is something mysterious about this will.  It only stands for a sense of community 

of individuals subsisting on a living unity. 

 Like William Wordsworth, earlier, Lawrence was nostalgic about this lost community of 

persons, replaced by society based on contractual and commercial basis. Indeed, Lawrence was 

disillusioned with this replacement of community by society.  It is this disillusionment, which 

inform his reading of the Studies in Classic American Literature. He became increasingly 

disillusioned with his stay in America during 1922-1925.  America became a 'society' earlier than 

England. His letters during his stay show that he was disgusted by American false spiritualization, 

excessive industrialization and sensationalism.  And when he came to write his novels, he, perhaps, 

felt that England also was loosing its sense of community in which a person could feel his whole self 

alive. As his novels increasingly show, one feels the loss of intimate relationships in and among 

familial groups.  Even while the Brangwens lived on the Marsh, one can see how fast the familial 

and the communal sense of oneness was losing its hold on individuals.  The relationship between 

month and child, husband and wife, brother and sister was becoming contractual and commercial.  

Gertrude in Sons and Lovers has lost the old values of natural affection. She discards her husband 

only to dote upon her sons, one after the other, for her own well-being.  She thinks that her sons 

would eventually earn more handsomely than her husband could ever do.  Her whole endeavour 

was to keep her sons in her hold, so as to secure her future; there is hardly anything natural in her 

affection first for William and then for Paul. the relationships that Paul also comes to form are not 

rooted in natural instinct for the whole man, who needs both physical and spiritual life. No 

relationship then is rooted in natural instinct and attendant emotion; and the psychic bonds 

between one person and the other are not continually and mutually affirmed.  In fact, natural 

relationships increasingly lose their naturalness as Lawrence moved from Sons And Lovers  to The 

Rainbow and from The Rainbow to Women in Love. 
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What we call identity is another name of a finer intimacy - a mutaul understanding, respecting each 

others' different temperaments. But Gertrude felt that this was what she lacked in him. And finally 

when one day she found out and unpaid bill in his pocket, her reservations against her husband 

burst open into a fight into death. she said very little to her husband, but as Lawrence records, "her 

manner ad changed towards him. Something in her proud, honourable soul had crystallized as hard 

as rock".(521) 

 Walter Morel henceforth lost his identity. He did no longer belong to either her or his family. 

As Lawrence writes: 

  The estrangement between them 

  caused him, knowingly or 

  unknowingly grossly to offend her 

  where he would have done. (522) 

Thus alienation is the last word in Lawrence's fiction. Walter losses his subjectivity on the one hand 

but he tries to regain it by offending her where perhaps she more felt hurt. There was no mutual 

respect for each other left to bring them together. He was now a subdued man. He would creep into 

the house, eats his dinner all alone. He tried to offend her, at times, by hurting the small boy, Paul, 

when he burnt his hair. This act of 'masculine clumsiness was the spear through the side of her love 

for Moral." (523) She could bear him no more but then she ceased to fret for his love: "He was an 

outsider for her". (523) 

 Thus the two fell asunder. They had no cementing family or society around them. They 

thought that this made life much more bearable. Nonetheless, she would still want him. She still had 

her high moral sense. After all, she inherited it from generations of Puritans. Perhaps she felt guilty 

because she loved him or she had loved him but at the same time she continued to torture him for 

his alleged sins. As we have noted earlier, she wanted to re-form him in her own image by 

annihilating his subjectively. That was a cruder way of reforming or re-forming but this is what 

Lawrence feels we do to each other when our aspirations are not met with. If he drank, and lied, he 

was often given a lash unmercifully. What Lawrence emphasized in this man-woman relationship, 

and for that matter, any man-woman relationship was that the man and wife struggle for their 

survival, their existence; heir subjectivity; they feel threatened in the presence of each other's 

subjectivity. The other in Walter Morel was seen as a liar, a drunkard, an irresponsible husband and 

father. To her high moral sense essentially puritanical, she felt as if he was allowed to have his 

being, he would destabilize her world. The pity was, as Lawrence wrote, "She was too much his 

opposite. She could not be content with the little he might be; she would have him the much that he 

ought to be." (523). So, in seeking to make him 'nobler than he could be, she destroyed him."(523) 

 In the process of destroying him, Gertrude ironically also injured and destroyed herself. She 

lost her husband but she had the consolation that she had the children eventually to destroy in case 

they do not come up to her expectations. Walter Morel started drinking heavily, though not more 
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than other miners; his wages fell off. He became abusive. In short, he was reduced to a non-entity. 

He became an object among other objects. He fell under the slavery of others. He brought home, 

reduced salary, keeping, of course, some part of it for himself. Mrs. Morel continued to hate him. 

Each forgot everything else-love or affection- accept the hatred of the other and the battle between 

them. Both fought fiercely, calling each other liars.  

 They shamed each other but regained their selves for another battle. Now he made his own 

breakfast. The only real rest seemed to be when he was out of the house. Meanwhile Mrs. Morel 

took care of her family, besides devoting herself to religion. She had a visit everyday from 

clergyman Mr. Heatan. The young man often stayed to tea with Mrs. Morel. In such moments, she 

would not wish her husband to come too soon. She hated his presence. She also did not like the new 

baby because the battle had started by the time he was conceived. Paul was also a delicate baby. She 

had not wanted this child to come because of her feeling for her husband. She was apprehensive 

regarding the child's survival. In case he survived, what would become of him, she often thought. 

She even wished him dead for his weak constitution.  

 Lawrence, thus, looked at the breakdown of all communication with dismay. Walter would 

come home, unwanted and unloved. But he would not take it lying down. He would growl, would 

wish to be waited on by his wife. He refused to be a dog spurned at the door. The battle would 

ensue. In the process she was hurt one day. As a result of these fights, "The family life withdrew, 

shrank away, and became hushed as he entered. But he card no longer about his alienation."(541). 

Even his children withdrew from his presence; they left that he injured their mother. But men and 

women are curious creatures. They would not live with or without each other. She would always 

fear the possibility of his going to some other pit: 

  One part of her said it would be a  

  relief to see the last of him; 

  another part fretted because of  

  keeping the children; and inside 

  her yet, she could not quite let 

  him go. At the bottom,  

  she knew very well, he could not go. (542) 

human wishers. However, the final casting off Walter Morel begins in chapter-III. Caught between 

loving and hating him, Gertrude Morel remained in a dilemma for quite sometime. Perhaps she 

hoped that she would finally cast him off after William's coming of an age. She had already arrived 

at a point when she thought that there was a limit. Up till this time, in spite of all, he had been her 

husband and man. She had felt that more or less, for all that he did do himself or did to her, her 

living depended on him: "There were many, many stages in the ebbing of her love for him, but it 

was always ebbing."(544) 
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 Almost as soon as Sons And Lovers appeared, there were critics, said Jemini Salgado, the 

editor of Case Book' on D.H. Lawrence's Sons And Lovers who saw in it a startling endorsement of 

Freudian theme about the Oedipus complex. We have earlier noted that Lawrence is not a Freudian 

in that his psycho-analysis is existential.  Moreover, Lawrence had not read Freud by the time he 

wrote this novel, though, he might have head about his theories from Frieda. The act is that 

Gertrude Morel's dependence on her sons, in terms of her financial well-being cannot be said to be 

Freudian by any stretch of imagination. She has been slowly casting off her husband is the hope that 

her son would grow and start earning. We must look in a different direction for Gertrude Morel's 

slow but steady rejection of Walter Moral. But criticism of the novel continues to harp on the novel 

being Oedipal in its nature. Lawrence own objections to the psycho-analytical approach are 

important in this regard. As Salgado in his introduction to the Case-Book on Sons And Lovers but it 

that the psycho analytical criticism ''ignores the palpable surface of the novel... it smoothes 

awkward details in its efforts to cut the novel into the size and shape that fits the theory". Thus the 

search for identity in 

Lawrence’s novels reconciles the communal with the individual, the outer with the inner and the 

self with the other selves. 
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