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Abstract 

The aim of this bachelor thesis is to analyse and compare the theme of alienation in Kazuo 

Ishiguro’s novels An Artist of the Floating World and The Remains of the Day. In both the 

novels the main protagonists experience a sense of alienation from the society and even 

from themselves. The Theoretical part of the thesis focuses on the concept of alienation 

from the psychological perspective while using the categories of alienation as defined by 

Melvin Seeman. Furthermore, the thesis elaborates on the sociological perspective. The 

Practical part applies the types of alienation as identified in the Theoretical part on the two 

novels. The content of the novels is thus compared from the perspective of alienation. The 

thesis then proceeds to the comparison of stylistic features of the novels. 
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Abstrakt 

Cílem této bakalářské práce je analýza a srovnání tématu odcizení v románech Kazua 

Ishigura Malíř pomíjivého světa a Soumrak dne. Hlavní protagonisté obou knih zažívají 

pocit odcizení od společnosti a dokonce i od sebe samých. Teoretická část práce se 

zaměřuje na koncept odcizení z psychologické perspektivy, přičemž pracuje s kategoriemi 

odcizení definovanými Melvinem Seemanem. Dále rozvíjí sociologickou perspektivu. 

Praktická část aplikuje druhy odcizení popsané v teoretické části na oba romány. Obsah 

románů je tak srovnán z pohledu odcizení. Práce poté srovnává stylistické rysy románů.  

Klíčová slova 

Odcizení, Malíř pomíjivého světa, Soumrak dne, Kazuo Ishiguro, sociální role  
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Introduction 

The purpose of this thesis is to analyse and compare how the concept of alienation 

is explored in Kazuo Ishiguro’s novels An Artist of the Floating World and The Remains of 

the Day. The focus of the thesis is then primarily on the main protagonists and their 

experience of alienation, together with its impacts that it has on themselves, on their style 

of narration, on other protagonists and on the plots. 

I chose these books because I was captured by the similarity of the two main 

protagonists. Their likeness is related to the style of their narration, to their personalities 

and to the feelings they have. They both try to come to terms with their wrongdoings from 

the past, they both struggle in everyday life, and they have to deal with the new situation in 

which they have suddenly found themselves. In order to grasp this similarity, the concept 

of alienation appeared to be the most suitable. Alienation is also a very significant concept 

in the realm of social sciences and it might be enriching to see how it is demonstrated in 

books by one of the contemporary British authors whose ancestry comes from two 

different cultural backgrounds, British and Japanese. These cultural backgrounds are 

known, though in varying degrees, for their distance from the public display of emotions 

and for their emphasis on achievement, which might also contribute to the sense of 

alienation experienced by the main protagonists.   

The thesis is divided into two parts, the Theoretical part and the Practical part. 

Theoretical Part deals with the concept of alienation and its main aspects. In the first 

chapter, the concept is introduced together with the three main approaches to the 

phenomenon. The second chapter is subdivided into further sections and the phenomenon 

is analysed from the psychological perspective. Firstly, the concept of self-alienation and 

emotional alienation is presented. Then, the chapter follows Seeman’s scheme which 

divides the concept of alienation into six major categories: powerlessness, social isolation 

and loneliness, extrinsic, self-estranged work activity, normlessness and distrust, 

meaninglessness and cultural estrangement. These categories are successively introduced 

and examined so that they could be employed in the analysis of the behaviour and feelings 

of the main protagonists in the Practical part. The third chapter approaches the 
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phenomenon from sociological perspective. The fourth chapter presents Kazuo Ishiguro’s 

own views on the two analysed books and its main protagonists.  

The Practical part is divided into eight chapters and it deals with the application of 

the concept of alienation on the two novels. First six chapters are dedicated to the types of 

alienation that were discussed in the Theoretical part. The thesis compares how each type 

of alienation is demonstrated in An Artist of the Floating World and in The Remains of the 

Day. The seventh chapter focuses on the concept of social roles that are crucial mainly for 

the understanding of behaviour of the major protagonist in The Remains of the Day. The 

final chapter elaborates on the style of narration in the two analysed novels. 
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Theoretical Part 

 

1 The concept of alienation 

Hardly any concept has gained such a prominent position in the realm of social 

sciences as alienation. Its beginnings can be traced to the second half of the 18th century at 

the time when rationalist enlightenment was slowly fading away and was gradually leaving 

place for the upcoming romanticism presented by authors such as Rousseau and Schiller 

(Jaeggi 500). Since then, the concept of alienation has pervaded various areas of 

philosophy, sociology and psychology. The notion of alienation has become means to 

communicate problems related to “uncertainty, fragmentation, and internal division” 

(Jaeggi 502) of a modern person or society. The phenomenon has been often considered an 

inherent feature of modernity to the extent of being called the “sickness of civilization par 

excellence” (Jaeggi 500). 

Being used too often in a conveniently vague way, the concept of alienation has 

embraced a significantly broad spectre of interconnected topics (Jaegii 433 - 435). This 

vagueness and overuse of the term have even lead some authors to dismiss the concept of 

alienation as such; however, as an American sociologist Melvin Seeman puts it, 

“[d]ismissing the word in no way eliminates our dependence upon the root ideas 

concerning personal control and comprehensible social structures which the alienation 

embodies” (Seeman, Empirical 265). Undoubtedly, human existence is highly complicated 

without the command of one’s own life, as well as without a functioning society. As it is 

our need to have both of it, but almost impossible to have it fully, the concept permeates 

various areas of human life. Even if not explicitly articulated, the notion takes on different 

forms and is to be found in art, including painting, prose, plays or films. Describing some 

of crucial mental pains of a modern person, the concept of alienation, even when 

intentionally dismissed, always comes back in some form or another (Seeman, Measure 

191). 

The concept of alienation can be examined from the point of view of sociological 

approach and psychological approach. Sociological approach focuses on a systemic 
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functioning of the society as a whole or its particular institutions or subsystems, whereas 

psychological approach is centred on psychological conditions of an individual. 

Psychological perspective explores alienation as a notion which is from its very nature 

always something that is felt by an individual since it exists in an individual’s mind. 

Sociological perspective primarily examines features of the society, their origin and effects 

on the society as a whole or on its parts. The described approaches, therefore, refer rather 

to supposed causes of alienation and its possible remedies than to the nature of the 

problem. In order to get closer to the heart of the problem, there is also the philosophical 

approach that focuses on the essence of the concept of alienation.  

From the philosophical perspective, alienation means the subject´s perception of 

excessive and negatively perceived discrepancy between itself and an object. This object 

can mean anything from the physical surrounding of one´s life or one´s job to one´s own 

feelings and desires, as will be further elaborated on. This can be plausibly explained with 

the use of Kant´s concept of what might be called transcendental difference. According to 

Kant, the transcendental difference exists between our self, which is our perceiving 

consciousness itself, and everything that is perceived including one´s own thoughts or 

emotions (Anzenbacher 43 – 47). In this sense, alienation is the state when following 

conditions are cumulatively met: 1) we perceive our idea of our self not being in 

accordance with any different content of our consciousness, 2) we are persuaded, 

consciously or unconsciously, that these should be in accordance, and 3) we feel, 

consciously or unconsciously, that the above-mentioned accordance has a sufficiently high 

importance. 

In agreement with the above-mentioned nature of the phenomenon, mainly the 

diversity of the three mentioned approaches, it is not very easy to find a precise and 

comprehensive definition of alienation. In words of Rahel Jaegii, a German social and 

political philosopher, “[a]lienation means indifference and internal division, but also 

powerlessness and relationlessness with respect to oneself and to a world experienced as 

indifferent and alien” (434 - 435). This definition which is centred on the results of 

alienation rather than its roots, requires further examination. According to Jaegii, “[t]he 

alienated subject becomes a stranger to itself, it no longer experiences itself as an actively 

effective subject but a passive object at the mercy of unknown forces” (438 - 440); in a 

shorter expression, alienation takes part “[…] wherever individuals do not find themselves 
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in their own actions” (Jaeggi 440). One may therefore feel trapped in one’s life, or may 

perceive oneself as a mere victim of events that happen to him/her. Then, it is impossible 

to be in accord with one’s own deeds or with the life itself. 

 

2 Psychological perspective – different forms of alienation 

Psychology is concerned with phenomena from the perspective of individual’s 

mind and behaviour. One of them is the concept of alienation, its different forms and 

causes. 

The question is what can possibly become an alienated object and what the causes 

of its alienation are. The content of our consciousness that is perceived as alien to our self 

may be, for example, an important activity, physical surroundings or a person: in any case, 

it always entails a relation of some kind. Jaeggi writes that “[a]lienated describes relations 

that are not entered into for their own sake […]” (457 - 458). Generally, this understanding 

can be expressed in terms of inversion of means and ends (Compendium 280). As a result, 

“[…] relations take on an independent existence that stand over and against those who 

constitute them” (Jaeggi 480 - 481). From this claim, the difference between the subject 

and the object is clearly evident, and one cannot be surprised that such situations result in a 

sense of loss and meaningless on behalf of the subject. 

 

2.1 Self-alienation 

One can also be alienated from oneself, that means from parts of his own mental 

world or personality. Jaeggi explains this last case as follows: “[s]elf-alienation […] is a 

condition in which one is unable in crucial respects to appropriate the life one is leading 

and in which one does not have oneself at one´s command in what one does […]” (1341 - 

1342). This may be caused by the social pressure or a strong tendency to conformity so 

“[o]ne lives then […] ‘in the opinions of others’ rather than in oneself” (Jaeggi 454 - 455). 

This may, however, also come from the situation when one´s life “falls into dynamic of its 

own” (Jaggi 1378), because in all of these cases, “[…] we can no longer understand 

ourselves as authors of our own actions” (Jaeggi 1379). This is not to say that a person 
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under such conditions feels an urge to reject his way of life as such; one may even love 

constituting parts of his life and feel alienated from them at the same time (Jaeggi 1435). 

This might be again the result of social expectations, or wrong anticipation of the possible 

consequences of one’s decisions.  

The question might arise as what really is the self that we become alienated from. 

Jaeggi rejects an essence-based concept of the true self, according to which the actual self 

has its separate existence and is to be found someplace inside (1269 - 1272). “For on this 

view we are forced to imagine a person as we do any object in the world, as a thing we can 

investigate in order to find out what essential properties it has, how it is constituted, and 

how it functions” (Jaeggi 1286 - 1287). This concept proposes that the self is already 

determined and we are here to discover its authentic nature. However, Jaeggi presents 

different perspective. From her point of view, we become what we are only through our 

activity. In other words, “[t]here is no self apart from its realization; it becomes 

determinate only as something realized” (Jaeggi 1299-1300). This implies the notion that 

the self is defined by its implementation, and its nature is dynamic, rather than static. This 

argumentation is based on a premise that claims: “[w]hat we are must be expressed and 

externalized in order to acquire reality” (Jaeggi 1298 - 1299). This conception leads her to 

the conclusion that it is a mistake to include potentials and unrealized possibilities into the 

concept of self.  However, Jeaggi does not try to prove the premise and considers it an 

axiom. Therefore, it seems to be rather inept to exclude potentials from the self, because 

these are an inherent part of an individual’s identity. Every person in his/her uniqueness 

has special combination of potentials.  

 

2.2. Alienation from an emotional life 

Even more specific case of self-alienation is what may be called the alienation of 

one´s own emotional life. This entails the cases “[…] in which one experiences one´s own 

desires and impulses as alien, cases in which one sees oneself as dominated by desires that 

one has, but as if from an alien power, or cases in which one´s own behaviour leads one to 

feel like a stranger to oneself”(Jaeggi 2364 - 2366). In other words, one does no longer 

“[…] integrate [his own feelings or desires] into the way she experiences her own life” 

(Jaeggi 1247 - 1248). Moreover, the desires appear to be against our own conviction, 
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against the desires that we would wish to have. Therefore, we have to be capable of 

relating and evaluating our desires. 

 

2.3 Categories of alienation 

If we want to grasp the concept of alienation more thoroughly, so as to be able to 

apply it on the characteristics of the novels´ characters, we have to find a more 

differentiated approach to it. The following approach to the concept of alienation divides 

the concept into six categories of alienation, as described in the work of Melvin Seeman. 

These are the following categories: 

1) Powerlessness (vs. a person´s sense of self-mastery) 

2) Social isolation and loneliness (vs. community) 

3) Extrinsic, self-estranged work activity (vs. intrinsic engagement in work) 

4) Normlessness and distrust (vs. consensual order) 

5) Meaninglessness (in the sense of ambiguity and unpredictability vs. coherence) 

6) Cultural estrangement (vs. shared values)  (Seeman, Measure 291-292) 

 

2.3.1 Powerlessness 

Every person has at one time or another experienced powerlessness. The meaning 

of the term might seemingly occur to be obvious, but it should be clearly stated what it 

really refers to and in what terms it is connected with the concept of alienation, or more 

precisely, in this case, with self-alienation.  

One of the basic needs of a person is to understand and command the occurring 

conditions in which one lives. Without the fulfilment of this crucial demand, one can suffer 

from the feeling of powerlessness, helplessness and insecurity. “It involves the (not 

uncommon) impression that one’s life confronts one as an independent event over which 

one has no influence without, however, being able to describe oneself as determined by 

alien causes […]” (Jaeggi, 1394 - 1395). These alien causes might be divided into three 

categories. 
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Firstly, we can perceive them as completely external intervention and as usurpers of 

power over the self. This absence of control leads to dissatisfaction with the life as such 

and to fear that is caused by the feeling that we cannot control the events as we would wish 

to (Seeman, On the Meaning 784). Consequently, it results in alienation from one’s own 

life and from the self.  

Secondly, Jeaggi introduces the concept of powerlessness that leads to self-

alienation as a situation in which alien powers (that could be the causes of powerlessness) 

cannot be identified (1442 - 1444). The changes somehow belong to one’s life, but they are 

not recognized as one’s own. From her perspective, it is the case of a person who 

constitutes his/her own life, but, at some later point, experiences his/her life as alien (1431 

– 1435). She believes that it is caused by the fact that one leads a life in which 

“[d]evelopments […] have a dynamic of their own” (1462 – 1463).  This means that an 

individual does not take any decisions and actions, therefore does not act as an agent in 

his/her life, but rather follows developments that are offered to him/her (Jaeggi 1472 – 

1474). These developments can be perceived as expected events that seem to be natural 

parts of people’s lives, such as moving to a house when having a baby, getting married 

after school and so on. Usually, people act in agreement with these developments, without 

even considering any other options (Jaeggi 1459 – 1460). The reason might be that these 

developments also represent social expectations that are linked with social status, or, with 

current life situation (Jaeggi 1459 – 1460). 

Melvin Seeman presents a different type of powerlessness. From his perspective, 

we may perceive the sense of powerlessness as more than fears and frustrations that result 

from the lack of control we have over our lives (On the Meaning 784). As he suggests, we 

can understand powerlessness as the expectancy that the possible results of our behaviour 

cannot be determined by our own actions (On the Meaning 784). Therefore, when we act 

in some way, we already know that we can do very little to control the outcomes. 

However, the fact that we cannot influence the results of our behaviour might have 

various impacts on us. Despite the fact that from Seeman’s perspective the expectancy that 

we are not in power to control our behavioural outcomes does not necessarily mean 

dissatisfaction with it (On the Meaning 784), we must take into consideration that reactions 
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of individuals in such a case would be different. It is highly likely that for some persons it 

would lead to frustration. 

 

2.3.2 Social isolation and loneliness 

Another category which comes under the concept of alienation is social isolation 

and loneliness. Social isolation refers to the situation when one lacks contact and relations 

to other people and to the society as a whole. When talking about social isolation, the 

situation is evaluated primarily from the measurable point of view: “[p]ersons with a very 

small number of meaningful ties are, by definition, socially isolated” (Gierveld et al. 486). 

Therefore, individual feelings are considered inessential and the deficiency of relationships 

is perceived as a sufficient proof that one is to be called socially isolated.  Thus social 

isolation is seen mainly from sociological perspective as it is concerned especially with 

functioning of a society and its parts. 

By contrast, loneliness deals with the subjective characteristics of the problem, as 

described by Gierveld: “[l]oneliness is a situation experienced by the individual as one 

where there is an unpleasant or inadmissible lack of (quality of) certain relationships” 

(120). The definition implies that the concept of loneliness deals mostly with an 

individual’s evaluation of the amount and quality of their relationships. “This includes 

situations, in which the number of existing relationships is smaller that is considered 

desirable or admissible, as well as situations where the intimacy one wishes has not been 

realized.” (Gierveld 120) Ideas about the number and quality of relationships vary among 

people. While one might be perfectly satisfied with just a few close friends and family, for 

another it could be insufficient and his need for more, so far non-existing relationships 

would make him feel alone. Among the causes of this diversity among individuals might 

be, different cultural backgrounds, different life experience and, mainly, distinct characters 

of people. The sense of loneliness could as well be accompanied by other symptoms, such 

as anxiety, depression or poor self-confidence.  

As it was already implied, social isolation and loneliness are two different concepts, 

and they may, or may not, be connected. Therefore, it must be highlighted that when 

someone feels socially isolated, it does not mean that he or she is necessarily lonely, and 
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vice versa (Gierveld et al. 486). Consequently, when one seems to be socially isolated from 

the measurable point of view, he simultaneously may have number of relationships which, 

according to him/her, are adequate, and which prevent him from experiencing loneliness. 

On the other hand, someone who does not measurably seem to be socially deprived, can 

experience loneliness. The possible cause of loneliness, apart from the above mentioned 

reasons, is the absence of a useful social role through which the individual could realize 

oneself in a society. One of the possible reasons might also be a physical isolation (Age 

UK).  

 

2.3.3 Extrinsic, self-estranged work activity 

As we are discussing the problem of alienation from the psychological perspective, 

a distinction must be made between the psychological and sociological view on the 

presented concept. In both cases, the discussed concept will be referred to as self-estranged 

work activity or work alienation, since both terms address the same meaning.   

The focus of the sociological approach is maintained primarily on the alienation of 

a worker within the structure of an organization and its resulting problems in the 

organization, as well as on the investigation of a worker’s alienation in social structures 

and groups (Kanungo 29). Therefore, the presented approach is not concerned with 

individuals themselves and their feelings relating to work alienation, but always studies 

individuals in the context of larger groups. Furthermore, sociological approach has always 

been concerned with the impacts of industrialization and social changes that have caused a 

worker’s alienation from labour and that contributed to the meaninglessness of work (Neff 

57). Due to the changes, a worker has become only a small part of a greater structure and a 

possible result of the situation might be that he or she does not identify with what he or she 

does. This absence of identification and meaning may be caused by the fact that a worker 

cannot express his/her personality in the final product (Neff 58). A worker, at some stage 

of the production, only mechanically contributes to the process of the product making.  

This implies the notion that a worker does not even see the final product, the direct 

outcomes of his/her work, which in this case is rather demotivating.  
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From the psychological perspective, self-estrangement from work activity is viewed 

mainly as an inner state. However, the state is rather dynamic than static, as our attitudes 

and feelings change during time. When one is alienated from his/her work activity, the 

work is perceived as something foreign and it does not bring any gratification. In words of 

Melvin Seeman “[w]ork alienation refers to work that is self-estranged in the sense that it 

provides little intrinsic satisfaction” (Alienation and Anomie 341). It is this absent 

satisfaction which is the most disturbing. When we have the feeling that our work lacks 

any sense, when we think that we are not able to express ourselves in what we do, or if we 

do something that is exactly the opposite of what we have always imagined, the motivation 

of continuation with it must lie somewhere outside. In such a case, the work itself becomes 

only a means to achieve some other aim, and this proceeding then results to alienation. 

Jaeggi specifies the concept as following: “ ‘[a]lienated’ describes relations that are not 

entered into for their own sake, as well as activities with which one cannot ‘identify’ ” 

(457 - 458). Therefore, one does not work for the direct results of the activity, but mostly 

for the side results that take over. The side outcome of work might be anything, from high 

salary to prestigious social status. Jaeggi offers examples of such workers: “[t]he worker 

who thinks only of quitting time, the academic who publishes solely with a view toward 

the citation index, the doctor who cannot for a moment forget her fee scale— all are 

alienated from what they do” (458 - 460). For all of them, work as an activity and its direct 

outcomes have second-class importance.  

 

2.3.4 Normlessness and distrust 

Another form of alienation is represented by the concept of normlessness. When 

norms in a society are not clearly given or do not exist, it is expected that in some cases 

individuals will behave in socially unproved manners in order to reach the intended goals 

(Seeman, On the Meaning 788). This situation results in alienation among members of the 

society, including relatives or friends.  

As far as normlessness is concerned, it needs to be pointed out that the term is 

closely linked to the theory of anomie. Anomie, traditionally, refers to a state in which 

social rules have fallen apart, which means that any norms that one could follow no longer 

exist (Seeman, On the Meaning 787). This situation usually leads to chaos in the society 
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and therefore, it is a phenomenon which is more frequently analysed from the sociological 

point of view.  

Both anomie and normlessness can be viewed as a property which is attributed to a 

society, or to individuals (Seeman, Alienation Studies 102). In order to distinguish 

normlessness from anomie, in the proposed conception normlessness will be perceived as a 

state in which some commonly presumed norms exist, however, they might not be 

explicitly stated or enforced by law or morality.   

One of the consequences of normlessness is that individuals cease to trust others. 

This distrust results from the fact that many of them will act against the moral standards 

generally held in the society, as there are no official rules which one could apply to, or 

there is space that allows individuals to violate these rules. As Seeman puts it, from the 

individual-focused perspective “[…] certain people at certain times may not respect the 

presumed norms, may not trust others to respect them, may not perceive that there is a 

consensus with respect to appropriate behaviour, and may be prepared to act in deviant 

ways to achieve given goals” (Alienation and Anomie 311). Furthermore, one of the 

outcomes of the situation is the uncertainty about who and when will act in a deviant way, 

and how to respond to such a behaviour. When experiencing this uncertainty, an individual 

can go through various psychic states, such as personal disorganization or distrust in other 

people (Seeman, On the Meaning 787). That can lead to distrust in a family, which then 

may cause alienation even from family members. 

 

2.3.5 Meaninglessness 

When analysing the sense of meaninglessness, one cannot forget to mention that the 

concept is closely related to that of powerlessness. Nevertheless, despite the fact that these 

notions are connected, there are certain distinctive features that will be discussed later on. 

As the term as such suggests, meaninglessness can be explained as a state in which 

the individual lacks the purpose, or, in other words, meaning of his/her life. In many cases, 

this results from the feeling that one is not able to understand the world in which one lives 

as well as the conditions occurring in it (Seeman, On the Meaning 786). As Melvin 

Seeman further explains, “[w]e may speak of high alienation, in the meaninglessness 
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usage, when the individual is unclear as to what he ought to believe – when the 

individual’s minimal standards for clarity in decision making are not met” (On the 

Meaning 786). This uncertainty about decision making is caused by the existence of a 

variety of different beliefs in a society, out of which one should choose and act in 

accordance with them. They might be beliefs that are concerned with “moral standards” 

(Seeman, On the Meaning 786) that describe what is right and moral and how one should 

behave (such as the belief that under no circumstances some form of lying is justifiable, 

versus the belief that there are certain circumstances under which it is excusable). As 

Seeman specifies, even if one chooses one of the beliefs, one cannot estimate the 

consequences of his/her actions that are based on that belief (On the Meaning 786).  This 

unpredictability of the consequences of our behaviour is primarily caused by the fact that 

others may have different views on the situation (as their actions might be based on 

different beliefs than ours), and it is probable that they may react in a different way than 

we would predict. Furthermore, another cause is that when we act we do not completely 

understand the situation, and therefore it is not in our power to predict the outcomes.  

As far as the relation of powerlessness and meaninglessness is concerned, Jaeggi 

clarifies that: “[…] an alienated life is one that has become impoverished or meaningless, 

but it is a meaninglessness that is intertwined with powerlessness and impotence” (832 - 

833). The implication that the two concepts are interconnected seems to be perfectly 

logical. In searching for meaning, we usually experience powerlessness since it is very 

demanding or almost impossible to understand the spectrum of different beliefs, opinions 

and interpretations that are presented to us and that intervene in our life. We may feel even 

more powerless when the beliefs and opinions crucially vary and in some cases they 

become contradictory. Therefore, we cannot orientate in events that influence our lives 

and, as was already implied, we cannot consequently predict the results of our behaviour. 

However, the lack of understanding may have further side effects. As John Mirowsky and 

Catherine Ross explain, when an individual does not understand what happens in his or her 

life, he or she cannot control it either (Social Patterns 35). The lack of understanding, 

which lies at the heart of meaninglessness, may therefore be the cause of powerlessness, 

which can lead one to frustration over the absence of control. 

Melvin Seeman elaborates on these two phenomena and attempts to distinguish 

them. Firstly, he stresses that expectancies for individual’s control of actions and outcomes 
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of these actions (as in the case of powerlessness) might not correspond with their 

understanding (On the Meaning 786).  Secondly, he highlights that in case of 

powerlessness we mainly cannot control the outcomes of our behaviour, whereas in case of 

meaninglessness we cannot predict them (as we do not truly understand the occurring 

conditions): “[p]ut more simply, where the first meaning of alienation refers to the sensed 

ability to control behavioural outcomes, this second meaning refers essentially to the 

sensed ability to predict behavioural outcomes” (On the Meaning 786). This notion implies 

that in case of powerlessness, we may foresee the possible results, and we may even 

understand why they occur, however, we believe that we cannot command them. In case of 

meaninglessness, we may not anticipate the results. 

 

2.3.6 Cultural estrangement 

As the name of this concept suggests, this type of alienation refers to the 

estrangement from commonly shared cultural and social values. Seeman defines cultural 

estrangement as following: “[…] the individual’s rejection of, or sense of removal from, 

dominant social values […]” (Alienation and Anomie 351). He also addresses this type of 

alienation as isolation (On the Meaning 788). However, in the presented approach, we will 

not use the term isolation in order to distinguish the phenomenon from that of social 

isolation.  Therefore, the problem will be primarily addressed as cultural estrangement. 

As already implied, social and cultural values might be perceived as beliefs that are 

generally shared by the members within one society (European Comission 77). These 

beliefs define what is regarded as right, moral, and common within a society. When 

refusing them, one becomes alienated from the society and culture in which one lives. 

Apart from refusal of these beliefs, cultural estrangement may also be perceived as refusal 

of activities that result from the shared values, and that are considered as standard patterns 

of behaviour within a culture (Middleton 974). 

Reasons for rejection of the commonly shared beliefs on behalf of an individual 

might be various. One possible explanation is that they are against the very nature of an 

individual, as they might contradict his/her opinions, values, and religious beliefs. Also, it 

might simply be caused by the fact that individuals attribute importance to other beliefs 
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and values that are perceived as more vital for them. In Seemans’s words, “[t]he alienated 

in the isolation sense are those who […] assign low reward  value to goals or beliefs that 

are typically highly valued in the given society” (On the Meaning 788 – 789). These 

beliefs are then viewed as foreign, in other words alien, and are substituted by some 

personal beliefs.  

 

3 Sociological perspective  

The concept of alienation can as well be analysed from the sociological point of 

view. The sociological approach does not deal with completely distinct problems than the 

psychological one, but analyses these problems from a different perspective. Therefore, the 

concepts that were already discussed in previous chapters could as well be understood as 

sociological problems. However, for the purpose of this thesis, only the following concept 

that is concerned with social roles will be analysed from the sociological approach. 

The study of social roles is one of the major preoccupations of sociology. Social 

roles are perceived as required patterns of behaviour that are connected with the function 

and position of a person within a society (Neff 54). In order to live in a society, one must 

adopt these patterns of behaviour that cohere with his/her social role (Jaeggi 1738 – 1739).  

Each person is expected to accept social roles and carry out more of them at once, 

depending on a particular situation. This demand might present a real difficulty for some 

people, as it is highly likely that social roles may contradict one another. Furthermore, 

even more pressure is put on us by the fact that “[p]eople are constantly judged by others 

in terms of how well or poorly they play their respective role” (Neff 54). These demands 

might lead to alienation as we do not really accept the role as our own and we merely 

perform it. Another reason why we become alienated from social roles does not have to be 

only the previously implied causes or social roles as such, but “[t]he impossibility of 

adequately articulating oneself in them” (Jaeggi 1748). In such a case, social roles that we 

are expected to carry out are as well perceived as alien since they entail patterns of 

behaviour that are contrary to our nature, or they are viewed as something foreign that we 

cannot identify with.  
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4 The perspective of Kazuo Ishiguro 

Kazuo Ishiguro, the author of the two analysed books, was born in Japan in 1954 

and moved to England with his parents when he was five. Throughout his life time, he has 

given many interviews about his books, their characters and intentions that lie behind the 

stories. These interviews might help us understand his writings more deeply and 

thoroughly. However, we must take into consideration that as the novels are fictitious, we 

cannot be completely sure that all the explanations and answers given by him are 

absolutely truthful.  

An Artist of the Floating world is the second book written by Kazuo Ishiguro and it 

was published in 1986. The story takes place in Japan and as the title suggests, the main 

protagonist is an artist. Ishiguro has not given many interviews about this book, especially 

when compared with The Remains of the Day, however, he at least partly revealed what 

inspired him to write this book. “There was a subplot in A Pale View of Hills about an old 

teacher who has to rethink the values on which he’s built his life. I said to myself, I would 

like to write a full-blown novel about a man in this situation—in this case, an artist whose 

career becomes contaminated because he happens to live at a certain time” (Ishiguro 2008). 

In 1989, Ishiguro’s third book, The Remains of the Day, was published to a great 

success. Ishiguro depicted the way of life in a grand English country house through the 

eyes of an English butler. In Ishiguro’s words, “[i]t’s primarily a book about two things, 

it’s about the fear of emotion and it’s also about politically being a butler” (Ishiguro 2015). 

This may be the reason why Ishiguro chose Stevens as the main protagonist and as a 

narrator of the story, since we would not expect from an English butler to show much 

emotions, at least not on a professional level. Furthermore, when Ishiguro mentions 

“politically being a butler”, he understands the concept as follows: “[…] I think most of us 

politically are butlers. We do our jobs, we serve some cooperational cause, or may be a 

country, but most of us we just do our individual jobs and we offer a part of that 

contribution to somebody upstairs and we hope it’s gonna be used well […] That’s why the 

metaphor of a butler really appealed to me” (Ishiguro 2015).  

As far as the main protagonist is concerned, Ishiguro explains that: “[h]e is 

intelligent enough, in the true sense of the word, to perceive the danger areas, and this 

controls how his narrative goes. The book is written in the language of self-deception. Why 
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he says certain things, why he brings up certain topics at certain moments, is not random. 

It’s controlled by the things that he doesn’t say.” (Ishiguro 1989). This might make the 

reader think what the reasons that he avoids certain topics are, and whether he always 

really understands the occurring conditions. Later on, Kazuo Ishiguro adds that Stevens 

sometimes does not understand what is going on, but he does not show it (Ishiguro 1989).  

The Remains of the Day was published just three years after An Artist of the 

Floating World and it is not a coincidence. The two books appear to have much in 

common and in some way, even according to the author, An Artist of the Floating world 

was an inspiration for The Remains of the Day. “Then The Remains of the Day was set in 

motion by that novel [An Artist of the Floating World]. I looked at An Artist of the Floating 

World and thought, this is quite satisfactory in terms of exploring this theme about the 

wasted life in terms of career, but what about in your personal life?“ (Ishiguro 2008). This 

statement suggests that both of the main protagonists deal with a similar problem. Ono in 

An Artist of the Floating World is not able to cope with the way his career developed. His 

feelings about his wasted career devoted to propagandistic art then result in alienation not 

only from his profession, but also from many other areas of his life. Stevens, the main 

protagonist of The Remains of the Day, is alienated from all personal relationships, mainly 

due to the fact that his personal life overlaps with his professional one (this will be 

elaborated on in the Practical part). When describing the two main protagonists of the two 

novels, Ono and Stevens, Ishiguro explains that “[y]es, they’re often pompous and 

despicable. They have contributed to rather ugly causes. If there is any plea on their behalf, 

it is that they have some sense of dignity as human beings, that ultimately there is 

something heroic about coming to terms with very painful truths about yourself“ (Ishiguro 

1989).  

In conclusion, the concept of alienation can be analysed from psychological and 

sociological perspectives. From the psychological point of view, which is more essential 

for the purpose of this thesis, we closely discussed six major categories of this 

phenomenon, as defined by Melvin Seeman: powerlessness, social isolation and loneliness, 

extrinsic, self-estranged work activity, normlessness and distrust, meaninglessness and 

cultural estrangement. The sociological approach was then applied to the concept of social 

roles. Finally, the thesis presented interviews with Kazuo Ishiguro in which he comments 

on the two analysed books, including the two main protagonists and motivations that lie 
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behind writing of the novels. Now, the thesis will proceed to the Practical part, where the 

two books and its main protagonists will be analysed from the perspective of the concept 

of alienation. 
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Practical part 

 

The Practical part of this thesis is concerned with the comparison of the two novels 

in order to demonstrate how the concept of alienation is portrayed in each of them. The 

comparison is centred primarily on the two main protagonists and their experience of 

alienation, while taking into consideration their behaviour, thinking, and style of narration. 

This part of the thesis adheres to the Theoretical part so that the concept of alienation could 

be explored. The first section of the Practical part follows Seeman’s scheme of alienation 

and analyses and compares how the phenomenon is grasped in the novels with respect to 

their contents. Then, the thesis proceeds to the analysis of the meaning of social roles. The 

third section is focused primarily on the comparison of the forms of the two books, 

including their style of narration. 

The novels An Artist of the Floating World and The Remains of the Day both depict 

characters that are somehow disillusioned and lost. Ono and Stevens spent most of their 

lives believing in something that they considered to be right, moral, and honest, and they 

behaved in accordance with it. Nevertheless, after some time, they recognized that they 

might not have been right about everything they did and believed in, and that now they 

cannot truly agree with all their actions they took in the past and with their consequences. 

All these deeds that they once identified with and that were natural parts of their lives are 

now the main causes that they start to feel somehow alienated from their own past, which 

consequently leads to alienation from themselves.  

Ono, the main protagonist of An Artist of the Floating World, is a painter who has 

recently retired. He lives in a small house with one of his daughters and spends most of the 

time either repairing or improving his house or with his two friends at the pub where he 

used to go as a young painter. The story takes place in Japan three years after the Second 

World War, however, Ono is still recalling the time before that when he was a famous 

painter.  

The consequences of war are seen everywhere. People try to deal with the defeat 

that Japan suffered and with the changes that have come. Also Ono finds himself in a 

completely new situation. His paintings are tidied away and he, once a respectable painter, 
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has to accept that his career has come to an end. During the war, Ono devoted his talent to 

propagandistic art and his pictures made him famous all over the country. At that time, he 

was also highly esteemed. Apart from painting, he meddled with state affairs and was a 

member of the Committee of Unpatriotic Activities.  However, after the war, his actions 

started to be seen in a new light and even he has understood that he did not behave as 

honestly as he believed.  Therefore, he can no longer identify with his career and with his 

past deeds and starts to perceive them as something alien. He tries to cope with the fact that 

he was wrong, but it is not an easy task since his past and his life as a painter form a large 

part of his personality. This struggle is accompanied by the feeling that he no longer fits in 

the new world and its different values.  

Stevens, the main protagonist of The Remains of the Day, serves as a butler in an 

aristocratic country house called Darlington Hall. The story takes place in 1956 and it is 

situated in England. However, through the narration, we also get to know Stevens’ 

personal history. Before the outbreak of the war, Stevens worked as a butler for an English 

aristocrat Lord Darlington who owned the house. He was fully devoted to his employer 

and trusted him completely. Stevens even identified with his work to such extent that there 

was no room for his personal life. His effort to keep all the relationships on a professional 

level caused that intimacy was completely excluded from them and therefore he was quite 

unable to establish relationships in which he would not be somehow alienated from others. 

The work was his priority. However, now, after the war and with the death of his 

employer, everything has changed for him. The house has been bought by an American 

gentleman who is very much different from Lord Darlington and Stevens does not really 

understand him. The situation gets even more complicated for Stevens when he realizes 

that his former employer, whom he trusted so much, was not as moral and knowing as 

Stevens has always believed. However, to accept the fact that he devoted his life to such a 

man would mean to question the meaning of his own career and consequently his life.  
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1 Powerlessness 

1.1 Powerlessness as external intervention 

The first type of powerlessness is the one that is perceived as if caused by external 

powers. For both the protagonists, this type of powerlessness is related to changes that 

occur within a society and that directly affect them. Moreover, they cannot really influence 

these changes and they are therefore perceived as alien, since they present something that 

they cannot accept or identify with.  

As far as Ono is concerned, these alien powers are represented mainly by 

alternations of the society that are caused by the fact that Japan lost the war and is now 

occupied by the Americans. Before that, Japan was governed by armed forces that usurped 

the power over the government.  This regime controlled everything, including public, 

media, or the police (Asia for Educators). With the occupation came a new era. New 

constitution that introduced democracy to Japan was implemented and it brought many 

changes, such as a new parliamentary system or a complete removal of non-defensive 

forces (Office of the Historian). Furthermore, women gained equal rights and new civic 

liberties, including free speech, were installed (Asia for Educators). The United States and 

its democratic values were given as an example to follow and as the people in Japan were 

disappointed with the military leaders, the changes were gradually embraced (Asia for 

Educators). Some of them were so profound that they altered the manners that were deeply 

rooted in the society, such as weakening the position of the man who is a head of the house 

and making family members more equal (Asia for Educators). These social changes 

affected everyone in Japan. Ono never refers to them directly, but always mentions them in 

the connection with some of their effects: “[t]he Okada-Shingen society no longer exists 

today – one of many such victims of the occupying forces – but quite possibly you will 

have heard of it, or at least of the exhibition it held each year until the war” (Ishiguro, 

Artist 88).  

Apart from this major social change, Ono also experienced rather small incidents in 

which he had to succumb to external powers that he perceived as alien. One of them 

happened when he was just a little child living with his parents. His father was a 

businessman who did not want him to pursue a career in art. One evening, his father 
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ordered him to bring all his paintings and told him that he can never be a painter (Ishiguro, 

Artist 46). Although it is not explicitly stated, his father burned the paintings: 

‘There’s a smell of burning around the house,’ I remarked. 

‘Burning?’ My mother was silent for a while, then she said: ‘No. I don’t think so. It 

must be your imagination, Masuji.’ 

‘I smelt burning,’ I said. ‘There, I just caught it again. Is Father still in the reception 

room?’ 

‘Yes. He’s working on something.’ 

‘Whatever he’s doing in there,’ I said, ‘It doesn’t bother me in the least.’ 

My mother made no sound, so I added: ‘The only thing Father’s succeeded in 

kindling is my ambition.’  (Ishiguro, Artist 47) 

This suggests that being a painter has always meant a lot for him and that he has 

identified with it to the utmost, as is also implied in other parts of the book. Interestingly, a 

similar situation occurs when Ono is a young painter working under the supervision of his 

teacher Mori-san. When Ono starts to devote his talents to political goals, his teacher does 

not agree with it and Ono chooses to leave him rather than give up his new style. Mori-san 

deprives him of his paintings and it is indicated that his paintings were burned (Ishiguro, 

Artist 176 – 180). Therefore, his father who forbade him to pursue the career of a painter 

together with the teacher who took his paintings can be both perceived as authorities that 

represent external powers because at that time, Ono had to succumb to them. In case of his 

father, Ono’s submission was complete since he could not continue in painting and the 

pictures taken by his father were never returned. In case of Mori-san, Ono had to accept the 

fact that Mori-san would never give his paintings back to him, however, he could at least 

continue in painting of what he wanted after he left Mori-san’s school.  

For Stevens, the alien causes also lie in alternations of the society though in a more 

complex manner. Despite the fact that Britain won the war, it weakened Britain. Britain’s 

position among the world powers changed since the United States started to be the new 

superpower (Darwin). The British Empire began to fall and at the same the British society 

was undergoing important changes (Morgan 52). One of these changes was the decline of 

the British aristocracy (The Aristocracy). The policies of the post war Labour government, 

mainly the taxation of the upper class, caused that many aristocrats were no longer capable 

of maintaining their country houses (Marwick 42). Furthermore, the generally more 
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egalitarian mood in a society softened the differences between the classes (Marwick 42). 

The British society was also newly opened to cultural and social influences from the 

United Stated (Marwick 124). One of the consequences of this change was the decrease of 

the formality in general communication among people, as will be discussed later on in the 

chapter about cultural estrangement.  

After the war, Stevens, like Ono, does not identify the changes explicitly, but 

usually mentions them when referring to the changes that occur in aristocratic houses. 

These changes are usually linked to the shortage of staff or to the difficulty to employ staff 

that is reliable: “I immediately set about trying to fulfil Mr Farraday's wishes, but as you 

know, finding recruits of a satisfactory standard is no easy task nowadays […]” (Ishiguro, 

Remains 6).  

 

1.2 Powerlessness as chains of events 

This type of powerlessness refers to the situation in which a person experiences 

alienation from his/her life although he/she constitutes it. It results from the fact that an 

individual does not decide on his/her own but merely acts in accordance with the 

expectations of others.  

In case of Ono, powerlessness perceived as chains of events is not to be found. All 

the decisions that he has ever taken has been done willingly. He would have experienced 

this kind of powerlessness if he had pursued a career of a businessman as his father wanted 

him to do. It would be possible that after a few years he would have found himself 

alienated from this way of life despite the fact that he would have agreed with it. As far as 

Stevens is concerned, this kind powerlessness cannot be detected either. In comparison to 

Ono, Stevens does not interrupt these chains of events by any major decisions. He fully 

integrates them into his life. 
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1.3 Powerlessness as expectancy 

The third type of powerlessness can be perceived as the expectancy that we cannot 

influence the outcomes of our behaviour. Both of the main protagonists experience this 

type differently. Nevertheless, there are some features that they have in common. 

Before we proceed to powerlessness that is perceived as expectancy in case of 

Stevens, it is needed to emphasize his identification with his work. Stevens has integrated 

his professional career to his life to such an extent that he has made it a part of his 

personality and, indirectly, he has established a very strong connection with his employer. 

This will be further explained in the chapter about social roles. For the purposes of this 

chapter this enables us to understand why Stevens perceives the attitude of others towards 

his former employer as if it was directed against himself.  

Stevens experiences powerlessness against the general opinion that is held on Lord 

Darlington. He knows that whatever he does he cannot change how Lord Darlington is 

talked about and judged nowadays. In An Artist of the Floating World, the person who is to 

be judged is the person who relates to the public opinion, that is to say Ono. He has to deal 

with the public condemnation which is directed towards him. In The Remains of the Day, it 

is Stevens who has to cope with negative public opinions about another person, that is to 

say Lord Darlington. Lord Darlington is therefore in the same position as Ono, because 

like Ono, Lord Darlington committed something wrong as a publically known person. The 

crucial difference is that the narrator of The Remains of the Day is a person who himself is 

not an object of criticism but who is equally touched by it. 

Ono and Stevens both resort to their past and they perceive it as certain kind of 

consolation. They tend to recollect the aspects of their past that they are not alienated from. 

As far as Ono is concerned, he constantly recalls the life he used to have. Before the war, 

Ono devoted his talent to decadent art. He was the most gifted and respected one among 

the pupils of Mori-san and he had good prospects of becoming a distinguished artist. 

However, after some time he abandoned the decadent world and started to paint art which 

was oriented on political matters. He began to work for the Okada-Shingen society which 

gathered artists that painted patriotic pictures celebrating Japan and which believed that 

Japan should “take her rightful place among the world powers” (Ishiguro, Artist 174). He 

also became a member of the Cultural Committee of the Interior Departments and an 
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informer of the Committee of Unpatriotic Activities (Ishiguro, Artist 182), and even though 

it is not explicitly stated, he worked for the war regime. His pictures celebrated the war and 

patriotic spirit and he was amongst the people who supported the war and who were 

publically known. Now, since the war is perceived very negatively, together with the 

people who were engaged in it, Ono’s career as a painter has ended. He struggles to cope 

with the new situation in which almost everything that he was used to ceased to exist. He 

spends great amount of time thinking and recalling how the situation was before and 

during the war.  He remembers when one of his pupils told him: 

‘I have suspected for some time that Sensei [Ono] was unaware of the high regard 

in which he is held by people in this city. Indeed […] his reputation has now spread 

beyond the world of art, to all walks of life. But how typical of Sensei’s modest 

nature, that he is unaware of this. How typical that he himself should be the most 

surprised by the esteem accorded to him.’ (Ishiguro, Artist 25)  

These memories are the only consolation that is there left for him, since he knows 

that whatever he does, he will never be again such a respectable painter. 

Like Ono, Stevens recalls past quite often since that reminds him of better times. 

However, in contrast to Ono, Stevens’s memories are not so bitter. Nevertheless, like Ono, 

Stevens keeps recalling his past because he knows that any action that he would now take 

would not influence or change the situation in which he finds himself. Since his former 

employer died, he is now working for an American gentleman Mr Farraday. This Mr 

Farraday is different in every aspect from Lord Darlington. Mr Farraday has got 

requirements that Stevens is not accustomed to. Moreover, Stevens finds himself in a 

situation which is really uncomfortable for him since he starts making small errors which 

he attributes to an imperfect staff plan he made. He remembers the times when his staff 

plan was fully sufficient: “Recalling a time when I had had a staff of seven teen under me, 

and knowing how not so long ago a staff of twenty-eight had been employed here at 

Darlington Hall, the idea of devising a staff plan by which the same house would be run on 

a staff of four seemed, to say the least, daunting” (Ishiguro, Remains 7). 

Not only more staff were employed at Darlington Hall, but the life was much more 

intensive since frequently there were held large social events. However, now under the 

new employer things are completely different: “[…] Mr Farraday had made it clear that he 

planned to hold only very rarely the sort of large social occasions Darlington Hall had seen 

frequently in the past” (Ishiguro, Remains 8). This change was reflected in the furnishing 
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of the house and it has been a huge change for Stevens as he has always attached 

importance to the luxury in the house. At certain points, he recalls how glamorous it used 

to be. 

Furthermore, Stevens often recollects the time that he spent with Miss Kenton. 

Miss Kenton came to Darlington Hall approximately at the same time as Stevens’ father. 

She became a housekeeper and, throughout the upcoming years, she and Stevens 

developed a certain kind of friendship. When Miss Kenton worked at Darlington Hall, she 

and Stevens started to meet at the end of the day in her room and they discussed many 

topics, such as what had happened during the day or current affairs.  

I should perhaps say a few words here concerning these meetings in her parlour at 

the end of each day. These were, let me say, overwhelmingly professional in tone - 

though naturally we might discuss some informal topics from time to time. Our 

reason for instituting such meetings was simple: we had found that our respective 

lives were often so busy, several days could go by without our having an 

opportunity to exchange even the most basic of information. Such a situation, we 

recognized, seriously jeopardized the smooth running of operations, and to spend 

fifteen minutes or so together at the end of the day in the privacy of Miss Kenton's 

parlour was the most straightforward remedy. (Ishiguro, Remains 155 – 156)  

Here, Stevens tries to convince the reader and himself that the purpose of the 

meetings was purely professional. However, from the context it is evident that feelings 

were involved as well. In order to support this argument, it is needed to clarify the concept 

of dignity and what it means to Stevens. 

For Stevens, dignity plays a crucial role when one works as a butler. Dignity for 

Stevens is connected with his social role, therefore it will be discussed in the respective 

chapter. For the purposes of this section, the concept will be only touched upon. Dignity 

represents dedication to one’s profession to the utmost and it means suppression of one’s 

feelings. Dignity is precisely what Stevens strives for and he mentions two situations when 

he thinks that he is the closest to the ideal of dignity. The first situation is related to his 

father who died during an evening when Stevens had to serve at the conference that was 

held at Darlington Hall. It was an extremely demanding situation and Stevens managed to 

hide his emotions and his father’s death during this precise evening did not affect Stevens’ 

service, which made him very proud of himself. The second situation occurred when 

Darlington Hall hosted another of large occasions and Stevens was put under much 

pressure. During the event, Miss Kenton came home from her meeting with an 
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acquaintance of hers and informed Stevens that she was getting married and would 

therefore leave the house. After this announcement, Stevens was still able to give his best 

service and most importantly, he was proud of himself having managed so: “I had, after all, 

just come through an extremely trying evening, throughout which I had managed to 

preserve a 'dignity in keeping with my position' - and had done so, moreover, in a manner 

even my father might have been proud of” (Ishiguro, Remains 238). This situation, like the 

previously mentioned one, is perceived by Stevens with the feeling that he had to surpass 

himself. This signifies that Miss Kenton has to mean much to him. This is also implied by 

the fact that Stevens does not address her as Mrs Benn, which as he knows is her current 

name, but he still talks about her as Miss Kenton.   

At the time of narration, Stevens receives a letter from Miss Kenton that suggests 

that she is not very happy and she and her husband live separate. Consequently, Stevens 

views this as an opportunity for her to come back to Darlington Hall. He expresses that it 

would help to solve him the problem with his staff plan if she came back. However, it is 

evident that he simply wishes to see her: “[a]dmittedly, she does not at any point in her 

letter state explicitly her desire to return; but that is the unmistakable message conveyed by 

the general nuance of many of the passages, imbued as they are with a deep nostalgia for 

her days at Darlington Hall” (Ishiguro, Remains 50). There are several reasons why 

Stevens wants her to come back. As he finds it hard to cope with the current situation at 

Darlington Hall and since he is alienated from the changes that were imposed (such as the 

previously mentioned changes in the number of staff) he believes that Miss Kenton would 

help him to put everything in order. Furthermore, to him Miss Kenton also represents the 

past when everything worked out perfectly and having her back at Darlington Hall would 

mean to gain at least something from the old days. However, the main reason appears to be 

the fact that the most personal relationship that Stevens has established was that with Miss 

Kenton. Because of the alienation from other relationships, Stevens subconsciously needs 

to get back the relatively closest one.  

Since Ono and Stevens cannot affect how their mistakes will be viewed by others, 

they attempt to hide them. As previously stated, the end of Ono’s career results from the 

change of the society that came after the lost Second World War, since if the war had 

continued or Japan had won, Ono would probably have still pursued his career. However, 

Ono himself does not declare that he was forced to give up his career because he was 
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involved in the war regime and because the society no longer accepts him. The fact that he 

was rather made to retire is indicated from the outside. When his grandson Ichiro asks him 

if he used to be a famous painter, Ono answers: 

‘A famous artist?’ I gave a laugh. ‘I suppose you might say that. Is that what your 

mother says?’ 

‘Father says you used to be a famous artist. But you had to finish.’ 

‘I’ve retired, Ichiro. Everyone retires when they get to a certain age. It’s only right, 

they deserve a rest.’ 

‘Father says you had to finish. Because Japan lost the war.’ 

I gave another laugh, then reached forward and took the sketchpad. (Ishiguro, Artist 

32) 

In this dialogue, Ono is not able to admit the real causes of his retirement. 

However, he does not reject the claim very firmly, which may suggest that he in fact 

knows it to be true. 

Like Ono, Stevens does not talk to others about his past, that is to say about his 

connection with Lord Darlington. While Ono has never had to face to the direct 

questioning about his past, Stevens has been forced several times to reveal if he served to 

Lord Darlington during the war. At all these occasions, Stevens explicitly denies it: 

“Then, lowering her voice, Mrs Wakefield had said: ‘But tell me, Stevens, what 

was this Lord Darlington like? Presumably you must have worked for him.’  

‘I didn't, madam, no.’ ” (Ishiguro, Remains 130) 

Stevens seems to be rather confused by his own behaviour and he tries to explain it: 

“The great majority of what one hears said about his lordship today is, in any case, 

utter nonsense, based on an almost complete ignorance of the facts. Indeed, it seems 

to me that my odd conduct can be very plausibly explained in terms of my wish to 

avoid any possibility of hearing any further such nonsense concerning his lordship; 

that is to say, I have chosen to tell white lies in both instances as the simplest means 

of avoiding unpleasantness. This does seem a very plausible explanation the more I 

think about it; for it is true, nothing vexes me more these days than to hear this sort 

of nonsense being repeated.” (Ishiguro, Remains 132) 

This suggests that Stevens is convinced that he is not able in any way to influence 

how people perceive Lord Darlington. 
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Since they cannot alter the present situation, they both escape from reality. Ono 

perceives the previously mentioned changes that were imposed on the society so foreign 

that he sometimes attempts to avoid thinking about them. He also avoids situations in 

which his wrong deeds would be reminded to him. This may be the reason why he still 

goes to the district where he used to go as a younger painter with his pupils and seeks 

company of his two friends, Mrs Kawakami and Shintaro, with whom he later on loses 

contact. It seems that he somehow hides himself from the real world because he is aware of 

the fact that it is not in his powers to influence it. During the evenings he spends with 

Shintaro, Ono perceives him as something like a fragment from the past which is 

untouched by the recent events: “[o]ne should be thankful there are still those 

uncontaminated by the current cynicism. In fact, it is probably this very quality of 

Shintaro’s – this sense that he has remained somehow unscathed by things – which has led 

me to enjoy his company more and more over these recent years” (Ishiguro, Artist 23).  

Therefore, it is evident that Ono still clings to the past and that he struggles to cope with 

the current situation.  

Whereas Ono escapes from reality when he goes to his favourite district and hides 

himself in a local bar, Stevens does not escape in any externally recognizable ways. He 

gets away from the real world mainly in his thoughts when recalling the past, especially the 

times when he was happy as already mentioned. For Stevens, the changes of physical 

surroundings are not so drastic. He does not encounter so many alternations that would be 

touchable and consequently he escapes rather to what we could call mental refuge.   

Apart from escaping from their past, Stevens and Ono are both constantly reminded 

of it. As already mentioned, when Ono visits his favourite district, he enjoys being away 

from the world and recalling positive aspects of his career during the war. As far as his 

negative memories are concerned, he intentionally avoids them. However, his share in the 

war is persistently reminded to him. Ono knows that he cannot avoid it and these reminders 

make him feel uncomfortable, especially when he is afraid that the past would have 

negative affect on the present situation, such as when he meets Dr Saito, the father of his 

possible future son-in-law, who acknowledges that they have got common acquaintance 

from the past. This acquaintance happens to be Ono’s former pupil whom he once reported 

to the Committee of Unpatriotic Acts. Ono is quite taken aback by this situation: 
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 […] Dr Saito remarked: ‘We have another mutual acquaintance. A certain Mr 

Kuroda. ’ 

I looked at him, a little startled. ‘Mr Kuroda,’ I repeated. ‘Ah, no doubt that would 

be the same gentleman I once supervised.’  

‘That’s right. I came across him recently and he happened to mention your name.’ 

‘Is that so? I haven’t come across him for some time. Not since before the war, 

certainly. How is Mr Kuroda these days? What is he up to?’ (Ishiguro, Artist 81) 

As Kuroda knows Ono from the time before the war, he is also familiar with his 

past deeds and there is a possibility that he will inform Dr Saito of Ono’s misguided past. 

Ono does not want Dr Saito to learn about it because he and Dr Saito are involved in 

marriage negotiations of their two children and the success of these negotiations is highly 

important to Ono. Ono thinks that it would be better if Dr Saito was not informed about his 

personal history as he realizes that he can change neither his past nor how the past is 

perceived by others. Nevertheless, despite this conviction, he visits his friends from the 

past in order to conceal the past at least from certain people. He even goes to visit Mr 

Kuroda but Kuroda is not at home and later Ono receives a letter from him that says “I 

have no reason to believe a meeting between us would produce anything of value […] I 

thank you for your courtesy in calling the other day, but I feel I should not trouble you 

further to fulfil such obligations” (Ishiguro, Artist 114). This only contributes to Ono’s 

conviction that he is not able to influence how people perceive him. Another way of his 

attempts to face up to the situations when he is confronted with negative views on people 

who were engaged in state affairs during the war is justification. “[a]fter all, if your 

country is at war, you do all you can in support, there’s no shame in that” (Ishiguro, Artist  

55). When he learns about the mistakes of other people, such as the composer who wrote 

military songs or about the boss who involved the company in some affairs during the war, 

he defends the actions that these people took. It is evident that he identifies with them and 

that when he attempts to justify them, he indirectly justifies himself.   

In case of Stevens, he is reminded of his employer’s faults when people ask him if 

he worked for Lord Darlington. These situations are extremely uncomfortable for Stevens, 

as previously implied. However, these occasions are rare.  

Ono and Stevens both view the past and the signs that remind them of it differently. 

While Ono escapes from certain aspects of his own past, Stevens tries not to see the true 
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meaning of the events, but when he recalls the events themselves they make him pleased 

and proud. That is for example the case of the conferences that in fact helped the Nazis.  

 

2 Social Isolation and loneliness 

The second type of alienation in Seeman’s scheme is called social isolation and 

loneliness. These two concepts address different notions and they might, or might not, be 

related. As already implied in the Theoretical part, social isolation is a measurable fact 

which means that any person that has got a small number of relationships is considered to 

be socially isolated. In comparison to social isolation, loneliness is a feeling experienced 

by an individual that he/she does not have enough relationships as he/she would wish.  

Ono has lost connections with many of his friends and acquaintances. This results 

from the fact that he was engaged in activities that are now considered wrong and immoral 

by the majority of the society. People who somehow took part in the war are now blamed 

for their involvement. Ono is aware of that and it is reminded to him, for example he 

remembers when he once met Mr Miyake who told him that men who held some important 

position during the war should accept their responsibility for that: “[…] these are the men 

who led the country astray, sir. Surely, it’s only right they should acknowledge their 

responsibility. It’s a cowardice that these men refuse to admit to their mistakes” (Ishiguro, 

Artist 56).  Ono’s pictures celebrated the war and therefore he is among the people who 

supported it and who have their share in it. Now as he cannot continue in his career, he was 

forced to retire and he is left only with a few close people. Therefore, from the measurable 

point of view, he is now relatively socially isolated. This isolation is even more 

complicated and painful for Ono because he was used to having many friends and rich 

social life. He once was an admired teacher by his pupils and one of the leading artists who 

spent almost every evening in company of his friends at their favourite local pub called 

Migi Hidari: “[t]his was the way things would go at the Migi Hidari. I could be having 

conversation with someone, the rest of them talking amongst themselves, and as soon as an 

interesting question had been asked of me, they would all break off their conversations and 

I would have a circle of faces awaiting my reply” (Ishiguro, Artist 73). In contrast, today 

he spends most of the time at home and with his family which is at least something that 

was left to him.    
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In comparison to Ono, Stevens is not rejected by the society since personally he has 

not done anything wrong. His employer and people he encounters treat him well and 

accept him. However, he does not really have any meaningful ties. As already mentioned, 

he has identified with his profession to such an extent that he has no room for a personal 

life. He strives for professionality almost in each situation of his life: “[a]nd of course, any 

butler who regards his vocation with pride, any butler who aspires at all to a 'dignity in 

keeping with his position', […] should never allow himself to be 'off duty' in the presence 

of others” (Ishiguro, Remains 178). Owing to this attitude, he is not capable of establishing 

any close connection with other people. Therefore, from the measurable standpoint, 

Stevens is socially isolated. When compared to Ono, his social isolation is rather extreme 

as Stevens has not developed any personal relationships, whereas Ono still has relations 

with his family. As far as Stevens’ family is concerned, Stevens talks about his father quite 

often and from the narration and his memories it is evident that Stevens has always looked 

up to him. In spite of this, he recalls that when his father was still alive, he could not 

establish any close relationship with him: “[…] for some years my father and I had tended 

- for some reason I have never really fathomed - to converse less and less. So much so that 

after his arrival at Darlington Hall, even the brief exchanges necessary to communicate 

information relating to work took place in an atmosphere of mutual embarrassment” 

(Ishiguro, Remains 66). This might as well be caused by their tendency to be professional 

even with the closest ones and their inability to communicate on a personal level.  

As for Ono, the question may arise as whether he experiences loneliness since he 

still maintains several close relationships. Despite this, the overall tone of the narration and 

his behaviour suggest that he does experience it. This feeling results from the rejection of 

the society and also from the cultural change that the society has undergone and with 

which he cannot identify. However, cultural estrangement will only be touched on since it 

will be discussed more thoroughly later on in the respective chapter. 

At the beginning of the novel, Ono lives in his house only with his younger 

daughter Noriko. But then after some time, she gets married and Ono stays entirely on his 

own since his wife died couple of years earlier and his son Suichi was killed in the war. 

Ono has also an older daughter Setsuko who is already married and lives far from Ono, but 

they stay in touch and she visits her father with her son Ichiro.  
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In these few relationships Ono strongly feels the discrepancy between his view on 

life together with the cultural values that he adheres to and those of his family. Ono still 

tends to the conversation and behaviour that corresponds rather to the traditional and polite 

way of communicating. When Ono still lives with his younger daughter Noriko, he does 

not really feel comfortable when talking to her as they both communicate differently. 

Noriko does not show much respect to him and talks to him as if he was a friend of hers, 

sometimes she even criticises him for his habits. Ono does not really know how to respond 

to his daughter’s talking and he gives only short answers or smiles in order to evoke that it 

is not a serious conversation. Although his older daughter Setsuko still tries to talk to him 

and sticks to the decorum, it is hard for Ono to deal with all the new ways of life Setsuko 

and her husband have adopted. All these dissimilarities then create social barrier between 

him and his relatives. He has no one from his family whom he could actually talk to, even 

more so when Noriko gets married. Consequently, he spends plenty of time alone just 

walking around the house and thinking: “[i]t is perhaps a sign of my advancing years that I 

have taken to wandering into rooms for no purpose” (Ishiguro, Artist 40). Although it is 

never explicitly stated, it is evident that he experiences loneliness. He also quite often visits 

the local pub in his favourite district and recalls the old times when the place was full of 

people. When Mrs Kawakami suggests that he could bring back all his friends, he actually 

thinks about it though he knows it to be impossible: “And who is to say that the old district 

will not return again? The likes of Mrs Kawakami and I, we may tend to make a joke about 

it but behind our bantering there is a thread of serious optimism. ‘A lord must gather his 

men.’ And perhaps he should” (Ishiguro, Artist 77). From this speech, it is recognizable 

that he misses the friendships he once had. 

In Steven’s case, feeling of loneliness is less prominent when compared to Ono 

since he hides it behind his professionality and he does not really want to admit it. 

However, from his behaviour it is noticeable that he does experience it. First of all, he 

recalls past quite often, especially the times when Darlington Hall was full of people who 

came there to attend large social events. Stevens misses it since he considers the lack of 

visiting people as a sign of decay of the household. At one point he says that “[i]t is always 

something of a memorable sight to see that magnificent banqueting hall employed to its 

full capacity and that evening was no exception” (Ishiguro, Remains 102). However, since 

now his new employer Mr Farraday does not plan such occasions to be held at Darlington 

Hall in the future, Stevens is forced to adjust to the new situation. 



34 

 

Almost all the memories, some of which were discussed in the previous chapters, 

come back to him during this trip. He also recalls the days when Miss Kenton worked at 

Darlington Hall, for example their evening sessions at her parlour. However, he never truly 

admits to himself that their relationship was something more than just a professional one: 

“[b]ut just around that time, our cocoa evenings, while maintaining their essentially 

professional character, often tended to allow room for a little harmless talk of this sort - 

which did much, one should say, to relieve the many tensions produced by a hard day” 

(Ishiguro, Remains 165). Despite the fact that Stevens enjoyed the company of Miss 

Kenton, he was not able to let it develop into a more intimate relationship. After some 

time, he regrets some of his decisions concerning Miss Kenton and he thinks what he could 

have done differently:  

[r]ather, it was as though one had available a never-ending number of days, months, 

years in which to sort out the vagaries of one's relationship with Miss Kenton; an 

infinite number of further opportunities in which to remedy the effect of this or that 

misunderstanding. There was surely nothing to indicate at the time that such 

evidently small incidents would render whole dreams forever irredeemable. 

(Ishiguro, Remains 188) 

This speech evokes that he has developed certain feelings for Miss Kenton and that 

now he feels frustrated about the situation. 

 

3 Extrinsic, self-estranged work activity 

Self-estrangement from work activity means that an individual views work as 

something foreign and work as such does not bring any satisfaction. Moreover, work 

becomes just a means to achieve something distinct from its direct outcomes. In case of 

Ono and Stevens, alienation from work activity cannot be found. Both of the main 

protagonists like their work and working brings them gratification. Furthermore, it is at the 

core of the two novels that their main protagonists are devoted to their profession to the 

utmost. 
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4 Normlessness and distrust 

Normlessness, which consequently leads to distrust, is viewed as a state in which 

some norms still exist, but they are neither explicit nor effectively enforced. This type of 

alienation can only be found in An Artist of the Floating World, since in The Remains of 

the Day, the society has not undergone such destabilizing changes. 

 In An Artist of the Floating World, normlessness is caused primarily by the fact 

that what used be a required or accepted behaviour is now considered negative. People are 

confused about their past and it is not clear how the individuals who were directly involved 

in the war should cope with it. This is for example demonstrated when one of Ono’s 

former pupils Shintaro asks him to confirm that he did not approve of the directions that 

his school was taking during the war. Otherwise, Shintaro would not gain the position at 

the school where he wants to teach. Ono is quite offended by this demand and he refuses to 

do it.  

In some cases, the general mood in the society is manifested by physical attacks. 

One of these physical assaults is targeted against the local mentally impaired man who 

keeps singing war military songs. Despite the fact that Ono has not himself been 

threatened, he seems to be disturbed by this incident and he then mentions that “[t]hey may 

not like his songs and speeches, but in all likelihood they are the same people who once 

patted his head and encouraged him until those few snatches embedded themselves in his 

brain” (Ishiguro, Artist 61).  This incident signifies the general change of what is perceived 

as desirable and the hypocrisy displayed by people who change their behaviour according 

to what is considered to be right by the majority of the society.  

After the Second World War, the Japanese still adhered to some of the traditions 

and customs that had existed there for centuries. One of these customs was that a man who 

in some way fails is expected to commit a suicide (Benedict 168). This way of dealing with 

one’s own failure was viewed as an act which should clear the name of that person 

(Benedict 151). As also implied in An Artist of the Floating World, it was a way of 

apologizing for ones mistakes (Ishiguro 55). However, Ono himself opposes to this 

tradition and when young Mr Miyake informs him of his boss who killed himself in order 
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to say sorry for his mistakes, Ono says that it is “[…] a great waste” (Ishiguro, Artist 55). 

Therefore, in the context of this tradition, Ono can be perceived as a cowardly man who is 

not able to face up to his past transgressions. Although he is not able to take any actions, he 

admits that he made some irretrievable mistakes. At one occasion, Ono suggests that he has 

certain things in common with Mr Naguchi, a famous composer who once wrote songs for 

the military regime and who took this way of apologizing as his own and killed himself 

(Ishiguro, Artist 154). When his daughter is concerned that Ono would follow the example 

of Mr Naguchi, Ono rejects the idea completely but acknowledges that he is also in some 

way guilty: “[l]et me assure you, Setsuko, I wouldn’t for a moment consider the sort of 

action Naguchi took. But then I am not too proud to see that I too was a man of some 

influence, who used that influence towards a disastrous end” (Ishiguro, Artist 192). This is 

the first time when Ono speaks so openly about his involvement with another person. 

However, at the end of the novel Ono once again attempts to convince himself that he 

acted in a good faith and therefore his actions are justifiable.  

  

5 Meaninglessness 

The concept of meaninglessness refers to the situation in which a person either does 

not know which one of the beliefs in the society to choose or what would be the 

consequences of the actions based on a chosen belief. In both cases, meaninglessness 

means complete uncertainty about the possible outcomes of one’s behaviour.  

Ono does not encounter meaninglessness since he knows that if he openly admitted 

his past transgressions, the society would completely reject him. Ono himself experiences 

such a rejection when the marriage of his daughter is cancelled during the marriage 

negotiations because the groom’s family learns about Ono’s past.  

The concept of meaninglessness as defined before cannot be found in The Remains 

of the Day either. Before and even after the war, Stevens is relatively confident about his 

values and his plans related to the future.  Even when he finally admits that Lord 

Darlington was wrong about many things, he firmly decides to continue in his profession 

and to do his best in the service for Mr Farraday. Steven’s attachment to his profession 

might be attributed to several reasons. Unlike Ono, apart from his profession Stevens does 
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not have any relations or background. For Stevens, to leave the role of a butler would mean 

to abandon his whole life. Therefore, Stevens struggles by all means to remain in this role. 

Moreover, there is no external power preventing Stevens from continuing in his profession 

like in case of Ono who as an artist was discredited. 

 

6 Cultural estrangement 

Cultural estrangement is an individual’s complete denial of, or sense of distance 

from, social values prevailing within a society.  

In An Artist of the Floating World, Ono’s rejection of the new values is clearly 

visible. After the war, Japan embraces American patterns in culture, design, business 

organizations etc. (as already described in the section “Powerlessness as external 

intervention”).  

With the growing equality among the members of the family, Ono loses his 

position which was secured by traditional hierarchy. It is illustrated when Ono decides that 

his grandson Ichiro will taste sake during a family dinner, but no one obeys his order. His 

daughters simply inform him that Ichiro is too young for drinking it. When the dinner 

finally takes place, nobody even mentions sake. Ichiro then tries to comfort Ono that he 

was not able to enforce his decision: “‘Oji’s not to worry he couldn’t make Mother to give 

me sake’ ” (Ishiguro, Artist 189). The situation demonstrates the loss of Ono’s authority.  

Ono encounters the change of values in everyday life. Since the Japanese ways 

have always been important for him, Ono belongs to those who find it hard to put up with 

the new tendencies. When his grandson Ichiro plays cowboy and imitates English after 

having seen an American western film, Ono says to his daughter that “[…] only a few 

years ago, Ichiro wouldn’t have been allowed to see such a thing as a cowboy film” 

(Ishiguro, Artist 36). Furthermore, his daughter says that according to her husband 

cowboys are better role models for boys than traditional Japanese heroes. It is a direct 

rejection of a part of traditional Japanese culture that Ono has always identified with. 

Ono’s refusal of the new values is also related to the rapid changes of physical 

environment. When his daughter and her husband buy a new modern apartment, Ono 
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dislikes its Westerns designs and compares it to his traditional house which he finds much 

more beautiful. Moreover, for Ono it is hard to see that the pleasure district where he once 

used to meet with his friends is undergoing a massive reconstruction in the Western style. 

These are the visible marks of the decline of Japanese cultural heritage from which Ono 

cannot escape.  

In The Remains of the Day, the cultural change consists in the decreased formality 

between people including those of different classes. It is represented mainly by the 

requirement of bantering between Stevens and his new employer Mr Farraday. Although it 

is caused partly by the fact that Mr Farraday is American, the informality raises even 

within the British society. For Stevens, it is very demanding to accustom to this new style 

of communication as he is used to keep professional distance from his employer. At first, 

he questions whether he should reply to Mr Farraday’s friendly remarks. “Perhaps I was 

expected to laugh heartily; or indeed, reciprocate with some remark of my own. This last 

possibility is one that has given me some concern over these months, and is something 

about which I still feel undecided” (Ishiguro, Remains 16).  

After some time, Stevens comes to the conclusion that providing bantering is a part 

of his new professional duties. In order to fulfil his employer’s expectations, he decides to 

learn it by practising witticisms in privacy: “[…] I have devised a simple exercise which I 

try to perform at least once a day; whenever an odd moment presents itself, I attempt to 

formulate three witticism based on my immediate surroundings at that moment. Or, as a 

variation on this same exercise, I may attempt to think of three witticism based on the 

events of the past hour” (Ishiguro, Remains 139). Although Stevens struggles with 

bantering, he does not reject the new ways as Ono does. Despite the difficulties that he has, 

he tries to make bantering part of his life. In the very end of the novel, Stevens decides to 

fully embrace the skill of bantering in order to provide the best possible service for Mr 

Farraday. Since he has nothing apart from his profession that he could resort to, the only 

way for Stevens to realize himself is pursuing the very same profession in the future, 

unlike Ono who can find certain refuge mainly in his family.  

Furthermore, cultural changes in Japan were faster and deeper than those in 

England, therefore they were more visible for the citizens. Moreover, Stevens does not 



39 

 

leave Darlington Hall and thus remains detached from many changes. Consequently, he 

primarily perceives those changes that are related to his profession. 

 

7 Social roles 

Social role is a required behaviour connected with and determined by one’s position 

in a society. 

 Ono fully identified with the social roles that he was expected to carry out before 

the end of the war. However, after the war it is no longer clear what his social role should 

be. Whereas some people show respect to him and consider him a retired artist, others 

more or less openly reject him. Because of this, Ono does not know how to deal with his 

past or what social role he is expected to perform. 

While Ono identifies with social roles as a father and grandfather, after the war the 

content of these roles undergoes sudden changes, as elaborated in the chapter about 

cultural estrangement. Therefore, Ono embraces his family roles as such. He still wants to 

perform a traditional role of the head of a family. However, Ono´s position in a family is 

connected with the new expectations with which he struggles (for example respecting 

opinions of other members of his family). Ono finds himself in a situation where his family 

members do not accept him in the traditional patriarchal role that he tries to carry out and 

this leaves Ono in confusion and distress. Apart from this cultural change, his family 

members also show him little respect since they are aware of his moral failure.   

As for Stevens, he is not alienated from his social role of a butler. Despite the fact 

that it is difficult for him to cope with certain new aspects of being a butler, such as the 

requirement of bantering, he still identifies with this role. In order to fully understand the 

meaning of the novel, it is necessary to explain the nature and extent of Steven’s 

identification with his profession. 

For Stevens it is important to reach the professional level he calls “greatness”. 

Stevens’ understanding of what makes a great butler is connected with the concept of 

dignity. Dignity means a complete suppression of one’s personal attitudes and feelings 

which leads to utmost professionality. According to Stevens, these demands of 
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professionality should predominate even in a butler’s spare time: “And let me now posit 

this: 'dignity' has to do crucially with a butler's ability not to abandon the professional 

being he inhabits” (Ishiguro, Remains 43). From these words it is clear that Stevens 

completely identifies with his professional role.  

It is crucial that for Stevens the professional conduct does not suffice for becoming 

a great butler. Stevens is persuaded that it is vital to give his service to an employer who 

would use it for moral goals: “A great butler can only be, surely, one who can point to his 

years of service and say that he has applied his talent to serving a great gentleman – and 

through the latter, to serving humanity” (Ishiguro, Remains 123). Consequently, when a 

butler serves to an immoral employer, his service, no matter how professional, is pointless. 

Therefore, Stevens identifies the moral value of his own work with a moral value of 

actions of his employer. Due to this reason, it is extremely difficult for Stevens to admit 

Lord Darlington’s faults to himself. It is not before the end of the novel that Stevens fully 

acknowledges the extent of Lord Darlington’s mistakes: 

Lord Darlington wasn't a bad man. He wasn't a bad man at all. And at least he had 

the privilege of being able to say at the end of his life that he made his own 

mistakes. His lordship was a courageous man. He chose a certain path in life, it 

proved to be a misguided one, but there, he chose it, he can say that at least. As for 

myself, I cannot even claim that. You see, I trusted. I trusted in his lordship's 

wisdom. All those years I served him, I trusted I was doing something worthwhile. 

I can't even say I made my own mistakes. Really - one has to ask oneself - what 

dignity is there in that? (Ishiguro, Remains 255 – 256).  

This is the first time when Stevens openly admits that he feels alienated from his 

professional role. It cannot be precisely determined when this feeling of alienation started. 

There are several indications in the novel. The first situation when Stevens was quite 

surprised at his employer’s behaviour was when Lord Darlington dismissed two Jewish 

housemaids. On another occasion some years later when young Mr Cardinal explained to 

Stevens how Lord Darlington was manipulated by the Nazis, Stevens verbally rejected Mr 

Cardinal’s claims.  However, at least from this moment Stevens must have been aware of 

the meaning of Lord Darlington’s actions and consequently it might have been the moment 

when Stevens realized his alienation for the first time. Being a butler is the only social role 

that Stevens has ever entirely embraced and, therefore, the questioning of it challenges the 

meaning of the whole Steven’s life. At the end of the novel Stevens avoids the despair 
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caused by this realization by fully focusing on the service for Mr Farraday and thus 

remains in the social role of a butler.  

Another important difference between social roles of Ono and Stevens consists in 

their distinct social positions. Being a servant rather than a man making his own decisions, 

Stevens perceives the world and its happenings in quite a narrow way as his perception is 

limited mainly to the matters related to his profession. Whereas Ono is capable of 

perceiving the changing society as a whole, Stevens’ limited perspective focuses only on a 

fragment of reality. Therefore, Ono’s position in the society is similar to that of Lord 

Darlington rather than to that of Stevens.   

 

8 Style of narration 

As far as stylistic features are concerned, An Artist of the Floating World and The 

Remains of the Day are in many aspects similar. First of all, the first person narration of the 

main protagonists is used in both the novels. When using first person narration, important 

internal tensions of the major protagonists are disclosed for the reader. The confused and 

self-deceiving characters are from the very nature unreliable narrators. Ono and Stevens 

both lie to themselves about their past, about their feelings and about their actions as will 

be more thoroughly elaborated later on. 

An Artist of the Floating World is narrated in the course of two years. The novel is 

divided into four parts in which the narrator constantly returns to his past, from his 

childhood until his present situation. When Ono recalls his past, he persistently digresses 

whenever a person or an object evokes some associations. 

In The Remains of the Day, the time of narration is much shorter. The story is 

narrated in seven chapters during six days and Stevens, like Ono, ceaselessly recollects his 

past. His memories are also rather random and evoked by encountering objects or people. 

Unlike Ono, Stevens narrates the story when leaving an environment that he is familiar 

with as he takes a journey to see Miss Kenton. For the first time he is exposed to new 

impulses. His decision to do something new, which is so atypical for him, makes him 

question his views of Lord Darlington and he eventually realizes his self-deception.  
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From the previously described types of alienation, the most frequent type that is 

expressed through this style of narration is powerlessness that is perceived as expectancy 

(as analysed in the Theoretical part). In both the novels, it is expressed by the narrators’ 

addressing the reader. While doing so, they frequently show uncertainty about the 

correctness of their memories or they provide the reader with many unnecessary 

explanations.  

Ono shows more uncertainty regarding his past than Stevens. He is confused about 

other people’s statements or about various events. For example when he recalls an incident 

during which he was openly criticised by his daughter, he expresses doubts about the 

correctness of his memory: 

To be fair, it is possible she did not say anything quite so unpleasant. Indeed, it is 

possible I misinterpreted entirely what she actually said, for I distinctly recall 

Noriko not reacting at all to her sister’s words other than to turn wearily back to her 

vegetables. Besides, I would not have thought Setsuko capable of introducing so 

gratuitously such a note to the conversation. Then again, when I consider the sort of 

insinuations Setsuko had been making in Kawabe Park earlier that same day, I 

suppose I have to admit the possibility that she did say something along such lines.  

(Ishiguro, Artist 158).  

This situation demonstrates that Ono tends to question unpleasant memories so that 

he does not have to face them. On another occasions, Ono expresses uncertainty whether 

he did not confuse the words of the two persons: 

Did Miyake really say all this to me that afternoon? Perhaps I am getting his words 

confused with the sort of things Suichi will come out and say. This is quite possible 

[…]. Certainly, phrases like ‘the greatest cowardice of all’ sound much more like 

Suichi than the mild-mannered young Miyake. I am certain enough, though, that 

some such conversation did take place at the tram stop that day, and I suppose it is 

somewhat curious he should have brought up such a topic as he did. (Ishiguro, 

Artist 56) 

Like in the previous example, Ono does not want to cope with the distressing 

memory and therefore he attempts to question its correctness.  

The same principle of avoiding uncomfortable memories can be found in case of 

Stevens, although less frequently. One of these situations is when Stevens recalls Miss 

Kenton’s crying. At first, he thinks that she cried after she learned that her aunt died. But 

then, Steven realizes that this actually happened a couple of months afterwards. The true 

reason of her crying was the coldness of Stevens at hearing of her decision to leave 
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Darlington Hall due to the marriage proposal. In this situation, Stevens attributed the 

memory to the cause that was easier to cope with for him and therefore he tried to avoid 

the unpleasant truth. This uncertainty expressed in the style of narration expresses 

alienation of the major protagonists from their past deeds that they know they cannot 

change. 

Ono and Stevens try to lie to themselves and they both hide the truth behind the 

pretended uncertainty. When the truth emerges so clearly that it cannot be easily denied, 

they both attempt to rationally justify it. They seem to provide explanations for the reader 

but in fact they persuade themselves about their own interpretation of truth. For example, 

when Ono talks about his famous propagandistic painting, he strictly separates the form 

and the content of the artwork so that he can take pride in it, and at the same time, reject 

the idea behind it.  

This feature is more prominent in The Remains of the Day. An example of it might 

be when Stevens justifies the fact that he still calls Miss Kenton by her maiden name 

although she has been long married: 

[…] because I knew her at close quarters only during her maiden years and have 

not seen her once since she went to the West Country to become 'Mrs Benn', you 

will perhaps excuse my impropriety in referring to her as I knew her, and in my 

mind have continued to call her throughout these years. Of course, her letter has 

given me extra cause to continue thinking of her as 'Miss Kenton', since it would 

seem, sadly, that her marriage is finally to come to an end. (Ishiguro, Remains 50) 

By these clarifications, Steven hides his feeling towards Miss Kenton. Another 

example is when Stevens tries to provide an explanation of his repeated denial of a fact that 

he worked for Lord Darlington: 

Of course, there are many people these days who have a lot of foolish things to say 

about Lord Darlington, and it may be that you are under the impression I am 

somehow embarrassed or ashamed of my association with his lordship, and it is this 

that lies behind such conduct. Then let me make it clear that nothing could be 

further from the truth. […] Indeed, it seems to me that my odd conduct can be very 

plausibly explained in terms of my wish to avoid any possibility of hearing any 

further such nonsense concerning his lordship […]. (Ishiguro, Remains 132) 

Stevens attempts to hide the meaning of his lying about his service for Lord 

Darlington. He pretends his lies to be a sign of his loyalty to his past employer but he is in 

fact afraid of being reminded of Lord Darlington’s faults. These explanations are yet 
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another strategy that Ono and Stevens use not to see the painful reality that they cannot 

alter. 

Furthermore, Ono in his narration uses another self-deceiving technique which does 

not occur in Stevens’ case. At various occasions he justifies the actions of other persons. 

However, it is clear that in fact he identifies with these people and indirectly attempts to 

justify himself. When he speaks about the songwriter Mr Naguchi who committed suicide 

because of his participation in the war propaganda, Ono claims: 

He wasn’t a bad man. He was just someone who worked very hard doing what he 

thought was for the best. But you see, Ichiro, when the war ended, things were very 

different. […] To all these people, he wanted to say sorry. I think that’s why he 

killed himself. Mr Naguchi wasn’t a bad man at all, Ichiro. He was brave to admit 

the mistakes he’d made. He was very brave and honourable. (Ishiguro, Artist 155)  

Even though Ono later notes that he would not follow Mr Naguchi’s action, it is 

evident that he finds certain consolation in honouring the man who was engaged in the war 

regime. Therefore, Ono reassures himself that even people who had a share in the war can 

be still honourable. 
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Conclusion 

The first six chapters of the Practical part deal with the concrete types of alienation 

as they were presented in the Theoretical part and apply them on the two novels. Not all 

the types are to be found in the novels. The first category of alienation deals with the 

concept of powerlessness to which most attention is devoted since it is the most important 

type of alienation in the novels. Powerlessness is divided into several types. Powerlessness 

that is perceived as external intervention is in both the novels caused by the changes of the 

society that came after the Second World War. Both Ono and Stevens address these 

alternations indirectly as they relate them to concrete events. In Ono’s case, he mentions 

the artistic company Okada-Schingen society which was closed by the occupation forces 

after the war. Stevens usually refers to the changes of aristocratic houses, such as a 

shortage of staff. Powerlessness as expectancy that one cannot alter the consequences of 

his/her actions is demonstrated by the fact that both the major protagonists find consolation 

in certain aspects of their past since they realize that it is not in their power to influence the 

present. While Ono primarily recalls how he was admired by others, Stevens remembers, 

in a less bitter way, mainly Miss Kenton and the past glory of Darlington Hall. 

Furthermore, Ono attempts to hide his past mistakes that he cannot change. He either 

avoids talking about his faults or justifies people in a position that is similar to his and thus 

defends himself indirectly.  This situation is different in The Remains of the Day. Stevens 

derives the moral value of a butler’s work from his employer’s actions and for this reason 

it is very difficult for him to admit Lord Darlington’s faults. By hiding wrong actions of 

Lord Darlington, Stevens indirectly hides his own mistakes that primarily consist in the 

fact that he devoted his service to the Nazi sympathiser. 

Their powerlessness further makes them escape their reality to the world of 

memories. Ono also escapes to physical refuge, mainly by visiting his favourite old district 

where he used to go as a famous artist. Nevertheless, both the protagonists are constantly 

confronted with their past. Ono is reminded of it for example when he encounters people 

who he associates with the past. Unlike Ono, Stevens faces several situations in which 

others directly ask him whether he served for Lord Darlington, which he denies.   

The second type of alienation is social isolation and loneliness. From the 

measurable point of view, Ono is less socially isolated than Stevens as he has got several 
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close people around him. However, from his narration it is recognizable that in comparison 

to Stevens Ono experiences stronger feelings of loneliness. Normlessness and distrust can 

be detected only in case of Ono since the British society did not undergo such an abrupt 

change. The distrust is principally caused by the changing view of the Japanese society on 

the war matters. People involved in the war regime or sympathizing with it are rejected by 

the society which leads to unpredictable reactions of others, in some cases even to physical 

attacks.  The sixth and last category of alienation is cultural estrangement that occurs 

significantly in both the novels. With the rapid change of the Japanese society, Ono 

experiences alienation from both new material and immaterial cultural factors, mainly from 

the American ways that are given as an example to follow or from western architecture. 

Stevens is confronted with lesser formality that results from the cultural change in Britain, 

mainly from the decline of aristocracy. However, in contrast to Ono, Stevens accepts these 

changes and attempts to adapt to them. 

The thesis furthermore focuses on the concept of social roles. Ono does not know 

which role in the post-war society he is expected to carry out. He wishes to embrace his 

family role but he struggles with the fact that its content is changing due to the weakening 

of the family hierarchy and also because of low respect from his family members due to his 

moral failure. As far as Stevens is concerned, he completely identifies with the social role 

of a butler. For him, the crucial aspect of being a butler is maintaining dignity which 

consists in the impossibility of abandoning the professional behaviour. Consequently, he is 

not able to establish any truly personal relationships and the role of a butler is the only one 

that he carries out. 

The style of narration is similar in both the novels. The two major protagonists are 

both unreliable narrators who constantly recall their memories. They both address the 

reader, often express uncertainty and provide unnecessary explanations. This demonstrates 

their powerlessness in the face of the unchangeable reality. However, these features are 

stressed differently in the novels. Uncertainty is more frequently expressed in An Artist of 

the Floating World, whereas unnecessary explanations are more prominent in The Remains 

of the Day. 

To conclude, alienation can be detected in both the novels. In the end, the two 

major protagonists deal with their alienation differently. Ono remains alienated since he is 
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not able to fully acknowledge his faults. He still returns to his old district and recalls past 

memories. He never makes any decision to change his situation and remains passive. 

Unlike Ono, Stevens admits to himself his mistakes and does not succumb to his 

alienation. As already mentioned, Stevens’ blame is indirect because it results from the 

actions of Lord Darlington and for this reason it is easier for Stevens to cope with his 

failure. Stevens eventually decides to leave behind the past and to focus entirely on his 

next future service for his new employer.  
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