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ABSTRACT

Kazuo Ishiguro’s “The Remains of the Day” (1989) stands as one of the most celebrated novels of late-twentieth-
century British fiction. Set in post-war England, the novel explores the personal and moral dilemmas of Stevens,
a butler who reflects upon his life of service to a once-prestigious English lord, Lord Darlington. Through a
masterful first-person narrative, Ishiguro examines themes of memory, dignity, duty, repression, and national
identity. This paper explores how these themes intersect and reveal the psychological and historical implications
of post-war British society. It argues that Ishiguro uses Stevens’ narrative to critique blind loyalty and the moral
costs of emotional suppression while illuminating the universal struggle between personal fulfilment and
professional duty.
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INTRODUCTION

Kazuo Ishiguro’s “The Remains of the Day” is a novel about the intersection of personal memory and collective
history. Published in 1989 and awarded the Booker Prize the same year, it narrates the life of Stevens, a butler who
serves at Darlington Hall before and after the Second World War. On a road trip through the English countryside,
Stevens reflects on his years of service under Lord Darlington and on his relationship with Miss Kenton, the
housekeeper he once worked with. Through Stevens’ fragmented memories, Ishiguro portrays not only an individual’s
life of restraint and regret but also a nation confronting its moral failures after the war.

Ishiguro’s restrained prose and unreliable narration allow the reader to perceive the vast emotional and ethical void
behind Stevens’ composure. Themes of duty, memory, emotional repression, and national identity intertwine, shaping a
profound exploration of what it means to live with dignity and regret. This paper examines these central themes and
argues that “The Remains of the Day” is ultimately a meditation on the cost of self-deception and the fragility of
human purpose.

2. Memory and the Unreliable Narrator

Memory in “The Remains of the Day” functions not merely as a recollection of events but as a form of self-deception.
Stevens’ narration is retrospective, structured around memories that he recounts while journeying through the English
countryside. Yet these memories are selective and distorted. Ishiguro constructs Stevens as an unreliable narrator, a
man who rewrites his past to sustain his self-image as a “great butler.”

Throughout the novel, Stevens often hesitates or corrects himself: “I may be mistaken,” he writes, “but I believe that is
how it occurred.” This narrative uncertainty reveals how memory operates as both a refuge and a prison. Stevens’
recollections of his service under Lord Darlington omit or soften moments of moral ambiguity. For instance, when
Lord Darlington dismisses two Jewish maids under Nazi influence, Stevens recalls the incident only as a test of
professional loyalty. In his mind, emotional neutrality equals moral virtue. Yet the reader perceives his silence as
complicity.

As literary critics such as Brian W. Shaffer (1998) note, Ishiguro uses Stevens’ flawed memory to dramatize “the
tragedy of self-delusion.” The act of remembering becomes a process of repression: Stevens cannot confront his own
culpability or the emptiness of his life’s work. Memory thus becomes both the central theme and the structural device
through which Ishiguro explores the limits of self-knowledge.

3. Duty and the Illusion of Dignity

The theme of duty dominates Stevens’ worldview. He defines himself entirely by his role as a butler and by his
unwavering service to Lord Darlington. For Stevens, to be a “great butler” means to embody dignity—an ideal he
describes as “not removing one’s professional armour in any public or private exchange.” His sense of self-worth
depends on suppressing his personal feelings in the name of professionalism.
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Ishiguro uses this devotion to duty to critique the moral bankruptcy of blind obedience. Stevens’ notion of dignity leads
him to excuse Lord Darlington’s political misjudgments and to suppress his own moral conscience. He takes pride in
maintaining composure even as Darlington hosts pro-Nazi sympathizers. When questioned by others about his
employer’s politics, Stevens refuses to express an opinion, claiming that “it is not my place to judge my employer.”

This unthinking loyalty becomes symbolic of Britain’s broader post-war reckoning. Lord Darlington represents the
declining English aristocracy and its misguided idealism, while Stevens embodies the servant class that sustained this
system through submission and silence. Ishiguro’s critique is subtle butdevastating: in choosing loyalty over
conscience, Stevens sacrifices both his moral integrity and his emotional life

As literary scholar Cynthia Wong (2000) argues, Ishiguro’s butler is “a victim of the very values he worships.” The
theme of duty, therefore, functions as both Stevens’ source of pride and the instrument of his downfall.

4. Emotional Repression and Lost Love

Alongside his devotion to duty runs Stevens’ lifelong emotional repression. His relationship with Miss Kenton, the
housekeeper, reveals how his commitment to professionalism destroys his capacity for intimacy. Though Miss Kenton
expresses affection and even frustration toward him, Stevens consistently responds with detachment. When she tries to
discuss her feelings or her desire for companionship, he withdraws behind formalities. His repression reaches its peak
when she announces her engagement: Stevens merely wishes her happiness, even as he feels his world collapse.In one
of the novel’s most poignant moments, Stevens recalls seeing Miss Kenton crying alone in her room. Instead of
comforting her, he retreats, telling himself that “the proper response was to leave her to her privacy.” Years later,
during their reunion, Miss Kenton confesses that there are moments she wonders “what life might have been like” had
she stayed. Stevens realizes too late what he has lost. His devotion to duty has deprived him of love, friendship, and
genuine human connection.

Ishiguro’s understated prose makes this loss even more powerful. Emotional intensity is conveyed through restraint.
The silences between Stevens and Miss Kenton speak louder than their dialogue. Their unfulfilled relationship becomes
a metaphor for all that is lost when emotion is sacrificed to decorum.

5. History, Class, and National Identity

“The Remains of the Day” also functions as an allegory for post-war Britain. The novel’s setting—the decaying
grandeur of Darlington Hall—mirrors the decline of the British Empire and the erosion of the old class system. Lord
Darlington’s moral failures reflect the disillusionment of an aristocracy that mistook politeness for virtue and political
naivety for honour. Stevens, as a loyal servant of that system, embodies the complicity of those who enabled it through
silence.

The novel’s temporal structure—alternating between pre-war memories and post-war realities—emphasizes historical
transition. By the time of Stevens’ road trip, Darlington Hall has been sold to an American businessman, Mr. Farraday.
The shift in ownership signals the cultural and economic transformation of Britain: from imperial authority to
American modernity. Stevens’ struggle to adapt to his new employer’s informality highlights his inability to reconcile
the past with the present.

Thus, the theme of national identity is intimately tied to personal identity. Just as Britain must confront its imperial
past, Stevens must confront his moral and emotional failures. His nostalgia for a “great age of service” reflects a
broader nostalgia for empire—a longing for order and hierarchy that is ultimately untenable in the modern world.

6. The Tragic Realization: Acceptance and Redemption

By the novel’s end, Stevens begins to acknowledge the emptiness of his past ideals. On a pier at Weymouth, as evening
falls, he reflects on “““The Remains of the Day””’—a metaphor for the twilight of his life and of the old world he served.
His quiet acceptance—“Perhaps it is best simply to leave these things behind us”—is both moving and heart-breaking.

Stevens’ tragedy lies not in his ignorance but in his belated self-awareness. He recognizes that his life has been built on
misplaced loyalty and emotional suppression, yet he can only face this truth when it is too late to change. Ishiguro
leaves readers with an image of quiet dignity, not in the butler’s service, but in his willingness to continue despite
regret. As night falls, Stevens resolves to “practice bantering” with his new employer—a small, almost absurd gesture,
but one that suggests a flicker of human renewal.

In Kazuo Ishiguro's "The Remains of the Day”, memory, duty, and identity intertwine as the butler Stevens revisits his
past, revealing how his rigid commitment to professionalism (duty) distorted his personal life (identity), leading to
profound regret and self-deception, all filtered through fallible memories of a fading aristocratic era and the complex
class system that shaped him. His unwavering service to Lord Darlington obscured his own feelings and awareness of
his employer's moral failings, forcing him to confront the tragic emptiness of a life defined solely by duty and the
elusive "dignity" of his profession.
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Themes in Detail:

Duty & Professionalism:

Stevens embodies the ideal English butler, viewing his life's purpose as achieving "greatness™ in his service through
unwavering dedication and emotional restraint, prioritizing his employer's needs (and those of Darlington Hall) above
all else. This self-imposed code of professional duty becomes a shield, preventing genuine human connection and
leading to emotional repression, especially with Miss Kenton, the housekeeper.

Memory & Regret:

The novel's structure is built on Stevens's retrospective journey, but his memory is unreliable; he selectively recalls
events to justify his life choices, often failing to see his own mistakes or Lord Darlington's political naivete. His
reflections are haunted by regret, especially regarding his unfulfilled relationship with Miss Kenton, forcing him to
confront missed opportunities and the realization that his devotion to duty may have cost him personal happiness.

Identity & Self-Deception:

Stevens's identity is inextricably linked to his role as a butler; he struggles to reconcile his personal self with the
professional ideal he serves, a conflict amplified by the post-war decline of the aristocracy. His denial and self-
deception are central to his character, as he constructs a narrative of his past that validates his sacrifices, even as
evidence mounts that his life lacked true meaning and dignity, ultimately revealing a profound sense of loss.

Class & Social Hierarchy:
The novel critiques the rigid British class system, showing how it dictates individuals' lives and expectations, with
Stevens's subservience to his master defining his very existence, despite the shifting historical landscape.

Irony & Loss:
Deep situational irony pervades the story, as Stevens's pursuit of dignity leads to a life devoid of true fulfillment,
culminating in a poignant acknowledgment of life's "remains"—a life spent in service, but ultimately unlived.

CONCLUSION

“The Remains of the Day” is a profound meditation on memory, duty, repression, and identity. Through Stevens’ voice,
Ishiguro exposes the moral and emotional costs of living for ideals that suppress humanity. Memory, rather than
offering redemption, becomes an instrument of self-deception. Duty, rather than providing dignity, becomes a form of
imprisonment. Emotional repression isolates the individual from love and meaning. And national pride masks historical
complicity. Yet Ishiguro’s vision is not entirely bleak. In Stevens’ quiet realization lies a fragile form of grace—a
recognition of his humanity, however late. The novel thus captures the universal struggle between personal conscience
and social conformity, between the life we live and the life we might have lived. Through its subtle narrative and
emotional restraint, “The Remains of the Day” remains a timeless exploration of the human condition—one that invites
readers to confront their own compromises and to ask, as Stevens does, what truly gives dignity to a life.
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