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Abstract

This thesis argues that the novel has provided a means of expressing Christian social
imaginaries, or models of reality, through attempts to give narrative form to the identity and
experience of individual believers that I term faithful subjectivity. Faithful subjectivity refers
to the portrayal of individual self-understanding and behaviour that is rooted in the Christian
metanarrative and participates simultaneously in the material and spiritual dimensions of its
understanding of the world and the cosmos. This thesis thereby highlights the seeming
paradox whereby writers turn to fiction to articulate and explore theological verities. It
considers three novels from different literary periods, which each conform to different genre
norms and are shaped by different theological traditions: John Bunyan’s The Pilgrim's
Progress (1678), C. S. Lewis’s Perelandra (1943), and Marilynne Robinson’s Gilead (2004).
My central contention is that these novelistic expressions of faithful subjectivity are each
centred around distinctive organising metaphors: Bunyan famously presents faith as a journey
in Pilgrim s Progress, whereas Lewis frames it in terms of total war in Perelandra, and
Robinson expresses faith as a matter of perception in Gilead. The analysis of each novel is
situated in its historical and cultural contexts, as well as in light of its author’s theological
dispositions, in order to better grasp the particular metaphor that it employs as a model of
faithful subjectivity. I then consider the affordances and limitations of each structuring
metaphor. This inquiry provides cultural and historical depth for broader conversations about
the articulation of a Christian social imaginary alongside and in tension with the emergence

of secular western subjectivity that has long been associated with the rise of the novel.
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Introduction

Some men by feigning words as dark as mine,
Make truth to spangle, and its rayes to shine.

—John Bunyan, The Pilgrim's Progress

Stories give meaning to human existence, experience, and culture. According to Arthur Frank,
“human life depends on the stories we tell: the sense of self that those stories impart, the
relationships constructed around shared stories, and the sense of purpose that stories both
propose and foreclose” (3). While narratives are not agents in the sense that humans are, they
nevertheless can be profoundly influential in shaping identity and behaviour: “[ W]e not only
continue to be animals who make stories but also animals who are made by our stories. We
tell and retell narratives that themselves come fundamentally to constitute and direct our
lives” (C. Smith 64, emphasis original). In particular, the ability of narrative to give
expression to metaphoric understandings plays a crucial role in its cultural work. As George
Lakoff and Mark Johnson argue: “[M]etaphor is pervasive in everyday life, not just in
language but in thought and action. Our ordinary conceptual system, in terms of which we
both think and act, is fundamentally metaphorical in nature” (3). Put in these terms, the novel
can be seen as a powerful and complex means of giving expression to “conceptual
system[s],” and indeed has long been associated with the emergence of secular consciousness

within western society.

A somewhat different perspective on the ability of metaphor and narrative to shape
thought and action is provided by Charles Taylor’s concept of the “social imaginary.”

Although complex, the social imaginary can be defined as “the way people think about the



world, how they imagine it to be, how they act intuitively in relation to it” (Trueman 37). As
Taylor points out, “images, stories, legends” are a key part of the social imaginary (Secular
172). Significantly, the social imaginary tends to be assumed and implicit more than it is
obvious: “It is in fact that largely unstructured and inarticulate understanding of our whole
situation, within which particular features of our world show up for us in the sense they have”
(Secular 173). In addition, the social imaginary is more than simply a materialist conception,
for it is accompanied by “some notion of a moral or metaphysical order, in the context of
which the norms and ideals make sense” (Secular 172). These largely unarticulated and
shadowy notions of “moral or metaphysical order” are integral to making sense of one’s life
or identity. As Charles Taylor points out: “To know who you are is to be oriented in moral
space, a space in which questions arise about what is good or bad, what is worth doing and
what not, what has meaning and importance for you and what is trivial and secondary”
(Sources 28). Inescapably, this understanding of what is good and worthwhile leads to
thinking of human life in terms of narrative: “[T]his sense of the good has to be woven into
my understanding of my life as an unfolding story. But this is to state another basic condition
of making sense of ourselves, that we grasp our lives in a narrative” (Sources 47, emphasis
original). Such a personal narrative for the understanding of the individual self is bound up
with, or nestled within, broader narratives about history, culture, and the cosmos itself.
Particularly, as Christian Smith argues, humans are shaped by grand narratives or
metanarratives that offer encompassing accounts of existence and history: “Our stories fully
encompass and define our lives. They situate us in reality itself, by elaborating the contours
of fundamental moral order, comprising sacred and profane, in narrative form, and placing us
too as actors within the larger drama” (78). This thesis is particularly concerned with novels

that attempt to articulate a Christian metanarrative or social imaginary.



However, it may be questioned how the novel can provide a legitimate avenue for
exploring theological questions. Theology is concerned with claims of truth about God and
humans, whereas the novel is fundamentally fictional and abounding with figures of speech.
Thus, historically from within the ranks of Christianity at least, there has been a ‘Puritan’
objection to fiction as fundamentally deceptive, and incapable of conveying truth: “the
mother of lies,” as the Elizabethan poet Philip Sidney characterises this charge in his Defence
of Poesy (1595) (Sidney 129). Thus, John Bunyan, in his Apology for The Pilgrim’s Progress
(1678), felt the need to address the complaint that “Metaphors make us blind” (Progress 3).
Additionally, as Malcolm Guite notes, “some philosophers of the Enlightenment thought that
image and imagination simply clouded and obscured the pure dry knowledge that they were
after” (2). Despite these objections, others have found that fiction can indeed meaningfully
“express important theological truths” (Wright 2). The reason for this is bound up with the
significance of imagination as, in Trevor Hart’s words, “something lying close to the core of
what it is to be human, a feature of our humanity that shapes our essentially human responses
to others, to the world and (we may reasonably suppose) to God” (5). Imagination is certainly
integral to the whole literary project, but it is also essential to the theological enterprise. In
Christian thought, God’s transcendence of human thinking and language necessarily requires
the use of metaphors and analogies. Consequently, as Marilynne Robinson claims, “Great
theology is always a kind of giant and intricate poetry, like epic or saga” (Adam 117).
Accordingly, Guite argues that the “poetic imagination” has the capacity to mediate truth, “to
bridge the gap between immanence and transcendence, to mediate meaning between
unembodied ‘apprehension’ and embodied ‘comprehension’ (243). In fiction, this mediation
particularly occurs through the use of metaphoric language in association with the depiction
of characters and events. Although novels are fictitious in terms of character and action,

David Jeffrey and Gregory Maillet suggest the possibility of seeing connections between the



narrative world and the actual world through “an engaging cortex of imaginative analogy”
(40). The depiction of characters and actions within the world of the fictional narrative can
highlight particular theological themes and ideas as significant for the world outside of the
text, just as a text might alternatively highlight ideas about determinism or love. As C. S.
Lewis puts it: “The story does what no theorem can quite do. It may not be ‘like real life’ in
the superficial sense: but it sets before us an image of what reality may well be like at some
more central region” (“On Stories” 101). Leland Ryken similarly claims: “We also look
through [the literary work] to our experience in the world. The work of art is a veil or
window or lens through which we look at reality” (52, emphasis original). The “feigning
words” of imaginative language, as John Bunyan terms them, make theological ideas and
truth-claims more vivid and concrete, bringing them closer to human experience while also

preserving a sense of theological mystery.

At the same time, the narrative articulation of a Christian imaginary is also challenged
by the principles of novelistic realism. A Christian imaginary or model of reality must
encompass both the perceptible material plane and an invisible spiritual realm that surrounds
and pervades it. However, the realist novel is strongly associated with conventions of
plausibility and likelihood that exclude the supernatural from a “realistic” representation.
According to lan Watt’s influential formulation, “[ W]hatever the ends of the novelist may be,
his means should be rigidly restricted to terrestrial characters and actions: the realm of the
spirit should be presented only through the subjective experiences of the characters” (84).
Accordingly, while religious experience may be depicted in a novel, its plausibility is to be
assessed on materialistic considerations alone. Thus, as Georg Lukacs has famously written:
“The novel is the epic of a world that has been abandoned by God” (88). Although realist
conventions create difficulties for a more direct depiction of a spiritual or supernatural realm

that touches human experience in the actual world, this has not precluded writers from the



attempt. T. R. Wright highlights the approach taken by Catholic novelists such as Evelyn
Waugh and Flannery O’Connor, who “challenge the unexamined assumptions of the ‘modern’
secular world, the ‘rational’ view that miracles never happen and that religious experience is
an illusion” (111). As Wright asserts, these contrasting “portraits of reality . . . are both
ideological and theological, deeply imbued with value-judgements about the nature, purpose
and origin of a world either sustained or abandoned by God” (128). The point that it would be
helpful to draw is that the representation of religious understanding and experience may
require the portrayal of the interpenetration of supernatural and material worlds. This
necessitates metaphoric language that both conveys something of such supernatural realities
and paradoxically indicates that such reality exceeds the metaphoric description, which
equates to a “symbolic expression of realities beyond human comprehension” (Wright 120).
One of the ways that a Christian social imaginary may be expressed novelistically is through
the portrayal of seemingly realistic characters that persuasively embody faith in the

supernatural realm of a Christian imaginary.

Accordingly, fictional expressions of a Christian imaginary can be explored through
the idea of faithful subjectivity, as part of a broader conversation in the humanities and social
sciences about rethinking dominant models of western subjectivity, either through developing
new models or retrieving older ones. The term “subjectivity” refers loosely to “the
psychological dimension of human life”” and to “the shared inner life of the subject, to the
way subjects feel, respond, experience” (Luhrmann 345). Fundamentally, for my purposes, it
is strongly connected with the idea of making sense of one’s life in connection with a
particular understanding of the world and of what matters. Faithful subjectivity is thus
intended to serve as shorthand in this thesis for the sort of self-understanding that is rooted in

the Christian metanarrative and thus participates in a Christian vision of the world and the



cosmos.! Exploring models of subjectivity that differ from a modern secular western
subjectivity is of increasing interest to scholars in the humanities and social sciences. Stephen
Healy et al., for example, argue urgently for the need of a “decentred [human] subject . . . at
home in a larger active collectivity, willing to put itself on the map alongside ‘others’” (398).
In other words, they emphasise that humans live in the world alongside a host of nonhuman
entities, and this recognition contributes to attempts to envision a “postcapitalist” community
or imaginary: “[H]olding on to the open, experimental disposition of the decentred subject is
crucial at a time when much of what has appeared solid — democracy, so-called global
capitalism, and the stability of the earth’s life giving ecologies — appears to be faltering”
(Healy et al. 389).2 From the different perspective of Christian sociology, Joseph Scimecca
argues that the materialism of contemporary sociology “offers a tragically limited view of
what it means to be human,” and that there is “need for a transcendental model of the person”
(134). He argues for the necessity of seeing humans as being more than what can be
encapsulated in strictly material terms. Although Scimecca and Healy et al. argue from within
different disciplines and frameworks of belief, they demonstrate the pervasiveness of these
concerns about who humans are and how they should think about themselves, and thus of
what types of narratives to participate in. The consideration of faithful subjectivity in

literature offers a contribution to this broad cross-disciplinary conversation.

In this thesis I will argue that the novel has provided an enduring yet fraught means of
articulating Christian subjectivity through the use of organising metaphors, which are
embodied through the devices of characterisation and plot even as the norms of realism are

simultaneously placed under strain by metaphor’s allegorical tendencies. Narrative enables

11 owe the term “faithful subjectivity” to Associate Professor Philip Steer.

2 Jana Norman, in Posthuman Legal Subjectivity: Reimagining the Human in the Anthropocene (Routledge,
2022), seems to argue for something similar in her advocacy of “the Cosmic Person” as the “reimagined,
posthuman legal subject” (131), a concept that, in her view, “makes human—non-human coexistence normal and
renders self-centred individualism abnormal” (139).



the expression of different understandings of subjectivity, “the sense of self” to use Arthur
Frank’s phrase (3). Consequently, the novel provides a compelling means of exploring deep
existential and theological questions through the portrayal of subjectivities other than our
own. I will elaborate on this claim through the analysis of three novels from across the last
four centuries that each employ metaphor as the basis for a narrative account of faithful
subjectivity: John Bunyan’s The Pilgrims Progress (1678), C. S. Lewis’s Perelandra (1943),
and Marilynne Robinson’s Gilead (2004). The historical scope of this discussion aims to
show that theological ideas about identity have been expressed repeatedly through novelistic
form at particular historical moments, while the juxtaposition of these texts also enables
reflection on what particular aspects of Christian faith are emphasised by different metaphors
or symbols of faithful subjectivity. According to C. S. Lewis, literature enables its readers “to
see with other eyes, to imagine with other imaginations, to feel with other hearts, as well as
with our own” (Experiment 137). In other words, literature “admits us to experiences other
than our own” (Experiment 139). This admission to other experiences and subjectivities is a
crucial part of literature’s power of defamiliarization: “Great fiction proceeds by making the
familiar and the ordinary strange again . . . It offers alternative worlds that put the actual one
in a new light” (Bruner 9-10). This capacity of making strange and new enables fiction to

convey a sense of what a Christian imaginary is like.

The different metaphors that are employed by these three texts provide different
models or pictures of what Christian identity or subjectivity can look like. Although these
novels are all deeply rooted in the total history of Christianity, particularly the foundation of
Holy Scripture, they arise from diverse contexts of British and American Protestant
Christianity. The close reading of faithful subjectivity in each chapter is therefore prefaced by
a biographical discussion that situates each novelist in their historical and theological

contexts, partly in order to draw out the means by which each author came to create fiction
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suitable for the expression of spiritual truth. The historical sweep of this analysis is aimed in
the first instance at highlighting the variety of expressions of faithful subjectivity that have
been articulated by novelists, but it is not intended to suggest that later portrayals improve on
or displace earlier ones. The three novels that I will consider provide narrative expressions of
three different metaphors that present certain understandings of what it means to be a
Christian. These narrative expressions are, I would argue, complementary rather than
mutually exclusive. Each of them provides something that adds to the others. They are not
deficient in themselves, but each by themselves does not necessarily convey the entirety of

the Christian life.

Chapter One addresses John Bunyan’s The Pilgrim s Progress, mainly the First Part
(1678), with some reference to the Second Part (1684). The focus is on the image of the
journey that the allegorical narrative famously uses as a metaphor for the Christian life. The
journey that its protagonists take from the City of Destruction to the Celestial City signifies a
process of transformation in the life of the Christian from a state of lostness to entering into
the presence of God. The image of the journey shapes the subjectivity, or self-understanding,
of the pilgrims to focus upon their future meeting with the Lord of the Celestial City, and the
hope of this provides the motivation for persevering on the journey. The destination provides
encouragement for pilgrims to face the suffering and trouble that befalls them in life. The
journey is not largely a solitary one, underscoring the importance of community, although the
fullness of community is only reached within the Celestial City. The communal aspect of the
journey is even more strongly stressed in the Second Part. The journey provides a model of
subjectivity that will likely only make sense if assumptions of eternal realities are granted.
Paradoxically, joy and blessing and life is found in leaving behind what was thought to be life

and joy and blessing.
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In Chapter Two, I consider Perelandra (1943) by C. S. Lewis, the second novel of his
Space Trilogy, and its very different organising metaphor of total war. The central assumption
is that there is a cosmic war going on which pervades all dimensions of human life, from the
spiritual to the physical. The main character, Ransom, is presented as an ordinary person who
is enlisted in this cosmic conflict. Ordinary life becomes of eternal significance as a
manifestation or battleground of this war, with daily choices and actions being one of the
ways through which the battle is contested. Courage is emphasised as a central virtue. This
model looks forward to the great resolution when all evil and darkness will ultimately be
overcome, and thus provides encouragement for those whose identity is shaped by the

metaphor to keep fighting even when the darkness seems to hang heavy.

Chapter Three discusses Gilead (2004) by Marilynne Robinson, which is the most
realistic of the three novels considered in this thesis, being, on the surface, a fairly uneventful
historical novel. Through the meditative perspective of the narrator, the dying minister John
Ames, the novel presents his central insight that faithful subjectivity is a matter of perception:
perceiving that the earth and humans are created by God and are thus imbued with a
sacredness which must be recognised and treasured. Ames’s personal perception in the novel
is shown to fall short of the implications of this principle, however, especially through his
blindness to racial injustice in the novel’s historical milieu of 1950s America. Perception
turns out to be a form of courage, for to truly perceive the sacredness of others requires

actions that acknowledge and honour this sacredness.
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Chapter 1
Faithful Subjectivity as Journey: The Pilgrim’s
Progress (1678)

This Book will make a Travailer of thee.

—John Bunyan, The Pilgrim's Progress

Introduction

John Bunyan was born in 1628 and died in 1688, only a few months prior to the November
“Glorious Revolution.” Bunyan lived in times of political and social upheaval, including the
English Revolution and the Restoration of 1660. In this period, as Isabel Rivers notes,
Christianity was central to individual and collective English life: “[S]eventeenth- and
eighteenth-century English society and culture was essentially religious in its institutions,
practices and beliefs” (445). Bunyan converted from nominal Anglicanism sometime in the
early 1650s, in the wake of the English Revolution and the disestablishment of the Church of
England, and joined the Baptist stream of the Protestant Nonconformist movement that
emerged from the wide river of post-Reformation English Christianity.® The publication of
his treatise Some Gospel-truths Opened (1656), directed against certain Quaker doctrines
concerning the person and work of Christ, marked the beginning of Bunyan’s polemical
literary engagements (Keeble “Literary Life” 19). The Commonwealth, or Interregnum, had

been a “period of ascendancy . . . in which Presbyterians and Independents secured access to

3 Some of the dates here are drawn from the “Chronology” in The Pilgrim s Progress, edited by N. H. Keeble,
XXIX-XXXii.
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the centres of power” (Jones et al. 1). In contrast, the re-establishment of the Church of
England following Charles II’s restoration in 1660 was an “unmitigated disaster” for many
Nonconformists (Coffey 38).* In November 1660, Bunyan was arrested for being, as he
declares in Grace Abounding to the Chief of Sinners (1666), “an upholder and maintainer of
unlawful assemblies and conventicles, and for not conforming to the national worship of the
Church of England,” and he was not released until 1672 (Works 1:47, sec. 319). This
experience of imprisonment proved formative to his career as a writer. Prior to his arrest
Bunyan had published four works, but between 1660 and the end of his life he produced
thirty-eight further books, and a further sixteen would be published posthumously (Keeble
“Literary Life” 21, 18). Many of the works he wrote during these twelve years of
imprisonment included practical theological treatises like Christian Behaviour (1663) and
spiritual autobiographies like Grace Abounding (1666), but he also began work on the
narrative that would become the First Part of The Pilgrims Progress From This World, To
That Which is To Come (1678).

The Pilgrim s Progress is shaped by the particular theological beliefs of English
Reformed theology (popularly, and perhaps misleadingly, known as Calvinism). Dewey
Wallace notes: “Understanding John Bunyan’s theology and relating it to the religious context
of England in the second half of the seventeenth century is crucial for the interpretation of his
classic writings” (69). Although Bunyan was acquainted with prominent English Puritan
theologians, such as John Owen and Thomas Goodwin, he was not academically trained and

did not write a systematic exposition of his theological position (Wallace 70-1).> However, as

4 For detailed and nuanced explorations of the Restoration and its effects, see N. H. Keeble, The Restoration
(Blackwell, 2002) and Ronald Hutton, The Restoration: A Political and Religious History (Oxford UP, 1986).
® For more examinations of post-Restoration English Protestant Nonconformity, see John Coffey (ed.), The
Oxford History of Protestant Dissenting Traditions, Volume I: The Post-Reformation Era, 1559-1689 (Oxford
UP, 2020).

For an older, but detailed, account of Bunyan’s theology, see Richard L. Greaves’s John Bunyan (Eerdmans,
1969), vol.2 of the Courtenay Studies in Reformation Theology.
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Wallace notes, “A consistent, identifiable, and fairly sophisticated Reformed or Calvinist
theology focused on soteriology and practical piety undergirds Bunyan’s writings,
constituting an operative, if not systematic, body of divinity upon which he drew as occasion
warranted” (83). Central to Bunyan’s theology of salvation (soteriology) is the principle of
the two covenants: the covenant of works and the covenant of grace. Of themselves, human
beings as sinners cannot fulfil the covenant of works, “which requires complete obedience to
the law of God,” and so must instead trust in Christ and the righteousness of Christ that is
imputed to unworthy sinners, which is the essence of the covenant of grace: “To be under the
covenant of works is to be a sinner under the curse and wrath of God; to be under the
covenant of grace is to be a forgiven sinner” (Wallace 74). Human works cannot merit
acceptance by God; rather, sinners can only be accepted by trusting in Christ, and not their
own efforts. Accordingly, Richard Greaves emphasises that divine grace was “a concept
which permeated the whole of [Bunyan’s] writings and which was the focal point of his
preaching and thinking” (159). The pastoral intention of communicating these life-shaping
principles underlies Bunyan’s decision to express them in fictional form.

The Pilgrims Progress was first published in 1678, with a Second Part following in
1684, partly in response to some imitative works from other writers. Part One, which is
framed as the narrator’s dream, depicts the journey of “a Man,” who is subsequently renamed
Christian, and his later companions to the Celestial City (Progress 8). The narrative begins
with the Man living in the City of Destruction, where he bears a “great burden” on his back,
as he reads about the impending judgement against the City and realises his wretched plight
(Progress 8). The Man meets Evangelist who directs him to the Wicket Gate, which is the
beginning of the road to the Celestial City, and, now named Christian, he proceeds towards

the Gate, leaving behind his wife and family. Along the way he experiences mishaps and

6 Unless otherwise indicated, all italics are original to the text.
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delays, including getting stuck in the Slough of Dispond, before being admitted at the Gate
by Good-Will. Christian then begins his journey along the straight road to the Celestial City,
first staying at the Interpreter’s House, and when he passes the place of the Cross, his burden
rolls off his back. He subsequently stays at Palace Beautiful, before entering the Valley of
Humiliation, where he has to fight against Apollyon, the evil ruler of the City of Destruction.
After escaping the Valley of the Shadow of Death, Christian is subsequently joined by
Faithful, and they travel on to Vanity Fair, where “Houses,” “Souls,” “Adultries,” and more
are for sale (Progress 73). Faithful is killed by the rulers of the Fair, but Christian escapes and
is joined by Hopeful. However, they later leave the Path and are captured by Giant Despair
and imprisoned in Doubting Castle, only escaping when Christian remembers the key in his
pocket. They eventually enter the Country of Beulah, within sight of the Gates of the
Celestial City, but have to cross the “deep” River of Death first (Progress 128). Part One
concludes with their glorious admission into the Celestial City. Part Two, also framed as the
narrator’s dream, concerns the same journey to the Celestial City, this time with a more
communal focus on Christian’s wife, Christiana, and their children, as well as a group of
other pilgrims with them that increases as the narrative unfolds. The narrative begins with an
account of how Christiana, her four sons, and her neighbour, Mercie, set out on the same
pilgrimage, and come to be admitted at the Wicket Gate. From the House of the Interpreter
onwards, the pilgrims essentially follow Christian’s route in Part One, accompanied by the
soldier Great-heart who fights the giants they occasionally encounter. As they travel towards
the City, the company gradually expands to include a wide range of pilgrims, who exemplify
various character types: Mr Honest, Feeble-mind, Ready-to-Hault, Dispondencie and his
daughter Much-afraid, as well as Valiant-for-Truth and Mr Stand-fast. The narrative

concludes after the company’s arrival in the Land of Beulah with the pilgrims awaiting the
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individual summons to cross the River to go to the City, Christiana being the first to receive

the summons.

The Metaphor of the Journey

The metaphor of the journey provides the narrative shape for the version of faithful
subjectivity that is articulated in The Pilgrim s Progress. As Roland Frye suggests, The
Pilgrim s Progress is primarily focused on “the distinctive life of the Christian,” and this life
is explored through the metaphor of a journey (7). The plot simply describes Christian’s
journey on foot to the destination of the Celestial City, and his experience is characterised by
resting-points, obstacles, and dangers. As Colin Manlove notes, “Many previous [English]
writers of pilgrimage homilies and allegories had employed the concept of the one path, but it
seems fair to say that none of them gave it quite the centrality, emphasis and powerful
realization which it receives in Bunyan’s narrative” (16). It would be misleading, however, to
characterise Bunyan as particularly innovative since “the metaphor of the pilgrimage through
life was already firmly enmeshed in the fibers of medieval spirituality” and maintained its
centrality after the Reformation (Caspar 13). Indeed, Bunyan’s use of the journey as a
metaphor for the Christian life is drawn from Biblical sources, particularly the eleventh and
twelfth chapters of the Epistle to the Hebrews (Stranahan 280). On a literal level, the
geography of Christian’s journey also likely draws some inspiration from Bunyan’s
Bedfordshire surrounds and possibly the Great North Road from London (Russell 239). This
doubling of the physical and the metaphysical points to the complexity of Bunyan’s narrative
model. The journey undertaken by the pilgrims, which is presented as an embodiment of the
Christian life, occurs simultaneously at a material level (as a journey through the experiences

of life) and at an allegorical level (as a process of forming spiritual attributes).
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The interpretation of Pilgrim s Progress is complicated by the challenge of articulating
the relationship between its allegorical and material dimensions. It is tempting to simply read
the entire narrative in allegorical terms. As Jeremy Tambling notes, “at its simplest, allegory
is a way of saying one thing and meaning another” (6). In a sense, an allegory is a sustained
metaphor, involving the personification of some abstract idea to make it “appear real,
forceful” (Tambling 12). However, as C. S. Lewis points out, an allegory is not merely “a
cryptogram to be translated,” where the particular images used are discarded once
deciphered; rather, the images used are essential to understanding the underlying concepts:
“[W]e ought to be discovering, as we read, that humility is like that green valley” (“The
Vision of John Bunyan” 149). Indeed, rather than dull rigid codification, allegory possesses a
richness which Tambling conveys in his summary of the allegorical variety of Pilgrim s
Progress:

The Pilgrim s Progress is a dream-vision, like the medieval texts discussed earlier,
such as Piers Plowman. It uses personification allegory, while being also a narrative
unfolding of scriptural figuralism, and an exposition of biblical allegories. Further, it
makes the hero, Christian, in his journey to the Celestial City, a figure for the reader
to follow and imitate. (69)
Significantly, as Tambling suggests, allegory can also have a didactic function, and Bunyan
explicitly links his work to such a purpose in his Apology for Pilgrims Progress:
This Book will make a Travailer of thee,
If by its Counsel thou wilt ruled be;
1t will direct thee to the Holy Land,
If thou wilt its Directions understand|.] (Progress 6)
Bunyan intends that the reader will be instructed and shaped by the allegorical aspects of the

pilgrimage to understand their own spiritual life and identity as if it was a journey. Thus, he
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invites the reader to become a pilgrim and to participate in the rich allegorical significance of
the journey that John Knott highlights: “The way is the path of all Christians through the
wilderness of the world . . . and simultaneously the inner way of faith of the individual
believer” (445). The indispensable image of the journey signifies and points to both the
spiritual growth of the individual believer and the shared experiences of the faithful
community (past, present, and future) living within the world.

Multiple layers of signification are present as well in the characters from Pilgrim s
Progress. As a figure of allegorical significance, Christian is intended to be representative of
every Christian, an understanding that is invited by his generic name. As such, the particular
model of subjectivity exhibited by Christian is to be a shaping example, a pattern for the
reader. This is quite unlike a character’s subjectivity as presented under the principles of
realism in the novel, where there is an ostensible “authentic account of the actual experiences
of individuals” (Watt 27). At the same time, however, Christian is also particular and
individuated in a manner similar to a novelistic character: his struggles and temptations are
not the same as Faithful’s, for instance, who is also intended to be representative of Christians
in general. As Nancy Rosenfeld argues, Bunyan may be considered a contributor to the
novel’s development through his creation of “individuated human characters” rather than flat
“allegorical figures” (4). However, subjectivity as represented in Pilgrim s Progress has an
explicit exemplarity, or applicability, to it that is absent from the realism of the novel. Such
exemplarity is part of the wider function of the allegory in Pilgrims Progress, which
manifests both in the image of the journey and in the characters on that journey.

One important consequence of adopting the journey as the central image in Pilgrim s
Progress is the sense of orientation or direction that it imparts to the articulation of faithful
subjectivity. The entire narrative is structured by the literal journey toward the Celestial City,

and thus Christian subjectivity is framed as a life-long pilgrimage which derives its meaning
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from its destination. Charles Taylor argues that an integral element of identity is possessing
“an orientation to the good,” which basically means having a sense of what matters most, and
which can be understood in terms of our lives possessing a certain “direction,” or
alternatively of understanding our lives as a story: “In order to have a sense of who we are,
we have to have a notion of how we have become, and of where we are going” (Sources 47).
As Alasdair Maclntyre argues, “all lived narratives” occur in light of “an image of the future
which always presents itself in the form of a telos™ (215). At the beginning of Part One of
Pilgrim s Progress, the importance of such a telos is made apparent by its absence. When the
Man is full of distress because of the conviction of judgement against the City of Destruction,
he can find no way of escape because he does not know where to go. The narrator relates: “I
saw also that he looked this way, and that way, as if he would run; yet he stood still, because,
as I perceived, he could not tell which way to go” (Progress 9). When Evangelist meets the
Man in this state and asks why he stands still, his reply highlights his uncertainty of direction:
“Because I know not whither to go” (Progress 9). It is only after Evangelist directs him
towards the Wicket Gate, and ultimately towards the Celestial City, that the Man is able to go
anywhere. On the allegorical level, this signifies the lostness of every individual apart from
Christ, and the need for Scriptural instruction from ministers of the gospel. On the literal
level though, this conveys the idea that life ought to involve a sense of direction toward a
specific destination. In a sense, the Man, before receiving directions from Evangelist, does
not really know who he is, which is perhaps reflected in his lack of specific name. Although
Christian subsequently indicates at Palace Beautiful that his name was formerly “Graceless,”
he is not so identified at the beginning of the narrative, and is only called Christian after
commencing his journey (Progress 38). The journey toward the City, which gives the Man a
new name, also gives him a teleological sense of identity, of going somewhere, from

somewhere, as reflected in Christian’s declaration to Good-Will at the Wicket Gate, which is
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repeated several times throughout the narrative: “Here is a poor burdened sinner, I come from
the City of Destruction, but am going to Mount Zion” (Progress 21). The sense of a
destination gives a narrative shape to the pilgrim’s identity.

Ultimately, the narrative shows that this sense of subjective orientation toward the
Celestial City is a profoundly relational orientation toward the Lord of the Celestial City.
Throughout Part One, the pilgrims’ vision of destination, what they look forward to and are
sustained by, is characterised by several images, including inheritance, an “endless
Kingdom,” and community with fellow pilgrims (Progress 12). However, these various
images cluster around the more personal prospect of meeting the Lord of the Celestial City. In
Part One, while at Palace Beautiful, Christian is asked why he desires to go to the Celestial
City, and he replies by expressing his love for the Lord of the City: “Why, there I hope to see
him alive, that did hang dead on the Cross . . . For to tell you truth, I love him, because I was
by him eased of my burden, and I am weary of my inward sickness” (Progress 42).
Christian’s longing is one of the instances where the literal and allegorical levels of the text
are almost blended together. Indeed, the figure of the Lord of the Celestial City transcends the
literal level of the narrative. As Jason Crawford notes, there are numerous references
throughout the narrative to “this invisible governor [who] belongs to some order beyond the
domestic countryside over which he presides” (198). Mentioned in such phrases as the
“Governour of that Countrey” (Progress 12), the “Law-giver” (14), the “Lord of the Hill”
(35), and the “Prince of Princes” (73), this figure embodies a blending and transcending of
the literal and allegorical levels of the text, signifying, often very plainly, the divine figure of
Christ, traces of whose presence and activity are suggested throughout the literal journey of
the pilgrims, particularly in the Wicket Gate which all the pilgrims must pass through. The
seeping of allegorical signification into the literal journey manifests in the shared desire of all

the pilgrims, in both parts of Pilgrim s Progress, to see Christ, which highlights one of the
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ways in which their subjectivity is to be exemplary for the reader, who is invited by the
allegory to share and be shaped by this desire to see and love Christ. At the end of Part Two,
and thus serving as a conclusion for the whole of Pilgrim s Progress, Stand-fast powerfully
expresses this longing as he crosses the River of Death: “I see my self now at the end of my
Journey, my toilsom Days are ended. I am going to see that Head that was Crowned with
Thorns, and that Face that was spit upon, for me” (Progress 261). The journey-structure of
Pilgrim’s Progress means that faithful subjectivity as depicted on the literal level of the
narrative is oriented toward the joyful prospect of meeting the King of the Celestial City,
which allegorically signifies the believer’s anticipation of ultimately seeing God and of being

in union with Christ.

Paradoxes and Implications

The image of the journey also establishes a number of paradoxes and tensions at the centre of
faithful subjectivity. While the pilgrims are portrayed in terms of following their authentic or
innate desires, the road to the Celestial City is not determined by their whims or self-
determination. As Jason Crawford notes, much of the narrative can be understood as
concerned with the “ideal of authenticity,” particularly in relation to the state of the pilgrims
(176). On the literal level, there are genuine and false pilgrims on the road to the Celestial
City. For instance, Ignorance, whom Christian and Hopeful meet toward the end of their
journey, reaches the Gate of the City but is thrown through a door to Hell since he does not
possess a certificate (Progress 133). The crucial difference between the genuine and false
pilgrims is that the former have entered through the Wicket Gate while the latter have not.
Ignorance walks onto the road to the City from “a little crooked Lane” without passing
through the Wicket Gate, or indeed without seeing any need for passing through the Wicket

Gate (Progress 101). When pressed by Christian, he responds: “And as for the Gate that you
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talk of, all the world knows that that is a great way off of our Countrey. I cannot think that
any man in all our parts doth so much as know the way to it; nor need they matter whether
they do or no. . .” (Progress 101). Ignorance’s indifference to the Wicket Gate marks him out
as a rebel and trespasser, although he may not realise it, against the Lord of the Celestial City,
since Ignorance has improperly entered onto the King’s Highway. Roland Frye considers
Ignorance, and the other “pseudo-pilgrims,” as allegorically exhibiting a “secular relativism”
in which “the way is seen as relative to man, determined by man” (106). In contrast, the
rightly ordered journey to the Celestial City must begin at the Wicket Gate, which
allegorically signifies the person of Jesus Christ and the grace that is offered to the sinner. As
Philip Edwards notes, the necessity of entering at the Wicket Gate highlights the holistic
nature of the journey: “Christian path-keeping . . . means not only keeping to the path but
keeping the whole path. You can only get to the end of the road by travelling the whole of the
road” (116). On the literal level, the Wicket Gate is also where pilgrims seemingly receive the
certificates (passports in a sense) that entitle them to entry at the Celestial City. Martha
Russell notes that this essential documentation is reflective of the existing legislation in
Bunyan’s time concerning how non-native English persons received citizenship within
England (242). The events that occur at the Wicket Gate thus demonstrate that in order to
arrive at the Celestial City, one must travel by the path already laid down.

Furthermore, articulating faithful subjectivity in terms of following this singular,
preexisting road to the Celestial City also means that the individual is oriented away from the
present world. In Pilgrim s Progress, there is a clear element of movement away from “this
world,” as indicated in part of the longer title for the book: From This World to That Which is
to Come. Thus, at Palace Beautiful, Christian confesses to the damsels there that he
sometimes thinks of his original country, “but with much shame and detestation; Truly, if [

had been mindful of that Countrey from whence I came out, I might have had opportunity to
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have returned,; but now I desire a better Countrey, that is, an Heavenly” (Progress 41).
However, Christian’s renunciation does not signify a total repudiation of the material world
but of a certain way of valuing the world. This is exemplified in Christian and Faithful’s
conduct in Vanity Fair, where Faithful meets his death. The Fair was built by demonic rulers
to entrap pilgrims through the sale of “all sorts of Vanity,” and, thus, almost any conceivable
thing is on sale at the Fair, including “Houses, Lands . . . Countreys . . . Lusts, Pleasures, and
Delights of all sorts, as Whores, Bauds, Wives, Husbands, Children, Masters, Servants, Lives,
Blood, Bodies, Souls, Silver, Gold, Pearls, Precious Stones, and what not” (Progress 73). As
the pilgrims pass through this Fair, they are marked as distinct by their clothing, their
language, and their refusal to buy the commodities being sold at the Fair (Progress 74). In
response to interrogations by the men of the Fair, the pilgrims assert that they are merely
passing through: “[Christian and Faithful] told them, that they were Pilgrims and Strangers in
the world, and that they were going to their own Countrey, which was the Heavenly
Jerusalem” (Progress 74). However, being a pilgrim in the world does not equate to a denial
of the worth of the physical world. As Neil Keeble notes: “[T]he Puritan did not conceive the
way to salvation to consist in abstinence or asceticism but in a right use of our physical
natures. Eating, drinking, singing, music and dancing are celebrated throughout The Pilgrim's
Progress as divine gifts” (“Introduction” xiii). To be a pilgrim though does mean to reject the
spiritual attitudes and values embodied in Vanity Fair, a place that is dominated by
acquisition and consumption, and where everything, whether objects or people, is reduced to
a catalogue. The sale of such abstract and metaphysical items as “Lives” and “Souls” shows a
destructive commodification that extends beyond the material dimension. Vanity Fair is a
place where people’s very souls and lives have no more value or dignity than if they were
pieces of jewellery. It is this spiritual attitude of endless consumerism, without any reference

to the King of the Celestial City, that the pilgrims are to renounce. To be oriented rightly
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towards the Celestial City is therefore to regard “this” world as a place through which the
pilgrim is passing on the way to the Celestial City.

Consequently, the narrative further asserts a fundamental contrast of identities between
the pilgrims to the Celestial City and the characters who oppose and criticise them on their
journey. The lives and identities of the genuine pilgrims are structured and transformed by the
journey to the Celestial City through the Wicket Gate, while the identities of the non-faithful,
who include the various false pilgrims as well as the hostile residents of the City of
Destruction and Vanity Fair, are structured by attitudes and desires that point away from the
Celestial City. This juxtaposition is seen from the beginning of Part One with Christian’s
declaration, responding to Obstinate’s overtures to return to the City of Destruction, that he is
looking for “an Inheritance, incorruptible, undefiled, and that fadeth not away; and it is laid
up in Heaven,” and this inheritance is worth incomparably more than anything that might be
left behind (Progress 10). Obstinate, however, considers Christian and others like him to be
“mis-led fantastical Fellows,” and this sort of opposition culminates in Faithful’s execution at
Vanity Fair, which marks a crucial difference between the pilgrims and their opponents (11).
The pilgrims are persecuted and even killed by their enemies, while the pilgrims themselves
are presented as only seeking to change the minds and attitudes of their opponents. This
contrasting and antagonistic relationship, along with the possibility of transformation,
continues throughout the narrative and articulates a contrast in teleologies possessed by
Christians and non-Christians: the former’s telos is concerned with the claims of eternity
upon the present earthly life while the latter’s either disregards those claims or the necessity
of faith in Christ. In the narrative, the teleology of the pilgrims is vindicated by their
succes