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The protagonist of William Golding’s Free Fall, Samuel Mountjoy, has a character 

point of view which strongly correlates with existential values, especially those of the 

Danish existential thinker and writer Søren Kierkegaard, who distinguishes between the 

aesthetic, ethical and religious spheres of life.1 There are a surprising number of 

similarities between Kierkegaard’s theories and Free Fall, as Sammy fulfills the criteria 

for an aesthetic life, makes the transition into an ethical sphere of life, but fails to make 

the final leap to the religious sphere of life, which explains why the novel concludes in 

an unresolved manner. Through a maze of temporal shifts and dense narration, the 

reader follows Sammy as he shows signs of living in what Kierkegaard calls “aesthetic 

immediacy”. This is a symptom of an aesthetic sphere of life which has much in 

common with self-centered hedonism, making the quest for pleasure and lack of 

commitment primary tenets. However, after being locked in a dark cell in a Nazi POW 

camp, Sammy is resurrected into a new man, having taken a ‘leap of faith’, an important 

theme in Kierkegaardian theory, into an ethical sphere of life. Now he understands the 

importance of “interpersonal morality” and is aware of his own sins, which he seeks 

atonement for from the three people who have influenced him the most. Paradoxically, 

despite his new revelation he fails to bring about his redemption causing the novel to 

end without a satisfactory resolution. Thus Sammy is a new man, but has not been 

cleansed of his sins. An analysis based on Kierkegaard’s theories would suggest that 

                                               
1 In the literature referring to Kierkegaard the notion of the aesthetic, ethical and religious are called 

“Stages of Existence”, “Spheres of Existence or “Spheres of Life”. In the following discussion the 
latter description will be used consistently, which also Michael Watts does in his book Kierkegaard.



Davén 2

Sammy indeed has made a ‘leap of faith’, but it remains incomplete since the ethical 

sphere of life is flawed, lacking the religious sphere of life to identify the purpose 

Sammy desperately desires. It is in this sphere that existential absurdity is escaped by 

acknowledging that humans are the offspring and synthesis of the infinite and the finite; 

created by God but experiencing existence on earth.2 However, in the religious sphere 

the infinite is the ultimate focus of existence. Sammy’s inability to make his second leap 

explains the unresolved way the novel ends.

Jean-Paul Sartre, often hailed as the founder of existentialism, laid down basic 

tenets of existential theory. Sartre was a devout atheist, and argued that there is no 

“essence” (metaphysically determined human nature) in human existence prior to 

human existence. Hence, existence precedes essence (thus the title “existentialism”), 

which Sartre postulates in his lecture Existentialism is a Humanism: “man first of all 

exists, encounters himself, surges up in the world – and defines himself afterwards”. 

However, the main concern for Sartre was that if God is absent (no essence), there is no 

purpose, value or meaning to the world. No absolute distinction between right and 

wrong would then exist, making life in this world absurd, that word being indispensable 

in existentialist vocabulary. The only “sin” in Sartre’s world is not taking responsibility 

for one’s actions no matter if they are good or bad. Because humans are, “condemned to 

be free”, an expression made famous through his play No Exit, we must be responsible 

for what we do with our unavoidable freedom. Due to the burden of this immense 

responsibility, man experiences anguish, abandonment, and despair, which is an 

existentialist response to an absurd world.

That existentialism is applicable to Free Fall is shown by Jeanne Delbaere-

Garant, who states that Sammy is “the modern existentialist hero, [...] sharing 

responsibility in all evil performed” (364). Already as a young boy, Sammy feels the 

“defiance and isolation; a man against society” (Golding 53), which is the basic 

alienation experienced by the existential man. Just like Sartre, Sammy decides that 

“right and wrong are a parliamentary decision like no betting slips or drinks after half-

past ten. But why should Samuel Mountjoy, sitting by his well, go with a majority 

decision? Why should not Sammy’s good be what Sammy decides?” (226). When he 

                                               
2 This expression is directly borrowed from Kierkegaard who in Concluding Unscientific Postscript, 

writes “Existence is the child that is born of the infinite and the finite, the eternal and the temporal, 
and is therefore a constant striving” (85).



Davén 3

chooses science over metaphysics, Sammy experiences the world as “an amoral, a 

savage place in which man was trapped without hope, to enjoy what he could while it 

was going.” (226). Looking back on his life, Sammy has no problems aligning his early 

life with an existential standpoint, it being cold and forlorn outside of the bustling 

warmth of his childhood in the slum of Rotten Row. 

In fact, Sammy rarely shows signs of contentment and satisfaction, except in 

Rotten Row and in the hospital ward. Rather, his life has an existential slant before the 

dark cell, as it is colored by alienation and lack of purpose. When he spits upon the high 

altar, follows Johnny Spragg up a hill to watch airplanes, or creeps into the general’s 

garden, there is a sense of emotional detachment. Rather than engaging in personal 

enterprises, he follows others passively, not engaging emotionally with the world or its 

inhabitants. Even when he describes his relationship with Beatrice, his positive 

reactions to her, especially in the initial moments of seduction, are countered by 

negative imagery such as burning, drowning, being tied up or yearning for a reaction. 

When Sammy leaves the “misery of Beatrice” for the “good joys of Taffy” (133), there 

is a mutuality in their relationship, but it stems from the despair of the present situation 

rather than from true happiness. Taffy embodies all the things Beatrice is not, because 

she is “dark and vivid” (126) where Beatrice has pure white skin and is hidden (121). 

Taffy is active, fertile and their erotic act is made “wildly and mutually” (126), while 

Beatrice is passive, impotent and their lovemaking is one-sided (120). Sammy’s 

relationship with Taffy, although it contains elements of joy, seems like a rebound, 

based on Sammy’s inability to commit himself and on Taffy being different from 

Beatrice, rather than on amorous attraction. His childhood with Father Watts-Watt is 

marked with fear and uncertainty, and the positive aspects of school, his fascination 

with Biblical stories and the kindness of Mr. Shales, are balanced with the negative 

aspects of Miss Pringle’s cruelty and the realization that science is empty. The 

headmaster of the school, wishing to give Sammy some advice before he leaves, asks 

Sammy if he is happy, and he says ‘no’ without hesitating. Not until he comes out from 

the dark cupboard in the Nazi POW camp does he experience true joy, and it wells up 

from inside of him in the shape of tears and understanding, as he exclaims that there 

“was so much to learn, so many adjustments to make that prison life became extremely 

busy and happy. For now the world was reorientated” (188). It is this moment in the 
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novel that is the metamorphosis away from Sammy’s existential frustration and 

unhappiness into a new state of being. The theories of Søren Kierkegaard can explain 

Sammy’s transition into a new state of life. 

In contrast to Sartre, Kierkegaard is a theistic philosopher, placing God’s 

existence and influence at the very center of his philosophy. George Cotkin points out 

the similarities between the two philosophers by claiming that “Sartre is Kierkegaard 

without God” (51). It is precisely this that makes Kierkegaard’s theories suitable for the 

study of Sammy Mountjoy, who describes himself as an “earnest metaphysical boy” 

(Golding 204). Sartre’s theories deny all metaphysical aspects, and are thus not as 

suitable as Kierkegaard’s theories for the investigation of Sammy, who both yearns for 

and encounters a metaphysical reality. Although Sammy has elements of a Christ-

figure,3 his faith is not explicitly Christian. Bernard Oldsey writes that “although 

[Golding’s] work can be categorized as broadly Christian in outlook, it advocates no 

specific church or political system” (1). Kierkegaard’s thought is called existentialist, 

although the term was not known during his lifetime, because he insisted on the

need to become a ‘true individual’, passionately committed to a path that 
has been personally chosen. He observed that the majority of people 
merely exist as part of an anonymous ‘public’, simply conforming to the 
dominant way of living and thinking. In his Concluding Unscientific 
Postscript, he likens real existence to riding a wild stallion, and ‘so-
called existence’ with falling asleep in a moving hay wagon. (5)

Because of his emphasis on individual freedom and responsibility, as well as an 

awareness of the absurd and paradoxical state of human existence, Kierkegaard set the 

stage for existentialism and was a significant influence on existentialists such as Sartre, 

Martin Heidegger and Albert Camus.4 Thus, Kierkegaard’s theories are suitable for an 

existential analysis of Free Fall. Especially two Kierkegaardian themes are useful, 

namely the concept of “dread”, as well as his notion of the aesthetic, ethical and 

religious spheres of life, and the way the spheres differentiate.

                                               
3 See Inger Aarseth’s “Golding’s Journey to Hell: An Examination of Prefigurations and Archetypal 

Patterns in Free Fall” for a study involving Sammy as a Christ-figure (331), as well as the multiple 
references to myth in the novel. 

4 Sartre and Heidegger never acknowledged their debt to Kierkegaard, although their work relied 
heavily on his thought (Watts 6). Although Heidegger’s work focused on human existence he never 
called himself an existentialist, most probably to avoid association with Sartre and Communism.
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Kierkegaard explores the topic of dread in his work with the self-explanatory 

title, The Concept of Dread.5 Existential dread is not to be confused with fear6, but is 

rather the result of living in an absurd and empty world. In Free Fall this dread reaches 

its climax in “the cry” in the dark cupboard, which gives Sammy the possibility to shift 

from an aesthetic worldview to an ethical one. It is not until Sammy reaches a 

realization of the consequences of this dread that he can leave his passive aesthetic state. 

Ronald Grimsley writes that the, “peculiar intensity of dread is linked to the fact that I 

am obliged to choose whether I wish to do so or not. I am ‘condemned to be free’” 

(251). Thus, dread comes from helplessness before the choices that must be made in the 

face of having to take responsibility for these choices without knowing the 

consequences they might have. The source of dread is the “indeterminate region of the 

human personality which is about to leap from its exclusive preoccupation with 

‘aesthetic’ concerns towards the sphere of genuine spiritual endeavor” (Grimsley 246).  

In this sense, experiencing dread is very unpleasant but is, according to Kierkegaard, of 

the utmost importance, as “dread is the possibility of freedom, only dread is through 

faith absolutely fostering, as it devours everything temporal and reveals all its 

disappointments” (Concept of Dread 154, translation mine). It is only when all things 

belonging to the world, and their mock importance, are revealed to be nothing in the 

face of dread that we are able to make a ‘leap of faith’ into a new plane of existence. 

Therefore, dread is not only necessary, but vital. However, it must be coupled with faith, 

as Kierkegaard says, if the person experiencing dread “in that he has commenced his 

education, misunderstands dread, so that it does not lead to faith but away from faith, he 

is a reprobate” (157, translation mine). Thus it is not dread itself that is beneficial, but 

the inevitable choice that must be made when dread has enabled a clear and uncluttered 

vision. Kierkegaard believes that dread is so essential to mankind that he believes those 

who have not undergone it to be “unspiritual” (156). 

When he is locked in the dark cupboard, Sammy faces dread, as the sum of his 

childhood fears of the dark leads to the feeling that all that he “felt or surmised was 
                                               
5 Some English versions of the book have translated the Danish word “angest” as anxiety, e.g. Reidar 

Thomte and Albert B. Anderson’s 1981 translation. However, ”The Concept of Dread” seems to be the 
title by which Kierkegaard’s book and the concept is most commonly known, and is more true to the 
meaning of “angest”.

6 Søren Kierkegaard made clear that “[dread] is something completely different from fear and similar 
terms, that refer to something concrete, while dread is freedom as the possibility of the possible” 
(Begreppet Ångest 70, translation mine).
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conditioned by the immediacy of extreme peril” (166). Patrick O’Donnell states that the 

dark cupboard is Sammy’s “existential hell” (94), where he is forced to meet “his dark 

center”. He understands that nothing “Halde could do seemed half so terrible as what I 

knew myself” (190), because the encounter with the dark center within him is a greater 

torture than any exterior pain can inflict. This is where Sammy’s dread reaches a climax, 

and he is forced to make a choice. Either he can take what Søren Kierkegaard calls ‘a 

leap of faith’ into a moral sphere of life, or he can escape from his responsibilities by 

denying his individual freedom “through an identification with the everyday values of 

‘people’, but to do this is to be guilty of ‘insincerity’ [...] and to betray the basic truth 

which gives meaning to [...] existence” (Grimsley 251).7 Thus dread enables Sammy’s 

leap, but Kierkegaard also gives a theoretical framework for understanding what 

Sammy is leaving and where his leap of faith leads.

Kierkegaard distinguishes between three different spheres of existence, which 

are characterized in the two volumes that constitute Either/Or, the aesthetic, ethical and 

religious lifestyles.8 The book is written under the pseudonym Victor Eremita who 

claims to be the editor of the text rather than its author, because he is merely publishing 

a collection of papers he found in an escritoire he has bought. The first volume of 

Either/Or explores different aspects of an aesthetic lifestyle, which has more in 

common with hedonism than with art or creativity. The aesthetic sphere is defined by 

four traits that echo Sammy’s life before his experience in the dark cupboard. In his 

close study of Kierkegaard, Michael Watts writes that, 

every level of aestheticism is defined by immediacy. Typical of all forms 
of ‘immediacy’ is the failure to reflect seriously upon the nature of one’s 
way of living. The person whose relation to existence is defined by 
immediacy is seldom deeply committed to anything in life, for when they 
lose interest in something [...] they simply change direction. (192) 

Secondly, a person with an “aesthetic worldview tends to accept passively the life that 

was ‘given’ to him by the random forces of chance or destiny” (Watts 193). In other 

words, life is based primarily on external factors that we have no control over rather 

                                               
7 This insincerity refers to what Sartre calls “mauvais foi” or bad faith. Bad faith is in essence “the 

denial of [...] freedom by its possessor” (Brown). Sartre explains this notion at length in Being and 
Nothingness.

8 The religious sphere of life is merely hinted at in the chapter called “Ultimatum” of part two in 
Either/Or. However, Kierkegaard explains it in more detail in Concluding Unscientific Postscript, 
Fear and Trembling, and Purity of Heart. 
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than on personal decisions. The character ‘A’ in Either/Or echoes this when he says that 

“before me is continually an empty space, and I am propelled by a consequence that lies 

behind me” (Kierkegaard 28). The propulsion into the future is not chosen or even 

desired by ‘A’, yet it is inevitable. The fear of boredom is the third aspect of the 

aesthetic life. Watts explains that, “Kierkegaard illustrates that even when a life of 

perfect hedonism is possible, ultimately it becomes boring, meaningless and empty, 

filled with feelings of dread that are only briefly escaped during the experience of new 

pleasure” (197). Due to the fact that the aesthetic individual is prone to boredom, he or 

she avoids commitments, because there needs to be an easy way out in case the task 

becomes monotonous. Kierkegaard, through his pseudonym, writes that that boredom 

“is the root of all evil, no wonder, then, [...] that evil spreads” (Either/Or 278), this 

premise being the foundation of the aesthetic sphere. The fourth and final trait describes 

how the aesthetic way of life is difficult to sustain, because dread can no longer be 

covered by entertainment and distraction. Sammy, before his ‘enlightenment’ fits into 

each of the four attributes of an aesthetic life, which makes him a Kierkegaardian 

aesthete. 

The first quality which defines the aesthetic person, then, is immediacy. The 

participator in an aesthetic life is unable to seriously reflect upon the way his or her life 

is lived and thus lives exclusively in the present. The protagonist in Golding’s novel fits 

into this category, as Sammy does not seem to have any goals in life, and when he does 

they are short-term, thus living in the immediate rather than taking the future into 

account. When Sammy’s headmaster asks him whether anything is important to him and 

Sammy says ‘I don’t know’ without flinching (233), the headmaster continues by 

asking, “Your talent is not important to you?” to which Sammy replies, “No, sir” 

without hesitation (234). Thus he confesses to not having any future goals or dreams to 

pursue.

This is equally true when Sammy is a younger man. He does not choose Philip 

as a friend, rather, Philip chooses Sammy: “Philip debated with himself and chose me. I 

thought he had become my henchman but really he was my Machiavelli” (49). Instead 

of choosing his friends, Sammy passively accepts the situation, although he is being 

unwittingly exploited by Philip. In an episode with Johnny, Sammy notes that “it hardly 

seemed worth climbing the hill for we could only just see the top. But Johnny said to go 



Davén 8

and we went” (39). Instead of making up his own mind, he is dominated by the people 

around him, revealing that he is frozen in a state of immediacy. When the boys walk up 

the hill, the wind is described as pushing Sammy and Johnny upwards (39), which sums 

up Sammy’s early life where he has given up his freedom, an image suggesting that 

Sammy has lost his freedom even before the moment he declares to himself on the 

bridge that he will give up everything to possess Beatrice (79).9

His ambition to seduce Beatrice is seemingly an exception to his lack of goals, 

but by doing so he accidentally ensnares himself, with the result that he is trapped in a 

state of immediacy. When he carefully plans his amorous goal, he concocts his scheme 

ahead of time and by “sheer hard work and calculation [he] brought [his seduction] 

about” (83).10 At the traffic light, he is aware of his ability to change his mind as, even 

at the traffic lights, he states that “there was still time to turn around and go away again. 

A few days and the feelings would sear themselves out” (80). Yet, as soon as he has 

crossed the traffic light he tells himself that “I understood at last the truth of my 

position. I was lost. I was caught” (81). By choosing freely he ensnares himself and 

condemns himself to no longer being in charge of his own life. The referrals to captivity, 

bondage and slavery are numerous in reference to Beatrice. However, the bondage is 

mutual, expressed in the dialogue: “‘I love you’ / ‘Let me go’” (114). When Sammy 

ventures to make her sleep with him he reasons with himself that, “I have to do it. I 

don’t know why. I have to” (116). After finally convincing Beatrice to succumb to his 

libidinal pleadings, he is full of “love and gratitude and delight, but [he] never seem[s] 

to get near Beatrice” (118). His captivity is absolute as he claims that “there were rough 

ropes on my wrists and ankles and round my neck. They led through the streets, they lay 

at her feet and she could pick them up or not as she chose” (88). As he is captivated by 

his own schemes, Sammy does not have the ability to plan ahead and thus is entrapped 

in the immediacy of the present. 

Sammy reveals himself in his incapacity to sever his engagement with Beatrice, 

and simply leaves her. Lost is his passionate desire to give up everything to win her 

heart and body. His parting with Beatrice is achieved without making a conscious 

                                               
9 That the moment on the bridge indeed is the moment Sammy loses his free will is confirmed by 

Golding in an interview with James Baker in 1982. 
10 Sammy’s seduction of Beatrice is similar to Johannes’ seduction of Cordelia in Kierkegaard’s 

Either/Or, Part 1, called “The Diary of a Seducer”, where Johannes sets up a complex plot to seduce 
his woman, using her and yearning for her simultaneously.



Davén 9

decision, as he passively asks himself, “What else could I have done but run away from 

Beatrice?” (130). Further, “Beatrice faded from me, like the [Communist] party” (130) 

suggesting that there was no active choice behind his turning away from her and 

towards Taffy, his new love who stands in stark contrast to Beatrice.

The relationship between Sammy and Taffy is mutual and passionate, a response 

to a “love at first sight” experience and thus related to Sammy’s immediacy. Sammy is a 

captive of sorts with Taffy, as he was with Beatrice, because they “both recognized 

without a moment’s doubt that we should never let each other go” (126). Although their 

devotion to each other is noncommittal on a surface level, they are deeply intertwined:

“I was muttering into the back of her neck. ‘Marry me, Taffy, for Pete’s 
sake marry me.’ And Taffy was sniffing under my chin [...] ‘You cock an 
eye at another woman and I’ll have your guts for a girdle’” (129).

Entrapment in another person leads to an inability to live independently of the present. 

Rather than being based on a love that releases, it is based on demands (“Marry me”) 

and conditions (“You cock an eye at another woman”). This makes their relationship, at 

least at this stage, a binding situation rather than releasing, making it difficult to reflect 

on their future life and where it is heading.11

The second category of a Kierkegaardian aesthetic life is the belief that the outer 

existence is more important than one’s spiritual life and that the self is based entirely on 

these external factors, leading to a passive acceptance of one’s situation. Sammy is 

continually dominated by the people around him and even projects these feelings onto 

inanimate objects, such as the boiler at Father Watts-Watt: “the copper, brass-bound idol 

dominated everything, even dominated the huge bath on its four splayed tiger feet, 

dominated me, with a blank look over my head from two dark caverns and an 

intimidation pipe” (155). The effect the boiler, and similar external influences has on 

Sammy, is a paralysis resulting in a passivity against which he remains helpless. 

Although Sammy is attracted to, even taunted by the supernatural, expressed in 

his interest in the mystical Egyptian kings and Miss Pringle’s biblical stories, his 

awareness of the world is purely earthbound. Ronald Granofsky claims that “Sammy’s 

problem is his refusal to recognize the dimensions of life which cannot be seen. He is 

                                               
11 Sammy and Taffy’s relationship is affected in a positive way after Sammy’s experience in the POW 

camp, showing a deeper relationship than when they initially meet. Kenneth Enticott is clearly jealous 
of their relationship (247), and Taffy’s desire for Sammy to deal with his past (239) shows how their 
relationship has evolved.
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one of Golding’s rationalists” (55). When the adult Sammy exclaims, “The kings of 

Egypt were out of my reach” (50) he is not merely referring to his inability to get more 

fagcards, but to the fact that the mythical quality of the royal faces are beyond his 

limited earthly grasp. Similarly, when he sees a “merciless and remote purity” (87), an 

unearthly light in Beatrice, he is unable to grasp it and exchanges it for the more 

tangible and understandable bodily aspect of their relationship, trading away the 

spiritual realm for the world. 

As already mentioned, people in Sammy’s surroundings dominate him, like Ma 

and Evie, Johnny and Philip, Father Watts-Watt and Halde, Miss Pringle and Nick 

Shales. These people are external factors that have an impact on his life, but do not 

reach into his soul, and thus he does not have any problem leaving them when the time 

comes. When his mother dies he simply accepts the situation “out of a limitless well of 

acceptance” (72) and goes on with his enjoyment of the ward, without showing any real 

sadness. Neither does he show regret when he leaves Beatrice or his comrades in the 

Communist party. When he receives a wounded letter from Nick Shales together with a 

letter from Beatrice, he does not bother to respond (130). Hearing that two of his fellow 

inmates in the POW camp, Nobby and Ralph, have been killed Sammy asks himself 

“Do you feel nothing then? / Maybe” (142) exactly the same words that defined 

Beatrice’s passive malleability (119). Halde recognizes Sammy’s emotional coldness 

and tells him that “you are capable of a certain degree of love, but nothing to mark you 

out from the ants and the sparrows” (145). The occasions when he does show emotional 

responses, they stem from guilt, which he brings on himself by his own actions. This is 

the case when Sammy is caught stealing fagcards from younger children (52) as well as 

his response to realizing that he is brutally using Beatrice, thus degrading himself (123). 

External forces affect Sammy; they frighten and shape him, but they rarely reach into 

his soul. Loss, death, love or any other matter that has to do with issues of the heart and 

spirit are outside Sammy’s reach while he is in the aesthetic sphere of life. 

The third aspect of the aesthetic sphere of life is that one tends to avoid 

commitment as it is deemed boring. The character ‘A’ in Kierkegaard’s Either/Or

suggests that one should use crop rotation as a model for life to avoid boredom. Similar 

to how a farmer rotates his crops to maintain a fertile soil, the aesthetic person must 

continually be in a state of motion, and do unexpected things. This “requires avoiding 
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all commitments including love, marriage, and even friendship” (Watts 198). ‘A’ claims 

that: “When two people fall in love and suspect that they are meant for each other they 

must have the courage to break it off; for they have everything to lose, nothing to win 

upon a continuation” (Either/Or 286, translation mine). Thus ethical tenets such as 

loyalty, trust and even unreciprocated kindness are foreign to the aesthetic lifestyle.

Sammy is searching for something to hold on to and commit himself to, but is 

unable to find something steady enough. He is a free-lance artist, thus not committed to 

a steady job. Indeed, when he abandons Beatrice, Sammy does not even pay the last rent 

due for his room. Beatrice is the most obvious case of his inability to commit himself, 

as he pursues her, not merely with a sexual motive, but as he explains to Beatrice he 

wants “fusion and identity—I want to understand and be understood—oh God, Beatrice, 

Beatrice, I love you—I want to be you!” (105). Sammy is even willing to stop going to 

school for Beatrice’s sake, avoiding that commitment as well. It is Sammy that suggests 

marriage and convinces Beatrice to consent, yet it is he that breaks off the engagement, 

claiming that “poor Beatrice bored me” (127). Sammy tells himself that he does not 

have any choice but to leave her, which is true if he has an aesthetic world view 

focusing on immediate and selfish gratification rather than loyalty, thus letting Beatrice 

fade away from his life and thoughts, just like the Communist party.

Sammy throws “himself into the party because there people knew where the 

world was going” (103), compensating for his own lack of direction in life. Instead of 

thinking independently he “shouted and nodded with the rest; but went along with them 

because at least they were going somewhere” (95). He even mentions considering 

joining the fascist Blackshirts, although they were anti-Communist, if it was not for 

Miss Pringle’s nephew being a high ranking Blackshirt (95). This reveals the fact that 

Sammy is not looking for a specific ideology to commit himself to, it is purpose he is 

desperately on a quest to find. Not surprisingly, he discards Communism in the same 

way he dismisses Beatrice. 

Sammy similarly tries to attach himself to the realms of science or religion 

through the seemingly opposite worlds of Rowena Pringle and Nick Shales. Miss 

Pringle ruled the class “not by love but by fear” (195), making the children obey her or 

face the severe consequences of not doing so. Sammy would perhaps willingly commit 

himself to the stories Miss Pringle tells the class, as he is “deeply interested in Moses. 
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He is more important than the composition of water” (197).  However, Sammy may be 

enthralled by the subject she teaches, but is in fear of her wrath, as she frightens him 

away from the metaphysical world he longs for. Indeed, by awakening his spirit with 

Biblical stories, but crucifying Sammy with her words, she robs him of his genuine 

desire for truth, because “Miss Pringle felt able to undermine [him] and dedicated 

herself to that end” (202). Thus Miss Pringle destroys a potential prodigy and leads 

Sammy to forsake the metaphysical world. However, Sammy’s inability to commit 

himself to Miss Pringle’s form of religion is not due to boredom, rather, it is based on 

fear and a recognition of Miss Pringle’s hypocrisy, as the narrating Sammy can 

“understand how she hated, but not how she kept on such apparent terms of intimacy 

with heaven” (210). Miss Pringle speaks of divine love but shows the most hell-like 

treatment, causing the young Sammy to lose the faith he longs for. In an opposing way, 

Sammy does not have any problems committing himself to Nick Shale’s cosmos, where 

the gospel of science is being preached and the allegiance of young disciples is won. 

The young Sammy commits himself to Nick’s universe, but the adult Sammy, who 

realizes that the world is not only composed of logical cause and effect relations

observes that “Nick thought he spoke of real things”. The narrating Sammy reports that 

“a door closed behind me. I slammed it shut on Moses and Jehovah. I was not to knock 

on that door again, until in a Nazi prison camp I lay huddled against it half crazed with 

terror and despair” (217). Neither his relinquishment of religion nor his abandonment of 

science is due to boredom, thus not entirely fulfilling the third criteria for an aesthetic 

life. However, his lack of commitment to people, situations, and even his own talent is 

evident.

The last criterion for an aesthetic life is seen when aesthetic pleasures are 

exhausted, which they inevitably will be, as it first leads to boredom and then to despair, 

or to what Kierkegaard calls ‘dread’. Wendel V. Harris claims that “Dr. Halde (whose 

name, denominating in German ‘a downward slope,’ [...]) is the Virgil who leads the 

protagonist down into the underworld of his own consciousness and thence onto the 

mount of purgatory” (Harris 16), referring to Dante Alighieri’s Divine Comedy.12 Ever 

                                               
12 Also Beatrice’s name has cross-literary references to Dante Alighieri’s epic Divine Comedy. In 

Paradiso, Beatrice is Dante’s guide through heaven, making the Beatrice in the novel Sammy’s 
perverse guide to hell. Just like Dante´s Beatrice, the Beatrice in Free Fall considers herself “an 
influence for good” (93), but as Inger Aarseth points out, the “development of this relationship 
becomes a grotesque reversal of Dante’s heavenly ascent” (Aarseth 328).
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since Sammy made his doomed choice, when he passed under the red lights on the 

bridge, and crossed to the downward slope on the other side, he is on a continual 

descent, going deeper and deeper into despair. Sammy himself describes his relationship 

to Beatrice as the “descent we were now to embark upon” (122). In the dark cupboard 

his descent reaches its climax, and he is overcome by dread. Here he attempts to decide 

whether or not to explore the mysterious and dark center of the cupboard, which 

O’Donnell calls a descent “into the cellar of the self, into the chaos of id-like 

patternlessness, in order to uncover his own history and identity” (86). As Sammy 

slowly and hesitantly explores the dark cell, he challenges the dread which is paralyzing 

him.

In regard to Sammy’s dread, it is peculiar that what is important to most people 

is unimportant to Sammy. Halde recognizes himself as playing the role of the Devil, 

offering Sammy aesthetic pleasures such as a trip home to England, sexual 

companionship and money, telling Sammy that he has “taken [him] up to a pinnacle of 

the temple and shown [him] the whole earth. And [he has] refused it” (147).13 Sammy is 

not patriotic, neither is he interested in other people nor in wealth. Instead, what sets 

him in motion is the fear of what lies at the invisible center, the very crux of who 

Sammy is, the “unnamable, unfathomable and invisible darkness that sits at the centre 

of him” (8), and that makes him terrified. All movement is a venture into the unknown, 

and for the story’s protagonist, the unknown center, which may be the “protoplasmic 

wetness and texture of primeval existence, utterly irreducible” (O’Donnell 86). The 

center may thus contain an utterly simple and un-evolved mixture, yet this “primeval 

soup”, as it is called within evolutionary biology, has the potential to evolve into the 

source of all life that is to come. Everything that may divert Sammy from his dread has 

been obliterated. Inevitably, he must meet his dread face to face, as all his aesthetic 

opportunities have come to an end, and a leap of faith into the ethical sphere of life is 

possible. 

Kierkegaard describes the ethical life as superior to the aesthetic, as it demands 

an active role in the shaping of one’s life. In contrast to the aesthetic life, the ethical 

sphere is concerned with the inner existence rather than the external. The outer sphere is 

“contingent, inconsistent and self-dissipating” while the inner sphere is considered 

                                               
13 Halde is referring to Jesus’ temptation in the desert, Matthew 4:1-11.
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“necessary, consistent and self-creating” (Watts 199). It is the inner being that one must 

control and cultivate. Watts explains that the, 

core idea of Kierkegaard’s conception of ‘ethical self-choice’ is that a 
person must assume full responsibility for all aspects of his life. To do 
this requires detachment that allows him to break identification with his 
‘given’ self whilst accepting that he possesses an autonomous will and 
freedom of choice. (199)

The existence and inescapability of free will is a fundament of the ethical sphere and 

also of existentialism itself. According to Judge Wilhelm, the author of the letters in 

Kierkegaard’s second volume, “the self-knowledge necessary to further one’s ideas and 

ideals and to cultivate oneself is not flat, univocal contemplation [as in the aesthetic 

sphere of life] but a reflection that is itself an action” (246). The judge continues by 

explaining that an ideal life requires adhering to social moral values, which are 

universal, such as justice, freedom, love and peace.14 Thus the ethical sphere of life 

proposes a social imperative as well as an individual one. By choosing dread one has 

the possibility to choose oneself, which means actively resigning from the aesthetic 

sphere of life, which is nothing but an escape from one’s true self and calling in life 

(Watts 201). Judge Wilhelm tries to convince the author of the first volume of the 

superiority of the ethical sphere of life, one of the arguments being that one may still 

enjoy the aesthetic beauty, without rescinding the ethical. The aesthetic has validity, as 

long as it is merged with ethical responsibility.

It is this shift of spheres that Sammy encounters in the dark cupboard. Imagining 

various objects that might be inhabiting the center, each one more disturbing than the 

next, Sammy becomes increasingly terrified. This is not because of a rational fear, but 

because he feels helpless in the hands of Halde, who he is convinced is playing mind 

games with him. Granofsky writes that the “fragmented nature of this world is brought 

home to the protagonist at a time of crisis when the threat to his existence may nullify 

the stranglehold of his ego and allow for a spiritual revelation” (50). It is 

Kierkegaardian dread that forces Sammy into a position where a leap of faith is 

possible. Sammy exclaims, “Do you think the cliff of loathing on which you are now 

                                               
14 Michael Watts notes that Kierkegaard does not adhere to the Romantic notion that individual 

conscience should guide ethical decisions, nor moral relativism, where morals change depending on 
time, culture and situation, which Nietzsche proposed. Kierkegaard claims that social morals are fixed 
over time. It is only the attitude each one of us decides to take towards them and not the values 
themselves that change (Watts 202).
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huddled is our highest point? It is nothing but a preparatory ledge on our Everest. Base 

camp. Climb now. Try” (183). It is this leap that takes an external expression in the cry: 

“Help me! Help me!” (184).

The cry is one of the most significant moments in the novel, which Sammy 

when acting as narrator also recognizes, as he states that “the very act of crying out 

changed the thing that cried” (184). It is not the utterances of the words “help me” that 

are in focus, but the cry itself which is important. The cry is childlike and primal, even 

connected to birth, as the first response a child has when seeing the light of the world, 

disconnected from the safe womb, is to cry out. It is the only conceivable response to 

the terror of an absurd and pointless life, and thus an expression of existential dread. 

Sammy is not looking for physical help, as he says that “in the physical world there was 

neither help nor hope of weakness that might be attacked and overcome. The bars were 

steel, were reinforcements of this surrounding concrete. There was no escape from this 

place” (185). Instead, Sammy “looked with starting and not physical eyes on every 

place, against every wall, in every corner of the interior world” (184). Sammy is no 

longer stuck in aesthetic immediacy, unable to reflect upon the interior of his life. 

Instead, the dread he experiences forces him to look inward, where he discovers a 

spiritual reality. This existential dread, caused by the fear of the necessity to make 

choices, leads Sammy to make the leap of faith into the future, as Sammy says, the 

“future was the flight of steps from terror to terror […]. The thing that cried fled 

forward” (185). Sammy surges forward, into the future, which he could not do while 

stuck in the prison of immediacy, and “burst that door” (185). “That door” is not the 

door of the dark cupboard, but the door of his aesthetic prison, the door he closed on 

Moses and Jehovah (217), through which he now flees into another sphere of existence.

When he is released from the dark cell, Sammy is “a man resurrected” (186). 

His resurrection is similar to baptism, as he simultaneously refers to himself as “dead” 

(187). He is resurrected from a dimly apprehended sense of himself and the world, and 

has died from aesthetic worldly desires, as he, “raised [his] dead eyes, desiring nothing, 

accepting all things and giving all created things away” (186). The ability to walk 

around the camp freely is wasted on Sammy; the freedom he feels inside makes it 

superfluous. On Sammy’s once cold heart “a flake of fire, a brightness, flicked out of 

the hidden invisible and settled on the physical heart” (188). Where Sammy previously 
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only nominally cared for people around him, his emotions are awakened. Soon he 

realizes that the “substance” of the pillars that uphold the new world is “a kind of vital 

morality, not the relationship of a man to remote posterity nor even to a social system, 

but the relationship of individual man to individual man―once an irrelevance but now 

seen to be the forge in which all change, all value, all life is beaten out into a good or a 

bad shape” (189). This vital morality, the understanding that love for the world as well 

as people matters, and that the heart “makes love as easy as a bee makes honey” (188), 

is an aspect of the ethical sphere. The understanding that all external things are inferior 

to the internal, thus not desiring them, is also a sign that Sammy has entered into an 

ethical sphere of life, and regained his ability to choose freely. 

However, according to Kierkegaard, the ethical sphere of life is not the ultimate 

destination on man’s journey through life. 

When someone truly acknowledges the truth of their ethical stance 
towards existence, they realize the ‘contradiction’ between the way they 
exist in their innermost soul and their failure to express this outwardly, 
and this leads to a state of ‘ethical despair’, which if intense enough can 
precipitate a leap to faith, resulting in the religious outlook on existence. 
(Watts 202)

In the religious sphere of life there is an awareness of the individual impossibility to 

fulfill the requirements of an ethical life. As Whitcomb Hess writes, the 

esthete and the moralist are not two opposing levels to be mediated. At 
the bottom they speak the same language, that of self-gratification. The 
only kind of knowledge curative for both stages, that of the religious 
sphere, represents no synthesis of the levels but is that in which each 
level may be realized as a true value and not as a sickness of the psyche. 
(217-8)

Judge Wilhelm, in the second volume of Either/Or, is according to Edward Mooney, too 

concerned with fitting in with roles, revealing that there is something missing in the 

ethical sphere (Mooney 192). The genuinely religious person understands that the finite 

life on earth cannot contain the meaning of one’s life. Focusing merely on the finite will 

guarantee despair and emptiness. Thus the 

religious person has mastered the ‘balancing act’ of maintaining 
simultaneously, an absolute relation to the Eternal or Absolute and a 
relative relation to worldly life. For the aim in the religious sphere of life 
consciousness is not to deny worldly life but to put it in its rightful place. 
(Watts 203)
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The metaphysical world and the temporal world are obviously not of equal value, as the 

religious sphere of life is an either/or choice, where the Eternal must be the sole focus of 

life. However, as people live out their lives in the temporal world, the balancing act 

between the Eternal and the world must be upheld simultaneously. 

Sammy realizes that life is constituted of paradoxes. As he notes in the end of 

the novel, the “moral order. Sin and remorse. They are all true. Both worlds exist side 

by side. They meet in me. We have to satisfy the examiner in both worlds at once” 

(244). Thus, to Sammy, it is not either Miss Pringle’s religious world or Nick Shale’s 

scientific world. It is both, not as a merging of the two in a weak blend based on 

compromise, but an upholding of both worlds as being true simultaneously. Sammy 

acknowledges this by saying, that Miss Pringle’s “world was real, both worlds are real. 

There is no bridge” (253). However, Sammy’s problem is that he is not taking the value 

difference between the temporal and eternal into account. He has forgotten that Moses, 

and his link to the Absolute, still is more important than the composition of water (197). 

Thus Sammy has failed to attain the religious sphere of life. 

Sammy reaches the point where he must act on the realization that he no longer 

is paralyzed by aesthetic immediacy, but has the ability to reflect on his life. He 

concludes that he must confront his past, and take responsibility for his actions, showing 

signs of an existential awareness. This leads him to his encounter with Beatrice, in 

“Paradise Hill […] his childhood paradise, the General’s garden, [which] bears a 

likeness to the prison camp, peopled with more or less incurable lunatics” (Aarseth 

331). Here “the full horror of his sin is revealed […] when he sees what Beatrice has 

been reduced to, a clumsy, brainless body, the epitome of his rejection of the spiritual 

dimension” (Aarseth 331). It is only after his enlightenment that Sammy sees the truth 

of Beatrice, which is that the

negative personality, that clear absence of being, that vacuum which I 
had finally deduced from her silences, I now saw to have been full. […] I 
now saw that being of Beatrice which had once shone out of her face. 
She was simple and loving and generous and humble; qualities which 
have no political importance and do not commonly bring their owners 
much success. (191) 

This leads Sammy to admit to himself and doctor Endicott that, “Yes. It’s all my fault” 

(246), taking responsibility for his deeds, and feeling the emotional anguish that he may 
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have been the one to tip her over into insanity. However, because of her state, he is 

unable to communicate his apologies to her directly, failing to get the closure he desires.

Sammy also tries to come to terms with his two spiritual parents, Nick Shales 

and Miss Pringle, pointing out the error of science to the former, and handing out 

forgiveness to the latter. However, when seeing Nick in the hospital, Sammy feels that 

whatever “was happening to him in death was on a scale and level before which I felt 

my own nothingness. I came away, my single verse unspoken” (251). When 

encountering Miss Pringle, Sammy faces her unreserved appreciation and revised view 

of history instead of the tyrant he knew. This leads Sammy to want “nothing but to get 

away. [His] flesh crept. She was still this being of awful power and now held her 

approval of me as terrible as her hatred and I knew we had nothing to say to each other” 

(252). Consequently, the novel ends in an unresolved manner. Sammy has reached a 

state of awareness and freedom from aesthetic bondage, but is unable to gain closure 

regarding the three people that have had the largest impact on his life. Beatrice is unable 

to communicate from a state of mental illness and Sammy is unable to deliver his 

message to Nick Shales and Miss Pringle. What, then, is the reason for Sammy’s failure 

to gain atonement in regard to his changed sphere of life?     

This failure is caused, as already suggested, by Sammy’s incomplete 

enlightenment. He has indeed transcended his aesthetic life and has, through the dark 

cupboard, achieved a revelation regarding free will and the importance of interpersonal 

morality. However, because the tale is narrated in a first person retrospective manner, 

the story does not end when Sammy attempts to contact the three most important people 

in his life, but in the very beginning of the novel. This is where Sammy explains why he 

has decided to communicate his experiences as a mode of exploration, subsequent to the 

experienced contents of the novel. This involves a paradox, because the Sammy that 

steps out of his Nazi imprisonment and the Sammy that starts narrating show opposing 

personalities. Because the beginning and end of the novel are temporally proximate, 

they should not be as vastly different as they are. In the end of the novel he is a 

resurrected being, but in the beginning of the text, Sammy is afflicted by his lost 

freedom and is trying to find a pattern that fits over his life (25), and is thus not showing 

any signs of having experienced redemption or enlightenment. 
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The failure to achieve atonement is due to the fact that he has reached the limits 

of what the ethical sphere of life is able to accomplish. Sammy reaches an ethical 

predicament in the question of whether telling a dying man that he is wrong is the right 

thing to do or not. To bestow forgiveness on a woman unaware of her guilt is equally 

impossible, showing the limits of the ethical sphere of life. Sammy’s atonement would, 

according to Kierkegaard, be found in the unreserved focus on the transcendent 

Absolute, through the necessary ‘leap of faith’ away from the passive immediacy of the 

aesthetic sphere as well as the problematic and flawed ethical sphere of life. Sammy’s 

emancipation from the dark cell, which turns out to be nothing but a broom closet with a 

wet mop in the middle, has its source in a transcendent power, unknown to Sammy. 

Although Sammy makes references to “a flake of fire, miraculous and pentecostal” and 

that what “had been ludicrous became common sense” (188)15, which are Biblical 

references, these do not explicitly refer to the Christian God, yet it is this, to Sammy, 

unknown power that makes his leap possible. It is this power that Sammy is unable to 

reach, even after being let out of the cell. Following his release from prison, attempting 

to paint it, Sammy explains that “the world of miracle I could not paint then or now” 

(189), speaking of the metaphysical world he has not yet attained. 

True atonement does not lie in the relationship to other people, but in the 

relationship to the Absolute, and is the reason why the novel ends in an unresolved 

manner. Sammy’s revelation is powerful, but merely partial, as it is dependent on 

people, who according to an existential point of view, constantly will let you down 

(recalling Sartre’s phrase: “Hell is other people”), seen in his encounter with Beatrice, 

Miss Pringle and Nick Shales. Thus, when Sammy starts writing his story, he has 

achieved the ability to reflect upon life, which he does throughout the text, but he has 

not managed to make the leap of faith to focus on the Absolute he experienced in the 

POW camp. In the religious sphere, one’s focus is primarily on the Absolute, making 

the opinions and influence of people secondary, thus avoiding the existential absurdity 

of the world. This sphere is not divorced from ethics, which Kierkegaard establishes by 

asserting that one is not responsible for whether they succeed or fail, but “without 

exception, he is eternally responsible for the kind of means he uses” (Purity of Heart

                                               
15 Cf. 1 Corinthians 1:27-28 “But God chose the foolish things of the world to shame the wise” (New 

International Version).
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ch14). Yet when failing to utilize worthy approaches to life’s circumstances, the sins are 

forgivable in the face of the Absolute, even if forgiveness cannot be attained from the 

people involved. Aesthetic pleasure is also valid, as true beauty stems from the Eternal, 

as long as the aesthetic is subordinate to the religious sphere of life. According to 

Kierkegaard’s thought, Sammy Mountjoy is, as are all humans, a synthesis of the finite 

and the infinite, although this state is not yet acknowledged by Sammy.

Demonstratively, there are a surprising number of similarities between Sammy 

Mountjoy’s life and Kierkegaard’s three spheres, as well as his concept of dread. 

Whether these are conscious allusions on Golding’s side, or if it is a happenchance 

similarity is irrelevant, as it nevertheless is a suitable explanation for the unresolved 

conclusion of the novel, as well as a way of accounting for Sammy’s conduct before and 

after his rebirth in the dark cupboard. Sammy’s emotional disconnectedness from other 

people, his inability to commit himself and to reflect on his life are in line with 

Kierkegaard’s aesthetic tenets, as are the similarities to the ethical sphere of life after his 

experience in the Nazi POW camp. To take responsibility for one’s choices as well as 

placing the internal in a superior position to the external is of utmost importance in the 

ethical sphere. Sammy’s actions show that the ethical sphere of life also is flawed, as he 

tries to take responsibility for the wrong choices he has made, but is unable to gain the 

atonement he desires from Beatrice, Nick Shales and Miss Pringle. Thus, the religious 

sphere lies before him, a sphere where rather than holding two worlds at once, one is 

acknowledged to be of superior importance. Although a balancing act is needed between 

the world and the Absolute, Sammy’s liberation lies in choosing the metaphysical before 

the world, a choice the protagonist does not make within the constraints of the novel.
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