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I 

The opening paragraph of John Williams’s Stoner (1965)—which became an unexpected bestseller in 2013 following 
its 2006 re-release—presents a summary of the book’s plot, constitutes an obituary of sorts of its protagonist, and 
makes it clear that we are meant to evaluate this life in line with the ancient tradition’s focus on a well lived life in its 
entirety: 
 

William Stoner entered the University of Missouri as a freshman in the year 1910, at the age of nineteen. Eight years 
later, during the height of World War I, he received his Doctor of Philosophy degree and accepted an instructorship at 
the same University, where he taught until his death in 1956. He did not rise above the rank of assistant professor, and 
few students remembered him with any sharpness after they had taken his courses. When he died his colleagues made a 
memorial contribution of a medieval manuscript to the University library. This manuscript may still be found in the Rare 
Books Collection, bearing the inscription: ‘Presented to the Library of the University of Missouri, in memory of William 
Stoner, Department of English. By his colleagues’. 

An occasional student who comes upon the name may wonder idly who William Stoner was, but he seldom pursues his 
curiosity beyond a casual question. Stoner’s colleagues, who held him in no particular esteem when he was alive, speak of 
him rarely now; to the older ones, his name is a reminder of the end that awaits them all, and to the younger ones it is 
merely a sound which evokes no sense of the past and no identity with which they can associate themselves or their careers 
(Williams 1965: 1). 

 
This interpretative strategy is lent credibility due to the fact that an evocative moment occurs when the protagonist is 
confronted with Shakespeare’s 73rd sonnet which concerns heightened perception and love at the immanence of death.  
 
We are thus to 

(A)  evaluate the protagonist’s life in its totality with special adherence to love, light and perception. 
 
And this, I argue,  

(B) provides an elucidation of the costs, demands, and benefits of a strategy—most famously articulated in 
Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics Bk. 10 but having an important antecedent in Plato’s tripartite division of the 
soul1—for unifying one’s life that relies on making the single activity of contemplation paramount. 

 
II 

Stoner and his two only friends correspond to Plato’s tripartite division of the soul: 
(1) William Stoner, with his concern for the Good shows clear affinity with the rational (nous) part of the soul. 
(2) Dave Masters, arrogant and jovial with lust for honour/recognition represents the spirited (thumoeides) part. 
(3) Gordon Finch, overweight and with colourful shirts, represents the appetitive (epithumêtikon) part. 

 
The three friends are portrayed as being in need of protection from inner and outer turmoil2: 

(i) External protection comes in the form of the university structure whereas  
(ii) internal security and sense of purpose is supposedly secured through Stoner’s exclusivist strategy.3 

 
III 

At the beginning of his university career Stoner lacks the kind of clearly formulated plan an exclusivist strategy requires 
but his love of literature (aided by his mentor Archer Sloane4) eventually carries with it a definitiveness and change of 
perception that makes him realise the costs of his choices and the need for a plan (or at least a commitment to a certain 
kind of life).5 
 

                                            
1 Most notably in the Timaeus, the Phaedrus and the Republic. See esp. Pl. Rep. 434d–441c. The soul’s tripartite structure is also, I take it, discussed 

in the Laws and hinted at (or anticipated) in the descriptions of the different virtues in the Gorgias (cf. Pl. Gorg. 493b1-3, 505b). Cf. Arist. de An. 
432b6. 

2 Cf. the motif of being plagued by both inner and outer turmoil in Shakespeare’s King Lear Act III, Scene IV which is alluded to repeatedly in Stoner 
(e.g., 30, 172, 214, 254, 273, 283). 

3 i.e. I(B) above. 
4 Sloane’s fate—he is worn down and destroyed by a sense of waste and destruction brought about by WWI—serves as an illustration of how even 

such a highly self-sufficient strategy as the exclusivist one (in particular when one is protected by a structure such as the university) is subject to 
potential ruin from the outside. Cf. Arist. On Priam, NE1101a1-14. 

5 This commitment comes with an estrangement from his parents (cf. 21-23), a, at times gripping, ‘awareness of all that he did not know, of all that 
he had not read’ that disrupts ‘the serenity for which he laboured’ (25), and a felt inability to convey his own excitement to his students (26). 
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IV 
Some of Stoner’s early shortcomings are due to him not understanding the process nature of many goods necessary for 
life-fulfilment.6  

Through a love-affair Stoner finally comes to an understanding of love that comes close to that which Iris Murdoch 
develops out of writings of Weil: love is the painful recognition of the other as real. 

Closely connected to this understanding of love is the idea that morality is largely a matter of attention, which—
given that we accept that what we can see is dependent upon our conceptual scheme—makes moral progress a matter of 
perfecting our grasp of (moral) concepts (a process which is infinitely perfectible). 

 
V 

Stoner constructs a practical world and a sense of what matters by articulating a plan for his life which makes moral 
choice (sometimes) a matter of simply seeing what is to be done. 
 
This process brings with it  

(1) a sense of unity manifested in increasing understanding of how concepts interrelate, 
which combined with 

(2) the (Platonist) theory of conception revision outlined above 
generates an interpretation of 

(3) the analogy of the divided line: 
 
Only through first grasping the Good can we fully understand the nature of other concepts and how they relate to each other. 
 

VI 
Stoner’s death illustrates how a genuine sense of mortality enables us to see virtue as the only thing of worth.7 

 
Stoner provides an illustration of how unwavering commitment can be transformed into unquestioning acceptance of 
the unfolding events as both natural and unavoidable. While dangerous this kind of attitude can also, if guided by love 
and proper attention, provide a kind of stability that brings with it a high degree of self-sufficiency.8 

 
I think that it is one of Stoner’s greatest strengths under the reading here presented that it does not argue for or against 
the strategy in question but instead vividly presents to the reader its dangers, costs, and limitations as well as its benefits. 
 

 
 

APPENDIX: On Light 
The imagery of light is important throughout the novel in a manner that corresponds to Plato’s simile of the sun9 and 

the allegory of the cave10 and suggest an interpretation thereof: 
The fire—i.e. the false sun—in the cave is to be understood as symbolising exaggerated preoccupation with the self. 

In the novel, this is portrayed using artificial light and is personified by (1) department chairman Hollis Lomax, (2) 
his protégé Charles Walker and (3) Stoner’s wife Edith. 

The trio represent different extreme incarnations of concern for the self: 
(1) Hollis Lomax is by far the most successful since he manages to stake out his own identity (he has soul) but 

something is not quite right with his relation to the true and the good. 
(2) Walker is defined, above all, through his imitation of Lomax. 
(3) Edith’s upbringing and social class severely limits her sense of identity and leads to a form of life diametrically 

opposed to the one aiming at self-sufficiency through focus on a single all-embracing end pursued by Stoner: 
Edith is unable to focus on any activity and can only define herself through a reaction against Stoner.  

All three understand rightness and justice by reference to benefits or advantages to selves or groups of selves in a way 
similar to Thrasymachus and Glaukon in the Republic. 
 

                                            
6 The end of friendship (philia) might serve as a useful illustration here: genuine friendships, in contrast to mere acquaintances that can be established 

almost instantaneously and remain intact for years with scarcely any effort, must be cultivated and nurtured over time in what amounts to (an 
often life-long) process. 

7 Thus, illustrating the main theme of Shakespeare’s 73rd sonnet. 
8 Self-sufficiency (autarkes: Arist. NE1097a15-1098b10) is a formal demand that together with completeness (teleios; Arist. NE1097a25-30) is placed 
on our ultimate end. 
9 Pl. Rep. 507b-509c. 
10 Pl. Rep. 514a–520a. 


