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Sterility and lovelessness have long pervaded the English country house, and repression of one‟s 
emotions has come to be one of its defining characteristics.  Isabel Colegate‟s The Shooting Party and Kazuo 
Ishiguro‟s The Remains of the Day demonstrate this sterility.  Characters in the English country house (and in 
these novels) have generally married for social or economic reasons.  Conversely, relationships based on 
some form of emotion are largely based on physical desire, done for selfish reasons, and are typically 
extramarital affairs.  These are the only sorts of relationships that these characters in the novels are familiar 
with.  Because of that, they believe all emotional relationships must be innately immoral.  This portrayal of 
relationships has caused Lionel and Olivia, and Mr. Stevens and Miss Kenton, to regard all relationships as 
the same; they fail to discern between selfish and selfless relationships.  This inability to discern a loving 
relationship from an immoral, selfish one has thus spurred the characters to choose not to pursue their 
relationships.  Consequently, these four characters (and many of the other characters in both novels) go 
through their lives with no love; in essence, they become sterile because the ethos of their society has made 
it so.     

Olivia and Lionel are quite distinct from the other characters in The Shooting Party because they share a 
genuine love for each other, unlike many of the other marriages and extramarital relationships that 
surround them.  Olivia, in particular, is portrayed as a foil to the other female characters in the novel, such 
as Minnie and Aline.  Minnie and Aline both have (and have had in the past) extramarital relationships, and 
to them, it is perfectly acceptable to do that.  Even Minnie and Aline‟s husbands have come to develop a 
rather complaisant attitude on the matter.  Sir Randolph and Minnie share a very apathetic marriage and 
“neither, in spite of behaviour on both sides which must at various times have caused each of them surprise 
and probably pain, had ever been heard to criticise the other” (Colegate 11).  Although extramarital 
relationships have been widely acquiesced among the English aristocrats and the women‟s spouses, such as 
Sir Randolph, have learned to accept their wives‟ actions and choices.  

Because of the ethos of the English aristocracy, Olivia has not seen examples of marriages or 
relationships based on love.  The marriages she has seen are loveless; many of the marriages are arranged for 
economic or social purposes, such as in the case of Aline Hartlip, who married Gilbert Hartlip simply so she 
could advance the societal ladder.  As a result, Olivia has learned to accept that perhaps marriages are not 
meant to be for love, that perhaps it is quite normal for one to be married and not in love.  Even her own 
marriage demonstrates this; she admits to her husband, “I can afford to be frivolous because I am sustained 
and maintained by you and the position you confer on me by making me your wife” (Colegate 39).  
Moreover, Olivia has seen relationships in which there is some form of emotion—the extramarital 
relationships that Minnie and Aline have are full of passion and desire, but not love.  Because she has seen 
the immorality and selfishness of emotional relationships like these, her view on relationships has been 
negatively affected.  As a result, when Lionel first professes his love to Olivia, Olivia does not know how to 
respond.  She has known that she and Lionel have shared a special sort of bond; they “could talk about 
anything... [and] he could think about anything…and this open-mindedness, or openness to the possibility 
of things, seemed to Olivia a very attractive quality” (Colegate 38).  However, because of Olivia‟s memory 
and distorted view on emotional relationships, she has simply regarded Lionel as a good friend, but not as a 
potential lover (in an emotional sense).   She merely “thought it was just that [they] liked each other, that 
[they] had things in common” (Colegate 135). 

Eventually, Olivia does come to realize and accept that she is in love with Lionel.  She admits that they 
were not only close companions, but “it was more than that.  [She] didn‟t recognise it..[but] that‟s what it 
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is” (135).  She does not desire Lionel in a sexual way; she holds a genuine, selfless love for him.  However, 
she is caught in a tricky position—should she give in to her emotions, let her love for Lionel take her 
wherever it may, and pursue a relationship with him?  Pursuing a relationship would mean not remaining 
faithful to her husband.  In Olivia‟s opinion, that would make her no different than Aline or Minnie.  It 
would mean that “Olivia was now on [Aline‟s] level” and “that now there need be no barriers between 
them” (Colegate 156).  Although it is evident that her relationship with Lionel would be one based on 
mutual love and not based on physical, carnal desire, she still has difficulty making the distinction between 
her relationship and those of Minnie and Aline.  Because she wants to divert from the social norm of the 
English country house, which she deems false and immoral, she chooses to remain emotionally chaste and 
faithful to her husband, even though she does not love him.  In some ways, Olivia does feel ennobled by this 
decision because she has, indeed, succeeded in distinguishing herself from women of the likes of Minnie and 
Aline.   

However, Olivia has not quite diverted from the ethos of the English country house.  Although she has 
managed to stay faithful to her husband, in the end, she has still been influenced by the sterility of the 
English country house by repressing her own emotions.  She did not have selfish means, but because she felt 
that emotional chastity was the best decision for her, she chose based on that desire.  She, like an English 
aristocrat, has chosen to maintain her idea of dignity over having a romantic relationship.  Olivia feels that 
she “allowed [herself] to think extravagances” (Colegate 181) and that she must ultimately “live in the real 
world, a world with other people in it, not a dream world” (182). Following her rejection of Lionel, Olivia 
lives out her life in a loveless marriage.  She simply grows to be “fond of her husband,” and “the 
disillusionment consequent upon unfulfilled expectations faded, along with the desolation of Lionel‟s loss” 
(191).  She has essentially become trapped by the sterility and lovelessness of the English country house.   

Mr. Stevens is also a victim of the sterile culture of the English country house.  Mr. Stevens has always 
taken much pride in his occupation as a butler; he, like the English aristocracy, places extreme importance 
in maintaining dignity and in repressing emotion, particularly when it comes to his profession.  Attaining a 
certain level of “dignity,” as Mr. Stevens coins it, is something praiseworthy.  A poor butler, he believes, is 
“incapable of the emotional restraint which only the English race are capable of” (Ishiguro 43).  All his life, 
Mr. Stevens has strived to attain this form of dignity, particularly during the conference of March 1923, 
where he feels he has handled his father‟s death “at least in some modest degree a „dignity‟ worthy of 
someone like…my father” (Ishiguro 110).  Upon having displayed this sort of passivity, of which he is 
exceptionally proud, he finds it very difficult to let that passivity go, even when it comes to his genuine 
affection for another person. 

As Stevens begins to develop genuine feelings for Miss Kenton, he, like Olivia, does not know how to 
handle them.  He is alarmed and uncomfortable when “things between Miss Kenton and [Mr. Stevens] had 
reached…an inappropriate footing” and further states, “After I had seen her out of my pantry and had had a 
chance to gather my thoughts a little, I recall resolving to set about re-establishing out professional 
relationship on a more proper basis” (Ishiguro 169).  Stevens has only ever known the butler profession; his 
father was a butler, so Mr. Stevens learned from him as a child and was heavily influenced by the 
professional example his father set for him.  Furthermore, in his lifetime he has not been able to witness 
many examples of loving relationships—much of his years were spent serving Lord Darlington, who did not 
appear to have any lasting, romantic relationships.  Lord Darlington‟s only relationships were very aloof and 
were solely for the sake of politics or business.  The sorts of relationships Lord Darlington and Mr. 
Stevens‟s father had have molded Mr. Stevens‟s view on relationships.   Both Lord Darlington and Mr. 
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Stevens‟s father did not make much of an effort to have a life and relationships outside their work; their 
work was, essentially, their life.    

Because of the examples set by Mr. Stevens‟s father and Lord Darlington, Mr. Stevens does not know 
much about love between two people; he only looks at good relationships in a professional sense.  During 
his disagreements with Miss Kenton, he is greatly distraught, but once he and Miss Kenton begin to 
reestablish a relationship, albeit an aloof one, Mr. Stevens feels satisfied.  A professional relationship is all he 
strives for; even his identity is indistinguishable from his profession.  Mr. Stevens is a butler and nothing 
else.  To him, being a butler is more than just “playing some pantomime role…the great butlers are great 
by virtue of their ability to inhabit their professional role and inhabit it to the utmost” (Ishiguro 42).  Mr. 
Stevens fails to make the distinction between work and pleasure, and a consequence of that is failing to 
recognize the feelings he had for Miss Kenton and subsequently, failing to pursue a relationship with her and 
failing to ever experience a life that is free from sterility and lovelessness.  He, like Olivia and Lionel, lives 
out his life with no love, all because the ethos of the English country house has so influenced him to 
continually and constantly repress his emotions, regardless of what the emotions are and regardless of what 
the situation is.  Emotions are not meant to be shown, and we must not let others know that we feel them.  
This is what the English country house encourages, and this is the reason Mr. Stevens never learns to 
recognize nor experience a loving, meaningful relationship.   

Mr. Stevens‟s situation is quite different from that of Olivia‟s.  Olivia, at first, does not recognize her 
feelings for Lionel, but eventually she does recognize and admit them.  Mr. Stevens, on the other hand, fails 
to recognize his affection towards Miss Kenton, and unfortunately, he never really does recognize those 
feelings.  Mr. Stevens only recognizes the importance of upholding the dignity of his profession, of 
maintaining emotional restraint.  His continual repression of this emotion not only affects himself; it affects 
Miss Kenton as well.  In the course of time, Miss Kenton reacquaints herself with an old friend, and they 
eventually marry, resulting in Miss Kenton having to leave Darlington Hall.  However, it is also presumable 
that Miss Kenton‟s marriage was sterile and loveless; she states that she has simply “grown to love him” 
(Ishiguro 239), but “[she] didn‟t at first for a long time” (Ishiguro 328).  Many times, Miss Kenton felt as 
though the marriage was not working out, and she envisions “a life she may have had with…Mr. Stevens” 
(Ishiguro 239).  However, because of the dominance of emotional repression, many of the characters in The 
Shooting Party submit to leading lives with no love in them, settling for what they believe is their rightful 
place.  Lord Darlington never finds love, and neither do Mr. Stevens or Miss Kenton.  The latter two 
would have been able to experience it, had they broken away from the social norm of maintaining formality 
and stoicism, but that formality and stoicism was, to them, ideal and correct.   

These two potential couples, Olivia and Lionel, and Mr. Stevens and Miss Kenton, are a product of the 
consequences of sterility in the English country house.  Because of the aristocratic habit of repressing 
emotion, these characters in turn repress their affections, even though they hold a true, selfless love for the 
other person.  As a result, the characters fail to ever experience love; they go through their lives in sterility.  
They fail to discern whether a relationship will have good or bad consequences—they view all relationships 
as the same and having the same consequences.  The English country house indirectly impedes their ability 
to discern from selfish and selfless relationships and instead, fosters only one mindset:  one must maintain a 
dignified and pristine demeanor.    

   


