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 An existential exploration of the concept of the 'mid-life crisis'  

in the novel 'Therapy' by David Lodge  

Introduction 

Having entered common parlance, the term 'mid-life-crisis' is often attributed to men perceived as 

trying to recapture their flagging youth through attaching themselves to young women and sports 

cars.  Though this stereotypical view might perhaps be reflected in some, less overt behaviour may 

also be indicative of a fundamental change, one that comes with deepening awareness of having 

“stopped growing up and... begun to grow old”  (Jaques, 1965: 506).  Whilst both the protagonist of 

the novel I am going to discuss and the client I would like to refer to are much older than Jaques' 

positioning of this crisis at thirty-five, they nevertheless fit our current culture's perception of the 

age group in which people are more likely to have this experience.  I chose to discuss Lodge's 

'Therapy' as it gives a first person narrative in the form of a journal that, though fictional, is a 

movingly humorous and poignant account of a man's journey from a place of crisis towards 

resolution.  In this essay I would like firstly to discuss the existential themes within this book that 

are relevant to human development, and then introduce a client with whom I worked predominantly 

around these themes. 

 

Synopsis 

Lawrence 'Tubby' Passmore is a successful sitcom script-writer with a large salary and contented 

marriage (or so he thinks) to a sporty, trim academic.  Despite this he is depressed, indecisive and 

suffering from a mysterious knee ailment that has no specific cause.  When a friend describes his 

malaise as 'angst' he discovers a kindred spirit in Kierkegaard, then upon being left by his wife is 

thrown into unexpected doubt and crisis of identity and meaning, prompting a journey of self-

discovery and eventually leading him to consider his inauthenticity and take steps to atone for his 
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past wrong doings and take charge of his future. 

The Mid-life Crisis  

According to Jaques (1965), the mid-life crisis is a recognition of one's own mortality and the 

destructive impulses, or death instinct; “the explicit recognition of these two features, and the 

bringing of them into focus, is the quintessence of successful weathering of the mid-life-crisis and 

the achievement of mature adulthood” (Jaques, 1965: 505).  As a psychoanalyst, Jaques argues that 

resolution of the crisis comes from working through the infantile unconscious depressive position 

which may have been postponed through leading an active life.  Existential language may substitute 

the givens of existence for unconscious events, but it is the postponement that is important here; 

rather than this crisis being a predicted stage of development at a certain age, it can be an opening to 

life when one's current way of being, or doing, is no longer sufficient to “obscure or conceal the 

operation of strong manic defences” (Ibid.: 508). 

 

Death, Anxiety and the Call of Conscience 

Heidegger (1927) posits that death is with us throughout life, the knowledge of which we flee from 

by immersing ourselves in the 'they' until we are called by our conscience towards the anxious 

acknowledgement of our mortality and thus towards authenticity.  In this sense, a mid-life-crisis is 

not a stage to be passed through when one reaches a certain number, but an awakening to life's 

potential, including the end of all potential, that can occur whenever one heeds the call and pays 

attention to the anxiety rather than burying it.   

Lawrence's journal begins with a recounting of the short history of his knee problem and his worry 

about impending impotence, causing him to think about the end of things such as sport or sex, and 

the fact that he will only know it's the end after the fact, thus preventing him from relishing the last 

time.  Taken further, one does not know when one's last year, or day of life is, which can be an 

enabling or disabling act; one can attempt to deny this knowledge or embrace it as the fulfilment of 
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the totality of one's life (van Deurzen-Smith, 1997). 

Lawrence has gradually become both depressed and anxious, suffering from insomnia which 

frequently results in taking sleeping pills.  He writes, “Dread is what I feel when I wake in the small 

hours in a cold sweat. Acute but unspecific Dread. Of course I soon think of specific things to attach 

it to. Impotence, for instance” (p64), thus highlighting the qualitative difference between fear of 

something, an object, “which can be faced, analysed, attacked, endured” (Tillich, 1952: 44) and 

pure anxiety, or dread, which is “the state in which a being is aware of its possible non-being” 

(Ibid.: 44). 

 

Repetition and Awakening 

Part of denying the call and becoming depressed has resulted in Lawrence's retreat into his personal 

world away from the partnership of his marriage. When he discovers the writings of Kierkegaard he 

at first becomes more introspective, then through reading 'Repetition', has a moment of awakening 

to the idea of marriage as repetition, and repetition itself being “something liberating and positive – 

the secret of happiness, no less” (p127).  The irony is that this realization comes too late; his wife 

has already decided she wants a separation.  This acts as a catalyst for change, (it is notable that 

etymologically, 'crisis' is the turning point in a disease where the patient is expected to either 

recover or die), Lawrence is finally forced into taking stock of his life and making some decisions.  

There are implications here for working with depressed clients; Lawrence's cognitive-behavioural 

therapist focuses on his low self-esteem and negative thoughts, hoping to lessen his suffering 

through loosening his sedimented beliefs, but a Kierkeggardian therapy would embrace despair as a 

path to oneself and to God, or secularly, towards spirituality and wholeness (Kierkegaard, 1849).  

Although his awakening to life at first sees Lawrence wanting to make up for lost opportunities by 

attempting to seduce the women with whom he has denied himself sexual relations due to marital 

fidelity, he does this with a sense of his own autonomy; he is entering the future with anticipation 
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rather than awaiting it (Heidegger, 1927).  

Choice and Bad-faith 

Lawrence eventually remembers his first relationship, the ending of which he allowed himself to 

take no responsibility for at the time.  Looking back with a sense of agency he realizes the true part 

he played in the break-up; “I made a choice without knowing it was a choice. Or rather (which is 

worse) I pretended that it was Maureen's choice, not mine, that we split up” (p279).  That he can 

now own this instance of bad-faith in his past frees him of the stultifying effects of not being able to 

choose in his present or future and sees him embarking on a madcap plan to find Maureen and be 

granted 'Absolution'. 

Lawrence's awareness of and decisions about his own way of being-in-the-world have the quality of 

disjointed moments, suddenly remembered events, and flashes of insight, rather than continuous 

development as posited by most stage theorists (Briod, 1989).  Change is achieved through 

recognition of himself as the creator of his own story rather than being merely a spectator in a life 

that happens to him.      

 

Hal 

Hal is a fifty year old ex-plasterer who developed a cocaine addiction in his twenties and during 

which he threw himself off a bridge onto tarmac on three separate occasions, the last being two 

years ago.  The medical profession's classification of these jumps as suicide attempts makes no 

sense to him; he maintains that he did not want to die, and though high on each occasion was not in 

such a drug induced haze that he thought he could fly.  Hal is now clean and in crisis; he does not 

want to explore the addiction or what led to him jumping, but is desperately seeking a new way to 

live; he does not know who, what or how he wants to be nor where the meaning of his existence 

lies, everything is questioned, in flux and the anxiety that this brings is huge. 

Death and Meaning 
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Jaques' theory of crisis being precipitated by confrontation with one's own mortality and death 

instinct here appears to be inverted; Hal has spent his early adulthood toying with self-annihilation 

through coming very close to death three times and at mid-life is more frightened by 

meaninglessness than by his own finitude.  Indeed it could be said that cocaine was a fleeing from 

the givens of both mortality and the responsibility to create meaning; he tells me how his nickname, 

'Hundred-mile-an-hour-Hal', reflects the way he rushes through life, often engaging in risky 

behaviour. Yalom (1980) suggests that one of the ways we defend against the knowledge of death is 

to believe in personal invulnerability, or specialness; ecstatically, almost reverently, Hal exclaims 

“I'm still here!” somehow sedimenting this belief in his invulnerability – it appears to him that he 

cannot in fact die, that he has taken back control of that which controls him (Yalom, 1980). 

 

Identity and Bad-faith 

Hal began therapy with the firmly held belief that the government and his co-workers were to blame 

for his addiction as they did not do enough to warn him of the dangers of the drug.  As our work 

progressed, he became aware that cocaine was part of the lifestyle he had chosen, moreover, part of 

the role he chose to play.  Hal's early choice of identity was to play the 'joker' and the 'ladies' man' 

in order to negotiate a 'man's world' and which awarded him the accolade of admiration from both 

genders in his Mitsein.  Now that he is “an old, grumpy cripple”, these accolades have disappeared 

along with the desire to play these roles, leading to the realization that rather than being innate 

character traits, he imposed them upon himself, perhaps as a consequence sacrificing other ways of 

being.  In this sense he is called to conscience, recognizes his own agency in his past and is 

confronted with the 'nothingness' at the heart of his existence beneath the roles he used to cover this 

up (Sartre, 1943).  Our work then became about the anxiety inherent within the choice to create a 

new way of being, and the question of the meaning of his life.  For Hal it seems that death is still a 

long way off, but he has arrived at fifty with nothing; in Jungian terms (1933), he is entering the 
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afternoon of his life, the spiritual part, but with this comes the realization that he has achieved 

nothing in the morning, has no material nor relational wealth to take with him thus is faced with the 

stark existentalia of a life without obvious meaning or direction; what terrifies him is not death but 

the idea of another thirty years of meaningless existence; he has not yet found repetition. 

Although Hal was indeed technically in the midst of a mid-life-crisis, I suggest that his choice to 

come to therapy and willingly explore areas of identity and meaninglessness was in fact a turning 

point in a life that had been in crisis for years.  In no longer fleeing from himself through drugs and 

women he is able to ask who he wishes to be.  In this sense he is better described as being in 

'existential crisis', as he is risking “a total reorganization of one's way of being-in-the-world without 

having an alternative clearly at hand” (Bugental, 1965: 173, quoted in Denne and Thompson, 1991: 

111).  For Hal, this led to regret for the time lost in addiction and guilt for the way he had treated 

others as well as for not reaching his own potential, but ultimately also allowed him to recognize his 

own agency and to engage authentically in life. 

 

Conclusion 

Lawrence and Hal have both become more reflective upon reaching mid-life, with a deepening 

awareness of their freedom, responsibility and autonomy - their existential situation.  This is not 

something discussed by stage theorists, nor is it something that can be expected to occur at this 

phase of life; it is the call of conscience towards a more creative and genuine life which some heed 

from an early age, others not at all.  Re-assessment of the manner in which one is in the world may 

be triggered by physical change, external circumstance or inner impulses such as a need to find 

different creative outlets, but none of these things can be attributed solely to those in mid-life.  

Conversely, these events may not trigger an awakening; it remains the choice of the individual 

whether or not he finds the courage to face the anxieties of life's givens and how he will then choose 

to Be in the face of them. 
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