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In his fictional writings, Martin Walser depicts the lack of self of his
protagonists as a consequence of the adverse external conditions, a causality
that should initiate an awareness of the manipulative social forces in the
reader.  Although each of Walser’s texts concerns itself with the
protagonist’s subjective state of being, the character’s suffering usually
originates in extant social conditions, more precisely, in his embeddedness
within a complex system of hierarchical structures. This applies even to
those texts that present the main character outside of his professional life, in
particular Ein fliechendes Pferd (1976) and, to a degree, Brandung (1985).
The latter is rife with such existential issues as old age, sexuality, and death,
yet the societal relevance is discernible at all times--especially in view of the
thematic link to Ein fliehendes Pferd.

Analogous to Walser’s concept of writing, his characters too evidence a
preference for immediate experiences over political issues. This denial of
social and political commitment has the effect of accentuating the
protagonists’-discontent in present-day culture rather than negating the
motivation for a social awareness. Conversely, a highly subjective concern
on Walser’s part does exist and should not be ignored, particularly with
regard to Brandung, where Walser avows that his personal quest for identity
and for self-definition represents an essential component of his writings
(Kaes 448).

In comparison to Walser’s earlier novels, which presented the hero’s
material dependency on others, his later works--those written after 1973--
focus on the psychological implications of the relationship between the
main character and society. Unlike Hans Beumann or Anselm Kristlein, the
heroes of Walser’s novels of the fifties and sixties, the protagonists of the
seventies and beyond no longer seek self-realization through social
advancement. They have already climbed up the social ladder to a secure
middle-class existence but without finding the happiness they were searching
for and, what is more, without finding themselves. They are now
preoccupied with developing strategies for coping with their dilemma.
Although they managed to attain a higher standard of living, they have
recognized themselves as conformists who unwittingly support the rationale
of an oppressive system. They are also aware that this system has claimed
them as its victims. Although none of Walser’s protagonists suffer from the
lack of the necessities of life, their social behavior is determined by their
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