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ABSTRACT 

This paper examines Julian Barnes’s The Sense of an Ending through a postmodern framework, 

arguing that memory in the novel functions not merely as a psychological faculty but as a subtle 

mechanism of self-deception that reshapes moral responsibility and narrative identity. Rather than 

presenting the past as stable and objectively recoverable, the novel exposes recollection as 

selective, interpretative, and ethically charged. Through the retrospective narration of Tony 

Webster, Barnes demonstrates how individuals unconsciously revise their personal histories in 

order to preserve emotional equilibrium and protect a coherent sense of self. The resurfacing of a 

long-forgotten letter destabilizes Tony’s carefully constructed self-image and forces him to 

confront the moral consequences of language, jealousy, and indifference.  
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Introduction: Memory, Uncertainty, And the Ethics of Self-Narration  

Contemporary literary fiction increasingly questions whether the past can ever be recovered in a 

stable and truthful form. Rather than presenting memory as an archive of fixed events, many 

modern novels explore recollection as an unstable and interpretative process shaped by emotion, 

insecurity, and desire. Julian Barnes’s The Sense of an Ending belongs firmly within this tradition. 

The novel appears, at first glance, to narrate the quiet life of an ordinary man reflecting on his 

youth. Yet beneath its calm surface lies a profound meditation on guilt, self-deception, and moral 

responsibility. The central question of the novel is not simply what happened in the past, but 

whether the narrator can be trusted to recount it accurately. Memory fractures, chronology shifts, 

and certainty dissolves. Through Tony Webster’s retrospective narration, Barnes demonstrates that 

remembering is never neutral. It is an ethical act that shape’s identity and distributes responsibility. 

This paper argues that The Sense of an Ending portrays memory as a subtle form of self-deception 

that protects identity while distorting truth. Through narrative fragmentation, the resurfacing of 

documentary evidence, and the gradual destabilization of Tony’s self-image, the novel exposes 

how individuals unconsciously revise their histories to preserve emotional comfort. As the 

narrative progresses, Tony’s version of events begins to unravel, revealing that the most significant 

distortions are not factual errors but moral evasions. In confronting the limitations of memory, the 

novel ultimately insists that responsibility persists even when certainty remains incomplete. At the 

same time, Barnes carefully constructs the narrative so that the act of recollection becomes a 

gradual moral awakening. Tony initially presents himself as passive, harmless, and merely carried 

along by circumstances.  
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Memory as Reconstruction: The Fragility of Personal History  

From the opening pages, Tony presents memory as unreliable. He recalls fragments “a shiny inner 

wrist,” “steam rising from a wet sink,” “a river rushing” without clear explanation. These isolated 

images suggest that recollection is partial and impressionistic. Rather than offering chronological 

stability, the narrative begins in disjointed flashes. This structural choice signals that the past will 

not function as solid ground. Instead, it will shift beneath the narrator’s feet. Tony frequently 

remarks that memory is imperfect. He observes that what we remember may differ from what 

actually occurred. Yet this acknowledgment does not make him a reliable narrator. On the contrary, 

it highlights his vulnerability to distortion. Over time, the reader recognizes that Tony’s memory 

has not merely faded; it has been reshaped. He recalls himself as cautious, moderate, and largely 

innocent. His younger self appears rational and emotionally contained. He emphasizes that he was 

not dramatic like Adrian nor manipulative like Veronica. 

 This self-portrait feels reassuringly ordinary. However, the narrative gradually undermines this 

image. As new information emerges, it becomes evident that Tony has omitted crucial emotional 

intensity from his recollections. Jealousy, resentment, and wounded pride played a larger role than 

he initially admits. His calm self-image is revealed to be a carefully edited reconstruction. 

Memory, in this sense, becomes an act of narrative control. By selecting which details to emphasize 

and which to soften, Tony unconsciously protects his present identity. 
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The Letter: Language, Permanence, and Ethical Exposure  

The rediscovered letter functions as the novel’s most powerful destabilizing force. Written after 

learning of Veronica and Adrian’s relationship, the letter reveals a tone of bitterness and cruelty 

that shocks even Tony himself. He had remembered the correspondence as sharp but 

understandable. Upon rereading it, he confronts language far more malicious than anticipated. The 

gap between remembered intention and documented expression exposes the depth of his self-

deception. Written words possess permanence that memory lacks. While recollection blurs and 

softens, ink on paper remains fixed. The letter resists reinterpretation. It cannot be reshaped to fit 

Tony’s current self-conception. Its existence forces him to acknowledge that his actions carried 

emotional violence 

Barnes uses the letter to explore the ethical dimension of language. Words exceed intention. Once 

expressed, they generate consequences beyond the speaker’s control. Tony attempts to rationalize 

his younger self’s anger as immaturity. Yet the brutality of the phrasing suggests deeper hostility. 

The novel implies that responsibility does not disappear simply because memory fails to preserve 

it accurately. Ethical consequence persists independent of personal recollection. Through the letter, 

Barnes explores the ethical dimension of language itself: once spoken or written, words exceed 

intention and generate effects beyond the speaker’s control. Although Tony attempts to dismiss 

his younger self’s cruelty as immaturity, the severity of the phrasing suggests a deeper hostility 

that cannot be easily excused. The novel thus insists that moral responsibility does not vanish with 

the erosion of memory; ethical consequence endures, even when personal recollection fails. 
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Time and the Illusion of Innocence  

Tony assumes that time has rendered his youthful experiences insignificant. Decades have passed; 

he has married, divorced, worked, and retired. The events of adolescence appear safely distant. 

Yet the inheritance and the letter reopen the past with unsettling force. Barnes challenges the 

common belief that time heals by demonstrating that temporal distance may instead conceal 

unresolved guilt. Tony’s reflections reveal a gradual erosion of certainty. He begins to question 

whether his actions influenced Adrian’s fate more profoundly than he had imagined. The novel 

never offers definitive causal clarity. Adrian’s suicide remains partially unexplained. This 

ambiguity intensifies rather than resolves moral tension. Without clear answers, Tony must 

confront uncertainty itself. The absence of certainty does not absolve him. Instead, it forces 

recognition that moral responsibility often operates without complete knowledge. The passage of 

time allowed Tony to construct a narrative of harmlessness. He viewed himself as peripheral to 

tragedy. The resurfacing of evidence disrupts this narrative.  

Adrian Finn: Intellect, Philosophy, and Existential Consequence  

Adrian’s presence in the novel introduces philosophical intensity. As a schoolboy, he speaks of 

responsibility and moral reasoning with unusual seriousness. His reflections on history and 

causation contrast with Tony’s moderation. Adrian appears intellectually fearless, willing to 

confront uncomfortable truths. Tony initially frames Adrian’s relationship with Veronica as 

betrayal. Yet retrospect complicates this judgment. Adrian’s intellectual rigor highlights Tony’s 
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emotional evasiveness. When Adrian later seeks permission to pursue the relationship, Tony’s 

reply embodied in the letter reveals resentment disguised as wit.  

Adrian’s suicide becomes the narrative’s haunting absence. The act resists full explanation. It 

symbolizes the extreme consequence of philosophical confrontation with despair. In contrast, Tony 

survives through moderation and avoidance. The juxtaposition raises implicit questions: Is 

ignorance a form of protection? Does self-deception ensure survival at the cost of authenticity? 

Barnes refuses simplistic moral hierarchy. Instead, he portrays two contrasting responses to 

existential uncertainty one radical, one evasive. Ultimately, Adrian functions not merely as a 

character but as a moral and philosophical mirror through which Tony’s limitations are exposed. 

His early insistence that responsibility must be calculated almost mathematically  acquires deeper 

resonance in retrospect, as if his intellectual seriousness foreshadows the later tragedy. Adrian’s 

commitment to coherence between thought and action contrasts sharply with Tony’s tendency to 

dilute difficult realities through irony and emotional distance. Even in absence, Adrian exerts 

pressure on the narrative, forcing both Tony and the reader to confront the consequences of ideas 

lived too rigorously or avoided too comfortably. In this way, Barnes presents Adrian as the 

embodiment of uncompromising inquiry, while Tony represents the human instinct for 

psychological survival. The tension between them reinforces the novel’s central concern: whether 

truth must be fully faced regardless of cost, or whether self-deception is an inevitable strategy for 

enduring the burden of memory and moral accountability. 

Guilt and the Architecture of Identity  

As Tony revisits his past, guilt emerges not as explosive confession but as quiet disturbance. He 

does not experience dramatic repentance. Instead, he feels an increasing awareness of 
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incompleteness. He recognizes that his self-image was constructed upon omission. This realization 

destabilizes identity itself. Identity in the novel is inseparable from narrative. Tony’s sense of self 

depends on the story he tells about his past. When that story fractures, the self becomes uncertain. 

Barnes thus links epistemology with ethics: understanding who we are depends on how honestly, 

we remember. 

Yet the novel avoids melodramatic redemption. Tony gains only partial clarity. Some aspects of 

the past remain obscure. This limited awareness reflects postmodern skepticism toward absolute 

truth. Nevertheless, the willingness to question one’s narrative constitutes moral progress. 

Responsibility begins not with certainty, but with doubt. Moreover, guilt in the novel does not 

appear as a sudden confession but as a gradual inner disturbance. Tony’s realization that he omitted 

crucial details unsettles the stability of his self-image. He begins to sense that the identity he built 

over the years rested on selective memory. This quiet erosion of certainty becomes more 

significant than any dramatic moment of repentance. Through this slow awakening, Barnes 

suggests that identity is shaped by what we choose to remember and what we choose to forget. 

When those choices are exposed, the self becomes fragile. Guilt does not erase the past, but it 

forces a more honest confrontation with it.  

 

Narrative Form and Postmodern Instability  

The structure of The Sense of an Ending reinforces thematic instability. Chronology shifts between 

youth and old age. Memory interrupts itself. Tony frequently corrects earlier statements, 

acknowledging possible error. This narrative self-consciousness reminds readers that storytelling 
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is an act of construction. The absence of omniscient perspective confines interpretation within 

Tony’s limited consciousness. Readers must navigate ambiguity alongside him. This participatory 

uncertainty transforms the novel into ethical inquiry. The question is not simply what happened, 

but how stories shape accountability. By denying complete closure, Barnes resists comforting 

resolution. The ending does not provide definitive explanation. Instead, it leaves lingering 

discomfort. Such discomfort mirrors real-life encounters with memory and regret. The novel 

suggests that moral life rarely offers neat conclusions. The novel also reflects postmodern 

instability through its self-reflexive narration. Tony repeatedly questions his own memory and 

corrects earlier versions of events. This constant revision highlights the constructed nature of 

storytelling. Truth is presented not as fixed, but as provisional and subjective. 

 

Conclusion: The Persistence of Responsibility 

The Sense of an Ending ultimately portrays memory as both protective and deceptive. Through 

Tony Webster’s retrospective narration, Julian Barnes reveals how individuals unconsciously 

reshape their past to preserve identity. The resurfacing of the letter disrupts this construction, 

exposing the fragility of narrative self-assurance. Time does not erase consequence; it delays 

recognition. 

The novel refuses absolute clarity. Adrian’s motives remain partially mysterious. Veronica’s 

silence resists full interpretation. Yet within this ambiguity, a crucial insight emerges: 

responsibility persists even when truth is incomplete. Ethical accountability does not require 

perfect knowledge. It requires willingness to confront one’s potential complicity. In this sense, the 

novel expands beyond the private story of Tony Webster and becomes a broader meditation on the 
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human condition. Barnes suggests that memory is not merely a psychological faculty but a moral 

terrain in which identity is constantly negotiated. Tony’s journey demonstrates that self-

understanding is often delayed, partial, and uncomfortable. For decades, he inhabits a version of 

the past that casts him as harmless and peripheral, a man to whom life simply “happened.” Yet the 

gradual revelation of suppressed details forces him to reconsider this narrative of innocence. The 

past, Barnes implies, is not inert; it waits, capable of resurfacing in forms that challenge present 

certainty.  

By structuring the novel around gaps, silences, and documentary interruption, Barnes shows that 

ethical reckoning is not a dramatic public event but a quiet internal disturbance. Responsibility 

emerges not from complete factual reconstruction but from the courage to admit that one’s earlier 

self may have caused harm. The act of re-reading of the letter, of memory, of one’s own life 

becomes an act of moral awakening. Ultimately, The Sense of an Ending leaves readers with an 

unsettling yet profound realization: we may never recover the past in its entirety, but we remain 

accountable for the versions of it we choose to believe. In acknowledging the instability of 

memory, the novel does not excuse wrongdoing; instead, it deepens the ethical demand placed 

upon the self. To remember honestly, even imperfectly, is itself a form of responsibility. 
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