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Through the Mirror of Dharma:                    
“The Sisters” and “The Dead” in Joyce’s Dubliners

Hui-fen Hsu

Abstract

James Joyce’s Dubliners exposes the spiritual paralysis of Irish life in the early 
twentieth century. Exploring this confessional book about social pathology, critics 
easily sniff out the odor of corruption floating over the stories. Since its publication 
in 1914, there has been no lack of literary criticism about Joyce’s modernist tech-
niques and religious themes. In this study, Buddhist philosophy is appropriated as a 
theoretical framework to analyze two stories in Dubliners. Beginning with the death 
of a priest and ending with the imaginary death of all human beings, Dubliners high-
lights spiritual immobility, which in turn resonates with the chain of rebirth con-
veyed in Buddhist samsara. Coexisting with the sense of entrapment is the possibil-
ity of liberation. The acute observation of the mundane reality and the epiphany of 
human interconnectedness echo Zen attentiveness and interbeing. The contents of 
this paper are divided into two parts. The first part integrates the Irish paralysis into 
Buddhist samsara; the second part associates Joycean epiphany with spiritual libera-
tion. While “The Sisters” exposes the suffering from a paralytic existence, “The 
Dead” offers the antidote to the suffering. As a looking glass, Dubliners reflects the 
universal predicament and potential of liberation elucidated in Dharma. 
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James Joyce’s Dubliners serves as a looking glass to mirror Dublin life in the early 

twentieth century. His intention of writing this book, as he stated in his letters, was to reveal 

the corruption and paralysis of his country: “My intention was to write a chapter in the moral 

history of my country and I choose Dublin for the scene because that city seemed to me the 

centre of paralysis” (as cited in Parrinder, 1984, p.246). Following this confession, critics 

easily sniff out the odor of social pathology floating over his stories. Since the publication of 

Dubliners in 1914, there has been no lack of critical discussions about his technique and 

theme. Persistent in his works is the antagonistic attitude towards Catholicism as the binding 

force to immobilize his society. In his biography of Joyce, Richard Ellmann (1959) indicated 

Joyce’s tactic of attack as “disdain” rather than a direct combat: “He preferred disdain to 

combat. He was no longer a Christian himself, but he converted the temple to new uses in-

stead of trying to knock it down, regarding it as a superior kind of folly” (p.66). Dubliners

exhibits Joyce’s “oblique” attack against religious dogmas; it “was not a summons to action” 

but “exposed the shortcomings of Irish life under British rule” (Ellmann, 1977, p.73). The 

feature of obliquity makes for a series of snapshots without direct comments from the autho-

rial viewpoint. Such snapshot aesthetics in Dubliners parallels the slice-of- life technique of 

the 19th century naturalists. Social ills are presented through detached yet precise observa-

tions: “Joyce is a naturalist to the extent that he allows the paralysis of Dublin society to ‘be-

tray’ itself, rather than analyzing or denouncing it openly” (Parrinder, 1984, p. 248).  

Joyce’s “oblique” criticism has more to do with the objection to the reified forms of re-

ligious faith than the denial of God’s existence (Lernout, 2010). The alienation and apathy 

towards Christianity make “Esoteric Buddhism”1a spiritual alternative for him. In a 1903 

review for H. Fielding Hall’s book about the Burmese people, Joyce (2000) portrayed Bud-

                                                      
1 Esoteric Buddhism  is close to Theravada Buddhism practiced in South-East Asian countries 

like Burma and Ceylon. It gains popularity in Dublin together with the establishment of the Theo-
sophical Society, which is devoted to developing brotherhood of humanity, encouraging the com-
parative study of religion, philosophy, and science, and investigating the laws of nature. Strongly 
influenced by the religious doctrines of Esoteric Buddhism,  theosophy is regarded by Joyce as 

intellectually interesting  and a refuge for renegade Protestants  (Ito, 2004).    
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dhism as a “suave philosophy which does not know that there is anything to justify tears and 

lamentation” (p.67). In his eyes, Buddhism is the “wise passive philosophy” which contrib-

utes to the “serene” and “order-loving” temper of the Burmese people (p.68). His interest in 

Buddhism can also be found in the use of allusions about the Buddha in Stephen Hero,

Ulysses and Finnegans Wake (Ito, 2004). Granted that Joyce’s understanding of Buddhism 

may be fragmentary, the attentiveness to the ordinary things and epiphanic insight in his 

works accord with Zen philosophy as formulated by D.T. Suzuki and Thich Nhat Hanh.

Dubliners begins with “The Sisters” and ends with “The Dead.” The two stories have no 

specific mentioning of Buddhism, but the paralysis and epiphany there implicate the Bud-

dhist conception of samsara and liberation. “The Sisters” initiates Joyce’s distain of Ireland 

while “The Dead” represents his reconciliation with and kinder acceptance of it: “it [“The 

Dead”] seems to represent a reconciliation of sorts on Joyce’s part with an Ireland toward 

which, throughout the earlier stories, he had shown mostly bitterness and disdain” (Pecora, 

2012, p. 344). The bitter contempt of social ills in “The Sisters” finds a peaceful resolution 

in the epiphany scene in “The Dead,” which echoes the “suave” and “wise” philosophy of 

Buddhism as conceived by Joyce.   

One hundred years have passed since Joyce dissected the spiritual paralysis in Dubliners.

One may assume that the mental trials of these figures belong to the specific time and space 

of Ireland rather than a current reality. But the predicament as pictured in Dubliners is uni-

versal. It does not just belong to the city of Dublin in the past but points to the central con-

cern of Dharma: suffering and the cessation of suffering. The purpose of this study is to ex-

plore the two themes of paralysis and epiphany as the spiritual ally of Buddhist samsara and 

liberation. As a metaphor of spiritual immobility, paralysis evokes the Buddhist conception 

of samsara; both reflect the existential bondage and loss of autonomy. Through the mirror of 

Dharma, the agony and anguish of the boy and Gabriel become synonymous with samsara. 

The way their life is entrapped by cultural constraints parallels the fastening to the wheel of 

rebirth in its modern sense. The remedy to the existential predicament of samsara lies in the 

characters’ acute observation of the mundane reality and the sudden awakening of the 

meaning of life, which resonate with Buddhist attentiveness and interbeing. The two stories 
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share a similar scene of gazing at a window, which facilitates the sensitive character’s per-

ception about himself (Conrad & Osteen, 2012, p. 70). In “The Sisters,” a portal into this 

book, a boy looks through a window to detect the death of his mentor, Father Flynn. At the 

end of “The Dead,” a middle-aged man named Gabriel looks beyond a window onto an im-

aginary world of the dead. Through the gazing and reflection, the unnamed boy reveals 

obliquely the priest’s corruption. Through the window at the hotel room, Gabriel sinks into 

deep retrospection and sees his own vanity. His epiphany points to the potential of liberation 

from the suffering of paralysis. If the boy in “The Sisters” embarks on the mental journey of 

bitterness, Gabriel is his adult counterpart that undergoes the trials of the journey and obtains 

epiphany.  

Paralysis and Samsara   

Paralysis is the medical term referring to physical immobility. Applied to Dubliners, it 

becomes a metaphor of spiritual death. As Patrick Parrinder (1984) indicates, paralysis is a 

metaphor for the “doomed and self-defeating life of Dublin” (p.257). The best example to 

embody such a “doomed” existence is Patrick Morkan’s horse in “The Dead.” In Parrinder’s 

(1984) view, the horse is not a comical creature of going round in circles but “a true Dublin-

er” (p.257). It gets used to going round in circles because it has been employed to drive a 

treadmill for years. One day, its master harnesses it for an outing in the park, but he fails to 

reach the destination because the horse stops halfway on seeing a statue and insists on walk-

ing around it. The incident implies the paralytic state of Ireland, which has been colonized 

and entrapped by religious and political dogmas. The way the horse circles around the statue 

evokes the Buddhist image of samsara, which means literally a “continual circle” or “whirl-

pool” spinning around again and again (Trungpa, 1976, p. 36). Vincent P. Pecora (2012) 

considers paralysis a “preoccupation with the lost or missed passions of the past” (p.356). 

Throughout Dubliners, it is precisely this preoccupation with the past that usurps the chance 

for passion or action in the present. In “The Dead,” Gabriel’s amorous impulse is disrupted 

by his wife’s confession about a lover in the past. His thwarted passion, together with the 

disapproved embrace of British culture embodies the paralysis as perceived by Pecora.      
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Paralysis permeates the life of Joyce’s Dubliners, confining them to a static and 

doomed existence. While paralysis seems a predominant social illness, its main target is 

those with the artistic bent, because “intellectual ability” is correlated with “mental (or emo-

tional) deficiency” (Groden & Vicki, 2012, p.45). According to Peter Gay (1986), modern 

men in the late 19th century face the dilemma of living between two worlds. On one hand, 

they are infected with a sense of decay and agony over the social constrains. On the other 

hand, they experience an irresistible thirst for the new discourses heralding the new century. 

Science leads the skeptical intellectuals to reject authority and tradition and shift their beliefs 

to man and man’s experiences alone (Altick, 1973, p. 237). Joyce synthesizes these two ir-

reconcilable forces in Dubliners, presenting simultaneously lingering old values and the de-

sire for changes. The cultural milieu of the transitional period generates the characters’ sense 

of entrapment. Their spiritual immobility echoes the bondage of samsara, a key Buddhist 

term conveying the inescapable cycle of birth and death until nirvana2 is attained (“samsa-

ra”, 2004). In traditional Buddhism, samsara means the endless rebirth in the “ontological 

order” of the six realms of being (McMahan, 2008, p.52). Inheriting the spirit of western 

modernity3, Chogyam Trungpa (1976) redefines the six realms of rebirth in psychological 

terms: “As human beings we may, during the course of a day, experience the emotions of all 

of the realms, from the pride of the god realm to the hatred and paranoia of the hell realm” 

                                                      
2  The word, nirvana  comes from Sanskrit nirv a, meaning be extinguished.  ( Nirva-

na , 2004). As the final goal of Buddhism, nirvana refers to a transcendent state wherein all the 
fears and desires are eradicated so that there is no more suffering and the subject is released from 
the effects of karma.  

3  In The Making of Buddhist Modernism, David McMahan (2008) analyzes the three cultural pro-
cesses in western modernity: detraditionalization, demythologization,  and psycholo-
gization (p. 42). Closely linked with detraditionalization, demythologization  aims to 
extract a new interpretation from mythological or religious worldview, as it is no longer viable 
within the modern age. The process of psychologization  replaces the geographical realities in 
traditional religious accounts with the intangible psychic states. The gods or deities are not real en-
tities but symbols of individual psyche. Likewise, rebirth in the six realms is reconceived as emo-
tional attitudes toward the self and the external condition. 
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(p.24). While traditional Buddhists aim to gain a higher rebirth in the literal sense, Trungpa 

emphasizes rebirth as psychic forces to fit the modern context.  

Based on Trungpa’s psychological interpretation of samsara, the characters in the two 

stories are fastened to the wheel of rebirth, as they experience the emotional turbulence 

ranging from pride to hatred. Either Gabriel’s self-inflation or the boy’s ambivalent attitude 

towards his mentor indicates that they are subject to cultural constraints and plagued with 

the loss of autonomy over their own aspirations. Their thwarted passion and action are 

caused by the repression from family and society as well as their personality characterized 

by sensitivity, shyness and diffidence. Self-restraint cuts off the capacity for shaping their 

own identity deviating from external expectations. As Parrinder (1984) remarks, “What 

Joyce shows in Dubliners is not just direct workings of repression---parental, sexual , reli-

gious--- but its reproduction and internalization” (p.262). What Parrinder phrases as the “re-

production” and “internalization” of repression fits the image of the horse in “The Dead.” 

The training of the horse to go round the treadmill is so internalized that it cannot reach a 

new place. Similarly, the Dubliners internalize cultural norms and assume the role imposed 

by the institutional mandates. In “The Sisters,” Father Flynn instills religious dogmas into 

the boy while in “The Dead,” Gabriel’s aunts exert the regulative power of the family. The 

internalized traditional values strip the boy and Gabriel of the freedom to be their true selves. 

Their loss of autonomy manifests Joycean paralysis as well as Buddhist samsara.       

In “The Sisters,” Father Flynn dies of paralysis and the boy is afflicted with a paralytic 

life. Both suffer the spiritual immobility incurred by social rules and their emotional re-

sponses to them. Despite his role as a fatherly figure, the priest loses autonomy over his life. 

His sister, Eliza regards him as a “disappointed man”: “He was too scrupulous always, she 

said. The duties of the priesthood was too much for him. And then his life was, you might 

say, crossed” (Joyce, 1967, p.14). In Eliza’s view, her brother’s life is “crossed” because the 

heavy burden of priesthood together with his scrupulousness leads to his mental collapse. 

Throughout the story, Father Flynn is observed and commented by people around him as a 

pathetic and controversial figure. The boy’s reflection implicitly reveals his spiritual corrup-

tion: 
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Every night as I gazed up at the window I said softly to myself the word paralysis. It 
had always sounded strangely in my ears, like the word gnomon in the Euclid and 
the word simony in the Catechism. But now it sounded to me like the name of some 
maleficent and sinful being. It filled me with fear, and yet I longed to be nearer to it 
and to look upon its deadly work.  (Joyce, 1967, p.7) 

Paralysis is the word that weighs down on the boy’s mind. Father Flynn not only dies 

of the disease but his “maleficent” and “sinful” life is associated with it. The boy’s desire to 

see the “deadly work” of the disease indicates his awareness of the Father’s sin. In a reverie, 

he becomes the religious authority to hear the sinner’s confession and absolve his sin. 

In the dark of my room I imagined that I saw again the heavy grey face of the para-
lytic. . . . It murmured; and I understood that it desired to confess something. I felt 
my soul receding into some pleasant and vicious region. . . . It began to confess to 
me in a murmuring voice and I wondered why it smiled continually and why the lips 
were so moist with spittle. But then I remembered that it had died of paralysis and I 
felt that I too was smiling feebly as if to absolve the simoniac of his sin.  (Joyce, 
1967, p.9) 

In his dream, the priest has the “heavy grey face of the paralytic” with lips “moist with spit-

tle,” and his murmur seems to convey the “simoniac of his sin.” This scene implicates Father 

Flynn’s degenerate fatherhood and the corruption of authority.   

 The Father’s education is the source of bondage that chains the boy to religious dog-

mas. It is in essence a “doctrinal abuse,” which simultaneously extends and restricts the 

boy’s relation to the world (Groden & Vicki, 2012, p. 41). While his teaching opens the 

boy’s eyes to the world of knowledge, it has a negative impact on his personality. The ro-

mantic stories about the catacombs and Napolean Bonaparte expand the boy’s horizon of 

knowledge. However, the sense of superiority begotten from rich knowledge deteriorates his 

relationship with others. The religious teaching involving the complex mysteries like the 

pronouncing of Latin, discerning of sins and Mass ritual confuses the boy’s perception and 

causes his “loss of confidence in his ability to interpret faith through his own experience” 
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(Groden & Vicki, 2012, p. 34). The Father’s religious instruction forces the boy to rely on 

the authoritarian interpretation of faith and mystery. When the boy feels perplexed by reli-

gious tenets, Father Flynn would smile and nod, which is a condescending gesture of intel-

lectual superiority. The “smile” means that the boy’s mental inadequacy is a cause for shame. 

The “nod” suggests his approval of the boy’s insecurity and uncertainty on which he builds 

his power.                

Despite the yoke of traditional values, the boy has an ambivalent attitude toward his 

mentor. To obey or to rebel against the power of authority is the root problem causing his 

spiritual immobility. He finds it strange that he is not in a mourning mood when hearing of 

his death. Even worse, he feels a sense of freedom: “I felt even annoyed at discovering in 

myself a sensation of freedom as if I had been freed from something by his death” (Joyce, 

1967, p.10-11). The sensation of being “freed from something” indicates the repressive na-

ture of the Father’s education. The confession that he feels “annoyed” at the sense of free-

dom suggests that he is torn between the complex of love and hate towards this fatherly fig-

ure. He walks on tiptoe when entering the room where the priest’s body is laid. This act 

shows that he believes in the religious mystery of life after death as taught by the priest. He 

also refuses to eat the crackers offered by Eliza, because he is afraid that the noise he makes 

when eating them would disturb the solemnity of the situation. These details exhibit the 

boy’s reverence for Father Flynn and his embrace of his religious teaching. While the boy 

associates the word “paralysis” with the priest, he himself seems to ignore his affliction with 

it, which lies in the struggle between tradition and innovation, authority and rebellion. The 

paralysis of the boy finds a symbolic release in his dream: “I remembered that I had noticed 

long velvet curtains and a swinging lamp of antique fashion. I felt that I had been very far 

away, in some land where the customs were strange” (Joyce, 1967, p.11). This dream escape 

to the oriental state signifies his desire to shake off institutional bondage. While this desire 

cannot be fulfilled in real life, it finds a vicarious realization in the dream.   

Paralysis wrecks the life of the boy and the priest. The disciple and the mentor are 

chained to a life of immobility, which corresponds to the samsaric existence. Under the yoke 

of cultural restrictions, they make involuntary emotional responses to the external circum-
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stances. Father Flynn’s mental collapse bears witness to the conflicts of his social role and 

genuine self. The sensitive boy receives his education at the cost of spiritual freedom and 

interpersonal relationship. The internalized traditional values fasten him to the psychic 

whirlpool of love and hate.                                           

In “The Dead,” Gabriel inherits the Dubliners’ paralysis in the way an intellectual re-

bels against the oppressive power through his mind instead of action. His is a metaphysical 

war of ideology without bloodshed, the two opposing rivals being the British culture and the 

Irish. The identification with the British finds expression in the publication of his review of 

Robert Browning’s poem in The Daily Express. When his colleague, Miss Ivors accuses him 

of being a “West Briton,” he feels agitated and resentful (Joyce, 1967, p.172). Powerless to 

deny such an accusation, he can do nothing but exclaim that “literature was above politics” 

(Joyce, 1967, p.170). Some more reckless defenses are made in his retorts to Miss Ivors that 

“Irish is not my language” and that “I am sick of my own country, sick of it” (Joyce, 1967, 

p.171). He would rather go to France or Belgium to keep in touch with other languages than 

visit his own land. The desire to escape from his native land parallels the boy’s dream of 

Persia, as they consider their country the source of corruption and constraints. Crowded with 

social snubs, the party is the microcosm of Irish society with the strict hierarchy of the rich 

and poor, highbrow and philistine. Gabriel’s mother is a typical snub, as she opposes his 

marriage to Gretta and calls her with the slighting phrase, “a country cute” (Joyce, 1967, 

p.172). For all the gaiety and merriment of the party, Gabriel feels himself the puppet of the 

hostesses. The music performance in the party reveals the hypocrisy and pomposity of the 

audience. The most vigorous clapping that greets the piano player comes from four young 

men who have gone away to the refreshment at the beginning of the piece and come back 

when it stops. To show his appreciation of Aunt Julia’s sweet voice, Mr. Browne said, “Miss 

Julia Morken, my latest discovery!” in the manner of “a showman introducing a prodigy to 

an audience” (Joyce, 1967, p.175).  

Gabriel’s reflection on the happenings in the party reveals his paralytic state of being: 

“He saw himself as a ludicrous figure, acting as a pennyboy for his aunts, a nervous 

well-meaning sentimentalist, orating to vulgarians and idealzing his own clownish lust, the 
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pitiable fatuous fellow he had caught a glimpse of in the mirror” (Joyce, 1967, pp. 197-198). 

Through the mirror at the hotel room, he realizes he is driven by vanity to act as a “penny-

boy” for his aunts and a sentimental orator for the vulgar guests. As a sensitive man with 

literary tastes, Gabriel tries to fulfill the “social responsibilities” thrust upon him by his fam-

ily (Parrinder, 1984, p.263). After he cuts the goose for his aunts, he delivers an emotional 

speech to entertain the hostesses and guests: 

I feel more strongly with every recurring year that our country has no tradition which 
does it so much honour and which it should guard so jealously as that of its hospital-
ity. . . . But granted even that, it is, to my mind, a princely failing, and one that I trust 
will long be cultivated among us. . . . the tradition of genuine warm-hearted courte-
ous Irish hospitality, which our forefathers have handed down to us.  (Joyce, 1967, 
pp. 182) 

In this sentimental speech, he pays tribute to the national merit of hospitality as represented 

by his aunts. Yet, deep down in the admiration of hospitality is the disdain of his family and 

the vulgar audience. Like the boy in “The Sisters,” Gabriel is the involuntary recipient of 

others’ willpower. The boy receives the priest’s instruction and Gabriel accepts the family 

obligation of hospitality. They share the discontent with their identity conditioned by social 

norms and they suffer from the unquenched thirst for a true selfhood.  

The intellectual superiority of the boy extends to Gabriel and causes the shared paraly-

sis. With the smug mentality, they despise others and feel alienated from their society. The 

desire of escapism and the intolerance of the vulgar audience and imbecile neighbor are at-

tributed to their pride. While the party exposes Gabriel’s struggle, it also provides the op-

portunity for him to recognize his true self. The outburst of emotions, as he recollected, pro-

ceeded “from his aunt’s supper, from his own foolish speech, from the wine and dancing, the 

merry-making when saying good-night in the fall, the pleasure of the walk along the river in 

the snow” (Joyce, 1967, p.200). It dawns on him that he is like a puppet manipulated by the 

external conditions. While he congratulates himself on his literary taste and intellectual ex-

cellence, he has no autonomy over his life. Even the tenderness and love for his wife is trig-
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gered by the food and music in the party. The attentiveness of his wife listening to a song 

touches him so much that his love is rekindled together with his sexual appetite. Yet, the 

carnal impulse rises and falls as the tides surge and decline. His wife’s secret love extin-

guishes his erotic fire. The ghost of the past stifles his emergent passion. All the feelings of 

tenderness and love evaporate beyond his control. Like a leaf fluttering in the wind or a boat 

drifting on the ocean, he is conditioned by external circumstances and confined to involun-

tary responses to others’ actions. And herein lies his samsaric existence. As the wheel of re-

birth keeps rolling, the emotional turmoil of the Dubliners persists. Although life is full of 

suffering, there exist glimmers of hope and liberation. The box of Pandora, after all, contains 

not only the source of human afflictions but their antidote. 

Epiphany and Liberation 

As samsara can be transformed from ontological reality to psychological states, nirvana 

is transfigured from a geographical location to a signifier of positive emotional responses to 

the world here and now. Neither samsara or nirvana has a substantial or permanent essence 

of bondage or liberation. Fazang, a leading thinker of the Huayan school, debunks the dis-

tinction of samsara and nirvana. For Fazang, there is no need to escape from the realm of 

samsara to enter nirvana, as samsara itself is the “marvelous manifestation of the cosmic 

Buddha” (McMahan, 2008, p.160). Fazang’s radical interpretation of samsara and nirvana 

gives suffering a positive twist and dissolves the boundary between the two distinct mental 

states. There is no difference between samsara and nirvana as they interpenetrate each other 

and coexist in human mind. Fazang’s view highlights the Mahayana assertion of an 

all-pervasive Buddha-nature, which is derived from the core doctrine of emptiness 4

(McMahan, 2008, p.234). Since there is no inherent essence of anything, there is no fixed 

                                                      
4 nyat  (emptiness, voidness, or vacuity in English) is interpreted by Conze and Horner (1954) as 

non-duality, non-discrimination or the true nature of dharma. It conveys the Buddha s realization 
of worldly existence, which consists in dependent origination without an inherent essence. By per-
ceiving emptiness and the dependent-arising law of all phenomena, the Buddha liberates himself 
from all cravings and achieves Buddhahood.  
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“I,” nor intrinsic samsara or nirvana. To grasp the meaning of emptiness is to eradicate all 

discriminations, including self and other, life and death, samsara and nirvana. Placed in 

modern context, emptiness becomes a spiritual ally with western individualism in the affir-

mation of inner freedom. The interrogation of discriminatory thoughts and religious man-

dates invites the spiritual quest for self-discovery and interior exploration. With the insist-

ence on the no-clinging to and no-discrimination of anything, emptiness is interlaced with 

the “subjective turn” of modernity, which consists in “a shift in western consciousness 

across a number of cultural spheres toward greater attention to the interior life and personal 

experience and away from institutional and external authority” (McMahan, 2008, p.188). As 

western modernism features the “inward turn” to shake off the yoke of traditional authority, 

Buddhist emptiness embraces insubstantiality and detachment from inherent selfhood as the 

key to inner peace. Freedom from authority in western modernity echoes freedom of mind in 

Buddhist philosophy, especially Zen. Therefore, it is not a far-fetched idea for Dharma to 

join the diagnosis of Joycean paralysis  

The Zen insistence on spiritual freedom and attentiveness to the mundane reality of life 

has a lot to do with the “Modernist impulse,” which aims to “break free from the stultifying 

perceptions foisted on the mind by the modern world” (McMahan, 2008, p. 224). Joycean 

epiphany displays such an impulse through the sudden revelations of the extraordinary in the 

ordinary. As Ellmann (1959) remarks, Joyce’s “sudden spiritual manifestations” are always 

found in “casual, unostentatious, even unpleasant moments” (p.87). For Joyce as for other 

Modernists, freedom from tradition entails examining the nuanced details of the common-

place to reveal the density and ambiguity of human life. William Barrett (1956) discerned 

the connection of Dharma and Modernist sensibility, seeing in Zen and Joyce’s works the 

possibilities of overcoming western dualism through the redirection of attention to the ordi-

nary. D.T. Suzuki is a crucial figure to popularize the Zen ideal of the spontaneity and sim-

plicity of mind in the western world. His Zen man is the one that releases the mind from in-

tellectual constriction and directs it to a free state of “seeing everything that is going on and 

yet not at all anxious about the way it may turn, with nothing purposely designed, nothing 

consciously calculated, no anticipation, no expectation” (1959, p.109). The intense percep-
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tion in Zen consciousness detects the sacredness and mystery of life and restores what the 

mechanizing forces of modernity threaten to banish--- the Buddha-nature, also the original 

face or the genuine self as distinct from the “acquired self” which “depends on family and 

conditioning, on learning and experience, or any kind of artifice” (Watts, 1973, p. 69). Like 

Suzuki, Thich Nhat Hanh (1991) advocates the cultivation of the calm, alert and 

non-judgmental attention to the flow of present moments, the so-called “mindfulness.” The 

objects of mindfulness include the mundane reality like walking and eating, as well as one’s 

thoughts, feelings and sensations. The application of mindfulness to daily life transforms the 

commonplace into a miracle: “Mindfulness has become a way of negotiating the fast-paced 

complexities of modern life with its seemingly endless stream of tasks and obligations; of 

transmuting its frenetically banal activity into a spiritual exercise” (McMahan, 2008, p. 217). 

Both Buddhist mindfulness and Modernist sensibility seek to revive and affirm the banal 

elements of life through the cultivation of intense perceptions.        

The boy in “The Sisters” exhibits the Modernist inward turn with his alertness to the 

details of ordinary life. He paves the way for Gabriel’s epiphany after the party in “The 

Dead.” The boy’s acute observation functions as the prelude to Gabriel’s cosmic vision of 

the dead. The death of the Father triggers his intense perception and reflection. By the end of 

the story, he has become an “objective recorder of epiphanies,” undergoing the changes 

“from anger to the awkwardness born of bewilderment to oblique refusal to comment” 

(Groden & Mahaffey, 2012, p.27). From a reactive participant to a detached observer, he has 

the chance to be liberated from the religious dogmas instilled by Father Flynn. With the 

guide of the priest’s sister, he and his aunt went to the room where the dead body was laid. 

As he prayed for the priest, he “noticed how clumsily her skirt was hooked at the back and 

how the heels of her cloth boots were trodden down all to one side” (Joyce, 1967, p.12). He 

even fancied that “the old priest was smiling as he lay there in his coffin” (Joyce, 1967, 12). 

The attentiveness to the sister’s dress and boots serves as “a safe alternative to impenetrable 

and inscrutably dangerous mysteries” (Groden & Mahaffey, 2012, p.31). The sorrow of 

death evaporates when he fancies that the priest is smiling in his coffin. His attentiveness to 

the details of the particular situation dispels the mystery and horror incurred by death. 
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Moreover, the boundary of the profound and prosaic is blurred as the loftiness of priesthood 

coexists with the poverty of his sisters’ intellect and wealth. Not only her incorrect usage of 

words, but her poor dress forms a sharp contrast with her brother’s erudition and social sta-

tus. The boy detects the coexistence of the high and low, beautiful and ugly in life. The high 

social status of his mentor needs the support of his underprivileged sisters. His garment, a 

symbol of sacredness, is stained with the snuff and has a faded look. When he smiles, he has 

a grotesque look: “he used to uncover his big discoloured teeth and let his tongue lie upon 

his lower lip” (Joyce, 1967, p.11). Through the attentive mind, the boy realizes that profanity 

is the underside of sacredness. Therefore, he has the potential to release himself from the 

paternal influence to live a life of freedom and autonomy.                  

In “The Dead,” Gabriel experiences the rapture of life through his aesthetic perception 

of the ordinary moments. One such moment is the sight of his wife listening to distant music 

on the stairs in the shadow. This scene triggers the tide of joy in his heart and the subsequent 

recollection of their sweet life together. The common event becomes a spiritual experience 

through his sensitive mind: “If he were a painter he would paint her in that attitude. Her blue 

felt hat would show off the bronze of her hair against the darkness and the dark panels of her 

skirt would show off the light ones. Distant Music he would call the picture if he were a 

painter” (Joyce, 1967, p.188). The “attitude” that causes the rioting of his thoughts is his 

wife’s stillness and fascination when listening to the sad song: “At last she turned towards 

them and Gabriel saw that there was colour on her cheeks and that her eyes were shining” 

(Joyce, 1967, p.190). Gabriel’s self-appointed role as a painter aestheticizes the ordinary 

sight into a picture to convey the entrancing power of music. The aesthetic impulse, however, 

doesn’t stop in this imaginary picture but sustains itself through his memory of the past:

Moments of their secret life together burst like stars upon his memory. A heliotrope enve-

lope was lying beside his breakfast cup and he was caressing it with his hand. Birds were 

twittering in the ivy and the sunny web of the curtain was shimmering along the floor. He 

could not eat for happiness (Joyce, 1967, p.191) 

Through the mindfulness to the mundane reality of life, Gabriel perceives the sacred-

ness of love and treasures the exquisite moment when he caresses the envelope of her love 
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letter. The breakfast cup, the twittering birds, as well as the shimmering sunlight add beauty 

and sublimity to their love. Attentiveness to the ordinary things brings forth his appreciation 

of life as a miracle. The ecstatic sensations, however, are like bubbles lacking an inherent 

essence. They arise and die inconstantly, conditioned by external circumstances. His sweet 

memory is shattered by the discovery of his wife’s secret lover. The unpleasant situation 

sheds light on his false illusion of love and his absurd identity.  

Gabriel’s intense scrutiny of his consciousness leads to the restoration of his inner self. 

The inward turn helps him break the ego boundary and establish connectedness with other 

people. Gabriel identifies himself as one of the dead. Watching the snowflakes fall, he pro-

jects himself travelling across Ireland and resting with the dead: 

His soul had approached that region where dwell the vast hosts of the dead. He was 
conscious of, but could not apprehend their wayward and flickering existence. His 
own identity was fading out into a grey impalpable world: the solid world itself 
which these dead had one time reared and lived in was dissolving and dwindling.  
(Joyce, 1967, p.200) 

The vision of his identity “fading out into a grey impalpable world” releases him from the 

confinement of egotism. He identifies with the “hosts of the dead” and the whole “impalpa-

ble world,” experiencing vicariously their feelings. Both the dead lover and his aging aunt 

are inseparable from him now. They live in him as a reminder that he may “fade and wither 

dismally with age” or die “in the full glory of some passion” (Joyce, 1967, p. 200). The un-

ion with the world and the sense of brotherhood are his epiphanic insight, which points to 

the Buddhist conception of “interbeing” as Thich Nhat Hanh (1988) illustrated: 

If we look into this sheet of paper even more deeply, we can see the sunshine in it. If 
the sunshine is not there, the forest cannot grow. . . . and if we continue to look, we 
can see the logger who cut the tree and brought it to the mill to be transformed into 
paper. And we see the wheat. We know that the logger cannot exist without his daily 
bread, and therefore the wheat that became his bread is also in this sheet of paper. . . . 
the fact is that this sheet of paper is made only of “non-paper elements.” . . . As thin 
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as this sheet of paper is, it contains everything in the universe in it.  (pp. 3-4) 

The Zen master emphasizes life as a ceaseless and interdependent web without an in-

herent essence. Interbeing expands the individual subjectivity to be incorporated into all 

things in the universe. Gabriel’s empathy with the dead dissolves his separate selfhood. His 

life now contains the hope and despair of the numerous lives, the meaning of which is be-

yond his comprehension. Humbleness and compassion are like the shaft of light piercing the 

darkness of his former self, revealing to him the transitory existence of all lives: “His soul 

swooned slowly as he heard the snow falling faintly through the universe and faintly falling, 

like the descent of their last end, upon all the living and the dead” (Joyce, 1967, p. 200). Ga-

briel’s humble acknowledgment of his mortality represents either a “redemptive triumph of 

self-awareness and fellow feeling” or a “sobering, tragic, existential confrontation with death 

in an uncaring universe” (Pecora, 2012, p. 345). The “self-awareness,” or the sober “con-

frontation with death” signals the possibility of liberation from his past life driven by vanity 

and pride.  

Gabriel’s sense of brotherhood through the drifting snow dramatizes the infinite cos-

mos within his finite selfhood. His vision is comparable to a religious experience, which 

consists in “an intuition of the infinite within the finite” (McMahan, 2008, p.236). Such an 

intuition is the Zen consciousness, which debunks social hierarchy and binary discrimination. 

His profuse tears are the tears of remorse and compassion, a sign that his arrogance and 

conceit are purged clean. The dissolving of the solid world signals his embrace of the cosmic 

whole. At that epiphanic moment, he becomes religious without the traditional sense of the 

word. Before the vision of the dead, Gabriel has tasted the miracle of life through his pictur-

esque framing of his wife and recollection of the tranquil spring. But the rapture begotten 

from his aesthetic impulse is evanescent. It is the vision of the dead that propels him toward 

an intuitive insight into the meaning of life. In the two stories, death serves as an agent to 

activate the protagonists’ mental transformation. Father Flynn’s death leads the boy to inter-

rogate and further invalidate traditional authority, whereas Gabriel’s imaginary death opens 

his mind to explore his inner self and establish interconnectedness with his people. The boy 
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initiates the quest for a true self unburdened with social norms from previous generations. 

Gabriel is his adult counterpart who accomplishes the task through the vision of interbeing. 

The boy shows his anxiety over the paternal influence and detects the coexistence of the ir-

reconcilable forces, such as sacredness and sin, restraint and freedom. Gabriel perceives the 

vanity of his former self and gains a cosmic consciousness full of love and compassion. 

Both have the potential of liberation from cultural constraints through their intense percep-

tion of the ordinary. 

Conclusion

The paralytic world and epiphanic moment of “The Sisters” and “The Dead” evoke the 

central issue of Dharma--- suffering and liberation. The loss of autonomy is not a parochial 

predicament of Ireland in the last century but common to humanity. The Dubliners’ spiritual 

immobility resonates with the chain of rebirth as conveyed in samsara. The encounter of 

Buddhism with western modernity transfigures the ontological realities of rebirth into psy-

chological states. Joycean paralysis points to the emotional cesspool to which people are 

confined and desperately struggle for an escape. Cultural norms and individual cravings 

function together to cause the sense of doom and bondage. The suffering of the Dubliners is 

attributed to the conflicts between the coercive power of traditional values and intellectual 

discontent. The love and hate complex drives them to a life of paralysis. The way they are 

entrapped in psychic whirlpool corresponds to a samsaric existence without freedom and 

autonomy    

The two stories highlight not only the paralysis of Irish life but the inward and subjec-

tive turn of the Modernist sensibility. Both the boy and Gabriel have the acute observation of 

the commonplace and inner scrutiny. While the boy focuses on the trivial details in the dead 

priest’s house to dispel his fear and anxiety, Gabriel has an aesthetic impulse to transform 

the mundane reality into the profound and sacred experience. The boy paves the way for his 

adult counterpart’s potential of liberation. Both share the Modernist impulse to extract 

meaning from the ordinary, which resonates with Zen attentiveness to the here and now. 

They are not Buddhist practitioners, but their aesthetic sensibility amounts to religious sen-
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timents. Through the vision of the dead, Gabriel achieves the breaking of his ego boundary 

and the compassionate union with the world. The sense of alienation is shattered together 

with the misery of thwarted passions and the illusion of a superior self. The suffering from 

paralysis can be remedied by the epiphanic insight. Gabriel’s cosmic consciousness begotten 

from the reverie on the snow and the dead echoes the Buddhist interbeing. The identification 

with all people, living and dead, leads to the dissolution of a fixed subjectivity and the in-

terconnectedness of all phenomena in the universe. As a looking glass, Dubliners reflects the 

universal predicament and the hope of liberation explored in Dharma. 
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