The following essay explores the universal themes found
in Doris Lessing’s short story “Through the Tunnel.”
Although the writer of this essay does not use in-text
documentation, she still provides evidence and
elaboration to support her ideas. As you read the essay,
write down answers to the accompanying numbered
analysis questions. The short story can be found
beginning on page 401 of your Holt Literature and
Language Arts textbook.

from Short Stories for Students

THROUGH THE TUNNEL:

The Search for Identity and Acceptance

BY KAREN HOLLERAN

for Jerry, ayoung English boy. This story tells of ayoung man’s determination to
prove to himsdlf that he can do the impossible, which isto swim down where the
older boys swim and emerge aman, so to speak. Pardld to this, Lessng aso explores
the tota isolation that the reader and Jerry experiences, as he strugglesto find his own
identity.
1. What details does
the writer include in
this paragraph to tell
you about Jerry's
personality?

D oris Lessing’s “Through the Tunnel” examines the experience of “rite de passage’*

The reader learns the protagonist is Jerry, an 11-year old,
only child, with awidowed mother. Initidly, he feds unsure
and isolated and he becomes even more so with the
emergence of the group of boys, who frequent the beach. Not
only do they make him feel unwelcome at first, but they
dready have aclique? formed and are not very enthusiastic
about welcoming another member. Despite his fedlings of isolation and the feding that
he is being judged, he wants more than anything to be a part of the group: “To be with

1. rite de passage (rét do paesazh’): an achievement or event marking a transition in a person’slife.
2. clique (klik): a small, exclusive socia group.

From “Through the Tunnel” by Karen Holleran from Short Stories for Students, vol. 1, edited by Kathleen Wilson.
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them, of them, was a craving that filled his whole body.” According to Jerry, even the
dightest acceptance would satisfy his craving for camaraderie.* When they see him and
identify Jerry as astranger, they “proceed to forget him.” Despite the boys' aoofness
towards Jerry, “he was happy” because “he was with them.” Jarry redlizes that this
whole “friendship” will be short-lived, but for the present he has friends and an identity
asapart of agroup.

Asthe boys begin to dive, Jarry decidesto join in. Each time he dives, he feds
“proud of himsdf.” However, when the diving becomes quite chalenging, Jerry is not
sure what to do, so he does what every normal 11-year old kid would do—he beginsto
meake faces and show off with the hopes of winning their gpproval again. Thisisthe act
of ascared child who fedlsthat if he can get them to laugh,
they will forget dl about hisfailed attempts at the “diving
game” As he begins to make faces and clown around, heis
met not with the boys approval, but with their disapproval.
They are not laughing; instead, they begin to swim and ignore him. Again, we seea
Stuation where Jerry seemstotally isolated. It dso shows that despite the number of
people around him, heis till done.

It gppears that the only time Jerry is sure of himself iswhen his mother is around.
Even then, he gppearsto tolerate and get around her eccentric and nurturing ways. He
says that the way to ded with his mother isthrough “ contrition.”* Despite his toleration
of her, he till relies on her though she tries not make him fed like a“mamasboy.” As
often as hetries to avoid her, sheis il his safety zone as he looks to her for silent
strength on the beach. This is where we see Jerry, the boy.

Here is ayoung boy, who appears to want to have friends so badly that he iswilling
to act childish with the hopes of gaining their acceptance. It seemsthat he truly wants
to fit in; he just does not know how. They are the “older” boys and one can surmise
these are truly teenagers.

That these teenagers do not accept him forces Jarry into aritualigtic® pattern to gain
not only confidence in himsdlf, but discipline and maturity aswell. Usudly, when a
child takes an interest or strives for some sort of transformation, be it spiritua or
physical, most likely that child will have the support of a parent, relative or friend to
ease some of the confusion, answer questions, or just listen to their concerns. For Jerry,

2. How does the writer
explain why Jerry makes
faces and shows off?

3. camaraderie (kam’aerdad’seré): friendly feeling.
4. contrition (kanetrish’san): remorse, apology.
5. ritualistic: solemn, formal, and systematic.
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thereis no one. He does discover that no matter how badly he wantsto “fit in,” in the
end, it isup to him. He must find away to transform into an adult by himsalf. This
moment occurs when Jerry is sitting on arock and the boys are svimming around him
and scaring him by “flying down past him.” As he counts how long they are under the
water, he becomes more and more scared until they surface and walk right past him.
He concurs, “ They were leaving to get away from him. He cried openly, fistsin his
gyes. There was no one to see him, and he cried himself out.” Findly, he decidesto go
find his mother.

Heis gill aware of his mother’s presence. As he fedls her presence, he begins
practicing the dive the older boys did, and his determination is gregter than ever. The
only problem isthat he is going from child to adult to child again. He is as determined
as an adult, but going about his transformation as a child. When he findly dives down
far enough, the sdt overpowers his eyes, 0 he surfaces and goes to find his mother.
Jarry is now gpproaching avery great transformation.

We a 50 see that the mother is completely blind to her son’s struggles and
transformation. As Lessing writes, [the mother] “was determined to be neither
possessive nor lacking in devotion.” She has avery redigtic and stoic® attitude toward
her only child; however, we find she isin a Situation where there appears not to be any
males present in either the mother’slife or the son’s life, where a strong role mode!
should be present. For him, he journeys through life alone, just as hisrite de passage is
experienced—alone. His acceptance into adulthood is a painful, but meaningful
experience, as he never does gain acceptance with the older boys. However, it never
does matter once his mission isfinished, because their existence becomes
inconsequentid. He findly knows what it islike to be aman.

Once he purchases the goggles, he assumes awhole new identity, “Now he could
see” AsJary redlizes, “It was asif he had eyesof a
different kind—fish eyes that showed everything clear and
delicate and wavering in the bright water.” Even his swim
td_<es ong/mbolic meaning. He swims past f[he “myriads’ of | e STt Al (e
minute fish” and sees where he needsto go in order to importance of the
accomplish hismission. Thisgod isnot goingtobeaneasy  yoggles?
one. Hefirg hasto get ready to attempt this feat; he cannot
just swim through the gap like a child. He has to learn control. The reader beginsto see

3. How do the
quotations from the
story support the

6. stoic (sto’ik): indifferent, unflinching.
7. myriads (mir’éeadz): countless numbers, many.
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avery different Jerry emerge. A child would jump in and go through the tunnel blindly;
however, once he obtains the goggles and sees thingsin a different light and studies
where he is headed, he begins to develop into a mature teenager.

One thing he doesis gain control. He “exercised hislungs asif everything, the
whole of hislife, dl that he would become depended on it,” knowing that without this
control, he would be dedling with afutile® attempt at developing an identity. The only
problem with thiswhole mission is thet it appears to be sdf-imposed with pain. He
dedls with nose-bleeds, exhaustion, and dizziness. All to prove to himsdf that he can
do something the older boys can dready do.

His goa hasto wait until he can gain control over his
own lungs and body. Children usudly show little or no
patience in waiting for something they redlly want. Here,
Jarry develops “A curious, most unchildlike persistence, a
controlled impatience” Thisis where the transformation is
taking effect. He practices without any type of support from
anyone; thisis something he finds he must do on his own.
As he attempts to dive through the tunnel, he redizes that he
istill scared, but he dso redlizes “this was the moment when he would try.” For Jerry,
his goggles seem to present him with akind of hidden sirength and new insight into
maturity. As he proceeds with the challenge to himself, he emerges victorious and
understands, “He was at the end of what he could do.” The only thing left wasto go
back home and regjoice in the fact that he achieved something he never thought he
could do, despite al odds.

When Jerry tells his mother what he has done that morning, he does not explain al
the details, but tells her only of his achievement of holding his breeth under water. She
gppears to humor him and the mother-mode switches on as she cautions him on
“overdoing it” Asan adult now, Jerry has not only learned
how to hold his bresth, but also how to hold his temper and
how to understand what is truly important, as opposed to
what is truly nothing more than a mother’s reaction. When
Jerry findly achieves hisgod, thereis no fanfare, no
gpplause, just aquiet celebration within himsalf knowing
that he succeeded.

4. How does Jerry's
new goal differ from his
original goal of fitting in
with the older boys?
Why does the writer
think this change is
significant?

5. According to the
writer, what are the
important life lessons
Jerry has learned
through his experience?

8. futile (fyoot’il): vain, useless.
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