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 The theory of stimulus-response postulates that interactions between stimuli and the 

reactions they elicit might explain behavior and learning. According to the learning theory 

developed by behavioral psychologist B. F. Skinner, an individual is exposed to a stimulus, 

which elicits a reaction, and the response is then reinforced. This ultimately results in the 

conditioning of human behavior. By appreciating various interpretations and examining 

how meaning changes as a result of reader interaction, this method enhances literary 

analysis. One of Kazuo Ishiguro’s most well-known novels is The Remains of the Day 

(1989) which portrays the narrative of Stevens, an English butler who reflects on his years 

of duty and unfulfilled personal life. The book won the Booker Prize in 1989 and was 

adapted into a successful film, bringing Ishiguro international acclaim. Ishiguro, Nobel 

Laureate in Literature (2017), stands out as a unique and insightful writer whose books 

provide an engaging examination of the human condition through deft storytelling and 

provocative subjects. This research paper applies Stimulus Response Theory to analyze the 

novel which lends itself to multiple applications of Skinner’s stimulus-response theory, 

most notably in the way the protagonist, Stevens, displays behavior shaped by outside 

stimuli and reinforcement throughout his life. The novel’s complex narrative structure and 

profound thematic elements invite diverse responses, highlighting the subjective nature of 

literary analysis and the impact on Stevens’s journey and the novel’s broader themes. 

Introduction  

Stevens, the protagonist of Kazuo Ishiguro’s The 

Remains of the Day, is a devastating meditation of 

obligation, emotional repression, and the 

implications of a life lived for others. By applying 

B.F. Skinner’s stimulus-response theory—which 

holds that behavior is molded by reward and 

conditioning—we can learn more about Stevens’s 

personality and how he interacts with the world. 

Stevens exhibits the characteristics of a man who 

has been heavily impacted by outside influences 

throughout the entire book since he was raised to 

value professionalism and emotional control. His 

experiences at Darlington Hall, where the demands 

of his position as a butler shape his reactions to 

different circumstances, serve to further solidify 

this conditioning. As he begins on a journey of 

contemplation, the narrative offers a gripping look 
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at how acquired behaviors may both define and 

constrain one’s identity. We can comprehend the 

complex interplay between conduct, environment, 

and personal authenticity in Ishiguro’s novel better 

by examining Stevens’s emotional reactions, 

societal conditioning, and the transformational 

power of new experiences. Ultimately, using 

Skinner’s framework helps us to understand 

Stevens’s character’s complexities and the 

significant psychological effects of societal 

expectations. 

The theme and character development of The 

Remains of the Day have been examined in 

previous researches, but there hasn’t been much 

attention paid to how particular narrative triggers 

induce particular reactions. This gap is filled by 

using the stimulus-response paradigm to analyze 

how the novel’s elements interact by closely 

examining the text and exploring the theory to 

understand how the text’s stimuli elicit responses. 

The Remains of the Day is set against the backdrop 

of post-World War II England; published in 1989, 

it is widely acclaimed for its nuanced portrayal of 

its protagonist, Stevens, an English butler who 

reflects on his life, career and the choices that have 

defined his existence as he undertakes a journey 

through the English countryside. The novel is a 

poignant exploration of duty, memory, and 

personal regret which serves as key stimuli.  

The novel’s structure is non-linear, weaving 

between Stevens’ present-day journey and his 

recollections of past events.  The now-deceased 

Lord Darlington had possessed the Darlington Hall 

until 1956, when it was acquired by an American 

gentleman named Mr. Farraday.  

Stevens receives a letter from a former 

housekeeper, Miss Kenton, reminiscing about the 

past. At present, Darlington Hall is severely 

understaffed and in need of a competent 

housekeeper such as Miss Kenton so when his 

employer, Mr. Farraday, suggests him to take a 

break and see around the country while he is away 

to USA, Stevens decides to undertake the journey. 

He justifies to readers or rather to himself that 

though he was confined to Darlington Hall yet he 

has seen more of England in that very place as 

many eminent ladies and gentlemen had gathered 

at lavish parties and many historic political 

decisions were made there. “…although we did not 

see a great deal of the country in the sense of 

touring the countryside and visiting picturesque 

sites, did actually ‘see’ more of England than most, 

placed as we were in houses where the greatest 

ladies and gentlemen of the land gathered.” 

(Ishiguro, 6) 

 Nonetheless, Stevens begins to think about visiting 

Miss Kenton and explore her wish of return to 

employment as he believed that the letter hints at 

her failing marriage. “I am quite sure of this – 

distinct hints of her desire to return here, obliged 

me to see my staff plan afresh.” (Ishiguro, 10) 

Mr. Farraday even lends Stevens his Ford, foots 

gas bill urging him to take a well-earned vacation - 

"motoring trip.”  

Everyone had left and maybe first time since it was 

built, Darlington Hall the mansion where he has 

lived and worked as a butler for thirty-four years 

stands empty. Feeling of leaving acquainted area 

comes over Stevens hinting at his reluctance to 

leave. Eventually he departs for Little Compton, 
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Cornwall, home of Miss Kenton. 

On his journey, he meets a white-haired man who 

urged him to take a steep path to get a good view of 

England. He regards the English countryside as 

"great" because it is devoid of overt spectacle or 

drama, but rather subtle and restrained. Stevens 

discusses what makes a "great" butler in light of 

these ideas, draws a comparison between what he 

considers to be the characteristics of a "great" 

butler and the subtle beauty of the English 

countryside. These are the same attributes that 

Stevens believes a "great" butler should possess: 

discretion, subtlety, and restraint. Like the English 

countryside, which exudes greatness via its 

timeless and serene presence, a superb butler serves 

with a subtle, yet incredibly effective, sense of 

responsibility and diligence. This introspection 

highlights Stevens’s internal conflict over his own 

sense of direction and the principles he works to 

preserve throughout the book.  

He believes butlers only exist in England and other 

parts of world have manservant. “It is sometimes 

said that butlers only truly exist in England. Other 

countries, whatever title is actually used, have only 

manservants. I tend to believe this is true.” 

(Ishiguro, 36) He glorifies his servitude that butlers 

are superior to manservant for they’re able to 

restrain their emotions at all times. 

Stevens dwells in past event and narrates of the 

time when Kenton joined Darlington Hall along 

with his father. She used to address his father as 

Williams which Stevens found offensive as it 

seemed like she was talking ‘down’ to him. She 

used to report Williams mistakes at work. “… my 

father’s figure could be seen, pacing slowly with an 

air of preoccupation –indeed, as Miss Kenton puts 

it so well, ‘as though he hoped to find some 

precious jewel he had dropped there’.” (Ishiguro, 

41) It appears as though that the ‘jewel’ he dropped 

was his grace and dignity of a great butler as he 

wasn’t dependable due to his old age and 

deteriorating health, he was making mistakes at 

work but Stevens and his father both were in 

denial. Stevens, as a butler, is trained to maintain a 

facade of dignity and composure, which is integral 

to his role. It could be viewed as a breach of 

decorum to admit fault or make an error. Denial is 

a coping strategy used by Stevens and his father to 

avoid facing up to difficult realities.  

He recalls the day when he was busy serving the 

guests at Conference of 1923, Kenton gave him the 

news of his father passing away. He went on with 

his duties. Stevens chose to remain at his post 

rather than be with his father in his final moments. 

“You look as though you’re crying.’ I laughed and 

taking out a handkerchief, quickly wiped my face. 

‘I’m very sorry, sir. The strains of a hard day.’” ( 

Ishiguro, 88)  Though he doesn’t say it outright but 

Reginald Cardinal comment shows that the 

decision weighs heavily on him highlighting his 

inability to balance his professional duties with 

personal compassion but it seems like he tried to 

recompensate this deep-seated regret by implying 

that this instance was a turning point as he became 

great butler like his father. “For all its sad 

associations, whenever I recall that evening today, 

I find I do so with a large sense of triumph.” 

(Ishiguro, 92) The conference becomes a focal 

point for his introspection, symbolizing both the 

pinnacle of his professional achievements and the 
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broader implications of his dedication to his work 

over personal relationships and emotional 

fulfillment. 

“But surely, Mr. Stevens, there is no need to keep 

your room so stark and bereft of colour.” (Ishiguro, 

41) Miss Kenton’s character is a foil to Steven’s. 

Even though she is excellent at her profession, she 

manages to balance her personal and professional 

life without emotional restraint. “… and yet you 

appear quite unable to point out any defect in my 

work. Otherwise, I have no doubt you would have 

done so long ago and at some length.” (Ishiguro, 

66) Stevens and Kenton’s relationship became 

strained over time. Stevens’ emotional reserve and 

strict adherence to duty often led to 

misunderstandings and tensions between them. 

When Lord Darlington became increasingly 

involved in hosting pro Nazis, he instructed 

Stevens to dismiss Jews maid which created further 

rift between them. Kenton was against this 

unethical decision but Stevens acted on 

Darlington’s instruction without hesitation. A year 

later when Darlington realized his mistake, he 

enquired to Stevens their whereabouts. Stevens 

discusses Darlington’s past mistake, “Now really, 

Miss Kenton, that is quite incorrect and unfair. The 

whole matter caused me great concern, great 

concern indeed. It is hardly the sort of thing I like 

to see happen in this house.’ ‘Then why, Mr. 

Stevens, did you not tell me so at the time?’ I gave 

a laugh, but for a moment was rather at a loss for 

an answer…  Why, Mr. Stevens, why, why, why 

do you always have to pretend?’ I gave another 

laugh at the ridiculous turn the conversation had 

suddenly taken” (Ishiguro, 123) His inability to 

express his feelings for her contributed to their 

eventual estrangement.  

Stevens was recollecting his memories when he 

became aware of weird heated smell from engine. 

He came across a Victorian house to rest, when the 

chauffeur asks him if he worked for Lord 

Darlington, he evades the question which reminds 

him of an incident where a guest of Mr. Farraday, 

Mrs. & Mr. Wakefield was visiting Darlington and 

Stevens lied about not being an employee of Lord 

Darlington. He did so because it is not customary is 

England for an employee to discuss previous 

employer. Truthfully, he wanted to avoid hearing 

any nonsense rumour regarding was Lordship. He 

served him for 35 years; proud and grateful. But 

parallel to his reasoning it seems like he avoids 

affiliation for he regrets blindly supporting Lord 

Darlington. 

During his journey, he reflects on his unwavering 

loyalty to Lord Darlington. It is gradually revealed 

that Lord Darlington sympathized with the Nazis 

because of his false image of the German agenda 

prior to World War II, primarily through the 

interactions of villagers with Stevens rather than 

his own admissions. To facilitate a peaceful 

resolution, Darlington even organized and hosted 

dinner parties for the chiefs of state of Germany 

and Britain. Stevens always argues that Lord 

Darlington was an exemplary gentleman and that it 

is unfortunate that his image has been damaged due 

to his misinterpretation of the genuine objectives of 

the Nazis.   

“Tell me, Stevens, aren’t you struck by even the 

remote possibility that I am correct? Are you not, at 

least, curious about what I am saying?’ ‘I’m sorry, 
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sir, but I have to say that I have every trust in his 

lordship’s good judgement.” (Ishiguro, 183) Even 

when Mr. Cardinal tells Stevens that Lord 

Darlington was being manipulated in affairs and 

committing a grave mistake by sympathizing with 

Nazi’s particularly Herr Ribbentrop. Stevens’s 

unquestioning loyalty to Lord Darlington acts as a 

stimulus that triggers readers to reflect on the 

themes of duty and moral compromise. This 

reflection elicits responses of critical evaluation 

and ethical questioning regarding Stevens’s role in 

supporting potentially questionable political 

decisions.  

“Are you not in the least interested in what took 

place tonight between my acquaintance and I, Mr. 

Stevens?’ ‘I do not mean to be rude, Miss Kenton, 

but I really must return upstairs without further 

delay. The fact is, events of a global significance 

are taking place in this house at this very moment.’ 

‘When are they not, Mr. Stevens?” (Ishiguro, 177) 

The day when Lord Darlington hosted dignitaries 

to gain support for Herr Ribbentrop from England, 

Kenton informed Stevens she had accepted the 

proposal of her suitor, Stevens congratulated her. 

“At first, my mood was – I do not mind admitting 

it – somewhat downcast. But then as I continued to 

stand there, a curious thing began to take place; 

that is to say, a deep feeling of triumph started to 

well up within me. I cannot remember to what 

extent I analysed this feeling at the time, but today, 

looking back on it, it does not seem so difficult to 

account for. I had, after all, just come through an 

extremely trying evening, throughout which I had 

managed to preserve a ‘dignity in keeping with my 

position’ – and had done so, moreover, in a manner 

even my father might have been proud of.” 

(Ishiguro, 185) Stevens fails to register his 

emotional detachment and loss of a good 

companion. He again glorifies prioritizing his 

professionalism at the expense of his emotional 

regret. 

Back at Victorian cottage, people mistake him for a 

Lord and Stevens goes with the flow lying about 

his work in past; it was true but misleading. He 

talks of the great people he met and how fortunate 

he was. They want betterment of village. When he 

retires to his room, he thinks about Harry Smith’s 

take on dignity which juxtaposes Mr. Spencer’s 

view of ‘ordinary’ people and their inability to 

make informed decisions. He sees them as 

individuals who, regardless of social status, have 

their own inherent value and complexities. Harry’s 

perspective is more grounded and less influenced 

by rigid class structures. Mr. Spencer, who was an 

aristocrat, held a more traditional and hierarchical 

view of social classes. He saw ordinary people, 

particularly those in service roles, as fundamentally 

different and subordinate to the upper class and not 

capable of making informed decision for better. 

Stevens’s views on Harry Smith and Mr. Spencer 

highlight his deep-seated class biases and his 

adherence to traditional social hierarchies, which 

influence how he perceives and interacts with those 

he considers "ordinary" or outside his own social 

sphere.”… a butler’s duty is to provide good 

service. It is not to meddle in the great affairs of the 

nation. (Ishiguro, 162) 

Steven’s recalls his meeting with Kenton a day 

before which was not in alignment of what he 

anticipated, she had no intent of leaving her 
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husband or return to employment, though at times 

she wondered how her life would have unfolded if 

she had stayed with Stevens. Stevens is remorseful 

over loss of opportunity and says his "heart is 

breaking." It’s too late to change the course of life. 

Their conversation underscores the distance that 

has grown between them and highlights Stevens’ 

enduring isolation. In his conversation Stevens’ 

revelation of the flaws in Lord Darlington’s vision 

and the subsequent fallout illustrates his profound 

regret. His emotional turmoil stems from his 

acknowledgment of having supported decisions 

that ultimately caused harm, underscoring the 

deep-seated conflict between his professional 

loyalty and personal ethics. 

Near the end of his journey, Stevens meets a 

stranger who is similarly aged and from a similar 

background, he shares some of these feelings in a 

cordial conversation with him. This man says that 

since "the evening" is the nicest part of the day, it 

is preferable to enjoy the moment rather than 

thinking back on the past. When Stevens 

concentrates on the "remains of the day" at the 

book’s conclusion, he seems to have taken this to 

heart. This refers to both his remaining time with 

Mr. Farraday and his own life. 

He acknowledges the emotional cost of his 

professional detachment and the resulting isolation: 

"I have come to realize that I have lived my life in 

a very limited way, in an area of human experience 

that was not enough." This admission highlights 

Stevens’s awareness of his own loneliness and the 

emotional distance he has maintained throughout 

his life. 

“I should cease looking back so much” He goes 

back to Darlington Hall with the sole goal of 

becoming better at bantering to serve his new 

master better. 

Conclusion: 

Salman Rushdie remarks that The Remains of the 

Day is "a story both beautiful and cruel." The main 

theme of the novel is regret: all of Stevens’ life, he 

devotes himself entirely to a man who commits 

grave errors. All of Stevens’s professional 

commitments prevent him from pursuing the one 

woman he may have had a happy and loving 

relationship with. He is walled off from 

connection, companionship, and understanding by 

his prim mask of formality. 

The novel tells the story of a life derailed. It’s 

about how being conditioned by your class can 

make you become your own worst enemy and 

enable you to accept your own subjugation. 

Stevens was prompted by this expedition to 

reminisce about and consider his years of service, 

investigating the occasions that impacted his life 

and profession. The narrative explored the costs of 

suppressing emotions, the effects of past decision, 

and the repercussions of unflinching devotion. He 

regrets missing the chance to emotionally connect 

with Miss Kenton and admits his own part in 

endorsing Lord Darlington’s foolish political 

positions.  

When his journey comes to an end, Stevens returns 

to a now-deteriorating Darlington Hall and is 

confronted with remorse over past mistakes and 

lost opportunities. The book portrays a life of 

struggle and unrealized potential by eloquently 

examining the conflict between personal 

fulfillment and professional dedication. 
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The steadfast dedication of Stevens to his position 

as butler lies at the center of the book which serves 

as a primary stimulus shaping his responses. His 

rigid adherence to professional duty triggers a 

series of reactions that distance him from personal 

relationships and self-awareness. It is said that his 

sense of responsibility is both his greatest asset and 

his biggest weakness. Stevens frequently sacrifices 

his own happiness and emotional fulfillment in 

order to fulfill his employer’s demands. The 

stimuli of duty and loyalty often result in Stevens 

suppressing his emotional needs and personal 

regrets, revealing the complex interplay between 

his internalized values and external actions. 

Stevens’s meeting with Miss Kenton is a poignant 

and revealing moment which explored the 

intricacies of his memory as he looked back on his 

previous choices and deeds with a mix of regret 

and nostalgia that captures the complexity of his 

self-reflection. His selective memories and 

justifications reveal his inability to accept the 

decisions he made and the effects of his career on 

his personal relationships and the psychological 

toll of suppressing emotions in favor of adhering to 

professional and social expectations. 

Ishiguro uses Stevens’s emotional triggers to 

underscore broader themes of self-deception and 

moral compromise. The stimuli to historical 

occurrences and personal setbacks highlight the 

conflict between Stevens’s ideals and professional 

identity. 

Through Stevens’s emotional journey, Kazuo 

Ishiguro’s The Remains of the Day deftly examines 

the stimulus-response paradigm, illuminating how 

Stevens’s emotions and self-perception are shaped 

by his prior experiences, professional 

commitments, and personal regrets. Through 

revealing the emotional triggers that propel 

Stevens’ actions, Ishiguro provides an insightful 

analysis of the intricacies of obligation, deceit, and 

the pursuit of individual redemption. Through this 

nuanced exploration, the novel emphasizes the 

persistent difficulty of making peace with one’s 

past and present as well as the significant influence 

of emotional stimuli on the human. 
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