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Abstract. 

This essay focuses on the idea of the inner landscape as a source of artistic and creative 

freedom in the mind of the protagonist of the novel Fear of Flying, Isadora Wing. Isadora 

wishes to be a writer but is hindered by the imposing wills of family, society, cultural norms 

and her own feelings of inadequacy. In order to free herself from these wills she goes through 

a cathartic journey which involves an extra-marital affair and culminates in finding peace of 

mind. This essay analyses how the novel portrays how one can be a creative force in spite of 

conflicting impositions that would stop one from being a writer.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Holmes 3 
 

Table of Contents 

 

Introduction         4 

1. A ménage à quatre       5 

2. American society, the Zipless Fuck and Advertising   8 

3. Truth, Guilt and Nazis        11 

4. Family and Writing        14 

5. Freedom          20 

6. Epiphany and Writing        28 

7. Conclusion         32 

Works Cited         35 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Holmes 4 
 
Introduction.  

Erica Jong famously coined the phrase “The Zipless Fuck” which caught the attention of a 

young generation in search of liberation from the norms and values of the time. Fear of 

Flying centres on the search for freedom and purpose in Western society. The feminist 

movement of the sixties and seventies in America and Europe found its struggle uninhibitedly 

portrayed in Fear of Flying. Isadora Zelda Wing, protagonist and retrospective narrator, tells 

her story of how she desperately seeks to rid herself of the rules, norms and values that 

society, her husband, her parents, her sisters, her psychoanalysts and her new lover impose 

upon her. These impositions hinder her from exploring her wish to become a writer. Should 

she conform to the expectations of the group or endeavour to live a life on her own terms, and 

if so, where will that endeavour lead her?   

The idea of the inner landscape represents the creative ability to delve into the 

imagination and conjure stories, discoveries and experiences, i.e. her ambition towards 

writing. One might infer from the this idea that Erica Jong wishes the reader to see the 

imagination as a sort of paradise, a wonderland of the mind that one is free to explore. The 

eventual discovery of this landscape through a cathartic journey of soul searching is the 

epiphany of the protagonist.  

This essay will explore the idea of the inner landscape in Erica Jong's novel Fear of 

Flying by analysing how this idea relates to the fantasy of the Zipless Fuck, the constricting 

norms of American society as expressed by the advertising industry, Isadora's family and 

existentialist philosophy.   

There are six sections in this essay. They have been written roughly according to the 

chronology of the book since there are several analepsae in the novel, some of which are 

more important than others to this essay.  
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The first section describes Isadora's discontent with her psychoanalysts in relation to 

her marriage to Bennett. She questions what it is to be a woman and whether her analysts can 

help at all in shedding light on what it is to be one. 

The second section describes her marriage further in relation to both the Zipless Fuck 

and to the norms of male dominated American society. She questions whether it is acceptable 

in contemporary American society to be single since she receives the opposite message from 

women’s magazines and society in general.  

In section three the way that the novel problematizes truth is drawn to attention. The 

hypocrisy that she perceives in the German people’s attitude toward Hitler is repulsive to her. 

However she censors herself heavily in her thoughts and writing and cannot take the moral 

high ground. This section is an illustrative example of how honesty and truth are linked to her 

identity as a writer. 

Section four analyses her relation to her mother and sisters in connection with writing. 

Her mother has a predatory dog eat dog view of Art. Isadora is in conflict with this and the 

humble act of artistic creation becomes all the more important to her. 

The way that the novel debates Freedom and Existentialism is analysed in section five 

in relation to the idea of ultimate responsibility.  

In section six Isadora’s epiphany is explained in relation to the previous sections. 

 

1. A ménage à quatre 

This section describes Isadora's fantasy of the Zipless Fuck and its relation to marriage and 

her psychoanalysts. 

At the beginning of the novel Isadora is on her way, with her husband Bennett, to an 

international conference for psychoanalysts in Austria. She has been the patient of six of the 

analysts on the plane and refers to one of them as acting in a misogynist way and that he hails 
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the stewardess as if she was a taxi. She describes the analysts in general as being very self-

serving, conservative and reactionary. They play a central part in the book due to their 

inability to solve her problems. They are a strong antagonistic force in the novel because their 

views are conservative and non-progressive, while Isadora, being a feminist could be said to 

be on the opposite side of them politically and ideologically. They are meant to be helping 

her with her self-awareness but she gets very little back from them. What she does get is their 

view of women that she thinks is badly thought through and the frustration of being subjected 

to it. The plane is full of analysts who are familiar with her intimate thoughts and yet she 

writes that they do not know her.  

She describes her marriage as becoming a ménage à quatre with the inclusion of both 

her and Bennett's analysts. She feels that too much of their private thoughts have been seen 

by analysts for too long and that they can hardly do anything without an imaginary analyst 

having an opinion on their actions. Her latest analyst, Dr. Kolner who has a "small-man" 

complex, in an analepsis, gives her misogynistic clichés when she describes her guilt at using 

seductiveness to get what she wants from men "'But women are always the power behind the 

throne"'(Jong 20). She objects to his statement and tells him that since he can make a 

comment like that he does not know a thing about women. He counters that statement and 

asks her ”'Maybe you don't know what it is to be a woman?'”(Jong 20). What is it to be a 

woman? This problem is actualised in the first chapter in part by Isadora's latest analyst. In 

analysis she finds little comfort and even less understanding of herself in this cathartic clash 

with psychoanalysis that permeates the novel. She describes the psychoanalysts as being too 

literal minded and unimaginative to be able to help her.  

At the beginning of the novel Isadora is in her late twenties and at this stage in life is 

tired of her marriage to Bennett and the total stability that it seems to give. Instead, she wants 

total exuberance. 
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Even if you loved your husband, there came that inevitable year when fucking 

him turned out as bland as Velveeta cheese: filling, fattening even, but no thrill to 

the taste buds, no bitter-sweet edge, no danger. And you longed for an overripe 

Camembert, a rare goat cheese: luscious, creamy, cloven-hoofed. (Jong 9) 

 

Though Isadora is a believer in marriage, her marriage to Bennett, also a psychoanalyst, has 

become stale. Her wants are contradictory: she believes in marriage but wants exuberance as 

well. The allusion to The Great Gatsby below symbolises a third yearning, a passionate and 

impossible love affair outside of her marriage. Is one free if one wants what one cannot have? 

 

I was not against marriage. I believed in it in fact. It was necessary to have one 

best friend in a hostile world, one person you'd be loyal to no matter what, one 

person who'd always be loyal to you. But what about all those other longings 

which after a while marriage did nothing much to appease? .  .  .  the yearning for 

dry champagne and wet kisses, for the smell of peonies in a penthouse on a June 

night, for the light at the end of the pier in Gatsby .  .  .  (Jong 9) 

 

What once was a somewhat jaded oasis of passion and understanding has become stifling, with 

Bennett who works days and evenings at the hospital and Isadora's aspiration to become a writer 

which involves a lot of time alone in front of the typewriter.  Her wants are not only for a love affair 

but also center around solitude, to be able to live happily in solitude with herself. This is an early 

allusion to her writing and the inner landscape. She wants the exuberance that solitude can bring. 

Solitude can mean freedom, but how can the solitary self be defined when solitude entails rebellion 

against a partner? The definition of the self is still caught up in the reaction to the other.  
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And what about those other longings that marriage stifled? Those longings to hit the 

open road from time to time, to discover whether you could still live alone inside your 

own head, to discover whether you could manage to survive in a cabin in the woods 

without going mad; to discover, in short, whether you were still whole after so many 

years of being half of something else (like the back two legs of a horse outfit on the 

vaudeville stage). (Jong 11) 

 

She is "itchy" for solitude but "itchy" for men too.  This itchiness for solitude is un-American in her 

view. You must be part of a couple in America. Solitude in the sense of being single, can be 

condoned in a man if he is a glamorous bachelor, but it can never be condoned in a woman where it 

is seen as a sign of being abandoned.  

 

2. American society, the Zipless Fuck and Advertising 

This section describes Isadora's marriage in connection to the norms of male dominated 

American society as portrayed through advertising.  

While on the plane to the congress Isadora flicks through a women's magazine. She uses 

words such as litany and catechism to describe the many values and models a woman should 

aspire to in a male-dominated society. She likens the values and models to the aspiration 

stirred in devout people through the influence of indoctrination, rather than true 

enlightenment. Isadora’s opinion of religion and advertising then, is not very high. Her view 

is that they sell the idea, or 'truth', that if you're narcissistic enough and buy the products 

you'll meet a rich and potent man who'll satisfy your every desire. So if you want to live an 

independent life as a woman you're seen as being abandoned in American culture:  
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Growing up female in America. What a liability! You grew up with your ears full 

of cosmetic ads, love songs, advice columns, horoscopes, Hollywood gossip, and 

moral dilemmas on the level of TV soap operas. What litanies the advertisers of 

the good life chanted at you! What curious catechisms!  .  .  . (Jong 11) 

 

The fantasy of The Zipless Fuck is a fantasy of one state of permanent fulfilment battling 

another fantasy of a state of permanent fulfilment that is sold by the advertising agencies. 

Isadora’s Zipless Fuck can be seen as a counter-myth to the advertisers’ myth. Their fantasy is 

based on climbing through the tiers of society. You should earn money, look a certain way 

and you'll be guaranteed success and never need another individual thought ever again. 

Isadora's fantasy may be unobtainable, but its intent is emancipation and indefinite 

uninhibited freedom from other people's views of what is acceptable behaviour. With her 

passionate individualism she is fully aware of the conditioning that she is being subjected too. 

Michael Foley sheds light on her awareness of being conditioned in chapter three of his book 

of 2010 The Age of Absurdity - Why Modern life Makes it Hard to be Happy. The chapter is 

called ”The Righteousness of Entitlement and the Glamour of Potential”: 

 

The limitation of much thinking about the self is that it considers the self as an 

isolated and immutable entity, independent of personal history and social 

circumstances. But, of course, there is no such self. Everyone is influenced by 

temperament and history and the prevailing social climate. (Foley 31) 

 

Therefore Isadora’s fantasy of the Zipless Fuck is not as free of society as it aims to be but is 

rather a myth created in reaction to other myths constructed to condition women through 

advertising agencies. The Zipless Fuck is escapism, not a solution to living a free life.  
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Isadora describes the Ultimate Zipless Fuck as being a sexual encounter where the man 

and woman basically do not speak to each other, do not know each other and do not want to 

know each other. It is simply anonymous and vibrant sex between strangers that is free of 

remorse and guilt, a fulfilment of a fantasy untouched by the reality of each person's life 

outside of the fantasy. They retain independence of each other, i.e. they keep their solitude, 

and they get sexual fulfilment. Isadora has never experienced one.  The Zipless Fuck is the 

first described philosophic reaction to Isadora's unfulfilled marriage to Bennett and to 

American norms and values regarding women. The apparent lonely long-term outcome of this 

fantasy has not occurred to her at this early stage. Thus far in her life she has gone from 

several artistic boyfriends to one failed marriage and into a stultifying marriage with Bennett.  

The Zipless Fuck is reminiscent of the aims of the philosophy of existentialism, a 

philosophy that Isadora explores further on in the novel, where exuberance and zest for life 

are paramount and the shedding of bourgeois values and norms is one of many keys to being 

free. Isadora's fling with existentialism is a paramount part of her search for freedom. Of the 

Zipless Fuck and its relation to her marriage and society she says, “My response to all this 

was not (not yet) to have an affair and not (not yet) to hit the open road, but to evolve my 

fantasy of the Zipless Fuck. The Zipless Fuck was more than a fuck. It was a platonic ideal” 

(Jong 12). 

Though Fear of Flying was published in the seventies, the myths that western middle 

class women are made to dream of have not changed considerably in the way they are 

portrayed by advertising agencies but the methods of marketing those myths have. In The Age 

of Absurdity which features critical discussions on contemporary western civilization and its 

lack of happiness in the populace, Michael Foley, lecturer in Information Technology and 

author of poems and novels, discusses the effect of advertising and marketing on people: “The 

latest digital billboards have concealed cameras and software that establish who is looking 
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and display the appropriate ad – so a young man will see a bimbo advertising beer and a 

middle-aged woman will get details of a pampering-day offer at a health spa” (Foley 21). 

Advertisements are in themselves part of the problem of what defines ‘truth’. On the one hand 

you have the need of society that products are created, marketed, bought and then sold. This is 

positive in the sense that it generates income. Without this our current quality of lifestyle 

would sink and we would face new economic depressions, layoffs, and so on while suffering 

on a wide scale would soon ensue. On the other hand you have the less than morally 

satisfying methods of marketers to get you to buy their goods. The gist of it is that one is 

being lied to in order for the system that sustains one to be kept vital. We are free to buy what 

we are told to buy. Where is the freedom in that?  Where is truth in that? Isadora sees truth 

perverted for the sake of sales. Advertising brings together the problems of authenticity in the 

modern world, if we are such victims of advertising, what desires, if any, are really our own? 

And what about the problems of language, can language ever depict reality truthfully? 

 

3. Truth, Guilt and Nazis 

This section shows how Fear of Flying problematizes truth, honesty and morality. 

In chapter 4, “Near the Black Forest”, which is an analepsis, Isadora tells of her 

friendship with an ex-Nazi named Horst Hummel. It is comical that Erica Jong chooses the 

name Horst for this character. The name is of course an allusion to the Horst Wessel Song 

which was one of two National Anthems of Nazi Germany (Britannica, 2010). This chapter 

problematizes the concept of truth in relation to wanting to do the right thing, i.e. morality. 

Isadora believes that by confronting horrific events and being honest about them with yourself 

and others means that you can grow from the experience. Of the hypocrisy that the Germans 

display she says “At least if they'd come out and openly said: We loved Hitler, one might 
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have weighed their humanity with their honesty and perhaps forgiven them. .  .  .  I only met 

one man who admitted that. He was a former Nazi and he became my friend.” (Jong 68)   

Isadora takes a gap year from her studies and goes with Bennett for his conscription. As 

part of his duties he gets sent to Heidelberg. Germany is still divided into East and West and 

Isadora and Bennett live on an army base in town. The Vietnam War is under way and the 

West Germans are politically now strongly pacifist. Until now Isadora's Jewishness has not 

affected her. She has thus far seen herself as very secular. But living in Heidelberg stirs a 

dormant rage in her. She visits a local fruit market and it is the hypocrisy and the denial of the 

Germans in the market that she abhors. Their tending of fruit and flowers seems to her to be a 

cheap way of relieving their guilt.  

 

Was this where the souls of the Jewish war babies had gone? Was this why the 

German passion for gardening disturbed me so? All that misplaced appreciation 

of the sacredness of life? So much love channelled into the nurturing of fruit and 

flowers and animals? But we knew nothing about what was happening to the 

Jews, they told me again and again. .  .  . And I believed them, in a way. And I 

understood them, in a way. And I wanted them all to die slow and horrible deaths. 

(Jong 67)  

 

She takes a job as the American Editor of a small local paper, the Heidelberg Alt und Neu. 

Horst gives her the job in the course of which she starts to write about aspects of German life 

that concern her. Having found an old Nazi amphitheatre in the woods, the memory of which 

the people of Heidelberg have apparently repressed, she starts to write about things that 

concern her. It is built on top of an ancient Norse religious site where people came to worship 

Odin. In the public library she looks for old guidebooks and finds one that was published in 
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1937. It is heavily censored and Isadora immediately borrows it, takes it home and steams the 

book over a tea-kettle spout to unglue the censors. She finds pictures and texts glorifying the 

amphitheatre and Heidelberg. Isadora types a furious article full of indignation about 

“honesty, dishonesty and almighty History” (Jong 72): “Such sins of omission! .  .  . Nothing 

human was worth denying. .  .  . we could learn from it, couldn't we? Or could we? I never 

questioned that at all. The truth I was certain would make us free” (Jong 73). She gives the 

article to Horst who has serious doubts as to whether it should be printed. “The Germans 

loved Hitler” he says. Horst tells her about German guilt and truth concerning the Second 

World War.  

 

If they were honest, you wouldn't like what you would hear. But they are not 

honest. For twenty five-years they have not been honest. They never cried for 

their war dead and they never cried for Hitler. They swept it all under the rug. 

Even they don't know their real feelings. If they were honest, you would hate it 

worse than their hypocrisy. (Jong 73)  

 

Horst used to work as a press correspondent during the war. Everything that was printed was 

censored heavily. The employees of the paper knew about the death-camps. Isadora asks him 

why he did not do anything to try to stop it all, why he did not join the resistance or flee 

Germany. He says he did not want to be a refugee; journalism was his profession. He says 

that most people are not honest and are not heroes. He says he is like most people. It was as 

simple as that. 

The main point of this passage in the novel is that it presents ironies in the characters of 

Isadora and Horst. Horst is not an evil man. Yet during the war like many Germans he was 

forced to do things that he would otherwise not have done. There is a freedom in that, the 



Holmes 14 
 
freedom to not have to think or make your own decisions, the freedom/oppression to not have 

to act on your emotions. Perhaps it is in part for this that the Germans came to love Hitler as 

he built them out of the economic depression. This passage debates freedom very clearly and 

it conjures a strong reflection in Isadora. She begins to think of what she would have done in 

his place, of how long it took to write things in the Heidelberg Alt und Neu that she cared 

about. She thinks of how she censors herself in her writing and thinking:  

 

“Even without fascism, I was dishonest. Even without fascism, I censored 

myself. I refused to let myself write about what really moved me: my violent 

feelings about Germany, the unhappiness in my marriage, my sexual fantasies, 

my childhood, my negative feelings about my parents. . . Unless I could produce 

some proof of my own honesty in writing, what right had I to rage at his 

dishonesty?” (Jong74)  

 

Isadora's aspirations to become a writer are expressed here and it is this proof of honesty that 

she searches for and ultimately finds much later in the book. What is truth, is there only one 

truth and if not whose version of it should be accepted and can it be endured? The feeling of 

moral superiority that she has over the Germans cannot be maintained because she is as guilty 

as them with her censored emotions.  

 

4. Family and Writing  

Section four analyses Isadora's relation to her mother and sisters in connection with her 

ambitions to become a writer. 

Being a writer or any kind of artist means that you use your emotions to make a 

statement, you have a message to convey that concerns universal values. If you live in denial, 
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buy the myths that society puts forth, be it advertising or denial of what you felt about Hitler, 

the muse within you that travels to the inner landscape will wither and die. As we shall see, 

Isadora's mother lost her artistry because of her narrow view of what an artist should be like. 

In the opening lines of chapter 9, “Pandora's Box or my two Mothers”, Isadora alludes to the 

quasi-existential pop song "I am the Walrus" by the Beatles by changing the gender of the 

first line of the song from male to female to show her mixed feelings toward her mother.   

"My love for her and my hate for her are so bafflingly intertwined  .  .  .  She is me and I am 

she and we are all together. The umbilical chord which connects us has never been cut so it 

has sickened and rotted and turned black" (Jong 161). The song lyrics, though not fully 

included in the novel, allude to the title with the word fly. “I am he as you are he as you are 

me and we are all together, See how they run from pigs like a gun, see how they fly, I’m 

crying” (Lennon). The lyrics are up for interpretation but one might say that we are all pigs, 

i.e. we are all the same in the concept of denial and we are loathsome, pigs, because of it. We 

are running from what would stop us flying which is honesty. I’m crying because people are 

running from each other’s truths and we should not because in Sartrean Existentialism we are 

all responsible for every action taken and not taken. The mess is of our own making and we 

have ultimate responsibility for our actions. This is the existential concept of 

intersubjectivity.  

Inter-subjectivity is the ability to simultaneously recognize two different perceptions of 

reality. We view reality through or own lenses but “we are together” in doing so. The quoted 

sentence above illustrates how intertwined Isadora's own, and her mother's reality are. The 

Encyclopedia Britannica defines inter-subjectivity as “the intersubjectivity that is inherent in 

existence and is understood either as a personal relationship between two individuals, I and 

thou  .  .  .” (Encyclopedia Britannica, 2010).  
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 Her mother is a woman whose contradictions in views and opinions border on the 

extreme. Isadora sums up in two points what wisdom her mother has passed on to her. "1. 

Above all, never be ordinary 2. The world is a predatory place: Eat faster!" (Jong 162). Her 

mother loathes ordinariness and is in her own eyes a failed artist. She blames her failure as an 

artist on becoming a mother. Her suppressed artistic strain comes out in redecorating her 

house in materials that come from countries that she deems to be exotic, such as white fur 

rugs from Greece and Spanish porcelain tiles. She also prefers to wear anything that she 

considers to be against mainstream fashion and she tries to pass on this hatred of ordinariness, 

of not being part of the herd, to Isadora.  

Teen-age Isadora struggles against it and wants nothing more than to be ordinary which 

her mother does not allow.  

 

I can't stand that hairdo' (she said when I went to the hairdresser with Pia and 

came back with a pageboy straight out of Seventeen Magazine), it's so terribly 

ordinary.' Not ugly. Not unbecoming. But ordinary. Ordinariness was a plague 

you had to ward off in every possible way. You warded it off by redecorating 

frequently. (Jong162) 

 

Paradoxically, later in life, this manifests itself in a deep respect for the ordinariness of artists.  

 

 I have always been devoted to cultural shrines: the house where Keats died in Rome .  

 .  . Any place where some genius had been born, lived, worked, ate, farted, spilled his 

 seed, loved or died - was sacred to me.  .  . More sacred, in fact that, because the 

 wonder of everyday life fascinates me even more than the wonder of great shrines and 

 temples. (Jong 176)  
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Her mother's failed artistic career culminates in other doses of misplaced rage. In her view, 

anyone having only moderate success with anything artistic is failure. You must be hugely 

celebrated or not at all.  The rub as Jong calls it, alluding to the famous soliloquy 'To be or not 

be' in the play Hamlet by William Shakespeare is used to show that her mother proclaims to 

respect originality above all but what she really admires is an artist who gets rich and famous 

from their art rather than one who strives for altruistic goals. The humble doing of creating 

something artistic means very little to her. She believes that "the desire for status and money 

and power is universal, territoriality is instinctual; and selfishness, therefore, is the cardinal 

law of life" (Jong 165). She says that even altruism is selfishness by another name. Isadora 

lists how these aspects of her mother stifle and monopolize the avenues that Isadora's teen-age 

rebelliousness and creative expression might have taken. Isadora could not be a hippie 

because her mother dresses like one, she could not rebel against her Jewishness because she 

did not feel that she had any Jewishness to rebel against, she could not be an artist "on pain of 

being painted over". (Her Grandfather used to paint over her Mother's canvases because of 

jealousy and snobbishness. No style of painting after Rembrandt is worth a damn in his 

opinion.) She could not be anything else because that was ordinary and mainstream. She 

could not be a communist because her mother used to be one. And she could not be a rebel for 

marrying Bennett because that was not ordinary since he was an analyst. In short, her mother 

leaves very few outlets for Isadora to find an identity. Her mother closes off avenues that are 

artistic while forcing her daughter to assume an artistic identity. 

If we look again at the concept of the Zipless Fuck and its relation to being a myth, 

Isadora is left with few outlets of creativity. It is hardly surprising that she dreams of  

coupling without attachment when all the creative avenues are closed because they are loaded 

to the brim with expectations and family pressure. Her creativity pours into nothingness 

because of the irony that her mother who should be guiding and preparing her for life is in 
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fact hampering her. She basically only leaves her one outlet which is one of the hardest of all, 

to be an artist but in a field of her own, namely writing.  

 She has a fixed view, and a very predatory, dog eat dog view of artistry at that. The 

myth that being an artist is the most exuberant and fulfilling thing a human being can aspire to 

has overrun her mother. Again we see the effect of society and marketed myths upon our 

aspirations. That artistry is a competition rather than something more personal and beautiful.  

Isadora feels she cannot speak to her mother, she feels like a carbon copy of her and that 

she lacks an identity of her own. Sex, she believes is the culprit. Her mother believes in free 

love and lives a bohemian life, yet she disapproves of discussions of sex. It is something that 

can be discussed in art but not the actual act itself. Isadora lacks the courage to discuss sex 

with her mother and her mother finds it an embarrassing subject to talk about. So she turns to 

literature for insight, namely to D.H. Lawrence's Lady Chatterley's Lover, where she learns 

that all women worship "the Phallos" (Jong 169). She turns to George Bernard Shaw where 

she concludes that women cannot be artists. From Dostoyevsky she gets the idea that women 

have no religious feeling. From Jonathan Swift and Alexander Pope that they have too much 

religious feeling and from Freud that all women “have deficient superegos and that they are 

'incomplete' because they lack the one thing worth having: a penis” (Jong 169). She reveres 

these writers and trusts their 'truths/myths' completely.  

 

Basically, I think, I was furious with my mother for not teaching me how to be a 

woman  .  .  . So I learned about women from men. I saw them through the eyes of 

male writers. Of course, I didn’t think of them as male writers. I thought of them 

as writers, as authorities, as gods who knew and were to be trusted completely. 

(Jong 168)  
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Ultimately her strong teenage influences on what it is to be a woman came from a selection of 

mens’ view of women. All the writers that she hails as gods tell her that she is not able to be a 

female artist, the two are not compatible. In short she buys the view that women are inferior 

to men in all aspects that interest her. She gets referred to an Austrian psychiatrist who tells 

her to "Ackzept being a vohman" (Jong 172). But she can only see disadvantages of being a 

woman.  

 If you were female and talented life was a trap no matter which way you turned. . . 

 Either you drowned in domesticity (and had Walter Mittyish fantasies of escape) or 

 you longed for domesticity in all your art. You could never escape your femaleness. 

 You had conflict written in your very blood. (Jong 172)  

 

Isadora looks to female artists as role models but finds none. She uses words like "written" 

and "irreconcilable" to define her situation. Isadora has drawn conclusions that she sees as 

true and at this point in her life she believes them to be permanent for the rest of her life.  

Her sisters seethe with jealousy at Isadora's literary ambitions because they have elected 

to forgo all creative aspirations. One of them, Lalah has joined an advertising firm; the 

enemy, in Isadora's view. The other, Randy, has moved to Beirut and married a Lebanese 

man, Pierre, who is unscrupulously unfaithful to her. During a short trip to Beirut Pierre tries 

to sleep with Isadora and her other sisters. Randy who is the oldest has forgone a career and 

become a housewife who is in a constant state of pregnancy. Randy especially dislikes 

Isadora's literary ambitions and wishes Isadora to be like her. To sum up, her mother gives 

her poor guidance and her sisters are jealous of her; they wish that she would conform to their 

way of life and in their eyes their way of life is the only one worth having. Their jealousy of 

her aspirations makes them want to impose their reality on Isadora whereas Isadora does not 

do it to them.  
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5. Freedom  

This section analyses the concept of freedom in relation to the philosophy of Existentialism. 

Until now the philosophy of Existentialism and its connection to the novel has only 

briefly been touched upon. The novel has its take on what freedom is, but along with the 

Existentialism of Jean Paul Sartre, there are others that are relevant to the concept of freedom 

that Fear of Flying draws to attention such as the aforementioned Michael Foley, John 

Fowles, Albert Camus and Lord Buddha as quoted from Foley. Sartre is relevant to Isadora’s 

situations and their problematizing of truth that have been mentioned hitherto i.e. Isadora's 

relation to her mother, societal norms and advertising etc. with the following quote regarding 

ultimate responsibility. 

 

If existence does precede essence, there is no explaining things away by reference 

to a fixed and given human nature. In other words, there is no determinism, man 

is free, man is freedom. On the other hand, if god does not exist, we find no 

values or commands to turn to which legitimize our conduct. So, in the bright 

realm of values, we have no excuse behind us, nor justification before us. We are 

alone, with no excuses. That is the idea I shall try to convey when I say that man 

is condemned to be free.  .  .  . (Sartre 41) 

 

One might infer from this that failure breeds a deterministic way of thinking, a fixed way of 

seeing the world. Consider the failures mentioned thus far in Fear of Flying. The failure of 

Isadora's mother to show Isadora how to be a woman, the failure of the German people to be 

honest with their feelings about Hitler, the failure of advertising to provide products that one 

really wants instead of products one is conditioned to want and the failure of the analysts to 
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shed light on Isadora’s self-awareness. All of these are failures in some way because of rigid 

mind-sets imposing themselves on Isadora. 

According to Existentialism we are responsible for what we make of ourselves. But 

more importantly we are responsible for the choices that we make and the ones that we do not 

make. In all situations there are a number of choices that can be made. The choices are 

limited but we are always free to make them, under any circumstances. If we look at the 

character of Horst Hummel from this perspective we can see that he had a choice to get out of 

Nazi Germany, to join the resistance or to not make those choices and choose to stay and 

serve under the Nazis. Horst chose to follow the herd of his day. Isadora has chosen to act 

against the herd of her day.  

In chapter 11, "Existentialism Reconsidered", Isadora has left Bennett in a furious row 

and taken off with Adrian Goodlove. Erica Jong uses the character of Adrian, the anti-hero of 

the novel, to set Isadora free from all the expectations on her that have been discussed so far. 

Adrian Goodlove who is also an analyst is introduced in Chapter 2 of the novel, but it is not 

until Chapter 11 that he takes on his true satyr-like form. Adrian Goodlove has seduced 

Isadora and preyed upon her and Bennett's furthering distance from each other. Bennett is 

methodical and sees life as something to be analysed and worked out. Isadora thinks that 

Adrian is the opposite of that: that he is exciting and care-free, indifferent to the expectations 

of society, though he is not, and most importantly that he holds the keys to her fears about her 

artistry and womanhood. He sells her the idea that he knows why she is tired of Bennett and 

that he knows what it is to be an artist.  

 

Look – I don’t see what’s so super about the sort of hypocrisy you live with. 

Pretending to all that crap about fidelity and monogamy, living in a million 

contradictions, being kept by your husband as a sort of spoilt talented baby and 
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never standing on your own two feet. At least we’d be honest. We’d live together 

and fuck everyone openly. Nobody would exploit anyone and nobody would have 

to feel guilty for being dependent .  .  . (Jong 136) 

 

John Fowles has an argument in the Aristos concerning the situation of the affair that is 

relevant to the reasons for Isadora's part in her affair with Adrian. She is being bombarded as 

Fowles writes with the forces of anti-individuality i.e. societal norms, advertising, parental 

expectations. Where is the real identity of Isadora in all this clutter of other people’s imposing 

wills? 

 

When the individual is being attacked on all sides by the forces of anti-

individuality; by the nemo; by the sense that death is absolute, by the 

dehumanizing processes of both mass production and mass producing: the affair 

represents not only an escape into the enchanted garden of the ego but also a 

quasi-heroic gesture of human defiance. Just as art is being used by the individual 

as an outlet for the resentments caused by the inadequacies of society, so is the 

affair. (Fowles 171) 

 

Art and the affair are linked as outcomes of a strangling situation caused by society. At this 

stage in the novel Isadora expects the affair to offer her a source of freedom. But it is in fact 

not in the affair that she finds freedom, it is in her art. 

 She enters into a relationship which is seemingly free and full of excitement.  The two 

of them drive through Europe together, crossing borders in and out of France, Austria, Italy 

and Germany. Isadora expresses her musings of oblivion about the trip. Adrian drives like a 

man possessed and they drive perpetually intoxicated more or less every day as they drive 
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through Europe. Isadora tells of her contradictory reactions towards this. Part of her is 

terrified but she also harbours another feeling towards this: “.   .   . I am secretly in love with 

death” (Jong 196). She writes that “the excitement of knowing that you might be the author of 

your own death is more intense than orgasm”(Jong 196). This trip through Europe takes about 

two and a half weeks but they see almost nothing of the countries they visit. They mostly 

drink, talk and as she very uninhibitedly puts it, fuck. Adrian loves breaking taboos and is 

only interested in sex if he can break two or more at the same time. She has found exuberance 

but with a heavy cost of guilt about Bennett, thus the drinking. 

In the opening lines of the chapter Isadora tells us in retrospect what her first 

recollections of her heady trip with Adrian were like: "When I threw my lot in with Adrian 

Goodlove, I entered a world in which the rules we lived by were his rules – although, of 

course, he pretended there were no rules" (Jong 193). The first rule of Adrian's is that the 

future must not be discussed. His argument is that it does not exist because it has not 

happened yet. How can you discuss the future in an existence where you cannot plan a single 

moment that has yet to come? You can make rough assumptions and guesses at what will 

happen but you cannot know how the outside world will make you feel, what memories will 

be conjured and what your inner workings will tell you about the world. How will existing 

affect you in the next 30 minutes, or let alone 3 seconds? So why bother letting the future 

cloud the present? Adrian says that he invokes existentialism but really he does not. 

Existentialism says that you are free to choose in the context of your situation. There is 

nothing about denying the existence of the future, in fact the opposite. The future and present 

and past are the culmination of every single action of every single human being in existence 

and out of existence. Why blot out the future to be free? One is always free to choose, but in 

the context of one's situation. Adrian acts the way he does to make Isadora feel insecure and 

thus to control her.  
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However, Isadora realizes the flaw in Adrian's rule that when you take away your 

musings of the future, all you are left with is the past and the present which in turn seem to 

fly away at an alarming speed. You are left with constantly trying to blot out the future which 

becomes infuriating to her. So your present is still filled with the future, the endeavour to blot 

it out. The future is "our greatest source of entertainment and our greatest time-killer" (Jong 

194).  

Adrian tells her of a previous affair with a French actress called Martine who taught 

him Existentialism during a week in Paris. Martine forbade him to speak of the future, his 

family and everything outside of the experience that they were sharing. As Adrian is retelling 

the experience to Isadora she says it sounds fascistic. Adrian explains that it was not really 

fascistic, because her idea was that you should stretch the boundaries of what you could 

endure. 

 

You had to go to the bottom of your experience even if the bottom turned out to 

be terror.  .  . And then he said suddenly: 'I want to give you an experience like 

the one Martine gave me. I want to teach you not to be afraid of what’s inside 

you.’ He sank his teeth into my thigh. They left marks. (Jong 137) 

 

So here denial of true facts is accepted previously by Martine and Adrian and encouraged in 

order not to be afraid of what is inside of one. Existentialism says the opposite,  

that one should be aware of everything so that one knows what one's choices are. By denying 

information about life one is left with an incomplete map. The map is always incomplete, but 

by denying and blotting out facts one makes it more incomplete than it could be. What is 

inside of Isadora is that yearning for exuberance that she sees an outlet for in Adrian, intense 

emotional experience. Adrian of course is also an analyst.  
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The analysts, in part, have taken the place of a father figure in Isadora’s life and she 

pours her most intimate intimacies into Adrian's lap. He wants to find repetitive, self-

destructive patterns, recurring patterns in her past life. She obliges and tells him of her past 

love life. Adrian excludes himself from any other men from her past; he does not want her to 

see him as any part of a previous pattern. He says he is the only man she cannot categorize. 

This feeds her attraction toward him. If he is different from the rest of her of old loves then he 

is closer to being her panacea to the two of her irreconcilable halves.  

The most important part of this chapter comes at the very end. Isadora writes that “life 

has no plot. It is far more interesting than anything you can say about it because language, by 

its very nature, orders things and life really has no order” (Jong 200). Here is a strong allusion 

to the inner landscape. That reality, the universe, is, or is happening/existing in such a way 

that human nature endeavours to rationalize it, to understand it but ultimately cannot, our 

language is too ambiguous. However when one is in the inner landscape one does not try to 

understand it rationally but one plays with it emotionally. Art, it is said, is the emotional way 

of understanding the world.  In an earlier chapter Isadora quotes Jerzy Kosinski on the 

ambiguity of language and recollected thought, 

 

What we remember lacks the hard edge of fact. To help us along we create little 

fictions, highly subtle and individual scenarios which clarify and shape our 

experience. The remembered event becomes a fiction, a structure made to 

accommodate certain feelings. This is obvious to me. If it weren't for these 

structures, art would be too personal for the artist to create, much less for the 

audience to grasp. Even film, the most literal of all arts, is edited. - Jerzy Kosinski 

(Jong 113) 
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Adrian's endeavour to give her an existential experience to unlock her artistry is flawed. He 

cannot do it for her; she must do it herself by being abandoned and fending for herself. He 

cannot do it for her because of the very nature of our ambiguous way understanding. 

Her affair with Adrian begins to come to a close in Chapter 15, “Travels with My Anti-

Hero”. It is in this chapter that she begins to solve her agonizing soul-searching. She 

expresses her need to be whole. She needs to feel love and she feels her writing is an attempt 

to get love. Adrian disputes that and says that she loses, meaning that she will always find 

disappointment in that. He tells her she needs to go down into herself and salvage her own 

life. Later on she tries to do that. In her guilt and alienation she “mothers herself” as she puts 

it. “Learning how to endure your own existence. Learning how to mother yourself. Not 

always turning to an analyst, a husband, a parent”(Jong 277). In the following passage she 

sits cradling herself and repeats all her ills to herself in one sentence lines. It is a long passage 

but the most important to my line of questioning occurs in this passage very clearly. 

“...promising younger poet. Promising young sufferer. Isadora Wing, feminist and would-be 

liberated woman. Slightly overweight sexpot, with a bad case of astigmatism of the mind’s 

eye. Isadora Wing, professional patient, seeker of saviours, sensuality, certainty” (Jong 277). 

She is dealing with her conception of herself. She writes that she always wanted to be the 

greatest at everything, the greatest lover, the greatest sufferer, the greatest hungerer etc. The 

astigmatism of the mind's eye is particularly interesting in that it involves introspection, or 

misinterpreted introspection. These aspirations are absurd and completely unattainable and 

she now knows them to be. One might infer that she is trying to live up to the image that her 

mother wants for her, i.e. the shedding of ordinariness which has become a burden. 

In The Myth of Sisyphus Albert Camus has an argument that sheds light on her 

seemingly endless predicament. “The gods had condemned Sisyphus to ceaselessly rolling a 

rock to the top of the mountain, whence the stone would fall back of its own weight. They 
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had thought with some reason that there is no more dreadful punishment than futile and 

hopeless labour“ (Camus 115). Isadora is a Sisyphun in that she has been pushing her rock, 

her soul-searching throughout the novel. She is beginning to realize that the search for one's 

soul is enough to bring contentment and it does not have to be self-deprecating or set in stone. 

The Sisyphus that Camus envisions is not an unhappy one, in fact the opposite. The struggle 

without end is all one has and it is enough to make one happy. Life is then not deterministic 

but an ever-changing ascension of striving unless one gives up and leaves the world through 

suicide. Through Isadora's soul-searching she has come to know herself more and this soul- 

searching will never end until she dies and that is peace of mind for her, she will always be 

occupied. 

In the next chapter, "Seduced and Abandoned", Isadora and Adrian have returned to 

Paris. In the Place St. Michel Adrian leaves her and tells her of his wife and children and his 

arrangement to meet them in Cherbourg. The main point of this passage is that this is when 

Isadora fully realises that she was under his influence all along and anything but free.  He 

sold her the idea of living by whim and uncertainty, of being completely open to each other 

and honest and thus shedding her contradictions. She sees it first as being an awful way of 

manipulating her. And it is in one respect. But Adrian has in another respect set her free and 

put her on the road of being able to cope with herself. Because though he sells her the idea of 

a relationship with him being a panacea, the panacea is in her self-confidence to be confident 

on her own. She does not need him to be free. When he has left her the revelations begin to 

emerge. Adrian is an authoritarian personality; he has demanded compliance from her 

throughout the course of their amorous jaunt. The secret self that Foley writes about below is 

strengthened in Isadora by being abandoned by what she no longer needs, compliance to 

another human being's version of truth and reality. 
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What the authoritarian personality, the Pharisee, usually demands is compliance 

with hierarchy, regulations and procedure but what it really craves is surrender of 

internal freedom. So it may always be frustrated by being given only external 

compliance. This is the existentialist triumph, the preservation of a secret self and 

personal freedom by rendering to Caesar only the things that are Caesar's. (Foley 

47)  

 

Isadora is alone in Paris; she could strike out for something new and leave her old life behind. 

She describes her liberation as being the most terrifying sensation in her life. “Like teetering 

on the edge of the Grand Canyon and hoping you'd learn to fly before you hit the bottom” 

(Jong 296).  

 

6. Epiphany and Writing 

In this final section Isadora’s epiphany is explained in relation to the material of the previous 

sections. 

Isadora has an epiphany while reading her old notebook. She stops blaming herself for 

all her contradictions and hypocrisies. Her running away from Bennett and being abandoned 

by Adrian become clear: she has chosen herself rather than submitting to or fighting against 

another's view of reality. This is also relevant to the Myth of Sisyphus, as she gets older she 

will change in ways unforeseen as she pushes her soul up the mountain. 

 

Perhaps my finally running away was not due to malice on my part, nor to any 

disloyalty I need apologize for. Perhaps it was a kind of loyalty to myself. A 

drastic and necessary way of changing my life. You did not have to apologize for 

wanting to own your own soul. Your soul belonged to you - for better or for 
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worse. When all is said and done, it was all you had .  .  .  What right had I to 

predict the future and predict it so nihilistically? As I got older I would probably 

change in hundreds of different ways I couldn't foresee. All I had to do was to 

wait it out. (Jong 314-15) 

 

Though she does not explicitly say it she has debunked her myth of the Zipless Fuck. Or 

rather, she has found real individuality and freedom. She is not thinking in terms of following 

the herd or not and non-conformance with the herd does not have to be nihilistic. The title of 

the novel, Fear of Flying, is a metaphor for believing in her talents and not blaming herself 

for all her faults. She did not make those faults, they were bestowed, like her talents upon her 

but it is now up to her to make something out of what has been made of her to paraphrase 

Sartre. She cannot escape her contradictions. They are what make up our identity. She cannot 

escape her contradictions and the various versions of truth. She can however embrace the 

inner landscape. 

Isadora falls asleep and dreams. Her dreamlike state is 

 

 

Full of elevators, platforms in space, enormously steep and slippery staircases. . . 

I remember once or twice waking and then falling back to sleep thinking: 'Now I 

will have the dream which makes my decision for me.' But what was the decision 

I sought? Every choice seemed so unsatisfactory in one way or another. Every 

choice excluded some other choice. It was as if I were asking my dreams to tell 

me who I was and what I ought to do. (Jong 315)  
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She dreams of her contradictions. Her subconscious is coming to terms with her own 

contradictions. In this context it is interestion to note what Michael Foley writes of Buddhism 

and its connection to dreams and consciousness: 

 

Consciousness has no substance or direction but is an endlessly flickering, 

fluctuating shadow play of perceptions, fantasies, delusions, associations and 

memories. ’The mind is wavering and restless, fickle and flighty' – the mind has 

the caprice of a monkey that 'grabs one branch, and then, letting go, seizes 

another'. And so the idea of a unified self is an illusion: There is no one invariable 

self. What is subject to change is not mine, it is not I, it is not myself, 'this 

recognition of ceaseless change was another central insight. All is flux. 

Everything is transient All things are on fire.' As a consequence there is no 

permanent self to attack or repress.  (Foley 23) 

 

Is there such a thing as a self? Note the “worlds within worlds .  .  .” from the quote in the 

introduction and on the final page of this section. It is in the inner landscapes that one finds 

all the selves, the worlds within worlds as she says later. Waking life is a search for the 

fulfilment of needs, of striving, of pushing the Sisyphus rock up the night-filled mountain. 

The inner landscape of the subconscious is a different realm and for Isadora it offers freedom. 

It is the last undiscovered, perhaps even infinitely discoverable world with no ultimate truth. 

There is nothing to hedge you in, no rules but those of your own making, nothing to attack or 

repress, in short, freedom. 

 

Knowledge is not just the beginning of a solution but the entire solution. 

Understanding is it itself transformation. But the transformation is neither 
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immediate nor easy – nor even perceptible: 'Just as the ocean slopes gradually, 

with no sudden incline, so in this method training, discipline and practice take 

effect by slow degrees, with no sudden perception of the ultimate truth' .  .  . To 

be is to become – so the seeker of enlightenment must be 'energetic, resolute and 

persevering'. Buddha’s last words were: All accomplishment is transient. Strive 

unremittingly. (Foley 24) 

 

To strive unremittingly is also The Myth of Sisyphus and it is what Isadora has done 

throughout the novel and continues to do as the novel ends. This is how Fear of Flying 

debates freedom in the mind of Isadora Wing. It leaves the question open to an extent but also 

gives an answer, that through cathartic experiences with family and society one understands 

where hypocrisies come from and that they inhabit you. Most of our waking life is spent 

exercising the ideas of others that inhabit us, in work, responsibility, morals and judgement 

etc. But when Isadora writes she climbs aboard her spaceship of poems and escapes into 

herself, the terra incognita of the many selves.  To clarify the term of the inner landscape, the 

paradise of double meanings, a quote from Visconti’s film based on Thomas Mann’s novella 

Death in Venice comes to mind, 

 

But art is ambiguous! And music the most ambiguous of all the arts. It is 

ambiguity made a science. Wait, listen to this chord, or this one, you can interpret 

them in any way you like, you have before you an entire series of mathematical 

combinations, unforeseen and inexhaustible. A paradise of double meanings in 

which you more than anyone else can romp and roll about like a calf in clover. 

Don’t you hear it? Do you recognize it? It’s yours! It’s yours! It’s all your music! 

(Visconti  minutes 32-37) 
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Of the inner landscape that has been discussed at length Isadora writes, 

 

And then I will find myself wondering how many other memories are hidden 

from me in the recesses of my own brain; indeed my own brain will seem to be 

the last great terra incognita, and I will be filled with wonder at the prospect of 

someday discovering new worlds there. Imagine the lost continent of Atlantis and 

all the submerged islands of childhood right there waiting to be found. The inner 

space we have never adequately explored. The worlds within worlds within 

worlds. And the marvellous thing is that they are waiting for us. If we fail to 

discover them, it is only because we haven’t yet built the right vehicle - spaceship 

or submarine or poem – which will take us to them. It is for this, partly, that I 

write. And each new poem is a new vehicle, designed to delve a little deeper (or 

fly a little higher) than the one before. (Jong 229-30)  

 

At the end of the quote she gives the reason for her writing, the delving into herself for new 

discoveries and each time she sheds a little bit of fear of it and goes a bit deeper (more 

wisdom) or higher (more exuberance) than before and if we fail to discover them it is because 

our choices in life have not led us there yet. 

 

7. Conclusion 

Fear of Flying problematizes the concept of truth in the life and journey of Isadora Wing by 

exposing the fictitious nature of retold experience. From the outset she is in conflict with 

reality and her desires because they seem contradictory and therefore stifling; adverts that 

should give you freedom of choice but hedge you in and manipulate you, a husband who 
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bores you that you should be in love with and family that stifles you etc., and that conflict 

culminates in her affair with Adrian Goodlove. After the affair she has explored 

existentialism and the hunt for the inner landscape through being abandoned and having to 

fend for herself. She finds that people are full of contradictory truths that change over time 

and that those contradictions tell you who you are in the context of your relation to others, if 

there is a “you” at all. 

How can Isadora be free in this world? How can she find certainty and exuberance at 

the same time? She does not have to predict hypocrisies and contradictions as always being 

negative - in fact they tell her who she is in relation to other beings. But she also has a need to 

be separate from that way of existing and she fulfils that need by exploring the inner 

landscapes of her imagination. It is not escapism, there is no permanent escape, it is taking a 

break from the clutter of rules and contradictory truths and letting yourself breathe in the 

secret life of your inner landscape. It is a way of viewing reality through deep emotion. 

To clarify this further, an interview with Time magazine. When being asked about 

poetry Erica Jong speaks of getting deeper into her mind with it. In other words, poetry is her 

vehicle to the inner landscape. 

 

Your new book is a poetry collection. You began as a poet, didn't you? 

Yes. I guess the thing that I'm most proud of is that I kept on writing poetry. I 

understand that poetry is sort of the source of everything I do. It's the source of 

my creativity. I go on using it as a way into my deeper mind. Often I find that 

poems predict what I'm going to do later in my own writing, and often I find that 

poems predict my life. So I think poetry is the most intense expression of feeling 

that we have. I've never given up writing it because it's essential to me. And 



Holmes 34 
 

poems don't come over time. Sometimes poems don't come to you at all. But 

when they come, you have to sit down and write them. (Time Magazine) 
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