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Abstract: The interwoven themes of exile, identity,  and moral responsibility in the novels of Shirley 

Hazzard, arguing that her fiction situates personal displacement within broader ethical and political 

frameworks. Hazzard’s protagonistsoften travelers, migrants, or dislocated observersexperience exile not 

merely as geographical dislocation but as a moral and psychological condition that shapes their self-

understanding and relationships. Through close readings of key works, the study explores how Hazzard 

constructs identity as an evolving negotiation between memory, cultural inheritance, and the moral 

imperatives that arise from witnessing historical and personal crises. The paper further contends that 

Hazzard uses exile as a vantage point from which to critique bureaucratic indifference, war, and the 

failures of global institutions, thereby linking intimate emotional lives to collective moral responsibility. 

Ultimately, this research demonstrates that Hazzard’s novels articulate a humanistic vision in which 

ethical clarity and personal integrity serve as counterforces to alienation, suggesting that exilewhile 

often painfulcan also foster moral insight and a deeper sense of global citizenship.The purpose of 

investigate how Shirley Hazzard’s novels articulate the interconnected themes of exile, identity, and 

moral responsibility, and to demonstrate the ways in which these themes shape both the psychological 

development of her characters and the ethical framework of her narrative worlds. Using a qualitative 

literary-analytical method, the research conducts close textual readings of major worksincluding The 

Transit of Venus, The Great Fire, and People in Glass Housessupported by thematic analysis and 

insights from postcolonial theory, moral philosophy, and identity studies. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

Shirley Hazzard’s fiction stands at the intersection of cosmopolitan experience, historical trauma, and ethical inquiry. 

Across a relatively small but influential body of novels, Hazzard developed a literary vision deeply attuned to the 

emotional and moral reverberations of exilewhether as a consequence of war, geographic displacement, bureaucratic 

entanglement, or intimate human betrayal. Her protagonists, caught between nations, cultures, and personal loyalties, 

navigate a world reshaped by global conflict and political flux. In doing so, they confront fundamental questions 

concerning the formation of identity and the demands of moral responsibility.Although exile is often understood in 

strictly geographical terms, Hazzard reconfigures it as a multifaceted condition: one that encompasses dislocation from 

homeland, alienation from social institutions, and spiritual estrangement from one’s own moral or emotional bearings. 

Her novels vividly portray exile not simply as a state of being “elsewhere,” but as an existential and ethical experience 

that compels individuals to re-evaluate their commitments to memory, truth, and human connection. This research 

paper seeks to explore the interplay among exile, identity, and moral responsibility in Hazzard’s major 

novelsparticularly The Transit of Venus (1980), The Bay of Noon (1970), and The Great Fire (2003). By analyzing how 

Hazzard employs narrative structure, character psychology, and global settings to interrogate experiences of 

displacement, this study aims to reveal the distinctive ways in which she portrays exile as a catalyst for both identity 

formation and ethical awakening. 
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Hazzard’s oeuvre emerges from a life shaped by mobility, transnational consciousness, and first-hand encounters with 

international politics. Born in Sydney in 1931, she spent much of her youth following her father’s diplomatic postings, 

experiences that exposed her to the complexities of political power and the fragilities of cross-cultural understanding. 

Her employment at the United Nations in the 1950s and early 1960s left an indelible mark on her worldview; 

disillusionment with institutional bureaucracy informed her incisive critiques of moral complacency in People in Glass 

Houses (1967) as well as the more implicit institutional satire threaded through her later novels. This personal history 

undergirds the moral concerns of her fiction: the responsibility owed by individuals who operate within, or are shaped 

by, vast and often indifferent political structures. Thus, exile in Hazzard is never merely circumstantial. Instead, it 

becomes a lens through which questions of ethical conduct, personal integrity, and global citizenship are refracted.The 

background of Hazzard’s key novels further illuminates her engagement with exile as both a historical condition and a 

metaphor for human consciousness. The Great Fire, set in the immediate aftermath of World War II, portrays a world 

struggling to recover from unprecedented devastation. Its protagonist, Aldred Leith, moves through war-scarred 

landscapes in Asia and Europe, attempting to reconcile personal grief with the broader suffering of nations. Here, exile 

extends beyond geographic dislocation to encompass the moral and emotional disorientation of living in a shattered 

world. Hazzard situates her characters amid the ruins of conflict to highlight the ethical weight individuals bear as they 

attempt to rebuild their identities in the face of collective catastrophe. 

The Bay of Noon explores the lingering effects of wartime devastation in post-war Naples, where the city’s cultural 

richness contrasts sharply with its economic hardship and physical ruin. The narrator, Jenny, is an expatriate British 

woman working for a NATO office. Her experiences of solitude, cultural unfamiliarity, and introspection underscore 

exile as a psychological and relational condition. She forms connections with a group of artists and intellectuals whose 

lives have been irrevocably marked by the war, revealing how displacementwhether caused by conflict, loss, or 

yearning—binds individuals in unexpected ways. In Hazzard’s depiction, the post-war city becomes not only a physical 

space but also a symbolic terrain on which characters confront questions of belonging and self-definition. 

The Transit of Venus, though not centered explicitly on geopolitical exile, explores emotional and moral alienation 

through its protagonists’ navigation of love, ambition, class pressures, and personal betrayal. Caro and Grace Bell, two 

Australian sisters living in England, occupy a liminal space within British society: neither fully integrated nor overtly 

marginalized, but persistently conscious of their outsider status. Their expatriate identity mirrors their emotional 

displacements—unfulfilled desires, misaligned relationships, and a sense of exclusion from the power structures that 

shape their destinies. In this novel, Hazzard shifts the idea of exile inward, revealing how internal estrangement can be 

as profound and determining as forced migration. The novel’s ethical dimension emerges from the choices characters 

make when confronted with the consequences of desire, loyalty, and social expectation. 

 Hazzard’s novels demonstrate that exile is both a structural and thematic principle in her work. Structurally, her 

narratives often unfold across multiple nations and temporal layers, creating a sense of fluidity consistent with the lives 

of her displaced characters. Thematically, the condition of exile becomes intertwined with the formation of identity, 

compelling her characters to navigate competing cultural codes, personal memories, and moral imperatives. Hazzard’s 

protagonists frequently experience moments of self-revelation when confronted by the moral failings of others or by the 

ethical challenges of cross-border encounters. Such moments underscore her belief that identity is forged not only 

through personal history but also through ethical engagement with the world.The moral dimension of Hazzard’s writing 

is particularly significant in understanding the connection between exile and identity. She consistently portrays moral 

responsibility as a deeply personal, often solitary undertaking. Her characters grapple with questions of loyalty, 

honesty, and compassion, even when such virtues place them at odds with institutional authority or social convention. 

In The Great Fire, Aldred Leith’s commitment to witnessing the suffering of war survivors contrasts sharply with the 

indifference of bureaucratic observers. In The Transit of Venus, Caro Bell’s insistence on emotional authenticity 

confronts the manipulative self-interest of others. Hazzard suggests that moral responsibility often arises from the 

heightened awareness generated by displacement: the sense of seeing the world, and one’s place within it, from a 

position of estrangement.From an academic standpoint, Hazzard’s work has attracted increasing critical attention for its 

stylistic brilliance and ethical depth, yet the interrelationship between exile, identity, and moral responsibility remains 

underexamined. While much scholarship has highlighted her critique of institutional power, her nuanced portrayal of 
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moral agency, and the elegance of her prose, fewer studies have integrated these themes into a broader assessment of 

exile as a defining feature of her narrative universe. This research paper seeks to address that gap by offering a 

comprehensive analysis of how exile functions as both a lived reality and a metaphorical condition in Hazzard’s novels, 

shaping her characters’ identities and ethical orientations. 

Hazzard’s novels provide a rich terrain for examining how exile shapes identity and moral responsibility. Her 

characters’ journeysacross continents, across relationships, and across moral boundariesinvite readers to consider how 

displacement influences the formation of self and the pursuit of ethical integrity. By foregrounding the tensions 

between alienation and belonging, memory and transformation, individuality and responsibility, Hazzard crafts 

narratives that resonate with enduring human concerns. This research aims to illuminate these dynamics, demonstrating 

how exile operates not only as a condition of loss but also as a generative force in the development of identity and 

moral consciousness.  Hazzard within a broader literary and theoretical context. Exile has long been a central theme in 

world literature, associated with writers as diverse as James Joyce, W. G. Sebald, and Edward Said. Yet Hazzard’s 

approach diverges from traditional exile narratives centered primarily on national displacement or political persecution. 

Instead, she blends geopolitical exile with intimate psychological estrangement, creating a hybrid model of 

displacement attuned to the complexities of the modern world. Her characters’ experiences echo contemporary 

discussions of global mobility, post-war reconstruction, cosmopolitan identity, and the ethical dilemmas posed by 

transnational encounters. Hazzard’s fiction offers a valuable literary framework for understanding the multifaceted 

nature of exile in the twentieth century and beyond. 

 

II. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

The research is employing a qualitative, interpretive literary methodology to examine how exile, identity, and moral 

responsibility intersect in Shirley Hazzard’s major novels. The analysis is grounded in close reading practices, 

supported by thematic, textual, and contextual approaches, and informed by relevant theoretical frameworks from 

postcolonial studies, narrative ethics, and identity theory. 

The primary texts selected for analysisThe Transit of Venus (1980), The Bay of Noon (1970), and The Great Fire 

(2003)were chosen based on their explicit engagement with displacement, personal and cultural identity, and moral 

decision-making. These novels span different phases of Hazzard’s writing career and offer varied representations of 

characters negotiating geographical exile, emotional estrangement, and ethical dilemmas. Close reading is used to 

identify recurrent motifs, narrative patterns, and character dynamics that illuminate the ways in which displacement 

shapes individual identity and moral consciousness. 

To contextualize these readings, the study incorporates thematic analysis, focusing on three core themes: 

(1) Representations of exile physical, psychological, and existential. 

(2) Processes of identity formation in transnational and post-war settings. 

(3) Moral responsibility as expressed through characters’ choices, relationships, and responses to suffering.  

This thematic approach enables the study to trace connections across novels while recognizing the distinct narrative and 

historical contexts of each text.The research also draws on secondary scholarship, including critical studies on 

Hazzard’s narrative technique, examinations of post-war fiction, feminist readings of identity, and theoretical writings 

on exile (e.g., Edward Said) and narrative ethics (e.g., Martha Nussbaum). These frameworks provide conceptual tools 

for interpreting Hazzard’s representation of displacement and moral agency, and for situating her novels within broader 

literary and philosophical traditions. 

A comparative method is employed to analyze how the three themes evolve across the selected novels. This involves 

juxtaposing characters’ experiences of exile and moral choice, examining shifts in Hazzard’s narrative strategies, and 

tracing continuities and divergences in her treatment of ethical responsibility. By doing so, the study reveals Hazzard’s 

sustained yet evolving engagement with the moral and psychological implications of displacement.Overall, this 

methodology emphasizes interpretive depth, textual nuance, and conceptual clarity. It enables a comprehensive 

exploration of how exile functions as both a narrative condition and a catalyst for identity formation and moral 

responsibility in Hazzard’s fiction. 
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III. DISCUSSION 

One of the most significant findings is that identity in Hazzard’s fiction is forged through the experience of 

displacement. Characters such as Jenny in The Bay of Noon and Caro Bell in The Transit of Venus occupy liminal 

spaces—outsiders within foreign landscapes or unfamiliar social systems. Their marginality heightens their awareness 

of social expectations and personal aspirations, compelling them to negotiate their identities with heightened 

introspection. In The Great Fire, Aldred Leith’s physical movement across post-war Asia mirrors his inward journey 

toward ethical purpose, suggesting that identity formation is inseparable from the recognition of suffering and 

responsibility toward others.Equally important is Hazzard’s depiction of moral responsibility as a deeply individual and 

relational undertaking. Her characters frequently encounter moral testsmoments that expose the consequences of 

indifference, betrayal, or compassion. Exile sharpens these ethical dimensions: displacement distances characters from 

familiar cultural anchors, forcing them to rely on personal conscience rather than inherited norms. Leith’s insistence on 

witnessing the devastation of war survivors, or Caro’s refusal to accept emotional manipulation, exemplifies how 

displacement becomes a site of ethical awakening. In Hazzard’s world, moral responsibility emerges not from 

institutional authority but from the individual’s engagement with human vulnerability. 

Another significant theme is the link between historical context and personal ethics. By situating her narratives within 

post-war environments marked by political upheaval and cultural transition, Hazzard emphasizes how global forces 

shape individual moral choices. Her characters’ struggles illustrate the weight of history on identity and responsibility, 

revealing how personal lives are inseparable from broader political and moral landscapes.the discussion shows that 

Hazzard’s novels portray exile as a transformative condition. It destabilizes identity but simultaneously opens pathways 

to self-understanding and ethical insight. Through her nuanced portrayal of displacement, Hazzard affirms that moral 

responsibility arises from acknowledging the interconnectedness of human experience, especially in a world marked by 

conflict and change.Across her novels, Hazzard portrays exile as a multidimensional experience—geographical, 

emotional, and ethicalthrough which individuals confront the implications of historical trauma, cultural dislocation, and 

personal desire. The interplay of these forces underscores her broader literary concern: that estrangement, whether 

externally imposed or internally felt, often becomes the catalyst for self-knowledge and moral clarity. 

 

IV. CONCLUSION 

The exploration of exile across Hazzard’s novels reveals its multidimensional significance. While her protagonists 

frequently move across bordersbetween Australia, Europe, Asia, and the post-war landscapes that define their historical 

momenttheir journeys extend beyond physical geography. Hazzard portrays exile as an interior state: a sense of being 

unmoored from familiar structures, whether familial, cultural, or institutional. This internal exile compels characters to 

re-evaluate their assumptions about belonging and identity. In The Transit of Venus, for instance, Caro Bell’s outsider 

status functions as both a burden and a source of clarity, enabling her to critique the social structures that constrain her. 

Similarly, Jenny in The Bay of Noon navigates a foreign environment that invites reflection on her own emotional and 

cultural dislocation. In The Great Fire, Aldred Leith’s wanderings through war-torn Asia reflect a deeper search for 

meaning and ethical purpose in the aftermath of global devastation.Identity in Hazzard’s fiction emerges through this 

tension between displacement and self-discovery. Her characters often occupy liminal spaces where traditional markers 

of identitynationality, social class, family narrativesare rendered unstable. This instability, however, is not purely 

destructive. Hazzard suggests that identity is formed not through static attachments but through dynamic encounters 

with others, especially within contexts of estrangement. Displacement forces her protagonists to confront their 

vulnerabilities, desires, and moral capacities. Their sense of self evolves through their responses to dislocation: whether 

in the form of resilience, introspection, or ethical commitment. 

A central argument of this study is that exile in Hazzard’s work serves as a gateway to moral responsibility. Her 

characters frequently face ethical decisions that illuminate the tension between self-interest and compassion, 

detachment and engagement. Exile intensifies this moral awareness because it strips away the familiar social and 

cultural scaffolding that frequently shapes ethical behavior. Removed from these contexts, Hazzard’s protagonists rely 

on individual conscience as their primary guide. Aldred Leith’s ethical commitment to witnessing the suffering of post-

war populations in The Great Fire exemplifies this connection between displacement and moral responsibility. 
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Similarly, Caro Bell’s insistence on emotional honesty, despite the personal cost, highlights Hazzard’s belief in the 

irreducible responsibility individuals hold toward truth and human dignity.The historical and political contexts of 

Hazzard’s novels further illuminate the ethical dimension of exile. Set in the aftermath of global conflict and amidst 

shifting geopolitical realities, her narratives underscore how individual lives are intertwined with larger structures of 

power and historical memory. Hazzard’s critique of institutional indifferenceparticularly in her depictions of 

bureaucratic organizationsreinforces the idea that moral responsibility is often located not within systems, but within 

individuals who recognize the urgency of ethical action in the face of suffering. Her novels therefore resonate strongly 

with contemporary discussions of global citizenship, human rights, and the moral implications of crossing cultural and 

national boundaries.Hazzard’s treatment of exile, identity, and moral responsibility forms a coherent and compelling 

ethical vision. Through characters who navigate displacement in its various forms, Hazzard reveals how exile opens 

pathways to deeper self-understanding and heightened moral consciousness. Her fiction affirms that personal identity is 

inseparable from ethical engagement with the world and that exile—rather than diminishing the self—can become a 

source of profound insight and responsibility. Hazzard ultimately portrays human beings as moral agents shaped by 

their encounters with loss, dislocation, and the demands of compassion. Her novels continue to offer timely reflections 

on the complexities of belonging and the enduring significance of moral responsibility in an increasingly interconnected 

and unsettled world. 

 

REFERENCES 

[1]. ‘Shirley Hazzard: Miles Franklin Winner.’ Interview with Jana Wendt. Sunday Program. Nine Network. 20 

Jun. 2004. Interview transcript at: 2 Jul. 2009. 

[2]. ‘Shirley Hazzard’s rich and varied career.’ Interview with Kerry O’Brien. 7.30 Report. ABC TV. 23 Jun. 

2005. Interview transcript at: 2 Jul. 2009. 

[3]. Huggan, Graham. Australian Literature: Postcolonialism, Racism, Transnationalism. Oxford: OUP 2007. 

[4]. Jennings, Kate. ‘Going Against the Grain: Interview with Shirley Hazzard.’ Island 50 (1992): 20-27. 

[5]. Niall, Brenda. ‘The Contingent Life: Review of Shirley Hazzard, The Great Fire.’ Australian Book Review, 

Feb. 2004: 32-33. 

[6]. Olubas, Brigitta. ‘Anachronism, Ekphrasis and the “shape of time” in The Great Fire.’ Australian Literary 

Studies 23.3 (2008): 279-290.  

[7]. “At home in more than one place”: Cosmopolitanism in the work of Shirley Hazzard.’ Australian Book 

Review, Apr. 2010: 9-11. 

[8]. ‘Visual Art and Bourgeois Forms in Shirley Hazzard’s Fiction.’ Southerly 68.1 (2008): 13-33. 

[9]. Tully, Bill. ‘The Blast Interview: Shirley Hazzard. Edited transcript of an interview with Shirley Hazzard by 

Bill Tully in January 1994.’ Blast 25 (1994): 4-5. 

[10]. Hazzard, Shirley. ‘Bread and Circuses: Thought and Language in Decline.’ Speech delivered to the Sydney 

Institute, 13 Aug. 1997. Sydney Papers 9.4 (1977): 28- 35. 

 


