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1 Introduction

In this work, | would like to analyse how the Irish author Sally Rooney earned to be
called the voice of her generation. I would like to explore this by focusing on the Irish
identity but also on the aspect of Rooney as a young woman and how that influenced
her novels. The thesis is divided into two parts. In the first part, I am going to focus
on the theory. | am going to introduce and describe the main influential themes in
Rooney’s writing: the Marxist philosophy, Ireland’s society and class differences and
the Precariat. Then | am going to analyse Sally Rooney’s identity as a writer. In the
second part, | am going to connect the themes from the theoretical part with the novels
themselves. In this practical part, I am going to focus on Rooney’s first novel
Conversations with Friends and add examples from her other novels Normal People
and Beautiful World Where Are You to illustrate these phenomena. In Chapter 2 The
Marxist Philosophy, | aim to explain what leads the people of Ireland to go back to
ideologies like Marxism and in what way it is seen in Irish society. In Chapter 3
Ireland: The Society and Class Differences, 1 am going to focus on the Irish
accommodation crisis and the class division of the Irish society. In Chapter 4 The
Precariat, | am going to explain what precarity is and how it is reflected in Ireland
and its society. In Chapter 5 Sally Rooney as a writer, 1 am going to point out the
typical themes and writing style of this author which has contributed to the discussions

about Sally Rooney as a voice of her generation.



2 The Marxist Philosophy

Just as in the past when people were discontent with the political situation, they
struggled financially and the society went through numerous crises, they turned to an
alternative ideology of how to lead a country, in this case, | am talking about Marxism
and socialism. Nowadays people are beginning to struggle as well. We faced a
Coronavirus crisis that led to a financial crisis. We are also in a period of massive
migration and overpopulation. All this ends in protests and eventually, a desire to
change the ways and forms of political ideologies and systems. In Ireland specifically,
we are talking about a great financial gap between social classes and an
accommodation crisis that was brought upon Ireland by immigrants and an increasing
number of students. These people are disadvantaged in terms of finances and can’t
afford to buy flats and houses due to low income and the financial situation after
Covid-19 struck.

In the Czech Republic, the mere thought of a shift from capitalism to socialism
or communism is unthinkable. Our country is deeply and significantly marked by
these ideologies, by a state built on socialistic values that sprung from Marx and his
theories. Hate towards socialism and communism, hence even Marxism, is rooted in
our history. The hurt went so deep that even the young generation of the 21% century
is fundamentally against these organizations of society, that even those born after the
Velvet Revolution who haven’t lived in the period of communism won’t ever allow a
shift of political regime.

But the conception of Marxism in the rest of the world is not as radical as in
the former socialist countries. People disappointed in their capitalist governments tend
to search for other political systems that would save them from their misery. And
because at its core, Marxism is the opposite of capitalism, it is a theory that says that
the exact differences and gaps between social classes that capitalism creates will result
in a communist revolution. In Ireland, people are not blinded or scarred by a long
history of socialistic or communist tyrannic rule. Contemporary capitalism in Ireland
started around the year 1950. In the 1990s the Irish economy flourished; the quick
economic growth is referred to as the “Celtic Tiger”. But in 2008 came a financial
crisis resulting in Ireland being the most indebted country in the European Union at
the time. The Irish capitalist system fails to suffice to this day because most sectors

are controlled by private owners who work for profit. That increases the prices and



also the demand, eventually leading to and emphasizing the uneven distribution of
wealth.

Irish society is notably divided by the amount of luxury one gets to enjoy,
which depends on an unbalanced relationship between work positions and the amount
of money each work position, or rather each employment contract offers. | will
elaborate on this in the next chapter in the part studying Class differences in Ireland.

As | mentioned, when in crisis people tend to search for alternate systems to
improve their poor life situation. Marxism refuses the capitalist social division,
glorifies work with equal opportunities and aims towards the disintegration of social
conflict. ““At a certain stage of development, the material productive forces of society
come into conflict with the existing relations of production or - this merely expresses
the same thing in legal terms - with the property relations within the framework of
which they have operated hitherto. From forms of development of the productive
forces these relations turn into their fetters. Then begins an era of social revolution.™
A social revolution seems to be on the horizon in lIreland, fired by widespread
dissatisfaction that pushed people to rediscover the positives of the Marxist
philosophy and therefore even of life based on communist ideals. Mentions of this
also appear in Sally Rooney’s first novel Conversations with Friends, reflected in the

character of Frances. This will be further discussed in a separate chapter.

! Marx, Karl. “A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy - Marxists.” marxists.org,
1999.



3 Ireland: The Society and Class Differences
3.1  Accommodation Crisis in Ireland

In modern Ireland, the problem of housing has led to an accommodation crisis that has
developed in the past few years. There are not enough properties owned by the state
for sale. Even though the Irish government has promised to increase housing
construction and as of now houses and apartments are being built, the number the
government has presented in the Housing for All initiative, which is a housing plan
introduced in 2021 by the Department of Housing and projected to end in 2030, would
now not be sufficient because of the wave of immigrants that has flooded Ireland
recently. The property, which didn’t belong to the state, was sold to private companies.
These companies seek to maximise the profit from their offers and so the prices are
unacceptably high, especially for young people with families and students. The
situation escalates in the rental sphere as well. The prices are high but that isn’t the
only problem. The Irish public has found itself facing a new sort of fraud. The number
of university students in Ireland has grown. But there is not enough accommodation
for them. They are desperate to find a place to live before the start of a new semester.
But the issue is, nobody wants to rent to students. Young people are applying to the
few offers that are available but are not hearing back. Some private rental companies
are trying to take advantage of this fact. Fake offers have surfaced online attempting
to deceive students to pay deposits without viewing the apartment in person. Because
of the rent crisis, students are more likely to take such risks. These increasingly
frequent crimes are investigated by the Garda, Irish police (Sky News 2022, The Irish
Times 2023). At Trinity College in particular, which is the university where Rooney
studied and which her characters are attending, students have the possibility to live in
on-campus residential rooms. The prices start at 181€ per week which isn’t exactly
cheap and on top of that there are waiting lists. There are also college apartments in
Trinity Hall, with prices starting at 176€ per week, and at Kavanagh Court for 285¢€
per week. According to the Trinity College website “Each year the demand for
accommodation greatly exceeds the number of places available.” And the process of
succeeding with your application is long and complex. After the application period
ends, a random selection is done. Chosen applicants first get a provisional place. Each
applicant’s supporting statements will help with the room assignment (Trinity College
Dublin, 2023)



3.2 Class differences in Ireland

When it comes to the financial status and therefore also the social position of the Irish
citizens, work positions and their conditions play a significant role. Employment
relation varies in relative job security, hourly payment, and a chance of wage growth.
According to a study by Peter Miihlau, Assistant Professor at the Department of
Sociology at Trinity College, Middle Class Squeeze? Social Class and Perceived
Financial Hardship in Ireland, 2002-2012, the income of salaried employees is more
stable than that of those on a labour contract. During an economic crisis, employers
dismiss labour contract workers rather than salaried employees. Under a labour
contract, fewer working hour means less income. Whereas under a service relationship
(salary) the income is stable, secured. Because of this system, the gap between the
financial possibilities of the Irish people widens and so do the social class differences.
Miihlau refers to employees with service work relationships as “middle-class
employees”. He claims that the group with even poorer conditions is one of the
freelancers and small employers (Miihlau, 2014).

The amount of income you are able to earn equals the prospect of housing you
are able to acquire, commodities you are allowed to enjoy, the food you are able to
buy and so on. Rooney uses this topic and incorporates it into her novels. In this thesis
in a separate chapter, I am going to look more closely into the social class dynamic
between characters of Conversations with Friends. Specifically, the relationships of a
freelance worker (a writer), a rich actor and two nonworking students, one from a
relatively well financially secure family, the other financially dependent on her father
(presumably a middle-class employee).

The hardships mentioned in this subchapter incite a phenomenon referred to as

precarity.



4 The Precariat

The term precarity refers to a manner of living where irregular or insecure income
negatively influences people’s material security and mental well-being. The class of
people that are forced to adopt this lifestyle is called the precariat.

The global society is divided into class groups based on their income and even
the percentage of average income descent. On the top of this social ladder is plutocracy
and an elite, the few immensely wealthy individuals with influence and political
power. Their income comes from renting or ill-gotten gains. By their characteristics,
they represent the ideal of neoliberalism. Below plutocracy and elite is the salariat
class group. It includes individuals that have long-term employment, high salaries and
enjoy employee rewards and benefits. Next in line are the proficians, those without
employment security and regularity, usually self-employed, making big amounts of
money from one-time contracts which often leads them to the verge of burn-out.
Below the proficians is the old proletariat, those that thrive in welfare states and base
their lives on full-time labour. It lost its political influence of the past and is considered
a shrinking class group. In the position below the proletariat, the precariat is in the
process of establishing itself as a standalone social group. It is characterized by
irregular, unstable and insecure income, self-employment, part-time labour, agency
labour (hired employees, under employment agencies) and crowdworking. The people
living in the precariat have to rely on usually insecure wages, being paid by the hour.
Unlike the proletariat of the 20" century, they do not have social insurance to cover
their income losses and therefore are forced to live in instability. A common
phenomenon in the precariat is class consciousness, a shared frustration and fear.
These people do not feel any commitment to either labour or capital. Another curiosity
is that overqualification is common. People tend to have higher education than is
needed for the work they are performing or could potentially perform. This mostly
concerns the younger generation of the precariat. Nevertheless, it creates a collective
annoyance, anger, no sense of future and a loss of trust in governments and in a
progressive society. Subsequently, a rejection of mainstream political systems,
resentment of social democrats and rejection of labourism as well as neoliberalism
becomes prominent.

Based on the aforementioned aspects, the precariat can be divided into three

sub-classes or varieties. The first one includes uneducated people, those that strayed



from their families and working-class communities. They are characterized by being
vulnerable to populism and by blaming their frustration and the current unfavourable
situation on the past that was lost subsequently they disapprove of the social democrats
who have failed them. The second sub-class or variety is that of migrants and
minorities. They share a feeling of not having a home, a feeling of not belonging and
resentment of the social democrats who mistreat them. They are mostly politically
inactive. The third variety consists of the educated who share a sense of no future, a
sense of no opportunities and a disregard for social democrats whom they deem
untrustworthy. (Standing, 2015)

The continuous evolvement of the precariat class is perceived as a crisis of
democracy. This crisis is often attributed to neoliberalism and its focus on free-market
capitalism. What also contributed to a mass crisis of employment and financial

security was Brexit, the presidency of Donal Trump and the Covid-19 epidemic.



5 Sally Rooney as a writer

Some literary critics call the novels of the Irish writer Sally Rooney autofictions. In
her first two novels, which she wrote in her early twenties, she describes the life
struggles of 21-year-olds. Now that Sally Rooney is in her 30s, in her latest novel
Beautiful World Where Are You, the characters are roughly the same age, nearing their
30s. One of her female characters writes an email saying: “I can’t believe I have to
tolerate these things — having articles written about me, and seeing my photograph on
the internet, and reading comments about myself, | keep encountering this person,
who is myself, and I hate her with all my energy.” Most visibly in her third novel, she
projects herself along with her opinions by putting them in the mouths of her
characters. She builds up love stories on background ideals and subjects like social
mobility, class differences, the burden of privilege, toxic relationships, love relations
between people and their new conceptions, and existential crises. The uncertainty that
is life. In her literary universe, people from very distinct worlds meet and their life
stories develop dramatically from that point on. Her novels are a glimpse into
everyday reality, written through an insight of a perceptive person. She squeezes in
practically all the issues nowadays discussed by millennials, gen Y and Z.

Rooney keeps the environment close to home by discussing problems specific
to her country, Ireland. She mentions not only the Irish accommodation crisis and class
differences, the specifics of one part of the world, but also mental health, racism, the
immigration crisis and life in toxic relationships. She makes her novels relatable to all
kinds of audiences, emphasising the very most important problems that the world
faces right now. By doing that and more she earned to be described by critics as the
voice of her generation.

Her parents are socialists and Rooney was brought up in a left-wing household
with socialist principles. In an interview?, she said her mother raised them (her and
her sister and brother) by the principle from each according to their ability to each
according to their need. When she was little, she thought it to be a line from Bible.

She learnt that it was Karl Marx who used this line. Marxist ethics were rooted in her

2F ischer, Molly. “A Normal Person Conversation with Sally Rooney: The Cut on
Tuesdays.” Gimlet, 15 Apr. 2019.



upbringing. Before, she felt like it was just the right way to settle moral disputes.
Rooney read Marx only after she entered college. In her opinion, her relationship with
Marxism was similar to religion. You can believe something is true without studying
or analysing the history or philosophy of that particular notion. For Rooney it was
Marxism.

She feels different about her writing now than before she published her first
book. She told an interviewer that when she is about to write something new, she sits
down at her laptop thinking: “I'm Sally Rooney now sitting down at my laptop and
I'm going to write one of those Sally Rooney books like the last two and it's just such
an absolutely bizarre feeling because obviously in the process of writing those books,
I had no identity as a writer.” She feels the pressure of critics and public appeal. She
has an impulse to write something but doesn’t because she feels that it would be met
with criticism. She says she is trying to unbind herself from the chains of fear of
unpopularity and write whatever she wants no matter what the response may be.

Sally Rooney became famous for her novels about young people. Therefore,
logically keeping the theme unchanged should lead to success. But she feels that the
magic in her writing is based on staying true to herself and her life experiences. She
doesn’t want to write a twenty-five-year-old character when she herself is in her
thirties. “I feel like that person needs to grow like there's not enough life in that person
yet to keep on reaching back to for more and more material.” Her writing style reflects
her own path in life, and it is precisely because of that that she is able to describe and
capture the essence of each of her characters and their struggles and joys. Like the
interviewer for The Cut Molly Fischer said: “Sally’s gotten famous writing about
being young. But that’s because all she’s had time to do so far.... is be young.”

Reflecting on one of the most prominent features of her novels, interpersonal
relationships, Rooney says she is very interested in gender and sexuality from a
feminist perspective. In her books, she tries to explore the contradictions in male-
female relationships. In the process of writing her first novel Conversations with
Friends, she started to look at relationships philosophically and ethically. She began
to read about feminist ethics and care ethics. It influenced her writing and she decided
to make interpersonal relationships the core of her book, she abandoned the typical
structure of one main protagonist, “the individual decision maker at the centre of
ethics”. Rooney describes her writer identity by stressing that her ideas have taken the

form of a dynamic between two or more characters. Her writing flow originates from

9



creating an interpersonal dynamic, whether it be lovers, friends or a family dynamic.
,» That's when I want to actually start writing because there's something narrative about
a dynamic between two or three or four people,” Rooney says in The Cut interview.
The interviewer Molly Fischer introduced her by saying: “Sally is good at capturing
young-person things like online flirtation, but she’s also good at capturing the eternal
experience of being young: of feeling like your life is pure potential, and you’re out
in the world for the first time, waiting to see what the world says.” She then praises
Rooney’s ability to write about “navel-gazing post-adolescents in love” even without
cliches and boring passages. This talent of hers, transferring human psychology,
emotions and relationships to a book and making it believable and relatable, is what
attracts a global audience.

10



6 Young people: self-doubt, mental health

I would like to start this section by analysing the aspect of self-doubt and mental health
in the characters from Sally Rooney’s first novel, Conversations with Friends, Frances
and Nick.

In the twenty-first century, the issues of mental health are on the way to be
treated accordingly to their importance. In the past, when people had psychological
problems or anxiety, society looked at them judgingly, not taking the struggles
seriously. In the last decades, this prejudice is slowly disappearing. Celebrities
promote healthy lifestyles acknowledging mental health and the need to nourish it to
avoid anxiety and such illnesses. But, even though with technologies, social media
and societal progress new types of problems arise, mostly in psychological terms, it is
still met with disregard. By incorporating these problems in her novels, Sally Rooney
underlines the importance of acting on such issues and the significance of the fact that
it can happen every day, to anyone, that it is nothing unusual. She raises awareness
about eating disorders, self-harm, anxiety, or depression. The popularity of her books
made it possible to be shared among her readers and worldwide, through the
international interest in her work, through her interviews or literary reviews and
criticism.

It is young people living in the 21% century who amongst other age groups
suffer the most from self-doubt. That is another issue that came from the globalization
of social media and the standards today’s society sets. It seems to affect females more.
That doesn’t mean that men don’t suffer from self-doubt and subsequent aftereffects.
But it is spread significantly among young women. More and more frequently it
transpires in eating disorders or self-harm, which is connected to mental health. In her
novels, Sally Rooney creates not only female characters who develop bad eating habits
and self-destructive behaviour like Frances and Marianne but also fragile men who
suffer from inferiority complex or feelings of worthlessness, eventually ending up in
psychiatric hospitals like Nick and Connell.

The fact that things like these appear in Rooney’s books makes them relatable
to a wide audience. It is more than probable that someone suffering similarly reads a
Sally Rooney novel and thinks: “I am not alone.” That is to me the magic in Sally

Rooney’s writing.

11



7 Conversations with Friends: Frances
7.1.1 Self-doubt

Even though Frances is a talented writer, she struggles to express her emotions. Out
of her parents, she is closer to her mother. Her father lives separately. He is a drunk
who isn’t there for Frances, the only thing he does for her is send her money, which
he stops doing at one point, leaving his daughter out of cash completely. It feels like
Frances doubts her father has ever truly loved her, now only doing the one job he is
obliged to do, pay the alimony. Frances is extremely locked into herself, not letting
even the ones closest to her read her emotions. She seldom asks for help and feels like
she must do everything by herself. She doesn’t share her worries with anyone unless
it becomes absolutely necessary. When she had health problems, the only reason she
confided in her mother was that she was losing too much menstrual blood and needed
to get to the hospital, which at that state, she wouldn’t be able to do on her own. When
she was there, they told her that it might be a miscarriage. She was fighting the urge
to call Nick, her lover, but she was too afraid she would bother him, too afraid she
would find out he doesn’t really care for her and that he would be mad at her. When
she finally finds the courage to call, he answers the call telling her she should not be
calling him, sounding like he is at a party, and even asking her if she is drunk. That
hit Frances like a punch, she hung up. She was in a very bad place and the one person
that presumably got her there and should care about her blew her off. That only
increased the feeling of worthlessness embedded deep in her mind. The whole
relationship with Nick is both toxic and joyful at the same time. She lost a lot of herself
in their love affair.

Frances constantly compares herself to Bobbi and to Melissa, degrading
herself, in her own thoughts and out loud. When she looks at herself in the mirror, she
sees only flaws. When she is in a bar bathroom and sees her reflection, she mentions
that even the simple act of looking at herself makes her nervous. At that moment, she
describes herself as plain, so extremely thin as to look interesting. Based on this
perception of her appearance, she dresses to underline the fact that she is skinny. A lot
of dark colours and big necklines are the base of her wardrobe to achieve that effect.’

Still in that bathroom, the light shining at her, she notices she looks sick and faint. She

3 Rooney, Conversations with Friends, 35.
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examines what she sees in the mirror so intensely, picking at every little detail that she
thinks is wrong with her until: “Eventually the features of my face seemed to come
apart from one another or at least lose their ordinary relationships to each other, like a
word you read so many times it makes no sense any more. | wondered if | was having
an anxiety attack.” She has the ability to overthink so much she inflects anxiety on
herself.

In contrast to Bobbi, she is always sitting silently in the corner, not able to be
the centre of attention, and not having the same kind of confidence. She wishes she
was like Bobbi. Frances idealizes Bobbi and describes her as if she was a goddess
walking on Earth. From Frances’ point of view, we learn that Bobbi has slender wrists,
long and elegant hands, a better posture than Frances and a memorably beautiful face.
At one point in the book, Frances mentions that sometimes when she is doing some
uninteresting activity, she imagines she looks like Bobbi. She gets so lost in the
thought that when she catches her reflection she feels “a strange, depersonalising
shock “°. She feels like Bobbi dominates the space, to her she is the star, the main
character without even trying, with no effort whatsoever. That can be demonstrated in
the story Frances tells about her and Bobbi’s first meetings. She remembers Bobbi in
a summer dress, her hair apparently not brushed. She labels her as radiantly attractive.
To Frances, it felt like everybody was entitled to love Bobbi, or at least to notice her.®

The element of self-doubt can also be seen in how much Frances depends on
Bobbi and her opinions. “I asked Bobbi questions like: do I have long legs? Or short?””
She mentions it pleases her when Bobbi talks about her. That it feels like seeing herself
in the mirror for the first time.

Furthermore, Frances envies Melissa and her confidence. Even though Melissa
is the wife of Frances’ lover, she doesn’t really harbour any resentment towards her.
Quite the opposite, she admires her power, her wealth, her popularity, and the fact that
she is a writer. To some extent, it feels like Frances puts her on a pedestal, in almost
a feminist admiration, like she is privileged to know her or even to be in the same
room with her, the accomplished female writer Melissa. She describes her as having

an expressive, conspirational smile. “I knew | would enviously practice this smile later

4 Rooney, Conversation with Friends, 36.
5 Rooney, Conversations with Friends, 14.
% Rooney, Conversation with Friends, 7.

" Rooney, Conversations with Friends, 8.
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in a mirror.”® Frances expressed she felt like Melissa didn’t really care about her alone,
Bobbi was the leading element. When Frances and Bobbi visited Melissa and Nick in
their house for the first time, they sat at a table discussing the writing process of
Frances’ and Bobbi’s art. Frances and Bobbi are a duo, they perform their own poetry
on stage. When Melissa learned that it was actually Frances that wrote the pieces,
Bobbi being just the performer, Frances had the impression that Melissa