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the heart, the mind, & the spirit: the unification of body in  

the strange case of dr. jekyll and mr. hyde 

Do I contradict myself? 

Very well then I contradict myself, 

(I am large, I contain multitudes.) 

—walt whitman, Song of Myself 

In accordance with the dualistic nature of Robert Louis Stevenson’s masterpiece The Strange 

Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, it is not surprising that readers should come out of the experience 

with different interpretations of the allegory’s ultimate design: where one person reads an 

indictment of Christian morality, another reads a secular cautionary tale of repression; some see a 

critique of the Victorian duplicitous culture, while others see a necessary condonation of 19th 

century England’s strict social expectations. But, ironically, readers and scholars who assert one 

claim over the other make the same fatal flaw as the novella’s antagonist, the zealous Dr. Jekyll; 

following in his footsteps, and charged by a desperate confidence, we hail a singular concept above 

the other—an isolationist move reminiscent of Dr. Jekyll’s bisection of the polar twins within 

him—and lose sight of the greater whole. To define one interpretation staunchly against another is 

to blatantly disregard the reigning motif of the allegory: unification in the wake of duality.  
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In practice, that means The Strange Case is not only a condemnation of religious binary 

thinking, but also an embrace of London’s disparate personalities, as well as a dual celebration and 

admonishment of science, social rationality, and bureaucratic constitution. These contradictions 

hold equal weight in the larger allegory—both thematically and formally—because they all make up 

the body of the text. In the same way that these notions work with, strain against, and by proximity 

define one another, so too operates the primary character constellation in the novella: Dr. Jekyll, Dr. 

Lanyon, and Mr. Utterson. Each gentleman’s arc aligns with a conflict commonly aroused by the 

modern urban system: respectively, the spiritual, the intellectual, and the moral.  

The latter character, Mr. Utterson, is the foremost focalizer of the novella. He is immediately 

introduced as a personality capable of dichotomies: the opening paragraph describes him as “a man 

of a rugged countenance, that was never lighted by a smile…lean, long, dusty, dreary and yet 

somehow loveable” (Stevenson 5). Not only is Utterson harsh on the exterior (though he is clearly 

capable of endearing people to him despite it), he is disciplined on the interior—“though he enjoyed 

the theatre, [he] had not crossed the doors of one for twenty years” (5)—a characteristic congruent 

with his profession as a lawyer. As per Stevenson’s wont to explain Utterson’s sensibilities, in 

opposition to unveiling them through gradual action, it is apparent how crucial duality is to 

Utterson’s personality in regards to the larger story. This intimacy of diametric ideas is further 

explored in his profession: “it was frequently his fortune to be the last reputable acquaintance and 

the last good influence in the lives of down-going men” (5). Not only does the lawyer contain 

contradictions within him, but as a gentleman of high societal esteem, he constantly interacts with 

men whom Nabaskues refers to as ‘outsiders,’ who are “represented as a counterweight to the legal 

system” (1176)—meaning his occupation is rife with duality as well.  
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Consequently, it only serves that his character arc should follow the same pattern. Utterson, 

by virtue of his friendship with Jekyll, places his loyalty in conflict with his principles as a lawyer. 

When he begins to suspect Hyde as having forced Jekyll to fashion an unorthodox will, Utterson 

investigates by staging a meeting with Hyde, then confronting the doctor directly. But at Dr. Jekyll’s 

behest, Utterson drops his concerns. Here, Utterson’s professionalism as a lawyer wins out when 

Jekyll appeals to the crux of his occupation’s tenets: “I only ask for justice” (Stevenson 22). But later, 

when Utterson seeks out Jekyll in the wake of Danvers Carew’s murder, despite approaching the 

situation as employer to employee—“Carew was my client, but so are you, and I want to know what 

I am doing” (28)—Utterson finds himself “surprised at his friend’s selfishness, and yet relieved by it” 

(28) when the doctor charges Utterson with the task of judging if Hyde’s letter should be revealed to 

the police. Being an upright gentleman—as per London’s moral standards, by any means—the lawyer 

is taken aback by Jekyll’s inability to take accountability for his knowledge regarding the crime’s 

perpetrator; but as the doctor’s friend, Utterson is allayed by his newfound control over the 

situation so he might better protect his companion. And protect him, he does. When Mr. Guest 

observes the “rather singular resemblance” (31) between Mr. Hyde’s and Dr. Jekyll’s handwriting, 

Utterson’s loyalty wins out: “No sooner was Mr. Utterson alone that night, than he locked the note 

into his safe where it reposed from that time forward” (31).  

Ultimately, Utterson’s conflict is one of the heart: he must choose between his commitment 

to the law—and thus society’s expectations of morality—and his allegiance to his friend—which is 

built of a lifelong relation existing beyond the bounds of organized ethics, and is characterized by a 

subjective morality of right and wrong. While Utterson’s plotline is never cleanly consummated, his 

focalized portion of the story concludes with him synthesizing the two divergent halves of his 
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morality—both his professional creed, and his devotion to his friend. “I would say nothing of this 

paper” Utterson says to Poole, “If your master has fled or is dead, we may at least save his credit…I 

must go home and read these documents in quiet; but I shall be back before midnight, when we 

shall send for the police” (Stevenson 50). While Utterson recommends the butler to secrecy so he 

can investigate the night’s events, he also declares they will definitively call on the police to report 

the crime. Utterson doesn’t heed one side of his conflicted heart more than the other, but 

compromises by satisfying both equally; the resounding motif left with the reader is not, therefore, 

duality, but unity.   

Without taking account of the combined moralities at play, however, Utterson’s open-ended 

focalization may appear to point toward tragedy. Gaughan argues that the mystery of Hyde, who is 

not bound by the conventions of society’s order, sets Utterson “off on a journey of discovery” (194) 

that leads him to drift free from the rules of the system himself; “[Jekyll] never has to endure, as 

Utterson does, the isolation caused by the loss of a stable and supportive order” (Gaughan 194). But 

on the contrary, at his arc’s end, Utterson never strictly abandons conventional morality—he only 

embraces an additional code of ethics that pertains to his personal relationships. There is no textual 

evidence supporting Utterson’s loneliness in regards to his unmooring from society’s order; he only 

expresses grief over his lost friends.  

Additionally, Stevenson ends the novella with Jekyll’s narrative, not the lawyer’s. For this, 

there are two reasons: firstly, to condemn duality as an unviable means of living; and secondly, to 

stimulate the reader’s imagination regarding what becomes of Utterson. Does he honor his promise 

to call the police, merging his moral philosophies and successfully unifying himself to weather their 

contradictory society? Or does he conceal Jekyll’s secret, prizing subjective morality over 
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conventional ethics, and ultimately condemn himself to death like Jekyll and Lanyon? What is more: 

Utterson’s arc is open-ended just like a reader’s; they, too, can choose to merge the divergent facets 

of their personalities and responsibilities to better survive modernity.  

Dr. Lanyon, unlike Utterson, fails where the lawyer’s arc is left undecided. Dr. Lanyon’s first 

appearance in the novel, much like Utterson’s introduction, is defined by duality. “The geniality, as 

was the way of the man, was somewhat theatrical to the eye; but it reposed on genuine feeling” 

(Stevenson 13); Lanyon’s affection is so exaggerated as to be artificial, but it belies true 

companionship nonetheless. Once again, contradiction of character is boldly asserted.  

That diametric of personality prepares readers to recognize the duality in Lanyon’s conflict, 

which appears in his letter to Utterson. Being a physician guided by the credibility of empiricism, 

Lanyon and Jekyll’s relationship is marked by methodological disagreements; Lanyon describes the 

other doctor’s alchemical practices as “such unscientific balderdash” (Stevenson 13). Since the 

physician is motivated by knowledge and intellectual competence—which aligns him with the 

cerebral habits of the head—when Hyde tauntingly offers “a new province of knowledge” (57), “the 

greed of curiosity” (56) becomes too much, and Lanyon demands Hyde reveal his experiment. Upon 

drinking a mysterious tincture, Hyde morphs back into Jekyll, and veritably shatters Lanyon’s entire 

conception of plausible reality. Once “bound to the most narrow and material views” (57) of science, 

Lanyon is exposed to “the virtue of transcendental medicine” (57) and cannot fathom its 

achievements. In his letter, the physician tells Utterson that he has been shaken to his roots, and that 

his soul has grown sickened from the unbelievable affair. The foundation of Lanyon’s intellectual 

system, once thought stable, has been obliterated in its fragility of extremism. In its wake, an 

extraordinary new world order struggles to emerge. But the physician’s faith in the material cannot 
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suffer the challenge, and Lanyon is reduced to his deathbed; he physically nor mentally can reconcile 

with this new knowledge, and therefore cannot synthesize the dual material and mystical 

intellectual systems. And without necessary unity, he grows resigned: “I feel that my days are 

numbered, and that I must die; and yet I shall die incredulous” (Stevenson 58).  

Dr. Jekyll, who is similarly unable to edit his belief system, represents the human soul, or the 

spiritual conflict of faith in religious dogma. Jekyll, who from an early age “stood already committed 

to a profound duplicity of life” (Stevenson 58), decides to split his morally good and morally ill 

personalities, which he hoped would relieve him of an unbearably incongruous existence. This 

binary notion of good and bad is reflected in the bodily allegory of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde’s division, 

which in turn parallels diametric concepts in Christian binaries. In the novella, Dr. Jekyll abjects his 

alter ego: “He, I say—I cannot say, I” (73). Krarup defines abjection as “creating an identity by 

defining something by what it is not” (46); by placing Jekyll’s pronouns (I) in contrast to Hyde (he), 

he asserts himself as something Hyde is not. At the end of the doctor’s confession, he uses the term 

abjection himself: “I, who sicken and freeze at the mere thought of him…recall the abjection and 

passion of this attachment” (75). This is significant because Jekyll’s conception of moral quality is the 

same contrary binary found in Christian beliefs of the flesh and the spirit. In Galatians 5:17, the Bible 

dictates that “the flesh lusteth against the Spirit, and the Spirit against the flesh: and these are 

contrary the one to the other.” If virtue is a trait of the spirit, and sins such as ‘lust’ are customs of 

the mortal flesh, then each notion embodies what the other does not. Hyde, being the ethically lesser 

of the two halves, is a metaphor for the flesh; and since “Hyde is viewed as a corrupting force that 

Jekyll must abject to be virtuous” (Krarup 46), the doctor and his redeeming conduct aligns with the 

spirit.  
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Another parallel can be drawn in the strict behavioral expectations of the Calvinists; they 

believe that since all people are born to original sin, a person must strive “to live life with a mask of 

perfection” (Nabaskues 1178) if they seek admittance to heaven. Here, the abject binary is being 

damned to hell by sinning, or saved by God through virtue. Jekyll’s conception of the dual self—and 

his determination to keep his reputation and impulses separate—recalls the unrealistic expectations 

of Calvinist morality because they “[go] against human nature” (1178); the human condition is 

marked by both virtue and sin, just as Jekyll is made of both himself and Hyde.  

In signing his confession “I bring the life of the unhappy Henry Jekyll to an end” (Stevenson 

76), and omitting any sign-off from his alter ego, Jekyll makes it apparent that even in the face of 

death, he refused to accept Hyde as being truly part of himself. Like Lanyon, his failure to join the 

dual halves results in his death. The hypocrisy of Jekyll’s thought—“It was Hyde, after all, and Hyde 

alone, that was guilty” (65)—equally colors the Christian conceptions of flesh and spirit, and 

salvation and damnation. The irony lies in humans having both flesh and spirit simultaneously—and 

therefore they can not be separated nor segregated within a living, breathing person. Salvation and 

damnation are also not fixed binaries, since they’re determined by subjective interpretation: after 

Carew’s murder, Jekyll serves penitence—or more aptly repentance—by adopting charity and 

religion, where his “resolve was fruitful of some good” and he “...laboured to relieve suffering” 

(Stevenson 70). This beneficency allows him to look fondly on his moral life: “I smiled, comparing 

myself with other men, comparing my active goodwill with the lazy cruelty of their neglect” (71). 

Despite Jekyll’s misdeeds—especially his crimes as Hyde—he celebrates himself as a good person. It 

is not the rewards of assisting others that compels Calvinists to be good, but the doctrine of the 

dogma they’re following that demands it; just as Jekyll sought to help others not because he itched 
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to be genuinely selfless, but because it proved his abjection of Hyde. There is no objective 

assignment to damnation or salvation, at least not on earth; a follower’s conscience decides how 

they anticipate their afterlife—only they know if they’ve been virtuous or sinful under God.  

This struggle of religious moral quality is not only found allegorically in the text, but also 

formally. Perhaps most glaringly when Hyde, in petty resentment of Jekyll’s judgement, writes 

blasphemies in the margins of his religious texts. Not only is there a proximity of Christian good and 

bad within the book (note a duality that cannot be separated), but the book itself is a metaphor for 

the supposedly split—but actually self-contained—Jekyll and Hyde relationship. Additionally, the 

character of Hyde recalls the juxtaposition of religion and horror (Paiani 121) prominently found in 

Calvinist thinking. Awe and fear of Godly wrath motivates people to be morally superior versions of 

themselves. A similar overpowering fright is experienced by characters who encounter Hyde 

physically—so much so, it’s dumbfounding. Utterson describes Hyde’s appearance as fear-inducing, 

but he fails to pinpoint what compels the feeling: “There must be something else…there is something 

more…the man seems hardly human!” (Sevenson 17-18) The ambiguity of Hyde’s essence is so 

unfamiliar, so inhuman, it’s terrifying. In fact, Hyde’s wrath is so awful as to be awesome. Page 23, 

“At the horror of these sights and sounds, the maid fainted” (Stevenson); the witness to Danvers 

Carew’s murder is so overcome by Hyde’s evil, she passes out from sheer terror. Ultimately, Hyde 

inspires the same intimacy of “awe, terror, fear, and mystery” (Paiani 121) that God does in Christian 

followers. Subsequently, since both sides, good and bad, are capable of superhuman effection, they 

aren’t nearly as different, or binary, as a Christian morality would have us believe.  

Now, if Utterson, Lanyon, and Jekyll are all representative of human organs and respective 

conflicts found in the human condition, they must be a part of a larger body, too, in the same way 
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that the human condition and modern conflicts are facets of their larger contemporary society. 

Stevenson appoints that body as London—a dualist but unified space in its own right. Saposnik 

describes London as a macrocosm of necessary fragmentation (718), which subscribes to the 

“division-within-essential-unity” (Saposnik 718) motif found throughout the novella. London, a city 

both thriving and decaying simultaneously, has already overcome the dualist unification that each 

character is uniquely confronting. That’s why the city around them endures—even despite its 

contradictions and imperfections—where they struggle to. Rarely is London not characterized by 

dichotomy: Utterson, approaching Jekyll’s home—“there was a square of ancient, handsome houses, 

now for the most part decayed from their high estate…one house, however, second from the corner, 

was still occupied entire…which wore a great air of wealth and comfort” (Stevenson 18); Utterson 

and his kinsman on a walk—“the street shone out in contrast to its dingy neighborhood, like a fire 

in a forest” (6); and Utterson waiting for Hyde—“the bystreet was very solitary and, in spite of the 

low growl of London from all round, very silent” (15). Whether it be a contrast of wealth, 

population, or sound, London is always being undermined by another part of London.   

Specific spaces within the city, too, share this proximity of duality. Most notably, Dr. Jekyll’s 

house, the front of which Utterson “was wont to speak of…as the pleasantest room in London” (18), 

and the rear of which consisted of the laboratory—a “dingy, windowless structure…with a distasteful 

sense of strangeness” (27)—that Hyde often used to gain access to the estate at large.  

On the whole, London—for our focalizers of head, heart, and spirit—becomes something of 

a battleground. The city contains the tools necessary for each man to save themselves, and therefore 

tolerate the complexity of society; but London also provides the gentlemen with weapons (or 

isolated ideologies) with which to fling themselves on and perish.  
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The novella itself, too, is not unlike an interpretive battleground, only for readers. If 

unification is the overarching message, then dualism of interpretation—or heeding one conclusion 

over another—is the folly of fragmentation exhibited by Lanyon and Jekyll. Stevenson’s allegory is 

an ambitious, widely applicable story of society and its colorful contradictions. His character 

constellation encompasses every aspect of the modern human condition—the emotional and moral, 

the dependent and intellectual, and the faithful and spiritual. So as readers, analysts, and scholars, 

we have a responsibility not only to view the novella as a product of paradox—and therefore 

inclusion—but also to bring those principles of unification into our own lives: the professional and 

the personal. Dualist systems of thought are perfect opportunities to expand our moral, spiritual, 

and intellectual horizons; but if they are accepted as binaries, they narrow our field of possibilities, 

endanger our ability to make informed arguments, and turn our personal philosophies into fragile 

systems waiting to be inevitably shattered—unless, in the conflict, we ourselves shatter first.  
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