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This paper focuses on a specific scene from Arthur Koestler’s Thieves in the Night, the au‑
thor’s fourth novel published in his lifetime, and the second one he wrote entirely in English. 
As has been pointed out elsewhere (Klawitter; Vernyik, “He Is Not English”; Vernyik, “Straight 
Out”), at least as far as texts published in English are concerned, little attention has been paid 
to Koestler’s fiction beyond Darkness at Noon since Mark Levene’s monograph published in 1984. 
The present paper, by drawing attention to a short yet crucial scene from this admittedly contro‑
versial novel, hopes to contribute to a revitalization of academic debate on the author’s lesser‑
‑known, or more easily forgotten, fiction.1

A large number of texts discussing Thieves in the Night, whether they consider the novel 
a literary success or a failure, find fault with the portrayal of Joseph’s, the protagonist’s, sexual 
encounter with a young, anti ‑Semitic British woman. While this episode plays a crucial role in 
organizing and driving the plot, as those very texts themselves admit, they tend to consider it 
insufficient to cause the radical change it leads to, and motivates, in the novel, and they also 
find it an unlikely event. They variously categorize it as “exceptionally feeble” (Scammell 281), 
a “misconceived episode” (Levene 103), an “unnecessary event” (Fyvel 14), “a ludicrous love‑
‑adventure […] both absurd and unlikely” (Quenell), or an example of Koestler’s “unpleasant 
old obsession with the physical details of sex”, which, in the present instance, is only leading 
to an “esthetic imbalance” (Brady 244). In other words, these critics consider the scene unfit 
for the central role it plays in the plot of the novel either because they doubt that a marred sex‑
ual encounter can have consequences dramatic enough to lead to a radical change in the pro‑
tagonist’s life, or because they consider such a scene unlikely or even impossible, “betray[ing] 
Koestler’s ideal of realism” (Scammell 281).

The aim of the present article is to show that this disputed event, the discovery of 
Joseph’s circumcision by his anti ‑Semitic lover, is neither unrealistic in the late 1930s in Great 
Britain, nor lacking the necessary psychological weight to make Joseph rediscover his roots and 
join the Zionist settlers in Palestine. As will be shown, the scene has a complex and ambiguous 
symbolism with momentous psychological consequences bordering on the traumatic. This is 
why it can play such a crucial role in influencing Joseph’s behavior and the direction of the plot. 
Further, this paper points out that the novel’s strategy of organizing its plot around this event 
(and its consequences) might have been used by the author in order to reveal a common psy‑
chological feature shared by other Jewish men living in the diaspora during the first half of the 
twentieth century.

The scene in question, which recounts Joseph’s (the protagonist’s) first sexual experience 
back in the United Kingdom, is described in the following manner:

He had known Lily for almost two years, was humbly in love with her, had talked to her 
poetry, sex and eternity, and had never kissed her lips. After the ball, without transi‑
tion, he became the lover for a wildly unreal and elusive hour, of a woman so completely 
transformed that he kept stammering her name aloud to convince himself of her iden‑
tity. Then came the awakening and the crash. Even now, years later, he grew hot with 
humiliation as he thought of it. In her dark room she had switched the bedside lamp on 
to look for a cigarette. The sudden light had revealed their nudity, and with it the sign 
of the Covenant on his body, the stigma of the race incised into his flesh. The horror in 
her face made him at first think that she had discovered in him the symptoms of some 
repulsive disease; then, in a voice icy with contempt she had accused him of infamy 
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and deception, cross ‑examined him about his ancestry; ordered him to get dressed and 
clear out of her room. At last the reason dawned on him. (Koestler, Thieves 76)

Lily’s behavior is further explained in the novel by her characterization (a page earlier) as fol‑
lows: “She was generally liked among the neighbours, and sometimes teased by them on account 
of her enthusiasm for a new political movement which organised demonstrations through the 
London East End, and whose members wore black shirts and had fights with policemen” (75).

It is clear from the description that Lily was a member of one of Britain’s fascist parties: 
“the small but well ‑connected British Fascists (BF) […] the short ‑lived National Fascisti (NF) 
and the virulently racist Imperial Fascist League (IFL)” (Worley 71), or perhaps even more likely, 
the British Union of Fascists, or depending on the exact time of the event, its predecessor, the 
New Party. Although the name of this party, just like that of the other parties, suggests an Ital‑
ian Fascist rather than Nazi affiliation, the situation was not so simple: “as one astute observer 
noted in 1932, the BUF emerged as ‘Mussolini in policy and Hitlerite in organisation’, albeit en‑
veloped in the patriotic wrap of the Union Jack” (Young qtd. in Worley 82). “New Party mem‑
bers visited the Munich Braun Haus” (Worley 82), and “while the BUF was launched bearing the 
insignia of Italian Fascism (the fasces) and with black ‑shirted uniforms at the ready” (82), its 
youth movement in particular reminds one both of what is described in the novel and the Nazi 
model in Germany:

By November [1931], the party’s youth organization had been reconstituted as Nupa, 
a self ‑proclaimed ‘shock movement’ of ‘vibrant nationalism’ that [Sir Oswald] Mosley 
admitted to [Harold] Nicolson would ‘correspond to the […] Schutzstaffel organization 
of the Nazis.’ Indeed, Nupa formed the basis of the New Movement, with members 
housed in barracks and committed to confronting communists in the battle to control 
Britain’s streets. (Nicolson and Young qtd. in Worley 78)

In fact, Mark Levene also finds it likely that of all potential Fascist groups, Lily “supports 
Mosley’s Fascists” (103–104). Thus, one can justifiably hypothesize that since Lily must have 
been a member of this particular British extreme ‑right movement, modeled to a large extent on 
those in Italy and Germany, she could have easily held anti ‑Semitic and possibly Nazi beliefs, 
and so what led to her revulsion and radical reaction was Joseph’s Jewish ancestry.

The first ground on which both contemporary reviewers and later commentators refuse to 
acknowledge this scene as realistic is the existence of the practice of circumcision amongst the 
non ‑Jewish population of the United Kingdom. Michael Scammell emphasizes that “circumci‑
sion was common in Britain for hygienic reasons” (281), Mark Levene reminds the reader that 
“circumcision was a hygienic as well as a religious practice in England” (104), John Atkins claims 
“circumcision is by no means peculiar to the Jews” (84), while Charles A. Brady notes that “sure‑
ly modern surgery’s having borrowed this particular item of Mosaic wisdom as a therapeutic 
commonplace for new ‑born males has gone far towards nullifying this Pauline difference” (244).

The situation, however, is more complex than they suggest. It is true that by the end of 
the nineteenth century, circumcision was advocated and practiced by a large number of physi‑
cians in Great Britain, a conviction whose origins could be traced back to the middle of the same 
century (Glick 156). Yet the phenomenon had a distinctly class ‑related feature, based on British 
experiences at the colonies:
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British administrators and medical officers generally considered Muslims cleaner and 
more sophisticated than Hindus. Muslim circumcision probably contributed to that 
image. Moreover, as the social historian Ronald Hyam notes, British men stationed in 
India contracted venereal diseases in disturbing numbers, and some physicians, con‑
vinced that the tropical climate encouraged infectious growths beneath the foreskin, 
urged that upper ‑class English boys – future members of the overseas ruling elite – be 
circumcised to avoid trouble later. Physicians at home followed this advice. British cir‑
cumcision, says Hyam, was “an imperial phenomenon,” performed mainly on infants 
of the “upper and professional classes.” By the 1930s a high percentage of upper ‑class 
boys – but only about 10 percent of working ‑class boys – were being circumcised. (157)

This was probably also linked to the fact that the medicalization of childbirth also took 
place during the same period, pushing out home birth with midwives and drawing more and 
more women to hospitals during childbirth. “Since midwives rarely performed circumcisions, 
for Gentiles having one’s foreskin removed became a sign of having been delivered by a physi‑
cian. Doctors suggested it to parents immediately after the birth of a son. Circumcision, they 
professed, was based on state ‑of ‑the ‑art medical knowledge” (Gollaher 107). This, of course, 
was also not unrelated to one’s social standing. As David Gollaher explains, “[m]edical circum‑
cision […] assumed a special role in the fin ‑de ‑siècle search for rank and social order. It signified 
precisely that aversion to dirt – and not just dirt, but vulgarity, nasty habits, and diseases – that 
symbolically set one on a higher plane” (107). This can be considered the reason why the prac‑
tice was very common amongst the upper classes and those with an explicit desire to join their 
ranks, and rather uncommon among lower ‑class citizens.

In other words, Lily’s reaction to Joseph’s circumcised penis also depends on Joseph’s and 
Lily’s social background. The scene only truly “betrayed Koestler’s ideal of realism” (Scammell 
281) if Lily belongs to the upper classes (as this would inform her knowledge of the use of the 
practice in Britain), and, at the same time, her pre ‑shock mental image of Joseph’s social stand‑
ing is also of the upper class (i.e. she can reasonably expect him to have undergone these practic‑
es for that reason). If she is upper ‑class and Joseph is not, she would have no reason to suppose 
that he would have had his penis circumcised, and if she is lower ‑class and Joseph is upper‑
‑class, she would not know about the practice among the upper classes.

The novel does not describe Lily’s background in much detail, but one can try to extrapo‑
late from the little information there is. Lily’s party is described as one that “organised demon‑
strations through the London East End, and whose members wore black shirts and had fights 
with policemen” (Koestler, Thieves 75), and while this certainly applies to the BUF in general, 
it also calls to mind the Battle of Cable Street in particular. This is important, as this could po‑
tentially position Lily as a member of the middle class. Discussing the traditional view of both 
the BUF and the Battle of Cable Street, David Renton asserts: “The class model of Cable Street 
rests on three pillars, first, the idea that British fascism was a middle ‑class force, second, that 
anti ‑fascism was an authentic working ‑class response to it, and third, that the decisive outcome 
of the Battle of Cable Street was fascist defeat” (97). Yet, as he proves, the situation was more 
complex: “The BUF’s membership was made up of a diverse and heterogenous collection of in‑
dividuals” (100). Rather than being just a movement of the capitalist middle class, “fascism was 
a mass movement, capable of winning significant numbers of workers to its side” (101), although 
certainly “with a middle ‑class core” (100), probably fitting the lower middle class best with its 

[ostrava journal of english philology—literature and culture]
[Zénó Vernyik—“Exceptionally Feeble”? The Role of Circumcision in  
Arthur Koestler’s Thieves in the Night]



29

ideology: “there was an overlap between the social position of the 1930s petty bourgeois, trapped 
between capital and labour, and the social ideology of fascism, which claimed to stand as a rev‑
olutionary alternative to both” (100), and which explains rather well why this class ended up 
“providing a disproportionate share of the Fascist party’s membership” (100). In other words, 
British fascism was a mass movement, encompassing all classes, but with the lower middle class 
being its core and its most numerous group. Thus, as far as her party affiliation is considered, 
although Lily could be a member of any class, it is most likely that she is a member of the lower 
middle class.

Another relevant piece of information divulged about Lily is that she is divorced (Koestler, 
Thieves 75). This might also help in locating her socially. As David V. Glass explains, although 
“prior to 1850 […] divorce was […] evidently reserved for the very rich, since the cost was pro‑
hibitive for the ordinary person” (288), this eased somewhat in 1857, due to the fact that the 
“1857 [Matrimonial Causes] Act transferred jurisdiction in matrimonial cases from the spiritual 
courts to a new ‘Court for Divorce and Matrimonial Causes’ in London” (289), thereby eliminat‑
ing the need to go through, and finance, a very complicated procedure involving several differ‑
ent authorities. This process was continued by “the 1920 Administration of Justice Act [which] 
made divorce cheaper and therefore easier by giving assizes the same powers […] as were pos‑
sessed by the Probate, Divorce and Admiralty Division of the High Court” (291). Yet, although 
“by 1914 divorce had established itself as a social phenomenon” (293), it was still “one restricted 
to a definite monetary class. The cost of divorce made this method of ending marriage quite im‑
possible for any but the very wealthy” (293). More specifically, “the procedural reforms of 1857 
reduced the costs of an undefended divorce from a minimum figure of between £ 700 and £ 800 
in the 1850s to between £ 40 and £ 50 in the 1900s and between £ 50 and £ 70 in the depreciated 
currency of the 1940s” (Rowntree and Carrier 192–193). As Glass points out, however, there was 
a way to lower these costs significantly, if one qualified as a poor person:

Poor Persons’ Procedure […] was initiated in June 1914, in a set of Rules of Court admin‑
istered by a Government department, under what is now known as the Administration 
of Justice Act. In 1926, the administration was transferred to the London Law Society 
and about ninety provincial Law Societies. The significance of this Procedure lies in the 
fact that it has introduced a considerable working ‑class element to the Divorce Courts, 
[…] because a “Poor Person” can generally obtain a divorce for between £ 2 and £ 3. (291)

This led to a radical change to the extent that, for example, “In 1917, ’18, ’19, ’20, and ’21, they [i.e. 
people of low income] constituted 22.6, 33.1, 35.6, 39.2, and 37.4 per cent. respectively” (295) of all 
divorces. Likewise, in the 1930s, the percentage of divorce proceedings with financial support 
from the state was between 34.7% and 42% (Rowntree and Carrier 201). In other words, by the 
time of Lily’s divorce, a divorce procedure was accessible even for members of the working class, 
and much more so for someone with a middle ‑class background. Nor would divorced women 
have faced insurmountable problems supporting themselves after the divorce:

In fact, where the Victorian middle ‑class wife could see only the prospect of relative or 
complete destitution as an alternative to her unhappy marriage, her twentieth century 
counterpart, armed with more vocational skill and initiative, could, except in times of 
very heavy unemployment, contemplate the financial implications of separation and 
divorce with relative equanimity. (197)

[ostrava journal of english philology—literature and culture]
[Zénó Vernyik—“Exceptionally Feeble”? The Role of Circumcision in  

Arthur Koestler’s Thieves in the Night]



30

Thus, the fact that Lily is a divorcée does not in any sense exclude the possibility of her coming 
from a lower middle ‑class background.

A further piece of information that is possible to find out about Lily is the fact that she 
plays tennis: Joseph, “during the summer vacation after his second term fell in love with a wom‑
an from the neighbourhood whom he met at a local tennis tournament”2 (Koestler, Thieves 75). 
As a sport, tennis is rather easily identified with wealth and exclusivity: “the image of posh ten‑
nis has lingered on, together with the suggestion [of] snobbishness within private clubs and 
the Lawn Tennis Association (LTA)” (Kay 2534), with “the maintenance of social exclusivity” 
(2534) by clubs, with “afternoon teas” (2544), garden parties and the clubs essentially serving as 
a “marriage bureau” (2544). And such a view is far from surprising, as tennis enjoyed “a strong 
aristocratic following” in its early years (Lake 878), with “the sport’s original players, admin‑
istrators and club patrons [coming] from the landed classes” (878), while people from the up‑
per middle classes also envisioned it as “a sport played partly for social prestige” (878). Yet, as 
Robert J. Lake explains, “[t]he upper classes soon dropped the sport, except in their patronage 
of clubs and associations, in the light of increasing middle ‑class participation” (878), and what 
is more, “post ‑war [i.e. WWI] economic prosperity and the falling relative price of tennis equip‑
ment helped to break down some of the hitherto prevailing class barriers and release lawn ten‑
nis from elitist dominance” (884), with a large number of new associations formed in the 1920s, 
most of which “allowed access to children, members of the lower ‑middle classes, and other pre‑
viously marginalised social groups” (885). In fact, the accessibility of tennis by the 1920s was 
even wider than this suggests: as Joyce Kay explains, most histories of tennis focus exclusively 
on clubs that were members of the Lawn Tennis Association, thanks to the easy availability of 
detailed data, and thus “[i]nsufficient attention has been paid to the amount of tennis taking 
place either in less formal settings such as public parks, or in clubs that chose not to affiliate” 
(2535), although the number of these clubs and associations was considerable. For example, 
“Andy Lusis, the historian of Nottinghamshire tennis, […] calculated that less than 20% of the 
clubs were affiliated to the county LTA in 1928” (2535). While the fact that Joseph and Lily “met 
at a local tennis tournament” (Koestler, Thieves 75) might seem to suggest that theirs was not 
such a club, even this could be a misconception: “there were many competitive leagues outside 
the LTA structure in ‘works’ sports associations, public parks and churches, and evidence from 
a sample of unaffiliated clubs shows that they were not necessarily small, short ‑lived or of little 
consequence” (Kay 2536). In other words, the fact that the two of them met at a tennis competi‑
tion is also compatible with the theory that Lily is most probably of lower middle ‑class origin.

Joseph, on the other hand, is clearly from more of an aristocratic social background, albeit 
from the lower ranks of the nobility:

His father had been a Russian ‑Jewish pianist of some renown. His mother was En‑
glish and a gentile. Her people had never approved of her marriage. After her hus‑
band’s death she went back to live with them in their house in Oxfordshire. Joseph was 
an only child; he grew up in the large country house, played cricket and tennis, went 
to church, rode a pony and later a horse. […] In due course he was sent up to Oxford. 
(Koestler, Thieves 75)

The fact that the family did not approve of the marriage points to them being members of the 
upper class: after all, Joseph’s mother can be considered to have married down, having chosen 
a pianist, however well ‑known. The family owning a large country house and Joseph having 
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a pony and later a horse all point at his roots on the mother’s side being among those with land, 
that is, the landed gentry (the above description shows rather too limited possessions for the 
family to be peers). Such a reading is also supported by V. S. Pritchett, who clearly describes 
Joseph along these lines: “he belongs to that romantic idol of the Continent, the English country 
gentry. It is the Disraeli touch” (91). In terms of textual evidence, Joseph belonging to the gentry 
is further supported by a scene in the novel during which members of the kibbutz of Ezra’s Tow‑
er discuss the behavior of the assistant chief commissioner’s wife:

“What did you think of our guests?” [Reuben] asked. “That female walked about the 
camp as if she were inspecting a zoo.”
“She was the typical English aristocrat,” said Dasha, who was a fervent socialist and 
had never spoken to a live Englishman.
“Aristocrat my foot,” said Joseph. “She is what they call at home the lower middle class, 
and what in the colonies becomes the ruling class. It is a kind of Pygmalion ‑miracle 
which is automatically performed each time a P. & O. liner passes Gibraltar. The whole 
Empire is a kind of glorified suburbia.” (Koestler, Thieves 56)

Joseph’s comment reveals not only his familiarity, but potentially also his self ‑positioning 
above her on the social ladder. To quote Pritchett again: “A naïve snobbery is disclosed here. […] 
The consequence is that when this character goes to Palestine, he has a low social opinion of the 
British ruling class who do not come out of the top drawer. One lady [and one can reasonably 
suppose this lady to be the one discussed in the quote above] – imagine it – has an official posi‑
tion and yet is only the daughter of a sergeant” (91).

This, of course, means that, Jewish father or not, Joseph would have been circumcised in 
any case, and his circumcision, indeed, need not have been for religious reasons. That being 
said, it is doubtful whether a woman from the lower middle class would have any knowledge of 
the practice being widespread amongst the upper classes. Being a member or supporter of the 
British Union of Fascists, and holding anti ‑Semitic views, she would, however, certainly have 
been aware of the Jewish religious practice.3 After all, it is her interpretation of the circumcised 
penis that dominates the scene: “The horror in her face made him at first think that she had 
discovered in him the symptoms of some repulsive disease; then, in a voice icy with contempt 
she had accused him of infamy and deception, cross ‑examined him about his ancestry; ordered 
him to get dressed and clear out of her room” (Koestler, Thieves 76). There was no opportunity 
for Joseph to explain, reflect or debate. And even had there been, it is not at all sure if Joseph 
himself would have been aware of others in his class, of gentile origin, having undergone the 
same surgical procedure. Thus, Lily understanding Joseph’s bodily modification as a result of 
him being Jewish, and Joseph realizing that his father indeed was Jewish, is a theory that he is 
likely to accept even if the circumcision in its actuality had happened, unbeknown to him, as 
a result of the wishes of his gentile mother’s family. Such a reading is, in fact, also supported by 
the text itself: at first, Joseph has no idea why Lily behaves the way she does. He thinks she sees 
“the symptoms of some repulsive disease” (76) at first, and only at long last, after Lily’s ques‑
tions and remarks, does it dawn on him that this may be a result of his Jewishness. Until then, it 
was, for him, just how a penis looks.

Having shown that (taking into consideration what little the text says about Lily’s and 
Joseph’s social backgrounds) the scene and its interpretation by Joseph is both possible and 
probable, it still remains to be discussed what relationship this has to Koestler’s understanding 
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of realism, and indeed to the concept of realism in general. Only in this way can it be established 
if the scene indeed “betrayed Koestler’s ideal of realism” (Scammell 281). In “The Future of the 
Novel”, Koestler defines realism as follows:

Realism in fiction is the striving to approach the reality of the human condition with 
as open a mind and as much disregard for convention, prejudice and habit as one’s ca‑
pacities permit. It means discarding traditions which mask vital bands in the human 
spectrum, and taking in new extensions of the visible range offered by psychology, the 
social sciences, the evolution of language. (98)

In portraying the scene when Lily discovers Joseph’s circumcision, her abrupt break ‑up with 
him, and her interpretation of his circumcision as a sign of Joseph’s Jewishness, Koestler can be 
easily argued to be doing exactly what he claims the duty of realism is: “to approach the reality of 
the human condition with as open a mind and as much disregard for convention, prejudice and 
habit as one’s capacities permit” (98). More specifically, in dealing with an explicitly sexual scene 
in a non ‑erotic fashion, and discussing the anxiety and crisis of identity it can lead to, he certain‑
ly seems to be “discarding traditions which mask vital bands in the human spectrum” (98). The 
only sense in which the scene might seem to be imperfect according to Koestler’s own conception 
of realism can be found in his discussion of the portrayal of sexuality in the contemporary novel:

In the average Victorian novel, the whole range of sex was represented by a gap in the 
spectrum. To ‑day, a number of its aspects are admitted; but it would be naïve to believe 
that these suffice to cover even the most recurrent unmentionable thoughts and emo‑
tions of real people. A writer may take his courage into both hands and allude to some 
of them; yet he won’t be able to do it with grace and ease. The passage will hit the reader 
in the eye, and the author will feel that he is handling a hammer. The novel will not be 
able to digest the full implications of Freud for perhaps another half ‑century. Art is not 
yet ripe to represent the most fundamental act of reality, procreation; even a Heming‑
way fails when he tries it. (99)

If one understands the scene to be a representation of procreation, then indeed, it goes against 
Koestler’s very own understanding of what literary fiction is able to achieve without destroying 
the “grace and ease” (99) of narration, as in Koestler’s understanding, “[a]rt is not yet ripe to 
represent” (99) it. But, given the fact that the aim of the scene is clearly not to represent “the 
most recurrent unmentionable thoughts and emotions” (99), or in other words, to portray any‑
thing erotic or even sexual, this should not apply. As far as the act itself is concerned, the novel 
does not go beyond what could be considered “a gap in the spectrum” (99) or at most an allusion 
to what happens: “After the ball, without transition, he became the lover for a wildly unreal and 
elusive hour, of a woman so completely transformed that he kept stammering her name aloud 
to convince himself of her identity” (Koestler, Thieves 76). That is all there is about the sex. The 
rest is about shock, surprise, disgust, shame, recognition, and one easily could continue the list, 
but there is nothing erotic or sexual:

Then came the awakening and the crash. Even now, years later, he grew hot with hu‑
miliation as he thought of it. In her dark room she had switched the bedside lamp on 
to look for a cigarette. The sudden light had revealed their nudity, and with it the sign 
of the Covenant on his body, the stigma of the race incised into his flesh. The horror in 
her face made him at first think that she had discovered in him the symptoms of some 
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repulsive disease; then, in a voice icy with contempt she had accused him of infamy 
and deception, cross ‑examined him about his ancestry; ordered him to get dressed and 
clear out of her room. (76)

In short, there is no reason to consider this an example of Koestler’s category of a “passage 
[which] will hit the reader in the eye” (“The Future of the Novel” 99).

Moving beyond Koestler’s personal understanding of realism and engaging with classic 
theories of realism in general,4 the situation remains very nearly the same: the novel’s inclusion 
of the scene is not incompatible with the novel being a realist novel. René Wellek makes the 
following claims about realism:

realism is the “objective representation of contemporary social reality.” This, I admit, 
says little and raises such questions as what is meant by “objective” and what is meant 
by “reality”. But we must not rush to consider ultimate questions but see this descrip‑
tion in a historical context as a polemical weapon against Romanticism, as a theory of 
exclusion as well as inclusion. It rejects the fantastic, the fairy ‑tale ‑like, the allegorical 
and the symbolic, the highly stylized, the purely abstract and decorative. It means that 
we want no myth, no Maerchen, no world of dreams. It implies also a rejection of the im‑
probable, of pure chance, of extraordinary events, since reality is obviously conceived 
at that time, in spite of all local and personal differences, as the orderly world of nine‑
teenth century science, a world of cause and effect, a world without miracle, without 
transcendence even if the individual may have preserved a personal religious faith. The 
term “reality” is also a term of inclusion: the ugly, the revolting, the low are legitimate 
subjects of art. Taboo subjects such as sex and dying (love and death were always al‑
lowed) are now admitted into art. (11)

Clearly, this definition allows for the description of sex, of scenes that are potentially revolting 
or shocking, and asks for scenes to be probable and possible both socially and scientifically. This 
latter condition is satisfied by Joseph’s scene of discovery, as pointed out above. For György 
Lukács, “the essence of the [realist] novel consisted in the description of a problematic individ‑
ual in his development from an unreflecting state of existence to a clear self ‑awareness” (Keller 
35), a description that clearly fits the scene of Joseph’s loss of his ignorance of his Jewish origins, 
and his establishing of a new identity as its result. In addition, “Lukács describes his ideal of the 
literary work as one in which the whole subject matter is integrated into the plot of the story and 
in which the illusion of a continuous story is upheld throughout” (32), a rule that Joseph’s scene 
of discovery does not break in any sense. What is more, “the writer, according to Lukács, should 
be able to personalize the problems and contradictions of the society, which he wants to scruti‑
nize, in the fate of his heroes” (32). Such a centralization of Joseph’s circumcision, assigning it 
a decisive and symbolical role in both Joseph’s life story and the novel’s discussion of the Jewish 
condition, seems to do exactly that: “personaliz[ing] the problems and contradictions of […] 
society […] in the fate of his her[o]” (32). It is thus possible to conclude that the scene in which 
Lily discovers Joseph’s circumcision meets both Koestler’s own criteria of realism and those of 
two classic theorists of realist fiction, René Wellek and György Lukács.

The second reason why this scene is criticized by several commentators is its alleged 
triviality and lack of painfulness and seriousness. In Michael Scammel’s words, “in the age 
of the Holocaust, it was an extraordinarily feeble motivation for such a momentous change 
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in Joseph’s life” (281). A similar opinion seems to be expressed, although not so explicitly, by 
Nathan Glazer: “One is asked to believe that a proper young Englishman, who never completely 
realized he was half ‑Jewish, could discover his identity in the bed of a fascistic Englishwoman 
and be shocked into becoming a halutz, a member of a collective, giving up his privacy and free‑
dom – for what?” (56). For Peter Quenell, it is “a ludicrous love ‑adventure with a badly behaved 
young Englishwoman”, and Richard Denis Charques likewise calls it a “ludicrous episode of 
love” (517). In other words, these commentators seem to find an abruptly ended love relation‑
ship, and scolding in the context of a sexual experience, or to be more precise, in the context of 
one’s first sexual experience, too trivial, and simply unable to traumatize.

Scammell is, in fact, both factually incorrect and unfair in his judgment. Incorrect in that 
he is talking about “the age of the Holocaust” (281), whereas Joseph’s traumatic experience can 
be argued to have happened before: “The United States Holocaust Memorial Museum in Wash‑
ington, DC defines the Holocaust as the systematic, bureaucratic, state ‑sponsored persecution 
and murder of approximately six million Jews by the Nazi regime and its allies during World 
War II” (Friedman 1; my emphasis). The Second World War is usually deemed to have started 
on September 1, 1939, and Joseph discusses this experience in the novel at some point in 1937, 
shortly after moving to Palestine, describing an event that clearly happened considerably ear‑
lier. But Scammell seems to be struggling with the chronology in general, since he refers to Lily 
as a “neo ‑fascist” (280), which is clearly nonsense in reference to a character who was active in 
the 1930s. What makes him also unfair is that he demands a traumatic experience of a similar 
type and brutality from Joseph that Jews in Central Europe suffered (or were soon to suffer in 
the future – from the perspective of the novel’s chronology), which is clearly an unrealistic de‑
mand for a member of the British gentry in the 1930s, Jewish or not. While Scammell claims that 
Thieves in the Night “betrayed Koestler’s ideal of realism” (281) because of Joseph not having ex‑
perienced the kind of tortures that those surviving the Holocaust did, given Joseph’s citizenship 
and social background, realism would have suffered exactly if the novel had claimed that such 
cruelty existed in Joseph’s past.

The rest of the critics, while they agree with Scammell’s view that the incident could be 
considered trivial or ludicrous, seem to do so in terms of its ability to cause trauma, and not in 
comparison to the Holocaust. In the clinical sense, they are right. Jane Robinett summarizes the 
symptoms necessary for the diagnosis of trauma as follows:

The current diagnostic criteria from the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 
Disorders ‑IV outline a traumatic event as one in which the person experiences, witness‑
es, or is confronted with an event or events that involve “actual or threatened death or 
serious injury, or other threat to one’s physical integrity” or that of another person. 
The response to such an event involves “intense fear, helplessness, or horror” because, 
in the face of these events, the person can neither escape nor resist effectively. Trau‑
matic events put the individual at risk psychologically as well as physically because 
they “overwhelm the ordinary systems of care that give people a sense of control, con‑
nection and meaning.” Terror and helplessness overburden the ordinary psychic de‑
fenses, exploding the grounds of the belief systems on which we build, and with which 
we defend, our individual and collective identities. (293)

It is clear that in this sense, when Joseph claims that the “result [of his marred sexual encounter] 
was a kind of shell ‑shock” (Koestler, Thieves 76), he is either exaggerating or is wrong. Lily’s dis‑
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gusted and upset reaction, and her abrupt rejection of Joseph, are not threatening his life or 
bodily safety, nor does he experience fear, horror or helplessness as a result.

At the same time, just because such an experience does not meet the clinical definition 
of trauma, it does not mean that it is automatically unable to cause anxiety and self ‑conscious 
behavior or lead to a questioning of one’s identity. As Paul Gilbert explains, “threats to the self, 
be they direct (for example, threat of violence or rejection) or more indirect and symbolic (for 
example, attacks on self ‑presentation) will stimulate basic defensive emotions such as anger or 
anxiety” (1208). And there is more than a threat of rejection in Joseph’s case, as this rejection 
actually happens in a rather uncivilized manner, while the incident is also, at the same time, an 
attack on his self ‑presentation, since it forces him to see himself in a different light: no longer as 
a member of the English gentry, an Oxford student, a lover, but as a Jewish person. So, clearly, 
Joseph’s encounter does represent a threat to Joseph’s self ‑representation, and thus it should 
not come as a surprise, nor should it be considered unrealistic that he develops some defen‑
sive emotional response: in his case not anger, but anxiety. This aspect is, in fact, even shared 
with actual trauma, as here, just as in the case of trauma, the event is “exploding the grounds of 
the belief systems on which we build, and with which we defend, our individual […] identities” 
(Robinett 293).

Similarly, it is also important to realize that the issue of the existence of circumcision 
as a practice among the non ‑Jewish population is also beside the point not only because of 
Joseph’s acceptance of Lily’s reading of his penis, but exactly for the very reason that it is a read‑
ing. To quote Ruth D. Johnston, “[t]he ambiguous significance of circumcision derives from its 
status as actual physical mark and as sign” (10; emphasis original), necessitating a reading. And 
if it is a sign that needs to be interpreted, it leads to a range of possible readings, each different 
from each other, frequently contradictory or mutually exclusive:

Circumcision has been read to be a sign of everything from sexual hygiene, to cosmetic 
appearance, to tribal identity or a mark of adulthood, to either diminishing or enhanc‑
ing sexual desire, to increased or decreased fertility, to patriarchal subjugation, to en‑
hanced purity, to the improvement of sexual endurance, to a form of attenuated castra‑
tion, to menstrual envy, to a substitute for human sacrifice. (Gilman 117)

In other words, rather than being a mere physical feature, the result of a simple surgical proce‑
dure being performed either for religious or hygienic reasons, as some critics of Koestler’s novel 
seem to claim, circumcision is a contested sign, offering itself up to different readings, but not 
allowing a lack of reading. Whether it is a sign of belonging or not belonging to the upper classes 
(as suggested by the absence of the practice among the poorer populations of Britain), whether 
it is a sign of health and illness, or hygiene and the lack of it (as the British medical view of the 
period suggests), whether it is “the sign of the Covenant” (Koestler, Thieves 76) and its absence 
(as the Jewish reading adopted by Joseph would suggest), or “the stigma of the race incised into 
his flesh” (76), as Lily chose to read it, the fact remains that it is a sign that needs to be read and 
it is read under all conditions, even in the Britain of the 1930s.

What this means for Joseph’s situation then is that once he encounters Lily’s reading and 
accepts it, as has been pointed out above, it collapses his existing identity as a member of the 
British gentry, and forces him into the position of a Jewish male. What follows in the text is 
revelatory:
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Everything was changed. He began making inquiries about his father. He made a cult of 
his memory, to atone for his own cowardly part in the conspiracy of silence about him. 
This led to a breach with his mother’s family. He took rooms in London and frequented 
the people whom he was henceforth to regard as his own. At first he did not like them, 
but he read the newspapers and learned that Incidents were the rule in their lives. He 
read books and learned that it had been the same in the past. (76)

The expression “cowardly” and “conspiracy of silence” suggest that he retrospectively inter‑
prets his previous behavior as an attempt at keeping his identity consciously hidden, or in oth‑
er words, as an attempt at passing. Such an understanding is even further supported by Rabbi 
Greenfeld’s interpretation of the scene later in the novel: “[b]ecause you were a traitor in dis‑
guise, He showed you up in the nakedness of your flesh” (103). At the same time, the claim that 
“everything was changed”, Joseph’s radical “breach with his mother’s family” who no longer 
accept him, and his decision “henceforth to regard as his own” all other Jews, remind one of 
coming out. This, in fact, is no mere coincidence. As Lori Hope Lefkovitz explains, “The Jew is 
a frightening reminder that the categories by which culture confidently asserts the knowability 
and naturalness of gender and sexuality have no reliable boundaries. And it is the potential hid‑
denness, the potential the Jew has to pass into privilege (a potential of the light ‑skinned black) 
that exaggerates the anxiety” (98). Reaching back to Genesis 27, the story of Jacob and Esau, she 
discusses the rootedness of male Jewish identity in the practices of mimicry, drag, passing, and 
gay camp. A similar connection is also made by Ruth D. Johnston, who emphasizes that “Jewish 
difference must […] be read in terms of the concept of masquerade” (2–3; my emphasis), since 
“both Jew and homosexual inhabit a secrecy/disclosure dialectic of the closet, undergoing trau‑
mas of recognition as well as opacities” (25; my emphasis).

In other words, even if it could be argued that Joseph did not engage in the practice of read‑
ing, much less acting on, his difference until his encounter with Lily, he most certainly does so 
from the moment she reads him as Jewish. He reinterprets his own existence before this deci‑
sive night in the light of Lily’s reaction, casting himself in the role of somebody in the Jewish 
closet (Johnston’s term), undergoing a radical and painful version of coming out in reaction (in 
that it necessitates a complete break with his family and a complete reinterpretation of his iden‑
tity). Joseph is both right and wrong when he claims that it was merely “a squalid little incident” 
(Koestler, Thieves 76). In the sense of being without momentousness, the incident was certainly 
not little. It was, however, indeed unimportant, or much rather arbitrary in the sense that, as he 
goes on to explain, “Lily had merely been an instrument, and perhaps without her some other in‑
cident would have produced the same result” (76). In the sense that Jewish passing/masquerade 
can be considered a common experience in anti ‑Semitic environments, and that circumcision (or 
the lack of it) is a sign that society eventually forces one to read, indeed, the Lily ‑incident seems 
both arbitrary and inevitable, just as Joseph’s identification of Lily as an instrument suggests.

Returning now to the question of the ability of such an event to be psychologically taxing, 
as well as strong enough to influence one’s life radically, Johnston and Lefkovitz are in complete 
harmony of opinion. They both suggest that such an experience can lead to serious psycholog‑
ical effects. For the latter, “[p]assing is about thresholds, and thresholds are places marked by 
anxiety” (Lefkovitz 101), while the former goes even further in her use of words, suggesting that, 
as it was mentioned above, “both Jew and homosexual inhabit a secrecy/disclosure dialectic of 
the closet, undergoing traumas of recognition as well as opacities” (Johnston 25).5
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Michael Scammell’s insistence on the scene being inappropriate and unable to lead to the 
kind of anxiety that would leave an indelible imprint on one’s life – and what is more, as some‑
thing that is unpardonably trivial in the light of the Holocaust – is even more puzzling, given the 
fact that while discussing this scene and Koestler’s stubbornness about it staying in the novel, 
he reveals how Koestler himself could have had a similar encounter and how it remained with 
him. In his five ‑and ‑a‑half ‑page discussion of the novel, Scammell devotes one and a half pages 
to this issue. He mentions that “Koestler refused to alter them [i.e. sexually explicit scenes], even 
when Peters intervened on the side of Macmillan” (Scammell 280; my emphasis), and as far as 
this particular episode is concerned, “Koestler revised the scene to imply that the penis was 
no longer erect in the crucial scene but insisted on keeping the incident” (281; my emphasis), re‑
peating the same claim for even a third time: “Koestler’s insistence on sticking to the sexual slur” 
(281; my emphasis). That he has to repeat Koestler’s strong feelings about keeping the scene 
three times in his account should in itself reveal how much this is not something that can only 
serve as “extraordinarily feeble motivation” (281). Yet what should have done this even more 
clearly is this statement by Scammell: “Koestler claimed that Joseph’s dismissal by his lover was 
a true story, based on something that had happened to ‘somebody I knew’ (most likely himself 
and most likely in Germany)” (281; my emphasis). The claim is, shockingly, again repeated for 
a second time for emphasis, but it is nevertheless ignored as evidence as to the weight such an 
incident could have even much later in one’s life: “Koestler’s insistence on sticking to the sexual 
slur suggests that it was indeed autobiographical in origin” (281; my emphasis). Besides evidence 
about the misconceived universality of circumcision in Great Britain in the 1930s, as well as psy‑
chological, cultural and hermeneutical arguments about the seriousness and meaningfulness of 
such an experience, Koestler’s insistence on keeping the scene and Scammell’s linking it to the 
author’s own chronic frustration also underlines its appropriateness as Joseph’s experience of 
special significance.

To sum up, the claims regarding the scene’s alleged lack of realism and lack of gravity are 
unfounded. In terms of its realism, it satisfies not only Koestler’s own criteria of realism, but 
also those of René Wellek and György Lukács. In relation to this question, it could be shown that 
in contrast to repeated claims of circumcision’s universality in the United Kingdom during the 
1930s, the practice was dependent on one’s social class, in harmony with how the novel presents 
it. As far as the scene’s gravity is concerned, a review of relevant sources on trauma, shame and 
anxiety supports the conclusion that such an experience can have a radical and lasting impact 
on one’s life, just as the author’s chronic frustration rooted in a similar experience did. Finally, 
it is of crucial importance that as the scene is based on the unveiling of the circumcised penis, 
a culturally conditioned sign that elicits a reading, and the scene has a hermeneutical importance 
linked to strategies of passing and coming out, Koestler’s novel portrays what Ruth D. Johnston 
calls the Jewish closet. In so doing, the novel goes beyond a realistic and convincing portrayal 
of an upper ‑class British Jew’s Lukácsian journey to self ‑awareness and Zionism, and shows 
a universal experience of Jewish existence under the conditions of diasporic existence in a hos‑
tile society.
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[Notes]
1 While the novel is, indeed, lesser ‑known, compared to Darkness at Noon, it is certainly not a for‑
gotten book in the strict sense. In fact, there has been a resurgence of interest in this text, with 
a range of articles appearing since 2014 (cf. Stähler, “Historical Argument”; Stähler, “Making 
Peace”; Vernyik, “He Is Not English”; Vernyik, “Straight Out”; Weßel). What is more, besides 
specialist texts, Thieves in the Night is even briefly mentioned in Andrew Sanders’ The Short Ox‑
ford History of English Literature as one of Koestler’s “two interesting, if less satisfying, novels of 
the 1940s” (568). That being said, it would arguably deserve more attention than it has received 
so far, for at least two reasons. The first one is the novel’s topicality: its focus on issues such as 
terrorism, migration, rape trauma, war trauma, and the role and responsibility of intellectuals in 
major international crises make it relevant for the twenty ‑first ‑century reader. The second rea‑
son has to do with the book’s reception. As has been shown elsewhere (Vernyik, “He Is Not En‑
glish”; Vernyik, “Straight Out”), although the contemporary reviews, and especially the British 
ones, were negative, they were demonstrably biased, and reacted to the novel’s criticism of the 
policies and attitude of the British administration of Palestine, and not to the novel’s literary 
qualities. Unfortunately, until the appearance of the above ‑mentioned articles, publications on 
Koestler either ignored the book in reaction to those reviews from the 1940s or, alternatively, 
repeated their criticism without reinvestigating their claims or at least putting them in context.
2 The fact that they met at a club, during a summer vacation, that is, most emphatically not at 
university, is most probably not because of Lily’s social background, but on the one hand her 
age – “Lily was five years older than Joseph” (Koestler, Thieves 75) – and on the other that she 
was a woman: while the number of women in higher education increased between 1901 and 1935, 
British universities were mostly attended by men even in the mid‑1930s: while in 1901 19.1% of 
British full ‑time university students were women, the figure only increased to 27.2% by 1935. In 
Oxford and Cambridge (and the two of them met in Oxford), the ratio was even lower, with 9.1% 
in 1901 and 13% in 1935 (Dyhouse 818).
3 Circumcision, as a seemingly reliable sign for identifying Jewish men, was used, among other 
indicators, by the Nazis themselves, even if on multiple occasions it had proven more controver‑
sial and unreliable than those employing it as a method of detection might have thought possi‑
ble. As Nechama Tec explains, “[m]en could be more easily identified through circumcision. […] 
And so realistically, Jewish men had more to fear than Jewish women” (Tec 217 qtd. in Huebel 
111). In fact, this strategy of identification was not only used by the authorities, but also by mem‑
bers of the general public. In Tec’s book, a Holocaust survivor, Alexandra Sołowejczyk ‑Guter, 
recounts the story of a Jewish man who looked Polish enough to try and pass as a member of 
the majority (in this case Polish) society, only to have been pulled into a courtyard: “the Pole 
threatened, made our friend pull down his pants, and then examined his documents” (Tec 215 
qtd. in Huebel 111). Yet this strategy occasionally failed. Nazis at times arrested Turks or Arabs 
as a result of their “Jewish” appearance, and while they were, as a rule, free to go once they had 
proved their identity, if they failed to do so, the authorities would often resort to ascertaining 
if the arrested person was circumcised, being unaware of the use of the same practice amongst 
Muslims: “I tried to explain as best as I could that I was not a Jew but an Azeri Turk. They then 
demanded to see my organ, which had the mark of Jewishness. I tried to explain that Muslims 
also had this mark, which had passed from Judaism to Islam. But they did not believe it. They 
incarcerated me for several days” (Ülküsal 55 qtd. in Baer 33). Likewise, not all Jews were circum‑
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cised: already as early as the mid ‑nineteenth century there were parents who refused to let their 
sons be circumcised, “out of concern that the rite might harm [their] child” (Judd 21).
4 Given the fact that none of the critics finding fault with the scene’s realism seem aware of the 
fact that realism itself is an artifice, and it has just as much of a tradition or code as any other 
mode of writing, the present article does not deal with the post ‑structuralist and post ‑colonial 
criticism of the concept (cf. Hirsch; Jaffe).
5 While the main focal points of this paper are Joseph’s quasi ‑traumatic experience, its realism, 
and the extent of the momentousness of this experience in relation to its function as the moti‑
vator of twists in the plot, it is important to stress here that the use of the words passing, closet, 
drag and closet are not coincidental, and are not meant in a purely metaphorical sense. Johnston 
understands, or much rather defines, the Jewish closet in a sense where “the epistemological 
space of the Jewish closet […] reveals its structural affinities with the gay closet” (1). In fact, in 
her view, while the “incoherences of Jewish difference serve to establish its analogy with gay 
identity […] the visible stigma of circumcision transforms the relation of the closets from one of 
analogy into one of ‘masked repetition’” (1) thus positing a vital link between a sexual minority 
and a racial minority, especially in terms of their passing as members of the dominant group.
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