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General Editor’s Preface

Transitions: transition-em, n. of action. 1. A passing or passage from
one condition, action or (rarely) place, to another. 2. Passage in
thought, speech, or writing, from one subject to another. 3. a. The
passing from one note to another b. The passing from one key to
another, modulation. 4. The passage from an earlier to a later stage of
development or formation ... change from an earlier style to a later; a
style of intermediate or mixed character ... the historical passage of
language from one well-defined stage to another.

The aim of Transitions is to explore passages and movements in criti-
cal thought, and in the development of literary and cultural interpre-
tation. This series also seeks to examine the possibilities for reading,
analysis and other critical engagements which the very idea of transi-
tion makes possible. The writers in this series unfold the movements
and modulations of critical thinking over the last generation, from the
first emergences of what is now recognised as literary theory. They
examine as well how the transitional nature of theoretical and critical
thinking is still very much in operation, guaranteed by the hybridity
and heterogeneity of the field of literary studies. The authors in the
series share the common understanding that, now more than ever,
critical thought is both in a state of transition and can best be defined
by developing for the student reader an understanding of this protean
quality.

This series desires, then, to enable the reader to transform her/his
own reading and writing transactions by comprehending past devel-
opments. Each book in the series offers a guide to the poetics and
politics of interpretative paradigms, schools and bodies of thought,
while transforming these, if not into tools or methodologies, then into
conduits for directing and channelling thought. As well as transform-
ing the critical past by interpreting it from the perspective of the
present day, each study enacts transitional readings of a number of
well-known literary texts, all of which are themselves conceivable as

Vil



viii General Editor's Preface

having been transitional texts at the moments of their first appear-
ance. The readings offered in these books seek, through close critical
reading and theoretical engagement, to demonstrate certain possibili-
ties in critical thinking to the student reader.

It is hoped that the student will find this series liberating because
rigid methodologies are not being put into place. As all the dictionary
definitions of the idea of transition above suggest, what is important
is the action, the passage: of thought, of analysis, of critical response.
Rather than seeking to help you locate yourself in relation to any
particular school or discipline, this series aims to put you into action,
as readers and writers, travellers between positions, where the move-
ment between poles comes to be seen as of more importance than the
locations themselves.

Julian Wolfreys
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Ilntroduction:

Narratology, Death and
Afterlife

Diversification, deconstruction, politicisation

Narratology is the theory and systematic study. of narrative. It has
been with us in one form or another throughout the twentieth
century, and it has evolved into one of the most tangible, coherent
and precise areas of expertise in literary and cultural studies. It began
as a science of narrative form and structure, acquired a formidable
dominance as an approach to literary narrative, overshadowed histor-
ical perspective for several decades and then, somewhere in the
middle of the 1980s, ran into problems. After years of protest from the
historicist camps and after two decades of assault from poststruc-
turalists on its scientific orientation and authority, people started to
declare the death of narratology.

Something may have died. Something inside. A certain youthful
spirit perhaps. But narratology at large underwent nothing more
dramatic than a transition, and a very positive transition away from
some of the limits and excesses of its youth. This book aims to
describe the transition from the formalist and structuralist narratolo-
gies of the recent past, to set out the principles and procedures of the
new narratologies, and to illustrate the extended scope and continu-
ing vitality of a narratology in the process of transforming into some-
thing much bigger than it was: a narratology capable of bringing its
expertise to bear on narratives wherever they can be found, which is
everywhere.

If there is a contemporary narratological cliché it is exactly this
claim that narratives are everywhere. So many recent studies begin by
pointing out that narrative is not confined to literature. But however
often it has been repeated, it is a key characteristic of the recent
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change in narratology: a massive expansion in the narratological
remit, in the scope of objects for narratological analysis. Commonly
cited examples of narrative in everyday life are films, music videos,
advertisements, television and newspaper journalism, myths, paint-
ings, songs, comic strips, anecdotes, jokes, stories of our holidays, and
accounts of our day. In more academic contexts, there has been a
recognition that narrative is central to the representation of identity,
in personal memory and self-representation or in collective identity
of groups such as regions, nations, race and gender. There has been
widespread interest in narrative in history, in the operations of legal
systems, in psychoanalysis, in scientific analysis, in economics and in
philosophy. Narrative is as inescapable as language in general, or as
cause and etfect, as a mode of thinking and being. After seminal
studies such as Paul Ricoeur’s Time and Narrative it does not seem at
all exaggerated to view humans as narrative animals, as homo fabu-
lans — the tellers and interpreters of narrative. In the light of these
recognitions it is hard to see how narratology could die out. There
may be a crisis of self-importance, requiring that narratology adapt its
methods to these new demands, or an identity crisis caused by this
diversification. But this is diversification, not death.

Diversification is the first of three principles that can be used to
summarise the transition in contemporary narratology. The second
principle, if it can be called that, is deconstruction. Deconstruction
can be used as an umbrella term under which many of the most
important changes in narratology can be described, especially those
which depart from the very scientific emphasis of structuralist narra-
tology. As an -ology, narratology declares the values of systematic and
scientific analysis by which it operated before poststructuralist
critiques impacted on literary studies. Much of this book will be
devoted to the importance of these critiques and their narratological
legacy. At this stage it might be useful to convey some of the general
characteristics of this legacy.

From discovery to invention, from coherence to complexity, and
from poetics to politics: this is the short summary of the transition
that took place in narratological theory in the 1980s. The first change —
from discovery to invention - reflects a broad shift away from the
scientific assumption that narratology could be an objective science
which discovers inherent formal and structural properties in its object
narratives. Poststructuralist narratology moved away from the
assumed transparency of the narratological analysis towards a recog-
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nition that the reading, however objective and scientific, constructed
its object. Structure became something that was projected onto the
work by a reading rather than a property of a narrative discovered by
the reading. Structure came to be seen as a metaphor used by readers
of a structuralist bent to give the impression of stability in the object —
narrative meaning. Terms like construction, construal, structuration
and structuring were preferred by poststructuralists because they
point to the active role of the reader in the construction of meaning.
Other terms, like process, becoming, play, ditferance, slippage and
dissemination, challenge the idea that a narrative is a stable structure
by borrowing their metaphors from the semantic field of movement.
In short, poststructuralists moved away from the treatment of narra-
tives (and the language system in general) as buildings, as solid
objects in the world, towards the view that narratives were narratolog-
ical inventions construable in an almost infinite number of ways.

The shift from coherence to complexity was part of this broad
departure from the view of narratives as stable structures. Most of the
formal sciences of narrative were effectively sciences of unity and
coherence. Like the physicist, the chemist or the microbiologist, the
role of the narratologist was traditionally to uncover a hidden design
which would render the object intelligible. For the traditional critic,
the most profound hidden design in a narrative was its unity, the
exposure of which would also be a revelation of the work’s formal,
thematic or even polemic coherence. In other words, in the critical
quest for unity there was a desire to present a narrative as a coherent
and stable project. In the view of the poststructuralist critic, this was
just a way of reducing the complexity or heterogeneity of a narrative:
by suppressing textual details that contradicted the scheme, the tradi-
tional narratologist could present a partial reading of the text which
saw it as a stable and coherent project. It was a key characteristic of
poststructuralist narratology that it sought to sustain contradictory
aspects of narrative, preserving their complexity and refusing the
impulse to reduce the narrative to a stable meaning or coherent
project. This will be illustrated later.

The deconstruction of narratology then, involved the destruction of
its scientific authority and pointed to a less reductive kind of reading
which was not underpinned by notions like the coherence ot the
authorial project or the stability of the language system in general.
The deconstruction of narratology was also closely linked to what 1
called, a moment ago, the diversification of narratology, since decon-
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struction was no respecter of boundaries, least of all the boundary
between literature and the real world. But deconstruction became
notorious in the early 1980s for what politically engaged critics such
as Marxists saw as its fundamentally conservative character, for a
political quietism. Intent as it was on the discovery of doubt and the
celebration of irreducible complexity, deconstruction was perceived
as another formalism, as a kind of anti-historicism, lacking any basis
in historical and political reality and without any programme for
social change. How then is it possible to argue that part of the legacy
of deconstruction was the transition from poetics to politics?

There are several ways of approaching this issue. The first argument
begins from the fact that formalism and historicism had been at war
within literary studies through most of the century. In the United
States there had been a long period in which the formalist approaches
of New Criticism were dominant in literary studies. This was not an
unchallenged dominance: American literary journals in the period
from 1910 to 1970 attest to a constant opposition to formalist
approaches from the historicist camps. When poststructuralist
perspectives arrived in the United States in 1966 after a very brief
period of interest in structuralism, they were seen by historicists as
continuations of the New Critical emphasis on form, and as the next
incarnation of the anti-historicist approach. This was not an accurate
perception, ignoring as it does the extent to which poststructuralist
perspectives were founded on a critique of the synchronic and atem-
poral nature of structuralist analysis. Many poststructuralists were
poststructuralists exactly because they sought to reintroduce histori-
cal perspectives into criticism. Even if some of the main deconstruc-
tors looked like new New Critics in their formalist orientation, there
were important aspects of their theory, which will be described later
in this book, which allowed for the convergence of historical and
formal critical approaches. This is an important principle which I will
do no more than state at the moment: that deconstruction allowed for
the reintroduction of historical perspective into narratology, and that
this acted as a bridge towards a more political criticism.

The transition from poetics to politics can also be seen as a decon-
structive legacy because deconstruction introduced new methods for
the unmasking of ideology. While the term ‘ideology’ had, in the
period of polemic warfare between historicism and formalism, been
part of the armoury of the Marxist critic and therefore had been
broadly perceived as an anti-formalist weapon, it was a term which
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became a point of convergence for the interests of poststructuralist
and Marxist criticism. It became common to hear critics such as
Kenneth Burke, Mikhail Bakhtin, Louis Althusser, Pierre Macherey,
Michel Foucault or Theodor Adorno invoked for a poststructuralist
Marxism, reflecting the perception that there were common denomi-
nators between the two approaches traditionally viewed as polemic
opponents. At a general level, there were common philosophical
denominators. Poststructuralists and Marxists both demoted the indi-
vidual or subject as an explanatory category and saw the individual as
part of a larger social system. As a result, both camps viewed the
production ot language as the unknowing reproduction of ideological
forms and values and not as an original act of undetermined creativ-
ity. Both therefore approached literature as an ideological form
despite the individual intentions that authors may have held. Given
these broad similarities, any new reading procedures from decon-
struction which advanced the project of ideological unmasking were
bound to be seen as critical resources by politically orientated critics.

A specific example of the way in which deconstruction advanced
the unmasking of ideology was the approach it took to the binary
opposition (further discussion of which can be found in Chapter 2 of
Wollreys’ Deconstruction - Derrida, in this series). This was an area of
critical procedure and theory which belonged specifically to the
apolitical tradition of structuralism, but which took on a more politi-
cal inflection in the hands of some poststructuralists. Structuralist
linguists had perhaps overstated the importance of the binary opposi-
tion as a meaning-generating unit, and structuralist narratologists
were sometimes obsessive about the structural role of the binary
opposition in narrative. The poststructuralist critic often shares this
obsession but tends to view the binary opposition as an unstable
basis for meaning and as a place where the values and hidden ideolo-
gies of the text are inscribed. A deconstructive reading, for example,
will characteristically view the binary opposition as a hierarchy in
which one term of the opposition enjoys a privilege over the other,
and the reading often proceeds to demonstrate that the text contains
counter-suggestions which upturn the hierarchy.

These narratological procedures are illustrated thoroughly later in
this book. My aim for now is to point to an emphasis in deconstruc-
tive reading on the uncovering of hidden values in a narrative — values
which often subvert what might be called the conscious intention of
the narrative. Even if deconstruction did not always see these aporetic
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oppositions in obviously political terms, it was nevertheless part of
the legacy of deconstruction to provide new approaches to the discov-
ery of ideology in narrative. Since deconstruction, it is common to
find overtly political narratologies articulated in an identifiably
deconstructive vocabulary and .bringing distinctly deconstructive
approaches to bear on issues in the politics and ideology of narrative.

Diversification, deconstruction and politicisation then are the three
characteristics of the transition in contemporary narratology. It will
already be apparent that the three terms are mutually implicated,
forming a triangular ménage. The transition they describe is a transi-
tion in the general assumptions and procedures of poststructural
narratology, and the importance of each term varies in specific works
of narratology and narratological theory. But it takes.no more than a
browse in the bookshop to confirm that a transition has taken place
along these lines. Studies published before about 1987 often use the
word °‘narratology’ in the title. They have chapter headings like
‘Events’, ‘Characterisation’, ‘Time’ and ‘Focalisation’. They are
abstract grammars which declare their allegiance to linguistics at
every turn, in their style and terminology. And they are focused on
literary narrative. Studies after that date are more interdisciplinary,
harder to shelve and to find. They don’t use the -ology word in their
titles, preferring narrative theory or even narrativity, and often link
the question of narrative to particular identity groups (gender, race
and nation) or types of discourse. They are less abstract, less scientific
and more politically engaged. They often begin by declaring that
narrative is everywhere, that it is a mode of thinking and being, and
that it is not confined to literature.

Models for narratological change

In 1937, John Crowe Ransom wrote an influential essay titled
‘Criticism Inc.’. It posed a very persuasive argument that in the new
age of professionalism the literary critic had a weak academic iden-
tity. It argued that the critic had to develop an area of expertise which
was distinct from that of the historian and the philosopher, and that
departments of literature should no longer see themselves as
branches of bigger trees: as the history of literature or the ethics of
literature. For Ransom the identity crisis in literary studies was resolv-
able by the development of a distinct technical expertise which would
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enhance the critic’s ability to describe the text itself without reference
to historical context or philosophical ideas.

In 1983, Terry Eagleton published an enormously influential intro-
duction to literary theory which argued the opposite: that the formal-
ist expertise that had been the dominant strain in literary studies
through most of the century was a restriction on the professional liter-
ary critic because it excluded issues about the politics and ideology of
literature and prevented the critic from working in the service of
social change.

These two arguments represent the poles of historicism and formal-
ism between which literary studies oscillated through most of the
century. Whenever one camp seemed dominant, the other would
declare a state of crisis resolvable only by the displacement of one
kind of criticism by the other. In the 1970s and 1980s there was a new
crisis every twenty minutes as textual and contextual critics sought to
destroy each other in one of the most absurd debates in intellectual
history. Perhaps because of the increased speed of the oscillation, the
debate became increasingly about nuances of difference in the poli-
tics of reading. The so-called theory wars of the 1970s and 1980s actu-
ally tore departments of literature apart in debates organised around
the narcissism of increasingly minor difference.

Perhaps a peak of absurdity was reached in 1989 when Paul de
Man'’s wartime journalism was discovered by a Belgian scholar. For
the politically committed, de Man’s readings of narrative represented
the dangers of a criticism with a formalist orientation, and in the
1980s his work was the subject of a kind of witch hunt, where the
witchery was characterised as the presentation of a right wing politics
in the disguise of radicalism. The wartime journalism — mostly inof-
fensive reviews for a collaborationist newspaper in Belgium - was
widely viewed as confirmation of the latent fascism in deconstructive
narratology. The case was aggravated by de Man’s apologists who
brought deconstructive narratological perspectives to bear on the
new narrative of de Man’s life. For many, the episode seemed to
confirm the link between the deconstructive celebration of doubt and
indeterminacy in narrative and the question ot the critic’s political
responsibility, or, in stronger language, the link between deconstruc-
tion and fascism.

Eagleton’s argument was part of an evolving political rectitude in
criticism which effaced the difference between a formalist orientation
in narratology and war crime. I would not want to understate the
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ideological power of narrative in areas such as the legitimation of
nation, of empire building, in attitudes to race and gender, or in the
perpetuation of inequality. I would however contest the importance
of narratological orientation to social change on two grounds. The
first is a profound doubt about how much impact the unmasking of
narrative ideology could ever have on political culture in general. If
the role of an intellectual is to speak the truth to power, as Gramsci
formulated it, the evidence suggests that power is not listening.
Recent debates on education in Britain, for example, illustrate the
greater impact of recent thought on the importance of spelling at
school level than the dissident narratologies of university English. The
second ground for doubt is the dubious alignment of historicist narra-
tological orientations with social change and of formalism with politi-
cal quietism. It is now much more apparent than it used to be that
historicist and ideologically orientated critics depend on formalist
narratological terminology and models for analysis in order to be able
to say anything precise about the history and the ideology of narra-
tive. The strength of contemporary narratology lies in the wealth of
descriptive resources which were developed by mainly formalist
critics and could then be used by critics of a more historicist bent. In
other words, the issue of social change is a red herring, and the under-
standing of how ideology operates in narrative is an important subset
of narratology which depends on the descriptive resources of its
formalist history.

Part of the problem here lies in the absurdity of a debate which
casts formalism as the polar opposite of historicism when the two
camps have clearly forged a more co-operative relationship. But the
problem also lies in the models that have been used to theorise criti-
cal change. One model, or metaphor, that has been widely used is that
of fashion. According to this metaphor, no critical orientation is more
capable than any other of conveying the truth about a text, but critical
approaches have a built-in obsolescence. After a period of dominance
they will give way to an approach whose main critical virtue is
newness, even when that newness consists in the recovery and recon-
textualisation of the past. Criticism has adhered to the value of
newness to an embarrassing extent in the twentieth century, where
the names of critical approaches function as flags of allegiance to
modernity — New Criticism, New Historicism, Poststructuralism,
Postmodernism, Postmarxism, Postfeminism, etc. — and the terminol-
ogy of each approach resorts to neologisms — the -ologies, -icities and
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others — which perform the same function. The fashion industry itself
has started borrowing terminology back from the world of philosophy
and criticism: deconstruction has become a designer clothes label
and a record label, and postmodernism is widely used as a marketing
term for items of clothing, decoration and style. '

The metaphor of fashion, of course, carries a negative connotation
of superficiality, conformism and directionless change. As such it is
often an accusation levelled against dominant critical approaches -
that they are mere fashions. The more weighty version of the same
model is the idea of the critical paradigm, a model borrowed from the
philosophy of science. This model was originally used by Thomas
Kuhn to describe revolutions in scientific procedure which were
brought about by a crisis in the ability of existing science to answer
new questions. For Kuhn, a paradigm was a period of consensus in
the scientific community about the questions asked and methods
used by scientific investigation. At key moments in the history of
science, such as in the transition from Newtonian to Einsteinian
physics, this consensus would be broken by interpretative require-
ments not accommeodated by the existing paradigm. After a period of
crisis, the entire framework of ideas and methods through which the
universe was interpreted would be forced to change to meet the
demands of new interpretative requirements. Kuhn’'s model, then,
defined scientific authority not as the authority of objective truth but
as a consensually performed interpretation: that the authority of a
science was derived from the simple fact that everyone in the scien-
tific community was playing the same game by the same rules. An
important function of the model of the Kuhnian paradigm when
adapted to criticism was, therefore, to describe a principle for change
in a similar way to the metaphor of fashion while at the same time
adding the gravitas of an analogy with the evolution of scientific
investigation.

The widespread influence of Kuhn’'s model in criticism brought
with it some of the perspectives that led some to view narratology as a
dead science. Despite a clear emphnasis in Kuhn’s own work on the
incremental character of successive paradigms — that they did not
simply break from the science of the past but moditied past science to
Imeet new requirements — many critics used the model as one of the
linear displacement of one kind of criticistn by another. An extremely
reductive version of recent critical history resulted, where New
Criticism was replaced by structuralism which was in turn displaced
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by deconstruction which was supplanted by New Historicism. For
most narratologists, this is an unrecognisable account of recent
events whose temporality was on the one hand much more confused
and on the other much more continuous. Structuralist narratology,
for example, could not have advanced the study of narrative in the
spectacular way that it did if it had not been for its formalist progeni-
tors in the European and Anglo-American traditions. Notably, the
study of narrative point of view in American New Criticism, the
critiques of realism in Russian Formalism or the analysis of speech
and thought presentation in British stylistics were all places in which
the systematic analysis of narrative was advanced either before or
alongside structuralist approaches. It is also true to say that the most
rigorous analytical concepts of structuralist narratology did not really
impact on university literary studies until much later, and here I am
thinking of certain key publications which synthesised narratological
method for the Anglo-American tradition — works such as Leech and
Short’s Style in Fiction in 1981 and Rimmon-Kenan's Narrative Fiction
in 1983. Whatever revolutionary moment structuralist narratology
may have inhabited in its heyday in the 1960s, the impact of narrato-
logical method was certainly greater in literary studies at large in the
1980s, when it was operating alongside new critical developments
from deconstruction and various new historicisms. Rather than a
model of linear displacement, it would be more realistic to see the
new criticisms of the 1980s and 1990s as approaches that were
enabled and resourced by narratology — as the products and not the
successors of narratology.

Kuhn’s model was abused in other ways, particularly by critics
claiming that a paradigm shift was underway and leading inexorably
towards their own brand of critical approach. Hans Robert Jauss said
this of Reception Theory in the late 1960s, and ever since there has
been a queue of applicants for the status of paradigmatic dominance
from deconstruction, New Historicism and cultural studies. In Kuhn’s
own work, a paradigm was a whole framework of analytical and inter-
pretative procedures which could only be perceived in retrospect. The
abuse here involved critics using the model of a paradigm not as a
description of the past but as a prescription for the future, not for the
purposes of critical history but in critical manifestos. At a pinch it is
possible to argue that a paradigm shift is describable in the present
tense when there is a clear, unified, manifesto-led movement in criti-
cism which seems to command a general agreement. As in literary
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modernism at the turn of the century, there have been moments of
high historical self-consciousness in criticism — critical bandwagons —
which theorise the need for change in advance rather than describe it
historically. If it is possible to argue this about the origins of New
Criticism, or the manifestos for structuralist linguistic approaches in
the 1960s, it becomes more difficult in the 1970s and 1980s when criti-
cism was no longer governed by systematically applicable rules.

The model of the paradigm shift becomes particularly difficult to
apply after deconstruction for two reasons. The first is the fact that
deconstruction and New Historicism strongly resisted the idea of a
systematic method in criticism. In reaction to literary structuralisin,
deconstruction claimed that it was not a method at all, that there was
no theoretical basis for reading, and that a reading always emerged
from the specific complexities of the text itself. The commitment to
historical specificity in the new historicisms sirnilarly denied theory
the status of a unifying, consensual method required by the paradigm
model. Even if there were methodological implications in these new
approaches, they were not prescribable in advance, and it may still be
too early to abstract them in retrospect. The second problem for the
paradigm model is the idea of the serene methodological consensus
on which it depends. The recent proliferation of criticism into identity
oroups, the co-existence of incommensurate approaches known as
pluralism and the widespread commitment to specificity and the irre-
ducible difference of readings make it impossible to posit consensus
or the dominance of any approach in the 1980s and 1990s.

Most historians of criticism acknowledge this: that there has been a
breakdown in consensus in the second half of the century from which
we, if that word still has meaning, may never recover. In doing so they
(e.g. Christopher Norris, Jonathan Culler, Hans Robert Jauss, Frank
Lentricchia) usually cite the relative serenity of New Criticism in the
United States up to about the middle of the 1960s, after which the
consensus vielded irreversibly to critical pluralism. There may be a
few grains of truth in this account. It is certainly consistent with ideas
such as Lyotard’s notion that the postmodern age is characterised by
the transition from grand narratives to little narratives, echoed in
media studies as the transition in television from broadcasting to
narrowcasting, the fashion for niche marketing rather than catch-all
advertising, or perspectives from cultural geography on the growth of
regionalism.

But to anyone literate in contemporary narrative theory, the story of
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a lost consensus in criticism also rings loud alarm bells. This is
because it is clearly a version ot a familiar narrative ideology itself, a
kind of Golden Ageism, an Adamic myth which sees change as a fall
from the stable conditions of the past into a state of crisis. Theorists
such as Raymond Williams, Michel Foucault and Jacques Derrida
have taught us to resist the charms of this narrative scheme which
idealises the past from which we have fallen. Indeed it only takes a
few hours in a library, among the principal journals of New Criticism
in the United States, to recognise that the New Criticism never existed
as a serene consensus or a unified methodology in quite the way that
commentators of the 1970s and 1980s describe. The consensus of the
New Criticism was a retrospective construct which had to exclude the
constant assaults from historicist critics and efface the complex
heterogeneity of ideas within the school to present the New Criticism
as a unified consensus. The New Critical consensus was, to use
Foucault’s words, a structure of exclusion of the kind that is necessary
to present the singular character of a bygone age: like the exclusion of
madness in the story of the age of reason. In Raymond Williams’s
words, the New Critical consensus can be seen as a myth functioning
as a memory, words he used to describe the pastoral myth of a
happier and more natural past.

This is a first brush with the ideological unmasking of narrative. As
first brushes go, it is a particularly complicated one since it is not only
the ideology of a narrative that is unmasked but the ideology of the
narrative of narratology. Poststructuralisim tends in this direction, not
towards the interpretation of things but towards the interpretation of
interpretations or towards the interpretation of metanarratives rather
than narratives themselves. Poststructuralists often argue that this is
the only game in town because we have no access to things in them-
selves except through their interpretations, because all narratives are
themselves interpretations, or because all narratives are ultimately
metanarrative. These ideas will be unpacked later. For now they
present the problem that can be described, to paraphrase Stephen
Melville, as criticism beside itself or, in a stronger language, as criti-
cism up its own backside.

How then do I tell the story of a transition in the study of telling a
story without getting too far up my own backside? Two things are
clear. The first is that too much characteristically poststructuralist
self-consciousness about one’s own narrative values, assumptions
about the transparency of language or historiographical ideology will
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be of no help to anybody, least of all me. The second is that a new
model for critical change is required that will not so misleadingly
construct the narratological past as a happy consensus only to
contrast structurally with a complex present. What is required in the
new model is an ability to describe the heterogeneity of contemporary
narratology, its diverse applications and political uses, its respect for
the particularity of narratives, while at the same time summarising
this diversity and assembling a more general collection of principles
and techniques.

There is a scene of comic banality at the beginning of Quentin
Tarantino’s Pulp Fiction in which Vincent explains to Jules that in
Paris the McDonald’s Quarter-Pounder with Cheese is known as a
Cheese Royale. His account of this apparently meaningless difference
bristles with unspoken and ungrasped importance. It is a recognisable
modern platitude which delivers a cultural difference in the form of a
sermon without moral intent. As a moment of lightness preceding a
moment of unspeakable violence, it is part of the film’s concern with
the morality of filmic violence, contrasting with some of the film'’s
more obtrusive and consequential sermonising. There are two things
that interest me about this scene. The first is the manner in which it
encapsulates the essence of a film which constantly poses the ques-
tion of how one assigns moral attitude to or defines the moral func-
tion of a narrative. Recent versions of the debate about the moral
function of represented crime, such as the exchange between John
Grisham and Oliver Stone over Natural Born Killers or the debate
about the representation of drug use in Trainspotting, highlight the
importance of the question and the gaping need for a narratological
basis for its answer. Very few participants in such debates understand
anything about the way that narrative works at the ethical and ideo-
logical level. It is my conviction that academic narratology can signifi-
cantly inform these debates, but only through communicable,
applicable analytical techniques. The second reason is the complex
relations it conveys between cultural standardisation and difference.
This is cultural difference perceived through one of the most powerful
symbols of global standardisation we have. It is postmodern differ-
ence which is discernible only against the background of standardisa-
tion. It reflects a decision made by the McDonald’s corporation
somewhere in the early 1980s to diversify menus in recognition of

cultural diversity in the market. In this respect it signals the co-depen-
dence of diversification and globalisation, or sameness and difference
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— the staging of difference against the scenery of standardisation and
globalisation — which is as apparent in the marketing strategies of the
transnational corporation or the unification of Europe as it is in the
deconstruction of the literary canon.

Narratology now operates according to the laws of this dynamic.
There is an abstract pool of resources drawn eclectically from differ-
ent narratological histories — various formalisms, Marxism, Reception
Theory, deconstruction, New Historicism, postcolonialism. But it is
no longer possible to look upon narratology as a paradigm for critical
practice, a template which reduced the rich differences between
narratives to a set of arid structural relationships. Narratology has
changed exactly because the values of standardisation have been
replaced in literary studies by the values of pluralism and irreducible
difference: not only difference between texts but difference between
readers. In this sense, Roman Jakobson's structuralist dream of a
global science of literature has yielded to an uncontrolled fracturing
of narratological method. Yet paradoxically, the particularity of texts
or readers only becomes recognisable through a shared descriptive
vocabulary which in itself constantly threatens to homogenise the
heterogeneity it advances. It is this paradoxical model of change, the
simultaneity of standardisation and diversification, which makes it
still possible to write this book or to talk of narratology, if only provi-
sionally, as if it were a unified entity.
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| The Manufacture of
ldentities

Is our identity inside us, like the kernel of a nut? Most of the perspec-
tives presented in this book are implicitly dedicated to the proposi-
tion that personal identity is not inside us. There are two types of
argument. The first is that identity is relational, meaning that it is not
to be found inside a person but that it inheres in the relations
between a person and others. According to this argument, the expla-
nation of a person’s identity must designate the difference between
that person and others: it must refer not to the inner life of the person
but to the system of differences through which individuality is
constructed. In other words, personal identity is not really contained
in the body at all; it is structured by, or constituted by, difference. The
second type of argument is that identity is not within us because it
exists only as narrative. By this I mean two things: that the only way to
explain who we are is to tell our own story, to select key events which
characterise us and organise them according to the formal principles
of narrative — to externalise ourselves as if talking of someone else,
and for the purposes of self-representation; but also that we learn
how to self-narrate from the outside, from other stories, and particu-
larly through the process of identification with other characters. This
gives narration at large the potential to teach us how to conceive of
ourselves, what to make of our inner life and how to organise it.

We perhaps automatically think that characters in novels have
ready-made moral personalities. It is tempting to see our response to
characters as individual and free judgements as the result of an
encounter between our own moral values and those represented by
the character. It is part of the referential illusion of fictional narrative,
for example, that we make inferences about fictional characters no
different from the inferences we make about real people. The purpose
of this chapter is to illustrate the contribution narratology has made
to understanding the technical control of such responses and infer-

1 7
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ences: to show how our responses are manufactured by the rhetoric
of narrative. Chapter 3 deals in more general terms with the illusion of
reference. This chapter is concerned in particular with the evolution
of questions about sympathy for characters into questions about the
ideological function of narrative. |

It is not too gross an exaggeration to say that narratology spent the
first fifty years of the twentieth century obsessed by the analysis of
point of view in narrative. The phrase point of view is potentially
misleading, suggesting as it does the idea of an opinion or stance on a
topic. It is more accurate to understand the narratological meaning of
the phrase as a visual metaphor — that in narrative there is a point
from which a narrator views fictional events and characters as if visu-
ally. Like the camera in a film, the perspective of a narrative is always
located somewhere, up above events, in amongst them, or behind the
eyes of one or more of the characters involved. Like the film camera,
the narrative voice can move around from one point of view to
another, often shifting undetectably from outside to inside views.
Many of the terms that originated in the analysis of point of view are
visual metaphors — like the concepts of narrative distance or focalisa-
tion — but they are metaphors in the sense that the only real vision
involved in reading is the vision of printed words. In verbal narrative,
vision is an illusion in a more obvious way than it is in film. We see a
fictional world in verbal narrative in a less literal way than we do in
film, however much the narrative aspires to conjure a picture.

- The analysis of point of view is one of the great triumphs of twenti-
eth century criticism. Its power was partly the power of analytical
terminology, to describe subtle shifts in the narrative voice, the move-
ment into and out of other minds, or the modes of presenting the
speech and thought of characters. But it was more than descriptive
power. It was a new exploration in the rhetoric of fiction, the way that
fiction can position us, can manipulate our sympathies, can pull our
heart strings, in the service of some moral aim. The analysis of point
of view above all made critics aware that sympathy tor characters was
not a question of clear-cut moral judgement. It was manufactured
and controlled by these newly describable techniques in fictional
point of view. It was the beginning of a systematic narratology which
seemed to assert that stories could control us, could manufacture our
moral personalities in ways that had not previously been understood.

Despite a pronounced move away from authorial intention in New
Criticism, there is always a sense that the analysis of point of view in
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fiction is the unveiling of authorial control. Sometimes the impression
is that a work of fiction is a polemic wearing an elaborate disguise or,
to change the metaphor slightly, an act of authorial ventriloquy where
the ventriloquist’'s own polemic can be hidden among the fictional
voices of puppets. Consider, for example, the opening of Wayne
Booth’s landmark study of point of view in The Rhetoric of Fiction: ‘In
writing about the rhetoric of fiction, I am not primarily interested in
didactic fiction, fiction used for propaganda or instruction. My
subject is the technique of non-didactic fiction, viewed as the art of
communicating with readers’ (1961, 1). Booth’s work is an analysis of
the art of persuasion in fiction which is not openly polemic. It tends to
assume that aspects of point of view in fiction are marshalled by an
author in the service of an argument, but an argument which operates
through the manipulation of sympathy.

Voice, distance, judgement

How can techniques in narrative point of view control a reader’s
sympathy for characters? This question has never seemed to me very
different from the question of why we feel sympathetic towards some
people in life and not others. I'll begin with two basic propositions
about sympathy which apply to narrative and life. (1) We are more
likely to sympathise with people when we have a lot of information
about their inner lives, motivations, fears etc. (2) We sympathise with
people when we see other people who do not share our access to their
inner lives judging them harshly or incorrectly. In life, we get this kind
of information through intimacy, friendship or Oprah Winfrey. In
fiction we get it through the narrator, either reliably reported by the
narrator or through direct access to the minds of characters.

There is an obvious objection to these propositions: if our access to
the inner lives of characters is access to a sick mind, to twisted moti-
vations, evil or anything else that offends our ready-made moral
values, the result will not be sympathy. And yet much contemporary
fiction acquires its moral controversy exactly through the creation of
sympathy for morally offensive characters. Truman Capote’s In Cold
Blood, Brett Easton Ellis's American Psycho and Irvine Welsh's
Trainspotting are examples of places where access to the inner lives of
characters can confront commonly held moral attitudes to murder or
drugs through the creation of a strange sympathy for the devil. These
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are novels which create an intimacy between readers and moral
monsters purely through access to their minds. Through this inti-
macy, readers often find themselves technically siding against their
own moral prejudices as they witness the judgements of other charac-
ters in the fiction who are not in possession of this detailed back-
- ground of psychological information.

Information alone cannot necessarily elicit a sympathetic response.
Sometimes it is the careful control of the flow of information, of where
it comes from and how it is presented, which controls a reader’s
judgement. To illustrate the role of point of view in the control of
judgement it is worth summarising Booth’s analysis of Jane Austen’s
Emma and the way that it creates sympathy for an unlikeable heroine.
In a less extreme way than the examples above, Emma does not auto-
matically inspire a reader’'s sympathy. She lacks generosity, selt-
knowledge and understanding. In the course of the narrative, her
character reforms to become a more complete marriage prospect.
Booth begins his analysis by stating this as a problem tacing the artist:
given that sympathy is necessary if we are to follow Emma on her
moral journey to reform, how can Jane Austen create sympathy for a
character with such unlikeable faults?

To restate the problem, how can Jane Austen on the one hand make
us like Emma enough to desire her reform and on the other hand
make us stand back from her in judgement and thus perceive her
faults? His answer is a brilliant demonstration of the oscillation in
Emma between closeness to and distance from a character. He argues
first that Jane Austen avoids distancing us from Emma by using her as
a kind of narrator. Though the story is narrated in the third person,
events are often seen through Emma’s eyes, reflected or focalised
through her mind, so that the reader can see beyond the surface of
Emma’s selfish manipulations and perceive the qualities which might
redeem her. For Booth, this redeeming evidence is much more
persuasive when presented as an inside view than it would be if the
same evidence were offered in authorial commentary. The inside view
creates the illusion of unmediated access to Emma, so that judgement
of her character appears direct and free from control. But even if the
reader found nothing good in her thoughts, the inside view would
create sympathy for Emma just by being an inside view: ‘the sustained
inside view leads the reader to hope for good fortune for the character
with whom he travels, quite independently of the qualities revealed’
(Booth 1961, 246). Booth also points out that by focalising through
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Emma, we are withheld from other perspectives which might alienate
us from her. If we were given sustained inside views of Jane Fairfax,
for example, we might prefer her to Emma, see her as the narrative’s
positive value, or become alienated from Emma’s wrongheadedness
about Jane. Control of the inside view, therefore, sustains our sympa-
thy for Emma, prevents us from judging her over-harshly, at the same
time as it allows us access to her faults. In so doing it relieves the third
person narrative voice of the need to preach about or judge Emma’s
moral personality. |

An author should never preach. Even in a tale with an obvious
moral or philosophical purpose an author should never be seen to
preach. Even a sermon acknowledges this, conventionally offering a
narrative sequence up for judgement as a preamble to any explicit
moral lesson. Like Aesop, the narrative preacher must ensure that
readers have reached all the right moral judgements about the story
before the revelation of the narrative’s moral purpose. Authors who
neglect this principle, like D.H. Lawrence, often find themselves
reviled for using narrators or characters as doctrinal mouthpieces. Yet
some authors, and Booth treats Jane Austen as one of them, do have
clear moral purposes which have to be subsumed subtly in the fiction.
In the case of Emma, Booth analyses the oscillation between the
closeness of an inside view and the distance of the third person narra-
tor standing back with the reader in moments of more explicit judge-
ment of Ernma as a technique for disguising, or creating co-operation
for, doctrinal intent. At one pole of this oscillation there is the inside
view. At the other there is explicit judgement from the narrator, like
this one in the first paragraph: ‘The real evils of Emma’s situation
were the power of having rather too much her own way, and a dispo-
sition to think a little too well of herself.” Moments like these, where
the distance between Emma and the reader are greatest, then have to
be corroborated by moments of direct access to Emma’s mind and
the witnessing of her actions.

Between the two poles are degrees of distance. The narrative voice
distances itself from judgement of Emma by putting judgemental
commentary into the mouth of Mr Knightley. The narrative voice
adopts a tone of irony, often slipping into the recognisable voice of a
character, creating what Booth calls ‘sympathetic laughter’. The
narrator reports a thought in isolation rather than sustaining focalisa-
tion through Emma’s eyes. The narrator summarises a conversation
or a line of thought without giving us access as direct speech or the
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inside view. In short, we find ourselves as readers yoked to the narra-
tor, our distance, whether ocular or moral, controlled by the subtle
shifts in point of view between layers of represented voices and
thoughts, by the information we are given and that which is withheld
from-us.

This kind of analysis implies several things about the value of narra-
tology and the nature of fictional narrative. Perhaps most important is
the stance it takes on the production of sympathy: that it is technically
produced and controlled by the devices of access, closeness and
distance. Booth, for example, compares the function of access to the
technique of dramatic irony on stage, where the audience has infor-
mation not shared by all the characters on stage. Think of Volpone
lying in his deathbed, tricking his suitors out of gifts and favours while
the audience, knowing him to be healthy, laugh at their attempts.
There is little to choose, morally speaking, between these characters.
They are all equally motivated by greed. But the audience is techni-
cally placed on the side of Volpone because of the information it
shares with him. The moral satire, though applicable to all, is directed
away trom Volpone and towards the suitors by this information pact
between audience and hero which prevents dramatic irony from
distancing us from his atrocious actions. As Booth constantly reminds
us in The Rhetoric of Fiction, this is a principle that applies to life far
beyond the boundaries of fiction, whether it be a carefully planted
self-revelation among the complicated dynamics of friendship, or a
media event like Princess Diana’s Panorama interview in which
image management masquerades as a privileged inside view. In such
cases, social power derives from moral sympathy which is controlled
by techniques in information management and not by rectitude.

The analysis of point of view also implies the value of aesthetic
distance in reading. Booth claims that ‘only immature readers ever
really identify with any character, losing all sense of distance and
hence all chance of an artistic experience’ (1961, 200). In other words
distance not only specifies a moral or quasi-visual gap between the
reader and characters: it also characterises a mature, aesthetic experi-
ence of narrative. This is the kind of claim that critics dare not make
any more. The idea of this kind of intellectual distance has come to be
seen recently as a sham or a delusion. The idea is that a critic adopts a
stance of disinterestedness, abandoning naive questions such as ‘do I
like Emma Woodhouse?’ in favour of more technical ones such as
‘how is my sympathy for Emma manufactured?’. Recent narratology
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tends to be more sceptical of the possibility that any reader can
suspend his or her identity or climb to some Olympian height, some
transcendental aesthetic realm which is no longer cluttered by the
thorny issues of identity such as gender, race or class. The analysis of
point of view tends to talk of the reader in the€ singular as if all readers
respond in the same way, subject as they are to the same technical
mechanisms in the rhetoric of narrative.

This is one of the key issues in the transition to a poststructuralist
narratology. In effect it is an issue which walks hand in hand with
another unmissable implication in the analysis of fictional point of
view — that the author manipulates this ideal reader according to
some intentional plan formulated in advance. Ruminating at length
on whether Jane Austen’s art was conscious or intuitive, Booth’s
reading of Emma gives the impression that the novel sprang from the
need to find a solution to the problem of how to create sympathy for
an unlikeable heroine because it is necessary for the moral plan — as if
the novel were a moral-philosophical tract disguised as a story. But
what happens if we analyse the story in a similar way, for its technical
operations, for the structure of its multiple voices, and for its control
of access to the inner lives of characters, without reference to author-
ial intention? The answer is that we preserve all that is valuable about
Booth’s analysis of point of view while leaving behind some of its
unsupportable assumptions about the communication between a
single-minded author and a singular reader: or we move from the
analysis of rhetoric to the analysis of ideology.

Formalism and ideology

Most commentators speak of American New Criticism as if it were
incontrovertibly a formalist method of analysis. As I suggested in the
introduction, this is not a simple issue. While the concept of form is
most easily definable in relation to that of content, the term formalism
derives meaning largely in opposition to Aistoricism. We would expect
a formalist analysis, then, to ignore both the content and the histori-
cal context of the literary work. Perhaps because the content of a
narrative is harder to ignore than, say, that of the modernist lyric
poem, New Criticism tended towards rigorous formalism more obvi-
ously in its dealings with non-narrative poetry than in its narratology.
Booth does declare a certain disinterest in history in The Rhetoric of
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Fiction, but his writing is engaged with literary history in the sense
that he is deeply involved in characterising modern fiction in terms of
formal developments which enable the modern writer to explore the
representation of thought, consciousness and subjectivity. On the
issue of content, it is impossible to argue that Booth’s formal analyses
bracket off or ignore the content of narrative. When he speaks of our
access to Emma’s mind we are always conscious of the content of her
thoughts, of her faults and redeeming qualities, of the fictional events
in which these thoughts are embedded, or of the moral personality of
the narrative voice. These issues would not be in the foreground of a
rigorously formalistic analysis. It might be more accurate to define
Booth’s position as an interest in the form of content, or the way in
which narrative content is constructed and represented. If one puts
on one’s rigorously formalist hat, under which words are just sounds
and graphic marks, and narrative techniques are techniques for their
own sake, we find ourselves, on reading Booth, constantly taking it off
again as we greet the content of his narratives at every turn.

What then would a rigorously formalistic narratology be like? If
Booth is operating on the assumption that the content of a narrative is
inseparable from form, packaged in it and not unpackable, is it possi-
ble to go further towards banishing content altogether? The history of
narratology atter the New Criticism might be seen in these terms, as a
quest for a more rigorous formalism. Booth was a formalist in the
sense that he was interested in technique and rhetoric, but his study
of form always reads like a study in the art of representational
content. Fictional characters are perhaps the most apparent case in
point. For Booth, they are representations of people, not mere
constructs of verbal form. However much they are rhetorically
controlled, our responses to fictional characters for Booth are identi-
cal in nature to our reponses to real people in the world.

The quest for a more rigorous formalism found new direction in the
arid scientificity of linguistics. It was not that linguistics was formalist
in itself, the realms of syntax and semantics roughly corresponding
to the polarity of form and content in literary studies. But linguistics
did have a vocabulary for the description of form, structure and
grammar which was indifferent to the content of words or sentences.
The critic in pursuit of an uncontaminated formalism could borrow
terminology from the more form-orientated branches of linguistics
and bracket or banish content in the process. But did this really

work?
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To answer this question, it might be worth beginning with an
extreme example — computational stylistics. Computational stylistics
does not ask questions like ‘is Emma a likeable person?’. It asks ques-
tions like ‘how many times does the word like occur in Conrad’s Heart
of Darkness?’. When the answer has been computed, a stylistic fact is
established. On its own, however, this fact is no more than a number
which might be comparable with the number of occurrences in
another work of similar length. At a pinch, the computational stylisti-
cian might use the number to support a view that Conrad likes like,
and content is not invoked. But if this theory were extended to assert
that Conrad’s style is characterised by similes, the analysis would
cease to be purely formal, since the recognition of a simile depends
on content and context at least as much as it does on the occurrence
of like. The point here is that this purely formal analysis of verbal
structure in literature seems to leave out all that is important and
pleasurable about literature or literary style until the content of those
words is allowed to re-enter the analysis.

It is quite common for the linguistic critic to theorise the relation-
ship between the dry observation of verbal structure and the pleasure
~of reading. Leo Spitzer, tor example, argues:

I would maintain that to formulate observation by means of words is
not to cause the artistic beauty to evaporate in vain intellectualities;
rather, it makes for a widening and deepening of the aesthetic taste. It
is only a frivolous love that cannot survive intellectual definition;
great love prospers with understanding. (Quoted in Leech and Short
1981, 2)

Umberto Eco expresses the same sentiment with his adage ‘even a
gynaecologist can fall in love’. The idea of leaving one’s feelings, one’s
pleasures, out of a scientific analysis, was never a major source of
controversy. While we obviously require it, in theory and practice, of
the gynaecologist, we also accept that the botanist does not dissertate
on the beauty of flowers in an academic context. It is arguable that the
academic narratologist should leave pleasure and love at home for the
sake of science, objectivity and understanding. It is less easy,
however, to find explicit statements from formalist linguists or critics
about the status of verbal content in relation to dry formal observa-
tion. Part of the problem here is that many of the most rigorously

formalist critics of recent decades have operated under the influence
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of Saussurean linguistics, and it is not easy to decide, reading
Saussure’s Course in General Linguistics, where he stood on the ques-
tion. The question of the status of verbal content in structuralist
thought is considered in detail in the next chapter, which addresses
the issue in relation to realism in narrative. For now, my interest is in
the structure of voices in narrative, and the way that critics moved
from seeing this structure as part of the rhetoric of fiction to a more
ideological interpretation of these techniques.

If Booth illustrated the importance of the representation of speech
and thought in narrative from the point of view of the New Critic, his
insights were certainly not destined to disappear with the end of New
Criticism in the United States. Linguistics, particularly linguistic

approaches to literary style, had an enormous input to make into the

precise description of the structure of voices in narrative. Where
Booth talked about the shift from telling to showing in the narrative
voice, or from narrative distance to the inside view of character as a
sympathy-securing technique, the linguistic stylistician evolved exact
ways of distinguishing different layers of speech in the novel. New
categories of speech and thought presentation appeared with names
derived from linguistic terminology: direct and indirect speech, free
indirect speech, narrative report of speech act, narrative report of
thought act, free direct speech, and so on.

The categories of speech and thought presentation might not seem,
at first sight, the most exciting narratological concepts on the market.
- What is exciting is the way that narratology was gathering descriptive
power by the time Leech and Short’s Style in Fiction was published in
1981. In criticism, as in many other areas of cultural life, the 1980s was
a decade in which different traditions of thought about narrative were
encountering each other for the first time. So far we have touched on
the analysis of point of view and the precision that linguists were able
to add to that analysis. Style in Fiction was one of several synthetic
guides to narratology which brought academic linguistics to the aid of
the analysis of point of view. In this respect, one of its functions was
to demonstrate to the world of literary studies that the analysis of
point of view had been enhanced and not displaced by the arrival of
linguistics in narratology.

There is something slightly repressed about Style in Fiction in that it
is a book which presents itself as a ‘linguistic guide to English fictional
prose’, yet it systematically ignores the contribution of structural
linguistics and of literary structuralism to the understanding of prose
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fiction. Even Saussure hardly gets a look in. There may have been
some resentment on the part of Leech and Short that in the preceding

decade departments of English had fallen in love with the idea of
linguistics without casting a glance towards non-structuralist stylisti-
cians. Leech and Short’s allegiances are pointedly anti-structuralist,
elevating perspectives from New Criticism and Reception Theory
above the fashionable narratologists at work outside the Anglo-
American tradition, their index reading like a who's who of the oppo-
nents of structuralist narratology. "

But if Style in Fiction embraces the analysis of fictional point of view
as a kind of origin for Anglo-American stylistics, there was nothing it
could do to stop other guides from performing a similar synthesis
between point of view and structuralist narratology. Rimmon-Kenan’'s
index in Narrative Fiction is a directory and a lexicon of structuralist
approaches to narrative fiction, where every chapter of the text fore-
grounds the continuity between Anglo-American New Criticism and
structuralist perspectives. For Leech and Short the analysis of point of
view leads inexorably towards the categories of speech and thought
presentation as ways of describing the dynamics of narrators and
characters, narrative distance and inside views. For Rimmon-Kenan it
leads towards focalisation and other specifically structuralist terms.
Two things are clear. (1) The analysis of point of view has not
vanished like some redundant paradigm, and was never replaced by
new, fashionable linguistically orientated critical approaches. It was
qualified and improved in different ways by literary stylistics and
structuralism. (2) Narratological approaches from different schools
came into collision in the 1980s in such a way that it was possible to
- see the formation of a single body of resources drawn from formerly
disparate traditions. After this collision came the pile-up, in which the
tangled remains of point of view are still clearly discernible.

From point of view to positionality

Booth’s analysis of Emma depends heavily on the thesis that the
reader does not normally notice the rhetorical devices which control
the position of that reader in relation to fictional characters. The
mobility of the narrator between distance and closeness etfectively

determines the position from which the reader views fictional events,
creating sympathetic bonds between reader and particular characters
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by making that position one of intimacy and mental access. We might

now compound the narratological pile-up by exploring the way in
which the Marxist concept of ideology has interacted with the analysis
of point of view so as to rescue it from the charge of apolitical formal-
- ism. If Booth’s explanation of fictional rhetoric was a moral one, it can
be argued that his principal legacy was to furnish an ideological expla-
nation of fiction. The change in emphasis occurs between the idea of
fictional point of view as the manufacture of sympathy and the idea of
interpellarion as the manufacture of identity.

In 1969, Louis Althusser’s essay ‘Ideology and Ideological State
Apparatuses’ (1977) toyed in a rather unspecific way with the idea that
literature plays a role in the constitution of a subject. A subject in this
context is a person, an individual who on the one hand is subject to
some greater authority such as the nation state, and on the other
whose inner life is constituted in part by the illusion that one is a free
agent. This contradiction lies at the heart of Althusser’s notion of
ideology and forms the basis for his theory of the ideological function
of literature. In fact Althusser hardly mentions literature at all in this
essay, but his naming of literature as one of the mechanisms which
constructs the subject as a slave with delusions of freedom gave it a
seminal place in narratological history. Althusserian Marxism has
flourished from the late 1980s to the end of the millennium mainly
because of the synergy between this notion of subjectivity and what
narratology already knew about fictional point of view.

This synergy can be explained quickly. If Booth shows that fiction
controls the position of the reader and that this position determines
issues of sympathy, Althusserian Marxism simply adds that, by
controlling the reader’s position, a fiction calls on a reader not only to
sympathise but to identify with and therefore occupy certain subject
positions and social roles. Interpellation is the name Althusser gives
to this process. Like subjectivity in general, it is a process which is
controlled by the text, yet the reader is under the illusion that identifi-
cation is freely entered into.

Earlier I cited Booth’s disapproval of the idea of identification
between a reader and a character in fiction. His preference for the
idea of sympathy over identification is revealing. It implies that
readers’ own identities are untouched, no matter how friendly they
have become with particular characters. Sympathy amounts to little
more than a feeling of goodwill towards a character. Identification
suggests self-recognition. One difference is that the manufacture of
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sympathy will not profoundly change the world. When I reach the end
of Emma I will resume normal life. Identification, on the other hand,

touches my own subjectivity in a more profound way, because I have
seen myself in the fiction, projected my identity into it, rather than
just made a knew friend. This gives fiction the potential to confirm,
form or transform my sense of myself. As a result I cannot enter into
identification casually, but must recognise myself in it, as if looking
into a mirror. Does this mean that I can sympathise but not identify
with Emma Woodhouse?

Suddenly, in this shift from sympathy to identification, my own
identity has come into play. The category of sympathy allows Booth to
speak of the reader as if all readers were alike, equally able to enter
into the narratological pact with Emma. But is this true? I am a man. If
I cannot identity with Emma for reasons of sexual difference, will I
sympathise with her in the same way as the female reader? Will all
women enter equally into the sympathetic contract with Emma,
regardless of background, sexual orientation, views on marriage or
ability to play the piano? The answer is obviously no, and because it is
no, that distinction between sympathy and identification begins to
look pernicious. It allows Booth to speak of the singular reader and
therefore to pin the text down to determinate and communal mean-
ings in a way that ignores the diversity of the readership. It effectively
divorces narratology from the phenomenology of reading — the way
that reading actually takes place — and reduces its specific complexi-
ties to general idealities. |

This is one direction in which Althusser’s concept of interpellation
has pointed — towards a less generalised, more interactive account of
fictional meaning. The identity of the reader as an already constituted
subject, the effect that identification has on sympathy, and the conse-
quent fracturing of the readership into irreducible difference — these
are new emphases which derive not only from the Althusserian inter-
est in the ideological constitution of a subject. In the narratological
pile-up of the late 1980s it became increasingly difficuit to attribute
these new emphases or trace their roots in converging traditions such
as Reception Theory, deconstruction, feminism, Queer Theory,
psychoanalysis and postcolonial theory. The new narratological
formations were places where the identity of the reader was at stake
both in the way that particular readers construed particular fictions

and in the way that particular fictions contributed to the formation ot
those identities.
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A good example of the foundational importance of point of view
~and the way that it has been adapted to analyse the formation of
subjectivity can be found in the branch of film narratology that begins
in Laura Mulvey’s seminal essay ‘Visual Pleasure and Narrative
Cinema’ (1975). If this essay is a beginning in film studies it might also
be seen as a kind of outcome for the analysis of point of view - the
moment at which it was extended and transformed by Marxist and
psychoanalytic thought — ‘psychoanalytic theory appropriated as a
political weapon’ as Mulvey puts it. And 'although there is no equally
open acknowledgement of point-of-view-based narratology, its pres-
ence is apparent. I suggested earlier that point-of-view terminology is
highly visual. Mulvey begins from the idea that cinema satisfies ‘a
primordial wish for pleasurable looking’. Using Lacan’s account of the
moment when a child recognises its own image in a mirror as a criti-
cal moment in the constitution of the ego, Mulvey characterises the
pleasure of looking in cinema as a process driven by two contradic-
tory desires: first, the pleasure of looking at another person as an
object, and second, the narcissistic pleasure of identification with a
person on screen. The first desire is that of the libido; the second, that
of the ego. Whereas Booth was careful to exclude the idea of identifi-
cation with a fictional character, seeing it as an obstacle to aesthetic
pleasure, Mulvey reintroduces it as a way of viewing narrative as one
of the places in which the constitution of subjectivity is at stake. In
one step, Mulvey leaves behind two crucial values of Booth’s type of
narratology. First, she abandons the snobbish conviction that identifi-
cation is an immature stage before aesthetic pleasure, which implies
that the pleasure of a narrative is available only to those with the criti-
cal sophistication to stand at a distance from the mechanisms of that
narrative. Second, she abandons the view of the readership/audience
as an homogenous lump, since the relations of pleasurable looking
and identification will vary according to the ways in which an individ-
ual is already constituted as a subject.

Many narratologists saw this fracturing of the readership as the
solution to a problem in the 1980s. Teresa de Lauretis, for example,
puts it like this:

The problem, I believe, is that many of the current formulations of
narrative process fail to see that subjectivity is engaged in the cogs of
narrative and indeed constituted in the relation of narrative,
meaning, and desire; so that the very work of narrativity is the
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engagement of the subject in certain positionalities of meaning and
desire ... Thus, finally, they fail to envisage a materially, historically,
and experientially constituted subject, a subject engendered, we

might say, precisely by the process of its engagement in the narrative
genres. (1984, 106)

For Mulvey and de Lauretis, the most significant aspect of this failure
is its indifference to gender difference, and Mulvey proposes that ‘an
active/passive heterosexual division of labour has controlled narrative
structure’ (1975, 117). Thus, the subjectivity of the viewer is engaged
in the sense that the viewer identifies with a particular gender posi-
tion in the narrative. Most film narratives, says Mulvey, are split
between the active role of the male protagonist and the passive erotic
image of the female. A male protagonist is active in two senses: {irst,
as the centre of narrative action, the person in the narrative who
makes things happen, and second, as the active bearer of the gace,
actively looking upon the erotic image of 3 female character.
Identification then, for the male viewer, is s i :ntification with the
narrative action itself as opposed to the passive image of the female

icon, as well as being an identilication with the bearer of the gaze. It
Booth speaks 6f the ungendered surrogate reader as someone who
positions the external reader in relation to fictional events, Mulvey
speaks of the surrogate spectator as a narrative position with which
the male heterosexual voyeur can easily identify, being hailed into the
film to ogle the erotic image of a female character.

As a first step, this seems like a very reductive approach to the inter-
action of an already constituted gendered subject and the available
subject positions of a given narrative. It suggests that a film, for a
man, is a double pleasure, a visual and a narrative pleasure. For a
woman it offers identification with a femnale figure who is framed by
the camera as an image, an icon, the object of the male gaze, whose
look is relayed by the look of a male character acting as surrogate
spectator. It seems to offer little help with, for example, a narrative
with a female protagonist, or one that objectifies a male character. It
also posits identification as a simple, determined process in which
men see themselves as subjects and women as objects. Mulvey’s first
version of the essay was open to these charges, concentrating as it did
on the male viewer in relation to a cartoon version of the way in which

film narratives are gendered. It characterised film identification as
masculine, as identification with the male gaze, and implied that the
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female viewer was simply interpellated into a male fantasy in which
she was objectified. | ' |

The role of narrative positionality in forming subjectivity needed a
more complex articulation. In 1981 Mulvey returned to the question
of the male gaze after six years of beings heckled on the issue of the
woman spectator and the possibilities of pleasurable identification
with film narrative. Her answer lay in Freud and the possibility of
transsexual identification. Freud had claimed that female subjectivity
was characterised by an alternation between feminine and masculine
modes of identification. In other words, identification was neither
simple nor biological for a woman but involved a contradictory inter-
play between different subject positions, vying for, and achieving,
supremacy at different stages of a woman’s life. He had also claimed
that, for a woman in the pre-Oedipal stage, masculinity dominates
fermininity so that identification with a masculine subjectivity
becomes, in later life, a kind of nostalgia for a former mode of
subjectivity. In cinematic terms, this alternation between masculine
and feminine aspects of subjectivity comes into play as an oscillation
between identification with the subject and the object of the narra-
tive, with active and passive positionalities, with the look and the
image, or with narrative action and visual image. For the female spec-
tator, the pleasure of identification becomes a two-sided process in
which the identity positions of looking and being looked at are at war.
In this respect a woman’s subjectivity is at stake in narrative in the
sense that the narrative is a process which enacts the opposition in
which her subjectivity is founded.

In what sense then is narrative positionality constitutive of subjec-
tivity? If women arrive at the cinema as already constituted subjects,
already oscillating between socialised femininity and the memory of
masculine desire, won't they leave the cinema unchanged? The
answer to this question is yes, and this characterises the ideological
function of narrative — that it repeats and confirms the possibilities of
identification that have already constituted our subjectivities. This is
more than claiming that narrative reflects life. It is saying that narra-
tive is one of the ways in which identity, the ideological subject, is
manufactured. It is also saying that the manufacture of identity is not
a single originary occurrence but a process of repetition in which the
positionalities of cinema and the subject positions of extra-filmic
social relations converge in an ongoing relation of mutual confirma-
tion.



2 Terminologisation

The language of literary criticism and theory has become the ugliest
private language in the world. Narratology has been one of the places
where the most offensive terminology has taken hold, particularly in
its structuralist and poststructuralist phases. Often the problem lies in
a puerile overuse of abstract nouns like textuality, discursivity, narra- -
tivity, historicity, referentiality, intertextuality, supplementarity,
iterability, synchronicity, subjectivity, specificity, directionality, posi-
tionality, contiguity, multiplicity, intentionality, plurality, structural-
ity, intelligibility, heterogeneity, homogeneity, temporality, post-
modernity, transverbality, linearity, specularity, canonicity, hyper-
canonicity and hyperreality. Then there are all those new processes
invented by criticism which also become abstract nouns: focalisation,
reification, problematisation, characterisation, naturalisation, defa-
miliarisation, totalisation, structuration, identification, interpellation,
contextualisation, recontextualisation, acceleration, duration, actuali-
sation and historicisation. Narratology in particular raided the termi-
nology of linguistics and classical rhetoric for formal descriptors too
numerous to list, some of which will feature in the argument of this
chapter.

The issue of critical terminology can appear superficial, especially
when much of the terminology itself seems superficial. What, for
example, is positionality in relation to positiorn? One answer would be
that it is position-ness — the abstract quality of having or being impli-
cated in position, like historicity in relation to history. But how then
can the word be made plural, as in the phrase narrative position-
alities? The plural form specifies difference which contradicts the
initial abstraction. Perhaps worse is a phrase which is ubiquitous in
new historicism — historical specificity. If the phrase ro a certain extent
usually means ro a completely unknown extent, the phrase historical

specificity is similarly translatable into its own opposite. It is a gesture
to the idea of precision and particularity which is rarely delivered
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upon. The blood of a thousand readers has boiled at the outright

pretension of such neologisms and gestures — the pure superficiality

of terms used as flags to declare a critic’s allegiance to science, to
history, or even just complexity for its own sake. Some, like Tom
- Paulin, have dismissed large swathes of critical writing on the grounds
of its ugliness, leaving the landscape of criticism exhilaratingly empty.

There is an old assumption — associated with belles-lettres and an
age before the division of labour between critical and literary writing —
~ that criticism operates under an obligation to be aesthetically pleas-
ing, or that one of its principal functions in the world is to enhance
aesthetic pleasure. There is a more recent assumption that criticism
has a scientific descriptive power to refer to its literary objects without
theoretical difficulty or complication. If the first of these assumptions
underlies the charge that criticism is ugly, the second underlies the
objection to the superficiality of contemporary terminology. One way
of assessing the impact of deconstruction on narratology is in relation
to these two assumptions, both of which address the question of the
logical relation between criticism and literature, the first aspiring to a
relation of similarity and reciprocity, the second to a relation of other-
ness and distance. Chapter 3 is about the re-aestheticisation of criti-
cism, or the convergence of literary narrative and narratological
criticism. This one is about the transition from structuralist to post-
structuralist narratology with particular reference to changing atti-
tudes to linguistic terminology.

The accusation of supertficiality in critical terminology carries with

it a deep presupposition. Following Baudrillard, many commentators

have characterised the postmodern age as one in which the tradi-
tional, dualist model of surface and depth in accounts of signification
has been abandoned. As surface without depth, superficiality is only
- an accusation in a world conceived on the dualist model, according to
which there is more to language than its material surfaces. For the
dualist, language has content as well as form. If poststructuralist criti-
cism conforms in the most general terms to a model of surface
without depth, it is monistic not dualistic, meaning that it operates
under the conviction that the form and content of language are cate-
gorically inseparable. To use the traditional metaphor, language
would then no longer be seen as the dress of thought, but as the flesh

of thought. Or to put it another way, language would be seen as

pure externality, as form without content, and as surface without
depth. |

sl
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Can this possibly be true? It is about the most counter-intuitive
thing that could be said about language — all the more so in relation to
narrative. There are some modernist poems which might seem to
conform to this monistic view, in which content cannot be abstracted
from the unique form of their expression, or in which what is said is
identical with the way in which it is said. But a realist novel? How can
it be claimed that the language of narrative realism is pure externality?
If nothing else there seem to be two different orders of vision involved
in realistic narrative: we see the written word on the page and we see
the fictional world of represented events, characters and places which
constitute the content of the narrative. Any narratology which denies
this spits in the face of common sense. But it was from this counter-
intuitive claim that structuralist narratology derived its radical force:
that the ability of narrative to refer to something other than itself was
an illusion. '

Traditionally the idea of reference in language has been understood
as a kind of transparency: language is like a window through which a
pre-existing reality can be perceived. But in the world of linguistics
there were places where this traditional view had been shaken and
undermined. The clearest example is Saussure’s Course in General
Linguistics, in which it is argued that ‘in language there are only
differences without positive terms’. Saussure’s account of difference
is particularly challenging to the idea of language as a system of
names for entities which have some pre-existing reality. There are no
‘positive terms’ in language for Saussure, in the sense that a sign
generates its meaning not by pointing to an entity in the world, but
rather by pointing to other words in the language system which it is
not: the meaning of a sign is thus defined negatively, as difference
from other signs which it is not. It was in this way that the binary
opposition came to be seen as the basic meaning-generating unit in
language. Signs were understood as having a significant other, an
antonym against which any particular sign couid define its meaning
negatively. So the meaning of the sign ‘night’ is defined particularly by
its negative relation to the sign ‘day’, as ‘not day’. This simple idea
was responsible for the thesis that reference in language was not
properly understood as transparency to an underlying reality, but was
an effect of difference: reference was a function of language, gener-
ated by language, meaning that ‘reality’ was an effect actively gener-

ated by language rather than a pre-existing state passively reflected by
signs. A similar argument can be found in the work of the American
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linguists Sapir and Whorf who argued the case that perception of the
‘real world’ is determined by the particular language through which
reality is being seen. Ditferent languages encode the world in different
ways, so that ‘reality’ can be seen as culturally relative, generated in
different ways by languages with different systems of differential rela-
tions. In the wake of these hypotheses, lecturers in the arts and social
sciences began to queue up to tell their students that the real world
exists only as a language and that Eskimos have twenty-six words for
‘snow’.

- Stupid arguments broke out in university bars. If you die of expo-
sure in a snowstorm, is it exposure to language? If you are attacked by
a lion in the jungle, are your wounds generated by the differential
relations between signs? The cultural relativity argument could seem
as unimportant as the difference between being killed by snow and
being killed by the light tingly snow that falls on windless nights in
February. Nor would the sense of the lion as ‘not tiger’ save the struc-
turalist from a mauling by the real world. For many, the founding
proposition of structuralism was an absurd exaggeration. It seemed to
take the linguistic conditions which made reference possible — the
systems of differences, conventions and codes — and elevate them to
the status of referents, so that meaning was not only enabled but
actually constituted by difference. Fredric Jameson, for example,
argues in The Prison House of Language that structuralist criticism
came to view the form and system of narrative as its only content:

The most characteristic feature of structuralist criticism lies precisely
in a kind of transformation of form into content, in which the form of
structuralist research (stories are organised like sentences, like
linguistic enunciations) turns into a proposition about content: liter-
ary works are about language, take the process of speech itself as
their essential subject matter. (1972, 198-9)

According to this view, the linguistic conditions of a given narrative
were viewed by structuralist narratologists as its true content. Anyone
who thought otherwise was the dupe of language, distracted from its
self-referentiality by the referential illusion, and led into a kind of
ideology which Paul de Man defined as the ‘confusion of linguistic
and natural reality’ (1986, 11). |
Throughout the evolution of structuralist narratology there was a
slippage between two quite different attitudes to linguistic analysis.
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The first attitude amounts to no more than a modest claim that
linguistic analysis 1s the science of form, structure and system which
merely brackets off the referential content of a narrative. The second
attitude was a more radical claim: that linguistics had proved the self-
referentiality of language, and that this proof had become a premise
for the argument that narrative could only ever refer to itself. It is
broadly accurate to say that this second, more radical attitude became
dominant as structuralist narratology evolved. The hypotheses of
Saussure, Sapir and Whorf became an underpinning authority for the
thesis of self-referentiality which was evoked every time criticism
used a technical term derived from linguistics. My point here is that
this process, this slippage, left narratology with a shaky premise — an
ambiguous attitude to reference which underpinned some of struc-
turalism’s most radical claims. This is worth dwelling on for a
moment. It helps to explain how critics of narrative went from writing
sentences like this: ‘When Anne first meets Captain Wentworth after
their years of separation that follow her refusal to marry him, she is
convinced that he is indifferent’, to sentences like this: ‘The aporia
between performative and constative language is merely a version of
‘the aporia between trope and persuasion that both generates and
paralyses rhetoric and thus gives it the appearance of a history.’

Somewhere between these two statements the linguistic model
took hold in narratology. Roman Jakobson was probably first to call
explicitly for the internalisation of literary studies within the field of
general linguistics: ‘Poetics deals primarily with problems of verbal
structure ... since linguistics is the global science of verbal structure,
poetics may be regarded as an integral part of linguistics’ (1960, 35).
The resurrection of the term poetics designated a new structural
science, but the idea of science itself was ambiguous: was poetics
going to tell us something new about the self-referential nature of all
language, something that linguists knew and critics so far did not; or
was it just a kind of division of labour, an interpretative or method-
ological choice, whereby linguists would foreground the structure of
language (because that is their thing) and implicitly leave the question
of content to others without denying its existence.

Jakobson’s own attitude to reference and self-reference is an inter-
esting starting point. In ‘Closing Statement’ in 1960 he argued that
any utterance or act of communication has at least six distinguishable

aspects or functions. There are already many full accounts of
Jakobson’s model of communication. I want to look in particular at
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three of the functions he identified, which he called the referential,
the poetic and the metalingual, functions which correspond to the
outside world, the message itself and the language system that makes
it possible. For Jakobson, these three functions of language are there
in any communication, so that any discourse is capable of conveying
meaning about the world, about itself and about the system of codes
by which it operates simultaneously. Some discourses, he argues,
seem more orientated towards one of these functions than others.
Poetry, for example, foregrounds the poetic function of language by
drawing attention to the way in which things are said to the point
where reference seems like a lesser consideration; prose, on the other
hand, seems to use language in a more transparent way and so fore-
grounds the referential function. But this is not the whole story. If the
poetic function seems to dominate in poetry, this does not mean that
the referential function is negated or absent, nor that the poetic func-
tion of prose is absent. A scientific analysis can focus on any aspect of
the communication that it pleases — the poetic function of prose for
example — so that the analyst has some input into which aspect of the
communication to foreground. In other words, foregrounding is not
something determined only by the nature of the language under
analysis: it is also an active process on the part of the analysis, the
critic or the reader. Put simply, this means that if you ask a question
about the metalingual aspect of an utterance, you get a metalingual
answer, but this doesn’t mean that the referential aspect dissolves, or
that the outside world ceases to exist.

Nothing very controversial so far. If the functions of language co-
exist happily, Jakobson’s call for a poetics of all verbal art is just an
attempt to institute a branch of literary criticism with a linguistic bent
and a particular interest in the poetic function. Others, of course,
remain free to speculate on how much Captain Wentworth still loves
Anne. And yet, after ‘Closing Statement’, those who did so somehow
branded themselves as naive fools. A. D. Nuttall, speaking of
Jakobson’s similarly uncontroversial argument in ‘Realism in Art’,
notes the effect of this in the university seminar:

The student who says in a seminar that Lawrence is splendidly true to
life will be answered with smiles of conscious superiority as if he had
committed some mild betise. The assumption behind the smiles is,
quite simply, that modern literary theory has exploded the idea that
literature 1s In any way authentically true to life. (Nuttall 1983, 54)
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Here again we have that shaky feeling that the radical reputation of
structuralist narratology might rest on nothing more than a claim that
realism has a conventional element, and that behind the smug look of
the poststructuralist student there lies the false assumption that
Jakobson or Saussure had denied the relation of narrative realism to
reality. |

If we jump forward to 1979 and Paul de Man’s Allegories of Reading,
we find him looking back with unease at this ambiguity in the linguis-
tic model: between bracketing off and denying the referential dimen-
sion of language:

By an awareness of the arbitrariness of the sign (Saussure) and of
literature as an autotelic statement ‘focused on the way it is
expressed’ (Jakobson), the entire question of meaning can be brack-
eted, thus freeing the critical discourse from the debilitating burden
of paraphrase. (1979, 5) |

For de Man, the bracketing of content is good, but not good enough.
It merely ignores referential content when he wants to obliterate it.
He finds the more ‘radical’ critique of referential meaning in
Rousseau:

[Rousseau’s] radical critique of referential meaning never implied
that the referential function of language could in any way be avoided,
bracketed, or reduced to being just one contingent linguistic property
among others, as it is postulated, for example, in contemporary semi-

ology. (1979, 204)

In other words, semiology implicitly denies reference by ignoring it
and transforming form into the primary content of a discourse, but de
Man is looking for a position which will more explicitly purge
language of its referential content. When de Man represents semiol-
ogy positively, he reveals a kind of revulsion at the idea of reference:
‘([Semiology] demonstrated that the perception of the literary dimen-
sion of language is largely obscured if one submits uncritically to the
authority of reference’ which asserts itself ‘in a variety of disguises’. It
even becomes a kind of germ requiring ‘some preventative semiologi-
cal hygiene’ (1979, 5). |

The argument against reference in Allegories of Reading can be
summarised like this. If Jakobson sees the total meaning of a
discourse as the sum of the six functions he identifies, the bracketing
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off of reference in the name of poetics produces a partial reading of
that discourse. No matter how much scientific attention is poured
onto the formal and self-referential aspects of that discourse, the
referential aspect is still there, lurking but ignored, in happy co-exis-
" tence with the other functions. De Man argues instead that reading
should sustain the contradiction between different aspects of
language. If semiology gives the impression that form is the fotal
meaning of a discourse, it does so by ignoring its other aspects and
allowing a partial reading to present itself as a total reading. This is
totalisation — the great enemy of deconstruction — or synecdoche,
whereby a part stands for the whole. This is a useful preliminary way
of understanding the impact of deconstruction in narrative theory: a
deconstructionist reads a narrative for contradictions and aims to
sustain them, not to reduce the narrative to a stable, single structure
Or meaning.

One of the interesting aspects of de Man'’s attitude to reference in a
narrative is that he cannot express it theoretically: it is ‘a difficulty
which puts its precise theoretical exposition beyond my powers’
(1979, 9). It is only by reading texts that a critique of referential
meaning emerges, so that the linguistic theory is always embedded in
the reading of a particular text and remains unextractable from that
context. A narrative example is his analysis of the parable used by
Rousseau as part of a discussion of the relationship of metaphor to
literal denomination in Essay on the Origin of Languages. In this
parable a primitive man, encountering other men, fears them and
names them accordingly not as men but as giants. When he later
discovers that these men are not different frorm himself (larger,
stronger) but the same as himself, he renames them with a term that
he has in common with them such as man. Rousseau used this
parable to illustrate the priority of metaphor over denomination -
that metaphor comes first. But for de Man, whose revulsion at refer-
ence is mounting in intensity, the narrative yields a different insight.
For Rousseau, the first act of naming is metaphorical because it
confuses subjective and objective properties: it ‘displaces the referen-
tial meaning from an outward, visible property to an inward feeling’
(de Man 1979, 150), where giant substitutes for the fteeling I am afraid.
This is what a metaphor is. It posits similarity between things that are
different. But for de Man, this is an exact description of denomination
as well as metaphor. To name a particular tree tree is to recognise a
common essence between trees, so that any act of naming is an act
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which posits sameness where there is difference. This makes the word
man in the parable doubly metaphorical - just as much an illusion of
sameness as the metaphor giant. His conclusion is that ‘it is impossi-
ble to say whether denomination is literal or figural’ (1979, 148).
Simple as this argument may seem, it represents a profound shift
for narratological theory. For Jakobson, the linguistic model is a foun-
dation or a premise for the analysis of a narrative. For de Man, the
narrative is the premise which yields linguistic knowledge. The
Jakobsonian notion of the linguistic model as a premise can be found
in many of the key works of structural narratology. In ‘Introduction to
the Structural Analysis of Narratives’ Roland Barthes states the differ-
ence as a preference for the deductive over the inductive scientific
method: ' ‘

Linguistics itself, with only some three thousand languages to
embrace, cannot manage (an inductive) programme and has wisely
turned deductive, a step which in fact marked its veritable constitu-
tion as a science and the beginning of its spectacular progress, it even
succeeding in anticipating facts prior to their discovery. So what of
narrative analysis, faced as it is with millions of narratives? Of neces-
sity, it is condemned to a deductive procedure, obliged to devise first
a hypothetical model of description (what Americans call a ‘theory’)
and then gradually to work down from this model towards the differ-
ent narrative species which at once conform to and depart from the
model. (1977, 81)

‘It seems reasonable’, says Barthes a few sentences later, ‘that the
structural analysis of narrative be given linguistics itself as founding
model.” Looking back, the deductive method was the downfall of
structural narratology. It translated the rich diversity of narratives in
the world into-a bland sameness, as instances of grammatical rules, or
as abstract structures illustrating the enabling conventions of narra-
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