We cannot read creative literature without engaging, at some level, with the question of subjectivity, and the ways in which it may be represented and interpreted. Discuss and illustrate how this statement might be applied to critical analysis of Tomorrow in the Battle Think on Me.

This essay will aim to discuss and illustrate how subjectivity is present within the scope of literature, with the use of Javier Marias’s Tomorrow in the Battle Think on Me (1994) as the critical text in order to explore the varying different ways in which subjectivity can be interpreted within literature. With Hall stating that subjectivity is to the effect, the exploration of ‘self as a text, as a topic for critical analysis, both in and beyond its relationship to the traditional texts of literature and culture’. (2004, p.5) This essay will illustrate how different themes within the novel interact with subjectivity. Discussing themes such as Death and Memory, Gender, Sexuality and Class as well as Language. 

An intrinsic theme seen throughout Marias’s Tomorrow in the Battle Think on Me is Death and Memory, with Victor taking on the role of an intradiegetic narrator focalizing on the event of Marta’s death and the significant consequential impact it had on both him and others. The discontinuity between the events of the story and the time of Victors retelling lends itself to the question of subjectivity as the readers perception is limited only to the narrator’s memory of events: ‘you have to wait and see and no one knows anything for sure, not even what they do or decide or see…each moment sooner or later dissolves.’  (Marias, p.18) Marias’s decision to write the novel using the narrative technique of stream of consciousness from Victor’s perspective, allows the reader to get as close to the narrator’s thoughts as possible. This technique is as close to mimicking human thinking one can get when writing narrative fiction, allowing a sense of Victor’s inwardness to be conveyed through language with the use of ‘I’ throughout the novel. With Taylor attributing the fundamental understanding of ourselves as humans as being a ‘modern notion of the self is related to, one might say constituted by, a certain sense (or perhaps a family of senses) of inwardness.’ (Taylor, 1989, p.111) Every event and dialogue that occurs throughout the novel is being recounted only through Victors memory and imaginings, even when the narrator seemingly shifts into Marta’s point of view at the time of her death: ‘what disappears is not only who I am but who I have been, not only me, poor Marta, but my whole memory…’ (Marias, p.30) The shift is still Victor’s own assumptions on what Marta might have been thinking in her final moments, reinforcing the sense of inwardness within Victors narration, with everything the reader encounters within the novel coming from within Victor’s point of view. It was Descartes’s idea that, ‘thinking  - really doubting- and struggling to know, in inevitably subjective ways, is the very basis of being.’ (Hall, 2004, p. 20)  The importance of memory within the novel is evident.  Victors’ recollection of events cannot be stated to be grounded with absolute facts as it becomes more and more evident to the reader throughout the novel that memory is subjectable to influence. Whether it be distance of time from the events happening to the subsequent narration, internal bias, or outside voices, Victor is narrating the events from inside his own mind making them entirely subjective to the reader. With Erll stating, ‘different modes of remembering are closely linked to different modes of narrative representation. Changes in the form of representation may effect changes in the kind of memory we retain of the past.’ (2009, p.220) An example of this that can be interpreted from the novel could be when Dean tells Victor of Eva’s death as Victor listens to the story, Marias uses paratheses to create an echo chamber from text used earlier throughout the novel: ‘(My large hands with their hard, clumsy fingers, my fingers like piano keys.)’ (Marias, p.304) The use of parentheses as a literary devise during this particular scene invokes the sense of memory, non-linear and intrusive. It can also raise the question of subjectivity as the reader is already aware that the events narrated have already taken place, therefore making it unclear through Victor’s emplotment which came first, with the use of language resurfacing like memory does, insistently and unconscious. Calling to mind, Freuds definition of the unconscious, ‘something which is repressed, always repeating its own discovery of itself only to repress it yet again…’ (Meltzer, 1995, p.156)

Gender, Sexuality and Class are themes that are evident throughout TITBTOM, seen most often with Victors different encounters with the women he meets. In the novel, most of the women that Victor interacts with or ‘imagines’ are sexualised to some capacity. Some more overtly than others, with even Victors’ imagining of the maid at Dean’s hotel in London being subtle in its sexualisation ‘the half-dressed, half-naked maid.’ (Marias, p.160) Firestones’ argument in The Dialectic of Sex (1971) that gender is inherently physical and therefore results in men viewing women as ‘other’ from themselves based on the duality of gender could be applicable to Victor’s thoughts and ideals. It could be argued that the world in which Victor inhabits is built upon the cultural system determined by the duality of sexes. It’s not an unconscious differentiation on Victor’s part, as he is somewhat aware of the universality of this separation between the two genders. This can be seen when after looking at Luisa’s bust, he states: ‘normal behaviour for other men…we can’t resist looking at something that is visually attractive…’ (Marias, p.143) With Beauvoir stating that women's subjectivity is ‘defined and differentiated with reference to man and not he with reference to her….He is the Subject, he is the Absolute – she is the Other.’ (Hall, p.98) The interaction that Victor has with Celia/Victoria where he is unsure if the prostitute Victoria is his ex-wife Celia is another example of Victors sexualisation of women, whilst also being representative of how he views class and gender. Through this event, the reader sees Victor’s struggle to figure out the real identity of the prostitute, he is seen to compare the two in his thoughts with Celia being regarded with more respect than her counterpart. ‘she wore her hair in artificial curls…that Celia would never have dreamed of adopting.’ (Marias, p.178) Despite his internal struggle to differentiate the two, he treats them differently, ‘I was the one giving the orders, it wasn’t like that with Celia.’ (Marias, p.179) With a power balance in place, Victor seems to be aware of the fact he can frighten Victoria due to their difference in social standing, exerting his privilege over her in the social hierarchy. When thinking of Victors repeated demonstration of power over Victoria that he is willing recognise: ’We men have an ability to frighten women by a mere inflection of our voice…our hands are stronger and have maintained their grip for centuries.’ (Marias, p.185) Firestones statement comes to mind, where in a society where woman are treated as ‘other’,  ‘man is increasingly capable of freeing himself from the biological conditions that created his tyranny over women and children, he has little reason to want to give this tyranny up.’ (Firestone, p.18) 
 The relationship Victor has with Marta was based entirely upon an erotic encounter; it is only after he witnesses her death that the relationship evolves and deepens for him. Marta’s death gives the event more meaning for Victor as he was the sole witness, he attributes himself with the responsibility of being ‘the thread’ (Marias) holding the story of Marta’s life and her death together:  ‘I can therefore explain the transition from life to death, which is way of prolonging that life and of accepting that death.’ (Marias, p.44) Consequently when Victor meets Marta’s sister Luisa and begins to imagine having a future with her romantically at the end of the novel, the reader could interpret Victor’s desire for Luisa as a transference of feelings between the sisters. Whether conscious or unconscious of this motivation, Victor’s desire to ascribe meaning after having been witness to the death of Marta could be the cause of this impulse. Victors’ unconscious motivation in his desire for Luisa could be likened to Freuds The Interpretation of Dreams (1913) where Freud claims that dreams can manifest repressed desires. With Mansfield stating: ‘Freud saw in dreams the existence not only of a part of the mind in the shadow of conscious awareness, but one that was radically different.’ (2000, p.40) Whilst Victors desire for Luisa is entirely subjective and could be interpreted in different ways by the reader, the idea that Victor has unconsciously hidden his true rationale in understanding his desire for Luisa is compelling and should be considered. 

The style of narration Marias adopts with Victor is that of an intradiegetic narrator, with the use of ‘I’ in the novel allowing the language in the text to establish identity and meaning for Victor as a narrator. In Belsey’s Critical Practice (2002) she quotes Benveniste saying, ‘language is possible only because each speaker sets himself up as a subject by referring to himself as ‘I’ in his discourse.’ (p.58/59) With Victor as the ‘subject’ focalising on the events, within his narration he often becomes the subject of the énoncé, being that he is a key figure that was present within the events he is narrating. There are times however where Victor becomes the subject of énonciation: ‘What happened on those two nights remains etched on my memory.’ (Marias, p.209) Victor is narrating outside of the event that happened and making a definitive statement from his present, making a clear distinction between the ‘I’ of the past and ‘I’ of the present. This separation of ‘I’ is woven into the narrative of TITBTOM throughout Victors’ narration. This distinct separation is theorised by French psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan to have originated from infancy, with the Mirror Stage proposing that when an infant is confronted with its own reflection: ‘that image provides both an illusion of a complete and controllable being that is the ‘self,’ and also a sense of irresolvable tension given the infant’s continuing experience of it’s both as always fragmented and incomplete.’ (Hall, p.80) Lacan believed that the self is split internally into ‘self’ and ‘other’ with the duality of ‘self’ always to be in relation to another, never unified. Much like how the ‘I’ of the past and the ‘I’ of the present can never converge despite Victor’s imaginings with Hall suggesting: ‘the concept of the Mirror Stage points to the continuing human desire for self-sufficiency and agency that is always dialectically bound with, and undercut by, feelings of powerlessness and fragmentation.’ (Hall, p.80) This feeling of ‘powerlessness and fragmentation’ is witnessed when Victor is faced with Marta’s death, with his lack of power to do anything about it her death subsequently haunts him throughout the narrative.  Lacan believed that only with language can identity be formed with his aim to ‘challenge the common-sense idea that language exists in order to communicate and is instead the very material of subjectivity.’ (Mansfield, p.50) The idea that language informs identity is entirely plausible and hard to argue against, as human self-consciousness can only be actualised through thinking in language. The entirety of Victor’s narration is told through his own recollection, the ‘I’ from the present focalizing on events which happened to the ‘I’ of his past. However, the matter of subjectivity comes into focus when considering: ‘the ‘I’ with which we speak stands for our identity as subjects in language, but it is the least stable entity in language, since its meaning is purely a function of the moment of utterance.’ (Jacqueline, 1982, p.31) A statement which if applied to TITBTOM could mean that the entirety of the language used by the author is subject to subjectivity. 

To conclude, this essay has attempted to discuss and illustrate how the question of subjectivity is interpreted within the novel TITBTOM. The essay addressed how varying themes throughout the novel could be analysed under the lens of subjectivity. When looking at the themes of Memory and Death in the novel, the essay addressed how the concept of memory is subjective as there is a discontinuity between the events being narrated and the time of the retelling. The essay addressed themes of Gender, Sexuality and Class and discussed how this subject matter linked with Firestone’s theory within the Dialectic of Sex and how Victor’s narration style might have been influenced by the differing duality between the two genders. As well as discussing Freuds theory that repressed desire manifests in dreams and how this theory could be linked to Victor’s unconscious suppression of his desires. The last point addressed how language within the novel can be engaged with question of subjectivity, by looking at Lacan’s Mirror Gaze and how language is essential to identity, as well as how Marias uses narration to focalize events through Victor using subject of the énoncé and énonciation.
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