HPEN 4012
The Study of Literature: Text and Theory
SUBJECTIVITY (1) :
Author, Implied Author, ‘Speaker’, Narrator, Style, Focalizer, Character, Narratee, Implied Reader, Actual Reader, Personal History and Death
1. What is subjectivity? How does subjectivity relate to literature?
2. Four lectures on subjectivity, each accompanied by close study of Tomorrow in the Battle Think on Me, by Javier Marías, in exercises, and seminar discussion of the novel in relation to the critical terms and topic discussed in the lecture.
a. How subjectivity relates in literary analysis to a range of terms and topics within narrative theory: the author, the implied author, the ‘speaker’ or narrator, the focaliser, fictional characters, the narratee, the implied reader, the actual reader, and the double bind of point of view.
b. How subjectivity relates to notions of (self-) consciousness, selfhood, mind, embodiment, personal identity, time, memory, and storytelling. 
c. Subjectivity in relation to language, the Structural Theory of Linguistics, figurative language (like metaphor), rhetoric, and psychoanalysis. 
d. How subjectivity is central to the way in which readers are moved and encouraged by literature to think differently and to imagine the consciousness of others, to see from another’s point of view and appreciate their personal and imaginative stories. In the final class, next Tuesday, we shall introduce some of the ways in which the theory of subjectivity in literary studies draws upon feminism and ideological theory, thereby examining concepts of gender, sexuality, class, and Otherness.

3. Subjectivity as a sense of self in, or in relation to, narrative fiction. 
a. Psychological characteristics: emotions, feelings, desires, appetites, as well as cognitive attributes like intelligence and memory, our memory of being who we are, or think we are, over time (the stories we tell ourselves about the events of our lives), and ideological and moral facets – the attitudes, assumptions, image-concepts, beliefs and values that we have and which contribute to our sense of reality and who we are in the world. 
b. Bodily characteristics – our sense of being embodied, or of having bodies of the kind we have, our sensory perception or impairment, our sexual identity, our sexuality or sexual orientation, our neuroses. 
c. People in relation to whom we identify ourselves, perhaps because we recognise ourselves in them, them in ourselves – our parents, siblings, or children. But also those with whom we develop close relationships characterised by love or friendship.
4. What has the selfhood or subjectivity of the author to do with our enjoyment, interpretation, or evaluation of a literary work? The only distinction to be made between a work of art and a natural object may be that ‘intentional human activity is involved in the making of art, so to deny the relevance of any knowledge of intention would be to deny the relevance that one is dealing with art’.

5. Frequently it can be difficult to recover authorial intention because evidence of an author’s intention is rarely available to us. 

a. If we did have evidence of a declared intention, how would it affect your interpretation? 
b. There is an argument that as pure concept intention remains inaccessible even where putative intention is declared. 
c. Imagine that there are divergent, even contradictory interpretations of a literary text, each with an equal claim to fulfilling a detailed account of the text’s content. And let us suppose that a letter from the author to an intimate friend declares which of the two possible interpretations of the literary work was intended. Do we imbue the one which fulfils or complies with the author’s intentions the status of ‘truth’? Would this foreclose interpretation? Would it mean that only an interpretation that accords with this successfully executed artistic intention is true? Could an interpretation that involves the other interpretation be true? Is truth necessary or sufficient for an interpretation to be acceptable? 
d. Whether or not a literary work is anchored in an author’s lived experience, its denotation, connotation, implication, or merely suggestion, allows for interpretation in terms much wider than the personal. Whether or not these accord with the author’s intention, might they be acceptable interpretations of the work? 
e. Perhaps culturally significant properties do not need to be intentional by the author, because what can defensibly be attributed to the work depends in part on the culturally determined myths or schemes of imagination that interpretations bring to bear on the work. This might mean that a legitimate interpretation differs considerably from an intended one. Because imaginative schemes are plural, it is logically possible that plural, non-converging, even incompatible interpretations can be generated. It may even be that the appeal to authorial intention as a way to privilege certain interpretations should be rejected on the grounds that the author has no privileged voice over whether intentions have been fulfilled or indeed, whether personal meanings have been successfully expressed.
f. Personal meanings might also be expressed despite the author’s intentions: psychoanalytic interpretation is based on the premise of this being possible.

6. There are two theses which have discouraged the attention of critics from ‘the artist in his/her work’. 
a. The ‘Intentional Fallacy’, which was first proposed by Beardsley and Wimsatt, contends that the intentions of an author are irrelevant when judging the success of his/her art. Many critics will rule out what the author explicitly says about his/her intentions before, during or after the completion of his/her work, and any knowledge, howsoever obtained, concerning the artist’s prior intentions. The justification offered can be that any claims made will always have to be checked against the text itself, and so the critic may as well concern themselves with that alone. Instead they may argue that the author has no privileged voice concerning the fulfilment of his/her intentions in the work. 

b. The ‘Personal Heresy’, first proposed by C.S. Lewis, according to which all references to the artist’s person are considered eliminable from the critical evaluation and judgement of a text, including (but not confined to) those of the author’s intentions. 
i. Evaluative terms which express the aesthetic qualities of art, such as elegance, grace, richness, complexity, would be unaffected. Since such qualities are attributable to objects and phenomena in nature, the perception of them arises either from nature’s inherent aesthetic or from within the perceiver’s own subjectivity. 
ii. Human qualities that we attach to art, such as intelligence, wit, sensitivity, egotism, broad-mindedness, intolerance, and so on, would seem to reflect the personality of the artist who composed the text. It is from such qualities that readers derive an impression of the author implied by the literary work. If, as some think, intention is conflated with behaviour made manifest in the work, then it would seem that these perceptible qualities would reflect the author’s intention. If, on the other hand, these qualities are only attributable to the work after reflection in a very different light, then it remains that the author may yet be absent from her/his work.
iii. The reader may be led to infer that an author is a personality with a capacity for a particular feeling. But the feeling must become part of the reader’s consciousness. The reader may be imagined as being put in contact with the author, but is conscious of their own emotion, even if it is shared with the consciousness or subjectivity of the author. 
iv. It may also be the case that the emotion represented in a work may need to be sufficiently escaped from by the poet in order for her/him to articulate it and render it in literary form, language, and structure.
v. Arguably any idea of the poet presupposes an effect wrought upon the reader’s imagination, and is, therefore an inference departed from the actual effect of the poem, and not ‘in the poem’ itself.
vi. Yet, as Wayne Booth, who invented the concept of the implied author, writes in The Rhetoric of Fiction:

Even if we eliminate all … explicit judgements, the author’s presence will be obvious on every occasion when he moves into or out of the character’s mind – when he ‘shifts his point of view’ as we have come to put it… The author’s judgement is always present, always evident to anyone who knows how to look for it… Though the author can to some extent choose his disguises, he can never choose to disappear.

vii. Although it is from such qualities of the text as a capacity for eliciting or producing feeling that readers derive an impression of the author implied by the literary work, nevertheless that impression is always an effect of the text even if it coincides with qualities attributable to the actual author.

7. In an essay entitled ‘Why the Novel Matters’, D.H. Lawrence explores the relationship between the experience of writing and a notion of agency in the body. 
a. The theme of the essay emerges, as it were, as the author observes how his hand ‘so cleverly writes these words’, ‘slips gaily along’, and ‘gets a little bored if I write too long’. Here is no single seat of consciousness, in the brain, which directs and governs the parts of the body, but a distributed, deeply embodied consciousness, a consciousness rooted in the experience of the body. In contact with ‘all the strange universe in touch’, the hand that writes ‘knows a vast number of things’, which the brain could not have learned without the hand: ‘alive, it flickers with a life of its own’, he writes, transferring the traditional fiery association of spirit to a part of the body. ‘And that’s what you learn, when you’re a novelist’, claims the writer: ‘My hand […] is just as much me as is my brain, my mind, or my soul’. 
b. Such knowledge may arise not only from the exclusive experience of writing a novel, but from the common experience of picking up a novel to read, because the novel, or any literary text, by foregrounding the creation of meaning in language, exists, as it were, in all its words, and is not a novel without them – they are not a conduit for the transmission of any single, indivisible meaning, just as the body is not merely a vessel for an indivisible soul or spirit.
8. The author can adopt a poetic persona for specific aesthetic or moral purposes or political reasons, and therein the poem’s expressiveness is intended by the author but may not correlate with the personal. 
a. In non-narrative literature there is a voice from which we may infer the qualities of a speaker.

b. In narrative fiction we also have a narrator and a narratee, that is, one to whom the narrator would seem to be telling their story.

9. As we have discussed previously, narrators and narratees may be either absent or present in the story they narrate, or which is narrated to them. The degree of a narrator's or narratee's participation in the story s/he tells or hears varies considerably. 
a. The ‘omniscient narrators’ of nineteenth-century classic realist novels are typically absent from, and above, the story they narrate, thereby perhaps allowing the reader to infer from the narrator’s voice the person of the author. These narrators have access to knowledge unknown to narrators who are more involved in, or actually participate as characters in, the stories they narrate. 
b. Any narrator, whether extradiegetic or intradiegetic, may possess characteristics that diverge from those of the actual author.
10. A narrator and narratee may also be varyingly perceptible in a narration. 
a. A reader is often more aware of a narrator about whom they have more knowledge or who directly communicates to the reader their knowledge. By explicitly drawing attention to themselves, or to their narration, narrators tell us about themselves. 
b. Equally they may explicitly draw attention to the subjectivity of the narratee, perhaps by inferring the narratee’s answer to a question on the extradiegetic level.

11. Narrators and narratees may also be varyingly reliable. 
a. Unreliability of the narrator may result from their personal involvement in the story, limited knowledge, or problematic value-scheme. 
b. A narratee may be unreliable, when, for example, ‘the values of the implied reader evoked by the implied author are at odds with those of the narratee evoked by the narrator’.
 In such cases the narratee can become the butt of the irony shared by the implied author and reader. 
c. By implying a suitable reader, the literary text constructs a certain kind of subjectivity for its readers, which may or may not coincide with the subjectivity of its actual readers.
12. The use of focalisation in narrative fiction provides the reader with an enhanced perspective from which to see the story, a character, or an event. This may be the perspective of a character, that of the narrator, or it may be the perspective achieved by standing entirely outside the events of the story and seeing its characters in a different light entirely from any that they themselves enjoy. Focalisation, then, deepens perspective and subjectivity, and extends from sensory perception to include psychological and ideological facets.

13. Reading texts of narrative fiction we are aware that the narrator tells her/his story from the perspective of its ending. 
a. Whatever point in the text we have read up to, we as readers know less than the narrator does. This is why as readers we are continually constructing hypotheses about characters, events, stories, and later in the light of new information we consolidate them, revise them, or drop them entirely, and replace them with new hypotheses. 
b. From the perspective of their ending, perhaps definitive stories can be told. Yet there may remain aspects of the story, perhaps the order in which two events occurred, that we cannot with certainty reconstruct from the way in which the events have been presented in the text. 
c. The definitive story which the perspective of the ending permits is not really definitive, because other narrators may emplot the events differently and tell a different story of those events. 
d. As the intradiegetic narrators of our own lives, in which we are of course characters as well as narrators, we are emplotting every aspect even as our lives are ongoing, highlighting or downplaying events in our past according to whether or how we subjectively relate them to our sense of ourselves in the present and the possible futures we anticipate. Although we may cease this ubiquitous story-telling when we die, even then our lives will have no definitive form, but may be recollected by others, from different, subjective perspectives.
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