SELF IDENTITY AND LANGUAGE

By Eden Rich
Portraying the self, the individual mind, has always been elusive; it is never unequivocal, never robust, never truly righteous; there is always an inkling that something is not clear, or that it is not completely candid, that the he or she narrating his or her personal experience is consciously (or unconsciously) omitting or minimising certain facts. The self is a complex creature with more than one face, and the mind chooses the one its audience gets to see. Javier Marías’ novel, Tomorrow in the Battle Think on Me, perpetuates these ideas of the self, the unreliability, and the complicated nature of the self, through protagonist, Victor, and his narrative style, and through this novel, I will explore the theories of the self and the complications it poses in language and literature.
Subjectivity is at the heart of all perceptions of righteousness and relevance. It is at the heart of forming an opinion and opposing it, too, of deciding what to say and what to avoid; to omit and to keep, and if one can keep or omit anything, they manipulate their own image to what they wish to represent, not to what is objectively true. This poses the greatest of all complications in representations of the self; if the self is dictated by subjectivity, then how can the self truly be defined?
Charles Taylor states that the ‘modern notion of the self is related to, one might say constituted by, a certain sense […] of inwardness.’[footnoteRef:2] Inwardness, in the sense of our self-conscious, the self that reflects all of us, is a matter of privacy; one cannot access the inner mind, we cannot explore another’s true intentions, the verisimilitude to which we can our own, and likewise they cannot do the same to us. In and of itself, this fact strips anyone outside of the sphere that characterises the self of any ability to garner a whole truth. Furthermore, William Lyons stated that ‘we must be attributing [mental or psychological terms] on the basis of observing their public performance or practice.’ He continues to explain that it should not be in their ‘stream of consciousness.’[footnoteRef:3] The point Lyons makes here is that the defining traits of a person should not be dictated by the thought, but the action, or even inaction, of who they are perceived to be on the outside. This is all we get of them. This point is of a particular interest in Tomorrow in the Battle Think on Me, which is characterised by that stream of consciousness: run-off sentences and little structuring, separation of points, and chaotic disorganisation, and personal, accompanying opinions in parentheses.[footnoteRef:4] If that is the case, then should we discard the points the narrator makes about himself? For, if his stream of consciousness narration is inherently unreliable, there must be something in the subtext that disagrees with his opinions. [2:  Charles Taylor, Sources of the Self: The Making of the Modern Identity (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1989) p. 111
]  [3:  William Lyons, Introduction, Modern Philosophy of Mind (London: J.M. Dent, 1995) p. xlviii]  [4:  Javier Marías, Tomorrow in the Battle Think on Me, trans. Margaret Jull Costa (London: Penguin Classics, 2012)
] 

Language combined with subjectivity invites us to explore the concept of “I” and “You” in regard to the self, in regard to personal identity; Françoise Meltzer’s essay, Unconscious, further takes us to exploring the literary world through the lens of the unconscious. In his essay, Meltzer expresses, through theories posited by Jacques Lacan, the idea of unconscious and consciousness taking roles in literature. ‘The unconscious is the “discourse of the Other,”’ writes Meltzer; the unconscious represents the Other, and consciousness, the Subject[footnoteRef:5]. The Subject desires but cannot identify what he desires, he cannot identify that he desires what the Other desires, for he has distanced himself from the Other; from the unconscious. Fundamentally, this notion of unconsciousness admits there is a gap between us, which Meltzer refers to as a repression barrier, that separates the two states of consciousness[footnoteRef:6]. [5:  Françoise Meltzer, Critical Terms for Literary Study, Unconscious, eds. Frank Lentricchia and Thomas McLaughlin, 2nd edition (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1995) p. 161
]  [6:  Lentricchia and McLaughlin, p. 150
] 

However, unconscious in and of itself is impossible, or at the very least incredibly difficult, to represent by virtue of the very limited information we have on it; we cannot access the unconscious, we can only infer its identity through extended metaphors, such as the antechamber Meltzer uses in Unconscious.[footnoteRef:7] We substitute our idea of the unconscious through metaphorical imagery, complicating the very nature of the unconscious self. If we were to translate this into the context of Tomorrow in the Battle Think on Me and apply it to Victor's consciousness and, subsequently, his unconscious 'Other', we would be led to wonder if he is indirectly representing his unconscious through the Shakespearean original ‘Tomorrow in the battle think on me.’[footnoteRef:8] Following Meltzer's line of inference, if Victor's metaphorical ghosts represent the identity of his passiveness, his time spent living under false narratives with false identities (his conscious self), could that, then, be juxtaposed against his unconscious yet very much active actions and therefore illustrate the discourse between the two? [7:  Lentricchia and McLaughlin, p. 150]  [8:  William Shakespeare, The Tragedy of King Richard III, edited by George MacDonald (London: Blackie and Son, 195?) p. 104
] 

Throughout the novel, Victor expresses his biases, his skewed beliefs, particularly towards women, that perpetuate this idea in himself that he must be a saviour of people he considers inferior, either in regard to societal status, biological sex, or strength. He must protect the prostitute Victoria who he believes to be his ex-wife Celia, to the point where he breaks into her house to ‘see with [his] own eyes that nothing bad happened that night’, all under the pretext that he’s concerned for her safety[footnoteRef:9]; he must absolve himself of being the only witness to Marta’s death by befriending her family. But ultimately, Victor’s motivation for doing this, or to continue in Meltzer’s language, Victor’s desire, is selfish. He doesn’t actually care about Marta, and his care for Victoria/Celia appears, in the subtext, superficial; he inserts himself into their lives to gratify his ego and the uniquely masculine need to be the protector, to coddle his own desire at the expense of the people around him[footnoteRef:10]. Yet, simultaneously, he attempts to convince himself and us, the readers, that he did his best; he did as Marta asked, such as holding her in her last moments, he thought about Eugenio before he left the apartment[footnoteRef:11]. He attempts to paint a picture that he did everything, or everything he could think of, in that moment, and further paints himself as righteous, by keeping her in his thoughts. But she is not in his thoughts; she is another tool for Victor to justify his desire to be a saviour; her death is used to bolster his own self-perception, the idea that he is not a selfish person when the subtext tells us a contrasting story.  [9:  Marías, p. 217
]  [10:  Marías, p.  79 & 144
]  [11:  Marías, p. 31 & 53
] 

It is precisely this contrast between one's unconscious and their desire that Meltzer describes, in his essay, as a fable, where the unconscious achieves its goal ‘even if by deferral.’[footnoteRef:12] Desire is manifested, so to speak, by what the unconscious is beckoning forward. As seen in his essay, Meltzer explores Lacan's evaluation of Edgar Allan Poe’s The Purloined Letter as an example of the unconscious. This essay, however, invites the evaluation of Tomorrow in the Battle Think on Me, specifically the idea of Victor as the subject and his suspected ‘Other.’ His unconscious mind. As previously discussed, at the forefront of Victor’s mind is this idea of his righteousness, the idea of his passivity to which he ascribes himself, and his self-serving concept of justification for the situations he claims to have never ‘sought’ or ‘wanted.’[footnoteRef:13] At the back, in his unconscious mind, is the aforementioned selfishness, the drive to act on his own impulses, and to justify his actions to lessen their impact. Victor’s unconscious self trickles through the cracks in his narration, where he omits, where he vaguely suggests, or even outright says something but with such little emphasis on the point that it feels almost completely normal, like when he reveals, in his narration, that he has impersonated his friend Ruiberriz ‘on more than one occasion’ in this context to get to know Marta’s family,, or that he pursues an erotic relationship with Marta despite knowing she is married, which is often considered blasphemous on every account but Victor's[footnoteRef:14]. It appears that the desire in which Victor is reckoning with, in the context of Lacan’s postulation, is for understanding, not for understanding why Marta died (in fact, he blatantly states his disinterest in the subject), but why Marta died with him present.[footnoteRef:15] Victor’s unconscious mind, that of selfishness and self-service, fosters the desire for understanding, for justification, and he seems not to notice such a thing in himself despite the various instances that contradict his overt claims. [12:  Lentricchia and McLaughlin, p. 161
]  [13:  Marías, p. 5 (+)
]  [14:  Marías, p. 89 (Ruiberriz) and p. 5 (+) (Affair)
]  [15:  Marías, p. 144  
] 

 This, then, returns to the idea of subjectivity and the concept of what is often referred to as the ‘unreliable narrator.’ The layers in which Victor is enshrouded, the deeper layers which contrast and contradict the person he claims to be, delineate the very nature of an unreliable narrator, the narrator who, in Lori Gottlieb’s words, ‘[tends] to leave out the strands that don’t jibe with their [perspective].’[footnoteRef:16] To accurately illustrate Victor, we must, as Taylor implies, and even as Wimsatt and Beardsley suggest in their theory of the Intentional Fallacy, discard the things Victor says about himself and look at the facts embedded in the subtext: is Victor really the ‘passive kind of person’ he claims to be[footnoteRef:17]? Did he never seek it? Did he never want it? Victor himself states that ‘the person telling the story always tells it later on, which allows him to add things if he wants, to distance himself.’[footnoteRef:18] He can therefore twist any notion, any fable, to pander to his ideas of himself, to justify himself and to make himself sound less distasteful than he may have been when the situation occurred. In this case, he does exactly that through his attempts to play himself off as this passive man, this ‘no one’ when, to the remaining Téllez family, to Eduardo Deán, he is the very bridge to figuring out what happened the night of Marta Téllez’s death, and to the reader, he is the very person telling the story, the one illustrating every event before and after Marta’s death, events he must have actively chosen to play a part in[footnoteRef:19]. If he wasn’t actively playing a part, he wouldn’t have to explain, in his casual, unerring tone, ‘chance had nothing to do with [his] appearance at the funeral’, for example.[footnoteRef:20] [16:  Lori Gottlieb, Maybe You Should Talk to Someone, (Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2019) p. 13
]  [17:  Marías, p. 144
]  [18:  Marías, p. 308
]  [19:  Marías, p. 78
]  [20:  Marías, p. 59] 

For chance has no place in Tomorrow in the Battle Think on Me, only because Victor continues to bypass the norm, to become obsessed with the idea of understanding and the idea of justification for himself, his obsession with his own selfishness and self-serving decisions, obsessed first with the prostitute Victoria, who he believes to be his ex-wife, to the point that he can justify breaking into her apartment, and then the Téllez family, not to help them in their mourning, to help them understand what transpired the night of Marta’s death (which he conflates through emotional responses to the hypothetical death of Celia/Victoria), nor to understand who Marta the person, and not Marta the erstwhile could-have-been-lover, was, but to absolve himself of his own misgivings, to help him understand, to help him justify, to become tools in a story he’s constructing for himself. Victor continues to justify his words because, until they’re spoken out loud, he can let what he refers to as ‘unreality.’[footnoteRef:21] take what it wants, and for his mind to embellish the rest.  ‘Tomorrow in the battle think on me, and fall on thy edgeless sword’ says the actor on the television, and Victor thinks of himself once more, yet he doesn’t acknowledge that this is what he does. [footnoteRef:22] [21:  Marías, p. 62
]  [22:  Marías, p. 208] 

Through Victor, we can understand that, when attempting to represent the self in language, the self becomes increasingly difficult to ascertain. For the true scope of the self can only be observed by that self: we cannot investigate another’s mind, we cannot even investigate Victor’s mind, we can only take what they say and what they do as indicators and attempt to infer the rest. As Victor does, whether intentionally or not, we will always embellish, understate, elaborate, and even omit, when we attempt to share our stories, because either we cannot identify the missing pieces of ourselves, thus we cannot represent them, or we become intentionally ignorant to them and plagiarise our own image to satiate our own selfish minds.
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