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ABSTRACT 

This study develops a theoretical paradigm of narra

tive relations. The study posits the first-person narrator 

as a figure of authority within the text, a problematic 

figuration which implicates the text in issues of social 

relations and ideology with reference to questions of the 

narrator's empowerment. 

The study analyzes the first-person narrator's 

progressive engagement in the narrative relations of time 

and language as a means to assess the relative empowerment 

of the narrator by his narrating activity. The study 

argues for a Puritan legacy by which language retains its 

ability to empower and to enact a progression which, over 

time, has become a paradoxical diminishment of spiritual 

fulfillment. The first-person narrator thus stands as 

inheritor of the Puritan ministers whose status as the 

first American narrators confers on them an authority of 

origination to be acknowledged and supplanted by their 

successors. 

The form of this study seeks to unfold a progressive 

engagement of narrative relations, and models a movement 

toward a narrator fully engaged in progression, in mimicry 

of the Puritan doctrine of progression toward spiritual 

fulfillment. Using textual examples from among first-



person narratives credited as the canon of American 

literature, the study associates characteristic narrative 

relations and empowerment with narrators it characterizes 

as impotent, including Ernest Hemingway's narrator, Jake 

Barnes, in The Sun Also Rises, and the unnamed narrators 

of Edgar Allen Poe's "The Fall of the House of Usher," 

Henry James's The Sacred Fount, and Ralph Ellison's In

visible Man. 

7 

Characteristics of bachelor narrators are exemplified 

by Herman Melville's narrator, Ishmael, in Moby-Dick, and 

by Nathaniel Hawthorne's narrator, Miles Coverdale, in The 

Blithedale Romance. Affiliated narrators are discussed in 

terms of their textual enactment by F. Scott Fitzgerald's 

narrator of The Great Gatsby, Nick Carraway, Tennessee 

Williams's narrator of the reading edition of his play The 

Glass Menagerie, Tom Wingfield, and Walt Whitman's nar

rator of his poem, "starting from Paumanock." 
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CHAPTER ONE 

OF NARRATIVES AND NARRATORS: AN INTRODUCTION 

As a systematic arrangement of language, narrative is 

perhaps our most prevalent and certainly our most resonant 

form of discourse. We arrange our memories into narrative 

form in order to give structure, cohesion and perhaps 

meaning to our experiences. We relate narratives to others 

as a means of sharing our personal or cultural histories. 

We read narratives to our children to expand their im

agination and sensibility, and perhaps in the expectation 

that they will be instructed by the embedded social values 

metaphorized in the elements of the narrative. And, of 

course, our literary tradition is permeated with fictional 

narrative in forms like the epic, novel, historical fic

tion, fable and folktale, myth, short story, and some 

forms of poetry and drama. But wha't is narrative and what 

is not? 

Narrative has been defined simply as a form, a story 

with a story-teller (Scholes & Kellogg 4), and as a struc

ture, "a finite, structured whole composed of language 

signs" organized in a "series of logically and chronologi

cally related events" (Bal 5). Narrative function has been 

defined by G~rard Genette, who writes that as statement, 
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narrative is either written or spoken discourse that tells 

of an event or a sequence of events (25); as content, 

Genette calls narrative the "sequence of events, real or 

fictitious, that are the subject of this discourse" (25); 

and as a productive act, according to Genette, narrative 

is itself an enactment of discourse (26). 

Narrative has also been defined as the construction 

of a "succession" of events in temporal linkage which are 

"abstracted" from a background story (Rimmon-Kenan 4-8), a 

reference to the essential selectivity required to produce 

any narrative, whether fictional or historical in intent. 

Paul Ricoeur has defined narrative phenomenologically as 

an activity of language that "reckons with" a kind of 

dialectic of mind, time and memory (I, 62-63) in a process 

that separates the told story from all the other possible 

stories that share a "prehistory" (I, 75), with the untold 

stories infusing and articulating, by their absence, the 

told. And Edward W. Said reminds us that, whatever its 

form, structure, or function, narrative's intention is 

"based upon a desire ••• to mime the life processes of 

generation, flourishing, and death" (xiii). 

As these varied perspectives on narrative suggest, 

definitions of narrative tend to reflect each theorist's 

own paradigm of reading, privileging, for example, form 

over function or structure over intent as a means to 
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facilitate analysis of the multi-faceted nature of narra

tive. In keeping with this tradition, I will develop a 

narrative paradigm to explain the relation of the first

person narrator to his narrativeo My adaptation of ele

ments of the phenomenological approach posits the on

tological reality of the narrated world in which the 

first-person narrator engages a dialectic of experience 

and language in his act of mediating the relational op

positions of his lived story and his created text. I will 

examine the implications of this dialectic for the first

person narrator as an identity whose act of portraying a 

past self animates the self who creates the narrative 

text. 

Elements common to the various perspectives on narra

tive surveyed above and to my theory include not only the 

text, and the story the first-person narrator uses to 

construct it, but also the events which occur in temporal 

sequence to form the story, events which combine to form 

the body of experience from which the first-person nar

rator draws. As the ordering consciousness responsible for 

creating the text from the jumble of events whose cir

cumstantial relatedness forms the story, the first-person 

narrator selects events from the story to arrange into the 

chosen order of the text. In his creative transformation 

of the events of the story into the elements of the text, 
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the first-person narrator uses language to enact a kind of 

reformation of time that subverts an accepted mental 

construct of time as inexorably and uni-directionally 

sequential, a narrative process that Genette refers to 

broadly as the "spatio-temporal circumstances of narrat

ing" (214). 

Of key importance to my definition of narrative is my 

assertion that the world of the text is "abstracted"--to 

adopt Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan's term--from the lived events 

of the story by the creative act of the ordering con

sciousness of the first-person narrator. 1 Equally impor

tant to the paradigm I will develop is my use of parts of 

Ricoeur's theory of the dialectical interplay of mind, 

time and memory. My analysis of the language used by 

first-person narrators will overlay Ricoeur's construct of 

the dialectic onto my examination of how the transforma

tion of the story into the text informs the narrative 

relations of the first-person narrator. 

I intentionally defer ascribing a genre to my defini

tion of narrative and include a variety of narrative forms 

limited primarily by my requirement for a fictional first

person narrator. Thus, I exclude historical narrative 

discourse such as autobiography and history on the grounds 

that the physical authors of these discourses create 

ostensibly "real" although nevertheless quasi-fictional 



12 

narrators to speak for them: neither the authors nor their 

created narrators admit to symbolizing their narrative 

relationship, either that existing between author and 

narrator, or between the historical events and its repre

sentation in the text. 

Instead, this type of narrative I will call narrative 

history purports to perform a metonymic sUbstitution of 

language for the events of personal or cultural history in 

much the same way that the authors of narrative history 

sUbstitute their narrator's discourse for their own. The 

text of narrative history thus serves as a physical con

struct that replaces events, experiences, and people made 

inaccessible by spatio-temporal constraints. In contrast, 

what I will refer to as narrative fiction metaphorizes its 

resemblances to the specific historical events from which 

it abstracts the text; these historical events may repre

sent historical events in the physical world of the 

reader, but their inclusion in the narrative serves the 

purpose of referentiality to a physical world, not an 

attempt to replicate its time and events. 

The basis of my differentiation, it may be seen, lies 

in the rhetorical intentionality of narrative fiction in 

contrast to narrative history. This differentiation, which 

argues against what Paul de Man calls the "possible con

vergence of aesthetics and of history" ("Autobiography" 
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67), is based on the rhetorical intentionality of each 

that is figured in symbolization: de Man's "aesthetics"--I 

refer specifically to narrative fiction--intends a crea

tion abstracted from a sequence of historical events, a 

creation that metaphorizes in a kind of combinatory ac

tivity (de Man, "Semiology" 6) its resemblances to the 

historical sequence. Ultimately, however, narrative fic

tion intends a life apart from the historical events it 

signifies. 

Narrative history, on the other hand--and here I 

include autobiography--offers itself as a kind of 

metonymic sUbstitution for the historical events it sig

nifies. Its rhetorical structure signifies the historical 

events only insofar as structure and event constitute a 

contextual, contiguous association. In other words, the 

rhetorical narrative history subjugates its independent 

status as a created world of the text to the world of 

events which exists as its unbroken, originating source. 

This subjugation by narrative history is fundamentally at 

odds with the intentionality of narrative fiction. 2 

I cite in support of my differentiation between 

narrative fiction and narrative history Paul Ricoeur, who 

asserts that narrative is an "inadequate medium for think

ing about general history" due to the "fragmentary tem

poralities" of the "multiple plots" that necessarily arise 
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for any single "course of events" (III, 259). The very 

nature of metaphor opens up narrative as I discuss it to 

multiple potentialities which are consciously ordered by 

the first-person narrator. My subsequent references to 

narrative, then, will assume this differentiation and will 

allocate to "narrative" all of the characteristics I have 

delineated for fictional narrative. Likewise, my 

references to the narrator will refer to the first-person 

narrator. 

WHAT IS A NARRATOR? 

This study is concerned specifically with the first

person narrator, a fictive consciousness within a narrated 

world who experiences a lived personal, albeit fictive, 

history. Using the evidence of his narrative text as the 

language traces of the narrator's consciousness, we as 

readers are able to reverse the sequence of the narrative 

act by which the text is abstracted from the lived ex

perience. Thus we determine, about the narrator, that he 

possesses a memory of the events of his story, he con

sciously abstracts and orders those events into a created 

text, and he engages his language in an activity designed 

to transmit the narrative text he creates to a reader. 

It is important to qualify that my persistent use of 
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the masculine pronoun to refer to the first-person nar

rator, far from resorting to the fiction of a generic 

masculine, acknowledges that the choice of pronoun 

privileges the gender. My use of the masculine pronoun 

yields not to custom but to the g priori fact of a consis

tently gendered narrator: in fact, the narrative fictions 

in American literature prior to World War II that have 

been legitimated by critical attention and scholarly 

research--those works we collectively refer to as the 

"canon" and which form the basis of my study--are narrated 

exclusively by men. 

This masculinization of the inherently empowered 

position of first-person narrator characterizes the ex

clusively masculine gendered stance of narration in the 

canon of American literature. In fact, the closest we come 

in the American canon of this time to a female first

person narrator is in Willa Cather's MY Antonia, in which 

the fictive author uses a layered narrative technique to 

write in her fictive Introduction that the manuscript to 

follow is the untitled, unarranged, formless reminiscences 

of Jim Burden, who takes on the thus authorized role of 

first-person narrator in the rest of the novel. And, to 

offer one additional example of a female first-person 

narrator, William Faulkner's Addie Bundren is 

marginalized--as the novel's title As X Lay Dying 



suggests--by the competing and ultimately overwhelming 

voices of the men and boys who narrate her story as a 

version of their own stories. 

16 

Although this masculine exclusivity permeates and 

continues to exert its influence in defining what is 

legitimated as American literature, the fascinating issue 

of canon formation is unfortunately beyond the scope of 

this study. Likewise, the gendered stance of the first

person narrator as a masculine voice is beyond the scope 

of this study, which seeks rather to investigate the 

narrator's web of relations within the narrative he 

creates. Both the issues of canon formation and the gen

dered stance of the narrator would involve analysis of the 

inter-subjective relations of the narrator and his reader 

as well as the psychosocial influences on narrative of 

gender and empowerment, topics which I believe are best 

addressed from the standpoint of an understanding of 

narrative relations. 

This study concerns the enactment of narrative rela

tions within the text and the interaction of the narrative 

elements, and will examine how this interaction is enabled 

and authorized by the narrator as that consciousness who 

both orders and transmits the narrative. Limiting the 

scope of this study of narrative entails some obvious 

problems: I have hardly mentioned the physical author of 



17 

the narrative text, whose relations to the first-person 

narrator could be problematic; further, I have not ad

dressed the question of the reliability of a first-person 

narrator whose participation in the events he represents 

necessarily colors his representation. 

These two issues need to be clarified. First of all, 

it is my contention that the critical conception of the 

first-person narrator as an author "surrogate" (Scholes & 

Kellogg 277) leads to a biographical guessing game in 

which the actions and motivations of the narrator are 

treated as analogues for the author's experiences in a 

critical process that more appropriately mimics the 

criticism of narrative history than narrative fiction. 3 

such exercises are more appropriate to the examination of 

an author's intention than they are to the study of 

his/her narrative. In addition, treating the first-person 

narrator as an author "surrogate" also denies the 

narrator's role in the production of his own discourse, 

that discourse the reader accesses solely on the level of 

the text but which for the narrator resides in a temporal 

oscillation between his story and text. 4 

For example, Jonathan Auerbach, writing about The 

Blithedale Romance, suggests that Coverdale as narrator 

functions in the text to "help [Hawthorne] work out the 

difficulties of romance writing" (95). In addition to 
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reducing Coverdale to a mere cipher for Hawthorne, such 

treatment ignores the relation of the author to his/her 

creative act, what Michel Foucault calls the author's role 

as a "function of discourse" (124) in which the act of 

writing the narrative becomes "the voluntary obliteration 

of the self that does not require representation in books 

because it takes place in the everyday experience of the 

writer" (117). Hawthorne, if we apply Foucault's expecta

tions of an author, worked out his difficulties as a 

writer, not as a character in his writing. 

I will avoid this potentially digressive discussion 

of authors reflecting themselves in their narrators with 

the argument that writers "work out" their difficulties in 

the creative narrative act, not in the narrative's con

tent, not by substituting their own subjective identities 

for the narrating identity in their narratives. Yet Mik

hail Bakhtin argues that authors and their created charac

ters exist in "dialogical contact" (45) and that there

fore, "the author participates in the novel (he is om

nipresent in it) with almost no direct language of his 

own" (47; emphasis Bakhtin's). 

Although Bakhtin's "omnipresent" author might seem to 

contradict my assertion that the author does not enact 

himself in his character, I believe Bakhtin's point sug

gests rather that the author's presence is a pervasive 
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representation of his/her creative consciousness, rather 

than an autobiographical sUbstitution of identity. In his 

essay, "Discourse in the Novel," for example, Bakhtin 

states that "[b]ehind the narrator's story we read a 

second story, the author's story; he is the one who tells 

us how the narrator tells stories, and also tells us about 

the narrator himself" (314). Thus, the author does not 

tell the narrator's story; the narrator himself does that. 

Although the narrating identity may illuminate the 

author's identity--rather than the reverse contention that 

the author shadows forth his/her identity in the character 

of the narrator--such biographical analysis of the 

author's "story" is beyond the scope of this study. 

Finally, even though the language traces of the 

author may be useful for "determining the configuration of 

the author" (Foucault 127), these traces refer instead to 

the "variety of egos" (130) that the text enacts, not to 

the presence of the author as a character in his/her own 

text. As Paul de Man argues, authorial identification with 

a narrative character arises in the text as "voices of 

radical alterity, not because they [he refers to charac

ters in Dostoevsky or Balzac] are fictions and the author 

isn't, but because their otherness is their reality. The 

reality principle coincides with the principle of other

ness" ("Dialogue" 110). 
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The sUbstitution of author for narrator implies that 

all narrative is autobiography, a flawed construction that 

even Auerbach sidesteps, although Paul de Man complicates 

the issue by arguing that autobiography is "not a genre or 

mode, but a figure of reading or of understanding that 

occurs, to some degree, in all texts" ("Autobiography" 

70).-5 de Man's claim for an autobiographical function in 

all texts poses interesting implications for the source of 

the author's authority and, by extension, for the first-

person narrator. 

de Man claims that the autobiographical function in 

the text implicates the author's authority in an ambiguous 

oscillation between the author's purported self-knowledge 

and the ultimate unavailability of closure and totaliza

tion to the author/subject. Authority, then, according to 

de Man, accrues not from the direct transference of name 

or identity, but from the intervention of the reader, who 

allocates a value of authority to the author's self

relation and relation to his/her text, a deferral of the 

direct acquisition of authority that I will relate, in my 

discussion of the narrator's authority, to the first-

person narrator. 

My second limitation to·the scope of this study 

concerns the first-person narrator's reliability. The 

nature of the narrator's mediation between experience and 
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discourse ascribes to him both an unreliable status--due 

to his subjective self-interest in the discourse--and a 

reliable status--due to the exclusivity of his discourse. 

As Auerbach, echoing Wayne Booth's argument, notes, 

"first-person fiction is motivated as well as situated, 

since the reasons for narrating ••• become part of the story 

itself" (13). As what Booth calls the "experiencing mind" 

(152), the first-person narrator is one "whose views of 

the experience will come between us and the event" (152) 

in his role as arbitrator for the reader. As a fictive 

character residing in a narrative fiction, the first

person narrator is necessarily branded by the falsehood 

that underlies all fictionality and, indeed, all language. 

Nevertheless, as author of the only narrative we, as 

readers, have access to, the first-person narrator enjoys 

a privileged status relative to his discourse, which a£' 

Foucault notes in his analysis of the author function, 

thus becomes his own, his "object of appropriation" (124), 

with an implicit authority derived from that status. 

In discussing the first-person narrator whose ex

perience in his world provides the basis for abstracting 

the narrative, the enclosed or finite world in which the 

narrator resides and from which he creates his text needs 

to be considered also. As a narrative world--a world 

narrated as an unacknowledged (by the narrator and the 
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other characters who people this world) fictional world-

the narrator's world nevertheless poses itself as a "real" 

world, one that obeys the laws of a physical universe 

recognizable to readers of the narrator's text, yet a 

world that exists apart from that physical, reader's 

world. It is a world, however, in which the narrator's 

identity arises from within the world of the narrative, a 

world in which the narrator creates his text from his own 

experiences in his world, and a world in which the 

narrator's language is a function of his consciousness: a 

world, in short, that references a physical world even 

while maintaining itself as an enclosed other world. 

Yet if the narrator is not a substitute for the 

author, who resides in the physical world, what in the 

narrative world is the source of the narrator's identity? 

Jacques Lacan's discussion of the "mirror stage" in the 

child's process of self-differentiation offers an intro

duction to my discussion of identity-formation for the 

narrator. 

As Lacan shows, the child's recognition of its image 

in a mirror serves "to establish a relation between the 

organism and its reality" (4). Lacan introduces his 

theory, in "The Mirror stage as formative of the function 

of the I as revealed in psychoanalytic experience": 

This jubilant assumption of his specular image 
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by the child at the infans stage, still sunk in 

his motor incapacity and nursling dependence, 

would seem to exhibit in an exemplary situation 

the symbolic matrix in which the I is 

precipitated in a primordial form, before it is 

objectified in the dialectic of identification 

with the other, and before language restores to 

it, in the universal, its function as subject. 

(2) 

Thus the child, by correlating its perception of self

movement with the mirror image of self-movement, ac

quiesces to its relational status and to the relation, as 

Bice Benvenuto and Roger Kennedy write in their analysis 

of Lacan's essays, between the child's "imaginary mastery 

of his body [and] his biological mastery" (55). At the 

same time, the child's acquiescence to relation implicates 

the child's very being in its eventual acknowledgment of 

differentiation, the differentiation of the self and 

other, and of the subject and the object. ThUS, one of the 

child's earliest developmental stages establishes the 

basis for the paradoxical human dialectic of relation and 

differentiation that, for the purpose of this study, 

locates the narrator's process of identity formation in a 

progression that is at once temporal and verbal. 

John T. Irwin develops an anthropological model of 
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the dialectic of relation and differentiation that in many 

ways parallels Lacan's psychoanalytic model of the child's 

developmental stages. Positing the necessary simultaneity 

of the origins of man, of thought and consciousness, and 

of language (Hieroglyphics 51), Irwin like Lacan suggests 

that man's self-consciousness, his acknowledgment of his 

differentiation in a linguistic world, enables him to 

identify in the world around him those relational opposi

tions his own self-consciousness mimics. 6 Self

consciousness brings with it the irony of recognizing the 

"other" as other than the self, a recognition, Irwin 

theorizes, in contrast to Lacan, that places man in the 

position of mediating oppositions through his use of 

language. 

It is man's q~est for self-identity, according to 

Irwin, that leads him to attempt to "transcend his rela

tional condition" (51) by seeking out extremes that, in 

their status 9§ extremes, merely clarify the synchronicity 

of oppositions. As Irwin suggests, man discovers that left 

is only left as a condition of right, that language is 

fundamentally and logically relational (51), and that he 

himself therefore exists only as a relational condition 

whose existence apart from the world can only be described 

as, at best, "indeterminate" (123). 

A reading that conflates these elements of Irwin's 
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and Lacan's theories points to an analogy between the 

child's process of identity-formation--in a jubilant 

moment of correspondence between the world of image and 

the biological self--and the originating moment of man's 

alienation from nature in a simultaneous loss of cor

respondence with nature and an acquisition of self

awareness, language and time. Within an American literary 

canon inscribed by the Judeo-Christian tradition, these 

analogous images resonate with the correspondences to 

Biblical narrative. 

Into this ironic dialectic of relation and differen

tiation, inscribed as it is by the form and language of 

Biblical narrative, I would insert the figure of the 

first-person narrator. As a fictional construct within the 

enclosed and finite world of the narrative, his act of 

mediating the relational oppositions that define his world 

and himself engages him in an epistemological enterprise 

funded by his desire to control--in fact, to write--his 

past. As Patrick O'Donnell explains, the "act of writing 

[is] a quest for the 'original' self, pregiven in nature-

an unimaginable 'self' that exists prior to life, writing, 

and consciousness" (20). 

I will refer to the narrator's "unimaginable 'self'" 

as his pre-Adamic identity--that is, his "self" prior to 

language or naming, and therefore prior to any conscious-
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ness of self or of a self in time, an identity without 

differentiation but resonating with the Biblical images of 

Adam's mythic unity with the natural world of Eden. And 

although this identity might be "unimaginable," it resides 

fixedly for the narrator as an originating identity known 

mainly as the shadowy "other" of Adam, an identity whose 

debasement is linked causally to self-knowledge and whose 

exile from Eden enacts separation and differentiation. In 

his epistemological journey, then, writing offers the 

narrator a process of acquiring self-knowledge and there

fore a process for accessing his lost--albeit 

"unimaginable"--prior self. 

NARRATIVE AS EPISTEMOLOGY 

The Biblical narrative of Genesis offers an analogi

cal model for the narrator's epistemological enterprise: 

the temporal progression of Genesis implicates Adam in 

increasing separation from his origin, a sequence that 

began with creation and leads inexorably toward death. As 

the narrator's progenitor, Adam is his mythic origin and 

Adam's death--both the metaphoric death enacted by the 

exile from Eden and the eventual physical death that the 

exile foretells--concludes a chronology of Adam's subjuga

tion to time that represents a temporal and spatial 
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separation from his original unity with nature in Eden. 

Faced with Adam's original and originating chronology 

of deterioration, which leads to death, the narrator 

attempts to reverse the inherited sequence that separates 

him from his origins. By writing his past, the narrator is 

able to take control of the chronology of his deteriora

tion, to make the story come out right, as it were, in a 

way that eluded Adam. Condemned to exile, Adam could only 

live out the time and space of his deterioration until 

death. Yet by confronting the possibility of re-writing 

his own past, the narrator becomes, as Susan Mizrucchi 

writes, one of those "spectres, haunted equally as ser

vants to the past and as harbingers of the future, an

ticipating their own deaths at the ends of their narra

tives" (25).7 

Complicating the narrator's attempt to re-write his 

past is his desire to originate himself--that is, to 

overcome the constraints of inheritance by writing his own 

origins. However, in re-writing his past, the narrator 

must also confront the duality of his identity: he is both 

a narrating self who creates a narrative, and a narrated 

self who lived the experiences he now abstracts and or

ganizes into that narrative. 

These dual identities exist at temporal extremes 

within the narrative: the narrated self is the earliest 
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"self" the narrator is able to convene from his memory of 

the experienced events, whereas the narrating self ceases 

to exist when the narrative text ends. That the two selves 

can never fully merge is argued by Paul Ricoeur, who notes 

that, "the fact that the time of the hero's story ap

proaches its own source, the narrator's present, without 

being able to catch up with it, is part of the meaning of 

the narrative, namely that it is ended or at least broken 

off when the hero becomes a writer" (II, 86). The very 

impossibility of the written prior self converging with 

the present writing self contributes to the insatiable 

desire of the narrator, who in telling his story attempts 

to eliminate the dialectic of his dual identities even as 

he attempts to eliminate the dialectic of time. 

The narrator's epistemological journey, then, must 

account for the narrator's relation to his own prior 

identity as well as his conflict over the temporal con

tinuities of himself as a single identity, and the discon

tinuities of his potentially superior understanding com

promised by the inherent discontinuities of memory. Dorrit 

Cohn characterizes the first-person narrator's relation

ship to his earlier self as either that of the "en

lightened and knowing narrator who elucidates his mental 

confusions of earlier days" or that of the narrator who 

"closely identifies with his past self, betraying no 
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manner of superior knowledge" (143). In either case, she 

notes, the relationship between narrator and narrated self 

"imitates" the relationship of "real beings" (144) with 

all of their "limitation[s] imposed by mnemonic 

credibility" (145). 

The first-person narrator's resolute need to under

stand his relation to his own prior self within the narra

tive text he creates, then, enacts his desire for access 

to his own Ilunimaginable" pre-Adamic self. That the 

process by which the narrator seeks to effect his own re

unification is flawed and the desired "product"--access to 

a pre-Adamic self that, by definition, can only exist as 

an "unimaginable," pre-conscious, pre-linguistic goal--is 

necessarily inaccessible only serves to heighten the 

poignance of the narrator's "quest." 

The poignance of the narrator's enterprise-

insatiable desire, unreachable goals, the inevitability of 

his own death with the end of his narrative--is un

diminished by the fact that what Paul Ricoeur calls the 

very "instability" (III, 249) of his identity derives from 

his own conscious ability to "compose" a variety of 

"opposed ••• plots" about his lived experience (III, 248). 

Although the narrator is engaged in creating a fictional 

account of his own life, his control over these "plots" 

extends only to his metaphorizing function in the text: 
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control of his writing, metaphorizing self does not imply 

control over the originating source of his metaphorizing 

process. The narrator's desire and the flawed means of 

satisfying it that are available to him conspire to entrap 

him in a web of relational conflict. 

As a relational being within the enclosed world of 

his text, the narrator is forced by the very demands of 

constructing his narrative to confront not only his own 

pre-Adamic self as "lost" to his present self, but also to 

confront his relational existence in time as a past self 

separate from his present self. Just as he imagines that 

his pre-Adamic self unified him with the world, he con

ceives that his pre-Adamic unity likewise removed him from 

the constraints and limitations of temporality: there can 

be no time if there is no consciousness of past or future 

as absences, or of a present in opposition to them. And as 

Ricoeur notes, narrative itself becomes the "guardian of 

time, insofar as there can be no thought about time 

without narrated time" (III, 241). 

Perhaps the most problematic element of the 

narrator's epistemological enterprise involves this conun

drum of his temporal existence. On the one hand, time 

separates the narrator as a writing self from his imper

fectly remembered prior, or written self. Time also--as a 

creation of language and, as Ricoeur and others point 



31 

out,8 an invention of the mind--represents a quantifiable, 

and hence differentiating element in the slippery "bound

ary" separating his pre-Adamic, unified self from his 

post-Adamic, disappointingly differentiated self. 

As a mental construct, time itself analogizes a 

chronology of separations and deterioration, in which the 

narrator's past is lost, absent, unrecoverable, in what 

Hans Meyerhoff calls an "irreversible process" as a 

"causal order of events" (64). Meyerhoff cites Kant's 

theory of the "transcendental unity of apperception" to 

discuss the individual's interaction with the temporal 

succession of his lived experiences and suggests that the 

individual's sense of self, his identity, is an enduring, 

continuous unity that is derived from the duration of 

time, and that temporal duration is a creation of the self 

in its effort to lend continuity to itself (35-36). 

Meyerhoff posits memory as the mediating force that 

enables the self to achieve unity. He bases his argument 

on the assumption of an existing continuity, which he 

suggests memory then organizes and validates. He claims 

that a lack of continuity means that the self is in the 

continuous process of disintegration or death (47). I will 

argue in this study that memory--at least in the sense of 

the first-person narrator's memory traces displayed in his 

narrative--is notoriously unstable and ultimately unable 
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to validate the narrative as temporally continuous. 

It is my position that the narrative itself enacts 

the narrator's attempt to unite his present writing self 

with his past written self. Throu.gh this unification of 

temporally distinct identities, the narrator seeks to 

subvert time and the inexorable degeneration it measures 

in order to achieve victory over the progression toward 

death that exile from Eden prophesied. The narrator's act 

of writing, then--when it leads to successful resolution 

of his desire--represents a tacit acknowledgment of his 

own degeneration and his own impending death, as well as 

his acknowledgment of both the inheritance of his identity 

and the duality of his identity in time. And he funds his 

escape from the paradox of temporal existence with his 

memory, his only link to an absent past. 

Georges Poulet suggests that the "phenomenon of 

memory" (studies 16) enables the individual to escape the 

trap of the momentary. He locates a kind of existential 

sadness in the realization that time's uni-directional 

flow implicates the self in its own dissolution: 

Confined in the moment in which it exists, the 

consciousness watches its successive modes of 

existence pass, one after another, and escape 

it. To feel oneself live is to feel oneself 

leave behind, in every instant, an instant which 
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~ the very self. (Studies 16) 

Poulet claims that in response to this inexorable dissolu

tion, the self engages in continuous re-creation in an 

oscillation of "repeated creation and incessant dissolu

tion" (Studies 16-17), which is closer to what I refer to 

as the narrator1s epistemological enterprise. On the other 

hand, as Ricoeur notes, narration itself "implies memoryll 

because it presents an "image of the pastil that is "an 

impression left by events, an impression that remains in 

the mind" (I, 10). 

Time, the medium of narration that offers the nar

rator his most lucid opportunity to overcome the obstacles 

separating him from his pre-Adamic self, thus also 

provides a figuration of continuity. Thus, time is not 

only the means of measuring progressive deterioration; it 

also marks a separation from an Edenic past even as it 

figures continuity with what is lost. 

The narrator1s relation to time as a construct, then, 

is complex. "Writing" his narrative offers opportunity, 

but it is a contingent opportunity that never allows the 

narrator to escape the constraints of time. One hazard to 

the narrator1s identity derives, as O'Donnell writes, from 

the very nature of writing itself: "writing becomes a 

deformation of the 'original ' self as it passes into the 

time of narrative, exiled from the land of perfect iden-
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tifications and exact mirror resemblances" (20). In his 

fruitless attempt to overcome the constraints of time, the 

narrator engages in his act of self-replication, what John 

Irwin calls the "intertextual oscillation between the 

story a narrator tells and his own story" that functions 

as a "kind of incestuous doubling" (Doubling 1). using the 

medium of his narrative "to take revenge against time ••• in 

a daemonic attempt to prove that through the process of 

sUbstitution and repetition, time is not really irrevers

ible" (Irwin, Doubling 4),9 the narrator instead finds 

himself caught in a trap of irony constructed of the 

conflicting narrative elements of time and language. 

NARRATIVE AS IRONY 

A fundamental irony is implicit for the narrator when 

his "attempt to repeat the past and correct it turn[s] 

into the revenge against time" (Irwin, Doubling 101). 

Revenge as an act can only exist as a reaction to a prior 

act; that is, it can never be creative or originating and 

is forever contingent upon the act it reacts to. Revenge, 

therefore, exists only 'afterward' in a temporal succes

sion and is defined by the originating act it attempts to 

reorder. 

Although the narrator's intention in creating his 
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narrative is directed at escaping the succession of time 

imposed by his inheritance from Adam, and at recapturing 

the essential timelessness and hence potentially originat

ing quality of his pre-Adamic self, the narrator is 

nevertheless hostage to the cyclic repetitions and the 

sUbjugation to temporal succession that is the nature of 

revenge. Repetition and succession, those very elements of 

temporality that separate the narrator from his own prior 

self, thereby entrap the narrator in a web of temporal 

irony. 

Time in the narrative thus ironically doubles the 

time narrated: even though the narrative intention is a 

creative, ordering intention, the very act of the 

narrator's ordering consciousness imposing itself on the 

succession of temporal events repeats a temporal succes

sion that again manifests the irreversibility of time. In 

his attempt to control time the narrator finds himself, 

instead, subjugated to endless temporal repetition. And as 

one form of irony in the narrative, time itself is sub

jugated to the language that creates it. 

The source of all irony, of course, is language, an 

inherently imperfect form of decipherment that, according 

to John Irwin in American Hieroglyphics, even as an "empty 

cipher" (228) attempts to replicate the forms of natural 

correspondence. Even as it attempts to, as it purports to 
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overcome the differentiation between man and the world, 

between natural forms and man's representation of natural 

forms, the indeterminacy and diversity of language impli

cate its failure to live up to its own raison g'etre. As 

Irwin notes, language is made possible only by a process 

of forgetting: details, distinctions and particularities 

are noted but forgotten in order to abstract, generalize 

and classify according to the demands of language (175-

176). 

Language as i:r:onic cipher may purport to bridge the 

discontinuity of man in the world, yet in order to do so 

it constructs itself as apart from that world, as, in 

other words, another "other." Hugh Kenner pinpoints this 

relation when he writes that language "permeates our minds 

and obeys not the laws of things but its own laws •••• The 

things against which its words brush are virtually ex

traneous to its integrity" (Pound 123; Kenner's emphasis). 

Yet in testimony to its own circular nature, the "in

tegrity" of language is also a function of its correspon

dence to those "things," a correspondence that resonates-

as the next chapter will show--with the American Puritan 

system of hermeneutics. As Evan carton notes, language 

serves as a "mediator" that both connects and divides 

"natural symbol and spiritual fact" even as it parodies 

their connection and division (82).10 
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Narrative, a temporal sequence of language signs, 

cannot escape the irony of its constituents; rather, it is 

constituted by the very principle of irony. The implica

tions for the narrator of this penetrating irony lie in 

the nature of irony as a kind of comedy of self-knowledge 

that is suddenly, through language, seen to be self

deluding. The narrator may be aware of the irony implicit 

in his enterprise, in which case his awareness as impli

cated in the ironic process affords him some measure of 

control; or he may participate in the irony as its unwit

ting fool and thus remain irony's object, its other. 

According to de Man, "ironic language splits the subject 

into an empirical self that exists in a state of inauthen

ticity and a self that exists only in the form of a lan

guage that asserts the knowledge of this inauthenticity" 

("Rhetoric" 213). The narrator embarks on his narrative 

enterprise in order to effect a union of himself with the 

world; by using language in the temporal construct of 

narrative, however, he achieves only further discontinuity 

of his identity, a discontinuity now forever marked by 

what de Man calls his "inauthenticity." 

The narrator's epistemological enterprise leads him 

to this ironic impasse. How the narrator attempts to 

circumvent this impasse provides the structuring principle 

of the remainder of this study, which considers a selected 



number of works from among those privileged as the canon 

of American literature, as previously discussed. In the 

following chapter I will examine the Puritan origins of 

America as providing a "habit of mind" (Lynen 29) that 

influences the philosophical and structural shape of 

American narrative. 

38 
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CHAPTER TWO 

THE MAKING OF AMERICAN NARRATIVE 

The process in the previous chapter by which I con

flated contemporary psycholinquistic theory, literary 

anthropological models, and Biblical narrative exegesis, 

surprisingly enough, would present a comfortable analytic 

method for seventeenth-century Puritans. A religious group 

of diverse sociocultural and geographical origins, a 

majority of whom, nevertheless, were members of an 

economic middle class, the English Puritans who colonized 

America were united in their shared resistance to two 

perceived enemies in England: the inroads of English 

capitalism and the constraints upon free practice of their 

religion (Delbanco 10-14). 

The Puritan migration, a historic flight from an 

increasingly hostile England, was legitimated as simul

taneously the enactment of Biblical prophecy and itself an 

act of prophecy. The shared economic status of the 

migrants as well as the cost of moving thousands of miles 

from an established community to a frontier, suggests 

Andrew Delbanco, indicate a link between the religious 

motives of the colonists and the influence of their 

religion on economic life (42-43), a linkage between the 
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spiritual and the quotidian that characterizes the Puritan 

heritage in America. 

writers who discuss American literature as an ar

tifact of American culture typically identify various 

national characteristics that can be ascribed to Puritan 

origins. So when Richard Poirier, for example, argues that 

the fundamentally subversive quality of American litera

ture represents a struggle between "freedom of conscious

ness" and "artificial systems" (92), the origin of this 

opposition can be traced to an early Puritan anti

authoritarianism that reacted against the authority of a 

poorly educated English priesthood appointed by absentee 

authorities. 

Further, when Richard Chase discusses the American 

imagination as being interested less in the fact of 

redemption than in the melodrama of the eternal struggle 

between good and evil, he is identifying terms of the 

moral equivocation that originates with the Puritan an

tinomian dissenters, as well as characterizing a facet of 

the American national psyche that derives from the Puritan 

emphasis on the process of salvation through the doctrines 

of preparation and fulfillment. And when Michael Davitt 

Bell asserts that "[r]adical nationalism ••• shifted the 

basis of national identity from matter to spirit, from 

phenomenal appearances •.. to noumenal essences" (165), he 



is asserting a national character whose originating im

pulse springs from the migration experience and its 

motivations for the first colonists. 
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I will argue for an American literary exceptionalism, 

for a literary tradition that arises out of a national 

consciousness and shared set of cultural experiences that 

have been shaped by Puritan philosophical constructs, what 

John F. Lynen terms a "habit of mind" as a Puritan 

heritage, rather than a religious precept or creed (29). 

In this chapter I will look briefly at American Puritanism 

as contributory to the features both of American narrative 

and, by implication, of the first-person narrator in 

American literature. 

THE MIGRATION EXPERIENCE: ERRAND INTO WILDERNESS 

Alan Simpson, one early authority on the history of 

the Puritan migration, examines the origins of Puritanism 

in England and its permutation as a transplanted social 

and religious doctrine in the New World. Of particular 

importance, he notes, are features of the "experience of 

conversion" (2) by which the Puritan was reborn into the 

quasi-community of the elect and became forever separated 

from the mass of mankind, a separation mirrored in the 

separation of "the world of nature from the world of 
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grace" (5). 

Ironically, the conversion experience represents a 

boundary or rupture rather than a CUlmination of growth. 

In contrast, election was conceived as an experience that 

required mutuality: God gave the gift of grace but man 

accepted it of his free will; without either component 

election was impossible. Election itself, after the im

mediacy of the conversion experience, began a period of 

progressive growth; election could never be achieved 

through a growth process, however. 

This conversion experience typifies both the 

paradoxes and the dialectical nature of Puritan doctrine. 

It marks an identifiable point of origin for American 

narrative as a form fundamentally distinct from its 

English origins, a point which will be discussed in a 

later section of this chapter. The conversion experience-

or, more precisely, its representation in what Patricia 

Caldwell refers to as the "conversion narrative"-

complements the migration experience as two pre-eminent 

features of the American Puritan heritage and its implica

tions for American narrative. 

Simpson further notes that the Puritans authorized 

their migration to America in their "covenant" with God 

(23), by which secular authority was subordinated to the 

authority of the church based on the Scripture as "sole 
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source of authority" (6). The Puritans deliberately used 

the "covenant" form--a quasi-legal contract deriving an 

implicit authority from its Biblical antecedents in the 

explicit spiritual bond between God and His people--to 

emblematize what Sacvan Bercovitch calls the Puritan 

"correspondence ••• between personal fulfillment and social 

harmony" (Jeremiad 108). 

ThUS, the covenant takes on meaning beyond its 

spiritual antecedents; in the New Canaan of America, the 

covenant unites the secular and the spiritual into an 

ambiguous correspondence--or, as Bercovitch puts it, they 

"fuse" their meanings (Jeremiad 40) in a process that thus 

implicates the Puritan migration in a subversion of ac

cepted worldly hierarchies of church and state. As Ber

covitch explains in The American Jeremiad, 

The Puritan clergy had set out to blur tradi

tional distinctions between the world and the 

kingdom [of God]. Their rhetoric issued in a 

unique mode of ambiguity that precluded the 

conflict of heaven's time and man's. "Canaan" 

was a spiritual state for them, as it was for 

other Christians; but it was also (in another, 

but not conflicting sense) their country. They 

spoke of the mutuality (rather than the coexis

tence) of fact and ideal. By "church-state" they 
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meant a separation of powers in the belief that 

in the American Canaan, and there only, the 

ecclesiastical and civic order were not really 

distinct. RY their ~ contradictions they were 

made to correspond. (94; emphasis Bercovitch's) 

The Puritan sense of their mission--what the Rev. Samuel 

Danforth, and after him, Perry Miller, called the Puritan 

"errand into the wilderness"--thus is predicated on 

American exceptionalism, with America serving as both the 

locus and the enactment of the Biblical prophecy ful

filled. The correspondence of the secular and the 

spiritual models the correspondence of prophecy enacted as 

history, and of history as the articulation of prophecy. 

This method of achieving correspondence through rhetorical 

strategy establishes a model for American narrative. 

Andrew Delbanco writes that the migration experience 

also took the obvious form of a physical removal from one 

culture to another: from a familiar, established community 

to an unknown community, nascent and without tradition; 

from a community in which shared enemies defined and 

united an otherwise divergent group of dissidents to a 

community in which the absence of shared enemies allowed 

contentious and heretofore submerged variations within the 

now-majority group to surface; from a community in which 

the vigilance and "arousal" of dissent dissipated upon 
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arrival in a community in which "torpor" came to represent 

the chief danger to unified communal spirit (56-57). 

Characteristic of both the "covenant" as a legitimat

ing force for the migration and the migration experience 

itself are the psychological states experienced by the 

immigrants. For example, the self-identification with 

Biblical Jews that the Puritans emblematized in their 

references to their sacred "covenant" with God resonated 

with scriptural prophecy, but also typified the personal 

and communal insecurity of the first American Puritans as 

they sought to establish their own new identity in the New 

World. This association with the ancient Jews became, 

according to Delbanco, "a source of doubt about the en

terprise as much as a source of assurance. To replicate 

the history of the Israelites was not only to experience a 

renewal of God's promise; it was also to risk repeating 

their refusal of the proffered Messiah" (93). This oscil

lation of mutually constitutive oppositions of doubt and 

assurance, what I refer to elsewhere as types of rela

tional opposition, will be discussed in a later section of 

this chapter in relation to the form it takes in the 

earliest American rhetoric, what Bercovitch refers to as 

the American jeremiad form. 

A further characteristic of the English Puritans who 

chose to make the transition from Old World to New were 
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the attendant feelings of wistfu11ness at leaving the 

familiar, hope and despair at the loss of the familiar and 

subsequent self-questioning about the appropriateness of 

the choice, and a nostalgia by which memory of the lost 

familiar life attains a more attractive status than it 

held previously (De1banco 16-18). As a characteristic form 

of emotional uncertainty, this range of responses by the 

migrants surfaces in both the early American Puritan 

rhetoric1 and in what De1banco calls the "fragility" of 

the "myth of America, ••• [which] has always rested on a 

precarious foundation" (117). Particularly in the case of 

the immigrants' reconstruction of memory to supplant their 

original feelings, the Puritans' emotional uncertainty 

also will contribute directly to my discussion of the 

first-person narrator. 

In ambiguous oscillation with their emotional uncer

tainty, the Puritan colonists believed that they were 

God's chosen people embarked on His chosen mission. Their 

belief was emphasized and strengthened by the rhetoric of 

ministers whose authority enabled them to lead, in some 

cases intact, their English congregations to the New 

World. The Puritans' self-identification with Biblical 

Jews--God's chosen people, themselves led into a wilder

ness to escape the encroachment of pagan influence, and 

released into the prophesied land of plenty in an enact-
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ment of their errand as God's emissaries to the world--led 

the Puritans not only to assert their own "peculiar mis

sion" (Bercovitch, Jeremiad 7), but also to conceive of 

themselves in the mediating role of enacting and justify

ing Biblical prophecy while engaging in their own 

prophetic enterprise. 

They were people in the middle, legitimating by their 

enterprise the Biblical prophecy that a New Canaan would 

arise to herald the millenium, and yet people embarked on 

an enterprise that itself represented but one step in a 

process. Their "errand," then, is both and simultaneously 

a fulfillment--itself the end toward which Biblical 

prophecy directed Christian thought--and but another stage 

on the way toward a fulfillment that never can be reached, 

the fulfillment of Christian salvation that motivated the 

Puritan personal and communal errand. 

Their errand, therefore, encompasses the ambiguity of 

Christian typology, in which Adam's exile from Eden in

stitutes a progressive and irreversible degeneration but a 

degeneration that leads toward unification with God. This 

conflation of degeneration and condemnation with promise 

and fulfillment simultaneously informs Puritan theological 

doctrine and Puritan rhetoric, even as it provides to 

American narrative a legacy of inherited ambiguity and 

obsession with the process of resolving it. 
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Fundamental to this notion of their errand into the 

American wilderness, by ~hich the Puritans conceived their 

actions in terms of sacred history and Biblical prophecy, 

is what Bercovitch calls the "fusion of secular and sacred 

history." Puritan rhetoric sought through this fusion to 

"direct an imperiled people of God toward the fulfillment 

of their destiny, to guide them individually toward salva

tion, and collectively toward the American city of God" 

(Bercovitch, Jeremiad 9). Not only were the Puritans 

chosen, but their covenant with God enlisted them in the 

collective creation of a sacred and secular narrative, a 

narrative that at once sought to enact and to replace its 

Scriptural origin, and a narrative whose very purpose 

derived from the ambiguous oscillation of progression and 

decline. 

Thus, according to Bercovitch, the Puritans defined 

their errand as a progressive movement through the mutual 

reflections of prophecy and history, from scriptural 

precedents toward eternal salvation. For the American 

puritans, however, this progression manifests itself as an 

enlargement; successive inheritors supersede their 

predecessors and "sacred history unfolds in a series of 

stages or dispensations, each with its own (increasingly 

greater) degree of revelation" (Jeremiad 13; emphasis 

Bercovitch's). The errand, promised in scripture and 



enacted particularly--only--in New England, leads in

evitably forward, toward the assured victory of God's 

will. 
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Yet implicit in the errand--as in its manifestation 

of the progressive movement toward salvation and, indeed, 

in the migration experience itself--are the anxiety of 

enforcing this progression, anxiety about the very transi

tional nature of progression, and anxiety about the im

plied unattainability of a goal defined implicitly as a 

process. These anxieties derive first from the ambiguous 

nature of the migration experience itself, as has already 

been discussed; in addition, however, anxiety arises out 

of the Puritan attempt to control and even reverse tem

poral succession in order to reverse the degeneration 

inherited from Adam. 

By fusing history and prophecy, the Puritan errand 

posits itself as a reversal of successive order: Biblical 

prophecy, for example, foretells the New Canaan but is 

itself only legitimated--"consecrated," according to 

Bercovitch--lIby the achievement of America" (Jeremiad 

129). Thus, the Puritan migrants authorize Biblical 

prophecy; the Bible attains its authority not from its 

role in tradition as prior or originary, but from the 

Puritan enactment of its language. Present experience thus 

becomes a version of language, and it is, essentially and 



fundamentally, in and through language that the Puritans 

achieve their ambiguous fulfillment. 

THE PURITAN LEGACY IN RHETORIC 
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Andrew Delbanco writes that "Puritanism was a move

ment that arose out of a sense that the available language 

of official religion could not give adequate expression to 

the complexity of experience" (148). Although the Puritan 

recognition of the dichotomous relation of language to 

experience hardly qualifies as exceptional, Puritan 

rhetoric--preeminently the jeremiad and the conversion 

narrative forms--offers the means to achieve the fusion of 

history and prophecy, as well as the fusion of the per

sonal and the communal. And mutually constitutive elements 

within the complexity of experience the Puritans sought to 

represent, as Patricia Caldwell emphasizes, include the 

relational oppositions of voice: the personal voice, a 

reflection of "the speaker's own inner experience," and 

the public voice, a "recitation of fundamental Christian 

doctrine and assent to the discipline of the church" 

(Puritan 46, 54). 

The American jeremiad form, which Bercovitch calls 

"America's first distinctive literary genre," derives from 

medieval ritual exhortation, a "mode of denunciation ••• 



51 

[and] an ancient formulaic refrain" that in its peculiarly 

American form "inverts the doctrine of vengeance into a 

promise of ultimate success" (Bercovitch, Jeremiad 6-7). 

In a reversal of the European form, however, God's 

punishments--the promise of divine retribution for erring 

mankind that follows the jeremiad's opening reference to 

scriptural precedent--are what Bercovitch calls 

"corrective, not destructive •••• In short, their punish

ments confirmed their promise" (Jeremiad 6). The American 

jeremiad form, according to Bercovitch, ends with a 

"prophetic vision that unveils the promises, announces the 

good things to come, and explains away the gap between 

fact and ideal ••• in a movement from promise to experience

-from the ideal of the community to the shortcomings of 

community life" (Jeremiad 16). 

The progressive form of jeremiad rhetoric thus mir

rors the Puritans' progressive vision of their errand, 

which is itself a reflection of the progression toward 

salvation. As Bercovitch notes, the Puritan errand IIleads 

from promise to fulfillment: from Moses to John the Bap

tist to Samuel Danforth; from the Old World to the New; 

from Israel to Canaan to New Israel in America; from Adam 

to Christ to the Second Adam of the Apocalypse ll (Jeremiad 

14) • 

Significantly, this progression from promise to 
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fulfillment is a temporal ordering principle that in

stitutes a paradoxical subversion of temporal succession. 

Because all promise in the Puritan schema is a progressive 

version of the original covenant between God and His 

creation, there can be no "before" God's promise or the 

progression that it sets in motion to separate man, time 

or the world from a conception of "after." The progression 

begins--if it can be said to "begin" at all--with God, who 

just "is," and it ends--again, by definition a paradoxical 

notion--with a dissipation of the very notion of ending in 

a reuniting of the world with its Creator. 

Furthermore, the social anxiety that infused the 

Puritans' physical migration manifested itself--Bercovitch 

claims as a deliberate "function" of the jeremiad 

rhetoric--in the anxiety implicit in the very notion of 

the Puritan errand, which "after all, implied a state of 

gnfulfillment" (Jeremiad 23). Thus, the progression that 

informs and defines the Puritan errand leads through time 

from an unimaginable existence before time to an equally 

unimaginable and unattainable eternity. 

But the jeremiad represents only one form of early 

American rhetoric. Equally unique to the American ex

perience is the form Patricia caldwell refers to as the 

conversion narrative, like the jeremiad a ritualized 

public address that fuses the sacred and the civic, and 



53 

also like the jeremiad a peculiarly American version of a 

traditional form of spiritual confession. 

Unlike its English counterpart--caldwell writes that 

it is unclear whether the form originated in England or in 

the colonies--the American conversion narrative -"uses the 

migration ••• as a keystone in the structure of deliverance" 

in which imaginative language about the process of conver

sion melds in public and private utterance with the 

individual's narrative about it. Characterized, according 

to Caldwell, by an incompleteness of "structure," the 

American version implicitly raises "questions about the 

adequacy of the available symbols and even of language 

itself" (Puritan 27, 34). 

In its American version, the conversion narrative 

became a required part of an individual's application to 

church membership and thus reflected the individual's 

acceptance of her/his sanctification. Delivered as public 

utterance, it included a statement of the individual's 

understanding of and adherence to church doctrines--a 

statement of acquiescence to imposed authority that links 

the individual to communal standards in a part Caldwell 

refers to as a "recitation of fundamental Christian 

doctrine and assent to the discipline of the church" 

(Puritan 54). The public statement was fused in the narra

tive by a statement that reflected on the individual's 
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"inner experience" (puritan 46) of God's sanctification--a 

statement of a very individual and implicitly isolating 

spiritual experience. 

The conversion narrative was structured as a narra

tive of personal progression toward salvation. As a form 

of Puritan rhetoric, it thus shares with the jeremiad a 

certain incompleteness that reflects the implicit incom

pletibility of the errand itself. The form of the conver

sion narrative, then, like the jeremiad mirrors the 

Puritan progression toward fulfillment. 

Like the jeremiad, the conversion narrative fuses 

dichotomous elements into a unified narrative structure. 

Fundamental to both forms is the rhetorical strategy of 

uniting oppositions: condemnation and promise united into 

the purpose of the errand in the jeremiad, public and 

private spiritual utterance united into the purpose of 

promoting spiritual communion in the conversion narrative. 

Ironically, the failure to unite relational oppositions 

through rhetorical strategy resulted in an important rift 

in the Puritan colonies: the Antinomian controversy in 

which Anne Hutchinson was tried and convicted of sedition, 

banished from the Massachusetts Bay Colony, and thus 

effectively awarded legitimacy as an alternative Puritan 

voice. 

Although the historical chronology of the Antinomian 
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debate has been well-documented,2 the controversy offers 

important insight into the origins of American narrative. 

ostensibly based in theological distinctions between the 

Covenant of Works and the Covenant of Grace, the An

tinomian controversy more fundamentally arose out of Anne 

Hutchinson's privately uttered interpretations of Puritan 

ministers' sermons for, first and significantly non

threateningly, a circle of female acquaintances. When male 

members of the congregation of the First Church of Boston 

joined her circle, the ministers responded, calling her 

before their tribunal to answer questions of faith and 

intent, and finally charging her with sedition. 

At issue, ostensibly, was Hutchinson's interpretation 

of the ministers' sermons: she accused them of preaching a 

reliance on "works" as a precondition of sanctification, 

which would enlist the individual in a progression toward 

salvation prior to his election; for the most part they 

denied the specific charge while acknowledging the lack of 

assurance about the justification of faith by works that 

was a source of explicit and deliberate ambiguity in their 

sermons. At issue in the theological debate, then, were 

slightly alternative interpretations of the relation of 

faith and grace to salvation, and the workings of man's 

free will. Although the ministers' use of the jeremiad 

form represented a deliberate attempt to promote an 



56 

anxiety derived from ambiguity that would stir the 

theological passions of their congregations, Hutchinson's 

dissent indicated that the ministers' rhetoric succeeded 

perhaps too well. 

More importantly, however, Hutchinson's interpretive 

circle represented a threat to the hegemony of the minis

ters, a hegemony that in the quasi-secular Puritan 

theocratic community entailed complete authority over 

secular and spiritual matters. Her method of attack was 

her attempt to supplant their words--the credited inter

pretation of Scripture and church doctrine--with her own. 

Her threat to the ministers' power was based in a battle 

to determine social control by control of language: im

plicit in the controversy is the acknowledgement that 

control of language--the interpretive hegemony--confers 

authority and legitimacy. 

Interestingly, the ministers took Hutchinson's threat 

seriously only when her sphere of influence extended to 

encompass the male members of the congregation, those who 

were enfranchised and possessed of secular power. David D. 

Hall writes: 

In the aftermath of the Controversy, the stand

ards of church membership seemed to need revi

sion, and by the 1640s the ministers were easing 

the requirement that candidates testify about 
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their conversion experiences. Equally important 

was the shift in the ministers' thinking about 

the nature of their authority •••• [T]he shock of 

the controversy recalled the ministers to a more 

traditional assertion of their prerogatives. 

(20) 

Although Hutchinson's dissent caused a kind of reflexive 

reassertion of orthodoxy by the ministers, the severity 

and seriousness of their response lent a kind of retroac

tive authority to the dissent. In Puritan terminology, the 

ministers' actions might be said to have justified or even 

sanctified Hutchinson's prophetic message, which according 

to Hall, "pre-figured the radical stance of the Quakers" 

(20) • 

As a debate over dominant interpretations, and one 

that was unresolved by the familiar Puritan rhetorical 

strategy of fusing relational oppositions, the Antinomian 

controversy marks a crucial crossroads: not only does it 

establish the centrality of relational oppositions to the 

American national character, but it also ascribes to 

language a role in counteracting--either by means of 

imposed univocality or of acknowledged polyvocality, of 

dissent or of acquiescence--the centrifugal forces in

herent in a world of oppositions. And despite its demise 

as a secular force, according to Alan Simpson, the demise 
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of the Puritan theocracy in America left a legacy of 

"spirit" (100), as well as both an "individualistic search 

for salvation" and "a social gospel" (109). 

IMPLICATIONS FOR THE NARRATIVE 

In some way, the birth of a uniquely American narra

tive form was made possible by the demise of the Puritan 

theocracy and the subsequent socializing of its religious 

doctrine. Its concomitant withdrawal into its own rhetoric 

represented an attempt "to raise a figural wall of fire 

that would make [the late eighteenth-century puritans'] 

New Israel impervious to time" (Bercovitch, Jeremiad 92). 

American narrative thus is indebted equally to the demise 

of the Puritan theocracy, to the Puritan world view of 

conflicted but mutually constituted relational opposi

tions, and to the Puritan jeremiad form, in which im

plicitly opposing elements are made to correspond in a 

unity of purpose whose resultant ambiguity reflects a 

paradoxical certainty. The Puritan strategy for creating a 

correspondence out of opposing elements becomes a model 

for the symbolizing process in American narrative. As 

Bercovitch writes, 

The American jeremiad was born in an effort to 

impose metaphor upon reality. It was nourished 
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by an imagination at once defiant of history and 

profoundly attuned to the historical forces that 

were shaping the community. (Jeremiad 62) 

Thus, Puritan rhetoric was used to fuse--the secular and 

sacred, the historical and the prophetic, the public and 

the private, the conditional and the absolute, threat and 

promise, denunciation and victory--for the purpose of 

emphasizing the American experience as exceptional and 

unique, both a harbinger and an inheritor of the earthly 

kingdom of God. 

The legacy of the Puritan inheritance as a "spirit" 

(Simpson 100) or "habit of mind" (Lynen 29)--rather than 

as religious dogma--encompasses a social landscape of 

personal isolation derived equally from the original 

isolating experience of migration, and from the puritan 

doctrine of grace. According to the Covenant of Grace, the 

elect are isolated not only from the unsanctified; their 

personal and individualized experience of conversion also 

serves to isolate them even from other elect. This social 

landscape of isolation reflects the legacy of the Puritan 

fusion of prophecy and history into a subversion of tem

poral succession that amounts to a temporal conflation 

and, according to John Lynen, places "the individual in 

his isolated present moment trying to interpret the im

mediate by a direct reference to the eternal" (31). 
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An additional legacy of inheritance comes from two 

Puritan rhetorical strategies: the jeremiad--which entails 

fusing opposing elements in a process of symbolizing--and 

the conversion narrative--which entails fusing private, 

inner experience with acquiescence to public authority in 

a form of public utterance. This legacy of rhetoric encom

passes a paradox of American narrative, what Alfred Kazin 

calls the "greatest single fact" of American literature: 

"our writers' absorption in every last detail of their 

American world together with their deep and subtle aliena

tion from it" (ix). At the same time, the Puritan legacy 

of progressive movement toward a promised re-unification 

with God--the message of the Apocalypse that informs all 

Puritan thought--figures symbolizing as a process: "What 

the symbol means is really how it means" in an "unending 

process •.• the process of thought itself" (Lynen 46; em

phasis Lynen's).3 

The legacy of the Puritan mental temper reflects not 

only the personal isolation of physical and religious 

experience, but also the dominant influence of a rhetoric 

that was funded by deliberate ambiguity. For the Puritan, 

whose mind was conditioned by the doctrine of grace to 

look always and everywhere for signs of salvation, present 

experience thus became the basis for anxiety and self

examination. Yet whether relief was sought in either 
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dissent or acquiescence, anxiety resulted from the 

deliberate use of ambiguity and elicited a rhetorical 

response, whether in the rhetorical fusion of the jeremiad 

or in the public utterance of the conversion narrative. 

Andrew Delbanco writes: 

To be a Christian is to grasp the essence of 

metaphor •••• It is to avoid confusing figurative 

with denotative language, to escape what has 

been called the encroaching "empirical temper" 

of stuart Puritanism •••• Some persons simply 

cannot grasp the idea of metaphor, which, in its 

melding of disparate ideas, is a form of 

paradox. (129) 

Puritan rhetoric not only establishes the foundation for 

the irony that is fundamental to American narrative, but 

Puritan doctrine also establishes the correspondence 

between this irony and questions of secular or sacred 

time. Thus, time in the Puritan metaphorizing scheme 

becomes a reference point against the eternal, not against 

other lived time (Lynen 75); and memory, which Lynen says 

is "also prophecy," becomes a way for the mind to 

transcend the present moment (83) in its progression 

toward eternity. Past and future coexist as enactments in 

the world of the eternal, and in a replication of puritan 

election, the mind acquiesces to its salvation by access-
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ing the eternal in the present. 

As a consequence, the Puritan legacy informs American 

narrative with its characteristic subversion of temporal 

succession, in which the paradox of a chronology of events 

is posed in opposition to the implicit unavailability of 

beginning or end. American narrative, then, is a fictive 

representation of experience that simUltaneously cor

responds and fails to correspond to the events of the 

story from which it is abstracted. Whatever correspondence 

the narrator makes in the narrative results from the 

conscious and deliberate rhetorical activity of the nar

rator, who attempts to fuse the events of his life with 

his metaphorization of those events. 

The figure of the narrator--for the purpose of this 

study, the first-person n~rrator is intended--is inscribed 

by isolation. Like the Puritan migrants, whose experience 

of migration became both symbol and enactment, the 

American narrator confronts through his narrative ex

perience his absent past, his prior experience and his 

prior identity, which resonate with absence and with 

promise, and which can be reconfigured only by the 

deliberate intervention of the language of his memory and 

by his symbolizing of his past. The purpose of his narrat

ing act is to overcome his isolation within a present 

moment which is always already past and which inscribes 
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the continuous death and re-creation of his own identity. 

Like the puritans, the narrator faces the conundrum 

of his own originating position in a continuum of origina

tion and inheritance. In his desire to assert a self

created identity that will originate his progression 

toward fulfillment, he experiences a sense of loss and 

nostalgia for his remembered past, a nostalgia that impels 

him to choose between an unrecoverable past--albeit one he 

has the potential to enact as prophecy--and an uncertain, 

although promised future. 

To seek to recover the past through his narrating act 

involves the risk of repetition, a failure of origin that 

subverts the narrator's prophetic function even as it 

risks repeating the failures of the past. Yet to choose a 

promised future fulfillment requires acquiescence to 

communal doctrine, a choice that privileges the communal 

even as it requires the narrator to speak the purely 

private. The Puritan answer to this choice was to choose 

to make the past correspond to the future, to see the 

present in terms of the past and the past in terms of the 

present, to make public utterance a version of private 

experience. 

The Puritan legacy in American narrative leaves its 

indelible traces in the politicized voice of the American 

first-person narrator, in a blending of ideology and art 
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that contextualizes the narrative in terms of empowerment. 

The Puritan desire to engage the self spiritually and 

socially in a simultaneous engagement in a progressive 

movement toward spiritual fulfillment bequeaths to the 

American narrator a desire for hegemony in and through the 

narrative text. 

Yet as Puritan ministers and narrators of conversion 

texts discovered, the requisite cost of funding the 

Puritan desire includes a transformation of private ex

perience into a formal, ordained genre of public ut

terance. This transformation entailed a paradoxical fu

sion: the private with the public, the individual ex

perience with the communal expectation of the form of that 

experience, the past with the present and the future, and 

the purely felt with the formally expressed. 

The Puritan emphasis on private spiritual experience 

informing a public utterance of acquiescence to communal 

doctrine thus evolves into the American narrator's engage

ment of the dialectic of identity between his remembered 

earlier self and the self portrayed in his written text, 

and between his remembered earlier self and his present 

writing self. The process engages the narrator in an 

assured personal loss--of self, of experience, of the 

past--which the narrator offers as an exchange for the 

promised empowerment that his narrative represents. By 
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engaging in the narrative act, the narrator chooses to 

acknowledge the pastness of the past, a choice which 

entails loss of that past but which also promises both the 

authority to reconfigure that past and to write a 

prophetic future--in short, to originate the self in a 

time of his own making. Thus the narrator's narrative 

experience enacts the Puritan progression just as the 

American Puritan migration enacted the Biblical prophecy 

of spiritual salvation. 

The shared goal of American Puritan and American 

narrator, therefore, is the progression itself. Yet for 

the American narrator, this goal of progression toward a 

promised fulfillment echoes with the irony of the Hebrew 

diaspora and the demise of the Puritan theocracy, with the 

progression itself simultaneously enacting Hebrew and 

Puritan prophecy and writing its prophecy for the American 

narrative as its inheritor. 

The irony of progression--an irony implicit in Adam's 

exile from Eden as a requisite progression toward 

salvation--is its problematic figuration of degeneration 

as progression. The expectation of spiritual fulfillment 

which was the unattainable goal of the narrator's 

progenitors implicates the American narrative in a 

progressive enactment that can no longer escape the irony 

of its constituents. For the narrator, the exchange of 
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public acquiescence to communal doctrine resonates as a 

Faustian dilemma. 

66 

Central to the narrator's Faustian bargain is his 

model of American Puritan rhetoric, in which the bargain 

for the Puritan entailed a requisite loss of sole 

proprietorship over an individual spiritual experience in 

exchange for the individual spiritual empowerment that 

could only be achieved by membership in the credited 

secularized spiritual community. Fundamental to the 

Puritan desire to engage the progression toward fulfill

ment was this very communal acceptance of membership. 

Paradoxically, then, only by giving up the appearance of 

personal hegemony--a hegemony the Puritan would indict as 

illusory--could the Puritan achieve true authority; and 

true personal authority--the engagement of the progression 

toward individual salvation--could only be legitimated by 

acquiescence to communal doctrine. 

As the inheritor of the Puritan spirit, however, the 

American first-person narrator uses his narrating ex

perience and his narrative text to engage a progression he 

has re-defined in light of the irony of his Puritan in

heritance. Although he engages a progression toward 

achieving the pre-Adamic unity of his origins, it is a 

progression and a unity divested of its sacredness. Yet 
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his authority in the narrative derives from the same 

ambiguous convergence of personal hegemony with communal 

justification: the narrator is only able to engage his 

ironic, but still resonant progression when he is able to 

use his narrative to fuse the oppositions that constitute 

him and his text. Reliance only on an illusory personal 

hegemony will leave the narrator disempowered by his 

narrative, without justification by the communal purpose 

of narrative; in the same way, his denial of a personal 

experience as mutually constitutive of the narrative 

disempowers him by allocating the narrative authority to a 

communal hegemony. 

The narrative paradigm of the first chapter, in light 

of the Puritan inheritance discussed in this chapter, 

outlines the basis for my discussion of narrative and the 

first-person narrator; it can only come to life, however, 

in relation to the literature that provides its generating 

force. The remainder of this study, then, will look at how 

first-person narrators in selected works in the canon of 

American literature enact their engagement with a progres

sion toward fulfillment. 

Although I do not specify a definable time period, 

the works I will examine fall roughly into a period begin

ning with the narrative in Edgar Allan Poe, up to 

twentieth-century literature that has not yet reflected 
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the upheaval in conceptions of time that Einstein's Spe

cial Theory of Relativity engendered. American literature 

has become infused with the implications of Einstein's 

theories of the spatial nature of time--and, necessarily, 

with the implications of modern astronomers' ability to 

look "further" into the past by building telescopes that 

can "see" further distances. This conflation of space and 

time into a single, mutually constitutive physical entity 

calls into question our prior, somewhat self

congratulatory conception of time as a human construct, 

and of course has had correspondingly important implica

tions for narrative practice and theory in the later 

twentieth-century narratives. I have chosen to cut off my 

discussion of American narrative before these cataclysmic 

influences occurred. 

I have grouped the narrators I will use to exemplify 

the progressive nature of American narrative into three 

types, named for the sake of convenient reference after a 

particular narrator who typifies elements of the type: the 

Impotent Narrator, after Hemingway's Jake Barnes; the 

Bachelor Narrator, after Melville's Ishmael; and the 

Affiliated Narrator, after Fitzgerald's Nick carraway.4 

The impotent narrator is characterized by his isola

tion from his own narrative. Although his status as nar

rator enlists him in the potential for fulfillment--the 



69 

Puritans would have characterized the narrator as one of 

the elect--he is a passive recipient of his narrative 

status. The Puritans would have said that the impotent 

narrator invests exclusively in the Covenant of Grace, by 

which he receives the gift of salvation but which he fails 

to actively justify by his deliberate action. That is, his 

authority as narrator reflects his acceptance of de facto 

authorship but does not engage him in a creative recon

figuration of time or memory, both of which he views 

uncritically and without irony. Rather, his narrative 

represents only his private experience, which therefore 

fails as public utterance. The legacy of the impotent 

narrator is his isolation and his passivity; his narrative 

reproduces a chronology of events that neither originates 

a new identity nor enlists him in a progressive movement. 

The bachelor narrator also remains isolated from the 

world of his narrative, but he has taken self-conscious 

control of writing his narrative and thus places it 

deliberately in the arena of public utterance. The 

puritans, however, would have said that the bachelor 

narrator invests exclusively in the Covenant of Works, by 

which he would hope to earn salvation through justifica

tion of his actions. The narrator's Puritan inheritance, 

therefore, funds his narrative as a public statement of 

self-justification, a stance which nevertheless isolates 
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this narrator even though the confessional nature of his 

narrative--like the conversion narrative from which it 

springs--seeks to establish community. The bachelor is 

thus poised between his inherited identity and his in

ability to originate a new identity. Unlike the impotent 

narrator, however, the bachelor effects a fusion of his

torical time with narrated time to subvert and thereby 

overcome the limitations of an inherited temporal succes

sion. 

The affiliated narrator is able to fuse the public 

utterance of his narrative with the private experience of 

retrospection and, in the terms of Puritan doctrine, is 

able to balance his reliance on the Covenant of Grace with 

his use of the Covenant of Works. Thus, the affiliated 

narrator creates himself anew in his narrative, but his 

new identity reconfigures a past identity he acknowledges 

as past. The affiliated narrator uses his narrative as the 

rhetoric of fusion by which relational oppositions become 

mutually constitutive rather than conflicting elements. 

And although his narrative fails to complete his 

fulfillment--his narrated past never catches up with his 

narrating present--it does enlist the affiliated narrator 

in a progressive movement toward a fulfillment that fully 

accounts for the irony of his inheritance. 

The next chapter will begin with a discussion of the 



71 

impotent narrator's narrative relations, the first stage 

in a progression of American narrative from promise to 

fulfillment. He is the type of narrator whose differentia

tion of his past self from his present is most entrenched 

and who is least aware of his alienated condition. The 

remaining stages of what I posit as an American narrative 

progression will be considered in subsequent chapters, 

cUlminating in an analysis of the affiliated narrator, 

whose metaphoric unification in the narrative text models 

the desired and unattainable life process of the narrator 

himself. 



CHAPTER THREE 

IMPOTENCE OR "ACCIDENT"? 

I have chosen to refer to this first group of nar

rators as "impotent" both as a reference to the personal 

dilemma that is central to the character of Ernest 

Hemingway's Jake Barnes, and as a description of the 

important characteristics of all the narrators in this 

group. 
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The primary Latin root of the word impotent means 

that its referrent is powerless, has no control over, is 

incapable of, and lacks self-control. From this original 

meaning, the etymology of impotent has devolved from its 

meaning as powerless to its more specialized application, 

meaning wholly lacking in sexual power or being incapable 

of reproduction, a use of the word that originated in 

1615. 1 The word impotent thus denotes an absence--of 

power, ability, effectiveness, strength, mastery, and 

offspring--which in turn implies that any action by the 

impotent is, in fact, reactive. One who is impotent might 

be said to be unable to generate in the sense of originat

ing; one who is impotent is therefore acted upon, passive. 

In applying the term to the first-person narrators 

discussed in this chapter, I suggest that the generative, 
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authoring function of the narrator is deferred by nar

rators in this group; although the first-person narrator 

tells his story, his narrative text merely replicates the 

elements of the narrative story. Narrative choices, as 

this chapter will discuss, are deflected and deferred, and 

the narrative experience fails to offer the opportunity 

for unification that is at the core of the narrative 

intent. 

Yet my use of impotent as a sobriquet for the nar

rators who are the least successful in using their narra

tives for self-fulfillment is not meant to imply that 

their impotence as narrators is a failure of narrative, 

per §g. Rather, their impotence impedes their use of the 

narrative to metaphorize the progression toward fulfill

ment that I have earlier identified as the intent of 

narrative. Their impotence as narrators, their deferral of 

the first-person narrator's intent, ultimately leaves them 

disempowered by their own narratives. 

My critical paradigm in this discussion uses many 

elements from the American critical debate over distinc

tions of genre. For example, Richard Chase distinguishes 

the artist's stance in the novel as a voyeur--one who 

reveals and thus, as Hawthorne feared, violates the 

"sanctity of a human heart" (Scarlet 188)--from the stance 

in the romance of a discoverer who merely and morally 



explores aesthetic possibilities. Whereas Chase ascribes 

these distinctions to generic variety, I will use that 

characteristic to describe the first-person narrator's 

relation to the characters he portrays in his narrative 

text. 

In this way I have adapted the extant critical dis

cussion of genre--the romance and the novel, realism and 

naturalism--to my needs for a critical paradigm of the 

first-person narrator. Although many of my narrators' 

characteristics will seem to contradict the exclusionary 

generic classifications for which other critics have 

argued, such superficial appearance of contradiction 

arises out of the purpose of this study, and in no way 

reflects on the continuing usefulness of the arguments 

proffered by other critics. 
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such generic classifications, in fact, contribute to 

my own analysis in significant ways. Richard Chase dis

cusses the romance, for example, as a form in opposition 

to the novel; Michael Davitt Bell, on the other hand, 

places the themes of romance in opposition to reality; and 

Joel Porte, who argues that the romance is informed by 

both form and theme, discusses the romance as founded in 

settling conflicts and compromising Old World/New World 

tensions; while Eric sundquist, in his Introduction to 

American Realism, looks at symbolization in American 
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literature and opposes man to his valuation, saying that 

man becomes in the new American realism measured in terms 

of a market wherein values become externalized as their 

representation. 

In an attempt to conflate these and other previously 

accepted categories of generic classification, I follow 

sundquist's example, although my perspective is through 

the lens of cultural inheritance rather than the economic 

paradigm Sundquist uses when he writes that "The age of 

realism in America is the age of the romance of money-

money not in any simple sense but in the complex altera

tions of human value that it brings into being by its own 

capacities for reproduction" (19). 

My digression from the useful discourse established 

by these critics arises out of the conception, as 

Sundquist calls it, of an "age" of realism as a primarily 

temporal construct. I substitute, as the previous chapter 

suggests, a succession that is funded by extra-temporal 

inheritance, a succession modeled on the Puritan concept 

of a progressive movement toward a nevertheless unat

tainable spiritual fulfillment. This study examines this 

metaphorized spiritual progression as a reflection of the 

first-person narrator's use of his narrative. As I argued 

in my previous chapter, many critics adopt the position 

that American literature is defined by the ambiguity 
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inherent in its Puritan origins. This ambiguity, when 

viewed through a lens of historical perspective on litera

ture, lends itself equally, I would argue, both to an 

analysis of generic forms and of narrative relations. My 

attempt, far from negating the thoughtful foundation 

provided by earlier critics, rather seeks to apply a 

different critical perspective, one that seeks other 

conclusions from the same fertile ground of literary 

study. 

Chase notes that a core element in American litera

ture is the interplay of intricate "states of feeling" and 

the language to express that interplay (6), an interplay 

that is funded by the Puritan legacy of public utterance 

as mutually constitutive of private feeling. This element 

of the "states of feeling" in the narrative adheres to the 

shared passivity in the impotent narrators. Their language 

and their relation to other characters demonstrate only a 

vague self-awareness of themselves as independent, dif

ferentiated beings. 

Instead, these narrators tend to identify themselves 

solely in communal terms, through the other characters in 

their narrative text. In the language of their narrative 

texts, they portray themselves in subtle ways as reactive: 

rather than as initiators of the action of their narrative 

texts, they portray themselves as acted upon, controlled 
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by, and imposed upon by events and other characters. This 

identification of the passivity in the narrative is not 

particularly original: Alfred Kazin, for example, notes 

this passivity in the post-war "Lost Generation" comprised 

of Ernest Hemingway, F. Scott Fitzgerald, e.e.cummings, 

and John Dos Passos. Out of their status as the youngest 

post-war generation to go through the war, Kazin claims, 

they wrote out of a lost innocence that older writers 

still possessed and that contributed to their feeling of 

being lost in the world and lost to the world of their 

predecessors (313-314). Kazin notes that Hemingway's 

heroes, in particular, are "done to" as objects of prey 

who find their only endurance through writing (327). 

In my discussion of the impotent narrators' pas

sivity, however, I will locate this characteristic not in 

a post-war malaise of the authors--an obvious caveat since 

I include Edgar Allan Poe and Henry James in this chapter

-but rather in the impotent stance of the narrator in 

relation to his narrative text, an impotence that reflects 

the curious melding of the enactment of free will and the 

acquiescence to authority that is one facet of the cul

tural legacy of Puritan theology. This passivity takes the 

form within the narrative of displacement: the impotent 

narrators subvert their own inherent status of authority 

within the narrative text--derived from their status as 
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narrator--by displacing responsibility for events and even 

self-identity onto others. By failing to metaphorize a 

fusion of the relational oppositions that define the 

narrative world, the narrator displaces his own authoriz

ing function. 

As a result of this displacement, which is a key 

factor in differentiating the impotent narrators from 

other first-person narrators, the narrative text tends to 

be structured as a parallel to the chronology of the 

narrative story: time, like events and identity, is not 

controlled by these impotent narrators. To varying de

grees, these narrators keep up a pretense of simultaneous 

narration: they overlook the discontinuity of a prior, 

narrated identity from the present, narrating identity. 

Typically, they make only limited reference to an 

identity that existed prior to the narrative, and they 

credit memory as a reliable link in an unbroken temporal 

chain of identity. Their language is influenced heavily by 

conditional grammatical forms, rhetorical uncertainty, and 

ironic or self-parodic contradictions. Perhaps the best 

example of the narrators in this group is Jake Barnes, 

although I will also refer to significant similarities 

among the unnamed narrators of Edgar Allan Poe's "The Fall 

of the House of Usher," Henry James's The Sacred Fount, 

and Ralph Ellison's Invisible Man. 
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THE IMPOTENT NARRATOR: ALL IN A NAME 

Jake Barnes is the only named narrator in the group 

of impotent narrators I discuss. 2 However, what could be 

considered as atypical of the characteristics of 

impotence--naming as a sign of empowerment and thus of 

authority--cannot be explained so unequivocably. Although 

Jake's naming could be explained by the narrative demands 

of the extensive dialogue in this particular novel--it 

could only be extremely awkward to frame extensive 

dialogue with one of the characters remaining nameless--I 

will argue that Jake's naming is an ironic empowerment 

derived from Jake's own displacement of identity. 

Jake, in fact, portrays himself in contrast to Robert 

Cohn, who Jake frequently differentiates as a Jew; yet 

Jake's name--diminutive for Jacob--finds its Old Testament 

origin in the early Hebrew story of the son who assumes 

his brother's identity (Genesis 25-29). Played out in the 

use of Jacob as a common Jewish name, especially among 

American Jews, Jake's name, ostensibly a sign of his 

authority, actually signals his identity as one that is 

determined situationally by his name, which can be inter

changeable with another's identity by the adoption of that 

other's name. Jake as the named narrator, then, can be 

seen as named "Jacob" for the purpose of ironically em-



phasizing his identity as comprising one half of the 

Jewish identity completed by Robert Cohn. 
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Joel Porte writes that language controls experience 

and that "technique is capable of both determining and 

circumscribing content" (58); yet if we examine Jake 

Barnes's facility with language--he is, after all, a news 

writer--we find mostly circumlocutions and empty pauses. 

This combination of vocation and voice ironizes Jake's 

role as narrator, which Hugh Kenner associates with 

Hemingway's celebration of the self as both observer and 

participant in the fiction (116). Kenner writes that 

fundamental to the American literary emphasis on honesty 

is the belief that what appears to be real is real, like 

the contrived realities of journalism, movies, photography 

and Andy Warhol's soup cans (Homemade 37-39), a post-war 

delusional phenomenon of accepting appearance as reality 

that he claims leads to a recognition of the fictionality 

of everything (54). Although the irony of Jake's position 

as narrator of a text in which he is a news writer could 

be ascribed to post-war malaise, my analysis of narrative 

relations suggests rather that the acknowledgment of 

contrived realities originates in the Puritan concept of 

correspondences. 

Just as it did for the Puritan ministers, Jake's 

"technique" in telling his story--his narrative act 
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itself--becomes at least one major element in that story. 

How he narrates, then, converges in his text with what he 

narrates. As a narrator whose fine eye for detail, selec

tively reliable memory, and facility for cinematic 

descriptions are counterbalanced by his obtuseness in the 

fundamentals of human interaction, Jake's identity--how he 

sees himself as well as how he portrays himself--compels 

our attention at least as much as do the details of the 

events he describes. And if we examine his "technique" as 

a narrator--those choices he makes in the construction of 

his narrative text out of the background of narrative 

possibilities--we find him muddled and ensnared in con

tradictions and unacknowledged irony. 

out of all the potential "beginnings" from within the 

mass of events comprising the background of his story, 

Jake chooses to begin his narrative text by introducing 

Robert Cohn, a Jew who "was once middleweight boxing 

champion of Princeton" (3). Cohn's status as former boxing 

champ--Jake's choice for the first sentence in the narra

tive text and thus an item of some importance--is im

mediately disavowed by Jake: "Do not think that I am much 

impressed by that as a boxing title, but it meant a lot to 

Cohn" (3). Jake's narrative text, then, begins by select

ing one character for emphasis, a character whose one 

claim to fame, we are told, does not impress the narrator, 
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who nevertheless mentions it first in what is ostensibly 

an attempt to distance himself from the character of Cohn. 

Cohn, although prioritized by Jake, nevertheless 

occupies a highly qualified position relative to the 

narrator: he is not an unqualified friend, but rather a 

"tennis friend" (5), implying Jake's limitations on in

timacy and his trivialization of the basis for the 

friendship. Furthermore, the fact that Jake chooses to 

mention Cohn's boxing title first, even as he both dis

avows its importance to him and states its importance to 

Cohn, juxtaposes contradictory valuation. Yet this jux

taposition has the effect of displacing the terms of 

valuation onto Cohn, to whom, we are told, the boxing 

title is important. 

The next sentence offers further thematic and syntac

tic contortions: Cohn, Jake tells us, "cared nothing for 

boxing, in fact he disliked it" (3). The title, we are led 

to infer from this further qualification, means much to 

Cohn but doesn't impress Jake. Jake thus positions himself 

in direct opposition to what Cohn values: the title but 

not the act of boxing is important to Cohn, whereas the 

title doesn't impress Jake, who nevertheless remains 

silent--here and throughout his narrative--about his 

opinion of boxing as activity. Thus, boxing itself is 

posed by Jake as comprised of conflicted elements: word, 
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or title, and act. Syntactically and thematically Jake 

offers up the image of Cohn as a contrast to himself, but 

a contrast that is self-defining even as it positions Jake 

as an alternate, albeit unacknowledged version of Cohn. 

The remainder of the introductory paragraph is 

devoted to Cohn's boxing career and Jake's final observa

tion, that "I never met anyone of his class who remem

bered him. They did not even remember that he was mid

dleweight boxing champion" (3-4). Again Jake mentions the 

title--thus establishing a pattern for repeated reference 

to those things Jake tells us he is unimpressed by or 

uninterested in--this time coupled with Jake's attempt to 

validate his own opinion that the title is unimpressive: 

not only do classmates not remember Cohn the person, 

"[t]hey did not even remember" his boxing title. 

We learn, too, that Cohn develops a "feeling of 

inferiority and shyness" on "being treated as a Jew at 

Princeton" (3), and we learn that at Cohn's pre-Princeton 

prep school, "no one had made him race-conscious. No one 

had ever made him feel he was a Jew" (4). Thus, Jake's 

narrative text devotes its entire first chapter to his 

"tennis friend," and to Jake's use of Cohn as a figure in 

relational opposition to himself whose subtly drawn image 

reflects Jake's own identity. 

Jake's language and technique in the introduction to 
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his narrative text tells us much about how he makes his 

choices--by where in the story he begins his narrative, by 

how he introduces another character, by how he reveals his 

own social criteria and world view. His portrayal of Cohn, 

for example, reveals that Jake himself seeks his valida

tion from others. Jake validates Cohn's valuation of his 

boxing title--itself an external validation of an 

activity--by mentioning it in the first sentence of the 

narrative text; Jake ascribes Cohn's "inferiority and 

shyness" to his being "treated as," not to his being a 

Jew. Jake portrays Cohn as responding to how his peers 

treat him as being subject to others by stating that "no 

one had made him race-conscious. No one had ~ made him 

feel he was a Jew" (emphasis added). Jake suggests that he 

credits external validation. 

Jake's willingness to credit external validation of 

identity extends to a willingness to shape his own beliefs 

in response to external validation. The failure of 

classmates to remember Cohn causes Jake's "suspicion" (4); 

his response to their failure of memory indicates his 

awareness of the connection between his narrative as an 

abstracted version of events, and his memory as an agent 

in the narrative process. Jake's "suspicion"--aroused 

because his peers, whom he looks to for validation, have 

failed to validate Cohn's boxing title--is alleviated when 
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he "finally had somebody verify the story from Spider 

Kelly" (4), thus offering a twice-removed validation of 

Cohn's claim to the boxing title. Cohn's title is itself a 

validation of an act that can only be validated for Jake 

by the memory of an authority other than his own memory. 

Jake's passivity extends beyond merely not trusting 

his own memory, however. His portrayal of the interplay of 

identity and behavior as originating with others is 

revealed in this advice to Cohn: 

"Stay away from the Quarter. Cruise around by 

yourself and see what happens to you." 

So there you were. I was sorry for him, but 

it was not a thing you could do anything about, 

because right away you ran up against the two 

stubbornnesses: South America could fix it and 

he did not like Paris. He got the first idea out 

of a book, and I suppose the second came out of 

a book too. (12) 

Jake combines in this passage his acceptance of his own 

powerlessness in influencing Cohn--"it was not a thing you 

could do anything about"--and his assumption that behavior 

and attitudes come out of books. 

Although Jake's privileging of his portrayal of Cohn 

provides one example of Jake's own acceptance of the 
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process of validation by others, Jake's interactions with 

other characters implicate him in his typical passivity as 

well. For example, in a conversation with Bill Gorton on 

the nature of irony--which Gorton playfully improvises 

into a song he calls "Irony and Pity"--Jake asks: "What·s 

all this irony and pity? •• HbQ got it 1m?" (114; emphasis 

added), a question that implies the ditty originated with 

someone else. When Gorton tries to coach Jake in what he 

jokingly claims are the newly fashionable ways of Irony 

and Pity, Jake responds, "Who did you get this stuff 

from?" (115). Jake, repeating the conversation in his 

narrative text, still misses the point of Gorton's real 

irony, that he is ad-libbing a joke that turns out to be 

at Jake's unwitting expense, and that all Jake can ask is 

"Who did you get this stuff from?" 

Jake seems to answer his own question about origina

tion when he wonders to himself why he feels "bored and 

dead and dull" riding down the Boulevard Raspail: "I 

suppose it is some association of ideas that makes those 

dead places in a journey" (41), an association he disavows 

as his own creation. He places responsibility for the 

association on the hapless Cohn, who possibly "got that 

incapacity to enjoy Paris ••• from Mencken •••. So many young 

men get their likes and dislikes from Mencken" (42). Jake 

displaces responsibility for his ennui onto Cohn, and 
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through Cohn onto Mencken, a displacement validated by his 

peers, "[s]o many young men." 

In another example of Jake's inability to conceive of 

original feelings or "ideas," Jake responds to Brett's 

command--which, like so much of Brett's communication, 

functions as a mere rhetorical punctuation--to "'Think of 

that'" with the question, "'Anything you want me to think 

about it?'" Jake has miscued, apparently, in making a 

literal response to what, for Brett, is merely verbal 

filler, because Brett responds, "'Don't be an ass'" (244) 

and the issue is dropped. 

Jake's self-validation by his contemporaries is 

mirrored in sUbstantive ways by Edgar Allan Poe's unnamed 

narrator of "The Fall of the House of Usher," although Poe 

is more deliberately mysterious about his narrator's 

identity. As Jonathan Auerbach suggests, Poe's narrators 

typically exist as "disembodied voice, sheer nervous 

energy seeking to order itself by trying to maintain 

control over the tale being told" (21). This mysterious 

quality is embedded in the nameless narrator who, like 

Jake, looks to others for validation and self

identification. 

Although Jake writes himself as a version of the 

other characters in his narrative, Poe's narrator 

demonstrates his passivity in other ways. The identity of 



88 

Poe's narrator is imposed by the physical world, which in 

Poe takes on the status of an almost sentient being. The 

world does not only mirror the narrator's gloom, it ac

tively creates his emotional response and elicits his 

action. 

Poe's narrator chooses to begin his narrative text 

with a description of the day and scene leading up to his 

arrival at the House of Usher, an arrival he implies is 

almost unintentional: 

I had been passing alone ••• and at length found 

myself ••• within view of the melancholy House of 

Usher. I know not how it was--but, with the 

first glimpse of the building, a sense of insuf

ferable gloom pervaded my spirit •••• There was an 

iciness, a sinking, a sickening of the heart--an 

unredeemed dreariness of thought which nQ goad

ing of the imagination could torture into aught 

of the sublime. (1; emphasis added) 

Poe's narrator juxtaposes his own passivity in finding 

himself at what we learn later~, in fact, his intended 

destination and his inability to withstand the "insuf

ferable gloom" that suffuses both his "spirit" and his 

narrative text. In language more self-aware than Jake ever 

uses, Poe's narrator almost apologetically justifies his 

failure to control his spirit, his thought, even his 
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reality he finds himself entering. 
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The "mystery all insoluble" of his enshrouding gloom 

puzzles the narrator, who asks himself "what was it that 

so unnerved me in the contemplation of the House of 

Usher?" Finding no response, his passivity is manifest: 

[F]orced to fall back upon the unsatisfactory 

conclusion, that while, beyond doubt, there are 

combinations of very simple natural objects 

which have the power of thus affecting us, still 

the analysis of this power lies among considera

tions beyond our depth. It was possible, I 

reflected, that a mere different arrangement of 

the particulars of the scene, of the details of 

the picture, would be sufficient to modify, or 

perhaps to annihilate its capacity for sorrowful 

impression •••• (2) 

Not only is the narrator "forced" into his conclusion, but 

he acknowledges that he is unable to analyze the power of 

the environment to thus affect his emotions. Furthermore, 

his only credited response is a "reflected" one that 

shifts responsibility from him: he speculates that if the 

environment changed, his emotional state would follow 

suit. 

The force behind this power, however, is never iden-
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tified. I will address the issue of the rhetorical uncer

tainty of his speech in another section, but this selec

tion sufficiently suggests his reactive nature as a ver

sion of the passivity similar to that of Jake Barnes, 

although the two displace their narrative power onto very 

different sources. 

Although Poe's narrator implies that he is a 

"scrutinizing observer"--because he is able to discern "a 

barely perceptible fissure" in the physical structure of 

the House of Usher (4)--Poe's narrator rather shows him

self to be at least as unobservant and subject to the 

whims of the characters who people his narrative text as 

Jake Barnes. Although his ostensible purpose in visiting 

Roderick Usher, who had been among his "boon companions in 

boyhood" (2), is to cheer his old friend out of the "acute 

bodily illness--of a mental disorder" (2), the narrator 

nevertheless reports that Roderick "involved ••• or led" him 

in their ensuing activities together (9). Far from being 

the "scrutinizing observer" he positions himself as, the 

narrator is rather a passive follower in the actions of a 

host he portrays as less than rational. 

Like Jake Barnes describing Robert Cohn, Poe's nar

rator describes his companion's temperament in terms that 

more accurately illuminate his own. Both are dependent 

versions of other characters, caught inextricably by their 
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passivity. For example, the narrator repeatedly describes 

Roderick's "incoherence--an inconsistency ••• an excessive 

nervous agitation" and the "tremulous indecision" of his 

voice; alternatively, he characterizes Roderick's tone 

thus: 

His voice varied rapidly ••• to that species of 

energetic concision--that abrupt, weighty, 

unhurried, and hollow-sounding enunciation--that 

leaden, self-balanced, and perfectly modulated 

guttural utterance, which may be observed in the 

lost drunkard, or the irreclaimable eater of 

opium, during the periods of his most intense 

excitement. (6) 

The characteristics enunciated here suggest that the 

narrator equally devalues the "unhurried" and the "self

balanced," and that the qualifier attached to the "per

fectly modulated guttural utterance" debases it as well. 

Yet the person whose "voice" holds forth in either 

this manner or, alternately, in a manner of "tremulous 

indecision" is portrayed by the narrator as directing the 

actions and the thoughts of the narrator. What appears to 

be the narrator's only self-originating choice is made on 

his last night in the mansion, when he tells Roderick: "'I 

will read, and you shall listen'" (17). Although he ap

pears to take the moment in hand with his commanding tone, 
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the narrator nevertheless qualifies his own authority by 

first referring to the book he will read as ""one of your 

[Roderick's] favourite romances'" and then fully disavow

ing the authorizing quality of his choice as independent 

act by noting it was "the only book immediately at hand" 

(17). The reading and listening activities of the 

narrator's only apparently original choice are thus dis

placed as originating either with Roderick or with the 

happenstance of proximity. 

The narrator's final recorded act, when he flees the 

crumbling mansion, suggests that he does assume a degree 

of authority for his acts. Yet he is only able to flee the 

madness of the House of Usher when Madeline's "now final 

death-agonies, bore [Roderick] to the floor a corpse, and 

a victim to the terrors he had anticipated" (21). And even 

in fleeing, at once a seemingly self-generated action and 

a reaction to Roderick's and Madeline's deaths, the nar

rator writes that he "found" himself "crossing the old 

causeway" (21), in his passivity impelled forward by the 

death throes of the House of Usher, even as he previously 

was compelled by Roderick's powerful madness. 

Like Jake Barnes, Poe's narrator writes his identity 

as a version of the other characters in his narrative. 

Unlike Jake, however, Poe's narrator displaces authority 

for his feelings and actions onto the physical forces of 
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nature rather than, as Jake does, onto a system of social 

validation. Although both are passive and reactive, their 

different credited sources reflect, perhaps, the shifting 

expectations from the nineteenth to the twentieth century. 

Despite little apparent opportunity for comparison, 

the fact that both narrators remain unnamed suggests one 

point in common between the first-person narrator of Henry 

James's The Sacred Fount and Poe's narrator. The scenes at 

Newmarch, a name which like Usher denotes a conflation of 

the family name with its genealogical origins, play out in 

the sunlight of the fashionable set gathered for a country 

weekend scenes considerably less gothic than Poe's hor

rific scenes at the House of Usher. James's narrator, like 

Poe's, maintains a deliberate self-mystification: in 

addition to remaining nameless among a crowd of acquain

tances whose conversations he dutifully recounts, we are 

also kept ignorant of any identifying physical detail, 

despite the narrator's obsession with such detail in 

others. 3 

As nameless and as first-person narrator, James's 

narrator, like Poe's, simultaneously occupies positions of 

isolation and intimacy relative to the other characters he 

portrays. As William R. Goetz states, the narrator of The 

Sacred Fount is "isolated from the people around [him]" 

(124) by the very task of narrating the events he both 
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perceives and creates. Goetz points out that James's 

fundamental issue for his narrator centers on the confu

sion of the empirical and imaginative realities he is 

charged with narrating, an analysis to which I am in

debted. As the only guest at Newmarch who remains name

less, the narrator signals his isolation from the others, 

as does Poe's narrator in his sojourn at the house of 

Usher. And like Poe's narrator, his isolation is inter

rupted by a deliberate journey in which both narrators 

portray themselves as observers. 

Yet James's narrator has chosen his isolation, as he 

hints in the opening scene of his narrative text on the 

train platform, when he explains that the "occasion" of 

traveling to Newmarch presented the opportunity "to look 

out at the station for others, possible friends and even 

possible enemies ••• one was glowered at, in the compart

ment, by people who on the morrow, after breakfast, were 

to prove charming" (1). Yet even as he is not quite one of 

the crowd at Newmarch, the narrator's position as first

person narrator privileges his relationships with the 

other guests: we can never entirely forget that this is 

his story, presented through his consciousness and for his 

purposes. Like the two impotent narrators considered so 

far, James's narrator seeks to avoid responsibility for 

the events he will portray by portraying himself as a 
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passive observer of those events. 

Like Jake Barnes and Poe's narrator, James's narrator 

portrays himself in terms conditioned by the other charac

ters in his narrative. Like Poe's narrator, he chooses to 

begin his narrative at a temporal and spatial point of 

departure: in the chronology of the weekend, the narrative 

text begins just before the train departs that will take 

the guests to Newmarch, just before the "official" weekend 

begins. And just as Jake Barnes' portrayal of Robert Cohn 

illuminates his own character at least as much as Cohn's, 

and Poe's narrator's characterization of Roderick il

luminates the narrator himself, so does James's narrator 

use the meeting with Gilbert Long to establish his own 

identity. 

Gilbert Long, as "an element" (1) of the habitual 

Newmarch crowd, would not be likely to engage in the 

ambiguity of expecting encounters with "possible friends 

and even possible enemies" (1): Long, the narrator states 

unequivocably, "was a friend of the house" (1-2). Like 

Jake Barnes, then, James's narrator credits external 

social validation, although in his case the validation is 

transformed into a disavowal by this narrator's perverse 

reversal of social norms. 

In a minute description of Long's appearance, the 

narrator writes that he is possessed of "good looks, which 
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were striking ••• his six feet and more of stature, his low

growing, tight-curling hair, his big, bare, blooming face. 

He was a fine piece of human furniture--he made a small 

party seem more numerous" (2). This description of Long, 

quite apart from the narrator's statements of his 

relationship to Long, suggests that the narrator perceives 

in Long a physical ideal that leads to social acceptance, 

even as it emphasizes the absence of any corresponding 

detail about the narrator. The narrator draws conclusions 

about Long's social standing from Long's physical 

"presence." The narrator at once credits this validation 

by social acceptance even as he disagrees with its ap

plication to Long. By inference, his own failure to 

achieve social validation is reflected in his petulant 

assessment of his relationship to Long. 

The narrator's interaction with Long, which he 

portrays initially from his own perception of their 

relationship, but which he subsequently portrays from a 

perspective altered by Long's actions, is problematic in a 

way that parallels the disjunction between Jake's ex

pressed and unexpressed relationship to Cohn. Although 

Jake's memory of prior events is shaped by external 

validation, James's narrator's present perceptions are 

altered by Long's actions; although Jake's understanding 

of the present causes him to re-write the past, James's 
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narrator re-writes the present as well. 

First the narrator indicates that he "remembered 

having already more than once met [Long] at Newmarch" (1), 

which places Long in a context of prior, although not 

expressly intimate contact with the narrator. This prior 

contact is qualified expressly as a lack of intimacy when 

the narrator peevishly writes that "I so little expected 

him, at the same time, to recognise me that I stopped 

short of the carriage near which he stood--I looked for a 

seat that wouldn't make us neighbors" (2). The narrator 

indicates that he will choose his own seat on the train in 

response to Long's anticipated failure to recognize him. 

Yet this statement immediately calls into question why, if 

the narrator recognizes Long from repeated prior meetings, 

why wouldn't Long be expected to recognize the narrator? 

The scene unfolding with Long, it becomes apparent, 

allows the narrator to implicate his own world view and 

his view of his own place in that world by portraying it 

in relational terms. Unlike Jake Barnes or Poe's narrator, 

however, James's narrator reacts not only to what other 

characters do or say, but more importantly to what he 

expects them to do or say, a reaction that, in being prior 

to the actual action of the other, in some ways indicates 

a potential awareness of his own control as narrator over 

the other characters in his narrative. 
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A reaction based on an anticipated act could be read 

as the narrator's anticipation of what he himself will 

write into action, yet this possibility of narrative 

awareness seems remote when we note that the narrator 

expresses "surprise" (2) that Long approaches him "as if 

for a greeting" (2). And the narrator's subsequent actions 

implicate him as essentially passive in his relations: 

If he had decided at last to treat me as an 

acquaintance made, it was none the less a case 

for letting him come all the way. That, accord

ingly, was what he did, and with so clear a 

conscience, I hasten to add, that at the end of 

a minute we were talking together quite as with 

the tradition of prompt intimacy •••• He referred 

to our previous encounters and common contacts-

he was glad I was going; he peeped into my 

compartment and thought it better than his own. 

He called a porter, the next minute, to shift 

his things •••• (2-3) 

Despite the caveats of "letting him come" and "talking 

together," this passage firmly places the responsibility 

for action on Long and his decision to "treat" the nar

rator "as an acquaintance made." Although Long's actions 

imply that the narrator's memory was in error, he portrays 

his reaction as a shift in present action rather than a 
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shift in perception, an important distinction from the 

previously considered narrators, whose reactivity extends 

to their thoughts as well as their actions. 

In addition to his passivity of action as reflected 

in his relationship with Long, the narrator's reference to 

other characters supports his own expectation of pas

sivity. For example, the character whose significance is 

emphasized consistently throughout the narrative is Grace 

Brissenden, whose marriage to Guy Brissenden has resulted 

in the marvelous exchange of youth for age with which the 

narrator is obsessed. 

Although James uses "Brissenden" as the patronymic 

for a man whose vitality has been ebbing away since his 

marriage, the narrator repeatedly condenses the name in 

his references to both Briss and Mrs. Briss, and more 

especially to "poor Briss." In its condensed form--a 

reversal, it might be noted, of the diminutive Jake 

replacing its association with Jacob--the name suggests an 

association with the Jewish rite of circumcision (bris, 

for brith milah or berith milah). The narrator appends his 

abbreviation of the name with his editorial "poor," thus 

implying an association of the marriage ceremony with 

emaSCUlation as ritualized and socially credited acts. 

Although his status as a bachelor who admits to having 

been in love only "for a whole [day]" (149) suggests that 



100 

he exempts himself from this process of emasculation, his 

narrative technique refutes that implicit claim to 

authority. 

The narrator's essentially reactive, passive nature 

is evident in his first meeting of the weekend with Grace 

Brissenden, a "lady unknown" to the narrator, who soon, 

however, "caught at her identity through her voice" (3). 

Yet only in response to Grace's "reproach" (3) does the 

narrator catch at her "identity," which affords him one of 

his few moments of self-awareness: "I reflected that she 

might easily have thought me the same sort of ass as I had 

thought Long" (3). The moment is fleeting, however, and 

the narrator's action is limited by being portrayed as 

"reflected"; soon the journey to Newmarch begins, with the 

narrator "in my corner [with] my companions.opposite" (3). 

The narrator's introductions of Gilbert Long and 

Grace Brissenden present in microcosm his reactive nature, 

which is played out in the global context of his narrative 

text, in the "blaze of suggestion" (12) that forms the 

basis of his search for the sacred fount. Just as he steps 

aside and waits for Long to recognize him, and just as he 

waits for Grace to speak before recognizing her, so too 

does his obsession with the source of change in his 

friends originate in others. 

The narrator's unwillingness to orginate his own 
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identity is reflected in the ease with which he defers to 

the characterizations other characters make. For example, 

the narrator alludes in remarks to Long that he failed to 

recognize Grace, an allusion the narrator calls his "cue" 

to Long, who associates that "failure to place her" with 

her change "since her marriage" (5). Long comments on her 

age in relation to her husband's and then, "with an acute

ness for which I shouldn't have given him credit" (6), 

Long corrects the narrator's impression that Grace is more 

beautiful, saying that "nothing" has "happened" to her. 

Although the narrator protests that marriage is 

"supposed to be something," Long responds: 

"Yes, but she has been married so little and so 

stupidly. It must be desperately dull to be 

married to poor Briss. His comparative youth 

doesn't, after all, make more of him. He's 

nothing but what he is. Her clock has simply 

stopped. She looks no older--that's al1." 

"Ah, and a jolly good thing too, when you 

start where she did. But I take your 

discrimination," I added, "as just." (6) 

Likewise, the narrator expresses his perception that 

Long's character has changed when he alludes to his past 

perception of Long: "He talked as I had never heard 

him ••• I was proportionately more conscious of the change 
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in him" (7). Yet he qualifies his own perceptivity as 

merely an "impression" when Grace mentions "that she had 

never seen a man so improved: a confidence that I met with 

alacrity, as it showed me that, under the same impression, 

I had not been astray" (8). And it is Grace who goes on to 

qualify the terms of Long's improvement as not only 

originating with Lady John, but due to Lady John's "lift" 

(9) which ""has positively given [Long] a mind and a 

tongue. That'.§. what has come over him'" (10). 

Although it must be kept in mind that these exchanges 

are reported by the narrator--accurately or not--the 

narrator does seem to portray himself as responding to the 

suggestions of others, even as he employs rhetorical 

strategies like conditional verbs and rhetorical uncer

tainty to emphasize the tentative quality of his own 

observations. 

Like James's narrator, Ralph Ellison's unnamed nar

rator of Invisible Man plays out his passivity in in

dividual interactions that metaphorize the global context 

of his narrative as a whole. Yet Ellison's narrator, 

although passive, is somewhat more articulate and aware 

than the other first-person narrators in this group, a 

characteristic evidenced in his literary referentiality. 

For example, in the first paragraph of the Prologue, the 

narrator announces, "I am an invisible man. No, I am not a 
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spook like those who haunted Edgar Allan Poe; nor am lone 

of your Hollywood-movie ectoplasms" (7). And in a 

reference to ~-Dick, he writes that Mr. Norton, hiding 

beneath the stairs during the scuffle at the Golden Day, 

is "like a formless white death" (79). 

Yet his referentiality is a reaction that negates 

inter-textuality and paradoxically enhances his own isola

tion. He references an inter-textual context as a way to 

define his own identity in much the same way that the 

other impotent narrators use other characters for self

definition. Even though Ellison's narrator identifies 

himself as a negative, the identification is nevertheless 

externally imposed rather than the result of his intro

spection and origination. 

Yet Ellison's narrator is ultimately the victim of 

his own inadequate awareness, demonstrated by his oft

repeated assertion that "I am an invisible man" (7 et 

passim), his reference to himself as a "phantom" (8) and 

one who lives "in a state of hibernation" (9). His aware

ness, unlike that of the other narrators I have associated 

him with, is limited to a certain acknowledgment that 

others validate, or not, his existence; he remains unaware 

of his own creative and controlling role as narrator of 

those "others." He suffers from writing out of the same 

existential limbo as the other impotent narrators, seeking 
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self-identity through others--minimally conscious that 

they are unable to provide it--but nevertheless subverting 

his own efforts at self-identification. 

Ellison's narrator establishes his faulty self

consciousness in his Prologue, where he writes that he is 

made up of the usual physical properties of a "man of 

substance ••• and I might even be said to possess a mind. I 

am invisible, understand, simply because people refuse to 

~ me" (7; emphasis added). He articulates his lack of 

external validation when he writes that "you often doubt 

if you really exist. You wonder whether you aren't simply 

a phantom in other people's minds" (7), an ironic state

ment for a first-person narrator whose ~ mind portrays-

creates, in fact--the people around him. 

When the narrator finds that he cannot expect recog

nition from others--the white world, in particular, al

though he doesn't suggest that he is any more visible in 

the black world either--nevertheless he seeks his self

identity in the physical world. Much like Poe's narrator, 

whose physical reaction to arriving at the House of Usher 

is created by the mysterious tarn surrounding the house, 

Ellison's narrator illuminates his hidden living quarters 

with "1,369 lights" powered by stolen electricity: "Light 

confirms my reality, gives birth to my form •••• without 

light I am not only invisible, but formless as well; and 
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to be unaware of one's form is to live a death" (10). Like 

Poe's narrator, the invisible man is identity made real by 

the validation of the physical world, although for the 

twentieth-century narrator that world is, not surpris

ingly, the corrupted man-made world. 

Jake Barnes attempts to define himself by bouncing 

waves of personal characteristics against the other 

characters in his narrative text; Poe's narrator finds 

himself in response to the tarn and the mysterious air 

surrounding the House of Usher; James's narrator defines 

his own identity by engaging in voyeuristic acts of obser

vation; and Ellison's narrator seeks to keep himself from 

disappearing entirely by illuminating his physical form 

with a blaze of stolen power. 

Although the deliberative, subversive interaction 

between Ellison's narrator and others in his text is 

emblematized in his theft of electricity from the Monopo

lated Light and Power, his real pride in using their 

service lies in their ignorance: he uses electicity 

without paying for it "and they don't know it" (9), which 

maintains his invisibility to others while allowing him to 

illuminate it for himself. 

Yet the narrator, in his comments on responsibility, 

seems to acknowledge that his "power"--both the electical 

power and the self-authorizing power he obtains as an 



invisible thief--is also a phantom: 

I am one of the most irresponsible beings that 

ever lived. Irresponsibility is part of my 

invisibility; any way you face it, it is a 

denial. But to whom can I be responsible, and 

why should I be, when you refuse to see me? And 

wait until I reveal how truly irresponsible I 

am. Responsibility rests upon recognition, and 

recognition is a form of agreement. (16) 

106 

By displacing his responsibility, by claiming a superla

tive irresponsibility, Ellison's narrator justifies his 

passivity as in fact the evidence of subterfuge. 

The narrator's justifications of his passivity ring 

false, however, in light of his empty claims that he 

retains the capacity to act. He fails to acknowledge the 

mutuality of passivity and empowerment, a failure he 

signals in an uncanny echo of Puritan rhetoric as when he 

writes that "hibernation is a covert preparation for a 

more overt action" (16). Yet his self-justification in

verts the Puritan typology, forming an ironic equation 

between hibernation, an isolating removal from comunity, 

and communal actions, and overt action and salvation. The 

result of his inversion is kept from being the ironic 

commentary on the community that he intends it to be by 

the lack of awareness he demonstrates in portraying what 
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he calls "overt action." 

Every evidence of "overt action" that involves in

dividual choice, and what might thus involve his progres

sion, is balanced by some caveat. He writes in his 

Prologue, for example, that "I had discovered unrecognized 

compulsions of my being," which he quickly qualifies, 

"even though I could not answer 'yes' to their promptings" 

(15; emphasis added). He makes this discovery under the 

influence of the "reefer" he has been given in place of a 

cigarette (11) and it is thereby effectively displaced by 

the effect of the drug, his passivity in being given the 

drug, and by his own avowed inability to act except as the 

drug directs his action. 

In his most important characteristic of passivity, 

Ellison's narrator seeks self-identification through other 

characters in ways that are fundamentally similar to the 

other impotent narrators. All of the passive, impotent 

narrators share characteristics of isolation. They are 

only marginally aware of their isolation; they see them

selves as created by others and, in effect, as images with 

little power to act independently; and they define them

selves, seemingly to themselves as well as to the reader 

of their narrative texts, as the absent or "invisible" 

subject in relational opposition to others. 

These characteristics of passivity in the impotent 
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narrators appear as a series of displacements in their 

narrative texts. For example, the process of revealing the 

self is displaced onto other characters in a process of 

image-formation in which the first-person narrator is 

reflected by others. The narrative choices involved in 

portraying the other characters and in selecting from the 

background of historical events of the narrative are 

displaced onto the other characters themselves, and the 

first-person narrator ignores his own responsibility for 

choosing the narrative elements. One of these primary 

choices involves the temporal synchronicity of the narra

tive text with the story from which it is selected, a 

choice which will be discussed in the following section. 

BEGINNING WITH THE BEGINNING: A CHRONOLOGY OF FAILURE 

A first-person narrator, like an author, confronts 

several choices in the process of ordering the selected 

details of his narrative text. As Paul Ricoeur writes, we 

think of time as a chronology of successive moments in 

which each moment exists as three forms of a present: a 

present that is a past re-convened, a simultaneous 

present, and a present that is a future anticipated. As a 

succession, these moments enforce a continuous supplanta

tion that requires us continuously to re-create ourselves. 
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If narrative, story and text, is itself a form of temporal 

succession that attempts to transmit something of these 

successive moments, difficulties inhere in transforming a 

lived temporal succession into a narrated temporal succes

sion. In the case of first-person narrative, the transfor

mation of temporal forms by the first-person narrator is 

complicated by the narrator's presence in the two temporal 

successions--the narrative story and the narrative text-

as a past written identity who is related to but different 

from a present, writing identity. 

In the type of narrators I have identified as 

"impotent," the choices inherent in the process of narrat

ing have been deferred: the narrator structures his narra

tive text as a sequence that more or less closely follows 

the chronological sequence of the story, a choice I refer 

to as deferred simply because the first-person narrator 

fails to differentiate the narrative text--as an independ

ent temporal form--from the background story from which it 

is abstracted. Although this confluence between the 

chronology of the events of the story and the chronology 

of the narrative text might seem to be inevitable, the 

narrator possesses several alternative chronologies from 

which to choose. 

While most narratives, particularly those written 

prior to what we refer to as post-modern narratives, offer 
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at lease some points at which the chronology of the narra

tive text replicates the chronology of the story, I am 

most interested in this confluence or replication as a 

conscious choice by the first-person narrator or, as 

discussed in this chapter, as a deferral of choice. This 

failure of choice is consistent with the narrator's pas

sivity, since in structuring his narrative the narrator 

allows the events of the story, not the productive func

tion of narrative as an enactment of discourse, to control 

the chronology of the text. 

Furthermore, the pretense of simUltaneous narration-

that is, a narrative text which purports to duplicate the 

events it reports--is consistent with the narrator's 

abrogation of responsibility in other areas of the process 

of narration. This purported simultaneity of narration 

typically takes the form of the narrator overlooking his 

own identity as either past or present. The narrator 

assumes a continuity of identity in which the present, 

narrating self is portrayed without any recognition of his 

privilege relative to the narrative text: the events of 

the story form the basis of the narrative text, but in the 

intervening time period and in the process of ordering the 

events of the narrative story, the narrator has learned 

little if anything about himself or his story. 

Although the first-person narrator aims to engage a 
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progression toward achieving a unified identity through 

the narrative process, this progression can only be en

gaged in the context of awareness, whether or not that 

awareness is articulated for the reader. Nevertheless, the 

narrator must first be aware of the relational oppositions 

that define his world; he must subsequently enact, in his 

narrative experience, a fusion of those oppositions as a 

metaphorizing process of progression. Jake Barnes again 

serves as an essential model for the narrator's impotence. 

Jake Barnes tells his story as a progression of 

events that is rarely interrupted by temporal twists or 

narrative intervention. The sequence of events he relates 

in his narrative text closely parallels the sequence of 

events as they were lived by Jake and his friends. The 

experiences he weaves into his text are linked by their 

contiguity in a chronological sequence, not by Jake's 

requirements for the narrative process, and the extent of 

his experience is circumscribed by the narrative events. 

Jake fails to experience the narrative process as a 

metaphorizing process of progression, and thereby fails to 

either understand or make progress toward his own unifica

tion. As a result, references to experiences that occurred 

outside the text, which are therefore within the temporal 

sequence of the story but not of the text, are minimal and 

allusive, offering little indication that Jake has 
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achieved insight through experience. For example, Jake's 

vague reference to a prior relationship with Brett sug

gests that a conversation in a taxi is a mere repetition 

of a prior conversation: 

She was looking into my eyes with that way she 

had of looking that made you wonder whether she 

really saw out of her own eyes •••• 

"And there's not a damn thing we could do," 

I said. 

"I don't know," she said. "I don't want to 

go through that hell again." 

"We'd better keep away from each other." 

"But, darling, I have to see you. It isn't 

all that you know." 

"No, but it always gets to be." (26) 

Jake's recognition of Brett's "look" as familiar, their 

references to "again" and "always gets to be" all refer to 

their prior experience of this particular aspect of their 

relationship, in an unrecorded portion of Jake's story. 

Yet Jake's narration of these references takes the form of 

an actual replication--he shows no insight, no recognition 

of the irony of imperfect replication, no awareness of 

time intervening between the earlier experience and the 

later re-playing of it. 

Although Umberto Eco associates this irony of imper-
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fect replication with post-modernism and the "challenge of 

the past, of the already said" (67), an association with 

the view of temporal progression that adheres to most 

literary criticism, this study attempts to show that this 

"challenge" adheres instead to the first-person narrative 

utterance of any time or generic classification. Cer

tainly, the articulation of Eco's "challenge" has become 

an obsessive concern with post-modern writers; neverthe

less, narrative as a form implies an awareness of the 

pastness of the past in its requirement that the narrator 

reconfigure an absent past. Because the first-person 

narrator's responsibility lies in transforming and order

ing a lived sequence of events, a responsibility that 

requires a recognition of the pastness of the past and its 

ultimate irretrievability as other than a contrivance, the 

narrative relations characteristic of the first-person 

narrator transcend the influence of temporal succession. 

In fact, Jake does refer to his present narrative 

text as a past sequence that he is recording in a scene 

with Robert Cohn and Frances Clyne: Frances has been 

baiting Cohn about his rejection of her and her forthcom

ing visit to England. Jake, surprised at Cohn "taking it 

all," remarks that "this was friendly joking to what went 

on later" (49), a reference to Cohn being badgered by 

Michael and Brett at Pamplona. Yet Jake's reference to a 
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narrative "later" fails to differentiate him as the 

present narrator of past events: offered more as an aber

rant instance of foreshadowing, Jake's comment indicates 

only a minimal privilege of knowledge on Jake's part, who 

fails to consider Cohn's treatment by his "friends" in 

light of what Jake now knows. 

Not only does Jake present his narrative text as an 

ordered temporal chronology that duplicates the temporal 

sequence of the story, he also presents his physical 

movements in a spatial sequence that links the narrative 

story to the narrative text in a duplication of spatio

temporal progression. His narrative text advances in time 

and space, and the form of the narrative text itself takes 

on a duration that is measured by the story's spatio

temporal advancements. 

Jake emphasizes this linkage of space and time in 

several complicated references that simultaneously avow 

and disavow the relation of identity to time and space. 

For example, Jake assures Cohn that the latter's proposed 

move to South America will not solve his existential 

ennui: "'Listen, Robert, going to another country doesn't 

make any difference. I've tried all that. You can't get 

away from yourself by moving from one place to 

another •.•• '" (11). 

Although Jake disavows any link between identity and 
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movement in space, he subsequently contradicts himself 

when he asks: "'Couldn't we live together, Brett? Couldn't 

we just live together?'" and to her negative reply, he 

asks a slightly different question: II'Couldn't we go off 

in the country for a while?'" (55). Jake tries to convince 

Brett that going away together will change them and change 

the failure of their relationship. Brett refuses, not by 

articulating any knowledge that identity is dissocated 

from place, but by asserting her own identity: "'It 

wouldn't be any good. I'll go if you like. But I couldn't 

live quietly in the country. Not with my own true love'" 

(55). Jake, as the present writing self, knows that Robert 

Cohn is the most immediate reason Brett will not go away 

with him, yet he repeats the exchange of his requests and 

Brett's denials without any of the irony that would result 

from his privileged knowledge. 

In the previous examples, Jake's narrative technique 

emphasizes movement among places as a parallel to time 

passing in the narrative story. Not only do the events of 

the narrative text take place in a succession of places-

Jake and his friends move from Paris to Pamplona to Bur

guete, back to Pamplona, to Bayonne, San Sebastian and 

Madrid--but Jake displays a curiously cinematic, elaborate 

and detailed memory for places, even though his memory is 

ironically, for a writer, short on details about people. 
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For example, he introduces Robert Cohn with a brief and 

decidedly vague genealogy of Cohn's parents: his father 

came from "one of the richest Jewish families in New 

York," and his mother from "one of the oldest" (4), yet 

neither family is otherwise identified. Cohn's first wife 

is mentioned in passing but, like his three children, 

neither named nor located (4). Cohn's prep school, 

likewise, is not named (4). Yet in his meeting with 

Frances and Cohn, not only are all the restaurants named, 

the streets taken between restaurants are named, possible 

vacation itineraries are named, as are hotels to stay at 

(6-7). 

Jake typically gives rather detailed itineraries of 

every place he visits, usually referring to streets, 

restaurants and bars and hotels that he sometimes merely 

passes. 4 Although Jake's memory lapses about people might 

seem normal, they take on significance when viewed in 

contrast to the level of recollection for the details of 

places. This contrast suggests the importance place plays 

in the progression of Jake's narrative. By detailing his 

movements among places, Jake emphasizes the parallel 

between the temporal succession of the story and the 

temporal chronology of his text, while concurrently de

emphasizing his own membership in a communal progression 

through time and space. His creation of a parallel narra-
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tive chronology thus fails to establish his own originat

ing authority and instead emphasizes his isolation from 

any potential spiritual community.5 

Although Poe's narrator of "The Fall of the House of 

Usher" does not move from place to place in quite as wide

ranging an itinerary as Jake's, the narrative sequence of 

his text does follow a chronological and spatial progres

sion that synchronizes with the chronology of the narra

tive story that is the text's origin. Poe's narrator 

demonstrates a variation of the deferral of narrative I 

have associated with the impotent narrators by isolating 

him in a position of inauthenticity. 

The events of his story begin on a "day" (1) when he 

approaches the House of Usher from an unspecified loca

tion. His narrative text proceeds "over a short causeway" 

(4) to the house's entrance, where he enters "the Gothic 

archway of the hall" (4) and continues "through many dark 

and intricate passages," up "one of the staircases" to the 

"studio" of Roderick (4). 

Like Jake with his litany of place names in Paris, 

Poe's narrator describes the Usher mansion using minute 

physical and emotional detail offered in a succession that 

parallels the narrator's successive experience of the 

mansion. Like Jake, Poe's narrator thus acknowledges the 

experience of the narrative events--the historical origin 
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of the narrative, as it were--but not the experience of 

the narrative process itself. The cumulative effect of 

this detail and the order in which it is offered combine 

to suggest a simultaneous narration by a narrator who 

writes his narrative text even as he lives the story on 

which it is based. 6 

Even though the narrator uses a narrative past tense, 

his narrative text seems to conflate the time of narrating 

with the time narrated, a characteristic that reflects 

both the first-person narrator's failure to acknowledge 

his own differentiation in separate times, and Poe's 

requirements for a mysterious, gothic quality. Yet as an 

unaware temporal conflation,the technique fails to fuse 

the historical and the prophetic functions of the narra

tive by failing to acknowledge the resultant ambiguity of 

the act. Like the other impotent narrators, Poe's narrator 

seeks to replicate the past, an act that ignores both his 

own originating impulse and the imperfection of memory. 

Poe's narrator, like Jake Barnes, bases his narrative 

text on the assumption--and the rhetorical enactment of 

this assumption--that his memory of the details of this 

singular time is timeless, that his recollection is of 

"something repeated," as Jake muses while listening to a 

drummer with Brett and the count: 

I had that feeling of going through something 
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that has all happened before. "You were happy a 

minute ago." 

The drummer shouted: "You can't two time--" 

I had the feeling as in a nightmare of it 

all being something repeated, something I had 

been through and that now I must go through 

again. (64) 

Unlike Jake, whose allusion to the "nightmare" quality of 

his recollection at least suggests a distorted 

repetititon, Poe's narrator refers to the ability of 

memory to repeat the past when he claims that Roderick's 

"dirges will ring forever in my ears" (9), and even more 

specifically to the exacting replicability of memory when 

he refers to "a countenance not easily to be forgotten" 

(6), to what he "can never forget ••• " (8), or that he 

"shall ever bear about me a memory ••• " (9). Some paintings 

of Roderick's even remain "vivid as their images now are 

before me" (9) in an association of the ability of the 

image implanted in memory to transcend both time and the 

limitations of imagery. 

Like Jake, however, Poe's narrator refers vaguely to 

the present narrative as being based on past events when 

he qualifies his response "in the circumstances then 

surrounding me" (9). This acknowledgment doesn't differen-
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tiate his present, writing self--and responses that would 

be altered presumably by the passage of time and by 

memory--from the written self he portrays in his narrative 

text. 

The succession of events in the narrative text of 

Poe's narrator parallels the succession of events as he 

lived them, just as his movement among places likewise 

takes him from outside the mansion to inside and again 

back to an outside unchanged by the cataclysmic events 

going on inside the mansion. His narrative ends with him 

regarding how "the deep and dank tarn at my feet closed 

sullenly and silently over the fragments of the 'House of 

Usher'" (21). 

Like Jake, Poe's narrator relies on the events of the 

story to control and order his own narrative text, with 

little digression or acknowledgment of his own narrative 

responsibility, and with no acknowledgment of his 

privileged status as a narrator who knows at the beginning 

how his narrative text will end. These impotent narrators 

thus narrate a circularity of repeated time as well as re

visited place: none "end" their narratives very far 

removed--physically, intellectually or spiritually--from 

where they began. 

Henry James's unnamed narrator of The Sacred Fount 

also defers his narrative responsibility by using the 
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framing device of a trip undertaken, a journey through 

time and space that dictates the formal order of the 

narrative text. Like Poe's narrator, James's narrator 

begins his narrative text at the moment of embarkation, 

quite literally on the train platform waiting for the 

train that will take him to Newmarch for the weekend. The 

time frame of both the narrative text and the story from 

which it is abstracted is explicitly limited to a weekend 

and to a unified space, although that space offers oppor

tunity for spatial movement among the different locales on 

the Newmarch estate. 

Although James's narrator seems more self-aware than 

the other impotent narrators in this group, his self

awareness is a mental peregrination which functions as a 

parallel narrative form: his actual lived experience is 

formed into a narrative thread which he duplicates in a 

second narrative thread, that of his imagined experience. 

Far from being substantive, the narrrator's self-awareness 

thus functions as a foil that allows the advancement of 

his imagined narrative, which in turn feeds the momentum 

of his experiential narrative text. 

Movement in thought as in physical action, for this 

narrator, is an activity that spirals forward, powered by 

itself rather than by his conscious, ordering will. In the 

following extended passage he explains a progression of 



observations, reflections, and connections: 

The difficulty with me was in the momentum 

already acquired by the act--as well as, doubt

less, by the general habit--of observation. I 

remember indeed that on separating from Mrs. 

Brissenden I took a lively resolve to get rid of 

my ridiculous obsession. It was absurd to have 

consented to such immersion, intellectually 

speaking, in the affairs of other people. One 

had always affairs of one's own, and I was 

positively neglecting mine. Such, for a while, 

was my foremost reflection; after which, in 

their order or out of it, came an inevitable 

train of others. One of the first of these was 

that, frankly, my affairs were by this time 

pretty well used to my neglect. There were 

connections enough in which it had never failed. 

A whole cluster of such connections, effectually 

displacing the centre of interest, now sur

rounded me, and I was--though always but 

intellectually--drawn into their circle. I did 

my best for the rest of the day to turn my back 

on them, but with the prompt result of feeling 

that I meddled with them almost more in thinking 

them over in isolation than in hovering per-
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sonally about them. (89-90) 

The narrator here writes that observation itself, as an 

act, causes a sequential progression, and that he himself 

is caught up in a progression to which he "consented," 

that is, which originated elsewhere and to which he merely 

reacted. 

Yet as progression, his narrative experience 

paradoxically fails to be progressive: he seques back and 

forth between isolation and social "obsession," between 

reflection and observation, without ever establishing real 

connection between these relational oppositions. And 

during the remainder of this long sequence of "medita

tions" (101) over the changed condition of May Server, the 

narrator not only reveals the extent to which he figures 

himself a voyeur, but also how his passivity of thought 

and action govern the chronology of his narrative text. 

Paradoxically, voyeurism combines passivity with 

aggression, and isolation with socialization: he retains 

his own privacy even as he violates the privacy of those 

he observes, and obtains gratification only in reaction to 

the acts of others. Although there is an element of 

voyeurism in all the impotent narrators, James's narrator 

seems to take its ambiguities to an extreme. He not only 

observes others' actions, he also credits himself with 

being able to "observe" their thoughts, even though, 



124 

ironically, he fails to understand the distinction between 

observing and knowing. Jake Barnes also styles himself as 

a kind of voyeur, if a more "typical" one in that he notes 

after a conversation with Robert Cohn that "I have a 

rotten habit of picturing the bedroom scenes of my 

friends" (13). 

About his willingness as a voyeur, James's narrator 

writes, for example, that although he might be "rendered 

blank before others" seeking some confirmation of "any 

rumour of wonder" at May Server's change, nevertheless, 

his blankness "would not have forbidden me to watch and 

watch" (97). That is, he might be unwilling--he claims 

"loyalty to her" (97) as his reason--to partake of public 

gossip, but such scruples, he admits seemingly without 

awareness of any irony, do not extend to his invasion of 

May Server's privacy, despite his realization that, as he 

says, "[r]eflection, as to poor Mrs. Server in particular, 

was an indiscreet opening of doors" (90). 

James's narrator not only portrays himself as an 

essential voyeur, but his narrative technique also 

reflects the paradoxical passivity and aggression that 

characterizes voyeurism. Like Poe's narrator, for example, 

James's narrator moves through a limited physical 

landscape, but one that is traversed repeatedly, both in a 

repetition of prior visits and in slight variations. For 



example, he writes about seeking a final interview with 

Grace Brissenden: 

I went from one room to the other, but to find 

only, at first, as on my previous circuit, a 

desert on which the sun had still not set. Mrs. 

Brissenden was nowhere, but the whole place 

·waited as we had left it •••• But at last I saw 

her through a vista of open doors ••. (226) 
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His movement through the time of the weekend, the spaces 

of the Newmarch estate, and the "exquisite image" he 

constructs (317) from Grace Brissenden's "blaze of sugges

tion" (12), unfold in parallel chronologies that lead the 

narrator from the beginning of his narrative text to its-

and his--denouement at the hands of Grace Brissenden's 

"tone" (319). 

Yet the narrator's passivity as a voyeur eager to 

observe--but not to participate in--the most private 

exchanges among others and willing to trade those illicit 

observations as a kind of narrative commodity has con

signed him to reporting merely what he sees. Unable to 

transcend his essential isolation, he fails, despite 

possessing "three times her method" (319), to carry out 

the narrator's responsibility to his narrative, which 

Grace Brissenden explains to him: "I knew--that is I 

learnt--more than I saw" (316). Grace observes from inside 
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the communal circle; her public utterance of the events of 

the weekend thus reflects the influence of her inward 

meditations. The narrator's final paradox is that he poses 

Grace as a more graceful and competent narrator. 

Ralph Ellison's first-person narrator of Invisible 

Man writes a narrative chronology that is in some respects 

atypical of the other impotent narrators in this group. 

His use of a Prologue and Epilogue suggests that this 

first-person narrator possesses some self-awareness. By 

definition the Prologue and Epilogue exist outside the 

frame of the narrative text and thereby acknowledge the 

discontinuity of the narrator's identity by offering a 

commentary that could only be written by a self-conscious, 

present narrating voice. 

Yet I include Ellison's narrator in this group of 

impotent narrators because even his self-conscious commen

tary portrays him as essentially passive. His Prologue and 

Epilogue serve not as commentary by a narrator made more 

aware of himself by the narrative experience, but as mere 

folds in the chronological succession of that narrative 

text, tricks of narrative order but not of essential 

narrative form. 

The narrator's description of his "sense of time" 

suggests that his passivity--his "invisibility"--makes him 

susceptible to variations in the flow of time: "you're 
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never quite on the beat. sometimes you Ire ahead and some

times behind. Instead of the swift and imperceptible 

flowing of time, you are aware of its nodes, those points 

where time stands still or from which it leaps ahead II 

(11). Time, according to this passage, controls him, as if 

time were an external force of equal power to the other 

external forces which define and control him. 

Yet even his awareness, what he calls his "own grasp 

of invisibility" (11), fails to move him into a position 

of empowerment by which he could engage a self-generated 

progression. Instead, his awareness is itself a reaction 

to the forces outside him, to others, of which his dream 

of being castrated by the Brotherhood is emblematic (492-

94) • 

Ellisonls narrator plays with the idea that narrative 

chronology is a progressive sequence in ways that the 

other impotent narrators do not, yet his avowed and 

enacted passivity undercuts the potential awareness of his 

role that his playing suggests. For example, in his 

Prologue--a direct address to the reader in which he tries 

to justify himself--he describes time in the narrative 

text as both convoluted and made manifest in physical 

form: "But that's getting too far ahead of the story, 

almost to the end, although the end is in the beginning 

and lies far ahead II (9). He repeats this assertion at the 
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very end of the narrative proper, when he repeats: "The 

end was in the beginning" (494). Yet this potential for 

narrative empowerment in fusing the end and beginning, in 

acknowledging the ambiguity of the contrivance of narra

tive "beginning" and "ending" is lost to him. 

As assessments of the progression of the narrator's 

story, these references suggest that placement of events 

in a sequence within the narrative text should replicate 

the temporal sequence of the lived events. When he refers 

in the Prologue to living in a basement he found while 

trying to escape from Ras the Destroyer, he interrupts 

himself to return to a repeated sequence of events: his 

intuition of a controlled order becomes quickly subverted 

to the demands of a chronology imposed by the lived 

events, and his passivity prevents him from taking control 

of that externally imposed order. 

The narrator's belief in the ultimate repeatability 

of experience is reinforced by his assertion that the 

"world moves," as he writes in the Prologue, by 

"contradiction •••• Not like an arrow, but a boomerang" (10) 

that doubles back to its point of origin. He portrays 

himself as passively governed by the world's repeating 

movements, for example, in his obsession with the meaning 

of his grandfather's dying advice to the narrator's 

father: 
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"Son, after I'm gone I want you to keep up the 

good fight. I never told you, but our life is a 

war and I have been a traitor all my born days, 

a spy in the enemy's country ever since I give 

up my gun back in the Reconstruction. Live with 

your head in the lion's mouth. I want you to 

overcome 'em with yeses, undermine 'em with 

grins, agree 'em to death and dest:t'uction, let 

'em swoller you till they vomit or bust wide 

open." (19-20) 

Yet his grandfather's words, which the narrator chooses to 

interpret as calling "meekness ••• a dangerous activity" 

(20), actually describe a passive resistance to oppres

sion, culminating with ""let 'em swoller you.'" 

The narrator, whose "mind revolved again and again 

back to my grandfather" and who is "still plagued by his 

deathbed advice" (496), realizes, as he writes in his 

Epilogue, that "I can't figure it out; it escapes me. But 

what do I really want, I've asked myself. certainly not 

the freedom of a Rinehart or the power of a Jack, nor 

simply the freedom not to run. No, but the next step I 

couldn't make, so I've remained in the hole" (497). In his 

passivity, Ellison's narrator never quite knows what to do 

because he doesn't quite know who he is. As he says to Mr. 

Norton when he, not recognizing the "invisible" narrator 



in the subway, asks for directions, "'if you don't know 

where you are, you probably don't know who you are'" 

(500). 
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Just as the narrator's dream of being castrated by 

the Brotherhood is emblematic of his feeling of powerless

ness, the sequence of his experiences after surviving the 

explosion at Liberty Paints demonstrates the progressive 

deterioration and subsequent imposition of identity both, 

as in this sequence, by white authority figures, and later 

by Jack and the Brotherhood, black authority figures. 

Waking up in the IIfactory hospital" (212), the nar

rator is subjected to electro-shock therapy, which leaves 

him consciously dissociated from his environment and from 

himself: 

Thoughts evaded me, hiding in the vast stretch 

of clinical whiteness to which I seemed con

nected only by a scale of receding 

grays •••• Gently hands moved over me, bringing 

vague impressions of memory •••• But now above the 

movement of the hands I heard a friendly voice, 

uttering familiar words to which I could assign 

no meaning. (208) 

In addition to the narrator's own felt vagueness of memory 

and the dissociation of words from their meanings, the 

doctors' interrogations reveal the narrator's loss of 
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identity. When one doctor writes a note asking "'What is 

your name?'" (209), the narrator reacts by realizing that 

"it was as though he had suddenly given a name to, had 

organized the vagueness that drifted through my head •••• I 

realized that I no longer knew my own name" (209); in 

fact, he is quite unable to recognize his name from among 

several suggested by the doctor. 

Upon his release from the ward in which he has been 

treated, the narrator is interviewed by "the director" 

(214), who also asks the narrator his name: "And it was as 

though someone inside of me tried to tell him to be 

silent, but already he had called my name and I heard 

myself say 'Oh!' as a pain stabbed through my head •••• " 

(214). Unable to know or tell his name, the narrator is 

helpless even to prevent the director from speaking it out 

loud and thereby reasserting a prior identity. 

The sequence presented here not only closely follows 

the sequence of events as the narrator lived them-

complete with his momentary impressions and confusions-

but it also presents in microcosm the thematic chronology 

of the narrator's entire narrative text. He begins with a 

vague awareness of some confusion of identity, and 

proceeds to desperate attempts to locate an appropriate 

identity: he writes, "I tried, thinking of many names, but 

none seemed to fit, and yet it was as though I was somehow 
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a part of all of them, had become submerged within them 

and lost" (210). When the interrogating doctor suggests 

fictive names from "black" children's fables, the narrator 

responds with anger: "It was annoying that he had hit upon 

an old identity and I shook my head •••• " (211). 

The narrator's feeling that "I was really playing a 

game with myself" (212) gives way to what, both within the 

context of the entire narrative text as in this brief 

sequence from it, can be seen as emblematic of the 

narrator's epiphanic moment. He realizes that "I could no 

more escape than I could think of my identity. Perhaps, I 

thought, the two things are involved with each other. When 

I discover who I am, I'll be free" (212). 

This point of realization, of course, is repeated at 

the end of the Epilogue in the scene previously mentioned 

between the narrator and Mr. Norton. Like the boomerang he 

uses as a symbol of how the "world moves," his own narra

tive text duplicates in its form the chronology of his 

life; despite the self-parody of his "Bledsoe laugh" 

(493), this self-professed "invisible man" has par

ticipated in his own castration at the hands of those "up 

there" (494) in the world. 

In the process of ordering a succession of temporal 

moments into what should be the independent chronology of 

the narrative text, the impotent narrators reveal their 
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passivity by deferring choice, by allowing the temporal 

succession of lived events to impose a synchronous order 

on the temporal succession of narrated events. Their 

control and their very authority over the narrative texts 

they author are sacrificed to the impotent narrators' 

passivity: just as they use other characters in their 

narrative texts to delimit and define their own iden

tities, the impotent narrators use the already experienced 

time of the lived chronology to impose a chronology on the 

narrative text, thereby denying their responsibility for 

that part of the narrating experience. 

This denial of responsibility by the impotent nar

rators manifests itself as an absence within the narrating 

experience: by deferring choice, the impotent narrators 

effectively choose to allow choice by another. The failure 

-to enact the fusion of relational oppositions--to take 

responsibility for the narrative act, in other words-

implicates the impotent narrators in the failure of their 

narrative to engage the desired progression. 

In this and the preceding section of this chapter I 

have examined the narrative experience as a temporal 

experience and as a narrator's experience of identity. The 

following section will examine the narrative as a linguis

tic experience in which language both differentiates and 

enacts the fusion of relational oppositions, including and 
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especially that of the self with the world. The first

person narrator's choice of language, his authoring ex

perience, offers the potential to metaphorize the 

narrator's progressive movement toward unification. But it 

also offers the potential to enact the narrator's disem

powerment, which will be the subject of the final section 

of this chapter. 

"NO DOUBT ••• IT MIGHT HAVE BEEN" 

The title of this section, which poses a dilemma in 

its illogical juxtaposition of expressions of certainty 

and doubt, is taken from Edgar Allan Poe's "The Fall of 

the House of Usher" (3), in which the first-person 

narrator's language parodies his serious narrative at

tempt. These illogical, contradictory expressions typify 

the linguistic experience of the impotent narrators, whose 

parodic language is also manifested in the use of condi

tional verb forms and passive voice, all of which con

tribute to a narrative text characterized by unack

nowledged and inadvertent rhetorical uncertainty. 

In first-person narrative the language of the entire 

narrative text is a representation of the narrator's voice 

and, in the case of the impotent narrators, embodies the 

passivity of the narrator. This section will examine how 
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the impotent narrators' passivity manifests itself in the 

rhetorical uncertainty of the linguistic experience. Poe's 

narrator and Henry James's narrator of The Sacred Fount 

offer especially important models of rhetorical uncer

tainty in its various forms. 

The language of Poe's first-person narrator oscil

lates between expressions of certainty--"beyond doubt" 

(2), "no other than" (2), "no room for hesitation" (2), 

"no doubt" (3), "undeviating" (3)--and of uncertainty-

"possible" (2), "perhaps" (2), "apparent" (2), "might 

have" (3), "seemed" (3). Paradoxically, these seemingly 

contradictory expressions are frequently linked, so that 

the narrator simultaneously expresses certainty and doubt 

about the same subject. Yet this pattern paradoxically 

reverses the pattern of the American jeremiad, which fused 

doubt and certainty into a rhetoric of progression by 

making denunciation correspond to promise. Thus, the fact 

of the denunciation assured that the promise would be 

fulfilled. The rhetoric of Poe's narrator parodies this 

progression by creating instead a static climate of uncer

tainty. 

Poe's narrator's reversal of the jeremiad form 

privileges uncertainty in a way that reflects doubt on the 

narrator's control of his rhetoric. For example, the 

narrator's analysis of the Usher family genealogy is 
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replete with qualified certitude, which appears in overt 

language markers as well as in subtle, unacknowledged 

self-contradictions. He writes that "[a]lthough, as boys, 

we had been even intimate associates, yet I really knew 

little of my friend" (2). He balances the suggestion of 

knowledge implicit in his use of "intimate" with the 

qualification that he "knew little." 

Yet the narrator's rhetorical oscillation between 

certainty and doubt, knowledge and ignorance, merely opens 

the subject for more subtle and extensive elaboration when 

he follows his qualification that he "knew little" by 

explaining that "I was aware ••• " (2) and "I had learned, 

too ••• " and "I considered" (3). Furthermore, what he knows 

about the Usher family encompasses a wide range that 

suggests not only breadth of knowledge but also a degree 

of intimacy with the family genealogy. The passage is 

worth quoting at some length. 

I was aware, however, that his very ancient 

family had been noted, time out of mind, for a 

peculiar sensibility of temperament, displaying 

itself, through long ages, in many works of 

exalted art, and manifested, of late, in 

repeated deeds of munificent yet unobtrusive 

charity, as well as in a passionate devotion to 

the intricacies, perhaps even more than to the 



137 

orthodox and easily recognizable beauties, of 

musical science. I had learned, too, the very 

remarkable fact, that the stem of the Usher 

race, all time-honoured as it was, had put 

forth, at no period, any enduring branch; in 

other words, that the entire family lay in the 

direct line of descent, and had always, with 

very trifling and very temporary variation, so 

lain. It was this deficiency, I considered, 

while running over in thought the perfect keep

ing of the character of the premises with the 

accredited character of the people, and while 

speculating upon the possible influence which 

the one, in the long lapse of centuries, might 

have exercised upon the other--it was this 

deficiency, perhaps, of collateral issue, and 

the consequent undeviating transmission, from 

sire to son, of the patrimony with the name, 

which had, at length, so identified the two as 

to merge the original title of the estate in the 

quaint and equivocal appellation of the "House 

of Usher"--an appellation which seemed to in

clude, in the minds of the peasantry who used 

it, both the family and the family mansion. (2-

3) 
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This passage from the narrator's text not only refutes his 

assertion that he "knew little" of his friend; it also 

defines his concept of relational oppositions by contrast

ing "intricacies" with "orthodox and easily recognizable 

beauties." 

The narrator poses what he has "learned," which 

suggests a verifiable certainty, as a "very remarkable 

fact," which implies an extraordinary fact, beyond the 

reach of apprehension. He qualifies the genealogy of the 

family as "always" direct, having "put forth, at no 

period, any enduring branch" except for "very trifling and 

very temporary variation," a qualification that negates 

the absolutes of "always" and "at no period." 

The narrator qualifies his language by the elements 

he poses as oppositions, yet they remain qualified ~pposi

tions, without relationality. out of this language of 

unmediated opposition, the contradictory elements of his 

discourse arise. 

The narrator's discussion of the Usher family name 

models his linguistic oscillations. He posits in the 

merging of the "original title of the estate" with the 

family name a blending of identities under one name, a 

blending that has the mediating potential to unify the two 

or at least to blur their differentiation. Nevertheless, 

he subverts the mediation he has observed by calling the 
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unified name "equivocal," and an "appellation" ascribed, 

it "seemed" to the "minds of the peasantry." This 

qualification not only devalues "Usher" as a unifying name 

but also relegates it to an unverifiable status, one 

existing only in "minds," and at that only in the minds of 

the "peasantry," not the Ushers' peers. Having found 

himself in the presence of mediating relational opposi

tions, as it were, the narrator subverts the process with 

his own rhetoric of uncertainty. 

This important passage indicates that for the nar

rator every observed or apparent certainty is a version of 

doubt, and that language--by enabling the subversion of 

certainty even as it conceals its own participation in the 

subversion--must be implicated in this failure of cer

tainty. 

These linguistic and logical contradictions infuse 

the narrative text of Poe's narrator, whose equivocations 

extend even to his own identity as differentiated from 

Roderick's.7 Poe's narrator twice refers to being "alone" 

with Roderick, in one case alluding to the "many solemn 

hours I thus spent alone with the master of the House of 

Usher" (9), in the other case to the "temporary entomb

ment" of Madeline, when her "body having been encoffined, 

we two alone bore it to its rest" (14). 

Having thus conflated the sense of "alone" as a 
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marker of isolation with the plurality of his and 

Roderick's identities, the narrator thus establishes his 

fusion with a spiritual community--albeit a perversion of 

the spiritual. Yet he also, upon escaping from the crum

bling "mansion," stops to determine the source of the 

"wild light" that "shot along the path" before him; turn

ing, he sees that "the vast house and its shadows were 

alone behind me" (21). Having escaped the death throes to 

which his union with the spiritual community led him, he 

is again isolated and looking back at the crumbling 

edifice of that union. Thus his movement out of isolation 

into the community is reversed, and evidence that he 

experienced the potentially liberating progression is 

obliterated in an anarchic parody of apocalypse that 

leaves him once again alone in the hostile world outside. 

These equivocations and the consistent use of "alone" 

to assert isolation and plurality exemplify the narrator's 

unintentionally contradictory language. Because he is 

unaware of either the creative or the subversive capacity 

of language, or of its inherent inadequacy to represent a 

lived reality, and because of his passivity in all his 

narrative choices, Poe's narrator fails to link his in

ability to know with his inability to use language effec

tively. 

The unintended uncertainty of the narrator's language 
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mocks his groping for adequate narrative expression; yet 

even as he authors his narrative text, he fails to control 

it. He writes, in an indirect address to the reader of his 

narrative text, that "I should fail in any attempt to 

convey an idea •••• I would in vain endeavor to educe more 

than a small portion which should lie within the compass 

of merely written words •••• One of the phantasmagoric 

conceptions of my friend ••• may be shadowed forth, although 

feebly, in words" (9), and "I lack words to express ••• " 

(12) • 

The narrator not only fails to control the language 

of his narrative, he is disempowered by it. For example, 

during his final meeting with Roderick, when Roderick's 

agitation becomes increasingly apparent to the reader if 

not to the narrator himself, the narrator reads from a 

published narrative, the "echo" (18) of which in the 

unfolding events in the mansion are ascribed to "coin

cidence" (18) and "most extraordinary coincidence" (19) by 

the narrator. 

The narrator's naivete about the creative power of 

language engulfs him even as it destroys Roderick, who 

shrieks repeatedly, "I dared not--I dared not--I dared not 

speak! ••• yet I dared not--I dared not speak!" (20). Unlike 

the narrator, however, Roderick understands the creative 

faculty of language, even though he fails to control it; 
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instead, he dies in the full grip of horror at confronting 

his lack of courage. Yet his speech had the capacity, 

which he ignored, to create an alternate fate for Madeline 

and himself. Because he "dared not speak," Roderick under

stands that he has abrogated his responsibility to author 

his own language. 

Although Henry James's narrator of The Sacred Fount 

does dare to speak, his speech fails to create the 

knowledge that he desires by failing to transform his 

observations into knowledge. He speaks, but his language 

is authored by the actions of others and by his own an

ticipation of their acts. His failure of language, 

nevertheless, does not inhibit him from "picking out this 

embroidery" (103) from what he has "inferred" (101) from 

the most ordinary actions of his "friends." 

Like Poe's narrator, who opposes contiguous expres

sions of certainty and doubt in a way that privileges 

uncertainty, James's narrator poses conditional speech 

forms against his expressed certitude. His narrative text 

oscillates between his admitted interior monologue and his 

representations of dialogue, much of which, we cannot 

forget, is actually more of his own interior monologue. 

Thus he calls into question the very basis of his 

rhetoric's referentiality. His replacement of an articu

lated language with an empirically observed enactment that 
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he transforms into language calls into question the very 

nature of language itself in his narrative world. 

Characteristic of the narrator's language is his 

reliance on qualifiers that, even as they insert an ele

ment of conditionality, also effectively distance him from 

responsibility for his language. For example, he an

ticipates meeting up with "possible friends and even 

possible enemies •... Such premonitions, it was true, bred 

fears when they failed to breed hopes, though it was to be 

added that there were sometimes, in the case, rather happy 

ambiguities" (1). His use of the qualifiers--

"possible ••• possible ••• sometimes ••• rather"--establishes an 

either/or pattern of exclusive possibilities that require 

choice. 

The selection from what he sees as exclusive choice, 

however, is made for the narrator by the actions of 

others. His language denies any alternative, the pos

sibility of meeting with disinterested people, for ex

ample, or with people who are neutral toward him. Further

more, when his discourse does admit the potential for an 

open-ended alternative, what are termed the "rather happy 

ambiguities," this possibility is presented in the passive 

voice--"it was to be added ••• there were," thereby deflect

ing rhetorical responsibility for this choice away from 

the narrator. 
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As this passage indicates, the narrator's language 

proffers exclusive alternatives from which he fails to 

choose, a failure that certifies the "ambiguities" charac

teristic of the narrator's text. His use of the expression 

"could only"--his combination of a conditional verb with 

an adverb qualifier that seems contradictory--signifies 

his expression of unqualified certainty. 

Yet in the context of his uses of this expression of 

unqualified certainty, the narrator is forced by the 

actions of others to deny his unqualified assertion in a 

contest for authority that the narrator always loses. For 

example, he writes about Gilbert Long that "I could only 

hold him as stupid unless I held him as impertinent" (2), 

unqualified alternatives originating within the narrator 

apart from Long's actual, observed actions that Long's 

subsequent action forces him to disavow. 

In addition to overt contests of authority, the 

narrator loses his authority to assert certitude by 

default, when his observations are not borne up by sub

sequent acts. His prophecy, in a way, is thereby left 

unjustified. Upon meeting Lady John and Guy Brissenden 

"thinking secludedly together" (101), for example, the 

narrator writes that Lady John "broke out in a manner that 

could only have had for its purpose to represent to me 

that mere weak amiability had committed her to such a 



predicament" (102), an assessment that reflects the 

narrator's faulty inferences but that nothing in Lady 

John's action supports. 
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In a third type of the narrator's defeat of authority 

as a result of his expressed certitude, he asserts that 

his response to Guy Brissenden's report that May Server is 

afraid of him "could only" be surprise (114), or that he 

"could only stupidly again sound it" (317) in response to 

Grace Brissenden's question about May Server's sharpness, 

thus acknowledging only a single possible response. Typi

cally, the narrator observes the people and events around 

him, but with blinders on; his resulting inferences are 

either contradicted by others' actions, or he continues 

throughout his narrative text to build on his faulty and 

unsubstantiated inferences. 

The narrator's language, like his knowledge, reflects 

his reading of signs, minds and movements as if they were 

articulated language he could "hear." He admits that he 

represents May Server's "remarks" in "rather the sense 

than the form" (49), and that "something in [Mrs. 

Server's] attitude and manner particularly spoke to me" 

(84), yet nowhere does he acknowledge that he in fact is 

the creative agent, the author, of the remarks he at

tributes to others. 

Far beyond the role of author that he plays as first-



146 

person narrator, James's narrator defers the legitimate 

authorial role of narrator in favor of an unauthorized 

role limited to interpretation that nevertheless fails to 

support its originating text. So when GUy Brissenden is 

observed by the narrator and Mrs. Brissenden in his "rela

tion" with Mrs. Server, the narrator writes that he "ap

peared, as in protest, to have affirmed by an emphatic 

shift of his seat his preference for their remaining as 

they were" (83-84), a movement that the narrator inter

prets in such detail from across the yard, but which has 

no effect on the "text" of Guy Brissenden's communication 

with either May Server or the narrator. 

Furthermore, the narrator shows himself oblivious to 

his role in the interpretive act by which he transforms 

observations into inferences. He complains to Grace Bris

senden in quite unintended irony, for example, when he 

says "'It's not in the least to your observation that I 

object, it's to the extravagant inferences you draw from 

it'" (76). 

The narrator's own "extravagant inferences" shine 

forth in an extended example that is not only central to 

the thematic representation of the narrator's undoing, but 

that also encapSUlates the formal representation of what I 

have pointed to as the language of his uncertainty. The 

narrator, wandering off alone to congratulate himself on 
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the "wizardry" of his "work" (129), is met by May Server. 

His ensuing meditations, interrupted only briefly by 

innocuous and quoted remarks by Mrs. Server, provides an 

extended model of the narrator's monologizing. 

The chapter in which his meditations on May Server 

appear is replete with conditional language--"as if," 

"seemed," lias by," "if," "appeared"--even as the narrator 

asserts--by "divining"--the certainty of May Server's 

unspoken communication. He writes that "the meaning of our 

silence seemed to start straight out. It absolutely 

phrased there, in all the wonderful conditions, a relation 

already established" (132). In fact, as he writes after a 

brief interlude of repeated dialogue, "[alII that had 

passed between us had passed in silence, but it was a 

different matter for what might pass in sound" (144-145). 

His lack of originating authority in language marks his 

passivity as narrator, even as he fails through the lin

guistic experience to mediate his relational oppositions 

of observation and knowledge, the private and the public. 

By inverting the relationship of origination and in

heritance that keeps writing and interpretation in a 

mutually constitutive balance, he consigns his narrative 

to failure. 

Whereas conditionals and passive voice mark the 

rhetorical uncertainty of Poe's and James's narrators, 
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self-parodic contradictions are more characteristic of the 

narrator's rhetorical uncertainty in Hemingway's The Sun 

Also Rises. Jake Barnes seems unaware that when he unwit

tingly contradicts his own assertions, he not only calls 

into question his self-awareness but also his effective 

control over his own language. He signals his inadvertent 

self-parody when he writes, "I mistrust all frank and 

simple people, especially when their stories hold 

together II (4). Although he ostensibly refers to Robert 

Cohn's claim to the middle-weight boxing title, the asser

tion extends its warrant to all stories, including the 

IIstoryli that makes up Jake's own narrative text. 

Jake seems not to have anticipated that his general

ized remarks about Cohn also reflect on him, that, in 

fact, his language represents him. His uncertainty about 

how to take Cohn's IIstoryli extends to his own narrative 

text, yet Jake fails to understand how he has qualified 

himself and his narrative. Instead, he allows the narra

tive to tell itself, unfolding like a travelogue, with 

Jake merely supplying the place names. 

Jake's own ambiguity about stories holding together 

is exemplified by his remarks about Pedro Romero, who is 

portrayed by Jake as epitomizing the aficion that is 

itself a feeling manifested in frankness and simplicity. 

When Jake tries to explain aficion as Montoya applies it 



149 

to him, he equates it with "passion" (131). Yet passion is 

manifested not merely in actions, as Jake understands only 

imperfectly. Rather, passion is a fusion of act and 

spirit, manifested only in response to "a sort of oral 

spiritual examination with the questions always a little 

on the defensive and never apparent," which is acknow

ledged by the more knowing Spanish aficionados with an 

"embarrassed putting the hand on the shoulder ••• as though 

they wanted to touch you to make it certain" (132). 

Romero, of course, has aficion, as evidenced by his 

room, the simplicity of his demeanor (163) and, most 

importantly, his bull-fighting: 

Romero was the whole show •.•• lt was all 

Romero •••• I had [Brett] watch how Romero took 

the bull away from a fallen horse with his cape, 

and how he held him with the cape and turned 

him, smoothly and suavely, never wasting the 

bulL ••• 

Romero never made any contortions, always 

it was straight and pure and natural in line •••• 

Romero's bull-fighting gave real emotion, be

cause he kept the absolute purity of line in his 

movements •.•• (167-68) 

All the passes [Romero] linked up, all com-
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pleted, all slow, templed and smooth. There were 

no tricks and no mystifications. There was no 

brusqueness. (219-20) 

Yet as Jake goes to some pains to portray Romero as "frank 

and simple" as, in fact, the embodiment of aficion, are we 

to believe that his story--for Romero's "story" is his 

bull-fighting--doesn't "hold together"? Or, since Romero 

is "frank and simple" and his story is portrayed by Jake 

as "hold[ing] together," does Jake mistrust him? On the 

contrary, it is precisely the "frank and simple" story 

that Jake does trust; that he is unable to write such a 

story constitutes his language as an unwitting parody of 

his narrative experience. 

Jake's fundamental uncertainty--his questions about 

trust and how narratives "hold together"--is echoed in his 

euphemistic vocabulary, including his use of the word 

"quiet" (69, 81, 141, 150) as a euphemism for dull or 

uninteresting, and his use of the words "pretty" (181, 

247), "nice" (144), and "lovely" (181) to mean bad or 

awful. Although euphemistic speech commonly substitutes a 

bland word for one whose more resonant meaning is offen

sive, Jake subverts the process by substituting bland 

words for equally bland words which mean quite the op

posite in a process that subverts the certainty of 

ascribed meaning, as when Brett refers to Michael's be-
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Michael has been mercilessly baiting Cohn about the San 

Sebastian tryst. 
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Although Jake demonstrates in his use of euphemism 

that he is aware of the mutuality of oppositions, his 

sarcastic use of euphemisms that reverse meaning impli

cates him rather in maintaining their status as opposi

tions, rather than in effecting a correspondence or fu

sion. For example, Jake parrots Brett's use of "pretty" 

and he uses "nice" as a sarcastic comment that echoes 

Brett's own euphemistic usage that emphasizes their own 

essential separateness when he responds to Michael's 

suggestion that he, Jake, should tell Cohn to ""behave or 

get out'" (143): "'Yes,' I said, "it would be nice for me 

to tell him'" (144). And Jake's final, oft-quoted remark 

to Brett, in the context of their final exchange in his 

narrative text, accentuates his sarcastic use of "pretty" 

as a distancing mechanism: 

"Oh, Jake," Brett said, "we could have had such 

a damned good time together." 

Ahead was a mounted policeman in khaki 

directing traffic. He raised his baton. The car 

slowed suddenly pressing Brett against me. 

"Yes." I said. "Isn't it pretty to think 

so?" (247) 
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Jake's use of euphemism marks his acceptance of Brett's 

contradictory use of words like "pretty" and "lovely," 

thus emphasizing that he reacts to others to the extent of 

adopting an aberrant pattern of word use. His adoption of 

euphemism also emphasizes the estrangement his narrative 

enacts as an additional manifestation of his narrative 

passivity. 

Equally estranged from the linguistic experience of 

his narrative text is the narrator of Ralph Ellison's 

Invisible Man. Yet, as in other aspects of his passivity 

discussed in this chapter, this impotent narrator articu

lates his linguistic estrangement as a function of his 

"invisibility." This narrator, who "li.ked" his "days of 

certainty" with the Brotherhood and who discovers the 

"magic in spoken words" (330) through his work, neverthe

less adopts his new name along with his new identity 

without question in response to what Jack has "written on 

a slip of paper" (268). The "magic" of language is con

trolled by others; the narrator disassociates himself from 

his language even as he acknowledges the creative capacity 

of the language he uses to recruit new members to the 

Brotherhood: 

And it went so fast and smoothly that it seemed 

not to happen to me but to someone who actually 

bore my new name •.•. My new name was getting 
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around. It's very strange, I thought, but things 

are so unreal for them (the community leaders) 

normally that they believe that to call a thing 

by name is to make it so. And yet I am what they 

think I am ••• (329) 

The narrator accepts the new name and identity that the 

Brotherhood has imposed on him in spite of his knowledge 

that language creates its own reality. 

Although his knowledge enables him to control lan

guage more than the other impotent narrators, he controls 

at the direction of others, and he portrays himself as 

acted upon, as the pawn of "fortune," as when he muses: 

No, you could never tell where you were going, 

that was a sure thing. The only sure thing. Nor 

could you tell how you'd get there--though when 

you arrived it was somehow right. For hadn't I 

started out with a speech, and hadn't it been a 

speech that won my scholarship to college, where 

I had expected speechmaking to win me a place 

with Bledsoe and launch me finally as a national 

leader? Well, I had made a speech, and it had 

made me a leader, only not the kind I had ex

pected. So that was the way it was. (331) 

Even as he recognizes the role of his "speechmaking" in 

his destiny, the narrator portrays himself as passive, as 
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wondering, in the midst of his first rousing speech in 

Harlem, "Where is all this leading? •• What had I said to 

bring on all this?" (245-46). 

"WOULDN'T IT BE PRETTY ••• " 

In the final analysis, the issue of how these nar

rators use language revolves around how their passivity is 

enacted as rhetorical uncertainty; it is an issue of how 

passivity inhibits the empowerment that should charac

terize the narrative experience and how the narrator 

defers authority for the dialectic of mind, time and 

memory that infuses the narrative act. The narrator's 

linguistic experience of his narrative entails choice and 

action: the narrator first selects elements from the lived 

events of his narrative story, then takes control of 

ordering them, and then represents those elements in 

language, which in turn enacts the created narrative. 

The narrative experience offers an opportunity for 

the first-person narrator to metaphorize his engagement of 

progressive movement toward fulfillment and to re-order 

temporal chronology in order to create or re-convene a 

self that is prior to his present, differentiated self. 

The narrator's linguistic experience--his choice of lan

guage, his ordering of language, his engagement in the 
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dialectic of language--provides the tools that either 

empower his narrative or, as in the case of the impotent 

narrators, disempower it. 

The linguistic experience of the narrators in this 

group fails either because the narrators use language 

unintentionally, as when we see Poe's narrator conflate 

certainty and doubt, and James's narrator sUbstitute an 

enacted language for an articulated one; or they use 

language parodically, as we see when Jake Barnes con

tradicts his own avowals about narrative, and Ellison's 

narrator articulates the inability of his language to 

enact itself. The failure of the linguistic experience 

means that the narrative experience disempowers the nar

rator, thus leaving him "impotent," unable to perform 

those acts which are necessary for the generation or re

generation of his unified self. 

This impotence of the narrator, his disempowerment by 

his own narrative text, is disclosed by Jake Barnes in the 

paradoxical image of his "accident" (115). Jake suffers 

from a sexual dysfunction of uncertain form, but as an 

inability to perform sexually. For example, he writes 

that, having picked up the poule Georgette, they cuddle 

together in the back of the horse-cab: 

She cuddled against me and I put my arm around 

her. She looked up to be kissed. She touched me 



with one hand and I put her hand away. 

"Never mind." 

"What's the matter? You sick?" 

"Yes." (15) 

156 

When he speaks to Brett about it, he refers simply to 

"what happened to me" (26); later, in his own meditations, 

he uses euphemisms like "[t]he old grievance" and "a 

rotten way to be wounded" (31). He corrects Bill, who 

fishes for details by saying that "'Another group claims 

you're impotent,'" by responding, "'No,' I said. 'I just 

had an accident'" (115). The irony of Jake's 

protestations--that he is "sick" or "wounded" or "had an 

accident"--lies in the end result, which is that he is 

impotent, unable to perform sexually. 

Yet his distinction is important. Not only does he 

claim to be "pretty well through with the subject" (27) 

even though he returns to it repeatedly, he also presents 

it paradoxically as well as euphemistically: 

At one time or another I had probably considered 

it from most of its various angles, including 

the one that certain injuries or imperfections 

are a subject of merriment while remaining quite 

serious for the person possessing them. 

"It's funny," I said. "It's very funny •••• " 

(27) 
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Jake's distinction in how he refers to his impotence 

hinges on whether he thinks of it as classed among "in

juries or imperfections," a distinction between a condi

tion i.mposed on him intentionally and one he acquired 

unintentionally. Both, however, imply that he was the 

passive recipient of the condition, and his representation 

of the issue of his impotence paradoxically enacts his 

passivity. His use of euphemism, his claim that "'I never 

think about it'" (26) and that he is "'through with the 

subject,'" his insistence that his impotence is "'supposed 

to be funny •••• It I S funny •••• It I S very funny III (26-27) 

contradict his actions even as his language ironically 

doubles his physical impotence. 

Just as he is unable to perform sexually, his lan

guage about his impotence is unable to generate the action 

it names: he continues to "think about" the subject, he 

shows that he is not "through with" it, and that he finds 

it--understandably enough--not "funny," even though he has 

tried to speak those actions into being. Yet even in the 

final, parodic re-enactment with Brett (247) of his ear

lier scenes in cabs with Georgette (15) and Brett (25-26), 

and even in his ironic use of "pretty" to echo Brettls 

earlier reversal of meaning, Jake is the passive recipient 

of the ironies of his language and is disempowered, as are 

all the impotent narrators, by the narrative text he 
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authors. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

THE BACHELORS: ORPHANS AND CAVALIERS 

If the impotent narrators discussed in the previous 

chapter enact their passivity in an obsession with 

identity--an identity only gleaned from the other charac

ters in their narratives--the first-person narrators I 

have called the "bachelors" have resolved this issue of 

the source of their identity. The first-person narrators 

in this group typically achieve their sense of self

identity by a positive interaction with the elements of 

their environment, an interaction that leads them to 

recognize their own mediating status in a world that John 

Irwin characterizes as comprised of "primal dualities" 

(Hieroglyphics 51). 

Recognizing their own relational condition in a world 

of oppositions enables the bachelor narrators to shift the 

emphasis of their narrative activity away from defining 

identity and toward refining the plurality of their iden

tities in time. To return to G~rard Genette's paradigm, 

the impotent narrators are trapped in the function of the 

narrative as statement, the most basic function of the 

narrative as written discourse that is informed by the 

narrator's role. Genette's model suggests that the 
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narrative's content function, by which the events of the 

story are transformed into the narrative text, derives 

from a temporal reconfiguration of the originary time of 

the story. The bachelor narrators surpass the limitations 

of the impotent narrators by using memory to resolve the 

implicit dialectic of identity in differentiated temporal 

constructs. Yet the bachelors fail to enact their dis

course, which Genette refers to as the productive function 

of narrative, because of their inability to mediate the 

dialectic of language as creative and representational. 

Self-conscious of themselves as a past self differen

tiated from a narrating self, the bachelors fail to ac

knowledge the irony of an attempt to replicate the past in 

a present language. Able to recognize the limitations of a 

mere factual compilation of the events of their past, the 

bachelor narrators supplement their narrative of the lived 

experience with imaginative intervention, yet their 

intervention--specifically the language of imaginative 

intervention--fails to acknowledge that their narrative 

text thereby stands as a fiction in relation to the story 

from which it is abstracted. 

Although John Lynen writes that the inherited Puritan 

"habit of mind" (29) has conditioned American writers to 

conceive of time as a reference point against the eternal 

rather than against other measured time (75), the impotent 
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narrators discussed in the previous chapter perpetuate a 

self-parodic belief in the potential synchronicity of 

their narrative text with the story from which it is 

abstracted: their narrative time refers only to the time 

of the story, thus creating parallel chronologies and a 

failure to overcome--or even to acknowledge--the pastness 

of the past. Unable to stabilize an identity that could 

free them from the whims of reactivity, the impotent 

narrators find thems~lves caught in a fiction they can 

neither acknowledge as fiction nor control through their 

imaginative intervention. 

In contrast, the first-person narrators I charac

terize as bachelors engage in what Christian Metz defines 

as one function of narrative, "to invent one time scheme 

in terms of another time scheme" (18) as what he calls "a 

system of temporal transformations" (19). As a version of 

what has been discussed previously as the Puritan rhetoric 

of fusion whereby history and prophecy are considered as 

mutually constitutive, this process of invention, by which 

the first-person narrator convenes a lived past into a 

present that metaphorically enacts the past, engages a 

process of differentiation that Metz calls "unrealizing" 

(28). Analogous to what Paul Ricoeur calls the necessity 

to distinguish the "time of the soul" from "that of the 

world" (III, 14), this process of invention oscillates 
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between the differentiation· of past and present, and their 

refiguration by narrative "as a collective singular 

reality" (Ricoeur III, 102). 

Paradoxically, this process of narrative invention 

and the refiguration of time is qccomplished by a narrat

ing identity whose own "instability" is derived from the 

narrator's ability to "compose" a variety of 

"opposed ••• plots" about his life (Ricoeur III, 248). The 

narrator's relative success in inventing a narrated time, 

one that acknowledges its own fictive status relative to 

the time it narrates, then, is dependent upon the extent 

to which the differentiation between the narrator's own 

past self and his narrating self remains what John Irwin 

calls "indeterminate" (Hieroglyphics 123). This indeter

minacy, a form of the deliberate ambiguity the Puritan 

ministers sought, suggests a successful contrast to the 

self-delusive pose of a continuous and replicable identity 

adopted by the impotent narrators. 

This indeterminacy is ontological and is enacted as a 

tension within the single identity between a past self and 

a present self contemplating it from an acknowledged 

temporal distance. This single identity, as Ricoeur 

writes, "can include change, mutability, within the cohe

sion of one lifetime ••• [because it] rests on a temporal 

structure that conforms to the model of dynamic identity 
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arising from the poetic composition of a narrative text" 

(III, 246). 

In other words, the narrator composes his story into 

a narrative text as a way to resolve the tension between 

his own past and present selves, a process that engages 

him in a progression toward his own unification into what 

I earlier defined as a pre-Adamic unity. Both the narra

tive act and the tension resolving processes engage him in 

a dialectical attempt to unify relational oppositions-

oppositions of past and present, of the actual and the 

imagined, of the lived story and the fictive one, for 

example--without lapsing either into a delusive disregard 

for the very differentiation that defines him or into a 

self-defeating denial of his desire for a pre-Adamic 

unity. 

My conceptualization of relational oppositions 

metaphorically fused through a dialectic engagement 

derives from both the Puritan scheme discussed previously 

and from Samuel Taylor Coleridge's writings in Biographia 

Literaria on the nature of Imagination, the power that he 

claims "blends, and (as it were) fuses, each into 

each ••• [and] reveals itself in the balance or reconcile

ment of opposite or discordant qualities" (Ch. 14, 166). 

My discussion, in a later section of this chapter, of 

language enacting the narrator's discourse of oppositions 
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derives, in part, from Coleridge's comments on language, 

which he calls "the armoury of the human mind" (Ch. 16, 

174), and on the role of memory in language's conflation 

of past and present. 1 

This narrative dialectic implicates memory and lan

guage in the narrative experience of the bachelor nar

rator, which at once emphasizes the temporal discontinuity 

of his narrative as of his identity, even as it seeks to 

effect their re-unification. As Georges Poulet writes, 

identity becomes a plurality in the presence of memory, 

which coalesces past and present in an instant in the 

mind; before this instant is "nothing ••• [a] return to a 

pristine moment when the consciousness of living is unac

companied by the consciousness of having lived" (Interior 

13-14).2 

Just as the impotent narrators discussed in the 

previous chapter were obsessed with defining an identity 

reflected through the mirror of others' perceptions, but 

were obstructed by their own passivity, the bachelor 

narrators focus on memory as a temporal construct that 

enables--or disables--their narrative empowerment. For 

these first-person narrators, memory facilitates their 

acknowledgment of a past, written self as differentiated 

from a present, writing self. 

Memory also provides the impulse for a discontinuous 



165 

narrative text in which the chronology of the originating 

story is disrupted by the intrusions of memory and the 

intervention of the narrator, which is a way for the 

narrator to authorize the reconfiguration of time and 

assert his own originating impulse in the fusion of past 

and present. 3 Yet memory's echo in a language that is at 

once subjective and systematized stymies the narrative 

intent of these bachelors, who are unable to enact their 

discourse in a reconciliation of the opposing creative and 

representational functions of language. By failing to 

enact a fusion of the private experience of the narrative 

with its public utterance, the bachelor narrators fail to 

advance their narrative from its role as confession. 

The origin of the term "bachelor" in English refers 

to its use in Chaucer's time as "A young knight, not old 

enough, or having too few vassals, to display his own 

banner, and who therefore followed the banner of another; 

a novice in arms" (OED, s.v. "bachelor"). I use the term 

to apply to this group of first-person narrators in 

reference both to a life condition of the narrators I 

discuss--Herman Melville's Ishmael and Nathaniel 

Hawthorne's Miles Coverdale--and to their characteristic 

status as novices in composing their narratives: not yet 

ready to display their own narrative banners, they rely on 

supplementary narratives, such as Ishmael's reliance on 
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scientific and traditional authority or Coverdale's 

reliance on his creation of Zenobia's parallel narrative. 

"CALL ME ISHMAEL" 

Ishmael's first direct words to his reader signal his 

intention to circumvent the imposed authority of his 

originating story by posing himself as a narrative and 

narrating identity that asserts both his connectedness to 

his past and his intervention in that past. That is, by 

assuming a name that Edgar A. Dryden calls "heavily al

lusive" (Thematics 85), Ishmael signals his intention to 

adopt an identity that is "literary" (Thematics 86). 

Thus the first words in the narrative proper of 

Herman Melville's narrator of Moby-Dick--preceded in the 

narrative text by the extra-narrative "Etymology" and 

"Extracts" sections--introduce Ishmael's acknowledgment of 

his identity as paradoxically originating and inherited. 

This ambiguous stance for the narrator's identity--between 

a private, reflexive self and a public, extra-textual 

allusion--infuses the remainder of the narrative. 4 

Ishmael's adoption of the name of the Biblical 

Abraham's eldest son resonates with associations of il-

legitimacy, displacement and exile; and in fact, many 

critics point to Ishmael's displacement by the jealousy of 
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Sarah, his father's ostensibly infertile wife whose own 

late-born child replaces Ishmael as Abraham's first-born 

legitimated son, to support this association. Yet it is 

interesting to note that the Biblical Ishmael takes part 

in burying Abraham after his death (Gen 25:9), a ritual of 

respect reserved for sons that legitimates for and within 

the community Ishmael's genealogical patrimony. Further 

evidence of Ishmael's status in the community is the fact 

that Abraham's offspring continue to intermarry with 

Ishmael's (Gen 28:9), a typical way of solidifying al

legiances among nomadic tribes. 

The effect of Ishmael's banishment, in other words, 

is a deferment of his material inheritance as Abraham's 

first-born son: like Melville's narrator, the Biblical 

Ishmael inherits a self-asserted but ambiguously justified 

position of legitimacy within a defined community. He 

assures the continuity of his inheritance by his own 

deliberate attempt to forge a union with his past. 

Ishmael's name, then, suggests the tenuousness of 

membership in the community and the ambiguity of communal 

legitimacy even as it differentiates individual identity 

from the imposition of an inherited patrimony. Melville's 

Ishmael balances his individuality--which he manifests as 

his need to assert his will in orginating acts--against 

his acquiescence to inheritance, which elicits feelings of 



indeterminacy when he is being acted upon: 

Call me Ishmael. Some years ago--never mind how 

long precisely--having little or no money in my 

purse, and nothing particular to interest me on 

shore, I thought I would sail about a little and 

see the watery part of the world. It is a way I 

have of driving off the spleen, and regulating 

the circulation. Whenever I find myself 9'rowing 

grim about the mouth; whenever it is a damp, 

drizzly November in my soul; whenever I find 

myself involuntarily pausing before coffin 

warehouses, and bringing up the rear of every 

funeral I meet; and especially whenever my hypos 

get such an upper hand of me, that it requires a 

strong moral principle to prevent me from 

deliberately stepping into the street, and 

methodically knocking people's hats off--then, I 

account it high time to get to sea as soon as I 

can. This is my sUbstitute for pistol and ball. 

with a philosophical flourish cato throws him

self upon his sword; I quiety take to the ship. 

(23) 
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Ishmael's oscillation between indeterminacy and assertion 

of will are signified equally in his assumed name and his 

act of assuming a name, as well as in his emphasis on 
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indefinite time. He refers to "[§]~ years ago--never 

mind how long precisely" and in a liturgical cadence, he 

repeats "whenever" four times. Further, he suggests that 

he is prone to a morbidity that verges on mental imbalance 

when he describes a progressively depressive state that he 

claims could cUlminate in either suicide or aggression. 

By linking his depression to statements of passivity

-he says "I find myself" twice, claims he acts 

"involuntarily," and declares that his "hypos get such an 

upper hand"--Ishmael establishes a chain of causation in 

which being aqted upon elicits his assertion of will: 

feeling himself subject to an uncontrollable condition-

lithe spleen II of melancholy--elicits his active 

intervention--III thought I would sail. ••• I account it high 

time •••• I quietly take to the ship." 

Even his chapter title suggests this ambiguous 

balancing act between the forces of indeterminacy, enacted 

in Ishmael's passive acquiescence, and his assertion of 

will: "Loomings," on the one hand, refers to those things 

that appear or take shape indistinctly, things that al

ready exist and are perceived from a distance, like a 

narrative text that looms on the horizon of its author's 

consciousness, which apprehends it in passive acquies

cence. But "loomings" also reverberates as a verbal con

flation of "loom" as a tool used in the art of "weaving," 
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in a reference that reinforces those repeated images of 

weaving as active creation that permeate Ishmael's 

narrative,S images that affirm Ishmael's consciousness of 

his inventive role a~ narrator. 

Fundamental to Ishmael's narrative experience, which 

enacts even as it depicts the balancing act between his 

assertion of will and his SUbjugation to forces beyond his 

control, is his realization that memory itself acts as a 

necessary imaginative adjunct that helps to filter the 

experience. Memory thus feeds his imagination, enabling 

him to craft his narrative text as well as to understand 

his own role in the story from which the text originates: 

Though I cannot tell why it was exactly that 

those stage managers, the Fates, put me down for 

this shabby part of a whaling voyage, ••• though I 

cannot tell why this was exactly; yet now that I 

recall all the circumstances, I think I can see 

a little into the springs and motives which 

being cunningly presented to me under various 

disguises, induced me to set about performing 

the part I did, besides cajoling me into the 

delusion that it was a choice resulting from my 

own unbiased freewill and discriminating judg-

mente (29) 

Ishmael's reference to his own "delusion" not only reveals 
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a self-mocking realization of his own earlier naivet~, 

which is thus posed in opposition to his current self

awareness, but the reference also indicates that his 

perspective has altered now that he is able to "recall all 

the circumstances." 

Memory intervenes to reverse the uni-directional 

progression of time, and thus enables him to distinguish 

between what he believed then: "I should now take it into 

my head to go on a whaling voyage" (29), and what he knows 

now: that his choice "formed part of the grand programme 

of Providence that was drawn up a long time ago" (29). 

Memory also enables him to intervene in the "cunningly 

presented" operations of the Fates, thus enabling him 

through his narrative to take control of his life after 

the fact of having lived it. Ishmael uses memory as the 

catalyst to fuse his past and present identities into an 

ambiguously inherited but originating unity. 

Yet although Ishmael as the storyteller6 claims his 

ability to circumvent "the grand programme of 

Providence"--though the Fates may have written the 

original story, it is the narrator who reconvenes it 

through his memory and imagination--he privileges origins 

and inheritance in creating his own narrative text. 7 

Having decided, or been predestined--or some combination 

of the two--to undertake a whaling voyage, Ishmael writes 
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about the beginning of his journey that "my mind was made 

up to sail in no other than a Nantucket craft" (31). 

Ishmael's willingness to be inconvenienced in order to 

embark from Nantucket, which he calls his "destined port" 

(31), emphasizes that its status as original in the 

American whaling trade takes precedence over the "late ••• 

monopolizing [of] the business of whaling" (31) by New 

Bedford. 

As an island, Nantucket is inherently isolated; yet 

as the birthplace of American whaling it once commanded a 

certain authority. Nevertheless, Ishmael learns that 

Nantucket's current status in the whaling trade has 

diminished its authority to such an extent that access to 

the island now is limited to the strictly necessary hours 

required for commerce, Monday through Friday (31). His 

insistence on a "Nantucket craft" thus takes on sig

nificance as a kind of romantic gesture, unsupported by 

either prominence or necessity and justifiable only as a 

nod of appreciation to the past. As a narrative act, his 

recorded insistence implicates his whaling voyage in a 

justification of all whaling voyages: it enacts a kind of 

Puritan sanctification of the very promise implicit in 

Nantucket's relation to whaling activities. 

Undeterred by either its physical isolation or its 

receding prominence, Ishmael holds fast to his plan that 



173 

Nantucket will be his point of origin, perhaps positing 

his own journey as an "original" in his life's narrative 

and in the narrative of whaling, just as Nantucket too 

resides in a place of origin in the larger narrative of 

whaling. For authority, Ishmael cites a litany of origins 

associated with the island port: 

Nantucket was [New Bedford's] great 

original ••• the place where the first dead 

American whale was stranded. Where else but from 

Nantucket did those aboriginal whalemen, the 

Red-Men, first sally out in canoes to give chase 

to the Leviathan? And where but from Nantucket, 

too, did that first adventurous little sloop put 

forth, partly laden with imported cobble-stones

-so goes the story--to throw at the whales, in 

order to discover when they were nigh enough to 

risk a harpoon from the bowsprit? (31) 

And, as Ishmael claims, "the Nantucketers were the first 

among mankind to harpoon with civilized steel the great 

Sperm Whale" (566). 

Although Ishmael asserts the authority of memory and 

the received "story" of prior narratives as agents of the 

storyteller's invention in reconvening the past, and thus 

agents in origination, he insists that his own journey-

both the public portion in the whaling voyage that struc-
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tures his story within a larger narrative of whaling, and 

the personal experience in the narrative act that informs 

his text--can only begin from a place of inherited 

authority. Ishmael's narrating experience thus places his 

narrative and himself in a progression of inheritance and 

origination. His text becomes an originating act that at 

once inherits the past even as it interrupts and redirects 

its succession, asserting his status as originator in a 

now-broken genealogy of successive stories. 

Ishmael seems comfortable in the role he assumes 

along with his name: as narrator he mediates an inherited 

past with his own invention of it, and crafts it into a 

narrative text whose "style" he claims possession of even 

while crediting others with its origin (322). Although 

similar to Ishmael in many of these particulars of their 

respective narrative roles,S Miles Coverdale, Nathaniel 

Hawthorne's first-person narrator of The Blithedale 

Romance, offers an alternative aspect of the bachelor. 

Unlike Ishmael, Coverdale's insecurity in the narrative 

experience--as in social experience--calls into question 

his motivation for the narrative and makes of his fusion 

of his past and present identities an imperfect correspon-

dence. 

Ishmael not only uses memory to assert his imagina

tive intervention in the narrative story he fashions into 
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a text, but he also uses memory to help him understand his 

own role in the story. He credits his recollections with 

helping him to understand what nevertheless remains un

fathomable in his life. 

Although Coverdale also balances memory and imagina

tion in creating his text, he denies memory's role as 

catalyst, the role by which Ishmael's memory mediates the 

lived events and the imaginative recreation of them. 

Coverdale claims instead that he is suspicious of imagina

tion and uncertain that his own memory provides access to 

the knowledge he seeks. For example, writing more than 

twelve years after the events he recounts, Coverdale 

purports to recreate Zenobia's encounter with westervelt 

in the forest surrounding Blithedale. In language that is 

replete with qualifications, Coverdale disavows the ac

curacy of his memory, which he acknowledges is rendered 

impure by the intervention of "fancy": "What I seem to 

remember, I yet suspect, may have been patched together by 

my fancy, in brooding over the matter, afterwards" (123). 

He further explains that, "[b]y long brooding over our 

recollections, we subtilize them into something akin to 

imaginary stuff, and hardly capable of being distinguished 

from it" (123). 

Yet Coverdale also claims a replicating authority for 

his memory: "Vividly does that fireside re-create itself, 
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as I rake away the ashes from the embers in my memory, and 

blow them up with a sigh, for lack of more inspiring 

breath" (37). In these two statements about the narrator's 

generation of the text, Coverdale poses memory in opposi

tion to imagination: the one is either unreliable or 

capable of faithfully re-kindling the past, and the other 

is either the essential generative force or insubstantial. 

He poses them as versions of each other, but he does not 

quite trust his own control over either. 

Yet because he questions the authority of memory and 

its ability to replicate the past, Coverdale exhibits his 

active control over his narrative experience. Rather than 

implicate him in passivity, as the qualifiers of the 

impotent narrators do, Coverdale's qualifiers call into 

question his motives in creating the narrative text, a 

motive Ishmael seems to locate in self-knowledge but which 

for Coverdale resides more nearly in self-justification. 

Coverdale's dissembling about the reliability of his 

memory can be linked further to his deliberate disclaimers 

about the "truth" of his own narrative. For example, he 

introduces his "Fauntleroy" chapter, in which he presents 

Moodie's wine-induced "communications," significantly 

supplemented by his own "subsequent researches," with the 

hedge that "in writing it out, my pen has perhaps allowed 

itself a trifle of romantic and legendary license, wor-
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thier of a small poet than a grave biographer" (191). 

Coverdale's half-serious dissembling also closes his 

narrative text with a melodramatic confession of his 

"foolish little secret." He complicates this paradox of a 

publically confessed "secret" with a double-edged dis

claimer: "I exaggerate my own defects. The reader must not 

take my own word for it, nor believe me altogether changed 

from the young man who once hoped strenuously, and 

struggled not so much amiss" (250). 

According to Coverdale's self-serving remarks, he 

would like us to see him as merely the recorder of the 

story of Hollingsworth, Zenobia and Priscilla, an observer 

who is subject to the unrestrainable fancies typical of a 

minor poet. Like the impotent narrators, Coverdale articu

lates himself as what Edgar A. Dryden calls a "passive 

observer" (Nathaniel Hawthorne 73); yet Coverdale's ac

tions throughout his narrative text belie his own self

justifying lies. His dissembling raises questions about 

his narrative intent more than about his control of the 

narrative experience. 

Claiming that he has "made but a poor and dim figure 

in my own narrative, establishing no separate interest, 

and suffering my colorless life to take its hue from other 

lives" (248), Coverdale characterizes himself as an in

nocent background figure in his narrative text, as in fact 
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an impotent narrator. Further, he claims that he is even 

marginalized by Hollingsworth, Zenobia and Priscilla: 

For it was impossible not to be sensible that, 

while these three characters figured so largely 

on my priv~te theatre, r--though probably 

reckoned as a friend by all--was at best but a 

secondary or tertiary personage with either of 

them. (92) 

On its surface, Coverdale's lament indicates an understan

dable dissatisfaction with finding himself held in less 

regard than how he considers his friends. 

Yet Coverdale's more private intent in his narrative 

shows when, for example, he refers to the three as 

"characters [in] my private theatre" and "indices of a 

problem which it was my business to solve" (91). He admits 

in the abstract that "study" of individuals may create 

"the aspect of a monster, which, after alL •• may be said 

to have been created mainly by ourselves" (19), a state

ment of confession more revealing of his narrative intent 

and technique than of his reliability as an observer. 

Although he owns up to his voyeurism--as from his 

hidden tree loft in the forest outside Blithedale or from 

the window of his hotel--Coverdale's use of the theater 

metaphor and his repeated avowals of "study" throughout 

his narrative implicate his more active role in the narra-
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tive than mere voyeurism would suggest. He is not, after 

all, the audience of the theater production; rather, he is 

its playwright and a central actor in his own drama. 

Further, although Coverdale refers several times to 

his lack of "purpose" (149, 249), he details an active, 

subversive "purpose" for which the Blithedale community 

was founded (46) and which he embraces with "faith and 

force enough to form generous hopes of the world's des

tiny" (39).9 This contrast between his individual, private 

purpose and the communal, social one enacts Coverdale's 

conflicted feelings of identity as well as his desire to 

mediate his narrative confession with his introspection on 

the private experience. At the heart of his dissembling 

about his role in the narrative story is his depiction of 

conflict in his ambiguous relationship with Zenobia. Yet 

his conflicted identity resides in both his past and 

present selves; it is a feature of him as an individual, 

an emblem of narrative progression rather than of im

potence or passivity. 

From his first recollected mention of her welcome to 

them at Blithedale, Coverdale exhibits his ambivalence 

toward Zenobia. Her assumed name, he writes, "accorded 

well with something imperial" in her "figure and 

deportment"; Coverdale concurs with the exotic appellation 

as suitable to her possession of "as much native pride as 
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any queen would have known what to do with" (41). Yet 

Coverdale writes that in leaving the "rusty iron frame

work of society," the individuals at Blithedale that first 

night engage their "generous ••• and absurd" purpose: "we 

had divorced ourselves from pride, and were striving to 

supply its place with familiar love" (46). Zenobia, then, 

is portrayed by Coverdale as one at odds with the purpose 

of the community, one who visibly retains her 

individuality--her pride--despite the communal goal to 

SUbstitute "familiar love" as a kind of social compact. 

Coverdale emphasizes the doubly emblematic quality of 

her pride even in the midst of Blithedale's rustic 

simplicity: 

[The flower] was an exotic, of rare beauty, and 

as fresh as if the hot-house gardener had just 

clipt it from the stem. That flower has struck 

deep root into my memory. I can both see it and 

smell it, at this moment. So brilliant, so rare, 

so costly, as it must have been, and yet endur

ing only for a day, it was more indicative of 

the pride and pomp which had a luxuriant growth 

in Zenobia's character than if a great diamond 

had sparkled in her hair. (42-43) 

This passage not only articulates Coverdale's claim that 

memory has the power to replicate a past sight and smell, 
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but it also suggests his opposing attitudes: the flower's 

material value is determined by others, by what Coverdale 

refers to as "system," although its alterna'cive worth is 

measured in its longevity, which he associates with a 

reflection of its natural or inherent value. 

By attaching his analysis of the exotic flower to the 

equally exotic Zenobia, both of which he makes emblematic 

of Blithedale itself, Coverdale calls forth and conflates 

his own ambivalence about the oppositions of nature and 

society, the natural and the material, the individual and 

the community, his solitary self and his social self. 

Zenobia, in fact, serves as a kind of lightning rod for 

Coverdale's attempt to work out these oppositions through 

his narrative. 

Deserted in her childhood by a father who makes 

himself a bachelor, zenobia is "left worse than orphaned" 

(193) and is subsequently raised by her father's bachelor 

brother (198). Her father, having corrupted the superfi

cial if glittery life of prosperity he enjoyed as 

Zenobia's parent, adopts an equally extreme life of 

poverty along with a new name. As a new parent, his second 

daughter's physical being reflects her engendering: quite 

the opposite of Zenobia, Priscilla is a "pale and nervous 

child" (195) who nevertheless endures long years after 

Zenobia's death. As social, beautiful, wealthy, and super-
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ficial as Coverdale presents Zenobia, he characterizes 

Priscilla in opposite terms. Coverdale's own conflicted 

identity is thus reflected in his portrayal of a world of 

oppositions; his act of narrating this world is an asser

tion of his authority and his attempt to resolve the 

tensions he barely acknowledges as equally lodged within 

himself. 

By displacing onto Zenobia his anxiety over the 

conflicted world of oppositions his narrative purports to 

fuse, Coverdale attempts to effect their resolution 

through his narrative of his relationship with her. Sig

nificantly, Coverdale's references to Zenobia typically 

balance admiration against various forms of rejection or 

disapproval in single references that might be called 

back-handed compliments. For example, he writes that her 

hand is "larger than most women would like to have, or 

than they could afford to have, though not a whit too 

large in proportion with the spacious plan of Zenobia's 

entire development" (43). Her "features" are "remarkably 

beautiful, even if some fastidious persons might pronounce 

them a little deficient in softness and delicacy" (43). 

And he writes that her conversation during his illness is 

delivered "with so much vivacity as to add several 

gratuitous throbs to my pulse. II 

But Coverdale qualifies what might seem too admiring 
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of her physical appearance by writing that, "I recognized 

no severe culture in Zenobia; her mind was full of weeds" 

(68). These references typify Coverdale's conflation of 

his earliest impression of Zenobia--his admiration and 

personal interest--with his later, self-protective assess

ment. In the past he narrates twelve years later, the 

narrating Coverdale portrays himself rejecting Zenobia in 

an attempt to rewrite that past. He superimposes his later 

rejection of her onto her prior rejection of him, either 

as her "confidant" (157) or as a suitor to replace Hol

lingsworth (230-232),10 thus narrating from a position of 

knowledge of their separation a simultaneous past and 

present, and resolving the ambiguity of his past and 

present identities relating to her. 

If his relationship with Zenobia enacts the unack

nowledged ambiguity of conflicting elements of his iden

tity in its past and present forms, the physical reality 

of Blithedale itself provides the locus for Coverdale's 

attempt to fuse the demands of inheritance and his desire 

for origination. Not only is the physical structure that 

is present on the Blithedale property an "old farm-house," 

but the enterprise even comes equipped with "stout Silas 

Foster," the farm manager and "tutor" to the novice farm 

hands (40). Further, the four friends consecrate for 

themselves "a certain rock ••• known to us under the name of 



184 

Eliot's pulpit, from a tradition that the venerable 

Apostle Eliot had preached there, two centuries gone by, 

to an Indian auditory" (135). 

Far from fashioning an entirely new enterprise, the 

Blithedale experiment Coverdale invents within his narra

tive text maintains its continuity with the past while 

inventing a variation. As a model for the narrator's art, 

the Blithedale experiment itself enacts a continuity of 

inheritance, both physical and of "traditional" or in

herited stories, into \ti'hich the creative impulse for 

origination intervenes. Although Coverdale's ambivalence 

toward Zenobia is unresolved, he successfully fuses in

heritance and originality in his more public narration of 

the Blithedale experience as a whole. His private 

reflection--especially as it focuses on Zenobia-

interferes with the success of his narrative experience 

and perhaps is more emblematic of his narrative intent to 

use the narrative as confession. 

Coverdale's narrative intent seems derived from his 

acknowledgment of his differentiated identity and from his 

desire to disavow or hide that differentiation from the 

reader. Not only does he claim a role in the story he 

narrates that is at odds with the role he shows himself 

playing, but he also claims that he has hardly changed in 

the more than twelve years since the events he narrates 
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took place. In fact, in some respects he is the same: he 

remains a bachelor--a "frosty" one at that, although he 

cannot be much more than forty years old yet11--and he 

retains a tone of self-pitying irony about his life, as 

when he notes that he might consider giving his life for a 

noble cause "provided, however, the effort did not involve 

an unreasonable amount of trouble" (250), a caveat which 

echoes both his warning to Moodie, who is about to ask him 

to convey Priscilla to Blithedale (35), and his qualified 

agreement to answer Westervelt's questions (111). 

Yet despite his efforts to suggest unvarying con

tinui t~{ in his identity, Coverdale portrays himself as a 

narrator who looks back at two of his prior selves, a 

public one who experienced the Blithedale experiment and a 

private one who retires to a hotel in town to recollect 

himself experiencing Blithedale, to "take an exterior view 

of what we had all been about" (155). using his memory as 

the imperfect catalyst, he recreates the varying stages of 

his past and fashions them into his narrative text. Thus 

he establishes his authorizing role as narrator, albeit a 

conflicted and self-absorbed one unable to engage fully in 

a progression toward self-fulfillment. 

Like Ishmael, Coverdale uses memory to assert his 

authority over the chronology of the past, both to recon-

vene the past and to invent a new time of his narrative 



text. Unlike Ishmael, however, he is uncomfortable with 

his inventive role as narrator: like "the Chorus in a 

classic play, which seems to be set aloof from the pos

sibility of personal concernment" (116), he prefers to 

hide his authority in a role that he calls "singularly 

subordinate" (116) even as he exercises it to craft his 

self-justifying narrative text. 

"THE ARCHITECT, NOT THE BUILDER" 
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. The bachelors not only use memory successfully to 

define a mutable identity differentiated but capable of 

unification, they also use memory and its imprint in the 

narrative text to acknowledge the temporal discontinuity 

which rescues their narrative text from the self-parody of 

replication. By acknowledging a past and present self 

capable of unification within the fictive invention by the 

writing self, the bachelor narrators are able to confront 

the narrative text as a temporal construct--analogous to 

the construct of the narrator himself--and one that not 

only reconfigures a time past but which simultaneously 

invents a new time. 

Memory thus contributes to the discontinuous struc

ture of the narrative text, a structure that is marked by 

the bachelor narrators' intervention in the chronological 
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sequence of the narrative story itself. Unlike the im

potent narrators, the bachelors use their disruptions in 

the chronology of the narrative text to assert authority 

and to attempt to conflate the reconfigured narrated time 

into the created narrative time of the text. By their 

creative effort the bachelor narrators metaphorize at 

least a partial narrative unification. 

Rewriting the past requires the narrators to maintain 

a delicate balance between the demands of the inherited 

story and the imaginative impulse that drives its recon

figuration: the bachelors thus position the narrative text 

in a progression of' inheritance, but in a progression that 

itself begins or originates a new succession. Ishmael 

confronts his role in effecting a convergence between the 

time narrated and the time of his narrative text in two 

important sections, the "Cetology" chapter and "The Town

Ho's story." 

Ishmael's digression into the "uncertain, unsettled 

condition of this science of Cetology" (182) represents a 

temporal diversion from his narrative experience on 

several levels. within the context of the narrative text 

as a constructed sequence, the "Cetology" chapter inter

rupts the narrator's investigation into the import of 

stubb's dream by shifting attention from the deck of the 

"Pequod," which the narrator experiences within the narra-
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tive text, to the world's libraries, which he references 

from outside the events convened in the narrative text. 

The chapter also interjects as a temporal shift the 

dislocation from Ishmael narrating a chronology of events 

on the whaler to his recitation of a collection of facts 

that are linked by other than temporal succession. His 

abrupt digression is indicated by linguistic markers, 

including his shift to the present tense and his use of 

linguistic signs that mark discontinuous time--

"Already ••• but soon •••• Ere that come to pass; ere ••• at the 

outset" (179). 

Yet Ishmael also uses the chapter first to set up and 

then to undercut the very "systematization" (181) which he 

poses ironically as "a matter almost indispensable to a 

thorough appreciative understanding of the more special 

leviathanic revelations and allusions of all sorts which 

are to follow" (179). By posing the chapter in epis

temological opposition to his narrative of lived ex

perience, Ishmael's subversion of the system of Cetology 

also serves to subvert narrative that is not a fusion of 

inheritance and originality. 

By proposing to offer "what the best and latest 

authorities have laid down" (179), Ishmael suggests that 

understanding can be obtained from a collection of facts, 

extra-narrative and atemporal, as a kind of inherited 
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knowledge. Yet his statement reveals itself as subversive 

of both the actual facts presented and the methodology 

their collection represents. His sources of knowledge are 

inadequate, their knowledge incomplete and even somehow 

dangerous as a discontinued sequence of inheritance. On 

the other hand, Ishmael's memory of his experience on the 

IIPequod ll offers an alternative to this truncated and 

ineffective bibliographic understanding. 

Although Ishmael's IIsystematized exhibition of the 

whale" begins with an exhaustive listing of "the best and 

latest authorities" (179), he almost immediately undercuts 

their status as authorities by noting that: 

Of the names in this list of whale authorities, 

only those [seven] following Owen even saw 

living whales; and but one of them was a real 

professional harpooneer and whaleman., I mean 

captain Scoresby •••• But Scoresby knew nothing 

and says nothing of the great sperm whale. (180) 

Having thus dispatched the "whale authorities," Ishmael 

undermines scientific authority by explaining that "only 

two books .•• at all pretend" to present information about 

"the living sperm whale" (181). written by whaling IIsur

geons" who are "exact and reliable men," the books 

nevertheless offer lIoriginal matter II that is "necessarily 

small" and IImostly confined to scientific description,1I an 
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assessment that leads Ishmael to conclude: "the sperm 

whale, scientific or poetic, lives not complete in any 

literature" (181). Ishmael's discrediting of the scien

tific description of the sperm whale, coupled with his 

claim that the sperm whale's "is an unwritten life" (181), 

suggests that he privileges his own recollection of the 

whale, which he offers in that part of his narrative text 

formed by the chronological account of his voyage on the 

IIpequod.,,12 

Furthermore, in contrast to the exhaustive compila

tion of the authorities who purport, but fail, to deliver 

the life of the sperm whale, Ishmael claims: "I promise 

nothing complete •••• My object here is simply to project 

the draught of a systematization of cetology. I am the 

architect, not the builder" (181). As the "architect," 

Ishmael is the originator, but an originator operating 

within an inherited tradition. He is the one who trans-

forms his vision into an image, the one who begins part of 

a process but whose vision is part of a continuity, the 

one who invents and designs but does not enact. 

Further, although Ishmael as architect/narrator 

discredits authorities' systems, he too will propose a 

"systematization," albeit one he qualifies as a "draught." 

The process of inventing the narrative text, therefore, as 

described here by Ishmael, is not completed by the nar-
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rator: his inheritance is not an end marked by his inven

tion, but another point of origination in a continuing 

process of enactment and origination that both justifies 

tradition and supplants it. 

The convergence of time in the narrative--the time 

narrated with the time of the narrative--results from the 

collaboration of the narrator's invention and memory, and 

the "builder" who accepts the challenge of inheritance 

posed by the narrator. Yet the narrator, the architect, 

also creates a "systematization," a point which will be 

considered in the discussion of Ishmael's narrative 

failure. 

Ishmael's use of "The Town-Ho's story" similarly 

functions to emphasize the narrator's ambiguous assertion 

of control over the sequence and continuity of his narra

tive. "The Town-Ho's story" follows the chapter "The Gam," 

in which Ishmael defines a sea-practice based on his own 

recollections--having noted that "[y]ou might wear out 

your index-finger running up and down the columns of 

dictionaries, and never find the word" (319). Having 

established himself as the authority for defining a word 

that "has now for many years been in constant use among 

some fifteen thousand true born Yankees" (319-320), Ish

mael "proceed[s] to put on lasting record" the story of 

the "Town-Ho" (322). 
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Thus liThe Town-Ho's story" not only functions as an 

interruption in the chronology of the "Pequod"'s journey-

an interruption that emphasizes the discontinuity of the 

narrative text and the narrator's role in unifying the 

discontinuous elements--but it is itself a "gam" that 

bridges for the purpose of establishing a communication 

between separate times and separate stories, thus enabling 

Ishmael the master weaver to confirm the catalytic role of 

memory in the invention of his narrative text. 

Ishmael positions his own relation to "The Town-Ho's 

story" as both an ironic duplication and a contrast to the 

identified authorities of the "Cetology" chapter. Whereas 

their authority derives from the inherited knowledge 

acquired from scientific--not experiential--investigation, 

Ishmael's authority is grounded in recollection, meaning 

the imaginative recreation of his own experience. As he 

has in the "Cetology" chapter, Ishmael here privileges a 

past lived experience reconvened after the fact by the 

intervention of memory. 

Initially Ishmael implies that his recitation of the 

"Town-Ho"'s story within the narrative text recounting his 

experiences on the "Pequod" derives from the crew's 

heightened interest in Moby Dick after their IIgam" with 

the "Town-Ho." Yet his use of qualified language calls 

into question this motive and suggests, instead, that 
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Ishmael's own "relief" is the motivating force for includ

ing this secondary narrative. 13 He writes: 

To §QIDg the general interest in the White Whale 

was now wildly heightened by a circumstance of 

the "Town-Ho"'s story, which seemed obscurely to 

involve with the whale g certain wondrous, 

inverted visitation of Qng of those so called 

judgments of God which at times are said to 

overtake §QIDg men. This latter circumstance, 

with its own particular accompaniments, forming 

what may be called the secret part of the 

tragedy about to be narrated, never reached the 

ears of captain Ahab or his 

mates •••• Interweaving in its proper place this 

darker thread with the story as publicly nar

rated on the ship, the whole of this strange 

affair I now proceed to put on lasting record. 

(322; emphasis added) 

The indefiniteness of the crew's response is countered by 

Ishmael's assertive role as the judge of what elements are 

the "proper" ones and what are the "whole" ones in a 

tangled rumor, clarifying Ishmael's role in "put[ing] on 

lasting record" a story of primary importance only to him, 

a role that links his narrative in an inherited succession 

originating with the Puritan conversion narrative. 
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Although his surface rationale for including details 

about the "Town-Ho" suggests its link via Moby Dick with 

the crew of the "Pequod," Ishmael's use of qualifiers 

credits him as narrator with the decision to include the 

story for reasons of his own. Ishmael further emphasizes 

his choice when he writes that "[f]or my humor's sake, I 

shall preserve the style in which I once narrated it at 

Lima" (322), a statement that paradoxically counters his 

authority with the whimsicality of "humor," and calls into 

question the quality of his "lasting record" by implicat

ing it in a subjective "style." 

By choosing to relate the story in the same "style" 

despite very different contexts, purposes and forms--it 

was narrated orally at Lima in the midst of opulence as a 

diversionary amusement for friends and as an end in it

self, but is now encapsulated within a written record for 

an ostensibly larger purpose--Ishmael ironically 

diminishes the importance of his private experience as the 

inventor of the narrative. Even as he acknowledges the 

subjectivity of "style," Ishmael suggests that time and 

circumstance do not, after all, necessarily alter the 

narrative, which implies paradoxically that memory records 

the past rather than catalyzes in its invention. 

As he does in the "Cetology" chapter, Ishmael here 

discredits received knowledge as sole authority. Instead, 
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he establishes himself as authority within the world of 

his text, and establishes his own tenuous authority as 

originating, but within a continuum of inherited authority 

that links the acts of whaling and storytelling. The 

public experience of whaling is thus transformed by its 

fusion with his public act of storytelling and his private 

imaginative experience. 

Rather than claim originality for the story of the 

"Town-Ho," then, Ishmael locates himself as the inheritor 

of a story that "was the private property of three con

federate white seamen of that ship" (322) and was trans

ferred, "it seems" (322), to Tashtego, "an unmixed Indian 

from Gay Head ••• an inheritor of the unvitiated blood of 

those proud warrior hunters" (164). Tashtego himself 

stands in a mediating position relative to whaling, 

storytelling in general, and the story of the "Town-Ho" in 

particular. 

Ishmael links Tashtego in a successive inheritance 

extending back to those first Indians from Nantucket, the 

"aboriginal whalemen" (31), who doubtless moved easily 

between Gay Head, at the outer tip of Martha's vineyard, 

and Nantucket, her sister island barely twenty-five sea 

miles away, whose whaling industry Ishmael credits with 

being original. The story of the "Town-Ho" thus originates 

in the very dawn of whaling, before recorded history but 
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enlisted in a system of inheritance by means of storytell

ing, and cycles through the world of whaling as through an 

exclusive, communal system. 

Along with its "secret part" (322),14 which 

originated with the three confederates, Ishmael blends the 

public origins of the story that can be traced through 

Tashtego, himself the emblem of originality in a succes

sion of inheritance from other originals, to himself, 

noting at each stage how each storyteller becomes an 

originator. 15 As the "architect" of the narrative text 

that exists within the context of the larger narrative 

text, Ishmael thus transforms the received knowledge about 

the events on the "Town-Ho" and transmits that altered 

story to his own successors. 

Yet if, as he implies in the "Cetology" chapter, 

Ishmael's narrative text writes, however incompletely, the 

life of the sperm Whale, his narrative in "The Town-Ho's 

story" implicates him in his own narrative failure. Within 

the microcosmic narrative text of the story of the "Town

Ho," Ishmael "looks faint" (341) when he himself mentions 

Moby Dick, disclaiming his ability to tell that story, 

saying it ""would be too long a story'" and exclaiming 

""Nay, Dons, Dons--nay, nay! I cannot rehearse that now. 

Let me get more into the air, Sirs'" (341). As Philip J. 

Egan argues, Ishmael's embedded narrative "displays his 
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'intermediate self,' which is able to confront some of the 

awesome realities of the world but not yet that of Moby 

Dick" (343-44). 

In fact, Ishmael's story to the other cavaliers is a 

rehearsal twice over--first to the Dons at Lima as a 

microcosmic narrative text, and secondly, in the same 

"style," a prior or prophetic text reconfigured within, 

and thereby justified by the text of his larger written 

narrative. Yet if it is a rehearsal, the narrator's in

ability to speak about his ostensible subject represents 

his failure to cause the two narratives to fuse. By main

taining his inability to "speak" the prophecy of the 

"Town-Ho"'s story in the text he writes, Ishmael imper

fectly enacts the prophecy, and therefore fails to move 

beyond the limits of its inheritance to originate his own 

story. 

Moby Dick, the looming white truth of Ishmael's past, 

remains beyond the narrator's attempt to write him,16 a 

failure of Ishmael as narrator which derives from a 

failure of his language to metaphorize his unified in

heritance and originality. Although Ishmael as narrator 

controls his fictive representation of his own identity as 

a plurality he composes from a past self into a present 

self, and although he acknowledges the role of memory as a 

temporal construct in his invention of the narrative text, 
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language--which will be discussed in the following 

section--remains for him "so mystical and well nigh inef

fable" (253) that it obscures the unification his narra

tive text attempts to enact. 

Like Ishmael insisting on a departure from Nantucket, 

Coverdale uses his "rich experience" (144) at Blithedale 

to fashion his narrative text from past and present events 

in a place where both newness and inheritance co-mingle in 

a created present. And like the diminished authority of 

Nantucket's whaling past, the inheritance from the past at 

Blithedale is fleeting and mutable, easily disrupted by 

the exigencies of everyday living and by the intervention 

of individuals: the farm house no longer suffices as the 

sole abode, Silas Foster's expertise is surpassed by 

younger, newly strong hands, and the Blithedale community 

itself dies of its "infidelity" to its originating impulse 

(249). 

Even sacramental customs in the progression Coverdale 

configures in his narrative can be altered easily in 

service to a progressive futurity: 

Our Sundays, at Blithedale, were not ordinarily 

kept with such rigid observance as might have 

befitted the descendants of the pilgrims, whose 

high enterprise, as we sometimes flattered 

ourselves, we had taken up, and were carrying it 
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dreamed of attaining. (134) 
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Coverdale's narration of Zenobia serves as the locus of 

Coverdale's conf,lation of this challenge of inheritance 

and origination: at her death the Blithedale community 

"had never found the necessity of a burial-ground" and so 

has to decide on ,a location. Yet in the ceremony of her 

burial, "[s]he was buried very much as other people have 

been for hundreds of years gone by ••• interpolating no 

novelties" (242-43). 

In her death as in her life within the Blithedale 

community, Zenobia convenes a past into a present that is 

both an ending and a point of origin for the future. As 

narrator, Coverdale interposes his narrative--and himself

-between a past whose continuity he disrupts and a future 

he anticipates: "Thus the summer was passing away .••• I 

found myself looking forward to years, if not to a 

lifetime, to be spent on the same system" (144). 

Although the past is his inheritance, Coverdale 

disavows its authority to fashion his narrative text. By 

compiling the changes that occurred within the Blithedale 

community during the short space of his association with 

it, Coverdale not only examines--from the temporal dis

tance of some twelve years--a past that he reconvenes into 

a present of his own fashioning, he also implies that the 



past itself is a false origin and is, in fact, itself a 

creation of his imagination. 
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He portrays the ostensibly truthful lived past of his 

story, then, as a kind 'of "reverie," engaged when, in his 

haste to escape the "Masqueraders" in the Blithedale 

forest, he "stumbled over a heap of logs and sticks that 

had been cut for fire-wood, a great while ago." From this 

"green mound 13 of the old wood-pile he "imagined the long

dead woodman, and his long-dead wife and children, coming 

out of their chill graves, and essaying to make a fire 

with this heap of mossy fuel.!" (218-19). In his experience 

of tripping over the unavoidable detritus of the past, the 

narrator is unable to reproduce that past as what was 

merely experienced: a green mossy mound becomes a long

abandoned wood-pile which calls up its own retrospective 

and created narrative. 

Like Ishmael's rehearsal of his narrative in the 

"Town-Ho's story," Coverdale here imagines his larger 

narrative in microcosm, in a trying out that enables him 

to construct a new temporal succession of birth and death, 

a new beginning and ending to the lived events he will 

reconfigure. As an enlargement upon the brief narrative of 

the "long-dead woodman," Coverdale writes that the 

Blithedale community itself dies, its death contained 

within its origins. By writing the death of the woodman 
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and of Blithedale, Coverdale asserts his narrative con

trol: writing their death implies that he is able to not 

write his own in a futile act of forestalling the in

evitable. 

Coverdale uses Zenobia and her life progression to 

analogize his own narrative experience: 

[T]he presence of Zenobia caused our heroic 

enterprise to show like an illusion, a 

masquerade, a pastoral, a counterfeit Arcadia, 

in which we grown-up men and women were making a 

play-day of the years that were given us to live 

in. (48) 

Coverdale implies that had Zenobia not chosen to join the 

Blithedale community the "heroic enterprise" might have 

shown itself as a faithful utopian experiment, thus writ

ing a different beginning and ending to the community and 

to Coverdale's narrative text. The repetitive beginnings 

and endings of his microcosmic narratives, which them

selves interrupt the sequence of lived events that com

prise Coverdale's story, enact Coverdale's disruption of 

the past in his narrative text and assert his authority 

over that text. 

with the exception of his initial orientation to 

Blithedale, when the beginning of his new life is inter

rupted by an illness that leaves him "[i]n literal and 
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physical truth ••• quite another man" (83-84), Coverdale's 

microcosmic narratives are characterized by a sequential 

diminishment that mimics the life process of birth-to

death progression that he seeks to reverse. 

Nested within Coverdale's larger narrative framework 

are a series of microcosmic narratives of beginnings and 

endings: his life as a new man at Blithedale is ended and 

II [e]very thing was suddenly faded" (153) after his rejec

tion of Hollingsworth's singular purpose; his contented 

life in town, undertaken to counter-balance the isolation 

of Blithedale, ends "like the drop-curtain of a theatre, 

in the interval between the acts" when Zenobia 

"administer[s] one of those pitiless rebukes which a woman 

always has at hand" (172); his association with the three 

friends, initiated and solidified at Blithedale, ends with 

Hollingsworth's and Priscilla's rejection of Zenobia; and 

Zenobia's death ends Coverdale's association with the 

community, which itself dies, lias it well deserved" (249), 

for adopting the same "beautiful peculiarities" of 

Fourierism that Coverdale early on espouses to Hol

lingsworth (76-77). Coverdale thus structures his narra

tive of the Blithedale community as a series of narratives 

whose beginnings and endings he contrives from the tem

poral sequence of lived events of his story. 

Like Ishmael, Coverdale makes what he can of his 
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inherited story: acknowledging his inheritance from the 

past, he nevertheless asserts himself as the originating 

authority of his narrative text. Yet his assertion rings 

hollow, as it does for Ishmael, in the face of his in

ability to take full responsibility for the implications 

of origination. 

Like Ishmael, Coverdale retains title to "this one 

secret, hidden beneath many a revelation which perhaps 

concerned me less" (228). And like Ishmael, who swoons 

when his "Town-Ho's story" converges on the white whale 

and he is forced to speak of it, Coverdale too swoons when 

the fundamental truth of his narrative comes too close to 

being spoken: 17 

I must have fallen asleep, and had a dream, all 

the circumstances of which utterly vanished at 

the moment when they converged to some tragical 

catastrophe, and thus grew too powerful for the 

thin sphere of slumber that enveloped them. 

Starting from the ground, I found the risen moon 

shining upon the rugged face of the rock, and 

myself all in a tremble. (233) 

Coverdale's allegation of slumber convenientlY interrupts 

both his analysis of Zenobia's leave-taking with the 

"strong impression" it made on him, and his "fantasy" that 

Zenobia "was still hovering about the spot and haunting 
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it" (233). 

In a parody of the powerless female victims in so 

many popular nineteenth-century novels, Coverdale feels 

himself "listless, worn out with emotion on my own behalf 

and sympathy for others" (233) when his narrative inex

orably converges on his own active role in creating those 

endings he purports merely to observe. The challenge of 

originality forces him to confront his role in the dis

solution of the friendship among Hollingsworth, Zenobia, 

and Priscilla; Zenobia's suicide; the permanent deferral 

of Hollingsworth's single-minded plan; the consummation of 

his own tentative membership in a mutually dependent 

social community; and the eventual failure of the entire 

Blithedale experiment in utopianism. Unable to confront 

his part in the drama, Coverdale, like Ishmael, fails to 

enact his narrative in a failure closely tied to his 

unwillingness to disclose his secret, to articulate the 

essential--and essentially private--truths his narrative 

has forced him to confront. 

OF THINGS "MYSTICAL AND WELL NIGH INEFFABLE" 

Although the bachelors effectively use memory as a 

catalyst to their imaginative fusion of relational opposi

tions in order to reconfigure a past identity into a 
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present narrating self, they are unable to transform what 

they know--about the self and about the self in time--into 

what they speak. Unlike the impotent narrators, the 

bachelors in the several ways already discussed engage 

their progression. They fail, however, to engage fully 

their metaphorizing function, by which language is made to 

represent as well as enact the narrative progression. 

Language for the bachelor narrators is limited to its 

representational function, what Charles Feidelson calls 

its "status of mere conceptual signs" which he associates 

with logical discourse (55). Because they never acknow

ledge what Feidelson calls its "original creative power" 

(55), the capacity of language to metaphorically replace 

its object--its capacity to speak-into-being--their narra-
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the narrative texts of the bachelors effectively represent 

in logical discourse but fail to enact in the poetic 

language of imaginative discourse their narrators' intent 

to attain unification. 

The bachelor narrators, by retaining their one little 

secret, subvert the possibility of what Evan Carton calls 

"fulfilled desire ••• [which] dwells •.• in possibility" 

(247). And this possibility itself, as he writes, "dwells 

neither in the actual nor in the imaginary, but in lan

guage" (247). As the Puritan ministers knew, the fusion of 
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prophecy and history, the imagined and the lived, takes 

place in language, which combines private experience in a 

form of public utterance. 

Unlike the impotent narrators discussed in the pre

vious chapter, the bachelors possess at least some aware

ness of the essential indeterminacy of their language. Yet 

when they do articulate their awareness, they locate the 

inadequacy in language itself, in its inability to trans

mit that which Ishmael writes is "so mystical and well 

nigh ineffable ••• that I almost despair of putting it in a 

comprehensible form" (253). 

Christian Metz writes that "the perception of the 

narrative as real, that is, as being really a narrative, 

must result in rendering the recited object unreal" (21) 

through the operation of either "temporal displacement" or 

"spatial displacement" of the text from its narrative 

source (23). As poles of differentiation, Metz's displace

ments oscillate in a dialectic of narrative possibilities 

that the first-person narrator must confront and resolve 

in the process of creating the unitary and "real" world of 

his narrative text, a world that not only represents the 

narrator's re-unification, but that also makes it possible 

within the world of the text. 

The "here" and "now" of narrative possibilities, 

explored within the created narrative world, must 
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authorize the narrator as well as enact his narrative 

intent. The prior discussion in this chapter considers the 

ways in which the bachelor narrators successfully 

authorize themselves as narrators. This section examines 

the failure of language in the narratives of these 

bachelors and its implications for their disempowerment. 

In his role mediating relational oppositions, the 

bachelor narrator resolves the tension created by temporal 

displacement--the tension of identity as well as the 

tension of an unrecoverable past--thus shifting the terms 

of his dialectic onto perspective, a form of spatial 

displacement by which he attempts to write his own 

perspective as the central, controlling perspective of the 

narrative text. Having used memory to catalyze his im

aginative conflation of his differentiated identity in the 

reconfigured time of the narrative, he uses memory's 

mutability to attempt to construct a unitary perspective 

capable of writing into being the narrated world of the 

text. Ishmael engages his dialectic of perspective in the 

philosophical musings of the "Doubloon" and "Whiteness of 

the Whale" chapters. 

As he does periodically throughout his narrative 

text, Ishmael interrupts his recitation of the chronologi

cal sequence of events aboard the "Pequod" in the 

"Doubloon" chapter, where he signals his intent to provide 
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information previously left out. 19 He refers to the tem

poral succession of the narrative text with his opening 

sentence: "Ere now it has been related how Ahab was wont 

to pace ...... By explaining that "in the multiplicity of 

other things requiring narration it has not been 

added ...... (548), Ishmael suggests a conscious process of 

selection and prioritizing of sequence and detail that 

enhances his self-authorizing role as narrator and 

authorizes him further to examine the relativity of 

perspective in the text by shifting the focus onto Ahab in 

his musing peregrinations. In addition, his use of passive 

voice in this chapter displaces his own consciousness from 

its centralized position, thus enabling his more wide

ranging consideration of perspective that lies at the 

heart of the chapter. 

Ishmael signals his concern for the relative 

privilege of perspective in this chapter by noting that 

Ahab has passed the doubloon many times before, seemingly 

seeing it only in its material incarnation, as a piece of 

gold: 

But one morning, turning to pass the doubloon, 

he seemed to be newly attracted by the strange 

figures and inscriptions stamped on it, as 

though now for the first time beginning to 

interpret for himself in some monomaniac way 
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whatever significance might lurk in them. And 

some certain significance lurks in all things, 

else all things are little worth, and the round 

world itself but an empty cipher •••• (549) 

Ishmael here positions himself in opposition to Ahab, who 

has seen the doubloon repeatedly only as a material 

presence and who now interprets it "for himself in some 

monomaniac way," his single-focused obsession opposed to 

the multi-faceted interpretive process Ishmael models as 

his own in the remainder of the chapter. Although Ishmael 

recognizes the requisite "certain significance ••• in all 

things," Ahab only "seemed to be newly attracted" by the 

physical manifestation of significance, his interpretive 

capacity dwarfed and circumscribed by his reliance on the 

material world for his notion of significance. 

Ishmael further emphasizes the mediating function of 

the doubloon when he describes the doubloon in terms of 

its relational oppositions: the coin's "purest virgin 

gold, raked somewhere out of the heart of gorgeous hills" 

has been nailed "amidst all the rustiness of iron bolts 

and the verdigris of copper spikes" on a ship in an ever

fluctuating, watery domain; yet somehow it preserves its 

"Quito glow ••• amongst a ruthless crew" (549). However 

Ishmael's differentiations establish the inherent con

trasts that the doubloon embodies, his description of the 



coin locates it within a range of continuities: 

[T]hough placed amongst a ruthless crew and 

every hour passed by ruthless hands, and through 

the livelong nights shrouded with thick darkness 

which might cover any pilfering approach, 

nevertheless every sunrise found the doubloon 

where the sunset left it last. (549) 
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The doubloon's nature, characterized by relational opposi

tions, nevertheless combines those oppositions into a 

unified sphere, that is, in a form that embodies con

tinuity. Ishmael articulates the temporalized perspective 

of the doubloon's form by locating its significance in its 

endurance. 

Further, deemed by the crew as "set apart and 

sanctified to one awe-striking end ••• [as] the white 

whale's talisman" (549), the doubloon not only represents 

the white whale to the crew, it invokes its own magical 

ability to replace the white whale, both on the literal 

level posited by Ahab--it will be the reward for the first 

crewman to sight Moby Dick--and on the level of "sig

nificance" established in this chapter by Ishmael--as a 

mirror of how each crewman sees the world and himself in 

it. In a way that eludes Ishmael himself as narrator, the 

doubloon manages to mediate the dialectic of image and 

object, language and thing, the imagined and the actual. 
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The enactment of the doubloon's role as mediator 

infuses this chapter: in its origin it is of Ecuadorian 

mint, as Ishmael writes, "from a country planted in the 

middle of the world, and beneath the great equator" and it 

has been "cast midway up the Andes," thus articulating a 

mediating origin both in its natural state and in its 

manmade state. The coin's talismanic features also derive 

from its linguistic representation: the doubloon itself is 

labelled with the name of its country of origin, which was 

itself "named after" its physical mediating position 

(550), a chain of sUbstitutions that links the coin's 

material features with the original naming of Ecuador. 

Further, the coin's imposed locus on the masthead of the 

"Pequod" leads Pip to call it "the ship's navel" (556), 

thus completing its circle of signification as a manifes

tation of the enacted word itself manifested in the cir

cular coin. 

Yet Ishmael as narrator has been unable to achieve 

for himself this talismanic ability to mediate opposi

tions, a failure that in the earlier part of his narrative 

he associates with the failure of language itself, but 

which in "The Doubloon" he seems to explore as a quality 

that can only inhere to the inorganic world. In a passage 

from "Loomings" that has already been discussed in other 

regards elsewhere, for example, Ishmael emphasizes a 



distinction between knowing and telling: 

Though I cannot tell why it was exactly that 

those stage managers, the Fates, put me down for 

this shabby part of a whaling voyage, ••• though I 

cannot tell why this was exactly; yet now that I 

recall all the circumstances, I think I can see 

a little into the springs and motives •••• (29) 

In addition to articulating the role of memory in the 

creation of the narrative text, this passage implicates 

language--the narrator's inability to "tell"--in the 

failure to know more than "a little." 
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Yet in "The Whiteness of the Whale," Ishmael seems to 

imply that the source of inadequacy is within him: 

[T]here was another thought, or rather vague, 

nameless horror concerning [Moby Dick], which at 

times by its intensity completely overpowered 

all the rest; and yet so mystical and well nigh 

ineffable was it, that I almost despair of 

putting it in a comprehensible form. It was the 

whiteness of the whale that above all things 

appalled me. But how can I hope to explain 

myself here; and yet, in some dim, random way, 

explain myself I must, else all these chapters 

might be naught. (252-253) 

Ishmael's expression of his inability to mediate the idea 
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and the narrative derives equally from its "nameless" 

quality, from the "mystical and well night ineffable" 

quality of the idea as idea, and from the shared perspec

tive of "those more obvious considerations" which created 

"in any man's soul some alarm" (252). 

In his introduction to the chapter, Ishmael writes 

not only in conflicted hopefulness of his "almost 

despair," but in the ambiguity inherent in his opening 

sentence: "What the white whale was to Ahab, has been 

hinted; what, at times, he was to me, as yet remains 

unsaid" (252). The interrupting voice, referring as it 

does to the narrative itself, clearly belongs to Ishmael 

the narrator; but the time that "as yet" refers to could 

be assigned to either the chronological succession of the 

narrative text--that is, at this point in the text--or to 

the narrating present--that is, to the Ishmael who knows 

the end of his narrative, who already has transformed the 

lived events into the ordered succession he now writes as 

the narrative text. 

Whereas Ishmael concludes that the ability to mediate 

relational oppositions resides in the nature of the 

doubloon itself--which by its talismanic magic enacts the 

full range of human expectations and desires--he concludes 

that the idea of whiteness "strikes more of panic to the 

soul than that redness which affrights in blood" (255). 
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Unlike the doubloon, which maintains its integrity as a 

differentiated object despite its mediating role, the idea 

of whiteness enacts the collapse of differentiation into 

the undifferentiating vortex that at once draws all into 

itself even as it erases all evidence of existence. Thus, 

whiteness as an idea cannot mediate because 

by its indefiniteness it shadows forth the 

heartless voids and immensities of the universe, 

and thus stabs us from behind with the thought 

of annihilation .••• [I]n essence whiteness is 

not so much a color as the visible absence of 

color, and at the same time the concrete of all 

colors •••• (263-264) 

Ishmael recognizes that mediation requires identity--not a 

"visible absence" but a palpable presence. In order to 

mediate, identity must be "named" and must possess the 

language which transforms identity from its status as mere 

presence into its role as mediator. 

Yet he also recognizes, and acknowledges as the 

source of his "terror," that "whiteness" possesses its own 

magnetism. He writes, for example, that as the "Pequod" 

sinks into the vortex "a sullen white surf beat against 

its steep sides; then all collapsed, and the great shroud 

of the sea rolled on as it rolled five thousand years ago" 

(723). Ishmael, cast adrift alone, writes that he is 
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"drawn towards the closing vortex. When I reached it, it 

had subsided to a creamy pool," its "half-spent suction" 

(724) reflected in the diminished coloration that thus 

allows his physical and emotional escape. 

If Ishmael models in the doubloon his understanding 

of how to mediate relational oppositions, which neverthe

less eludes him as narrator, Miles Coverdale locates his 

experiment in mediation, as he does so much else in his 

narrative, in the person of Zenobia. And whereas Ishmael 

locates his terror of annihilation in the idea of white

ness, Coverdale flirts with his own terrors in the poten

tial loss of identity that he associates with membership 

in a communal society. Although both bachelors acknowledge 

that loss of differentiation annihilates the personal 

identity, they model the fusion of the individual and the 

communal in ways that reflect their different perspectives 

on the human and natural landscapes. 

Coverdale experiments with perspective in his narra

tive text, much as Ishmael does, as an experiment in 

spatial displacement that is intended to authorize his 

language as the centrally located voice of mediation 

between the relational oppositions of the world of the 

story and the world of the text, and between his narrated 

self and his narrating self. Unlike Ishmael, however, 

Coverdale firmly locates the mediating function in the 
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human landscape. 

Although such elements of the natural world as the 

rock he names Eliot's pulpit, for example, possess the 

capacity to link past and present and future in a veiling 

of temporal distinctions, the rock is significant as an 

emblem of imperfect continuity which is only enacted by 

human intervention. So the rock itself stands in the same 

spot as it did "two centuries gone by" (135), although it 

is "a shattered granite boulder" surrounded by ·"af

tergrowths" and marred by "many fissures, out of which 

sprang shrubs, bushes, and even trees" (136). Its link to 

the past is only accomplished by the intervention of the 

narrator, who "see[s] the holy Apostle of the Indians" but 

only "with my eyes of sense half shut, and those of the 

imagination widely open" (136). 

Further, the rock's significance to the narrator is 

located in its use by Hollingsworth, who "often ascended 

Eliot's pulpit, and not exactly preached, but talked to 

us, his disciples" (136). The rock, unlike Ishmael's 

doubloon, does not catalyze the mediation of relational 

oppositions. Nor is it a figure of mediation; rather, it 

is a physical prop from which language facilitates media

tion. Whatever mediating function Coverdale locates in the 

rock, then, is limited to its emblematic invocation of a 

past that the narrator needs to reconfigure in his narra-
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tive text: its talismanic magic arises from the narrator's 

imagination, not from the rock's own nature. 

Yet, like Ishmael, Coverdale does explore the mediat

ing function as the embodiment of varied perspectives, and 

he explores it as a natural incarnation as well as parodi

cally as a human contrivance. Zenobia and the Veiled Lady 

represent Coverdale's attempt to enact the mediating 

function that he will model as a replica of his own unsuc

cessful unification. Coverdale's portrayal of Zenobia, 

however, indicates his awareness that the process of 

mediating relational oppositions carries with it, as it 

does for Ishmael, the risk of personal annihilation. 

Unlike Ishmael, and traceable to their different 

narrative purposes, Coverdale writes Zenobia's annihila

tion from relative safety. He watches her ship go down, as 

it were, from the personal safety of the shore, a self

protective stance that reflects the self-justifying pur

pose of his narrative. Ishmael, in contrast, portrays 

himself being drawn into the annihilating creamy pool, a 

stance that brings him in his quest for self-knowledge to 

the brink of personal annihilation. 

Coverdale's portrayal of Zenobia emphasizes both her 

inherent mediating qualities and her mediating function in 

relation to the other characters in his narrative text. 

Coverdale makes clear that Zenobia's nature makes her 
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representative of all women when he writes: "One felt an 

influence breathing out of her such as we might suppose to 

come from Eve, when she was just made, and her Creator 

brought her to Adam, saying, "Behold! Here is a woman!'" 

(45). As the archetypal woman in a direct inheritance from 

Eve, resonant with the implications of degeneration and 

Eve's status as an object of denunciation, Zenobia arrives 

at Blithedale, where she announces that she is "the first 

comer" (43), thus reinforcing her originating status in 

the community. 

Coverdale, like Ishmael describing the doubloon, 

portrays Zenobia in terms of relational oppositions. For 

example, her dress--both the simple "American print" dress 

adorned with "a silken kerchief" and her hair, "put up 

rather soberly and primly, without curls" yet adorned with 

the "exotic" hot-house flower (42)--unites the oppositions 

of her nature in her physical appearance, as well as the 

oppositions of the native in her American dress and the 

imported in her silken scarf. 

Furthermore, from her position of wealth and social 

status she joins a community whose purpose, Coverdale 

claims, was "to give up whatever we had heretofore at

tained, for the sake of showing mankind the example of a 

life governed by other than the false and cruel principles 

on which human society has all along been based" (46). 
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Yet, as her actions suggest, "however humble looked her 

new philosophy" (41), Zenobia does not so much "give up" 

her social standing and material comfort as blend them 

into her adopted life at Blithedale. 

As it was in Ishmael's portrayal of the doubloon as 

mediator, Coverdale's portrayal of Zenobia as mediator is 

authenticated by language: Zenobia's name, Coverdale tells 

Moodie, "'is merely her public name; a sort of mask in 

which she comes before the world, retaining all the 

privileges of privacy,--a contrivance, in short, like the 

white drapery of the Veiled Lady, only a little more 

transparent'" (36). It is further, he writes, a name she 

"assumed ••• [as] her magazine signature" but which her 

"friends ••• adopted ..• in their familiar intercourse with 

her" (41), and thus a name that she has chosen to conflate 

her public and private identities. 

Zenobia's relationships with the other characters 

emphasize that, for Coverdale, her "part" in the "pas

toral" of Blithedale takes the form of mediating the 

others' independent roles in a public performance that 

blends the public with the private. For example, on their 

first night at Blithedale, Zenobia greets the subsequent 

arrivals as their self-assigned "hostess" (43), using her 

words to acknowledge their individuality even as her 

action "welcome[s]" (41) them as members of the community: 



"She had something appropriate, I recollect, to say to 

every individual" (41-42). 
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Zenobia's language of mediation reflects her central 

role in mediating the language of the others in the struc

ture of the narrative. In the knot of relations that 

characterize the four friends at Blithedale, Zenobia as an 

individual enacts and reflects the basis of all their 

interactions, thus acting herself as the center upon which 

varied perspectives might fix themselves. Like the 

doubloon, her own significance is unaltered by the fact 

that she reflects the perspectives of others. She is the 

center, and the others interact only through and because 

of her. Thus, it is to Zenobia that Coverdale admits his 

purpose in observing them all when he exclaims that he 

seeks to discover "'[tJhe mystery of your life'" (71); it 

is upon Zenobia that priscilla, first entering the farm 

house at Blithedale, fixes her eyes--"only upon Zenobia!" 

(54); and it is to Zenobia that Hollingsworth looks for 

the means to effect his own utopian scheme, a scheme that 

like Zenobia herself combines noncommercial ideals and the 

practical need for money. 

Zenobia, her life an enactment of the deliberate and 

parodic mystery of the Veiled Lady, transcends the merely 

symbolic by her physical mediation of the opposing systems 

that Coverdale as narrator seeks to understand. As it does 
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for the doubloon, her mediation of the relational opposi

tions leads to her demise: unable to combine the opposi

tions that inhere to her nature and her role as other than 

contiguous but still opposing elements, she too disappears 

into the dark waters of the world. 

Zenobia's death not only ends the relationships among 

the four friends; her death also brings to an end their 

varied perspectives on the narrative that she reflected 

and made possible. In light of the annihilation caused by 

her mediating role, Coverdale ends his narrative self

protectively with the question: "But what, after all, have 

I to tell? Nothing, nothing, nothing!" (248). Priscilla, 

too, fails to find her "shelter" in Zenobia (55), but 

transferring herself to Hollingsworth, becomes his "guar

dian" instead (246), protecting him from the knowledge of 

impending death that she knows Coverdale's words will 

bring. And Hollingsworth's grand "edifice" fades into 

unreality as a dream which even Zenobia's money-

transferred to Hollingsworth through Priscilla--cannot 

enact in her absence. 

Coverdale's inability to "tell" anything reflects not 

only his failure of language, but also his recognition 

that mediation poses its own hazards. After Zenobia's 

death, he retires to his former life, which he says has 

"passed ••• tolerably enough •••• I live very much at my ease, 



222 

and fare sumptuously every day" (249), his life, neverthe

less, "all an emptiness" (250). Coverdale, who writes 

that, "[a]s for poetry, I have given it up" (249), has 

chosen the safety of a life that recognizes--but does not 

speak--its oppositions. Whether or not, as John Harmon 

McElroy and Edward L. McDonald claim, Coverdale actually 

murdered Zenobia, his narrative has effectively killed her 

off so that, like Ishmael, he alone can survive to tell 

the tale. 

Unlike the impotent narrators discussed in the pre

vious chapter, the bachelors engage themselves in a 

progression toward unification that is the purpose of 

their narratives. They successfully enlist memory as a 

catalyst to resolve the dialectic of identities past and 

present, and thus acknowledge that the fusion of rela

tional oppositions in the narrative will assure fulfill

ment. Yet the bachelor narrators fail to overcome the risk 

of personal annihilation by engaging their private ex

perience of the lived events of their narratives in the 

public utterance of their texts. 

Ishmael, as one type of bachelor, seeks self

knowledge through his narrative experience. He locates the 

ability to mediate in the material world and emphasizes 

the personal risk of relying on human utterance to 

metaphorize unification. Coverdale understands that only 
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human language and the human presence can engage the 

process of fulfillment, but the personal risk is too great 

for him. He displaces his narrator's responsibility onto 

zenobia and then kills her off--metaphorically if not 

literally--in order to justify his own failure to narrate 

unification. 

The "affiliated" narrators to be discussed next 

succeed in their narrative intent. Their narratives 

metaphorize a progression toward fulfillment, which 

nevertheless fails to satisfy. The affiliated narrators 

achieve varying degrees of understanding that for the 

narrator the progression itself--that is, the experience 

of narrating rather than the text itself--is the goal 

toward which the narrative leads. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

INTENTION IN NARRATIVE RELATIONS: THE AFFILIATED NARRATOR 

In the complex tangle of narrative relation~, the 

first-person narrator simultaneously occupies positions as 

subject and object: not only does he explicitly and inten

tionally represent his past identity in the narrative 

text, but he also implicates his present identity as the 

writing subject of the text. Although the narrator's own 

indeterminate stance as both subject and object of and in 

his narrative text establishes the essential instability 

that characterizes all narrative, it is the intentionality 

of the narrator that activates his narrative relations 

within the text. 

The narrative text itself is constituted of the 

temporal displacement that accompanies the narrative 

intent to reconfigure the past: as a reconfiguration, 

narrative not only displaces a past it represents selec

tively, but is itself the object of encroachment! by a 

past which iterates its pervasive influence in creating 

succession. The narrative text, then, embraces a dialectic 

of past and present in which influence and originality are 

mutually constitutive of the text's temporal framework. 

Within this dialectic of time in the narrative, 
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language functions as what Paul Ricoeur calls an "ex

change" by which past and future--time, that is, outside 

the narrative moment--become versions of a narrative 

present (III, 207). According to Ricoeur, language is 

characterized by its dual impulses: its metaphoric impulse 

to forge connections between itself and the thing it 

refers to, to bring together in imperfect but crafted 

similarities the word and the thing, and its ironic im

pulse to point to the dissociation of the thing from the 

language that denotes it, and thus to fly apart in endless 

dissymmetry. As the locus of exchange in the narrative, 

language enables the constitution of a created narrative 

present by enacting the text's unification of the inherent 

dissymmetry of chronological succession. 

Yet both language and time, as mental constructs, are 

conditions of narrative relation: subject to the 

narrator's intent, they are passive and intransitive, they 

function without authorizing and act without activating. 

Engagement of the narrative relations depends upon an act 

of will, or, to appropriate Edward Said's term, intention. 

Said associates intention as consequential to "designation 

of a beginning" (5) without discussing the will to produce 

intention, its generation. Nevertheless, within the 

enclosed world of the text, it is just this intention by 

the narrator that generates the text. By manipulating 
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narrative language and time, the narrator uses his narra

tive text to credit his own status as arbiter even as he 

and his narrative co-exist in mutually constitutive and 

unfixed oscillation. 2 

This notion of the text and its narrator as mutually 

constitutive forms the basis of my analysis of this third 

type of first-person narrator, the affiliated narrator 

whose relation to his text offers a figuration of inter

dependence. This narrator embodies the figure of affilia

tion as a willful adoption of genealogical inheritance. 3 

As the first-person narrator of his text, the affiliated 

narrator uses his narrative to concretize and subdue the 

metaphoric impulse of language: his narrative is in

separably and simultaneously the language about the events 

he selects as his narrative subject and the narrative 

event itself. 

Further, as the writer of the text, the affiliated 

narrator activates the language of his text in its rela

tion to the text's temporal framework, thereby acknow

ledging implicitly the essential irony of his own narra

tive act. His narrative construction is his version of an 

endless number of possibilities--his imperfect paradigm of 

unimaginable unity--in his enactment of the timelessness 

of memory that Hans Meyerhoff refers to as the "permanent 

'now'" (56). His narrative act attempts to transform the 
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timelessness of memory by creating a narrative form whose 

escape from time he controls. 

The affiliated narrator subverts the inexorable 

sequentiality of temporal succession by overlaying his 

lived--and remembered--past onto his created narrative 

present, a manipulation he accomplishes by acknowledging 

that memory--his medium for reconstituting the past--is a 

linguistic construct. And unlike the bachelor narrator, he 

accepts his responsibility for language4 as a medium for 

enacting his narrative, but as a medium whose generation 

requires his intervention. 

The intentionality of his deliberate intervention in 

the narrative relations of time and language thus removes 

the affiliated narrator from the constraints of passivity 

and deferral; the intentionality of his intervention 

empowers him even as it authorizes his narrative intent as 

a progressive engagement with the eternal. By his asser

tion of narrative intent, the affiliated narrator 

validates his dual and unconflicted position in the narra

tive as simultaneously subject and object, an act of 

fusion figured by his Puritan heritage. 

His narrative intent and his acknowledgment of 

responsibility for the language that comprises his narra

tive text differentiate the affiliated narrator from both 

the impotent and bachelor narrators. As the inheritor of a 
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secularized Puritan rhetoric, the affiliated narrator 

fuses the temporal oppositions of past and present, suc

cession and displacement. Further, his narrative language 

enacts the events of the narrative text: his language 

simultaneously represents the events narrated and assumes 

a status as narrative event. Like the Puritan rhetoric 

whose legacy it engages in a process of transformation and 

imperfect repetition, the narrative of the affiliated 

narrator is mutually constituted of degeneration and 

promise. Yet only in the narrator's acquiescence to his 

responsibility for originating his narrative language and 

to his status in a succession of inheritance is the narra

tive of fulfillment activated. 

The affiliated narrator, however, inherits the 

Puritan fusion of the secular and the sacred in a progres

sively distanced and increasingly differentiated secular 

world. Although Walt Whitman's affiliated narrator, for 

example, engages the fusion of dichotomous constructions 

of the physical and the spiritual, the progressive 

secularizing of the Puritan legacy restricts the realm of 

the affiliated narrator's progression. His progression 

comes to lead not to any Biblical prophecy of pre-Adamic 

unity, but to an unimaginable unification of the self with 

a world of material objects and man's own representative 

language. 
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In a degenerative progression prophesied and enacted 

by the New England Puritans themselves, their inheritors 

experience an increasingly limited opportunity for 

"fulfillment ... Thus, although the affiliated narrator 

writes a correspondence of word and thing within the 

finite world of his narrative text, he is able only to 

approximate a metaphorization of what the New England 

Puritans ascribed to God's original writing of the world-

a perfect writing because atemporal and alinguistic, which 

the narrator can only approach imperfectly. 

In the following sections I will examine the af

filiated narrator's intentional subversion of the temporal 

sequence which, for the impotent narrator, overwhelms the 

narrative. I will also discuss how each affiliated 

narrator's intent for his narrative contributes to his 

empowerment by a language that surpasses its repre

sentative function to enact a creative and progressive 

fusion of word and thing. F. Scott Fitzgerald's Nick 

Carraway, Tennessee Williams's Tom Wingfield, and Walt 

Whitman's narrator/poet in "Starting from Paumanok" will 

serve as textual examples of the affiliated narrator. 

SUBVERTING TIME: REPETITION, ILLUSION, AND THE ETERNAL 

Narrative time and time in the narrative correspond 
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in certain key ways to the human construct of time in the 

world. Accepted conceptions of time's sequence and dura

tion lend to the narrative a familiarity of expectations 

met and, in fact, surpassed: the temporal boundaries 

selected by the narrator to enclose his story replicate 

comfortably the beginning and end of the text itself. 

However, this replication at the same time asserts uncom

fortably its analogy to the finiteness of human time, 

which it enacts in its own beginning and end. The comfort

able familiarity of the narrative, then, gives way imper

ceptibly to discomfort: the temporal subtext of narrative 

closure cannot fail to remind the reader--or the narrator

-of time's inexorable implication in human death. 

Yet even as time in the world is a mental construct 

linked irrevocably to the acquisition and use of language, 

narrative time is readily--that is, individually and 

personally--constructed as analogous to human time in the 

world. Narrative time, itself a mental construct of the 

consciousness who crafts the narrative, appears in the 

text as a version of human time. 

Implicitly, then, narrative time entangles the narra

tive in a series of analogies which, by definition, point 

to fundamental relations between the narrative and the 

world outside the narrative even as these analogies also 

point to fundamental dissimilarities. Edward Said claims, 
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for example, that "[t]he narrative represents the gener

ative process--literally in its mimetic representation of 

men and women in time, metaphorically in that by itself it 

generates succession and multiplication of events after 

the manner of human procreation," and that a major func

tion of the narrative is to enable re-discovery after the 

fact (Beginnings 146, 141). This re-discovery by way of 

the narrative takes the form of repetition with variation, 

according to Said ("On Repetition" 117); that is, narra

tive is constituted of a temporal succession of simul

taneously original and inherited elements, elements which 

comfortably mimic human time in the world even as their 

mimicry spells out impending death. 

Although its status as representation and metaphor 

removes the narrative text from the immediacy--the con

tinuous present--of experienced human time, its parallel 

construction in a version of human time paradoxically 

lends the text a kind of paradigmatic credibility. 

Manipulation of time in the text promises, it would seem, 

the potential for a parallel manipulation of human time, 

in much the same way that representation and metaphor 

function simultaneously to blur the distinction between 

object and subject, model and original. Manipulation of 

the text's paradigmatic time thus calls into question the 

inexorable and causative sequentiality of time that leads 
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to death, both within the narrative and in the world 

outside the narrative. And this potential for even 

metaphoric manipulation of temporal sequentiality offers 

the potential for replacing the finitude of death with the 

promise of infinite progression. 

One way the manipulation of time in the narrative 

text seeks to sUbstitute progression for death is through 

a deferral of closure. This active attempt by the af

filiated narrator to defer closure in the text represents 

his assertion of the paradigmatic power of his text. The 

affiliated narrator seeks to subvert time in the world-

and thereby to defer death--by creating an alternative to 

narrative closure even as he is forced to acknowledge the 

limits of narrative authority. Nick Carraway, F. Scott 

Fitzgerald's narrator of The Great Gatsby, shows how this 

deferral of closure in the text subverts the inherited 

finiteness of narrative. 

Although most of the critical attention devoted to 

Nick focuses on his relative reliability, his basic intel

ligence, and his questionable moral values,5 the readily 

apparent mocking tone he adopts in his narrative is 

usually ascribed to what Scott Donaldson refers to as his 

"basic contempt for mankind" and his unwillingness to 

commit himself to "emotional entanglements" (132-133). 

That is, Nick's voice is usually related to the thematic 
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elements of the story. Yet within the formal structure of 

narrative relations, Nick's voice figures instead a self

mockery that indicates his acknowledgment of an imperfect 

convergence of his past with his narrative present. Nick 

uses the Carraway "tradition" to resolve the irony of his 

dissociated identity and his dual status as subject and 

object. 

Nick's identification of himself in a genealogy of 

inheritance and his assessment of his vulnerability after 

the summer with Gatsby in the East provide the focus for 

Nick's attempted accommodation of the irony of his narra

tive enterprise. His assertion of subjective or personal 

authority as creator of the text combines with and is 

balanced by his acquiescence to the implicit limits im

posed on his authority by the nature of narrative. As Nick 

discovers, only within this ironic interplay of authority 

and acquiescence can the affiliated narrator fulfill his 

narrative intent. 

Nick's description of the vaunted Carraway line 

effectively parodies the social snobbery some critics 

mistakenly associate with Nick's personality: his father's 

advice, offered to Nick in his "younger and more vul

nerable years," allows Nick to draw an immediate contrast 

between the Nick "then" and the Nick "now" who purports to 

differentiate his degrees of vulnerability. Further, the 
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advice itself takes on importance for Nick's self

portrayal in the text because it is prioritized by being 

mentioned first. Yet Nick immediately undercuts the fixity 

of his differentiation between his "younger and more 

vulnerable" self and his present writing self: he asserts 

that "I've been turning [the advice] over in my mind ever 

since" (1), thus using the advice as a figure of con

tinuity between the past and the present even as he ac

knowledges that the meaning of the "advice" is unresolved 

and unresolvable. 

Yet the advice as a link is not without its irony: 

the connotation of the advice being "snobbishly suggested" 

to Nick and subsequently "snobbishly repeat[ed]" by Nick 

(1) transforms the advice into an emblem of social rela

tions both among the Carraways and between the Carraways 

and others. Like the advice itself, its method of 

delivery--its form--figures a simultaneous unity and 

differentiation. 

Although Nick purports to represent his inheritance 

of social relations without interpretive intervention, 

instead he slyly subverts both the form and the meaning of 

his father's advice in a conscious self-mockery of all 

that the advice and its snobbish delivery represent. Nick 

repeats the advice verbatim and attests to his subsequent 

use of it even though he then dissembles that he isn't 
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quite sure what the advice means. In this way, Nick's 

seemingly deliberate ambiguities suggest that Nick uses 

his father's advice to exemplify what Caren J. Town refers 

to as "a dialectic of intention and interpretation [which] 

results in patterns that finally come to dominate the 

novel" (498). 

Further, Nick formally and thematically links the 

elder Carraway's advice to remember his "advantages" (1) 

with his own seeming acquiescence to the social relations 

prescribed by his father. He offers this snobbish descrip

tion of his origins ostensibly by way of explanation of 

the "advantages" his father mentioned: 

My family have been prominent, well-to-do people 

in this Middle western city for three gener

ations. The Carraways are something of a clan, 

and we have a tradition that we're descended 

from the Dukes of Buccleuch •••• (20) 

In addition to Nick's qualifier that the family is 

"something of a clan," he introduces obvious facetiousness 

in the rhyming of "Dukes of Buccleuch," a name in pseudo

aristocratic association with decidedly non-western 

European origins that is unrelated to the expressly Anglo

Saxon name of carraway. In addition, Nick's reference to 

the family "tradition" is undercut by the second half of 

his sentence, in which he reverses and makes ludicrous his 



family "tradition": 

••• but the actual founder of my line was my 

grandfather's brother, who came here in fifty

one, sent a substitute to the civil War, and 

started the wholesale hardware business that my 

father carries on to-day. (2-3) 
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Far from offering an elevated social genealogy uncriti

cally, then, Nick instead holds up his family's 

"prominent" position for ridicule. The portrait he offers, 

instead, is of a clannish family trumpeting its pretense 

of transplanted aristocracy but founded in fact in the 

merchant middle class by a man who even "sent a substitute 

to the civil War"--as far removed as possible, in other 

words, from the family's purported romantic origins as the 

wholesale hardware business can signify. 

Nick's contiguous association of the family "tradi

tion" as distinct from "the actual" family origins also 

points to the productive limitations of narrative: al

though the narrative of family tradition asserts an aris

tocratic origin, the family nevertheless resides as middle 

class merchants of mundane necessities in the Middle West. 

Although Nick chooses to incorporate both stories in his 

narrative text, he also acknowledges that no creative 

impulse can change that "actual" origin. Fictional inter

vention in the inherited narrative can only divert the 
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progression of its inheritance: even though the family's 

local prominence may be self-created or fictive, its 

"tradition" offers a non-fictive legacy. 

Nick mockingly includes himself in this ludicrous 

charade of status and position when he acknowledges that 

"I'm supposed to look like" the family's founder, the 

great-uncle he has never seen, "with special reference to 

the rather hard-boiled painting that hangs in father's 

office" (3; emphasis added). Nick not only does not dis

avow his inheritance of the family's fictive origin, which 

is ascribed to him by supposition, he accepts its legacy. 

Not only his physical appearance concurs with family 

"tradition"; even his choice of profession is made off

handedly and echoes the power of supposition and family 

authority: 

Everybody I knew was in the bond business, so I 

supposed it could support one more single man. 

All my aunts and uncles talked it over as if 

they were choosing a prep school for me, and 

finally said, "Why--ye-es," with very grave, 

hesitant faces. (3) 

And despite his family being "prominent, well-to-do 

people," Nick's father offers only a year's financial 

support in the East (3) and once there Nick looks to share 

a cheap house in the "less fashionable" village of West 



Egg (5), actions which belie the family "tradition" and 

suggest that Nick's complicity in the family's fictive 

status of prominence is ironic. 
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Nick's choices for his text thus firmly and self

consciously enlist him in the irony of narrative: he 

aligns himself with the Carraway clan despite his status 

of displacement as great-nephew of the founder; he chooses 

to establish his physical resemblance to his father's 

brother; and he acknowledges that he is allowed to come 

East only after family acquiescence. His reference to 

writing "very solemn and obvious editorials" while at Yale 

and his assertion that "~ I was going to ••• become again 

that most limited of all specialists" (4; emphasis added) 

further suggest his consciousness and acknowledgment of 

the irony of his position as character and as narrator in 

both the Carraway narrative and his own version of it. 

His choices in constructing the temporal sequence of 

his text reinforce this assessment and point to Nick's 

manipulation of the narrative's closure to subvert its 

finiteness. By enlisting in the Carraways' fictive narra

tive of inheritance, Nick seeks to defer the parallel 

closure of the narrative he originates, his text. 

Nick signals his intention to ironize the dual no

tions of beginning and end when, in his first mention of 

Gatsby, he offers contradictory assessments of Gatsby: he 
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"represented everything for which I have an unaffected 

scorn" even though "Gatsby turned out all right at the 

end" (2). By juxtaposing, in present tense, his current 

feelings about Gatsby, who alone "was exempt from my 

reaction" that the world should "be in uniform and at a 

sort of moral attention forever," with his earlier assess

ment of scorn, Nick establishes the direct continuity 

between the completed sense of his first assessment and 

his subsequent replacement of it with a reversal that 

carries into the narrative present. 

Further, Nick asserts that "Gatsby turned out all 

right in the end; it is what preyed on Gatsby, what foul 

dust floated in the wake of his dreams" (2; emphasis 

added). Yet to accept this statement seriously--that is, 

unironically--requires that Gatsby's end be unknown to 

Nick, that Nick himself experience his narrative in a 

chronological sequence in which Gatsby's "end" has not yet 

been revealed to him, and that once revealed Gatsby's end 

will bring a closure to something of importance to the 

narrator. 

Taken as unironic commentary, however, Nick's state

ment that "what preyed on Gatsby ••• temporarily closed out 

my interest" suggests Nick's awareness of himself narrat

ing his past: "in the end" Nick's interest is only tem

porarily diverted, which he can only know in retrospect. 
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There is no closure, only a detour, and the notion that 

"Gatsby turned out all right in the end" assumes its 

status as Nick's mocking commentary on the narrative as a 

form of chronology: after all, Gatsby himself--not the 

impersonal "foul dust"--floats dead in his pool, moving 

"irregularly" on an "accidental course" that is marked by 

a "cluster of leaves ••• tracing ••• a thin red circle in the 

water" (162-163). 

Nick's intention that his narrative progress in a 

spiral of imperfect repetition is exemplified in his 

relations with his cousin Daisy's friend, Jordan Baker, 

who is introduced to him at Daisy and Tom's East Egg 

mansion. Nick notes that U[i]t occurred to me now that I 

had seen her, or a picture of her, somewhere before" (11), 

a feeling he repeats in the later chronology of their 

meeting when he recognizes her name: "I knew now why her 

face was familiar •••• " Yet he offers this repetition of 

recognition ironically when he adds that "I had heard some 

story of her too, a critical, unpleasant story, but what 

it was I had forgotten long ago" (19). 

To the contrary, Nick has not "forgotten": Jordan's 

story re-asserts itself as a significant element of 

repetition when Jordan lies about leaving the top down on 

a borrowed car, "and suddenly I remembered the story about 

her that had eluded me that night at Daisy's" (58). Nick's 
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consequential assessment of Jordan--"She was incurably 

dishonest" (58)--is then ironically emphasized when Nick 

reports Gatsby's reassuring explanation. Having asked 

Jordan to intervene with Nick to facilitate Gatsby's 

reunion with Daisy, Gatsby tells Nick, lI'Oh, it's nothing 

underhand,' he assured me. 'Miss Baker's p great 

sportswoman, you know, and she'd never do anything that 

wasn't all right'" (72). Taken in the context of his 

ambiguous entanglements with Jordan and Gatsby, Nick's 

cyclical engagement and disengagement of memory as a 

productive function in his relations with those characters 

configures his narrative technique in a cycle of repeti

tion and origination. 

Nick's narrated chronology of his affair with Jordan 

begins with his visual recollection--he has seen her 

before but can't remember where or when. Soon he recog

nizes her name and recalls having seen her photograph, but 

now he can't recall the context of hearing her name. 

Somewhat later he hears a story about her current behavior 

which reiterates the earlier story he had read about her 

even earlier behavior, all of which he accepts as truths 

despite their varied sources and status as inherited 

narratives. He subsequently subsumes the inherited narra

tives within his own narrative, but in his own now-altered 

version of their significance. Having accepted the 



received stories about Jordan, he judges her character 

based on these inherited narratives. 
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Yet in a narrative act that recalls his earlier 

ironic configuration of Carraway "tradition," he undercuts 

both the inherited narratives and his judgment of them-

"It made no difference to me •••• I was casually sorry, and 

then I forgot" (59)--even as he associates Jordan's 

"dishonesty" with his metaphor of bad driving. This 

metaphor, then, taken up throughout the narrative and 

enlarged by Nick to encompass not only Jordan but also 

Daisy and Tom, contextually replaces Jordan's stories even 

as it models Nick's technique of narrative succession. 

Nick links his metaphor of bad driving with his 

subversion of the temporal chronology of his text by 

developing the metaphor in an imperfectly repetitive 

spiral. By returning repeatedly throughout his narrative 

text to his progressive recognition of the elements of 

Jordan's story, Nick metaphorizes his chronology of begin

ning the affair, an affair that ends inconclusively as "an 

awkward, unpleasant thing that perhaps had better have 

been left alone" (178). At the same time, Nick has sub

sumed within his image of bad driving both Daisy and Tom, 

who now--even in the absence of Jordan--continue the 

relation. After Gatsby's murder, for example, Nick dis

covers their latest bad driving: they have "gone away," 
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thereby inconclusively interrupting their relations with 

Nick even though they do not end them (165). 

The sexual aspect of Nick's affair with Jordan com

mences at the same time that Nick recollects the earlier 

"scandal" about Jordan cheating at golf (58). As one 

element in Jordan's chronology of "bad driving," the 

scandal refers to a point outside and prior to Nick's 

narrative chronology; significantly, Nick's recollection 

of the scandal also marks the moment of Nick's transforma

tion of Jordan's story into metaphor. Yet Nick asserts the 

continuity of his narrative chronology--the metaphor Nick 

has created does not end despite the end of his affair 

with Jordan--by claiming another case of situational 

amnesia: "I was casually sorry [about her dishonesty], and 

then I forgot" (59). 

Although he implicates Jordan, Daisy and Tom in his 

metaphoric roster of bad drivers, Nick repeats his exemp

tion of Gatsby. When he first mentions Gatsby, he excludes 

Gatsby from his association of "bad drivers" with moral 

bankruptcy by excluding him from complicity in Jordan's 

chronology, that chronology which extends the finite 

limitations of Nick's narrative. Ironically, only Gatsby, 

who ostensibly dies for an act of outrageous "bad 

driving," is ever called to account for his actions; not 

surprisingly, Gatsby is also the only character who has a 
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definable--because self-created--beginning and whose "end" 

is incontrovertibly final. Like Nick, Gatsby creates 

himself through his narrative. Gatsby isn't as effective a 

narrator, however; Gatsby's story takes a different path 

from Nick's, and ends with the ultimate narrative closure, 

death. 

Nick's subversion of the temporal sequence of the 

narrative--his intention to disrupt the narrative's 

limitations and hence the finiteness of life--is typical 

of how the affiliated narrators take control of their 

narrative relations. Unlike the passive acquiescence to 

narrative progression that characterizes Gatsby as a 

narrator as well as the impotent narrators of this study, 

the affiliated narrators construct a narrative sequence 

that does not merely replicate a sequence of lived events. 

An alternative version of Nick's ironic subversion of 

temporal sequence is the self-conscious assertion of 

control of the narrative chronology that characterizes Tom 

Wingfield's narration of Tennessee Williams's play, The 

Glass Menagerie. 6 

Like the other first-person narrators discussed in 

this study, Tom occupies a dual status as participant in 

his story and as narrator of the text he has created from 

the elements of his story. Yet because his narrative is 

offered in dramatic form, Tom's own role as a participant 
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in his text vies with competing characters whose actions 

appear in stage production to be self-originating. It 

becomes easier to overlook the controlling hand of the 

narrator when the characters in his narrative appear to 

act independently of him, a factor which permeates criti

cal commentary on Williams's play. Harold Bloom, for 

example, states with his characteristic decisiveness: 

"Williams chooses to end the playas though its dramatic 

center had been Laura, but every reader and every playgoer 

knows that every dramatic element in the play emanates out 

from the mother, Amanda" (5). 

Despite critical disagreement about the relative 

importance to the play of each character's role, Tom 

Wingfield's dual status as narrator and character assigns 

him a role one critic terms "pivotal" (Presley 25). Of 

particular interest to this study is Tom's role as, nar

rator and his adaptations of conventions of narrative. 

Although the staging of the play poses some difficulty in 

analyzing the narrator's differentiated identity, Williams 

incorporates into his reading version of the play tradi

tional dramatic techniques, such as stage directions and 

description of characters, along with his innovative 

creation of The Glass Menagerie as the memory play of a 

first-person narrator. 

Tom Wingfield clearly articulates both his narrative 



intention and his self-portrayal in the first of his 

sequence of remarks to the audience: 

Yes, I have tricks in my pocket. I have things 

up my sleeve. But I am the opposite of a stage 

magician. He gives you illusion that has the 

appearance of truth. I give you truth in the 

pleasant disguise of illusion. 

To begin with, I turn back time. I reverse 

it .... 

The play is memory. 

Being a memory play, it is dimly lighted, 

it is sentimental, it is not realistic. 

In memory everything seems to happen to 

music. That explains the fiddle in the wings. 

I am the narrator of the play, and also a 

character in it. (Scene 1) 

246 

Tom's claim to "turn back time" is supported by the 

spiraling sequence of his verbs, verbs which contribute to 

his self-portrayal, verbs of possession, ident:ity, and 

active control: "I have ••• I have ••• I am ••• I give ••• I 

turn ••• I reverse ••• I am." 

In seeming contrast to the solidity and trust

worthiness of his assertion of control and power, however, 

Tom establishes his narrating identity as a version of a 

magician--not a "stage magician" to be sure, but a 
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magician nevertheless with "tricks in [his] pocket" and 

"things up [his] sleeve." Tom thus portrays in his initial 

articulation of himself the duality of his roles: he is at 

once the magician who devises and performs his tricks, and 

the narrator in control of time, albeit the limited time 

of his own memory, an imperfect but exclusive doorway into 

a past that cannot be apprehended otherwise. 

Tom asserts his control over time in his explicit 

statement that "I turn back time. I reverse it ••• "--not 

only to the shared and chronological historical time that 

his "social background of the play" might suggest, but 

also to the timelessness of his own memory. Yet he acknow

ledges that his power to "turn back time" is limited by 

the fact that "[t]he play is memory." As a memory play, 

Tom's text partakes of his memory's implicit timelessness, 

which it mimics in its own chronology. 

Tom exemplifies his control over time in his charac

terization of Jim O'Connor, the "gentleman caller" Tom 

uses "as a symbol." As "the long delayed but always ex

pected something that we live for" (Scene 1), Jim becomes 

a figure of temporal continuity, the embodiment of a 

prophetic expectation whose appearance in Tom's memory 

play manifests Jim's dual roles in enacting and justifying 

the prophecy. 

Tom uses Jim in these dual roles to embody Tom's 
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ability to reverse time and to assert the historical 

legitimacy of this ability. For example, Tom as narrator 

recalls that, 

In high school Jim was a hero ••••• He seemed to 

move in a continual spotlight •••• He was always 

running or bounding, never just walking •••• He 

was shooting with such velocity through his 

adolescence that you would logically expect him 

to arrive at nothing short of the White House by 

the time he was thirty. But Jim apparently ran 

into more interference after his graduation from 

Soldan. His speed had definitely slowed •••• 

••• I was valuable to him as someone who 

could remember his former glory •••• (Scene 6) 

Within the context of Tom's memory play, Jim's presence is 

evidence of Tom's ability to reverse time; and at the same 

time, Jim validates Tom's reversal of time because it 

validates Jim's "former glory." 

Tom characterizes his ability to reverse time as a 

deliberate neglect of the causative feature of temporal 

succession. Tom, as Amanda perceptively claims, "ignores 

the fact that the future becomes the present, the present 

the past, and the past turns into everlasting regret if 

you don't plan for it!" Unlike Amanda though, who accuses 

him of being "supercilious" in his response to her percep-
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tivity, Tom is not concerned by what Amanda clearly sees 

as this particular shortcoming. Instead, he mildly 

replies, "I will think that over and see what I can make 

of it" (Scene 5). 

What Tom "make[s]" of his ability to reverse time, of 

course, is his memory play. But his unwillingness to 

acknowledge causation in chronological inheritance con

founds Tom, who at this point in the progression of his 

recollected narrative sees in the ever-present and looming 

photograph of the absent father only a convergence of past 

and future in a continuous present, not the paternal 

influence Amanda allocates to the photograph. Until he 

follows in his father's footsteps, Tom thinks he too can 

control this reappearance of the past by invoking his own 

physical absence. 

The irony of Tom's imperfect control over time 

manifests itself to him when he leaves Saint Louis, only 

to find to his dismay that time and distance occupy 

separate dimensions in the mind. He comes to recognize 

that his "truth in the pleasant disguise of illusion" is a 

created world in which he, as narrator, has the power and 

responsibility to fuse time past with time present even 

though he must acknowledge the "trick" of that fusion. 

When he is finally able to acknowledge that "time is the 

longest distance between two places" (Scene 7), Tom recog-
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nizes the potential separation time creates even as he 

asserts his authority to bridge, in his play, that separa

tion. 

Both affiliated narrators intend their narratives as 

portals into an endless progression that, by definition, 

defies death. 7 Like Nick Carraway, Tom Wingfield asserts 

his control over the narrative sequence. But whereas Nick 

subverts temporal succession by creating in his narrative 

an alternative temporal pattern of repetition and varia

tion in which beginning and end become both indistinguish

able and unreliable boundaries, Tom's subversion takes the 

form of metaphoric replacement. By asserting his status as 

magician, Tom crafts a new time according to "tricks" of 

his own devising. And even though his authority as 

"magician" is limited to the indeterminate realm of 

memory--"dimly lighted ••• sentimental. •• not realistic"--he 

denies that the narrative's chronological progression 

inevitably leads to an end by posing an alternative in 

memory's laws of chronology. 

A third type of deferral of closure in the narrative 

is exemplified by the narrative speaker of Walt Whitman's 

poem, "Starting from paumanok,,,8 in which world time 

enters into "indissoluble compacts" (2) with the eternal 

by means of a crafted mutuality of time and place. The 

narrator/poet creates this fusion of time and place in 
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three ways: in the thematic subject of his narrative; in 

the rhetorical structure of the poem, both in its internal 

structure and in its extratextual relation to Leaves of 

Grassi and in his language, in the way that the compound 

noun "ancestor-continents" (2), for example, resonates 

with an implied genealogy extended outside the human 

realm. 

Although the inclusion of Whitman's poem in a study 

of narrative relations might seem to pose problems of 

genre, the focus of this study on the thematic and formal 

elements of the first-person narrator's use of his narra

tive need not be limited in any essential way by genre. In 

fact, a consideration of the poem as form is suggestive of 

this very analysis of narrative relations. As Sharon 

Cameron points out in her analysis of Emily Dickinson, the 

poem as form interiorizes the implicit ambiguity of lan

guage in a poetic structure that,as a mimetic structure, 

is "framed by an end and a beginning ••• whose tasks 

are ••• to specify the basis on which speech is begun and 

ended" (21). The narrative enactment of language that I 

have identified as one of the narrative's general inten

tions is thus an essential element of the poem as a form. 

Whitman's poem "starting from Paumanok" adheres in 

several respects to the definition of first-person narra

tive which infuses this study. Considered as genre, as a 
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narrative poem in contrast to, say, a novel or a dramatic 

narrative, "Starting from Paumanok" fuses its narrative 

intent to its narrative enactment: structure, language and 

rhythm--or, as Whitman would have them, song--and theme 

coalesce as necessary embodiments in the poem of the 

unnamed narrative consciousness who creates and speaks 

Whitman's poem. The performative voice of the poem, absent 

from the novel but present in the dramatic narrative, thus 

embodies a cohesive function that I have identified with 

the first-person narrator. 

Further, "Starting from Paumanok" is a thematic 

narrative--as is Leaves of Grass in its entirety--of the 

transformation of its narrator/poet's lived events, 

however fictive, into a narrator's personal representation 

of those events. In fact, his created sequence, his text, 

incorporates a recognizable world-time chronology even as 

he re-defines the very notion of chronology and succes

sion. Whitman's narrator/poet enters the chronology of 

eternal time by fusing his inheritance of the physical 

world and its time with his artistic creation. In the 

first section of the poem he articulates his intent to 

portray a sequence of lived events that will enlist a 

progression toward the eternal: "Starting from fish-shape 

Paumanok," he writes, "I strike up for a New World" (1). 

Whitman's poem also partakes of the narrative on 
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formal terms. As the self-conscious reflection of the 

speaking poet--which we are more accustomed in narrative 

prose to refer to as the first-person narrator--"Starting 

from Paumanok" presents a temporal progression that 

metaphorizes the narrator/poet's sequential development of 

identity. Like the other first-person narrators who have 

been considered in this study, Whitman's narrator/poet 

confronts the dissociation of his past recollected iden

tity, which he portrays in his poem, from his present 

reflecting and writing identity. As Alan Shapiro notes in 

his analysis of the association of narrative and poetry, 

"traditional elements of narrative" are represented in any 

of the ways that poems "enact the mind in action as it 

attempts to clarify its historical position in the world" 

(9) • 

Whitman's narrator/poet confronts his own differen

tiated identity in the first section of the poem, which 

serves as an introduction to the rest of the poem, paral

leling its introductory relationship to Leaves of Grass. 9 

In the first line of the poem the narrator/poet signals 

the progressive and combinatory intent of his narrative 

with his use of the participle "[s]tarting," which, along 

with "where I was born," decisively indicates a beginning 

place and time, but which at the same time undercuts by 

his use of this particular verbal form the notion of a 
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past as completed. 

This use of the present participle subtly ac

complishes a doubling of grammatical form with theme in 

its dual functions in section one 1 of "starting from 

Paumanok." The participle form signifies the combinatory 

role of a verb which has taken on the form--and sometimes 

the function--of a noun. Its grammatical function in the 

sentence implicates the activity of the verb, not in 

ambiguity, but in a narrator-controlled multivocality. 

Further, the present participle form, in the absence of a 

perfect tense, simultaneously indicates progression from 

the past; it is a past action, to be sure, but one not 

confined to the past. The temporal sequence indicated by 

"starting ••• " thus echos the action of continuous begin

ning, but rejects the finite status of g beginning. 

The narrative of catalogued places which follows the 

narrator/poet's introductory fusion of time continues to 

interweave verbals of completed past action with verbals 

denoting continuing progression: 

"rais'd ••• roaming ••• camp'd or carrying ••• withdrawn to muse 

and meditate ••• intervals passing ••• experienced ••• having 

studied ••• and heard ••• singing •••• " 

By thematically linking the time and place of his 

birth and by making the oscillating verb tenses coincide 

with his recitation of a personal chronology, the 
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narrator/poet introduces his metaphoric combination of 

time and space which will link him to the eternal. He also 

implicates his identity, from his birth to a "perfect 

mother" to the now of writing, in a similarly oscillating 

movement between a finite past and infinite progression. 

The reverberation of past action against the echo of 

continuing action advances in the last line of this first 

section to the narrator/poet's resolute use of the present 

tense, "I strike •••• " This sense of progression is noted 

by Ann M. Cameron, who writes that 

All of section 1 is one sentence, with accumu

lated modifying phrases that point to the 

delayed subject of the sentence, 'I,' which 

occurs in the last line of the sentence. This 

periodic sentence reinforces the sense of ac

cumulating experience, which is the major con

cern of the section. (87) 

The narrator/poet's oscillation between past and future, 

the completed and the continuing, comes to rest in the 

text's present, which he creates, a present defined by the 

first-person pronoun, the simple present tense, and the 

active voice of the narrator/poet. Georges Poulet asserts 

this oscillation in reconfiguring a narrative present when 

he writes: 

The Whitmanian present easily unites all tem-
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poral movements because it is itself intensely 

dynamic. If the past and future converge toward 

it, it diverges toward them. It is not satisfied 

to await their arrival, but, like a host im

patient to see his invited guests, it goes out 

to meet them. (343) 

Whitman's narrator/poet differs in his approach to 

attaining mastery over temporal chronology from both Nick 

Carraway, who self-mockingly balances his narrative 

authority against his acquiescence to the limits of narra

tive, and Tom Wingfield, who enlists his magician's tricks 

to create an alternative reality. Like them, however, 

Whitman's narrator/poet recognizes a relationship between 

himself as narrator of a text, and his ability to engage 

timelessness: 

See, projected through time, 

For me an audience interminable. 

with firm and regular step they wend, they never 

stop, 

Successions of men, Americanos, a hundred millions, 

One generation playing its part and passing on, 

Another generation playing its part and passing on in 

its turn, 

with faces turn'd sideways or backwards towards me to 
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listen, 

with eyes retrospective towards me. (2) 

Whitman's narrator/poet places himself at the figurative 

center of an extratemporal continuum, one that is 

"projected through time." Further, in his relationship as 

singer-poet to "an audience interminable," he establishes 

his role of origination within inheritance by the never

ending n[s]uccessions of men" who turn always "towards" 

him. 

Yet the narrator/poet as originator does not usurp 

the unimaginably infinite role of God as first originator: 

the narrator/poet's beginning is a beginning, itself a 

point in infinite succession. Despite his intent to access 

the eternal by a fusion of the physical with the 

spiritual, Whitman's narrator/poet is consigned to a 

secular timelessness by the very inevitability of his 

inheritance of a secularized world. 

And although he looks ahead to his successor 

"audience" in the second section, the narrator/poet 

recapitulates the past in the fifth. He thus creates a 

structural twist in chronology and succession that mimics 

the oscillating time sequence he posits throughout his 

narrative. In the backward-looking section five, the 

narrator/poet admits the power and inevitability of in

heritance: 
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Dead poets, philosophs, priests, 

Martyrs, artists, inventors, governments long since, 

Language-shapers on other shores, 

Nations once powerful, now reduced, withdrawn, or 

desolate, 

I dare not proceed till I respectfully credit what 

you have left wafted hither, 

I have perused it, own it is admirable, (moving 

awhile among it,) 

Think nothing can ever be greater, nothing can ever 

deserve more than it deserves, 

Regarding it all intently a long while, then 

dismissing it, 

I stand in my place with my own day here. 

Having acknowledged his due respect for the "great mas

ters" (4) he has inherited from, the narrator/poet ex

amines closely his debt; "then dismissing it" he 

originates a future for the "Americanos, a hundred 

millions." 

Yet Whitman's narrator/poet is not content to merely 

place himself in a succession of inheritance and origina

tion. Instead, he re-defines the very nature of succes

sion. The chronology divulged in the successive sections 

of his poem is encapsulated in the temporal flux produced 

in one stanza in section four: 
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I conn'd old times, 

I sat studying at the feet of the great masters, 

Now if eligible 0 that the great masters might return 

and study me. 

Significantly, the narrator/poet limits the potential for 

temporal "return ll with the conditional verb and the am

biguous qualifier, "if eligible," implying that some 

unspecified judgment--of his authenticity as singer-poet, 

perhaps, or of the quality of antique knowledge he 

"conn'd," or even perhaps his judgment of "the great 

masters"--would be made before the "great masters" would 

reciprocate his study of them. According to the 

narrator/poet, then, if certain conditions are met the 

past has the potential to "return and study" the present; 

even in the inescapable sequence of succession and in

heritance, temporal chronology is not fixed and the past 

is not irretrievable. 

Whitman's narrator/poet does not pull tricks from his 

pockets to project "through time"; rather, his fusion of 

time into a stream that like water "ebbs and flows" is 

effected by a process of materializing the spiritual. 

Significantly, his definition of the spiritual is tinged 

with the limitations on the eternal: the soul's duration 

extends into an eternal delimited by the natural world 

since God's eternal is no longer available even for 
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The soul, 

Forever and forever--longer than soil is brown and 

solid--longer than water ebbs and flows. 
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I will make the poems of materials, for I think they 

are to be the most spiritual poems, 

And I will make the poems of my body and of 

mortality, 

For I think I shall then supply myself with the poems 

of my soul and of immortality. (6) 

The causation--made of matter, the poems yield spirit-

establishes both the creative role for the narrator/poet 

and his productive fusion of matter and spirit. The 

narrator/poet uses material verbs in active voice to 

describe this process of materializing the spiritual: he 

makes the poems and even supplies himself with their 

spiritual residuals. 

Here as throughout the poem, section six functions as 

a structural replication of the methodology of a Puritan 

typology in the way that it both enacts prior sections and 

justifies the prior as prophetic. So the narrator/poet's 

process of materialization has been prophesied in section 

five; the enactment of the poet in section six justifies 

the prophecy even as it establishes its own prophetic 



261 

function. Thus the nature of the narrator/poet's creative 

"I" is foretold in the prior section: 

Here spirituality the translatress, the 

openly-avow'd, 

The ever-tending, the female of visible forms, 

The satisfier, after due long-waiting now advancing, 

Yes here comes my mistress the soul. 

section six also functions to enlist the narrator/poet in 

crafting a progressive future by cataloging the endless 

goals of his own prophetic enterprise. His repetition of 

"I will" not only authorizes his central role in the 

progression; it also, as Ann Cameron notes, "foretells 

some of the major themes of Leaves of Grass" (88), thus 

formally and thematically linking the enterprise repre

sented by "starting from Paumanok" with the larger, more 

inclusive enterprise. 

Whitman's narrator/poet creates an atemporal sequence 

which supplants the position a temporal chronology would 

have occupied in his narrative. In the design of his 

alternative succession, notions of past and future are 

deprived of finiteness and instead become versions of a 

simultaneous present that oscillates between the material 

and the spiritual. His narrative present, at once a per

sonal and spiritual, highly individualized experience of 

the eternal, also embraces the communal notions of repeti-
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tion, displacement and origination that implicitly charac

terize temporal succession. The narrator/poet thus trans

forms temporal chronology in the narrative into an ex

perience of the eternal. And he obtains his trans formative 

power, as he makes clear in section 5, from the soul, his 

"mistress." 

Characteristic of the narrative authority of 

Whitman's narrator/poet, his entrance into the eternal is 

not accomplished by a deferral of closure of the narra

tive, as is the case with the other affiliated narrators. 

That is, although Whitman's narrator/poet shares with the 

other affiliated narrators an authority to overcome the 

limitations of time in the narrative construct, neverthe

less he achieves empowerment in his narrative relations 

with time by a proactive engagement with the spiritual, 

rather than by a reactive deferral such as is employed by 

the other affiliated narrators. 

Whitman's narrator/poet engages his proactive 

authority in the narrative by defining closure--the 

finiteness of the past, for example, and by extension the 

death of the narrator--as a version of the infinite. His 

narrative empowerment to defy temporal limits derives from 

his fusion of language and song, a fusion which weds the 

opposing demands of public language to a private, 

spiritual experience in what amounts to a secularized 



263 

recapitulation of the Puritan confession narrative. 

Just as the New England Puritan elect obtained mem

bership in the church, which amounted to entry into the 

only officially sanctioned progression toward spiritual 

fulfillment, Whitman's narrator/poet enters his own 

progression. The inheritor of a secularized world and a 

sanctioning community equally secularized, Whitman's 

narrator/poet enters a progression toward a now

unimaginable unification by means of public utterance 

through a secular version of Puritan church doctrine. 

Where the New England Puritan elect created a narra

tive form for public--that is, church--utterance, their 

entry into spiritual progression combined the highly 

individualized, private recollection of a prior spiritual 

experience with the recitation of officially sanctioned 

church doctrine. The Puritan elect entered progression 

toward spiritual fulfillment, then, by way of their use of 

language to speak into being their choice of membership in 

the community of the church. As an expressed acquiescence 

to Divine Will, the public utterance of the Puritan con

fession narrative fused private with public, spiritual 

with material, individual with communal, and past with 

present in a narrative of mutual individual and communal 

empowerment. 

In his enactment of the language of his narrative, 
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Whitman's narrator/poet shares this narrative empowerment 

with the other affiliated narrators. And as this analysis 

of the affiliated narrators suggests, the inheritors of 

the Puritan legacy enact an imperfect progression toward a 

re-defined fulfillment, a fulfillment no longer spiritual 

but now diminished by the limitations of secularization. 

LANGUAGE AND VOICE IN NARRATIVE EMPOWERMENT 

This study has sought to associate a central element 

of the American Puritan legacy--the performative aspect of 

language--with the narrator's relations in his text. As a 

created system of correspondences, language depends on the 

collusion of those who use the language to agree on the 

created correspondence between word and thing: language as 

purely subjective utterance would likely be unintelligble. 

Yet language as a system of correspondences subsumes 

within it language as utterance: the created correspon

dence between word and thing is a version of the cor

respondence between subject and object. Put another way, 

the need for language arises out of the self-perception of 

dissociation--an awareness of alienation from the divine, 

for example, in the case of New England Puritans--even as 

language offers the potential to overcome this implicit 

dissociation. 10 Language as correspondence thus responded 
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to the particular demands of New England Puritan theology 

for a way to overcome man's temporal separation from God's 

promised eternal life. 

The goal of the American Puritan theocracy to estab

lish correspondences--between the physical world and the 

spiritual, between the individual and the community, 

between sacred prophecy and contemporary historic 

enterprise--has been discussed elsewhere in this study. 

The ministers' control over and official sanctioning of 

language provided the means to achieve this goal. Sacvan 

Bercovitch writes that the New England Puritans 

demonstrated an "extraordinary reliance on texts," and he 

notes: 

They were not only, like all Puritans, a self

declared people of the Book. They were a com

munity that invented its identity ex verbo, by 

the word, and continued to assert that identity 

throughout the seventeenth century, expanding, 

modifying, and revising it in a procession of 

sermons, exhortations, and declarations, his

tories and hagiographies, covenants and con

troversies, statements and restatements of 

purpose--a stream of rhetorical self-definition 

unequaled by any other community of its kind 

(and proportionately, perhaps of any kind). 
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("Modernity" 45) 

For the purposes of this study, important elements of 

Bercovitch's assessment are the notion of the Puritans' 

progressive self-definition 'of a community identity in 

continuous formation, and the notion of Puritan rhetoric 

as the per formative utterance of the community, by which 

in combination individual voice acquires the status and 

authority of communal accreditation. 

The centrality of language to the creative powers and 

productive authority of the New England Puritan ministers 

can be traced to the very origins of the colonies as 

enactment of Biblical prophecy. In addition, Bercovitch 

claims that the Puritan legacy grew out of their own 

inheritance "as the first-begotten corporate offspring of 

the printing press," even as it bequeathed "a rationale, a 

technique, and (in the material sense of the word) a 

process whereby a community could constitute itself by 

publication, declare itself a nation by verbal fiat, 

define its past, present, and future by proclamation, and 

justify its definition in epic histories ••• " ("Modernity" 

45-46). 

These aspects of the Puritan legacy in American 

narrative lend to the affiliated narrators their effective 

use of first-person narration to enact their narrative 

intent. Whereas Nick Carraway employs his narrative lan-
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guage to enter into and adopt a communal voice, and Tom 

Wingfield employs his narrative language as a performance 

of memory, Whitman's narrator/poet combines the two 

aspects of language enactment to create a celebration of 

the individual in full harmony with the community. 

The implicit irony of Nick carraway's narrative 

language has been discussed already in connection with his 

use of temporal succession to subvert narrative closure. 

Yet Nick's initial ironic representation of the Carraway 

"clan" gives way, in the context of his narrative as a 

whole, to Nick's own self-parodic implication in the 

notion of his one fling with independence from the clan. 

The shape of his narrative reflects Nick's maturational 

journey from his birth into the Carraway clan, to his 

rejection of "clan" in his "more vulnerable years," to his 

acknowledged re-engagement with the clan on different, 

newly progressive terms, terms that harmonize his 

birthright with his self-conscious choice of membership.11 

Nick's initial representation of his origins ironizes 

the Carraway clan's self-image of displaced aristocracy 

even as it portrays Nick as a recognized member of that 

clan who has chosen to abandon his membership. Nick's 

language thus focuses its irony on what he considers the 

ludicrousness of the family self-image by posing the 

clan's actual status as hardware wholesalers in the Middle 
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West against their romanticized aristocratic heritage. And 

although Nick obtains clan approval for his study in the 

East--ostensibly for a temporary withdrawal on the order 

of previous withdrawals for prep school and military 

service--he notes that he at that time perceived his 

departure as permanent (3). 

Yet Nick's changed perspective on the clan does not 

arise out of any reported change in self-image on their 

part; the definition of their community identity that does 

change during the time of Nick's narrative is Nick's 

definition. Nick's narrative, then, tells the story of his 

progressive acquiescence to membership in the community of 

his birth. His narrative language thus shifts from an 

ironic representation of their self-identity to a newly 

respectful reflection of his own acceptance of the com

munity identity they offer him. 

At the same time that Nick ironizes the clan's self

identity, he poses his language of personal independence 

and chosen withdrawal from communal membership in ironic 

counterpoint to what he has learned through his narrative 

activity. Although he asserts the intended permanence of 

his journey to the East, even to the point of claiming a 

status as "a guide, a pathfinder, an original settler" 

there (4), his claims self-consciously mock the transience 

of his withdrawal from the Middle West. 
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In the process of narrating Gatsby's story, Nick 

discovers that the "quality of distortion" which he claims 

permeated his experience in the East, the "deficiency" 

which he suggests made him--along with Gatsby, Daisy and 

Jordan--"subtly unadaptable to Eastern life," and his 

subsequent decision "to come back home" are all related to 

his choice of membership in the community he has inherited 

(177-178). His choice to seek re-admission to that com

munity thus represents an acquiescence to inheritance but 

an inheritance he engages by now choosing to accept it. 

Nick's narrative language frames, in irony and self

mockery, his own progressive engagement with the community 

of his birth, a community in which he enjoys a status as 

an "elect" or ordained member, but a community which he 

must nevertheless choose in order to activate his member

ship in it. Nick's sojourn in the East reveals to him that 

community encompasses not only the Carraway "clan," 

however; like Poe's House of Usher, the Carraway name 

lends itself to the place as well as to the people (177). 

From its initial status as "the warm center of the world" 

(3)--a geographic, familial and personal locus where "the 

real snow, Q.m;: snow" falls (177; emphasis added)--the 

Carraway Middle West acquires its final, albeit condi

tional status as "home" (178). 

Nick possessively calls this home "my Middle West," 
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the image of home as the living community that he can "see 

now" is the real focus of his "story" (177). Rather than 

portray his nostalgia for lost innocence and for his 

unrecoverable past, as Nick implies ironically, Nick's 

choice of home instead implicates him in a progression 

toward enlistment in the spiritual community, for which 

home is a secularized substitute. 

In contrast to Nick's use of his narrative language 

to enact a progressive movement toward the union of self

identity with some sense of voluntary membership in a 

community, Tom Wingfield uses the narrative language of 

his "memory play" to enact a progression toward fusing 

private and communal utterance, a progression by which 

voice and language substitute for the unavailable progres

sion toward spiritual unification. 

Tom indicates his intention to engage the communal 

identity in his "memory play" in several ways, including 

his insistence that he is "the opposite of a stage 

magician." That is, although he may be a magician, with 

"tricks in [his] pocket ••• [and] things up [his] sleeve," 

nevertheless he is "the opposite of" the aloof magician 

who keeps himself separate from his audience. In contrast, 

by filling the dual roles of narrator and character, Tom 

himself embodies the linkages he seeks to create: between 

truth and the "pleasant disguise of illusion," and between 



his private memory and the audience who receives his 

"truth" (Scene 1). 
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Tom also enlists the community of the audience in his 

"memory play" by linking his generalized ability to "turn 

back time" with his choice of a time that is recognizable 

as the "social background" of the American middle class 

during the depression years of the 1930s (Scene 1). Fur

ther, within the context of the play he figures the 

linkage of membership and exclusion as versions of com

munity in his association of the explicitly shabby 

Wingfield apartment with the ornate "Paradise Dance Hall" 

which he sees "[a]cross the alley" from the fire escape. 

In additional associations with opposing elements of 

community, he links the hopeful youth at the dance hall 

with the soon-to-be disillusioned youth who would be 

caught up in World War II, the fanciful paradise of the 

dance hall with the all-too-real and ominous garden of 

Hitler's retreat, the personal presences in the play with 

the abstract references to the world outside the play 

(Scene 5). His personal memory is thus presented in terms 

of an extended community context, a context that Tom 

establishes from references to geographic, temporal, and 

historical elements in the shared community of the 

audience and the play. 

Like Nick Carraway, Tom Wingfield focuses on his 
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family for its relevance as a microcosmic community. As a 

community, the family conveys both the rights and the 

obligations of a limited membership in which the in

dividual is subjugated to the group, a membership imposed 

on the individual by the fact of birth. Yet both af

filiated narrators discussed in this chapter balance their 

inheritance of community against the potential offered by 

their own free choice. By choosing a deliberate acquies

cence, the affiliated narrators fuse a chosen membership 

in the community with an imposed, inherited membership, 

thus creating a communal membership that offers freedom 

and a kind of spiritual harmony to both the individual and 

the group. 

Tom's introduction of the other characters in his 

"memory play"--his mother Amanda, his sister Laura, and 

his father, "who doesn't appear except in this larger

than-life-size photograph over the mantel"--takes the form 

of establishing a family community even as it distin

guishes that community from other potential communities. 

The fifth character in the play, then, is presented for 

his potential as a member of the family. Jim O'Connor is 

this 

••• gentleman caller who ••• is the most realis

tic character in the play, being an emissary 

from a world of reality that we were somehow set 
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apart from ••• the long delayed but always ex-

pected something that we live for. (Scene 1) 

Like the living presences who are vivified by Tom's 

memory, the absent father, although present only as an 

acknowledged image, nevertheless permeates every scene of 

the play. And although his photograph is a vibrant image 

of absence, it signifies at the same time his continuing 

relationship with the community from which he chose to 

withdraw. For Tom, portraying himself as the naive charac

ter in his memory play, the father's photograph suggests 

that "long distances" enact withdrawal; for Amanda, the 

photograph iterates instead a permanent presence. Having 

been a member of the family community, the father's ab

sence continues to figure him in a version of presence. 

In contrast, the personified "gentleman caller" only 

"appears in the final scenes" as an "emissary," a 

projected link between the wingfield community and "a 

world of reality" to which they do not belong (Scene 1). 

Throughout the play, he is present rather as a "symbol" or 

abstract idea of anticipation and potential, an "image" 

Tom refers to as "this specter, this hope" (Scene 3), 

whose role as false prophet is never justified by the 

actions of Tom's narrative. 

Unlike Nick, whose narrative language defines the 

community and the individual's relations with it, Tom 
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chooses the characters and the relations he portrays in 

his "memory play" for the purpose of finding a single 

voice that will speak simultaneously for the individual 

and for the community, a voice that will unite them even 

while it maintains the integrity of independent identity 

for each. His addresses to the audience as narrator forge 

these intended links between the "truth" of the play and 

its image "in the pleasant disguise of illusion" (Scene 

1) • 

Tom's narrative language enacts this fusion of public 

and private utterance in those scenes where he establishes 

for the audience the context for what happens on the 

stage, thus substituting his voice for the voices of the 

other characters (Scene 1). By speaking for the other 

characters, he is able to preview for the audience what 

will happen next on the stage, thus fusing the play's 

enactment and his narrator's prophetic voice with the 

world outside the play (Scene 6). 

Further, by establishing a larger context for the 

events portrayed on the stage, Tom uses his narrative 

language to create a community that extends beyond the 

limited and personal creation of memory that constitutes 

the community of the stage (Scene 5). And in his final 

speech, "timed with the interior pantomime" of the two 

women's epiphanic moment, Tom's gradual shift from past to 
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present tense conveys the convergence of his "memory play" 

with his commentary on it. 

Patently unable to "blowout" Laura's candles and 

extinguish her image, Tom continues to experience her 

presence despite the physical distance he has created: 

"Then all at once my sister touches my shoulder. I turn 

around and look into her eyes ••• " (Scene 7). Only by the 

fusion of his memory and his public utterance of 

"illusion"--that is, only by his narrative act--is Tom 

able to say "good-bye" to Laura and to the family she 

embodies (Scene 7). 

Yet even as his "good-bye" signals Laura to blowout 

her candles and end his "memory play" at the moment when 

it converges on his lived present, Tom asserts the con

tinuity of Laura's presence. Laura's candles no longer are 

needed to light Tom's recollection because "nowadays the 

world is lit by lightning!" By fusing his private memory 

with the public experience of his audience, Laura's 

candles become a version of the "lightning" of the coming 

war. As Delma E. Presley notes, "[a]t the play's conclu

sion we realize that Tom has turned his memory into our 

own" (31). Tom's acquiescence to family inheritance fuses 

the world of the stage--and its pantomimed denouement-

with his private world of memory into a community that Tom 

extends outward to "the world" that encompasses the 
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audience. 

The power of the affiliated narrator to define a 

community's identity and to allocate for his narrative its 

status as the voice of the community converges in 

Whitman's "starting from paumanok.,,12 The narrator/poet's 

progressive engagement of the narrative sequence in the 

poem is enacted as a temporal succession that supplants 

inherited chronology, as has already been discussed. At 

the same time, the voice of the narrator/poet in his 

transformation of narrative language into song harmonizes 

the private, spiritual utterance of individual experience 

with the performative public utterance of the community. 

Whitman's narrator/poet announces his intention to 

transform words into song in the pivotal section 6 of the 

poem, a section in which he also articulates his ability 

to access the eternal by fusing the material with the 

spiritual. When the poet makes the poems "of 

materials ••• of my body and of mortality" they will be "the 

most spiritual poems, ••• the poems of my soul and of 

immortality." And, as the narrator/poet indicates in the 

next stanza of this section, the poems thus made are 

"song." 

The narrator/poet articulates his transformation of 

the poems in a prophetic voice, which he manifests in a 

succession of future tense verbs. "I will make the poems 
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of materials" gives way in a causative sequence to its 

productive effect: "I shall then supply myself with the 

poems of my soul and of immortality," which subsequently 

introduces the newly articulated word for poems thus made: 

"I will make a song." In this way, the narrator/poet 

enlists a creative progression whose immediately useful 

origins are planted firmly in the world of objects--the 

mundane "materials" of which his poems are made and which 

are accessible to the poet--but which, empowered by the 

poet's intent, will encompass the eternal. 13 

The narrator/poet's voice of transformation is not 

only a prophetic voice which foretells that the spiritual 

poems will be created by the poet's song; it also enacts 

the successive transformation from material to poem to 

song which is prophesied in section 11. Characteristi

cally, the prophecy occurs in a temporal oscillation 

within the narrative sequence, a spiraling of time which 

is marked by the narrator/poet's return to a past perfect 

verb tense: "I have walk'd ••• I have seen ••• I have seen ••• I 

have paus'd." In section 11, then, the narrator/poet 

places his trans formative power in the context of his own 

creative interaction with the physical world, a world he 

defines as both a collection of the "materials" he will 

use and the enactment of his trans formative powers. 

On one hand, the narrator/poet claims that he is a 
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passive recipient, a mere observer of the enacted trans

formation he witnesses in the birds' singing: 

And while I paus'd it came to me that what he really 

sang for was not there only, 

Nor for his mate nor himself only, nor all sent back 

by the echoes, 

But subtle, clandestine, away beyond, 

A charge transmitted and gift occult for those being 

born. 

Yet the narrator/poet undercuts the possibility of ascrib

ing to him a passive status, suggested by his reception of 

what "came to" him, when he writes, "I take to your reck

less and composite chords, add to them, and cheerfully 

pass them forward" (section 10). He is not, then, merely 

representing the bird-song as "[a] charge transmitted"; 

rather, the desired transformation he observes enacted in 

bird-song, "what he really sang .f..Ql:," becomes the material 

of transformation for his own song, the material he trans

forms into a spiritual song. 

Like the birds whose singing he interprets, the 

narrator/poet engages his transformative act for an in

clusive community, "for those being born." He defines his 

community expansively, as a human community outside tem

poral restriction, "projected through time,/ For me an 

audience interminable" (section 2), and as an American 
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community conceived apart from geographic limitation 

(sections 2-3); it is a community he defines in catalogs 

of gender and race, place and "shape and countenance" 

(section 13). And the narrator/poet qualifies his inten

tion for the catalogs inclusively: 

I will not make poems with references to parts, 

But I will make poems, songs, thoughts, with 

reference to ensemble, 

And I will not sing with reference to a day, but 

with reference to all days, 

And I will not make a poem nor the least part of a 

poem but has reference to the soul, ••• (section 12) 

Advancing the creative transformation he has set in mo

tion, by which the material becomes poems which are song, 

the narrator/poet makes of himself the individual voice, 

the sol.itary and separate "I" who speaks for the inclusive 

community even as he becomes the voice of the community, 

and ultimately even the song itself. 

The narrator/poet engages this trans formative 

progression when he portrays himself as the "solitary" 

(section 1), personal voice, as the "I" who "stand[s] in 

my place with my own day here" (section 5); yet this is 

also the "I" who prophesies that he "will make the poems 

of my body" (section 6). And even as he portrays himself 

as a private, individual voice, he also extends himself as 
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companionship,/ ••• /And who but I should be the poet of 

comrades?" (section 6). 
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This transformative progression of voice and perfor

mance does not end with the narrator/poet's assertion of 

the power of his voice to fuse the personal with the 

communal; rather the progression he inaugurates enlists 

him in a further progression of form. He fuses language 

and object in the materials with which he makes poems as 

song; he fuses past and future into a performative present 

of which he is the center; and he fuses his personal voice 

with the communal voice in a progression of mutually 

constitutive elements. 

Yet the creative act by which he "will make the poems 

of my body" suggests that the narrator/poet also seeks to 

speak into being a fusion of the subject with the object. 

In this act the "I" manifested in physical form, the 

singer, will be transformed into its object, the song. The 

narrator/poet seeks his model for this trans formative act 

in an inherited physical world, which will engage him in a 

progression toward the eternal, a progression he himself 

has defined in spiritual terms. Calling on the performa

tive power by which he has made "materials" into song, he 

creates a fusion of subject and object that will transform 

the temporal world of relational oppositions he has in-
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herited into a secular version of the eternal: 

still the present I raise aloft, still the future of 

the states I harbinge glad and sublime, 

And for the past I pronounce what the air holds of 

the red aborigines. 

The red aborigines, 

Leaving natural breaths, sounds of rain and winds, 

calls as of birds and animals in the woods, 

syllabled to us for names, 

Okonee, Koosa, ottawa, Monongahela, Sauk, Natchez, 

Chattahoochee, Kaqueta, Oronoco, 

Wabach, Miami, saginaw, Chippewa, Oshkosh, 

Walla-Walla, 

Leaving such to the states they melt, they depart, 

charging the water and the land with names. (section 16) 

Although he asks, "And who but I should be the poet of 

comrades?" (section 6), the narrator/poet poses himself as 

the inheritor of the native Americans, whose "legacy is 

held by "the air" and whose power to create the natural 

world by naming it becomes a legacy to "the states." 

Usurping for himself a position of inheritance and 

origination, the narrator/poet portrays himself as both 

the individual voice and the communal voice empowered by 

language to engage a progression toward the eternal: 
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I am the credulous man of qualities, ages, races, 

I advance from the people in their own spirit, 

Here is what sings unrestricted faith. (section 7) 

And I will thread a thread through my poems that time 

and events are compact. (section 12) 

As an affiliated narrator, Whitman's narrator/poet com

bines the empowerment by language--the authority to enact 

the narrative and the willingness to be responsible for 

his own language--which characterizes the other affiliated 

narrators only partially. 

The narrator/poet, thus empowered by a language he 

infuses with the power to enact, creates of his narrative 

a progressive fusion by which his access to the eternal 

enlists his movement toward uniting the world's implicit 

dissociation. His authority to speak into being within his 

narrative text partakes of his enactment of the narrative. 

The inherited names he invokes in his narrative text, for 

example, are not only his creation of a legacy of in

heritance and origination; rather, the names are a syl

labic constitution of the natural world, the physical 

materials of which his song is made, and thus the embodied 

link between the world of the text and the physical world. 

Instead of attempting to replicate the lived physical 
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world in the self-created fictive world of the text, 

Whitman's narrator/poet engages his transformation of 

temporal succession in a way that eludes even other af

filiated narrators who otherwise subvert time's limita

tions. By creating a continuous present which maintains 

the integrity of its constituents--its inheritance from 

the past and its prophecy of the future--the narrator/poet 

fuses his fictive world with an inherited physical world 

in a mutually constitutive collapse of differentiation. 

For Whitman's narrator/poet, the world of the text 

will become in the hands of the poet the physical world, 

just as the physical world will become a world of texts; 

only the poet has the power to engage their progressive 

transformation, to make song out of the material of the 

physical world, and to invoke language as its own material 

presence in the song. 

POSTSCRIPT: OF NARRATORS AND NARRATIVE RELATIONS 

This study has attempted to analyze the first-person 

narrator's progressive engagement in the narrative rela

tions of time and language as a means to assess the rela

tive empowerment of the narrator by his narrating ac

tivity. The study makes certain assumptions about cor

respondences between the fictive world of the text and the 
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perceptive world of the reader outside the narrative--for 

example, that narrative time and time in the world are 

mental constructs which obey similar laws of chronology 

and succession. 

Further, this study assumes an implicit complemen

tarity between time and language, the oscillation of which 

conspires to separate the physical world from the eternal. 

As a mental construct and in the absence of a language to 

differentiate past from present and future, time would 

reside illogically in a momentary present of perceived 

experience; that is, pre-linguistic time would only 

measure the immeasurable and eternal now. Likewise, lan

guage as a mental construct seeks to overcome absence by 

convening the absent object in an image of presence, and 

thereby subverting the absent past and anticipating the 

not-yet present future; that is, language exists because 

of time just as time exists because of language. 

In addition, this study allocates to the first-person 

narrator certain human characteristics and potential, and 

therefore assigns to the first-person narrator the will

ful, creative function by which the narrative comes into 

being. This assertion of the narrator's fundamental cor

respondence to a recognizably human model implicates the 

narrative in yet further correspondences. By defining the 

fictive world of the text as a world which correlates with 
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the laws of a physical universe, this study has attempted 

to enter that "neutral territory, somewhere between the 

real world and fairy-land, where the Actual and the Imagi

nary may meet, and each imbue itself with the nature of 

the other" (Hawthorne, Scarlet 35), there to examine the 

conspiratorial relations between the storyteller and his 

tale. 

The form of this study seeks to unfold a progressive 

engagement of narrative relations, and models a movement 

toward a narrator fully engaged in progression, in mimicry 

of the Puritan doctrine of progression toward spiritual 

fulfillment. The goal of this study--to delineate a 

secularized Puritan legacy which enacts itself in American 

narrative--is based on the fundamental Puritan notion of 

fusion. 

From its earliest cUltivation in the New England 

Puritan colonies, fusion has been a rhetorical activity by 

which language empowers those who control it. As the 

Puritan Antinomian controversy affirmed, the control of 

language both authorizes the users of language and 

sanctifies the language itself. The Puritan ministers 

discovered that language could be made to transcend repre

sentation, could be made, in fact, to enact the unifica

tion of opposing elements which characterized their "fal

len" world. 
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This study has argued for a Puritan legacy by which 

language retains its ability to empower and to enact a 

progression which, over time, has become a paradoxical 

diminishment of spiritual fulfillment. The first-person 

narrator thus stands in a direct line of descent from the 

Puritan ministers whose status as the first American 

narrators confers on them an authority of origination to 

be acknowledged and supplanted by their successors. 

Although this study has presented a limited selection 

of textual examples in an attempt to concretize the 

theoretical paradigm of narrative relations, this selec

tion is obviously far from being an exhaustive catalog of 

first-person na~rators in the canon of American litera

ture. And although the study categorizes narrators into 

three definable groups, the nature of progression is such 

that even these groups maintain a certain fluidity. For 

example, even though the predominant characteristics of 

the impotent narrators might be ascribed to Ralph 

Ellison's invisible man, his relative awareness of his own 

limitations foretells the dilemma that more accurately 

characterizes the bachelor narrators. 

Other readings necessarily suggest themselves. What 

of Huckleberry Finn, for example? Is his flight to the 

"territories" a withdrawal from the community and a 

failure to respond to the exigencies of narrative respon-



sibility? Or is his flight a deliberate subversion of 

narrative closure, a conscious control over time and an 

assertion of origination? 
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The purpose of this study, then, surpasses its some

what limited interest as a method of reading the par

ticular texts discussed here. Rather, the study intends to 

suggest some of the theoretical implications of examining 

narrative relations. This study posits the first-person 

narrator as a figure of authority within the text, a 

problematic figuration which implicates the text in issues 

of social relations and ideology with reference to ques

tions of the narrator's empowerment. Although this study 

has not pursued this direction, the very notion of the 

narrator's empowerment implicitly opens up this reading of 

narrative relations to an ideological and psychological 

critical treatment. This expansion of the critical discus

sion, as in any area of literary criticism, can only 

enhance all its participants. 
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INDIVIDUAL CHAPTER NOTES 
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CHAPTER ONE NOTES 

OF NARRATIVES AND NARRATORS: AN INTRODUCTION 

IBecause this study concerns itself exclusively with 
the particular relations of the first-person narrator, I 
conflate into a single narrative position Genette's dif
ferentiated narrative positions of the "focalizer"--the 
ordering consciousness who filters and arranges the events 
of the story--and the narrator--the consciousness who 
transmits the text. 

2For further discussion of some possible differentia
tion between metaphor and metonymy, as I have used the 
terms to apply to rhetorical function, see Oswald Ducrot's 
and Tzvetan Todorov's Encyclopedic Dictionary of the 
Sciences of Language. 

3The term "surrogate" comes from Robert Scholes and 
Robert Kellogg's otherwise useful book, The Nature of 
Narrative, in which the authors trace the historical 
development of narrative as a form from its origins in the 
oral epic, and proceed to classify historical types of 
narratives according to form, and structural relation 
between author and narrator. The authors are particularly 
convincing in their argument that the narrative is not a 
strictly novel-centered genre, and that, in fact, narra
tive is most fruitfully viewed in the context of its 
evolutionary progression. 

For another gloss on the problem of authorial 
presence in the narrative, see Homer Obed Brown's essay, 
"Tom Jones: The "'Bastard' of History." Brown argues that 
narrative demands the acceptance of falsehoods and of 
SUbstitutions as plausible truths. Such SUbstitution of 
the fictive for the nonfictive leads to a search for 
identity in genealogical patterns rather than in the 
reliance on naming as a source of identity. The use of 
genealogical or biological patterns suggests, according to 
Brown, that there are "metaphoric ways of thinking about 
causal relationships in both history and narrative, of 
referring any event or representation to a prior event or 
reality or "'author'" (205). He sees these causal relation
ships, which exist between text and event, text and text, 
text and writer, as analogous to sexual parenting, with 
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history taking on a sequential form of genealogical suc
cession and the authority of a text originating in a 
reversal of the historical sequence. For my purposes, 
Brown is most useful for his argument that naming in the 
narrative follows alternative patterns of authority than 
the patterns of authority attributed to Foucault's author
function. 

4see , for example, Wayne Booth's argument for the 
"artificial authority" of a narrator who purports to know 
what no "real people" know about another--the in-depth 
feelings, motivations, and accurate and reliable self
analysis (4). Booth differentiates between a status of 
"privilege" for the narrator, by which he knows what 
couldn't realistically be known, and a status "limited to 
strictly realistic vision and inference" (160). 

5deMan ,s essay, "Autobiography as De-facement," 
however, both clarifies and complicates the problems of 
authenticity in autobiography, which he claims is informed 
by the trope of prosopopeia, figuration that gives voice 
to the voiceless. Using Wordsworth's "Essays on Epitaphs" 
as a thematic analogue to this autobiographical figura
tion, deMan argues that just as epitaphs function as an 
attempt to prolong the voice beyond death, so 
autobiographical figuration in the text attempts to link 
voice and silence in a dialectic. 

6Irwin uses the "image pattern" of the hierog1yph of 
nature (24) to trace the origin of these relational op
positions to the origin of language, which he sees as a 
process of appropriation of God's "natural forms" into a 
language of signs, gestures and pictures that "borrows 
elements from the language of nature" (33). Man's dis
placement from his origins coincides, according to Irwin, 
with the creation of an "arbitrary spoken language," an 
artifice that forever separates man from the language of 
nature and serves to obscure man's natural correspondence 
with nature (35-36). 

7J • Hillis Miller offers an intriguing alternative 
view of the identity of the narrator--he discusses the 
narrator in general and the omniscient narrator as a 
particular form. In either case, Miller suggests, the 
narrator is brought into being by the interchanges of 
characters in the narrative and thereby exists as a col
lective mind only within the individual minds of the 
characters collectively integrated. The narrative, accord
ing to Miller's scheme, organizes and structures itself 
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out of this interplay of consciousnesses (134). While 
Miller's analysis sheds important light on what I call the 
external narrator, who observes the historical events of 
the story from the outside and who therefore possesses 
knowledge about the events and the characters that would 
be unavailable to a participant, I would argue that the 
notion of a first-person narrator rising up from the 
collective interchange of all the narrative's characters 
fails to account for the special relationship between the 
narrator and his narrative, a relationship that is at the 
core of this study. 

8paul Ricoeur's three-volume work, Time and 
Narrative, offers an exhaustive and brilliant analysis of 
the phenomenology of time as constructed of various 
aporias--those unresolvable dilemmas which nevertheless 
reveal their points of intersection in a poetics of narra
tive that yields, if not fundamental "meaning" then at 
least a method for approaching meaning. In his discussion 
of the mind's creation of the notion of time, for in
stance, Ricoeur finds intersecting planes of thought in 
Augustine's Confessions and Aristotle's Poetics to il
luminate his statement that "[t]he world unfolded by every 
narrative work is always a temporal world •••• Time becomes 
human time to the extent that it is organized after the 
manner of a narrative; narrative, in turn, is meaningful 
to the extent that it portrays the features of temporal 
experience" (I,3). In his third volume, Ricoeur expands 
his analysis to consider the intersecting planes of what 
he calls human time, historical time, and fictional time 
whose point of relation diverges from what he terms "cos
mic time" (III, 99). 

Georges Poulet, in both studies in Human Time and 
Interior Distance, considers the implic~tions of a study 
of time. Using his analysis of Joubert's work, for ex
ample, he claims that the mind "composes" time, which is 
neither "given" nor "received" but rather "conceived and 
composed [as] our own work" (Interior 91). Examining the 
implications of a relation between past and present, he 
writes: "At bottom, the past is very simply a present 
which we are permitted to recover, a new chance which is 
given us to enter once more upon the existence of our 
lived moments, but, this time, at a distance, at an inter
val remote enough to allow us to rectify them. Our life is 
lived twice: in actuality, when we haven't the time to do 
anything well, and in inactuality, when we have time 
enough to perfect the sUbstance of it" (Interior 80). 
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9John Irwin examines the narrator's use of his narra
tive from the perspective of its psychological implica
tions, specifically related to the oedipal patrimony that 
the narrator seeks to circumvent. Although I take Irwin's 
theories outside the Freudian context he has established, 
I do not believe that my appropriation represents a fun
damental contradiction but rather that I offer an alterna
tive perspective on his seminal work. 

lOsee Evan Carton's discussion of the correspondence 
of language to nature in The Rhetoric of American Romance, 
in which he provides a particularly thorough reading of 
language as "a division and a connection, the locus of 
relation" (9) in Emerson, Dickinson, Poe and Hawthorne. 
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CHAPTER TWO NOTES 

THE MAKING OF AMERICAN NARRATIVE 

IFor a comprehensive collection of what the editors 
call "a narrative, as well as analytic and critical, 
exposition of Puritan utterance" (xi), see Alan Heimert 
and Andrew Delbanco, eds., The Puritans in America: A 
Narrative Anthology. The editors arrange the mostly prose 
selections around an appropriately progressive chronology 
of the Puritan migration, beginning with Thomas Hooker's 
The Soul'.§. Preparation for Christ, a "sermon sequence 
delivered in England" (23). 

2Documentary evidence of the events that comprised 
the Antinomian controvery are collected in David D. Hall's 
The Antinomian Controversy, 1636-1638: A Documentary 
History. Hall reproduces letters, essays, chronicles and a 
report on Anne Hutchinson's trial for sedition; his intro
duction provides a narrative chronology of the con
troversy. My references to the historical sequence of 
events is indebted to Hall's comprehensive introduction. 

3For additional insight into the exceptional ism of 
American symbolizing, Charles Feidelson's classic ~
bolism and American Literature remains a seminal work. 
Feidelson notes, for example, that in Puritan writing lithe 
images are frankly illustrative, and sometimes, all un
awares, they quicken into symbols as idea and illustration 
coalesce" (83). 

4My choice of the term "affiliation" derives from 
Edgar Dryden's use of Edward Said's differentiation be
tween affiliation and filiation. Dryden applies the dis
tinction to lithe problem of elaborating a genealogy of 
American romance, but one that is understood to be con
structed rather than natural, ••• one that emphasizes a 
relationship of affiliation rather than one of filiation 
or natural descent" (Form xii). 

See Chapter Five for additional discussion of af
filiation as I apply the concept to the first-person 
narrators. Also see Edward W. Said's liThe Novel as Begin
ning Intention ll in Beginnings: Intention and Method, and 
his essay liOn Repetition" in The World the Text and the 
Critic. 



CHAPTER THREE NOTES 

IMPOTENCE OR "ACCIDENT"? 

10xford Latin, s.v. impotens, impotentis; Oxford 
English, s.v. impotent. 
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2Although I have obviously chosen a selection of 
narrators to discuss as representative of the narrative 
progression, I have tried to choose narrators who are 
nevertheless typical of the characteristics of the group 
in ways that vary only in degree, not in kind. 

3William R. Goetz, in Henry James and the Darkest 
Abyss of Romance, notes (125) that the narrator of The 
Sacred Fount engages in an enactment of imaginative 
reverie, as when he writes: "I scarce know what odd con
sciousness I had of roaming at close of day in the grounds 
of some castle of enchantment. I had positively encoun
tered nothing to compare with this since the days of 
fairy-tales and of the childish imagination of the impos
sible. Then I used to circle round enchanted, for then I 
moved in a world in which the strange "came true'" (,§, • .E,. 
128). 

4see , for example, Jake's meeting with Georgette in 
Chapter 3, the taxi ride with Brett detailed in Chapter 4 
that was mentioned earlier, his "dull riding" (41) in 
Chapter 6 along the Boulevard Raspail, Jake's first 
peregrinations with Bill Gorton in Paris in Chapter 8, 
their movements in Bayonne hiring a car and traveling to 
Pamplona in Chapter 10, and so on. Curiously, Jake forgets 
details, like the historical significance of a cathedral 
in Bayonne that Cohn has told him about (90) or the date 
on a statue on the Boulevard Montparnasse (29), even 
though his memory for routes travelled and places visited 
is prodigious. 

5For further discussion of my idea that the narrative 
representation of movement among places in the narrative 
text points to a parallel with temporal duration in the 
narrative, see Gerard Genette's Narrative Discourse, Paul 
Ricoeur's Time and Narrative, especially volume 1, and 
Georges Poulet's Studies in Human Time. 

6poe also uses this technique of simUltaneous narra
tion, a technique that admittedly enhances the mysterious 
and immediate quality of a narration, in his Narrative of 
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A. Gordon ~, where the technique requires interesting 
convolutions of narrative voice in order to maintain any 
semblance of being a narrative of "real" events. 

7Evan carton writes that "Complete self-realization 
for Poe's isolated artists or madmen is self-
annihilation •••• When the self-other distinctions break 
down ••• 'proper identity' gives way to what remains, from a 
human perspective, the terror of integration" (75). As 
this study attempts to show, rather that inducing a 
"terror," as carton suggests, the narrative intent is 
indeed to effect a kind of "integration" that I refer to 
as a kind of fusion that results in a unification with the 
world. 
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CHAPTER FOUR NOTES 

THE BACHELORS: ORPHANS AND CAVALIERS 

1coleridge writes that language nat once contains the 
trophies of [the human mind's] past, and the weapons of 
its future conquests" (Ch. 16, 174). Further, he claims 
that "[t]he best part of human language" transcends its 
merely representational capacity and rather "is derived 
from reflection on the act of the mind itself. It is 
formed by a voluntary appropriation of fixed symbols to 
internal acts, to processes and results of imagination ••• " 
(Ch. 17, 188). This description of language as mediating 
image and act I have adapted to the needs of my argument 
for a dialectic of narrative. 

2Although Poulet refers to this pre-Adamic condition 
as a "moment," such terminology suggests the possibility 
of temporal duration outside its apprehension by con
sciousness, a logical fallacy. Rather than accept Poulet's 
use of "return" to this "pristine moment," I submit that 
memory convenes a moment that is partially remembered, 
partially imagined. 

3For further discussion of the intersection of his
torical narrative and fictional narrative, see Paul 
Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, especially volume 3, pages 
181-192. 

4Ishmael's puzzling introducti~n of himself as the 
storyteller not surprisingly has elicited much critical 
interest. For example, Paul Brodtkorb, Jr., ascribes 
Ishmael's ambiguity, both in his own adopted name and in 
the "mockery" of his naming of the whale (147), to his 
role as storyteller. Edgar A. Dryden offers a cogent 
argument for his assertion that "[b]y calling himself 
Ishmael, the narrator establishes his identity as a purely 
verbal one, and then goes on to explore the implications 
of his act by defining his past in obviously literary 
terms" (Thematics 87). And Mark R. Patterson claims that 
Ishmael's self-introduction can be read with the "force of 
command" (288), which establishes a pattern of "imperative 
language" (290) that characterizes Ishmael's "parodic 
voice" of authority (300). 

My own analysis of Ishmael's identity is particularly 
indebted to Dryden's argument and his assertion that 
"[f]or Ishmael identity is not imposed on man from the 
outside by a name or by anything else" (Thematics 87). 
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5Although she doesn't mention this particular image, 
Freda E. Yeager develops other images of weaving in Moby
Dick to support her argument that weaving imagery marks 
the differentiation of thoughts by a "young Ishmael" from 
comments by the more mature narrator (155). Edgar Dryden 
also refers to the weaving metaphor, which he says Ishmael 
"invokes" in his first chapter title (Thematics 107). 

6Ishmael as storyteller figures prominently in the 
analyses of Edgar A. Dryden, Melyille'~ Thematics of Form, 
Paul Brodtkorb, Jr., Ishmael'~ White world, and Philip J. 
Egan's essay, "Time and Ishmael's Character in "The Town
Ho's story' of Moby-Dick." 

7The balance between the self-originating creative 
impulse and the authority of inheritance serves as a 
recurring theme elsewhere in Melville. In Redburn, for 
example, the narrator's maturity is signalled by his 
discovery that "the thing that had guided the father, 
could not guide the son •••• Guide-books, Wellingborough, 
are the least reliable books in all literature •••• " (150-
151). Despite his realization, however, Redburn acknow
ledges that "though my guide-book had been stripped of its 
reputation for infallibility, I did not treat with con
tumely or disdain, those sacred pages which had once been 
a beacon to my sire" (151), thus establishing the same 
precarious balance that so occupies Ishmael. 

8William L. Hedges enumerates similarities between 
Ishmael and Coverdale as narrators, both of whom, he 
claims, "go through tragic experiences and are in a way 
sole survivors" (305). I am indebted to his analysis of 
how Coverdale "achieves a tragic realization, which to an 
appreciable extent humanizes him" (305), an important 
point in my assertion that Coverdale is a "bachelor" 
narrator whose success falls just short of the desired 
reunification of the self in a world of oppositions. 

9see , for example, Jonathan Auerbach's claim that 
Coverdale's purpose at Blithedale is to understand the 
mysterious interconnections among people and things, and 
to mediate between his narrating world and the world he 
narrates (87-89). 

lOIn a particularly interesting essay, John Harmon 
McElroy and Edward L. McDonald make a case for Coverdale 
as the repressed murderer of Zenobia. citing his obsession 
with her beauty, his "fantasiz[ing] about [her] sexual 
history" (3) and his halting efforts to woo her, the 
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authors argue that Zenobia's final rejection of him after 
her rejection by Hollingsworth arouses Coverdale's 
violence. 

Although the points the authors exhaustively marshall 
to support their case remain peripheral to my own argu
ment, their conclusion about Coverdale's unconscious guilt 
would support my assessment that Coverdale's narrative 
about Zenobia reflects a conflation of his narrated iden
tity overlaid by his narrating identity. 

11coverdale's references to age, particularly to his 
own age as somewhat advanced, are confusing if the actual 
clues are assembled. For example, on the night before he 
leaves for Blithedale, Coverdale tells Moodie that Hol
lingsworth "has three or four years the advantage of me in 
age" (35); he describes Hollingsworth the following night 
at Blithedale as "about thirty years old" (54), which 
would put Coverdale's age at about 26 or 27 when the 
events at Blithedale took place. since he mentions that 
his memory of retrieving Zenobia's body from the pond has 
been fresh in his mind "[f]or more than twelve long years" 
(239), and that the mesmerism which gave rise to The 
Veiled Lady was in place "[t]welve or fifteen years ago" 
(34), he can only be in his late 30s or early 40s at most, 
what he exaggeratedly calls "a step or two beyond the mid
most point" of life (249). 

12The function of the "Cetology" chapter within the 
framework of the text as a whole has been discussed by 
many critics. James Guetti, for example, argues that its 
special language means that Ishmael cannot "violate a code 
of meanings for the white whale" because he has failed to 
"commit himself in an unequivocal manner" (21). John 
Seelye calls Ishmael an "equilibrist" (65) whose quest is 
a round-trip exercise in relief from boredom on land. And 
Edgar Dryden emphasizes the chapter's bibliographic ap
proach in his argument that "Ishmael finds it impossible 
to escape from his library because he tries to organize 
the whaling world by the same method which he (presumably) 
has used to order .his bookish one" (Thematics 94). 

13william B. Dillingham alludes to Ishmael as a kind 
of Coleridgean Ancient Mariner, who "retells the story of 
Ahab and Moby Dick ••• finding a certain relief therein" 
(23) • 

14charles Feidelson, Jr. claims that "Steelkilt's 
plan [to murder Radney] is 'the secret part of the 
tragedy'" (341, n. 45) which one of the "three confederate 
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white seamen ••• communicated" (322) to Tashtego. A more 
likely candidate would be that part of Steelkilt's plan 
with the Canallers to rush out of their prison-hold to 
take over the ship (336-37), an overt plan for mutiny that 
has obviously negative implications necessitating the 
"Romish injunctions of secresy" imposed on Tashtego (322). 
Having plotted with the two Canallers, Steelkilt thus 
makes the third and only surviving "confederate" and 
therefore the one to relay the details to Tashtego with a 
desire to maintain secrecy to protect himself. Ishmael 
himself claims to have "seen and talked with Steelkilt 
since the death of Radney" (345), an allusion to a conver
sation that might have included Tashtego in a more sensi
tive, secret confession. 

15Rowland A. Sherrill, in "The Career of Ishmael's 
Self-Transcendence," claims that Ishmael inherits a fallen 
human world from Melville's narrator of Typee, Tommo, "not 
as a doctrine to which he gives intellectual assent but as 
a fact of experience itself" (73-74), and that Ishmael's 
sea voyage is thus a journey of "reconciliation" with his 
fallen condition (74). Sherrill's point offers one reading 
of Ishmael as a Melvillean narrator whose growth as a 
storyteller parallels, in some ways, Melville's advance
ment in his art. 

16philip J. Egan claims that "'Bachelor,' in the 
Melvillian lexicon, is a term of derogation describing 
someone who is happy by virtue of his inexperience or 
superficiality •••• By giving us a peek at this life, Ish
mael implicitly acknowledges his own bachelor phase, 
during which he refuses to face the deepest meaning of his 
experience" (345). 

17Charles Feidelson, Jr. locates the source of this 
metaphoric swooning in Melville's and Hawthorne's fear of 
the dissolution of distinctions. This fear for Hawthorne 
is characterized by the artificial fusion of the Actual 
and Imaginary in the extra-analytic Symbol--Feidelson 
claims that "allegory was the brake Hawthorne applied to 
his sensibility" (14-15), and for Melville it is charac
terized by the fusion of the individual's identity with 
that of the world. 

Feidelson thus associates the author's artistic 
conception with his use of language, an association I have 
modeled as the first-person narrator's epistemological 
enterprise in his narrative text without, however, al
locating the model to any view toward arguing for the 
narrator's replacement function as author surrogate. 
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18For further discussion of the displacement of 
language from its original correspondence with nature, and 
the artifice of human language, see John T. Irwin, 
American Hieroglyphics, especially Part 1. 

19Ishmael's language in this chapter is echoed in 
style and form throughout his other interruptive chapters: 
for example, he introduces "The Advocate" chapter by 
writing that liAs Queequeg and I are now fairly embarked in 
this business of whaling ••• " (150), which suggests that he 
has established the descriptive setting and can now turn 
his attention to more philosophical musings. I have dis
cussed elsewhere his technique in introducing the "Cetol
ogy" chapter and will discuss its application to "The 
Whiteness of the Whale." Additional uses of this interrup
tive technique appear in "The Affidavit," "Of the 
Monstrous Pictures of Whales" and its two following chap
ters, liThe Line," and "A Bower in the Arsacides," to name 
a few examples. 
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CHAPTER FIVE NOTES 

INTENTION IN NARRATIVE RELATIONS: THE AFFILIATED NARRATOR 

1Edward w. Said associates quotation with "encroach
ment" and "displacement" but claims that "the quoted 
passage symbolizes other writing as encroachment, as a 
disturbing force moving potentially to take over what is 
presently being written" (Beginnings 22). Although my use 
of the idea of narrative encroachment appropriates Said's 
analysis for a different context, I believe that his 
analysis of the relation of quotation to its use is not at 
odds with my analysis of the narrative characteristic of 
temporal displacement. 

2John T. Irwin, in Doubling and Incest, discusses 
this idea of mutuality in relation to Faulkner, who, he 
says, is one of those writers who understands that the 
artist and "his other self, the work, mutually constitute 
one another" (172). I am indebted to Irwin's analysis of 
the author's presence in his work as in some ways 
analogous to my own analysis of the narrator's authority 
in his text. 

30xford English, s.v. affiliate. To adopt, as a 
child, but figuratively to indicate adoption by a parent 
institution or the attachment of a smaller institution to 
a larger one; connotatively figures a process of choosing 
to adopt unrelated origins and thereby altering those 
origins. 

4Emily Miller Budick poses the linguistic analysis of 
Americanist philosopher Stanley Cavell against Sacvan 
Bercovitch's assertion of ideological representations in 
American literature, to conclude that "assuming 'respon
sibility' for words ••• is the consequence of a choice and a 
decision that are available because of the indeterminacies 
and imprecisions of language •••• For Cavell, responsibility 
cUlminates not in knowledge but in 'acknowledgment'" that 
fundamental existential doubts cannot be resolved (83). 

5Ernest Lockridge, in "F. Scott Fitzgerald's Trompe 
l'Oeil and The Great Gatsby's Buried Plot," for example, 
asserts that Nick is "untrustworthy (or unreliable)" (163) 
and claims that he is "Fitzgerald's simple and profound 
device for creating illusion ••• whose blindness is of a 
piece with his romanticism" (178). 

David O'Rourke, in "Nick Carraway as Narrator in The 
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Great Gatsbv," characterizes Nick as "not very intel
ligent" (57), with "at least a minor problem with honesty" 
(58) and a "mind [which] is not totally averse to a little 
sentimentality" (58), who "is particulary susceptible to 
alcohol" (58). He likens Nick to "Bartleby's employer: a 
good enough fellow, prudent, slightly obtuse but, 
nevertheless, willing to help if he can" (59). 

Even the perceptive Scott Donaldson, in "The Trouble 
with Nick," claims that for Nick, "[d]ecorum ranks ex
tremely high on his scale of values--certainly higher than 
honesty" (134), and that Nick's snobbery about appearances 
carries over into his assessment of moral superiority 
(131-135). 

6My references to The Glass Menagerie will be to the 
1945 reading edition of the play; for an insightful 
analysis of the effect of changes williams approved in the 
1944 acting edition, see Geoffrey Borny, "The Two Glass 
Menageries: Reading Edition and Acting Edition." Borny 
argues that Williams's intended unrealism is supported in 
the stage notes and in the reading edition's portrayal of 
Tom's role as narrator, which supplies the irony that 
effectively deflects the play's movement toward banality. 

See also Lester A. Beaurline, "The Glass Menagerie: 
From Story to Play," for a thorough chronology of 
Williams's revision of his short story "Portrait of a Girl 
in Glass," which Beaurline cites as williams's "original 
inspiration" for Laura's story (21). 

7At least one critic has commented on this narrative 
intent in relation to The Glass Menagerie. C.W.E. Bigsby 
writes that, "For williams, narrative itself is the origin 
of painful ironies. It implies causality, the unravelling 
of a time which can only be destructive of character and 
relationship. It is, in a sense, the guarantee of a final 
victory for death. Hence he and his characters try to stop 
time" (95). 

Although I have deliberately avoided in this study 
any such autobiographical association of author and nar
rator, Bigsby's analysis is useful for its causal connec
tion of irony, time and death, which supports my own 
analysis of narrative relations. 

8References will be to the 1891-92 version of 
Whitman's poem, the so-called death bed edition. Paren
thetical references to the text will cite section number. 

Although "Song of Myself" could be considered a more 
appropriate choice for my analysis of narrative relations
-it serves as something of a paradigm for the thematic 
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intent of Leayes of Grass as a whole and, in fact, would 
serve adequately in my analysis of Whitman's poetic 
narrator--I have chosen "Starting from Paumanok" because 
.of its more readily accessible linguistic markers. 
Whitman's narrator in this poem articulates more clearly 
his intention in the poem than does the more mystical 
narrator of "Song of Myself." 

9As Ann M. Cameron writes in "Whitman's starting from 
Paumanok": ""'Starting from Paumanok' is an introduction to 
Leaves Qf Grass, in many ways a table of contents to the 
major ideas developed throughout the work. In addition to 
introducing the themes and topics Whitman explores, it 
introduces the poetic voice that we hear through much of 
Leaves of Grass, and it introduces Whitman's poetic 
method" (86). I am indebted to her careful, albeit brief, 
structural explication of the poem. 

10see Paul Ricoeur's Time and Narrative, especially 
volume 3, for further discussion of the dual functions of 
language as what Ricoeur terms an "exchange" (III, 207). 

llFor treatments of this issue of membership in a 
family which do not lead to fusion of individual with 
communal identity, see, for example, Jake Barnes's repre
sentation of Robert Cohn's family in Ernest Hemingway's 
The Sun Also Rises, or the unnamed narrator's description 
of the Usher family heritage in Edgar Aillen Poe's "The 
Fall of the House of Usher." 

12walt Whitman's use of language has been the object 
of rich commentary, and his Quaker birthright has been 
offered as at least one paradigm of his philosphy and 
writings. I am particularly indebted to Tenney J. 
Nathanson's treatment of Whitman's use of language in You 
Who Peruse Me: Writing and the Voice in Walt Whitman and 
"Whitman's Tropes of Light and Flood: Language and Repre
sentation in the Early Editions of Leaves of Grass." 

Other critics who comment on Whitman's language 
include F.O.Matthiessen, for example, who suggests that 
Whitman's Quaker origins infuse his writing with an im
plicit lack of authority for texts, a legacy of this 
offshoot from the New England Puritan Antinomian con
troversy, with the spiritual inspiration for his poetry 
derived, according to Matthiessen, from the Quaker concept 
of "inner light" (539-560). 

Other critics concur with Charles Feidelson's asser
tion about Whitman's language that "meaning [is] an ac
tivity of words rather than an external significance 



attached to them" (20), whereby the poem is itself the 
action, not the completed act, itself a "realization" 
rather than a description of reality (18). 

304 

For the purposes of this study, I have adapted 
Nathanson's analysis of Whitman's voice in Leayes of Grass 
to my own tangential analysis of the narrator/poet; any 
lack of clarity results from my analysis and should not be 
ascribed to its source. 

13John Irwin, in American Hieroglyphics, notes that 
"[i]n the Whitmanian trope, 'song' signifies an ideal 
interpenetration in which form fuses with content, the 
spoken word with the object, the poet's self (the poem's 
subject) with the song, and the song with the world" (39). 

It is the design of this study to maintain the dis
tinction between the figure of the author--Walt Whitman, a 
historical figure who creates the poem and the 
narrator/poet of it--and the fictive figure of the poet-
the narrator of the poem who selects from the possible 
events of his life in order to create his narrative. The 
distinction, appropriately for this study's purpose, 
marginalizes the author's poetic intentionality by 
privileging the intent of the narrator/poet. 
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