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Abstract
NARRATIONS OF AMBIGUITY: CONTEMPORARY
CHALLENGES TO TRADITIONAL

NARRATIVE THEORY

Matthew Todd Womble, PhD

The University of Texas at Arlington, 2015

Supervising Professor: Jim Warren

This dissertation examines contemporary American novels and short stories
through the lens of narrative and rhetorical theory. While | begin by tracing Wayne
Booth’s contributions in The Rhetoric of Fiction and the multitude of responses and
challenges since made towards his book, | concurrently point out the persistent desire
among narrative theorists to develop a systematic approach, one that can be applied
consistently to all narratives. Recent narratologists have worked to show the variety of
ways that narrative texts defy these attempts at systematization; my dissertation is an
entry into this area of contemporary narratology. Each of my chapters focuses on a
specific narrative element or technigue—second person narration; the implied author;
reader-as-translator; and collective/missing narrators. Specifically, | argue that narratives
from authors such as Junot Diaz, Cormac McCarthy, Helena Maria Viramontes, and
Dave Eggers, among others, contain usages of these techniques that further complicate
attempts to encapsulate their potential textual potentialities, and that these narrative
choices entail specific implications for the larger thematic elements of the narratives.
Ultimately, this dissertation is structured in a way that brings together elements of

narrative theory, postmodern critical theory, and literary studies in general.
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Chapter 1
Introduction
Contemporary Challenges to Traditional Narratology

A fundamental impetus for many of the seminal texts in narrative theory and
narratology is an attempt to establish a succinct vocabulary and approach to
understanding narrative texts. In Narrative Discourse: An Essay in Method, Gerard
Genette refers to his study as “essentially a method of analysis” (23), while Jonathan
Culler's Foreword to the text praises Genette for “[filling] this need for a systematic theory
of narrative” (7). Mieke Bal similarly describes the focus of her Narratology: Introduction
to the Theory of Narrative as a systematic approach to narrative; Gerald Prince went as
far as putting together an explicit dictionary, titled bluntly A Dictionary of Narratology.
These three texts make transparent an instrumental force behind narratological inquiries:
explaining potentially- and unlimitedly-diverse narrative texts through a system of
knowledge based on distinct techniques, patterns, and paradigms of understanding.
However, the ever-increasing number of narrative texts seems to indicate an inherent
fallacy in these comprehensive and systematic approaches. More contemporary scholars
in narrative theory, such as those associated with the recent field known as unnatural
narratology, recognize this fallacy of a systematic approach to all narratives in large part
because authors continue to produce narratives that present direct challenges to these
systems. Scholars like as James Phelan, Brian Richardson, and Monika Fludernik,
among others, have posed questions that challenge narrative theory’s attempts to
“describe all narration—fictional and non-fictional, conversational and literary under the
umbrella of one unified theory.”

Contemporary challenges to traditional narrative theory are similar in many

ways—and owe much—to broader examples from the major movements in literary theory



over the past half-century. To a certain extent, the work of contemporary narratologists,
and their approaches to strange and challenging narrative texts, are exercises in
postmodern literary criticism in general. Questions concerning issues of antimimetic
narrative, narrator reliability/unreliability, distinctions between real author and implied
author, and paralepses and problematic narrative time—although not necessarily using
those terms—are approached and discussed in postmodern theoretical inquiries and are
not unique to contemporary narratology. At the same time, the work being done by
scholars like Phelan, Fludernik, and Richardson, among others, provides a framework
through which the narrative elements themselves are more than devices used by authors
to achieve grander theoretical goals. Contemporary narratologists allow for narrative texts
to be approached in ways that, while remaining completely aware of the relevance and
importance of surrounding theoretical approaches, hone in more specifically on the
various narrative elements of said texts; i.e. postmodern narrative theory provides terms
and strategies through which topics such as reliability, antimeticism, textual anomalies,
and postmodern narrative elements can be investigated and utilized in ways that add to
the ongoing theoretical conversations around said elements.

This study seeks to investigate the ways in which the questions and concerns of
contemporary narrative theory offer important and necessary additions to discussions of
contemporary narrative texts. Concurrently, my study will be a work in situating narrative
theory among various other theoretical approaches to narrative texts, specifically
approaches to the postmodern literature on which | will focus. | assert that current trends
in narrative theory pose questions in ways that allow for readings and interpretations of
narrative texts that are different from other postmodern approaches; | also propose to
articulate the ways in which postmodern fictional texts have something to offer beyond

the most common current theoretical approaches. Among others, widely read authors



such as Paul Auster, Helena Maria Viramontes, Bret Easton Ellis, Junot Diaz, Philip Roth,
and Cormac McCarthy have produced texts that beg further analysis in terms of the
narratological elements mentioned above. These analyses will enrich a number of literary
discussions: those surrounding the literature; those concerning narrative theory; and
those dealing with postmodern literary theory in general.
Critical Context

Significant for a number of reasons, Wayne Booth’s seminal 1961 text Rhetoric
of Fiction is responsible for a large portion of the work typically associated with narrative
theory and narratology. Discussions of narrative elements had been taking place long
before Booth’s text, and many elements of the book have since become somewhat
outdated. But the importance of The Rhetoric of Fiction in relations to narrative study is
undeniable. Booth’s text introduced many of the seminal points of analysis, discussion,
and disagreement that have formed the foundation of narratology. Through his
assertions, Booth paved a path of literary analysis simultaneously grounded in both
formalist and rhetorical approaches. The Rhetoric of Fiction jumpstarted a surge of critical
texts focused on narrative, quickly categorized under the labels of narrative theory and
narratology. Scholars such as Gerard Genette, Gerald Prince, and Mieke Bal, among
others, began to put forth various narrative-oriented theoretical investigations—many of
which are direct responses to Booth and to each other. In Narrative Discourse: An Essay
in Method (adapted from portions of Figures Ill and originally published in 1972), along
with his follow-up Narrative Discourse Revisited, Genette tackles Booth-inspired
guestions, such as those surrounding the Implied author. Genette further delineates his
study into questions of tense, mood, and voice, while also discussing narrative anomalies
such as anachronies, polymodality, and questions of focalization (a term he prefers over

“point of view” or “perspective”). Like Genette, Gerald Prince’s work functions on a



system-producing motivation. Narratology: The Form and Functioning of Narrative (1982)
is an extremely structuralized approach to narrative inquiry. Prince took this deliberate
and systematic approach one step further with A Dictionary of Narratology. Although
compiled in 1987, Prince’s Dictionary still contains many helpful summative definitions of
the central terms of the field. Along with these texts, a crucial 1979 conference in Tel Aviv
focused specifically on narrative and narrative theory.

Mieke Bal's Narratology: Introduction to the Theory of Narrative (1985) is, in large
part, a direct response to many of Genette’s arguments. Similar to Genette, Bal uses her
text to put forth her own system of analysis of narrative. Bal makes an important
clarification to her purpose, though, which has remained crucial in narratology: “The
theory presented here is an instrument for making descriptions, and hence
interpretations, discussable. That, not objectivity or certainty, ‘being right’ or ‘proving
wrong,’ is the point” (12). Bal is not proposing “right and wrong” ways to perceive texts;
instead, she insists that readers—and narratologists—should seek to understand the
structure of a narrative text. Understanding the narrative structure will, according to Bal,
allow for appropriate interpretations. Situating her analysis in the context of
deconstructionist theorists such as Bakhtin and Derrida and the postmodern tenets of
multiple meanings, individual perceptions, and so on, she asserts, “The point is not that
meaning can be pinpointed in any simple way. But it is only once we know how a text is
structured that the reader’s share—and responsibility—for acting within those constraints
can be clearly assessed” (13). In many ways Bal is a forerunner to the more
contemporary narratologists and their work with postmodern texts; this is perhaps in part
due to Bal's wide expertise and her important work in other areas of literary theory. Bal’s
work on narratology, along with that of Genette and Prince and others, propelled many of

the points of conversation introduced by Booth into fresh territories, while also raising



new questions in the context of scholarly attempts to read, analyze, and understand
narrative texts.

These texts, the Tel Aviv conference, and two separate special issues of Poetics
Today in 1981 and 1990 (focused on narrative) further widened and expanded the scope
and depth of narrative theory/narratology. Articles such as Jackson G. Barry’s
“Narratology’s Centrifugal Force: A Literary Perspective on the Extensions of Narrative
Theory” and Bal’s own “The Point of Narratology” (both published in the 1990 Poetics
Today issue) point out the boom of various interdisciplinary extensions of the field that
took place during this time. Along with the extremely diverse group of articles published in
the two Poetics Today special issues, a number of scholars continued to put together
book-length studies into narrative texts, such as James Phelan, Peter J. Rabinowitz,
David Herman, Seymour Chatman, and others. Phelan’s work, beginning with Reading
People, Reading Plots: Character, Progression, and the Interpretation of Narrative (1989)
and continuing unto his more recent Experiencing Fiction: Judgments, Progressions, and
the Rhetorical Theory of Narrative (2007), works fundamentally on a rhetorical definition
of narrative. Broadly speaking, Phelan’s work focuses on rhetorical elements of narrative:
how texts speak to specific audiences; how audiences interpret and “judge” stories and
characters based on various factors; and questions of characters, narrators, and readers
in ethical (and rhetorical) ways. Rabinowitz, who along with Phelan and Herman has
edited and compiled many important collections of articles and approaches to narrative
theory, focuses more on the readerly side of narrative theory. In Before Reading:
Narrative Conventions and the Politics of Interpretation (1987), Rabinowitz argues that
much of the work done in terms of readerly interpretations of narrative texts actually takes
place before the reading even begins. This work intersects with much of the work done in

reader response theoretical approaches, such as Wolfgang Iser’'s The Implied Reader:



Patterns of Communication in Prose Fiction, which is a helpful study into the role the
reader plays in the process of meaning construction in narrative texts. Seymour
Chatman’s Coming to Terms: The Rhetoric of Narrative in Fiction and Film (1990) is
similar in ways to Prince’s Dictionary of Narratology in that it is concerned with defining
and exploring key terms used in narratology, although Chatman’s definitions are more
complicated and derive from the decades of narratological debate surrounding the terms
he chooses to define.

The various articles and books produced in the field of narratology from the time
following the Tel Aviv conference in 1979 up until the present day, as evidenced by the
tittes previously mentioned, have continued to seek to answer many of the same seminal
guestions surrounding issues of author and reader, narrator and narratee, narrative
reliability and unreliability, narrative time vs. real time, and others that were posed by
Booth and complicated by scholars like Genette, Prince, and Bal. These studies—and the
primary narrative texts with which they have been concerned—have also continuously
come to fruition alongside the various advances in other theoretical fields. Thus, a
number of narrative studies have sought to bridge gaps between narratology and areas
such as deconstruction or postmodernity. Texts such as Andrew Gibson’s Towards a
Postmodern Theory of Narrative (1996), Michael Kearns’s Rhetorical Narratology (1999),
Richard Walsh’s The Rhetoric of Fictionality: Narrative Theory and the Idea of Fiction
(2007), among others, function on an attempt to bridge the gaps between narrative theory
and other theoretical schools, while also recognizing narrative theory’s—and its bias
towards systematic approaches to narrative—inability to develop an approach that fully
and comprehensively explains all narrative texts. Mark Currie, in the introduction to his
book Postmodern Narrative Theory (1998), discusses the paradoxical nature of

postmodern narratology. After quickly providing a historiography of the trajectory



narratology has taken over the past half-century, Currie then proposes what he sees as
the necessary focus narratology must take, which he sees as paradoxical in the sense
that it necessarily resolves in a place between the classicism of traditional narratology
and the tenets of postmodern critical theory. He says, “What is required in the new model
is an ability to describe the heterogeneity of contemporary narratology, its diverse
applications and political uses, its respect for the particularity of narratives, while at the
same time summarizing this diversity and assembling a more general collection of
principles and techniques” (13).

The recognition of this paradoxical existence is a trademark of a recent trend in
the field, unnatural narratology, and is further described in Brian Richardson’s essay
“What Is Unnatural Narrative Theory?” Richardson is writing over a decade after Currie
(the term “unnatural narratology” was not around when Currie published Postmodern
Narrative Theory), but they both pick up on this paradoxical place of narratology.
Towards the end of his essay Richardson creates a gap in theory in which unnatural
narratology can exist. He writes, “Antimimetic elements continually remind us of the dual
nature of narrative fiction, all of which is, in varying degrees, both mimetic and artificial at
the same time” (38). Currie and Richardson both seem to be talking about contemporary
narratology’s necessity to somehow offer a systematic way to critique systematic
approaches to narrative. This paradox speaks to the fundamental manner of
narratology—systematically approaching narrative—and the challenges of postmodern
theory—deconstructing any sort of systematic, comprehensive approach to something as
diverse as narrative. This seemingly self-conflicting goal of systematically thwarting
systematization is an important aspect of unnatural narratology.

Unnatural narratology points out the fallacy of traditional narratology’s impetus

towards systematic approaches to all narratives. This is not to say that narratology and its



approaches are inappropriate for all narratives; instead, unnatural narratology takes issue
with narratology’s insistence on being able to approach the wide expanse of available
texts in any sort of comprehensive way. The Narrative Research Lab at Aarhus University
in Denmark facilitates a website devoted to unnatural narratology, providing helpful
clarifying explanations of the project. According to the site:
If we analyze all narratives according to the same model, however, we
miss something in them. It is an important task for narrative theory to
develop models that account for the specific properties of storyworlds, of
experientiality, and of representations and narratives that resist
description and understanding based on linguistic understandings of
natural, oral communication.
In the introduction to their collection entitled Unnatural Narratives — Unnatural Narratology
(2011), Jan Alber and Rudiger Heinze propose three separate definitions of “unnatural” in
relation to narratology, each of which comes from specific scholars use of the term within
the field. While there are variations within the field, the fundamental impetus is the same:
“Unnatural narratologists also point out that narrative theory has had a mimetic bias ever
since the times of Aristotle and the unities of time, place, and action. And this real-world
orientation has lead to the marginalization of the unnatural” (5).

In order to thwart this “marginalization of the unnatural” in narrative theory, recent
scholars have produced studies that interrogate the ways in which narrative texts,
classical and contemporary, exemplify the ability of narrative to thwart this mimetic bias.
The use of the term “unnatural” is actually in response to Monika Fludernik’s use of
“natural” in Towards a ‘Natural’ Narratology (1996). Fludernik explains and contextualizes
her use of the term “natural” in her essay “How Natural Is ‘Unnatural Narratology’; or,
What Is Unnatural about Unnatural Narratology?” (2012), while also pointing out some
key differences between her approach and that adopted by unnatural narratologists.

Fludernik’s 1996 text has undoubtedly played a key role in creating a defining point of

discussion for unnatural narratology. Alber and Heinze talk about Fludernik’s use of the



term “narrativisation” in a similar way to Jonathan Culler’s term “naturalization.” Culler
argues in Structuralist Poetics that readers, in order to understand inexplicable elements
of texts, turn to previous reading experiences and familiar narrative patterns; Fludernik
extends this to narrative: “narrativization” is “a reading strategy that naturalizes texts by
recourse to narrative schemata” (qtd. In Alber, 10) and involves readers using previous
reading experiences to understand “unnatural” narrative elements. Unnatural narratology
builds off of this distinction between natural/unnatural narratives.

Along with the 2011 collection edited by Alber and Heinze, a number of articles
and books have been published in the past decade. As one of the leading voices in
contemporary narratology, Brian Richardson—in his Unnatural Voices: Extreme Narration
in Modern and Contemporary Fiction (2006)—focuses on “the impressive range of
unusual postmodern and other avant garde strategies of narration” (ix), and this text is
mentioned and referenced a number of times in many of the articles in the 2011
collection. Strange Voices in Narrative Fiction (2011), a collection of essays covering
topics such as second-person narration and narrative voices, is another important title in
the field of unnatural narratology. Finally, the Aarhus website also contains a “Dictionary
of Unnatural Narratology” (a clearly differentiating reference to Prince’s Dictionary of
Narratology), which defines seminal terms of unnatural narratology such as anti-narrative,
metalepsis, and redundant telling.

In reference to Richardson’s essay and Currie’s book, contemporary narratology
finds itself in a contextual existence in which it must balance between the traditions of
narrative theory and the hugely influential and important theoretical progressions of other
theoretical fields. It is through a search for this balance that contemporary narratologists
are able to find a place in which both fields—narrative and postmodern theory—are able

to be utilized in a way that allows texts to be read and interpreted through a narrative-



oriented lens. Richardson writes, “Realism tries to hide its artifice as it strives for the
verisimilar; postmodernism downplays its realism and flaunts its own, original forms of
fabrication” (38). Richardson sets these two—realism and postmodernism—in opposing
positions, with unnatural narrative theory providing the framework through which a
productive middle ground can be found: “Unnatural techniques are pervasive in
postmodern and many avant-garde texts. If we are to comprehend the most fascinating,
creative, and challenging literature of our time, we need to employ the framework
provided by unnatural narrative theory” (38-39). The key here is that unnatural narratives
are not wholly “unnatural” or fabricated; Richardson asserts that realism still plays a part.
Sure, many elements of these texts are strictly postmodern: intertextuality, authorly
playfulness, metafiction, and fragmentation are elements of the narrative elements
employed in these texts. But with a narratological perspective, these are narrative
techniques first and foremost. In other words, these postmodern motifs are cast in a new
light when discussed in the context of narrative conventions such as Author/Implied
Author/Narrator; real time vs. narrative time; or narrative levels of diegesis.

Along with providing helpful descriptions of unnatural narratology, Richardson is
also responsible for one of the key critical works to date that has begun the work of
creating a critical space for the merger of narrative and postmodern theory. His Unnatural
Voices looks at a wide array of contemporary narrative texts specifically in the context of
postmodern critical approaches and traditional narratological methods of analysis. In his
preface Richardson describes the fissure between postmodernism and narrative theory:
“Though postmodernism is certainly the most important and successful literary movement
of the last half century, it is one that has most often proven resistant to traditional
narrative theory” (ix). Unnatural Voices is Richardson’s attempt to resolve this resistance

and to fill what he sees as an important gap in the theory. His focus is on narrative
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voices; specifically, “One of the most significant aspects of late modernist, avant garde,
and postmodern narrative—the creation, fragmentation, and reconstitution of narrative
voices” (ix). He is concerned with the “actual practices of significant authors” in order to
avoid an attempt to add to a formalized, systematic categorization of texts (since,
according to Richardson, this type of categorization is exactly what these texts are
thwarting). An example from the book is Chapter Seven: “Implied Authors, Historical
Authors, and the Transparent Narrator: Toward a New Model of the Narrative
Transaction,” in which Richardson gives his attention to the often-debated topic of the
implied author using texts such as Candide and Lolita; this chapter figures prominently in
my own Chapter Three, which looks at autofiction and the implied author.

This is just a sampling of the considerable work done in the field of narrative
theory over the past half-century. Although rather stark divisions exist within the field
related to theoretical frameworks or epistemological differences, at the heart of the field is
a direct attention to the narrative elements of texts. Rather than referring to elements
such as narrator, or narrative audience, or diegetic levels in terms of being a means-to-
an-end for larger theoretical purposes, these narratologists approach such elements with
a fundamental acknowledgement of the crucial nature they play in the overall meaning of
texts—a role that takes shape on the page, and one that deserves more critical attention
than other paradigms afford.

Methods and Chapters

| seek to continue along the current trajectory of narratology in the context of
contemporary American narratives that have important contributions to make to the
discussion—contributions that, to this point, have not been discussed extensively. This
study uses the following research questions to guide my analyses. First, | hope to offer

my own answer the underlying question at the heart of recent trends in narratology: is a
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systematic approach to narrative possible/plausible? By looking at various texts from a
number of areas of American literature, | will contend that authors are producing texts
that continue to problematize narrative theory’s attempts to be “systematic” in its
approach. In what ways does postmodern narrative theory mirror other threads of
postmodern literary theory? Through my close readings and analyses of these narrative
texts, | will undoubtedly be incorporating and borrowing from other analyses that do not
adopt a narratological approach. As | do this, | hope to understand the ways in which
narrative theory has and can benefit from—and also provide benefit to—these other
strands of critical inquiry. Finally, how do these postmodern narratives complicate
fundamental narratological issues such as the implied author, second-person narration,
and the readerly participation in meaning construction? At the heart of this inquiry is an
attempt to reveal the ways in which these unique narrative texts continue to broaden and
complicate the various discussions and debates at the heart of narrative theory for the
past three or four decades.

My own entry into the field of contemporary narrative theory relies heavily on the
large amount of work already done in classical narratology, as well as the various critical
approaches already applied to these primary texts. While | focus on approaching
contemporary American narratives in the context of recent progressions in the field, each
chapter is purposefully structured around an engagement with previous scholars and
their takes on whatever aspect of narrative theory | focus on in that individual chapter;
accordingly, this involves continuous reference to and reliance on the seminal work that
set the stage for more recent contributions to the field. With this in mind, my own
approach is situated in the context of those set forth by Genette, Prince, Bal, and others;
in particular, many of the following chapters build off of a central response to Booth’s

seminal text, The Rhetoric of Fiction. Booth’s study is the impetus for a large amount of
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narrative inquiry, and while some of my own arguments stray from Booth’s assertions, all
of them in some way owe their beginnings to my own reading of Booth’s text. While
building off of the key points of discussion and analysis set forth by these scholars, | will
also use their work to introduce specific points of contention within the field, which | will
then bring directly into my own narratological critique of recent texts.

At the fundamental level, | borrow from both Gerald Prince and James Phelan in
my definition of narrative texts. Prince’s definition is quite simple: “Narrative is the
representation of at least two real or fictive events or situations in a time sequence,
neither of which presupposes or entails the other” (Narratology, 4). | choose to go with
Prince’s definition as opposed to that of Bal or even Booth because of its clarity but also
its broad interpretation, thus allowing me to incorporate non-traditional texts in my
analyses. Along with Prince’s definition, | will incorporate Phelan’s approach to narrative,
which is fundamentally rhetorical. Introduced in his 1996 book Narrative as Rhetoric,
Phelan uses the following definition of a narrative text throughout his many books and
articles: “Telling a particular story to a particular audience in a particular situation for,
presumably, a particular purpose” (4). The logistical clarity offered by Prince’s definition,
along with the helpful rhetorical tint of Phelan’s, provide a way in which | am able to look
at narrative texts, however variegated my grouping might be, in an at least somewhat
consistent manner—although a central point of my argument is the manner in which
contemporary narratives challenge notions of consistency. These definitive statements
about what constitutes a narrative will frame this study in two ways: 1) they set standards
through which | can approach my primary texts in a standardized way; and 2) they offer
definitions to which | can pose rather serious questions, and to which | can offer ways

that my primary texts thwart even these most basic of narrative criteria.
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With this context based in narratological fundamentals, this study offers analyses
of these novels and short stories by incorporating the various books and articles
published in the past two decades in the field of narrative theory. Many of these critical
approaches undertake similar investigations of texts from different genres or time
periods, which will provide models for my own study. | seek to continue the work done in
texts such as Andrew Gibson’s Towards a Postmodern Theory of Narrative, Mark
Currie’s Postmodern Narrative Theory, and Daniel Punday’s Narrative after
Deconstruction. These texts, along with a number of other articles and books, focus on
various points of discussion when looking at contemporary and postmodern narrative
texts. | add to the conversations around topics such as the implied author, second
personhood, translation studies, and the lack of a narrator through my unique choice of
narrative texts and also my synthetic approach to relevant postmodern and narrative
theory. Rather than focusing on individual authors specifically, this study instead focuses
on narrative elements (such as those mentioned previously) and then draws on a variety
of texts—primary and critical—in order to offer my own analysis on the specific element.
While certain texts provide fodder for commentary in multiple chapters, such as Philip
Roth’s Deception and Junot Diaz’s This is How You Lose Her, | attempt to cover a wide
variety of American literature from authors with distinctly different biographical and literary
backgrounds.

In summation, this project works work off a method based on the fundamentals of
narrative theory, its seminal definitions and clarifications, and the points of contention
from which contemporary movements in the field have risen. | offer assertions about
these contentious points based on various theoretical approaches and close readings of
a wide array of contemporary American narratives that offer direct challenges to

traditional narratology. My choice of strictly American texts is, first and foremost, an
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attempt to focus my study on a manageable group of texts. These narratological
challenges are by no means limited to American narrative texts, but focusing on this
specific group will offer me a realistic scope for my study. Along with this practical reason,
| also limit myself to specifically American texts in an effort to show how American
authors enact certain narratological techniques and challenges in order to further
accentuate various thematic concerns—concerns commonly recognized as prevalent
within American literature. For example: although it is by no means the only field of
literature that concerns itself with the individual experience of immigrants, American
literature undoubtedly possesses a strong corpus of texts that enact commentary on the
American immigrant experience. In my reading, | argue Junot Diaz’s depiction of the
immigrant experience—specifically that of a 21% century Dominican American—is
foregrounded by Diaz’s unique employment of second person narration and radical code-
switching in his novel and two short story collections. Furthermore, my choice of authors
and primary texts is based off the fact that many of the names | investigate are widely
considered to be the seminal names in contemporary American literature; yet, from my
perspective, these major names and texts, to this point, have yet to receive due
narratological attention. Thus, my choice of texts will provide an opportunity to offer fresh
perspectives on already-recognized important American texts.

As mentioned earlier, this study in large part focuses on narrative texts from well-
known authors. On the whole, the authors of the narrative texts | plan on investigating are
prolific and many of their works have received a large amount of critical attention,
including the texts | plan on using. For example, Paul Auster, Bret Easton Ellis, and Philip
Roth (the foci of Chapter Three) are some of the more influential American authors of the

past three decades, garnering significant critical attention from a humber of different
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theoretical perspectives. Much of the work done by these authors is seen as
quintessentially postmodern. Auster's New York Trilogy has been classified as being
emblematic of postmodern anti-detective fiction. Auster’s work is also commonly studied
for its use of metafiction and sometimes frustratingly over-the-top postmodern playfulness
with the reader. Ellis’s novels have also garnered attention for their postmodernity,
utilizing some of the same techniques as Auster. Ellis is often mentioned for his
depictions of affluent America and yuppie culture in novels such as Less than Zero and
American Psycho. Like Auster and Ellis, many of Roth’s novels also employ technique of
metafiction and author playfulness in books as diverse as Portnoy’s Complaint,
Deception, and The Plot Against America. These postmodern interpretations function
heavily in a large portion of the critical studies that focus on these authors. There are
articles that discuss narrative elements of these texts, such as Steven E. Alford’s “Mirrors
of Madness: Paul Auster's The New York Trilogy,” Timothy Baker’'s “The (Neuro)-
Aesthetics of Caricature: Representations of Reality in Bret Easton Ellis’ Lunar Park,” and
Henrik Skov Nielsen’s “Natural Authors, Unnatural Narration.”

Many of the other authors | investigate here have received similar scholarly
attention. McCarthy, Diaz, and Viramontes have written some of the most widely read
texts of the past few decades, and they have been addressed accordingly by literary
scholars. Still, most of the work done on these texts resides in fields removed from
narrative theory. This is not to say that narrative elements of the texts are ignored,
because they most certainly are not. Rather than ignored, the narrative elements these
authors employ are instead seen as a means to an end. For example, when Viramontes
chooses to intersperse large amounts of Spanish with standard English in her novel
Under the Feet of Jesus—Spanish that is both unmarked and untranslated—most critical

approaches to this literary code-switching focus on Viramontes’s purpose for doing so
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and the political impetus behind the technique. Critics also note the ways in which this
untranslated Spanish creates an “Other” experience for the monolingual, English-
speaking reading. These are crucial important issues worth investigating, and these
critical analyses hold significant weight when reading the novel. But there is also an
important discussion to be had about the narratological implications of this linguistic
code-switching; more specifically, how are readers supposed to confront this untranslated
Spanish? Are they supposed to translate the passage with a dictionary or translation
tool? Or is non-translation the key? If so, how do readings between bilingual and
monolingual readers differ? Whenever narratological elements are discussed in relation
to texts such as Under the Feet of Jesus, they are usually done so as side notes to larger
concerns. For example, while discussing a text such as McCarthy’s Blood Meridian and
the mythic, almost Biblical qualities of the novel, a scholar might mention briefly a certain
narrative trait that lends to this textual quality. Again, scholars have recognized and
shown certain attention to narrative concerns with these authors. But, to a large degree,
the rather important contributions these authors and their texts can make to narratological
study—and the contributions narrative theory can make to the study of these authors—
have yet to be fully addressed.

As far as some of the narrative topics | discuss, a number of scholars have
already completed very helpful studies. For example, Jarmila Mildorf’s article “Second-
Person Narration in Literary and Conversational Storytelling” and Matt DelConte’s “Why
You Can’t Speak: Second-Person Narration, Voice, and a New Model for Understanding
Narrative” look specifically at second-person narration, its intricacies and subversions,
and what it has to say to traditional approaches to narrative theory. Along with these
articles, Richardson has a chapter on the subject in Unnatural Voices, and other scholars

have also covered second-person narration. Many scholars have done some of the
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interdisciplinary work done in this current study. Thus, my project is not intended to
create a new method of narrative analysis, nor is it focused on deconstructing an old
method. Scholars like Phelan, Fludernik, and Richardson have done the work of
diagnosing the problematic nature of systematic approaches and of the mimetic, “natural”
biases of narratology. Instead, | utilize this focus in my own investigations of narrative
texts that beg further narratological attention—and that also specifically shine new light
on some of the more commonly discussed elements of narrative theory. This study is
unique in the texts it investigates and the way in which | use these texts to broaden
discussions of said texts through a critical orientation based on narrative. This orientation
allows for ways to approach the postmodern and antimimetic elements of these texts that
have not been used in the large corpus of scholarship already done. Not only does this
add to our understandings of these diverse contemporary texts, but it also adds to the
current work being done to merge the poststructuralist work of literary theory with that of
narrative theory. | seek to join the long-standing narrative conversations surrounding the
various topics mentioned above by applying a contemporary, postmodern, and unnatural
narratological approach to recent American texts that can further exemplify the
variegated types of experiences afforded readers by narratives.

My second chapter, “You and Junot Diaz: Further Complications of Second
Person Narration,” focuses on the topic of second personhood, or—to use Bruce
Morrissette’s terminology—the narrative “you.” Although the topic is all but ignored by
most classical narratologists (Booth only affords a few sentences of a footnote to second
personhood), the continuing usage of “you” in narrative texts has garnered quite
extensive critical approaches to the topic, from within and without narrative theory. As
with so many other narrative techniques, many of these critical attempts to discuss

second person narration/narrative are geared towards systematizing the manner in which
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“you” functions. Morrissette’s seminal article on the topic, “Narrative “You’ in
Contemporary Literature” (1965), sees “you” as a tool of direct address and call to the
individual reader. This view of the function of “you” has remained fundamental, and it
undoubtedly correlates with many authorly usages of the second person pronoun. But
more recent scholars, such as Fludernik and Richardson, have pointed out the variegated
ways in which “you” can and does function within narrative texts. In my chapter, | agree
with scholars like this in their assertions that second person narration is, at its heart, a
technique of ambiguity and purposeful defamiliarization, but | further contend that there
are usages of “you” that go beyond even the more-inclusive analyses of scholars like
Fludernik and Richardson. Specifically, | look closely at selected stories from Junot Diaz’s
two collections, Drown (1996) and This is How You Lose Her (2012), as examples of the
narrative “you” that do not easily fit into these previous approaches. | look at the multiple
ways in which Diaz uses “you” in these stories, and | ultimately argue that these
variegated “yous” create a narrative situation in which many readers are unsure of
exactly who “you” is referring to. Diaz’s use of second person narration has various
rhetorical and narratological implications, which | discuss in the chapter; furthermore, |
contend that this narrative element of his stories is a central tool in Diaz’s thematic
concerns, such as the Dominican-American experience in contemporary American
society.

The focus of the third chapter is on one of the most widely covered and debated
topics in narrative theory: the implied author. In my chapter, “Roth is Roth as Roth:
Autofiction and the Implied Author,” | seek to advance the conversation of the implied
author—a conversation with years and years of ups, downs, and mixed stances—through
my reading of texts that incorporate autofiction (I borrow Serge Doubrovsky’s terminology

here); i.e. texts with characters and narrators that share names—as well as biographical
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elements—uwith the real author. For example, in Bret Easton Ellis’s Lunar Park, the main
protagonist and narrator is a successful writer named Bret Easton Ellis (two elements that
are identical to the real author). The chapter begins with a close look at Booth’s
introduction of the term “implied author” in The Rhetoric of Fiction. From here, | go
through a rather detailed look at the various responses and reactions to Booth’s term,
ranging from acceptance to all-out rejection. | eventually arrive at a contemporary middle
ground amongst these more polarized views, setting the stage for my own entry into the
discussion. Using these various scholarly approaches as a foundation, | then offer an
analysis of the implied author in the context of specific autofictive narrative texts. Looking
at three unique novels from Ellis, Philip Roth, and Paul Auster, | argue that the
autofictional techniques employed in these texts create complex questions for readers;
furthermore, they raise even more complicated challenges for those attempting to
consider analyses based on fundamental narrative distinctions. The implied author relies
upon distinguishing between narrative agents like Real Author, Implied Author, and
Narrator. While the narrative situations of many texts lend themselves to such
distinctions, | contend that these autofictive narratives overtly muddy these already-blurry
lines between author (Real and Implied) and narrator through their blatant mixing of
identities. These narrative convolutions enhance many of the postmodern thematic
elements of the texts—the elements most commonly discussed regarding the novels—
but | assert that they also provide fresh ground upon which to discuss the concept of the
implied author. This chapter attempts to add to the recent approaches to the topic by
analyzing this specific example of how the implied author continues to remain a complex
narrative element; at the same time, it argues that a continued usage of the term within
narrative approaches to texts affords interesting and important analyses of narrative—

analyses that would otherwise be much more difficult to navigate.
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From my discussion of a seminal point of narrative theory—the implied author—I
move on to a topic that, to this point, has received little attention in the field: translation
studies. In Chapter Four, “Non-Translation, Code-Switching, and the Reader-as-
Translator,” | attempt to create a bridge between the fields of translation studies, bilingual
studies, and narrative theory through analyses of texts that involve code-switching (a
topic commonly approached in linguistics) and non-translation. My fundamental point of
argument in this chapter revolves around my analysis of how texts from authors such as
Helena Maria Viramontes, Cormac McCarthy, and Junot Diaz—and their use of
untranslated, unmarked Spanish—create a situation in which the reader, in many ways,
assumes the role of translator. The act of translation is an act of power, as | show
through detailed looks at some rather politically- and theoretically-geared texts in
translation studies. These texts exemplify the manner in which translation inherently
involves an exchange of capital; the nature of this exchange ultimately depends upon
many factors, including the motivations of the translator and the nature of the eventual
translation in relation to the source material. Within this translation studies context, |
specifically look at the narrative situations mentioned above—in which the reader is faced
with decisions to make in terms of the untranslated material before them—and how these
situations create a literary space in which these larger theoretical concerns (capital, the
exchange of power, and so on) come to light. And from a narratological perspective, this
position of reader-as-translator produces a unique relationship between the reader and
the narrative. Certain translation scholars hint towards the work of translators as being
similar to that of narrators; if this is the case, do these code-switching novels involve a
blending of roles between reader and narrator? If so, what implications does this blending
have on the narrative situation? This chapter combines elements of translation studies,

bilingual studies, and narrative theory to confront the nature in which these code-
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switching texts enact unique rhetorical and narratological reverberations on the traditional
experience of reading narratives.

From code-switching and translation | move on to an element discussed rather
substantially in narrative theory: complicated narrators. But my chapter hones in
specifically on two unique types of narrator presences—ones that as of yet have not

gained as much critical traction. “It could have been any of us’: Collective and Missing
Narrators” begins by looking at first-person plural narrators, also known as the “we”
narrator. This seemingly “impossible” type of narrator has been employed by a number of
authors in the past; | look specifically at Jeffrey Eugenides’s The Virgin Suicides and
Joshua Ferris’s Then We Came to the End, and | posit that these “we” narrators are
particularly challenging for readers. Along with raising questions about narrator culpability
and individual identity, these first-person plural narrations simultaneously enact a sense
of inclusion and exclusion for readers due to the consistently varying nature of the “we”
presence. The second part of the chapter looks at implicit and missing narrators in Roth’s
Deception and Dave Eggers’s Your Fathers, Where are They? And the Prophets, Do
They Live Forever, two texts that essentially contain no narration at all. Roth’s text
contains only about a paragraph worth of exposition, while Eggers’s is completely devoid.
These dialogue-centric novels challenge traditional definitions of what a narrative is, and |
address questions about what role a narrator plays in a narrative and also elements of
Booth’s seminal explication of “telling vs. showing.” Overall, this chapter argues that
these two complex types of narrators present further challenges to our conceptions about
how stories are told, how readers confront them, and the nature in which the
narratological elements of a story directly impact the ways that story is perceived and

interpreted.
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In my conclusion | address two important constraints of this study: 1) The narrow
scope of my primary texts; and 2) The essentially small portion of narratological
subversions | address in comparison to the large amount that exist in contemporary
fiction. Accordingly, | spend time presenting various examples of other texts that employ
similar narrative techniques and challenges; the texts | mention cover a wide span, both
geographical and historical. After giving nods to texts outside of my particular scope, |
then take a step back from my specific analyses and offer my own remarks about the
nature in which narrative theory has, does, and will continue to offer important critical
frames through which we can find cultural, critical, and theoretical meaning in fictional
texts. | situate these remarks in relation to similar assessments made by scholars like
Currie, Gibson, and Punday, and | ultimately conclude with an affirmation of the
continued work that needs to be done to create synthetic theoretical approaches to
texts—approaches that correlate with the layered, complex narratives that authors
continue to produce.

Conclusion

It is in this context of recent trends in narrative theory, including unnatural
narratololgy, where | attempt to add my own take on the ways in which contemporary
narratives employ traditional narrative techniques in non-traditional ways, and vice versa,
and the ways in which the non-traditional elements have prominent rhetorical and
epistemological implications for readers of said texts. In a similar move to Richardson’s
structure in Unnatural Voices, | too dedicate each of my chapters to a specific element of
narrative theory: | begin by tracing contextual backgrounds of narratological debates
surrounding the technique or element, and | then move on to specific analyses of the
ways in which contemporary texts employ these techniques in ways that defy and

challenge these previously-held notions. While my study is oriented around Prince’s
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definition of a narrative—a definition based on telling, events, and a time sequence—and
Phelan’s (via Booth) rhetorical approach, it will also use these definitions as catalysts for
some of the direct challenges these contemporary fictional texts pose to traditional ways
of thinking about narratives. This inquiry speaks towards narrative theory as a grouping of
tools to be used by readers and scholars to help them in attempts to access parts of
particular narratives. Rather than seeing the job of narratology as developing a succinct,
unitary system through which all narratives can and should be interpreted, my own
approach seeks to build upon a view based on practical applicability; in other words,
authors enact certain narrative techniques for certain purposes, and narrative theory
provides ways through which readers can both recognize the usage of these techniques,
and also analyze the ways in which said techniques enact thematic and rhetorical

implications within and without the texts.
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Chapter 2
You and Junot Diaz: Further Complications of Second-Person Narration
“She was not at all sure to whom the second person pronoun meant to refer” (218).
- Zadie Smith, NW
On the second page of his 1971 novel Child of God, Cormac McCarthy

introduces us to the text’s protagonist for the first time. After beginning with a
quintessential McCarthyesque description of a caravan of cars and people pulling up to a
clearing outside of “an aged clapboard house” (3), McCarthy writes, “To watch these
things issuing from the otherwise mute pastoral morning is a man at the barn door. He is
small, unclean, unshaven. He moves in the dry chaff among the dust and slats of sunlight
with a constrained truculence. Saxon and Celtic bloods. A child of God much like yourself
perhaps” (4). At this point—less than two pages in—the reader is most likely unaware of
the rather horrendous and grotesque scenes that are to come in the novel. She does not
know who this small and unshaven man is, or where he is from, or what he is capable of.
Instead, she simply knows that she (the reader) and this unnamed man are potentially
similar; as McCarthy puts it, “a child of God much like yourself perhaps.” This use of the
second-person is unique for McCarthy; it is not a technique that he uses often in his
writing, and this instance in Child of God is particularly telling. What does McCarthy mean
by “child of God”? In the context of mid-20th century Appalachia, the phrase is related to
describing people with mental handicaps, or “simpletons.” At the same time, the phrase
has undeniable religious meaning, linking the reader and the character through their
similar status as children of their creator. Who exactly is the “you” to whom the narrator is
referring? Presumably it is the reader; does this mean that the reader is supposed to feel
fraternity with this “man at the barn door”? In what ways are they similar? How are they

“like” each other? Or is “you” a reference to someone else, perhaps the narrator himself?
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The trajectory of narratological attention to second-personhood in narrative texts
ranges from neglect and marginalization to book-length critical approaches. Although
most classical narratologists, such as Booth, Prince, and Genette, all but ignored second-
person narration, analyses and theoretical approaches to the topic have continuously
increased, resulting in a rather large amount of criticism on the many facets of second-
person narration. Still, considering the significant attention shown to it, second-person
narration—Ilike many other narrative techniques and elements—has ultimately resisted
clear, all-encompassing, and systematic theoretical approaches. While scholars have
pointed out a number of recurring patterns in the use of second-person, the ultimately
infinite supply of narrative texts continues to utilize the narrative “you” in ways that resist,
challenge, and problematize these traditional methods. In particular, contemporary
American novelist and short story writer Junot Diaz implements the narrative “you” in a
variety of ways in his texts. While certain elements of Diaz’s usage fit nicely into previous
theoretical approaches to second-person narration, others quite clearly do not. Diaz’s
variegated usage of narrative “you” provides fodder for further inquiry into second-person
narration as well as thematic elements of Diaz’s stories. In this chapter, through a look at
a wide array of critical approaches to second-person narration—which I'll from here on
refer to as SPN—and a focused look at Diaz and other American writers, | argue that
SPN, much like the concept of the implied author (the focus of Chapter Three), offers
important revisions to readings of these narrative texts. Specifically, | propose a wider
assessment of potential types of SPN to include usages like those of Diaz; further, |
contend that SPN is a useful tool for all readers of these narrative texts, not just
narratologists: the narrative “you” provides further opportunities for readerly

interpretations of narrative meaning.
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Narratology and Second-Personhood

Several contemporary theorists have noted the lack of attention shown to SPN
and the narrative “you” by traditional narratology; even Bruce Morrissette, in his 1965
seminal—though now itself outdated—article, “Narrative ‘You’ in Contemporary
Literature,” makes note of this lack of attention: “So far as | have been able to determine,
few if any analysts of fiction have seriously considered the second-person narrative form”
(6). While | am by no means original in my recognition of this systematic ignorance of the
topic, a brief overview is nevertheless appropriate, especially considering my eventual
goal of reconfiguring the narratological approach to SPN.

A quick survey of three seminal figures in classical narratology—and their
hesitance to give any serious attention to SPN—uwill suffice in showing this systematic
overlooking. In The Rhetoric of Fiction, Booth affords no in-text space on the topic. As
Morrissette points out, Booth’s only attention to SPN comes in a footnote. In Chapter Six,
“Types of Narration,” Booth is not hesitant to assert his distaste with the “overworked”
attention afforded to “person” in the study of narrative. According to Booth, the variations
between first- and third-person “will tell us nothing of importance . . . We can hardly
expect to find useful criteria in a distinction that throws all fiction into two, or at most
three, heaps” (150). These “heaps” are distinctions between first-, third-, and the most
useless of all: second-person. Rather than spend time in his primary text, Booth chooses
to address SPN in a footnote:

Efforts to use the second person have never been very successful, but it
is astonishing how little real difference even this choice makes. When |
am told, at the beginning of a book, “You have put your left foot. . . . You
slide through the narrow opening. . . . Your eyes are only half open . ...”
the radical unnaturalness is, it is true, distracting for a time. But in
reading Michel Butor’'s La Modification (Paris 1957), from which this
opening comes, it is surprising how quickly one is absorbed into the

illusory ‘present’ of the story, identifying one’s vision with “vous” almost
as fully as with the “I” and “he” in other stories. (150)
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Considering the nature of the paragraph that includes this footnote, Booth’s tone is
seemingly one of exasperation that he has to even spend this minimal amount of time on
the topic of SPN. As mentioned before, Booth’s text is perhaps the most important work
in fundamental narrative theory, responsible for coining crucial narratological terms as
well as sparking theoretical conversations and debates that have continued for the past
five decades. Yet Booth only gives the slightest of nods to SPN, relegating the technique
to the most marginal of positions.

Gerald Prince and Gerard Genette show a similar type of attention to SPN. In
Narratology: The Form and Functioning of Narrative (1982), Prince addresses SPN early
within his chapter focused on narrating/narrator. He writes, “Another possibility—and a
relatively seldom exploited one in fiction—is the second-person narrative, where the
events narrated pertain to a second person” (14). Rather than just a footnote, Prince
does at least create an actual existence in his system of narrative inquiry, and he also
goes on to hint towards some of the more signature aspects of SPN: “The narrator may
be a character yet refer to himself as ‘you,” and in a work like La Modification it is
difficult—initially, at least—to tell whether the ‘you’ who is the protagonist designates a
narrator-character or not” (15). Still, this is all Prince has to say on the subject, and he
makes sure to include the telling descriptor of “a relatively seldom exploited one in
fiction.” In his A Dictionary of Narratology, Prince defines second-person narrative briefly
as “a narrative the NARRATEE of which is the PROTAGONIST in the story s/he is told”
(84). Genette ignores the subject completely in Narrative Discourse (1972), but he does
cover it briefly in Narrative Discourse Revisited (1983). Like Prince, Genette does afford a
place for second-person narratives, albeit a rather small one. In his chapter on “The
Narratee,” Genette describes “second-person narrating” as being common in legal and

scholarly narratives, as well as certain literary works like Butor’s (133). For Genette, “The
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term ‘second-person narrating’ seems to fully define the situation,” which he sees as a
“rare but simple case” (133). Genette goes on to spend a paragraph using the “simple
case” as further proof of some of his previous statements about heterodiegetic narrating.
Like Booth, Prince and Genette explicitly relegate SPN to rather small corners of
narrative study, quickly summing up its potential use with a sentence or two.

Critical overlooking of SPN does not only appear in these traditional works of
narrative theory, nor does it only happen in dated works. Many contemporary large-scale
approaches to narrative still promulgate a marginal, if not non-existent, place for SPN in
the scheme of narrative techniques. A quick example: Jonathan Culler’s Literary Theory:
A Brief Insight (2009). This text is part of the “Brief Insight Series,” published by Sterling
Publishing. Similar to a number of similar series, the “Brief Insight Series” is comprised of
books on a wide range of topics in history, theory, science, and religion, written by major
names in the field; basically, Sterling found major scholars in various fields to put
together brief, easy-to-read—yet still quite detailed and theoretical—“insights” and
overviews into specific topics. For literary theory, the experienced and extremely
knowledgeable Culler got the nod. One of Culler’s chapters is titled “Narrative”; within this
chapter, Culler walks through the basic fundamentals of narratology. At one point he
looks at “Presentation” as one of the sub-genres of narratology, answering the questions
such as “Who speaks?” In his answer to who speaks, Culler walks through two options:
first-person narration and third-person narration. First-person narrators “may be
protagonists of the story they tell; they may be participants . . . or they may be observers
of the story” (118). He then moves immediately to the next question: “Who speaks to
whom?” In other words, Culler only presents two options: first- or third-person narrators;
there is no mention of second-person narration, not even in a footnote or an endnote.

Granted, the nature of this text is a basic overview of common narrative techniques; but
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the lack of attention or existence for SPN by Culler is another example of SPN’s
somewhat systematized existence in the marginalia of narrative study.

Opposed to these various examples of SPN being relegated to a secondary
existence in narratology, certain narrative theorists and scholars have made note of the
importance of SPN and the unique thematic and rhetorical effects created by the
technique. Perhaps the most important text in regards to focused study of SPN is the
previously mentioned article by Bruce Morrissette: “Narrative ‘You’ in Contemporary
Literature” (1965). Published in Contemporary Literature Studies, Morrissette’s article
introduces SPN to serious critical attention; he also introduces the term “narrative ‘you,”
still used by many scholars today—myself included. “Narrative ‘You’ in Contemporary
Literature” reveals itself to be in reaction to Michel Butor's novel La Modification,
published in 1957. According to Morrissette, Butor’s novel is “the best-known recent case
of excitement in readers and critics by a seemingly new narrative mode” (1). This “new
narrative mode” is the narrative “you”; in response to Butor’s novel, Morrissette sets out
to “analyse as closely as possible the structural, esthetic, and metaphysical significance
of the second-person technique” (2); according to Morrissette, “Narrative ‘you’ generates
a complex series of perspectives whose multiple angles deserve to be explored” (2).

Although certain aspects of Morrissette’s analysis have since been challenged
and are somewhat dated, his basic offerings remain helpful, even if only as points of
departure. Morrissette’s fundamental analysis of SPN is related to the narrative “you™s
implications to the reader. He spends the early portions of the essay contextualizing the
“yous” he is speaking of, eliminating instances such as imperatives and commands, the
lyrical “you,” as well as the oratory “you.” He then walks through various narrative
examples beyond Butor, including Faulkner in Absalom, Absalom!, Hemingway in For

Whom the Bell Tolls and A Farewell to Arms, and Robert Penn Warren in All the King’s

30



Men. In each case, Morrissette proposes specific rhetorical effects caused by the
narrative “you,” including a mixing of identities and personalities as in the case of
Faulkner, or an “esthetic function” in the case of Hemingway. Beyond these specific
effects, Morrissette’s global analysis of SPN deals with an increased interaction between
text and reader; in other words, for Morrissette, the narrative “you” has direct implications
for the individual reader. He offers multiple descriptions of this basic analysis throughout
the article: “The reader, therefore, is invited to share the experience by the momentary,
almost subliminal, use of ‘you’ (8-9). Later: “That narrative vous holds a strong
implication of judgment, of moral or didactic address, is a frequent theme of the critics”
(16). And, finally: “The second person constituted an immediate invitation to the reader . .
. The novel is constructed in this way so as to provoke a ‘prise de conscience’ in the
reader’ ... Implicated in the narration, the reader, summoned by vous, joins the
protagonist” (17). In these last two examples, Morrissette is referring to fellow critical
interpretations of Butor’s uses of vous (“you”) to further substantiate his analysis of SPN
and its implications on the reader and the act of reading.

This seminal approach to SPN is exemplified in the passage from McCarthy’s
Child of God mentioned above. To put it simply, McCarthy’s “you” is referring to the
person that happens to be reading the book. The rarity of the second-person in
McCarthy’s corpus of work lends credence to this assertion; when talking to a
generalized “you” or unnamed receiver, McCarthy most readily uses a vatic, open tone,
one in which the intended narratee seems almost to be a timeless, universal
manifestation of humanity. | discuss McCarthy’s use of this vatic tone in more detail in the
next chapter. This specific “you” address is rare for McCarthy, and | thus assert—along
with most scholars of Child of God—that he is directly addressing his readers, forcing

them to see Lester Ballard as a human being just as they seem themselves. This reading
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correlates closely with most approaches to McCarthy’s novel. Diane C. Luce writes,
“McCarthy’s deft manipulation of narrative stance in Child of God positions the reader to
recognize Lester as being much like himself or herself’ (185). Scholars such as Robert
Jarrett in Cormac McCarthy and Lydia R. Cooper in “McCarthy, Tennessee, and the
Southern Gothic,” among others, adopt almost identical stances on the subject; the “you”
is the reader, and McCarthy is directly calling for empathy and understanding on the part
of the reader and on behalf of Lester. This direct address to the reader to empathize with
Lester becomes more and more complicated as the narrative progresses, revealing the
horrendous actions of murder and necrophilia of which Lester is capable. For many
scholars, this call for readers to compare themselves to Lester—and perhaps even see
the Lester inside their own personas—is at the very heart of McCarthy’s central purpose
in Child of God. McCarthy’s text serves as an example of the rhetorical effects at the
heart of Morrissette’s analysis of the narrative “you”; but, as with most elements of
narrative, this is not the only option.

In his conclusion, Morrissette offers a prediction of the decades of criticism to
follow his 1965 essay. Speaking of second-person forms and the “you” mode: “Even if it
occurs only occasionally . . . or is used only as a framing device . . . it seems destined to
persist. Its very ambiguity, emphasized by the fact that critics are far from agreement as
to its true import, favors its retention” (21). Although Morrissette’s own view of SPN and
its potential usage and effects is quite limited, the rather wide range of scholarly
approaches to narrative “you” stand as substantiating evidence to Morrissette’s prediction
on the “retention” of SPN. Authors of narrative texts have continued to incorporate the
narrative “you” in a number of ways, and narrative theorists have similarly paid consistent
attention to the manner in which SPN has continued to evolve and transform. These texts

and critical approaches speak toward this “ambiguity” of SPN mentioned by Morissette;
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unpacking this “ambiguity” and its rhetorical and narratological effects is the focus of my
close readings in the latter half of this chapter.

A crucial landmark in scholarly approaches to SPN came in the special topics
issue of Style in 1994, including articles from Monika Fludernik, James Phelan, and Brian
Richardson, among others®. These articles, along with subsequent pieces from other
scholars, serve as fundamental starting points for post-Morrissette approaches to the
narrative “you.” In “Second-Person Narrative as a Test Case for Narratology: The Limits
of Realism,” Fludernik lays out some rather large-scale approaches to SPN; she maps
out varietal usages of second-person, while providing important and helpful analyses of
exemplifying texts. Fludernik responds to both Stanzel’s approach to “person” and
Genette’s analysis of homo- versus heterodiegesis. Interestingly reminiscent to Booth,
Fludernik moves away from Stanzel and asserts “that the category of ‘person’ does not
constitute a theoretically meaningful concept” (445); similarly, she claims that
approaching SPN in terms of heterodiegesis (as Genette does) ignores a large amount of
second-person texts and their unique rhetorical effects. In contrast to these two positions,
Fludernik proposes a “communicative” view of SPN, differentiating between different
types of narrative “you”: “reflector-mode texts (in ‘noncommunicative narrative) . . . the
teller-mode realm (which | have dubbed ‘communicative narrative’).” She further
demarcates the teller-mode realm: “Homocommunicative texts share realms of identities
between the personae on the communicative level and the fictional personae . . .
Heterocommunicative texts, on the other hand, completely separate the realms of plot

agents (characters) and interactants on the communicative level (narrators and

narratees).”

! | was unable to attain physical copies of any of the articles from the 1994 Style issue.
Therefore, in the following pages | do not have page numbers for references/quotes from
the pieces by Fludernik, Phelan, and Delconte.
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Fludernik clarifies her use of “communicative” in this context: “The term
‘communicative’ . . . respectively refers to the communicative circuit between a narrator
(or teller figure in Stanzel’s typology) and the immediate addressee or narratee who is at
the receiving or interactive end of that communicational frame.” Fludernik’s positions SPN
between these two ends of the “communicative” structure, a view that is much more
inclusive of all existing and potential usages of “you” than the approaches previously
mentioned (and to which Fludernik is responding). These are essentially matters of
diegetic levels, making narrative analyses depending upon the levels on which narrative
agents (narrators, narratees, and characters) act and exist within a narrative. According
to this structure of potential narrative positionings, Fludernik proposes that SPN is
situated somewhere between the homo- and heterocommunicative levels; in other words,
a clear, unified positioning of all second-person narratives is impossible.

A brief look at an exemplifying text might prove helpful. Philipp Meyer’s 2013
novel The Son is an expansive historical epic focusing on three members of the
McCullough family, ranging over a span of time from mid-19" century to contemporary
21* century America. The novel rotates focus between the three main characters: Eli (the
Colonel) McCullough; his son, Peter; and Peter’s granddaughter, Jeanne Anne. The
chapters range in narrative perspective: first-person reflections in the Eli chapters; first-
person diary entries from Peter; and third-person narration in the Jeanne Anne chapters.
These perspectives are consistent throughout, with roles of narrator, protagonist, and
narratee (or perhaps narrative audience is more appropriate here) remaining steady. But
as with many narrative texts, the narrative “you” finds its way within these first- and third-
person chapters. For example, in Chapter Five (a Jeanne Anne chapter):

There had been a time when this was not unusual. A time when the
wealthy were exemplars. When you held yourself to a higher standard,

when you lived as an example to others. When you did not parade your
inheritance in front of a camera; when you did not accept the spotlight
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unless you’d done something . . . If you did not work, you did not eat. If
you did not wake up in the dark, be it ten degrees or a hundred, if you did
not spend all day in the dust and thorns, you would not survive, the
family would not survive, you had received God’s blessings and been
profligate. (52-53)
Again, this chapter—like all of Jeanne Anne’s—is framed as a third-person narrative
account of Jeanne Anne’s life from a heterodiegetic narrator. In this passage, the
narrative “yous” are not referring to Jeanne Anne, nor are they directly referring to the
reader, since he or she certainly does not live in this historical “time” being described by
the narrator. Referring back to Fludernik’'s model, this passage from Meyer’s text serves
as an example of a heterocommunicative text—uwithin the larger category of “teller-mode
texts”—in that there is a clear separation between the plot agents (Jeanne Anne) and the
“interactants on the communicative level” (narrator and narratee). In other words, this
passage is not directly concerned with Jeanne Anne; instead, the narrator seems to step
back and take a moment to speak directly to the narratee in order to make sure he/she
understands the realities of the culture of this place and time. Jeanne Anne is not the
“you” that is deciding whether to get up in the dark and do the work; instead, this “you” is
a generalized “you” being used by the narrator to portray this culture to the narratee. At
the same time, Jeanne Anne can—and perhaps should—be included in this scheme of
the generalized “you” that | identify; in a certain sense, it's as if Meyer is blending the
third-person account of Jeanne Anne’s life with a first-person account of the way things
used to be. This blending is accomplished through the second-person, and while my
reading does not see the “you” as directly addressing Jeanne Anne, it also does not
necessarily exclude her from the almost-nostalgic recollections of the narrator. While
Meyer’'s novel is far from a second-person narrative, this passage serves as an example

of how Fludernik’s model is helpful in its alternative vision of the fundamental workings of

SPN.
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This hesitancy towards wholly systematizing SPN comes to light in the articles by
Phelan and Richardson as well. Apart from being quite a title to digest, Phelan’s “Self-
Help for Narratee and Narrative Audience: How ‘I'—and ‘You'?—Read ‘How’” provides
very useful analyses of particular cases of the narrative “you.” According to Phelan, SPN
blurs readerly roles: “Readers will simultaneously occupy the positions of addressee and
observer.” With these boundaries blurred, it is also difficult to distinguish exactly who
“you” is in many SPN texts. Phelan uses this analysis to make a larger statement about
Peter J. Rabinowitz’s often overlooked and ignored term “ideal narrative audience”;
eventually, Phelan asserts that SPN revitalizes the concept of the ideal narrative
audience, using a reading of Lorrie Moore’s story “How” to exemplify his points. He
references Rabinowitz’s definition of the term: “The ideal narrative audience: the
audience ‘for which the narrator wishes he were writing’ (134), the audience that accepts
every statement of the narrator as true and reliable.” Through his helpful dissection of the
structuralist approach (represented by Gerald Prince) to the narratee and the rhetorical
approach (Rabinowitz) to narrative audience, Phelan simultaneously provides
fundamental analyses of SPN and its uses, including in particular the genre of “self-help”
texts.

For the sake of my study, Richardson’s greatest addition to the study of SPN
comes in Unnatural Voices (2006), but he does lay important groundwork to this later
study in his contribution to the Style issue, “I Etcetera: On the Poetics and Ideology of
Multipersoned Narratives” (actually, a chapter from Unnatural Voices is titled “I, etcetera:
Multiperson Narration and the Range of Contemporary Narrators”). In his 1994 article,
Richardson quickly points out the marginal existence for multipersoned—and second-
person—narratives: “More heterodox experiments are consequently treated as

secondary, peripheral, or even perverse literary gamesmanship.” In the face of this
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secondary treatment, Richardson sets out to articulate the various ways in which these
“perverse” literary experiments actually have important and undeniable implications for
narrative study as a whole. He maps out potential examples of multipersoned texts,
offering readings and textual examples along the way, and eventually arrives at his
proposal of an “alternative model” of narrative person (alternative to Stanzel’s “narrative
circle” model in particular). This model is split into four quadrants: “The quadrant on the
right would cover first-person narration; its opposite, on the left, would include third-
person forms. At the bottom, connecting the two, free indirect speech can be situated; at
the top, the long neglected category of second-person narration can take its rightful
place.” This alternative model overtly creates a place for SPN within discussions of
narrative person—something that previous models, as seen in Prince, Genette, and
Stanzel, made conscious effort to not do.

Interestingly, these three articles within the 1994 issue of Style can quite easily
be seen as direct precursors to the eventual creation of unnatural narratology; specifically
for Fludernik and Richardson, their frustrations with “systematic” approaches to narrative
topics—in this case SPN—Ilead to almost postcolonial efforts to create existences for
these otherwise subalterned topics. Richardson closes “| Etcetera” with the following
statement: “A genuinely comprehensive narrative poetics must include, as it were, its own
negation and embrace works that fit smoothly within standard typologies as well as those
that defy and transgress the typological imagination.” Over a decade later, Richardson’s
book Unnatural Voices, although not claiming to be a “comprehensive narrative poetics,”
functions on unnatural narratology’s fundamental recognition of the need for the self-
negation within any approach to narrative texts. In his second chapter, “At First You Feel

a Bit Lost’: The Varieties of Second Person Narration,” Richardson expands upon his
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view of SPN and provides rather helpful definitions and categorizations within the
category.

As in the rest of Richardson’s text, he is not hesitant to be quite clear with his
purpose: “| will attempt to identify the main types of second person narrative, differentiate
them from superficially similar forms, discuss their status, and show how they achieve
their distinctive effects” (18). In his 1994 article, Richardson included SPN within a larger
category of multipersoned narratives; in Unnatural Voices, he instead approaches SPN
as a unigue category with its own types and varieties. Richardson breaks SPN into three
“types”: 1) the standard; 2) the hypothetical; and 3) the autotelic; he also provides his
own definition of SPN: “We may define second person narrative as any narration other
than an apostrophe that designates its protagonist by a second person pronoun. This
protagonist will usually be the sole focalizer, and is often (but not always) the work’s
principal narratee as well” (19). This definition is interesting in its staunch simplicity; in
comparison to others (such as Matt DelConte, discussed below), Richardson’s definition
is quite open, relying heavily on pronominal usage. He walks through the three types
mentioned above, giving textual examples of each. The “standard” is the most common
type, which is “also the closest to more traditional forms of narration” (19-20). He uses La
Modification and Mclnerney’s Bright Lights, Big City as examples. In the “standard” form,
the protagonist/narratee (referred to as “you”) is distinct from the reader; but, of course,
one of the interesting aspects of SPN is how this boundary between reader and narratee
can be collapsed quite quickly; according to Richardson, most authors using SPN are
purposefully playing with this boundary. For Richardson, the “standard” usage of SPN is
fundamentally playful and transgressive (23); he also refers to the defamiliarizing effect of
SPN, using Shklovsky’s seminal terminology (24). For Richardson, the “standard” type

creates unique possibilities for the reading experience and entails specific rhetorical
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effects, including: epistemological questioning concerning the identity of “you” (20); an
“absence of clarity” (23) and a feeling of instability on behalf of the reader; and even
unique representation of psychological states of characters (27), among others. In
conclusion, the “standard” form “is situated between but irreducible to the standard dyads
of either first and third person or hetero- and homodiegetic narration, but rather oscillates
irregularly from one pole to the other” (28).

The other two types are not as common, and thus don’t receive as much
attention from Richardson. The “hypothetical” form is usually written “in the style of the
user’s manual or self-help guide” (29). He considered the term “subjunctive” rather than
“hypothetical,” and points out three unique aspects of this form: “The consistent use of
the imperative, the frequent employment of the future tense, and the unambiguous
distinction between narrator and the narratee” (29). The “you” of the “hypothetical” type is
rather all-encompassing, and thus Richardson does not see this type as being all that
challenging to readers. Finally, the “autotelic” type has one defining criterion for
Richardson: “The direct address to a ‘you’ that is at times the actual reader of the text
and whose story is juxtaposed to and can merge with the characters of the fiction” (30).
This form is similar to the “standard” in many ways, but “its unique and most compelling
feature, however, is the ever-shifting referent to the ‘you’ that is continuously addressed”
(31). To exemplify the “autotelic” type and the continuous moving, shifting, and changing
between the reader and the narratee, he mentions a number of textual examples, such
as Samuel Beckett’'s The Unnamable.

Looking at the three types as a whole, Richardson clarifies that distinguishing
between each type can be accomplished “by contrasting which figures are juxtaposed,
fused, or destabilized” (32), but they each share a unifying feature of SPN: “The way the

narrative ‘you’ is alternately opposed to and fused with the reader—both the constructed
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and the actual reader” (33). Richardson points out how not all “yous” are created equal,
and that there are certain limiting factors that dictate how certain “yous” are further
clarified or not. Richardson ends the chapter by positing that one of the main reasons for
narratology’s heritage of refusal to acknowledge or approach SPN is the fact that unlike
first- and third-person narratives, SPN is “an exclusively and distinctively literary
phenomenon” (35), void of a nonfiction counterpart.

Opposed to Richardson’s somewhat streamlined approach to SPN, Matt
DelConte (2003) uses the topic to eventually propose an entire new system of narrative
study. Whereas Richardson’s treatise in Unnatural Voices takes a somewhat pragmatic,
“here’s how SNP works”-type stand, DelConte takes a different angle on the entire
discussion as part of his larger argument about the ways in which we talk about narration.
As noted by others (Phelan, Fludernik), DelConte sees an inherent problem in attempts
to classify SPN within frameworks based on voice; he asserts, “We encounter an
inevitable overlap of second-person with either first- or third-person because second-
person is always also either first- or third- person.” According to DelConte, this overlap is
due to the fact that while first- and third-person are defined along axes of narrator, SPN
“is defined along the axis of narrate.” In other words, SPN is inherently different than first-
and third-person narration, thus necessitating a different approach that can account for
the “particular rhetorical effects” SPN has. Through a reading of Bright Lights, Big City,
DelConte explores these rhetorical effects, piggybacking a bit on Morrissette’s analyses
of similar texts, and eventually offers his own revised definition: “Second-person narration
is a narrative mode in which a narrator tells a story to a (sometimes undefined, shifting,
and/or hypothetical) narratee—delineated by you—who is also the (sometimes

undefined, shifting, and/or hypothetical) principal actant in that story.” Like Richardson,
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DelConte still emphasizes the pronominal importance of the use of “you,” but his
definition focuses much more on the rhetorical exchange between narrator and narratee.

DelConte eventually uses this definition of SPN as “a point of reception, not a
point of seeing or speaking” to build his argument for a new model of narration resisting a
foundation of voice/narrator. He writes, “We need to explore a model of narrative that
analyzes (without a priori privilege) the relationships among multiple variables in the
narrative transmission. | propose a model based on the triad of narrator, protagonist, and
narrate.” Within this model, DelConte identifies five basic configurations of these
relationships. On one end is “non-coincident narration,” in which the narrator, narratee,
and protagonist are all discrete; this is close to the “standard” type identified by
Richardson, or Fludernik’s “peripheral second-person.” On the other end is “self-address
autodiegesis: narrator, protagonist, and narratee are all the same and exist on the same
diegetic plane”; he terms this “completely-coincident narration.” Between these two
extremes are three figures that represent various forms of “partially-coincident narration.”
DelConte’s points out how his model focuses on diegesis rather than the ontological
relations of models such as Genette’s, and this shift in focus better accounts for specific
rhetorical effects of SPN.

DelConte uses SPN to propose a rather significant shift to narrative study at
large; Phelan argues that SPN necessitates a reappraisal of often-overlooked or
dismissed narratological terms; Fludernik and Richardson contend that SPN challenges
traditional distinctions based on hetero- and homodiegesis, or on narratological
categories of person and voice. There are differences among these views, and a clear,
unified vision of the 1) fundamental system of SPN; or 2) potential rhetorical effects of
SPN, is by no means accomplished through a quick appraisal of these critical texts. But

these scholars, carrying on the work began by Morrissette, make a strong, undeniable
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claim against the traditional narratologists’ blatant disregard and marginalization of SPN.
No longer can it be seen as the “strange and rare case” incapable of “literary success”;
instead, these theorists—and the narrative texts at the center of their studies—help to
confirm the important, albeit untraditional, place of SPN within any approach to narrative
and narration. Yet, like with most elements of narrative study, the use of SPN within
contemporary narrative texts continues to present challenges and complexities to these
very attempts to create a narratological approach to the technique. These challenges
inevitably lead to further re-definings of SPN; in the remainder of this chapter, | argue that
there are further usages of SPN not covered fully by previous scholars. Using close
readings of particular texts from Dominican-American author Junot Diaz, | propose further
ways in which SPN functions, leading to my own analysis of the term and its potential
rhetorical influence on narrative.
The Colloquial “You”
Before turning specifically to Diaz, | want to first take a look at one use of SPN
that is seemingly commonplace and ordinary, used quite often in both conversational and
literary narration, but one which | do not see covered specifically in SPN scholarship. |
term this usage colloquial/stylistic second-person. First, a quick example:
| turned the deckled pages of the book Albert Vetch hadn't lived to hold.
There was a laudatory text printed on the jacket flaps, and a startling
photograph of the plain, high-browed, bespectacled man who had
struggled for years, in his room in the turret of the McClelland Hotel, with
unnameable regret, with the emptiness of his external life, with the
ravages of the midnight disease. You certainly couldn’t see any of that in
the picture. He looked relaxed, even handsome, and his hair was just a
bit unkempt, as befitting a scholar of Blake. (26-27)

These lines come early in Michael Chabon’s Wonder Boys, a rather straightforward

narrative text. As far as inventive narrative techniques, Wonder Boys is rather mundane;

it's probably one of the least inventive of Chabon’s novels in terms of narrative structure

or technique. The choice of texts is purposeful on my part: | use this line to show how the
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narrative “you” isn’t always easy to identify or clearly being used for larger narratological
or rhetorical purposes. In the passage above, the “you” seems to be a rather clear
address to the narratee, but it isn’t likely to make a reader pause or think twice about it.
Instead, the “you” is being used to stress the disparity between the Albert Vetch in the
picture—relaxed and handsome—uwith the Albert Vetch encountered by the narrator, full
of regret and struggle. The “you” seems to be a rather general “you,” indicating that
anyone would be unable to perceive the struggle and regret by simply looking at the
picture.

Chabon uses this colloquial “you” other times as well. When describing Vetch’s
lover’s dog he writes, “Doctor Dee had been blinded in puppyhood by a brain fever, and
his weird blue eyes had an unnerving tendency to light on you when his head was
pointed in some other direction and you thought, or in my case hoped, that he had
forgotten all about you” (34). This use of “you” gestures towards having the reader
imagine this blind dog looking at him or her, thus increasing the success of Chabon’s
description. One more example: “Balanced atop those modest two-inch spikes of hers
she projected a certain air of calculated daring, like one of those inverted skyscrapers
you see from time to time, sixty-three stories of glass and light set down on a point of
steel” (36). Again, the “you” in this passage is directly linked to an analogy, pushing the
reader to envision the description Chabon is providing. But, at the same time, this “you”
does not figure predominately in the text; in other words, it would be far-fetched, if not
inaccurate, to label Wonder Boys as a second-person narrative. These “yous” can
perhaps accurately be described as the narratee in these instances, but this same
narratee does not gain “you” addresses in the majority of the novel, nor does Chabon

frame the novel as a “you” address to a degree that readers will automatically situate
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themselves in ways similar to how they would when reading a text such as Bright Lights,
Big City.

These examples from Wonder Boys highlight what | see as a rather common use
of the narrative “you,” which can be situated within certain theoretical frameworks
mentioned earlier, but which also seem to be acting in ways apart from these theoretical
approaches. For example, | would have no reservation as qualifying Chabon’s narrative
“yous” mentioned above as the “hypothetical” form articulated by Richardson. According
to Richardson, the “hypothetical” type of SPN has an “unambiguous relationship”
between narrator and narratee, and this “you” also has the ability to “embrace almost all
of us” (30). On these terms, Chabon’s “yous” seem to fit quite nicely. There’s no doubt
that the narrator and the “you” are different people; Chabon even distinguishes between
himself and “you” in the second example with the line “or in my case.” And as far as the
all-encompassing aspect goes, as | said earlier, these “yous” seem to be addressed to
anyone that happens to be reading them. At the same time, | hesitate to simply classify
these as “hypothetical” examples because my reading leads me to viewing these cases
as being wholly and inextricably linked to the analogistic goals of the passages. In other
words, for me, these “yous” are first and foremost mechanisms of descriptions: Chabon is
choosing to use “you” in order to strengthen these descriptions. Yes, the fact that “you” is
chosen rather than other pronouns or addresses is important, and the pronominal choice
is undoubtedly relevant. But categorizing these examples as strictly narratological is
somewhat dismissive of what | see as the fundamental stylistic nature of Chabon’s
choices here. They are linked, and there is a place for stylistic SPN; thus, my term
colloquial second-person is geared towards encompassing this type of usage of the
narrative “you.” It is colloquial in the sense that this is simply the way that people talk; it is

not unusual to use “you” in conversational situations similar to those written into
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Chabon’s narrator account. But this pronoun choice is also purposeful and meaningful,
supported in my reading by the fact that so many other examples from Chabon—or other
authors that use this colloquial “you”—do not use “you” in this way. In other words,
Chabon doesn’t always use “you” when setting up his descriptions of characters or
scenes; thus, the choice of “you” entails certain motivations. This is also one of the types
of SPN Junot Diaz employs throughout his two collections of short stories, Drown and
This is How You Lose Her.

Published in 1996, Drown gained immediate critical acclaim. The majority of the
stories center on Yunior, a young Dominican-American kid who is born in the Dominican
Republic and moves to New Jersey at the age of nine. The stories in Drown bounce
around between the DR and New Jersey, and cover all different aspects of Yunior’s
experience. A few of the stories focus on peripheral characters, including the “faceless”
neighborhood kid Ysrael in “No Face.” Throughout the collection, the narrative “you” is
used consistently and in a number of ways, including the stylistic type mentioned earlier
in reference to Wonder Boys. This begins in the first paragraph of the first story, “Ysrael.”
The story is clearly told in first-person from Yunior’s perspective; the first line reads, “We
were on our way to the colmado for an errand, a beer for my tio, when Rafa stood still
and tilted his head, as if listening to a message | couldn’t hear, something beamed in
from afar” (3). “I” is Yunior, and Rafa is his older brother. The colloquial “you” is
introduced in the next sentence: “We were close to the colmado; you could hear the
music and the gentle chop of drunken voices.” This is the first mention of “you” in the
collection, and it sets the tone for what's to come: this generalized “you”—assumed to be
a reference to the general audience of the story—is referenced often throughout a
majority of Diaz’s stories. Like in the example from Chabon’s Wonder Boys, | see this

type of “you” functioning specifically to heighten Diaz’s descriptions; Diaz’s point is to try
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and turn up the volume, so to speak, of the noises he is describing. But, in my reading,
this address to readers is not necessarily a call for them to actually imagine themselves
in Yunior’s position, nor is Diaz expecting him or her to be able to truly step into his
shoes, so to speak. More on this later.

Examples of Diaz’s stylistic “you” abound. On the next page: “In the campo there
was nothing to do, no one to see. You didn'’t get television or electricity and Rafa, who
was older and expected more, woke up every morning pissy and dissatisfied” (4). Later in
the story when describing Ysrael: “His mask was handsewn from this blue cotton fabric
and you couldn’t help but see the scar tissue that circled his left eye, a red waxy
crescent, and the saliva that trickled down his neck” (15). In this instance, Diaz wants his
reader to “see” Ysrael's appearance, but this doesn’t necessitate the reader actually
entering into the persona of Yunior. In the next story, “Fiesta, 1980,” Diaz uses “you” in a
similar way. “Chickenshit or not, | didn’t dare glance at him. Papi was old-fashioned; he
expected your undivided attention when you were getting your ass whupped. You
couldn’t look him in the eye either—that wasn’t allowed” (26); “She appeared happier now
and the way her hands worked on our dinner you would think she had a life somewhere
else making rare and precious things” (34); “She was the sort of relative who always
remembered your birthday but who you only went to visit because you had to” (38). Each
of these examples involve specific depictions of three people in Yunior’s life—his father,
mother, and aunt—and the “you” creates a situation in which a reader is called to imagine
these people according to these description; in other words, the “you” is further instilling
Diaz’s descriptions into the reader’s experience.

Considering that it is a seeming continuation of Yunior’'s experience in Drown,
This is How You Lose Her also contains plenty of similar examples of this type of “you.”

Again, this colloquial “you” is introduced in the first paragraph of the first story, “The Sun,
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the Moon, the Stars,” during a description of Yunior’s infidelity to his girlfriend, Magda:
“Didn’t tell Magda about it, either. You know how it is. A smelly bone like that, better off
buried in the backyard of your life. Magda only found out because homegirl wrote her a
fucking letter. And the letter had details. Shit you wouldn’t even tell your boys drunk” (3).
Again, this “you” doesn’t seem to involve Diaz requesting of his readers to vicariously
experience these things through Yunior. This is a source of much criticism towards Diaz
from certain groups of readers: is Yunior a character worth empathy? If so, how exactly
are readers—specifically women—supposed to do so? | take this point of conversation
regarding readerly participation with Diaz’s text up later in this chapter, but in relation to
this current discussion of the colloquial “you,” | read “you” as an enhancement of Diaz’s
portrayal of the scenario. Like in Drown, Diaz also uses “you” quite consistently when
describing people’s appearances: “Let me tell you about Magda. She’s a Bergenline
original: short with a big mouth and big hips and dark curly hair you could lose a hand in”
(5); “Magda’s been a star the whole time we’ve been here. You know how it is when
you’re on the Island and your girl’s an octoroon” (16); “The Vice President waves his
hand and shots of Barcelo appear so fast you'd think it’s science fiction” (18). This is only
a small sampling of this type of “you” found in Drown and This is How You Lose Her, and
this narrative “you,” like in Wonder Boys, is serving a different purpose than many of
those pointed out by Richardson, Fludernik, and others. In these cases, the “you” is
serving a particularly stylistic purpose; this is not to say that narratological and stylistic
purposes are mutually exclusive, because they most certainly are not. The two overlap
more often than not, and my argument of this stylistic “you” is simultaneously a comment
on the narratological aspects of these “yous.” At the same time, it would seemingly be an
inaccuracy to label these “yous” under terms of person or levels of diegesis; in my

reading experiences, | don’t see these quick, sentence-level “yous” as enacting large-
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scale subversions of narrative categories or classifications; instead, these “yous” are
working quite simply: they are tools used to crystallize descriptions and analogies—and
convey vernacular authenticity—through a momentary call for readerly imagining, which
does not entail a necessary readerly immersion into Yunior’s experience. But this is not
the only type of “you” found in Diaz’s stories, and these large-scale subversions and
challenges to SPN do take place within the pages of Drown and This is How You Lose
Her. First, the former.
A Closed Circuit of Narration

As mentioned earlier, Phelan’s article (“Self-Help for Narratee”) works specifically
to recalibrate the relationship between narratees and narrative audiences through a look
at SPN. He offers a balance between the structuralist and rhetorical approaches to points
of reception in the narrative situation, eventually asserting a perennial overlap between
the two—and thus a need for each—that takes place in examples of SPN. Within this
discussion, Phelan looks specifically at the self-help and “how to” genre of SPN, with
Lorrie Moore’s Self-Help as a working example. Phelan writes, “Where the standard
narrative in the self-help genre always leads its audiences (actual and authorial) onward
and upward toward Self-Fulfillment and the Better Life (if genres has official songs self-
help’s would be ‘Nearer My God to Thee’), Moore’s narratee-protagonist is on a slow
course to nowhere.” Phelan classifies Moore’s text as an exception in the genre of self-
help narratives, the norm being one of positivity and advancement. Phelan sees Moore
as satirizing the self-help genre, done in part by the blurring of the separation between
narratee and narrative audience that he sees at the core of Moore’s text (and many other
SPN texts as well). Overall, “The stories paint a very bleak picture of women’s chances

for satisfying relationships.”
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This use of SPN to satirize the self-help genre is similar to what Diaz does in his
story, “How to Date a Browngirl, Blackgirl, Whitegirl, or Halfie.” Marisel Moreno’s analysis
(2007) situates Diaz’s story within the general context of Dominican literature in the
United States, along with the Dominican experience within hegemonic structures and the
aftermath of the Dominican diaspora (103). In her article, “Debunking Myths,
Destabilizing Identities: A Reading of Junot Diaz’s ‘How to Date a Browngirl, Blackgirl,
Whitegirl, and Halfie,” Moreno argues that the story “systematically questions the myth of
the ‘Dominican Dream” (103), and contends that “the recognition of Diaz as part of the
U.S. literary landscape, then, constitutes a significant step towards the integration of
Dominican literature into both the American mainstream and the U.S. Latino literary
canons” (104). The majority of Moreno’s analysis focuses on the ways in which Diaz’s
story signifies this breakthrough towards the mainstream, and how Diaz’'s thematic
emphases on issues of race, class, and masculinity simultaneously bring these issues to
the forefront of the American awareness of the Dominican experience. Within this
analysis, Moreno does offer important nods towards certain narrative aspects of the
story, including its link to the self-help genre (106). Moreno offers, “As a text that
rhetorically mimics ‘Self-Help’ and ‘How-To’ literature, Diaz’s story has a narrative
dimension that is not strictly narrative in form, which allows this seemingly straightforward
piece to be read like a story, even if it does not conform to conventional definitions of this
particular genre” (106).

Diaz’s story is a rather embellished account, from Yunior’s perspective, of “how-
to” go about dating girls based on their ethnicities and cultural backgrounds, as seen
quite clearly in the title. The story employs consistent use of second-person; the first
sentence reads, “Wait for your brother and your mother to leave the apartment” (143),

and this “you” remains constant throughout the text. The narrator, presumably Yunior,
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proceeds to walk through various categories of advice, offering tips and suggestions for
ways to approach aspects of the dating experience. This advice ranges from which
restaurants to choose, to how to style “your” hair, to what to expect physically from each
girl at the end of the night. An example:
You have choices. If the girl’s from around the way, take her to El Cibao
for dinner. Order everything in your busted-up Spanish. Let her correct
you if she’s Latina and amaze her if she’s black. If she’s not from around
the way, Wendy’s will do. As you walk to the restaurant talk about
school. A local girl won’t need stories about the neighborhood but the
other ones might. Supply the story about the loco who’d been storing
canisters of tear gas in his basement for years, how one day the canister
cracked and the whole neighborhood got a dose of the military-strength
stuff. Don’t tell her that your moms knew right away what it was, that she
recognized its smell form the year the United States invaded your island.
(145-46)
Similar passages from the story cover other aspects of “what to do,” and throughout the
text Yunior references certain successes and failures that he himself has had based on
these different strategies. As Moreno points out, “The parodic nature of this text is
achieved through its mimesis of the ‘Self-Help’ genre and its undermining of the narrative
voice’s authority” (106). Yunior’'s “authority” is undermined throughout the story due to the
fact that he clearly is not successful in dating (as evidenced by the surrounding stories in
Drown), therefore leaving the narratee—and narrative audience—wondering why he or
she would be taking advice from him in the first place.

Like Moore’s Self-Help, Diaz’s story is undoubtedly satirizing the “How-To” genre,
as Moreno points out; but there is an added narrative dimension in Diaz’s text, which |
see as even further complicating his use of “how-to” and, more importantly, his use of
SPN. Specifically, the overlap between Yunior and Diaz himself creates complexities for
a reader of the text. This overlap is quite broadly accepted in most critical approaches to

Drown and also This is How You Lose Her. Susan Balee (2013) refers to Yunior as

Diaz’s “narrative alter ego” (338) and “avatar” (339); although he doesn’t go so far as to
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unequivocally equate the two, David Cowart (2006) describes Yunior as being “fairly
close to Diaz himself’ (193).2 This is not to say that Drown is wholly autobiographical,
because it certainly is not. But it also would be inaccurate to downplay the purposeful
connections between Yunior and Diaz, as evidenced by interviews with Diaz and simple
biographical similarities that are impossible to ignore. This raises similar questions to
those addressed in my next chapter in terms of distinguishing between author, implied
author, and narrator in cases in which lines between these narrative agents seem to be
blatantly blurred. While certain theoretical approaches to texts deny considerations of the
actual author—and while many scholars might deride the connection | see between
Yunior and Diaz—I see these considerations as products of my actual reading
experience and, more importantly, products of undeniable overlaps between these
narrative agents. While he does not go as far as authors such as Paul Auster or Philip
Roth, Diaz is overtly playing with conventions of autobiography here, as evidenced by
textual and paratextual elements. This overlap is particularly important in “How to Date”
because it raises significant questions about exactly whom this dating “advice” is meant
for. Is this really a “How-To” story? Or is it more of a self-reflexive cautionary tale,
intended to reveal the mistakes and regrets of Yunior and, perhaps, Diaz himself?

Midway through the story, the “How-To guide” describes Howie, the
neighborhood kid with “two killer mutts” (146). He then writes, “If his dogs haven’t
cornered a cat, he will walk behind you and ask, Hey, Yunior, is that your new

fuckbuddy?” (146). This direct reference to Yunior is problematic. Does this mean that

% More than the other Diaz scholars | reference, Cowart overtly acknowledges the
multiplicity of viewpoints found within Drown, of which Yunior is just a part. Cowart
describes Drown quite poignantly as “some version of the very blend so much
commended as American mosaic” (192). This “mosaic” of narrators, in my reading, is the
main reason for Cowart’s hesitancy to blatantly equate Diaz and Yunior, although it does
seem clear to me that in the stories focused on Yunior, Cowart does acknowledge this
overlap.
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Yunior is the narratee of this story, with someone else as the narrator? Is the narrator
Diaz? Is Diaz giving dating advice to Yunior? But what if Diaz and Yunior are the “same”
person—does this mean that Diaz is giving advice to himself? And considering the
satirical nature of the “How-To” elements of the story, why would someone give fake
advice to him- or herself? Is Diaz creating a mock “Self-Help” guide to himself? And if so,
why? These questions and challenges are direct products of Diaz’'s use of the narrative
“you,” and they become even more compelling when taken in the context of various other
usages of “you” in Diaz’s two collections.

Diaz enacts a similar challenge through a use of SPN in This is How You Lose
Her, exemplified in the story “Alma.” The narrative complexity takes shape in the first
sentence: “You, Yunior, have a girlfriend named Alma, who has a long tender horse neck
and a big Dominican ass that seems to exist in a fourth dimension beyond jeans” (48).
The question of who “you” is is answered quite quickly: there’s no doubt that “you” is
Yunior. Beginning with this first line, Yunior is consistently referred to in the second-
person throughout the rest of the story. The narrator—Yunior, speaking to himself—
proceeds to recount the story of what takes place between Yunior and his girlfriend,
Alma. As in the majority of the stories in This is How You Lose Her, “Alma” reports
Yunior’s infidelities and mistakes that lead to him eventually screwing things up with a
girlfriend who he seems to genuinely love—at least this is the case if we take the
narrator’s word for it. Yunior is proud of Alma—*You brag to your boys that she has more
albums than any of them do, that she says terrible whitegirl things while you fuck” (48)—
and he seems to be quite happy in the relationship—*“It's wonderful! Wonderful!”—
although his reasons seem to be mostly sexual and quite misogynistic. Before long, the
“‘wonderful” breaks down because “one June day Alma discovers that you are also

fucking this beautiful freshman girl name Laxmi” (49). Like in so many of the stories in
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This is How You Lose Her, Yunior’s inability to be sexually loyal to one woman leads to
loss and regret. The story ends with the following scene:
Instead of lowering your head and copping to it like a man, you pick up
the journal as one might hold a baby’s beshatted diaper, as one might
pinch a recently benutted condom. You glance at the offending
passages. Then you look at her and smile a smile your dissembling face
will remember until the day you die. Baby, you say, baby, this is part of
my novel.
This is how you lose her. (50)
Beyond the mere fact that Diaz chose it as the title of the entire collection, this last line is
telling within this current discussion of SPN.
We know that “you” in this story is a reference to Yunior, and we also know that
Yunior is, to a certain extent, a biographical extension of Diaz. The story is told in simple
present tense, as if the actions are taking place in real time, but contextual elements—
and the way it is read—point towards the fact that these things have actually already
happened, that the narrator is re-creating for Yunior what took place, in the past, between
him (Yunior) and his ex-girlfriend, Alma. This re-creational nature of the story lends
towards a self-reflexive quality, similar to that found in “How to Date a Browngirl,
Blackgirl, Whitegirl, or Halfie.” When the narrator bluntly informs Yunior, “This is how you
lose her,” he doesn’t seem to be saying so in a warning, cautionary way. Instead, it
seems to actually read more as “This is how you lost her.” The story is seemingly
functioning as a reminder to Yunior of how he screwed up, of where he went wrong, and
of the various ways he continuously chose the incorrect course of action. This is
reminiscent of DelConte’s term “self-address autodiegesis,” and this sense of self-
reflexive, almost memoir-like recounting of events is evident in many of the stories in This

is How You Lose Her, including “The Sun, the Moon, and the Stars,” another story

recounting Yunior’s infidelity and eventual loss. Self-reflexivity is by no means uncommon
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in literature, but where Diaz’s text is unique is in the manner in which he employs SPN to
enact this self-reflexivity.

| choose the term self-reflexive second-person in the context of Diaz because, in
my reading, the narrative “you” in these particular stories serves a sort of mirroring
purpose: the narrator—sometimes Yunior, sometimes unnamed, sometimes presumably
Diaz himself—forces the narratee—sometimes Yunior, sometimes presumably Diaz—to
look at his own self and his own actions. The “you” forces self-reflection for Yunior, or for
Diaz-through-Yunior. So whenever the narrator writes, “This is how you lose her,” Yunior
is made to accept the reality of what happened between he and Alma and to come to
terms with the fact that “you” lost her because of his own selfish and irresponsible
actions. In this same situation, if we grant the fact that this narrator is, to a certain degree,
equivalent to Diaz, and that Yunior functions as a quasi-“avatar” for Diaz, then we have
Diaz/Yunior forcing his own self-reflexivity. In other words, the situation is a closed cycle
between narrator and narratee, with both roles being filled by incarnations of the same
person. In this sense, the narrative “you” is functioning as first-, second-, and third-person
simultaneously, thus furthering DelConte’s assertion “that second-person narration is also
always already either first- or third-person.” This seemingly “closed circuit” of narration
correlates with the “noncommunicative text” explained by Fludernik, which she refers to
as “reflector-mode narration.” When Diaz writes, “You, Yunior,” a reader who has read
Drown and is somewhat familiar with Diaz’s own biography will quite quickly read this as
a self-address; thus, “you” becomes entangled with “I.” The second-to-last line of the
story, in which Yunior exclaims to Alma that the affair is “part of my novel,” only further
strengthens the connection between Yunior and Diaz, since the story itself found its way
into the story being written and published by real author Diaz. Thus, the collection could

perhaps aptly be titled This is How Junot Diaz Loses Her.
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In “First Person, Second Person, Same Person: Narrative as Epistemology,”
Mieke Bal offers a similar analysis of the overlap between personhood(s) that takes place
in the use of SPN. Her article focuses specifically on the relationship between narrative
and epistemology through a close reading of two anthropological texts by Hubert
Damisch and Johannes Fabian, respectively. In her reading of these texts, Bal focuses
on each author’s use of second personhood, and how this usage entails specific
epistemological implications for the texts, the authors, and their readers. She describes
the texts: “Both books, then, are semantically ‘third-person,’ syntactically first-person,’
and present attempts to achieve pragmatically a ‘second-person’ narrative” (297). This
overlap is similar to that identified by DelConte, although Bal’s analysis brings in the topic
of epistemology. The second section of the article focuses specifically on this
relationship, where she writes, “Narrative as a mode entails that inevitably metanarrative
position” (302). She continues later: “First and second-person positions are by definition
reversible, and one way to measure the success of this epistemic style is precisely to
examine the actual reversibility” (308). Again, this interchangeability echoes DelConte’s
assertions, and in the case of Yunior/Diaz, Bal's analysis seems to be spot on. Bal
proceeds to go into further analyses of the two anthropological texts, illuminating the
ways in which the fluid identifications between the first- and second-persons in the texts
create challenges to readers—as well as to the authors themselves—in regions such as
“truth,” mimeticism, and the construction of knowledge—each of which resides within the
category of epistemology. In relation to Diaz’s text, Bal’s article stresses the centrality of
the narrator position regarding epistemological concerns of the narrative text, and how
SPN plays a unique role within this sphere. Thus, the overlaps between

Yunior/narrator/Diaz bear heavily on issues of meaning and knowledge.
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This same form of self-reflexivity is at play in Diaz’s satirization of the “How-To”
genre in “How to Date a Browngirl, Blackgirl, Whitegirl, or Halfie.” Rather than an actual
guide of “how to” go about finding success in dating girls from different ethnic groups, the
story reads as a reflection on how not to go about dating these girls, based on the
experiences of Yunior—and presumably Diaz—himself. As mentioned early, midway
through the story Diaz includes a direct reference to Yunior, again solidifying the equation
between “you” and Yunior. As with “Alma,” this overlap between “you” and Yunior
necessarily involves an overlap between “you” and Diaz, leading the reader to
appropriately read the story as being the result of specific experiences in Yunior’s life. For
example, when Diaz writes, “Run a hand through your hair like the whiteboys do even
thought the only thing that runs easily through your hair is Africa” (145), it is reasonable to
see this as a reference to Diaz’'s own mixed heritage. Cowart discusses Diaz’s utilization
of racial identity in Drown, pointing out how “Yunior intimates that his own features are
irregular” (204), and asserting, “Diaz suggests at once the coalescence and the
progressive refraction of immigrant identity” (204). Moreno takes similar notice of Diaz’s
emphasis on race: “The protagonist’s choice to emphasize and/or undermine certain
aspects of his ethnic, racial, class, and gender identities, problematizes fixed notions of
identity and illustrates that identity can be fluid and situational” (108). With this in mind,
Diaz’s reference to Africa “running” through “your” (Yunior's/Diaz’s) hair is related closely
to Diaz’s own experiences with the “refraction” of his racial identity. Again, this is
heightened significantly by the presence of the self-reflexive narrative “you” in the story.

This type of SPN has been noted previously, although to a rather minor extent.
Within her discussion of “nonnatural use of you” (a clear precursor to later work within
unnatural narratology), Fludernik (1994) explicates this nonnatural use for what she sees

as “the purpose of story telling and a subsequent naturalization of this oddity by means of

56



half-realistic frame projection.” One example of this type of naturalization is the self-
reflexive you | see at work in Diaz; Fludernik writes, “Such naturalizations include the
option of claiming that the character is telling the story to himself in the second person.”
Within her analysis, Fludernik refers to this type of “naturalization” as problematic and
removed from real-world storytelling. Alice Bell and Astrid Ensslin also remark on this

type of narrative “you” with a more inclusive tone in their article, “l know what it was. You
know what it was’: Second-Person Narration in Hypertext Fiction.” Within their discussion
of David Herman'’s take on SPN in Story Logic, Bell and Ensslin explore Herman’s term
“referential you.” Herman uses the term to explain instances in which the protagonist,
who is also the narrator, becomes his/her own narratee. Bella and Ensslin explain, “In
this case, the narrator refers to him or herself with ‘you™ (314). This also relates to the
intended audience of a text: “The ideal narrative audience of a second-person narrative,
for example, could be a referential ‘you’ or an addressed ‘you’ or indeed a combination of
the two” (324). In the case of Diaz, the narrator, the “referential you,” and the ideal
narrative audience all seem to collapse into one individual, represented by the overlap
between Yunior and Diaz.

Overlap between “you” and the narrator/author is also not unique to Diaz. In her
article focusing on the variations of SPN between literary and conversational storytelling,
Jarmila Mildorf, like Fludernik, Bell, and Ensslin, notes this common aspect of SPN. She
too references Herman'’s Story Logic and adopts his term “double deixis,” which refers to
cases of “you” that fall between common categorical lines. Mildorf explains, “Doubly
deictic you makes it difficult for readers to decide whether the pronoun is to be interpreted
as generalized or generic you, as the protagonist’s self-address, as the text’s internal

address to some narratee, or as an external address to the reader—or, in fact, as a

combination of some or all of these possibilities at the same time” (78). Mildorf is outlining
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the different options presented to readers in the case of doubly deictic narrative “you”; the
second option resonates quite clearly with these examples—a “self-address.” But where
Diaz’s text is unique is that this “self” is not simply a protagonist acting as self-reflexive
narrator; instead, this “self” also entails involvement with the real author. As mentioned
before, Balee refers to Yunior as Diaz’s “alter-ego”; she references a 2008 interview with
Diaz in which he says, “I kind of have the same narrator [Yunior], the same alter-ego in
most of the work” (344); and by the end of her article, she uses the tags of “Yunior/Diaz”
and “Diaz/Yunior.” Balee’s article focuses on code-switching and role-playing in This is
How You Lose Her, and Diaz’s use of the self-referential “you” creates a role in which he
(Diaz) as author is using a conduit (Yunior) to speak to himself about what he’s
(Diaz/Yunior) done, why he’s done it, and how much trouble it's cost him. Within this
narrative situation, the “role” Diaz is playing is quite complex, functioning on certain levels
simultaneously as author, narrator, character, and narratee. Self-referential second-
person is recognized and used in a number of texts, but the added element of Diaz’s own
personal connection and role in these texts adds a unique and important layer to his
narrative “you.” Perhaps another revision to the DiaZz’s title is appropriate: This is How |
Lost Her.

These stories exemplify the manner in which Diaz incorporates the narrative
“you” in a number of ways within his texts, but thus far each example has been one in
which Yunior functions in the “you” role. To make matters even more complex, within
both Drown and This is How You Lose Her, there are multiple stories in which other
characters function within the roles of narrator and narratee; thus, Yunior is not the only
“you” in the text. For example, “Flaca” starts off with the following sentence: “Your left eye
used to drift when you were tired or upset” (TIHYLH 81). Upon first reading, a reader of

This is How You Lose Her is perhaps unsure of who this “you” is referring to. She knows
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that, thus far, Yunior hasn’t been described to have a “drifting” left eye, but this doesn’t
necessarily mean that the “you” can’t be him. At this point, the reader has already been
presented with a number of “yous,” so a certain amount of confusion might be expected.
On the next page, she learns who “you” is: “When | saw you, first in our Joyce class and
then at the gym, | knew I'd call you Flaca” (82). The narrator references his room
“overrun by books” and his Dominican family, so the situation is now clear: the narrator is
Yunior, and the “you” he is speaking to is a girl he calls Flaca, whose real name is
Veronica Hardrada (82). Accordingly, Yunior proceeds to recount to Flaca all that went
wrong and the various ways he screwed things up (“At least you were honest, which is
more than | can say for me” [83]). Mildorf explores this type of SPN in her analysis of
conversational storytelling, recounting an example in which a son, Greg, re-tells a story to
his father, Joseph, in which Joseph is the main actant. Like in “Flaca,” Greg speaks to
Joseph in the “you” form, recounting what his father did in the past (“Second Person
Narration,” 85-86). Although Mildorf explains this sort of SPN as particular to
conversational storytelling, it seems as if Diaz is doing the same in “Flaca,” with the same
incorporation of “direct speech” (87) and “constructed dialogue” (88). Mildorf asserts, “It is
significant that Greg addresses his father’s story to his father,” (89), and | propose the
same significance for Yunior’s (Diaz’s) decision to address “Flaca” to Flaca.

Another example of Diaz’s variegated SPN comes in “Otravida, Otravez,” a first-
person story told from the perspective of a woman named Yasmin. The first-person
framing is consistent throughout the story, but as in the rest of the stories, the presence
of the narrative “you” remains. Many of these “yous” are further examples of the stylistic,
colloquial “you” mentioned previously: “You'd think, given the blood we see, that there’s a
great war going on out in the world” (57); “Or a day like this, so cold your mind shifts

every time the wind does” (71); “l guess it’s true what they say: if you wait long enough
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everything changes” (73). But there are more significant “yous” in the story as well, in
which Yasmin seems to be employing some of the same self-reflexivity that Yunior does.
At one point in the story, Yasmin is describing Ramon—the main male presence in her
life, who is both her boss and her (married) lover—and she recounts her early
interactions with him:
That was the same voice he used to tell me to swab a toilet or scrub an
oven. | didn’t like him then; he was too arrogant and too loud and | took
to humming when | heard him discussing fees with the owners of the
houses. But at least he didn’t’ try to rape you like many of the other
bosses. At least there was that. He kept his eyes and his hands mostly to
himself. He had other plans, important plans, he told us, and just
watching him you could believe it. (63)
In this passage, the first “you” can be read two ways: it could be read as a generalized
“you,” emphasizing the fact that, in general, Ramon wasn’t out to rape women he came
across, whether they be Yasmin or the generalized reader of the story. On the other
hand, the “you” here could validly be read as Yasmin reminding herself that Ramon
specifically did not try to rape her, while also hinting at the fact that Yasmin had dealt with
attempted rape from previous bosses. These various “yous” within the story are another
example of how Diaz’s use of SPN defies a single, unified approach to being labeled and
explained.

These two examples from “Flaca” and “Otravida, Otravez” help to highlight the
fact that the presence of “you” inside of Diaz’s texts involves a rather complex system of
various referents. There is not a unified “you” within the text. First and foremost, most
readers wouldn’t even think to label Diaz’s stories as examples of SPN due to the fact
that the narrative “yous” are not used consistently and universally across the spectrum of
the stories. Despite the fact that even the title This is How You Lose Her explicitly

incorporates the narrative “you,” very little notice of his use of SPN has been taken. This

perhaps echoes with the previously mentioned sentiments of scholars such as Fludernik
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and Richardson concerning narrative theory’s own history of hesitance towards
approaching and exploring SPN; but | feel that an equally important factor in this
ignorance of Diaz’s implementation of SPN is the subtle, complex, and sometimes
befuddling manner in which Diaz’s employs the narrative “you.” There are “yous”
throughout Drown and This is How You Lose Her, but they are embedded in the text in
ways that do not lend themselves to being quickly dissected. Many of the “yous” serve
descriptive purposes, fitting closely with the “standard” approach to SPN (i.e. Morrissette
and others) that sees “you” as working to enact a heightened since of interaction and
involvement for the reader. Other “yous” are self-reflexive addresses by the self-
referential narrator, speaking to him or herself in the second-person for purposes of self-
reflection and contemplation on previous experiences. Sometimes this “you” refers to
Yunior, the central protagonist for the majority of the stories whose identity has been
noted to be closely linked with Diaz’s own; other times, the “you” narrator or “you”
narratee is another character, another figure in Diaz’s stories. In other words, Diaz’s “you”
is a shifting and ever-changing narrative agent in the texts, enacting an assortment of
rhetorical effects for the reader.

The majority of criticism on Diaz’s work focuses on thematic elements of race
and class, on masculinity and gender, and on the immigrant experience in contemporary
America—specifically the Dominican American experience. Within these large categories
of thematic emphasis, scholars have also quite unanimously taken notice of Diaz’s
unique style of prose and his ability to write with a voice that is simultaneously
authentic—through its use of colloquialism—and ideologically complex. Through my
reading and analysis of Diaz’s use of SPN, | contend that the “yous” present throughout
the stories of Drown and This is How You Lose Her are major tools used by Diaz to enact

these various thematic concerns. For example, in her article Moreno emphasizes Diaz’s

61



various forms of destabilization and subversion within “How to Date a Browngirl,
Blackgirl, Whitegirl, or Halfie,” including destabilizations based on traditional categories of
race, class, and gender. Although Moreno makes note of Diaz’s use of SPN in his
satirization of the “How-To” genre, | propose that the “you” in the story plays a much
larger role in the central destabilizing theme of the story. The presence of the self-
reflexive “you” in the story encourages a stronger depiction of these problematic ethnic
and racial stereotypes by linking these experiences to Diaz's own life, while also allowing
for the opportunity for “you” to produce a stronger emotional interaction on behalf of the
reader. Balee (2013) similarly bases her analysis on “code-switching” in This is How You
Lose Her, but she fails to mention how this “code-switching” in large part takes place in
the text through Diaz’s constant switching between narrative agents (narrators and
narratees) and the central role of SPN in this switching. She refers to Diaz as “the master
crafter of narratives” (346) and she proposes “perhaps Diaz wants English readers to feel
like immigrants when they encounter the mixed languages of his books” (348). In my
reading, specifically of a story such as “Flaca” in which Yunior/Diaz is speaking to himself
about his own experiences, it seems as if this very enactment of reader-as-immigrant is a
result of the closed-circuit of narration created by Diaz’s use of the self-reflexive second-
person. Yes, we get to “hear” the self-narration taking place in “Flaca,” but are we really
part of it? It seems as if this self-reflexive “you” works to create an “Other” position for
readers, rather than pulling them into a relational experience with the primary actants of
the story. The “you” of the story enacts the readerly experience proposed by Balee.

An assessment of the complex examples of SPN in Diaz’s texts leads to
important amendments to the discussion of the narrative “you.” First, | contend that
previous studies of SPN, in their often large-scale approaches and specified theoretical

concerns, have often overlooked one of the more common uses of “you” within various
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types of storytelling. | have labeled this “you” as stylistic second-person for the purposes
of highlighting the fact that this “you” is used not to specifically relate to a reader or
narrative audience; this is a natural consequence, but | do not see it as the central
rhetorical concern. Instead, this “you” is used as a device of description, offering a way
for the narrator to better depict the person or scene or experience he or she is trying to
explain. This is by no means uncommon in either literary or conversational storytelling, as
speakers often use this type of “you.” This does indeed involve a direct appeal to the
narratee or narrative audience, as all uses of this generalized, hypothetical “you” do, but
this “you” is not reliant on a specifically prescribed identification of or relationship to the
“you” in question.

Along with this rather simple case of SPN, | also assert that Diaz’s texts offer a
unique addition to the previously noted case of self-referential “you.” Collapsing the
division between narrator/narratee through SPN is not unique to Diaz, as noted by
scholars such as Herman and Mildorf, but where | see Diaz’s texts as unique is in the
added element of the close relation between character/narrator Yunior and real author
Junot Diaz. For Yunior to speak to himself when he says “you” is perhaps no special
thing, but for Diaz to be enacting his own self-reflexivity through his “avatar” Yunior is a
unique extension of what Bal claims is the inevitable “metanarrative position” of all
narratives, of DelConte’s category of “self-address autodiegesis,” and Fludernik’s
“reflector-mode heterocommunicative text,” leaving readers validly questioning their own
relation to the text. If the “you” implies a conversation between Diaz and himself, does
this necessarily require the reader to be outside of this conversation, unable to interact?
Does this negate previous readings of SPN and in fact deny the reader the opportunity to
better empathize with Yunior/Diaz, instead leaving him or her as an “other” to the text,

removed from its thematic implications? | see these questions as important in readings of
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Drown and This is How You Lose Her, along with valuable additions to the types of
rhetorical effects possible through the use of SPN. This self-reflexivity, added to the fact
that there are many different “yous” throughout the texts that refer to various narrators
and narratees, provides helpful clarifications for readings of Diaz’s texts and add to

discussions of potential varieties of the narrative “you.”

In McCarthy’s Child of God, the narrative “you” serves as a prime example of
SPN'’s tendency towards creating an opportunity for authors to enhance their readers’
connection to the text, in whatever way he or she may choose to do so, whether it be to
empathize with a character like Lester Ballard, or to further instill a sense of disconnect
from a character or story element. But this is not the only way that “you” can or does
function, as evidenced by texts like Diaz’s. In these cases, “you” is not necessarily a call
for interaction from the reader; instead, this “you” sometimes might actually serve as a
signal of a lack of potential empathy or understanding. At certain times, Diaz seems to be
reversing the readerly role in his text, emphasizing the fact that he or she is not on the
same level—diegetic or realistic—as figures like Yunior, Flaca, or others. Rather than
acting as an agent of readerly connection, Diaz’s “yous” oftentimes further differentiate
themselves from the readers. Most of his readers have not been Dominican Americans;
they have not had fathers who abandoned them; they have not cheated on multiple
lovers and spouses; they have not spent time as drugdealers or been surrounded by
poverty and destitution. And, | propose, the “you” in these stories is not asking them to
pretend that they have done these things. Instead, the reader remains outside observer,
bearing witness to Diaz’s own contemplation of his experiences in these various
categories. It is in this act of witness that the reader is able to “experience” the rhetorical

and thematic emphases of Diaz’s texts, and this functions in large part because of Diaz’s
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variegated and intricate utilization of SPN. The stories in Drown and This is How You
Lose Her are examples—and not the only ones—of how second-person narration is
much more than a simple, unified use of a pronoun; instead, it is a complex narrative tool
capable of enacting all sorts of stylistic, thematic, and narratological effects on the

reading of a narrative text.
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Chapter 3
Roth is Roth as Roth: Autofiction and the Implied Author
Since Wayne Booth introduced the term in The Rhetoric of Fiction (1961),
perhaps no topic of narrative theory has been more widely discussed or more fervently
argued than the implied author. While Booth is responsible for the term, the concept
itself—and the surrounding debates—has been present in narrative discussions for
centuries. In their comprehensive text on the topic, The Implied Author: Concept and
Controversy, Kindt and Muller propose, “We find that Booth did not create the implied
author concept in The Rhetoric of Fiction but actually introduced a cover term for several
concepts or variants of a single concept” (7). Kindt and Muller point out the centuries-long
heritage of debate behind the “single concept’—a heritage that has only been deepened
and expanded since Booth introduced “implied author.” This single concept—and the
main impetus for Booth’s creation of the term “implied author"—is closely related to
broad-ranging theoretical discussions of literary theory, including authorly intention and
biographical criticism. Booth introduces the “implied author” in order to, among other
things, engage with the New Critics and their all-out refusal of authorly considerations; at
the same time, the term also allows Booth—and others—to avoid a full-scale move
towards biographical criticism. This theme of balancing between these two poles
correlates with the critical impetus and “single concept” mentioned by Kindt and Muller.
Many and most narratologists and narrative theorists since The Rhetoric of Fiction have
had something to say about the subject, usually falling on one side or the other on a
discussion around the usefulness of the term itself. By “usefulness” | implicitly am
speaking about the accuracy, viability, and all-around applicability of the term in relation
to the manner in which various critics have or have not been able to apply strategic

components of “the implied author” to critical approaches to narrative texts.
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Contemporary narratologists—and contemporary narratives—are no exception in this
context: they too continue the ongoing discussion and debate surrounding the implied
author.

In this chapter, | first lay out a historical look at the tradition of debate
surrounding Booth’s term. Beginning with Booth’s somewhat ambiguous and open-ended
definition, | then move on to seminal critics of narrative theory—Genette, Bal, Prince—
and their own responses to Booth and to each other in the context of the implied author,
eventually leading to more recent and contemporary approaches. Then, in the context of
this historical background, | seek to offer my own take on the subject in relation to its
applicability to postmodern narrative techniques and, accordingly, the direct implications
these techniques have on understandings of Booth’s term. By looking at contemporary
narrative texts—and the critical approaches that make up the majority of scholarly
attention leveled at them—I hope to create a contemporary defense of the term and the
manner in which its existence in our critical lexicon continues to provide fruitful lenses
through which these narrative texts gain further critical agency. | see these contemporary
texts as being catalysts for further discussion within narrative theory concerning the
implied author; this chapter is my entry into such a discussion.

My response to this ongoing discussion about the implied author is buttressed by
close readings of texts employing unique metanarrative and meta-diegetic techniques.
Specifically Philip Roth, Paul Auster, and Bret Easton Ellis utilize the technique of shared
names between author and narrator/character. | borrow Serge Doubrovsky’s term
autofiction, although | offer my own variations to Doubrovsky’s usage. These authors are

not the first to use this technique, as many others utilize autofictive elements in various
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degrees.® What Roth, Auster, and Ellis offer are autofictive texts from authors 1) that are
both critically and generally popular, and 2) that are still alive and writing, which is
particularly relevant for this current study. | contend that these contemporary autofictive
texts create unique challenges to readers—challenges to our perceptions of the
traditional narrative elements author and narrator; i.e. readers are dared to attempt to
distinguish between Philip Roth-as-author and Philip Roth-as-character/narrator.
Concurrently, challenges to distinguishing between author and narrator create an even
more problematic attempt when thinking about the implied author. If notions of the implied
author have already shown to be problematic in a traditional, mimetic narrative text, how
much more difficult are they in the context of a text in which the author, narrator, and
character all share a name, biography, and in many ways personality? Through looking at
these postmodern narratives, | propose to offer a theoretically synthetic take on the
subject of the implied author and on ways in which this traditional narrative term can
perhaps find new relevance for contemporary readers.
The Implied Author

Although certain aspects of Booth’s rhetorical approach to fiction and narrative in
The Rhetoric of Fiction have become outdated and untenable in the face of
poststructuralist theoretical approaches, his term “implied author” remains a widely
discussed, debated, and used term in narrative studies, as well as literary studies as a
whole. Booth’s text is an integral cornerstone for narrative studies and narratology; it's a
safe bet that almost every critical text related to the field will include The Rhetoric of
Fiction in its Works Cited or Bibliography. The text covers a wide array of elements of

fiction, each of which Booth confronts with his overall aim of tearing down many of the

®In my Conclusion chapter, | give an overview of various examples of texts that also
incorporate autofiction.
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(then) long-standing aspects of traditional and “proper” approaches to fictional texts. In
Part I, Booth tackles five of what he terms the “general rules of fiction,” to which he offers
his own rebuttal. He begins with his well-known exploration of the difference between
“telling and showing,” eventually showing the futility of a text completely differentiating
between the two and asserting that readers “must never forget that though the author can
to some extent choose his disguises, he can never choose to disappear” (20). He also
discusses topics such as fictional realism; author objectivity or neutrality; the impossible
concept of “pure art” that ignores the audience; and the objectivity of the reader. On a
large scale, Booth’s focus is in defiance of certain critical approaches, namely Formalism
and New Criticism, that employ literary criticism on a basis of the “perfect text”; for Booth,
this perfect text is in fact an impossibility, and critics are at fault when they ignore the
various rhetorical factors that, according to Booth, undoubtedly play a part in the creation
(authors) and perception (readers) of fictional narratives.

Within this broad argument about the seemingly undeniable rhetorical nature of
fiction, Booth specifically looks at the place of the author in the schematic of critical
approaches to fiction. The general rule to which he is responding is that “All authors
should be objective” (67). To this, of course, Booth offers a direct refutation. Booth breaks
down the term “objective” into three qualities, one of which is neutrality. He defines what
it means to be objective or neutral, specifically for an author, and then gives his own take:
“It should be unnecessary here to show that no author can ever attain this kind of
objectivity” (68). He makes an important clarification from here, pointing out how it is
possible—necessary, in fact—for many authors to be “objective” or “neutral” in relation to
certain political or religious ideals or topics. This type of neutrality is not the one Booth is
denying; instead, he is speaking about formalistic assertions towards a sort of total

neutrality in which the author is able to escape all semblances of his personality and his
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individuality. Booth’s idea of an authorly ability to escape certain aspects of themselves—
yet an inability to escape others—is problematic in ways, and this somewhat unrealistic
ideal can again be contributed to the balancing act Booth is engaging in in terms of his
response to the New Critics. Within this discussion, Booth begins to address the topic of
the implied author.

Booth makes it clear that he is not the first person to think about this concept, just
as Kindt and Muller point out in The Implied Author. He mentions Kathleen Tillotson and
her term “second self,” which is very similar to the implied author, along with Jessamyn
West's idea of the author’s creation of the “official scribe” within the text itself, which
serves as a representation of the real author. Responding to and synthesizing with these
other approaches, Booth’s own ideas of the presence of an author within the text are
clearly integral to his theory: “Whether we call this implied author an ‘official scribe,” or
adopt the term recently revived by Kathleen Tillotson—the author’s ‘second self—it is
clear that the picture the reader gets of this presence is one of the author’'s most
important effects” (71). For Booth, this “second self” of the author is of the utmost
importance in terms of the reader’s reaction to and understanding of a fictional text. He
continues: “However impersonal he may try to be, his reader will inevitably construct a
picture of the official scribe who writes in this manner—and of course that official scribe
will never be neutral towards all values” (71). He explains this second self as being
created within the text and being different from the actual author; he compares this to
writing a personal letter involves the creation of “different versions of oneself’ depending
on the various relationships with the different correspondents. Similarly, the different
versions of the real author depend on the readers of the fictional text; for Booth, these

perceptions are the result of readerly interpretations of the implied author.
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He talks about some of the work done by readers when trying to interpret a text,
along with the terms that are used to describe this work. He mentions “theme,”
“meaning,” and “symbolic significance” (73), and while he sees these sorts of terms as
useful, he also declares them to be lacking. For Booth, these terms only get at part of the
interpretation, and they also are lacking in their ability to cover the large amount of
possible meanings that each text supplies. He writes, “But most works worth reading
have so many possible ‘themes,” so many possible mythological or metaphorical or
symbolic analogues, that to find any one of them, and to announce it as what the work is
for, is to do at best a very small part of the critical task” (73). This is where the implied
author comes in; according to Booth, the implied author provides a platform on which the
“artistic whole” can be addressed: “The chief value to which this implied author is
committed, regardless of what party his creator belongs to in real life, is that which is
expressed by the total form” (73-74). Booth’s insistence on an “artistic whole” is clearly a
remnant of a more formalistic approach; although he is challenging the New Ciritics, he
still sees value in the idea of the “wholeness” of a text and on the idea of the power of the
“total form.” Booth explains that the “total form” he attributes to the implied author
involves three important terms: style, tone, and technique. These three elements are all
branches of the implied author, according to Booth, and the combination of these terms
has crucial implications for readers: “The ‘implied author’ chooses, consciously or
unconsciously, what we read; we infer him as an ideal, literary, created version of the real
man; he is the sum of his own choices” (74-75). By distinguishing between the real and
implied author, we can avoid “pointless” conversations about the author’s sincerity; this is
another example of Booth’s New Critical hangover here, continuing to avoid the
intentional fallacy while also trying to somehow combat this avoidance. By avoiding these

“pointless” conversations, we can instead assess the “sincerity” of a text by looking at
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whether or not the implied author is “in harmony with himself” (75); i.e. does the text
involve a consistency between the values and reliability of the implied author and the
“explicit narrative character”? For Booth, the “sincerity” of a text comes through the
implied author rather than any sort of perception of the real author’s intentions or
personal faults.

Booth illustrates the importance of the term in relation to the reliability of the
author in Chapter Eight of The Rhetoric of Fiction. And he further expands upon his
usage in The Company We Keep (1988) and his chapter “Resurrection of the Implied
Author: Why Bother?” in Phelan and Rabinowitz’s A Companion to Narrative Theory
(2005). Booth’s introduction and exploration of the term serves as an undeniable
foundation for studies focused on the implied author. Yet, interestingly, Booth himself
never quite provides an unequivocal, unitary definition of the term. Perhaps it is more
accurate to say that Booth’s usage of “implied author” leaves more room for variegated
interpretations of the term than it does for a unified approach. Kindt and Muller explain
that Booth’s terminology portrays the implied author as either “1) an intentional product of
the author in or qua the work or 2) an inference made by the recipient about the author
on the basis of the work” (8). Although Booth seems to lean more towards the second
option, as evidenced by his words above concerning readerly “constructions” of the
implied author based on individualized readerly perceptions, Kindt and Muller maintain
that Booth does not go so far as to strictly prescribe how the term needs to be used or
specifically what the implied author must be in terms of readerly interaction with the text.
While they acknowledge his role in pointing out the important role the implied author
plays, they assert that Booth “neither specified the theoretical framework in which the
implied author was to be used nor provided a methodology for identifying it in individual

cases” (9). They go on to say that the ambiguity surrounding the term—and Booth’s
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usage—is a key reason why it has continued to inspire so much debate and discussion,
along with a wide range of theoretical applications: “The ambiguity of the term and the
theory of which it was a part shows that the concept had a range of potential meanings
that extended far beyond the ways in which it was actually used by Booth” (8). This wide
range of “potential meanings” is evidenced clearly in the various books, articles, and
commentaries published on the topic in the decades since the publication of The Rhetoric
of Fiction.

In Unnatural Voices: Extreme Narration in Modern and Contemporary Fiction,
Brian Richardson provides a rather helpful summation of the tone of debate surrounding
the implied author in narrative theory. To put it simply, most of the voices on the topic
have either asserted the terms as being useful or worthless; they either find a need for it
or see it as superfluous and contrived. Richardson names key names on both sides of
the ledger, and eventually situates himself somewhere in the middle. William Nelles
similarly depicts the major positions in the debate in the opening paragraphs of his 2011
essay “A Hypothetical Implied Author.” He categorizes the approaches into three
“‘camps”: “Those critics who maintain a version of Wayne Booth’s original author-centered
approach, including most prominently James Phelan; those who favor a strictly text-
centered approach, chiefly inspired by the work of Ansgar Nunning; and a ‘big-tent’ group
of moderates who would locate both of those positions within the pale, as represented by
Seymour Chatman” (109). Nelles’s identification of Booth’s approach as being “author-
centered” seems troublesome here, especially in light of Booth’s blatant avoidance of the
intentional fallacy and his attempts specifically not to engage directly with elements of the
flesh-and-blood author. In this sense, by “author-centered approach” Nelles is
emphasizing the importance of the persona and image of the implied author—a unified

narrative agent—in comparison to the other approaches’ denial of the existence or need
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of this single agent. These three camps correspond with Richardson’s depiction with
Nelles’s addition of the third, “middle ground” position (into which Richardson would fall). |
will use the following pages to provide a detailed depiction of each of these “camps” and
the major theorists exemplifying the arguments for each. To combat many of the
“ambiguities” of Booth’s terms, a number of theorists have introduced different wordings;
specifically, they have replaced “implied” with terms such as “hypothetical” or
“postulated.” The importance of clarity in relations to terminology—and the semiological
value that we as critics put into specific terms—is an interesting thread of discussion
revealed by the implied author debate. For consistency and structural purposes, | will
borrow both Richardson’s and Nelles’s categorical terms to depict each camp.
The Useful Implied Author

While Booth’s term has since created quite a long history of debate and
contention, there have been a number of narrative theorists who have accepted, adopted,
and employed the term in ways according to Booth’s prescriptions. I've already discussed
the ambiguity of the prescriptions—and will do so again later—but there are fundamental
concepts of the implied author which Booth defined and clarified. Booth’s sees the
implied author being the “second self’ of the real author—a product not of the real
author’s intentions, but of the text itself. The term allows for critical approaches to fictional
narratives that continue an escape from the intentional fallacy and that are not dependent
upon knowledge and judgments of the flesh-and-blood author; to this end, Booth—and
others—saw the implied author as being a quite useful analytical tool. This fundamental
definition of the term, in large part, accounts for its continued usage in a number of critical
fields. Kindt and Muller describe the lasting quality of the term: “The implied author is one
of those concepts—not, one suspects, all that uncommon in the humanities—that have

managed to survive intact despite their conceptual anomalies and repeated calls that
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they be abolished or replaced” (12). An example of a theorist contributing to the survival
of the concept of the implied author is James Phelan.

One of the most important and prolific scholars in narrative theory over the last
quarter century, James Phelan’s approach to narrative is fundamentally a rhetorical one.
It comes as no surprise, then, that he sides in many ways with Booth, the pioneer of the
rhetorical approach to fiction. This is not to say that Phelan is in all ways a direct follower
of Booth; Phelan’s approach to narrative, spread over a large number of essays and
books published over the last 25 years, differs in many ways to the approach set forth by
Booth. Most notably for this current discussion, Phelan’s approach to the implied author
is in fact rhetorical in both name and practice, whereas Booth’s—as evidence in the
preceding paragraphs—is in many ways not. Booth'’s offerings on the implied author are
moving towards being rhetorical, and his clear frustrations with the New Critics are
factors in this movement. But Booth’s analysis of the implied author falls victim to many of
the same formalistic fundamentals against which Booth is working. Where Booth’s work
is unable to avoid these contradictions, Phelan’s work displays awareness of and
credence to the many advances of poststructuralist and postmodernist theoretical
approaches to texts, allowing for a truly rhetorical approach in comparison to certain parts
of The Rhetoric of Fiction. Still, Booth begins the gestures towards these moves, and
Phelan stands out as one of the “champions” of the term “implied author”; if not a
champion, then at least a defender of its usefulness in narratological inquiry.

His definition of narrative—which | will reference a number of times throughout

my study—is as follows: “Telling a particular story to a particular audience in a particular

75



situation for, presumably, a particular purpose” (Narrative as Rhetoric, 4).4 Phelan’s
repetitive use of “particular” is telling here: the particularity of the narrative elements
(story, audience, situation, and purpose) is fundamentally a question of rhetoric. Phelan
uses this definition throughout his work, and other theorists often quote it when
referencing Phelan’s take on any number of narrative discussions. Phelan’s work spreads
over a wide range of topics, including character narration (Living to Tell About It), readerly
interpretation and judgments (Experiencing Fiction), and narrator reliability (“The Lessons

of ‘Weymouth™). At the center of this wide range of work resides Phelan’s rhetorical
definition of narrative. Accordingly, his approach to the implied author is no exception.
Throughout his work, Phelan displays a fundamental acceptance of Booth’s term.
In Living to Tell About It—his book focused on character narration—Phelan spends a
number of pages putting forth his own take on the debate surrounding the implied author.
He begins by offering some helpful clarifications of Booth’s use of the term. In reference
to Booth he explains, “His definition posits a clear continuity between the flesh-and-blood
author and the author in the text, while also insisting that flesh-and-blood and textual
authors are not identical” (39). This analysis seems to be an attempt by Phelan to
“rhetoricize” Booth’s assertions concerning the implied author, perhaps offering some
clarification which Booth himself does not do in The Rhetoric of Fiction. Phelan goes on
to further explicate Booth’s term, as well as the various critical opinions and responses
about its usefulness. Eventually Phelan arrives at his own opinion, in which he sides with
Booth and asserts the term’s usefulness. He provides a “redefinition” of the term: “The

implied author is a streamlined version of the real author, an actual or purported subset of

the real author’s capacities, traits, attitudes, beliefs, values, and other properties that play

* Interestingly, the one aspect of the situation to which “particular” is not applied is the
first one: the telling. | pick up this point in Chapter 5 when | focus on collective/missing
narrators.
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an active role in the construction of a particular text” (45). This definition is in certain ways
aligned with Booth’s, particularly in relation to the “continuity” between real and implied
author mentioned previously. Yet, as mentioned previously, Phelan is enacting the
rhetorical nature of the implied author in ways that Booth’s definition falls short. It's as if
Phelan is defending Booth’s analysis of the term while adding necessary clarifications—
additions that are needed in order for the term to actually react against the problems of
New Criticism that inspired Booth to introduce the term in the first place. From here,
Phelan works specifically to detail and explain the value of the term; for Phelan, the term
has value specifically in relation to a rhetorical approach to reading, interpreting, and
analyzing narratives. In Experiencing Fiction, Phelan references back to his words in
Living to Tell and again says that the implied author is “a good fit for the rhetorical
approach” (3n3); he even goes on to say that when he uses “the author” in Experiencing
Fiction, he is actually referring to the implied author in terms of the redefinition he
provides in Living to Tell. When referring to the real author, he instead uses the term
“flesh-and-blood author.” The term itself plays a major role throughout much of Phelan’s
work.

Phelan’s defense of the term is evident again in Narrative Theory: Core Concepts
& Critical Debates (2012). This text takes up the main points of contention in narrative
theory from four different perspectives: rhetorical (Phelan and Peter J. Rabinowitz);
feminist (Robyn Warhol); cognitive (David Herman); and antimimetic (Brian Richardson).
Each “approach” is given a few pages to propose its own take on narrative elements such
as narrative time, reception and the reader, character, and authors, narrators, and
narration. This last topic contains each approach’s opinion on the implied author. Within
this section, Phelan further builds his defense of Booth’s term. He and Rabinowitz put it

quite plainly: “While our most important commitment is to the role of authorial agency in
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narrative communication, we also endorse the concept of the implied author that Booth
introduced in The Rhetoric of Fiction” (31). They again point out the various criticisms of
the term, only to side with the others that have found it “very valuable” (31). To explain
their defense of the term, Phelan and Rabinowitz provide four specific reasons for its
utility. First, they see the term as useful in its ability to engage in “a number of serious
social and historical questions that are otherwise hard to navigate” (32). This reason is
similar to what Booth talks about in terms of escaping historicism regarding real-life
authors, while also taking into account certain unavoidable historical factors. Next: “It
gives us a useful way to talk about intention” (32). By this they mean that the implied
author gives the rhetorical approach to narrative a way to talk about the intentionality of a
text without having to identify the intentions of the flesh-and-blood author. The third
reason they value the implied author is “it helps us explain why we often come to know
different versions of the same author in different texts” (32). According to Phelan and
Rabinowitz, the presence of multiple “authors” in a text is unexplainable without Booth’s
term. Finally, the implied author provides a way to discuss “texts with problematic
authorship” (33). They list ghostwritten or collaboratively written texts as examples of this.
This idea of textual intentional as being something different from authorly
intentional seems problematic. Rabinowitz and Phelan attempt to explain further: “The
aim of the rhetorical approach is not to determine the conscious intention of the actual
author (although, if available, that may be one piece of relevant information) but rather to
discern the system of intentionality that explains why the text has this particular shape
rather than some other one” (32). In certain ways, it seems as if Rabinowitz and Phelan
are similarly avoiding the intentional fallacy in much the same way as Booth does. They
seem to be simultaneously walking on both sides of an insurmountable gap; they assert

that their “most important commitment” is to authorial agency, but they also stringently
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cling to the seemingly “arhetorical” view of the implied author. Of course, this is a major
reason in why they see the implied author as being so “useful,” although exactly how this
utility is possible is left in question. Rabinowitz and Phelan do create a space for authorly
intention as being “one piece of relevant information,” but they place much more
importance on the “system of intentionality” within the text itself. They are somehow trying
to be both rhetorical and formalistic, something that comes up in various denunciations of
the term “implied author,” and something that | will discuss below.

In each of these texts, Phelan is working to defend and explain the “utility” of the
implied author for the same fundamental reason: the term allows for otherwise
problematic or unapproachable aspects of narratives to be discussed in productive sound
ways (although the theoretical system surrounding the term itself might still involves
complications, as mentioned above). Rabinowitz and Phelan maintain that their view of
the implied author coheres to their allegiance to authorly agency because they see it “not
[as] a textual construct equivalent to one of the characters but rather the agent who
constructs the text” (32). Rather than being focused on distinguishing between the actual
and the implied author (something that is central to my own readings later in this
chapter), they are more invested “in the view that texts are not collections of free-floating
signifiers but purposive communicative actions designed by some authorial agent”
(Narrative Theory, 33). There are gaps that | see needing to be traversed in this definition
in order to get past some of the contradictions | mention above. Still, this is a crucial
piece of narrative theory for Phelan and others like him, including Rabinowitz and Warhol.
This is not to say that they are unaware of the criticisms surrounding it, or the ambiguities
of Booth’s definition. Yet, despite these “problems,” the utility of the term is unavoidable

for certain approaches to narrative.
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The Not-so-Useful Implied Author

While Phelan spends time defending the usefulness of the term, a number of
other critics have dedicated large amounts of time asserting quite the opposite. Not long
after Booth introduced the term in The Rhetoric of Fiction, critics began to take issue with
“the implied author” and present rather staunch reactions to Booth’s usage. Gerard
Genette and Mieke Bal present direct reactions to the term in their respective work, and a
number contemporary narratologists have continued to work towards a denial of the
“utility” of the implied author.

Although he neglected to discuss the term in Narrative Discourse (1980),
Genette spends substantial time in his subsequent book published three years later:
Narrative Discourse Revisited. He explains that Revisited includes “subjects not dealt
with in Narrative Discourse but that today seem to me worth examining, if only to justify
rejecting them” (9). The implied author resides in this category for Genette; he comments
on the topic in the last section of the book, “Implied Author, Implied Reader?” He says it
quite plainly: “In my opinion, narratology has no need to go beyond the narrative
situation, and the two agents ‘implied author’ and ‘implied reader’ are clearly situated in

that ‘beyond’” (137). Genette’s model of narratology is based on analyses of elements in
terms of voice, mood, and tense, and he introduces the term “focalization” in replacement
of point-of-view (this model is laid out in detail in Narrative Discourse). This system relies
on a specific view of the “narrative situation,” which—for Genette—has no need for the
“‘implied” existences of the author or reader. He references Booth and also Chatman,
explaining how he sees these critics using the implied author as the bridge between real
author and narrator. But Genette asks the question: “Is this implied author a necessary

and (therefore) valid agent between the narrator and the real author?” For Genette, on

the “real” level the answer to this question is clearly no. He says that there is nothing
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actually between the author and the narrator. Therefore, Genette’s problem with the term
is its fundamentally “imaginary” quality. He does concede that the term serves an
“essentially ideological” purpose as an “ideal agent” (140); i.e. he sees it as potentially
serving a theoretical purpose. But this existence remains theoretical or hypothetical, and
does not carry over into the “real” narrative situation for Genette.

In Narratology: Introduction to the Theory of Narrative (1985)—her own
“systematic” approach to narrative—Mieke Bal presents a similar reaction to Booth’s
term. It is important to note that Bal’s study is based on a specific definition of “narrative
text” which she introduces early on. This definition varies in certain ways from other
narrative theorists—including Genette—and therefore somewhat helps to clarify and
contextualize her thoughts on the implied author. Bal also makes it a point to situate her
approach to narrative with an awareness of and allegiance to the theoretical progressions
of deconstruction and postmodern critics such as Bakhtin and Derrida (13). With this
context set, she moves into the first section of her approach, “The Narrator,” in which she
provides her commentary on the implied author. She points out three specific problems
she has with Booth’s term: “1) The implied author is the result of the investigation of the
meaning of a text, and not the source of that meaning . . . 2) The term mystifies and
overwrites the reader’s input and is easily recuperated to grant the interpretation of one
person . . . the authority of knowing ‘what the author meant to say” (17). Her first reason
is somewhat similar to Genette’s point about the “imaginary” or contrived nature of the
term. Bal is adamant that the implied author is not an active creator of meaning; instead,
critics use the term to somehow explain his or her own interpretation of the text under the
guise of narrative study. This criticism seems to echo with some of the contradictions and
confusions mentioned above in relation to the simultaneously rhetorical/formalist

approaches of Booth and Phelan. Her second reason connects with a larger point she
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makes earlier about her approach to narrative: “The theory presented here is an
instrument for making descriptions, and hence interpretations, discussable. That, not
objectivity or certainty, ‘being right’ or ‘proving wrong,’ is the point” (12). Bal is clearly
against approaches that somehow give individual readers the “authority” to be “right”
about a text, and for her the implied author is a tool through which many readers and
critics are able to do this. Her final reason is that the notion of the implied author can be
applied to any text, not just narrative texts; therefore, Bal does not see the term as being
specific to narratology.

While both Genette and Bal see specific theoretical problems with Booth'’s term,
they do not go as far as to condemn or flat out decry any shadow of its usage. But certain
theorists have done just this, including Ansgar Nunning and David Herman. In “A
Hypothetical Implied Author” Nelles classifies Nunning’s position as an “unequivocal
rejection of the implied author” (111). Nunning’s essay “Deconstructing and
Reconceptualizing the Implied Author” is often cited as one of the more staunch
rejections of Booth’s term, which Nelles describes as being a “text-centered approach,”
which relates to the discussion of the role that knowledge of the author should play in
narrative interpretation, along with the discussion of the implications of historical matters
in readerly perception. David Herman has his own unique problems with the term
according to his own approach to narrative. In Narrative Theory: Core Concepts &
Debates, Herman represents the “mind-oriented” approach to narrative, other times
referred to as the cognitive approach. This approach sees narrative as a communicative
act, and thus his focus is on communicative action and thus “the reasons for acting” (44).
After setting up his “narrative communicative diagram,” Herman points out what he calls
the “misplaced concreteness” of implied authors and readers. He borrows this term from

Alfred North Whitehead, and he basically means that theorists place existence or agency
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in the figure of the implied author where, in fact, this “concreteness” does not actually
exist. This echoes Genette’s point about the “imaginary” nature the term (Bal uses the
term “residual’). Herman eventually presents his own two-part argument against the
implied author: “The first part is that the idea of the implied author arises from efforts to
accommodate an anti-intentionalist position . . . The second, related part of the argument
is that talk of implied authors entails a reification or hypostatization of what is better
characterized as a stage in an inferential process” (50). Herman'’s disavowal of the “anti-
intentionalist” (or New Critical) position is at the heart of his entire cognitive,
communicative-act approach to narrative, and therefore it plays a large part in his
disagreement with the usage of the implied author.

Situated between proponents like Booth and Phelan and detractors such as
Genette, Bal, Nunning and Herman, many narrative theorists fall into the “middle ground”
described by Nelles. In other words, amidst the decades or back-and-forth debate
surrounding the term, many critics have chosen to fall somewhere in the middle,
acknowledging both the usefulness of the term as well as its problematic nature. Nelles

“

refers to this camp as the “big-tent’ group of moderates,” exemplified by theorists such
as Seymour Chatman, Brian Richardson, and Susan Lanser. In Coming to Terms: The
Rhetoric of Narrative in Fiction and Film (1990), Chatman undertakes a broad look at “the
terms of narratology and of text theory in general” (1). Basically, Chatman’s goal is to
look at the key terms of narratology and explore them and what they mean, using
examples from fiction and film to explore and complicate definitions of said terms. The
second section of the book focuses on controversial terms within narratology; Chapters 5
and 6 look at the implied author. He portrays the heritage of debate surrounding the term:

“Few reject the distinction between real author and narrator, but some wonder why a

third, seemingly ‘ghostly’ being should be situated between the two” (74). He
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acknowledges the ambiguity and problematic nature of the term, but eventually asserts
its importance and the need for it. Chatman’s insistence on the term relies upon his
almost New Critical approach to the narratologist’'s agenda: he stresses the ultimate
importance of the text itself rather than the “real author”; accordingly, the implied author
allows for this (this is clearly in contention with Phelan’s interpretation of the continuity
between implied and flesh-and-blood author). But he also adds clarifications to the term.
On one hand, the implied author for Chatman is the “source of a narrative text's whole
structure of meaning” (75); at the same time, he concedes that the implied author is not in
fact “doing” anything—the “doing” is the job of the real author. He writes, “The implied
author has no ‘voice.” The implied author only empowers others to ‘speak.” The implied
author (unlike the delegated speaker, the narrator) is a silent source of information” (85).
He also classifies himself as residing between the poststructuralist positions that deny the
existence of any textual agency, and the position of Booth who sees the implied author
as a friend and guide. Nelle’s similarly classifies Chatman as a “moderate” in the implied
author debate because of his insistence on not being insistent when it comes to the
“precise details about how one imagines the implied author” (Nelles, 109). Chatman’s
hesitance towards dogmatism does not overshadow his important—and helpful—
additions to an understanding of and approach to the implied author.

Richardson also proposes a balanced approach to the implied author by
recognizing its problematic elements without denying its utility. As mentioned above,
Richardson proposes his own take on the term in a later chapter in Unnatural Voices.
Richardson—and unnatural narratology as a whole—builds his approach to narrative with
an awareness of the mimetic bias of classical narratology. This mimetic bias functions
quite well for many traditional texts, but it also fails rather starkly when used to approach

a number of problematic and extreme narrative texts (extreme in the sense of the non-
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traditional and anti-mimetic narrative techniques they use). Richardson’s analysis of
unique works of modern and contemporary fiction through his anti-mimetic lens provides
important strategies for a number of areas of narrative inquiry, many of which will be used
later in this study. He specifically talks about the implied author in Chapter 7. He sums up
his main view on the topic quite clearly: “I argue that we can find a number of cases
where its use in indispensable, though we will also find cases where it is not necessary at
all. This paradoxical concept is thus often but not always essential” (115). Given the
seemingly endless back-and-forth in the discussion of the implied author, Richardson
provides a rather fresh take: it's useful for some texts, while for others it’s rather
unnecessary. He also provides what he calls a “streamlined” definition of Booth’s term:
“The implied author is the figure constructed by the reader of the person who produced
the narrative, and who may differ significantly from the actual flesh-and-blood author”
(115). He then maps out some of the ways in which real authors and implied authors
differ from each other, eventually providing a qualified defense of the term: “The notion of
the implied author is a coherent and useful one for a wide range of critical practices, and
there is no reason to discard the concept, which, as we have seen, cannot be reduced to
other authorial or textual functions” (121). He then immediately insists that there must be
qualifications, and he bluntly states the construct of the implied author is not, in fact,
necessary for the analysis of every fictional work (121). He eventually goes on to talk
about the career implied author (introduced by Booth and also discussed by Chatman
and others), and makes a very interesting point about the possibility for real authors to
actually have the ability to speak within a narrative text. Richardson’s qualified approach
to the implied author is helpful in an attempt to approach the topic within the “moderate”
framework described by Nelles. Richardson provides a way in which the implied author

maintains relevance and utility—two elements stressed by critics such as Booth and
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Phelan—without having to ignore the fact that the term also reeks of theoretical
contrivance and vapidity for many texts.

In “Historical and Implied Authors and Readers” (1993), Nelles provides further
helpful clarifications of the implied author. Nelles uses the term “historical author” instead
of “real author,” thus emphasizing the same sense of historical importance in terms of the
author’s impact on readerly perception as mentioned by Phelan and Rabinowitz. Nelles
provides a rather simple yet productive statement about the separation between historical
author, implied author, and narrator (along with the readerly counterparts of each): “The
historical author writes, the historical reader reads; the implied author means, the implied
reader interprets; the narrator speaks, the narratee hears” (22). Nelles quickly points out
that these three levels—on a practical level—sometimes involve “a certain degree of
overlapping”; but this is not the case on the theoretical level, as Nelles asserts that they
can be distinctly defined and distinguished (22). And, similarly to critics such as Booth,
Chatman, and Phelan, Nelles stresses the importance of the implied author in terms of
textual meaning: “The implied author’s implicit intentions, not those expressed by the
historical author or narrator, are the definitive source of meaning in a work” (22). He goes
on to discuss the implied author and gender, making interesting points about the lack of
need for a gendered implied author, preferring to use the pronoun “it” rather than “he” or
“she” (24-25). He provides his own definition of the implied author in terms of how it
differs from the historical author (26), eventually positing that the implied author “can play
different roles in different narratives” (42). Later, in “A Hypothetical Implied Author,”
Nelles re-orients his view of the implied author using the principles of “hypothetical
intentionalism,” saying, “The utility of this approach lies in its explicit admission of
contextual evidence to supplement textual evidence, combined with a careful delimitation

of those contexts relevant for interpretation” (114). In other words, Nelles adopts tenets of
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hypothetical intentionalism in an attempt to bridge the gap between all-out intentionalism,
in which all meaning is attributed to the historical author’s intentions, and complete
formalism, which seeks to “escape the trap of anthropomorphism” and disregard any
authorial intention. For Nelles, the hypothetical implied author resides somewhere in the
middle, allowing the narratologist to find productive crossroads in between.

This concept of “hypothetical intentionalism” is particularly helpful in relation to
the contradictions and problematic elements of the definitions of the implied author put
forth by Booth, Phelan, and Rabinowitz, and it also helps to alleviate some of the
criticisms levied at the concept by scholars such as Genette and Bal. These definitions
are further clarified—and the criticisms further addressed—when thinking about
Richardson’s more open definition of the term mentioned above; perhaps the deciding
factor in the discussion of whether or not there is a continuity between real and implied
author depends upon the individual readerly experience. If, in fact, the implied author—
the author’s “second self’—is reliant upon a reader’s construction of said implied author,
then perhaps the previously mentioned contradictions arise or dissolve depending on
each reader’s interaction with the text. This, mixed with the idea of a “hypothetical
intentionalism” that seeks to avoid the poles of all-out intentionalism and complete
formalism, help provide a way to sift through these various approaches to the usefulness
of the implied author. The work of Susan S. Lanser even further helps to find a somewhat
manageable approach to the topic.

Rather than continue to perpetuate the decades-long conversations about
whether or not the implied is in fact a useful and theoretically sound term to be used,
scholars like Nelles and Lanser attempt to change the conversation; they accept the fact
that the term is here to stay and are determined to figure out how exactly it can be used

in productive ways. Lanser’s work exemplifies this forward-thinking approach to the topic.
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Her 2001 essay “(Im)plying the Author,” published in Narrative, takes a rather novel
approach to the discussion: “Although theorists have tried repeatedly to put the term to
rest, the author keeps getting ‘implied’ even in essays that question it. My hope is less to
resolve the debate than to suggest why we cannot resolve it, and to propose that moving
beyond singular concepts of implied authorship might shift the conversation onto different
if not less controversial ground” (153). She points out how despite deconstructionist
challenges from Foucault and Barthes, authorship has retained a central point in literary
study. She then provides a view of authorship in terms of tautology, showing how “the
implied author is not—and by definition cannot be—a specific textual entity” (154).
Instead, questions surrounding the implied author are in fact a “matter of belief” (155).
She asserts that the implied author debate cannot and will not be settled because the
existence—or nonexistence—of an implied author depends upon reading practices and
individual reading experiences. For Lanser, this does not negate the conversation;
instead, she focuses on diagnosing exactly what it is that dictates or signifies an implied
author for certain readers. According to Lanser, the implied author will always be
“associated with the persona(e) occupying the text’'s highest level(s) of authority” (155);
Lanser defines this authority as either diegetic or mimetic. She also goes on to
complicate the traditional view of the implied author as being “unified” in a text, instead
proposing “that implied authors can be—and perhaps more often are—multiple
personalities” (157). Eventually, Lanser suggests that traditional views of the implied
author—and the debate surrounding it—have been too limited and small, functioning on
the tautological view of authorship she described earlier. Accordingly, “we might figure
the implied author not as a body but as the clothes the body wears—clothes that can be

altered, discarded, tried on, changed before or behind our eyes” (158). This broader view
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of the implied author, according to Lanser, provides opportunities for more fruitful
guestions about readerly interaction with questions of authorship.

A decade later Lanser goes to new lengths in her re-orientation of the implied
author. In “The Implied Author: An Agnostic Manifesto,” Lanser says it quite plainly; when
referring to statements she had been making at various conferences, she says, I
believed that the longstanding debates about the implied author had reached a point of
diminishing returns” (153). She refers to the implied author as a “non-entity,” and then
offers that she doesn’t see the term and its debate as being unimportant, “just stuck”
(153). The point of her essay, then, is to provide a way in which the debate can become
unstuck; Lanser is attempting to reinvigorate the conversation. To do so, she provides
what she calls her agnostic manifesto; she uses “agnostic” to describe her own stance on
the topic and also in hope that her propositions will “speak to theorists on both sides of
the IA divide” (153). Her “manifesto” consists of eight propositions; collectively, they
represent Lanser’s desire for an approach that will allow scholars to “learn more about
implied authorship by testing out how readers process a sense of the author than by
continued debate” (158). Like in “(Im)plying the Author,” Lanser’s focus remains on
getting to the heart of readerly perceptions of and interactions with questions of
authorship. Within her propositions, Lanser again defines the implied author as a non-
entity, therefore making it “necessarily a reading effect” (154). She also sees the I1A’s
usefulness in its bridging capability: “The concept of implied author may then be a useful
way to affirm the gap between declared authorial intentions and realized textual effects”
(156); this is similar to what Nelles says and reaffirms the fundamental effort of these
theorists to find places for the implied author that escape some of the polarizing
approaches of earlier theorists. Her last proposition is perhaps the most useful in terms of

accomplishing her goal of finding applicability for the implied author. She writes, “If the
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concept of ‘implied author’ is to be meaningful for hermeneutics, then we should be able
to show effective differences in interpretation between those who accept and those who

reject the idea of an ‘implied author’” (158). For Lanser, this approach allows for a way to
show how a reader’s approach to the implied “actually matters.”

This rather lengthy and detailed portrayal of narratology’s decades-long
relationship with the implied author is necessary for two reasons: 1) to demonstrate the
ageless nature of the term itself, and how the history of the term speaks to the
undeniable relevance in narrative theory of attempts to figure out ways to somehow
balance between the real author and the narrator; and 2) create a dialogical paradigm in
which | will be able to use particular postmodern works of fiction to create an original
synthesis of both the utility and ambiguity of the implied author. Specifically, | propose to
show that the contradictions at play in the conversations mentioned above—and the
textual implications that certain approaches to the topic entail—are exemplified through
postmodern narrative texts. Specifically, recent works of autofiction create a unique
situation for the narratologist attempting to approach questions surrounding the implied
author, thus offering a testing ground upon which the decades-long debate in narrative
theory surrounding the implied author can find new traction. Three novels by Paul Auster,
Philip Roth, and Bret Eason Ellis serve as examples of texts further complicating efforts
to either: 1) assert the usefulness of the implied author when trying to differentiate
between real author and narrator; and 2) argue for the dismissal of the term itself. In
either case, these examples of autofiction deny firm arguments for both sides of the
debate. Instead, they lend towards an inclusive view of the term, similar to that advocated
by Richardson and Nelles, and one that perhaps allows for opportunities to accomplish
some of the as-yet-unaccomplished feats proposed by Susan Lanser. Thinking

specifically about Lanser’s manifesto and her point about the actual importance of the
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implied author, | hope to present a reading of these texts that demonstrates the impact
that specific interpretations of the implied author have on textual meaning.
Autofiction and the Implied Author

Though by no means are they the first or only authors to do so, Auster, Roth, and
Ellis have produced novels that include protagonists that share a name with the flesh-
and-blood author.” These works serve as examples of autofiction, a term introduced by
Serge Doubrovsky. Doubrovsky’s definition and exploration of autofiction has been
studied by a number of critics. Similarly, the novels of Auster, Roth, and Ellis are no
strangers to critical attention; they are perhaps three of the more critically known
American novelists of the past few decades. Although Deception—the novel focused on
in this study—is one of Roth’s lesser-known novels, Auster's The New York Trilogy and
Ellis’s Lunar Park have received significant critical attention. Yet while both autofiction
and these novels have been given due attention, little has been done with the novels in
terms of how their autofictional elements complicate and problematize readings of the
novel, and at this point even less has been done to demonstrate how these works of
autofiction pose specific problems in terms of narratological approaches to the novels.
Specifically, | propose that these autofictional novels provide new insights into discussion
of the implied author, challenging traditional views of the term and readerly attempts to
differentiate between historical and implied authors—or whether or not this differentiation
is possible in the first place.

Rather than simply coining the term autofiction in his critical works, Serge

Doubrovsky actually chose to exemplify the term in his own fiction. In “Serge Doubrovsky:

® In my Conclusion chapter, | point out other historical examples of autofiction, ranging
from Dante to Proust to Somerset Maugham. Auster, Roth, and Ellis are not the first
authors to incorporate autofiction, but the fact that they are still alive and writing makes
them especially relevant for my current discussion of the autofiction and the implied
author.
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Life, Writing, Legacy,” Elizabeth H. Jones provides a biographical sketch of Doubrovsky,
along with a look at the manner in which his writing eventually metamorphosed into a
collective example of autofiction. Doubrovsky’s writing career began in 1963, but his most
significant publication was Fils in 1977 for “its role in the emergence of the notion of
autofiction” (2). According to Jones, Doubrovsky realized that his writing did not fit neatly
into the “model of life-writing genres that Philippe Lejeune had theorised” (2). Doubrovsky
knew that his text was autobiographical, but he also knew that it incorporated significant
fictional elements. This “blurring of the boundaries of truth and fiction” (3) became a
staple of Doubrovsky’s writing. Jones attributes this blurring of lines to Doubrovsky’s
personal sense of “cultural dispossession and divided identity” (3), and he himself
considered his work to be “unworthy” of the genre of classical autobiography. This is not
to say, though, that Doubrovsky saw this as a failing; in fact, autofiction allowed him to
“produce texts that are not truer, but richer” (3). Jones credits Doubrovsky with expanding
the scope of autobiography and of critical approaches to the topic through his innovation
of autofiction. She points out the various reactions to the term—both negative and
positive. She writes, “The complex relations of the real, truth, and fiction are again
highlighted, and the centrality of the relationship with the other in narrating the self is
confirmed” (6). For Jones, autofiction accentuates the theoretical implications involved in
all forms of autobiographical writing. Doubrovsky’s “desire to strip away convention and
assumptions” (6) manifests itself in autofiction, as demonstrated by other texts employing
the technique.

Similar to the implied author, the term autofiction has been the subject of a fair
amount of debate and disagreement since its coinage by Doubrovsky. Armine Kotin
Mortimer describes this lack of agreement in her essay “Autofiction as Allofiction:

Doubrovsky’s L’Apres-vivre.” She writes, “A consensus definition of autofiction has
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become virtually impossible” (22); she also proposes that this lack of consensus is in fact
encouraged: “There seems to be a collective will to blur the boundaries of the genre as
much as possible: the more fluid the definition, the happier the collective thinking is” (22).
Kotin Mortimer describes the spectrum of definitions, from the general—Lejeune’s
definition of the intermediate space between fiction and autobiography—to the more
complicated or criteria-specific. Also like Booth’s term, autofiction has encountered a
number of strong counterarguments. Vincent Colonna—a former student of Genette—
argues strongly against Doubrovsky’s term in his Genette-directed thesis and also his
full-length book on the topic, and refers to works of autofiction as being “deceitful.”
Despite the controversy, the term has picked up widespread theoretical and scholarly
momentum, and it is “front and center right now and shows no signs of giving up its
ostentatious primacy, both among creative writers and critical and interpretive theorists”
(22), according to Kotin Mortimer.

Although he doesn’t mention Doubrovsky, Genette also comments on autofiction
and narrative texts in which authors share names with narrators and/or characters in
Fiction & Diction. Within the section entitled “Voice,” Genette discusses in details
elements of “the relations between narrator and author” (69). He refers to Lejeune (like
Doubrovsky) and his structural analyses of autobiography; for Lejeune, first-person
autobiography entails a mimetic relationship between author, narrator, and character,
with variations in instances of third-person autobiography (69). From here, Genette
expands on Lejeune’s structure and provides a diagram of five different possibilities of
the scheme between author (A), narrator (N), and character (C) (73). For Genette this
schematic is instrumental in distinguishing between factual and fictional narratives.
Although there are exceptions, Genette asserts that when A=N, the narrative is factual,

inversely, when A does not equal N, the narrative is fictional. He then looks at instances
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of “the functional dissociation between author and narrator” (75), which he sees as a
“special case,” and mentions Borges’s stories “El Aleph.” Genette claims that Borges the
author is not “functionally identical” to Borges the narrator and character (75-76), and
then comments specifically on autofiction. According to Genette’s model, if A=N and
A=C, then logically N=C. Except this is not the case in works of autofiction. Autofictional
texts are contradictory and are in essence textual representations of the following: “It is |
and it is not I” (77). Along with pointing out the logical fallacy of such examples, Genette
observes that “the equals sign, used here in an obviously metaphorical way, does not
have precisely the same value on all three sides of the triangle” (77). This statement is
helpful in terms of perhaps explaining the contradictory nature of Genette’s model of
autofiction, but it also provides an interesting angle of conversation in terms of discussing
the relationships between A, N, and C: the lines between each will vary in terms of
importance and degree, something that has not been noted in such terms by other critics.
Genette’s structural approach is helpful in its usage of the letters A, N, and C