PAGE  
1

Essay for workshop ”Current Trends in Narrative Theory: International 

Developments”, Ohio State University, April 29, 2008. DRAFT (please don't cite without author's permission)
Anniken Greve

Department of Culture and Literature

Faculty of Humanities

University of Tromsø, Norway

anniken.greve@hum.uit.no

Theme as Context: A Sketch of Conversational Poetics in Dialogue with James Phelan’s Rhetorical Poetics

1. The question addressed 

The question addressed in this paper – more properly characterized as an organized set of notes, perhaps, from which I hope to be able to continue in more than one direction – can be formulated in this way: Should thematizing be at the center of the interpretive enterprise? The question is extracted from a passage in James Phelan’s Experiencing Fiction (2007), the ”fifth chapter” in his ”ongoing effort to write a comprehensive account of the rhetorical theory of narrative” (xiii), the four previous chapters being Worlds from Words (1981), Reading People, Reading Plots (1989), Narrative as Rhetoric (1996), and Living to Tell About It (2006). The issue is given an important role in Experiencing Fiction: Phelan uses it to place his rhetorical approach to narrative in the contemporary theoretical and critical landscape; it brings out important differences (but also points of contact) between his own position and that of dominating contemporary approaches, such as cultural studies. In the following I will try to use it in a similar way: to bring out both important points of contact and significant differences, theoretically and practically, between Phelan’s rhetorical poetics, and my own approach to the interpretation of literature in general and also to narratives. This approach, which I tentatively will call conversational poetics, is based on two different sources of inspiration which may seem oceans apart: on the one hand ideas about language and life in language inspired by Ludwig Wittgenstein, on the other hand a work I have been engaged in together with my colleague Rolf Gaasland at the University of Tromsø: The development of a methodical system for the interpretation of literary texts. Due to limited space, I can only give a very brief sketch of this approach here, but I hope to be able to give an indication of its direction. The emphasis will be on theory rather than critical practice, but the theoretical discussion will be geared towards methodological issues as much as towards theoretical grounding. 

2. Thematics according to James Phelan’s rhetorical poetics

Here is the paragraph in Experiencing Fiction that is my point of departure: 

One of the important practical consequences of rhetorical poetics is that, while it is committed to the importance of the thematic component of narrative, it does not assume that thematizing is at the center of the interpretive enterprise; rather it wants to place the thematic component of narrative experience alongside the affective, the ethical, and the aesthetic. (91)

I infer from the last part of this quote that Phelan’s rhetorical poetics not only does not assume that thematizing is at the center of narrative theory; it assumes that thematizing is not at the center of the interpretive enterprise. 


I am inclined to think differently: I believe thematizing is, or rather should be, at the center of the interpretive enterprise. Our conflicting views on this issue intrigues me, partly because there is so much in Phelan’s approach I am in deep sympathy with and also influenced by, partly because it looks as if we both have arrived at our respective views with a sense of going against the grain, with a sense of opposing the dominating trend. While the general trend in the US, as Phelan understands it, is captured by the slogan: Always thematize!,
 the slogan in Norway, as I understand the situation, would be the opposite: Never thematize! Or rather: Don’t thematize, theorize! But is it credible that the critical climate is so different in the US and in Norway that if the two of us just swapped countries for a while we would both find ourselves running with the crowd? Or is the problem that the terms ’theme’, ’thematics’ and ’thematizing’ have completely different, perhaps even contrary senses in our parlance, and that the differences between us are likely to evaporate as soon as we look into what we mean by these terms? For sure much of the thematizing Phelan criticises doesn’t fit the bill as I see it, and I am convinced that he would find much of the thematics he criticizes among the people gathering under the Don’t thematize, theorize!-banner in Norway. Acknowledging that the discussion of these matters should pay due attention to potential differences in what we mean by thematics and thematizing, I still think there are substantial differences to be explored and learned from, and I will proceed on that assumption.


I will start my discussion by looking more closely at the targets of Phelan’s criticism of thematizing in Experiencing Fiction. Discussing its place he foregrounds two kinds of thematics: 

1. Thematics as practiced by New Criticism, which is grounded in the idea of literature as ”the production of complex verbal meanings” (87) through which the work establishes tension between (sets of) binary themes, which in turn are played out against each other to form a complete whole.
 

2. Thematics as practiced by cultural studies, a cluster of approaches having in common a view of narratives as ”participating in dialogues with other cultural discourses” (87), generating a critical practice that explores ”the intersection of literature with one or more other elements of culture (politics, technology, law, science, other arts, etc.)” (88). 

Phelan’s criticism of the New Critics is grounded both in theoretical and methodological considerations. Establishing a concept of literary form which foregrounds semantic complexities and ambiguities, they fail to give the mimetic aspect of narrative fiction, and more generally the dynamics of the readerly engagement in the imitated action, its due. Put in neo-Aristotelian terms: they confuse the material and the final cause.
 Methodically their weakness is that the themes organized in binary pairs have to be general enough to cover more or less every element in each work. This craving for generality means that ”the interpretations sacrifice precision and nuance for coherence and comprehensiveness” (82). 


Theoretically Phelan’s criticism of cultural studies is less confrontational. Recognizing that the research goal of cultural studies is a different one from the one of rhetorical poetics; that practitioners of cultural studies seek to explore not so much the experience of narrative as ”the interconnections between literature and culture” (89), he finds that the two approaches sometimes converge and complement each other.
 In fact, his criticism boils down to methodological issues, more specifically to a criticism of the way in which themes are identified. Being derived from another discipline or another cultural discourse, they are external to the narrative itself, the themes are brought to the text from outsidw rather than being ”concerns raised by the readerly and textual dynamics” (89).


Having no problems with endorsing Phelan’s criticism of the thematics of New Criticism and cultural studies, I will suggest that we derive from it two methodological principles that should be observed when identifying the theme(s) of fictional narratives: 1. The identification of the theme(s) should be grounded in the textual and readerly dynamics of each individual work, and 2. it should be formulated at the level of specificity required by the work itself. But would a thematizing that observes these requirements be one that Phelan is happy to place at the center of the interpretive enterprise? I think the answer is no. His theoretical objections to giving thematizing that place run a good deal deeper than what methodological considerations can answer to: they emerge from his commitment to a rhetorical perspective on narrative.



The question is: what is it in the rhetorical approach that entails or supports the assumption that thematizing is not to be placed at the center of the interpretive enterprise? Phelan’s rhetorical definition of narrative, the telling of a story by someone on some occasion for some purpose (e.g. Narrative as Rhetoric: 18), doesn’t seem to settle the issue. As far as I can see there is nothing in that definition taken by itself that denies theme that place. Nor is the issue settled, I think, by the description of the rhetorical approach to narrative that he ascribes to Burke and Booth: ”narrative [is] a distinctive and powerful means for an author to communicate knowledge, feelings, values, and beliefs to an audience: indeed, viewing narratives as having the purpose of communicating knowledge, feelings, values, and beliefs is viewing narrative as rhetoric.” (Ibid.) Although this description lists the elements involved in narrative communication as understood by the rhetorical approach, it does not account for their internal relation and interaction and the consequences of this interaction for the priorities of the interpreter. 

So what aspect of the rhetorical narrative theory does this assumption about the place of thematizing rest on? It seems to rest on the rhetorical tradition’s awareness of, and emphasis on, the affective aspect of the reader’s response. The experience has four aspects (or components): the thematic, ethical, aesthetic and affective. Giving thematizing a central role carries with it a tendency to play up the thematic dimension at the cost of the affective, and at the cost of recognizing the importance of the reader’s (progressive) immersion in the progression of the imitated action (with all the complications allowed by the interaction of the different levels of progression). The problem can perhaps also be stated in terms of a potential conflict between abstract thought and (immersion in) the particulars of the story and its telling. To single out the thematic component as as being central to the interpretive enterprise is to fail to give the other aspects of the experience their due, and ultimately to downgrade the experience of fiction in favour of the message.  

Emphasizing the importance of the experience of fiction Phelan refers to the reading of Aristotle proffered by the neo-Aristotelians, and especially to their distinction between the mimetic and the didactic. Leaving for another occasion the question of how helpful this distinction is, I believe that a case can be made for regarding theme as central to Aristotle’s conception of the Greek tragedy, even if it is spelled out in not so many words in the Poetics itself. It cannot be derived directly from the definition he gives of the tragedy, nor can it be located solely in one of the four causes of the tragedy. Instead it is entailed by the reference to human happiness: ”while it is in their characters that people are of a certain sort, it is through their action that they achieve or fail to achieve happiness” (here quoted from Halliwell: Aristotle’s Poetics: 203). To achieve happiness – eudaimonia – is for Aristotle the very telos of human beings, and thus also the telos of the tragic hero. Eudaimonia is an ethical ideal that assumes a harmony between being virtuous and living well. In Stephen Halliwell’s words, it ”entails a perfect, and perfectly fulfilling, harmony between the individual’s will and the requirements of moral action: eudaimonia embodies, so to speak, a consummate equation between virtue and happiness.” (Ibid.) So how can this harmony break down, the equation be disturbed? How can a good man be subject to misfortune? As Aristotle sees it, the tragic action works out a response to this question that reveals a potential conflict between virtue and fortune, a conflict Plato would not accept. He insists that you cannot harm a good man, and he thinks the tragedy does more harm than good by teaching its audience otherwise. Aristotle, on the other hand, sees the (pseudo-)philosophical value of the tragedy in that it offers the public both confrontation and reconciliation (katharsis) with the thought that man may not be in control of his own fortune by living a virtuous life. The affective dimension of the tragedy is thus internally connected with the audience’s perception of the fragility of human happiness that is exposed by the tragic action. The pity and fear that the action arouses in the public is a cognitive emotional response; it is a response that springs from immersion in the action but also a recognition of – a cognitive grasp on – what is at stake.



My impression is that the cognitive grasp on what is at stake is important also in Phelan’s conception of the readerly engagement with narratives. In his definition of narrative the term ’purpose’ has a high profile. He uses the term ’configuration’ for the reader’s struggle to grasp the purpose or direction of the whole narrative (cf. Experiencing Fiction: 19). To grasp the concern of the narrative seems crucial to this process of configuration: the reader has to decide what is at stake, and I take that to imply that he or she also has to make up her mind about the level of abstraction on which it should be formulated in order to be identified. It would make a huge difference to the purpose, i. e. to the direction of our experience of the Oidipus, if we took its concern to be the danger of marrying someone whose past life you don’t know in all detail, instead of taking it to be concerned with the possibility of a virtuous man experiencing misfortune. Similarly, it makes a huge difference to our experience of Kafka’s Die Verwandlung whether we take its overall concern to be the evil workings of family life or the temptation of dualism; we simply experience the narrative, its textual and readerly dynamics, differently depending on what we think is at stake. Moreover, it does not necessarily reduce the reader’s emotional involvement in the progression of the story if she takes the issue to be the most abstract or philosophical of these two alternatives: indeed, the philosophical value of Die Verwandlung may be that it brings out the existential dimension of the problem of dualism and thus invites us to experience it in a way philosophical texts seldom do. 


If I am right in thinking that the theme or concern is so crucial to the purpose of the narrative, it seems hardly right to conclude, as Phelan claims the neo-Aristotelians do, that ”themes [are] just the inevitable side effects of the author’s effort to move his or her audience in a particular way”. (82) Rather than being side-effects, they are quite central to the moving going on in narratives. 
3. Language as conversation: An excursion into Rush Rhees’ philosophy of language

In my discussion so far I have moved ”from within” rhetorical poetics, hoping to convince my audience that even if one works solely or mostly with terms that have a strong position in this tradition (experience, purpose, affects, etc.), there may be room for a certain upgrading of the role of thematizing within a rhetorical approach to narratives. However, I have not said very much to support the claim that thematizing ought to be at the center of the interpretive enterprise. In the following I will try to do that, but to do so I need to introduce concepts and ideas that have little or no foothold in the rhetorical tradition. 


I will start by taking an excursion into Rush Rhees’ philosophy of language, in which the notion of conversation is enormously important. The reason for taking this rather long detour into a very different philosophical landscape, is partly that I need this broader theoretical background to bring out the significance of what place we choose to attribute to thematics in the study of narrative, but also because I hope bringing Rhees’ philosophy to bear on one single issue in literary/narrative theory can help sharpen my understanding of what Rhees is up to, and ultimately what conversational poetics may amount to.


Rush Rhees (1905–1989), an American by birth who worked as a philosopher in Swansea, Wales, was one of Ludwig Wittgenstein’s closest philosophical friends; he was one of his literary executors and also one of his most significant critics. The depth of his reading of Wittgenstein was obvious already in his seminal paper ”Wittgenstein’s Builders” from Discussions of Wittgenstein (1970), but the scope and significance of his response became much more evident by the posthumous publication of Wittgenstein and the Possibility of Discourse (1998). Rhees asks “What is language?”, and his negative answer flies in the face of the answer modern linguists and literary theorists of most persuasions give: Language is not a system, he claims. To learn to speak is not to learn a system, to learn to put together so-called well-formed sentences. A machine can do that; it can be programmed to do that. But being able to produce well-formed sentences is not the same as being able to say something. “The thought of language as a system, like the idea of language as a kind of method, (cf. ‘a method of representation’, ‘a method of projection’ and so on), almost as a kind of theory – those ideas are wrong if only because language is something people speak with one another.” (193)


And here we are at the beginning of Rhees' positive answer to what language is, and what it is to learn to speak: To learn to speak is to learn to say something, to get something to say, to be able to contribute to a conversation. It may be that when saying something one does follow some rules or do have to master certain techniques. But being able to follow the rules or master the technique is different from being able to say something, or to tell somebody something:

If someone learns to speak, he does not just learn to make sentences and utter them; nor can he merely have learned to react to orders. If that were all he ever did, I should not imagine that he could speak, and I should never ask him anything. When he learns to speak, he learns to tell you something; and he tries to. In learning to speak he learns what can be said; he learns – however fumblingly – what it makes sense to say. (185)

In Rhees' vision of language there is a difference between learning to speak and knowing a language. Learning to speak belongs to, or is internal to participating in or being initiated into conversation, or discussion, as he sometimes calls it. His idea of understanding what is said is also linked with being able to participate in discussions: 

You understand what is said when you learn from it, not otherwise – or not fully anyway. Or in other words, when you understand it in a discussion. [...] You understand when it adds to your understanding of the discussion. Or what the discussion is about. (27)

To speak and to understand, to contribute to a conversation and to be able to make sense of others’ contributions, are attempts of making sense of the conversation, of what the conversation is about, and ultimately: of life, or of living. Speaking and understanding are internally connected with making sense of living:

A dialogue has sense – or anything that is said has sense – if living has sense; not otherwise. Whether living has sense – this is rather like asking whether understanding is possible. Not only ’rather like’; it is the same question. To see this is the same as seeing how discourse is possible. (33)

To see more clearly what he means by connecting understanding what is said with making sense of life, it might be helpful to see how he connects the growth of understanding with the growth of dialogue:

If you understand anything in language, you must understand what dialogue is, and you must see how understanding grows as the dialogue grows. How understanding the language grows. For the language is discourse, is speaking. It is telling people things and trying to follow them. And that is what you try to understand. 


You understand what is said when you try to learn from it, not otherwise – or not fully, anyway. [...] You understand when it adds to your understanding of the discussion. Or of what the discussion is about. (27) 

The idea of understanding as adding to your understanding in the discussion points to another feature of language or discourse as conversation, as Rhees envisages it: participating in conversation you are interested in the whole conversation. “[I]f we are talking, if we are trying to understand at all, then we are more or less interested in the whole conversation. Otherwise nothing that is said makes sense or tells us anything.” (29) The connection between being interested in the whole conversation and growth in understanding implies that you cannot repeat a conversation, you cannot play it over again, so to speak: 

If you repeated a conversation, well then it would have no sense at all. It would not be a conversation. [...] The conversation comes in your life. And conversation makes sense if living makes sense; not otherwise. 


If you understand, you learn. That is why it is not just performing the movements correctly; why you cannot go back. And what you understand – well, you might even say that what you understand is its connexions with the rest. But it is not the connexion of parts in a formal system. This is important. It is the connexion of parts in a dialogue. (29–30)

Making conversation so crucial to life in language, Rhees does not claim that everything that goes on in language has the character of a conversation that in the end is an attempt to make sense of living. “We are not always taking part in a discussion when we speak, of course; generally not. When I say ‘Excuse me’, or when I ask a waitress for a cup of coffee, or when I write out an inventory, I am not even carrying on a conversation.” (108) The point is rather that if nothing of what goes on in language has this character, if there were not that possibility, it wouldn’t be a human life in language, because there would not be that way of relating to each other that characterizes human life in language:

But unless there were the possibility of their carrying on conversations, there would not be the relations among human beings that we call belonging to a society (with or without the article) or living in society. Or if you like: unless they sometimes did enter into conversations with one another. (113) 

In order to get a better grasp of what Rhees is getting at, it might be useful to contrast two ways of employing words implicit in his argument, the instrumental vs. the non-instrumental. Asking someone to bring me a cup of coffee is an example of the first. The utterance has a quite well-defined purpose in a particular context: my sitting here in the restaurant in Tromsø, wanting a cup of coffee, asking the waitress to bring me one, and its sense cannot be seen in isolation from this context. In the same restaurant, however, on the same occasion I may also tell the one I am together with that I spotted snow buntings (latin name: Plectrophenax nivalis), down on the fields near Åsgård yesterday; I think they must be among the first to arrive in Tromsø this year, given how early it is in March. Telling about my first sight of, thus expressing my delight in the return of the snow buntings, is an example of a non-instrumental use of language. I make this utterance not in order to bring about any action on the part of the one I am speaking to, to make the other do something in response to my utterance, in fact I tell this not in order to achieve anything at all. My telling is connected with my wish to share with this other person something that matters to me: the joy of watching these tiny, but bulgy white and black birds, coming in flocks every spring, stopping for a few weeks in Tromsø, a sub-arctic island which most years is covered with snow until the middle or end of May, very few flowers or plants giving us a sense of spring in March and April. The remark about the snow buntings makes sense in a conversational context in which such things matter: the marking of the seasons, noticing a whole range of expressions of life around us, sensing that we are in the world together with each other, but also with the birds. 


The conversation may develop in various directions, my remark about the snow buntings perhaps being responded to by the other’s telling some story along the same line, leading to our sharing worries about this bird coming earlier every year, perhaps a result of climate changes; we may go on wondering and worrying how things will develop, reflecting on how deeply embedded in the natural world human life is, and how shallow our recognition of this feature of our life is. Etc. etc. 


Directing our attention to non-instrumental employment of words, Rhees wants us to notice the character of the connection between the different remarks in the conversation; “the connexion between what is said now, what someone is telling you, and other things that have been or may be said” (263). The connection is not established by this particular situation, by the place and time of the remark. The conversation may take place in the restaurant, but unlike my remark about wanting another cup of coffee it is not crucial to the non-instrumental conversation that it takes place just here, in the café. It could just as well take place waiting for the bus, or while walking along the shore in Tromsø watching the birds of all kinds that gather there in spring, or walking there in December, in the presence of very few birds, waiting – even longing – for them to return in spring, the longing for seeing birds being part of the longing for spring. And the conversation we start on this topic along the shore in Tromsø in December may continue in the restaurant in March, in Tromsø or in New York, or along the shore in spring. Remarks that are far removed in space and time may enter into the same conversation. 


It is worth noting that not just any remark between us will count as a contribution to this conversation; it seems that it is the concern that unites them, that gives the conversation its unity. If we cannot see the relevance of the remark to the concern, we will not take it as a contribution to the conversation, at least not to this conversation.
 In other words, walking along the shore, we may engage in several conversations, connecting up with discussions we have had or are going to have in other places, and also with other people. The conversation we’re having in the café about snow buntings, may expand and branch out in various directions, and the same remark may fit into several different conversations with more or less loose connections with each other. 


4. Conversation and thematics

Trying to drive home the importance of conversation, Rhees is trying to make us aware of the shortcomings of a metaphor that plays an important role in Wittgenstein’s later philosophy: the idea of language games; that to say something is comparable to a move in a game, and also the shortcomings of a number of metaphors or images that are connected with this one: to learn a language is to master a technique, words are tools etc.
 Rhees wants us to see that remarks in a conversation are related to each other in ways that cannot be accounted for with this set of metaphors and images; that they therefore give us a misleading picture of life in language. He seems to think that Wittgenstein falls prey to the same danger that he so often warned against: having one’s philosophical thoughts held captive by certain metaphors and images. 


I cannot go into the discussion of the validity of Rhees’ criticism of Wittgenstein, or the question of whether his criticism is at least as Wittgensteinian as what he criticizes. My concern is this: How does this idea of language as conversation throw light how we engage in narratives? How is it connected with how literature matters to us? Interestingly, Rhees points to story-telling, and also to literature as such, as an important feature of life in language as he sees it:
Language is something that can have a literature. [...] And if we include folk songs and stories, then literature is immensely important in almost any language; important for the way in which things said in the language are understood. It has to do with the ‘force’ which one remark or another may have in that language for instance. And in this way it has to do also with what is seen to make sense and what is not. (192)

What Rhees means by “force” here may be easier to grasp by way of another passage, which makes it clear (or clearer) how the importance of literature is linked to the possibility of growth of understanding: “[A] language is something that can have a literature. This is where it is so different from chess. It must be a language of people, and in which people develop; in which people develop their own lives, their own ideas and their own literature.” (73–74)



Perhaps we can begin to see what Rhees is getting at by noticing how literary texts of various kinds can enter into the kind of conversation I discussed above. Take Seamus Heaney’s poem “St Kevin and the Blackbird”, from his collection The Spirit Level (1996). (See the Appendix.) The poem recounts and reflects on the Celtic tale about the monk Kevin kneeling and stretching out his hands in prayer when a blackbird settles in his hand and begins to lay eggs, so that Kevin, being “moved to pity”, has to remain in this position, for weeks, until the young ones are “hatched and fledged and flown”. Through its acknowledgement of our embeddedness in the natural world, but above all through its exploration of the gap between Kevin and us, his commitment to the life of the birds being almost incomprehensible to us, the poem may enrich, but also change the direction of the conversation that started with the story about my having seen the snow buntings. Heaney’s reworking of a legendary narrative in four short stanzas, combined with the compositional turn from tale-telling to inquiry into his “inner life” and the poetic music
 of the poem as a whole; all these features of the poem contribute to marking St Kevin off as a distant figure, but nevertheless relevant for the way in which I see myself and my relation to the natural world. The poem might move me to see our – and especially, perhaps, my own – capacity for indifference to birds and other animals or other expressions of life around us as a problem just as huge as the climate changes, and perhaps also help me see the latter in light of the former. 


Let this example of a literary text entering into a conversation – that started in a restaurant with me telling a story of some birds I had seen the day before – be my point of return to my initial question: Can the idea of language as conversation shed light on the nature of the interpretive activity and the place of thematizing? I believe it can, by establishing a different picture of what is involved in thematizing than the one we get from New Criticism and cultural studies and perhaps also from rhetorical poetics.


Taking as our point of departure the difference between instrumental and non-instrumental employment of words, we may distinguish between two kinds of contexts for utterances: the situational and the conversational.
 Narratives as such may have a situational or a conversational context or both. Fictional narratives have (if not only) a conversational context. To identify the theme of a narrative is to identify its conversational context. By recognizing its theme we recognize what conversation it is a contribution to.


Rhees emphasizes the connection between making sense of the story and making sense of life or of living,
 and I take the concern or the theme of the fictional story to be crucial to this connection. This point should help us see that there is no real problem involved in the fact that thematizing brings abstract concepts into the description of the work in question. Themes are not abstract entities as much as human concerns, such as the question of our embeddedness in the natural world; the connection between human life and other creatures’ life, and the ethical implications of these connections. In our engagement in such concerns thinking and feeling, emotional and cognitive responses come together. Furthermore, there is no conflict between a high level of abstraction and a high level of specificity: the binary pairs of the New Critics simply give us a totally wrong picture of what thematizing is. “Nature vs. Culture”, “Man vs. Animals” may count as vague first approximations towards identifying the theme of “St Kevin and the Blackbird”, but they are not anywhere near capturing what is at stake in the poem. And a high level of abstraction does not necessarily imply a loss of specificity and nuance. Quite the contrary; if thematizing is going to help us see more exactly what contribution the narrative gives to what conversation, it rather requires specificity and nuance. The danger is that we take thematizing to be a form of schematizing (cf. the binary oppositions of the New Critics) instead of recognizing the real challenge: to formulate the concern of the text (and the authorial attitude to the concern) accurately. 


Viewing theme as the conversational context of fictional narratives helps bringing out another feature of the interpretation of such narratives that suggests we should give thematizing a central place in the interpretive enterprise. It is a characteristic feature of a work of fiction that we cannot know at the outset what conversation it participates in; in this sense it is contextually underdetermined, it takes an act of interpretation of the text to establish its conversational context.
 We cannot assume that what is at stake in the conversation between author and reader is identical with what is at stake for the characters on the axis of action, even if it is highly unlikely, perhaps impossible, that the concern of the text is wholly divorced from all that. Nor can we assume that the concern of the narrator (if we can identify any such concern at all) is a good guide to what is at stake in the narrative as a whole. In other words, there is a potential gap between the characters’, the narrator(s)’s and the authorial concern that the reader is asked to bridge through her interpretive endeavour, a gap between the particularities of what is being told (story), the particular ways in which it is told (discourse) and the particular conversational context of the author’s telling. 


Furthermore, there is no way to tell before the act of interpretation what will influence or participate in establishing the theme: more or less everything in the story told, the way it is told, everything that might enter into the textual and readerly dynamics, might participate in establishing the concern. At the outset nothing can be excluded as irrelevant. Thematizing modelled on defining the conversational context requires the reader’s immersion into all its aspects. Conversely, the quality of the narrative regarded as a contribution to the conversation defined by its theme cannot be described independently of the reader’s immersion into all aspects of the narrative: The value of being brought to see this (e.g. our embeddedness in the natural world and the ethical implications of this embeddedness; the distrastrous consequences of giving in to the temptation of dualism) cannot be divorced from the fact that we are brought to see it in this particular way.


5. Identifying the theme: the methodological challenge

To sum up: The reasons why thematizing should be at the center of the interpretive enterprise in the reading of narrative fiction is that while it is crucial to the experience of the narrative, it is potentially hard to grasp, due to contextual underdetermination. One crucial task – if not the crucial task – for the interpreter is to establish its conversational context, its theme. 


This way of looking at the matter calls attention to the methodological problems involved in thematizing: What kind of reading procedure can meet the challenge of establishing what conversation the text is a contribution to? Over the last 6 years prof. Rolf Gaasland (University of Tromsø) and I have developed a methodical system consisting of hierarchically and chronologically structured questions and tasks that are tailor-made to support one particular research goal in literary studies, namely to establish the communicative value of a literary text. Establishing the authorial theme/concern is crucial to establishing the communicative value, but so is the description of the authorial attitude to its overall concern (the norm), the description of the connection between how the reader is brought to recognize the concern/norm and what she is brought to recognize, and the significance of this connection for this particular act of communication.


In this paper I cannot even begin to describe in more detail how this methodical system is constructed and how it works. Instead let me point to some methodological requirements we believe a reading procedure that seeks to support the identification of the theme of a text should meet. The first captures the two that emerged from Phelan’s criticism of cultural thematics and New Criticism, namely that thematizing should proceed from within the readerly experience of the text, from the inside out, so to speak, and the theme should be articulated at the level of specificity required by the narrative in question. The second is that the methodical system should aid our reading in such a way that we look attentively at all the aspects of the narrative and of the textual and readerly dynamics that might have a bearing on the theme (the principle of comprehensiveness
). The third is that it as far as possible should support our inquiry into the text without equipping us with the vocabulary needed to respond to the questions (the principle of questions without a built-in set of answers). The fourth requirement is that it should allow text-external information to influence the way in which we respond to certain features of the narrative in so far as these can be shown to relevant for identifying the theme (the principle of historical awareness). The fifth requirement is that it supports the process of integrating or synthesizing observations and judgments made at various stages of our readerly engagement in the narrative so as to help us grasp the purpose of the narrative as an act of communication (the principle of integration).


A methodical system of this kind should be developed and practiced with a high degree of pitfall-awareness. The most obvious pitfall is that of projection: that we in our attempt to establish the concern of the narrative project our pre-established concerns and interests into the text, instead of recognizing the concern of the text itself. (The second, fourth and fifth principle/requirement mentioned above are meant to contribute to this.) A second pitfall is that of methodical overdetermination: the methodical system itself will guide the readerly engagement so that we respond to the text in a way that is prescribed and restricted by the method. This problem is met partly by the principle of comprehensiveness: the method should have a broad scope so that as little selection as possible as to what is relevant to establishing the theme is done by the methodical system itself, but most importantly it is met by the principle of questions without built-in answers. A third pitfall is that of generalization: We cannot assume on the basis of our familiarity with other texts that some feature of the story told or the telling of it will have this or that particular effect or impact on the overall design of the text.
 Falling into this pitfall is hindered by the principle of integration, which seeks to establish the influence of the textual feature in question on the purpose or direction of this particular text.

6. Theory, method and interpretive practice
Our attempt to develop a methodical system for the interpretation of texts that answers to these requirements and pitfalls is – after 5–6 years of trying and failing – an ongoing process. At the moment the most challenging task comes not surprisingly from Phelan’s rhetorical narrative theory: We are struggling to incorporate questions and tasks that will enable us to pay due attention to the way in which features especially tied to the progressive dimension of the reading process, or more generally the interplay between textual and readerly dynamics, enter into the thematizing, i. e. features of the reading process that Phelan in his theory and critical practice has developed an enormously sharp eye for. 


However, in this process we have become aware of an important difference between his approach and ours, a difference which perhaps is quite decisive for the difference in the role we are prepared to ascribe to thematizing in the interpretive enterprise. To bring out this difference and its significance, let me focus on a term that captures what I take to be Phelan’s view of the relation between narrative theory and critical practice, the term theorypractice. The term captures the combination of a search for the principles governing the reading of narrative and a genuine interest in having these principles tested by the interpretation of particular narratives (tested meaning challenged rather than merely being applied). Put more negatively, it signals the ambition to stay clear of non-interpretive theorizing on the one hand and untheorized interpretations on the other, an ambition well summed up in the proclamation: ”If the untheorized interpretation is not worth reading, the untested theoretical proclamation is not worth believing.” (Phelan and Rabinowitz (ed.): Understanding Narrative: 9.) 


Despite the virtues of this practice I nevertheless wish to contend that this way of combining theory and critical practice is one of the more problematic aspects of Phelan’s approach. To make my case let me point to what may seem rather obvious: His approach combines two research goals. On the one hand he wishes to contribute to the development of narrative theory. On the other hand he seeks to interpret narratives, i. e. to generate readings of specific texts that establish their purpose. The missing term in his description of his theroretical and interpretive practice is method. I will suggest that method is in fact important to his project, but its importance is hidden by the fact that the two research goals function as method for each other: the reading of particular narratives is the method by which he tests and refines his theory, whereas his narrative theory serves as the method by which he interprets texts. 


I cannot discuss here all the implications involved in this way of combining theory and practice, but let me point to one problematic aspect of letting theory serve as method for interpretation: The task of supplying the act of interpreting a narrative with a method is very different from the task of theorizing the reading process, among other things because they respond to different questions. Theorizing the reading process is a response to the question: How do we actually read narratives? By contrast, giving a method for the reading process is a response to the question: How should we read narratives given a specific research goal? 


Obviously this is not an absolute or totally clear-cut distinction: it is hardly possible to inquire into how we actually read without caring for qualitative differences between readings, and it makes no sense to make postulates about how we should read if this norm in no way is grounded in how we actually read. I nevertheless believe the distinction is a significant one, and let me indicate a few areas in which I think it matters. Firstly, I suspect the turning of theory into interpretive method is one important impulse behind the idea that thematizing should not be at the center of the interpretive enterprise. As mentioned before, in Experiencing Fiction Phelan allows the thematic component a role, but not a dominating role in the experience of fiction; it is one aspect of the experience, but only one aspect out of four, the three others being the affective, the ethical and the aesthetic. The assumption seems to be that since these four components of the experience of fiction are on an equal footing, then they should be so also in the interpretive enterprise.
 However, even if they are on an equal footing in the experience, they may nevertheless need unequal attention for the experience to happen, so to speak. Method is a response to practical needs that surface in the attempt to reach specific goals, as means to specific ends, and in this domain practical considerations override theorical priorities in the sense that the emphasis may not be where the theory puts it.


This difference between the two approaches also surfaces in connection with the relative weight given to the two main activities that Phelan reckons we are involved in as readers of narratives: observing and judging. In his practical criticism the latter of these activities gets most of the attention, and one (but hardly the only) reason might be that it is the one most highly theorized: he divides them into three kinds of judgments, the interaction and interdependence of which he gives a highly sophisticated account of in his seven theses about narrative judgments (cf. Experiencing Fiction: 7–15) and in many of the readings offered. The priority given to judgments is also argued for theoretically, most sharply, perhaps, in Phelan’s earlier formulation of these theses: ”[N]arrative judgments are central for a rhetorical understanding not only of narrative ethics but also of narrative form and narrative aesthetics. The corollary of this thesis is that judgment functions as the hinge that allows each of these domains to open into the other two.” (”Narrative Judgments and the Rhetorical Theory of Narrative: Ian McEwan’s Atonement”, in Phelan and Rabinowitz: A Companion to Narrative Theory: 323.) The activity of observing seems more or less taken care of by the reader’s intuitions, at least Phelan is very explicit that he does not want to proceed by a checklist (cf. Experiencing Fiction: xi). In contrast, a methodical approach of the kind indicated above will be geared towards the activity of observing as well as integrating the judgments, on the assumption that the quality of the interpretation as a whole will depend on the quality of the observations. The checklist is helpful in so far as enables us to improve the attention with which we read. The observations feed our interpretive, ethical and aesthetic judgments, and what we overlook, left to our intuitions, may in fact be crucial to what we are trying to grasp; the purpose of the narrative, its direction or communicative value.
 


Phelan’s rhetorical poetics ties theory and interpretive practice together. The conversational poetics I have given a sketch of here is one in which theory and critical practice (the activity of interpreting specific narratives) are pulled apart. This does not imply that we cannot use the critical activity to make specific theoretical points, but rather that the theoretical considerations underpinning the critical activity don’t generate a critical method, a critical vocabulary, indeed, it supplies us with very little that can be applied or tested in the interpretive process. On this picture theory indicates the nature of the interpretive endeavour by connecting it to a philosophy of language and literature, while the methodical system responds to the practical consequences of this view of language and literature and tries to provide the best support for carrying out the research task(s) identified by the theoretical considerations. 

7. Theory and theme: two conversational contexts

How we view the relation between theory and interpretive practice is important in many ways; let me end this paper with some comments on one further issue for which it matters, an issue that is closely linked with the idea of theme as context. In their introduction to Understanding Narrative Phelan and Rabinowitz present an argument in favour of a theorized reading practice which seems to assume that an interpretation of a literary work in itself is of little value: ”untheorized interpretation can make only a minor contribution to contemporary narrative studies” (Understanding Narrative: 8). Quite interestingly they present an argument in favour of a theorized reading practice in which the term ’conversation’ plays a crucial part. They argue that untheorized interpretations leave out 

a vital dimension of critical inquiry at a time when the concept of understanding has been pluralized and when, as a consequence, many critics are engaged in an active and far-reaching conversation about the concepts underlying any proffered new understanding: author, audience, text, history, sign, structure, story, discourse, tense, character, style, ideology, politics, gender, ethics, and so forth. [...] [I]f we ignore this conversation, we pass up, at the very least, opportunities to contribute to our own self-understanding and to an understanding of how our positions and practices relate to those of others in our critical community. In doing so, we miss the opportunity to transform the grounds of self-understanding, both for ourselves and others. (8)

I have no quarrel with this eloquent statement about the importance of keeping the theoretical conversation going, and certainly it can be done (and often ought to be done) by connecting one’s theoretical proclamations to one’s critical practice. My claim is rather that the conversational point can be – and should be – made for untheorized interpretations as well. Thematizing opens up a conversational space that we as readers/interpreters of the work can enter into and participate in. As readers of a work we don’t stand outside this conversation, but become part of it, by way of our response to the work. The kind of engagement with which we participate in this conversational space may depend on how significant we regard the conversation to be and how significant the work in question appears from within this conversation, given our interpretation; how significant it is for ”the conversation which we are”, to use a phrase from Hölderlin. At their best interpretations of narratives can influence how we see ourselves; they can ”transform the grounds of self-understanding, both for ourselves and for others” to use Phelan and Rabinowitz’ words, not primarily as literary critics, perhaps, but as human beings struggling to make sense – of stories and of living. 
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Appendix

Seamus Heaney: St Kevin and the Blackbird

And then there was St Kevin and the blackbird

The saint is kneeling, arms stretched out, inside

His cell, but his cell is narrow, so

One turned-up palm is out the window, stiff

As a crossbeam, when a blackbird lands

And lays in it and settles down to nest.

Kevin feels the warm eggs, the small breast, the tucked

Neat head and claws and, finding himself linked

Into the network of eternal life,

Is moved to pity: now he must hold his hand

Like a branch out in the sun and rain for weeks

Until the young are hatched and fledged and flown.

                             *

And since the whole thing's imagined anyhow,

Imagine being Kevin. Which is he?

Self-forgetful or in agony all the time

From the neck on out down through his hurting forearms?

Are his fingers sleeping? Does he still feel his knees?

Or has the shut-eyed blank of underearth

Crept up through him? Is there distance in his head?

Alone and mirrored clear in love's deep river,

"To labour and not to seek reward," he prays,

A prayer his body makes entirely

For he has forgotten self, forgotten bird

And on the riverbank forgotten the river's name.

� Cf. Reading People, Reading Plots: ”The interpretive manouvre most widely practiced by contemporary critics can be summerized in a two-word slogan: Always thematize!” (27)


� This is a formulation based on one in Experiencing Fiction (cf. p. 82), without being a direct quote.


� See p. 82.


� ”[B]ecause rhetorical poetics shares cultural studies’ rejection of the assumption that literature exists in an autonomous realm and because rhetorical poetics regards the thematic as one component of textual dynamics and readerly interest, cultural studies and rhetorical poetics can sometimes converge.” (89)


� However, what counts as a revelant remark in that conversation cannot be delineated in a clear and sharp way: the conversation itself may change our understanding of the issue, the concern, so that what initially looked like an irrelevant remark, may turn out to be not only relevant but highly significant. Etc.


� For the introduction of the term language game, see Ludwig Wittgenstein: Philosophical Investigations, § 2. For the idea that to master a language is to master a technique, see § 199. For the idea of words as tools, see § 11.


� By poetic music I mean roughly what Heaney himself means by the term: ”By poetic music I mean the technical means, the more or less describable effects of language and form, by which a certain tonality is effected and maintained.” (Heaney: The Government of Tongue, 1988: 109). 


� There are other kinds of contexts too, which I won’t go into now.


� “The importance of literature: finding the sense in, and giving sense to, the life that is lived.” (72)


� I limit myself to fictional narratives here because it seems possible to claim that any non-fictional narrative can be seen to be concerned with what actually happened. This possibility is not available for fiction.  


� This principle of comprehensiveness is certainly different from the one Phelan identifies in New Criticism: it doesn’t mean that the theme should cover every element in any particular work. The requirement is simply that we take into consideration every element of the work in question as a potential contributor to its theme.


� I believe this requirement overlaps with what Phelan calls the a posteriori principle: we have to move from effect to cause, not from cause to effect.


� If any of them were to be singled out by Phelan as being more prominent than the others, it would have to be the affective, I think. 


� For a fuller understanding of what is at stake here and what the difference in view hinges on, it is probably necessary to go more deeply into Phelan’s commitment to a linear and progressive reading movement, according to which he assumes that the reader moves from the beginning to the end of the narrative and along this line ideally carries out all the configuring and reconfiguring required, and to contrast this ideal with the more circular reading movement that characterizes a hermeneutical approach. That discussion will have to be left for another paper. 


� This point should not, however, be taken as a general comment on Phelan’s interpretations in Experiencing Narratives or elsewhere. If I am right that his narrative theory does not serve his enterpretive endeavours as well as a methodical approach would, his intuitions certainly do serve him extremely well. And as mentioned before, I believe his notion of configuration requires a grasp of what is at stake in the narrative. However, reflecting his sceptical attitude to foregrounding thematizing he is often not very explicit about what he takes the concern of the narrative in question to be, and I believe the conversation his interpretations could give rise to would be helped if the interpretations themselves were more explicit on this point.


� From Seamus Heaney: The Spirit Level, Faber, London 1996








