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CHAPTEHR

of' its agency, intentionality, and enworldedness in culture and discourse
precede and are already the ground for our work with narrative,
The subject is furthermore already subjects. That is, subjectivity is

fundamentally intersubjective. Embodied experience, with its kind of

presence and fullness, takes its shape in primordial ways by contact
with others. As Merleau-Ponty phrases it, “For we must consider the
relation with others not only as one of the contents of our experience but
as an actual structure in its own right” (Primacy 140; original emphasis).
Sobchack’s summation emphasizes again the contrast with Lacan:
“Merleau-Ponty’s system accounts for subjectivity as intersubjectivity,
whereas Lacans schema accounts for subjectivity as objectified” (123).
And so the question of origins has taken us, tangoing sideways, from
subjeclivity to intersubjectivity. There is no clean line to separate the
subject and the intersubjective, their origins or consequences, in nar-
ratives in fiction and film, or in narratives about the production of
these narratives, that is, in stories about writers, audiences, and filim
studios. In this project our primary “knowledge” about origins will be
narratives about origins, whether Lacan’s or Freud's or Henry James's.
Thesc narratives become more and more intersubjective in a particular
and complex way. My subject then is the embedded and embodied con-
sciousnesses of modern narrative—modern, that is, since about 1700
and how their representations have fundamentally and profoundly
changed.

THE NEW INTERSUBJECTIVITY: ESPOUSAL, SHAME, AND
THE QUARREL BETWEEN MERLEAU-PONTY AND SARTRE

... feel myself moved by my appearance in the gaze of others and .. Iin
turn reflect an image of them that can affect them, so that there is woven

”

between us an “exchange,” a “chiasm between two “destinies”™ ... in which
there are never quite two of us, and yet one is never alone.

MERLEAU-PONTY, I Praise ol Philosophy

Aud though there was no second glance to disturb her, though [Henry's| object
seemed then to be only quietly agreeable, she could not get the better of her
embarrassment, heightened as it was by the idea of his perceiving it.

~AUSTEN, Mansfield Park

When Fanny becomes the target of the gaze in Mansfield Park, as the
victim of Henry's generosity, she experiences a special kind of invasion.

STARTING OVIEIR: INTHRSUBJECTIVITY AND NARRATIVE

When Henry looks at Fanny, he endangers her in an extraordinary
way: “[S]he saw his eye glancing for a moment at her necklace [his
gilt]—with a smile--she thought there was a smile~—which made her
blush and feel wretched” (11, 10; 274). The danger is not only the smile
and the arrogance of anticipated possession it probably implies. It is
also the residue of that look that Austen traces to decipher a more com-
plex threat in a scries of exchanged gestures: —exchanged regardless of
whether Fanny wants to be part of that commerce. Fanny cannot regain
her composure because her embarrassment is extended in the mirror of

‘"

Henry's eye “by the idea of his perceiving it.” Glances are exchanged
in the heated air of the ballroom, but they are also exchanged in the
interior theater of subjects who embody each other, cven against their
will or the will of one. Fanny’s image of hersell'is decply implicated in
Henry’s first look at her and also in his second look, which absorbs and
acknowledges her response—her blush-to the first look. The mere
idea that Henry continues to observe her response to him paralyzes
Fanny, so that she is rescued only when Henry turns away “to someone
else” to concentrate on another human suh_jcc{:. The astonishing power
of this scene lies partly in Austen’s abilityb to articulate the frightening
interiority of the intersubjective. The form ol this articulation is extra-
ordinarily signi[‘iczmt because it reshapes our narrative of experience.
A sca change in the representation of consciousnesses in narratives
in English becomes visible in the time of Jane Austen. It is a change so
subtle and fundamental that it has been difficult to conceive and
describe. It is a structural change in what we take for granted, like the
new articulation of consciousness that Eric Havelock argues for in
Plato’s language. One aspect of the change has received careful atten-
tion in recent years: the move into the interior of the self. Critics as
diverse as Hrich Kahler, Dorrit Cohn, Elizabeth Ermarth, and, more
recently, Carol Rifelj have recounted the strategies by which novels
have turned “inward,” yet through conventions of what Cohn calls

r

“transparency”’ simultancously to triumph over the solipsism that had
scemed to separate sclf and other, a triumph enabled especially by the
newly powerful omniscient narrator, and to generate a sort of consen-
sus about the world. The other has still remained in some ways anoth-
er country, especially when difference is filtered by gender, class, or
ethnicity. Nonctheless, it has been possible to imagine the language and
story that the other constructs within and to translate that experience
as imagined for the privileged reader.

The new conventions of transparency have allowed narrators to cal-
ibrate different subtleties of distance and nearness, as narratives mod-
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CHAPTER 1

wlate their focus from first to third person and chart a range ol other-
ness, close or far from the reader, more or less obscured. Bven mon-
strosity yiclds to this translation of the interior, as when the n(,)vcl. t:aifcs
us inside Victor Frankenstein’s creation as he learns to read, or inside
Dickens’s Bradley Headstone as he relives the attempted murder (i!‘
Wrayburn. What Tristram Shandy ycarncd for and yet Icared‘, Momus's
winc‘l()w onto the soul set like a piece of glass into the body of the other,
appears in his century like a dream made real in the body of the llf)‘VCl.

Yearning and fear—these are two ol the key responses {'f) the effects
of the new complex intersu bjectivity. They represent the fu ndmncn.tal
disagreement between Jean-Paul Sartre and his chl:cmp()rary Maurice
Merleau-Ponty over the nature of the intersubjective. Because both
Sartre and Merlcau-Ponty were deeply interested in the phcnomcnol()—
gy of the other, this difference suggests, for them and this r.s‘tuc‘ly,‘ pr(.)—
found implications for the politics and aesthetics of inl,crsubjccuv‘xt?/ in
narrative. For Sartre, the other is primarily a causc for a decp suspicion,
even terror; for Merlecau-Ponty, the other is primarily an occasion for
companionship, “espousal,” in a world people ()c‘(:upy fogc(‘.hcr,. lmﬂw—
ever separately. This quarrel over the effects of the intersubjective
recurs in many of the narratives in this study.

However, something clse decpens the exemplary moments extract-
ed from Mansfield Park and Persuasion earlier in this chapter. It is a
fundamentally different represcntation not only of consciousness, l?ul.
also of consciousnesses, of a newly framed intersubjectivity, which
Jane Austen’s novels are among the first in English to speak of clearly
in this new language within a language.” Some further theorizing f)[i'
intersubjectivity would be helpful at this point. A good place to bcgm
is J. Hillis Miller’s description of what he claimed was a new rendering

of human CXPCl‘iCllCC in l]illCtCCl)1,[’1—CCH[,U]‘y novels:

In Victorian novels, for the most part, the characters arve aware of themselves
in terms of their relations to others. . .. The protagonist comes Lo know hini-
self and to Tulfill himscll by way of other people. A characteristic personage in
a Victorian novel could not say, “1 think, therefore Tam,” but rather, if he could
“1 am related to others,

A

ever be imagined to express himsell so abstractly,
) . N . - - g
therefore | am,” or, “1 am conscious of mysell as conscious of others.”” . ..

Victorian novel may most inclusively be defined as a structure of interpene-

trating minds. (5)

What exactly does it mean Lo say that the representation of human con-
sciousness had become intersubjective? According to some criticisms of

STARTING OVER: INTERSUBIECTIVITY AND NARRATIVE

Hillis Miller's book, its formulations were so general as to apply to vir-
tually all novels." Intersubjectivity does not seem to be a uselul formal
principle for understanding narrative il it deteriorates into the unre-
markable notion that characters and even narrators perceive themselves
by way of others. Miller himself admits that intersubjectivity is the stuff
of all fiction and argues (only) that there is more of it in nineteenth-cen-
tury novels, in a form altered by certain forces: the sense of the disap-
pearance of God and the omniscient narrator, to name the two most
important (11, 31-34, e.g.). Miller is correct about changed intellectual
and formal conditions, but not only the conditions have changed. The
fundamental paradigm, the inner matrices and microorganizations of
intersubjectivity (to borrow Foucauldian language), have shifted.

Representations and understandings of intersubjectivity are not
new. Bakhtin for example offers f{inely nuanced readings of the ways
characters take the word of the other, carrying the traces of the other,
and make use of that language themselves: For Bakhtin, the word is
never virginal. All language is communal and exchanged. The recent
interest in the politics of the body traces in many forms how body or
culture as text writes other bodics in another kind of exchange of lan-
guages: Frances Burney describing the female body cannibalizing itself
at court to follow a demanding script; Jane Eyre’s conviction of her own
monstrosity."

The new conventions of narration that coalesce into our new para-
digm in Jane Austen’s time avoid the stark choice between the self of
Descartes or Lacan: between the fullness amidst isolation of the former
or the absences filled with glittering mirages of the latter. Complex
intersubjectivity posits Merleau-Ponty’s separated but initiating and
embodied subjects, for whom “this circle which T do not form, which
forms me, this coiling over of the visible upon the visible, can traverse,
animate other bodies as well as my own,” so that “the ficld open|s| for
another Narcissus, for an ‘intercorporeity” ' (Visible 140-41). Even a
Narcissus can touch another Narcissus in the circle of espousal, and so
Merleau-Ponty's gentle irony rebukes both Descartes and Lacan.

The new complex inl,crsub.jcctivil,y places groups of these selves,
Narcissus and Narcissus (or Narcissa and Narcissa), these centers of per-
ceiving identity, into motion. That motion articulates a new dance of
subjects. We can usclully describe the fundamental components of this
intersubjectivity as the body and the gaze of one subject and of the
Other(s), and then the consequent appropriations negotiated among
these consciousnesses and intentionalities, appropriations that the

gaze, the body, and their discourses enact. This process of negotiation
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CHAPTER 3

hers were as well. Trank of course is closer to the truth than Bmma was:
He is right that Emma is not in love with him, but he is wrong that she
sces his flirtation as simply “attentions” that were “her due.” But now
the readings of readings get aired in another series of readings of read-
ings, and the result is a degree of clarity, ‘at least for HEmma and
Knightley, that for example cludes all the characters in Henry James's
The Awkward Age.

The deepest point of the labyrinth in volume II1, chapter 15, occurs
when Knightley reads aloud, for Emma's further comment, Frank's
account ol Jane’s account of her wish to break off their engagement,
given the “misery” of their masquerade before the Eltons, the Westons,
Hmma, and all the others. Knightley's remark reconstructs exactly as
Merleau-Ponty would have wished the landscape of Jane's life as she
must have experienced it: “What a view this gives of her sense of his
behavior!” (11, 15; 406} In this brief moment, the near miraculous, ina
world that includes the Fltons, has occurred: Compassion and atten-
tiveness to the other’s gestures of feeling have triumphed.

The warmth of Knightley's exclamation lights up the cold corners of
Hartfield. His ability to track people’s perceptions and their percep-
tions of how others perceive them is indeed the core of Knightley's wis-
dom in Emma and helps him help Emma—to understand what the Box
Hill episode meant for Miss Bates, for example, and here to grasp, as he
did in the episode we discussed carlier of Perry’s carriage, the implica-
tions ofJane’s embeddedness in a web ol perceptions and mispercep-
tions about which, given her dependencies, she can do little except
block the occasional invading gaze. Knightley's compassion is intricate,
deeply intersubjective, and warmly embodicd (whatever Mark Twain
and D. H. Lawrence had to say about Austen’s inability to live the
body). And so, too, now is HEmma's.

The web of gazes and perceptions leads to many crrors, and anxicty
still remains. But Emma and Knightley speak for an idea of community
in which words and gestures respond to other words and gestures, not
perfeetly, but as if onc is putting a brick in a niche in our wall left by
the other. Knightley even delines a picce of his ideal when he tells
Emma, as he sits down to read Frank’s letter, “It will be natural for
me . . . to speak my opinion aloud as I read. By doing it T shall feel that
I am necar you” (11, 15; 404). Here Knightley’s notion moves in a sig-
nificantly different direction from his more famous line about language,
from the proposal scene, when he says, “If I loved you less, I might be
able to talk about it more™ (111, 13; 390). But language is important in

the interworld of human understandings and is even natural, says

COMEDY, FILM, AND FILM COMEDY

Knightley, when he finds himself between texts, Frank’s letter on one
side, Emma on the other; they are joined in a deeper network as he
reads Frank aloud, responding to his words and Fmma'’s as she reads his
reading of ¥rank and herself, thosce deeply intersubjective cmbodi‘—
ments extending (.lu‘()ughou(: this little Wbl;ld, “two I‘nchcs wide,” of
Hart-field.” ’
Human disclosure, as a famous paragraph in Emma observes, is
always limited because of the nature of its process, working as i dl()c;
from incarnated gesture and Izmguagc: | ‘

Scldom, very seldom, does complete truth belong to any human disclosure;

se an it happe at something i i i
Idom can it happen that something is not a little disguised, or a little mis-

taken; but where, as in this case, (.hnugh the conduct is mistaken, the feelings

are e H . + Ty ” e H

¢ not, it may not be very material.—~-Mr, Knightley could not impute to
Emma a more relenting heart than she possessed, or a heart more disposed to
accept of his, (1L, 13; 431-32)

iy Mo i L y . .
Impute”™ is the key word here: There is no glass onto the soul

[ LI . " . ' (’]S
Tristram Shandy once dreamed there might be. Merleau

.
intersubjectivity al 5 ks indirecti oy e

) Ly always works by indirection. One rcads, or, if others
stand in the way of our gaze, fails to read the body, gesture, and the
,CyC,S word, as well as the tongue’s word. But the network of cxchzmécd
indirections and embodied signs is not hopclcssly solipsistic. In /\uﬁicn
this network of readings results in ' i "

! some kind of genuine community on
rare occasions. We |

. ‘ <now they are rare because measuring the genuine
requires, for Austen, complex representations of the morcd’nmﬁon and
misleading imitations, cven forgeries, of community. |
That Emma successlully revises her sense of self in the midst of this
deeply int.ersub_jcct;ivc field of consciousnesses and languagcs ls noL
clear to all readers of her novel. At lcast we c;m pmbably égree that
readers are able so t:h()ughti:'ully to disagree because of the in L'xr‘iczw ()I"
/.\ust.cn’s phcnomcnology of anxiety and misperceptions {and pcrg]cp-
tions). But other issues in the controversies over Emma’s scl['—knuwlcd’ re
remain. For me the comice strain in Austenian deep im:crsubjcclivif’
predominates, despite her emphasis upon the imperfection of L‘iiscours".z
and disclosure. Emma and Knightley, and Frank and Jane (:()gcth‘er
pl‘acc stones in that wall, in the niche left by the other, not so that ;‘mA
of them achieves full presence Lo the other, but so that, in I\/Ierl‘cmi}j
Ponty’s words, there is woven “an ‘exchan ’

, .
oy , ge," a “chiasm between two
stinies . . |

in which there are never quite two of us, and yet one is
never alone.” ‘



