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“A person cannot be silent, even voyaging through strange seas of thought; There is no 

interior silence. Nor alone, for we cannot imagine what it is not to be with oneself.” 

Molloy, Samuel Beckett, p.188. 
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Abstract 

This thesis reads interior monologue as a literary form that that has an ultimately dialogical 

aim: to engage the reader in social critique. A historicised close reading of key models of 

inner-voice narration explores how social critique is achieved by the distinctive dialogic 

melding of consciousnesses involved in the reader’s encounter with forms of interior 

monologue.  

The novels subjected to this close reading span the period from 1938 to 2013. Taken 

together, I explore their contribution to the novel’s capacity to enable a challenge to the 

dynamics of social exploitation and the limits placed on individual freedom. The novels 

explored are unified  by their problematising of ‘authenticity’ as a way of conceptualising 

both consciousness and aesthetics. Throughout, the thesis draws upon and extends key 

scholarship on interior monologue narratology.  

A range of archetypally ‘authentic’ inner-voice forms are considered – the ‘voices’ of 

writers and children, vagrants and artists. Jean Paul-Sartre’s Nausea (1938) and Samuel 

Beckett’s Molloy (1951) are discussed as modernist innovators of the form and its modes 

of critique. James Kelman’s How Late It Was, How Late (1994) involves a political 

characterisation of inner-voice narration which I argue makes the reader ‘complicit’ in the 

idiolect of a person of low socio-economic status. Eimear McBride’s A Girl Is A Half-

Formed Thing (2013) provokes the question of whether witnessing a claustrophobically 

traumatised inner voice prohibits a reader’s empathic response, or encourages it. The 

narratological strategies of Leaving the Atocha Station (2011) by Ben Lerner are 

considered in relation to how ‘true’ political selfhood might be articulated as interiorised 

essence.   
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These novelists’ experimentation with forms of inner-voice narration runs counter to a 

common characterisation of the form as producing the solipsistic narrative of a fractured 

subject’s failure to self-transcend. The thesis notes the limits of this literary-historical 

understanding of interior monologue as a static monological method.  Instead, the form is 

shown to interrogate the fault lines that border private and public interests. The thesis argues 

that interior-monologue forms of narration allow the reader to experience this conflict in its 

most condensed and personalised form, permitting the full tension and contradiction of the 

public/private relation to become revelatory. The innovators of post-war interior monologue 

present a freedom-orientated model of thought, where protagonists stoically preserve an 

unnegotiable ‘core’ of autonomy. This thesis shows that demands made on the reader to 

interiorise such a character’s interiority cultivates insights and modes of social critique 

unobtainable by other types of narration. 
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1. Introduction 

 

This thesis contends that models of inner-voice as a literary form have an ultimately 

dialogical aim to engage the reader in social critique.  The novel’s power as an artform is in 

great part due to its arguable capacity to provide intimate and meaningful access to the mind 

of another human subject. The novel’s facility to closely engage a reader’s mind with the 

thoughts, dilemmas and ideas of another is a capability exemplified in its use of interior 

monologue. This thesis traces shifting models of interiority to explore these capacities and 

techniques as they are used in a selection of twentieth and twenty-first century novels. 

Authenticity is a contested and complex term. At a later stage of this introduction this thesis 

engages with the term’s complexity of competing definitions. Despite the elusive nature of 

the term, for this thesis, what I will call ‘authentic selfhood’ in the literary sphere is most 

regularly expressed as an internal quality of integrity: irreducible, unnegotiable, and key to 

the exercise of autonomy. This first instance of authenticity, an internal quality of integrity, 

will be taken as indicative of the literary use of the concept in the remainder of this work. 

This definition also cuts across the key formulations of the authenticity problematic 

discussed later in this thesis. 

 

This introduction sets out the principal definition of authenticity utilised in this thesis and 

the rationale for that usage. The definition specifies a linguistic and social construction, 

which draws first on Charles Taylor’s work in his Ethics of Authenticity (1991). The 

introduction then delineates three theoretical approaches to authenticity in the novel that are 

drawn upon.  These approaches range from thinkers writing between 1963 and 1972. The 

first framework outlined is that of Lucien Goldmann in The Sociology of the Novel (1963) 

that describes the novel’s portrayal of authenticity as a depiction of an inherently inter-

subjective model of subjectivity, shaped by a character’s tragic rupture from their 

community. This rupture, in evidence since the dawn of folktales, Goldmann argues, is 
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created by the individual’s quest for authentic values in a degraded world.1The second 

framework summarised is Marshall Berman’s theory of authenticity as an ideal of the self 

that can be directed towards its own happiness. This is illuminated in his analysis of novels 

central to this political vision, formed by the social conditions and ideas of eighteenth-

century France, in Berman’s The Politics of Authenticity (1970). Lastly, the relation of 

Lionel Trilling’s influential framework of authenticity from Sincerity and Authenticity 

(1972) to this thesis is explained. Trilling characterised authentic subjectivity a problem in 

the novel, as characters search for a ‘true self’ as an end in itself, as opposed the search being 

informed by other-directed concerns. 

 

The second half of this introduction highlights how three works on the narratology of interior 

monologue are utilised throughout my appraisal of literary inner-voice as a mode of social 

critique: Humphrey’s Stream-of-consciousness in the Modern Novel (1958), Cohn’s 

Transparent Minds – Narrative Modes for Presenting Consciousness in Fiction (1973) and 

Tumanov’s Mind Reading: Unframed Direct Interior Monologue in European Fiction 

(1993). I build upon what each literary theorist considers is unique about the narratology of 

IM, extending their work in the direction of my argument regarding the form’s function as 

social critique. These works have been selected as exemplars of approaching IM at the level 

of a literary technique. The first work is important in helping to better distinguish what 

aspects of a general stream-of-consciousness style fall into more distinct variations of 

interior monologue technique. Cohn’s analysis is the most comprehensive at tackling the full 

variety of IM modes that offer different metaphorical models of mind. Lastly, Tumanov’s 

approach to the literary form draws upon insights with deep relevance to the deployment of 

a child’s voice and evocations of ‘natural’ speech registers, applicable in particular to two 

                                                           
1 Lucien Goldmann, The Sociology of the Novel (London: Tavistock Publications. Reissue Edition, 1977). 
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of my case study novels. Where or why all of these author’s frameworks forgo considerations 

of interior monologue as a mode of social critique will also be discussed. 

 

Constructions of narrative voice that makes use of imagery and characterisation of a painful 

mind/body ‘split’, or ‘doubling’ and dissociation from within, are discussed in relation to 

the subject novels: Nausea (1938), Molloy (1951) and A Girl Is A Half-formed Thing (2013). 

The interior monologue novel’s often discomforting pre-occupation with thinking-about-

thinking, the process of apperception, is also a key philosophical dimension of the literary 

imagery under scrutiny. The term apperception is used throughout this thesis therefore in an 

epistemological sense, to denote the introspective or reflective apprehension by the mind of 

its own inner states.2 The often anguished states of mind indicated by the themes of 

apperception and dissociation make the subject novels apposite case studies of how 

narratives can exploit and play with the boundaries of reader empathy towards a character. 

 

Literary theorists continue to question whether empathy can be enhanced through reading 

fiction or how political insights might follow the reader’s absorption in a narrative. Most 

recently Patricia Waugh has argued that voices on the page transport the self ‘beyond its 

safely policed boundaries’3 for instance. Two earlier notable hypotheses on the empathic 

reader explored the alternative possibility that reading fiction can be a search for recognition, 

enchantment or knowledge,4  which depends upon a reader’s dispositions and/or a writer’s 

empathetic technique. 5
 Strategies for depicting consciousness are key to these debates and 

                                                           
2 Such a conception of our self-awareness and knowledge of our own mental states, as used in this thesis, is 

best set out by G.W. Leibniz in ‘Principles of Nature and Grace Based on Reason’ in section 5, p4. Accessed 

online 18/12/21: https://www.earlymoderntexts.com/assets/pdfs/leibniz1714a.pdf , published 2017 Jonathan 

Bennett. 
3 Patricia Waugh ‘The Novelist as Voice Hearer’, The Lancet. Vol. 386. Issue 10010  

(December 5, 2015, p.554).  
4 Rita Felski, Uses of Literature (Oxford, Wiley-Blackwell Manifestos, 2008). 
5 Suzanne Keen, Empathy and the Novel (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2007). 

https://www.earlymoderntexts.com/assets/pdfs/leibniz1714a.pdf
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are currently considered at the level of the limitations and formal innovations of literary 

device and technique, when narratological theory approaches this topic. 

 

This thesis enters this discussion on the political and empathetic possibilities of fiction. The 

entry point is a challenge to the influential characterization of interior monologue as either 

solipsistically incapable of engaging with social antagonisms, or merely concerned with 

reworking modernist models of a totalised or fragmented consciousness at the formal level 

of literary device. The types of reading I am working against that encapsulate these views 

begin with Lukács’ Meaning of Contemporary Realism (1955) and Against Misunderstood 

Realism (1958), where Beckett’s autonomous interior monologue method is dismissed as 

having any capacity to be political. The latter tendency to interpret IM through purely 

formalist narratological approaches are most fully represented in Vladimir Tumanov’s Mind 

Reading: Unframed Direct Interior Monologue in European Fiction (1997), Dorrit Cohn’s 

Transparent Minds: Narrative Modes for Presenting Consciousness in Fiction (1978) and 

Robert Humphrey’s Stream-of-Consciousness in the Modern Novel (1954), all discussed in 

further depth later in this introduction.  

 

The characterisation of interior monologue as a solipsistic mode with no social engagement, 

and narratology’s lens on the form of interior monologue, relies on a view of fictional 

interiority as merely an immersion in incoherence, a recounting or imagining of painful, 

fatally inner-directed self-reflection.6  By charting and analysing key moments of IM 

experimentation, in a selection of twentieth and twenty-first century novels, this thesis aims 

to demonstrate that the form of IM arguably runs counter to its common characterization as 

the loss narrative of a fractured subject’s failure to self-transcend or to socially engage. 

Moreover, it is the crisis of an authenticity ideal, expressed through competing naturalisms 

                                                           
6 From this point onwards in the thesis interior monologue shall be referred to as IM. 
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within interiority, that breaks twentieth and twenty-first-century IM from early realist modes. 

The exploration of this authenticity crisis allows fictional inner-voice to achieve an ‘inner’ 

realism that operates as social critique.  

 

Despite acknowledgement of the dynamic nature of the ‘stream’ or ‘flux’ as central 

metaphors of fictional interiority in literary criticism on early modernism, the abiding mid-

twentieth century cut- off point of discussion of metaphorical minds has also created a 

curiously static and ambiguous picture of this form’s capacities.7 As Adam Guy has 

highlighted, analysis of modernist stream-of- consciousness fiction often draws on a cluster 

of neighbouring concepts and descriptive terms that are ‘[m]ultifarious and diffuse’ 

concerned with ‘[a]ttention, experience, duration, the everyday, the ordinary, theory of mind 

and being’.8 This thesis shows this is in part due to literary criticism centring on stream-of-

consciousness style suspending analysis of inner-voice narrative modes within a 

reinterpretation of modernist ‘states of mind’, albeit observing de-constructed or rejuvenated 

prose techniques.  

 

This tendency to draw on an elastic and overly broad categorisation of stream-of-

consciousness techniques, with regards to representations of mind, occurs even in readings 

of more recent novels using such imagery. In the main this diffuse stream-of-consciousness 

approach to IM looks through the prism of the aesthetic innovations of single authors and so 

misses the dimension of social critique. This absence of socio-political connections made to 

                                                           
7 My research into the field of literary theory on IM found little scholarship referencing novels published 

beyond the 1950s as their central case studies. My selection of influential literary theory on interior 

monologue under discussion in this thesis is a case in point, there being no central point of reference to the 

stream-of-consciousness or IM novel beyond Dorrit Cohn’s analysis of Natalie Sarraute’s 1953 novel 

Martereau. This historical lens is despite the three key theoretical works being published in 1954 -for Robert 

Humphries whose latest novel is Faulker’s The Sound and the Fury (1929), 1978 for Cohn as discussed 

above and 1997 for Tumanov whose latest novel is V.Larbaud’s Amants, Leureux amants…(1929).  
8 Adam Guy, ‘Who cares about the stream-of-consciousness? On Dorothy Richardson’s Pilgrimage’, 

Literature Compass. June 2020. Vol. 17. Issue 6. pp.1-10. 
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the form is often due to stream-of-consciousness criticism centring on inner-voice as an 

expression of psychological crises. Notable exceptions to this tendency are Dorrit Cohn’s 

work on the dystopian repercussions of Kafka’s ‘Eternal Present’ narration. 9 

 

Although not the subject of this thesis, it is pertinent to note that in some pre-nineteenth 

century novels, there are notable historical developments in the use of a proto-IM form. A 

late-medieval model of inner-voice is provided for example in the self-reflexive prologues 

of Chaucer’s frame narratives, in the verse and prose of The Canterbury Tales (1387-1400). 

The structural integrity of this work relies on a revelation of character through a confessional 

mode of telling, above considerations of theme or morality as exposition of plot.10 A century 

later The Book of Margery Kempe (1501) was published. Attributed to an English Christian 

mystic, it is considered the earliest autobiography in English. A recent reappraisal in 

medieval cultural studies has demonstrated the work’s innovative use of an inner-voice to 

document spiritual experiences, in a rich, multi-sensory fashion.11 In 1719, Daniel Defoe’s 

Robinson Crusoe used a dominant focalised mode of narration, original for the time: a 

complete single point of view, rendered by oscillating between impersonal and 

emotional/overcome modes of address. 12  

 

The final key early innovator, in relation to IM narration, comes forty years later when the 

first instalment of The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman (1759) by Laurence 

Sterne is published. This novel’s highly experimental mode of narration famously draws on 

ideas generated by study of the problems of language and personal identity, first set out in 

                                                           
9 Cohn, Dorrit, Kafka’s Eternal Present: Narrative Tense in “Ein Land arzt” and Other First-Person Stories. 

PMLA. Vol. 83, No.1, March., 1968, pp.144-150. Cambridge University Press. 
10 Norman T. Harrington, ‘Experience, Art and the Framing of the “Canterbury Tales”’, The Chaucer Review, 

Vol 10, No. 3 (Winter, 1976), pp.187-200. 
11 Corinne Saunders and Charles Fernyhough, ‘Reading Margery Kempe’s Inner-voices’, Post-medieval: a 

journal of medieval cultural studies. 8, (Issue Date: June 2017), pp. 209-217.   
12 Ian Watt, The Rise of the Novel: Studies in Defoe, Richardson and Fielding, New Edition (London: 

Pimlico, 2000). 
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John Locke’s An Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1695).13 Tristram Shandy’s 

anti-structure relies on continual digressions, multifarious voices and the narrator’s 

demands, explicit and implicit, on the reader’s close participation in the story’s playful 

modes of telling. 

 

Centring on much more recent developments in the IM form, this thesis suggests that the 

most engaging question in relation to the IM novel is: does the act of encountering the 

fictional construction of a human subject’s private thoughts conduct a powerful feat of social 

critique? All of these early uses of a proto-IM form innovate new frameworks of narration 

that attempt to suggest and construct a sense of inner-voice. Later post-war innovations in 

the form however pare away the sense there is a narrative voice operating at all, staging the 

reader as eavesdropper on a character’s thoughts. This new immersive turn in the form leads 

to this thesis’s central question: is social critique achieved by the distinctive dialogic meeting 

and melding of consciousnesses involved in the transaction of reading interior monologue? 

These questions require an historically informed perspective upon the use of a literary form. 

For this thesis this historicization is formed through tracing competing views of human 

authenticity as exhibited in the IM novel, the concept being central to the form’s construction 

of the sense of an inner-voice. 

 

1.1 Theories of authenticity in the novel 

This thesis tackles the question of how literary strategies for evoking inner-voice operate 

through and emerge from the impulse for social commentary. These techniques are 

differentiated in accordance with the novel’s historical and political context. Integral to this 

analysis is an original examination of what archetypal characterisations of authenticity are 

                                                           
13 These ideas can be found in John Locke’s, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding. Edited by Roger 

Woolhouse . Penguin Books (London, 1997), Book II: ‘Of Ideas’, Chpt XXVII: ‘Of Identity and Diversity’, 

pp.296-314 and Book III: ‘Of Words’, Chpt I: ‘Of Words or Language in General’, pp.361-363.  
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deployed in the IM form, and how the reader is positioned in relation to marginalised voices, 

to complete their function as vehicles of social critique. My analysis of a group of subject 

novels in the following chapters show how readers are asked to complete a process of social 

critique in their relation to IM, by witnessing character tensions from a jointly created 

‘inside’. The dialogic space of IM is shown to reveal the full drama, complexity and 

emotional resonances of the compromises made between a public and a private self.  

As previously stated, authenticity is a deeply contested term. Within the literary parameters 

of this thesis however, an authenticity problematic is established at work in post-war fiction, 

construing its meaning as a ‘true’ conception of consciousness and freedom. This is a truth 

formed through a fictional individual’s confrontation with a perceived crisis of moral and 

aesthetic values, in the cognitive universe generated by the novel. For this reason, this thesis 

uses Charles Taylor’s definition of authenticity, outlined in his Ethics of Authenticity (1991), 

as a basis for analysing the authentic dimension to inner-voice in fiction, despite his work 

being essentially a philosophical and political hermeneutics. My literary application of 

Taylor’s definition is appropriate to my arguments as he views authenticity a generalisable 

moral ideal, an ideal that my case study fiction recurringly presents. Via this model, Taylor 

suggests we are individuals in so far as we are social. This is also the ‘argument’ implicitly 

made to the reader within the dialogic relationship with the reader set up by IM novels. This 

thesis is concerned with literature that wrestles with the often painful paradox that, from the 

Second World War onwards, the self-realisation model of authentic striving does not admit 

any higher external authority as a measure of personal fulfilment. As Taylor argues, and the 

internal voices of the subject novels of this thesis illustrate, authenticity construed as purely 

self-realisation is self-defeating. The conception of a search for an authentic self as an act of 

shutting out an awareness of wider political or social concerns to ‘tune into’ a truth found 

within, is a thwarted and misleading conception of freedom. As seen in Taylor’s arguments 

below, and in the analysis of the IM novels to follow, a meaningful sense of authenticity 
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ultimately confronts the reality that our existence and model of freedom needs to be seen as 

dialogical. 

 

Taylor conceives of authenticity as a self-transcendent quality, relating to that which is 

greater than the self. For Taylor authenticity is not, as is often argued, a wholly self-

determined freedom. For Taylor this is too self-centred as a definition, it flattens the 

meanings of lives and fragments identities. Taylor proposes that identity aspires to adopt a 

relationship to a commonly defined good or value ‘which is connected to one’s membership 

in a language community’.14 It is this insistence on authenticity’s linguistic and social 

construction that makes Taylor’s definition most purposeful for my case that inner-voice 

modes of narration strive for ‘authenticity’ and can function as social critique. This thesis 

argues through its literary analyses that authenticity emanates from beyond the self and 

presupposes such external demands. Furthermore, Taylor’s arguments, and my novels, 

illustrate the profound limitations of the idea that the individual decides upon value alone. 

This thesis is indebted to Taylor’s argument that authenticity is implicitly tied to an inter-

subjective notion of the good, a quality that produces authenticity’s normative force as a 

concept. The subject novels present characters that grapple with notions of authenticity, 

speaking to Taylor’s framing of the term as an ethical ideal. Applying Taylor’s ideas of 

authenticity to the IM form enables me to demonstrate how these novels request reader’s 

recognise that an individual requires a bond to collective ideas of worth, values that point 

beyond personal preference, if freedom is to be truly realised.  

 

Taylor’s definition of authenticity stands in opposition to more recent, familiar theories of 

subjectivity, such as those from Alessandro Ferrara, who insists that authenticity is ‘linked 

                                                           
14 Charles Taylor, The Ethics of Authenticity (Harvard University Press, 1991), p.34-35. 
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with the model of exemplary uniqueness or enlightening singularity thus far associated with 

‘aesthetics’’. 15 For Ferrara, authenticity is then characterized by the ‘self-congruency’ of an 

individual, or symbolic identity.16 Moreover this provides a universal validity that does not 

build on the generalizable but rather on the exemplary. This thesis shows narratives depicting 

the individual pursuit of authenticity as a reversal of this idea, characters using inner-voice 

become individualised models of generalised universal principles of values such as freedom. 

This is as opposed to characters being frozen in the a-historical, aestheticized realm of 

authenticity of Ferrara’s formulation. 

 

So having established a specificity in relation to how authenticity might operate conceptually 

in post-war literature, as a socially engaged and therefore historicised conception of freedom, 

we need to consider the model of the individual/protagonist this implies. Goldmann’s 1963 

work The Sociology of the Novel, contains a strongly argued case for authenticity as a way 

of construing the individual as inherently inter-subjective. Goldman chronicles a ‘rupture 

between the hero and the world’ across the novel’s history. 17 This thinker’s 

conceptualisation of authenticity’s function in the novel results from this ‘rupture’ and is a 

useful categorisation, that goes part way to explaining how inner-voice might operate as 

political insight.  

 

For Goldmann, the nature of the hero’s break from the world in the novel is distinguished 

from the separation they undergo in tragedy and folktales. In tragedy, the rupture is 

complete; in the folk tale, it is accidental or non-existent. The fissure between the hero and 

                                                           
15 Alessandro Ferrara, Reflective Authenticity, (London: Routledge, 1998), p.10. 
16 ibid., p.70. 
17 Lucien Goldmann, The Sociology of the Novel (London, Tavistock Publications. Reissue Edition, 1977).  
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the world in the novel occupies a middle ground between these two extremes. The hero 

separates from his community because they are ‘on a quest for authentic values in a degraded 

world’.18 Goldman’s theory is therefore a useful counterpoint to the common 

characterisation of IM as an overly solipsistic and therefore socially and politically 

disengaged form, the key challenge my central hypothesis responds to.  

 

As this thesis will demonstrate, in some instances, such as in Beckett and McBride’s novels, 

the protagonist follows Goldmann’s observed pattern of attempting to find concrete values 

in a degraded world, then beginning to turn toward the metaphysical, the otherworldly for 

satisfaction when this initial quest fails. Goldmann’s version of the Bildungsroman, where a 

novel’s plot ends with a ‘self-imposed limitation’ as the hero gives up their search for 

authentic values, is also borne out in the plot-line of A Girl Is A Half-formed Thing by Eimear 

McBride.19  

 

Marshall Berman arrives at similar conclusions to Goldman, stressing that social conditions 

and the political world-views they spawn are integral to understanding literature’s treatment 

of authenticity.20 In The Politics of Authenticity (1970) Berman explored the political 

construction of authenticity that emerged in eighteenth century French novels and political 

life. He argued that the search for ‘authentic’ individual identity was part of a new 

radicalism, flourishing at this historical juncture. The ideal of authenticity was an ideal of a 

self that could organize the individual’s energy and direct it toward his own happiness. 

                                                           
18 Goldmann, p.65. 
19 Goldmann, p.43. 
20 ‘[t]he politics of authenticity…has been a leitmotif in Western culture since early in the eighteen 

century…central to the work of Stendal, of Schiller and Novalis’ (p.xvii). ‘The demand for authenticity, then, 

proved to be radically subversive of that peculiarly modern society out of which it grew…it produced many 

striking images and ideas still relevant in our time’(p.314). Marshall Berman The Politics of Authenticity. 

‘The literary work, seen as a structure, must be related to historical subjects, not to some sphere outside 

history. It is in this way that a text’s sociality and communicability can be captured’ (p.11) Lucien 

Goldmann, Towards a Sociology of the Novel. 
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Through the ideas of Rousseau and Montesquieu and key early novels, he shows how the 

ideal of authenticity was radically opposed to capitalist, bourgeois ideas of self-interest.  

 

Berman’s framing of the authenticity ideal emerging from the eighteenth-century world ‘as 

a trenchant critical tool against the traditional social structure’21 points to how the narrative 

model of an inner-voice can operate critically and reflexively in the novel, based on some of 

its earliest historical formulations. For instance, he cites Julie, or the New Heloise (1761) by 

Rousseau as the earliest epistolary novel to be permeated by an ‘ethics of authenticity, where 

the protagonist attempts to place their secret principles above those imposed by society.’22 

In addition, Diderot’s imaginary dialogue, Rameau’s Nephew (1962), forms a jarring 

paradox within a conflicted protagonist whose ‘social being is a matter of representation 

and…a separation of the individual from this actual self.’23 Through such novelistic 

illustrations, Berman provides important observations for my thesis’s explorations of the 

political capacities of later novels that deploy an inner-voice narrative form. His historical 

insights illustrate how authenticity was expressed as a personal and political problematic, 

due to its interlocking with ‘destinies of self, society and the state.’24  This helps to capture 

the ways in which the public/private conflicts embedded in IM’s treatment of authenticity 

might still be relevant in the post-war era up to the present. Berman helps us see how 

explorations of authentic subjectivity in the novel might provide a model of individual 

freedom and how this might operate as social critique. 

 

                                                           
21 Marshall Berman, The Politics of Authenticity, (London, Version, 1970), p.313. 
22 ibid., p.314. 
23 ibid., p.324. 
24 ibid., p.324. 
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Berman, alongside Trilling discussed below, is also important for this thesis because of his 

observation that the authenticity ideal is enduring, but always in a fleeting manner that is 

under threat. In this thinker’s view, this can occur because the ideal struggles as a 

replacement for traditionally rigid identities. This ideal can fail in light of bourgeois 

structures and economic forces, where man’s ‘faculties and capacities, appeared as nothing 

but competitive assets.’25 This thesis argues that a self-transcending, freedom-oriented 

model of inner thought in the novel is an attempt to hold to an authenticity ideal, in the light 

of such diminishments or threats to the individual’s sense of self. Furthermore, this thesis 

argues that this insubstantial sense of self, as relative to one’s social position, whose earlier 

historical manifestations were observed by Berman, continues to drive the self-doubting 

models of IM which appear from the post-war era onwards. 

 

The arguments this thesis puts forward, shows that this concept of self-realisation as a reach 

for autonomy, and a means to radically oppose bourgeois, capitalist ideas of self-interest, 

still informs inner-voice novels and their archetypes of authenticity in the twentieth and 

twenty-first centuries. The case studies of James Kelman and Ben Lerner’s novels in 

particular, show this reach for authentic autonomy, as one enacted by individuals against 

bourgeois antagonists, is an ideal very much still alive in the IM form. For instance, 

protagonists analysed in the coming chapters have their worldview interiorised to fully 

convey the injustices of their battles with functionaries of their respective legal and medical 

bureaucracies, or with the ravages of the art market on an individual’s psyche. Sartre’s 

protagonist is similarly shown as ethically formed by his opposition to middle-class self-

interest and conservatism. 

 

                                                           
25 ibid., p.313. 
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Lionel Trilling’s influential work within the field of literary subjectivity, Sincerity and 

Authenticity (1972) is also drawn upon in my investigations. 26 Trilling writes from a liberal 

humanist informed tradition. This thinker’s views on literature’s move from the sixteenth 

century to the twentieth, tracing a flawed inward search for personal significance and 

sincerity which provides an important literary-historical context for my examination of the 

uses of models of authentic inner-voice in post-war fiction. This thesis draws upon Trilling’s 

conception of authenticity in fiction as an inner-directed search for meaning, which entails 

the loss of a moral compass-as-other-directed. Such a search is enacted, with varying degrees 

of disillusionment, in all the subject novels under discussion. In this sense Trilling’s work 

provides a literary application of Taylor’s philosophical and political framing, one which 

views authenticity as a generalisable moral ideal. This is a foundational definition of the 

term for this thesis.  

 

This thesis applies Trilling and Taylor’s analogous reflections on the paradox at the heart of 

the concept of authenticity. My investigations of the inner-voice form and the protagonist 

crises it mediates illustrates this paradox also: that recognition of shared standards of value 

are required to fully acknowledge acts or principles of individual originality. In Taylor’s 

words: ‘[r]ecognising difference, like self-choosing, requires a horizon of significance, in 

this case a shared one.’27  

 

Trilling’s ambitious literary sources range from Shakespeare’s Hamlet to Philip Roth’s 1969 

novel Portnoy’s Complaint. He looks at authenticity as a ‘criterion of art and quality of the 

personal life’.28 From this perspective Trilling sees, as the twentieth century progresses, a 

problematisation of authenticity occuring and documented in literature and key thinkers from 

                                                           
26 Lionel Trilling, Sincerity and Authenticity (Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1972), p.100. 
27 Taylor, Ethics of Authenticity, p.40. 
28 Lionel Trilling, Sincerity and Authenticity (Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1972), p.100. 
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sociology and the humanities. The notion of a ‘true’ self or ‘honest’ consciousness in 

literature becomes represented as an ‘end in itself, not a means for other-directed 

communication or being true to others.’ 29 Trilling explores the process by which being true 

to oneself was replaced as a central tenet of morality by the turn to the darker, more taxing 

ideal of authenticity which arguably took its place. The loss of a moral-as-other-directed 

sense of authenticity is even felt at a level that potentially undermines the role of inner- voice 

narration itself, in the novel. As Trilling observes, there is  

 

a drastic reduction in the status of narration...the novel does seem to persist in some sort of life but we 

cannot fail to see how uneasy it is with the narrative mode, which once made its vital principle, and 

how its practitioners seek by one device or another to evade or obscure or palliate the act of telling.30  

 

The use of ‘palliate’ here – which can be glossed as: ‘to make a disease less severe without 

removing the cause’ - emphasizes the extremity of the ambivalence and distrust of the art of 

narration itself that Trilling perceives at work in the twentieth century novel.31 

 

Trilling’s argument that a fatally self-contained aspiration towards an evasive authenticity is 

newly evident in inter-war literature, is shown as a continuing thread of representation in the 

novels within the time-frame of this thesis. This tragically self-contained sense of self is still 

echoing in twenty-first century fiction, with protagonists wrestling with the perceived 

demands of a technologically mediated culture. Here subjectivity becomes performed. This 

is explored with reference to Ben Lerner’s novel Leaving the Atocha Station (2011). 

Subjectivity is discussed in chapter 5 on Lerner as an identity formed and mediated, in the 

main, through an on-line context, shaped by the pressures of self-commodification at work 

in the art marketplace. Authenticity is shown in Lerner’s novel to be an apparently other-

                                                           
29 ibid., p.15. 
30 ibid., p.134-5. 
31 ‘Palliative’, in The Oxford English Dictionary [online], http://www.oed.com.openathens-

proxy.swan.ac.uk/Entry/86792 [accessed 28 April 2017]. 

http://www.oed.com.openathens-proxy.swan.ac.uk/Entry/86792
http://www.oed.com.openathens-proxy.swan.ac.uk/Entry/86792
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directed communication that turns back upon itself in a narcissistic feedback loop of empty 

self-validation.  

 

My engagement with key theorists of authenticity underlines that authenticity crises are an 

integral feature of characterisation in novels whose narrator uses an inner-voice. My 

approach to the authenticity problematic in the novels discussed does not attempt to diagnose 

an oblique phenomena of fictional play, where binaries such as essence/performance and 

reality/fiction might be complicated, as theorists such as Wolfgang Funk have suggested.32 

Instead, inner-voice forms of narration will be shown to act as explanatory devices, 

providing insights into the social causes of individual disquiet.  

This approach questions Funk’s contention, in The Literature of Reconstruction: Authentic 

Fiction in the New Millennium (2015), that meaningful analysis of cultural representations 

of authenticity can only be achieved through viewing the concept of authenticity as a “black 

box”. By this Funk meant we can only understand authenticity as a mechanism of inputs and 

outputs in a social system, and its mysteries and mechanics can only be revealed through 

fictional play that merely circles around and suggests authenticity, as opposed to these 

features ever being more concretely defined.33 Funk concedes that fiction, post-1990, 

evidences changes in the cultural conceptualisation and experience of selfhood, truth, and 

reality, and therefore of ‘authenticity’. However, he sees these changes as only ever 

examined in writing and fictional worlds that are contained within a self-referential search 

for the real. In other words, to analyse authenticity in contemporary fiction for Funk is to 

                                                           
32 See Dini’s appraisal of Funk’s definition of literary treatments of authenticity in ‘Reviews: Wolfgang 

Funk, The Literature of Reconstruction: Authentic Fiction in the New Millennium’, European Journal of 

American Studies (Document 4. 26th October, 2016), p.56. 
33 Wolfgang Funk, The Literature of Reconstruction – Authentic Fiction in the New Millennium (London: 

Bloomsbury, 2015), p.201.  
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consider its attempts to re-enact experience truthfully only at the level of self-referentiality 

and representation.  

 

How can we provide a more productive approach to this elusive concept of authenticity 

beyond an ambiguous sense of re-enacting experience through fiction as metafictional 

experiment? I propose that Funk’s diagnosis of the authenticity paradox is particularly 

apposite to this study: ‘authenticity’ evades representation whilst revealing itself most 

clearly through its representation, its ‘authenticity effects.’34 His next logical step is also 

sound, that despite representations of the authentic being incomplete, they show us important 

features of our own sense of the ‘real.’  In Chapter 5 of this thesis, for example, my approach 

to Ben Lerner’s fiction utilises Funk’s ‘literature of reconstruction’ idea, in its consideration 

of a self-referential protagonist who attempts to re-enact experience more truthfully through 

such modes of representation. However, this thesis also demonstrates that fiction that depicts 

authenticity crises are often not an oblique phenomena of play. Such novels do not, as Funk 

argues, collapse, for the sake of aesthetic experimentation ‘what are traditionally considered 

to be binary oppositions…of essence/performance, reality/fiction; authorship/reception; and 

aesthetics/ethics.’ 35 Instead, models of ‘authentic’ inner-voice narration will be shown to 

collapse, first and foremost, the authorship/reception and character/reader distinction as a 

means of revealing the often fairly explicitly defined social roots and ramifications of the 

duality set up between essence/performance, reality/fiction, aesthetics/ethics in an individual 

consciousness. 

 

                                                           
34 Rachele Dini, in ‘Reviews: Wolfgang Funk, The Literature of Reconstruction: Authentic Fiction in the New 

Millennium’ argues that Funk’s authenticity framework is too attached to the philosophical methodology of 

arriving at a definition, creating less a study of authenticity in contemporary literature than a study ‘of the 

tenets by which we define the very concepts of authenticity and selfhood’ p.54. 
35 Dini, p.56. 
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Before moving on to narratological approaches to inner-voice more broadly, what follows is 

a threefold outline of my subject novels. Firstly, why my case study novels have been 

selected as exemplars for investigation. Secondly, a consideration of the range and content 

of the authenticity crises presented across the novels of interiority analysed. The final issue 

addressed is how do these authenticity crises speak to and position the reader, to aid the 

operation of social critique? 

 

Chapter 2 demonstrates how Jean Paul-Sartre’s Nausea (1938) immerses the reader within 

a character’s voice to allow them to fully wrestle with the dilemma of what constitutes a 

sufficiently morally engaged writer. An internalised crisis of authentic action sets up the 

central character as a social critique of privileged, middle-class artistic norms, and 

conceptions of political art and individual freedom. A twenty-first century novel’s 

construction of such a conflicted, creative character as critique is returned to in chapter 5. 

 

The second part of chapter 2 discusses Samuel Beckett’s Molloy (1951) and its questioning 

of how an author or character can be representative of the human subject, or contain a single 

‘voice’ as a stable centre of self and narrative coherence. The social critique works here by 

dismantling a single subject to the point of disorientating chaos, for both reader and 

character. This narratological disorientation becomes symbolic of a nihilistic, post-holocaust 

universe. This disquieting universe is inhered in an individual’s absurdist physical journey, 

as figurative quest for a core self. 

 

The authenticity crisis explored in chapter 3 is portrayed in the novel How Late It Was, How 

Late (1994) by James Kelman. This work presents the most explicitly political 

characterisation of inner-voice from the collection under analysis. The critique functions 
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through a narratological strategy of making the reader ‘complicit’ in the interiorised idiolect 

and stoicism of a person of low socio-economic status. This raises questions of whether this 

mode of voice can constitute an authentic form of self-protection. Does a character’s interior 

expressions of autonomy shield them from a threatening and exclusionary state, and provide 

a critique of such forces in so doing? 

 

Chapter 4 investigates the novel A Girl Is A Half-Formed Thing (2013) by Eimear McBride. 

This section considers how and why there is an interiorised portrayal of the dilemmas caused 

by an attempted mind/body split. Chapter 4 asks whether this split is seen to rescue a human 

subject from the destruction of sexual exploitation, and the desire for self-annihilation it 

initiates. The narratological features that set a youthful internal characterisation as authentic, 

in opposition to abusive adult social actors, is explored. How the author positions the reader 

within a child’s mimicry of religious dogma, and the generational/nurturing role assumed to 

be operating within a family unit is considered. The claustrophobically private voice is 

shown as the key that ‘unlocks’ the social and psychopathological causes of the child’s 

exploitation. This chapter finally considers how the reader is positioned within this psychic 

chaos narratologically, to best observe how power is wielded for abusive ends, and the 

traumatic psychic split this instigates. 

 

Chapter 5 looks at how the authenticity crisis of what constitutes a meaningful artistic, 

writer’s inner-voice is posed through the narratological strategies of Leaving the Atocha 

Station (2011) by Ben Lerner. Furthermore, this section explores how a true, or truly 

political, self might be articulated as an interiorised essence through poetry. This chapter 

also looks at how a reader is placed in ironic relation to narrator and author, to enmesh them 

in jointly tackling this authenticity problematic. The novel is catagorised as meta-modern in 
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the sense that it is ‘obsessed with relationality, the reader-writer relationship, and inter 

subjective problems’ and is ‘overwhelmingly affective in its dominant ambitions’.36 This 

chapter shows how the novel can formulate irony so that it is no longer simply a theme of 

fiction concerned with sincerity, but a style and mode of interiority. In LTAS, the reader is 

invited to share in the protagonist’s second-guessing of how his conduct or speech will be 

perceived. The reader participates in the poet’s angst over the question of whether he can 

truly ‘connect’ or emote.  

 

1.2 Inner-voice in narratology 

This thesis extends and develops extant work on the model of IM by arguing that there is a 

dynamic of social critique embedded in the literary form’s development. A fictionalised self-

conversation becomes a dialogue with a reader tasked with completing inchoate thoughts, 

and with decoding private language, thereby arguably establishing social antagonists and 

their motives for punishing or forbidding the subject’s deepest desires for freedom and 

dignity.  

 

Literary scholarship on the IM novel, in the second half of the twentieth century to the 

present, has three main orbits. Firstly, there is a post-structuralist dismantling of the 

possibility of inter-subjective connection, expressed through a focus on the fractured or 

performative dimension of subjectivity.37 Such commentary is involved in continuing to 

portray the modernist concern of individual alienation in a post post-modern context. This 

                                                           
36 ibid., p.80. 
37 Such post-structuralist challenges to the notion of a ‘stable’ subjectivity include most influentially from the 

fields of critical theory and its reappraisal of Freudian psychoanalysis and gender studies. Key works in this 

regard include Lacan’s The Language of Self: The Function of Language in Psychoanalysis (1953) 

Translated Anthony Wilder (Reprint Edition, Baltimore, John Hopkins University Press, 1998). In this series 

of lectures Lacan proposes that there was a state of nature and subjectivity from which we have been severed 

by our socialisation into language. Within gender studies Judith Butler’s notion of our psychological 

interiority becoming a social fiction is argued in ‘Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in 

Phenomenology and Feminist Theory’ from Performing Feminisms: Feminist Critical Theory and Theatre. 

Edited: Sue Ellen Case (Baltimore, John Hopkins University Press, 1990). 
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is represented most recently in literary analysis by thinkers such as Wolfgang Funk.38 

Secondly, there are the narratologists who search for a linguistic locus of meaning in the 

positioning of the reader set up by different frames of narration. This is the approach of 

Robert Humphries39, Vladimir Tumanov40 and Dorrit Cohn 41 explored below. Thirdly, and 

more recently, the focus has moved to the ethical potential of empathising with single 

characters and the qualities of ‘experientiality’ evoked in novels, attempting to describe the 

centrality of cognitive responses within a specific reading experience as an evocation of real-

life experience.42  A corollary view that there are therapeutic implications involved in the 

act of reading inner-voice narrative forms is epitomised by Patricia Waugh and Charles 

Fernyhough’s recent work on the form’s possible instructional qualities in relation to 

psychopathology.43 Waugh in particular argues that the voices we encounter in a novel can 

‘express our desires, threaten our safety, challenge our morals and speak of what cannot be 

said. They take us into a place of expanded possibilities where we can try on other 

identities.’44 45 Within narratological work, theorists of IM have attempted to establish some 

key challenges of depicting consciousness as character identity in fiction. Across their 

different methodological approaches several significant challenges have been noted, such as 

the paradoxical public/fictional display of consciousness as a private entity.46 Other 

                                                           
38 Funk, Literature of Reconstruction. 
39 Robert Humphries, Stream-of-consciousness in the Modern Novel (University of California Press, 1958). 
40 Vladimir Tumanov, Mind Reading: Unframed Direct Interior Monologue in European Fiction 

(Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1997). 
41 Dorrit Cohn, Transparent Minds: Narrative Modes for Representing Consciousness in Fiction (Princeton 

University Press, 1984). 
42 Monika Fludernik Conversational Narration – Oral Narration | the living handbook of narratology (uni-

hamburg.de) 9 June 2011 [Accessed online 21 June 2021] 
43 Charles Fernyhough, The Voices Within, (London: The Welcome Collection, 2016). Patricia Waugh, ‘The 

novelist as voice-hearer.’ The Lancet, 386, (2015). 
44 Waugh, Novelist as voice-hearer, p.386. 
45 Recent relevant narratological scholarship from 2014 also takes a reader-response perspective on 

interiorised characters, centering on reader’s experiences, as in the theoretical work done by Marco 

Caracciolo for example in Strange Narrators in Contemporary Fiction: Explorations in Readers' 

Engagement with Characters (Lincoln and London: University of Nebraska Press, 2016).This moves the 

discussion of IM into the territory of how it might be psychologically constructed – but still not socially 

constructed. Experientiality is one of the key terms of post-classical narratology.  
46 See for instance Cohn’s analysis of Thomas Mann’s use of IM in Death in Venice (1912): ‘a dominant 

narrator presents the inner life in a manner as far removed from the psychic experience itself as a 

psychiatrist’s diagnostic notes.’ Transparent Minds, p.28. 

https://www.lhn.uni-hamburg.de/node/34.html
https://www.lhn.uni-hamburg.de/node/34.html
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(15)01118-6/fulltext#articleInformation
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(15)01118-6/fulltext#articleInformation
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(15)01118-6/fulltext#articleInformation
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theoretical approaches within narratology address the philosophical-linguistic conundrums 

of conveying consciousness in fiction, in light of the mind’s radical status in the taxonomy 

of language, where ‘fiction potentiates a narrative space with no fictional narrator, address, 

enunciation, message or narratee’.47 What is missed across all of these rich literary analyses 

and approaches however is the form’s capabilities and goals of social critique. 

 

 

Because the form under analysis works ‘at the limits of language’, this section provides an 

overview of where this thesis’ original contribution to inner-voice forms of narratology can 

be placed within the theoretical field. Narratology is the field of study most central to this 

thesis’s argument about how the form of inner-voice fiction works and how this affects 

human perception. Modern narratology has a commonly agreed beginning with the Russian 

Formalists, particularly Mikhail Bakhtin's theories of heteroglossia and dialogism, presented 

in The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays: 1934-1941. (Translated: 1981) and earlier, 

Vladimir Propp’s Morphology of the Folktale (1928).48 This thesis, in its analysis of models 

of inner-voice narration across a range of novels, belongs within both the tradition of 

structuralist narratology – such as that practiced by Propp, considering the sequences of 

actions told, point of view, transformation of the chronological order, rhythm and frequency, 

and the modal tradition.49 The latter theoretical approach looks at the manner of the story’s 

telling, stressing voice and point of view. This thesis’s consideration of narratological 

methods as they pertain to techniques of social critique, aims to make an important 

contribution to the field of narratological scholarship on the inner-voice form of narration.  

                                                           
47 Mary Galbraith, ‘Silent Self and the Dietic Imaginary: Hamburger’s Radical Insight’ from Optional-

Narrator Theory: Principles, Perspectives, Proposals, Edited: Sylvie Patron, (University of Nebraska Press, 

Lincoln, 2021), p.223. 
48 Monika Fludernik, An Introduction to Narratology. First Edition (London: Routledge, 2009). 
49 Key theorists of this modal approach, that centres on point of view with regards to narrative focalisation, 

include: Wayne C. Booth, Rhetoric of Fiction, (Chicago University Press, 1961), Gérard Ginette, Narrative 

Discourse: An Essay in Method (Cornell Paperbacks, 1980) and Susan Stanford Friedman, Spatialization: A 

Strategy for Reading Narrative (Ohio State University Press, 1993). 
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The notion of evoking a sense of empathetic embodiment within a reader-response 

framework is most powerfully set out in Monika Fludernik's Towards a 'Natural' 

Narratology (1996).50 This theorist claims the centrality of cognitive responses within a 

specific reading experience, where fiction becomes ‘the quasi-mimetic evocation of real-life 

experience’.51 In this view, it is argued that purely factual accounts sideline embodiment, 

intentionality, and emotionally charged temporality, that means they do not qualify as 

stories, since they lack experientiality.52  

 

The analysis undertaken in chapter 4, on Eimear McBride’s use of a direct interior 

monologue to place the reader in painful proximity to accounts of extreme physical and 

psychological pain, can be related to Caracciolo and Fludernik’s recent perspectives on 

literature’s capacities to create an ‘enactivist experientiality’.53 Such narratological 

concepts, applied in chapter 4, discuss a kind of dialogue that is physically embodied in the 

idea of an exchange between the two minds of the text, the character's and the reader's. 

This chapter asks, as do the experientialists, how does the reader's mind engage with the 

inner world of character during their reading process, and what might the psychological 

reactions generated by the engagement be? 

 

Most pertinent to this thesis’s reappraisal of inner-voice fiction, are Caracciolo’s views on 

how contradiction or conflict is processed in the reading encounter. He argues that readers 

of novels with original or linguistically defamiliarising modes of narration enter a stage of 

generating cognitive dissonance, emotionally expressed as ‘strangeness’. In the process of 

                                                           
50 Monika Fludernik, Towards a 'Natural' Narratology (London and New York: Routledge, 1996). 
51 Fludernik, Narratology, p.11. 
52 Monika Fludernik, Conversational Narration, p.21. 
53 Marco Caracciolo, Strange Narrators in Contemporary Fiction: Explorations in Readers' Engagement with 

Characters (Lincoln and London: University of Nebraska Press, 2016). 
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a reader's engagement with such a character, the reader's and character's worldviews may 

conflict with each other. This can lead to a continuing engagement with a character, where 

a reader enters a ‘gray zone of defamiliarization’, oscillating between ‘imaginative 

resistance’ to the character and tentatively 'trying it on’.54 This process often asks readers 

to imagine alien moral judgments beyond the realm of experience usually encountered in 

fiction. Ultimately, this theory makes an argument which will be key to the unfolding of 

this thesis, that although imaginative resistance can intensify the difficulty of empathy, it 

does not prohibit an empathic response by a reader of interiorised narration, and arguably, 

it encourages such a response. Such a framework connects to my formulation of the 

dialogic dynamic set up in inner-voice forms of narration, where the reader is required to 

‘fill the gap’, to act as a conceptual bridge so as to decode the social roots and significance 

of the psychological chaos they are navigating in medias res.  

 

Three works of narratology that fuse the thematic and modal approach are utilised 

throughout my appraisal of literary inner-voice as a mode of social critique: Humphrey’s 

Stream-of-consciousness in the Modern Novel (1958), Cohn’s Transparent Minds – 

Narrative Modes for Presenting Consciousness in Fiction (1973) and Tumanov’s Mind 

Reading: Unframed Direct Interior Monologue in European Fiction (1993). The next 

section considers what each of these key works of inner-voice narratology attempt to explain 

about the form and where and why these literary theories forgo consideration of IM as a 

mode of social critique. Thus this explication should help my reader to see how this thesis 

both draws upon and extends the scholarship embodied in these important works of 

narratology. 

                                                           
54 Caracciolo, Strange Narrators, p., 48. 
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The first work of narratology under discussion, Robert Humphrey’s Stream-of-

consciousness in the Modern Novel (1958), explores the stream-of-consciousness novel in 

its ‘high’ modernist phase 1916-1931, where an entire narrative, or at least large sections of 

it, takes the form of the central character’s thoughts. Although this type of fiction is often 

derided as being ‘light’ on plotlines, Humphrey shows how such novels are instead rich in a 

symbolic distortion of phenomena such as space and time, through their representations of a 

self-conscious mind.55 He suggests a sub-category of stream-of-consciousness fiction that 

privileges a symbolic design, such as James Joyce’s Ulysses (1922) and Virginia Woolf’s 

The Waves (1931), which contain aesthetic principles governing their creative patterns, 

superimposing form on seemingly formless subject matter. In Woolf’s case this is a method 

where a character’s thought-stream contains a ‘syntheses of present and past private 

symbols’.56 

 

Even Humphrey, who is not from a branch of formalist literary theory, as Cohn or Tumanov 

are, feels analysis of IM is ultimately a matter of interrogating it as a technique; ‘[s]tream of 

consciousness fiction is essentially a technical feat’.57 Despite this, from amongst the 

thinkers outlined in this section, Humphrey represents the narrative theorist who is most 

engaged with the idea that a ‘view of life’ can be imparted through a literary form even as 

he still sees the analyst’s task with stream-of-consciousness fiction as a matter of creating a 

typology of method. He writes that: ‘Stream-of-consciousness fiction is essentially a 

                                                           
55 For a discussion of a strain of modernist disdain for plot-driven fiction see Susan Wise Bauer’s The Well-

Educated Mind (W.W. Norton and Company, New York, 2003) ‘Woolf…longed for a fiction that could be 

free, with no plot…E.M.Forster wrote “oh dear yes – the novel tells a story”, but wished with all his heart 

that the market wouldn’t demand story’ (p.66). J. Arthur Honeywell’s essay ‘Plot in the Modern Novel’ 

(1968) also charts the modernist turn away from nineteenth-century causational structures in plotlines, away 

from world-view coherence to a ‘vision of reality’. From Essentials of the Theory of Fiction, Edited: Michael 

J Hoffman and Patrick D Murphy (Duke University Press, 2005). 
56 Robert Humphries, Stream-of-consciousness in the Modern Novel (University of California Press, 1958) 

p.13. 
57 Humphries, p.18. 
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technical feat. Its successful working-out depended on technical resources exceeding those 

of any other type of fiction. Any study of the genre must be essentially an examination of 

method’.58 I would suggest that this is further evidence of the formalist focus within the field 

of early inner-voice narratology, a focus which cannot do justice to the rich political 

dimension informing literary techniques, a gap addressed by this thesis. 

 

‘Stream-of-consciousness’ as a term used by Humphrey indicates an approach to the 

presentation of psychological aspects of character in fiction, an approach distinguished by 

its concern with levels of the mind that are more inchoate than explicitly rational. This thesis 

enters the narratology debate at this point, asking what this ‘inchoate’ literary mode might 

mean for novels that attempt social critique. What does it mean for the politics of fiction or 

fictional voices when they utilise representations of dis-ordered cognition or pre-verbal 

states?  

 

A brief discussion of Woolf’s use of stream-of-consciousness methods is fitting for this 

introduction as her form of IM, along with that used by James Joyce in Ulysses, is still 

considered a hallmark of modernist experimentation with the idea that inner realisation 

represents truth.59 Humphrey noted that the paradox within Woolf’s expression of inner 

realisation as truth is her suspicion such epiphanies were ‘ultimately inexpressible’.60  In 

other words, as will be made clear with regards to the inner-voice created by Beckett in 

chapter 2, Woolf seems concerned to show the reader that only in an incipient level of 

thought can we find a meaningful realisation of inner truth functioning. Her characterisation 

                                                           
58 Humphries p.18. 
59 See ‘Virginia Woolf’s Pursuit of Truth: “Monday or Tuesday”, “Moments of Being” and “The Lady in the 

Looking-Glass”’, Shuli Barzilai, The Journal of Narrative Technique. Vol 18, No 3 (Fall, 1988), pp.199-210, 

or ‘Epiphanic Ulysses: Joyce’s Trail of Breadcrumbs’, Michael Opest, Joyce Studies Annual (2016) pp.154-

174. 
60 Humphries, p.8.  
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in The Waves (1931) shows an emphasis on the search the individual undergoes for meaning 

and identification, often at this inchoate level. Despite this, Humphrey observed, her stories 

are a record of a character’s ‘preparations for the final insight’61. These perceptions are 

fleeting, semi-mystical glances into another character’s mind, or ‘syntheses of present and 

past private symbols’.62 This thesis argues that later IM shows a model of inner-voice 

narration which surrenders that quest for a personalised, private unification. Instead, the later 

novels I explore use interiorised narration to  chase a combative sense of unification in 

relation to social antagonists who perpetually threaten this process. 

 

Humphrey sets out a classification of four techniques used within the stream-of-

consciousness form: direct interior monologue, indirect interior monologue, omniscient 

description and soliloquy. He makes the important observation that the nineteenth century 

novelist Édouard Dujardin’s description of interior monologue has become the standard 

definition: ‘a kind of poeticised expression of intimate thought in its minimal syntax and 

lack of commentary’.63 Humphrey however usefully tries to move this description on, 

formulating a definition that emphasises the pre-verbal dimension: ‘[IM is a] technique for 

representing the psychic content and processes of a character, partly or entirely 

unuttered…as these processes exist...before they are formulated for deliberate speech’.64  

 

According to Humphrey, Dujardin solves the ‘problem’ of his use of third-person pronouns 

in IM ‘by concluding that third and even second-person IM is merely disguise for first 

person’.65 He calls this technique indirect interior monologue. This confusion or fluidity of 
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63 ibid., p.24. 
64 ibid., p.24. 
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person is also created by the extensive use of nominal sentences in direct interior monologue. 

In this literary form sentences will often contain a subject and complement, without 

including a verb. This mimics the tone and register of casual speech in, for instance, ‘most 

interesting, those book’. The elision of speech attribution and the fluid movement, between 

third person and first-person direct speech modes of discourse, will be referred to in this 

thesis with the descriptor of free indirect style or indirect interior monologue. This term 

better encapsulates the scope of narrative mediations within models of inner-voice. Indirect 

IM applies to all the novels discussed in this thesis, bar McBride’s A Girl Is A Half-formed 

Thing, which consistently remains in the direct interior monologue form. Further distinctions 

within indirect IM will be drawn in relation to when and why the novels may shift tense or 

person within their interiorised mode of expression. Discussions of these instances include: 

the use of a present continuous voice when reflecting upon diary entries in Nausea, and a 

deliberately repetitive use of first person past-tense in Molloy. Momentary moves into direct 

interior monologue are discussed in relation to climatic moments of mental crisis or sensory 

disorientation across the novels and include an exploration of how and why shifts occur 

between third and first-person forms and why speech modes are deployed without speech 

markers.  

 

Humphrey’s main insight into interiorised narration, relevant to this thesis, is his observation 

that the device enables writers to shift focus in and out of a mind to show both ‘[m]ode of 

consciousness, [and] manner of associating.’66 In other words how thought processes are 

depicted can be as much a feature of characterisation and thematic development as the 

content of thoughts portrayed. Humphrey demonstrated this with Virginia Woolf’s novels 

noting how this portrayal of thought processes involved a use of studied incoherence where 
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‘references and meanings are intentionally vague and unexplained…with an element of 

disunity, of wandering from a single subject’.67 Within my own thesis, the discussion of the 

presentation of thought processes at the level of literary device extends to noting how 

characterisation is symbolic of broader social antagonisms. Taking an example of my 

extension of formalist analysis of interiorised narration in relation to Woolf, I would argue 

the disturbing fragmentation of Mrs Dalloway’s inner musings highlights a dislocated sense 

of privacy and isolation, instigated by the character’s class status. Similarly, we could note 

how in the same novel, the first world war veteran Septimus Smith suffers shellshock and 

hallucinations, a socially rooted psychological impact, reflected in the form of his internal 

disturbances, his self-corrections and exclamations, ‘But the branches parted. A man in grey 

was actually walking towards them. It was Evans! But no mud was on him; no wounds; he 

was not changed’.68 

 

Dorrit Cohn’s Transparent Minds – Narrative Modes of Presenting Consciousness in Fiction 

(1978) is also a key narratologist for my argument. In this work Cohn investigates recurring 

literary techniques for portraying the mental lives of characters in both the stream-of-

consciousness novel and the use of free indirect style more broadly, in late nineteenth and 

early twentieth century fiction. Cohn draws on the French structuralist theorist Gérard 

Genette, in particular his narratological considerations of voice as set out in his Narrative 

Discourse (1983). Often as a result of lengthy discussions with Dorrit Cohn, Genette argued 

that narrative mood was dependent on the 'distance' and 'perspective' of the narrator and the 

shifts that occur with presentations of speech. Genette’s poetics attempted to document the 

total range of narrative techniques involved within the interplay of four analytical categories: 

mood, narrative instance, level and time. This thinker’s typology of ‘intra-diegetics’ are 
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applied to models of self-conversation in this thesis’s exploration of those models movement 

towards ‘authenticity’. This framework explores how story mechanics operate when the 

narrator is ‘inside’ the text, and the subsequent effects of narrator perspective or 

‘focalisation’. 69 

 

In Transparent Minds, Cohn develops Genette’s theoretical account as it applies to inner-

voice fiction. Cohn felt this was necessary as theorising on inner-voice fell into two 

categories: linguistic-centred analysis that homes in on the correspondence between spoken 

discourse and silent thought, and what she saw as a James Joyce-centric preoccupation with 

an ill-defined stream-of-consciousness technique. She felt this approach took on 

philosophical and aesthetic issues with too broad a sweep.70 Cohn claims to rectify these 

errors of over-emphasis and generalisation with her typology of key techniques in the 

fictional field of representing consciousness. The first two from Cohn’s three categories of 

IM technique are significant for this thesis. Firstly, ‘psycho-narration’: this describes lyric, 

ironic or super-verbal functions. This is distinct from methods of presenting mental 

language. These techniques are discussed in relation to the narration in both A Girl Is A Half 

Formed Thing (2013) from chapter 5 and Leaving the Atochca Station (2011) from chapter 

6. Secondly, there is quoted monologue narration: ‘direct thought quotations’.71 This 

catagorisation is Cohn’s attempt to move away from what she perceives as a false internal 

monologue – soliloquy distinction/spectrum, that ranges from the spontaneous and illogical 

disorder of IM, to the rhetorical and rational form of soliloquy. Instead, she formulates an 

arguably more nuanced and comprehensive discussion of references to the thinking self in 
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the first-person and the degree to which ‘the narrated moment is the moment of locution’72. 

This is a particularly useful recategorization of portrayals of consciousness because it 

introduces the depiction of the temporal in a way that unlocks how authors more precisely 

situate the reader in relation to the revelation of character and plot. This is as opposed to 

providing an analysis that portrays IM narratives as nebulously immersing readers in a 

character’s fluidity and flow of perception which is rarely the case, as this thesis highlights 

on closer inspection of this form. The full capacities and purposes of IM’s immersive 

positioning of the reader in the character’s present and its flexible and symbolic shifts in 

temporal perception, are two instances of such analysis to come. 

 

This thesis is also indebted to Cohn’s observation regarding all previous literary 

catagorisations and discussions of IM as a narrative form more generally. She puts the case 

that there is a longstanding confusion arising from blending the different uses of IM. Cohn’s 

new analytic categories of IM techniques described involve an ambitious attempt to avoid 

such ambiguity. For Cohn two distinct overarching phenomena should be highlighted but 

often get lost: presenting a consciousness by directly quoting thoughts within a wider 

narrative context and constituting a narrative genre of silent self-conversation, a self-

generated ‘autonomous first-person’.73  This distinction is reflected in the choice of case 

study novels discussed in this thesis, in relation to both their distinctly defined categories of 

IM and the subsequent analysis of the impact of providing or withholding wider narrative 

contexts for the reader. So, using Cohn’s catagorisations of narrative form, with regards to 

Beckett’s Molloy, McBride’s A Girl Is A Half-formed Thing and Kelman’s How Late It Was, 

How Late, the device of the autonomous first-person, ‘silent’ inner-voice is the 

narratological framework helping to express the character’s crises of self-unity and 
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autonomy. The IM narratology used by the remaining novels in this thesis portrays 

internalised thought processes whilst providing a wider narrative context for them. 

 

With my subject novels by Sartre and Beckett, I wish to re-consider how Cohn’s framework 

of dissonant self-narration- a form that she explores in Proust’s fiction– works to help us 

understand how ‘the cognition of an inner life that cannot know itself at the instant of 

experience’.74 I will address if this is a dissonance utilized to present social philosophies of 

freedom and unfreedom, as opposed to part of crafting a psychological profile of interest in 

itself. Cohn and the other narratologists utilised in this thesis, ask how the novel situates and 

frames modes of consciousness and states of mind at the level of temporal disruptions and 

portrayals of mental activity that elude self-articulation or self-understanding.  

 

The analytical approaches used by the theorists foregrounded in this introduction are applied 

to a variety of temporal realms and fictional acts of self-deceit, shown to be symbolic of 

character traits more broadly. However, this is only unpacked by these theorists at the level 

of narratological or grammatical positionings of the reader, in relation to narrators. Cohn’s 

outline of theoretical and historical perspectives on narrated monologue, what she calls ‘the 

narration of silent thoughts’ makes this long-term linguistic bias clear.75 

 

Cohn shows how the inner-voice form allows for the documenting of how present-tense 

perception can form current impressions from both glances back towards past memories, and 

forwards towards imagined futures for instance: ‘the narrated monologue is a choice medium 

for revealing a fictional mind suspended in an instant present, between a remembered past 
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and an anticipated future’ (p.126). However, such approaches to the novel rarely ‘breaks 

into’ commentary on the character and their narrated monologue as symbolic of their broader 

socio-historical context. Here for example temporal fluidity is a technical achievement of 

grammatical dynamics: ‘[b]oth the tenses and the adverbs in this passage underline the 

temporal fluidity the narrated monologue can achieve… this “deictic” adverbial system 

prevails in a text, the past tense loses its retrospective function’ (p.127). 

 

This is as opposed to discussing such literary methods as ultimately a way to lead the reader 

to experience an immersive sense of a character’s thought processes and memories as an 

organic whole constitutive of their world view. In her overview of her methodology in 

discussing a century of psychological realism- (‘roughly 1850-1950’), Cohn defends herself 

with regards to the charge that a narratological approach potentially severs a literary form 

from its historical context: 

Even though my approach follows typological rather than chronological lines, I have not altogether 

disregarded the historical dimension. The direction in which I sweep across the principle techniques 

generally corresponds to evolutionary changes of fictional form: from vocal to hushed authorial 

voices, from dissonant to consonant relations between narrators and protagonists…suggest that my 

typological lines are not entirely disengaged from the historical axis.76 

 

This is arguably unpersuasive as it returns to narratological typology to defend a potentially 

ahistorical approach, with no indication of historical/social drivers or markers of the form’s 

evolution accommodated. My own work in the following chapters instead helps foreground 

the historical and social factors embedded or encoded within the variety of inner-voice 

forms, factors which initiate historical changes in these forms. The self-perceptions and 

thematic concerns contained in a diverse range of character’s inner-voices are only 

infrequently charted in a historicised fashion in the work of my chosen narratological 

theorists. Additionally, their scope does not stretch beyond the 1930s or 40s in terms of 
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evidence in the novel. What is missed through these narratologist’s analytical lens is the 

integral function of these techniques to ‘expose’ individual conflict or character crisis as 

social in origin, to situate subjective discord as symbolic of an endemic, societal corruption. 

I argue that ‘monologic’ effects do not ‘vanish the moment fictional facts reappear’, as Cohn 

contends, but serve to complicate and instruct the reader on the wider significance of facts, 

realities that have become revealed as social in origin.77 In the hands of Kelman for instance, 

explored in chapter 3, the apparently neutral narrative stance of describing a specific 

environment through the inevitably minimal descriptions of a blinded character, feeling his 

way around a cityscape, is the reverse. The reader, in following the ‘narrowing of focus to 

the figural mind’, in such minimal factual exposition, is inhered ‘live’ into a socially 

embedded reportage.78 In other words the social injustice has to be inferred to navigate this 

monologic passage in any meaningful way. 

 

Narratological strategies of interiority do not, in Cohn’s words ‘narrow their focus to the 

figural mind’, but arguably serve to expand the figural mind into one shaped by the collision 

of private and public interests.79 In chapters 2, 3 and 4 in particular, I wish to enrich and 

‘update’ the analysis begun by Cohn in relation to the nineteenth century novel’s ‘casting of 

a subjective mind into objective narration…throw[ing] into ironic relief all false notes struck 

by a figural mind’ with reference to the twentieth and twenty-first century novel.80 In so 

doing I hope to illustrate how, in the more recent history of the novel, these ‘false notes’ 

striking within an individual mind can act as social critique, attacking and exposing corrupt 

actors and ideologies. 
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A later twentieth century narratological theory, the final one I employ, builds directly upon 

Cohn’s perspectives: Tumanov’s Unframed Direct Interior Monologue in European Fiction 

(1997). Tumanov’s conceptual apparatus for analysing the narratology of inner-voice is 

drawn from psychological and linguistic studies of spontaneous discourse, and Soviet and 

US research on the role of inner speech in the developing child. Using these frameworks 

Tumanov concerns himself with how the communicative situation implied by inner-voice 

forms of narration differs from the communicative process suggested by other literary 

genres. He is intrigued by why a reader might view a text purporting to be a record of a silent 

discourse as plausible, a key question threading through this thesis. 

 

Novels are analysed by Tumanov in comparison with data from linguistic studies of 

verbatim-recorded conversation and individual utterances. In the context of this 

interdisciplinary framework four examples of literary IM are considered: V.M. Garshin's 

Four Days (1877), E. Dujardin's Les Lauriers sont coupés (1887), A Schnitzler's Leutnant 

Gustl (1900) and V. Larbaud's Amants, heureux amants… (1921). Despite the 1997 

publication date of this work, its historical focus again highlights the tendency of narratology 

to stop theorising the inner-voice novel beyond its 1930s incarnations. 

 

One of the main arguments of Tumanov’s text is that readers consider the private 

communication illusion sought by unframed direct interior monologue plausible if the text 

‘resembles conventional narrative as little as possible. Since the latter is a form of public 

communication’.81 Furthermore, it suggests the illusion of private communication is 

‘achieved to a great extent through the imitation of elements typical of spontaneous oral 
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discourse’.82 For Tumanov, in spontaneous oral discourse ‘the addresser’s willingness to 

accommodate the addressee, i.e., place him/herself in the addressee position, generates 

“decentred language”’.83 Such communication is the opposite of ‘egocentric language’, so 

senders of language in spontaneous conversation, or IM, can produce an egocentric message 

but have it make sense to the listener or reader, making it ‘decentred’ to the sender’s 

perspective.  The novels he analyses were chosen because they could be perceived as 

communicatively ‘realistic’ in relation to nineteenth century realism, as opposed to 

modernistic IM as with Faulkner - that has ‘radically different premises, devices and goals’.84 

I use Tumanov’s approaches and ideas on IM, as distinguished by its imitation of 

spontaneous speech modes. His narratological frameworks are used in chapters 3 and 4 to 

consider what the radically different premises, devices and goals of McBride and Kelman’s 

modernistic IM are. How these devices are reworked as an aesthetics of social critique and 

the elements of modernist IM that these stylistics deploy is also addressed. How, for example 

does Kelman’s use of modes of spontaneous oral discourse as self-conversation compare to 

Tumanov’s nineteenth century novelists and their strategies?  

Tumanov’s linguistic studies into spontaneous oral discourse demonstrate how there are 

equivalent expectations placed upon the reader within the IM narrative form, deeply 

embedding the reader in a process of evaluating a character’s broader social and 

philosophical context. The fictional parallel to conversation, that occurs within the writing 
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and reading of interiorised narration, requires the author and reader to ‘meet’ each other 

halfway, as participants in a conversation attempt. While the author must strive to decentre 

their character’s message to a degree, the reader must also abandon their conventional, 

habitual reading frameworks and decode the character’s message with what Tumanov calls 

‘maximum attention to contextual clues’ and the thinker’s point of view.85 As this thesis will 

make clear, this embedding of the reader into a deeply focused search for contextual clues, 

to complete the characterisation process, is an essential component of IM’s social critique 

function.  

Tumanov described the goal of IM as ‘informatory’ in the communicative act transpiring 

between the author and the reader.86 For Tumanov IM’s aims exist in a state of constant 

tension with the other ‘quasi-mimetic’ aim, that which reflects the relationship between the 

internal addresser and addressee in the self-communicating mind of the thinker. Tumanov 

analysies IM texts as the outcome of compromises between these two goals (p.708). 

However, this thesis will show this is a rich dialogic tension. IM is not narration as mimetic 

compromise, but the development of a literary artform that requires readers to silently 

compose and complete the ‘puzzle’ of how a solipsistic mental landscape has been formed 

by its alienating or exploitative social exterior. In this sense inner-voice fiction asks the 

reader to consider the character’s socially informed sense of self by participating in its 

construction.  

 

This introduction has engaged with a variety of theorists of the novel concerned with literary 

and ethical theories of authenticity, interior monologue and narratology. In so doing it has 

set out the principal definition of authenticity for the thesis and the rationale for its use. Three 

theoretical approaches were delineated with regards to authenticity in the novel: Lucien 
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Goldmann’s depiction of an inherently inter-subjective human subject, shaped by a tragic 

rupture from their community, from his work The Sociology of the Novel (1963). Marshall 

Berman’s theory of authenticity as an ideal of the self that can be directed towards its own 

happiness and freedom, formed by the politics of eighteenth-century France and expressed 

in the novels of this historical millieu; set out in The Politics of Authenticity (1970). Lastly, 

Lionel Trilling’s influential approach to authenticity in literature, Sincerity and Authenticity 

(1972) was outlined. It was also explained how Trilling’s ideas relate to the central 

arguments of this thesis, on the paradoxical and often self-defeating interiorised narrative of 

a true self, uncovered as a meaningful moral end in itself. 

 

Three key narratological approaches to IM were also defined and their applications to this 

thesis clarified: Robert Humphries’ Stream-of-consciousness in the Modern Novel (1958), 

Dorrit Cohn’s Transparent Minds: Narrative Modes for Presenting Consciousness in Fiction 

(1993). I have particularly focused on how these narratologists of IM see the novel framing 

modes of consciousness and mental activity that may elude public understanding. What each 

literary theorist argues is unique about the narratology of IM informs my argument about 

how and why these narratological frameworks might sacrifice a consideration of IM as a 

mode of social critique. 

 

Making the reader complicit in the formation of an ‘outsider’/character’s inner-voice is a 

meaningful intensification and extension of the dialogic embedded in the reading transaction 

of any fiction. The key area of discussion in relation to representations of consciousness in 

fiction, that is not explored by Cohn and the other narratologists centred upon in this 

introduction, is how the multiple range of techniques for positioning the reader in relation to 

inner-voice is deeply informed by the narrative’s capacity to provide social or political 

insights for the reader. 
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Ultimately, the disjunction the inner-voice form highlights is between inner and outer 

discourse, modes of privacy become dysfunctional satires upon, and rejections of, the 

controlling and inhibiting discourses of the public realm. The higher hierarchical relation of 

authenticity attributed to the inner-voice literary form is in direct relation to the extent to 

which the mode broadens the chasm between a portrayal of idiosyncratic privacy and a 

falsifying polyphony of voices crowding out the exterior world. 

This introduction has shown in post-war inner-voice there is an attempt to present thought 

as it originates in the character’s consciousness, rather than as thoughts that would be 

deliberately or publicly expressed. In this sense inner-voice is characterised as an authentic 

entity and its fictional presentation utilises the gap that exposes where self-censorship might 

occurs for a human subject and why. The following chapters reveal the processes by which 

protagonists mediated by inner-voice forms of narration act as a key to and index of genuine 

social pressures and constraints within the historical moments of their settings. Through their 

inner-voice the characters are saying to you the reader what they are unable to say to or about 

‘them’: corrupt or prohibitive social actors, providing a window out of a self-confessional 

with a view of social critique. 
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2. Irrational Interiority in Jean-Paul Sartre’s Nausea (1938) and Samuel Beckett’s 

Molloy (1951) 

 

‘The body walks and there is consciousness of all that and consciousness, alas, of the consciousness’ 

       (Nausea, p.243). 

 

2.1 Narratological approaches 

This chapter explores the existential and absurdist foundations of two models of inner-voice, 

embodied in the irrationality exhibited by protagonists from Sartre’s Nausea (1938) and 

Beckett’s Molloy (1951). This opening section of the thesis looks at innovations in the 

modernist novel’s model of authentic interiority, from the first half of the twentieth century. 

It covers therefore the authenticity problematic as a conception of consciousness and a 

confrontation of a crisis of moral and aesthetic values. This provides a framework for the 

remaining chapters that explore the disruptions and reworkings of such models in the late-

twentieth and early twenty-first century novel.  

 

An analysis is undertaken of Sartre’s portrayal of subjectivity both as a conflicted expression 

of the social and the site for pursuing an authentic mode of being.  We see early twentieth-

century interior monologue implicating itself in the phenomena it portrays as a sense making 

apparatus. This is as opposed to standing aloof or detached from social phenomena, as critics 

of modernism such as Lukács would have it.  This chapter then demonstrates, through a close 

reading of Nausea, that Sartrean morality is mischaracterised when accused of being mere 

ethical subjectivism. On the contrary, Sartre’s use of inner-voice is seen to illustrate that 

‘authenticity requires acknowledging the social dimension of identity.’1 

 

                                                           
1 Eric Oberle, ‘Jazz, the Wound: Negative Identity, Culture and the Problem of Weak Subjectivity in Theodor 

Adorno’s Twentieth Century’, Modern Intellectual History, Vol. 13, Issue 2 (Cambridge University Press, 

August 2016), p.362. 



48 
 

All societies contain collective images of otherness that reflect dominant group norms of 

stable and reliable selfhood, and that this collective identity is preserved only through 

expounding and demarcating the qualities that lie beyond the norms of selfhood. Nausea 

attempts to demonstrate that the solidification of these categories is often a source of 

oppressive, usually bourgeois instigated, social practices. In this respect Sartre’s fiction 

presupposes that social change must be accompanied by a destabilisation of the foundations 

of the self.  

 

This first half of this chapter puts the case for interiorised narration operating as social 

critique in Sartre’s fiction. This opposes the conception of interiority in Nausea, as 

expressing a painfully individualised angst, severed from Sartre’s aspirations for authenticity 

and his narrative method depicting a system of morality. Therefore, the arguments put 

forward in this chapter for the capacities of social critique in Nausea are a reassessment of, 

and challenge to literary/philosophical interpretations of the novel that place it in the realm 

of a hermetically sealed view of inner life, as in the ‘radical inwardness’ of Adorno’s 

criticisms2.   This chapter’s reframing of Nausea’s presentation of mind shows its capacity 

to both grasp and reflect the dialectics of an individual psyche, when embattled against a 

stifling social context. 

 

The second half of this chapter moves to Beckett’s Molloy (1951) to explore how this mid-

twentieth century use of IM revels in the notion there is no true inner-voice. Molloy is then 

connected to Golomb’s conception of late-modernist authenticity, a conception dictated by 

the post-World War Two realisation of how useless it is to search for authenticity 

individually. Beckett’s narrator mode in Molloy infers that the quest for a true self can only 

                                                           
2 Theodor Adorno, The Jargon of Authenticity (London and New York: Routledge, 1973), p.58. 
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be achieved as the result of confronting a crisis of collective morality.3 This chapter’s 

analysis of Beckett’s absurdist IM demonstrates how Molloy enacts the authenticity 

problematic. Molloy satirises the idea that human behaviour is directed to be purposeless, 

showing empty individual ritual as a tragic metaphor for the subject position produced by an 

amoral social setting. 

 

The closing parts of this chapter argue that, despite the fact that Molloy is a wildly unreliable 

narrator, he still embodies Trilling’s paradox of authentic fiction: ‘it denies art itself while 

implying there is a hidden, dark source of authentic art’.4 Molloy’s search for a core inner-

voice shows authenticity as an investigative journey – an end in itself. No moral purpose is 

shown here through the use of an inner-voice mode of narration, it is a vehicle of pointless 

self-conversation, emblematic of the darkly purposeless social sphere. 

 

2.2 Nineteenth and early twentieth century interior monologue 

Historically, the most significant stage in the emergence of the interior monologue form is 

indicated by the rise in commentary on the importance of new kinds of literary inner-voice 

that begin to emerge in the late nineteenth century. As this thesis will make clear, these early 

works of literary theory remain influential on how we perceive the form to date. ‘[I]nner 

monologue’ is newly coined by the literary critic Chernyshevshy in 1856. This earliest use 

of the term attempts to encapsulate what was felt to be a startling new literary technique used 

by Tolstoy, who is ‘interested primarily in the psychic process per se, in its forms and laws, 

in the dialectic of the mind.’ 5 It is notable that Chernyshevshy’s article predates Dujardin’s 

1888 novel The Laurels are Cut Down (Bays Are Sere) and its companion essay ‘Monologue 

                                                           
3 Jacob Golomb, In Search of Authenticity: Existentialism from Kierkegaard to Camus (London: Routledge, 

1995), p.120. 
4 Trilling, Sincerity, p.38.   
5 Chernyshevsy, cited in Gleb, Struve, ‘Monologue Interieur: The Origins of the Formula and the First  

   Statement of Its Possibilities’, PMLA. Vol 699, No. 5 (December 1954), p.1103.  
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Interieur’, both of which are regularly miscredited with coining the term, instigating its 

further use and shaping discussion of inner-voice features 

 

An analysis of the early modernist novel’s treatment of reality, relevant to the emergence of 

IM and its attempts to craft unmediated revelations of mental life, is undertaken by Pericles 

Lewis.6 He argues that from the late nineteenth century, through to ‘high’ modernist works 

of the 1920s, such as Ulysses and Mrs Dalloway, the novel expressed contrasting 

sensibilities: on the one hand, the belief one can know everything in another’s mind or, on 

the other hand, the belief that one can know nothing of another’s consciousness.7 If we 

consider Woolf’s fictional realm as containing a polyphony of inner thoughts we can see the 

struggle between these two poles. Woolf’s inner-voices, through free indirect style, vacillate 

between the portrayal of individuals as solitary ‘prisoners’ of their minds: ‘[b]oth are 

absorbed. Both feel the presence of other people as a separating wall’ 8 and individuals 

attaining a revelatory recognition of the contents of another’s mind: ‘impressions of him 

tilted up, and down poured in a ponderous avalanche…Then up rose in a fume the essence 

of his being.’ 9  

 

These conflicting epistemological positions are born out in earlier works outside the British 

tradition of Lewis’s focus, such as Anna Karenina (1873-77). In Tolstoy’s novel, interiorised 

doubt is all encompassing, both self-directed and other-directed, ‘Well, he knows me as little 

as anyone in the world knows me. I don’t know my own self.’ 10 Nabokov has furthermore 

described this novel as one of the earliest examples of the ‘record of a character’s mind 

                                                           
6 Pericles Lewis, ‘Proust, Woolf and Modern Fiction’. The Romantic Review, (Vol.99, No. 1, Jan-March, 

2002). 
7 ibid., p. 79. 
8 Virginia Woolf, The Waves (San Diego: Harvest Books, 1978), p.25. 
9 Virginia Woolf, To the Lighthouse (London: Wordsworth Classics, 1994), p.4. 
10 Leo Tolstoy, Anna Karenina (London: Penguin Books, 2003), p.760. 
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running on and on without author commentary.’ 11 Anna Karenina’s pronouncement ‘I only 

know my appetites,’ shows late nineteenth century IM expressing new tensions between 

knowing one’s desires, and the obstacles this creates in forming a deeper moral knowledge 

of one’s conscience. 12   

 

These developments in free indirect style by both Woolf and Tolstoy, that switch between 

character’s enduring inner thought as an imprisonment of the mind and a revelatory moment 

of intersubjective recognition have been contextualised here as part of an early modernist 

epistemological crisis. This thesis shows however how IM recasts the intersubjective 

dimensions of experience as intrasubjective, making modes of interiority metaphors of 

social crises, that attempt to highlight how we are constituted as individuals by the social.13  

 

Commentary on Woolf and Tolstoy’s characterisation of the mind, such as that outlined by 

Lewis above, partakes in an over-individuation of the human subject, which this thesis shows 

IM literature surprisingly overturns. Such representation of modernist figural minds could 

be partly due to the influence of Freudian notions of the individual subject surfacing in 

novels of the period. This overly individuated view of subjectivity partly filters down as a 

consequence of the perspectives on consciousness, underlying new interpretations of these 

novels. Dorrit Cohn characterises these perspectives on consciousness in narratological 

terms: ‘Impressionist and expressionist writers in Germany, and the stream-of-consciousness 

writers in England began to shape more slowly paced novels dominated by their character’s 

fluid mental responses to momentary experience’.14 This thesis runs counter to this still 

                                                           
11 Vladimir Nabokov, Essays on Russian Literature (Boston: Mariner Books, 1982), p.183. 
12 Tolstoy, Anna Karenina, p.760. 
13 Lucien Goldmann develops the term ‘intra-subjective’ in his 1980 work Essays on Method in the Sociology 

of Literature (St. Louis, Missori). He argues when interpreting literature our reliance and inevitable 

integration with others is misformulated by ‘individualist philosophers who take individuals to be absolute 

subjects’ (p.97). Instead our relations are ‘intra-subjective, i.e., those relations between individuals each of 

whom is a partial element of the true subject of action’ (p.97). 
14 Cohn, p.116. 
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influential characterisation of consciousness in fiction. This is because the idea of being 

controlled by the unconscious and the biological, where self is located in the motions of the 

Id, overshadows more profound insights into how the individual is also a conscious and 

socialized being, what Goldman calls a subject who is ‘only a partial element of a subject 

which transcends him.’15   

 

The above influential Freudian theoretical take on early modernist portrayals of interiority 

show the danger of construing the form as always relating the human subject’s intelligibility 

to them as an individual subject. Here social behaviour appears only secondary and derived, 

our intelligibility being imposed from without, even if later interiorised. Taking Goldman’s 

approach to literature as evidence of a social dialectics, on the other hand, allows us to make 

behaviour intelligible by relating it to a collective subject. Here the individual subject 

becomes subordinate in explaining behaviour. Individualist views of the subject and a 

narrow historical focus have shaped the poeticised, static perspective on the narratology of 

inner-voice form, in the view of this thesis. This individualist, psychologically inflected 

approach goes some way to explaining why so much commentary on inner-voice narration 

narrowly centres on the early twentieth century stylistics within stream-of-consciousness and 

IM writing. 

 

Of course there are no consciousnesses apart from that of individuals. However, this thesis 

aims to show that models of inner-voice in the novel direct us as readers to the truth claim 

that individuals find themselves in relations which are intrasubjective and that the subject of 

all thought and action is informed as much by the cultural and social as the personal facets 

of experience. Such an approach to the novel provides fruitful political insights because, as 

Goldman observes, ‘intrasubjective community… serves [nevertheless] to illustrate the 

                                                           
15 Lucien Goldmann, Method in the Sociology of Literature (St. Louis, Missori: Telos Press, 1980), p.97-98. 
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problem…of the many forms of social pathology…pathologies of the transindividual 

subject.’ (p.99) 

 

In the nineteenth century novel, Nabakov noted, ‘the oratorical leaning of the soliloquy 

tradition in drama and epic is questioned and deflated by a new Romantic standard of 

sincerity.’ 16 Such standards were adopted by writers like Tolstoy to portray ‘the elusive 

manifestations of inner life that succeed one another with extraordinary rapidity and 

inexhaustible variety.’ 17 In turning his attention to Tolstoy's use of IM, Chernyshevsky 

outlined the key feature of temporal metaphysics emerging. Such a metaphysics later came 

to be used in ‘high’ modernist works, evoking an associative processing of memory, 

triggered through sense impressions, such as Proust’s seven-part novel In Search of Lost 

Time (1913-1927).  

[his attention] is turned above all to the way in which one complex of feelings or thoughts derives 

from another… how a thought, born of a primary sensation, is carried on and on, fusing dreams with 

actual sensations, and anticipations of the future with reflections about the present.18 

 

This structural complexity of the temporal realm, in experimental inner narration, focuses 

on thought’s interconnectedness and how present tense description, unlocks and 

reformulates a character’s memories. This sense of temporal fluidity is central to a poetics 

of consciousness as ‘submersion’ and is explored further in relation to twenty first century 

inner-voice in chapter 4.   

 

As its early history shows, IM foregrounds a state of unknowing or coming-to-know, with 

its consistently ‘stream-of-consciousness’ method of narrative revelation. In the late 

nineteenth century, interiorised narration starts to emphasis both a sense of perceptual ‘flux’ 

and chains of associative thought that foreground an unmediated directness for the reader. 

                                                           
16 Nabakov, Russian Literature, p.59. 
17 Chernyshevsy, cited in Gleb Struve Monologue Interieur: The Origins of the Formula and the First 

Statement of Its Possibilities. PMLA, Vol.699, No.5 (Dec, 1954) p.1102. 
18 Chernyshevsy, ‘Monologue Interieur’, p.1105. 
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This stage in the development of the prose technique is when IM takes on a direct interior 

monologue form. Other methods suggesting such ‘raw’ spontaneity of thought and 

constituting the central features of DIM include ellipsis, staccato rhythm and ‘confused’ 

syntax.  Such styles of DIM dictate that authenticity, particular in this form, resides in a 

disorientated, fluid focaliser, but one the reader engages with in a deliberately disorientating, 

deeply immersive fashion.19 The imagined reader and their potential sense of immersion, 

when inner-voice is conveyed through a DIM prose technique, is achieved by the form 

placing them in a portrayal of self that relentlessly pursues its desires in the psychological 

sphere, whose actions are shaped by those desires and perceived through their midst, whilst 

this self is being ‘stricken’ by the world. As demonstrated by the following analysis of case 

study twentieth and twenty-first century novels, a way out of this potentially passive form 

of characterisation is to conceive of forms like IM as expressions of the negotiation of the 

public and private self, the social constraints verses the inner wants. Fictional inner 

conversations expose, in a dialogic fashion, the gap between desires for freedom and the 

thwarted attempts to exercise autonomy in social contexts. Fictional models of inner-voice 

more broadly then invite an attempt to resolve the conflicts underlying the gap between the 

protagonist’s confessed predicament and their antagonist’s aims. Within the contradictions 

that constitute this fissure that the reader attempts to navigate, lies the political engagement 

offered by our novels. 

 

Tolstoy used a form of IM where speech marks have not been dropped. The falling away of 

speech marks becomes a later defining feature of IM, where a more thorough dismantling of 

omniscient narrative frames, through free-indirect style occurs. Before this innovation 

however you have the single moment in Tolstoy’s short story trilogy Sevastopol Sketches, 

where the narration jolts from the reader being addressed as ‘you,’ to relaying scenes you 

                                                           
19 Direct Interior Monologue will hereafter for referred to as DIM. 
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would encounter on a battlefield. This shows an emergent more direct model of inner-voice, 

within the complimentary form of the economical, condensed structure of the short story. 

Here it reflects an urgent, disembodied rhetorical voice from the midst of battle:  

 

“Which will be killed, Mikhailoff or I? Or both together? And if is I, where will it strike? If in the 

head, then all is over with me; but if in the leg, they will cut it off and I shall ask them to be sure to 

give me chloroform, - and I may still remain among the living…No, it is nearer to me…it will kill 

me!” 20 

 

This staging of eavesdropping on thought and the emphasis on extreme experience, requires 

readers to attempt to construct their own coherent narrative threads, addressing causes of the 

gap between a protagonist’s desires and the inhumane social context forbidding their 

realisation. Portrayals of reflexive consciousness articulate repressive social demands by 

setting these difficulties as antagonists of inner articulated desires. Social antagonists 

become a totalising force, causing a questioning self to remain inner-directed and their 

anxieties a matter of private interiority. The transaction of fictional inner narration 

transforms this critique. A joint idiolect is created, through the reading engagement of 

interiorising another’s interiority. A joint project of social critique is formed, ‘alongside’ the 

character. Even at this earliest nineteenth century phase, the novel’s critique emerges 

through inner-voice’s paring away of narrative frames, its illusory construction of solitary 

self-reflection and its creation of a reader/witness to this privacy. IM, at this stage in the 

form’s history, begins to fuse the reader and writer’s imaginings into a single narrative 

construction, one whose lens is then inevitably targeting the external dynamics of the 

exploitative social sphere as the only (implied) point of narrative orientation. 

 

In Tolstoy’s models of inner-voice within Sevastopol Sketches, for instance, the reader is 

positioned as intimately as possible with the protagonists in ‘live’ death scenes. Vsevolod 

                                                           
20 Leo Tolstoy, ‘Sevastopol in May’, Sevastopol & Three Days in the Village, and Other Sketches (Prince 

Classics, 2014), p.12, XII, 2. 
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Garshin, in his short story Four Days (1877), is also an early pioneer of such techniques. In 

this story Garshin presents the narration of a wounded soldier left for dead on the battlefield 

for four days. Here both authors have developed DIM to create the ultimate suspense, 

unavailable to the retrospective narrator, with no comforting assurance of narrator survival. 

Such impressionistic effects, used to convey coming in and out of consciousness in final 

wounded moments, heighten to an extremity the sense that discourse and experience are 

simultaneous: ‘I seem to be lying on my stomach and can see nothing ahead of me’.21 

According to Tumanov, ‘From the perspective of literary history the importance of Garshin’s 

short story is not to do so much with its anti-war message as with the innovative nature of 

the technique used to convey that message.’ (p.68). Such an analytical lens on early IM 

fiction here is further proof of the limitations of a formalist treatment of the mode. In explicit 

contrast, this thesis shows the aesthetic goals of this narration are techniques developed as a 

result of deeper aims of social critique.22  

 

The analysis of the models of inner-voice, within each twentieth and twenty-first-century 

novel discussed, will illustrate the increasingly strong, contradictory pull between portraying 

a self-reflexive, deconstructed and disorientated human subject, and a subject who represents 

an irreducible self, in an inward and inherently free sense. Cutting across all my subject 

novel’s presentations of an authenticity ideal will be the notion of an interiorised subjectivity 

as truth.  Later nineteenth century literary developments show how this philosophical 

                                                           
21 Garshin, p.22. 
22 Tumanov can be credited for establishing Garshin’s short story Four Days (1877) as one of the earliest 

literary works to sustain what he calls the ‘illusion of private communication’ using an ‘unframed direct 

interior monologue’ technique within Mind Reading: Unframed Direct Interior Monologue in European 

Fiction, (Amsterdam: Editions Rodopi, 1997).  A previously unseen connection, made by thesis however, is 

in this early development of DIM in Russian literature, Garshin’s Four Days (1877), alongside Tolstoy’s 

Sevastopol Sketches (1855) utilises DIM dual voice methods to depict the tragic disjuncture between a 

soldier’s idealism and the glorification of war by nineteenth century Russian military and political elites (in 

the Russo-Turkish war and Crimean War respectively). Tolstoy could be considered part of this upper social 

echelon who were being challenged but, like Garshin, this author used DIM to convey the chaotic inner-voice 

and battle scenes experienced during participation in military campaigns. Both authors were soldiers who 

were personally wounded in action, or lying alongside those who had. 

 



57 
 

conception of the internal authentic self evolves a narratological parallel. The style indirect 

libre begins to become the common novelist mode, in the French naturalism of Zola and 

Maupassant for example, which attempts to bring a forensic observational method to bear 

upon material subject matter, as a means of providing psychological insights. A further 

inward turn is then made through writers such as James Joyce, where narrated monologue 

becomes preoccupied with a single interiority. Such innovations in the form are responsible 

for the continuing perception that this is a literary technique capable of capturing, in the most 

totalising and completest manner, the truth of a character. 

 

This thesis draws upon three theories on the crises of authentic subjectivity that have 

remained influential in readings of fictional inner-voice. They are challenged and their 

influence or transgression, within the form in the last two centuries, is assessed. Firstly, 

Lukác’s charge that modernism confuses and harmfully conflates personal inner turmoil with 

the turmoil of the wider world. Secondly, Trilling’s version of the twentieth century novel 

as enacting a tragically inner-directed sincerity. Lastly, post-structuralist notions that fiction 

represents metaphysical and moral collapse, reflecting a destroyed correspondence between 

self and world, self and sociality or shared language. 

 

Such theories of subjectivity are countered through this thesis’s historicization of key 

experimental models of inner-voice in the European and US novel, ranging from 1938-2013. 

What emerges is an unexpected feature of fictionalized interiority, a recurring freedom-

oriented model of inner thought, a critical tool against the ascribed social personaes, a 

subjectivity that stoically preserves an unnegotiable ‘core’ and autonomous self. This model 

of subjectivity emerges as a result of reflections upon the human subject’s perceived battle 

for authentic status and attempts to challenge the self as something society determines as 

relative to one’s social position. This striving towards true self is shown as informed by the 
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failure of the modern authenticity ideal, an ideal which emerged in the eighteenth century 

and faltered in the twentieth, detailed in the introduction.  Despite this sense of a failing ideal 

of true self, in IM literature, it is the demands the form makes on the reader, to conjure a 

joint or dialogic imaginative space that cultivates such a rich and complex social critique. 

IM benefits from intimate rules of engagement that are unobtainable by other modes of 

narration, these rules allow the form to conduct powerful social commentary, in dynamic 

conjunction with the reader. 

 

2.3 The literary historical context of Nausea 

As the introduction made clear, the dominant focal point of narration as a complete single 

point of view, rendered in third person omniscient description, dates back to at least Defoe’s 

Robinson Crusoe (1719), expressing the inner thoughts of a colonist castaway.23 It is the 

early twentieth century shift however, to an immersive phenomenological portrayal of a 

single point of subjectivity, in early modernist works such as Pilgrimage (1913) by Dorothy 

Richardson for example, where models of inner-voice become a key feature of narrative 

experimentation that aspires to psychological truth. Richardson’s sequence of 13 semi-

autobiographical novels portrays the inner life of a character who in turn becomes a 

governess, an aspiring socialist and a dental assistant, in a form that evokes unspoken or 

incoherent thoughts and which innovated stream-of-consciousness techniques of narration. 

In the decades following the publication of works like Pilgrimage the novel expresses a new 

sense of urgency to convey the ‘poetics’ of inner life, and subjective expressions of social 

position. It is here that this chapter enters and contributes to the debate of what kind of 

knowledge or social engagement this literature can impart.  

                                                           
23 Ian Watt, The Rise of the Novel: Studies in Defoe, Richardson and Fielding, New Edition (London: 

Pimlico, 2000).  
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Within Nausea Sartre intricately charts the feelings and states of mind of the protagonist 

Roquentin. Sartre’s literary style breaks from a French naturalist tradition, arguably, in an 

attempt to attain an inner realism that operates both as social critique and as exposition of 

an ontology. This chapter partly recasts Habermas’ suggestion that the novel form 

‘experiments with the subjectivity discovered in the close relationships of the conjugal 

family’24, to explore what Nausea does with the inner-voice mode of narration. Nausea 

marks a significant place within the development of the IM form.25 The claustrophobic 

centring on an individual voice, is arguably Sartre’s attempt to destroy the possibility of an 

‘external’ or bourgeois voice of moral evaluation appearing in the novel, through the 

introspective capacity of the diary form. Nausea embodies Habermas’s view of the vogue 

for letters of the eighteenth century, that it represented ‘a new form of self-observation and 

union with another I. The diary became a letter addressed to the sender’26. Sartre’s 

presentation of subjectivity however goes beyond the indirectly audience-orientated, 

epistolary or diary exposé form of the eighteenth century. Roquentin wrestles obsessively 

over the conflictual dual relations to both one’s self and the other. Habermas’ observation 

that the epistolary novel reveals how a model of bourgeois subjectivity  ‘as the innermost 

core of the private was always already oriented to an audience’27 reaches painful proportions 

of self-reflexivity in Nausea. This literary observation becomes the central psychological 

maxim of Roquentin, ‘I mustn’t put strangeness where there’s nothing. I think that is the 

danger of keeping a diary: you exaggerate everything, you are on the lookout, and you 

continually stretch the truth’ (p.9). 

 

                                                           
24 Jurgen Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere (Massachusetts Institute of 

Technology: Polity, 1989), p.49. 
25 Interior monologue is hereafter referred to as IM. 
26 Habermas, Public Sphere, p.49. 
27 Habermas, Public Sphere, p.49. 
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Prior to Sartre and Beckett’s fictional output, the existential philosopher who first attempted 

to apply a phenomenological methodology to a literary treatment of the concrete reality of a 

single human subject was Soren Kierkegaard. Kierkegaard’s model of authenticity as 

phenomenology of mind was expressed most overtly in his novel Either/Or, published in 

1843. As with Nausea, Either/Or depicts an ethical outlook through a portrayal of lived 

experience, in this instance the life views of two separate fictional authors. The second set 

of views are presented within two letters.28 As with Kierkegaard’s experiments in the 

philosophical literary form, Sartre and Beckett transformed received understandings of 

subjectivity, through their artistic and theoretical investigations into ideals of selfhood in 

their respective historical moments. Both Kierkegaard and Sartre chose to experiment with 

a reflexive novel form and writer protagonists, reflecting on the capacities of literature and 

the boundaries of personal autonomy, to express their ethical formulations. Both authors 

deduced that authenticity was attained through a progression of consciousness towards a new 

ethics, for Kierkegaard one driven by a Christian conscience, but for Sartre one driven by an 

atheistic embrace of freedom; a new paradigm of the authentic self.  

 

Kierkegaard’s formulation of authenticity as an interconnection between inwardness and 

freedom, and therefore as a characteristic that cannot be appropriated or negotiated, is also 

central to Sartre’s work. For Kierkegaard, inner truth requires a transition from potentiality 

to reality, a movement that results in a free human decision.29 I will argue that this version 

of authenticity is invoked in Nausea and further that it persists, in the rest of the later novels 

explored in this thesis. It is a model of authenticity where an individual’s freedom is seen to 

reside in an interiorised realm of ethical dilemmas. In this model of self, it is interiorised 

                                                           
28 Jane Chamberlain and Jonathan Ree, The Kierkegaard Reader (Oxford: Wiley Blackwell, 2001). 
29 Tamar Aylat Yaguri and Jon Stewart, ‘Introduction’, The Authenticity of Faith in Kierkegaard’s 

Philosophy, (Cambridge: Scholars Publishers, 2013), p.4. 
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thought, not the objective realm, that is authentically human, this places subjectivity as truth.  

This thesis makes evident, particularly in chapter 4 and 5, that from  the 1990s  onwards, 

there is a progressively stronger pull, in inner-voice fiction, between portraying a self-

reflexive and deconstructed human subject, and a human subject who is nevertheless an 

irreducible self, in an inward and inherently free sense. 

 

In terms of form, my thesis centres on IM as the stylistic mode of ‘inner’ voice most 

interconnected and concerned with the problematic of authenticity.  I have chosen to open 

with an examination of Nausea because its diary form marks an important moment, prior to 

a later further inward turn towards an absurdist irrational form of interiority, deployed by 

writers such as Beckett in the mid twentieth century, in an attempt to convey a sense of 

‘unwritten’ ‘internal’ thoughts. As Dorrit Cohn suggests ‘the short temporal distance 

separating experience and its verbalisation in the fictional private diary makes the diary form 

the closest relative – among all personal narrative forms – of direct interior monologue.’30  

The features that unite the different stylistic modes of inner-voice involved in IM and the 

fictionalised diary each give the novel a facility to portray the complex range of reflexivity 

involved in human consciousness and attempts to portray a human subject conversing with 

itself as a first ‘audience’, oblivious to the presence of a reader.  

 

Sartre’s conception of the ego as binding the self to the social sphere in Nausea, connects 

directly to the question of how IM expresses the intertwining and conflicting of public and 

private self. Sartre is one of the first thinkers after Freud to argue that the ego is an 

externalised entity. 31 Freud pictures the ego as a façade of the id and for Sartre the ego has 

                                                           
30 Dorrit Cohn, Transparent Minds: Narrative Modes for Presenting Consciousness in Fiction. (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 1978), p.4. 
31 Sartre cited in Jonathan Ree, Subjectivity in the Twentieth Century. New Literary History. Vol. 26. No.1, 

Narratives of Literature, the Arts and Memory (Winter, 1995), p.215. 
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a self-conscious agency ‘it is not consciousness, nor is it in consciousness: it is ‘outside, in 

the world’.32 It is this portrayal of subjectivity as both a conflicted expression of the social 

and the site for pursuing an authentic mode of being, that makes Nausea an apposite opening 

case study novel for this thesis. 

  

Sartre’s views on consciousness are expounded most explicitly and succinctly in Nausea, 

his short story The Wall (1939) and essay ‘The Transcendence of the Ego’ (1936). In these 

works Sartre sets out his idea that consciousness is always intentional, a consciousness of 

something, be that an object, feeling or visual memory, ‘phenomenology does not need to 

resort to this unifying and individualizing I. Rather, consciousness is defined by 

intentionality’.33 Sartre further asserts in these texts that, because of consciousness’s pure 

intentionality, it leads to an inwardly perceived ‘I’ subject: ‘it is because all my perceptions 

and all my thoughts are linked to this permanent centre that my consciousness is unified; it 

is because I can say my consciousness …that these consciousnesses can be distinguished 

from one another. The I is a producer of inwardness’.34 Despite this philosophical certainty 

of the presence of an inner ‘I’, Nausea suggests individuals still have to exercise their radical 

freedom and intention for this inner self to be realised: ‘It’s an abstract change which settles 

on nothing. Is it I that has changed? If it isn’t I, then it’s this room, this town, this nature; I 

must choose’ (p.14). Disturbingly in Nausea there is no buried ego, acting as a source or 

condition of behaviour, somehow within or below consciousness: ‘Nobody inhabits it any 

more. A little while ago somebody still me, said my consciousness. Who?’ (p.241). 35  Both 

of these disoriented lines from Roquentin are evidence of Sartre’s philosophy of narrative 

                                                           
32 Ree, Subjectivity, p.213. 
33 Jean-Paul Sartre, The Transcendence of the Ego: A Sketch for a Phenomenological Description. Trans. 

Andrew Brown (London and New York: Routledge, 2004). 
34 Sartre, Transcendence of the Ego, p.3. 
35 Jean-Paul Sartre, Nausea (London: Penguin Books, 2000). 
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technique, that it should be compatible with ‘the metaphysics of the novelist’ which for this 

author involved a metaphysics of ‘the unstable and shifting structures of consciousness’.36 

 

How one defines the needs of the human subject’s ‘inner’ being is the biggest challenge to 

arriving at a definition of authenticity in fictional form.  As interior states represented 

through ‘fiction of apperception’ often show, the subject’s needs are diffuse, bound by 

culture and often at the limits of language. Roquentin attempts to convey these intangible 

needs as they manifest in the mechanisms of his own elusive flow of consciousness, ‘Most 

of the time, because of their failure to fasten on to words, my thoughts remain misty and 

nebulous. They assume vague, amusing shapes and are then swallowed up.’ (p.17).  

 

2.4 Phenomenological inner-voice  

This section draws upon the model of inner-voice deployed by Natalie Sarraute in her early 

novels such as Tropismes (1939) and Portrait of a Man Unknown (1958) 37. This writer 

features here as an important point of contrast to the aesthetic and philosophical aims of 

Sartre’s fiction emerging at the same point in twentieth-century history. Sarraute’s interiority 

is representative of the still common perception of the aesthetic purposes of interior 

monologue writing more broadly: immersive depictions of tiny fluctuations in sense 

impressions, a naturalism of cognition, a musing mind as a literary-philosophical 

experiment. Commentary on Sartre’s Nausea often places his descriptive passages alongside 

such models. However, the key distinction between these writer’s modes of interiority 

should be drawn out to highlight Sartre’s innovative use of phenomenological interior 

monologue as distinct from Sarraute’s. Crucially, by innovating Kierkegaard’s model of 

                                                           
36 Stanzel, F.K, Narrative Situations in the Novel, Trans. James P. Pusack (Indiana University Press, 1971), 

p.133. 
37 Robert W Greene, ‘Nathalie Sarraute's ‘L'Usage De La Parole, or Re(En)Trop(Iz)Ing ‘Tropismes.’’ NOVEL: A 

Forum on Fiction, Vol. 16, No. 3, 1983), p.197–214.  
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inner-voice, the writing’s immersion in Roquentin’s sense perceptions are so his 

consciousness can become a vehicle for Sartre’s broader ethical arguments on personal 

agency, in relation to the social sphere. 

 

In terms of portraying the internal life of his protagonists, Sartre’s views of consciousness 

are separate from those of his 1930s literary peers like Sarraute, whose immersive, ‘slow-

motion’ techniques were an attempt to precisely evoke the sensations described by her 

protaganist’s in her reader’s mind.38 This engagement of the reader in a sensory engagement 

with the micro-perceptions of a mind, was set up as an aesthetic end in itself. Sartre however 

is concerned with embodying a portrayal of consciousness that implies universal 

characteristics, but how he achieves this, and his motivations for doing so, differ in 

significant ways to the manner in which noveaux roman authors such as Sarraute, set out to 

capture perception. 

 

As Jefferson has highlighted, Sarraute strongly asserts a commonality of experience in her 

representations of an inner world, insisting this is a world we share and that surface 

differences in the exterior world are superseded by a common inner life. 39 Contradictorily, 

Sarraute simultaneously presents this shared experience in a mode of expression that asserts 

its novelty. 40 Sarraute expresses an anxiety about how sameness and difference will be 

interpreted by her readers ‘a fear that sameness will be traduced as an assimilation into 

something alien, and an equal dread that difference will take the form of rejection and 

exclusion…yet there appear to be no other terms available to her for thinking experience’.41 

 

                                                           
38 Nathalie Sarraute, ‘Introduction’, Tropismes. (New York: New Directions Pearl, 2015), p.6. 
39 Ann Jefferson, Nathalie Sarraute Fiction and Theory – Questions of Difference (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2004), p.1. 

40 ibid., p.2. 
41 ibid., p.4. 
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For Jefferson this places Sarraute within the twentieth century tradition of nouveaux roman 

authors, such as Robbe Grillet, whose novels were motivated to portray a perceived brutal 

condition of anonymity that afflicted the individuals of their culture. This represents a shift 

for Jefferson from the nineteenth century novel’s impulse to taxonomise or map social 

differences.42 Sarraute’s perceptual impressionism was not an attempt to catagorise but an 

appeal to common experience. This also therefore places Sarraute in the existentialist literary 

tradition, as her fiction attempts ‘to implicate itself in the phenomena it portrays, rather than 

stand above or to one side of them’.43 Sartre is alongside Sarraute here in the sense he does 

not attempt to exempt his writing from the reality of existence. The fiction of both writers is 

defined not by ‘exemption from the conditions of existence, but its awareness of itself as 

part of them’. 44  

 

Aside from this common ground of implicating their writings in ‘the conditions of 

existence,’ there are important distinctions between the two writer’s views of human 

subjectivity. As opposed to Sarraute’s characters acting as a critique of bad faith, such as 

Roquentin performs, hers ‘suffer from bad faith regarding their own motives and yet are 

cursed with intermittent lucidity’.45 In Sarraute the self is also ‘utterly blameless’.46 This 

view of the self is perhaps driven by her belief in the writer’s duty to ‘expose humanity’s 

basic flaw, its ineradicable egoism’47 For Sartre, however, the ego has redemptive qualities 

in its self-conscious agency, that binds the self to the social sphere: ‘There are reasonable 

hypotheses which take the facts into account: but I am only too well aware that they come 

from me, that they are simply a way of unifying my own knowledge’ (p.26).  This leaves his 

model of inner-voice free of the ‘curse’ of lucidity that Sarraute’s characters suffer. Instead 
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Roquentin’s admittedly terrifying lucidity holds the key to his emerging lens of social 

critique: ‘When you want to understand something, you stand in front of it, all by yourself, 

without any help’ (p.103). 

 

There appear then to be two versions of interiority at work in the 1930s French novel. This 

can be elucidated by Patricia Waugh’s theory of two models of mind operating in twentieth-

century modern fiction: ‘integrative’ [Sarraute] and ‘hyper-reflexive’ [Sartre]. 48 These 

models were arguably adopted in response to the task of representing an experiencing mind, 

more specifically they were a response to the question of how to preserve ‘a sense of the 

tacit flow of feeling and consciousness…while accepting that in order to build such a picture 

in a verbal medium,  what is normally tacit must of necessity be explicitly constructed and 

selected and therefore carries the potential to disturb the ‘flow’, by intruding the act of 

representation and an ontological awareness of the condition of fictionality’. 49 Sartre both 

absorbs and embraces this problem, making this paradox of an inevitably reflexive 

representation of mind a refrain of Roquentin’s streams of thought ‘however much I search 

the past I can only retrieve scraps of images and I am not sure what they represent, nor 

whether they are remembered or invented’ (p.52). Sarraute however falls distinctly into an 

integrative model of mind in her fiction, implementing an imagistic interior monologue as 

her integrative device. Sartre, in contrast, transcends (as highlighted above) and embodies a 

hyper-reflexive model of mind in Roquentin’s ruminations on the nature of reality. 

Roquentin is hyper-reflexive in his plans to write a more all-encompassing novel, after the 

diary entries that constitute Nausea, reflecting on his consciousness of the nature of reality: 

‘But a time would come when the book would have to be written…through it, I might be 
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able to recall my life without repugnance. Perhaps one day, thinking about this very moment’ 

(p.252). 

 

Before his philosophies of agency can take on this social dimension, Sartre explores their 

dynamics in the personal encounter. He achieves this in Nausea at the moment where the 

novel becomes the apotheosis of a fiction of apperception. Thinking permeates this novel’s 

universe, everything is porous with the possibilities of consciousness ‘You could have sworn 

that things were thoughts’ (p. 193). Apperception is central to existential philosophy where: 

‘what confers personal existence on a being is not the possession of an Ego-which is only 

the sign of the personality – but it is the fact that the being exists for itself as a presence to 

itself’.50  The legacy of French ‘fiction of apperception,’ where protagonists exist as a 

presence to  themselves, in the form of diaries, can be traced to the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth century, with Gide’s fictitious journals or Valery’s Le Soirée avec Monsieur Teste 

(1896) a ‘history or biography of a mind which observed itself’. 51 Valery’s first of this cycle 

was entitled: ‘le roman d’un cerveau’ (the romance of a brain).  

 

Fictional letters, often in diary or journal form, create an opportunity for the novel to centre 

on a self-reflecting protagonist. In his work on the epistolary novel, Bray argues the form 

was ‘fundamental to the novel’s development of increasingly sophisticated ways of 

representing individual psychology.’52 Habermas took a broader perspective on the 

epistolary novel as the embodiment of the bourgeois domestic sphere’s public/private split. 

Nausea’s diary form reflects on this split at the level of existential crisis. The novel presents 

itself as the discovered papers of its protagonist, a sub-genre of the diary novel popular in 
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the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century where ‘Writers like Chateaubriand, 

Senancour and Stael, moved away from the universal and public to personal and private 

experience.’53 The story’s  form evokes this nineteenth century tradition, and its later 

European form, such as Rilke’s novel  The Notebooks of Malte Laurids Brigge (1910), with 

his structuring device of dated journal entries.54 Nausea was also initially entitled The Diary 

of Antoine Roquentin, in a 1949 English translation by John Lehmann55. Works such as 

Benjamin Constant’s Adolphe- A story found among the papers of an unknown writer (1842), 

avoids a material, externally directed naturalism, like that of contemporaneous novelists such 

as Zola. Instead, like Sartre, Constant is involved in intricately charting feelings and states 

of mind. However, it is the capacity of the epistolary novel to centre on an individual voice, 

and in so doing ‘destroying’ or internalising an external voice of moral evaluation that marks 

its significance in the development of the IM form. 

 

The twentieth-century novel’s new forms of inner realism were in part manifestations of a 

crisis of representation. This was felt by Woolf when advocating fiction as capturing a 

phenomenology of mind, which was accompanied by a philosophical crisis of reason, 

reflected in Husserl’s phenomenology collapsing a traditional dualism between reality and 

representation. The more radical ruptures of the socio-political crises of the twentieth century 

were also expressed in a modernist ‘sensibility of transition’.56 Literary modernism uses a 

full spectrum of transitional imagery for instance, as part of the symbolic vocabulary used 

in its portrayals of consciousness: ‘the city as an…unreal fragmentation; the machine, a 
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novel vortex of energy; the apocalyptic moment itself.’ 57 The broader shift towards a fiction 

of apperception, and the variety of ways in which IM was used as a literary device, from 

Nausea onwards, can also be explained as a continuing attempt to re-position and reassert a 

stable subjectivity in a newly chaotic physical universe. Objective truth may appear relative, 

in this historical moment, but man can at least be certain in his self-knowledge. 

 

Whilst writing Nausea Sartre was developing a theoretical work on psychology, later 

published as The Transcendence of the Ego (1936). This work illuminates why Roquentin’s 

struggle for a truthful existence is articulated through a present tense, diarist’s voice. This 

psychology text argues authentic states are ‘instantaneous, not permanent’, part of a 

‘momentary pathos of the now.’58 Sartre’s phenomenology places an equal insistence on 

active, present tense experience. Sartre interprets existence as a Heideggerian action: ‘To be 

is to fly out into the world…in order suddenly to burst out as a consciousness-in-the-world’. 

59 Nausea therefore recounts consciousness in this active, situational state. 

 

Sartre presents Roquentin’s present tense, internal impressions in a manner that suggests that 

they contain universal truths about the nature of subjectivity. Addressing the reader directly 

as a figure who shares his visions ‘you can see’ regarding our common sense of suffering 

for example: ‘on the other side of existence, in that other world you can see from a distance, 

but without ever approaching it, a little melody started dancing, started singing: “You must 

be like me; you must suffer in strict time.”’ (p.248-249). However, Sartre insists that 

reflection on an earlier state of consciousness does not uncover the reality of an ‘I’ within it. 

In Sartre’s use of IM there is no excavation of the ‘seeds’ of thought in their early, half-
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formed state, or memories unlocking the truths of subjectivity. Instead we have diary notes 

recording an ‘I’, which is a product of reflection, in the immediate present, where 

consciousness is taking itself as its object ‘abandoned in the present I try in vain to rejoin 

the past: I cannot escape from myself’ (p.53). For Sartre there is less emphasis on inchoate 

thought, as the revelation of a lower topographical layer of consciousness, as early modernist 

practitioners of the form depicted. Contemplation instead shows the direction of perception 

towards objects or back upon consciousness itself: ‘the body walks and there is 

consciousness of all that and consciousness, alas, of the consciousness.’ (p.243). 

 

Sartre repeatedly connects his ontological arguments, laid out most fully in his philosophical 

opus Being and Nothingness (1943), to what were to become canonical IM works, in 

particular novels by Joyce and Proust that he felt were ‘in the vanguard of contemporary 

formal experimentation’60. Joyce is singled out for conveying ‘a thousand little desires, a 

thousand little weaknesses’ in a powerful totalising representation of inner life.61 For Sartre, 

such literature is part of the human project of ‘making oneself body’ and Joyce’s facility for 

presenting Bloom’s corporeal needs and universe in Ulysses, means this work represents, for 

him, the human subject’s desire to ‘recover the totality of the non-conscious- that is, the 

whole universe as the ensemble of material things’. 62 Despite Sartre’s appreciation of IM 

narrative’s capacity to convey microcosms of thought and perception, above all it is this 

form’s ability to express the forces of social constraint on the individual that makes it his 

preferred vehicle to explore the actions of individual authenticity. For instance, the gaze of 

a local bourgeois dignitary, from an aggrandising portrait, makes a bitter realisation dawn in 

the protagonist he may not be a man of ‘substance’ and public import: ‘Pacôme the merchant 

was looking down at me…his judgement pierced me like a sword and called into question 
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my very right to exist…My life grew in a haphazard way…at times I could feel nothing but 

an inconsequential buzzing’ (p.123-124). 

 

A major challenge to Sartre’s narrative form for a type of  subjectivity which could be 

‘authentic’, is the idea of an incoherent and disjointed self. Dennis Brown’s depiction of 

subjectivity in modernist literature is that it repeatedly demonstrates a ‘discontinuous self’63. 

Brown noted how many novelists of the 1920s and 30s wrestled thematically with whether 

individuals can exercise personal or political freedoms, through representation of the 

perceived authentic or inauthentic actions of their protagonists, who were conflicted, 

discontinuous selves. According to Brown, D.H. Lawrence, within Women in Love (1920), 

for example: 

construes the traditional model of the continuous self as a matter of cowardice and inauthenticity. 

Gerald, for instance, is doomed because he refuses to acknowledge the self as flux. He clings 

ontologically to a sense of pre-determination – himself as a rich heir, solider, explorer. 64 

 

Earlier modernist works by D.H Lawrence, such as Sons and Lovers (1913) and Joyce’s 

Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man (1916) show a similar concern with protagonists 

battling with forces of ‘inauthenticity’. Brown argues in such works there is a ‘negotiation 

of various states of inauthenticity, brought on by pressures from without, towards a final 

declaration of the creative plenitude of self’ Paul Morel’s quest in Sons and Lovers for 

example is a ‘search for authenticity which involves sloughing off the pressures of others to 

make him what he is not’. 65 The battle for authentic status in Nausea similarly become a 

battle to become visible by sloughing off the ‘pressures from without’. In Roquentin’s case 

this involves freeing himself from the derisory eyes of ‘respectable’ café customers such as 

Doctor Roge. The narration positions the reader directly from ‘inside’ Roquentin’s 
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phenomenological perspective, we endure the stare with him. Within the same moment, we 

also experience the protagonist through the lens and label of the Dr’s dismissal, that 

Roquentin assumes is used against him; ‘a fellow on his own’: 

he tries the terrible fire of his eyes on me. We consider each other in silence for a few seconds; he 

looks me up and down…he classifies me. In the crackpot category? Or in the scoundrel category? 

...he is the one who turns his head away: a tiny defeat at the hands of a fellow on his own, with no 

social importance (p.100). 

 

Within this disorientating social backdrop, Nausea presents a chronological and 

developmental move, in the twentieth century novel, towards an experimental subjective 

focalisation, pushing the French psychological novel into a deeper, yet still socially engaged, 

solipsism where a protagonist’s consciousness perpetually reflects on the limits, and the 

causes of the limits, of its own agency. The key point of this agency for Sartre however, 

became defined by his post-war context, such agency clearly needed to be harnessed for 

communal, political ends. Sartre’s theories of consciousness were eventually integrated into 

a broader theory of the human condition, one which claimed that ‘people are both inalienably 

free individuals and products of their economic, sociological, political, historical and cultural 

context…integrating a modified notion of authenticity into his broader post-war vision’.66  

 

What unites Sartre’s portrayal of human perceptions of the material world with Beckett’s 

IM, discussed in the second half of this chapter, is the attitude of horror towards the external 

reality of objects, in privately recorded form: ‘The Nausea isn’t inside me: I can feel it over 

there on the wall’ (p.35).  Despite the illusion of private emotions unintentionally exposed, 

in its attempt to display transcribed, uncensored thoughts, Nausea shares the epistolary 

novel’s motive to innovate ways of representing consciousness, rather than simply laying it 

bare. To Roquentin’s consciousness the externality of things instils terror because it is a 
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reminder that he does not possess the pre-determined status of objects. He has to choose 

what he is. Sartre views all objects as absurd. Roquentin speculates on this sense of absurdity, 

noting how consciousness of an object does not inhere in the object itself. Subsequently, this 

protagonist is totally estranged from the world he experiences, as with Beckett’s Molloy, 

‘They didn’t look any too natural, but I told myself insistently: ‘This is a gas-lamp, that is a 

drinking fountain,’ and I tried to reduce them to their everyday appearance by the power of 

my gaze’ (p.115). Objects are meaningless and superfluous, which makes Roquentin doubt 

even his own existence ‘Was I a mere figment of the imagination?’ (p.127)  

 

With the aim to create the sense of private disclosure, the diary novel is adept at demarcating 

tensions and divisions within a protaganist’s mind, by placing the self at the centre of all 

moral evaluation. In Roquentin’s case the weight of this moral responsibility manifests as 

the feeling of being a blank exterior, belying a tumultuous interior life ‘so much for the 

exterior. What happened inside me didn’t leave any clear traces’ (p.10). The diary form 

portrays a character ‘when confronted with a human reality in situation’ where, according to 

Sartre ethics ‘assume their responsibility’.67 Roquentin’s diary records his refusal to see 

himself as a fixed entity, its function is to show his acts of choosing and to reflect how he 

attempts to achieve authentic status, in an ethical sense, through taking responsibility for his 

freedom. The conversation with the self is recorded and becomes a document confirming his 

acceptance of his situation and responses to an existential universe of endless, new demands 

to choose ‘if you are completely free, you go for a walk along the Jetty. I was free; I walked 

along the rue Bressan’ (p.78). In this manner Roquentin’s diary can expose the painful 

contradiction between the formation of a public inauthentic and private authentic self, a 
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space where a protagonist can fully recount and recoil from his daily compromises with 

bourgeois life and its ‘respectable’ encounters. 

 

Nausea attempts to portray a total phenomenology of mind in an attempt at a fictional 

demonstration of Sartre’s wider phenomenological philosophy. Sartre does not simply 

attempt a naturalistic account of the contents of a mind and its hidden flights of fancy. 

Instead, Nausea puts forward a portrayal of consciousness to explicate how the human 

subject navigates the quest for an authentic mode of being, through the prism of their thought 

processes thus creating a key moment in early twentieth century literature’s treatment of 

inner-voice narration. Roquentin’s search for a deeper, purer mode of existence constitutes 

a form of madness in Nausea. Sartre articulates his ontology of vexing, terrifying 

contingency through Roquentin’s conversations with himself, which consider the notion of 

‘Being-in-itself’, the fact he exists, yet his existence is not necessary. This is the absurdity 

of being-in-itself for Sartre, ‘It exists without reason or justification.’68 In this ontology a 

human has to create their own meaning and authentic existence and Nausea charts this 

journey. As well as showing strains of Beckett’s collapsing of a stable subjectivity and 

rationality, a collapse explored in the second half of this chapter, Nausea often presents 

identity as a self-constructed fiction, bearing little relation to reality:  

But when you tell about life, everything changes; only it’s a change nobody notices: the proof of it is 

that people talk about true stories. As if there could possibly be such things as true stories; events take 

place one way and we recount them the opposite way (p.62).  

 

This instability of truth is of no consequence for Roquentin, whose universe is a meaningless 

void, navigated by an increasingly useless compass of rationality: ‘A circle is not absurd, it 

is clearly explicable by the rotation of a segment of a straight line around one of its 
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extremities. But a circle doesn’t exist either’ (p.185-86). Circularity of thought pattern, and 

in Molloy’s case physical motion, unite Beckett and Sartre’s symbolism of irrational 

consciousness, discussed further in relation to Molloy in the second half of this chapter. 

 

Roquentin’s pursuit of an authentic mode of existence is not resolved in Dionysian fashion, 

through a process of uncovering ‘inner’ being. For Sartre’s narrator, it is through a distinctly 

alienating process of discovery that the ‘truth’ of reality and subjectivity is self-revealed. An 

alien intrusion into the inner self leads to Roquentin’s revelations that, ‘Existence is not 

something which allows itself to be thought of from a distance; it has to invade you suddenly, 

pounce upon you’ (p.189). Conversely, the inner mental space becomes a hellish liminal 

realm, where self fuses with the material, external, natural world in a climatic, disorientating 

inner dialogue ‘And I was inside with the whole of the park?’ (p.192). 

 

Roquentin’s inner-voice eventually breaks away from grounded reality into a complete 

negation of meaning and sense of irrational dissociation ‘I murmur: “It’s a seat,” rather like 

an exorcism. But the word remains on my lips, it refuses to settle on the thing.’ (p.180).  To 

the extent that Nausea depicts a mental crisis or madness, it resides in Roquentin’s mental 

dissolution through his senses and his experience of psychological crisis as an incapacity of 

language.  Nausea depicts the attempt of an individual to find a means by which 

consciousness can transcend the realm of nature and the body. Roquentin both rises above 

nature with his imagination but is also inextricably intertwined with natural processes. 

 

The crisis of language represented in Nausea, where the word ‘refuses to settle on the thing’ 

(p.180), can be traced back to what Milne saw as a historical focus on the limits of language 

as a site of sincerity, in the rise of empiricism’s epistemological dualism, in the late 18th-
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century. For instance, Kant proposed a transcendental correspondence between the 

noumenal ideas of reason (the idea of a thing as it is in itself, not as knowable through the 

senses) and the phenomenal objects of experience. Consequently, sincerity, in this era, is 

increasingly thought of in epistemological, rather than ontological terms.  ‘Aquinas’s idea 

of the pure soul is eclipsed by Rousseau’s notion of the truthful individual whose defining 

feature is not the possession of a certain quality of substance, but the attainment of 

correspondence between intention and expression’.69 This re-negotiation of connections 

between perception, reality and authenticity continues to be expressed as a mental crisis in 

Sartre’s portrayals of thought processes. Roquentin continually restates the inability of 

language to ‘fix’ the gap between intention and expression ‘I didn’t need it: I was thinking 

without words, about things, with things’ (p.185). 

 

Roquentin’s conception of himself as ‘pure consciousness’, ‘I am fluid and lack definition’ 

(p.142) causes him to slip in and out of questioning his sanity: ‘I am not at all prepared to 

consider myself insane, and indeed, I can see quite clearly that I am not…Perhaps it was a 

slight attack of insanity after all’ (p.10). One of the critical moments of mental disorientation 

in Nausea, is the notorious ‘chestnut tree’ epiphany. Roquentin’s synaesthesic chaos, reaches 

a frenetic pitch, driven by a new level of internal uncertainty. This climatic annihilation of 

feeling is triggered by the black of a tree root that ‘far surpassed sight, smell, and taste. But 

that richness became confusion and finally ceases to be anything at all’ (p.187). Roquentin’s 

mental dissolution through the senses here represents the modernist shift away from a 

romantic fecund sensuality in response to nature. Even the wind in the trees becomes an 

alienating sham for Roquentin, ‘another invention of man’ (p.189). This is a disturbing total 

synaesthesia, beyond merging sense impressions and melding consciousness with the entire 
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material universe. The counterpart to this portrayal of consciousness is Molloy’s ‘high’ 

modernist rendering of subject and object as continuous entities. In both novels and phases 

of modernist IM, this displays a dislocation and collapsing of Cartesian dualism.  

 

The moral sense of authenticity that Sartre constructs involves confrontation with the hard 

truth that we are limitlessly free beings, a truth commonly avoided due to the courage it 

requires to accept: ‘It always seemed to me that you only had to let yourself go…In order to 

endure your condition, the human condition, you, like everybody else, need a great deal of 

courage’ (p.174).   However, authenticity is also an unstable ethical foundation difficult to 

maintain if, as Sartre argues, the human subject is required to perpetually choose a true, 

freedom-embracing response to situations.70 This makes the ‘internally’ expressed irrational 

state the perfect mode through which to express Sartrean authenticity. An irrational figure 

fits the existential philosophy of freedom in their paralysis in the face of an array of choices, 

an array which vacillates, appearing overwhelmingly infinite in range, to appearing as a 

crushing dead end: ‘I turn left, he turns left, he thinks that he turns left, mad, am I 

mad?’(p.148). 

 

2.5 Bourgeois bad faith 

Throughout the novel Nausea the reader is presented with the self-deceptions of the 

bourgeoise and their social role is deemed to be an inauthentic, immoral performance. The 

commonest form of self-deception for Sartre is bad faith, acting as if one were a mere thing, 

denying one’s freedom to be anything else.71 For Sartre, if one does not confront this 
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tendency towards bad faith, acting as a thing to avoid exercising one’s intimidating freedom, 

‘one can never really achieve authenticity or be anything in the way objects can’.72 

Roquentin’s inner-voice battles perpetually with this notion, through pinpointing instances 

of his own and other middle-class examples of bad faith.  Sartre’s construal of inauthenticity 

as bad faith is a destabilising conflict throughout the novel, from the moment the protagonist 

feels a ‘flat pebble’ instills terror within, a fear imparted by the contrast felt between the 

objects innate authenticity and his own potential inauthenticity. The terror here instills the 

nausea of the title; a horror of externality, of things reminding us we don’t have the ‘easier’ 

status of objects, we have to choose what we are. 

 

Roquentin’s crisis of an ideal of freedom-embracing authenticity also resides in his social 

role as a writer. Europe, post 1918 was a milieu where ‘the alienation of the writer from 

society which had marked bourgeois culture for decades was carried to a new pitch…[yet] 

the novel was still the dominant literary form.’73 Roquentin is just such an outsider: 

unemployed and lost in despairing, stalled research sallies for an historical autobiography. 

Continually doubting his existence, this anti-hero chooses total isolation. Here Sartre is 

imagining society from the viewpoint of a figure excluded from a moral centre.  In Roquentin 

this exclusion is felt in the chasm between his terrifying freedom and the deadening bad faith 

of upper middle-class privilege, encountered in portraits of local grandees ‘dead flesh, and 

Pure Privilege…Instead of the slight headache which I could feel coming on, as it does every 

time I visit a museum, he would have felt in his temples the painful right to be looked after’ 

(p.130). Roquentin as an excluded outsider/insider is mystified by bourgeois values. Any 

sense of himself as radical or authentic, he gains from his separation from, and observation 

of, middle-class conformity,  
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 These ladies in black, taking their dogs for a walk…cast furtive, satisfied, girlish glances at  

              the statue of Gustave…They don’t need to look at him long to understand that he thought as 

 they do, exactly as they do, on all subjects. At the service of their narrow, firm little ideas he 

 has placed his authority (p.45-46). 

 

Roquetin’s inner-voice is shaped by his pervasive sense of rootlessness, physical and 

spiritual, as he wanders from café to deserted street, to bedsit and back again, in a tightly 

knit circle. He fluctuates between being repelled by and revelling in his ‘wasting’ time, and 

lacking purpose. This sense of ephemerality is heightened by Roquentin’s lodger status: ‘The 

past is a property-owner’s luxury. Where should I keep mine? You can’t put your past in 

your pocket, you have to have a house in which to store it. I possess nothing but my body; a 

man on his own’ (p. 97). The older bourgeois of the novel’s historical moment have aged in 

the midst of legacies, not just of property but of pre-war stability; a way of life founded on 

property and souvenir furniture, but ultimately which generated the destructive chaos of 

World War One. Sartre wanted to reject the seriousness of bourgeois culture in this respect, 

a culture that held there were universal, stabilising values pre-dating Christianity. In Sartre's 

view, vertiginous absolute freedom, is the pre-condition for achieving a state of authenticity 

and bourgeois existence mitigates against attaining it: 

[T]he exercise of freedom may be considered as authentic or inauthentic according to the choices 

made in the situation. Authenticity […] consists in having true and lucid consciousness of the 

situation, in assuming the responsibilities and risks that it involves […] Most members of the middle 

class and most Christians are not authentic, in the sense that they refuse to live up to their middle-

class or Christian condition fully and that they always conceal certain parts of themselves from 

themselves.74 

 

Nausea’s diary form exposes these contradictions and concealments of the middle-class self, 

providing a space where Roquentin can contrast his private striving in the face of daily 

compromises amongst an inauthentic bourgeois public ‘I am alone in the midst of these 

happy, reasonable voices. All these characters spend their time explaining themselves, and 

happily recognizing that they hold the same opinions’ (p.19). 
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http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vertiginous


80 
 

 

One of Roquentin’s most intense moments of perceptual disorientation is instigated by his 

reading of a news story of a local rape. His chaotic flow of thought moves from being 

expressed in merely interior to direct interior monologue. This is again to convey the 

unthinking bourgeois with their bad faith, reduced to the physical trappings of social roles. 

Here the reverie and free associations of the narrator manifest in an absurdist, ‘irrational’ 

reversal of Descartes’ dictum on subjectivity:  

The fine gentleman exists Legion of Honour, exists moustache, that’s all; how happy one must be to 

be nothing more than a Legion of Honour and a moustache and nobody sees the rest, he sees the two 

pointed ends of a moustache on both sides of the nose; I do not think therefore I am a moustache 

(p.147)
 75

 

 

Such stream-of-consciousness imagery of ‘fine gentleman’ attempts to critique bad faith, a 

belief in the fallacy of yourself as a fixed entity, a ‘facticity’.76 Roquentin is set up as the 

authentic ‘seer’ or outsider within the novel, his perceptions piercing through a deceptive 

veneer of respectability that other bourgeois individuals ‘fall for’  ‘The sylphs all around me 

have been taken in: they see nothing but the thin film, that is what proves the existence of 

God. I see underneath!’ (p.179). This is a fatalistic position but an authentic one for Sartre 

nevertheless, in a moral sense, as it is not founded on self-deception. Upon leaving ‘stolid, 

bourgeois’ (p.223) Bouville, Roquentin reflects ‘I lost the whole game. At the same time, I 

learnt that you always lose. Only the bastards think they win’ (p.223).  

 

 

                                                           
75 As one of the most explicitly ‘irrational’ and DIM passages from Nausea, it is striking to note the closing 

sentence from this passage includes precisely the same phrasing from one of Leopold Bloom’s ‘interior’ 

outbursts in Ulysses (1922), who similarly blends high-brow Cartesean  philosophy and coarse physicality “I 

do not think therefore I am a moustache…if you fumbled about inside his trousers, you would be sure to find 

a pair of little grey india-rubbers” (p.147). 

76 Sartre, Being, p.83. 
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2.6 The Sartrean social sphere and freedom 

Nausea is a fictional rebuff to the naturalist notion that novels should demonstrate 

psychological laws.77 For Sartre, naturalism’s brand of determinism is an expression of bad 

faith, a mystification of the freedom all hold. The social anatomizing and taxonomising 

practised by writers such as Zola, contravenes Sartre’s philosophical position that ‘all people 

are fundamentally, necessarily and inalienably free regardless of their circumstances or the 

level of political, social and economic oppression they suffer’.78 For thinkers such as Adorno 

this position reduces subjectivity to a radical inwardness that ‘becomes a value and 

possession behind which it entrenches itself.’79 Adorno’s critique of existentialism centred 

on its use of language which he felt obfuscated their treatment of freedom.80 Adorno 

separates therefore from Sartre’s social formation construction of authenticity. For Adorno, 

authenticity becomes, in the hands of existentialists, a solipsistic value system.  

  

In Sartre’s defence, as an exemplar of the existentialist position, I would argue that his fiction 

presents a moral and narrative framework in Nausea that acknowledges the weight of one’s 

historical context, in Roquentin’s case his stifling bourgeois urban environment and the 

values this setting promotes. The subsequent psychological bearing on an individual here is 

the sense that they must boldly ignore these social norms if they are to fully realise their 

freedom and true self. 

 

                                                           
77 Margaret A. Simons, Sartre’s French Contemporaries and Enduring Influences (New York: Garland 

Publishing, 1997), p.194. 
78 Cox, Sartre and Fiction, p.29. 
79 Adorno, Jargon, p.59. 

80 Adorno, Jargon, p.58. 
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Adorno’s objections to the supposed authenticity of interiority in any particular style or mode 

of art is related to his interpretation of modernism. This is discussed in the second half of 

this chapter, in its narratological analysis of the central voice presented in Beckett’s Molloy 

(1951). This chapter later considers whether the key to Beckett’s construction of subjectivity 

in this post-war novel resides in its evasive, doubling devices. The contention will be that 

the philosophical and artistic position presented in Molloy implies there is no grounding or 

authentic core to the self, bar the compulsion to try and fail to communicate ad infinitum.  

This will be contrasted with Sartre’s version of the quest for the meaningful self being 

grounded in an individual’s attempt to pursue or deny its absolute freedom, as depicted 

through the character Roquentin.  

 

Roquentin battles to embrace his freedom in Nausea. This is because freedom for Sartre 

becomes not simply a matter of taking action, it is dictated by the fact that one’s 

understanding of the world can always change. Freedom is a matter of freedom of 

consciousness and judgement. In this sense, an IM narrative form provides the very medium 

of what the novel can then be, for these inner battles to play out, where a protagonist can 

wrestle with moral choices, perpetually thrown up by the startling reality of his freedom: 

‘[t]he for-itself looking deep into itself as the consciousness of being will never discover 

anything in itself but motivations; that is, it will perpetually refer to itself and to its constant 

freedom’.81 

 

Sartre sets out a worldview in existentialism that proposes a person's relation with the world 

cannot be arrived at by simply taking up a set of priorly established positions. In this manner, 

Sartre connects his ethics of authenticity to creativity: the impetus to action must arise from 

                                                           
81 Sartre, Being, p.83. 
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an individual, not be externally imposed. The external impositions of recorded history also 

fail to reflect truth. Roquentin’s research is frustrated by his sense that the ‘true’ Marquis de 

Rollenbon (the subject of his attempted historical biography) will not be revealed in the local 

library’s history encyclopedias. 

 

Heter challenges what he sees as a common misconception of Sartrean ethics, that 

‘existential authenticity is mere ethical subjectivism’.82 This challenge should alert us to the 

value of IM as a form of social critique in Sartre’s fiction. Heter argues that histories of 

philosophy have neglected a key condition of authenticity for Sartre, its required recognition 

of the freedom of others. ‘Inauthenticity involves denying one’s interdependence on others, 

authenticity requires acknowledging the social dimension of self-identity’.83 In fact, for 

Sartre, ethical relations can only emerge from the recognition of the subjectivity of others, 

as Roquentin clearly states: ‘I ask for nothing better than to sympathize with other people’s 

troubles’ (p.153). This perception of inter-subjective dependence allows existential 

authenticity to consist in more than the rational, demanding a respect and acknowledgement 

of the freedom of others. In ‘What is Literature?’ Sartre goes further to argue ‘authenticity 

requires not merely noticing the existence of others, but respecting the practical freedom of 

others by combating injustice and oppression’.84 

 

Within Nausea Sartre presents these philosophies of the social realm through Roquentin’s 

recounting of the phenomenology of the gaze. For Roquentin, another’s gaze cannot help 

but objectify him and in fact renders his interior self invisible: ‘he turns his attentive and 

smiling gaze upon me; but he doesn’t see me’ (p. 151). ‘It annoys me to feel that swarm of 

                                                           
82 T.Storm Heter, ‘Authenticity and others: Sartre’s ethics of recognition’. Sartre Studies International. (12 

(2) 2006), p.30. 
83 ibid., p.30. 
84 Jean-Paul Sartre, “What is Literature?”and Other Essays (Harvard University Press, 1988), p.31. 
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eyes’ (p.178). In response to this objectifying threat, Sartre argues we then gaze at the other 

in an equally objectifying manner, to reassert our subjectivity over and against that threat. 

‘His eyes, which I gazed at in wonder, told me to go. I didn’t leave’ (p.130). Sartre 

acknowledges the disturbing impact this reciprocal, objectifying gaze has on existence. 

However, the dynamic of the gaze is also evidence that every person exists for others as well 

as for themself. 85  This is not a matter of being totally possessed by another’s gaze, however 

the disturbance lies in the fact that ‘[h]e is subject to the Others judgement of him, and 

although he can try to influence this judgement he can never gain complete control over it 

or even know for sure what it is’.86  

 

Sartre dramatizes the demand in life to see oneself as an object, from the perspective of 

another’s consciousness. This marks a wholesale philosophical return to a key theme, 

outlined in section 1.2 , of the possibilities and limits of knowledge of another’s mind, 

emerging in nineteenth century IM and again forcefully in Virginia Woolf’s novel The 

Waves, seven years prior to the publication of Nausea.   

 

Two decades after Nausea, Sartre writes an introduction to Natalie Sarraute’s novel Portrait 

of a Man Unknown (1958). Here Sartre builds upon his paradoxical views on subjectivity, 

as an external and internal entity. He describes us finding ourselves as well as the Other in 

an interior realm where a communality of ‘commonplace thoughts’ resides. Sartre feels this 

can be depicted in an IM narrative form such as Sarraute’s, which is a ‘protoplasmic vision 

of our interior universe’ that can reflect ‘the presence of everybody in me,’ the depiction of 

                                                           
85 The full situational dynamics of Sartre’s philosophy of ‘being-for-others’ is set out in his 1944 play No 

Exit, originally entitled In Camera.  
86 Cox, Sartre and Fiction, p.146. 



85 
 

a sphere allowing individuals to shed their particularity.87 However, Sartre’s fiction, unlike 

Sarraute’s, does not imply interiority through  DIM poetics, or by leaving the reader to 

construct or enter an imaginary inner space or cognitive and imaginative ‘flow’ of thought. 

Instead, Nausea presents a view on humanity’s inner states that endure through a 

protaganist’s reflective expositions, on the nature of inner and outer self and materiality. For 

Sartre, no matter how dizzyingly liminal or individualised these inner territories become at 

moments of crisis, subjectivity is still presented for the purposes of enlightening his 

ultimately unifying, inter-subjective ontology. 

  

The final page of Nausea presents a reconciliation of the tormented subject through a literary 

documenting and reimagining of his plight: ‘a time would have to come when the book 

would be written, would be behind me, and I think that a little of its light would fall over my 

past’ (p.252). In this sense Nausea is a metafiction of IM, drawing attention to itself as a 

literary construction and imaginative presentation of how it feels to think, in the midst of 

thinking through a meaning for existence. For Lionel Trilling, this single hope that 

Roquentin invests in art at the close of the novel demonstrates a belief that ‘[t]he authentic 

work of art instructs us in our inauthenticity and adjures us to overcome it’.88 This shows 

Sartre reappraising authenticity, not as a Romanticist means to recover lost certainties, but 

to place the responsibility for pursing authenticity on the individual, breaking away from 

social certainties, such as pressures of bad faith and denials of personal freedom. 

 

Chapter 5 contrasts Nausea’s early twentieth -century crisis of a ‘superficial’ bourgeois 

subjectivity with Leaving The Atocha Station’s (2011) representation of a middle-class, 

                                                           
87 Jean-Paul Sartre, ‘Introduction’ to Natalie Sarraute, Portrait of A Man Unknown (New York: Braziller, 

1958), p.xii. 
88 This notion of the restorative capacity of art to purify us of inauthenticity will be returned to in chapter 5, 

through an analysis of the portrayal of a conflicted poet in Ben Lerner’s Leaving the Atocha Station (2011). 
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twenty-first century crisis of authenticity. I will argue that existentialist models of inner-

voice, and related figurings of a crisis of authentic affect are seen to re-emerge, with the 

painful complication of an increasingly exposed sense of ‘inauthentic’ social status. The 

analysis of Nausea given in this section has hopefully worked to illustrate how the novel 

provides a model of inner-voice narration that allowed Sartre to articulate such anxieties as 

the interwar crisis of contingency on the social stage, instigated by internal political 

divisions and social uncertainty across Europe in his historical moment.  

 

2.7 Molloy - Stoicism I: absurd forbearance 

Molloy, the first novel of Beckett’s trilogy of works depicting an inner self, was written 

between 1951 and 1953. The second and third novels of the trilogy are Malone Dies and the 

Unnamable. In total the trilogy describes a process of increasing withdrawal, the journey of 

an existing human subject gradually declining into a form of un-being, replaying a tale in 

which every utterance of the protaganist is deemed useless. It is the desperate, detective-like 

quest for a true self undertaken in the first novel of the trilogy that makes it the most apposite 

within the collection for this thesis to consider, in light of the history of modernist IM as an 

exploration of the theme of authenticity as a means of social critique.  

 

The other reason for selecting Molloy as a case study work of inner-voice fiction is its 

innovations in experimental modes of interiorised narration. Beckett’s use of an ‘I’ figure in 

his novels is complicated by a proto post-modern use of an absurdist, random methodology 

of self-exhausting fictional selves.  Overall Molloy uses indirect IM, that still only moves 

claustrophobically amongst an unnamed ‘I’ voice, who occasionally refers to other 

mysterious interlocutors, such as individuals who command reports. Other brief deviations 

from the relentless use of first-person past-tense involve a second person ‘you’ that implies 
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the protagonist is admonishing themselves ‘You invent nothing, you think you are inventing’ 

(p.32). The eavesdropping quality, evident in that excerpt, is a feature which Humphrey 

defines as key to interiorised narration. This form of narration is in evidence throughout the 

novel, where ‘the character is not speaking to anyone within their fictional scene, or 

speaking, in effect, to the reader. This is a device that attempts a candid presentation of 

thought as if there were no reader.’89 This part of chapter 2 explores how Beckett achieves 

such a literary mode of self-conversation and the motives of critique that drive his attempt 

to reproduce it. This narrative form’s capacity to intricately dismantle concepts of single, 

‘internal’ subjectivity are studied, through his inner-voice stylistics, alongside the variety of 

methods used to portray the processes and content of consciousness, before they are 

transformed into deliberate speech. Beckett’s prose technique in Molloy is preoccupied with 

consciousness’s inchoate features at the level of characterisation and narratology, all of 

which plays a key part in his overall strategy of producing a novel as an experiment in 

philosophical aporia. 

 

As with Sartre’s fiction, Molloy attempts to illustrate the damaging illusions the human 

subject hides beneath to avoid confronting the notion that existence ultimately has no pre-

existing, overarching meaning. Where Nausea’s version of subjectivity fundamentally 

differs from Molloy’s is in the nature of its belief in the subject’s capacity to choose, 

acknowledge and act upon their freedom. Literary modes of ‘writerly’ interiority have often 

appeared too distanced as models of self to achieve social critique, too complex or reflexive 

in their reader/writer dialectic to be socially engaged. However, on closer inspection, the 

second half of this chapter will illustrate how Beckett’s ‘high’ modernist experiment with 

DIM becomes critique in its facility to expose how political nihilism is internalised in inner-

                                                           
89 Robert Humphries, Stream-of-consciousness in the Modern Novel. (Berkeley: University of California 

Press, 1958), p. 25. 
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voice. Adorno’s use of Beckett’s fiction, as counter argument against Lukac’s charge that 

modernism confuses personal inner turmoil with the turmoil of the wider world is drawn 

upon, to strengthen this thesis’ case for IM as social critique. 90  Through Molloy’s abject 

status he is forbidden from fully pursuing autonomy. Nevertheless, this vagrant provides the 

earliest model of inner-voice as a method of self-instruction, a preservation of a stoic, 

autonomous realm as survival mechanism. This model is returned to in the abject 

protagonists discussed in chapters 3 and 4. 

 

 

2.8 The narratology of Molloy  

The act of writing and reporting events and being unable to find individuals you have been 

requested to track down are the abstract framing devices of this novel. Molloy documents 

the figure of a bedridden vagrant writing in his mother’s room for an individual who weekly 

collects his jottings. This writing is returned with notes that the protagonist does not read. 

This character speaks of ‘finishing dying’ (p.8)  and finding his mother, but the reader is 

never given the reason for this quest. He recounts a bicycle journey to his room and an arrest, 

which leads him to wander from town to town, encountering an arbitrary range of characters. 

Molloy’s final encounter is with a wood burner whom he attacks and kills. A figure called 

Jacques Moran and his son are encountered in a wood. Moran appears to be an investigator 

who had been commanded to find Molloy. Moran and his son fail in their mission and Moran 

is driven mad by the meaninglessness of his task to find Molloy. Moran’s descent into the 

commands of his own voice suggest he may be the origin of Molloy. The circularity of the 

movements in this story operate at the level of each character and the work as a whole, 

providing it with a totalising irrationality as an absurdist structure. 
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Molloy exemplifies a solipsistic narration where there is no presumptive audience other than 

the thinker themselves, no deference to the needs of a narratee. This is the ordering principle 

of the novel, a random ordering of thoughts and impressions, pivotal for its absurdist 

philosophical import. Narratologically the solipsism is reinforced with a relentless, 

repetitious use of first-person, past-tense narration, ‘I took my sick leg…I went. I had 

forgotten where I was going. I stopped to think’ (p.26). The interior voice even provides a 

meta-commentary on their role as narrator, at the level of grammatical choices. However, 

even when the mechanics of the story-telling narrator are exposed in this way, it is to point 

to a phantom presence, as opposed to a tangible author or speaker: ‘I speak in the present 

tense, it is so easy to speak in the present tense, when speaking of the past. It is the 

mythological present’ (p.26).  

 

Beckett’s tramps act heroically in an environment that doesn’t allow for heroic action. This 

leads to the question of what the ideal is that such protagonists project, and why it is doomed 

to failure? In Molloy’s case it is a circular striving for a core self, symbolised through never 

arriving or finding a home or a purpose for his journey, ‘I left her without having done 

anything. And when I was no longer with her I was again on my way to her’ (p.87). Molloy’s 

circular plot also plunges the reader into inner musings to disorient the reader, interspersed 

with a refrain of action followed by inaction. A journey is described as having taken place 

sometime earlier, before a search was undertaken to find a mother figure. In the final phases 

of the narrative Molloy struggles back to what the reader assumes is his home.  

 

It is not simply a directionless journey that derails the search for a true self for Molloy. 

Molloy’s language itself is also unable to ‘ground’ or provide an orientation for this 

protagonist, as with Roquentin. Bakhtin’s exploration of the liminality of language in 
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relation to consciousness finds its fictional equivalent in Molloy. In The Dialogic 

Imagination (1934-1941) language for Bakhtin is ‘heteroglot opinion’ and ‘for the individual 

consciousness, lies on the borderline between oneself and the other’.91 Beckett’s vagrant 

voice starkly embodies Bakhtin’s notion that language is not a neutral medium that passes 

easily into the privacy of the speaker's intentions, but is ‘overpopulated’ with the intentions 

of others.92 Language also fails to establish Molloy’s core self ‘They are marked with signs 

I don't understand. Anyway I don't read them’ (p.7). Language cannot establish him as his 

‘original’ self as opposed to his ‘inner’ foil Moran.  

 

Molloy’s reliability as a narrator is impossible to establish for the reader. The extremity of 

his unreliability as an originator of the narrative makes an analysis of the truth of his 

pronouncements a matter of intriguing confusion and complexity. Lionel Trilling’s Sincerity 

and Authenticity argues that sincerity ‘refers primarily to a congruence between avowal and 

actual feeling’.93 This vagrant is deeply insincere and continually focuses on his insincerity, 

continually retracting and reversing his pronouncements: ‘No it wasn’t that at all’ (p.52). 

Yet Beckett’s entire body of work fits Trilling’s paradoxical description of authenticity’s 

role in literature as: ‘deny[ing] art itself, yet at the same time [authenticity] figures as the 

dark source of art’.94 Molloy’s stasis expresses such denials, his downward spirals of thought 

and inaction or narrowing actions are a means to plumb increasingly deeper physical and 

spiritual depths: 

And what I saw was more like a crumbling, a frenzied collapsing of all that had always protected me 

from all I was condemned to be. Or it was like a kind of clawing towards a light and countenance I 

could not name, that I had once known and long denied. But what words could describe this 

sensation at first all darkness and bulk, with a noise like the grinding of stones, then suddenly as soft 

as water flowing. And then I saw a little globe swaying up slowly from the depths (p.149).  

 

                                                           
91 Mikhail Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays (Texas: University of Texas Press, 2010), p.56. 
92 ibid., p.62. 
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Molloy’s spiralling search for self provides an intriguing equivalence to Trilling’s 

topographical vision of authenticity as penetrating to a still and elemental source of truth 

‘The generative force that our modern judgement assigns to authenticity…implies the 

downward movement through all the cultural superstructures to some place where all 

movement ends and begins’.95 

 

The extremity of Molloy’s unreliability as a narrator shows the novel continually tests what 

Tumanov saw as the delicate balance to be struck in IM; between crafting an illusion of 

eavesdropping upon thought and transgressing any traditionally established codes of 

coherence for the reader. Intentionality is violated in the Unframed Direct Interior 

Monologue form for this theorist to create ‘the impression that the thinker who is naturally 

unaware of having his/her thoughts monitored, does not take the reader’s needs into account, 

and is not trying to make his/her discourse clear’.96 Beckett can be safely placed as the 

practitioner of IM who most radically tests the limits of the reader’s capacities or desires to 

enter a novel as almost solely a detective whose role is to search out a narrator’s presence 

and meaning. However, readers no doubt differ in their attitude to what Tumanov calls 

Unframed Direct Interior Monologue’s ‘message reduction’ which he feels should ‘still 

allow for the motivated disclosure of the fabula. This means that the violation of the 

addressee’s code has its limits, although different texts vary as to how far they push the 

reader’s tolerance.’97 

 

Molloy starts in diary form, a man in bed continuing to write ‘only a diary’ (p.10) but 

introduces layers of detachment that indicate its explorations of self-hood are far from 

Roquentin’s ‘thinking’ on paper. There is the sense of an outside entity controlling the 
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structure. As Fletcher highlights, there is the over-riding sense in the novel of a presence 

‘standing behind the man whose actions are recorded’.98 The novel’s self-conscious narrator 

creates extreme layers of detachment, that retreat further than Nausea into the deliberate 

realm of opacity. The hero recurrently describes being obliged to record his experiences, 

transcribe his mental processes, and that the reader is being presented with the written 

offering, which is also mysteriously removed ‘There’s this man who comes every week…He 

gives me money and takes away the pages’ (p.1). The elevation of the printed word in 

Beckett’s IM stylistics can be situated, in direct opposition to the speech modes prioritised 

by Kelman and McBride, outlined in chapters 3 and 4. As Charlotte Renner argues of 

Beckett’s narrators, they are ‘incapable of interlocution because they construct themselves 

exclusively from written, printed words…Beckett’s textual voices create themselves and 

each other by the stories they tell in solitude.’99 

 

The quest to delve into a clearer inner realm is often undercut in the unreliable narrative 

framing, embedded in the character of Molloy who often gives information which he later 

admits he is most probably misrepresenting. This is what Richardson has called ‘de-

narration’: ‘a kind of negative narration in which a narrator denies significant aspects of his 

or her narrative that had earlier been presented as given.’100 The relations between the dual 

narrators of the novel creates an overarching absurdist circularity where Moran, in part two, 

slowly changes into a man more like Molloy than his original self, and Molloy appears to 

have been his double from the beginning. 
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Molloy’s consciousness also has a deliberately unreliable, ambiguous sense of interiority, 

articulated in a cryptic, violently disorientated voice. Molloy evades coherent descriptive 

passages or polyphony, instead evoking the presence of free-floating transcendental egos 

who, along with the Malone, Murphy and Moran’s of the trilogy as a whole, suggests a 

‘intersubjective community of monads.’101 This presence of a transcendental ego is precisely 

the notion of subjectivity that Sartre rejects in Nausea. The questions Beckett’s novel raises 

regarding IM as a monad, within a ‘community of monads’, and the author’s continuous 

attempts to remove any possible stable foundations of identity and narration are what makes 

his model of inner-voice a unique stylistics of negation to consider at this stage of IM’s 

history. Molloy serves as the mid-twentieth century absurdist challenge to the notion of IM 

as social critique. Is Beckett’s fictional interiority so inchoate and privatised as to render it, 

as the post-structuralist framework would have it, merely a symptom of moral collapse, 

evidence of a destroyed correspondence between self and world and sociality or shared 

language? 102 This thesis suggests Molloy is not such an artwork of ‘destroyed 

correspondence’ and in fact positions the reader, in its deployment of IM, in a richly intimate 

imaginative space that facilitates social critique by implication. 

 

2.9 Irrational Interior Monologue 

One certainty of Molloy’s transcendental ego is that it is racked with self-doubt. Both 

Roquentin and Molloy mock and dismantle the notion of a Cartesian self. Roquentin does 

so because he is espousing Sartre’s belief that there is no core ego or thinking ‘I’: ‘I am 

because I think that I don’t want to be, I think that I don’t want to be, I think that I …because 

…Ugh! (p.146). Molloy because he is a deconstructed self, allowing no basis of identity ‘I 
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wonder if I am not talking yet again about myself. Shall I be incapable, to the end, of lying 

on any other subject?’ (p.189). Molloy also yearns for the ‘ceasing [of the brain] to be an 

annex of the restless body’ (p.140). He sees his hand as an indistinguishable part of the 

external physical world, a foreign object ‘And when my hands, on the sheet, which they love 

to floccillate already, they are not mine’ (p.66).103  This mind/body schism accounts for the 

horror Molloy expresses towards himself as a corporeal being and creates the disconcerting 

juxtaposition between a frail, decaying body and sturdy and speedily ratiocinating mind. 

Molloy confronts existential questions through a split narrator: part omniscient nihilist, 

observing a lost, hopeless, Cartesian half-self: 

Voice that said, Molloy, your region is vast, you have never left it and you never shall. And 

wheresoever you  wander, within its distant limits, things will always be the same, precisely….But 

now I do not wander any more, and indeed I scarcely stir at all, and yet nothing is changed. And the 

confines of my room, of my bed, of my body, are as removed from me as were those of my region 

(p.68). 

 

Molloy taunts himself here, attempting to convey a total loss, beyond a claustrophobic, 

disorienting geography, to a dissociation from his own body.  Molloy’s mind is often lost in 

a posthumous liminal space: ‘where are the flies? Yes, there is no denying it, any longer, it 

is not you who are dead, but all the others’ (p.27). Yet this protagonist choses his isolation, 

as he has no faith in human communication: ‘I was so untalkative, I mean this trouble I had 

in understanding, not only what others said to me, but also what I said to them’ (p.50).  

 

Molloy’s absurdist nihilism places Beckett’s IM within an existential literary tradition, 

however in the novel’s expression of one of Beckett’s leading pre-occupations, the problem 

of exile, it is polarised with Nausea. Throughout the novel the protagonist experiences a total 

                                                           
103 As with Molloy’s hands, Roquentin’s appear a disembodied appendage throughout Nausea. Hands are a 

symbol of Roquentin’s sense of disembodied alienation; his nausea at not obtaining the sure facticity of 

objects, and his increasing disconnection with his sense of touch. In the first few pages he describes a 

‘nausea’ of the hands and later speaks of his hands laying on a table and ‘lying on its back…like the claws of 

a crab’ (p.22). 
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alienation from every feature of his existence, including his experience of his own self and 

internal thoughts. However, as Fletcher has noted, Molloy is ‘completely indifferent to his 

situation’, predicting and dismissing potential reactions from strangers: ‘what is it I want? 

Ah that tone I know, compounded of pity, of fear, of disgust’ (p.139).104 Roquentin, by 

contrast, scrutinises and fears his interactions with strangers and is confounded by his 

solitude. 

 

The conceptual problematic of authenticity, in its aesthetic formation, appears in Beckett’s 

work when his protagonist revels in the impossibility of ever capturing a ‘true’ voice. 

According to Golomb however this aesthetic conundrum is tied powerfully to Beckett’s 

historical context. He argues this version of authenticity manifests in post-war depictions of 

inner life because the Second World War demonstrated ‘the uselessness of the individual 

search for authenticity, encouraging us to take part in political action aimed at a morality of 

revolution’.105 The irrational figure alienated from bourgeois life represents the historical 

tension, post-war, between unjust and oppressive moral systems and authentic moral 

individuals who attempt to realise their freedom, who refuse to relate to others as objects. It 

is to be noted that Roquentin and Molloy yearn for the facticity of an object (stones in both 

cases). However, it is their battle against irrationality and alienation that more deeply unites 

Roquentin and Molloy’s interiority: ‘I admitted with good grace the possibility that this 

dance was after all no better than the dances of the people of the West, frivolous and 

meaningless’ (p.170).106 There are only one or two occasions where Molloy alludes to his 

social context however, whereas Roquentin’s new sense of reality is described against a 

continuous antagonistic backdrop of compromising bourgeois encounters. The individual’s 

                                                           
104 Fletcher, Novels of Beckett, p.132. 

105 Golomb, In Search, p.129. 
106 Samuel Beckett, Trilogy: Molloy, Malone Dies, The Unnamable (London: Calder Publications, 1994). 
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search for a true self in Molloy shows the form of narration at times as less an index of social 

perception than a nihilistic, yet playful journey down a cul-de-sac of elusive meaning. 

 

The vagrants that fill Beckett’s post-war novels can be placed in a tradition of European 

absurdism, post Sartre and Camus, whose protagonists embody a total schism of subject and 

social sphere, an impossibility of meaning. A collapse of meaning is endured, but then 

rescued by Roquentin in Nausea. However, Molloy refuses the reader any substantial 

objective knowledge of its protagonist, that could form the basis of any moral evaluation or 

meaning. What the reader can establish however is that Molloy is a subject whose being is 

defined by his abject status. The abject figure’s, in the twentieth-century novel, whose only 

recourse or mode of survival is in an interior mode of expression is further explored in 

chapter’s 3 and 4. Here there is a discussion of how a stoic interiority attempts to preserve 

an autonomous, interior space, for exploited characters, both adolescent and elderly, and in 

so doing performs a powerful mode of social critique and challenge to their abject status. 

 

The notion it is possible for the human subject to foster freedom through an ethics of 

authentic action separates Nausea from Molloy in the analytical framework of this thesis. 

The novel is a repetition of the impossibility of meaning or coherence, expressed through 

doomed attempts to articulate or rationalise action or inaction. Molloy therefore marks the 

point, post Second World War, where IM turns away from articulating the possibility of 

authentic expression or action. This shift however symbolises a post-Holocaust nihilism at 

work in Beckett’s novel. 
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Molloy, when juxtaposed with Nausea’s characterisation of inner self provides an opposing 

model of the novel as vehicle for engaging readers dialogically within a moral universe. This 

narrative model is outlined in the introduction to this thesis. As highlighted, IM beckons a 

particular dialogic interaction with readers. In the hands of writers such as Sartre, Canlas has 

argued, any engagement a novel can offer ‘is secured through the reader’s having been 

turned into the novel’s second creator by establishing the novel’s unification-in-progress 

under the directed creation that is the reading process’.107 Molloy, by contrast, does not 

provide the didactic philosophical import of Roquentin’s inner-voice, the reader is presented 

with cogitation as aporia and any dialogic engagement  is an invitation to puzzle out 

Molloy’s mental wanderings, as a means to crack an obscure code of internal logic. Molloy’s 

foil Moran takes a parallel role to the reader, as a detective pursing the elusive figure, not as 

a point of empathetic engagement however, as with Roquentin. Rather Moran parasitically 

fuses with Molloy, finding the seeds of this character contained within himself .  

 

If Molloy could be said to voice freedom, it would reside in his defiant rejection of 

intellectualism, classicism and any common ground of rationality, mirroring the author’s 

own turn away from the Joycean principle that knowledge was an act of creative mastery.108 

Beckett was also retreating from writing techniques that emerged from this principle. 

However, the satirising of intellectualism is an impoverished sense of freedom, as Beckett’s 

work centres on ‘poverty, failure, exile and loss, on man as a ‘non-can-er’.109 Molloy’s voice 

is impotent and ignorant, a paring down of IM, in conscious contrast to Joyce’s detailed, 

encyclopaedic voices ‘oh I insinuate nothing…my voice has gone dead. The rest will follow’ 

(p.270). 

                                                           
107 Ryan Canlas, ‘What Kind of Public is the Reader?’, Novel: A Forum on Fiction, Vol. 48, No. 3 (2015), 

p.446-464.  
108 James Knowlson, Damned to Fame: The Life of Samuel Beckett (London: Bloomsbury, 1997), p.353. 
109ibid., p.353. 
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Molloy’s impotence and ignorance is embodied in an absurd stoicism. Absurdism as a 

literary genre, places protagonists in situations where they cannot find an inherent purpose 

and are dogged by meaningless actions. Beckett’s characters are not necessarily nihilists, but 

their bleak satirical force lays in the incongruity of their predicament and the collapse 

of reason it contains. The irrationality exhibited is not for purely comic effect, but rather an 

exploration of human behaviour when it is directed to be purposeless ‘Little things, nothings. 

They will come back to me later, make me see more clearly what has happened and say, Ah 

if I had only known then, now it is too late’ (p.274). There is deliberately no moral standpoint 

from which to judge the meaningless human spectacle. The more that absurdist tales defy 

belief, the more penetrating their critical gaze on social ritual.  Molloy’s absurdism resides 

in his total embrace of the futility of his actions. This figure actively seeks out becoming lost 

and is immersed in his lack of physical and moral direction, born out in his journey’s 

purposelessness ‘I did my best to go in a circle, hoping in this way to go in a straight line’ 

(p.85). 

 

Structurally this novel alludes to an overarching omniscient figure, as a possible source of 

truth, one which invades the characters psyches.110 Moran, who attempts to track Molloy in 

the second part of the novel, feels his writing is a form of punishment ‘he asked for a report, 

he’ll get his report’ (p.131). His inner-voice becomes an external, god-like compulsion, 

invading him within. Molloy insists his inner-voice is not ordinary, but rather ‘a sound which 

begins to rustle in your head without you knowing how, or why. It’s with your head you hear 

it, not your ears, you can’t stop it, but it stops itself when it chooses’ (p.40). This creates the 

                                                           
110 Roquentin endures a similar sense of an ‘invasion’ of meaning into the interior realm: ‘Existence is not 

something which allows itself to be thought of from a distance; it has to invade you suddenly, pounce upon 

you’ (p.189). 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reason
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sense of two equally intimidating presences, one exterior, one interior, presiding over both 

narrators. 

 

There are echoes of biblical parables in Molloy’s travels which appear as a form of 

punishment, not in the sense of a punishment for defying God’s authority however. The 

anguished self-questioning internal monologues never settle upon a god-head figure to 

whom acts would be a transgression. The modernist literary protagonist that Molloy most 

closely resembles, in this respect, is the unnamed vagrant at the centre of Knut Hamsun’s 

Hunger (1890), a lost character skirting the boundaries of, yet still contained within society. 

Eternally wandering within the seemingly trivial, resolutely private ratiocinations. In this 

model of inner-voice the absurdity of the internally expressed priorities is exposed to the 

reader to their amusement and/or bafflement. The sense of Molloy as an archetypal and 

abject wanderer is created by his ambiguous origins, scatological and religious allusions and 

the aporia of his thought processes ‘Santa Maria. I give you my word, I cannot piss…But 

my prepuce, sat verbum, oozes urine’ (p.81) This questing, and farcically mystical 

authenticity is construed as an investigative journey and end in itself. This corresponds to 

Wolfgang Funk’s depiction of authenticity in twenty-first century literary modes: 

Frequently, its [authenticity’s] investigation is expressed in terms of a “quest” This term seems 

appropriate, as it combines the motif of investigation- its etymological root is the Latin Quaerere 

meaning “ to seek, inquire” – with notions of moral obligation, ventures into unknown territory and 

more that just a creeping suspicion that  the endeavour may eventually be futile, its reward being 

the journey itself rather than its fulfilment.111 

 

Molloy’s journey, has deep parallels with this version of authenticity, as allied with its Latin 

etymological root of a ‘quest.’ Funk however describes this ‘quest for significance’ as a 

literary feature emerging much later, from what he characterises as a ‘post-postmodern 

framework’ part of a shifting and contradictory authenticity and epistemology, responding 

                                                           
111 Funk, Literature of Reconstruction, p.15.  
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to positivist truths, discredited in contemporary art and literature. 112 In Beckett however, we 

can see this authenticity as quest model operating in IM’s late-modernist phase. Beckett’s 

post-Holocaust works are devoid of a sense of moral obligation or certainly, representing 

not just a purposeful morality in crisis, but morality per se. This is symbolised in utterly 

purposeless self-conversation. 

 

Molloy experiences a partial freedom in his wanderings, however, this is not reflected in his 

narration that appears as evidence of a fragmented and repressed human psyche. The novel’s 

first line is a reporter narrator commenting on correcting proofs that are to be inspected by a 

mysterious editor, who marks his pages with ‘signs I don’t understand’ (p.7). The act of 

writing itself and the notion of a beginning is deconstructed on the second page: ‘It was he 

told me I’d begun all wrong, that I should have begun differently. He must be right’ (p.8). A 

‘true’ voice or narrator is an impossibility: ‘every time I say, I said this, or I said that, or 

speak of a voice saying, far away inside me, Molloy…I am merely complying with the 

convention that demands you either lie or hold your peace’ (p. 88).  

 

The device of polyphony and split or refracted identities is a recurring feature of modernist 

IM from the second half of the twentieth century. The notion of a single, stable voice is 

reiterated as an impossibility throughout Molloy. Earlier modernist models still hold to the 

possibility of authenticity expressed through a polyphony of inner-voices. For instance, 

according to Duplessis, Virginia Woolf’s novels pursue a sense of order, through 

‘questioning unitary identity, refracting it through a multiplicity of protagonists and 

stories’.113 Beckett’s technical achievement, in the later modernist phase of IM, is to question 

                                                           
112 ibid., p.16. 
113 Rachel Blau-Duplessis, ‘Feminist Narrative in Virginia Woolf’, Novel: A Forum on Fiction, Vol.21. 

No.2/3 (Duke University Press, Winter, Spring, 1988), p.326. 
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the notion of a unitary identity through a dual IM. Through mirrored characterisations in 

Molloy, the self becomes a refraction, and eventually embodiment, of another self. 

Experimenting further through a paring away of language and circular self-expression 

Beckett splits and compacts his protagonist’s identity: ‘That’s funny, I thought I was done 

with people and talk…I am clearing out. Perhaps I shall meet Molloy?’ (p.176) Molloy 

challenges the doctrine of inner-voice representing a unity of identity, beyond the form’s 

earlier experiments, in this regard, with polyphony, ‘I have spoken of a voice telling me 

things…I understand it, all wrong perhaps. That is not what matters. It told me to write the 

report.’ (p.176) 

 

This deconstruction of identity element of Molloy appears to ally with post-structuralist 

notions that fiction represents metaphysical and moral collapse, a destroyed correspondence 

between self, world and shared language. However, as discussed in the first half of this 

chapter, in relation to Sartre, Adorno’s emancipatory social analysis is connected to his view 

that ‘negative experience is the authentic form of experience for those who live in a 

contradictory, antagonistic society’.114 In light of Molloy’s nihilism, an application of 

Adorno’s aesthetic theories to Beckett’s work is valuable in addressing whether his methods 

of narration acknowledges subjectivity as dialectically related to historical context. This 

latter criticism Adorno levelled at existentialist philosophies as a whole. Theodor Adorno 

sought, in his post-war cultural theory, to illuminate the presence of the war in ‘post-war’ 

society, through the dark lens of Beckett’s writing. In Negative Dialectics (1973) Adorno 

puts the case that Beckett’s works accurately summated the historical situation after the 

Second World War and provided a model for political art of that time, with its ‘radical 

negativity’ and resistance to ‘consoling reconciliation’ creating the possibility of 

                                                           
114 Shierry Weber Nicholsen and Jeremy J. Shapiro, ‘Introduction’ to Theodor W. Adorno, Hegel: three 

studies (Massachusetts: MIT Press, 1993), p.xvi. 
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autonomous art.115 Adorno’s reading of Beckett positions his hapless protagonists as 

possessing authentic voices in their ability to mirror the gravity of the morally bankrupt 

historical moment they were created in.  

 

The counter position to this version of Beckett’s inner-voice model as political art is argued 

by Lukács in The Meaning of Contemporary Realism (1955). Lukács charged artists such as 

Beckett with solipsism and confusing personal inner turmoil with the turmoil of the wider 

world.116 Adorno’s retort to this characterisation of Beckett was that his works were the 

antithesis of solipsism; brave depictions of the hellish realms of existence in modernity. 

Adorno defended modernist works such as Beckett’s against the charge of psychologism by 

Lukács and confronted his belief in socialist realism as a model of poetic objectivity. He also 

challenged what was conceived as objectivity’s rival; rampantly subjective modernist 

aesthetics, criticised by Lukács and considered a false dichotomy in this thesis’s view. 

 

Adorno felt that, far from adopting an asocial solipsism, writers such as Beckett documented 

the brutal terrain of modern life with a brave honesty. Contrary to this radical negative 

aesthetics, modern positivistic thought, was far removed from objective life and mired in the 

idealism of the mind. Such positivism for Adorno dismisses the sensuous and affective 

foundations of knowledge. Despite its practicality and empiricism, the sciences appear to 

consider concrete particulars but in fact trade in idealized concepts. For Adorno, 

phenomenologists such as Husserl, with his notion of the life-world, demonstrate a truth in 

the pre-scientific everyday sphere. Scientific positivism does not therefore encompass the 
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Issue 2, (1994), p.51. 
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inexact world we inhabit. 117 It is this sense of a truthful phenomenological life-world that 

interiorized narration can construct and which therefore engages intricately with the 

possibilities of intersubjective connections between reader and character world-view. 

Beckett’s narration methodology achieves this intersubjective engagement through 

positioning readers to measure up their own interior monologue against anothers – to ‘create’ 

a narrative propulsion or ‘completion’. Sense-making, by the reader of Molloy, is a piecing 

together of another’s internal logic to form a satisfactory narrative resolution or internal logic 

of one’s own regarding a character. More crucially in considering the social critique 

capacities of the novel, through this intimate positioning of reader with character, it 

demonstrates that a character is a product of their wider historical context and political 

predicaments. 

 

This debate of solipsism verses social or intersubjective engagement cuts to the heart of the 

claims and challenges made for fictional inner-voice in this thesis. If we take Adorno’s 

position on Beckett’s writing, then his form of narration has a paradoxical function of 

critiquing the social sphere by reflecting, in visceral, affective detail, its impact on the human 

psyche, and the ‘inner’ monologue resulting from the ‘reality’ of experience. The radical 

aesthetic potential of a literary mimesis of inner thought is not however considered as a 

distinct category by Lukács, who instead judges and charges modernist art wholesale of 

solipsism. This thesis puts the case however that it is precisely the impact of literary passages 

reveling in the inward musings of Molloy, that unravel the ‘objective’ realist logic of Lukács’ 

position, and most intimately engages the reader inter-subjectively in another’s world-view. 

                                                           
117 Chris Conti, ‘Sensation at odds with itself: Adorno on Aesthetic Negativity’, July 4 (Heathwood Institute 
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There is a perverse, yet for Adorno, necessarily radical critique expressed in Molloy’s inner-

voice, no matter how absurd it becomes. Lines such as ‘it is at the mercy of these sensations, 

which I happily know to be illusory, that I have to live and work. It is thanks to them I find 

myself a meaning’ (p.111), for Adorno are utopian not naïve. For this thinker such lines 

express an urgent radical affirmation, a feature of any serious critique of reality. Adorno’s 

views on Beckett’s imagery of negation can also apply to the author’s deployment of 

narration more broadly. Reading a presentation of inner-voice involves measuring up one’s 

phenomenological experiences to make narrative sense of anothers. This transaction is 

inevitably an inter-subjective dialectic, even if it results in a process of frustration and mis-

match with an at times extreme or incongruous internal logic (often seemingly deliberately 

so with Beckett). 

 

Despite the apparent polarization of Lukacs and Adorno on modernist, experimental IM, if 

we turn to the first chapter of Lukacs’ The Meaning of Contemporary Realism, we see a case 

could be put for the primacy or potency of this literary form to operate as social critique, 

applying precisely Lukacs’ ontology. Here Lukacs argues ‘"ontological being" cannot be 

distinguished from their [character’s] social and historical environment…human 

significance, their specific individuality cannot be separated from the context in which they 

were created.’ 118 
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On the solitariness of the modern individual and literary characters Lukács also notes: 

The fate of such individuals is characteristic of certain human types in specific social or historical 

circumstances. Beside and beyond their solitariness, the common life, the strife and togetherness of 

other human beings, goes on as before. Their solitariness is a specific social fare, not a universal 

human condition.119 
 

If this characterisation of modern subjectivity is the case, that ‘solitariness’ is specifically 

social fare, inner-voice then captures individuated experience as a social matter, in the 

terms outlined in my introduction. It is the technical and thematic demands of an attempt 

to render the conversation with the self that allows writers to present collective antagonisms 

in newly complex ways, ways that engage readers in such an intimate fashion as to throw 

fresh light on social tensions or realities. 

 

Beckett’s ‘fresh light’ is cast by his post-war, absurdist aesthetic strategies, where the 

promise of the author’s own ‘true’ voice evolves into a metafictional attempt to move the 

reader further into a realm of ambiguity. Beckett’s protagonists, through the course of his 

novels, turn further inward, staying resolutely ‘inside,’ foregrounding the impossibility of 

self-expression, or indeed reaching any endpoint of logic or physical terrain. This leads to 

a splitting and doubling of subjectivity. A negative space of stoic authenticity is created, 

eliminating any notion of ‘true’ inside voice, yet we experience this familiar, individuated 

terror alongside the protagonist. More importantly, for the issue of a socially engaged art-

form, Molloy’s is an interiority of the modern self that expresses a deformation of human 

potentiality, resulting from a conflict between public and private self, expressed as a 

struggle to be at one with oneself. This self-conflict as expression of social conflict is what 

resonates at the commanding level of the silent reading transaction of another’s inner 

thoughts.  
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In his correspondence on art theory with the critic Georges Duthuit, published as The Three 

Dialogues (1949), Beckett talked of language’s ‘puny’ capacities and his preference that art 

has ‘no power to express, no desire to express…’ (p.22). This problematic dimension to 

Beckett’s art defines for Adorno its truthfulness. In a world where concentration camps were 

recent fact and the continuation of humanity was in doubt, in light of the nuclear conclusion 

to the Second World War, art remains weak. Adorno insists nevertheless that art is ‘the only 

remaining medium of truth in an age of incomprehensible terror and suffering. As the real 

world grows dark, the irrationality of art is becoming rational’.120 

 

This ‘rational’ irrationality manifests in Molloy’s absurd paralysis of a split inner-voice: ‘in 

me there have always been two fools, among others, one asking nothing better than to stay 

where he is and the other imagining that life might be slightly less horrible a little further 

on.’ (p.48). Even the act of walking, which constitutes most of the book’s plot, is absurdly 

undermined in a to-ing and fro-ing of non-landings on the bad leg and circular reasoning to 

compensate the bad leg with the good leg, which makes the better leg poorer and so on. A 

parallel insanity of restlessness is expressed in Molloy’s circulation of stones in his pockets 

and his devising of ineffectual systems to suck them equally. Molloy’s walking also reduces 

to crawling, each new possible humiliation or increasing debility is accepted with an obscene 

stoicism. There is a sense of a mind at ease in meaninglessness ‘wisely, knowing that all 

these questions of worth or value have nothing to do with you, you don’t know what you’re 

doing, nor why, and must go on not knowing it’ (p.46). 
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The crux of Beckettian madness correlates intricately with the silent communion-with-the-

self nature of IM, ‘A person cannot be silent, even voyaging through strange seas of thought; 

There is no interior silence. Nor alone, for we cannot imagine what it is not to be with 

oneself. Not even by retreating so far as maybe within himself can he escape confrontation 

with the Other, since his very words shape alternate persons, his very musings subdivide 

himself’ (p.188-189). Here Molloy refers to his split inner-voice and self and how not even 

resigning himself to ‘senseless, speechless, issueless misery’ (p.89) can allow an escape from 

the thought patterns and disorientations that torment his mind.  

 

 Molloy only seems to want to continue existing for curiosity’s sake, to feel what it is like to 

think: ‘I willingly asked myself questions, one after the other, just for the sake of looking at 

them…And yet it meant nothing to me to be still here. I called that thinking’ (p.49). Beckett’s 

construction of authenticity as negation here relies on Molloy obliterating his selfhood by 

dismissing his desires the moment they are formulated: ‘I longed to go back into the forest. 

Oh not a real longing. Molloy could stay, where he happened to be’ (p.91). In this sense the 

negation of all narratological strategies is the narrative mode. 

 

Molloy’s quest has been interpreted by some critics as part of an aesthetics of negation, in 

the process of an epic search for one’s ‘real’ self:  

Moran [becomes]…reconciled with Molloy, in a word, with the hated, abandoned, courageous, 

recalcitrant outcast that he was commanded to hunt down. The salvation is a negative one: not an 

expansion but a contraction, into oneself and into a more barren, if truer, existence.121   

 

Relevant to this notion of a truer, expansive verses contracted self is Umberto Eco’s 

interpretation of Ulysses’ narration, where he notes a dissolution of identity is attained, 
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through the depth of detail with which consciousness is portrayed: ‘Remaining within the 

conscious facts – all recorded with absolute fidelity as so many equivalents – personal 

identity itself is questioned.’122 Beckett challenges the model of inner-voice and self in an 

opposing manner to Joyce here. This is challenge is through an absolute, maddening 

negation, a reduction of movement of the body and thought, what James Knowlson saw as 

Beckett’s attack on knowledge itself, ‘rejecting the Joycean principle that knowing more was 

a way of creatively understanding the world and controlling it’.123 

 

Molloy’s voice is impotent and ignorant, a radical paring down, in part Beckett’s reaction to 

Joyce’s detailed, encyclopaedic interiority, “I realised that my own way was in 

impoverishment, in lack of knowledge and in taking away”.124 It is in this ‘paring away’, at 

the level of narrative voice and action, that Beckett’s ascetic and aesthetic philosophy of 

authenticity operates. The consequence of this strategy is there is no possibility of the reader 

entering a forward momentum of plot or complete internal world, such as the modernist 

‘stream-of-consciousness’ novels of Joyce or Proust, are claimed to provide. Neither does 

Molloy offer Nausea’s phenomenology of mind. Instead, whatever is offered is immediately 

taken away, the engagement with the reader is cogitation as aporia. 

 

This chapter has traced the thematics of authenticity as a personal ethics and value contained 

in an art of negation and connected these to the philosophies and literary strategies of early 

and mid-twentieth century IM. Theories of authenticity have been considered beyond their 

usual application to concepts of freedom, with regards to literature in the existential tradition. 

Instead, the focus has been on to what degree interiorised narration provides the reader with 
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an immersive portrayal of self, that provides a form of social critique. Beckett and Sartre’s 

portrayal of inner-voice depicts characters relentlessly pursuing their desires, or failing to 

pursue their freedoms. Character’s actions are shaped and perceived through the midst of the 

reader’s reflections. As Sartre intimate narratology shows, fictional inner-voice can provide 

a rich expression of the underlying causes and dynamics of social constraints and how and 

why these conflict with an individual’s inner wants. 

 

Beckett’s treatment of irrationality is shown to correlate intricately with the ‘silent 

communion with the self’ nature of IM.125 Sartre’s portrayal of madness represents a 

modernist shift away from a Romantic sensibility, towards a disturbing total synesthesia, 

where consciousness melds with the entire material universe. Molloy was shown to suffer 

an equivalent rendering of subject and object as continuous entities. Therefore, both novels 

demonstrate a dislocation and collapsing of Cartesian dualism, with both works self-

consciously parodying Cartesian thought. However, despite their dismantling of self, both 

Sartre and Beckett’s modes of narration are socially engaged. This is suggested in the 

intimate engagement demanded of the reader in their novels. Their methodologies  suggests 

a broader affective foundation of knowledge, based on a shared phenomenology of the 

everyday, the minutiae of thought processes.  

 

Jean-Paul Sartre’s Nausea (1938) was analysed in this chapter as the literary embodiment of 

a philosophy that authenticity is a state of being, residing in an interior self, that struggles 

against pressures of social appropriation and negotiation, through an assertion of personal 

freedom. By contrast, chapter 3 explores a work of fiction that highlights a later, twentieth-
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century construction, where authenticity becomes an ideal or exemplar, determined by the 

unique features of a historical time and place.  

 

Sartre’s portrayal of subjectivity in Nausea provides a blueprint for IM as social critique. It 

is the first European novel to place the contradictory pull between self-reflexivity and an 

irreducible inner self, that refuses negotiation with wider society, at its centre. Contrary to 

literary theories solipsistic summation so far, Roquentin’s subjectivity is a conflicted 

expression of the social. Beckett’s characterisation of interiorised stoicism was also shown 

as an integral mode for expressing his philosophies of authenticity as an aesthetics of 

negation. Stoicism will be discussed as a continuing symbol of authentic interiority in 

chapters 3 and 4, exploring later novels that depict inner-voice through child and vagrant 

characters. The next chapter moves to the last decades of the twentieth century and explores 

a gritty realist turn in British IM fiction. Rather than Beckett’s dizzying dismantling of the 

notion of identity, or Sartre’s construction of art as a vehicle of ‘true’ self expression, James 

Kelman’s ‘abject’ protagonist is shown to reveal a stark return to the portrayal of subjectivity 

as fatally determined by social context.
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3. Inner Speech as Social Critique in James Kelman’s 

    How Late It Was, How Late (1994). 

 
   ‘Just a drunken Scotsman railing against bureaucracy’.1 

 

 

3.1 The narratology of inner speech 

James Kelman’s 1994 novel How Late It Was, How Late is studied in this chapter as an 

example of how an authentic model of inner-voice is constructed through experiments in 

extreme narration of speech-like discourse, in late twentieth-century fiction.2 At this stage 

in the novel’s history, Kelman instigates a remodelling of modernist modes of interiorised 

narration. Authenticity becomes a model of mind that encompasses the stoic heroics of a 

human subject, more explicitly defined and embattled by their social context than in the 

absurdist alienation suffered by Sartre and Beckett’s modernist characters.  

 

This chapter builds an argument, to be considered alongside McBride’s fictional innovations 

outlined in the following chapter. The claim is that, in terms of postmodernism, key IM 

novels utilise modernist stylistics to give voice to socially abject subjects as vehicles of 

critique.3 For Kelman specifically, the phenomena of authenticity not simply as a ‘true’ 

expression of self, but tied to a goal for fiction that fights, dismantles and reframes a 

normative use of language. Kelman’s model of inner-voice is shown to produce a stoic ideal, 

by envisioning the starkly direct and apparently unmediated thoughts of an individual 

                                                           
1 Rabbi Julia Neuberger in response to HL’s entry to the 1994 Booker Prize, cited in Nicola Pitchford, ‘How 

Late It Was For England: James Kelman’s Scottish Booker Prize’, Contemporary Literature, Vol. 41, No. 4, 

(2000), pp. 693-725. 

2 How Late It Was, How Late will hereafter be referred to as HL. 
3 Post-modernism, in the context of Kelman and McBride’s narratological innovations, refers here to the 

definition set out by theorists of the novel, such as Brian McHale in Postmodernist Fiction (1987). McHale 

highlights the tendency of post-modernist fiction to draw on ‘catalogues of post-modern features that are 

typically organised in terms of oppositions to features of modernist poetics, such as contradiction, 

discontinuity, randomness, excess and short-circuit.’ Additionally, the parameters of this period in relation to 

this thesis include ‘post-modern writing that draws on the compositional conventions of deliberate 

indiscriminateness, non-selection and logical impossibility’ p.7. 
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embattled within an exploitative social context. Kelman moves away from the modernist, 

mid-century inner-voice of Sartre and Beckett, which displays a revulsion towards bourgeois 

culture and intellectual classicism respectively. I argue HL  expresses an abject working-

class subject’s revulsion towards state actors. The central figure Sammy Samuels also voices 

his author’s unease with the bourgeois history of the novel form itself. This character vents 

against corrupt social actors in an inner explosion of inchoate frustration. This then infers, 

at a formal and thematic level, the seeds of the individual’s conflict and where and why they 

lie in social exploitation by state functionaries. The dynamics and content of such an inner-

voice of social critique has previously been neglected by literary theory’s emphasis on 

fictionally representing consciousness as a phenomena of cognition or formal experiments 

in narratology.4 This is perhaps a hazard of the traditional literary critical focus on exploring 

mainly early modernist manifestations at the level of a new prose device, techniques that are 

able to reflect the ephemerality or continuous flux-like nature of sense impressions for 

instance. 

 

Moving away from the mid-century inner-voice models of Sartre and Beckett, that expressed 

a rejection of bourgeois culture, it is instructive to place Kelman’s style of working-class 

realism in its broader post-war, British context.5 This context involves a movement of writers 

shifting literature’s focus from the universal to the local. Additionally, Kelman’s brand of 

realism is distinguished by the awareness it attempts to raise in the reader of the genre being 

packed with many unchallenged conventions, to the point where the claim of approximating 

reality may be misdirected.6 Additionally, Mary McGlynn has noted, Kelman was part of 

                                                           
4 See pages 24-33 of section ‘1.3 Inner-voice and narratology’ for the neglect of the social critique dimension 

of the literary form. 
5 Working-class fiction here is taken to mean novels that attempt to portray the often under-represented, 

hidden realities and conflicts within the lives of economically marginalised characters, and in so doing 

‘consistently challeng[ing] dominant literary, critical and social values.’ Ian Haywood, Working-class 

Fiction: From Chartism to Trainspotting (Liverpool University Press, 1996), p.12. 
6 Mary McGlynn, ‘“Middle-class Wankers” and Working-Class Texts: The Critics and James Kelman’, 

Contemporary Literature, Vol.43, No.1 (Spring, 2002),p.57. 
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the ‘Glasgow school, including Tom Leonard, Alasdair Gray and Janice Galloway, who were 

rejecting metropolitan norms…of easily consumable working-class Scottish voices’.7 The 

author’s exclusive use of Scots in the novel form, as a fundamental part of his interiorised 

narration, distinguishes his contribution to working-class fiction: ‘he defies realist and genre 

expectations, achieving a simultaneous pose of realism and sense of estrangement’. How 

this sense of estrangement is achieved technically and utilised politically, through his 

innovative use of narration will be draw out across this chapter. Where Kelman also stands 

apart from this tradition is in his deployment of IM, to garner what he felt was a more three-

dimensional portrayal of socially marginalised characters. Kelman’s original contribution to 

working class fiction lies partly in his break from traditional characterisation. He places 

those who are marginalised and isolated from traditional working-class values at the centre 

of his narratives, rather than skilled or revolutionary working-class figures, or the working-

class character as a satirical figure who is the victim of an attempt at social ‘climbing.’8  

 

Threads of existential ontology are traced in the outlook of the protagonist of HL, but a new 

strain of stoicism, that foregrounds authenticity as an evaluative concept- explicitly in 

relation to external power structures replaces a subjectivity such as Roquentin’s, where 

consciousness is equated with an individuated mental crisis. Most significant is the 

observation in this chapter that the internal self, at this moment in the novel’s history, is 

shown to still act as an affective site of sincerity, the place where an individual attempts to 

recover an innate unity, which society jeopardises.  

 

The abject narrator at the centre of the novel; a blind, semi-vagrant state suspect, will be 

connected in the following chapter, with the abject inner-voice of an abused child. Both 

                                                           
7 ibid., p.56. 
8 The protagonist of Kelman’s novel A Disaffection (1989) does suffer a sense of betrayal of his working-

class roots as a ‘social climber’ on entering the teaching profession. However, this theme is not explored 

satirically, as had been the tradition in twentieth-century British working-class realism in the post-war era. 
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figures will be shown to continue and subvert previous strains of modernist IM. These abject 

figures return to modernist IM that celebrates linguistic freedom, through undermining 

conventional semantics and focusing on the texture of writing itself. However, this thesis 

will demonstrate that the aesthetics of interiority, in both Kelman and McBride’s novels (the 

latter explored in the following chapter) performs a new dissolution upon language that 

weaponizes it as social critique, through an outcast figure who voices an implicit challenge 

to their hypocritical and stifling social context.  

 

The analysis in both this and the following chapter will show late twentieth and early twenty-

first-century models of inner-voice increasingly expressing pre-speech thoughts in speech-

like pronouncements. This chapter will demonstrate the process by which this stylistic 

innovation also crafts a return to a classical stoic heroism. Stoic models will be seen to move 

from the aesthetics of negation, used in Beckett’s Molloy, to a stoicism which privileges an 

interior mode of expression, to elevate individual rationality. This in turn exposes, in 

juxtaposition, irrational or exploitative social phenomena, such as welfare bureaucracies or 

sexual abuse within fragmented nuclear family units, in the novels spotlighted ahead. 

 

Centering on James Kelman’s How Late It Was, How Late (1994), this chapter will reveal 

possibilities of social critique in this mode of narration, and the portrayal of authentic 

subjectivity implied in this late twentieth-century novel. Louis Althusser’s theory of 

‘Ideological State Apparatuses (ISA)’ and ‘interpellation’, set out in his Lenin and 

Philosophy essays of 1970, will be applied to the power struggle evident in the narrative of 

HL.9  Althusser’s theory will be used to illustrate the political dimensions of the social 

                                                           
9 Louis Althusser, Lenin and Philosophy and Other Essays, New Edition, Translated Ben Brewster (New 

York: Monthly Review Press, 2001). 
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critique operating in this novel. Furthermore, this chapter sets forth IM as a form able to 

expose exploitative social dynamics, in this novel’s instance, the welfare and legal ISAs, and 

their suggested function of ensuring individuals are complicit in their subjection. This 

analysis will elucidate the possibilities interiorised narration creates for social critique in the 

late twentieth century novel and demonstrate the nature of the novel’s break from British 

realist traditions to achieve this.  

 

HL takes as its content the existence of an abject, vagrant figure in a late twentieth century 

Scottish context. How interiorised speech-like IM could provide this character’s most 

powerful and socially combative form of narration is explored. Following in the lost 

footsteps of Molloy and Roquentin, the protagonist of HL expresses a detachment from an 

oppressive, ‘host’ culture. In this case the separation is from a welfare and policing system, 

endured by the Scottish working-class character Sammy Samuels. Situating this work within 

and against the tradition of British working-class realism and modernist stream-of-

consciousness fiction of the 1920s and 30s, I investigate how Kelman’s style of IM, with its 

emphasis on locution, attempts to create a newly detached imaginative territory and 

‘authentic’ outcast voice. A key question is whether this socially outcast protagonist 

facilitates a more powerful social critique, due to their abject position. 

 

Dorrit Cohn’s observed the paradox underlying much analysis of inner-voice and stream-of-

consciousness methodology is the assumption that ‘only disorganised language can render 

disorganised minds. They forget that the most direct of the “stream-of-consciousness 

techniques”, IM, is by definition limited to the linguistic activity of the mind, whereas the 

unconscious is by definition radically devoid of language’.10 Kelman’s model of inner-voice 

                                                           
10 Cohn, p., 56. 
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with its emphasis on speech-like thought and its emphasis on locution illustrates this point 

powerfully. The reader gains a sense we are entering a private, unconscious realm, but by 

way of the linguistic activity of the mind, heightened through the use of phonetic 

orthography throughout the novel. 

 

The intonation is brought alive in the reader’s mind with Sammy’s inner speech. The 

intimacy created between character and reader mimics the sense of treasured privacy can be 

achieved between oral interlocutors who share a substantial amount of contextual and 

situational information, therefore relying on minimal verbal material to convey a 

considerable amount. As Vygotsky highlighted, (utilised by Tumanov in his narratology) the 

comfortable privacy of dialogue contrasts with written discourse in that ‘dialogue always 

implies that the other interlocutor knows the point of the matter…allowing for a whole series 

of abbreviations…and purely predictive discourse…Dialogue implies the acoustic 

perception of the entire intonational side of discourse’. 11 An equivalent process occurs 

within Kelman’s method of narration, where the reader produces internally this intimate 

intonation, becoming both producer and receiver of its conveyance of meaning through 

tonality – becoming the addresser and addressee in the ‘silent’ intonations produced. This 

reading transaction allows for the character to reproduce the ‘laconic’ brevity and intimacy 

of oral speech as opposed to the distanced communication of written discourse.  

Another paradoxical feature of stream-of-consciousness and IM techniques is their attempt 

to erase the presence of the author. As Humphrey noted in his work on the early stream-of-

consciousness novel, referenced in the Introduction, James Joyce attempts to ‘reach a degree 

of objectivity’ in Ulysses and ‘dramatic immediacy’.12 This is described as ‘ridding his work 

                                                           
11 Lev. S. Vygotsky, Complete Collected Works (Moscow: Pedagogika, 1982) pp. 338-43. 
12 Humphries, p.13. 
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of signs of its author’, in an effort to make the reader feel they are ‘in direct contact with the 

life presented in the book’.13 This artistic aim was seen as drawing upon earlier realist and 

naturalist aims, in late nineteenth century novels, such as those by Zola or Maupassant, 

where the key was to present life with no prejudice or direct evaluation.  

 

3.2 The notion of working-class subjectivity  

Sammy’s powerlessness shows Kelman’s use of inner-voice, to garner what he felt was a 

more three-dimensional portrayal of socially marginalised characters. This author often 

consciously and parodically refers to an experimental tradition within this form. A reflexivity 

for instance is at work in Sammy’s regular dismissals of ‘high’ literary references: ‘Who 

was that blind guy in history again?...Sammy could mind reading about him once in a novel. 

A French novel maybe. Or Russian. Well he didnay fucking lead the troops, he just sat there 

like Chief Crazy Horse’ (p.127). Such cultural half-memories offer no consolation for 

Sammy, who often returns to the traditionally lyrical working-class lyrical modes, such as 

the folk form of Country and Western ballads, for true solace. Here Kelman critiques the 

notion of a literary canon speaking to, or containing cultural capital or prestige for Sammy, 

for whom ‘classic’ French or Russian literature provides no psychological or social use, or 

profound insight. 

 

Kelman sets his class-conscious novel in a crowded, deindustrialised cityscape, a shift from 

the regular 1950s settings and themes of breaking out of the provinces, and the sense of class 

betrayal or hazards of middle-class aspiration that ensues.14 Earlier working-class British 

fiction, such as David Storey’s This Sporting Life (1960) and Alain Sillitoe’s The Loneliness 

                                                           
13 ibid., p.13. 
14 Such themes are however portrayed by Kelman in his earlier novel A Disaffection (1989). 
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of the Long-Distance Runner (1959), showed protagonists attempting to escape the poverty 

and confines of provincial towns. This trend continued the central concern of Arnold 

Bennett’s early twentieth century novels, that depicted working life in Staffordshire and 

Clerkenwell, such as The Old Wive’s Tale (1908) and The Riceyman Steps (1923). 

 

The category of British working-class fiction is a fluid one. William Cooper, the author of 

Scenes from a Provincial Life (1950) had his literary legacy reappraised in a 2002 obituary. 

He was described as part of a new group of naturalistic writers that ‘flourished outside the 

literary aura’, part of a tradition ‘stretching from Arnold Bennett to John Braine’ who ‘forfeit 

the critics’ interest because they lack experimental urges’  and deploy anti-heroic male leads 

who were ‘boringly, brilliantly believable’.15 This characterisation of a new working-class 

realism, rejecting older experimental styles, is also undertaken by Malek Salman in his study 

of post-war, British, working-class fiction. Salman observes: 

Older, more conventional English realist styles provided inspiration for writers such as C.P. Snow and 

Angus Wilson who often took a consciously anti-modernist, position they rejected experimental 

techniques… John Wain went back to the eighteenth-century novel and the fiction of the post-

Victorian realists; Butler, Bennett, Wells and Galsworthy.16  

 

Cooper himself argued, in an essay on the experimental novel, that the driver for this return 

to earlier fictional models was to ‘re-establish this relationship between the text and the 

reader’.17 Consequently, authors such as Cooper felt the experimental style ‘had got to be 

brushed away before we could have a proper hearing’.18 He felt experimental fiction 

                                                           
15 Norman Shrapnel, ‘William Cooper – Obituary’, Books, The Guardian  (7 September, 2002). 

<https://www.theguardian.com/news/2002/sep/07/guardianobituaries.booksobituaries> [Accessed online: 

017.07.17]. 
16 Malek Mohammad Salman, Post-war British Working-class Fiction with Special Reference to the Novels 

of John Braine, Alan Sillitoe, Stan Barstow, David Storey and Barry Hines. PhD Thesis (University of Leeds, 

1990). 

17 William Cooper, ‘International Literary Annual’, Editor John Wain, No. 2 (1959), p.29. 

18 ibid., p.102. 

https://www.theguardian.com/news/2002/sep/07/guardianobituaries.booksobituaries
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concentrated too much on ‘Man-alone’ and the task was to see ‘Man-in-Society’, this had to 

be undertaken by returning to traditional novel forms: 

Writing experimental novels is a retreat from writing about Man-in-Society by novelists who are 

unable to adjust or reconcile themselves to society; it is a retreat into writing about the sensations of 

Man-alone by people who cannot stomach present day industrialised society.19 

 

Kelman’s HL is an attempt to fully confront such brutal realities, in the late twentieth century 

context, of the social margins of working-class Glasgow, without the wholesale rejection of 

experimentalism advocated by so many mid-century chroniclers of this realm of experience. 

His innovations in IM technique are an attempt to create an account of social reality pictured 

from the ‘inside’. To use Cooper’s framework, he takes what was traditionally considered a 

‘Man-alone’ form to explore a ‘Man-in-Society’ theme. Kelman’s novel continues to 

represent the post-war working-class thematic that placed working grind alongside a 

frustratingly constricted leisure time, that often emulated workplace competition. Novels 

such as Alan Sillitoe’s Saturday Night and Sunday Morning (1958) provided such a version 

of working-class life, with ‘an account of the industrial north, juxtaposing the alienating 

experience of Arthur Seaton’s workday week with his wild weekend binges of booze and 

sex’.20 Sammy’s inner musings comparing the benefits office waiting room with local pubs, 

where people wait for life to begin, is reminiscent of this mid-century portrayal of restrictive, 

impoverished working-class leisure ‘boozers…What’re they there for? They’re hoping for 

something. The telly’s rotten. So they go out hoping for something better. I’m just away for 

a pint hen’ (p.213). 

 

In mid-century Britain there was in part a breakdown of the class system and a corresponding 

strengthening of bureaucracy. The entry of working-class, educated individuals into middle-

                                                           
19ibid., p.106. 
20 Peter Clarke, Hope and Glory – Britain 1900-1990 (London: Penguin Books, 1996), p.275. 
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class positions was aided by the 1944 Education Act and Labour’s election victory in 

1945.211950s fiction addressed these changes, in novels such as John Braine’s Room at the 

Top (1957) with its interrogation of the personal impact of aspirations towards class 

mobility. Sammy evidences the later twentieth-century working-class novel continuing to be 

vexed by such issues of social stratification, represented in his experiences of the welfare 

service waiting room: 

The same woman at the reception desk; Missis La di da…Then La di da’s hand was on his wrist. 

Thanks missis, he said but she didnay answer. Some of these middle-class bastards don’t. They talk 

to ye and ye’re allowed to reply but ye cannay speak unless spoken to (p.216). 

 

Sammy is infantilised by the welfare system and also feels emasculated by it, particularly 

when being led by the hand of female office workers. Note also that this monologue is an 

outpouring of frustration towards his powerlessness and invisibility, which prevents any 

friendly dialogues across the class divide. It is significant that this exchange happens at the 

labour exchange. 

 

The role assignments in labour, in particular physical, versus clerical and non-physical work, 

has played a significant role in constructing notions of working-class masculinity and 

subjectivity in twentieth-century fiction. This division endures and is encapsulated in 

Sammy’s IM: ‘The building trade wasnay a bad job then…Sammy liked looking about and 

watching the office lassies and shop lasssies’ (p.126). There is a post-war British tradition 

of depicting the pitiless nature of physical work in brutal and often dehumanizing settings, 

generating a pride in survival and physical endurance, in novels depicting working-class 

experiences.  

 

                                                           
21 ibid., p.218. 
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Manual labour, in novels such as Lawrence’s Sons and Lovers (1913), is a common identifier 

of masculinity. The failures of the welfare state to provide such work and the personal cost 

of unemployment has been a prominent theme of the working-class British novel since 

Walter Greenwood’s Love on the Dole (1933), which shows the lost hope of a seventeen 

year old boy who is laid off from his treasured engineering apprenticeship. Later twentieth 

century literary works return to this social issue, such as Alan Bleasdale’s 1978 play series 

Boys from the Blackstuff. The drama tells five stories of unemployed tarmac workers in 

Liverpool, a city experiencing unprecedented levels of unemployment in the late 1970s and 

early 1980s. The most poignant of the narrators is Yosser Hughes, who is driven to mental 

torment and instability by the loss of his job and the authorities attempts to remove his 

children from his care. Yosser’s monosyllabic monologue of ‘Gissa job’ punctuated his 

dazed wanderings, from job site to job site, searching for employment.22  

 

In 1983, the same year that Boys from the Blackstuff was written, in novel form, by Bleasdale 

and Keith Miles, in response to its huge popularity as a TV series, Kelman’s debut short 

story collection Not Not While the Giro outlined the lives of several characters enduring 

menial jobs and awaiting benefits. An Old Pub Near the Angel, from the aforementioned 

collection, is the first piece to show the formation of Kelman’s staccato, IM style. ‘Colder 

than it was yesterday though and I’ll have to wash and shave today. Must. The face has 

yellow lines. I can’t wear socks either. Impossibility. People notice smells though they say 

nothing’ (p.95). This opening page shows an unemployed man reflects on his routine 

dilemmas and implies his material deprivations. Eleven years after this literary debut, 

Kelman innovates the treatment of the unemployability predicament through a dystopian 

presentation, where Sammy becomes state ‘lost’ property. The protagonist is categorised 

                                                           
22 BFI Screen Online, http://www.screenonline.org.uk/tv/id/730110/index.html, [Accessed online: 

22.07.2017].  

http://www.screenonline.org.uk/tv/id/730110/index.html
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both by his community as a non-person, a working-class man with no work, and by the state 

as a unacknowledged compensation claimant against the police. This character’s ‘locking 

out’ of the possibility of work, and his doomed search for employable status in the eyes of 

the welfare bureaucracy, forms the painfully isolating narrative arc. Sammy’s abject, non-

person status places a claustrophobic urgency on his interiority. Being locked out of social 

structures, locks Sammy within his inner musings: ‘ Ye’ve got to be prepared for mental 

marathons. They’ll stuff yer nut full of conundrums and panegyrics and obscure bloody 

logical formulas. Se ye’ve got to be up to it.’ (p.304). 

 

Returning to Salman’s survey of post-war, British working-class novels, we can see the 

genesis of some of Kelman’s narrative techniques. Salman describes the central achievement 

of John Braine’s Room at the Top as its inner scrutiny of the hero’s moral disintegration: 

 It is only through first-person rendering of the story that Braine could…trace his gradual, inner, 

 moral, dissolution, its primary objective is to study and evaluate the moral impact of such (social) 

 mobility on the individual self, and the first-person narrative from a ‘temporal distance’ of ten years 

 enables Braine to achieve his task. 23  

 

This reasoning for Braine’s achievement of his aims of narrative intimacy match Kelman’s 

motives for collapsing narratorial distance. Thirty-seven years after Room at the Top’s 

publication, Kelman attempts this narrative strategy to convey the interior conflicts of a 

working-class protagonist, in his own voice, devoid of authorial intrusion. Kelman’s 

innovation of this form of narration is to fuse the functions of mimesis and diegesis, so these 

two sites of artistic communication are transformed into ‘inner speech.’    

 

                                                           
23 Salman, British Working-class Fiction, p.153. 
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The absence of figurative language, use of broad dialects and local expressions characterise 

the dialogue is not confined to Kelman but in Kelman’s case, this language becomes the IM 

of his working-class characters. The colloquial speech provides a rich source of cultural 

expression, another way to articulate an authentic sense of working-class life. It appears there 

was a power struggle implied in the role of a working-class, regional narrative voice in earlier 

working-class fiction. This struggle is resolved, in Kelman’s literary practice, through the 

banishment of an omniscient perspective. In relation to earlier working-class novels, Salman 

notes the tension, the  ‘sharp contrast between the language of the omniscient narrator (i.e. 

authorial language) and that of the characters inhabiting the narrative’.24  

 

As I argue in the introduction, fictional models of authentic inner-voice have been used since 

the 18th Century French novel to express the individual’s attempt to recover an innate unity 

of self, which conventional society attempts to eradicate. This restorative and political model 

of inner-voice will be shown to continue the thread of protagonists from the French 18th 

Century novel attempting to preserve a sense of individual freedom and authenticity whilst 

living under capitalist market economy conditions. 

 

Perversely, it is Sammy’s stoicism, his social mask, that encapsulates the inwardness of his 

expressions of sincerity. Sammy’s affective charge is revealed in his mode of thinking that 

he cultivates to be necessarily invisible to the manipulative social agents that attempt to 

coerce him. ‘It’s you. They don’t change but you have to. That’s the fucking crack. It’s back 

to yerself. So okay’ (p.324). Here Sammy is acting as the source of his own authority and 

his interiority becomes a site that might elude political coercion. 

                                                           
24 ibid., p.114. 
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Kelman’s form of late twentieth-century IM takes the form of a creative challenge or riposte 

to officially prescribed roles afforded to working-class individuals within post-war British 

society. This example of Kelman’s fiction can be classified as social criticism as opposed to 

a social protest novel, as it provokes questions regarding the purposes and functioning of 

longstanding social institutions and ideologies, casting them in in a new light, encouraging 

a reappraisal of previously hidden injustices or features of society. This is as opposed to a 

social protest novel that takes on a specific issue around which the author wishes to raise 

awareness. A historicised, close reading will demonstrate how Sammy Samuels portrays a 

consciousness enacting Althusser’s modern state paradox, the creation of contradictory 

subjects, conflicted between the ideology of free subjectivity and the reality of subjection.25 

Sammy displays this conflict when readers are thrown into his private voice of free 

subjectivity, railing against voices enacting his social subjection. IM here becomes another 

stoic center of identity, an attempt to create an authentic, autonomous realm to reconcile 

these contradictions. This symbolic territory is achieved by placing a direct, free-form inner-

voice center stage, reacting to the sensory disorientation of sudden blindness (inflicted by 

police forces), and confronting the ritualized, bureaucratic voices of public sector workers 

who refuse to ‘officially’ recognize his sight loss. 

 

HL’s experiments with language, in particular its phonetic orthography and use of indirect 

IM allows for a construction of subjectivity and human agency that expresses political 

discontent. This discontent is towards the stark social and economic inequalities of 1990s 

Britain. Hames has defended Kelman’s stylistics with respect to its capacity to reflect the 

‘real language of people’26.  He argues this feature resists accusations of Romanticism, 

placing the author instead in a modernist tradition of making a poetic speech that enacts a 

                                                           
25 Althusser, Lenin and Philosophy, p.181. 
26 Scott Hames, ‘Kelman’s Art Speech’, The Edinburgh Companion to James Kelman, Ed. Scott Hames 

(Edinburgh University Press, 2010), p.90. 
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‘double register of estrangement’, making the reader perceive the verbal anew. What this 

defamiliarization of language analysis does not note however is, rather than producing an 

IM which performs a philosophical dismantling of the self as a coherent subjectivity, as with 

Beckett’s earlier protagonists, Kelman’s vagrant voice presents a return to literary 

presentations of the individual struggling to attain autonomy. This is as a result of the 

protagonist being fatally determined by their social context. 

 

 Kelman is a key twentieth-century surveyor of the question of whether subjective truth, in 

this case of the marginalised and their experience of poverty, can ever be fully communicated 

to a reader. Kelman’s fiction is driven by aesthetic impulses, in evidence since the early 

eighteenth century novel, that: ‘attempt to make another use of the politics with which the 

genre [of the novel] knew itself to be complicit…attempts to continue the novel’s 

emancipative potential in spite of the genres logic of domination’.27 Yet it is Kelman’s 

engagement with the politics of class in 1990s Scotland that takes his mode of narration 

beyond a critique of simply the novel genre itself. 

 

The startling opening to HL is the aftermath of Sammy’s alcoholic binge. He wakes in an 

alley, after punching an officer, getting beaten to the point of blindness and being thrown in, 

then thrown out of jail. At the opening of the novel the reader jumps straight into the narrated 

situation with no context, or guidance to orient the reader. This puts Sammy’s blindness and 

inner-voice centre stage. We are presented with Sammy’s disorientation ‘live’, the reader 

gaining a running commentary on his physical state, discovering simultaneously with the 

protagonist the extent of his injuries. This literary technique also cultivates an intimacy, and 

                                                           
27 Arne De Boever, Narrative Care: Biopolitics and the Novel (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2014), 

p.145. 
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potentially an empathy, with the reader who has been thrown alongside Sammy ‘without the 

comfort of explanation, suddenly within a situation’.28  

  

As with most of Kelman’s novels, HL has little plot to speak of, except a protagonist’s 

struggle for survival in a startlingly oppressive social setting.29 Apart from his unexplained 

blindness Sammy, whose consciousness the reader is plunged into at the outset of the novel, 

appears to be the same individual who vanishes in the work’s closing pages. At the opening 

of the novel, instead of any hint of future progressions, we have the typical existential 

statement of a basic situation. The casual register establishes a confessional immediacy: 

‘thinking ye’re fuckt but yer no. Sex is a help. Cause it means ye’re fucking alive. Know 

what I’m talking about’ (p.112). 

 

Sartre’s earlier twentieth-century novels, and Nausea (1938) in particular, embody the 

literary philosophical assertion that authenticity is a state of being, residing in an interior self 

that struggles against pressures of social appropriation and negotiation. This model of 

existential inner-voice has parallels in Sammy who wakes into a state of sensory disorder at 

the opening of the novel. This in medias res beginning provi des no contextualisation, or 

guidance to orient the reader: ‘Ye wake in a corner… ‘And oh Christ his back was sore’ 

(p.1). The immediacy of this existential style of IM magnifies the fact, central to the novel, 

that social systems have become all pervasive, yet useless in the face of the harsh onslaught 

of the subject’s present.  Kelman communicates such realities through the monologist’s 

illusion of self-communication. The novel’s use of DIM evokes the existentialist notion of 

                                                           
28 ibid., p.125. 
29 Of all his other novels all occur in bedsits or the room of a flat and one other setting such as a bar, 

classroom or betting shop, the time-scale is a day or week in the life of a character. The exception is the 

dystopian setting of Translated Accounts (2001), a ruined building ruled by marshal law, covering an 

indefinite time period via 54 monologues. 
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‘thrownness,’ that we find ourselves, without the comfort of explanation, suddenly within a 

situation.30 Tumanov points out, in his theory of unframed DIM, that a stronger sense of 

autonomy ‘can be achieved when character’s inner discourse appears entirely on its own 

unsupported by context, narrative…[creating] monologic independence’.31 What 

Tumanov’s account of unframed DIM does not encompass however is the social critique 

dynamic embedded and implied in this voice of ‘monologic independence’. 

 

Sammy often expresses a radicalism allied to existentialist views. The existentialist version 

of subjectivity has at its core a complete rejection of human agency, as determined by prior 

conditioning. Sammy, Sartre and Roquentin view humans as dauntingly free: ‘There were 

things to do and it was down to him to do them. Naybody else would’ (p.66). As in Nausea, 

the narration of this central character reveals a battle for freedom from an imposed social 

order, and from prejudices regarding his diminished status as a citizen with free will, yet 

little opportunity to exercise it.  However, despite this inbuilt sense of resistance, the 

protagonist of HL is often content in his perceived failures ‘He had aye been a bit stupit’ 

(p.15). This is a puzzling contentment discussed again later in this chapter, with regards to 

Sammy’s interpellation, and is also felt by Molloy and discussed in Chapter 2, in relation to 

Beckett’s model of stoicism. 

 

As with Nausea’s negotiation of the social gaze, and tormented passages on the nature of 

inter-subjectivity, Sammy indicates that glances often contain latent menace. A recollection 

of a classroom incident is charged with existential significance, restating an important 

component of Sartrean philosophy. Samuels mentions being ‘fucked’ by the teacher’s look 

                                                           
30 ibid., p.125. 
31 Vladimir Tumanov. Mind Reading: Unframed Direct Interior Monologue in European Fiction 

(Amsterdam: Editions Rodopi,1997), p.5. 
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and, crucially, of being ‘fixed’ (p.101). Sartre’s model of human relations is based on the 

notion that others are both necessary for our sense of being and simultaneously a threat to 

our possibilities and thus our freedom. Sammy’s helpless encounters with Doctors and legal 

representatives constantly play out this conflictual model of inter-subjective exchanges. 

Sammy’s blindness cruelly symbolises such a dynamic, that we need to be seen in order to 

have a sense of our existing, but at the same time, we have no control over how we are seen. 

Sammy’s resulting resistance of visibility is the equivalent of Roquentin’s vengeful thought, 

in reaction to the continually objectifying gaze of others. For this protagonist, remaining ‘out 

of sight’ (p.374) resists any stabilization of his identity. For Carole Jones, this is a form of 

rescuing agency: ‘inherent in this textual strategy is a radical anti-essentialism enacted in an 

attempt to rethink and represent identity outside of the oppressive relations of dominance 

and submission’.32 

 

Part of what Jones calls Kelman’s rethinking of subjectivity as ‘outside the oppressive 

relations of dominance’ is encapsulated by Sammy’s marginalised social position, as a poor 

and dangerously injured tenant of a run-down tenement block, walking the streets blind and 

unsure of how he found himself in his predicament. British fiction that attempts to depict 

working-class experience had traditionally, up until this novel, been concerned with 

exposing ‘the fundamentally destructive nature of the industrial process and the enormous 

sacrifice in energy and creativity required to resist its dehumanising pressure’.33 HL takes a 

paradoxical place within this tradition. Sammy suffers total political impotency, yet 

somehow stills avoids exhibiting defeatism. This character is energised by defiance and his 

cold grasp of his powerlessness and position as a working-class ‘nobody’ in the eyes of 

                                                           
32 Carole Jones, ‘ “Acting the part of an illiterate savage”: James Kelman and the question of postcolonial 

masculinity’. Journal of Postcolonial Writing, Vol.45, Issue 3 (2009), p.282.  
33 Cairns Craig, ‘Kelman’s Glasgow Sentence’, The Edinburgh Companion to James Kelman, Editor Scott 

Hames. (Edinburgh University Press, 2010), p.75. 
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the authorities. However, in his inner musings he appears galvanised by his position 

trapped in the margins, yet also implies the lack of any solace in a sense of collective 

agency at large.  

 

In HL internal pronouncements become ‘authentic’ truths, addressed to the self, away from 

the confines of public rules of expression. Speaking to himself and authoring his story, 

Sammy avoids being swallowed by state agencies constructing his narrative. Sammy’s mind 

appears to be the only territory left that cannot be colonised by state actors. Such social actors 

are explicitly set out as class enemies, highlighted by their being derided in Scots: ‘So there’s 

yer evidence, put together by a genuine doctor, a genuine dyed-in-the-wool fucking upper-

class bampot bastard’ (p.254).  

 

Kelman has argued that his work is an attempt to portray an inner life for working-class 

protagonists who he feels have traditionally lacked depth in fiction, since the novel’s 

inception: ‘Whenever I did find somebody from my own sort of background in English 

Literature…You only ever saw them or heard them. You never got into their mind. [emphasis 

added] You did find them in the narrative but from without, seldom from within’.34 This 

position is part of a broader argument that throughout the history of the novel there has been 

a marginalisation and flattening of working-class voices, residing in part in an imperious 

objectivity as a style of narration. We traditionally see working-class characters, where they 

appear at all, through the eyes of an omniscient third-person narrator, observing from a 

powerful height, or cast by non-working-class authors in sentimentalised depictions.35 So 

who are the unrepresented individuals that Kelman’s attempts to give voice to in this novel? 

                                                           
34 James Kelman, ‘Oppression and Solidarity’, Some Recent Attacks – Essays Cultural & Political (Stirling: 

AK Press, 1992), p.81.  
35 For an authoritative overview of the nineteenth-century form of this phenomenon, in relation to the urban 

and industrial classes and Walter Besant’s novels, see P.J. Keeting’s The Working-classes in Victorian 

Fiction, ‘New lines and continuing traditions’ (London: Routledge, 2016). 



130 
 

In our instance it is an unemployed, late-middle aged, single father, living in a deprived 

quarter of Glasgow in the 1990s. This is a figure who has been pursued by the security 

services, injured by the police and placed within a mystifying and dehumanising welfare 

bureaucracy ‘They chucked him his stuff and went about their business like he wasnay there, 

a mere formality, a dod of shite’ (p.32). 

 

3.3 State, ideology and interpellation in HL  

Louis Althusser’s theory of ‘Ideological State Apparatuses (ISA)’ and ‘interpellation’, set 

out in his Lenin and Philosophy essays of 1970, is deeply relevant to the power struggle 

evident in the narrative of HL.36  Althusser’s theory illustrates the complex political 

dimensions of the social critique operating in this novel and the portrayal of authentic 

subjectivity it implies. This theory also explicates how IM is able to expose exploitative 

social dynamics, in this novel’s instance, the welfare and legal ISAs, and their suggested 

function of ensuring individuals are complicit in their subjection. Althusser’s theory of 

interpellation elucidates the possibilities interiorised narration creates for social critique in 

the late twentieth century novel and demonstrates the nature of the novel’s break from British 

realist traditions to achieve this. Within his influential essay Ideology and Ideological State 

Apparatuses (1969). Althusser began to argue against traditional interpretations of Marx as 

an economic determinist, instead suggesting he assigns a ‘quasi-autonomous’ role to law and 

ideology in his later writings.37 

 

                                                           
36 Louis Althusser, Lenin and Philosophy and Other Essays, New Edition, Translated Ben Brewster (New 

York: Monthly Review Press, 2001). 
37 Fredric Jameson, Introduction to Lenin, Philosophy and Other Essays by Louis Althusser, p.10. 
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For Althusser the ideological state apparatus creates individuals conflicted between the 

‘ideology of themselves as having free agency and the reality of their subjection’.38 The 

consciousness at the centre of HL embodies Althusser’s vision of the contradictory human 

subject the state creates. Sammy encapsulates this contradiction, within his internal voice of 

‘free’ subjectivity railing against the voices of his social subjection. In Althusser’s theory of 

interpellation human beings are considered to be independent, with their own original 

thoughts, feelings and actions. Yet societies’ system of relations, between different practises 

that interact with each other, mean that these practises and actions constitute the individual.39  

 

Althusser’s version of subjectivity as primarily ideological is relevant for my reading of HL. 

For Althusser his concept of freedom means humans are called into being as the subjects of 

ideology. Ideology, in this view, not only supports false beliefs in one’s individuality, but 

strips individuals of freedoms, by making obedience and subjugation part of their existence 

and making them complicit in their subjection.40 Sammy exhibits this rationalisation of his 

own subjection in the following remark where he is reprimanding himself on his 

vulnerability to the deceptive conversational tactics of undercover police: ‘It was his own 

fucking stupit fault anyway man know what I mean ye blab, ye just blab’ (p.99). The reader 

appreciates the tragic quality of the protagonist’s self-criticism here, as it runs counter to the 

overall context the novel provides of the state’s exploitation of his vulnerabilities and his 

innocent and marginalised status. Sammy rationalises that as his convivial tendencies have 

been elicited, his positive qualities become weaknesses, as he falls into traps set by the 

authorities. On first impressions, it would appear perverse to use or see fictional inner-voice 

as a form attempting to bear out the full implications of Althusser’s theories of interpellation; 

a theory suggesting there is no inherent meaning in the individual, only subjects who exist 

                                                           
38 Althusser, Lenin and Philosophy, p.181. 
39 ibid., p 190. 
40 Jameson, Introduction: Lenin, Philosophy, p.12. 
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when they are ‘hailed’ by ideology. The shrunken notion of agency implied would suggest 

these dynamics are best exposed in the flattening out of the subject in the social sphere, or 

in their external relations or stifling conversations.  However, Althusser’s notion of 

interpellation attempts to explain the process of how ideas enter consciousness and become 

concepts we believe are our own. This theory also attempts to explain how this process is 

initiated by the interests of dominant forces within an exploitative social dynamic. Thus it is 

particularly relevant to my reading of HL. If we take Althusser’s definition of interpellation 

as a mechanism by which we encounter our culture’s values and internalise them, it becomes 

clear how the IM form can be a prime literary site for them to be excavated and exposed.41 

As Žižek later conceives of interpellation; the subject becomes nothing but a gap in the social 

structure, the fissure between the real and its impossible symbolization. IM therefore, this 

thesis argues, could become an aesthetic site where this ‘causality that produces a series of 

effects in the symbolic reality of its subject’ can be revealed.42 The inner conversation reveals 

the process of interpellation by showing a character presenting ideas as truths to themselves. 

In Kelman these truth hoods are exposed to a social reality that conflicts violently with them, 

and in whose interests they need to be perpetuated, as ideologies operating within individual 

complicit subjects. 

 

For Althusser interpellation occurs in our encounter with our culture’s values and our 

internalising of these values in the act of being addressed or initiated in a discussion.43 In 

this formulation ideologies ‘address’ people and offer them a particular identity. Roles are 

assigned to us by culture. This invisible process of consensus can be represented in the silent 

communion with the self that IM attempts to evoke. Sammy’s stoic philosophies for instance 

                                                           
41 Louis Althusser, “Ideology, and Ideological State Apparatuses (Notes Towards an Investigation)” from 

Lenin, Philosophy and Other Essays (Verso, 1970), p.11. 
42 Slavoj Žižek, The Sublime Object of Ideology (London: Verso, 1989), p.163. 
43 Althusser, Ideology, p.12. 
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are defiantly his, and he presents them as the only logical thought processes possible to 

enable him to survive: 

 His entire approach had to be changed. The whole set-up. Everything. He had to alter everything. 

 There was all these different things that needed doing and he was the man. Naybody else. If he didnay 

 do them they wouldnay get done…Ye had to accept it (p.133).  

 

The nature of Sammy’s interiority also adds to this character’s sense of agency and self-

definition, which contradicts Althusser’s notion of the fatally externally defined individual. 

These aspects of agency slip out in Sammy’s descriptions of his apperception; the act or 

process of the mind being conscious of its own consciousness. 44 ‘Edging back into 

awareness, of where ye are: here, slumped in this corner, with these thoughts filling ye’ (p.1). 

Such imagery of apperception permits a sense of freedom and self-awareness and a complex 

model of subjectivity which is struggling against oppressive powers of the state.  

 

The welfare bureaucracy Sammy encounters is a portrayal that stems from the Conservative 

government’s principles of free market economic expansion and privatisation, throughout 

the 1980s. This bureaucracy also initiated a switch of responsibility for social welfare from 

the state to the individual. 45 Sammy experiences this in its corporeal manifestations: ‘he was 

used to walking long distances, skint and fucking starving, cold and fucking with naywhere 

to go man all that kind of deprivation shite. Fuck all new in this game’ (p.46). The only 

ambition Sammy harbours, as an abject subject, is to physically and spiritually survive the 

onslaught of a labyrinthine welfare and legal system and the traumatic injuries inflicted by 

state authorities: ‘Anything, anything at all man he needed some fucking thing instead of 

this, this staggering about, like some fucking down-and-out winey bastard’ (p.3). 

                                                           
44 See a full description of this tendency of DIM prose and the role of the concept apperception in this thesis, 

outlined in the first section of the introduction. 
45 Nick Raynsford, ‘Housing’, The New Politics of Welfare, Editor Michael McCarthy (London: Macmillan, 

1989), p.90. 
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Within HL the state is not confined to the Repressive Apparatus’s. In the novel the DSS and 

the medical bureaucracy’s relationship to the state and police is as elusive as the 

machinations of officialdom that Kelman describes operating in Kafka’s novel The Castle. 

‘In Kafka’s work …it makes no difference whether an ‘ultimate source’ exists or not, not if 

its workings are so infinitely remote that they are forever inaccessible to mere mortals’.46 

These hidden workings of authority thwart Sammy’s attempts to gain recognition, through 

the Doctor’s and Social Services who ‘deal with methods of interrogation as an exercise in 

an insane logic of iron consistency’.47  

 

Kelman utilises the tragic frameworks of Kafka’s fiction, as part of his character’s torment 

where: ‘Individuals are constantly being confronted by the demands of society…often 

elusive and mysterious and never explicit. Sammy is aware of a system of DSS laws, within 

whose web he is caught, but does not hope to grasp their details, clear in the knowledge they 

are set up as fences, guarding and entrenching class privilege. Sammy is never fully 

convinced he will win his battle for justice: ‘protocols and procedures, all designed to stop 

ye breathing, to grind ye to a halt’ (p.321). Moreover they impact upon him constantly: ‘They 

get to ye. Ye try no to let them. But they do. There’s never any point working it out. It’s a 

waste of energy. Especially when ye’ve nay control’ (p.191). In the novel the institutional 

practises of the welfare state are envisioned as monopolising and bureaucratising hope itself, 

shaping the bleakly politicised narrator: ‘ye’re aye waiting. Waiting rooms. Ye go into this 

room where ye wait. Hoping’s the same. One of these days the cunts’ll build entire fucking 

buildings just for that. Official hoping rooms’ (p.213).  

 

                                                           
46 James Kelman, “And the Judges said…Essays” (London: Vintage Paperback), p.267. 
47 Erika Gotteleib, Dystopian Fiction East and West: Universe of Terror and Trial (McGill – Queen’s 

University Press, 2001), p.34. 
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HL critiques a range of state agencies; the medical-legal bureaucracy, the judicial system 

and police, all of whom the protagonist fails to obtain answers or justice from. Sammy 

attempts to navigate his territory of high-rise housing schemes, constructed in Glasgow 

in the 1970s and 80s, as part of an attempt at urban renewal of slum housing. At the mercy 

of the ‘DSS Central Medical’ machinery, the refusal to confirm his sight loss denies any 

route open to him, be that securing benefits, work or compensation for his injuries. The 

medical and benefit agencies Sammy encounters withhold any judgement in this regard, 

hanging his future in the balance: ‘So ye’re no saying I’m blind? It isn’t for me to say. Aye 

but you’re a doctor’ (p.225). Such tragic, farcical interactions encapsulate key ideological 

shifts in the provision and delivery of UK healthcare in the 1990s. GPs became ‘gatekeepers’ 

to the rest of the health system, referring patients onto expensive, specialist services and 

there was ‘a shifting conception of social services as ‘enablers rather than direct providers. 

With regards to optical services, lenses and NHS frames were no longer being subsidized, 

with plans to abolish the free sight test’.48 Ideologically this was part of a broader 

Conservative agenda to introduce an internal market into the NHS where health authorities 

managed their own budgets and NHS trusts were in competition with one another, the 

accompanying libertarian rhetoric defined healthcare as a matter of personal responsibility.49 

For a left wing political writer like Kelman this macro political sphere shapes the interiority 

of his protagonist and the world he inhabits. 

 

Pertinent to the doctor’s role in HL, are the assumptions of the healthcare system he operates 

within, Sammy’s dialect-ridden, ‘plain speaking’ thoughts runs counter to his doctor’s 

medical rhetoric in the linguistic fault lines of this political issue. The implications of 

privatisation extended to many facets of British life in the 1990s. Outside of his novelistic 

creations Kelman expressed concern with the rhetoric that surrounded public spending cuts, 

                                                           
48 Judith Allsop, Health Policy and the NHS (Longman Social Policy Series, Oxon: Routledge, 1995), p.71. 
49 ibid., p.75. 
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rising unemployment and abuse of worker’s rights.50 The political impetus of Kelman’s 

fiction places him in a long tradition of British social protest novels. 51The year of HL’s 

publication saw other British novels, such as Jonathan Coe’s What A Carve Up! (1994), 

tackling the social impact of 1980s UK policies that were increasingly dictated by narrow 

and powerful interest groups within the healthcare, banking and media landscape. What 

stands out in Kelman’s role in this political 1990s fiction is his use of the dialogic power of 

a working-class dialect voice from a displaced and disenfranchised protagonist to critique a 

post-industrial landscape of what Kirk has called ‘political exile’.52 Moreover, for my thesis 

on the forms of subjectivity enabled by particular readings of IM Kelman’s contradictory 

working class protagonist is a striking example of the complexities of authenticity claims in 

relation to class. This is expressed in Sammy’s detached, third person register of mock 

heroism ‘So municipal solidarity man know what I’m saying, the bold Sammy gets to his 

feet’ (p.2). At times in HL, the idea of working-class community as the solution to this 

political exile is brutally undercut by Sammy:  

 

That was what it was about; it was a fucking move man the DSS, all sos yer fucking brains stopped 

working, so ye couldnay think, in case ye were sorting out some sort of plan. So ye had to stay alert 

at all costs. All yer senses ye needed them all; ready for anything man, know what I’m saying 
(p.100). 

 

Sammy espouses a philosophy of obsessive self-reliance, in response to the battle forming 

for physical and mental survival. There seem to be no broader networks of social solidarity 

                                                           
50 James Kelman talks delivered at the “Opening of the Edinburgh Unemployed Workers’ Centre” and 

“Scottish Law and a Victim of Asbestos” are just two of many tackling such issues and collated in: “And the 

Judges Said…Essays.” 

51 Since the eighteenth century works such as Caleb Williams (1794) by William Godwin, attempted to 

critique abuses of government power, where legal institutions destroy innocent parties. This social protest 

novel tradition continued into the nineteenth to the present century with some key examples being novels 

such as: Elizabeth Stone’s The Young Milliner (1843), Elizabeth Gaskell’s Mary Barton: A Tale of 

Manchester Life (1848), House of Cards (1989) by Michael Dobbs and, more recently, Perfidious Albion 

(2019) by Sam Byers. 
52 John Kirk, ‘On the edge: voicing the politics of resistance’, Twentieth Century Writing and the British 

Working-class, Editor John Kirk (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2003), p.123.  
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to align with. HL presents a dystopian realism, in its depiction of the failed realization of the 

principles that underlie the welfare state. Erika Gottleib highlights how fictional genres, such 

as ‘dystopian realist’ novels, can provide the moral scope to didactically engage readers to 

challenge social ideologies.53 The dystopian question raised by HL’s realism is how 

individuals, living under social systems that purport to be administering justice, yet appear 

to exist to miscarry it, reconcile themselves as victims of this cruel absurdity. Sammy rages 

against authorities who deem him unworthy of humane treatment. State-level deception is 

revealed in Sammy’s self-conversation, through which the reader learns his appalling fate is 

to suffer under a social system where: ‘Salvation is represented as a just society governed 

by worthy representatives chosen by an enlightened people’.54  

 

Sammy’s internal soliloquies confront an elite God-head of the social system he endures. 

This move is only made imaginatively however, envisioning God as the final link in a 

bureaucratic chain. His deity is the head pen-pusher never seen, but controlling fate on a 

mysterious whim, described in blasphemous, mischievous imagery, suggestive of a child’s 

illustrated bible ‘the good auld authorities and the headman up there in his wee central office, 

good auld god with the white beard and the white robe’ (p.37). Such imagery recalls 

Althusser’s argument there is not one (Repressive) state Apparatus, but a ‘plurality of 

Ideological State Apparatus’ and he proposes that ‘the unity that constitutes this plurality of 

ISAs is not immediately visible as a body’.55  

 

                                                           
53 Gottlieb, Dystopian Fiction, p.3. 
54 Gottlieb, Dystopian Fiction, p.3. 

55 Althusser, Lenin and Philosophy, p.144. 
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Commonly, twentieth century models of inner-voice, whether as part of a dystopian vision 

or novel centered on a psychological crisis, involve a conflictual self-analysis, imagined as 

internal dialogue and rationalization. A less frequently observed feature of the soliloquy 

function of inner-voice is its construction of audience as self , listening to a performance or 

construction of itself – as if you the reader were part of, or actually contained in the voice 

being performed. This narration is such an enclosed form, it appears to ignore the presence 

of a ‘true’ or ‘outside’ audience or reader altogether. In this fashion IM can provide the sense 

that the reader is ‘eavesdropping’ on inner conversation. Such narration for Sammy, often 

reaches a frantic rhetorical mode and rhythm ‘yer breathing, whatever, so ye calm down. Ye 

need to be flat, that’s how you need to be, so it goes in one ear and out the other. Get yer 

head right, cause if ye don’t they’ll fuck ye’ (p.210). Ironically, it is at this very moment of 

immersive, uninhibited, confessional that the necessity to disguise true feelings or motives 

and apply an inauthentic social mask (‘Ye need to be flat’) is revealed. Here internal thought 

processes are also something to be commandeered as self-defence, against ‘they’ (the state 

authorities).  

 

In the final stages of the novel, Sammy defends God as one might a lone figure being teased 

in the pub, in as demotic and casual a tone as possible ‘the auld god almighty, the central 

authority, he gets sick of all that complaining from us…and ye cannay blame him, who’s 

gony blame him, give the guy a break, know what I mean?’ (p.330). This illustrates Sammy 

can stage himself as the fearless central authority in his world-view, addressing the reader 

directly through this internalised rhetorical questioning – give god a break will ye? (p.330). 

The inner-voice here presents a socially abject subject who still somehow retains a sense of 

agency, becoming the centre of his universe, and by doing so retaining some semblance of 

political autonomy 56. Sammy’s omniscient, yet internally decried pronouncements, 

                                                           
56 This outlook is central to Sammy’s overall stoic philosophy discussed on pages 35-40. This imagery also 

corroborates Seneca’s statements about the relationship of the stoic courage of wisdom to religion 
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encapsulate the contradictions and tensions between IM’s construction of selfhood as an 

inherent and interior quality of self that cannot be negotiated, and IM that acts as social 

critique. 

 

3.4 Autonomy and the ‘true’ self 

As argued above, Sammy’s autonomy is allied to his rejection of the bureaucratic state forces 

of his day, whose instrumental treatment of him, as merely a stage in a complex process, 

denies him agency. Kelman’s use of interiorised, speech-like narration allows him to present 

most fully his protagonist as a rational agent, sticking courageously to his survival 

philosophies as universal principles ‘ye just plough on, ye plough on, ye just fucking plough 

on, that’s what you do’ (p.37).  This voice rescues agency, through an iron, consistent inner 

logic.  

 

This thesis takes the view that the IM novel secures a moral role in its attempts to narrate the 

philosophical course of a character’s inner life. As Goldman argues ‘literary works have a 

species of aesthetic value when they engage all our mental capacities: perceptual, cognitive, 

imaginative and emotional’.57 Furthermore, the evidence of the powerfully intimate 

engagement demanded in IM novels offered so far, shows they attempt to reflect the inner 

patterns of an individual in the totalising sense that Goldman suggests. Readers are engaged 

fully in a simultaneously reflexive and immersive way with the aims of literature and in 

                                                           
‘Undisturbed by fears and unspoiled by pleasures, we shall be afraid neither of death nor of the gods.’  ‘The 

courage that conquers the anxiety of fate also conquers anxiety about the gods’ (cited in Tillich p.15). The 

value judgement, reflected in Seneca and Sammy’s worldviews is ‘The wise man who courageously conquers 

desire, suffering, and anxiety ‘surpasses God himself’ (p.16). 

57 Alan H. Goldman, Philosophy and the Novel (Oxford University Press, 2013), p.15. 
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many ways consciousness itself. This double functioning of fictional inner-voice is apparent 

in all my subject novels and it functions in HL in particular ways. 

 

Sammy’s voice can be read as a means of testing IM’s capacities of social critique, in relation 

to what Jerome B. Schneewind has called an ‘ethic of autonomy’.58 This is the idea that 

autonomy emphasizes the individual’s self-governing abilities, and freedom from 

manipulation. It is connected to the notion that, for political authority to be valid, it should 

be grounded in the self-governing individual, independent of social pressure. According to 

this autonomy ethic, each individual should follow norms they can will, on the basis of 

rational reflection. From this moral perspective, authenticity requires motives to be 

expressive of self-identity, the moral agent should follow sources outside itself, that speak 

in a language, resonating within them.59 Sammy’s daily self-protection strategies convey this 

modern sense of moral significance, in a language resonating within: 

he had wanted to hit the first boozer. He didnay. He walked on past, gritting his teeth and breathing 

in. Mind you it wasnay hard to avoid; the pub was across the road from the entrance to the place and 

ye were never sure who ye were talking to, all these fucking spooks doing their assimilate-with-the-

natives routine (p.126). 

 

Speech-like IM allows the reader to enter into a dialogic relationship with a protagonist’s 

ethical dilemmas, instigated by their attempts to exercise their autonomy. This literary form 

invites readers to evaluate the extent to which autonomy is eventually exercised, in a 

represented conflict of public versus private interests. This is the case if we take the question 

of autonomy to be the question of the independence and authenticity of a character’s desires, 

values and emotions, that move them to act in the first place. This reader/character 

transaction also holds true if we take this thesis’s case that the imaginative space of inner-

                                                           
58 Jerome B. Scheewind. The Invention of Autonomy: A History of Modern Moral Philosophy (Cambridge 

University Press, 2010). 
59 ibid., p.114. 
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voice acts in some sense as an ‘uncorrupted’ sphere, permitting a ‘self-confession’ of true 

underlying motive and desire. 

 

The question of Sammy’s autonomy rests in part on what Berofsky has described as 

‘authenticity conditions’.60 Berofsky argues there are two families of conditions suggested 

in conceptions of autonomy: competency conditions and authenticity conditions. 

Competency includes capacities for rationality and self-control, and freedom from pathology 

or self-deception. Authenticity conditions concern the claim to self-governance and acting 

capably in response to values or desires, that are one’s own. This embracing of personal will 

involves the capacity to endorse, reflect upon, or identify one’s desires and values. Such 

versions of authenticity, founded on moral value judgements, claim autonomy requires 

second-order identification with first order desires, in other words wanting first order desires 

to result in action.61 In particular, this view, suggests identification must be ‘wholehearted’ 

for the end action to count as autonomous. This influential logic of a self-interrogatory and 

wholehearted process of autonomy, this thesis argues, can be most richly enacted and 

portrayed in an interiorised world.  

 

Fictional interiority, as expressed in the rhetorical features of this form of narration, attempts 

to continuously engage the reader in the protagonist’s perpetual process of measuring 

‘second-order identification with first order desires.’ The attempt to convey the totality of 

consciousness in this sense, through this literary form, allows the reader the judgement of 

whether a character’s identification of desires and motives is wholehearted. In this manner 

social critique can be more powerfully encountered by the reader, as we sense the full extent 

                                                           
60  Bernard Berovsky, Liberation from Self a Theory of Personal Autonomy (Cambridge University Press), 

p.134.  
61 ibid., p.212. 
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to which the subject’s ‘true’ self is compromised or destroyed by social dynamics and social 

actors:  

 [y]e have to play the game. It’s them that makes the rules. The one thing they don’t know is you and 

 me…That’s how they need their grasses and their spooks. It’s a problem they’ve got I mean its 

 very hard for them to find out about us. That’s cause we’re repugnant. They don’t even like 

 being in the same room as us! (p.239) 

 

Here it is clear Sammy’s self-conversation is painfully astute on how he feels he is viewed 

by those who wield more power in his social context Autonomy is encapsulated too in the 

novel’s constructed ‘lack’ of narrative framing and the windows provided into Sammy’s 

brutal self-assessment in terms of social status, as highlighted above.62 This lack of narrative 

interception also lies at the core of Kelman’s seemingly ‘seamless’ IM stylings. Inner speech 

as a narrative strategy becomes part of Sammy’s attempt to rescue dignity and autonomy, 

speaking only to himself, authoring his story, he avoids being swallowed by state agencies 

who attempt to construct his tale. Kelman notes that Joseph K, in the second half of The 

Trial, ‘is approaching a level of awareness such that whether he is innocent or guilty is 

irrelevant, his ‘trial’ will continue’.63 Although attempting to maintain his autonomy, with a 

simultaneous awareness of his powerlessness, this also underlies Sammy’s fatalism: ‘these 

bastards, always at their convenience, every single last bit of time, it was always them that 

chose it; ye never had any fucking choices’ (p.32). Any grasp at autonomy always feels 

tenuous for both the modern and post-modern version of these state victims. The reader is 

positioned doubly in medias res, in both the reader’s swim against a represented tide of 

procedures, alongside the protagonist, and their immersion in the immediate, unframed 

motion of the overarching thought-stream of the character. 

                                                           
62 Kelman praises modernists such as Kafka for avoiding storytelling interjections, to ‘help’ readers 

distinguish between reality and a character’s perceptions. He feels Kafka conducts a ‘continual battle to 

submerge interior reflection within the narrative’, cited from James Kelman, ‘Essay: A Reading From the 

Work of Noam Chomsky’, “And the Judges said…” Essays (London: Polygon, 2002), p.180.  

63 Kelman, “And the Judges said…” p.298. 
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3.5 ‘Real’ language as thought idiom  

Despite the sense of fatalism about his predicament, the remnants of Sammy’s sense of self-

possession is highlighted by his idiolect 64. This places Kelman in a modernist tradition of 

making poetic speech as a ‘double register of estrangement’, that attempts to make the reader 

perceive the verbal anew, through fostering a sense of language as ‘unspoilt’, untainted by 

‘social convention or linguistic propriety’. 65  This style of inner-voice is partly achieved in 

HL’s rejection of speech tags or descriptors. This approach allows the speech embedded 

narration to become the thought idiom of the protagonist. Such devices create a sense of 

authenticity as an aesthetic newness, an innovative purity that sheds the inauthentic previous 

modes, in this use of what Kirk describes as ‘releasing the demotic voice…fusing the spoken 

and the written’. 66 The interiorised nature of the self-expression is also the authentic 

dimension here. IM becomes a true inner speech to be excavated and its power set loose 

against corrupt external social actors and speechifiers 

 

In HL medical bureaucratic language is presented in violently mystifying contrast to 

Sammy’s matter of fact Glaswegian dialect, during key points of tension, ‘As far as the DSS 

Central Medical is concerned I dare say their adjudicating authorities will require to 

determine a judgement. If the alleged dysfunction is verified then your claim for re-

registration in respect of sightloss capacity will be allowed’ (p.224). In this interchange, 

whilst drowning in legalise, Sammy is reduced to ‘eh?’ interjections. The idiomatic voice of 

bourgeois hegemony, in the tainted, inauthentic external voice of the novel, when it appears, 

is ruthless and lifeless. Sammy’s refusal to provide the ‘right’ answers for his interrogators 

                                                           
64 Hames, Art Speech, p.91. 
65 ibid., p.94. 
66 Kirk, On The Edge, p.122. 
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is not simply a comment on deadening bureaucratic language, but on the political distortions 

that such language creates.  

 

A fictional contrast to this juxtaposition of language registers as social critique, is shown in 

earlier modernist authors who engage in language as an aestheticized form of play. Kelman’s 

poetics of interiority uses an opposing model, where language is a deeply attached signifier 

of a distinct consciousness and even a unique, individualised grammar. Kelman’s meticulous 

renditions of the cadences and diction of his character’s regional accents involves him in the 

strand of modernism that Randall Stevenson identifies as one which celebrates ‘language’s 

potential autonomy, a sense of freedom and an incentive to experiment’ by ‘undermining 

language’s conventional constructions and semantic functions and focusing attention on the 

texture of writing itself’.67 

 

For Kelman, reformulating literary language is not only an opportunity to explore a 

character’s manner of associating through the texture of their language, but is also, in the 

wrong hands, a restrictive grid, part of a class apparatus to perpetuate inequality, a culture 

of: ‘endemic racism, class bias and general elitism at the English end of Anglo-American 

literary tradition.’ (p.20).68 Sammy uses a defiantly unreceived Glaswegian pronunciation at 

all times. This is an inner-voice attempting to be devoid of the associations of the nineteenth 

and twentieth century Western literary canon. For Kelman the heritage industry traditions of 

naïf working-class voices meant ‘Highland Gaelic’ becomes ‘the sole inheritor of 

authenticity, disregarding Scots as itself a historically valid and consistent language discrete 

                                                           
67 Stevenson, Modernist Fiction, p.179. 
68 James Kelman, ‘Oppression and Solidarity’, Some Recent Attacks – Essays Cultural & Political (Stirling: 

AK Press, 1992), p. 69-77. 
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from Standard English’.69 So Sammy presents the author’s attempt to shift authentic speech 

markers to a more representative and inclusive idiom. 

 

There are echoes too, in Kelman’s phonetic orthography, to modernist approaches to 

language, such as that of the Dadaists and Surrealists, that attempted to break previous 

literary modes to focus on language’s materiality in spoken form, highlighting its potential 

as an authentic mode of expression, ‘becoming a natural force in its own right…poetry is 

removed from the hands of the elitist genius and becomes something which ‘belongs’ to the 

group. With them, the printed page yields to oral delivery’.70 

 

The tensions between a novelist’s impulse to capture a unifying working-class or ‘outsider’ 

realism, and to craft a poetic uniqueness, in their precise literary renderings of consciousness, 

is not exclusive to Kelman. John Mepham has observed the post-war trend of novelists to 

‘render talk in all its class and idiosyncratic detail’ and the desire to avoid ‘any narrative 

position of knowledge as to what exactly is going on when their characters speak to each 

other’.71 Modernist writers, such as Henry Green in Loving (1945), conveyed the same anti-

hierarchical aims as Kelman here, but expressed the motives to let the talk ‘speak’ for itself, 

by innovating this as a function of dialogue rather than  monologue.72 The issue of whether 

dialogue is more revealing of inner life or class tensions is tied to philosophies of earlier 

modernist strands of fiction where ‘The interest is in intersubjectivity rather than inner 

subjectivity and in the social contexts within which the personal goings on take place’.73 

                                                           
69 Pitchford, Scottish Booker Prize, p.714. 
70 Richard Sheppard, ‘The Crisis of Language’, Modernism: A Guide to European Literature (London: 

Penguin Books, 1991), p.333. 
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Mepham further explores how, in some fiction of the 1940s and 30s ‘talk is seen as prose, 

whereas the verbalization of silent ruminations and the flow of mental images is poetry’74. 

Kelman occasionally uses such passages of IM that are poeticized, paced to the rhythm of 

paranoid footsteps: ‘He had to screw the nut. He was acting mad…treated with a bit of 

thought aforethought thought aforethought thought aforethought he was gonnay keep 

thinking this thought’ (p.258). 

 

The role of dialogue in forming a convincing memetic basis for monologue is traced back to 

literature’s Greek roots by key narratologists of IM. In his work on IM in European fiction, 

Vladimir Tumanov traces the origins of the IM narrative mode back to Plato’s theories on 

the role of the poet, set out in The Republic. For Plato there are two separate ways of 

communicating the speech of dramatic personae: mimesis, when the poet ‘impersonates one 

of his characters in dialogue,’ and diegesis where ‘the poet always writes in his own person, 

composing all his verse and narrative without attempting to conceal himself’. 75 Kelman 

fuses the functions of mimesis and diegesis in HL. These two sites of artistic communication 

are transformed into ‘inner speech,’   which becomes an inverse attempt at concealment, a 

reversal of Plato’s poetic diegesis. The fact that the narration is a form of thought mimesis 

transforms it into inner speech and the act of narration becomes the act of imitation. To put 

it in the context of more recently narratology; as Stanzel argues, all fiction is mediated, 

whether it pretends to be unmediated or not. Subsequently, ‘showing’ meaning through 

fiction via scenic presentation becomes a narrative mediation that disguises its diegetic 
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quality, in contrast ‘telling’ foregrounds the mediation of the narrator. 76 In the Sammy’s 

case his role as the nexus of meaning in his story lies in his reversal of all elements of disguise 

within his role as narrator, the manner of his ‘telling’ is the ‘showing’ of meaning. 

 

Kelman’s innovative embedding of narration into his novel’s meaning overall was not 

appreciated by all cultural commentators on HL’s release. Such a radical mode of narration 

was derided by the Conservative MP Alan Clark, who described the novel as ‘a running tape 

of a maundering old drunk’.77 Such a quote emphasizes the primacy of the role of the speech 

effects of Kelman’s style to its controversial reception. 78  Kelman’s deployment of an 

expletive littered vernacular connects his aesthetic philosophies to those originating in the 

language focused literary criticism of the first half of the twentieth century. This criticism 

presupposed a relation between linguistic structures and political structures: ‘where theories 

of language remained in use, the new task was to explain their relation to economic and 

social forces’.79 In this way Kelman’s fiction attempts to highlight the social relations 

embedded in language, through deployment of a startlingly vernacular voice and a 

dismantling of narrative framing devices, to challenge assumed positions of narratorial and 

social omniscience. 

 

                                                           
76 F.K., Stanzel, Narrative Situation in the Novel. Trans: James P. Pusack (Indiana, Indiana University Press, 

1971), p.95. 
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July 2020).  
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Kevin J. H. Dettmar (London: Blackwell Publishing, 2006), p.121.  
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Kelman is committed to presenting not simply a Glaswegian demotic but an individual 

character’s unique speech patterns. Keane’s work of cultural anthropology, on Sincerity, 

Modernity, and the Protestants  argues the key to the formation of the modern subject was 

‘a vision of the self, abstracted from material and social entanglement’ and furthermore a 

central component of this vision of self lies in the normative ideal of sincerity in speech. 80 

This view correlates with Berman’s historicisation of eighteenth century notions of selfhood, 

set out the introduction to this thesis, as an important early model of authentic inner-voice 

that disentangles the individual from their social constraints. Taking these philosophical 

origins as formative models of authentic subjectivity, we can see a deep lineage for the 

primacy and potency of speech effects in HL’s inner-voice style, and how this is deployed 

as social critique, as a statement both of its protagonist’s defiant removal from, and fatal 

entanglement in, social dynamics:  

 [a]nd then ye’re raging! Inside yer own fucking head! Ye feel it thumping. So ye need them man all 

 yer wee survival plans ye fucking need them; yer breathing, whatever, so ye calm 

 down…Get yer head right, cause if yer dont, they’ll fuck ye. Nay danger (p.209-210). 

 

Yet paradoxically, Kelman expresses this politicised mode of the self, through the ‘sincerity’ 

of a speech-like idiolect, that remains interior, as the lone voice of a subject fatally enclosed 

by the chattering insincerity of the public speech of officialdom, in front of whom he has to 

‘shut the auld gub: all-important’ (p.239). 

 

As I argue in this thesis, fictional presentation of self-conversation is intricately bound up 

with the paradoxical, strangely liminal conceptions of a site of internal subjectivity. This 

mode of narration attempts to portray the processes and content of consciousness, before 

they are transformed into deliberate speech. This central pre-speech motive of his inner-

voice fiction puts Kelman in a unique position within the history of this form; because 
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Sammy ruminates within explicitly speech-like pronouncements. Kelman’s phonetic 

orthography, discussed in greater detail later in this chapter, requires the reader to ‘voice’ 

silently the rhythms and tics of a character’s speech, in this sense bringing Sammy’s voice 

and sense of autonomy ‘alive’ within their own thoughts. The vernacular of Kelman’s 

characters may appear ‘raw’ and ‘artless,’ but this aspect of his work has been described by 

Hames as ‘the most stylized and deliberately crafted’ part of his writing.81 In Kelman’s IM 

poetics, when this protagonist breaks into public speech (but never speech marks) it is 

indistinguishable from his ‘inner’ language and mode of expression. In this sense Kelman 

provides Sammy with a truthful directness lacking in the controlled and contrived speech of 

the public sector workers and lawyers he encounters. These two speech modes (authentic 

and inauthentic) are violently contrasted in one of the few moments of dialogue in the novel, 

to insist that Sammy has no social mask; yet those with unjust power over him rely on their 

social masks and linguistic evasions:  

So ye’re no saying I’m blind? 

It isn’t for me to say. 

Aye but you’re a doctor. 

Yes. 

So ye can give an opinion. 

Yes. 

Aye but to do with medical things. 

Mister Samuels, I have people waiting to see me (p.225). 

 

Sammy’s moments of indirect IM are in fact incredibly direct for the reader, in the  sensation 

they create of what Humphrey called ‘eavesdropping’. 82 Through the nuanced rendering of 

the rhythms, syntax and individual quirks of Sammy’s demotic Glaswegian, Kelman 

immerses the reader within his protagonist’s thoughts and worldview. Ultimately, meeting 
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this artistic challenge enables Kelman to convey the full contradictory predicament of the 

human subject, and their entangled relationship with the state, in Althusser’s conflicted 

terms. 

 

Kelman’s mimesis of self-conversation creates a sense we are following the drift of ‘pure’ 

speech, uninterrupted by framing devices or external commentary. The reader is positioned 

to ‘hear’ Sammy’s IM, not as traditional Scots dialect, but a phonetics that allows language 

to fuse together the author’s own voice with the narration and dialogue.  Sammy’s inner-

voice is diametrically opposed to the deceptive legalese of the establishment, who seek to 

entrap and disempower him at every turn of the plot. In this way the process by which the 

official forces of Scotland’s 1990s welfare system corrupts and contorts language is exposed. 

 

Several literary studies have taken postcolonial theory as applicable to Scotland’s multiple 

or heteroglossic language situation ‘where literary language is mortally indexed to 

institutional power’.83 For instance, Braithwaite describes Robbie Burns poetry as 

‘enlist[ing] orality to give presence to the suppressed language and, by extension, its 

speakers’ and describes the subversiveness of nation language arising from its ‘recovery of 

linguistic ‘noise’ and a rejection of a rhythmic pattern imposed by the hegemony of Standard 

English’.84 Kelman’s provocative use of ‘fuck’ as a multi-functional grammatical unit, 

alongside ‘nay’, with its element of rhythmical surprise and syntactical subversion, 

throughout the novel, is a case in point here: 

 Fucking hopeless. Nay point in talking about it. Ye should- 

 nay fucking talk about it. Nothing to talk about anyway it’s  

 fucking just 

      it’s fuck all, it doesnay fucking matter, ye know doesnay fucking 

              matter, just get it out the fucking road (p.143). 

                                                           
83 ibid., p.65. 
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Sammy’s expletive tics and fillers are highlighted as something to be eradicated if he is to 

be taken seriously in the City Chambers. The sole middle-class character he extensively 

converses with is a lawyer who is after ‘thirty-three and a third percent of all lump sums’ 

(p.233) of any potential compensation. This character warns: ‘Right…Look eh pardon me; 

just one thing, ye’re gony have to watch your language…for official purposes’ to which 

Sammy retorts ‘Don’t fucking tell us how I shouldnay be…fucking spook language’ (p.238). 

It is made explicit that language is perceived as a class weapon here. This positions Sammy’s 

idiolect as asserting a double ownership through its interior mode of expression. The voice 

is not only uniquely Sammy’s, in terms of its Glaswegian rhythms and invective, but is his 

to possess inside and protect from manipulation or misreading by ‘official’ ears.  

 

3.6 HL’s relationship to modernist IM  

 The issue of whether Sammy’s internal idiolect constitutes social commentary needs to be 

addressed in a broader context of post-war modernism. Nausea’s meta-fictional qualities, set 

out in the previous chapter, make it one of the latest European novels to fit within what Alan 

Wilde calls the modernist phase of irony, in his book Horizons of Ascent. 85 In this initial 

mode of irony a richly interconnected fictional world is presented as symbolic compensation 

for the disorder of modern life.  According to Wilde modernist works acknowledge these 

social realities, even in their negative relationship to them; its styles and forms testify to the 

tensions endured in the attempts to control the effects of a disorientating reality. Wilde 

however suggests that late modernist works, to which this thesis adds Kelman’s novel, 

engage with social realities in a manner that offers no overarching vision within which the 

contradictions of modern life could be resolved. Seen in Beckett’s use of IM, ‘high’ 

modernism’s desire to restore significance is broken, ‘the world is abandoned in the late 
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modernist work as so much useless baggage’.86 HL, in this formulation, continues this late 

modernist style and further dismantles even the notion of an overarching vision or 

knowledge of character, both for the reader and at times for the character themselves, 

evidenced in Sammy’s final enigmatic disappearance and symbolised in the opening premise 

of his blindness. This evasion of fixed notions of character motivation is part of Kelman’s 

social commentary: neither state nor reader can control their interpretation of the character.  

 

Counter to a socially evasive, solipcistic reading of this protagonist, Sammy’s IM should be 

posited as an example of an immersive representation of subjectivity, as a means to provide 

a deeper understanding of a human subject’s social predicaments and manner of exploitation. 

Considering where this experimental novel of the late twentieth century, is on the spectrum 

of limited versus deep self-understanding, no one aspect of the story telling is key to 

unlocking meaning. In particular, the merging or blurring of where IM ends and direct 

speech begins, means the reader becomes ‘sealed’ inside Sammy’s mind, through Kelman’s 

innovative fusion of interior and exterior modes of narration. The all-pervading paranoid 

thought processes constitute the narration, contemplating and continually implying a sinister 

omniscience of the ‘good auld authorities’. These authorities never fully come into his view, 

yet simultaneously dictate the action, making him the object of surveillance. Blindness is 

extended to the storytelling form as Kelman, like Beckett before him, continually 

undermines the possibility of any single, correct reading of a character. The only orientation 

is through blindness, which has enclosed and intensified Sammy’s new interior space, and 

the reader’s experience of it.  
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Through a bewildered, blind protagonist ‘then closing the eye and putting his finger on the 

lid, then opening it and closing it and for fuck sake man, he couldnay see nothing’ (p.10) the 

readers are under the impression that they are delving more deeply into an urgently interior 

space. Sammy’s blindness makes his inner-voice the only point of orientation and narrative 

focus. Blindness is used to highlight what the critic Sharkey described as this writer’s intense 

concern with ‘the extent to which one is rendered visible or invisible by ideology.’87  

Sammy’s blindness puts his inner-voice centre stage in the novel, conveying Sammy’s 

disorientation ‘live’, with the reader gaining a running commentary on his physical state and 

learning, at as painfully slow a pace as Sammy does, of his physical predicament. The 

novel’s form demands that readers experience this character’s peril most fully in a dramatic 

simultaneity, as they fumble in the darkness alongside the protagonist. 

 

As with Beckett’s vagrants, Sammy suffers a crisis that is not solved by action, but 

exacerbated by suffering the stasis of a lowly social position. Like Beckett before him, 

Kelman presents the voice of a vagrant archetype that circles hopelessly and repetitiously 

around an increasingly dehumanising space. This dehumanisation is described in narration 

which excels in its capacity to create the sensation in the reader they are witnessing the 

revelation of Sammy’s inchoate ideas. Kelman’s model of inner-voice attempts to immerse 

the reader within the ‘music’ of his protagonist’s thoughts, as a means to unlocking the 

reasoning of his worldview, and by inference his social antagonists’ conflicting and 

threatening world-views.  
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It is this quality of fictional interiority as immersion in incoherence, or painful, obsessive 

self-reflection, that partly formed the attitude towards modernist versions of the form, as a 

fictional solipsism incapable of dealing with social themes. Kelman himself satirises this 

perception of the ‘high culture’ legacy of this literary style when Sammy sneers ‘Funny thing 

about these bastards [the privileged classes], how they think being stuck inside yer head’s a 

fate worse than death’ (p.189-190). This is an interesting subversion of what, in the history 

of fiction, has traditionally been the ‘high’ modernist territory of upper middle-class poetic 

IM, practiced by the likes of Virginia Woolf and here portrayed as a form the more privileged 

classes are not courageous enough to endure.  

 

Opposing this attitude towards IM as an indulgent, solipsistic legacy of modernism, I argue 

that it is precisely the technical and thematic demands made in the attempt to fictionally 

render self-conversation, that allows writers to present collective antagonisms in complex 

ways, throwing fresh light on social tensions or realities. The later twentieth century novel 

here uses IM as a device to create the effect there is no narrative interception occuring. This 

strategy then requires readers to wrestle with the paradoxical gap between a protagonist’s 

often brutal predicaments, and their endurance of their inhumane social context. The reader 

is then enticed to question what forces demand these conversations remain interior. Through 

Kelman’s presentation of Sammy’s thoughts, that evidence his hardships, readers witness 

the social mask by implication. Only oriented through a lens of inner tumult, we gather an 

impending sense of the nature of the external oppressions that drive this pressure to contain 

within: ‘he had never been this bad, surely to fuck. Bullshit. How many times had he said it, 

these very words, how many times! Crap. Obvious crap too so shut yer fucking mouth, just 

shut yer fucking mouth’ (p.28). 
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Many of Kelman’s novels set out to depict working-class experience with what the writer 

perceives is an authenticity and depth that literary representations of class have lacked. 

Sensory centered IM, although perhaps authentic to perception, in its fluidity and multiple 

temporal layers suggested, produces a poetics that can often move, in its chains of 

association, far from the dynamics of how social surroundings shape character, a sphere that 

Woolf, for example, was keen to address. More potently, in a socially interrogative sense, 

Kelman’s immersion into consciousness, reveals a mind turning inward as a form of self-

defense, extricating an unvoiced ‘true’ self as a secret weapon ‘They didnay know yer man, 

no like they thought they did’ (p.79). This is a weapon that reveals the realities of social 

oppression in the process. This inward turn is a post-modern form of interiority that holds 

potentially a more interrogative insight into how the realms and forces outside of the self 

move, in its capacity to reflect aspects of the social sphere, through an inner explosion of 

inchoate frustration. This is a level of understanding that Virginia Woolf’s lense of poetic 

submersion into the ‘atoms of the mind’ 88 may fail to achieve. 

 

3.7 Stoicism II: pride and universality 

Sammy’s inward turn from his unforgiving surroundings are presented by him as a vital stoic 

strategy. At many stages of the novel Sammy’s stoic tones reach an obscenely defiant pitch 

‘One thing anyway, he wouldnay bump into Charlie again, cause he wouldnay be able to 

fucking see him! Unless Charlie saw him right enough. Okay’ (p.325). If Sammy has a social 

mask, its role is to ‘keep things down’, part of a strategy of evading entrapment in high stakes 

verbal exchanges with authority figures. This presentation of enduring hardship without 

displaying complaint or feeling, means readers again witness the social mask by implication. 

Only by being oriented through the lens of Sammy’s private thoughts can we gage the extent 
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of the social threat that demands his conflict remains contained and perpetually unresolved 

within. ‘Not a solitary single bastard that ye could tell yer tale of woe to’ (p.251). 

IM potentially gives voice to oppressed subjects.  But something more commanding is at 

work here. The ‘inner space’ of this fiction is constructing a terrain for a dialogic engagement 

of readers in a measuring of the extent and nature of the antagonistic forces that threaten the 

realisation of a character’s motives or desires. Inner-voice, without narrative interception for 

navigation, requires the reader to wrestle with the paradoxical gap between the protagonist’s 

brutal predicament, their enduring response and their relentlessly inhumane social context.  

 

Sammy exhibits stoicism at every turn in his quest for survival. Shreds of dignity can only 

be maintained and voiced in a resolutely inner space and the central character’s idiolect is 

pathologically stoic, to the point of socially combative tragedy, rather than the point of an 

absurdly abstract thought experiment in Molloy’s case. 89 On discovering he’s blind after 

being assaulted, for instance, Sammy remains upbeat ‘Then ye wake up and find yerself 

fuckt, all gone man, that’s that. So okay, ye have to accept it; what else can ye do’ (p.18). 

The menacing presence of the external social antagonist is repeatedly reinforced by the 

jarringly stoic, heroic mode of interior expression. 

 

Both Kelman and Beckett’s deployment of the outcast or vagrant character expose how 

individuals are frustrated in their attempts to be free social actors, conscious individuals who 

have the capacity to shape their world through reflection on the situation they find 

themselves in. We would expect the hardship that Kelman’s protagonists endure, in some 

novelist’s hands, to make them tragic victims of social, structural pressures. However, 

                                                           
89 See an analysis of Molloy’s stoicism in the second section of chapter 2. 
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Sammy Samuel’s heroism resides in his refusal to participate in cultural scripts, when in the 

hands of state authorities. The reader both roots for and is encouraged to puzzle out the 

motives (social pressures) underlying this character that needs to exhibit impenetrable levels 

of fortitude and determination. 

 

Stoic philosophy has been described by Paul Tillich as the way figures from antiquity and 

modern times have ‘answered the problem of existence and conquered the anxieties of fate 

and death’.90 Both Molloy and Sammy’s stoicism can be placed in both a classical and 

existential tradition and encapsulated in their attitude to suicide and death. As Fletcher 

argues, Molloy can ‘horrify the reader with his gross indifference to major human 

preoccupations, such as the will to live…For he has no Camusian attitude of dignity in the 

face of the only really serious philosophical problem, suicide, but is merely disappointed 

that he persistently fails to commit it’.91 Stoicism recommends a conquering of life to the 

extent one feels both able to live and die, and to choose freely between these options. For 

Sammy suicide is not only unthinkable but, when it arises in the novel, it is an aside, 

dismissed in the face of the character’s sheer sense of pride ‘Plus he was gony shave. That 

was part of the deal. Even if he cut his throat and died in the attempt, he was gony wipe that 

chin clean, clean…Sammy spoke it: I’m fucking proud, he said, so fuck ye. It was more of 

a growl than a ‘speak’. But this was part of it, part of the proudness’ (p.324). Note when the 

IM announces the character ‘spoke’ – this is still an interiorised mode of ‘speech’. This is an 

instance of internalised reported speech, also used to highlight the character’s sense of 

dignity, pleasure and pride. Tillich has highlighted the classical stoic tradition of joy and its 

connections to notions of a core, authentic self  ‘The affirmation of one’s essential being in 

                                                           
90 Paul Tillich, The Courage to Be (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1952), p.9.   
91 Fletcher, Novels of Beckett, p.127. 
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spite of desires and anxieties creates joy…Joy is the emotional expression of the courageous 

Yes to one’s own true being’.92  

 

Sammy’s stoicism provides him solace in the face of his abject social position ‘He was a 

blind bastard. Right then. That stage ye just go, Fuck it, cause what else is there? nothing, 

there’s fuck all. Sammy had reached that stage. A while ago. It just hadnay dawned on him. 

No till now. He smiled. Fucking weird. There ye go but!’ (p.324). This classical sense of 

stoic heroism, Tillich argues, also privileges an interior mode of expression in its elevation 

of rationality ‘Reason for the stoics is the Logos, the meaningful structure of reality as a 

whole and of the human mind in particular. The courage to be is the courage to affirm one’s 

own reasonable nature over and against what is accidental in us. It is obvious that reason in 

this sense points to the person in his centre and includes all mental functions’. 93  This points 

to the novel’s formulation of authenticity as the preservation of an idea of courageous 

rationality, upheld in the face of adversity and threats to the individual’s safety and sanity. 

 

The stoic doctrine suggests anxiety is a placement of fearful masks over individuals and 

things which must be peeled off to achieve a courage of wisdom and individual authenticity. 

The next chapter will consider how, in the child narrator of an Eimear McBride novel, the 

stoic ideal of authentic inner-voice is again drawn upon. Courageous thought processes in A 

Girl Is A Half-Formed Thing (2013) are shown to confront the social masks of adult and 

religious respectability. In this next case study novel, the model of authenticity and revision 

of modernist IM poetics, into a DIM form of a child narrator, will be discussed. However, 

in McBride’s novel a child’s interiorised narration also forms a version of stoicism in 

                                                           
92 Tillich, Courage, p.14. 
93 ibid., p.12-13. 
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paradoxical conflict with Kelman’s interiority. The young protagonist achieves a stoicism 

reminiscent of Rosseau’s ideal of an embodiment and embrace of inner feeling. Intensity of 

feeling is evoked and provoked to such a degree in the young girl it becomes an attempt to 

form a psychological ‘shield’. The next chapter will also continue to consider to what degree 

aspects of modernist philosophies of subjectivity, autonomy and experimental inner-voice 

are still in use, in more recent Irish fiction. 94 

 

                                                           
94 This chapter was published in this current form in the journal Études britanniques contemporaines. Edition 

56, February 2019, “ Revolutions” edition. https://journals.openedition.org/ebc/6857 
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4. The Child’s Inner-voice and ‘expressive inarticulacy’ in Eimear McBride’s  

    A Girl is a Half-formed Thing (2013)1 

 
‘the body works quicker than that and the brain works quicker than that and so you have to smash the 

language in order to make it all happen at once.’ 

 

(Eimear McBride, 2017) 

 

 

This chapter builds on the case made for IM in relation to Kelman’s novel HL; that when 

this literary form uses a speech-like presentation of agency for the socially abject subject, it 

entails a deliberate absence of narratological guidance which makes demands of the reader 

to engage more actively and intimately with the thoughts presented. This chapter also 

continues to explore how McBride’s poetics of interiority and phenomenology of mind 

moves inner-voice narration’s studied elements of incoherence, into a post-modern and 

meta-modern context. These arguments move this thesis beyond Molloy’s mid- twentieth 

century benchmark, and Kelman’s twentieth century innovations, where inchoate thought 

becomes more explicitly a form of private speech as defender of personal autonomy. All of 

these questions will be related to how McBride’s fiction returns to, yet ruptures anew, 

modernist models of subjectivity. 

 

Three approaches will be taken to address the above questions. Firstly, to consider what 

narratological and literary features surface and develop when an author attempts to capture 

a sense of ‘inner’ voice through a child protagonist. Secondly, to place the case study novel 

within and against a modernist tradition of deploying the child’s voice as social critique and 

model of authenticity. The interconnections between McBride’s work and James Joyce’s IM 

devices will be drawn upon, as will the author’s dismantling of bildungsroman structure and 

themes, through the arrested development of her protagonist. Lastly, situating McBride’s 

work against earlier child voices and the genre of the bildungsroman will provide insights 

                                                           
1 John Sutherland, Eimear McBride’s novel doesn’t fit any terms we use to categorise writing, Opinion, The 

Guardian (Friday 6 June, 2014).  
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into the third question of the conditions of subjectivity that constitute the contemporary 

novel’s communication of a ‘true’ inner self. More broadly, this chapter will look to whether 

the inner-voice of the child archetype, in twenty-first century fiction, can act as a radical 

voice of critique, or whether this figure slips into an essentialist mode of characterisation. 

This question will be addressed by connecting analysis of the novel to arguments 

surrounding the form’s capacities of aesthetic renewal, and drawn upon already in relation 

to novels by Sartre and Beckett within chapters 2 and 3.2 The question of the twenty-first 

century novel’s dismantling or reassembling of authentic inner selves through voices of 

‘immaturity’ is returned to in chapter 5 and the anti-bildungsroman structure of its case study 

novel.  

 

With regards to formalist analysis, this chapter draws upon the most notable narratology 

theorists to have interrogated IM strategies for representing consciousness: Dorrit Cohn and 

Vladimir Tumanov.3 Cohn and Tumanov have centred on the formal and technical 

possibilities presentations of inner-voice offers, as a device to portray internal thought 

processes. By centering on these memetic possibilities however these theorists fail to connect 

this narration’s defining formal features to its preoccupation with models of authenticity and 

therefore in turn to the form’s potential as social critique. Chapter 4 builds on this thesis’s 

attempt to address this gap in literary studies, through an analysis of McBride’s techniques 

within her DIM form of interiorised narration. This chapter highlights how the novel breaks, 

in a metamodernist fashion, from early modernist models of child perspective and 

consciousness, to present a newly poeticised form of inner-voice that positions the reader in 

                                                           
2 Peter Uwe Hohendahl, The Fleeting Promise of Art Adorno’s Aesthetic Theory Revisited, (New York: Cornell  

University Press, 2013). 

3 Dorrit Cohn, Transparent Minds: Narrative Modes for Presenting Consciousness in Fiction (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press. 1978) and Mind Reading: Unframed Direct Interior Monologue in European 

Fiction (Amsterdam: Editions Rodopi, 1997). 
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claustrophobic relation to the recounting of traumatic experience. This DIM methodology 

provides a scathing critique of religious and familial structures and dogmas that both 

facilitate, then shy away from the impacts of sexual abuse.  

   

4.1 Direct interior monologue narration  

The use of an indirect IM narration applies to all novels discussed in this thesis, bar 

McBride’s A Girl Is A Half-formed Thing, which consistently remains in DIM form. As 

highlighted in the introduction, IM forms became more ‘direct’ in key European novels and 

short stories of the late nineteenth century. At this historical moment in the European novel 

interiorised narration starts to emphasis both a sense of perceptual ‘flux’ and chains of 

associative thought that foregrounds an unmediated directness for the reader. Other methods 

suggesting such ‘raw’ spontaneity of thought and constituting the central features of DIM 

include ellipsis, staccato rhythm and ‘confused’ syntax. Such models of interiority dictate 

that authentic inner-voice resides in a chaotic, fluid focaliser, but one the reader engages 

with in a deliberately disorientating, deeply immersive fashion. The reader’s sense of 

immersion, when inner-voice is conveyed through DIM techniques, is often achieved by the 

form placing them in a portrayal of self that relentlessly pursues its desires in the 

psychological sphere, whose actions are shaped by those desires and perceived through their 

midst, whilst this self is being stricken by the world. The following analysis of A Girl Is A 

Half-formed Thing shows a way out of this potentially passive impasse in characterisation. 

This thesis conceives the DIM form as an expression of the individual’s active negotiation 

of public and private self. 

 

As outlined in the introduction, for the narratologist Vladimir Tumanov, stream-of-

consciousness and IM fiction differs from all other psychological fiction in its concern with 

levels of the mind that are inchoate as opposed to concerned with rational verbalisation. This 

chapter addresses what this ‘inchoate’ literary mode might mean for novels that attempt 
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social critique. What does it mean for the politics of fiction or fictional voices when they 

utilise representations of dis-ordered cognition or pre-verbal states? A counter-position to 

the idea that you can represent DIM as holding an inchoate pre-verbal status is the question 

of whether there is certain mental activity which our minds never transforms into language. 

Furthermore, can unconscious thought processes move into more consciously directed ones 

and what might constitute the nature of thought within each of these proposed categories at 

all? For Tumanov ultimately what matters in IM is ‘the reader’s expectations…based on a 

knowledge of various forms of public discourse. It is the desire not to see these forms of 

public discourse that determines what is or is not convincing [authentic in terms of this 

thesis] in unframed direct interior monologue’.4 Both Kelman and McBride’s fictional 

cultivation of speech-like thought uses the reader’s shared sense of a falsifying public 

discourse to pitch their internal rhetoric correctly. Only by clashing public and private speech 

registers in such a way can their narratives provide a social commentary, inserted in the gap 

between the imaginary private discourse and shared knowledge of the inauthentic public 

discourse mode set in opposition. 

McBride uses the DIM form to experiment with and formulate a model of radically honest 

and stoic interiority. As was discussed in the introduction to this thesis, Humphrey’s 

typology of interior monologue defines DIM in relation to Molly Bloom’s notorious 

soliloquy in Ulysses where it is often ‘impossible, even after close analysis, to be certain of 

the precise point at which the character’s consciousness begins to be represented’. He 

concludes that the author ‘has disappeared entirely: it is in first person; the tense is willy-

nilly, past, imperfect, present, or conditional as Molly’s mind dictates’. 5 I would suggest, as 

does Humphrey, that Molly Bloom’s concluding chapter in Ulysses, ‘Episode 18 Penelope’, 

has become the most commonly cited ground-breaking use of IM in literary history. This 

                                                           
4 Tumanov, Unframed, p.65. 
5 Humphries, Modern Novel, p.27. 
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notoriety is as a result of extensive critical discussion of the chapter as an exemplar of the 

form. Humphrey suggests Joyce’s chapter is distinct from soliloquy in that there is ‘no 

auditor in the scene…it is not presented formally, for the information of the reader. The 

elements of incoherence and fluidity are emphasised by the complete absence of punctuation, 

of pronoun references, and of introductions to the persons and events Molly is thinking about 

and by the frequent interruption of one idea by another’.6  The following pages will 

demonstrate how McBride uses this sense of temporal dislocation and character world-view 

immersion through her use of DIM. All of these techniques are shown to place the reader in 

painful proximity to the protagonist’s predicaments. 

 

The narratological innovations of the novel discussed in this chapter relate closely to the 

complex sense of interiorised time created. As was noted in the introduction to this thesis, 

by the literary theorist Humphrey, such fiction: ‘applies the principle of psychological free 

association’ to its form. Such techniques apply to the interior monologue novel in its twenty-

first century incarnation also however, beyond the scope of Humphrey’ modernist focus. 

The principle of psychological free- association acknowledges the psyche as continuously 

active, driven by a momentary focus and an inability to concentrate long on its own 

processes. Yet, as Humphrey notes, the ‘activity of consciousness’ is shaped by ‘the power 

of one thing to suggest another through an association of qualities in common or contrast, 

wholly or partially – even to the barest suggestion’.7 Experiments with presenting the 

temporal dimensions of experience are crucial to moulding a true sense of inner-voice, as 

consciousness itself is arguably defined by its ability to move freely in time, thus creating 

its own time sense. The following analysis will show McBride’s use of an in medias res 

setting, where the reader is suddenly entering a mind mid-thought so to speak, conveys the 

                                                           
6 ibid., p.27. 
7 ibid., p.27.  
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important sense that what enters consciousness is the ‘present moment’. Furthermore, such 

‘moments’, no matter how much linear ‘actual’ time they occupy, can be both infinitely 

expanded or condensed into micro-epiphanies of recognition.   

 

Humphrey also observed that modernist cinematic techniques such as free association, 

montage and flashback became part of a new symbolic strategy of modernist interior 

monologue. There is also a large body of literary commentary on the impact of new 

urbanisation, the dawn of photography and cinematic techniques on the early twentieth 

century novel.8 The close reading of McBride’s novel below shows the continuing influence 

of such narrative methods that situate the reader through a magnified and intensified eye on 

a character’s surroundings, conveying a chaotic synaesthesia, reflective of a broader 

psychological disturbance. As with modernist literary innovators, McBride uses such 

narrator/reader disorientation to explore ‘the nature of perception, time and the kaleidoscopic 

and fractured nature of experience’.9 In McBride’s case such techniques are also deployed 

to enhance the sense of a suspended moment in time. However, time is not expanded into an 

infinitude of perceptual and philosophical possibilities, as with much modernist stream-of-

consciousness fiction, but the temporal realm is a hellishly intensified present. In the case of 

AG, when fragmented narration is used it is to highlight a multiplicity of subjective detail, 

an expansion of moments of reflection to show the character’s state of psychic chaos.  

 

Dorrit Cohn defines this method of a claustrophobic positioning of the reader in relation to 

narrator, and narrator in relation to the memory of the experience they are recounting, as an 

entirely retrospective IM. Such a narration strategy appears to void the present moment 

                                                           
8 See chapters 2 and 3 in particular from Malcolm Bradbury and James McFarlane, Modernism – A Guide to 

European Literature 1890-1930, (London: Penguin, 1976). 
9 Laura Marcus, Cinema and Modernism: Discovering Literature in the 20th Century. The British Library, 

bl.uk/20th-century-literature/articles/cinema-and-modernism#. 
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altogether in a ‘memory monologue’.10 This creates the sense for the reader of an absolute 

temporal void for Cohn. In the case of AG, the sense of the protagonist’s disembodiment 

through their suspension and freezing in time and memory conveys the extremity and 

necessity of the psychic split. This temporal positioning also casts a tragic chronology over 

the rest of the novel. Only at the end does the reader realise she is speaking from the dead. 

This is a post-hoc realisation of memory monologue by the reader. 

Attaining a state of authenticity is not an explicit dilemma endured and articulated directly 

by the protagonist of this narrative, as it is with Sartre and Lerner’s novels, that bookend this 

thesis as case study comparisons. Instead, this novel implies a voice of authenticity through 

an avant-garde experimentation with language, a poetics of chaotic consciousness that 

reshapes both modernist and eighteenth-century representations of subjectivity.  

 

McBride’s use of DIM places the reader in painful proximity to imagery of extreme physical 

and psychological pain. The techniques used in this depiction relates to two narratologists 

discussed in the introduction; Caracciolo and Fludernik, and their perceptions on literature’s 

capacities to create an ‘enactivist experientiality’.11 These narrative theorists argue for a 

tendency in some recent fiction to establish a kind of dialogue that is physically embodied 

in the idea exchange between the two minds of the text, the character's and the reader's 

brains. These ‘experientialists’ are concerned with how the reader's mind engages with the 

inner world of character during their reading process, and the psychological reactions 

generated by this engagement. McBride’s deliberately discomforting, claustrophobic 

positioning of the reader as witness to sexual abuse, from a jointly created voice, means the 

                                                           
10 Cohn, Consciousness, p.118. 
11 Marco Caracciolo, Strange Narrators in Contemporary Fiction: Explorations in Readers' Engagement with 

Characters (Lincoln and London: University of Nebraska Press, 2016). 
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full horror of the emotional resonances, and the subsequent schism between the public and 

private self of the child are evoked in the reader throughout. 

 

Also pertinent to this chapter’s appraisal of McBride’s mode of inner-voice fiction are 

Caracciolo’s views on how contradiction or conflict is processed in the reading encounter. 

He argues readers of novels with original, defamiliarizing modes of narration enter a stage 

of generating cognitive dissonance, emotionally expressed as ‘strangeness’. In the process 

of a reader's engagement with such a character, the reader's and character's worldviews may 

conflict with each other. This can lead to a continuing engagement with a character, where 

a reader enters a ‘gray zone of defamiliarization’, oscillating between ‘imaginative 

resistance’ to the character and ‘tentatively 'trying it on’.12 This process often asks readers 

to imagine alien experiences and judgements, beyond an average realm of experience, in the 

novel’s case deeply disturbing scenes of abuse. In the case of AG, the studied elements of 

incoherence cultivated in the child’s voice generates the cognitive dissonance and 

‘strangeness’ of the narration, a provocative defamiliarization that demands a powerfully 

empathic response from a reader. 

 

This chapter links the models of abject and stoic authentic inner-voice, discussed in the two 

previous chapters, to the model of the child, found in a case study work of twenty-first 

century DIM fiction. This continues this thesis’s argument that abject characters, forbidden 

from pursuing individual freedom, become protagonists attempting to rescue their autonomy 

and dignity through stoic self-conversation. This chapter will further demonstrate how 

models of inner-voice can present external speech, as with HL, as private idiolect, an inner-

voice instructing and preserving an autonomous realm as survival strategy. As with HL, this 

                                                           
12 Caracciolo, Strange Narrators, p. 48. 
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is a character’s means of retaining an innate unity of self as a bulwark against social 

expectation and exploitation. 

 

One of the narratologists used in this chapter’s analyses, Vladimir Tumanov, argued in his 

Mind Reading: Unframed Direct Interior Monologue in European Fiction  that the illusion 

of private communication in IM is ‘achieved to a great extent through the imitation of 

elements typical of spontaneous oral discourse’.13 This theorist used an unusual conceptual 

apparatus for his analysis: psychological and linguistic studies of spontaneous discourse and 

Soviet and US research on the role of inner speech in the developing child. His case study 

novels were chosen because they could be perceived as communicating ‘realistically’ in 

relation to nineteenth century realism, as opposed to modernistic IM like Faulkner that has 

‘radically different premises, devices and goals’ (p.25). This chapter builds on Tumanov’s 

narratological insights to ask how McBride’s modernistic IM, with its ‘radically different 

premises and goals’ to that of modernist novelists, has been reworked as an aesthetics of 

social critique, through the depiction of a traumatised psyche. This chapter also builds on 

the insights from chapter 3 into Kelman’s use of modes of spontaneous oral discourse as 

social critique, looking afresh at this technique in this later novel that sets itself against 

conventional narration as starkly as possible, using speech-like IM. 

 

Tumanov analysed IM novels in comparison with data from linguistic studies of real oral 

discourse. in an attempt to answer how the communicative situation implied by IM differs 

from the communicative process suggested by other genres. Such methods also helped him 

consider why a reader might view a text suggesting it is a record of a silent discourse as 

plausible? Tumanov has cited the importance of considering Vygotsky discoveries when 

                                                           
13 Tumanov, p.22. 
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conceptualising the child’s inner-voice in literature.  Vygotsky was the first psychologist to 

explore the importance in child development of the emergence of private speech as a 

transition point between inner and social speech.14 Vygotsky also observed that the 

impoverishment of syntax in the egocentric speech of children is counteracted by a semantic 

enrichment of each individual word. He argues that in inner speech words don’t just stand 

for the common (dictionary) meaning they have in spoken language, but they generate 

additional meaning – as the result of an ‘influx of sense’ from the thought-context in which 

they stand. Consequently, words mix and match far more freely and creatively in a child as 

opposed to an adult’s ‘ordinary’ speech, ‘forming heterodox clusters, neologisms, and 

agglutinations, the special meanings that tie certain common words into knots of privacy for 

Bloom in Joyce’s works’ 15. McBride’s frenetic DIM attempts this ‘knot of privacy’ through 

economical descriptions of the physical experience of the body, deploying coinages, 

rhythmic devices and ellipsis to foster a claustrophobic intimacy with reader and protagonist 

‘Full in myself. Bustling hatchery’ (p.5).  

 

Lines such as ‘Full in myself. Bustling hatchery’ (p.5) infer an interiorised expression 

through poetic economy, as the thinker needs no full grammatical statements to make sense 

to themselves. As McBride has argued with regard to her aesthetic aims for the novel, a sense 

of private intimacy is paramount as she is interested in ‘the mind before you even explain 

something to yourself’.16 To these techniques that cultivate a sense of privacy, McBride’s 

telegraphic economy of phrase and image should be added. The lines are imperceptibly 

speedy and shorthand to evoke these features of self-conversation. The imagery of excess 

and overflow, is barely contained and is condensed into two compact lines, discussed 

                                                           
14 Vygotsky set out his research and concepts with regards to this aspect of a child’s cognitive development 

and behaviour in Thought and Language (1934). Vygotsky describes the moment the child develops inner-

voice as ‘verbal thinking’. He sees it as a key stage psychologically where, instead of thinking aloud 

(narrating their play and so on), a child learns the skills of internal self-conversation. 
15 Vygotsky cited in Tumanov, Mind Reading, p.15.  
16 Podcast, Jacqueline Rose in conversation with Eimear McBride, 25 January, 2017, Birkbeck Institute of 

the Humanities. 
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previously, from the opening section of the novel: ‘Full in myself. Bustling hatchery’ (p.5). 

The image adds to the sense of accumulative pressure to contain secrets and feelings of 

shame, endured increasingly by the young girl throughout the narrative. The brevity of 

expression is also reminiscent of the elliptical, imagistic style of modernist poets such as 

Hilda Doolittle, where a sense of ambiguous fecundity and renewal is economically packed 

into a concise image:  

 

cycle of seed-time 

[…]  

I multiply, 17 

 

With a character’s speech, and for McBride as an author, her art-speech is the only tool for 

precision and ownership of a private interiorised territory. There is no dreamy reverie to be 

read aloud as poetry performance, only the expression of an embattled territory where you 

secretly articulate what is your private autonomy and who or what is a threat to this realm. 

 

4.2 The authentic child  

This novel is shown as part of a wider trend within twentieth and twenty-first century novels 

that explore authenticity to be drawn back to portrayals of stoic protagonists in their 

formulation of an authenticity ideal. This is because such fiction subscribes to the idea that 

social pressures place fearful masks over individuals, which must be removed to achieve a 

courage of wisdom and individual authenticity residing in an interior, core self. This 

excavation to the authentic interior reveals the gravity and full dimensions of the social 

antagonists through the depiction of this painful, individual process of self-revelation. This 

novel demonstrates such a dialogic can be set up with a claustrophobic positioning of the 

reader within stoic self-talk. 

                                                           
17 Hilda Doolittle, ‘The Mysteries Remain (1914)’, Selected Poems: Hilda Doolittle (Carcanet Press Ltd., 

1997). 
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As with the two previous chapters, this thesis addresses the tensions between public and 

private persona as a loss narrative. So what forms does inner narration take when articulated 

through an abject child protagonist? Such a model of inner-voice is important for this thesis 

to analyse, as the the child protagonist recurs throughout authenticity discourse and has thus 

shaped the use of narration in the novel since the early twentieth century.18 The legacy of 

the child narrator as a model of authenticity in literature, argues Thomson and Lesnik-

Oberstein, is based on the conception of the child as a ‘pure’, universal figure: 

 

The identity of the child is over-determination. This is not to say that the figure of the child is over-

determined, which would be a diagnosable excess. Rather, it is the difference it is charged with 

excluding. In this way, it incorporates into itself the dialectic it is called upon to forestall. So it is in 

its absolute singularity that it is read as the most stable, the most fixed, the unquestioned and 

unquestionable – universally.19    

 

 

This chapter will demonstrate that the weight of representation borne by the child narrator 

therefore is shaped by their capacities as an antonymic archetype, a figure who becomes the 

antithesis of the inauthentic, a purity benchmark against which adult corruption can be 

defined. AG characterises authenticity as a Rosseauian ideal, drawing on notions of the 

individual trying to recover their innate unity of self, which conventional society attempts to 

eradicate, by forming a sense of self relative only to one’s social position. The novel will 

also be shown to present authenticity as a representation of mind; the totality of 

consciousness. Stephen Thomson articulates how Rosseau’s concept of authenticity allies 

with the child character in contemporary fiction: 

 

In the contemporary novel there is still the influence of the Rousseau-esque belief in the innocence 

and potential redemptive capacity of the child that almost assumes mythical status…the child offers 

                                                           
18 Karín Lesnik-Oberstein and Stephen Thomson, ‘What is Queer Theory Doing With the Child?’, Parallax, 

Vol. 8, No. 1 (2002), pp35-46. 
19 ibid., p40. 
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up the promise of an ineradicable core the good, simple, true voice, that will resist the clutter of 

society, neutralize its most harmful effects.20 

 

Andre Farlani’s definition of metamodernism, when historically contextualising twenty-first 

century models of authentic inner-voice is instructive in relation to contextualising AG as a 

metamodern text. Farlani sees metamodernism as an aesthetic that is ‘after yet by means of 

modernism…a departure as well as a perpetuation’.21 This periodisation is used to take into 

account how the contemporary literature of McBride (and Lerner, discussed in the following 

chapter) is not homage, but a reengagement with modernist methods of portraying 

consciousness. In this sense McBride’s subject matter and mode of presentation is a 

metamodern attempt to tackle concerns outside the interest of the modernist themselves, 

whilst reworking some of their aesthetic strategies to this end. In addition, despite her bleak 

predicament, this chapter will show it is a tone of satirical mischief, conveyed through inner-

voice, that most strongly connects McBride’s protagonist to early modernist child narrators, 

such as the ‘moo cow’ voice created by James Joyce for the opening sections of The Portrait 

of An Artist As A Young Man (1916). 

 

Throughout this thesis the case is put that perceived failures of an authenticity ideal continue 

to inform the twenty-first century novel’s presentation of interior life. In particular there is 

the continuing presence of Trilling’s notion that authenticity quests in literature result from 

a conflict between a public and private sense of self, a crisis emerging when a true ‘core’ 

becomes represented as an end in itself. AG continues the dynamics presented in chapters 2 

and 3, where there is a tension between a twentieth century interiority that cannot be 

negotiated and inner-voice as social critique, where the self becomes an evaluative, 

                                                           
20 Stephen Thomson, ‘Substitute Communities, Authentic Voices: the Organic Writing of the Child’, 

Children in Culture, Editor Karin Lesnik-Oberstein (London: Palgrave Macmillan), pp.248-273. 

21 Andre Furlani, ‘Postmodern and after: Guy Davenport’, Contemporary Literature, Vol. 43, No. 4 (2002), pp. 

709–735. <JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/1209039>, [Accessed 5 December, 2020]. 
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historically relative concept, not state of being, whose status is insisted upon by a set of 

publicly approved and performed characteristics.  

 

In AG a public/private split is expressed through an inner-voice revealing a tragic schism, 

one forced into a child’s psyche by an act of sexual abuse. DIM as a device is used to position 

the reader to enact and participate in a specific narratological means of social critique. So 

how is the reader is being ‘spoken’ to and what forms of psychological realism are attempted, 

in this model of narration that creates a sense the reader ‘eavesdrops’ on a young person’s 

inner conversation?  This involves a focus upon the effects produced by slips of grammar 

and syntax, ‘child’s eye’ narrator perspective and the inventive nature of McBride’s aesthetic 

and realist rationale for recreating a child’s mode of expression ‘verbatim.’ 

 

As discussed in chapter 2, in relation to Sartre’s Nausea, inner-voice can be used to highlight 

a character’s capacity for self-deception and inauthenticity.22 McBride follows the opposite 

fictional course to Sartre in AG, employing narration techniques to show what occurs when 

this self-defensive, distancing mechanism breaks down, during dramatic inner crisis. This 

use of DIM to convey mental collapse, in this case in response to encountering sexual abuse, 

places this novel within a mid twentieth-century tendency for the novel to portray a 

defamiliarized inner sphere, a threatened identity whose ways of being and perceiving are 

disrupted.23 This defamiliarized state heightens an awareness of form. The verbal mode of 

this novel enacts the protagonist’s sense of sensory chaos and crisis at the level of form. In 

this manner the temporal disruptions heightens the tension confronting the reader in medias 

res within a child’s shattered universe. The constructed pseudo present of an immersive 

                                                           
22 Sartre’s short story Intimacy (1949), is written as an exercise in demonstrating that silent internal language 

can be a form of self-deception, distancing disturbing truths from the conscious mind. 
23 See novels such as Mina Loy’s Insel (1937), Flann O’Brien’s The Third Policeman (1939), Muriel Spark’s 

The Comforters (1957) and Evelyn Waugh’s The Ordeal of Gilbert Penfold (1957). 
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phenomenological description provokes questions such as: ‘how the is self present in this 

world? How is the character in her world? How is the reader in the character’s world?’24  

In relation to what narratological features are unique to attempting to capture a child’s inner-

voice in fiction, my thesis presents DIM as the mode most interconnected and concerned 

with the construction of an interior life that cannot be appropriated or negotiated. The answer 

to why a use of child’s DIM might be used to defend the notion of incorruptible and authentic 

interiority, lies in the extent to which children are unable to fully rationalise the world, and 

their tendency to reflect it in a manner free from complex mediation or pretence This child-

like proclivity also has striking parallels to the tendencies authors wish to cultivate in the 

inner-voice form itself– an unfiltered, ‘pure’ register of consciousness.  

 

It is the apparent uninhibited freedom of a child’s mode of self-expression that lends itself 

as a voice to challenge authority or convention, thereby allowing it to represent authenticity, 

in the particular formulation presented in this novel. Crucially, in relation to DIM, the 

innocent challenge to authority appears unwitting. Chapter 2 of this thesis explored how 

voices of irrationality performed a similar function of truthful disinhibition. Chapter 3 

explored how an abject, economically powerless figure, expressed agency through an inner 

speech form of social critique. McBride’s use of a child narrator, shows previous models of 

interiority have been both built upon and diverged from in contemporary interiorised 

narration. Her model of inner-voice, including ineloquence and lack of knowledge, amplifies 

the idea of a tragic social critique, where a predicament and defiance is powerfully voiced, 

but any potential effects are neutered by the child’s inevitably powerless role. This manifests 

                                                           
24 Mary Galbraith sets out these questions in relation to the prose technique of Proust’s In Search of Lost 

Time (1913-1927) and connects this ‘nowness’ to the aims the phenomonologist Merleau-Ponty urged for 

successful fiction more generally. This is explored in her work Subjectivity in the novel: A Phenomenological 

and Linguistic Approach to the Narration of Childhood, PhD thesis (Buffalo: State University of New York), 

Jan 1 1989. Publisher, <en.scientificcommons.org>. 
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in a child-like, spontaneous self-conversation,  exhibiting no external authority, power 

resonating only within the child themselves. Children’s DIM, within AG, expresses both a 

cynicism towards and critique of a ‘corrupt’ masculinity, as constructed and embedded 

within the patriarchal family unit and Catholic church, rather than the patrician features of 

state forces, as was the case with James Kelman’s novel HL.  

 

As noted in the introduction of this thesis, some of the earliest experiments with the DIM 

version of the inner-voice literary form emerged in Russian short stories of the late 

nineteenth-century. This literary mode was a way to express the disturbing dislocation and 

sensory chaos of soldiers being struck on the battlefield, with the two earliest examples of 

DIM prose arguably coming from Russian semi-autobiographical short stories recounting 

such experiences: Tolstoy’s Sevastopol Sketches (1855) and Garshin’s Four Days (1877).25 

AG connects to these nineteenth century narrators that convey extreme mental territories of 

torment and pain, through her prose’s challenge of epistemological boundaries. McBride’s 

novel deploys DIM for similar purposes as the early Russian innovators, to present a story 

of punishing physical and psychological peril. In McBride’s case it is sexual abuse that 

invades the psyche and body, as opposed to battlefield wounds, but her DIM form continues 

an articulation of experiential extremes in this literary mode.  This intention, when applied 

to McBride’s narrative, intensifies the question Humphrey claims challenges all fiction 

trying to capture inner-voice: are there feelings, sensations and impressions which the mind 

cannot verbalise or transcribe into words? 26  

 

This question of the possibility of expressing or recounting traumatic lived experience is 

more insistent in relation to the child narrator, and especially the abused child whose 

                                                           
25 See section 2.2 ‘Late nineteenth  and early twentieth-century interior monologue’ in chapter 2, for a more 

detailed summary of Tolstoy’s innovations in DIM. 
26 Humphries, Stream-of-consciousness, p. 122. 
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‘inarticulate’ register and extremity of privately endured experience intensifies formal and 

conceptual demands placed on inner-voice. As highlighted in the introduction, Humphries 

contribution to the narratology of inner-voice is to show that practitioners of such fiction 

assume degrees of the rationally ordered in the mind; from barely awake or conscious to 

verbal communication as the ‘highest’ order. The levels of consciousness shown as having 

the most clarity in stream-of-consciousness works for Humphrey are speech and pre-speech 

levels and the genre is distinguished by its concern with the pre-speech level of awareness, 

as a means of character revelation. This chapter, through a study of the dynamics of inchoate 

thought as character revelation in a novel, tries to address Humphrey key question in this 

regard:  what do the writers of inner-voice consider is the ultimate significance of what 

consciousness contains?  

 

A corollary concern emanating from this question of whether some sensation is beyond the 

possibility of description, is whether thought takes shape independently of language. Dorrit 

Cohn, in her work on modes of presenting consciousness in fiction, postulates two 

contrasting positions readers and philosophers can take on the issue of the extent to which 

language might shape thought:  

 

one can find proponents of, and evidence for, two distinct views of the relationship between 

language and thinking. One school says that thinking consists of verbalization, that the thought and 

the words in which it is expressed are one and the same thing. The second says that thought takes 

shape independent of language and that language is merely the vehicle, the container of an already 

accomplished thought. 27  
 

For Cohn the centrality of internal language to thought leads to questions of the subject’s 

use of that language and whether it is fully developed in our cognitive apparatus. In this 

thesis’s case, questioning this leads to the paradox of how a child’s experience becomes 

articulated – and with what literary devices? For instance, what role does the use of coinages, 

                                                           
27 Cohn, Transparent Minds, p.51.   
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rhythmic devices and chaotic shifts in tense play in McBride’s construction of a child’s 

private orality? Childhood narrators make readers contemplate which end of Cohn’s 

language and thought spectrum we are on: as such characters are on the liminal borders of 

articulation in terms of vocabulary, syntax conventions and perception.28 

 

As argued throughout this thesis, literary modes of interiority establish an epistemological 

function of reassessing extreme sense experience and cognition, through a mimesis of these 

mental processes, as imagined in their original, painful, semi-conscious form. In this 

framework DIM then becomes a vehicle to express fragmented, partly-formed and emergent 

notions, which can be expanded upon and pieced together by the reader. A child’s DIM 

confronts the reader, forcing them to consider how a set of youthful perceptions, in their 

seemingly ‘crude’ well-spring, clash against, reveal, or inadvertently articulate adult 

hypocrisies, perspectives and therefore inauthenticities. 

 

4.3 Modernist and bildungsroman models of the child’s inner-voice  

A child’s thoughts and speech, as manifest in IM and DIM, are a key sub-genre of stream-

of-consciousness fiction. This sub-genre strives to voice a sense of honesty through what 

John Sutherland calls its protaganist’s ‘expressive inarticulacy’29. The child narrator has 

been a founding voice of twentieth century IM since Joyce’s bed wetting, ‘moocow’ opening 

of Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man (1916), to Faulkner’s mentally slow, but emotionally 

intuitive youngster Benji, from The Sound and the Fury (1929), to draw out just a few notable 

historical examples. In all of these modernist forerunners the unbroken, ‘runaway’ sentence, 

uttered unselfconsciously is made part of a child’s mental universe and used to convey the 

                                                           
28 Cohn’s considerations of IM, in relation to how language shapes thought, are both informed by, and a 

challenge to, the determinism of the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis put forward by the linguist Edward Sapir and 

his student Benjamin Whorf in 1929. 
29John Sutherland, Eimear McBride’s novel doesn’t fit any terms we use to categorise writing, Opinion, The 

Guardian (Friday 6 June 2014). 
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central idea of the self as a developing entity.30  The pre-verbal chronic logorrhea of 

McBride’s child narrator violates cohesion and confuses intentionality. This is a traditional 

IM device more broadly. McBride amplifies logorrhea effects with a fast-paced intensity 

that the reader mirrors silently, ‘voicing’ it in their mind. This is a means of forming a 

reciprocity of emotional velocity to match the child’s states of fear and disturbance: ‘I have 

them talisman against all wrong they’ll do me. I know they will. I be new girl. I could wish 

to be dead but for the wrong of it’ (p.73). 

 

This issue of embodiment in the speech-like thought of an expressively inarticulate narrator 

is an absorbing one.  Some literary and linguistic theorists conceive point of view in language 

and literature, and in fact in all language as ‘paradigmatically spoken’.31 Creative realisations 

of this idea usually involve ‘a speaker appear [ing] whose presence gives language its 

characteristic structure.’32 An opposing perspective is where point of view becomes 

independent of a speaker. Subjectivity is not required in this formulation of narration, even 

using the medium of language therefore ‘speakerless sentences’ in this sense are achieved.33 

McBride’s character is actually radically disembodied not embodied. The silent dialogue of 

DIM creates an original and, this thesis argues powerful creative, communicative act. In 

speech-like DIM fictional subjectivity is constructed from a fusion of both speakerless 

                                                           
30 In addition, key early twentieth-century precursors of child’s IM include Mary Oliver: A Life (1919) and 

the thirteen-volume series of novels Pilgrimage (1915-1935) by Dorothy Richardson. These are semi-

autobiographical works, following the thoughts of their female protagonists from youth (or babyhood in 

Mary Oliver’s case) into maturity. Another key twentieth-century IM work deploying the child’s voice is 

Arthur Schnitzler’s novella Fraulein Else (1924). This work portrays the inner tumult of an adolescent who is 

forced by her parents to pay off their debts by approaching a rich art dealer. Else’s only form of protection 

from the dismembering male gaze is to increasingly withdraw, eventually to the point of suicide, a trajectory 

followed by McBride’s similarly exploited and ‘dissected’ protagonist. 

31 Ann Banfield, Unspeakable Sentences: Narration and Representation in the Language of Fiction, First 

Edition (Law Book Co of Australasia 1982), p.70. 

32 ibid., p.72. 
33 ibid., p.74. 
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sentences and the silent imaginings of a reader forming a possible subjective teleology for 

such sentences.   

 

The lens of age in McBride’s novel is a complex focaliser. The remembering adult narrator 

opens up the possibility of a distance of both time and maturity from the events being 

recounted in AG. The novel does reflect in this mode reminiscent of the bildungsroman, but 

within a variation of the DIM form that Dorrit Cohn defined as ‘psycho-narration’.34 This is 

a DIM that offers temporal flexibility and an inner development over a long stretch of time. 

It can both represent a flow of successive thoughts or expand upon a mental instant.35 Such 

plasticity of thought and unidirectional memory is illustrated in telegraphic and condensed 

moments of self-conversation like: ‘The summer’s come. Something’s good in that for me. 

It dry up each my wounds of nasty thinking what I did’ (p.75). The lack of connectives and 

confused syntax and tense adds to both the sense of child-like ‘flow’, and seamless transition 

between thoughts– creating potential double meanings. In attempting a possible correct 

syntactic order of thoughts from the chaotic jumble presented, in a continuous double-mode 

of registering the narration, the reader can re-order several formulations. Summer, it is 

suggested, might have healed the wounds of painful memories. In the last sentence the 

clauses collapse together, creating an intensity of focus upon the mode of expression and 

imagery simultaneously. This line about summer also illustrates the power IM has over other 

forms of narration to present the manner of associating as a means of subtle characterisation, 

as opposed to merely the content of another’s thoughts. The chaotic form here also 

deconstructs the mode of reflective, retrospective maturity usually operating in 

bildungsroman. 

 

                                                           
34 Cohn, Transparent Minds, p.22. 
35 ibid., p.34. 
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The bildungsroman is a literary form that has been challenged and appropriated by post-

colonial and feminist writers. Such critics and authors have centred on the fact it is the 

exclusive preserve of the white male. In its classic nineteenth-century variation it attempts 

to discover how to negotiate the private and public – to fully become a subject.36 Conversely, 

for othered subjects, the private, interior ‘self’ lacked the authority of rationality that was 

raced and gendered in the mobilisation of the ‘universal’ subject of the novel. AG as an anti-

bildungsroman should be read in the historical context of this gender exclusive history and 

the expansion of the traditional bildungsroman definition, beyond nineteenth-century 

European models. 

 

AG certainly provides a protagonist enacting a rebellion against the cruelty and confinement 

of their circumstance. The central child figure also lives out an excruciating version of what 

Morretti has defined as the internalising of a contradiction process, enacted in 

bildungsroman: 

 

The bildungsroman is the literary form that more than any other has promoted modern socialisation. 

This also makes it a contradictory modern symbolic form. Early bilsdungroman illustrates that in 

our world socialisation consists first of all in the interiorization of contradiction. The next step being 

not to ‘solve’ the contradiction, but rather to learn to live with it, and even transform it into a tool for 

survival.37  

 

The young protagonist begins to be considered and considers herself abject as the victim of 

an abusive uncle. The character demonstrates the attempt to preserve a survivalist sense of 

autonomy in the face of this treatment and self-perception. This crafting of a vitally private, 

rebellious inner-voice as a survival mechanism, connects the young character to Sammy 

(whose IM as internal speech and survival tool is discussed throughout chapter 3). The girl 

                                                           
36 Evy Varsamopoulou, The Poetics of the Kunstlerinroman (female artist novel) and the Aesthetics of the 

Sublime, Volume XI (London: Routledge Revivals, 2002)- is one instance of such a feminist critique. 

37 Franco Moretti, The Way of the World: The Bildungsroman in European Culture (London: Verso, 2000), 

p.10. 
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therefore embodies the conflict identified by Moretti at the heart of the bildungsroman form: 

‘the conflict between the ideal of self-determination and the equally imperious demands of 

socialization’. 38 

 

This novel contravenes the ‘rules’ of character progression built into the concept of the 

bildungsroman. The resurrectionary quality of the drowning scene in the closing sections of 

the novel attempts such an endpoint or rebirth of development. However, the young girl is 

denied this transformation, of an accommodation with a new life-world, through the 

paralysis of her ‘half-formed’ girlhood and eventual suicide perpetrated by her trauma. 

 

Important to my argument is the temporal complexity of McBride’s use of age, retrospective 

reflection and DIM in relation to an upending of the traditional bildungsroman structure. In 

the first half of the novel the protagonist blocks out adult voices of ‘maturity’, singing over 

their clichéd disapproval. ‘Up to all sorts and in my day were were la la la’ (p.27). This is a 

Joycean play with interiority, where inner language ‘suppresses elements that are customary, 

and often even indispensable, in language aimed at communicating meaning to an 

interlocutor’.39 When we first encounter the narrator she is in utero and the next phase of her 

life recounted is her first attempts at speech. The oldest interior voice of the protagonist does 

not move beyond adolescence and in doing so dwells in the linguistic territory not yet policed 

by the customary. Again, this disrupts the classic bildungsroman in which adolescence 

would never be the conclusion. 

 

 

                                                           
38 ibid., p.15. 
39 Cohn, Transparent Minds, p.200. 
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The complicating of bildungsroman form, at the broader level of the novels overall structure, 

occurs fully at both the conceptual end and beginning points of human existence and non-

existence. McBride’s protagonist, it eventually becomes apparent, is a voice from the 

afterlife. Cohn has noted a similar peculiarity of structure as a distinct sub-category of IM, 

such as Faulkner’s The Sound and the Fury (1929) where the speakers of monologues never 

allude to the time or place in which they verbalise their memories. ‘Only the moment post 

quem of their locution can be determined’.40 This disregard for conventions of narrative 

framing makes our protagonist’s trauma an investigation into a form of memory which 

dislocates experience, a ‘time in the mind’ both ruptured from and fatally fixed by external 

reality.41 

 

The first moments of reflection in the novel occur in the opening pages where the girl refers 

to her mother: ‘ She saw it first when you couldn’t open your eye’ (p.3). Then, admonitions 

jump-cut to the present ‘Don’t wink so long wind’ll change’ (p.3). The first-person, present 

tense then brutally cuts in to imply a child’s voice at the helm all along in a ‘live’ telling of 

the story ‘I’m not Mammy’ (p.3). We retreat even further back to the stream-of-

consciousness of her as an embryo in the following pages: ‘Poke belly of baby that’s kicking 

is me (p.5). In this first section of the novel entitled ‘Lambs’ with all the pre-fall, pre-

slaughter associations, the inner-voice has a sense of agency to it – even as an embryo, she 

envisons her potential outside universe. Structurally, the novel then charts the protagonist’s 

painful mental disintegration.  

 

 

                                                           
40 Cohn, Transparent Minds, p.247. 
41 ibid., p.252. 
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4.4 Expressive inarticulacy 

It is significant that the first childish grammatical slip of the novel is when the girl implores 

to her brother ‘we done the best we could’ (p.3). The narration is regularly addressed to her 

brother throughout the novel, we sense her desperation as she addresses a sibling enduring 

the development of a brain tumour, which was initially in remission. His vision, speech, and 

gait is affected and she fills in his perceptual gaps, addressing him in the second-person 

singular.  Her private orality acts as his voice which is disappearing. She imagines his 

thoughts towards his increasing physical vulnerability ‘Change the bed sheets empty that 

bowl. There now. Lie now. Do you think you can lie down? Yes’ (p.139).  

 

There are complex and fluid shifts in tense in every engagement with her sibling, to indicate 

a fused world of her brother’s presence and her self-presence. We also gain a sense of 

chaotic, multi-directional perception, a frantic measuring of the past against present, in an 

attempt to discover coherence ‘I saw that then. It happened a lot. You putting money in. Here 

for you. Little bit. I but I never say thanks. I never said. Sorry for that now. I don’t really 

know what I was up to’ (p.97).  This disorientation becomes total in the closing sections of 

the novel where her brother, her connection to a future or world beyond that created by abuse 

dies, leaving a vacuum in which she becomes destroyed by her exploitation. This absolute 

failure of coherence and hope is also paramount in the interior world of Beckett’s abject 

subjects. In the case of both McBride and Beckett’s central characters, their interiorities 

foreground their inchoate descent into irrationality, and therefore their abject, powerless 

status shows them ‘locked’ in their private realm of self-conversation. This hermetically 

sealed narration in both cases might suggest an incapacity for this literary form to engage in 

social critique – a potential flaw that is addressed later in this chapter. 
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Part II of the novel recounts the first act of sexual abuse. The opening statement announces 

the girl is now thirteen. The bildungsroman form unravels further here as the protagonist, 

instead of following the traditional trajectory of self-exploration and psychological 

discovery, traditional in this genre’s recounting of earlier phases of life, suffers an arrested 

development, becoming ‘frozen’ in time. She retains her rural naivety, an innocent from the 

sticks ‘ Not never been to a pub’ (p.84). However, there is a sense of freedom in escaping 

the confines of her upbringing. AG reverses and subverts the bildungsroman, where 

adolescence is a legacy of self-discovery. A Catholic girlhood of subjugation is depicted 

where a character cannot come of age, or enter a world of self-expressive maturity, where 

they are continually thwarted and can only self-destruct. The narration corresponds to the 

synchronism of an arrested mental world when our protaganist’s child discourse continues 

into her adolescence, ‘Can do this if I like and if I want and no one’s telling tales at home’ 

(p.89). 

 

The elements of self-transformation, where the protaganist has escaped the clutches of 

family and questions religious dogma, are reflected in the character’s temporal switches ‘Bye 

then. Bye. Pulling off pulling off for the city. Leaving that. Go back. All you behind. Put 

breath back in my body. Right now. Next now. What I’ll be?’ (p.81) The switch from present 

tense recollections of speech ‘Bye then’ to commands to go back, then cutting again to ‘Right 

now’ and a composite future/present tense of ‘next now’ invokes the possibility the city 

offers of inventing this individual anew. Ultimately however, the body of this unmarried 

daughter becomes the site over which men fight for power, and the female protagonist has 

no say in the way her fate is decided. The girl seeks yet fails to reunify her inner self with 

the social self that is demanded of her, to overcome the split between subject and object 

created by an abusive male antagonist. Therefore, the DIM of AG performs a disruptive 
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social critique, via a subversion of the traditional plot trajectory and inner-voice of the 

bildungsroman. 

 

Our protagonist tragically fails to form a hybrid inner-voice of maturity, worthy of the classic 

bildungsroman. Structurally Part VI of the novel sees the inner child and parent voice 

melding together. The protagonist struggles to create a sense of protection, in the final hours 

of her brother’s life, resorting to a nostalgic play-acting, fusing the voices of sister and 

mother: ‘He cut it long he cut it short he cut it with a knife and fork…Beans on toast. I’ll: 

Ha now what is enough. That’s enough now. Just sit there I’ll bring them in’ (p.164). This 

monologue becomes a bedside vigil voiced in increasingly clipped, panicked sentences, 

grasping at time, splintered sense impressions and physical detail ‘Clean you. Put in the bin. 

See. My one act. I might be a person. Beneath tha. Where horrible can be a good act of 

contrition’ (p.179). Childhood perception becomes a way to portray experience as 

multivariant, unconcerned with the ‘false’ linearity of clock time ‘That I. It’s alright my love 

go to sleep. I sit. These tick tock hours moving night across the ocean’ (p.176). Here her 

brother’s delirious, near-death mutterings blend with her responses. The DIM form permits 

a dense, multi-variant chronology, moving from attending to him in the present, to time 

flowing away into an innocent, fantastical ‘tick tock’ distance.  

  

The abused child-voice of this novel creates a refused subjectivity. Nevertheless, what is 

voiced is the stark possibility of two equally psychologically destructive narrative 

trajectories: following a process of mental and corporeal decay, and in so doing remaining 

fragmented and being condemned to die. Alternatively, the character can try to recover a 

psychological unity. The closing structure of the novel attempts to reconcile these two 

possibilities where unity of self is attempted paradoxically through disintegration. The 

protagonist is brutally attacked and raped by a local man and, in a crescendo of psychological 
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pain, the girl drowns herself. However, this becomes a baptismal moment where she can 

commune with her brother and release herself from her perceived ‘tainted’ body: ‘I am. 

Drowned no fine. Fine look because I see you under. Because we are very young. And we 

are very clean here like when we wash our hands’ (p.202). This figure does not envision 

death as the end, but a renewal through full disembodiment. A stable, essential self is never 

simply ‘revealed’ in action. When questions of provisionality, reformulation, and re-

engagement become impossible, suicide becomes the only escape from an uninhabitable 

body and ‘invaded’ psyche. 

 

Authenticity for this character can only be achieved through self-annihilation, as death is 

seen as both a space beyond the tainted human and yet inextricably underlies the experience 

of subjectivity. The narrator has attempted self-mastery in vain, struggled to become what 

Lea calls ‘individual rather than dividual, to cohere singularly rather than recognise the 

constant process of splitting that constitutes subjectivity.’42 The girl is like Molloy in this 

respect, unable to achieve this integration into a single, coherent self. 

 

In this manner of interiorised self-destruction, McBride’s novel fits with Stephen Knudsen’s 

claim that metamodernism ‘allows the possibility of staying sympathetic to the 

poststructuralist deconstruction of subjectivity and the self […] and yet it still encourages 

genuine protagonists and creators and the recouping of some of modernism’s virtues’ 43 In 

this instance the modernist ‘virtues’ retained are linguistic experimentation and an atemporal 

richness in structure and narrative perspective, for the purposes of crafting and implying a 

‘genuine’ protagonist. 

                                                           
42 Daniel Lea, ‘The Anxieties of Authenticity in Post-2000 British Fiction’, Modern Fiction Studies (MFS), 

Vol. 58, No. 3, (Fall 2012), pp.459-476. 

43 Stephen Knudsen, ‘Beyond Postmodernism. Putting a Face on Metamodernism Without the Easy Clichés’,  

ArtPulse Magazine (March 2013). <http://artpulsemagazine.com/beyond-postmodernism-putting-a-face-on-

metamodernism-without-the-easy-cliches>, [Accessed 15 August 2014].  

http://artpulsemagazine.com/beyond-postmodernism-putting-a-face-on-metamodernism-without-the-easy-cliches
http://artpulsemagazine.com/beyond-postmodernism-putting-a-face-on-metamodernism-without-the-easy-cliches
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So far, AG is as an instance of fiction returning to, yet somehow rupturing anew, modernist 

models of subjectivity and inner-voice. McBride creates a private language for her 

protagonist to convey the reality of pain, sex and the overall realm of extreme corporeal 

experience. Her poetics of interiority both transgresses and builds upon previous modernist 

templates in these matters. 

 

The chaotic inner musings of the novel’s suicide scenes use DIM devices. Here DIM can 

create the ultimate suspense, unavailable to the retrospective narrator, with no comforting 

assurance of narrator survival. Such impressionistic effects, used to convey coming in and 

out of consciousness in final wounded moments, heighten to an extremity the sense that 

discourse and experience are simultaneous: ‘I seem to be lying on my stomach and can see 

nothing ahead of me’. (p.22) Death-scene DIM opens up new liminal spaces of cognition 

and perception for fiction to portray, as Tumanov notes within these scenes ‘we are privy to 

the process of mental reasoning which takes place between seeing and identifying’44 

 

4.5 Naivety as social critique 

The falsity and hypocrisy of adult discourse is a recurring motif of the internal voice in AG. 

The central character retreats from and mimics ‘mature’ rhetoric, exposing the hypocritical 

gap between her mother’s pious religious pronouncements and admonishments and her 

brutal ‘ungodly’ circumstances. ‘Who gives a fuck? Don’t show me up she says and none of 

that foul mouth if you don’t mind’ (p.98). Gently, in maternal Irish brogue, blended with 

profane self-admonishments. The protagonist regularly mothers herself, the parental voice, 

switched to in the absence of its reality ‘You’re only fucking going home. It’s not that bad 

it is. Is. Not. There. Go on. Give over with all that then’ (p.98). Over the duration of four 

                                                           
44 Tumanov, Ecce Bellum, p.127. 
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solid pages of rebukes, from the grandfather to the protaganist’s mother, the immediate 

focalising perspective is the eavesdropping daughter and her imaginary retorts ‘It was not 

remission. Not it was not and you be careful because what he gives he can also take back. 

And look at that one. What way is that to rear a girl?’ (p.16). The child mimic operates as 

critique here, her parroting exposing the inadequate, scandalised and prudish tone of the 

adult’s gossip: ‘Everyone thinks our mother’s a bit and desperate because where’s the man 

in that house and who will teach those children right from wrong?’(p.17). 

 

Such a use of dual-voice DIM throughout the novel insists the reader reconstructs a hierarchy 

of commentary. The dominant reportage is the child’s. She in turn quotes or mimics adult 

voices with ironic intention.  In this manner the reader begins to absorb the habitual, 

hypocritical register of the surrounding adults, which is recontextualised within the child’s 

own inner speech. The child therefore expresses two superimposed points of view: the adults 

as travestied by the child. 

 

McBride’s model of authentic interiority positions a child’s voice as the default moral arbiter 

of her story, juxtaposing this with the ‘corrupt’ voices of maturity. In this sense authenticity 

is formulated as a value judgement of a character’s virtue in opposition to an amoral foil. 

For instance, she contrasts the hypocrisy of a mother’s doting, public displays of affection 

with their colder treatment at home ‘She smiles says they’re a handful, but you wouldn’t be 

without them would you?’ (p.19). This is DIM as rhetorical reported speech, the missing 

speech markers internalize the ventriloquizing of adult talk. We hear her father explicitly 

stating that for the child to vocalise (break out of their interior silence, into public speech) 

would be to reveal their inner sin. The ‘exterior’ child’s voice itself is demonised: 
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Well it’s little wonder why your husband left. If I had to live with this kind of Godlessness going on 

under my roof…No. No it was a mistake to come here. I feel the evil in this house….I don’t want to 

hear the words of the evil one from my own daughter’s mouth (p.16). 

 

In the school days sections of the novel, the matter-of-fact child’s observation of classroom 

assaults magnifies the cruel absurdity of adult prejudice, again through an internalised 

rhetorical reported speech, ‘No one’s tinker to you Miss. But our teacher does. Always 

smelly tinkers. Tinkers sit over there for living in caravans and get more walloped than 

anyone else’ (p.26). As Honeyman established, children’s questioning in fiction can 

demonstrate their exclusion from adult discourse, ‘yet contains liberating potential to 

interrogate perceived norms… children disrupt the discourse by turning adult’s presumption 

of power and linguistic bullying back on them.’ 45 McBride’s innovation is to intensify this 

register of interrogation towards hypocrisy through an internalized mimicry of linguistic 

bullying. 

 

McBride’s narrative shows how the child figure becomes symbolic of broader adult power 

struggles. Paul March-Russell has noted the way women modernist writers, such as 

Katherine Mansfield and Elizabeth Bowen, utilised the child protagonist in such symbolism, 

utilised for purposes of social critique in the first half of the twentieth-century, ‘for women 

writers though…the childhood self  becomes a battleground for the power structures that 

underwrite family relations and individual socialization.’46 March-Russell also observes how 

this emphasis on the newness of experience for children is ‘ultimately embedded in the 

Modernist project of renovating language’.47 This is linked to the question of impersonation 

and mimicking of another’s point of view, an othering of language. With McBride’s DIM 

however, mimicry of adults involves the child’s urge to right wrongs and slights 

                                                           
45 Susan Honeyman, Elusive Childhood: Impossible Representations in Modern Fiction (The Ohio State 

University Press, 2005), p.180. 
46 Paul March Russell, ‘Baby Tuckoo among the Grown-Ups: Modernism and Childhood in the Interwar 

Period’, The Child in British Literature: Literary Constructions of Childhood, Medieval to Contemporary, 

Edited A. Gavin (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), pp.196-211. 
47 ibid., p.209. 
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imaginatively. This is made resounding clear in the following passage, depicting a realm 

only the child possesses ‘my silent’: ‘sitting here reading books thinking you are so great…In 

my silent they’re not so clever not so quick and rule the world anyway as if it’s fair’ (p.68). 

Here the child’s thoughts become a place to settle injustices, take back a power not permitted 

in the public/adult sphere. 

 

This child’s only access to the truth of their household is a matter of silently eavesdropping. 

However, the one feature whose absence usually defines DIM – reported speech- is a key 

element of the young girl’s inner-voice. DIM here indicates speech markers through 

rhythmic patterns. The monologue’s innocent qualities are also foregrounded in its 

repetitive, rushed pacing: ‘Voices from her past float in and out ‘Are you alright? Will you 

sit, he says. No. I want she says. I want to see my son. Smell from Dettol through her skin’ 

(p.3). Here the child’s thoughts becomes a preverbal ‘chronic logorrhea’.48 McBride’s pre-

verbal stylings elucidate how the child’s voice performs such an effective function of 

characterisation, in her natural incohesion, incoherence and confusion of intentionality. 

These child-like expressive inarticulacies are also features central to the self-communication 

illusion of DIM more broadly. As the focaliser of this novel however, such techniques are 

deployed in extremis, at a poetic, fast-paced intensity that paces and places the dialogic 

engagement of the reader at the same emotional velocity and tension as the young girl’s 

thoughts. 

 

It is not only the adult capacity for cruelty that is explored in the novel. The suggestion of 

instinctual violence amongst children is repeatedly represented in montage devices, Flashes 

of terrorising animals and fellow pupils are interspersed seamlessly with rapid taunting 

voices: ‘They’ll throw a bat against the wall to see if mush flap squeal or die. Stick a blue tit 

                                                           
48 Cohn, Transparent Minds, p.200. 
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in the range so it will squeak burn. You said tit. Burning tits they like that. And say that word 

to all the girls if they can. How’s your tits? Have you any eggs you fucking bitch. We are. 

What are we doing here?’ (p.37). The intruding voices and ambiguity of the sudden plural, 

personal pronoun switches, exposes the disorientation and shock felt towards the visceral 

brutality and casual misogyny on display. 

 

In later sexual encounters, there are suggestions of self-transformation or agency, where the 

young woman reverses gender power relationships by defying and appropriating misogynist 

insults. This attempts a reversal of predatory roles: ‘Disgusting. You dirty slut. We drink to 

that we’ll pour it down our gullets and go hunting for men’ (p.89). Conversely however this 

defiant description exposes the protagonist as a socially abject subject, marginalised in her 

context of trauma and cruelty, yet seeking a form of autonomy within it. As highlighted in 

chapters 2 and 3 of this thesis, both Beckett and Kelman deploy an outcast and abject figure 

to reveal how individuals are thwarted as social actors, yet become agents who carve out an 

interiorised capacity to shape their world. The agency is suggested through a relentless and 

stoic reflection on their situation. As with Kelman’s protagonist in HL, the hardships endured 

by this young girl, do not create the straightforwardly victimised figure of social, structural 

pressures that we might anticipate. Instead, heroism is presented in the child’s refusal to 

participate in religious or parochial cultural scripts and her often impenetrable degrees of 

stoicism and determination. This parallels Beckett and Kelman’s models of inner-voice 

which are stoic refusals of a socially abject subject. The perverse degrees of stoicism expose 

the extremity of their social predicament and the destructive power of their antagonists by 

implication. 
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4.6 Stoicism III: shameful yet defiant 

The consciousness of our case study protagonist is a brutally condensed and conflicted 

microcosm of a private verses public self.  The negotiation of these internal and external 

identities lies at the heart of literature’s treatment of the human quest for free forms of self-

expression. This public/private schism is demanded of the abuse victim to the point of a 

traumatically dissociative split in this novel. In relation to a psychoanalytical understanding 

of trauma, Cathy Caruth argues that ‘in its immediacy of experience a traumatic flashback 

is literal, or authentic, precisely because it is not verbal’.49 Applying this notion to meta-

modern literature more broadly,50 Funk expands upon this connection between inchoate 

representations of trauma and a sense of authenticity: ‘It is this essential resistance to 

signification, this position beyond words, which connects trauma with authenticity, which 

makes traumatic experience both sublime and authentic.’ 51 This novel however attempts to 

make the case that trauma is not beyond expression, but demands a uniquely visceral 

engagement with the reader to convey the full extent of its damage to the psyche. In direct 

contrast to a Beckettian portrayal of ‘pure’ memory, McBride’s literary interiority attempts 

to create this visceral, embodied sense through language. As McBride herself and Jacqueline 

Rose have argued, the novel attempts to explore what people are capable of inflicting upon 

themselves as a result of what has been inflicted upon them, ‘written in a way that implicates 

the reader in the experience’.52 McBride’s novel moves beyond Dujardin’s model of 

corporeal-like interiority, into a representation of consciousness whose inner barriers appear 

                                                           
49 Cathy Caruth, Trauma: Explorations in Memory, ‘Introduction’, 1st Edition (Baltimore: John Hopkins 

Press, 1995), pp.151-158. 
50 As highlighted in the introduction, this thesis uses the definition of metamodernism suggested by Guy 

Davenport. Davenport suggests metamodernism is an aesthetic that is ‘after yet by means of modernism…a 

departure as well as a perpetuation’. This definition also takes into account how the contemporary literature 

of McBride and Lerner is not homage but a reengagement with modernist method, an attempt to tackle 

subject matter outside the interest of the modernist themselves appropriating some of their methodologies and 

aesthetics. 

51 Funk, Literature of Reconstruction, p.16. 
52 Podcast, Jacqueline Rose in conversation with Eimear McBride, 2017, Birkbeck Institute of the 

Humanities  
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to have been ruptured, invaded by physicality, fused with and formed from pain and fear. 

This is an invasion that forces a move into imagery of physicality and physical pain as the 

central focaliser, as with Beckett’s Molloy and Kelman’s HL, but pushed to new experiential 

limits. 

 

The dissociative mechanisms McBride evokes through imagist techniques are intimately 

connected to her child protagonist’s articulation of a mind/body split. The question of how 

radical a presentation of subjectivity this is depends on whether it constitutes a traumatised 

repetition and reminder of a fatal attachment to materiality or a way to rescue a sense of 

agency. Stoicism is an attempt to overcome the mental schism of being an abject social 

subject in AG. As with Sammy Samuels from HL and Beckett’s Molloy, stoicism is 

intricately woven into a protagonist’s evocation of self-conversation. Throughout the novel 

the child describes apperception, restating the fact her thoughts will remain defiantly, 

inevitably ‘interior’ and unvoiced due to a sense of shame and fear ‘Be quiet insides. Don’t 

be fucked up. I will wait. This out. He’ll be gone’ (p.52). The manner in which McBride 

tries to leave as few obstacles as possible between reader’s and the girl’s ‘quiet insides’ is 

by using language to evoke physical responses ‘ I wanted the reader to experience the book 

as something they experienced in their body so there are no names, dates, no concrete 

details’. 53 Similarly, in Molloy’s and Beckett’s monologues, such as his 1972 dramatic work 

Not I, there are central characters who appear to be articulating as a purely physical emission, 

the writer hoping it would ‘work on the nerves of the audience not its intellect’.54 Beckett 

also uses his character’s thoughts to suggest a schism in his socially abject protagonist. As 

discussed in the second half of chapter 2, Molloy’s mind/body schism accounts for the horror 

he expresses towards himself as a corporeal being, creating an unsettling juxtaposition 

                                                           
53 Rose and McBride, in conversation. 
54 Beckett to Jessica Tandy. Quoted in E Brater, ‘The I in Beckett’s Not I’, Twentieth Century Literature, 

Vol. 20, No. 3  (July 1974), p.200. 
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between his malfunctioning body and agile mind. As with the young girl protagonist, Molloy 

attempts to convey a total loss, beyond the familiar moments of claustrophobia or 

disorientation, most often conveyed in the novel through a more straight forward first person 

narration. The abject status of both characters leads to their dissociating from their own body, 

encapsulating both their loss of faith in human communication and the necessity for them to 

perform extreme acts of self-dissolution. 

 

In this context it is notable that one of the pervading physical responses McBride attempts 

to ‘instil’ in the reader is those evoked by a sense of shame. The conflicting sense of shame 

permeating the child in the novel is often conveyed through a cacophony of sense 

impressions and guilty feelings regarding her inability to help her vulnerable brother ‘I say 

are you alright in the muffle of my coathood. Where I can hardly be seen to feel you matter’ 

(p.36). Here the syntax and childlike, onomateopeic coinages also blend the interior and 

exterior self, layering a confusion of inner and outer realms and highlighting the demands 

on the child to wear a public mask of stoicism. The stoicism here is a hiding of her ‘true’ 

self ‘I won’t ask and I won’t say that inside myself or ever out again’ (p.152). 

 

There is a ferocity to the protagonist’s monologues of interior rage and humiliation. 

‘Thinking of the scald and full of shame’ (p.50). There is also a recurring motif of 

juxtaposing her brother’s, vocalised yet impotent rage ‘you shouting’ with her determinedly 

subsumed voice, pushed further within ‘He’s doing you even as you speak now to your face. 

My throat. Is blank. Is sown up. You shouting what’s so funny? I nearly died. I still could. 

It’s still in me’ (p.50). Here the shifts in tense convey a fusion of her sense of a brother’s 

betrayal (abandonment through death) with her own sense of shame. Her brother’s shame 

and anger also become buried within her ‘It’s still in me’ (p.50).  
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Eventually, her brother’s internal life becomes impenetrable ‘They don’t want you. Can’t 

begin to know what you’re like inside’ (p.65). The siblings were bonded through shame – a 

sense of being abject human subjects – through his disabilities and debilitation and her 

continuing abuse. Yet they are ruptured apart when trauma turns the child further inward, to 

attempt to accommodate a new, brutal reality ‘that inside world had caught alight and what 

I wanted. To be left alone. To look at it’ (p.61).  

 

The later twentieth century novel traditionally uses the direct form of IM to create the effect 

there is no narrative interception occurring. This strategy then requires readers to wrestle 

with the paradoxical gaps between protagonist’s often brutal predicaments, their stoic 

responses and antagonistic, inhumane social context. This feature of the literary device is 

discussed at length in relation to Sammy Samuel’s narration in HL. Oriented through the 

lens of inner tumult in this novel, we gather an impending sense of external oppression, 

driving a dangerously stoic pressure to contain within ‘Be quiet insides…I learned to turn it 

off, the world that was not my own. Stop up ears and everything’ (p.61). This novel uses 

language to create a physical rather than intellectual understandin g of a problem, creating a 

‘claustrophobic’ reading experience, one that attempts to put the reader in as close as 

possible relationship to what is being described. The formulation of authenticity here 

becomes both an aesthetic value judgement and conception of mind. There is an aesthetic 

collision against a normative use of language to construct a strategy for depicting a ‘raw’  

unaffected sense of a young consciousness. This portrayal of a mind itself is also new literary 

strategy in its emphasis on its attempted split from an adjoining body. McBride uses a 

child’s-voice version of Joyce’s rendering of a mind’s ‘movements’, before it even 

consciously attempts to explain phenomena, to achieve this claustrophobic relationship. The 

inchoate is suggested through a disrupting rhythm and syncopation, where the reader is 

unable to shy away from the psychic damage being inflicted on a human subject. McBride 
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herself has cited the playwright Sarah Kane’s work, in particular the play Cleansed (1998) 

as an influence in this respect ‘this play made me realise that women were allowed to be 

brutal and not therapise their way out. Just describe the ugly, cruel thing and that would be 

enough – the viewer or reader would have to deal with it’.55 

 

In this novel the twisted power relations of sexual abuse stay hidden within a tormented 

consciousness of inevitably internalised pain, the exposure or outward expression of which 

would explode the tenuous family unit presented. Literary theorists, such as John Orr, see 

the radical potential of stream-of-consciousness forms of IM residing in their creation of a 

territory of denial or sanctuary where ‘The inner space of the IM enables the narrator to 

establish an inner space unavailable to him in an alien world. The free moment of the stream-

of-consciousness is the artistic refusal of objective reality’.56 This artistic refusal operates at 

the level of character in this novel, to expose the psychic reality of freedom denied in the 

exploitative adult sphere. The novel makes clear the protagonist can only ‘fully’ exist inside 

her own head and her DIM creates a diegetic level that functions by a reader sharing an 

imagining from ‘within’ this mental territory. However, within external reality the 

protaganist uses sex to try and regain control, but this only compounds her societies’ 

response to her abuse, as a matter of victim blaming, positioning her as morally abject and 

responsible for her predicament. Here we can see Trilling’s version of an authenticity quest 

in literature; as fatally inner directed, still operating in contemporary models of inner-voice. 

The protagonist exposes the conflict between an imposed public sense of self, invading the 

private self-determined interiority. The crisis instigates a true ‘core’ being pursued, not 

simply to rescue some autonomy and uninvaded mental territory, but as a means to survive 

psychologically. The failure to achieve even limited freedom within the realm of her mind, 

                                                           
55 Rose and McBride, in conversation. 
56 John Orr, Tragic Realism and Modern Society- Studies in the Sociology of the Modern Novel (Palgrave 

Macmillan, 1977), p.119. 
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body or social setting forms the novel’s disturbing impression that unless abuse sufferers are 

able to find an external voice (or listener), their experiences can destroy them. 

 

Childlike articulations of the pressure to contain within a sense of shame defines McBride’s 

poetics of interiority. Shame as an emotion becomes a physically destructive sensation, 

internalised and visualised as a constrictive pressure, literally closing off the external, 

auditory realm: ‘I learned to turn it off, the world that was not my own. Stop up ears and 

everything’ (p.61). This interior ‘containment’ also operates as stoicism and social critique 

by insinuation. As discussed in chapter 3 of this thesis, the classical sense of stoic heroism, 

privileges an interior mode of expression in its elevation of rationality. As Orr expresses it: 

‘The courage to be is the courage to affirm one’s own reasonable nature over against what 

is accidental in us…reason in this sense points to the person in his centre and includes all 

mental functions’. 57  The stoicism of the girl at the centre of this novel attempts to hold both 

elements of this classical formulation of ‘inner’ courage and a contradictory Rosseauian, 

romantic dimension that proposes the authentic as an embrace of inner feeling. Guigon 

articulates this version of interiority as: ‘the Romantic reappraisal of authenticity…the 

attempt to recover a sense of oneness and wholeness…real ‘truth’ is discovered not by 

rational reflection and scientific method, but by total immersion in one’s own deepest and 

most intense feelings.’58 The child’s voice is uniquely placed to express these conflicted 

versions of authenticity, both stoic and romantic. As in the classic bildungsroman, this quest 

for self-knowledge becomes an internalised version of an original state, ‘unspoilt’ by reason 

or education, in other words untainted by adult mental and institutional constructs.  

 

                                                           
57 ibid., p.12-13. 
58 Charles Guigon, On Being Authentic (London: Routledge, 2004), p51. 
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As I have argued throughout this thesis, models of authentic inner-voice are drawn back to 

portrayals of stoic protagonists, in twentieth century novels. This is because they repeatedly 

depict a quest for authentic selfhood that subscribes to the idea that social pressures place 

fearful masks over individuals, which must be removed to achieve a courage of wisdom and 

revelation of a previously hidden self. Crucially, this uncovering of individual truth must 

reside in a hidden, interior, ‘core’ self. In the instance of AG, courageous thought processes 

are represented as attempts to ‘unmask’ the damage of adult hypocrisy and abuses of power. 

Furthermore, this excavation to the authentic interior reveals the gravity and full dimensions 

of the social antagonist, through its depiction of a painful process of self-revelation. The 

resulting dialogic and intimate positioning of the reader within this self-talk forms readers 

as co-creators of inner-voice and therefore ‘live’ witnesses of injustice. 

 

The ‘fullness’ of experience is conveyed in the novel through what Fernihough calls a 

‘chaotic superabundancy’, a feature of much modernist IM, such as Virginia Woolf’s.59 

However, it is the radically extreme nature of the protagonist’s stoic bravery, recounted in 

this chaotic mode, that constitutes its decoupling from such modernist subjective realism. 

The placing of the ebbs and flows of an individual’s developing consciousness at the centre 

of the novel might hold progressive qualities for realist theorists such as Lukács. Viewed 

through a particular political lens such a novel after all celebrates the uniqueness and 

unlimited potential of the human subject and is therefore instructive as a critique of a 

dehumanising social context. However, the power of the narration in this novel is in its 

bodily assertion of the spiritual right to individual autonomy. This is a claustrophobic 

positioning of the reader within a hellish physicality. The reader participates in creating a 

voice that envisions an assertion of life as a defiant separation of adolescence from the 

inauthenticity of corrupt and hidden social structures. This novel then embodies, in its 

                                                           
59 Fernihough, Consciousness, p.67. 
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narrative dialogic, Adorno’s sense of art, and the protagonist’s sense of themselves, as in a 

paradoxical state of semi-autonomy.60 

 

This chapter has demonstrated how a twenty-first century DIM novel extends Kelman’s late 

twentieth century mode of speech-like interiority. This imaginative extension produces an 

abject inner-voice using elements of modernist literary technique and stages this as a 

commentary on a social sphere, producing ‘live’ the disturbing conditions of an individual’s 

subjugation. McBride’s linguistic innovations of child-like logorrhea and phonetic 

orthography perform a dissolution upon language, moving the mode beyond formalist 

experimentation with composition, or presentations of the inchoate at the level of stylistics, 

or engagements with matters of class exploitation. Instead, this novel was shown to conduct 

a social critique, by constructing personal authenticity as chaotic inner-voice conducting an 

implicit challenge to both a hypocritical and exploitative individual and by implication social 

context.  

 

This chapter clarified that McBride’s model of child-like inner-voice, considered alongside 

Kelman’s inner speech techniques and modernist innovations, moves the IM novel beyond 

both a modern and post-modern phase. The novel was shown to utilise modernist stylistics 

to give voice to a socially abject subject and in so doing forming an account of broader social 

injustices. This model of inner-voice ultimately however was seen to make subjectivity 

somehow retain agency, allowing freedom as part of a defiant character’s state of isolation 

and shame, as opposed to a retreat from it, as Trilling’s characterisation of fatally inner-

directed authentic narration would have it. 

 

                                                           
60 Theodor Adorno, Aesthetic Theory, Editor Gretel Adorno and Rolf Tiedemann, Translated: Robert Hullot-

Kentor. (London, New York: Continuum, 2004). 
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The next chapter moves to a case study, contemporary US novel to explore an inversion of 

a youthful model of ‘authentic’ inner-voice. Chapter 5 shows another narrative further 

dismantling the bildungsroman’s traditional trajectory of mature self-realisation, but in this 

case to undermine the notion of authentic voice itself. This novel documents an inauthentic 

unease, both moral and aesthetic, haunting the mind of an aspiring young poet, as a means 

of social criticism. 
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5. The ‘New Sincerity’ of Inauthentic Poetry:  

    Ben Lerner’s Leaving the Atocha Station (2011). 1 

 

This chapter builds upon the central premise of this thesis; that models of inner-voice in the 

post-war novel develop in relation to their capacities as modes of social critique. This chapter 

also shows that Lerner’s fictional portrayal of the struggle to attain authentic status presents 

a possibility of meaningful intra-subjective human connection. This connectivity is achieved 

even within the novel’s mode of meta-modern, ironic narration. This possibility is not 

founded upon a unifying notion of social resistance offered by the novel, but rather through 

an exposure of, then individuated repair of, the tenuous bonds of solidarity or meaningful 

communication fostered in the contemporary public sphere. This chapter’s analysis of 

Leaving the Atocha Station builds upon the argument made throughout this thesis: that 

models of inner-voice in the novel direct us as readers to the truth claim that individuals find 

themselves in relations which are ‘intrasubjective’, in Goldman’s terms outlined in the 

introduction.2  

 

 This final chapter provides another model of the authentic self, through a presentation of its 

negative image. In this manner Ben Lerner’s novel points to the idea that the subject of 

thought and action is as equally shaped by the cultural as the social, through his misanthropic 

narrator. Such an approach to the novel provides fruitful political insights because, as 

Goldman observes, ‘this form of intrasubjective community…is idyllic and far removed 

from actual social reality. It serves, nevertheless, to illustrate the problem…of the many 

forms of social pathology…pathologies of the transindividual subject.’ (p.99) This chapter 

                                                           
1 A shortened and adapted version of this chapter was presented at the British Association of Contemporary 

Literature (BACL) Conference, July 2018, entitled:  'The New Sincerity of Inauthentic Poetry in Ben Lerner's 

Leaving the Atocha Station and Nicolson Baker's The Anthologist'. 
2 Goldman coined the term intrasubjective to convey how the individual is a conscious and socialized being, 

a subject who is ‘only a partial element of a subject which transcends him’. Goldman also wished to convey 

through this term the idea that the subject of all thought and action is informed as much by the cultural as the 

social. 
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argues that Leaving the Atocha Station conducts a meta-critique of the formulation of 

authenticity as a ‘pure’ aesthetic or moral value judgement.3 It does this by presenting this 

version of authenticity in crisis, within an individual’s mind, a crisis heightened by their life 

circumstance. 

 

5.1 The narratology of detached inner-voice 

Structurally, LTAS can be considered low on emplotted incident. The plot manoeuvres 

surrounding the protagonist Adam Gordon relate to his artistically deceptive attainment of 

an arts fellowship based in Madrid. Most of the narrative involves the character’s struggles 

to learn Spanish, make friends, command the city’s geography. All of these struggles are 

complicated by the protagonist’s hash habit, his own doubts regarding his artistic credibility 

and the possibility of stabilising any grounds for the experience or perception of emotional 

or aesthetic authenticity. Through such plot as there is, and through the character’s slow 

crisis, as strung out on this thin plot, LTAS creates structural parallels and conflicts out of 

the respective predicaments of the poet/writer persona and ‘true’ character. This pairing is 

predicated upon the debilitating self-consciousness of both the poet-writer persona, so self-

conscious he is unable to write a suitable poem or story, and the ‘true’ underlying nature of 

the character who feels the social construction of artistic rebellion makes unreasonable 

demands of his inner-voice. In this sense the protagonist is so cripplingly self-aware he is 

unable to access a meaningful sense of self, neither within or beneath the consciously-held 

writer persona.  

 

There is a contradictory intimacy fostered between reader and character throughout the 

novel, through the reader’s witnessing of a human subject’s crisis of detachment. The playful 

                                                           
3 From hereafter Leaving the Atocha Station will be referred to as LTAS. 
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and layered stylistic detachment operating in this novel’s narrative mediates Adam Gordon’s 

character. Imagining oneself through the imaginings of other’s perceptions of you, 

mimicking romantic models of inner-voice and reflecting on your role as a meta-watcher 

make up the receding layers of detachment that keep Gordon at increasing external removes 

from an ‘authentic internal’ self:  

 I slowly began to recognize something like my voice…Something in the arrangement of the  

 lines…denoted, indicated a ghostly presence behind the Spanish, and that presence was my own, or 

 maybe it was my absence (p.41).  

 

Writerly self-insertion has been a feature of much earlier meta-fictional novels. Notable 

examples include the narration of Italio Calvino’s If on a winter’s night a traveller (1979) 

and Paul Auster’s New York Trilogy (1987). 4 Such meta-fictive characters undertake a 

writing quest as a way of laying bare the process of creating literature, demystifying in part 

the novel’s construction, the author’s role. They can also be used to meta-fictionalise as a 

playful tease, utilising writing as a form of aesthetic pyrotechnics. Lerner’s character breaks 

from this mode to wrestle with a perceived cultural vacuity in relation to the contemporary 

writer. This self-consciousness of his protagonist is reserved for angst about his ambiguous 

social status as a creative person in a contemporary moment which has no space or 

vocabulary for creativity which has not been used before or been commodified. He struggles 

with his ambivalent role as trader in feeling, in a world that flattens any spiritual sense and 

promotes lack of affect: ‘I took the drug [tranquilizer] to intensify the vantage from said 

remove’ (p.67). 

 

                                                           
4 The opening line of this work reads ‘You are about to begin reading Italio Calvino’s new novel, If on a 

winter’s night a traveller. Relax. Concentrate’ (p.3). US writers such as John Barthes similarly explicitly 

signal their narrator’s roles as storytellers. In his short story The Balloon (1968) for instance a giant balloon 

floats over Manhattan, witnessed by adults attempting to reading into its meaning as a symbol. Eventually the 

narrator admits there is no intrinsic meaning in the balloon. 
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Paradoxically for a bildungsroman, the protagonist of LTAS maintains a wry distance from 

his experiences and the familiar modes of self-disclosure synonymous with this traditional 

form. A further paradox is that the layers of detachment operating in this novel work to 

position the reader within its confessional intimacy, albeit perhaps for ultimately satirical 

purposes. Yacobi noted this satirical capacity of the IM novel with reference to Lieutenant 

Gustil (1900), a text that recounts the day-to-day delusions of grandeur afflicting an Austrian 

military officer. Yacobi writes that the  ‘unframed direct interior monologue form is turned 

into a potent tool of satire and implicit authorial irony…because the self-communication 

premise implies a potential for maximal honesty of opinion’. 5 In this specific use of the 

style, it is because the Lieutenant is unafraid of being judged as anti-social, that he is willing 

to expose, in spite of himself, the degradation of his own thoughts. Such direct self-loathing 

and exposure would be unobtainable within any non-IM form of narrative. After this class-

specific satirical use of the form Adam Gordon later partakes in an inner-voice of self-

degradation, that expresses anxieties of late capitalism, a key part of his social commentary 

and satiric function. 

The representation of reading itself is arguably also dismantled and detached from its 

inspirational or thematic source in LTAS.  Instead of the character reflecting on the ideas 

presented in his own reading matter, we see him return to IM’s central subject of 

apperception. The reader of LTAS is consistently being positioned as the observer of a 

reader. This creates a further layer of detachment, a meta-analysis of the act of reading itself: 

‘I reread Levin’s most soul-wrenching scenes without the slightest affective fluctuation’ 

(p.103). The reader is encircled by the author’s intention to put us at the same remove that 

his protagonist experiences from the literary texts he is attempting to digest. This is at work 

for instance, when the reader is positioned observing Gordon below on a park bench. We 

                                                           
5 T.Yacobi, ‘Narrative Structure and Fictional Mediation’, Poetics Today (Vol.8, No.2, 1987), p.338. 
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read his reflections on the cognitive mechanics of the reading process, and states of 

engagement and disengagement with the literature he has to hand. The reader is forced to 

pause and imagine Gordon’s intermittent disengagement, in parallel with experiencing his 

reverie on the abstract notion of reading itself : ‘Reading an Ashberry sentence, an elaborate 

sentence stretched over many lines, one feels the arch and feel of thinking in the absence of 

thought’ (p.90). Even the potential for intimacy with other minds suggested here, in the act 

of reading their poetry, is in fact a hollowing out, an awareness of the character’s vacancy. 

This void is potentially filled with poetry lines ingested with a detached abstraction, as ‘the 

feel of thinking’ (p.90). Such character rumination is as opposed to the usual triggering of 

personal connotations from the images presented, which is how poetry is supposed to 

function. 6 At times the protagonist is perversely deliberate in cultivating his emotional 

despondency. A decadently passive, callous and indifferent privileged self begins to emerge: 

‘I now felt nothing, my affect a flat spectrum over a defined band; I could watch videos of 

beheadings…without a reaction and I did’ (p.103).  

 

Self-posited authenticity fails the challenge of artistic transcendence in LTAS. However the 

novel still somehow conveys the sense authenticity is part of the human condition, therefore 

forever pursued. We are presented with the conflict between interiorised spirituality, 

dismissed as nostalgic myth, and a residual yearning for authenticity within a human subject. 

This thesis sees such character crises of spirituality as the product of what Lea calls ‘cultural 

typologies that we mimic’7  Throughout the novel the subject is constructed from the outside 

in this sense of cultural typology, Gordon is left to try and fill the post-romantic interior void: 

‘Something in the arrangement of the lines…that presence was my own, or maybe it was my 

                                                           
6 In his short 2016 essay The Hatred of Poetry, Ben Lerner describes a heroic failure at the heart of all poetry 

as the impulse to transmit individual experience into the public sphere for posterity.  

7 Lea, Anxieties of Authenticity, p.10. 
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absence’ (p.41). The solution to this insubstantial sense of inner self however becomes a 

matter of cold calculation, ‘To myself I was saying…None of this is real…You have 

outgrown poetry. You will be a legitimate scholar or a lawyer’ (p.178).   

 

The narrator’s nihilistic and apathetic masking of self appears to stem from his perception 

he is not a human agent who can shape history or the poetic form, merely an observer. In 

LTAS the poet cultivates his image in this manner: ‘I tried my best not to respond to most of 

the emails I received as I thought this would create the impression I was offline, busy 

accumulating experience, while in fact I spent a good amount of time online…looking at 

videos of terrible things’ (p.19).  Here the technologically saturated persona takes over any 

possibility of an authentic self or relationship.  

 

A fear of intangible fake identities is also projected onto art audiences, in scenes where 

Gordon’s public role is staged. Prior to the poetry performance the protagonist has been 

pressured into giving, we hear his name announced for the first time. Gordon’s fear of 

dissociation at this poetrty performance parallels the novelist David Foster Wallace’s 

concern that in the twenty-first century human subject: ‘The danger…is a shift from an 

understanding of self as a character in a great drama whose end is a meaning to an 

understanding of self, as an actor at a great audition whose end is seeming, i.e. being seen’.8 

Only at this point of an indirect IM shift to direct speech, in the reporting of his name at the 

public reading, does the reader realise the full extent of his misrepresentation as a political 

poet, not only of the Spanish Civil War, but of anti-American themes. He is resigned to a 

nihilistic view of his literary form: ‘no matter what any poet did, the poems would constitute 

screens on which readers could project their own desperate belief in the possibility of poetic 

                                                           
8 ibid., p.7. 
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experience, whatever that might be’ (p.38). Here the reader is confronted with Gordon, as a 

product of screen culture, who is not required by his audiences to have an authentic inner-

voice. In the contemporary model of self created by the narration and narrative framing of 

this novel, there is no centre to remain true to, merely the obligation to perform as if there 

were. 

 

Much meta-modern fictional representations of interiority since the 1990s, have been 

making the obstacles to ‘true’ or meaningful inter-subjective connection the focal subject of 

their narration. In particular, US authors of the twentieth and twenty-first century, such as 

David Foster Wallace, Brett Eastern Ellis and Tao Lin, had been exploring the limits placed 

on the possibilities of inter-subjective connection in contemporary consumer society. These 

novelists in the main present the case narratively that inter-subjective connection can only 

be fully and meaningfully realised if it is experienced by a human subject who can transcend 

ironic deadlocks operating in their social environment. These fictional explorations, of meta-

modern authors and Lerner, are undertaken through the use of an ironised narrator, like Ben 

Gordon, with a flat emotional register and laconic lack of affect.  

 

The question this chapter addresses, in relation to LTAS’s treatment of irony, is whether its 

post-ironic model of interiority, where thought is haunted by the imagined reception of its 

verbal articulation, leads to a version of the human subject as politically paralyzed. This 

political paralysis, it could be argued, is a disavowal of free social engagement or sincere 

communication. In this regard LTAS provides an intriguing variation of what Konstaninou 

defines as ‘post-ironic’ ‘metamodern’ fiction.9 For Konstantinou, ‘post-irony’ designates the 

effort to move beyond the problems that irony has created for, in particular, affluent young 

                                                           
9 Lee Konstantinou, Four Faces of Postirony in Metamodernism. Edited Robin Van Den Akker, Alison 

Gibbons and Timothesus Vermeulen (Maryland: Roman & Littlefield International, 2017), p.88. 
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adults living within a consumerist culture.  According to this theorist meta-modern fiction is 

‘obsessed with relationality, the reader-writer relationship, and inter subjective problems’ 

and is ‘overwhelmingly affective in its dominant ambitions’.10 In this formulation irony 

becomes a style of interiority that attempts to wrestle with the challenge posed to sincerity 

in the contemporary cultural landscape. LTAS, positions the reader in this meta-modern 

fashion, inviting them to share Gordon’s second-guessing of how his conduct or speech will 

be perceived, creating layered detachments from the narrator’s voice. He reports back to the 

reader, using indirect IM techniques, on his emotional responses to his attempts at reported 

(public speech): ‘I was trying to sound deep’ (p.50).  The reader participates in Gordon’s 

angst over whether he can truly ‘connect’ or emote, his self-conversational rhetoric is always 

a dissociative question: how will I be received?  

 

Recognition of forms of human domination, according to this thesis, is a pre-condition for a 

novel’s political awareness of the social sphere. The questions we therefore need to ask of 

our final case study novel politically, as a possible social critique, is: what does its ‘aesthetics 

of resistance’ look like? When it functions in such a layered, dissociative narration. 11 

Secondly, how is political sensibility, in this case an apathy towards resistance, informed by 

such a dissociative model of authentic inner-voice? Lastly, is LTAS ultimately offering a 

stylised rejection of art, and more specifically poetry, as resistance?  If so, how does this 

representation hinge on an author and his fictional vision of a writer? This chapter argues 

that this writer-protagonist’s role as a narrator can break through ironic deadlocks at the level 

of reader reception, through experiencing a character’s dilemmas. In this way the novel can 

                                                           
10 ibid., p.80. 
11 Jennifer Ashton, Totalising the Damage Revolutionary Ambition in Recent American Poetry. Nonsite.org. 

Issue 18 The Subject in Culture (October 8, 2015), p.7. 
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critique social demands for damaging, individual ‘performances’ of authenticity, within an 

ironized cultural arena. 

 

These literary examinations conclude this thesis’s exploration of characterisations of 

authentic subjectivity and inner-voice, through an instructive analysis of the complementary 

antonym inauthentic.12  As has been highlighted by the social theorists Vannini & Williams’s 

work on authenticity, the concept establishes itself as a normative criterion, which in turn 

makes its opposing term inauthenticity instructive as an attempt at standardisation of the 

concept.13 Therefore, establishing what features constitute the negative pole of this 

opposition, helps to clarify the cultural markers of authenticity at work in models of inner-

voice narration spanning almost a century.  

 

Using a novel that frames its concerns of aesthetic and political ethics around a writer’s 

authenticity crisis, returns this thesis to a key question broached in Chapter 2. That chapter 

examined Nausea’s model of an inner-voice mode of narration, where the writer was 

symbolic of an existential authenticity crisis. This chapter looks at the context of a twenty-

first century reworking of this character type. This chapter argues that we can find a 

contemporary formulation of Nausea’s narrative mode, where authenticity is an explicit 

dilemma endured and articulated directly by a writer-protagonist, in Lerner’s novel. I argue 

that Lerner allows us to see a contemporary divergence from the modernist and more recent 

IM articulations of authenticity in crisis at the level of form, discussed in relation to Molloy, 

HL and AG.  

 

                                                           
12 One word from a paring wherein affirmative use of one entails the negative of the other with no 

gradeability. M Lynne Murphy, Lexical Meaning (Cambridge University Press, 2010). 
13 Phillip Vannini, J. Patrick Williams, ‘Authenticity in Culture, Self and Society’ from Authenticity in 

Culture, Self and Society, Edited Phillip Vannini and J. Patrick Williams (Oxon: Routledge, 2009), pp.1-21. 
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An affectation of disinterest, and moral superiority is an all-encompassing social impression 

honed by Adam Gordon, in his dissociative narrative framing. His emotional detachment is 

also the central tenet of his self-perceived inauthenticity. This detachment is taken to the 

extreme of an affectation of political authenticity in public interaction. The reader is party to 

the private contrary voice, where the character cultivates what he thinks is the appearance of 

an individual who participates in political life, 

 

I held this look steady once it had obtained, a look that communicated incredulity cut with familiarity, 

a boredom arrested only by a vaguely anthropological interest in my surroundings, a look that 

contained a dose of contempt I hoped would be read as political, as insinuating that, after a frivolous 

night, I would be returning to the frontlines of some struggle (p.26).  

 

As is shown in the above passage, in LTAS the rules of social exchange become fraught with 

the possibilities of inauthenticity, in particular when it comes to matters of political interest. 

I will argue that this privileging of authenticity crises as they operate in the political realm 

plays out in the novel’s pivotal theme of poetic paralysis, endured in the face of the political 

expectations placed upon the artist. 

 

Christopher Nealon identifies, in his 2004 essay on North American poetry, what he calls 

the phase of ‘late, late capitalism’. Within this era Nealon sees a tendency among poets 

responding to ‘the damaged material life of late capitalism’ to ‘posture’.14 Nealon adds: 

‘poets expend their considerable talents on making articulate the ways which, as they look 

around, they see waiting.’ Waiting is successful poetically because, for Nealon’s argument, 

what matters in our historical moment is not a result, but the attitudes we adopt whilst 

awaiting results. Political resistance, in this formulation requires no action, merely attitude. 

Poetry is ‘a way to have an attitude’, and ‘it is the “task” of the poet is to express it’. 15 This 

                                                           
14 Christopher Nealon, ‘Camp Messianism, or, the Hopes of Poetry in Late-Late Capitalism’, American 

Literature Vol. 76, No. 3 (September 2004), pp.579-602. 
15 Jennifer Ashton, ‘Totalling the Damage’, <non-site.org>, [Accessed 20 August 2019], p.11. 
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picture of the motives of contemporary poets captures accurately Adam Gordon’s crisis of 

meaning and potentially part of the source of his political paralysis. His catastrophic inability 

to find significance, artistically, personally and politically manifests in a crisis of emotional 

affect. ‘True’ responses to art for Gordon appear divorced from authenticity and possibility. 

Gordon’s narration observes what he sees as the poses of authentic responses to art, leading 

to a preoccupation with the mechanisms of affect – divorced from their meaningful artistic, 

creative or political context. 

 

This poet with writer’s block looks for substantial moral material in his choice of poetic 

subject matter. His grant application sets out his inspiration as purportedly the Spanish Civil 

War, but this gesture of authentic political substance is something he is not only unable to 

provide in poetic form, but feels somehow it is not what should be required of him as a 

writer. What he feels is required is the pose or gesture of resistance, a superficial ‘gloss’ on 

a history of political resistance ‘It occurred to me that I didn’t know if there was an active 

Communist party in Spain’ (p.138). So, LTAS presents a detached yet interiorised narration 

of self-doubt. Jennifer Ashton sees a motive of forging new possibilities of connection with 

the reader, within such narrator manoeuvres, when used in Lerner’s novel 10:04 for instance. 

In this novel that is similarly narratologically layered as LTAS, Lerner allows for a dialogic 

intimacy between reader and author, within the subjective experiences being described,  

Lerner removes any possibility of understanding the damage to the work as damage to the reader’s 

experience of it…it’s not about your pain or my pain – it isn’t about anyone’s pain. But precisely 

because the subsumed damage is a matter of the intended form of the work and not a matter of your 

experience or mine, it has become something we can look at together 16. 

 

This layered model of inner-voice developed in LTAS, through the narrator’s existential 

restlessness, stems from the protagonist’s fatalism. This fatalism arises from what he sees as 

                                                           
16 ibid., p.18. 
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a cultural demand for inauthenticity. For Ashton, Lerner’s fiction overall depicts a sense of 

final and complete fatalism where ‘the apocalyptic itself is being figured globally, the crises 

and damages the characters envision and worry over are catastrophic to the point of being – 

as Lerner repeatedly insists – “total”.’ 17 I would argue this fatalism is demonstrated in the 

character’s morbidly passive response to the terrorist attacks, towards the end of LTAS. Note 

the double layer of detachment introduced by the narrator’s screen-within-a-screen 

experience of the event: ‘I watched a terrible video online of Atocha’s security camera 

footage…There was to be a giant public demonstration against terrorism…I had lots of e-

mails from friends and family and the foundation, none of which I read’ (p.120). This thesis 

parts with Ashton’s argument however when she portrays Lerner’s protagonists as 

articulating in this context of total damage an ‘aesthetics of resistance’.18 The fatalism of 

characters such as Adam Gordon seem ultimately to preclude this possibility. His outlook 

does still provide an open-ended social commentary on the conflicting demands placed on 

the artist in the twenty-first century. Although, as this chapter outlines, Lerner’s novel cannot 

ultimately support an aesthetics or a narrative of resistance, construed politically. I will argue 

rather that the novel’s narrative methodology offers a surprising celebration of the possibility 

of meaningful inter-subjective connection through literature.  

 

In relation to the entirety of this thesis, the central question of this chapter is whether the 

move towards post-ironic interiority, in this twenty-first century version of ‘emptied out’ 

IM, represents a ‘hollowing out’ of subjectivity. Is Adam Gordon’s self-conversation a 

cynical cipher of political paralysis, still fatally inner directed in Trilling’s sense? Or 

alternatively, is this protagonist’s reflexive narration of thought a confessional that has the 

capacity to penetrate the potential causes of political or cultural vacuity and apathy? Such 

                                                           
17 ibid., p.18. 
18  ibid., p.19. 



213 
 

analysis, later in this chapter, adds further weight to the ongoing claim of this thesis that 

interior stylistic modes are much stronger at obtaining critical purchase on their presents than 

readers and literary theorists have previously thought.19 

 

In section 5.2 of this chapter, I analyse the anxieties of authenticity expressed in Lerner’s 

text against the existential novel tradition, as embodied in Sartre’s writer protagonist 

Roquentin from Nausea. Nausea is revisited as a philosophical forerunner of the 

representation of a writer whose fundamental dilemma is how to cast off a sense of 

inauthenticity. This comparison illuminates the different narratological formulations of 

selfhood at play in LTAS’s reflexive form and contemporary versions of the crisis of 

authenticity, through the issue of a writer’s block dilemma. There are distinct historical 

contexts for the manner in which each protagonist endures the collapsing of the liminal 

spaces of their psyche, and suffers dissociation from what they perceive as their inauthentic 

settings and alien bodies. But the close parallels between Sartre and Lerner’s presentation of 

psychological crises, demonstrates the endurance of the existential model of inner-voice as 

a form of social critique.  

 

This literary pairing also builds upon this theses’ contention that inner-voice narration, as 

deployed in the late twentieth and early twenty-first century novel, allies with Trilling’s 1972 

characterisation of the modern authenticity ideal. Our case study protagonist attempts to 

remain true to himself in the face of conflicts with social demands. This runs counter to a 

tendency in contemporary fictions to maintain no such naïve beliefs in a stable or ‘true’ 

                                                           
19 See the discussion in the Introduction on Robert Humphriess’ belief that analysis of stream-of-

consciousness and IM fiction is a matter of scrutinising and creating a typology of method: ‘Stream-of-

consciousness fiction is essentially a technical feat….Any study of the genre must be essentially an 

examination of method’. See also the discussion in my Introduction on Dorrit Cohn’s concession that her 

narratological approach to modes of consciousness in fiction potentially severs literature from its historical 

context.  
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centre of identity. I will show their interior criterion of authenticity is in conflict with culture 

as a territory of falsification, in the case study novel.  

 

Chapter 2’s explorations of Beckett’s Molloy, shows the mid-twentieth-century moment 

when IM experiments with registers of irrationality to denote authenticity, dismantling 

subject and object as discontinuous positions and revealing or yielding up the melding of 

consciousness with the material universe in the process. Chapter 2 also showed Sartre’s 

protagonists investing in art as a vehicle of authentic self-expression and self-orientation, as 

a counterpoint to inauthentic bourgeois culture. In Lerner’s model of inner-voice narration, 

art itself becomes an antagonist. Lerner’s portrayal of these dilemmas and the quest for ‘true 

expression’ they generate is surveyed via individual confrontations with art institutions or 

art forms, and in Sartre’s Nausea, through Roquentin’s reverence for Jazz and disgust 

towards gallery portraits of local dignitaries.  

 

Lerner’s unflinching portrayal of an aspiring American poet suffering a deep sense of 

inauthentic interiority in 2004 Madrid, positions his fiction in a particular contemporary 

strain defined by Daniel Lea as ‘striving to marry the desire for the real with the legacy of 

postmodernism’s fascination with the simulcral’.20 In Ben Gordon’s narration affect has 

become the simulacra, destroying a locus of moral meaning or any establishment of ethical 

intent. The protagonist’s emotion and insight is only an affectation: ‘I arranged my face into 

an intense look of concentration, a look that implied I’d had a lightning flash of intellection’ 

(p.52). For a poet figure this missing moral compass and emotional centre forms an identity 

vacuum. Gordon’s existential predicament is the inversion of the romantic poet’s dilemma. 

He driven by questions of how to shed himself of his bad faith and sense of inauthenticity, 

                                                           
20 Lea, Anxieties of Authenticity, p.461. 
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as opposed to questioning how best to articulate his inner tumult or excessive sincerity, or 

excess of passionate feeling. Gordon deliberately misaligns however with the nineteenth 

century model of romantic self that strives for authenticity through a casting off of duties to 

others or codes of conduct. Gordon cynically embraces the masks of social role play: ‘Maria 

Jose…said my contributions had been brilliant. I smiled a mirthless smile that communicated 

infinite disdain…To myself I was saying…None of this is real…You have outgrown poetry. 

You will be a legitimate scholar or a lawyer’ (p.178). 

 

5.2 Externalising authenticity 

Gordon’s narrative arc is to attempt to break free from convention, or certainly from the role 

of the poet that he is eventually rewarded for playing, by adopting a new more ‘legitimate’, 

conformist role. His internal image of legitimacy feels rebellious in opposition to a life of 

aesthetics. The central tenet of the romantic ideal of authenticity to, as Guignon describes it, 

‘realize and be that which you already are, the unique, definitive traits, already there within 

you’21 is hollowed out in this narrative. This historical model of inner self, of unearthing the 

latent authentic within is the reverse of this character’s ontology and moral trajectory in the 

novel. Gordon’s trajectory involves searching for another external mask, instead of 

burrowing further inside for a pre-existing true self, away from territories of cultural 

falsification. 

 

In opposition to the romantic model Guignon characterises, Lerner’s protagonist, as 

described above, fits Adorno’s representation of wounded subjectivity, resulting from 

‘incomplete emancipation, and the negative formation of identity’22 where ‘the real suffering 

                                                           
21 Guignon, On Being, p.4. 
22 ibid., p.358. 
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is correlated with false identity’.23 As with Adorno’s wounded subjectivity, Gordon doubts 

the possibility of his prior wholeness. In LTAS, the relation between art, identity and 

suffering become, not part of a broader argument, to attempt to reconcile individuals within 

a meaningful collectivity, but the explicit theme of the work itself.  

 

 Structurally speaking, Lerner’s novel is a contemporary variation of the artist’s novel: 

küntslerroman,24 an anti-künstlerroman if you will. The anti-küntslerroman freezes the 

traditional trajectory of artistic progression, or the coming-of-artistic-age genre, at the 

tragi-comic moment of failed authenticity. As with McBride’s portrait of the painful 

interiority of an arrested childhood. Lerner too deforms the bildungsroman’s arc of 

maturity in a way that painfully suspends any expectation of self-revelation. Lerner’s 

model of the writer as uncomfortable ‘fake’: ‘nothing particularly original about my 

poems’ (p.40), is explored in this chapter as an ideal of literary writing that is part negative 

critique and part positive affirmation of intersubjective communication. The narratology of 

LTAS functions within a twenty-first century social formation that deeply ironizes the 

political. 

 

This chapter’s investigations of a contemporary novel’s representation of poetic interiority 

differs to the approach taken in all previous chapters. The previous chapters interrogate 

models of inner-voice narration as expressions of extreme psychological peril. However, this 

case study novel articulates an individual struggle to exist against a set, public role – that of 

                                                           
23 ibid., p.358. 
24 A class of bildungsroman or apprenticeship novel that explores the development of a character who is 

striving to become an artist. The terms anti-artist’s novel and anti-küntslerroman have been coined to 

describe a twenty-first century cultural archetype and are used interchangibly in this chapter for purposes of 

brevity. For a deeper analysis of the symbolism of key eighteenth and twentieth century künstlerroman see it 

developed powerfully in Maurice Beebe’s, Ivory Towers and Sacred Fonts: The Artist as Hero in Fiction 

from Goethe to Joyce, (New York University Press, 1964). 
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the poet/artist- that has externalised expression of inner feeling as its pre-requisite. The novel 

explores the psychological ramifications of feeling inauthentic and fake, when your public 

role demands externalised acts of ‘authentic’ self-expression. The poet protagonist here 

struggles to contain, in implosive microcosm, the contradictions of the romanticist quest for 

an authentic inner-voice of ‘true feeling’. This book imagines what happens in a 

contemporary setting where poetic impulse can often appear not just anachronistic but 

impossible to attain, in a post-industrial, Western context: ‘I had never travelled by rail, as 

archaic a method of conveyance, I thought to myself, as poetry’ (p.89). 

 

All the fiction analysed so far in this thesis is considered in light of what the novel is capable 

of revealing about the subjective experience of marginalised figures. Adam Gordon’s 

narration however provokes new questions: what about the interiority of non-marginalised 

figures? What does it mean for a middle-class, white, male, American individual to aspire to 

be true to his ‘self’?  This economic and structurally powerful status takes on a form of 

‘negative’ authenticity for the character. Adam Gordon becomes a self-aware embodiment 

of the clichéd dilemmas of the white, middle-class, heterosexual male: ‘my experience of 

my experience issued from a damaged life of pornography and privilege’ (p.65). Exploring 

the spectacle of a self-loathing protagonist engages readers with the question of whether art 

can provide a way out of political apathy. Furthermore, this chapter will consider, in its final 

section, whether LTAS’s problematizing of inner-voice is presented as symbolic of the 

degradation of a meaningful, social realm, shrunken to the extent that makes the pursuit of 

profound intersubjectivity impossible.  

 

This thesis does argue that LTAS provides an elaboration of the difficulty of using an inner-

voice mode of narration in a way which can expose and interrogate social dynamics that 

deny or frustrate the human subject’s autonomy or desires. The novel particularly faces the 
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dilemmas of a protagonist who lives within a social milieu that has created a sense of political 

paralysis in them, for instance. Lerner’s novel explicitly contextualises itself as being time-

conscious, as being post-March 11: ‘A “post” was being formed, and the air was alive less 

with the excitement of the period than with the excitement of periodization […] these attacks 

were “made for TV”’ (p.140). This develops the arguments set out in chapter 3, that models 

of inner-voice in fiction can reveal an exploitative social dynamic, where a loss of autonomy 

maybe naturalised in an individual’s psyche. How this process of ‘naturalisation’ operates 

paradoxically in middle-class consciousness and representations of inner-voice is considered 

in relation to Zizek’s recent theories on the middle-class subject position, later in this 

chapter. 

 

 

The form artistic failure takes in LTAS is a failure to reach a point of creative maturity or 

revelation, due in part to a character’s perpetual self-reflexivity, as described above. This is 

another manifestation of IM as an uncoming-of-age bildungsroman. Eimear McBride shows 

the frozen self as resulting from the dissolution of meaning enforced upon an individual. 

Lerner however presents an individual’s arrested development as bound up with them never 

having never learnt a technique for negotiating moral or aesthetic meaning. This narrator 

operates in a social territory that both demands yet refuses moral and artistic meaning. 

McBride’s model of inner-voice, suggests that any capacity to experience hope or transcend 

trauma is destroyed in the abused or diminished character’s subjectivity. This flattening or 

thwarting of the self, manifests in the anti-artist’s novel, as a destroyed capacity for 

wonderment and awe. This destruction occurs through the corrosion of self-consciousness 

and irony upon a writer-character’s subjectivity. The narrative method shows that this is 

partly because the character cannot voice aloud and receive an external listener/witness to 

their inner turmoil. 
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Lerner’s protagonist is an anti-hero and meta-fictional misanthrope, not an abject subject 

who needs to forge a private autonomous space as a matter of survival. As with McBride’s 

protagonist, the perceived relativity of his authenticity results from the character’s crisis of 

subjectivity, which entails him sensing authenticity is something to be negotiated, rather than 

a state of being to uncover. What does remain however, as a central theme of this novel, is 

the internal self, struggling to be an affective site of sincerity in the romantic sense. The plot-

line shows an individual’s attempt to recover moral and aesthetic meaning, which society 

jeopardises. In this instance the jeopardy is a twenty-first-century ambivalence towards the 

creative impulse, manifesting as cynicism towards poetry and poets as socially constructed 

actors. Here performance becomes an empty mimicry of more substantial, earlier artists that 

operated in the public cultural arena. 

 

5.3 The Twenty-first century existential writer 

This section examines Lerner’s treatment of a sincere inner-voice in relation to existentialist 

literary models. With Kelman’s protagonist discussed in chapter 3, the thread of 

existentialism in IM was considered to evaluate the change, in the late twentieth century, of 

models of private, sovereign autonomy. In the instance of this chapter, Sartre’s Nausea is 

revisited as it provides a seminal philosophical blueprint for the portrayal of a writer whose 

fundamental dilemma is how to cast off his sense of bad faith and inauthenticity. This 

historical comparison will shed light on the different ethical formulations of selfhood at play 

in contemporary experiments with reflexive novel form and Lerner’s experiments with the 

writer’s block dilemma. 
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In the first quarter of the twentieth century and the first decades of the twenty-first, two 

novelists have turned to the problematic of inauthentic writers to explore the existential 

sufferings of their middle-class characters at the hands of middle-class antagonists. By so 

doing, these two novelists demonstrate that a writer’s interiority can function as social 

critique – despite and perhaps because of its reflexivity as a narrative form. A fictional 

writer’s self-conversation is a rich way to embed the reader within a critique, that functions 

through the dialogic act of reading about vexed writers.  

 

LTAS shows a fictional dismantling of the modernist, existentialist, expressivist ethic, set out 

by Sartre in Nausea. Such an existentalist ethic, I would argue, connects to contemporary 

belief systems (manifesting in literature), that Daniel Lea describes as leading to a 

paradoxical self-dispossession: ‘This imperative to ethical self-determination, to the 

deliberate rejection of socially symbolic systems in favour of self-discovered or intuited 

models of being has brought about a ‘simplified expressivism’ whose primary tenet is to 

‘find yourself, realize yourself, release your true self” 25. The reduction of a complex 

existentialist dilemma in this contemporary formulation has been reduced to a solipsistic 

mantra of self-dispossession. For Lea, the artistic expression of this philosophy is 

characterised less by plenitude than by disappointment, ‘all the emphasis on being oneself – 

in an aesthetic environment where to be oneself is to be an imitation of others – produces a 

bewildering double-think that achieves exactly the opposite of the expressivist ideal’.26 It is 

this reduction of expressivism to a fatalistic detached mode that is explored in LTAS. 

 

As established in chapter 2, Sartre argued that authenticity was attained through a 

progression of consciousness towards a new ethics. In Lerner’s novel a writer is floundering 

                                                           
25 This statement was made in relation to US author David Shield’s novel Reality Hunger (2010) by Lea, 

Anxieties of Authenticity, p.475. 
26 ibid., p.460. 
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and unable to progress precisely in this regard.  What distinguishes the protagonist Adam 

Gordon from all others discussed in this thesis, is any aspect of his personal ‘inauthenticity’ 

is felt not as morally suspect, but recounted unashamedly: ‘ “I told you before,” I said slowly, 

“that my mother was dead. This isn’t true.”…one part of me insisted to some other part of 

me that this was wonderful’ (p.84). What also distinguishes Gordon is his response to the 

model of authentic artistry set out in his culture. He feels required to speak with a more 

politically genuine voice than he can muster. He causes this predicament by claiming falsely 

to have profound things to say about the Spanish Civil War, therefore never finding a 

resolution to functioning as a ‘true’ artist or art appreciator. Sartre’s reading of consciousness 

presents the idea that there is no entity that is an original, authentic self or ego, and that 

‘authenticity lies in the created products of consciousness- the creative process itself.’27 This 

is a central reason why the struggling writer figure is used to embody authenticity for Sartre. 

This lack of authenticity in ego, and the repositioning of it, in a Sartrean sense, within an 

elusive creative process, arguably instigates the crisis of meaning and intent endured by 

traced by Lerner’s writer-protagonist. 

 

As discussed in chapter 2, Roquentin invests a singular hope in art at the close of Nausea, a 

belief that art instructs us in our inauthenticity and adjures us to overcome it: ‘a time would 

have to come when the book would be written…and make people ashamed of their existence’ 

(Nausea, p.252). 28  This summation of the spiritual facility of art places Sartre in a tradition 

that reappraised authenticity, harnessing the concept as part of a quest to recover lost 

certainties, where a sense of ‘wholeness’ and ‘real truth’ is not a matter for scientific 

rationality, but a journey towards new depths of feeling and experience.29 In the modernist 

küntslerroman then, characters express the contradictory role of the artist in their culture, 

                                                           
27 Cox, Sartre and Fiction, p.132. 
28 Trilling, Sincerity, p.100.  
29 Funk, Literature of Reconstruction, p.26. 
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but eventually ‘find’ their voice or space as an outsider to produce work to articulate their 

inner crisis, even if it is a crisis of dispossession. 

 

The concept of a ‘new sincerity’ cuts to the heart of contemporary inner-voice’s concern 

with inauthenticity. ‘New sincerity’ refers to the challenge of attaining a sincere mode of 

expression in a culture where irony doubles back in on itself, where one is forever 

anticipating how one will be perceived. This shapes both the form and content of thought 

processes and fiction that attempts to reflect this self-conscious second guessing. The inner 

thoughts of Lerner’s and David Foster Wallace’s characters, for instance, perpetually 

formulate a situation where ‘anticipating other’s reception of one’s behaviour takes priority 

for the acting self, leading to inner states losing their originating causal status and instead 

become effects of that anticipatory logic’.30 Some of the philosophical roots of new 

sincerity’s concern with how subjectivity is mirrored by others can be seen in Sartre’s 

fictional dramatizations. Sartre replays the challenge of the demand to see oneself as an 

object, from the perspective of another’s consciousness. This point has been discussed, in 

relation to Nausea’s treatment of the gaze in Chapter 2.  Sartre first focuses on this element 

of the constitution of the self in Being and Nothingness where he suggests that the roots of 

all self-image lies in an idea of an Other, and ‘being-as-object for the Other’.31 In this mid-

century construction of interiority, a consciousness appears as an identity based on a mythic 

self and mythic others who they encounter. Adam Gordon too falls sharply victim to the 

Other’s consciousness, mirroring back elements of himself. Gordon is thwarted from 

discovering transcendence in his facticity, by an inhibited sense he lives, in what Sartre 

called, the third ontological category, of being-for-others, first set out in Being and 

                                                           
30 Adam Kelly, ‘David Foster Wallace and the New Sincerity in American Fiction’ in Consider David Foster 

Wallace: Critical Essays. Edited David Hering (LA and Austin, Sideshow Media Group Press,2010). 
p .136. 
31 Sartre, Being and Nothingness. 
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Nothingness (1943). In LTAS, the centre of Gordon’s suffering emanates from his concept 

of the self as something outside of him, an abstraction given to him by others, leading to the 

belief he is perpetually judged by those around him and turned into pure facticity in other 

minds. 

 

In explicit contrast to the modernist künstlerroman, art does not ultimately articulate the 

character’s inner crisis. This expressive quality is denied to the protagonist of LTAS as 

considerations of affect dominate his thoughts. His tone is cripplingly cynical in contrast to 

our earlier writer-confessionals. For instance, Roquentin’s anxieties of authentic response, 

suffered in ‘Bouville’ galleries, are projected onto loathed bourgeois visitors. Such 

experiences do not constitute the total crisis of affect experienced by Adam Gordon in front 

of religious paintings -images produced to invoke a sense of awe stemming from ‘inner’ 

belief. However, we also see in LTAS parallels to Nausea, where inner-voice exposes the 

empty social rituals surrounding ‘art appreciation’: ‘each face carefully positioned to imply 

a lively interior world’ (p.27). Such images are in opposition to the notion of a genuine 

aesthetic response to artworks. Roquentin also experiences this inauthentic sense of art and 

art audiences when he prowls his local galleries. These buildings are full with portrait’s of 

bourgeois dignitaries, he is repelled by the staid responses of Sunday gallery visitors to these 

works. Jazz however breaks through to provide a ‘true’ aesthetic experience. Gordon 

grapples with the possibilities of producing sincere poetry from his tranquilised and sceptical 

consciousness for an audience who embody a ‘handful of prefabricated subject positions 

proffered by capital’ (p.101).32 Here identity is a matter of fulfilling a readymade authenticity 

                                                           
32 The anxiety about an increasingly technologically mediated self that ‘performs’ its subjectivity is 

expressed increasingly in contemporary American interior monologue. For a striking recent example that 

deploys on-screen direct interior monologue as its central voice, see In Great Company by Michael 

Siedlinger (2013). 

This online figure is a second strand of the failing writer archetype, inhabiting cyberspace and representing 

the impossibility of genuine self-expression within technological landscapes of tenuous economic and social 

bonds and aggressively commodified culture. 
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template. In an inversion of Trilling’s twentieth-century model of inner-directed 

authenticity, identity here becomes not only a prototype, but one from a limited selection 

born of economic forces. Here the subject is emptied of inspirational sources within. The act 

of artistic creation becomes ironically undermined by Lerner the author and his writer-

character creation, in this world-view. 

 

What Gordon does establish as sincere poetry is its ability to create a present awareness of 

your cognition, as with John Ashberry’s poems that ‘allow you to attend to your attention, 

to experience your experience’ (p.91). However, the truth of such works still remain elusive: 

‘the true poem remains beyond you’ (p.91). This could act as a description of Lerner’s prose 

style overall in this novel. More broadly, this description also points to the apperceptive 

dimension this thesis has shown is key to the history of the presentation of self, through 

models of inner-voice. Here apperception, the mechanics or meta-level of thought, acquires 

the authentic status that in the 19th-century would have been awarded to a poet’s ‘content’, 

themes and inspirations. In other words, the original qualities of the ‘inner’ imagination, in 

the Romantic poet model, used to be rewarded, as opposed to the self-aware, detached poetry 

enamoured of cognition, valued by our narrator. In earlier twentieth-century literary 

treatments of apperception, to capture the inner-voice was to capture, the chaos and 

phenomenology of consciousness. In this novel’s case inner-voice instead refracts both the 

character and author’s presentation of self. As discussed in chapter 2, mid-twentieth century 

perceptual impressionism, such as that practised by Natalie Sarraute, was part of an 

existentialist literary tradition attempting to embed itself in the phenomena portrayed, as 

opposed to standing above or to one side of them. Lerner turns this formulation inside out. 
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He conveys his character’s deep sense of inauthenticity by making a reflective stance, 

outside and upon perception, the modus operandi of his inner-voice. 

 

The yearnings and anxieties expressed through Gordon’s musings echo those found in 

Nausea. Both Gordon and Roquentin keep returning to perceptual states in the liminal spaces 

of their psyche. Psychological territories are mapped onto the urban streets and parks that 

they wander among. Both characters suffer their alienation as a separation from their bodies 

and volition.  The poet takes his anti-depressants as ‘a Eucharistic rite of self-abnegation in 

which I…absolved myself of some portion of any agency’ (p.100). In this bad faith denial 

of agency, Gordon confesses no sense of Sartrean shame however.33 

 

What does connect both Adam and Roquentin’s crises of authenticity and interiorised 

narrative forms is they both articulate experiences of dislocation from a true or inherent 

quality of self, a dislocated sense of self so central to the version of authenticity born out in 

much twentieth century fiction. With both characters this mental disruption is symbolized at 

several points as a confusion over the perceptual status of stone: ‘There was something 

which I saw and which disgusted me, but I no longer know whether I was looking at the sea 

or at the pebble’ (Nausea, p.10). ‘[A] point at which I would no longer see a stone in Spain 

and think of it as, in some essential sense, stonier than the sedimentary rocks of Kansas…that 

moment of familiarization had not yet arrived’ (LTAS, p.163). These simple, concretions of 

earthly matter lose their solidity, for both protagonists, and instigate a new and intangible 

blurring of liminal boundaries between the perception of material objects and their objective 

                                                           
33 You can’t put your past in your pocket, you have to have a house in which to store it. I possess nothing but 

my body; a man on his own’ (Nausea, p.97). 
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status or empirical categorization. This perceptual crisis, for both, becomes a metaphor for 

their elusive, solid center of self.  

 

In violent contrast to Gordon and Roquentin, Molloy’s preoccupations with stones and their 

rotation on his person serves to demonstrate an utter disregard for this model of a stable 

center of self. In fact, Molloy relishes and nurtures a sense of dislocation and deconstructed 

subjectivity found through stones. An insanity of restlessness is expressed in Molloy’s 

circulation of stones in his pockets, and his devising of ineffectual systems to suck them 

equally. This is all reported with a peaceful nihilism ‘wisely, knowing that all these questions 

of worth or value have nothing to do with you’ (p.46).  

 

Roquentin and Gordon’s enactments of bad faith have significant parallels and divergences. 

Their sense of bad faith emerges from their inability to acknowledge the full extent of their 

existential freedom. The strongest counterpoint between Sartre and Lerner’s characterisation 

of authentic, artistic interiority however resides in their historically divergent depictions of 

middle-class values and crises of freedom. Sartre’s concept of bourgeois freedom focused 

on this classes’ apparently repellent insistence on thinking about the self, with no regard to 

individual contributions to society. This self-centeredness conflicted with what Sartre saw 

as our true human responsibilities. In the existentialist viewpoint, freedom is a brute fact of 

individual existence, but bourgeois institutions seek to eliminate these freedoms by reducing 

the individual to an objectified, alienated unit. Sartre’s fiction shows characters revolting 

against these processes and demanding a freedom that capitalism cannot provide to the 

masses. 34  

                                                           
34 Istvan Meszaros, ‘The Work of Sartre: Search for Freedom and the Challenge of History’, Monthly Review 

Press, (2012), p.148. 
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Sartre’s socialisation as a privileged bourgeois made him wholly suspicious of ‘respectable’ 

conventions and codes of ‘decent’ public decorum. Such models of public, civilised 

behaviour he felt were tainted by an internal hypocrisy and had personally undermined his 

sense of self when he attempted to cultivate such a model of behaviour. Despite this 

conception of middle-class culture Sartre offered as a counterpoint, not a romantic inner 

essence to which one must remain true, as this sincerity ideal was simply another form of 

bad faith, where the self becomes sway to the fixed roles and values of the middle-class.35 

Sartre’s crisis of inner freedom diverges from Lerner’s portrayal of a twenty-first century 

middle-class character like Adam Gordon. Gordon feels inauthentic as he struggles to decode 

or embrace what the fixed role is for an artist figure, according to ‘civilised’ norms. This is 

as opposed to a Sartrean railing against the clear conventions of public conduct. Roquentin 

seeks an escape from civil hypocrisy. Adam Gordon in contrast does not seethe about the 

hypocrisy of the bourgeoisie, but is tormented by the elusive and occasionally non-existent, 

‘rules’ of engagement relating to the etiquette of ‘correct’ affect or artistic self-expression. 

 

Lerner’s narration of middle-class values diverges historically from Sartre’s also with 

respect to what is presented as the challenges hindering the attainment of freedom. Gordon’s 

political apathy and detachment from any sense of a ‘worthy’ political cause is intricately 

tied to what, according to Zizek, is the middle classes, ‘subjective self-perception’. As the 

only class to ‘conceive of and present itself as a class…which is precisely the non-class: the 

allegedly hard-working middle strata of society which define themselves not only by their 

allegiance to firm moral standards, but by a double opposition to both ‘extremes’ of the 

                                                           
35 Stuart Zane Charme, Vulgarity and Authenticity: Dimensions of Otherness in Jean-Paul Sartre (University 

of Massachusetts Press, 1993), p.198. 
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social space’.36 More fatally, for a character required to be a politically engaged artist with 

an authentic inner-voice, he is from a class that contains within it, according to Zizek: ‘a 

constitutive lie… the denial of antagonism…the middle class is a fetish, the impossible 

intersection of left and right which, by expelling both poles of the antagonism, [puts them] 

into the position of antisocial ‘extremes’.’37  

 

Gordon’s non-class status is a form of ‘wounded subjectivity’, in Adorno’s formulation. His 

subjective perception of wholeness, class identity in this instance, is posited out of weakness 

and necessity, he feels ‘the negative pull of suffering and domination’ and his identity ‘bears 

traces of non-identity’.38 From his subjective realm of non-identity, or non-class, only 

defined in relation to its surrounding polarities, Gordon considers how his art might 

transcend social antagonism altogether: ‘I tried hard  to imagine…how my poems could be 

said meaningfully to bear on the deliberate and systematic destruction of a people or a planet, 

the abolition of classes’ (p.44). Gordon’s political imaginings appear otherworldly and 

naïve. However, in Adorno’s conception of wounded subjectivity, the realist nature of 

Gordon’s anti-hero status authenticates him as an artistic characterisation. This is because a 

negative social dialectic creates a form of authenticity: ‘negative experience is the authentic 

form of experience for those who live in a contradictory, antagonistic society’.39 

 

Adam Gordon’s angst is also representative of what Zizek describes as late capitalism’s 

success in privatising the general intellect and making many workers not only superfluous 

                                                           
36 Slavoj Žižek, The Ticklish Subject: The Absent Centre of Political Ontology (London: Verso Books, 1999), 

p.187. 
37 ibid., p.189. 
38 Oberle, Jazz, the Wound, p.380. 
39 Weber, Nicholsen and Shapiro Introduction to Theodor W. Adorno, Hegel, p.xvi. 
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but ‘structurally unemployable’.40 This places him in a decidedly inauthentic position of 

embodying ‘surplus wage’41, part of a sub-set  of ‘public servants…intellectuals and artists’42 

whose economic value has no serious link to competence and having merely a structural 

function of maintaining a class for social stability. 

 

What rescues Adam’s subjectivity from an aimless misanthropy is his belief that poetry 

symbolises the primacy of the imagination. This places creativity above ideological dogma 

that might dismiss art in its pursuit of the ‘total triumph of the actual’ (p.45). He questions 

how poems can confront the systematic destruction of a people, such as that enacted by 

Franco in Spain. Poetry and art are proposed as remedies to the totalitarian mindset. A belief 

in the potency of the poetic imagination here implies a decidedly revolutionary inner realm 

– one that runs in vital counter to Arendt’s version of the colonisation of the mind by 

totalitarian ideology. In Arendt’s concept of ‘rule from within’ totalitarian ideology takes 

over people’s experience of their own lives, to the extent that adherents cannot experience 

their own experiences.43 According to Arendt, if such an individual has an experience that 

conflicts with ruling belief systems they will deny this experience and certainly any personal 

interpretation of their experiences that lie outside of the system of beliefs they live within. 

 

Adam Gordon continues throughout the novel the existential predicament of trying to realise 

his freedom conditions, which involve a daily wrestle with his sense of inauthenticity. What 

sets Roquentin, the earlier existentialist writer-protagonist, apart from Gordon however is 

his final belief that art can transcend his circumstances. Roquentin believes in his self-

                                                           
40 Slavoj Žižek, ‘The Revolt of the Salaried Bourgeoise’, London Review of Books, Vol. 34, No. 2, (26 

January 2012). 
41 ibid. 
42 ibid. 
43 Hannah Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism, New Edition (Harcourt, Brace and World Inc., 1985), 

p.439. 
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proclaimed status as a writer to help him stand aloof, and outside from, his loathed bourgeois 

setting of Bourgainville. Gordon however despises his ‘inauthentic’ American, middle-class 

status, but does not believe art can help him transcend it. This is because he is unable to 

comprehend the aesthetic rules of engagement at work in his historical moment, or establish 

even if there are such groundrules. This leaves the character incapable of conjuring a 

potentially political source of inspiration for his poems. As a consequence, he cannot harness 

art’s capacity to ‘transcend’ his socially privileged status. A self-reflexive contemplation on 

this incapacity as the substance of Lerner’s fiction, is perhaps an auto-fictional commentary 

from this privileged author. 

 

Lea has argued twenty-first century fiction ruminating on authenticity, in particular Tom 

McCarthy’s Remainder (2005), has at its thematic heart the failure of art to transcend death 

or itself. Such fiction portrays a ‘traumatized repetition’ of the creative process which is 

constrained by matter and the world of concrete phenomena. In this context a narrator’s 

attempts at self-mastery fail as a singular coherent self is a denial of the reality of ‘the 

constant process of splitting that constitutes subjectivity’.44 For Lea, the connective elements 

of authentic identity, in this fictional context, can only be constituted in a Nietzschean ‘self-

overcoming’, requiring ‘ethical constancy, moral alertness and artistic objectivity’.45 Adam 

Gordon strives and fails to read such an ethical constancy in others, or establish a grounds 

for his or other’s artistic objectivity. In this way this figure constitutes a branch of 

protagonists in post-2000 ‘authenticity anxiety’ fiction. For this sub-set of contemporary 

characters, the rejection of singularity and splitting of self in matter is masochistically 

embraced, a means of voicing a lack belief in a ‘true core’ of self. This rejection can be 

traced back to the mid-twentieth century interior monologue of Sartre and Beckett. Chapter 

                                                           
44 Lea, Anxieties of Inauthenticity, p.2. 
45 ibid., p.468. 
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4 then illustrates, the splitting of self is articulated in extremis in twenty-first century DIM, 

as a mind/body dissociation, a salve for the mental schisms of being an abject social subject. 

Instead of a defiant restatement of thoughts remaining ‘interior’, as with AG and HL, this 

novel perversely exposes its protagonist’s lack of determination and moral centre, his lack 

of an authentic core with which to unify an inner self with the social self demanded of him. 

An unravelling identity results from this public/private split, and is the centre of his self-

conversation. 

 

Throughout LTAS the protagonist acts a hollowed out or a ‘superficial’ subjectivity yet is 

never not aware of how ‘inauthentic’ this subjectivity is. Even his poetic voice is empty 

‘Something in the arrangement of the lines…indicated a ghostly presence behind the 

Spanish, and that presence was my own, or maybe it was my absence’ (p.41). Detached from 

any ‘true’ inner-voice, in his scenes of disembodiment, this poet figure has a crisis of 

contingency: 

I was both that room and outside of it, maybe in the park, and not just in the park, but also in 

innumerable other possible rooms and parks at once. Any contingent object, couch or cup…could 

form the constellation that I was…but that’s not really right: it was like seeing myself looking down 

at myself looking up (p.41).  

 

This moment is either a deliberate allusion to Roquentin’s existential crisis in the park in 

Nausea (1938), or an intriguingly close set of images and existential notions, conjured by 

Lerner. In either instance, here there is evidence of a continuity of portrayals of 

subjectivities in crisis, through the struggling writer figure, a continuing symbol of a 

middle-class still suffering a broader dislocation from their culture. In Gordon’s case this 

dislocation becomes total as he invests no transcendent potential in art, unlike Roquentin. 

No sphere of the contemporary poet’s experience is free from the taint of inauthenticity.  
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A self-annihilation also occurs in this poet’s empty, ritualised profundity, he performs not 

just his ‘sincerity’ but also sincerity’s attendant mannerisms ‘I arranged my face into a look 

of intense concentration, a look that implied I’d had a lightening flash of intellection’ (p.52). 

But the character does not only struggle to enact a mimicry of physical tics that might suggest 

inner passion, manners such as those from a nominal romantic, Wordsworthian poet for 

instance. This figure also derides the notion a human subject could be capable of becoming 

a vector of powerful feeling ‘the poet who was constantly subject to fits of inspiration 

repelled me’ (p.57). He even prides himself in the façade of creativity that results from such 

disgust ‘I was unashamed to pretend to be inspired’ (p.57). 

 

As a post post-modern writer, conceptually for Lerner, the structural relations that were once 

supposed to name the public/private divide in the twentieth-century take an entirely new 

formulation in the twenty-first.  When a twenty-first century form of privately and 

technologically mediated ‘public’ reality intrudes into Gordon’s sense of artificially, or his 

‘flat spectrum’, it is in the form of a local terrorist attack. His deadened emotional realm 

takes some time to awaken ‘I watched a terrible video on-line of Atocha’s security camera 

footage’ (p.120). The gravity of external events almost jolt this character out of his apathic 

haze, but fall short, merely becoming a tragic intrusion from the world stage, a physicality 

that he participates in through imagining ‘how blood from my body might have been put 

into the body of someone injured by History’ (p.120). As noted in chapter 2, the external 

impositions of recorded history also fail to infiltrate Roquentin’s sense of inauthenticity in 

Nausea. This struggling writer’s research is frustrated by his sense the the ‘true’ Marquis de 

Rollenbon (the subject of his attempted historical biography) will not be revealed in the local 

library’s history encyclopedias. Both portrayals of a detachment from history serve to 

magnify the character’s isolation and crisis of agency, a result of Roquentin’s failure to 
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construct historical ‘truth’ and Gordon’s failure to conceive of himself, in an embodied 

present, as part of History’s grand narrative. 

 

As Kelly notes, in existentialist literature, American Beat writing and confessional poetry, 

the privilege afforded to authenticity grew in inverse proportion to the attribution of bad faith 

or artificial dishonesty to the public self. 46 Adam Gordon embodies a dual version of Sartre’s 

concept of bad faith: people trying to become pure facticity or pure transcendence. Gordon 

fuses and therefore doubles the inauthentic weight of these modes of existence in his search 

for artistic freedom and transcendence. This character attempts to find aesthetic revelation 

in the demands he places on himself to morally and artistically transform. He attempts to 

discover transcendance within his facticity, his public role, the facts of his social position as 

a young man being paid to be a ‘poet’ who can speak on ethical issues and reflect on political 

history. Roquentin however does not question or seek transcendence within his self-

appointed role as a writer, merely the suitability or honesty of the genre he has elected to 

contribute to. As discussed in the first half of chapter 2, for Roquentin, bad faith is historical 

biography and the unthinking bourgeoise he sees himself as removed from.  

 

5.4 Inner-voice and the legacy of romantic affect 

The angst of social performance as an enemy of true self also played a pivotal role in earlier 

models of poetic inner-voice, relevant to LTAS. Maurice Beebe has noted, on her work on 

the küntslerroman’s Romantic derivation, that a divided self often drives early nineteenth 

century artist narratives – where protagonists are torn between sensual or sexual activity and 

                                                           
46 Adam Kelly, ‘David Foster Wallace and the New Sincerity in American Fiction’ in Consider David Foster 

Wallace: Critical Essays. Edited David Hering (LA and Austin, Sideshow Media Group Press,2010) p.133. 
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general involvement with people, verses abstinence and isolation.47 There seems to be a 

concern with generating or preserving creative energy. Either a withdrawal of energy into 

the self increases the overall ‘amount’, or there is increase of energy from encounters with 

other people. This concern of a divided self is expressed in Adam Gordon’s narration where 

he is torn between socialising, involving endurance of excruciating poetry readings, or 

spending time reflecting upon his own angst alone at home. 

 

Eva Varsampoulou sees the nineteenth century künstlerroman’s discourse as an aesthetics 

of the sublime, interested in its own aesthetic production, and in subjectivity in relation to 

sublime experience. For instance, Varsampoulou notes how the poet ‘genius’ protagonist of 

Madame De Stael’s künstlerinroman (female artist’s novel), Corrine ou L’Italie (1807) 

exemplifies the trajectory of moving towards pursuing sublime art and away from social 

conformism and integration.48  

 

The difference between the early künstlerroman’s model of inner-voice and Lerner’s is the 

artist’s traditional position of an aloof relationship to society at large, is no longer integrated 

into a general aesthetic theory of achieving genuine art.  Instead Lerner’s ‘fake’ poet 

occupies a detached position, enduring a crisis of aesthetic affect. He questions the reality of 

the experience of the spontaneous sublime, and the possibility of ever ‘purely’ receiving or 

creating art: ‘the man broke suddenly into tears, convulsively catching his breath. Was he, I 

wondered, just facing the wall to hide his face as he dealt with whatever grief he’d brought 

into the museum? Or was he having a profound experience of art?’ (p.8). The italicised 

sarcasm here arguably negates the possibility of any real aesthetic response. This negation 

                                                           
47 Maurice Beebe, Ivory Towers and Sacred Fonts: The Artist as Hero in Fiction from Goethe to Joyce (New 

York: New York University Press, 1964). 

48 Evy Varsamopoulou, The Poetics of the Kunstlerinroman and the Aesthetics of the Sublime, Volume XI. 

(London: Routledge Revivals, 2002). 
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runs nihilistically deep, penetrating the realm of affect, to produce the impossibility of ‘true’ 

emotion.  The line ‘Everyone seemed to be having a profound experience of art’ (p.27) 

[Italics added] is the novel’s refrain, aesthetic experience and ‘true’ inner-voice become a 

social expectation or construct. The novel satirically signals aesthetic appreciation or feeling 

as an ‘official’ moment we must have. Adam Gordon senses artificiality reflected in the 

posed expressions of gallery-goers. This poet projects his personal sense of inauthenticity 

onto others, continually questioning the genuineness of people’s responses to art ‘if they 

were in fact moved’ (p.38). Regarding his own reactions he ‘rubbed the spit under my eyes 

to make it look like I’d been crying’ (p.28), just one of the endless incidences of emotional 

fakery in the novel.  

 

Lerner then seems to provide a variation on what Konstaninou has defined as a post-ironic 

feature of ‘metamodern fiction’49 in his creation of Gordon’s emptied-out inner-voice.  For 

Konstantinou, ‘post-irony designates the effort to move beyond the problems that irony has 

created for contemporary life and culture’.50 In LTAS the exhaustion that comes from the 

preoccupation with how one is perceived manifests in a narrative charting a crisis of affect 

experienced in late-capitalist culture ‘I felt much better now, that is, I felt next to nothing’ 

(p.110). The antagonist becomes the negation of artistic possibility, a site of aesthetic 

confusion and inspirational lack. 

 

The disconnect between internal experience and social self and the tension between irony 

and sincerity has defined much of the küntslerroman’s history. Since the late-nineteenth 

century a shift occurs in the artist’s novel genre, from one of a journey of progressive artistic 

maturity, to the twenty-first century tragi-comic poet’s failure to attain an elusive 

                                                           
49 Lee Konstantinou, Four Faces of Postirony in Metamodernism. Edited Robin Van Den Akker, Alison 

Gibbons, Timothesus Vermeulen (Maryland: Roman & Littlefield International, 2017), p.88. 
50 ibid., p.88. 
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authenticity. Comforting points of maturity and revelation elude the protagonist of LTAS. 

The nineteenth century and modernist trajectory of an artist’s maturing journey is inverted 

when Gordon berates his cowardly and childish nature: ‘what kind of grown man, if that’s 

what he was, calls home in a panic’ (p.17).  

 

This anti-artist’s novel is not simply a matter of representing inner-voice in the contemporary 

social milieu struggling to ‘fully’ realise creativity, as attempted at the inception of the 

artist’s novel genre. Instead, intimations of inner thought becomes a means for a more 

elemental questioning of whether individuals can trust in the fact of a true response to art or 

life itself, or to the impulses behind creative acts. This questioning operates in multiple layers 

of detachment in the novel.  Gordon qualifies, at one remove, from the notion of ‘true’ inner-

voice: ‘Although I claimed to be a poet’ (p.8). The reader is then, at a double remove, when 

in the same line they read: ‘I tended to find lines of poetry beautiful only when I encountered 

them in prose’ (p.8-9). Here the ‘true’ literary form (poetry) is depicted and subsumed by 

another (prose).  

 

A meta layer of consideration of aesthetic forms and their failures to produce affect is 

repeatedly offered to the reader, ‘Insofar as I was interested in the arts, I was interested in 

the disconnect between my experience of actual artworks and the claims made on their 

behalf’ (p.9). This obsessive detachment puts the reader at the same level of remove from 

the novel as artistic artefact, that Adam experiences in front of religious paintings. Such 

ironic distancing throughout LTAS sets a tone of childish narcissism, any notion of artistic 

depth is always a matter of misperception, in this instance to do with a language barrier,  

 

I elaborated something like  a theory of poetry, deadest of all media, in cadences that rose and fell so 

movingly I imagined Arturo and Teresa would find themselves compelled to acknowledge my 

profundity, all the more compelled for not comprehending me, save for occasional cognates….as I 

listening to myself I was amazed by the exquisite sonic patterning of my English  (p.25).  
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Adam’s narcissism is not however the novel attacking contemporary culture’s tendency 

towards ironic detachment, but a cultural response to structural hypocrisy or cynicism, which 

was championed in post-modernism. This cynicism is now experienced as sedimented in 

literature, in ways writers such as David Foster Wallace find crippling. Lerner’s narrative 

could be seen as an attempt to break out of this sincerity ‘deadlock.’ As Malgren has noted, 

in the modernist künstlerroman, the artist is forced to dance ‘without the respite of unself-

conscious oblivion’51 In LTAS the artist’s self-consciousness irrevocably disbars them from 

uninhibited freedom. For Adam Gordon, the fiction in which he fashions himself lost 

suggests narrative itself as a curse.52 The artist’s ironic sensibility has traditionally isolated 

this fictional figure socially, but in LTAS, self-consciousness becomes so destructive it 

produces a total schism from the felt experience of life. 

 

Adam Gordon experiences the complicated layers of self-understanding that are produced 

inevitably in any efforts towards virtuous living. As Taylor has argued, any meaningful 

engagement with the concept of authenticity needs to acknowledge the concept’s ethical 

dimension,  

our poetic improvisations, our acts of individual originality make sense only against (and/or within) 

traditions and backdrops of significance…We have to share also some standards of value on which 

the identities concerned check out as equal…Recognising difference, like self-choosing, requires a 

horizon of significance, in this case a shared one. 53 

 

 This communal dimension implies for Taylor that ‘To shut out demands emanating beyond 

the self…is precisely to suppress the conditions of significance and hence to court 

                                                           
51 Carl D. Malmgren, ‘From Work to Text: The Modernist and Postmodernist Kunstlerroman’, Novel: A 

Forum on Fiction, Vol. 21. No.1 (Duke University Press, Autumn, 1987), p.26. 

52 Another twenty-first century novel by American author Nicolson Baker, The Anthologist(2009), features a 

second-rate poet as a vehicle for espousing the power of poetry, whilst dismantling its romantic archetype. 

The narration is one long digression on poetry, which becomes a procrastination method to avoid writing his 

‘official’ poetry anthology: ‘My life is a lie. My career is a joke. I’m a study in failure’ (p.2). 
53 Taylor The Ethics of Authenticity, p.40.  
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trivialization’.54 The strangeness of Gordon’s historical dilemma is it is a crisis instigated by 

an inability to establish a shared ‘horizon of significance’ regarding aesthetics or ethics. 

Subsequently, he courts trivialisation in an opposing manner to that suggested by Taylor, 

through an over consideration and inhibiting preoccupation with the demands emanating 

beyond the self, which never enable him to grasp what is expected of him socially, or the 

real nature of his more substantial inner self. 

 

 This young American, in receipt of an arts grant, funding his stay in Madrid, fails to 

negotiate the contradictions of being a poet within a culture that appears to prohibit the 

expression of straightforward value judgements. Gordon’s cultural milleau expresses only 

deep ambiguity towards permitted modes of emoting, or signalling aesthetic appreciation. 

The anti-artist’s novel provides a space not simply for theoretical digressions about art. 

Throughout its history it returns to the conditions of possibility or impossibility for creative 

activity. This dimension means a figure such as Adam Gordon in an anti-artist’s novel can 

provide a powerful interiorised interrogation of contemporary mores on the notion of 

‘sincere’ artworks and responses to art, what constitutes these, and what might inhibit their 

expression.  

  

LTAS is not simply a fictional demonstration of ironic narrative techniques, such as show 

casing Lerner’s views on the limitations of poetry as set out in The Hatred of Poetry.55 The 

novel does however interrogate poetry’s inevitable confrontation with the paradox of a 

                                                           
54 ibid., p.41. 
55 In his 2016 polemic The Hatred of Poetry, Ben Lerner takes the general collective ‘loathing’ of poetry as a 

point of its artistic defence, describing the heroic failure at the heart of all poetry – the impulse to transmit 

individual experience into the public sphere for posterity. ‘Poetry makes you famous without an audience, an 

abstract or kind of proto-fame: it is less that I am known in the broader community than that I know I could 

be known’. 55 Yet if we take a closer look at both the history of the inauthentic poet, failing writer archetypes 

and the cultural paradoxes they express in their contemporary manifestation, we witness a far bleaker 

assessment of, not just the possibilities of sincerity, but the act of creative expression itself. 
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cultural belief in a core inner-voice. Furthermore the novel highlights the compromises of 

attempting to present this inner-voice for public consideration in verse form. This novel 

characterises an attempt to negotiate free, meaningful artistic expression within the confines 

of a late-capitalist culture so enamoured with irony that it has potentially destroyed the 

possibility of artistic realisation. In this narrative the negotiation involves the central 

character’s persona switching against and in tune with what he struggles to establish as the 

mores and rituals of the contemporary Madrid poetry scene. 56
 As a result, Adam Gordon’s 

self-perceived inauthenticity partly resides in his failure to create a sufficiently bohemian 

backstory: ‘he asked where I was from and I lied: New York’ (p.23).  

 

This inauthentic poet’s voice revels in his failure, flagellating himself for the 

commodification and standardisation of his artform: ‘some new intensity…such moments 

were equally impossible to represent precisely because of the ease with which they could be 

represented and entered cancelled the experience’ (p.64). Gordon reflects more broadly on 

the outmoded romantic legacy of inner-voice he labours under as a poet ‘Happy were the 

ages when the starry sky was the map of all possible paths, ages of such perfect social 

integration that no drug was required to link the hero to the whole (p.67). The possibility of 

his narrator’s stable selfhood is regularly undermined through the addition of an extra 

narrative frame of doubt to swallow up previous storytelling certainties ‘I didn’t think these 

things but might have’ (p.67). Any sense of a coherent inner-voice or identity, is nullified by 

a protagonist insistently highlighting what is missing in a contemporary culture that produces 

inauthentic writers, who wrestle with the perceived outmoded nature of their literary form. 

                                                           
56 The creation of an average writer character could be seen as an ironic distancing act for an author representing 

their deepest fear in symbolic form. Nicolson Baker’s fictional poet Paul Chowder performs a satirical function 

in this regard in The Anthologist (2009). Here the protagonist exhibits the mediocre hedonism of another failed 

poet: ‘I’ve never brought pot in my life. Maybe it’s time. No, I don’t think it is. Too involved’ (p.102). 
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In her 2010 work the Scandal of Sincerity Angela Esterhammer unpacks how sincerity 

becomes a ritual of performance in the culture of Romanticism. A ritual our protagonist is 

still enduring in a twenty-first century context. In an earlier, Romanticist literary milieu 

authenticity is seen as ‘a free and truthful relation to the world.’ (p101) The relevance of 

sincerity to verbal expression and the public sphere is reflected, in both the Romantic and 

twenty-first century künstlerroman, in scenes of poetry readings, encapsulating the paradox 

that inner intention must be performed, whilst entering the realm of socially determined 

codes and conventions, the realm of interpretation by others.  As Esterhammer notes, by 

definition, sincerity appears anti-performative, yet an awareness of it seems to arise amidst 

heightened theatricality, it must be ‘read in or on the body’  (p102):  ‘the aporia within 

sincerity itself, is it requires an exact correspondence between two things that are 

incommensurate: private emotion and an externalised semiotic system’.57  

 

The ironic narrative device of an insincere poet, as a central voice in a piece of literary 

fiction, can be considered in its fullest complexity in light of David Foster Wallace’s concept 

of the corrosion of sincerity across all artforms. Wallace argued the late twentieth century 

contained a TV culture nurtured on watching.58 Today we can accelerate this observation 

with regards to an on-line culture increasingly nurtured on curating and performing the self 

on screen. An aesthetic self-formation project is not feasible amongst this all-encompassing, 

deadening mediation of technology, information, and manipulation of personal image. All 

of this fractures the concept of self, even before any attempt to cohere experiences or 

emotions is made ‘I now felt nothing, my affect a flat spectrum over a defined band; I could 

                                                           
57 Angela Esterhammer. ‘The Scandal of Sincerity: Wordsworth, Byron, Landon’, Romanticism, Sincerity 

and Authenticity, Edited Tim Milnes and Kerry Sinanan (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), p.112. 
58 Wallace, Unibus Pluram, p.20. 
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watch videos of beheadings or contractors firing on Iraqi civilians or the Fox News 

commentators without a reaction and I did’ (p.103).  

 

So what does Lerner’s mode of narration articulate about the possibility of free or 

meaningful artistic or written expression within such seemingly artificial confines? The 

archetypal reversal of the inauthentic poet presents a model of inner-voice as this crisis of 

self, instigated by a perceived social antagonist of authenticity, prompting a predicament of 

empty aesthetics and suspicion of emotion. The failing poet is stricken with no art to console 

them. In this novel there can be no satisfying conclusion to a search for a true poetic self. 

This is because the self as expressivist whole is destroyed and lamented as romantic myth in 

the protagonist’s dissociative crisis: ‘Happy were the ages when the starry sky was the map 

of all possible paths, ages of such perfect social integration that no drug was required to link 

the hero to the whole’ (p.67).  

 

Foster Wallace advocates a new model of the self in his fiction and essays. This novelist and 

philosopher of sincerity produces protagonists that strive for a selfhood capable of being 

fragmented and dematerialised, yet still authentic in some way. Wallace discusses sincerity, 

and its relation to pop and literary culture, in two articles. In his second piece on the subject 

from 1993: ‘E Unibus Pluram: Television and U.S. Fiction’, he notes the corrosive effect of  

TV culture: ‘Think, for instance, about the way prolonged exposure to broadcast drama 

makes each one of us at once more self-conscious and less reflective…We, the audience, 

receive unconscious reinforcement of the thesis that the most significant feature of persons 

is watchableness…Precious distinctions between truly being and merely appearing get 

obfuscated.’ 59 

  

                                                           
59 ibid., p.7. 
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This paradox of acting the ‘natural’ is dealt with in LTAS. Sincerity becomes complicated 

further in the scrutiny of an audience’s studied unselfconsciousness. Affected unself-

consciousness is paramount for Gordon and presented as at the centre of his inauthentic 

motives. In a scene portraying the audience of an acoustic guitar session we witness: ‘faces 

[that] displayed an absorption I refused to believe was felt, each face carefully positioned to 

imply a lively interior world, faces that invited others to admire their obliviousness of others’ 

(p.27). Here the narrator implies a wider cultural malaise where it comes impossible to 

fathom a ‘true’ inner-voice or feeling – the mask is all. Such a representation, where the rot 

of artificiality destroys any attainment of ‘pure’ aesthetic experience, arguably emerges from 

an author’s imagination, such as Lerner’s, that has been shaped by his post-structuralist, 

academic/writer milieu. This destruction of the notion of  a pure, direct aesthetic 

contemplation, according to Adam Kelly, occurred in parallel with the destruction of earlier 

more stable models of self and language, and an increasingly dominant role for technology: 

‘the surface/depth model of the self, assumed by both sincerity and authenticity, would soon 

be superseded by the privilege afforded to the inaugurating powers of capital, technology, 

culture, and especially language’.60 

 

There is alienation from the existing social order built into the founding of the modern 

künstlerroman, but in the anti-künstlerroman, self-alienation consumes characters who call 

into question their own humanity. Even regarding death, the protagonist is a callous actor, 

inventing grief scenarios to impress women: ‘My mother died…I traded her life for the 

sympathy of an attractive stranger’ (p.29). This line reveals starkly the chasm between the 

sincerity demanded of the early romantic poet, where a ‘criterion of sincerity’ is sought, 

through a testing of epitaphs against their correspondence with the ‘primary sensations’ from 

                                                           
60 Kelly, David Foster Wallace, p.133. 
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which mourning springs,61 and the  completely dismantled possibility of emotional honesty 

in the first half of this novel. 

 

The anti-kűnstlerroman is a literary expression of deep disenchantment with the possibility 

of spiritual, transformative or communicative potentials in art. Failed or insincere 

writer/narrators are too crippled by the self-consciousness of their ironic cultural moment to 

ever find the right words: ‘I tried to tell her this as I thought it would sound poetic, but I 

didn’t have any of the relevant verbs’ (p.45). Therefore, in LTAS, an example of this anti-

artist novel genre, there is a void in the place of inner-voice, filled with silent vexations on 

an absent, socially cohesive sense of meaningful art. 

 

5.5 The failure of an authenticity ideal as an artistic crisis 

LTAS’s  model of inner-voice, as the ‘void’ described above, is dictated by the loss of a 

model of art as social protest, in a twenty first century, post post-modernist context. Post 

post-modernism has been defined by some cultural theorists as marking a shift equivalent 

to the modern/post-modern transition. In the late 1990s or early 2000s, the concepts of 

authority, knowledge, selfhood, reality and time becomes irrevocably altered again. 

According to Kirby for instance,  

the emergence of new technologies re-structured, violently and forever, the nature of the author, the 

reader and the text, and the relationships between them. As with post-modernism a fetishizing still 

occurs of the author, even when the author pretended to abolish him or herself. But there is a new 

cultural layer that fetishises the recipient of the text to the degree that they become a partial or 

whole author of it.62  

                                                           
61 Tim Milnes ‘Making Sense of Sincerity in The Prelude’, in Romanticism, Sincerity and Authenticity, ed. by 

Kerry Sinanan and (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010) p.125. 

62 Pertaining to Gordon and possibly Lerner’s pessimism surrounding inauthenticity: ‘Optimists may see this 

as the democratisation of culture; pessimists will point to the excruciating banality and vacuity of the cultural 

products thereby generated’ Alan Kirby, ‘The Death of Postmodernism’, Philosophy Now – a magazine of 
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Applying this post post-modern framework to the development of the IM form as social 

critique in LTAS, we need to more fully historicise, not simply the new theoretical cultural 

frameworks cited above, but the subsequent models of narration and social resistance they 

produce.  As we have established, Gordon’s sense of inauthenticity and dampened affect are 

keynotes of the novel. The model of the self is therefore one that is thwarted at every turn 

by the alienating contrivances of a privileged social circle. A non-alienated self is no longer 

a social possibility, even through art. What makes Gordon’s outsider status break from 

earlier Sartrean narration however is his directness towards his incapacity of affect and social 

effect: ‘I was a figure for the outside to this life, I had known it and rejected it (p.27). This 

character coldly reports, for example, that even his clothes and hair are cultivated to have 

‘the force of protest’ (p.26). Gordon, as distinct from Roquentin as a narrator, also willingly 

places himself within a loathed middle-class tribe: ‘a damaged life of pornography and 

privilege’ (p.65). This narrator is a self-made outsider of what he perceives to be an abject 

middle-class. Even within the minefield of authenticity claims that is contemporary tourism, 

Gordon knowingly deconstructs his cultural contradictions as an American in Madrid.  He 

sneers at ‘Americans who attempt to blend in’ (p.48), whilst deriding his own pretence of 

‘making contact with authentic Spain’ (p.48). 

 

Turning again to the opening question of this chapter: if we take recognition of human 

domination as a pre-condition for a novel’s political awareness, we need to ask of this novel’s 

form: does it constitute an aesthetics of resistance? 63 If so, what is it Gordon is resisting? 

                                                           

ideas. <https://philosophynow.org/issues/58/The_Death_of_Postmodernism_And_Beyond, > [Accessed 

online 20.08.19]. 

63 Ashton, Totalising Damage, p.7. 

https://philosophynow.org/issues/58/The_Death_of_Postmodernism_And_Beyond
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Corey Anton, helps us address this question through his phenomenological consideration of 

selfhood. Anton has reflected that protest is inevitably reduced to individual heroics, when 

authenticity is culturally equated with artistic originality:  

a difficulty encountered in the notion of “authenticity” is that it commonly travels with the idea of 

originality, poetic and artistic creation serving as obvious exemplars. As such, this ideal often 

demands a revolt against social convention; authenticity is a personal achievement in the fullest sense 

of the word. 64 

 

This aestheticized, individualised version of authenticity corresponds to Ferrara’s definition 

of ‘an exemplary uniqueness or enlightening singularity’65, discussed as an influential 

contemporary formulation in the introduction to this thesis. Making his protagonist endure a 

belief in this version of authenticity, Lerner’s novel shows the demand on the poet to perform 

an ill-defined rebellion against convention, as opposed to any more substantial resistance 

against clear forces of exploitation. The question of the poet’s potential role, in politics more 

broadly, is important to address in the light this novel’s historical context. There has been 

increasing interest in the question of whether political value can be found in American poetic 

discourse, particularly in the wake of the 2008 financial crisis.66 In this respect, Spain in the 

early twenty-first century provides the ideal backdrop for Gordon’s aesthetic and political 

apathy and ambiguity. Firstly, for the protagonist, Spain’s political legacy is squandered as 

a source of inspiration, Gordon’s poem on the Civil War never materialises, despite the 

character capitalizing on its radical, political aura for his grant pitch.  

 

Central to the novel’s political dynamics, yet also a superficial background issue that is 

skirted around by Gordon (bar the novel’s title), is the Spanish civil unrest sparked by the 

Madrid train bombings of 2004. These terrorist attacks were some of Europe’s deadliest post 

                                                           
64 Corey Anton, Authenticity and Selfhood (State University of New York Press, 2001), p.6. 
65 Ferrara, Reflecting Authenticity, p.10. 
66 ibid., p12. 
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World War Two. Simultaneous attacks targeted commuter trains in Madrid on March 11th, 

2004. 10 bombs exploded on trains in and around Atocha Station, leaving 191 dead and over 

1,800 injured. As they were just three days before Spain’s general elections, the attacks had 

major political consequences. This was initially due to the fact the Spanish government and 

media quick attributed the bombings to ETA, a Basque separatist organization with 

campaigns of violence spanning more than 30 years. On 12th March around 11 million 

Spaniards (a huge percent of which were in Madrid), demonstrated in support of the victims 

and against the violence. This display of solidarity rapidly broke down, however, as police 

started to focus on the Islamist militant group al-Qaeda.67 Secondly, in LTAS, there is also 

the historical backdrop, albeit not specifically or indirectly alluded to, culminating in the 

events of 2008 (5 years prior to the novel’s publication), when Spain was afflicted by the 

global credit crisis. Spain’s property market collapsed, leading to a deep recession, banking 

and employment crisis, from which it only partly emerged in 2013. The portents of this 

financial crisis are conspicuous by their absence in the novel.68 This could be a deliberate 

omission from Lerner to highlight his protagonist’s privileged, wealthy status as an 

American tourist living off his parents and grant income, and blissfully ignorant of the 

beginnings of the ravages on the local economy surrounding him. 

 

                                                           
67 Madrid Train Bombings of 2004. Michael Ray, Encyclopedia Britanica,< 

https://www.britannica.com/event/Madrid-train-bombings-of-2004>,  [Accessed online: 20.08.19].  

In addition: ‘That evening further protests took place in Madrid. Some 90 percent of Spaniards were opposed 

to Prime Minister José María Aznar’s support for the U.S.-led invasion of Iraq. This favoured the opposition 

Spanish Socialist Workers’ Party (PSOE), which had strongly opposed the war. On March 14 the PSOE 

scored an upset victory at the polls, and José Luis Rodríguez Zapatero was sworn in as prime minister days 

later. In October 2007, 18 Islamic fundamentalists of mainly North African origin and three Spanish 

accomplices were convicted of the bombings (seven others were acquitted)’.  
68 According to Rahman , Galván  and Martínez: ‘Government debt to GDP in Spain averaged 51.97% from 

1980 until 2015, reaching an all-time high of 99.30 % in 2014’ and ‘[a]fter a long period of economic 

expansion, which began in the mid-nineties, in 2006 the Spanish economy began to show the firsts signs of 

exhaustion’. ‘Economic Recession in Spain: Exploring the Root Causes, Consequences and Recoveries for 

the Sustainable Economic Growth’, International Journal of Econometrics and Financial Management, (Oct 

26, 2017, 5:2), pp.60-68. 

 

https://www.britannica.com/event/Madrid-train-bombings-of-2004
http://pubs.sciepub.com/ijefm/5/2/5/index.html#Cor


247 
 

This satirical motive of sending up the protagonist’s political ignorance, or at least apathy, 

can be seen in Lerner’s narratological framing techniques. In an attempt to defend the subject 

matter of his poetry as meaningful, the protagonist demonstrates a narration of unknowing 

exposure, for the view of the reader. In this instance the character is reporting his own 

speech, in the continuous present, with an aside to the reader that undermines the charater’s 

artistic chat, a ‘live’ revelation of his flimsy political pretensions: ‘ “The proper names of 

leaders are distractions from concrete economic modes”. I was trying to sound deep’ (p.50). 

Such grandiose small talk is further undercut with an experimental use of photography. The 

device of using visual stills and close-ups, from religious and political photographs and 

paintings, punctuates the novel. Narratologically, this creates moments that suspend and 

interrupt the prose text, inviting the reader to contemplate semiotically on the protagonist’s 

apolitical nature and his falsity and pretension. For instance, there is a photograph of 

Francisco Franco, gesticulating to a crowd, his face covered by his speech sheet on page 

103. The caption below this image is a refrain from the artistic defence cited above, from 

page 50, a line to compliment the image that reinforces his politics are merely gestural and 

performative. 

Here, with both photography and reported speech, Lerner uses an innovative, mixed-media 

version of what Tumanov described as ‘The monologist… locked into the privacy of his or 

her own mind and totally unaware of being exposed to outside reception, scrutiny or 

judgement. This unknowing exposure to view, itself ironic, carries the mediation gap to a 

limit rich in possibilities of further irony by self-exposure’.69 

Another image follows the character’s frantic defences of the Spanish political themes of his 

poetry, defences which fail: ‘I was trying to sound deep’ (p.50). This is attempted after he is 

                                                           
69 Tumanov, Unframed, p.184. 



248 
 

derided for not tackling his own country’s politics: ‘ “why aren’t you studying the American 

economic mode?”’ (p.50). The subsequent photographic still is a graphic ariel photograph 

of the bombing and decimation of the Basque town of Guernica in 1932, by Franco 

nationalists and their Fascist and Nazi allies. The event was perceived as a war crime by 

many historians and became the subject matter for one of the most iconic, modernist 

examples of political art by the Spanish painter and sculptor Picasso. Lerner’s use of this 

image reminds the reader, in a narrative strategy of freeze-frame semiotic interruption, of an 

authentic and political source for art, used as dark inspiration by a Spanish patriot. Such 

meaningful sources and national and aesthetic statuses evade Gordon as the guilty 

representative of ‘the American economic mode’ (p.50).  

Structurally, the novel also evidences Lerner’s characterisation of political apathy in Gordon. 

Midway through the novel, just moments prior to the bombing events in Madrid, the 

protagonist is pondering admiringly John Ashberry’s poetry, and the layers of remove they 

introduce to the reading process. This character, on the cusp of witnessing the novel’s key 

climatic, political event, has never appeared more detached than when contemplating the 

pleasure of Ashberry’s poems, that include ‘Leaving the Atocha Station’. Gordon sees this 

poet’s work creating several steps of remove for both the character as reader and we as 

readers are at one remove witnessing his reading/commentary on reading act: ‘reflecting 

your reading…allow[ing] you to attend to your attention, to experience your experience’ 

(p.91).  

All case study novels within this thesis consider fiction’s capacity to communicate a public/ 

private schism or conflict through the inner-voice of marginalised figures. Gordon however 

is a discordant voice amongst the occluded and marginal voices examined. He is an 

unsympathetic, materially comfortable character, who however feels personally abject as a 

deceitful, pill-popping, misanthrope. Regardless this character is not obviously socially 
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abject. He remains determinedly vacuous, dryly decrying his triviality during grand 

historical moments ‘while Spain was voting I was checking email’ (p.137).  

 

The satirical force of this protagonist lies in his disenchantment with the romantic artist 

archetype that seeks transcendence through art. As a writer struggling to attain purpose, 

Gordon adds a further layer of meta discourse onto the authenticity of earlier figures such as 

Roquentin. Gordon struggles with the seeming impossibility of genuine artistic or emotional 

expression itself, as opposed to particular modes of art in Roquentin’s case. In conducting a 

battle against falsification, this character articulates his twenty-first century context,  the 

consciousness of Gordon’s perceived lack of authentic artistic status, as a materially 

comfortable individual, appears to cancel out, or perhaps explain, his lack of meaningful 

connection to language as a medium for articulating experience: ‘I wondered if the 

incommensurability of language and experience was new…Either way, I promised myself, 

I would never write a novel’ (p.65). We ‘hear’ Gordon declare this revulsion for the fictional 

form within a novel.  

 

In the closing scenes of the novel Gordon withdraws further into his own detached sphere. 

The potentials of the social, political or communal realm baffle him: ‘Arturo and Rafa were 

chanting, so I chanted too, but my voice sounded off to me, affected’ (p.123). His girlfriend 

wanders off with a very vocal protestor: ‘I felt annihilated. I tried to smile at her in a manner 

that doubted her politics, doubted her place in the crowd, but could not’ (p.131). He is 

defeated by both character’s joint articulations of political sincerity, a public voice he feels 

incapable of expressing. So what form of social critique is operating, if any, through the 

voice of this inauthentic poet? Lerner’s novel shows an affluent individual, instinctually 

taking an inward turn in pursuit of moral and aesthetic authenticity and his interior realm is 

found wanting. This quest is undertaken as an end in itself, in the doomed sense that Trilling 
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noted operating in literary culture since the eighteenth century. The newness of this inward 

turn, in this novel however, is the positioning of a late-capitalist human subject. The narrator 

cannot orient themselves in an ‘other directed’, potentially more socially engaged position. 

This is because, facing publicly outward, he encounters a paralysed social sphere emptied of 

meaning by a block of individualisms in competition for authentic status. 

 

Because Lerner’s novel interiorizes a dramatic and globally significant historical moment, 

the question remains whether this author is merely ironizing or critiquing an individual’s 

incapacity to become politically committed or make ‘engaged’ art. This chapter has 

illustrated that Lerner’s representation of the cultural constraints on artistic expression, show 

novels of interiority, are capable of voicing social antagonisms that might quash an 

individual’s emancipatory ambitions. The question for a contemporary novel with a poet 

narrator who is reluctant to create truly political content, is therefore, as Ashton suggests: 

what are the purposes and potentials for a revolutionary or radical role for art? Ashton argues, 

in relation to post-war poets: 

[F]or the poets in the generation born roughly between 1960 and 1980 [Lerner was born in 1979] 

who think of themselves both as aesthetically ambitious and ambitiously anticaptialist…this state of 

affairs [the 2008 financial crisis] has presented a problem which we can put in the form of a question: 

What should the revolutionary poet  be doing, when crisis…appears increasingly frequent, inevitable, 

and irreversible?...What poetic forms do these conditions of crisis seem to require? 70 

 

For Lerner’s protagonist, his inauthentic artistic motives and writer’s block stem from a 

crisis of meaningful content and social relationships. As highlighted in the opening of this 

chapter, Gordon’s creative apathy reflects his political apathy: ‘there were several panels 

with minor politicians and major professors and local journalists and one or two fellows 

about the bombings and their political effects. I never attended, but I skimmed the emails’ 

                                                           
70 Ashton, Totalising Damage, p.7. 



251 
 

(p.161). So if all is posture, appearance and surface for this narrator, where does this leave 

inner-voice narration and the capacity of this form to enlighten us on sources of exploitation, 

through conflicts of consciousness and conscience?  

 

Any version of authenticity or sincerity can only be measured by it becoming dialogic in 

character. As Adam Kelly argues, within a mode of ‘new sincerity’, authenticity: ‘always 

requires a response from the other to bring it into play’. 71 LTAS’s inner-voice articulates this 

dialogic problematic of authenticity by placing readers as arbiters and affirmers of sincerity 

in their ‘listening’ (reading) capacities. In its Latin etymology after all: ‘voice is an 

invocation addressed to the other’.72 In the case of this narrator, both the character-self and 

the reader-self are ‘othered’ simultaneously, in a joint invocation and affirmation of 

meaning, at the level of literary form and content. 

 

Metamodern theorists’s argue that the possibilities of and for inter-subjective connection are 

often negated in contemporary fiction.73 However, these thinkers’ considerations of recent 

fiction’s portrayal of disconnection between separate conscious minds, arguably searches in 

the wrong imaginative territory. Meta-modern theory, on the whole, considers whether a 

narrative enacts meaningful reciprocity between characters. Such reciprocity, presented 

within fiction, can only be fully meaningful however when it manages to instigate a more 

profound intersubjective dynamic. This is the dynamic demanded between reader and 

                                                           
71 Kelly, David Foster Wallace, p.141. 
72 Patricia Waugh, ‘The Novelist as Voice Hearer’, The Lancet, Vol. 386, Issue 10010 (December 5, 2015), 

p.554-55. 
73 See both: Konstaninou, Lee, ‘Four Faces of Post-Irony’, in Metamodernism. Historicity, Affect and Depth 

After Post-modernism, ed. by Robin Van Den Akker, Alison Gibbons and Timotheus Vermeuren, (Maryland: 

Rowan and Littlefield International, 2017), pp.87-103 and Lea, Daniel, ‘The Anxieties of Authenticity in Post-

2000 British Fiction’, Modern Fiction Studies (MFS), Vol. 58, No. 3, (Fall 2012), pp.459-476. 
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character, when processing and reflecting upon IM on the page. Here the reader measures 

character dilemmas against what they perceive to be a shared horizon of significance. A 

shared notion of a social antagonist driving the inner psychological peril that the reader is 

immersed in, has to be formed in the reading of inner-voice fiction. The full reciprocity 

therefore in inner-voice fiction occurs between a narrator’s revelation of how a mind 

processes reality and the reader confronting the aporia of a character’s perception. This 

happens through a reader’s consideration of how a character’s solipsistic mental world-view 

has been formed by the alienating social landscape that surrounds it.  

 

As Corey Anton has argued: ‘the quest for authenticity is not simply a kind of egoism nor a 

species of moral laxity…we must recognise the requirement for horizons of significance as 

well as the fundamentally relational structure of selfhood’ (p.147). This novel enacts this 

quest through Gordon’s plot trajectory – a painful and slow acknowledgement of the 

relational structure of selfhood, even if this relation is only ultimately harnessed in the act of 

reading. Lerner proposes through Gordon, that experiences may appear relentlessly 

subsumed within other representational orders. However, self-overcoming through aesthetic 

discrimination, or acts of creation communally digested and practised (reading together) are 

eventually encountered as a rare moment of pleasure in the novel.  

 

More broadly then, interiority in this twenty-first century novel is a strangely hollowed-out 

entity, yet it also suggests that inter-subjective points of meaningful connection can be 

harnessed in the act of reading. This manifests in an increasingly reflexive narration, not 

however for purposes of philosophical instruction, as with Sartre, or critiques of explicitly 

brutal social contexts, as with McBride and Kelman. Instead, LTAS’s reflexive narrator is a 

knowing, deconstructive voice of artistic limitation, ambiguous authentic status and 
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commentator on the prohibitions of an artificially self-conscious culture, within which he is 

ensnared. The narration provides a defensive, a priori critique of Lerner’s status as a poet 

and author of literary fiction. A critique produced by an author at work in a milieu that is 

ambivalent towards both his aesthetic mode and the cultural capital of his privileged social 

position . 

 

Despite this partial emptying of subjectivity, ironic stasis is still transcended on a personal 

level by the protagonist. In his final moments of self-scrutiny political poetry seems 

impossible for Gordon to produce. He remains in the preposterous realm of fake artistic 

inspiration and second guessing of social and emotional cues. Yet, in the closing pages there 

is an opening up of the possibility of deeper intra-subjective connection: ‘Maria Jose was 

surprisingly warm; we kissed each other without irony’ (p.180).74 More fundamentally, the 

restorative potential for human connection through art, translation and the act of reading is 

proposed. Poetry, in the closing scenes of the novel, provides an authentic medium, in its 

earliest historical sense, an original property: ‘Teresa would read the originals and I would 

read the translations and the translations would become the originals as we read’ (p.181). 

So significant subjective connection becomes possible in LTAS, yet how this becomes the 

grounds of an authentic ethical dimension remains elusive. It could be a deep human 

connection conjured through the experiential links and future orientation that literature 

provides: ‘I put the book down and began to think: this strange experience of reading, the 

sense of harmony between the rhythms of a reproduction and the real, their structural 

identity, so that the subject of the sentence was precisely the time of its being furthered’ 

(p.90). The intra-subjective sense here is created through a complex narratological chain of 

association between the narrator as reader; espousing the sense of interconnection he feels 

                                                           
74 See an explanation of Goldman’s use of intra-subjective in the Introduction to this thesis. 
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with the text; to us as readers witnessing his reflexivity. He muses on a ‘harmony’ formed 

at the moment of processing the line of prose as an internalised rhythm. This reading moment 

then transports him, and by extension us as the reader, to the future moment of 

comprehension. We move towards this mutual understanding ‘live’, simultaneously with the 

character, in the duration of the sentence being digested, with the cognition of reading as its 

subject matter.  

 

This novel’s mode of ‘writerly’ interiority is at such distant remove from the other models 

examined in this thesis that its critical capabilities may seem, on first impressions, less 

‘direct’, or too convoluted, in the dialectic they involve the reader in, to be potent. But, we 

need to consider the detached self is the framework and symbol of critique for Lerner. In 

this way we may get closer to understanding how states of creative paralysis can help to 

form the full range of social protagonists that constitute the body politic. By musing upon 

the social expectations placed upon public expressions of inner-voice, this novel finds a way 

to portray the existential anxieties of a middle-class character who is forbidden from 

obtaining an instinctual sense of authenticity, owing to their social status. In this manner 

Lerner also attempts to display both his sensitivity and skepticism towards the moral gravity 

and potential of his own inner-voice, as a privileged poet-turned-author, entering the public 

cultural arena with such a narrator. 

 

Ultimately therefore, Gordon provides a paradoxical inversion of the inner-voice project of 

authors such as McBride and Kelman, where inner speech is a version of external speech; 

transformed, condensed and telegraphic, where an implied social critique is embedded in the 

speech-like literary form. Instead of child-like private speech, that defends autonomy or a 

stoic idiolect that asserts autonomy, LTAS tackles the problem of inner authentic expression 
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at the level of the explicitly articulated crisis of the protagonist. Our final case study novel 

leaves us with a dejected version of the contemporary human subject struggling for an 

authentic, public, dialogic context for his poetic ‘inner’ pronouncements. With no discovery 

of an authentic public arena, the art appears never to become ‘pure’, instead remaining 

riddled, like the social sphere, with an empty air of artificiality.  Intersubjectivity is only 

rescued in the dialogic engagement of fictional readers, framed at the level of 

characterization and plot dénouement. Via us as readers melding with a protagonist’s 

consciousness in an immersive narration, we witness characters communing together 

through inner poetic voices that they become absorbed over, in a silent reading session in 

the closing pages: ‘the translations would become originals as we read’ (p.181).
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6. Conclusion: the conflict of public and private self and the ‘authentic’ inner-

voice 

 

This thesis has shown that the positioning of the imagined reader, through techniques used 

in models of inner-voice narration, seeks to unlock an interrogation of the social sphere. My 

arguments break beyond the narratologically limiting lens of observing only the logical 

interplay operating between narrator/narratee as a feature or device of the internal grammar 

of narrative framing. By breaking out of this formal analytical framework, into 

considerations of literary form as social commentary, this thesis re-engages our sense of the 

political capacities of inner-voice narration for the novel. The consistent drawing out of the 

dialogic capacities and potential of fictional inner-voice has aimed to demonstrate how the  

novel can participate in what Merleau-Ponty calls ‘bringing into life an organism of words, 

establishing it in the writer and or reader as a new sense organ, opening a new field or a new 

dimension to our experience.’1 The arguably central function of inner-voice techniques then, 

are to bring to life a consciousness, and in so doing to ‘expose’ individual conflict or 

character crisis as social in origin. IM situates subjective discord as symbolic of an endemic, 

societal corruption. 

 

Making the reader complicit in the formation of an ‘outsider’/character’s inner-voice is a 

meaningful intensification and extension of the dialogic impulse embedded in the reading 

transaction of any fiction. Representations of consciousness in fiction do deploy multiple 

techniques for positioning the reader in relation to a fictional inner-voice, techniques that 

twentieth-century narratologist approaches catalogued so eloquently. What was arguably 

missed by such theory however was how deeply informed these techniques were by the 

author’s attempts to provide social or political insights for the reader. The disjunction the 

                                                           
1 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, First Edition (London: Routledge, 2013), p.182. 
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form highlights is between inner and outer discourse. Modes of privacy satirise, critique and 

ultimately reject the controlling and inhibiting discourses of the public realm. 

The dialogic space of IM reveals the full complexity of the emotional conflicts and political 

resonances involved in the compromises made between a public and a private self. The 

internal voices of the subject novels of this thesis illustrate that when authenticity is 

construed as only an act of self-realisation. it is a self-defeating quest. The sense of 

authenticity that models of inner-voice narration construct ultimately confront the reality 

that our existence and models of freedom need to be seen as dialogical. This reality emerges 

when fictional models of inner-voice implicitly tie authenticity to an inter-subjective notion 

of the Good. The subject novels present characters that grapple with notions of authenticity 

as an ethical ideal. In this way the IM form’s insight is to show the reader how an individual 

might require bonds to collective ideas of worth, values that point beyond their personal 

inclinations, to truly realise their freedom. This understanding is made possible through IM 

fiction’s request that the reader  both experience and evaluate the character’s socially 

informed sense of self by participating in its imaginative construction.  

 

The historical mutations that inner-voice narration has undergone, in the novels of the last 

century treated in this thesis, arguably demonstrate the form’s capacities for socio-political 

commentary. The experiments with interiorised narration that have been explored here, 

illustrate this capacity of the form to engage in social critique through specific formulations 

of an authentic subjectivity in crisis. These authenticity crises range from Sartre’s treatment 

of the burden of the social dimension of self-identity, Beckett’s interiority as heteroglot 

opinion and radical break from classical rationality, Kelman and McBride’s speech-like 

rescue of agency for the socially abject subject,  and finally, Lerner’s self-reflexive battle for 

a ‘pure’ aesthetic motive. 
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My historicised exploration of the narratological innovations of interior monologue reveal 

the different versions of the quest for an authentic inner-voice. Fictional inner-voice becomes 

capable of expressing an individual’s attempt to stabilise an endangered social position, and 

to close the gap between self-status and social status. Reflexive models of inner-voice 

narrative forms furthermore show how demands on the individual necessarily divide the 

subject against itself in relation to their sustaining of any social position. The deliberate 

absence of narrator guidance is key to the form’s demands of the reader to engage more 

actively and intimately with the thoughts presented. Inchoate thought becomes a form of 

private speech that defends personal autonomy in the post-war, inner-voice centred novel. 

In this formulation, authentic voice becomes a quality to be ‘let loose’ from within an internal 

idiolect, a galvanising force for the individual to counter corrupt social actors and speech. 

 

The narrative strategies of the inner-voice novel allow for reflection on the deepest and most 

important capacities of the novel as a narrative form. This mode of narration questions the 

boundaries of personal autonomy and in this way creates then expresses sets of dissenting or 

transgressive ethical principles. This movement means that these novels resist a twenty-first 

century culture that in many ways ironizes and deconstructs the no-longer solid foundations 

of subjectivity. Against this potentially disorienting epistemology, the inner-voice novel 

creates the possibility of an authentic inter-subjective transaction, in a more powerful realm 

than that between imagined characters. It arguably offers both an emotional and ethical 

connection at the level of a narrator’s relation with the reader. This form opens up the 

exciting potential of inter-subjective realisation and insight by positioning readers as 

witnesses to the revelation of a mind-world. Readers and reading are a ‘solution’ to the aporia 

of a character’s unframed interiority.  
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This unframed interiority nearly always contains a character’s irreducible stoicism. This 

stoicism is a strength as it opens up a capacity to shield oneself from cultural territories of 

falsification, through containing feeling in this private mental space.  This thesis has 

suggested that the climatic point of character crisis in the form becomes the moment the 

character’s stoicism is tested to its limits and becomes undefeated in its resolute interiority. 

In this way the evasion of a socially fixed identity forms a social commentary accessible 

only for the reader. In Beckett, where stoicism is tested to its limits, it becomes an absurd 

level of forbearance of meaningless challenges; with Kelman stoicism manifests as a sense 

of pride in the embattled preservation of autonomy, in McBride the stoicism defies the social 

burden of shame. 

 

So the answer to the question of what human quality is insisted on in inner-voice novels as 

irreducible, in the face of near identity annihilation in many cases, is stoicism. The shield of 

stoicism paradoxically becomes a way of uncovering an authentic interiority. Stoicism 

endures as a personal shield and, in the process, sheds the false and prohibitive social masks 

demanded by society. My subject narratives privilege stoicism as an interior-speech mode 

of expression that ultimately elevates rationality not irrationality. This rational quality of the 

human subject’s drive to communicate is posed through its determined juxtaposition with 

irrational and exploitative social phenomena.  

 

Beyond characterisations of stoic subjectivity, other modes of social critique offered by the 

inner-voice novel reside in the form’s lamentation of the loss of meaning in late capitalism. 

IM novels expose the contradictions experienced by  the individual subject who searches for 

purpose through publicly expressive symbolic systems that operate in social surroundings 

that appear to produce and demand only artificial affect. The inner-voice novel is able to 



260 
 

confront us with the problem of a demand for a performance of sincerity socially, exposing 

this as a source of moral and political disorientation. The dialogic engagements of inner-

voice fiction present a salve for this predicament, by showing how the act of fiction-making 

and reading can allow for meaningful experiences of intersubjectivity, experiences which 

are not just compensatory or comforting but which include revelations of the functioning of 

social power structures. 

 

At the level of innovating modernist modes of narration, IM that prioritises speech forms 

has provided a radical role for language. McBride’s poetics of interiority, a poetics that 

grapples with the phenomenology of a mind responding to trauma for instance, shows that 

models of inner-voice can rupture anew modernist models of subjectivity. A new model 

emerges from the creation of a private language to convey pain, sex and corporeal 

experience. Fictional inner-voice and its free- association methods seem to release language 

from its syntactic obligation to point in any one direction. Models of inner-voice can, in this 

way, implicate the reader in a transformative poetic immersion that allows them to gain deep 

insight into the nature of both another human subject’s inner turmoil, and the psychic 

survival strategies that can emerge as a result. The inner-voice of abject subjects then can be 

said to form an interiority that celebrates linguistic freedom. This linguistic freedom is 

achieved through undermining conventional semantics, moving to focus on the texture of 

writing and consciousness itself. In this way an aesthetics of interiority performs a 

dissolution of language that weaponizes it as social critique.  

 

The slowing down of the usual speed of word/thought patterns of recognition, required in 

the exchange of reading IM that utilises phonetic orthography, does not hamper a reader’s 

processing of another’s thoughts. Instead, I argued that these devices allow readers to 

experience a simultaneity with a character’s thoughts, in their ‘live’ formation. Here a 
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dialogic process operates between two consciousnesses fused by the form’s joint internal 

cognitive processes of sound production to complete narrative meaning. This ‘joint’ and 

paradoxically silent phonemic production operates at a syntaxial level, as a means of 

ultimately generating socio-political meaning. 

 

This study has argued  that the technical and thematic demands of attempting to render the 

conversation with the self in literature allows writers to present collective antagonisms in 

newly complex and profound forms. Interiorised narration is constructed from a fusion of 

representations of thought processes and the silent imaginings of a reader envisioning these 

processes. From this fusion, the reader plays a distinctive and politically insightful role in 

such representations.  A powerful dialogic relationship with protagonists is formed, creating 

an internal idiolect from a melding of fictional and real consciousness. The cognitive 

intimacy involved in such a melding of minds is an innovative, creative act of conjoined 

apperception.  

 

It can be concluded that more profound revelations of the nature of social constraints placed 

on the individual can occur through a literary device that evokes an inner-voice rather than 

through the ‘collage' modes of post-modernist polyphony for example. The dialogic of IM 

speaks to and from a failing authenticity ideal. This authenticity ideal has been shown to 

range from beliefs in the possibility of self-unity, a social formation, an aesthetic strategy 

that combats a normative use of language and a model of the totality of consciousness. 

 

My reading of my subject novels has shown the development of  IM narratological 

innovations that mark and speak to the social divisions and tensions of a particular novel’s 
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historical moment. The joint voice of IM becomes an active and dynamic interpretation, 

navigating the gap between a free-floating representation and the real which occasions it.  

So, inner-voice forms are not merely means to convey a tragically fragmented and 

irrevocably destabilised self. Instead, the phenomena of interiorised narration in the novel 

firmly and persistently establishes and defends a common criterion of freedom-oriented 

morality and value. The investigation of the subject narratives has shown that representations 

of the quest for authentic interiority do not fail to comprehend subjectivity as an historical 

and social category. The inner-voice novel keeps re-emerging to creatively undertake that 

very task of socially engaged comprehension of an individual’s plight. 

 

The original contribution this thesis makes to the field of narratology and literary studies is 

a move away from the traditional considerations of inner-voice novels in formalist terms, 

with a focus on the phases and boundaries of its technical capacities to portray a 

phenomenology of consciousness. Previous narratological frameworks have missed the 

powerful, and deliberately socially critical, dimension of inner-voice narration’s 

entanglement of the reader in another’s interiorised worldview.  

 

My thesis illustrates the unique demands place on the reader experiencing IM: a reader 

measures up their phenomenological situatedness alongside a character’s, to piece together 

an internal logic that completes the narrative. Because of this transaction, inner-voice fiction 

does not construct a concrete or particular realism based on an idealism of the mind. Instead, 

the reading transaction set up with IM and DIM has been shown as inevitably intra-

subjective and therefore socially engaged. Even if the relationship with the reader set up by 

of inner-voice narrative forms ultimately frustrates or evades the reader, there is still an 

instructive dialectic attempted, one where the reader is invited to consider if the narration 

marries to their experience of consciousness, and by implication their intuitions of the 
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dynamics underlying or governing the social sphere that is now perceived to be at work in 

the shaping of consciousness. 

 

A key part of understanding how the novel might ever engage readers in intimate and truthful 

investigations of society and the individual, involves appreciating the variety of artistic and 

political imperatives involved in replications of inner-voice. Novels that offer innovative 

models of an inner self and voice in their characterisations, suggest a restorative potential 

for human connection and psychological flourishing in the acts of reading that such fiction 

sets up. Reading fictional self-conversation therefore is a sense-making process of social 

critique, formed through sharing in a new joint centre of inter-subjective gravity.  
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