VERA NUNNING (HIUDELBERG)

Ethics and Aesthetics in British Novels
at the Beginning of the Twenty-First Century

Strangely enough, ethics has become a key word in the discousse of post-
modernism.’ During. the last few decades, cthical considerations once
again entered the domain of literary criticism as well as philosophical
wotks, and many critical approaches to literature—like gender studies,
ecological criticism or postcolonial criticism-—focus on questions which
involve ethical dimensions. Mostly, however, these works do not consider
formal aspects of literary wotks, their structure and parrative techniques
by means of which the topics are conveyed. Even scholars like Wayne C.
Booth, whose The Rbetoric of Fiction was a landmark in the stady of the
novel, shy away from any tormal considerations when concerned with the
ethics of a given work.” Tt seems to be assumed that narrative conventions
ate not impottant to the ethics of a novel, and that we all recognize
whether immoral behavior like rape or murder is implicitly criticized ot
condoned in a literary work, and whether individual characters are meant
to be models held up for imetation or villains to be abhotred.

With regard to eighteenth- or nineteenth-century fiction, this noncha-
lance may to some degree be justifiable—after all, official and unofficial
censorship ensured that most authors made quite clear what was to be
thought of the characters and events in their stories. Often there is a het-
erodieg'etic narrator embodying the “communal voice,” thus providing a
view of the story that would have agreed with the conventional morality
of the age. ? Cormtments by the nattatots setve to evaluate what is happen-
ing on the level of the story, their analyses of the characters’ motives pro-
vide further enlightenment, poetic justice makes sure that the good chat-
acters ate rewatded in the end, and the just distribution of sympathy—

1 See Connor (14). The very neg'ttlon of ethics by poatmodun scholars has led to a heated

~ debate about its importance: “precisely because ethics [...] is dead [...] the gues/ion of ethies

has become all important” (Madison/Faithaitn 2). Othets, who assume that postmodern-

ism ended in the 1980s, claim that the renewal of attention for ethics at that time mark the
beginning of a new era from the 1980s oawatds; see Zimmerinann {13).

2 See Booth, The Company We Keep. Heinze (274f) summarizes the views of scholars who
claim that narrative form is crucial 16 the ethics of a novel, but he does not provide clues as
to how this thesis might by applied to works of literatnze. A notable exception is Miillet.,

3 See Ermarth (65-92). '
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held to be very impogtant by Victorians—allows readers to feel pity with
those who are good but unfortunate, while the villains are painted in ap-
propriately datrk colors. While the study of the ethics of Victorian fiction is

impeded by the problem that, as yet, we do not know just how this “distti- -

bution of sympathy” wotks—and critics usually refuse to enlighten us why
they think a character is implicitly criticized or held up for admiration—
contemporary literature is much harder to deal with. The postmodern
feature of indeterminacy defies any simple value judgments, and even
ethically outrageous behaviot is preseated in ambivalent terms.

1. Post-Modernism and the Ethiéai Implications of Alterity,
Indeterminacy and Sympathy

With regard to contemporaty fiction, the discussion of ethics is usually
concerned with postmodetnist litesature. While the proclaimed pluralism,
fragmentation and dedifferentiation as well as the predominance of par-
ody and play were often thought to be hnked to an ethical indifference,
scholars nowadays tend to adopt a more balanced view and try to single
out ethical concerns in postmodern English and American literature,”
According to a scholar well versed in the history of philosophy and ethics,
postmodernist aesthetics are inherently ethical, because devices like de-

familiarization, metafictional commentary or the presentation of the gro-

tesque initiate an experience of alterity:

If multiplicity, heterogeneity ot altetity are the predominant features of this pe-
riod, as regards both society and individual search for identity, contemporary
ethics must [...] promote an ethical stance that will [...] enable us to lve in it
with dignity. [...] Thus, if the aésthetics of postmodern art furthers the develop-
ment of a sensibi]ity which not only allows us to endute, but also enables us to
find pleasure in a high degtree of alterity, and if a httle of this would trickle
through into ethical sensibility, this would already be an enotmous improvement,
(Grabes 25£)

One might well atgue that fiction should enable readers to “develop a
‘;cmibﬂity” that allows us to appreciate multiplicity and alterity; the ques-

tion is, however, whethier this appreciation can be bmught about by feel-

ing aesthetic pleasure which then “trickles through” into ethical sensibility.
Though I would subsctibe to the ethical importance of being exposed to
expericnces of alterity, I am not sure whether there is an analogy between

4 The importance of ethical indifference for several theoties of postinodernism is expounded
by Zima. Nowadays, ethical concerns and didacticism are even claimed to be characteristics
of the work of Martin Amis, whose stoties abound with violence, victimization and abuse;
see Diederick. The return to ethics in American contemporary literature and philosophy is
the topic of the collection of essays published by Gerhard Hoffmann and Alfred Hotnung,
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the expetience of alterity produced by literary devices and the experience
of and attitude towards individuals who are petceived as “other.”S After
all, postmodernist texts usually create a distance between characters and
readers, and it is difficult to undetstand why this distance should endotse
the acceptance of pluralism and alterity in daily life. If fellow human be-
ings are perceived as “other”, and if characters bear some resemblance to
“life-like” individuals (or are at least naturalized according to the reader’s
implicit personality theories), it is rather counter-intuitive to assume that a
postmodernist distance from these characters will lead us to accept or
even respect othets, .

For Christopher Butler, this distance towards others has had detri-
mental effects; he therefore criticizes “those who have been so vigorously
concerned for the liberation of the group in attacking stereotypical preju-
dices [because they] have let slip a viable notion of the individual with
which one ¢an have sympathy. In so doing they removed one of our strong-
est motives for moral action” (Butler 69; emphasis by 'Butlcr).(’ If we fol-
low Butler, there is something to be said for good old realist fiction, with
its life-like characters and lack of distancing devices: It is certainly easier to
feel sympathy for or antipathy against a character who is not put at one
remove by means of a plethora of defamiliarizing devices.

While T grant that the experience of alterity is important, I would
therefote argue that it should be related to life-like characters, with whom
one can have sympathy. The acceptance and approval of characters who
are different from the reader may even lead to an acceptance of othets in
real life. The insight into the difference to and appreciation of others is
ethically important, for, according to Alain Badiou (41), the acceptance of
alterity and the radical difference between oneself and everybody else
(including oneself} is a cornerstone of a theory of ethics. It would be
rather premature, however, to wish for the return of realism and its power
to evoke sympathy. We have to live in a society marked by multiplicity,
heterogeneity and alterity. 'To enable us to appreciate this, to accept other-
ness, to refrain from stereotyping as well as categorizing others and to

5  Quite a number of scholars assume that there is an analogy between the structures of
literataze and those of ethics o yeal life, but they uswvally refer to the experience of alterity
with regard to the content of a work, not with regard to distancing devices (see Antor 70£)
ot they claim that the stractutes inherent in aesthetics, as well as those in ethics and life,
necessitate difference, multiplicity and heterogencity (see Welsch 15-21),

6  Butler is thinking of important theorists like Roland Barthes ot Michel Foncault, who
nonetheless devoted much of their time to social causes, One can, however, make a case
for the thesis that ethical questions have been part of French poststructutalist theoties
from the beginnings of the 1970s onwards—in the wotks of Foucault or Julia Kristeva and
even Roland Barthes, whose “plaisir de texte” can be read as an ethics of desire or an eth-

ics of difference (see Ette 199-242, 378-426).
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‘abandon the insistence on closure, would be a great achievement. The
exposure to alterity and indeterminacy, which is a hallmark of postmod-
ernist fiction,” seems to be mote-in tune with these demands than realism.

In the following, it will be argued that a number of contemporary
novels have moved beyond postmodernism and combine assets of both
postmodetnist and realist devices. They evoke the experience of altetity
and defy closure, but they nonetheless create life-like characters and re-
frain from using the defamiliarizing devices of postmodernism. The ex-
perience of alterity is produced by different means and linked to two other

features. On the one hand, it is accompanied by a destabilization of an .

accepted ethical framework as well as an uncertainty with regard to the
fictional facts, thus creating indeterminacy with regard to interpretation
and meaning. On the other hand, alterity is combined with the evocation
of sympathy for the protagonists, which in turn is geaied towards an ac-
ceptance, perhaps even an appreciation of “the other,”

The natrative featutres of these novels, which highlight indeterminacy,
alterity and sympathy, are in accord with a Levinas-inspired ethics, which
has moved away from the prescriptive dimension of traditional humanist
values towards a more tentative and open postmodern ethics. The repre-
sentation of key characters allows us to feel empathy with them and to
develop an understanding of and sympathy for different, even contradic-
toty viewpoints, which renders it more difficult to condemn their limita-
tions. The narrative form thus induces us to comprehend contradictory
positions, making altexity more acceptable and moving towards an “ethics
of alterity.”

In contemporary British fiction, this experience of alterity is made
possible by the use of different narrative forms. First, some novels con-
centrate on a charactet’s view of the world which is not cotrected, evalu-
ated or challenged by the narrator. Instead, the beliefs of the focalizers
(which ate often less than homogeneous or coherent in themselves) are
destabilized by other devices. The reticence of the heterodiegetic narrator,
who abstains from both epistemological and ethical guidance, is more
prohounced in a second type of novel which employs the similatr, but
mote unusual natrative device of juxtaposing the stories of different
homodiegetic natrators without connecting them to each other. These
novels even lack a homogencous level of discourse, since the natrators’
voices and mind-styles are often quite contradictory, thus emphasizing the
fact that there is no stable ethical framework. Thirdly, there is a new use
of the device of unteliable narration, which is rendered cthically even
more complex in so far as the reader is not able to construct the stoty

- 7 Grabes (25); sce also Hassan (87, 92).
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“behind the narrator’s back” any more. Thus, the notorious problem of

‘the reader developing sympathy for an ethically unreliable charactes—for

instance the egotistic porn-freak John Self in Martin Amis’ Money: A Sui-
cide Note (1984)—and the danger of their being drawn to the view of the
wortld such a narrator projects is enhanced by the fact that it is more or
less impossible to find out whether the protagonist is to be blamed or to
be pitied. In the following, I will dISCuSS three novels which illustrate my
theses. -

2. A New Use of Modernist Aesthetics:
Julian Barnes, Arthur and George (2005)

The first type of novel might be seen as a mere rehash of modernist con-

- ventions. The fact that some novelists, who in the 1970s and 1980s c¢m-

ployed “postmodern” natrative devices, are now turning to this appatently
traditional way of writing should make us suspicious, however. Shating
many features with Vitginia WoolP’s Mrr. Dalloway (1925), fan McBEwan’s
Satnrday (2005) uses only one focalizer, but nonetheless hlghhghtq both
alterity and indeterminacy. If anything, ¢ he unfeasibility of closure is even
morte pronounced in Kate Atkinson’s Case Flistories (2004), which presents
several unsolved and seemingly unrelated cases of abduction or mmdu
three of which are haphazardly investigated by a private detective.® Fven
Julian Batnes, who played with pluralism, parody, metafiction, authentic-
ity, fragmentation and dedifferentiation in novels like The History of ihe
World in 10 and Y2 Chapters (1989) and England, England (1998), refrains
from postmodernist devices in his latest novel. Anthur and Geoige (2005)
belongs to a new tendency in British fiction, which renders the past

through a modernist emphasis on “seeing” (highlighting the perceptions

of a charactet), rather than through a postmodern “telling” (highlighting
the presence of a narrative voice).” While postmodernist historical fiction
often concentrated on the Victotrian period, a number of novels pubhthd
during the last few years seem to favor the turn of the century, which in
itself was marked by the emetgence of modernist styles of writing. 0

8  Because of the use of the genre conventions of detective fiction and the pronounced
fragmentation, however, the novel also sports some postmodernist feanares.

9 Cf Conior (10).

10 Cf. Colm Téibin, The Marster (2004) and David Lodge Anthor, Auther (2004), both of which
focus on the life of Henry James; fan McEwan’s Afewement {2001) is concerned with Would
War I and its aftermath. Barnes’ novel is set in the late Victorian petiod, when doubts con-
cerning key Victorian beliefs were well on their way.
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At first sight, Arthur and George seems to be an unproblematic fictional
biography of two histotical characters, but the novel soon questions the
guth of the events put forward in the coutse of the narrative, in which the
order in which information is distributed catries meaning. Readets are
often given significant (fictional) facts belatedly, which forces them to
doubt and re-assess what they have read before, and to accommodate it
with the information given later on. This device is used right from the
beginning. At first Arthur seems to be the more unconventional of the
two protagonists, growing up in an impoverished household, with his
mother inculcating the code of chivalty into the young boy; to be
“[f]eatless to the strong; humble to the weak™ (Arthur and George 5) is what
he learns from her strange and exciting stoties. In contrast, George is the
son of a vicar and imbibes the faith of the Anglican Church. His cate-
- chism, routinely tested by his father, also requires faith in his country and
answets like “England is the beating heart of the Empire, Father” (17). If
he is an outsider, it is because of his bad eyes;ght and his determination to
do very well at school.

After twenty pages or so, however, readers are required to adjust their
image of the two characters: “Irish by ancestry, Scottish by birth, in-
structed in the faith of Rome by Dutch Jesuits, Atthur became English”
(23); he turns out to be Sit Arthur Conan Doyle.! Geo1ge on the con-
trary, is the son of an immigrant; the serene Aﬂghcaﬂ vicar is a Parsee and
was botn in Bombay. This comes as a shock, since Geotge’s views and his
mind-style ate almost stereotypically English: his pragmatism and his
emotional teticence, even his thinking, which is deeply inspired by his
admiration for the law, suggest that his self-image as an Englishman is not
far off the mark, In the field of the ethics of truth, this defamiliarization is
of crucial importancc “because it highlights the impossibility of closure
and denies the promise of stable knowledge which might allow us to judge
others and their behavior.

In what follows, Arthur and George are shown to live in different’
wortlds; Arthur becomes mote and more populat, while George is sub-
jected to diffetent kinds of racism; he is harassed by the police and wulti-
mately sentenced to seven yeats of penal setvitude, because he allegedly
killed local catde at night. ‘The two protagonists ate similat in one respect,
though: since we get to shate both theit thoughts and feelings, we see the
wotld through their eyes and ate invited to feel sympathy for them. It is
significant that we come to know them as children, when both are more
or less victimized: Arthur lives in an unstable houschold; his deranged

11 In order to make this expcrien‘ce of re-assessment possible, Julian Bames persuaded his
publisher “not to blare Sit Arthur Conan Doyle’s name on the dustjacket” (Wiged n. pag,).
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father is declared “mad” and removed to a hospital when his mother can-
not cope with the situation any more. George’s unfair treatment, which he
suffets without any complaints, highlights his vulnerability arid his lack of
chances to lead the “ordinary” married life that he hopes for. The insight
into his consciousness may well evoke the reader’s sympathy for the un-
gainly child, who is unlucky in many respects. The very Englishness of the
family and the high regard in which thely hold Impetial ideals make the
racist hatassment scem even more unfair.”
- Although the modernist set-up precludes the use of postmodern de-

familiarizing devices, the reader is exposed to an experience of altetity,
This experience is double-layered: First, it relates to the experiences, val-
ues and beliefs of the characters, which are difficult to undetstand from
the point of view of modetn readers. Secondly, the mode and order in
which information is distributed ensure that events that have been related
~ eatliet suddenly appear in a different light: what has become. “fflmiliflr”
and has been rationalized in one way eatlier, now scems to be ‘strange”
and has to be interpreted dlffcmndy

One aspect of the experience of alterity is highlighted by the mode of
nattation, which allows us to share theit thoughts and feelings. While
George could quite literally be seen as “the other,” who is exposed to
unjust and ctuel behavior, Arthur’s attitudes are difficult to stomach from
a twenty-first century point of view: He remains fitmly set against female
“suffrage, and his belief in spiritualism seems rather quaint today. The dis-
tance between today’s readers and the famous author is heightened by
archaisms and circumlocutions which, as one reviewer stressed, “are en-
tirely absent from the otiginal text[s]” by Arthur Conan Doyle and are
meant “to cteate a sense of antiquity where none exists” (Winder n. pag.).

A different experience of strangeness is evoked by the unexpected
turns of the narrative, which make the familiar suddenly appear unfamiliar.
Quite late in the narrative we are given a fact that does not fit George’s
character and attitudes at all: he needed money quite desperately. This
serfous, emotionally reticent man, who is only interested in the laws of
England and his family, appéuend}r ran into debt and had to ask three
different moneylenders for a loan."” This incident remains inexplicable,

12 The reader’s fecling of sympathy is mentioned in some of the reviews: Natasha Walter in
The Grardiar {online edition, n. pag) claims that “naturaily, we sympathise with George.”
The immediacy, with which we sympathizes for George’s plight as a child is heightened by
the use of the present tense—as opposed to the past tense in the passages dealing with Ar-
thur, Later on, when Arthur cxperiences an emotional crisis, this initial distribution of the
tenses is reversed, and his thoughts and feelings are rendered in the present tense,

13 In an interview, Julian Barnes said that his own belief in his understanding of the historical
events that provide the basis of the novel was shaken when he locked up George’s letter in

Birmingham Central Library, thinking that perhaps: “fi}t is more complicated. Maybe.
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and it sugpests a side of Geotge’s character that has not come to light so
far, This throws doubt upon the reliability of the parrative, because there
must be important secrets in George’s life which have not been men-
tioned before. The chatacter sketch that the novel provides is certainly
incomplete, but it may well be misleading as well, The incident therefore .
raises the question of the truth of the fictional facts.

These doubts, which contribute to the impression of indeterminacy
and instability, are heightened by many implicit references to the power of
discoutse. The novel contains excetpts from and summaties of many dif-
ferent gentes—newspapet tepotts, excetpts from (misspelled) anonymous
letters, bits of Arthur’s autobiography (which give a Surprisingly racist
account of the Edal]l case) and a parhamentary repott which is so far off
the matk that it is dismissed as a “novella” by Sir Arthur, who asks
whether it is “protected by Patliamentary privilege” (Arthur and George
308).

Since the stoties told by these sources are incompatible with each
other, the question of truth and (lack of) conviction is foregrounded. This
becomes most obvious during the ttial, in which there is so much at stake
for Geoige. Because of the “adjustments” made by the police, George
does not recognize his own story any more.)* In contrast to the fabricated
tale put forward by lawyers, the story told by his honest parents is not
convincing at all, a fact which does not sutptise George’s solicitor: “the -
best people are not necessatily the best witnesses. The more scrupulous
they are, the more honest, [...] the mote they can be played with [...] It’s
a question of belief [...]. From a purely legal point of view, the best wit-
nesses are those whom the jury believes most” (140).

‘T'his raises the question of whom the reader is to believe, and it is no
coincidence that Barnes considered “Conviction™ as a possible title for a
book in which the Pmbiematu, relation between seeing and believing is of
crucial importance.”” Is the credibility of the focalizers determined by their
charactes, or is it a matter of discoutse, of the ways of distributing infor-
mation, of techniques to evoke sympathy? Arthur was convinced that

something is going on.” He [George] wasn’t as clean as that, maybe. On the other hand,
maybe he was” (Hanks n. pag).

14 “{Ijf his story was subtly changing around him, then so too were some of the characters”
(123).

15 Batnes only rejected “Conviction” as a title because it was too close to McEwan's ~Afone-
went {cf. Jetfries n. pag) In a very petceptive review, Magdalena Ball draws attention to the
impottance of seeing in Arthur and George, which ranges “from the sunpie impact of optical

. myopia to the complex impact of metaphorical myopia” (n. pag.).

16 When Geotge refuses to-acknowledge that racist prejudices ate at least partly responsible
for his sentence and his failure to get the financial restitution that is-due to him, Arthur
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George is innocent even before he was tn full cognizance of the facts, and
he is equally convinced of the more than doubtful fact that he has found
the true criminal. Even George, who has the most-ordetly mind imagin-
able, is willing to wave evidence when it comes to believing what Sir Ar-
thur says: “If Sir Arthur said that he knew a thing, then the burden of
proof, to Geotge’s legal mind, shifted to the other fellow” (335). If cvi-
dence and proof are not of primaty importance, even to a “legal mind,”
the petsuasiveness of witnesses—and focalizers—is détermined by other
factors, which cannot be weighed according to rational processes.

The question of what to believe, and the necessity of re-vis(it)ing for-
met convictions, is conspicuously raised again at the very end of the book,
when the rational, disbelieving George attends a large séance held in
honor of the recently deceased Sit Arthur. The book ends with George
staring at the platform, on which various “witnesses” int the auchcncc have
claimed to see the body of the deceased Sir Arthur:

‘What does he see? '

What did he see?

What will he seer (357)

‘These three questions are the only sentences m the novel that are explic-

itly attributable to the heterodiegetic natrator, | and they cast doubt upon

everything the reader has read. “What does he seer” provokes readers to

think about what George knows, feels and believes—and makes them

aware of how little they know about this character. The second question

might call into question the previous account of “what the lawyer saw.” If
the story as told in the novel is true, the question is meaningless—Geosge

saw what we have been told. If the question is relevant, however, it im-
p}ies that we might not have been given the “true” facts. The last question

is especially interesting: if it is important what George will see in the fu-

ture, then why does the narrative not continue? C ould another, as yet

unknown piece of information cast new light on our interpretation of the

stoty, and necessitate yet another re-adjustment?

confitms that George “is a first-class witness, It is not his fault if he is unable to see what
others can” (217).
17 Thete are some phrases of even adjectives that imply value ;udgemems by the natrator, but
_ these ate always embedded in the presentation of the fictional facts or the focalizet’s
thoughts or feelings; before the end of the book there ate no whole sentetces which can
be identified as statements by the narrator—let alone questions.
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3. Ethical Implications of the Juxtaposition of Several Nartators

In the second group of works under consideration, indeterminacy is again
telated to the question of truth, which hete is highlighted by the “multi-
petspective” form of the novels, in which several homodiegetic narrations
are placed next to each othet. The expetience of alterity is enhanced by
means of the alternation between different—partly incompatible—views,
feelings and mind-styles. Their “othetness” is emphasized by the lack of a
heterodiegetic narrator, who ‘would at. least provide a link between the
chatacters and a homogeneous style. Here, the mode of “telling” prevails.

In many of these novels, alterity is emphasized by the idjosyncrasies of
the narratoss, who are anything but average. Sometimes the lack of com-
mon ground between readers. and narrators is enhanced by the remoteness
and strangeness of the setting. Sarah Watetr’s Fingersmith (2002), for in-
stance, takes place in the nineteenth century: one of the characters grows
up as an orphan in a “family” of thieves of Dickensian proportions, while
the other is forced by her uncle to be his amanuensis in his categorization
of works of pornography. The same holds true for Matthew Kneale’s
histotical novel English Passengers (2000), which presents us with a broad
spectrum of accounts dealing with the settlernent of Australia in the nine-
teenth centuty and ranging from an Aborigines over British-born doctors,
governors, vicars, convicts, soldiers and ladies to a smuggling Manxman.,
The narrators in Graham Swift’s Last Orders (1996) go to the seaside in
order to spread the ashes of their former friend, and those in Nick
Hotnby’s A4 Long Way Down (2005) have for vatious reasons decided to
© commit suicide,

Indetc,rmmacy is ensured by the incompatibility of the narrative
voices.'® This is quite pronounced in Engfish Passengers, in which the
Aborigines’ interpretation of events differs quite markedly from those of
the white governors and even the well-meaning white ladies. While the
English, for instance, think of Robson as a hero because he saved the
Abotigines by making them stop their wats with the whites and follow
him to the Settlement on Flinders Island, the Aborigines, who have been
luted to the island undet false pretences, consider him a traitotr. Both in-
terpretations are understandable; because of their illnesses and the inferi-
otity of theirweapons, the Aborigines were doomed to lose the war
against the settlers—especially when large numbers of white volunteers
were mustered. Searching for the natives, approaching them, and leading

18 Fingerimith is a notable exception here, since the riddles are more or less solved at the end
of the story. In spite of this, the reader is at a loss for several hundred pages, and even in
the end, the daughters’ relation to their {foster-)mother, which is of major importance
thtoughout the aovel, can only be guessed at.
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them to the island on which they are given shelter and allowed to follow
some of their old traditions, Robson risked his itfe, and probably saved
them from an even speedier extinction. On the othet hand, he acted 2s a
traitor, because the natives would have killed him and themselves rather
than follow him voluntatily to such doom. In this and many other in-
stances, a final reckoning seems to be impossible. ,

The multiperspective form of these novels, which juxtaposes several
narrators and highlights indeterminacy, has ethical implications. T'he diffi-
culties of deciding whose account we can believe raises the question of
whether there are any absolute cthical values—or whether, as for instance
Alain Badiou (43, 61, 65-81) claims, there is no cthics “in the abstract” but
only an “ethics of truths”, which acknowledges that truth can only be,
related to (come into being in) particular situations and particular indi-
viduals, ‘The immediacy of the natrators’ thoughts and feclings, which s
not impeded by the presence of a mediating heterodiegetic narrator, al-
lows us to feel empathy with. them and to develop an understanding of
and sympathy for different, even contradictoty viewpoints. That at least
some of the narrators in each novel can engage the readers’ sympathy
-renders it more difficult to condemn their limitations, The narrative form
thus induces us to comprehend contradictory positions at the same time,
making alterity more acceptable,

The ethical implications of the juxtaposition of several narsators be-
come more complex when the question of the reliability of these narrators
is foregrounded. Unreliable narration is per se a problematic nasrative de-
vice as far as the ethics of a novel are concerned, After all, unsreliable nar-
rators tell their story from their own point of view; they allow us insight
~into their thought processes and justify theit behavior in accordance with
their own norms, thus inducing readers to empathize with them. A skilful
handling of free indirect discourse may allow for some ironic distancing
between the natrator and the focalizer, which may be picked up by careful
readers—but with regard to unseliable narrators t}us kind of distance be-
~comes at the same time crucial and piobiemam: Thc relation between

19  For the ethical implications of a skilful use of free indirect thought as a means of moral
criticism, see Miiliet (123-28). According to Booth, the differentiation between reliable and
unteliable natrators is based on “the degtee and kind of distance” (The Rhbeloric 155) that
separates 2 given natratos from the implied author of a work. At the same time, Booth
freely admitted that the terminology for “this kind of distance in narrators is almost hope-
lessly inadequate” {158). Since the eatly 1960s, a lot of rescarch has been done on the tex-
tual clues and frames of refetence which allow readers to arsive at the conclusion that the
narrator is “morally and inteflectually deficient™ (7) and can be detected-by them on the ba-
sis of their “mature moral judgment” {307). But in spite of many criteria which allow
scholars to identify unseliable narrators, cthical unteliability is still difficult to pin down,
because it relies on the norms and values of the individual reader—a paedophile woulkd
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ethics and unteliable narrators with questionable norms and values is thus
franght with contradictions. On the one hand, the confrontation with
radically different views may turn this kind of fiction into a valuable vehi-
cle for ethics, because it evokes an experience of alterity. In addition to
that, the exposure to morally questionable views-—and their fictional con-
sequefices—may initiate a reflection on the readet’s own, different ethical
principles. On the other hand, the fact that the reader gets insight into the
consciousness of a morally suspect natrator and is invited to shate his
thoughts and feelings, may lead to the development of sympathy for the
narrator and his questionable ethics.”’

The ethical implications of unreliable narration are rendered even
more interesting by a new use of unreliability in contemporary English
fiction. In quite a number of novels published duting the last decade it has
become incteasingly hard to identify morally “unreliable” narrators and
theit problematic approach to truth and ethics; the boundaries between
“reliable” and “unreliable” narrators are blutred.”' For the representation
“of ethics this has two main consequenees Fitst, it is even more difficult to
decide which part of the narrator’s thinking and behavior is morally ac-
ceptable and which not; and secendly, the distinction between the (sup-
posedly moral) readers and the (morally questionable) natrator becomes
obscute. 1t might be possible to recognize that seemingly tadically differ-

probably find nothing wrong with the behavior of the noterious Humbert Humbert in Leo-
fita.

20 'This danpger is acknowledged by James Diedtick, who claitns that Martin Amis’s novels are
didactic, because they satirize and crificize society and moral mores. With regard to the nas-

- 1ator John Self in the novel Morey, howevet, even Diedtick supposes that, in spite of them-~

selves, most readers will “warm to. him,” while few “will experience Self mesely as a
monster of weetched excess” (74). '

21 Wall has argued that Kazuo Ishiguro’s The Remwains of the Day (1989) not only “chalienges
out usual definition of an unrelizble narrator,” but also “deconstructs the notion of truth,
and consequently questions both ‘reliable’ and ‘unreliable’ narration and the distinctions we
mazke between them” (18, 23). Ansgar Niinning (94) has suppotted this view, claiming that
other novels of the 1980s also call into question conventional notions of unreliable narra-
sion. He also mentions that Graham Swift’s stories and novels “both foreground and chal-
lenge the problematic notions of truth, objectivity, and reliability on which realist theories
of unreliable narration are based.” While I agree that British novels of the 19805 did not
subsctibe to simple notions of truth and iehablht)r ] would aigue that the degree of doubt
cast on the concept of “unreliable narration” is significantly enhanced in novels published
from the late 1990s onwards. With regard to a character like Stevens in The Remains of the
Dgy, we have no reason to doubt that the story he tells of his relationship with Miss
Kenton is not true, although we also realize that he does not even admit that to himself.
His self-delusion js highlighted, and it remains to the readet to call him “unreliable” be-
causc of this, or “reliable” because of the insight he allows us into his feelings and delu-
sions. The novels T will deal with here, however, demonstrate that evaluations of unteli-
ability can be blatantly wrong, and that they stage the characters’ idiosyncrasies in such a
way as to tender it impossible to attribute either reliability or unreliability to them.
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ent people are, as Nick Hotnby suggests in A Long Way Down, “like you
and me” (109). Thus it becomes less easy to nutse the feeling of moral’
supetiotity that dyed-in-the-wool uareliable narrators like Humbert Hum-
bett or John Self could evoke. The ethical framewotk of contemporary
novels has become unstable.

4, Unteliability and the Juxtaposition of Several Narrators
- in Nick Hornby’s A Loug Way Dewn (2005)

The form of Nick Hornby’s novel .4 ong Way Down is similar to Kneale’s
English Passengers, for it also features several narfators who tell their own
stoties, which allows us a direct insight into their (albeit strange and
guaint) thoughts and feelings. Instead of highlighting the incompatibility
of the characters and the instability of the ethical framework, however,
this novel foregrounds the problem of reliability. At the beginning of the
novel, the narratoss do not seem to be very reliable, and the differences
between average readers and the four characters who accidentally meet on
New Year’s Eve on the roof of London’s favorable suicide spot could not
be more pronounced. As one of the nartators, Jess; realizes, all of them
-are sad in a way unknown to others: “something had happened to us
which separated us from lots of other people™ (A Long Way Donn 64). The
reasons for their despair ate as disparate as the characters are: Martin, a
famous TV-personality lost everything because of an affair with a gitl who
turned out to be only fifteen years old. Jess, an incredibly aggressive,
foulmouthed teenager, cannot cope with her family and the fact that she
has been dumped after a fleeting affair; JJ, an American stranded in Eng-
land, has lost both his girlfriend and his dream of success as a musician.
And Mauteen, a very polite, altruistic and serious single mother of a
physically and mentally disabled’ child, believes she cannot live with the
knowledge that her whole life will be spent cating for her son.

All the characters can be labeled ethically “unreliable” in one way or
another.”” Jess, for instance, has outtageous principles which can only be
called “cthical” by a wide stretch of the term; she does not refrain from
lying outrageously or putting the othets under pressure; and by perceiving
a bland and supetficial chatracter like “Nodog” as “deep”, she gives us
evetry reason to doubt her powets of perception and interpretation as well,

22 James Phelan and Mary Martin have distinguished between uareliability with regard to the
reporting of the facts that are presented {axis of facts/events), unreliability with regard to
‘the perception and understanding of fictional events (axis of knowledge/perception), and
unrehability with regard to values (s of cthics/evaluation). In the following, T will con-
centrate on the ethical vnreliability of the nareatots.
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Martin begins his story by giving the reasons for his decision to commit
suicide and comparing them to ridiculously inadequate arguments fot ot
against emigrating to Sidney; and JJ’s wish to end his life seems so ill-
founded to himseif that he claims to be terminally ill in order to explain
his decision to the others. Even Mauteen, who is certainly the most ethi-
cally reliable character (she wotries about having lied to her son, though
he is unable to understand anything she says), is uvareliable in some re-
spects. When she describes her first meeting with the American Jj, she
involantarily gives us insights into the prejudices which cloud her under-
standing:
My own feeling about J], without knowing anything about him, was that he might
have been a gay person, because he bhad long hair and spoke American, A lot of
Ameticans are gay people, aten’t they? I know they didn’t invent gayness, because
they say that was the Greeks. But they helped bring it back into fashion. Being
gay was a bit like the Qlympics: it disappeared in ancient times, and then they
brought it back in the twentieth century. (28£)
The heterogeneity and strangeness of the characters is underlined by the
fact that they tell their stoties in their own voice: readers ate exposed to
very different mind-styles and encounter alterity at first hand. The incom-
patibility of theit wortld-views as well as their contradicting each other
raises the question of whom we should believe. Martin, for instance, is
derisive about a game called “quizzies”, and tries to convince the reader as
well: “Do you know what “quizzies’ are? Neither did T, until my first night.
‘Quizzies’ are when drugged-up psychos hutl questions at each other”
(157). Maureen, however, loves them, and the fact that she is given the
opportunity to sometimes participate in them makes a big difference to
het life. |
The strangeness that is predominant if one looks at the characters’ at-
titudes and actions, is, however, counteracted by the style of narration. All
of the four nasrators use a plethora of reader addresses and engage in a
conversation with the reader. In the equivalent of a style that would have
been termed “easy and familiar” in the eighteenth century, theg chat about
their lives and explain how they arrived at their fatal decision. * The book
begins with Martin’s rhetorical question: “Can I explain why I wanted to
jump off the top of a tower-block? Of couise I can explain why 1 wanted
to jump off the top of a tower-block. 'm not a bloody idiot” (3), and
Maureen assumes that the reader may not understand her feelings about
what she has told her son concerning the supposed “New Yeat’s party,”
when she will leave him allegedly for just one night: “The moment I told
him, I wanted to go straight to confession. Well, I'd lied, hadn’t I?” (4)

23 Bewnhard praises the boldness of Hornby’s strategy and calls the voices “chatty and colio-
quial” (0. pag.). '
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She takes it for granted that the rcader will ask the question why she
wanted to go to confession—and she answers it, using another rhetorical
question in the process.

. These and many other forms of teader address establish a communi-
cative bond, which makes it easier for readers to understand the charac-
ters.”* Tt is possible to feel with them and comprebend just why all of
them act in ways that can only be called rather odd at first sight. Their
decision to commit suicide certainly crossed a line “that separated them
from other people”, but in the course of the novel their despair and the
reasons for their behavior become more and more understandable. Just
how easy it is to cross the botder between the spheres of “normality” and
“altetity”, between “self” and “othet”, is involantarily demonstrated by
Jess when she gives us her teasons for feeling nervous befote she sees
Maureen’s son for the first time:

1t’s all that having to pretend they’re just like you and me when they’re not, reaily,
are they? 'm not talking ‘disabled’ like people who have only got one leg, say.
They're all right. T'm talking about the ones who aren’t right up top, and shout,
and make funny faces. How can you say they’re like you and me? QK T shout
and make funny faces, but I know when I’'m doing it. Most of the time 1 do,
anyway. With them there’s no predicting, is there? They’re all over the place.
(109)
By granting that she “shouts and makes funny faces” herself, Jess reveals
that the difference between her and the disabled is not as absolute as she
would like to think (and the reader may be forgiven the thought that being
unpredictable and “all over the place” is a very neat charactetization of
Jess, too).” Hotnby thus takes the juxtaposition of several narrators a step
further than Kneale. By foregrounding otherness as well as the question of
unreliability, and at the same time reducing the distance between the
reader and strange as well as (supposedly) unseliable natrators, he empha-
sizes the common ground between self and other, He evokes the experi-
ence of alterity only to meliorate it and to induce sympathy for the other,
thus turning unreliable narration into a powerful vehicle for ethics.

5. Poregrounding Indeterminacy: Experiments with Unreliable Natration
in Zoé Heller’s Notes on a Scandal (2003)

Although Zoé Heller’s novel Notes onr a Scandal features only one unreliable
narrator, its use of indeterminacy tesults in an ethical instability which
questions the very possibility of judging others. During the course of the

24 Ridenauct {n, pag.) thinks that the characters are so likeable and sympathetic that the
reader is wade to compate them with him- or herself.
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novel it becomes increasingly obvious that Barbara, the pompous elderly
history teachet, is a more or less conventional unreliable narrator, and an
unsympathetic one at that. Nonetheless, the novel experiments with the
use of unteliable narration as a means of raising ethical concerns, because
Barbara does not tell her own stoty, but the story of her friend, the 42-
year old Sheba Heart, whose life breaks into pieces as she loses her job,
her husband and her childten-as a consequence of having an affair with
one of her pupils, Steven Conolly. What statts as the simple account of
Sheba’s misdemeanot soon becomes quite complex, when it turns out that
the ‘scandal’ referred to in the title might relate to Barbara’s opinion (she
thinks that she herself is scandalously wronged by Sheba) and her omi-
flous actions.’

- Usually, the device of unreliable narration is employed in otder to
show that the ostensible stoty a character tells about him- or herself is
quite wrong; in fact, he (or, very rarely, she) is deluded, mad or simply
lying, while the reader can make out the true story “behind the narrator’s
back.” This is paztly true of Batbara’s story, as well. Just as the butler Ste-
vens in Kazuo Ishiguto’s The Remains of the Day (1989), with whom Bar-
bara shares the formal register, the reticent style, the emphasis on recalling
what happened eatlier and the emotional depravation, Barbara unwittingly
tells the reader a story that she herself is not aware of. While she presents
her behavior as that of a sincere friend, who waits patiently until the
flimsy Sheba recognizes the older woman’s worth, and who then sacrifices
herself in order to help Sheba in a difficult situation, Barbara uninteation-
ally reveals that she is an egocenttic tytant, who ruthlessly pursues her
plans in otder to ensnare Sheba, who persecutes her and meddles with her
privacy, who betrays her great secret and who finally succeeds in putting
an end to her own loneliness by living with Sheba. Barbara’s egocenttic
motives atc inadvertently disclosed when she realizes that her plans might
fail after all:

Since then, various hitches in my brilliant plan have occurred to me. For one
thing, 'm not sure if the terms of Sheba’s bail will allow her to travel so far. And
even if they do, Sheba may refuse to let me go with her. I have been trying to
prepare myself for this possibility, but the thought is intolerable. How will Sheba
ever manage on her own? Who will do the shopping and cook hetr meals? Who

will make sute she showers every day? I’'m not sure I can bear it if I have to go
back to being on my own again. (Noles o1 a Scandal 240)

What is masked as concern for Sheba’s welfare—and in the context of the
story it is quite absurd to suggest that 2 woman who has cared for her
fatily and managed her job, het teenage daughter and a small son with
Down syndrome would be unable to cook her own meals—turns out to
be an egotistic urge to share Sheba’s life.
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So far, the use of unteliable narration is rather conventional, It be-
comes more interesting, however, when we do not consider ‘the scandal’
of Batbara’s behavior, but Sheba’s misdemeanor. As becomes clear right

-at the beginning, Sheba has done the unthinkable and abducted a minor,
Steven having only been 15 years old when their affair began. If we can
believe what Barbara tells us about Sheba’s account of what happened,
however, the story is not so simple. Steven had 2 crush on his teacher; he
followed her for weeks while she tried to avoid him, and then succeeded
in getting his way. He soon seems to lose interest, however; Sheba has to
discover that he carries on with other gitls (he has already had five other
affairs with younger girls before her) and is concerned mainly with his
own sexual needs. When Sheba visits him, for instance, he is curt with her,
makes her first lie on the carpet, sleeps with her again in the bed and then
produces “a single, slightly flattened cigarette, and a box of matches:

‘Nothing like one afterwatds, is there?” he said” (149).?‘5 While this sounds
rather callous, it does not impait Sheba’s loyalty to him. According to
Batbara, Sheba “remembers having to suppress a smile at this studied,
post-coital nonchalance” (tbid.).

The problem is, however, that we do not know whether we can trust
Barbara’s account. If her story is right, than Sheba, far from being the
monster that the media make her out, is not only the vicim of Batbara,
but also of Steven. Of his views, nothing is known except the short an-
swer he gives to the reporters, saying that he “fancied” Sheba. But al-
though this seems to confirm Batrbara’s story, we have only her word for
the description of this scene, too. Moreover, Sheba continues to belicve in
Steven, even when she realizes that he meets other gitls and docs not say a
single word in her defense later on, When Sheba accidentally sees and
reads Barbara’s ‘notes’ at the end, she regards them as “filth and lies™
““You’re mad! How did I never see it before? You’re mad! You really be-
lieve this stuff is the truth. You write about things you never saw, people
you don’t know™” (236). It is rather disconcerting, though, that we have no
means of knowing whether Sheba continues to idealize a worthless 16-
year old, or whether Barbara’s egotism has twisted the straight accounts
Sheba might have given het of her affair. On the one band, we have no
reason to belicve Barbara, since she obviously does not tell the truth about
herself. On the other hand, we have no indications which might justify

25 See also: “They made love rather guickly and—at Connolly’s behest—on the floor. Sheba
was fearful of catpet buras, but not wanting to spoil Connolly’s youthful fantasy of sexual
abandon she went along with the idea. When he got up abruptly to fetch a towel to lay be-
neath them, she eagerly supgested that they could move to the bed if he was uncomfort-
able. But Connolly shook his head. He wasn’t uncomfortable, he said. He just dide’t want
to stain the carpet” (ibid.).
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doubts concerning het stoty of Sheba’s affair. After all, Barbara is not
emotonally involved in it, since it did not interfere with her own plans—
in the end it even leads to her sharing a flat with Sheba. Whether we get a
more or less truthful account of the affair or something wide off the mark
is therefore impbssible to detetmine. With regard to the ethical issue in-
volved in an affair between a 42-year old woman and a 15- and 16-year
old boy, the novel shatters the clichés circulated by the media and raises
more and mote questions duting the course of the narration, but it does
fot give any answers,

In this novel, indeterminacy is once again related to the experience of
alterity.- Being exposed to the views of a sixty-plus, self-deluded vitgin
brimming with frustiaﬂon and hate is probably a rather unique experience
for most readers.”® Apart from Batbara’s loneliness, there are no tedeemn-
ing features which might induce readets to feel pity or sympathy with her,
and her ruthlessness in trying to break into Sheba’s life probably neutral-
izes such benevolent emotions. It is different, however, with tegard to
Sheba. Fven when the media coverage is presented at the beginning of the
story, the reaction of some viewets—mainly men who comment on
Sheba’s attractiveness—renders it difficult to concut with the media’s
senise of outtage against this much-maligned woman. The fact that Sheba
Joses everything and is not even allowed to see her children any more by
her husband, who quickly asks his 25-year-old assistant to take care of
themn, may induce the reader to feel sympathy with this woman, who is in
the end forced to live with the very person who has brought about her

downfall. But while the victimization of Sheba, who is cast as the perpe-
trator, but who may have been exploited by Steven and continues to be
exploited by the relentless Barbara, may call forth the reader’s pity, the
ending forestalls a positive view of her. During the difficult days before
the trial, Sheba wotks on a sculpture of a mother and a son, with the son
lying in the mother’s lap. Disconcertingly, the mothet’s face resembles
Sheba’s, while the son’s features are those of Steven.

The uncertainty regarding Sheba’s guilt ot innocence resembles the
uncertainty regarding fictional facts in Arhaur and Geoige; again, we have to
take into account the ordet of the distribution of information.”” At first
we are presented with the fact of Sheba’s sexual affair with a minor, Dur-
ing the coutse of the novel, when the teader learns to look through Bat-
bara’s motives and to evaluate Steven’s behaviotr, Sheba seems to be a

26 White some reviewers remarked upon the nacrator’s pompousness and unreliability, no one
expressed any sympathy for her. Only Margaret Stead conceded that she is “complex, at
once touchingly sad and repellent.” .

27  As Susan Tranter commented with regard to Batbara: “Hellet’s art is to then subty reverse
our loyalties” (n. pag.}.
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victim, who is, moteover, abandoned by her husband and children. While
this may induce a feeling of sympathy with Sheba, the reader has to re-
assess the question of Sheba’s guilt at the end, when the desite for incest is
hinted at as an underlying motive. Far from being a victim of Barbara,
Steven, and her husband’s hypocritical intransigence, Sheba may have
behaved in a way that is even more scandalous than the media suggest. In
a novel with such an unstable ethical framework, any kind of value-judg-
ment is impossible. |

6. Conclusion

Although the novels which have been discussed do not sport any “post-
modern” devices, indeterminacy and instability feature prominently in
- them, In Batnes” Asthur and George, the chronological order of disttibuting
information raises the question of whether all of the important facts have
been told, In Nick Hornby’s novel it is impossible to distinguish between
reliable and unreliable natrators, and Zoé Heller undermines any attempt
at understanding—Ilet alone evaluating—the scandal that is referred to in
the title. '

These and similar contemporaty novels can thus be read as instances
of 2 new departure in British literature, which might initiate a new phase
-of postmodernism—though one has to bear in mind that postmodernist
features wete never vetry pronounced in British fiction, anyway. Nonethe-
less, there seems to be a shift duting the 1990s, when even novelists who
had resotted to postmodernist conventions in their eatlier work, began to
prefer modernist or even realist devices.” This move away from postmod-
ernist techniques does not necessarily imply any antipathy towards ex-
periments, however. Instead, the creative use of modernist and realist
natrative conventions can fulfill some of the key functions of postmod-
ernist devices—those of indeterminacy and instability—which are now
achieved by means appropriate to an audience who have by now become
familiar with postmodernist defamiliarizing conventions.. Although the
claim that the majority of novels published after the mid-ninetics arc as

28 'The interest in {unjreliability is not involved in this move away from postmodernism, since
the unteliable natratot is a titme honored device of British and Asmerican fiction since the
early nineteenth century, but at least one would be hard put to claim any link between
postmodern narrative devices and unreliability. One could atgue, though, that this interest
in unreliability—and particularly in juxtaposing several (unjteliable narrators—ties in with
the postmodernist prefetence for telling instcad of sceing, This joining of posimodernism
and unreliability is not very convincing, however, since it disregards the fact that the com-
bination of several unreliable narrators was used mainly from the mid-1990s onwards,
when the discussion about the demise of postmodesnisin was well on its way.
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subtly experimental as the novels under consideration would be just as
presumptuous and short sighted as the thesis that British fiction from the
late 1950s onwatds is postmodernist fiction, one might still suggest that,
duting the last decade ot so, we can witness a new turn in British litera-
ture. More experimentally minded novelists achieve their effects by using
devices that are modernist and realist rather than postmodernist, while
highly acclaimed new authors like Zadic Smith or Andrea Levy resort to
modetnist features in their latest novels. There are still plenty of novels
which hold on to the deat old realist devices, but with regard to the com-
plex relation between modernism and postmodernism, modetnism seems
to be more attractive at the turn of the twenty-first century than it was a
hundred years ago. :

In the novels. discussed in this essay, the experience of altetity, which
has been regarded as a key asset of postmodernist aesthetics, is evoked by
an innovative application of modernist and realist techniques. As focaliz-
ets or natratots, the protagonists expose contemporaty readers to strange
thought processes. This is most obvious in Nick Hornby’s suicidal char-
acters and in Barbata’s account of a turning point in her friend’s life. But
even Barnes’ characters make for unfamiliar reading, as Arthur’s code of
chivalty i5 by now as quixotic as his belief in spititualism, and Geotge’s
petceptions as a victim: of racism evoke the experience of “the other.” In
addition, the novels use different means of bringing about the experience
of alterity. Hornby and Heller have taken the opportunity to present alter-
ity with the help of unteliable narration, while both Heller and Batnes
evoke altetity on a structaral level: in Arthur and George, the fictional facts
which are accepted as true at a certain point of the reading process have to
be re-visited and re-evaluated later on, and at the end of Notes on a Scandal,
the question of Sheba’s guilt 6f innocence has to be addressed in a new
light. Since we are repeatedly made aware that our assessment of the sup-
posed facts is quite beside the point, we might, moreover, develop a more
open-minded and liberal attitude with regard to our judgment of others,

| Moreover, all of the novels turn fiction’s power to develop sympathy
with life-like (it quaint) characters to good account. By balancing the ex-
petienice of altetity with the feeling of sympathy, they bridge the gap be-

tween self and other, encouraging readers to respect—and perhaps even -

appreciate—otherness. Both Arthur and George are partly victimized,
likeable characters, and Heller uses Batbara’s outrageous motives and
actions to encourage sympathy for Sheba, who seems to be a victim for a
long stretch of the story. Hotnby even tutns the danger of the reader de-
veloping sympathy for morally questionable (un)reliable narrators into an
advantage. By presenting strange, seemingly unreliable natrators, the novel
at tizst evokes the experience of alterity. This experience, however, begins
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. to fade as the “othet” is made to appear morc and mote like the self, and

when it turns out that there is no fixed boundary between unreliability and
reliability, between “alterity” and “normality”. [n these novels, the experi-
ence of alterity is linked to both destabilization and the evocation of sym-
pathy, therefore inducing us to develop an attitude that is more tentative
and open, while at the same time appreciative of the other. Employing
quite different narrative conventions, these works open up a way of com-
bining aspects of realist and postmodernist aesthetics: connecting the
realist evocation of sympathy with life-like chatacters with the postmod-
ernist experience of alterity, indeterminacy and instability, they have pro-
duced an ethically viable aesthetics that is in tune with present-day life.
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