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word, “parasitic” on serious uses (Derrida 1982); that the author is “pretend-
ing” to do something other than write a novel (Martinez-Bonati 1980); that
proper names are necessarily “referring expressions” (Rorty 1983); and that
“thereis no textual propetty, syntactic or semantic, that will identify a text
as a work of fiction” (Cohn 1999; Banfield 1982) have all been met by formi-
dable challenges. Searle’s approach has, however, brought analytical
philosophers within talking distance of narratologists (Genette 1990), and
has stimulated (or provoked) further specification of the distinctive textual
indexes of fictionality. Some of these bear directly on our inquiry into the af-
fective appeal of the novelistic nonentity.

In third-person narratives, according to several theorists, the distinctive
sign of fictionality appears when the narrator depicts the subjectivity, or con-
sciousness, of a character. Narratorial omniscience, indirect discourse about
the mental states of characters, and representations of interior monologues,
for example, all portray the “intimate subjective experiences of . . . charac-
ters, the here and now of their lives to which no real observer could ever ac-
cede in real life” (Cohn 1999: 24). These modes of access to the inner life are
recoghizable signs that an imaginary persona is in the making (Cohn 1990,
1999; Banfield 1982; Hamburger 1973; McCormick 1988). Unlike repre-
sented persons in autobiography, biography, or history, novelistic characters
seem already penetrated in the very act of their construal. Pace Searle, sev-
eral influential theorists maintain that the maximal interpenetration of the
narrator’s discourse with the character’s subjective experience in the free in-
direct style displays grammatical (not just representational) characteristics
unique to fiction (Cohn 1990, 1999; Banfield 1982; Hamburger 1973). Ann
Banfield’s work, in particular, supports the thesis that the novel discloses
rather than conceals fictionality when she demonstrates that the grammati-
cal markers signifying writtenness and fictionality appear only with the rise
of the European novel (225-53). In other words, competent readers under-
stand that the seemingly intimate revelations of the character’s depths are
also revelations of its textual nature.

Characters’ peculiar affective force, I propose, is generated by the mutual
implication of their unreal knowability and their apparent depth, the link
berween their real nonexistence and the reader’s experience of them as
deeply and impossibly familiar. Because we know their accessibility means
fictionality, we are inclined to surrender to the other side of their double im-
pact: their seductive familiarity, immediacy, and intimacy. Their permeability
intensifies the sense of unprecedented representational thoroughness that
creates what has been called the “character-effect” (Bal 1997), the impres-
sion, understood as illusion, of a preexisting creature with multiple levels of
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existence, a surface and recesses, an exterior and interior, We seem to en-
counter something with the layers of a person but without the usual episte-
mological constraints on our knowledge. The character is thus what Jeremy
Bentham, in “A Fragment on Ontology,” called an “imaginary nonentity,”
for its nonexistence sustains its effect on reality, that is to say, its effect on the
reader. If such a person did exist, the usual boundary of personhood would
be in place, and the reality created by the fiction would disintegrate. Then
there would be no inviting openness, which is always, to some extent, pa-
thetic, and we would not be able to enter represented subjectivity while sub-
liminally understanding that we are, as readers, its actualizers, its conditions
of being, the only minds who undergo these experiences.

In short, the attraction grows less out of a sense of identification than out
of the ontological contrast the character provides, The character’s very
knowability, as D. A. Miller has remarked, produces a subtle sense of relief
when we reflect on our own comparative unfathomability (Miller 1988:
200-220). The character’s appeal, we might say, thus resembles that of
Freud’s fetish, because the efficacy of both resides in their imaginary status,
in the powerful combination of their contrast with and their similarity to
other entities. Both the character and the fetish reassure their knowing users
that those other things are real.

All of this pertains most fully, but not exclusively, to novels with third-
person omniscient narrators in the realist mode. Novels with first-person
narrators reveal their fictionality primarily through the techniques that in-
dicate the difference between the narrator and an implied author, their
manifestation of what Dorrit Cohn calls “the duplicate vocal origin of fic-
tion” {Cohn 1999: 125), Homodiegetic and intradiegetic narrators, how-
ever, must sustain the illusion of the opacity of the characters surrounding
them, and such narrators are consequently excellent vehicles for the episte-
mological uncertainty that modernists were anxious to produce (Bal 1997:
117). Proust’s narrator can never really know Albertine; Marlowe can never
penetrate Kurtz. In these cases, sharing the narrator-character’s doomed
hermeneutic struggle, often read as an allegory of reading, gives rise to an
even more intense sense of the fictionality of such intimacy as well as a
melancholy recognition of its discontents. For the technique contrasting the
insistent display of subjectivity in the narrator and its occlusion in the char-
acter who is the object of desire ensures that the reader’s desire, too, is al-
ways directed beyond identification.

The differential accessibility or knowability of character is only one fea-
ture inviting cathexis with ontological difference. Another, seemingly para-
doxical, pair of features is closely related and shared by all novel characters
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regardless of the mode of narration: they are at once utterly finished and also
necessatly incomplete. Philosopher Peter McCormick describes the first of
these: “fictional characters are surprisingly exhaustible as objects of knowl-
edge since, unlike material objects, they lack the infinity of ever receding
perceptual horizons and, unlike self-conscious entities, they lack the inex-
orable privacy of ever changing varieties of mental states” (McCormick
1988: 240). McCormick’s description of the ease and utter regularity with
which characters are decoded from texts marks his description as philo-
sophical rather than literary-critical, but the general claim remains helpful.
Despite representational tactics that give the impression of layers and pleni-
tude, characters are “peculiarly delimited” as textual beings. Persons, even
dead persons, can more accurately be said to be inexhaustible. No matter
how muany times we retead Anna Karenina, there will never be more to learn
about, say, the childhoods of the heroine and her brother. The proper name
“Anna Karenina” is made up of a finite set of sentences no matter how much
more insightful, mature, or knowledgeable our reading becomes, no matter
how much more skillfully we analyze that text or how much more ruthlessly
we deconstruct it. The text may be hermeneutically inexhaustible and labile;
it may be indeterminate and inconstant, but this only means that a variety of
“Anna’s can be produced from it, none of whom will have a more fully de-
scribed childhood. We may discover that previously misattributed portions
of the text should be newly laid to Anna’s character code, but then she
would just be finished differently.

The corollary of this delimitation is the character’s incompleteness. In
philosopher Ruth Ronen’s formulation, “This notion of incompleteness re-
lates to the logico-semantic status of fictional entities. The absence of a com-
plete referent entails indeterminate areas and an impossibility to verify prop-
erties of the fictional entity not attributed to it by the fictional text itself. . . .
Incompleteness is thus the reflection of the logical difference between an ex-
traliterary real object and a fictional construct” (Ronen 1988: 497). A literary
critic would probably not say that it is “impossible to verify” qualities of the
character not specified by the text, since there are no such qualities, and we
can, of course, object that persons, too, are incomplete if by that we mean it
would be futile to try to specify and verify every detail of their existence. It is
reasonable, however, to note that 77 principle we can determine, for exam-
ple, the exact date on which Charles Stokes, a real-life renegade missionary
to Africa, first set foot in the Congo, whereas there is no such information to
be obtained about the Kurtz of Heart of Darkness. By definition, and not by
the chance scarcity of documentation, we have no recourse to sources outside
the fiction for supplementary information on characters. Various novelistic
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techniques can either emphasize or diminish this incompleteness. In
nineteenth-century European realistic fiction, for example, we generally en-
counter an assumption of what Erving Goffman calls the “sufficiency” of
the characterization to the needs of the narrative; for example, the text does
not prompt us to wonder about what little Anna and her brother Stiva did in
the nursery. Again, modernism and postmodernism tend to jettison this rule,
asking us to contemplate the character’s constitutional lack. The enigma of
Kurtz, never to be resolved, is a case in point: our desire to know what is not
stated (what Kurtz really did) can be read as a metaphor for an encounter
with hollowness (the modernist emphasis) or as a reminder of textuality (the
postmodernist emphasis).

Whether foregrounded or backgrounded, however, incompleteness, like
uncanny accessibility and finish, invites the reader’s emotional investment
in the lack itself. I do not mean just that we fill in the blanks when we read
novels, so that characters are partly readers’ creations, as Hans Robert
Jauss contends. Nor do I mean that reading requires imaginative realiza-
tion, so that while we are reading we cannot tell the difference between
ourselves and the protagonist, as Samuel Johnson maintained. I have in
mind something closer to the position maintained by John Frow, who pro-
ceeds from psychoanalytic and semiotic considerations. “It is linguistic dis-
continuity [he maintains} and the field of presupposition it opens up, that
constitute the condition of inscription of the reader as unified subject of
reading” (Frow 1986: 237). Frow uses the Lacanian concept of “suture” as
applied in film theory to analyze a discursive feature of characterization
that we have already examined from a different angle: the movement from
discourse about a character to the character as fictional producer of lan-
guage. Emphasizing that the technique reveals a “discontinuity between the
subject of enunciation and the subject of the enounced” Frow echoes the
point made by several other critics, including Banfield: “There is . . . some-

“thing essential to fiction in its representation of consciousness. The linguis-

tic cotemporality of past and Now and the coreference of seir and the third
person supplied a language for representing what can only be imagined or
surmised—the thought of the other. By separating seLr from SPEAKER, this
style reveals the essential fictionality of any representation of consciousness”
(Banfield 1982: 260). Since the fictional character is imagined solely on the
basis of these discontinuous pieces of language, readers must concentrate
more intensely on their internal dynamic relations than they do when read-
ing nonfictional genres that sometimes use similar techniques to make con-
jectures about the unexpressed thoughts of persons. Moreover, on those
rare occasions when biographers, for example, represent consciousness, the
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subject position of representer and represented tend to be grammatically
stabler than they ate in fictional discourse (Cohn 1999: 18-37). In novels
with third-person omniscient narrators, especially those using the free indi-
rect style, the accessibility of the fictional character’s mental life intensifies
the uncanny separation of, to use Banfield’s terms, “self " (character’s mind)
from “speaker” (narrator), exacerbating the instability of the subject posi-
tion. The reader, to continue with Frow’s theory, becomes “bound” into the
text as she tries to satisfy the presupposition of unity created by the charac-
ter’s ptoper name, and yet finds herself “sliding . . . between enunciative
stability and the threat of its interruption or scattering” (Frow 1986: 248).
The sliding may be said to be pleasurable insofar as it stimulates and par-
tially satisfies a reader’s desire to be at once a subject of the text and inde-
pendent of its various, discontinuous subjectivities. Instead of finding her
own ego fragmented by such an experience, the reader of the novel is pro-
pelled by the desire to create herself as a flexible, durable subject with mul-
tiple enunciative capacities.

This account both complicates and corrects Roland Barthes’s contention
in $/Z that “what gives the illusion that the sum [of the semes connoting a
character] is supplemented by a precious remainder (something like individ-
uality, in that, qualitative and ineffable, it may escape the vulgar bookkeep-
ing of compositional character) is the Proper Name. . . . The proper name
enables the person to exist outside the semes, whose sum nonetheless con-
stitutes it entirely” (Barthes 1974: 191). For Barthes, naming a character au-
tomatically imports the supplement of personhood, the ideological assump-
tion that the character is everything attributed to it by the text, and
everything else that is needed to make up a human being. Where it is not
purposely prevented from doing so (as in the nouvel roman) the proper
name draws together and unifies all the semantic material, and we have, ac-
cording to Barthes, the ideologically suspect pleasure of sensing a person on
the other side of the text. Incompletion, he maintains, moves ineluctably to-
ward a desired completion through the agency of the name. However, it
would be more accurate to say that the name introduces a presupposition of
unity, which constitutionally cannot succeed in subduing the incompleteness
and discontinuity of the changing textual perspectives. The presupposition
of unity merely permits the reader’s imaginative play between enunciative
positions. We might add that if the embarrassing presupposition of unity,
the supplement of a person-effect, were nonexistent, the reader’s play would
be directionless. And if, on the contrary, it actually created an impression of
totality so strong that the incompleteness and disjunctions disappeared,
there would be no inviting gaps for the reader to slip through, no subjective
blanks to be overcome by her own idealized ego.
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In addition to the gaps between shifting textual perspectives and the sep-
aration between subjectivity and speaker, we should also mention those be-
tween attempted reference and realization or typification and individuation,
which hark back to Henry Fielding’s Aristotelian view of fictional character
as that which instances the type and therefore finds its referent in the reader.
What Fielding was not quite willing to acknowledge, though, is that be-
tween type and instance, a gulf necessarily opens up, especially in the realist
novel, with its double imperative to taxonomize the social body and to indi-
vidualize the character. A thematic emphasis on protagonists who cannot
become genuine or authentic (Stendhal’s Julien Sorel, for example, or
Flaubert’s Emma Bovary), or who seem debarred from ordinary existence
(Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina or George Eliot’s Dorothea Brooke) rehearses this
formal difficulty, which we noted earlier, of arriving at the semblance of a
unique being under the generic constraint of referential typicality. The im-
plicit contrast between the reader, with her independent embodied selthood
that pretends to need no alibi of reference in order to achieve significance,
and the character, with her notable lack of quiddity, who is therefore forever
tethered to the abstraction of type, can even be played upon to produce a vi-
carious desire, as the imagined desire of the character, for the immanence
the reader possesses. The fictional character’s incompleteness can, in other
words, not only create a sense of the reader’s material “reality” as ontologi-
cally plentiful by helping us reenvision our embodied immanence through
the condition of its possible absence, but also allows us to experience an un-
canny desire to be that which we already are.

What we seek in and through characters, therefore, are not surrogate
selves but the contradictory sensations of not being a character. On the one
hand, we experience an ideal version of self-continuity, graced by enuncia-
tive mastery, mobility, and powers of almost instantaneous detachment and
attachment. We experience, that is, the elation of a unitary unboundedness.
On the other hand, we are also allowed to love an equally idealized imma-
nence, an ability to be, we imagine, without textuality, meani_ngﬁﬂness, or
any other excuse for existing.
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