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Abstract

In this present work entitled “Ethics and NarratimeDoris Lessing'sGrass Is Singing |
investigate Doris Lessing’s first literary work @depng from an underlying ethical concern
for the ethical theme of the novel; and particylaffom the dilemma proposed in the
narrative whether it is possible to take ethicaioeg if one lacks necessary knowledge of the
situation, in other words, whether the ethical camebefore knowledge or epistemology.
Besides the ethical theme, | note the significasfcearrative form that in turn structures the
ethical content. Therefore, the present analydievis two axes that are correlative and
interactive: an ethical and a narrative. In thesoderation of the ethical | relate Levinas’'s
philosophy of (the “saying’s”) signification in arlbgical language (the “said”). By analogy
to the way ethical signifies in language, an atétaiunderstanding of ethical signification in
narrative situation is possible. Levinasian etmosonly provides insights for the narrative’s
ethical theme on the content level but providestit an analytic framework on the structural
level. The core concept that follows from the Lesian understanding of narrative
communication is theeader /critic distinction that, representing cognitive practicas
reading, serve as central analytic tools to decigtieical meaning implicated in and by the
text. In the last major section, building on thedfetical framework and thus exploiting the
analytic apparatus of the previous sections, Isiethe original problem of the ethical theme.
The insights of Levinasian philosophy and meticsloarrative analysis allow me to propose

a complex understanding of Lessing’s ethic$he Grass Is Singing



Contents

1 IntroductionThe Grass Is Singing)Relevance to the Contemporary Reader

2 Discovering the Ethical Theme: Tony Marston’s fpassibility

3 Ethics in Narrative Text: Lessing and Levinas

4 Ethics inThe Grass Is Singindrevisited

5 Conclusion

Works Cited

13

27

41

43



Ethics and Narrative in Doris Lessing’'sThe Grass|s Singing

1 Introduction: The Grass Is Singing's Relevance to the Contemporary

Reader

British author, Doris Lessing holds a relativelyligefined place in Anglo-American literary
criticism. Her early works have mostly been praided their insightful and authentic
presentation of South-African colonial society aisdoroblems, chiefly concerning the black
and white relationship. Lessing, who spent herdtiibd and young adulthood (including her
second marriage and divorce) in Southern Rhodésieed has first-hand experience; a
“first-hand” experience; she also believes thatcdese she was brought up in it, she has a
responsibility” (qtd. in Schlueter 9). Another aspé criticism that is usually mentioned
alongside Lessing’s name is an apparently stromgnist agenda in her writings. However,
as also added in these cases, it is far from evitlhet Lessing should be called a feminist
writer. She has indeed explored issues of theneogmorary life (1940's —) from an
essentially female perspective, but her works ceften matters that go beyond the concerns
of feminism and address problems that clearly tleéyimits of a single category. The author
herself denies having such an exclusive agendaléiBioom, in his introduction to an essay
collection on Doris Lessing, labels her a “post-kMstrmaterialist”, which again elucidates an
important side of Lessing’s writings that showsrargy political and social concern, as well
as a demand for taking responsibility. Also, on iagtaphical note: Lessing for long
sympathized with ideas of Communism (which idead @@mmitment she later abandoned)

and had also for a while joined the Communist partiZngland in the 1950’s. The last, but



not least, important aspect of her writings on \whste is often quoted is the experimental
and subtle narrative techniques she exploits; fample, the use of various reflectors (also
known as “folcalizers”, “filters®) in the narrative to manipulate perspective armédmund
certain themes.

The Grass Is Singing the first novel in the massive corpus of Legsirworks and
was written in the period when the author livedSouthern Rhodesia. She brought the
manuscript with her when she moved to England #01£nd had it successfully published in
the following year. Althougihe Grass Is Singinguight not be the author’s most polished
work, nor is it the most prominent and discusseel (@his latter is, undoubtedlyhe Golden
Notebook, 1962 the novel is still distinguished in her writingss particularity is especially
in its overwhelming concern with black-white temsoin colonial Africa and also in its
narrative form that is an underlying contributortoé novel’s ethical theme. Paul Schlueter,
one of the first among Lessing-critics, observebe “book certainly contains examples of
thinking and technique that a more experiencedewrguch as Mrs. Lessing herself in more
recent years, would prefer to alter” (22). Howevels precisely because of these techniques,
later abandoned, that the novel is of special @ésterand merits the critical examination of
narrative form and its relationship with the wideligcussed ethical content.

Dominant readings ofhe Grass Is Singingave identified important themes in the
novel such as racism, sexual abjection, incapgbiftintimacy, the representation of the
female psyche etc. and illuminated the importarfcthese factors in Mary’s character and
their relevance to human ethical life. These argartant but to the ‘psychologically
enlightened’ and ‘theoretically trained’ contempgreeader, they do not present that novelty

and sense of shocking revelation that they mighe ltlone to the novel’s contemporaries. Its

! Suzanne Keen uses the term “reflector” for perspebearing characters, whereas Gerard Genette
uses the term “focalizer” and Seymour Chatman ¢ne t'filter” for effectively the same narrative
phenomenon each term indicating a slight differancapproach. Narrative perspective is one of the
components of narrative situation; it is the viewpof a reflector or narrator from which narrative
events are related (Keen, 31).



severe political actuality has also long passeddng although these problems (such as
inequity, racism, representation of female psydiee are obviously still prevalent issues of
contemporary society and academic discourse; tbemtext (historically, academically,
artistically, socially etc.) is so radically difeat than it was in the late 1930’s and 1940’s that
it has partly lost the shocking effect it had anabntemporary readers. This however endows
readers of today with the advantage of being lesgiléed by the enormity and novelty of
content. This, in turn, allows them to pay moreemtibn to structural and narrative
techniques. In fact, | find that it is preciselyese formal elements that provide the novel’s
actual relevance to us as well as to literaryasitn. Lessing communicates her ethics in a
way that could be called an interesting interplatween written content and inscribed
narrative form. Noting the ethical significancetbé themes the novel presents is, therefore,
equally asmportant as investigatinthe treatmenbdf these themes in order for the reader to
articulate the meaning of the author’s ethics sncimmplexity. Accordingly, a close attention
will be devoted to form as well as to content iis tAnalysis. In the following section | will
shortly illustrate how the novel’s thematic anatysesults in an overarching ethical dilemma

and necessitates the narrative investigation ofakiein the light of that ethical question.



2 Discovering the Ethical Theme: Tony Marston’s Rgsonsibility

The plot of The Grass Is Singing relatively simple: there is a “Murder Mysterséported

by a special correspondent writing that Mary Tusribe wife of a white farmer, has been
killed by the native houseboy; the murderer hadessed to the crime and has been caught
by the police. Motives of the murder are unknowh‘fpuobably” the murderer was in search
of valuables. Following this newspaper clippinge tharrator of the novel painstakingly
relates the exact circumstances following the murdek, the husband has completely gone
mad; Charlie Slatter, a neighbouring farmer treetake care (or rather control) of events and
Tony Marston, an idealistic twenty-year-old fresfmigrant from England, tries to make
sense of things around him while suffering greajussh in his mixed feelings about justice
and responsibility. Things in this post-murder sceseem mostly to centre on the very
problematic black-white relationship to which eaxfhthe characters’ thoughts, problems or
actions relate in some way. What is more, it i® globable that the fearful dynamic of such
a relationship was responsible for the murderfitsait just for the peculiar reactions to it.
After this first chapter, the narrator starts rielig@tMary’s life from her childhood spent in
poverty and constant distress over her parentdlicts) through her gradual growth into a
comfortable but seriously unreflecting and socialhaware solitary life as a young woman,
then to the final stage of her twenties when ireaperate impulse she gets married to Dick
Turner — himself no more fortunate or independé@intMary. A vast part of the novel
describes the gradual mental and financial dettiar of both Mary and Dick; and Mary’s
extremely fear-driven and brutal treatment of regivlhe last, rather small, part of the novel
allows glimpses into Mary’s relationship with theuseboy, Moses, when she is already in

the last stages of mental breakdown. Dick is sityileonsumed mentally: partly by Mary’s



hatred and partly by seeing all his dreams and woikg into decay. Events culminate in

Dick’s final acceptance that he must sell his faon$latter, with Dick kept as a manager and
with Tony to step in as a representative of Chaviidle the Turners go on a curing holiday —
which however never takes place as things end W#ry’'s murder. The last chapter

describes the murder and the events that in thg'sttemporal frame directly precede the
predicament of the starting chapter. The plot issta simple chronological one, only the last
part is placed first in the narrative.

The story itself is simple and the reader soonizeglthat the point lies somewhere
else than in the detective-like investigation atemstances. Already in the first chapter the
narrator indicates that this is not an ordinary aeur there is a peculiar feeling of taboo
surrounding it, given that “people in the distridd not talk about it at all. The taboo which is
the human relationship between a white woman ahthek man, “whether for good or for
evil” (26), introduces the single most importargrtre in the novel, dealt with on all levels of
the narrative. As | will show later, this is thevetis basic ethical concern, dealing with the
possibility of the relationship between, what EmonerLevinas defines as, the self and the
“Other”. It is in the face of this elementary thertte@at other themes of the novel gain
significance. Characters constantly fight for, lndre usuallyagainstacknowledging natives
as human beings. Mary has no idea or contact vétives while she lives in town — “they
were outside her orbit” (36); however, as soontesis forced into daily contact with them
she becomes harsh and shockingly racist towardhtweseboys. She not only calls them
‘swine’ and ‘beast’ on a regular basis but grows$esl a deep hatred and repulsion for every
single person of that race: “she hated them a#yyewne of them, from the headboy whose
subservience irritated her, to the smallest ch{ll’5). She is also particularly repulsed by

their women: by “their fleshiness,” their insoldates and uncaring pose but above all she



hated “the way they suckled their babies” (95).sTisi obviously a sight she finds repulsive
because of her deep sexual disinclination — andditent issue in the novel.

Although critics tend to note that Mary is in a wayrepresentation of female
sexuality and sexual struggles; her character osttw-dimensional to be in any way an
insightful representation of that. The narratolstak that “she would only need to get into the
train and go back into town for that lovely peatdiie, the life she was made for(98,
emphasis added) or “she might have run away agaianother desperate impulse towards
escape, and this time done it sensibly, and leanogdto live again, ashe was made to liye
by nature and upbringing, alone and sufficient &skIf’ (102, emphasis added). These
remarks indicate that Mary is not a character whould fulfil our liberal humanist ideas
about a human being. She is completely void of eveminimum of self-assertiveness (that
verges on the lack of a survival instinct), fredkwor a minimum capability of growth or
change. She is, however, a neatly drawn prototy@eaharacter who exhibits psychological
patterns such as compulsive repetition of intesedli parental roles and due to that, as
suggested by the narrator: sexual repression. liamys up in a family of extreme poverty;
her mother is a bitter and neurotic man-hater arddther is a miserable drunkard. The only
feeling she learns from her mother is contempt disdust (manifesting in her relationship
with Dick); her benevolence can only show in pitydaa brotherly appeal towards her
husband, but then again she despises him: “The wonie® marry men like Dick learn
sooner or later that there are two things they danthey can drive themselves mad, tear
themselves to pieces in storms of futile angerrabellion; or they can hold themselves tight
and go bitter. Mary, with the memory of her own hetrecurring more and more frequently,
like an older, sardonic double of herself walkingside her, followed the course her

upbringing made inevitable” (90). This comment hg harrator again reinforces the very



limitedness of Mary’s character but at the same tprecisely follows that form of neurdsis
the author seems to intuitively understand: aspéc&y trait of compulsive repetition, the
figure and deteriorating example of her motheroied Mary “as a double” in her own
marriage.

It has also been noted, that Mary’s life is greathaped by the rather unfortunate
turns her life takes i.e., by the fate which cormgenary critics would call “social and
psychological determination.” She leads a singleman life style in town and has a
satisfactory job, many friends; thus a life shddemntent and comfortable with. However,
her relationships essentially lack any type or farfhdepth, because “she felt disinclined,
almost repelled, by the thought of intimacies acehes and contact” (37). As for men and
marriage, “she had a profound distaste for sex),(8Be had plenty of men friends “who
treated her just like a good pal, with none of thilly sex business” (40). Her profound
distaste for and, | would also add, fear from sed imtimacy, are again deeply rooted in her
childhood: “there had been little privacy in hent@and there were things she did not care to
remember; she had long taken good care to forget tfears ago” (39). She doesn't “care to
remember” and “takes good care to forget” thusdttude towards her childhood memories
and traumas is a deliberate forgetfulness or antaty ignorance which inner mechanisms
she also regularly exploits in the later courséaflife. After overhearing a conversation of
her friends about her, she feels pressured to getied — which she finally does to Dick
Turner. The narrator already anticipates in theirmeqg of the novel: “the Turners were

bound to come to grief” (13). It is clear Mary'selias a married woman is bound to be

2 A neurosis which Kristeva explains as “a phobianof-differentiation, of uncertain and unstable
identity (Powers of Horror 58):” when Mary has aopla of becoming the same as or double of her
mother (Roberts, 133). Roberts accounts for Madly&am about being forced to play a dirty game
with her father and being forced to his lap is aés®@ign of this neurosis, in which case Mary
experiences a moment of Oedipal trauma where Naptunged into incest dread (to use Freud'’s
phrase)” (133).



miserable not only because the spouses are cotypletsuitable for each other but also, as
the narrator corroborates, because
there are so many people...for whom the best tHivaye been poisoned from the start. When
Mary thought of ‘home’ she remembered a wooden &laxken by passing trains; when she
thought of marriage she remembered her father apinéme red-eyed and fuddled; when she
thought of children she saw her mother’s face atchddren’s funeral — anguished, but as dry
and hard as a rock. (39)

Mary’s unfortunate upbringing, thus places seritivgts on the potential of her future
happiness which is, even more tragically, direofposite to that of Dick: Dick’s entire life
is his farm, he lives in complete unison with natand is so isolated that he would be unable
to accustom himself to another setting and woulsidadly wither and die anywhere other
than on his farm. Mary is quite the same, onlyhe tpposite way: she is consumed by the
heat and isolation of farm life (which is, in fathe same scenery as that of her horrific
childhood); her happiness is tied to the city (dmelng alone). After overhearing an
“apparently so unimportant” conversation at onéeif friends’ “which would have had no
effect on a person who had the faintest idea ofkthd of world she lived in,” Mary feels
pressured to get married even if every one of &iricts and good feeling is against it (41).
Having no relation to or clue about the social treteships that tie her to the world (i.e. she
totally lacks self-knowledge, and is unable to eefl upon herself or her situation), her
subsequent reactions and decisions, including theiage, are based on complete self-
delusion and a sequence of desperate decisions.

It seems that Mary is a person who is pulled araariifle by basically two forces: the
forces of her upbringing and the people around Tiee. same thing is presented about Dick,
although less elaborately argued by the text tinaMary’s case. Beside the psychological
and social factors, unexpected turns of eventsféte) are equally determining elements in

the story. The narrator writes at the very begignitthe Turners were bound to come to



grief” (13), so readers are strongly inclined tmkhthat the Turners are like tragic heroes
heading inevitably towards their ill fate. The gu@s however arises: how is this negotiable
with personal agency? Do they have personal aganalf? Dick and Mary never seemed to
possess any certain idea of themselves or of o#ltetsnd them. The narrator only makes this
clearer by continuously contrasting Mary and Diclgaorance and incompetence with its
own insightful comments, constant analysis, andygmaent of their situation. Such lack of
their agency, however, is problematic, on the oaedh and very ironic, on the other. It is
problematic because to state, for instance, that®laacism follows from her abjection of
male sexuality (resulting from a childhood traurmaxperience with her father), which she
projects onto Moses, is one possible reading ofdke but it drags in such uneasy questions
as: can something like racism be attributed tolgamee factor and if it can, then does it take
the “blame” away from that one person (Mary) antlipanto the other one (in this case, the
father)? Where does this sequence end; who isatoebin the end? Most importantly: is this
really what the text suggests?

Ironically, the person undoubtedly endowed with raxyeis Moses; even though,
according to the rules of colonial society, he stidwave the least. Moses does not only show
his agency at the end (with the murder) but albdighout the story. Mary and Moses first
meet when Mary is in the field supervising labouthee time of Dick’s illness. Even at this
encounter, when Mary loses self-control due toamgyer (fear, hatred, etc.) and hits Moses in
the face with a whip; Moses is already the one glable to practice self-control:

She stood quit still, trembling... she looked daoatrthe whip she held in stupefaction, as if the
whip had swung out of its own accord, without hdfing it... Then she saw him make a sudden
movement and recoiled, terrified...[bJut he onlyp®d the blood off his face with a big hand that
shook a little...For a moment the man looked atwién an expression that turned her stomach

liquid with fear. (109-110)
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Moses is the one capable of controlling his anget amotions despite the fact that, as
opposed to Mary who “had behind her the police,dberts, the jails,” he as a contracted
native had “nothing but patience” (120). A furtreegn of Moses’ agency is when he turns
towards the pathetic, helpless Mary begging hirstay at the house (as being incapable of
bearing Dick’s anger any longer) and helps heriodter misery. Moses exhibits agency in
sexuality when he stops in his movement while Iogthwhen he recognizes Mary’'s
unconscious, again, involuntary stare at him ang themonstrates a refusal to be a sexual
object for Mary’s desires (this is one explanatiam) their strange relationship, it is also
Moses who is the sole agent; he is like a caretak#re child-like Mary. The final act of his
agency is the murder.

It is arguable whether some agency is gained byyMwath her almost voluntary
acceptance of the murder. Sheila Roberts, who esplohe reinforcement of colonial
fantasies of racial and sexual othernes$he Grass Is Singingiotes: “Mary foresees her
killing and does not try to save herself from it:fact, she goes walking out into the night as
if to greet it” (135). Citing Eva Hunter, Robertsgaes that Lessing’s punishment of Mary
upholds such cultural practices when the femaleyhsddentified as the daughter of Eve,
therefore “sterile, unnatural, guilty;” consequgntiis sacrificed by the author as well as by
Moses — who represents the natural, the wholefettige, and the innocent — to a new dawn”
(qtd. in Roberts 138) Although the symbolism of the novel could be ipteted in this way,
| think textual traces point quite decisively iddferent direction (which might not exclude
the previous interpretation): Mary finally realizéisat she has to take responsibility for
herself, even if now it is only possible in the ather death:

She sank down on the bed, feeling sick and hop€lésse was no salvation: she would have to

go through with it.... She would walk out her raaldne, she thought. That was the lesson she

® The original quote is from Eva Hunter “Marriage@eath: A Reading of Doris Lessingiie Grass
Is Singing” Women and Writing in South Africkd. Cherry Clayton. Marshalltown: Heinemann
Southern Africa, 1989. 139-61.
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had to learn. If she had learned it, long ago,wbeld not be standing here now, having been
betrayed for the second time by her weak reliamca buman being who should not be expected
to take the responsibility for her. (201)

In her final desperate attempt to reach out fop fielm the Englishman, she realizes that she
eventually has to do what she has tried to avolieinwhole life: take responsibility. It might
seem a bit idealistic, even an illogical turn refyag Mary’s character in the previous 200
pages of the novel, but it undoubtedly places tieene ‘responsibility’ in a central position.
Responsibility is also foregrounded in other paftthe narrative.

In the first chapter it is Tony Marston who bedrs task of responsibility — “it can be
said that Tony was the person present who had riategt responsibility that day” (26);
however, he finds it difficult to disentangle theurder's complications and thus find an
answer to his own situation in which he can talspoasibility. Although he has observed
Mary and Moses from a very close position, he falifigulties in explaining that situation:

'If you must blame somebody, then blame Mrs TuriYeu can’'t have it both ways.. It takes two

to make a murder — a murder of this kind. Thougte can't really blame her either. She can't
help being what she is. I've lived here, | tell yothich neither of you has done, and the whole
thing is so difficult it is impossible to say wheto blame’. (27)

He formulates the same opinion of Mary, “she chelp being what she is” that the reader is
able to formulate after getting to know her chaacHowever, he also recognizes that
Mary’'s case, besides its singularity, is repredes@aof a more general problem of colonial
society. Hence his argumentation shifts to a géizerg level saying that “either the white
people are responsible for their behaviour, or #weynot.” Relating these insights to his own
situation he tries to find the way he can explaie tauses and nature of the murder and thus
protest against Charlie and the Sergeant. Howéwsers blocked in this thought process as

well:
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He clung obstinately to the belief, in spite oft&aand the Sergeant, that the causes of the
murder must be looked for a long way back, and ithats they which were important. What
sort of a woman had Mary Turner been, before shreeda this farm... And Dick Turner himself

— what had he been? And the native — but here Hdaghts were stopped by the lack of
knowledge He could not even begin to imagine the mind dditiva’ (28, emphasis added)

These thoughts and the context of Tony’'s respditgistructure the already listed themes of
the novel, but at the same time take them to andgével. Responsibility, it seems, does not
only concern Mary and Dick, the participants of tregedy, but also people, like Tony, who
seem to be completely outside of it. But the qoesthay rightly be asked: how is he to take
responsibility if he does not know a crucial pafttlee story: that of Moses? Tony cannot
even start to imagine the mind of a native so mngteven create a ‘hypothesis’ for Moses’
part of the story, as he can (and does in the abhdyt Mary’s and Dick’s, and there he is
stopped in his thought and, consequently, in hi®as too. Thus the black-white relationship
problem is not only relevant to Mary and Moseshi@ tolonial situation but also to Tony and
Moses, although in a different but also ethicalteat In a culture (like the Englishman’s)
where knowledge is in essential condition of cotiwit and conviction of ethical action and
ethical action of responsibility, it seems to havearalyzing affect on responsible action if in
this “logical” chain the first one —knowledge, isemdy missing. The author seems to touch
on the sensitive spot of the ethics of westernucest where an ethical problem is always

already an epistemological one.
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3 Ethics in Narrative Text: Lessing and Levinas

This dead end in western philosophical (and alsactpral) thinking is what Emmanuel
Levinas rethinks in his philosophy and takes aremsally different approach to it. The
Cartesian dictum “cogito ergo sum” which had be®an paradigm for philosophical thought
for many centuries presents this problem in iteesals. Firstly, if “cogito ergo sum” is the
bedrock of human existence it means that it is a@olyceivable of as first-person modality,
and is underlingly self-referential and self-eneldecause it predicates its existence over
and over again: my cognition is the prerequisitayf being but even to be able to state
‘cogito’ presupposes that | exist. However, it Isoaexactly this “self-resounding” quality
that Levinas finds to be the most problematic golaentric language. As he says, “the ego is
concerned only with itself”@therwise than Being; or, Beyond Esserdd&). The second
implication that directly follows from the “cogitergo sum” principle is that it posits thinking
(“cogito”) as the prerequisite of existence (“sunThis statement implies that thinking, and,
ultimately, knowledge, precedes any other actieitythe mind. For Levinas, this is deeply
problematic, because for him, as | will show, ethitas to comebefore thinking or
epistemology. The third essential of logo-centfought that is presented, albeit only
indirectly or performatively, in the Cartesian avet$ that thinking and existence, as the
statement itself shows, can only be conceived tdnguage. This confinement of philosophy
in language was recognized by many thinkers of wietall the linguistic turn of the 20
century, and, it was also what Levinas, in hisrlatgélosophy, found to be the centre around

which to build ethical thought.
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Levinas approaches “Being” in a radically differemay than thinkers of the logo
centric discourse. The limitation of logo centrismtlined above constituted the founding
paradigm from which Levinas wanted to depart. Amsierized by Bettina Bergo ihe
Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophgvinas’s departure is grounded in a primary camce
for theethicat

For Levinas, to escape deontology and utility, ethiust find its ground in an experience that
cannot be integrated into logics of control, prédit, or manipulation. Whether it takes the form
of the conscious ‘fit’ between subject and objecHusserl's phenomenology, or whether a unity
of mind and being evolves dialectically, rationatiety can never become ‘angelic’. That is, it
cannot step outside the totalizing logics of meyaptal systems, without supposing them or
restoring them. There is no formal bridge, for ltexd, between practical and pure reason.
Philosophy in the twentieth century (Heidegger, ffankfurt School, deconstruction) has
shown, at least, that the universality of concepid the necessity carried by transcendental
arguments are simply not sufficient to prevent ttreumph of ends-rationality and
instrumentalization. Ethics is therefore either afair of inserting particulars into abstract
scenarios, or ethics itself speaks out of partitylabout the first human particularitghe face-
to-face relationship. (sec. 4)
Bergo shows that Levinas departs not only from Kand Husserl who proposed
transcendental arguments (centred around a uniarbgectivity) to save ethics from “ends
rationality” and “instrumentalisation”, but alsoofn the most important 30 century
philosophers, who have shown that these argumesatsnafact, untenable. In the ambition of
trying to avoid ethics “as ends-rationality”, Leasredefines human existence and instead of
the “I” he takes the “face-to-face relationship”the first human particularity. He claims that
the self is an entity always already in social tiefes, in a face-to-face relationship with a
living other, which primordial relation is not camtualizable. In this primordial relation the

calling of the other is immanent, and always estairesponsibility for the other. Therefore,
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for Levinas, ethics is not a branch of philosophyib “first philosophy.” In his second major
work, Otherwise than Being; or Beyond Essénhe develops the idea of ethics as first
philosophy, relating it to representation and laagrl Whereas in an earlier workptality
and Infinity the ethical came through a presence of the “faceQtherwise than Beinthe
ethical appears in language. However, for Levinasopposed to many thinkers of the
linguistic turn, language is not simply a meansaanedium in our hands that confines our
knowledge and cognition as the only materialityoaf thinking. Language, for Levinas, is
the context of human existence. It reflects andigds those qualities that we perceive of as
distinctly human, for example the capability (anchifation) of perception, reflection,
abstract thinking, imagination, art etc. The hunemsnof human existence is therefore
perfectly mirrored in language.
The ethical enters (in) language through the “sgiginsignification of the “said”
which is a signification to the other. The “sayingpresents a pladeefore ontology and
thematization, it is elusive, ungraspable and undbfe with one single definition. The
saying is the place where our obligation and praiarelatedness and responsibility to the
other is made manifest. The saying is the quasstendental place where ethics is born
where the ethical moment of encountering the osiggrifies in language. In the logocentric
thought,
one has already supposed [that] the ego is cont@mlg with itself, is only a concern for itself.
In this hypothesis, it indeed remains incompreh#eaghat the absolute outside-of-me, the other,
would concern me. But in the ‘pre-history’ of thgoeposited for itself speaks a responsibility,
the self is through and through a hostage, older the ego, prior to principle©BBE117).

The saying is associated with this ‘pre-history’ tbeé ego, it comes from the realm of

language where the self is always already in k@i the other and where a responsibility to

the other is spoken — always already there in #lyeng in language. In Robert Eaglestone’s

4 n citation, referred to @®BBEhenceforth.
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understanding: “It is what has made our world comtext before we have even entered the
world” (142). It is therefore ungraspable and foéegorinciple, not fit to be put into words,
into the “said”.

Even though the saying cannot be put into the stid, the only place where the
saying can be made manifest. For the said is “tilg conceptual language available” in
western philosophy so it is the site the sayingdesats “trace” on. The saying “also states
and thematizes the saidOBBE 47), by disrupting its delimiting thematizing praes.
Meaning in ontological language is delimited by aulble dimensionality according to
Levinas: it is carved out as fixed identity (“nolinttapped in the consecutive slots of time
(“verb”). Whereas the noun and the verb confine adimit language as predicated
nominalised entities, the saying disrupts these lale saying signifies to the Other and thus
is able to go beyond itself whereas the said “redeti— only referring to itself, never outside
of it; it cannot go beyond its own limits, the olaigical predicate “to be”. Levinas writes:

saying signifies differently than an apparitorgmeting essence and entities... Saying states and
thematizes the said, but signifies it to the otlaeneighbour, with a signification that has to be
distinguished from that borne by words in the sditlis signification to the other occurs in
proximity. Proximity is quite distinct from everytleer relationship, and has to be conceived as
responsibility for the other; it might be callednmanity, or subjectivity, or selfQBBE47)
The saying thus signifies in a way that is prioratty meaning or ontological language; it
assumes a fundamentally different position of tek im the world and as it relates to the
other. Our basic form of existence is intersubjectiand therefore responsible. This
difference of Levinas’s thought from that of trawlital western logocentric philosophy
already resolves or gives an alternative answéhndgroblem the novel poses. If the ethical
always already signifies the ontological (the “said Levinasian terms) and, therefore, the
epistemological, the dilemma of being responsiblghout the appropriate knowledge

resolves into a simple tautology in terms of Legiaa philosophy. Responsibility and ethical
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obligation is not a question of epistemology; ithe first modality of the self. In this respect,
Tony Marston is responsible regardless of his keogé of Moses or Mary or Dick.
However, even if we accept such direct applicabbm conception of ethics coming from
outside the text to a predicament developethe text, we are not assisted more in deciding
what Tony should actually have done. It only allowaders to state the Levinasian obvious:
Tony is responsible regardless of his knowledgeMafses, which position the narrator
already reveals and explains to the reader: “Ferstke of those few lucid moments... it can
be said that Tony was the person present who ledrimtest responsibility that day” (26).
However, it does not assist with further insightsaerning the practical side of Tony’s
dilemma (which is simply: what to do?). This exaenglso illustrates that Levinas’s ethics is
not moral philosophy; it does not develop a systérathics, but rather as Levinas, himself
asserts irethics and Infinity his philosophy “does not consist in constructathics; | only
try to find its meaning” (qtd. in Eaglestone 1%76)

It is however important to state that the tensiba hovel creates around Tony’s
situation is a tension across narrative levels. there is a tension between the views and
thought processes of a character who feels histgtu is irresolvable and those of the
narrator who demonstrates the opposite when clgintivat Marston “had the greatest
responsibility that day” (26). This opposition sadlttention to a separation between narrative
levels, not only “spatially” but also ideologicallguch differences are implicative of the
narrative situation created by the *“author”, that ithey are part of the author’s
communication. Therefore, it is the investigatidrit@ narrative situation that has to form the
ground of analysis.

The ideological opposition that emerges in the Foryrator case is a problem that

resides across narrative levels, so it is an esseztimponent of narrative situation. As

® The original source is Emmanuel Levind&hics and Infinity trans. R. A. Cohen (Pittsburg:
Duquesne University Press, 1987) p.3.
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Suzanne Keen writes iHarrative Form narrators, “who are responsible for acts ofiglli

can be characters in the story world and obtainstipn as narrators at the same time, but
the narrator is usually a separate entity outsiae story world (30). In any case, “these
insights reflect the basic conception of narraterel as comprised of (at least) a discourse
level, a realm of narrated words-in-order, anddioey level, a realm of imagined actions and
agents” (30). The separation of narrative levelagisvinduces a spatial separation, but is
mostly influential for interpretation when it comegth a dislocation of ideologies between
the participants residing on the separate leva@sekample, the narrator can be a member of
the community presented in the story world thareh#he same views, experience, tradition
etc. as the characters, but can also share vigwaniy someof the characters aroneof the
characters. Indeed, it is a crucial point of intetation to detect the relationship of the
narrator to the various characters and the pred@o@munities.

In the case oThe Grass Is Singindghe narrator leaves no doubt about its positon a
distinctly outside the story world spatially, afad the case of colonial society, this means an
ideological separation as well. From the very bemig of the novel, the narrator’s likeness
or sympathy with South African white society is danced and it rather assumes community
with its audience, the reader (also implicated @side the story world). This shows in how
the narrator refers to its own position, the chiama, and the implied reader’s. When it refers
to colonial society the narrator uses phrases ‘ijgeople in ‘the district” (9) or “white
people” (9) or “people all over the country” (9); just “people” or the general pronoun
“they” (11); thus with the third-person referenttejenounces any kind of shared community
with them. Whereas, when it reflects on issuehédtory world, it uses phrases such as “to
an outsider it would seem that...” (10), or “to thasider it is strange” (11) and the general
pronoun “one” repeatedly in phrases like: “the more thinks about it” (11), “one could

say” (11), or “one would have expected” (17) ethe3e phrases, firstly, exhibit the
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distinction of the reader from the people in thastvorld, more precisely, they point to the
“outsider” position of the reader to the communibe narrator refers to. Secondly, the
narrator's use of the generic, impersonal proncame™ to present commonplace values or
natural reactions of the discourse community (ofirse, they are only “natural” and
“‘commonplace” to the class that the speaker adesessmid that includes the speaker)
implicates the narrator’s likeness with this “od&si community of its audience. With such
referencing the narrator puts down the novel’s laipmleological framework that juxtaposes
effectively two opposing standards: that of colbiifrica and that of the “outsider” to this
ideology, very likely, the western liberal humaoulght. In the juxtaposition and influence of
these dominant poles is where the place of the mejaracters: Mary, Dick, Moses, and
narrative figures: the narrator, the narrate (theator’'s audience), and implied reader has to
be located in analysis.

Beside the separation of narrative levels, anoihggortant feature of narrative
situation is that it is a communicative act betwaesender and a receiver. Suzanne Keen
defines narrative situation as that which “desmilblee nature of the mediation between
author and reader” (30-31, emphasis added). Htitites the form, the structuration, and the
organic operation of the communication betweenralisg and a receiving agent. In other
words, narrative situation describes the thematimabf the text; which is strongly
reminiscent of Levinas’s description of the sayimbich “states and thematizes the said”
(OBBE 47, emphasis added). The similarity between theatwogical definition and
Levinas’s description is striking. The saying thé@es the said in the same way as the text is
themtized by the narrative situation. The sayingnifies in proximity, which is a

signification to the other —corresponding to trengitory dynamic in narrative situation. The

® In definition of theNew Fowler's Modern English Usagieoneas impersonal or generic pronoun
“stands for a person, i.e., the average persatmeosort of person we happened to be concerned with
or anyone of the class that includes the speak&d)(
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saying “states antheamtizeghe said” — and similarly the narrative text igriatized by
narrative structure. The juxtaposition of Keen'sl drvinas’s definition shows that narrative
text and language operate by identical functiongh whe only difference being that
thematization for Levinas is always already ethg&ghification. By this analogy, a narrative
analysis is made possible where narrative situatorunderstood in the terms of the
Levinasian structuration of language.

The underlying principle that Levinas’s philosopdgds to narrative analysis is that
ethics is always immanent in narrative structurevai as in content, in which narrative
structure materializes. Suzanne Keen writes: “famd content, structure and theme: these
are not artificially bound together”; form is newv&parable from content which is the very
substance of its existence (32). Similarly, thgrgaican be conceived of as separate from the
said in nature, but in existence it is never sdgarérom the said, as the said is the only
material in which it can appear. The narrator's o$ghrases and personal pronouns to
separate narrative levels showcases exactly themghenon when a structural element
becomes apparent through plain thematic elementheofstory world, such as the third
person reference and the use of the impersonatrigggronounpne

In a Levinasian understanding of narrative situgtithus, the ethical appears in
narrative as it appears in language. The ethiga¢ans in language when the saying imprints
its trace on the thematization of the said and thigsifies it to the other. The said is
thematized by the axes of the “noun” and the “vetbat is by a predicating and a
nominalising structuration. The saying “imprints ftace” on these thematizing mechanisms
by “interrupting” them, in which it signifies “theaid as proposition” to the other. Levinas
describes this as follows:

the plot of the saying that is absorbed in the ssidot exhausted in this manifestation]its

signification in proximity]. It imprints its tracen the thematization itself, which hesitates
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between, on the one hand, structuration, orderaoinfiguration of entities, world and history for
historiographers and, on the other hand, the axfleon-nominalized apophansis of the other, in
which the said remains a proposition, a propositi@te to a neighbour, a “signifyingness dealt”
(significance bailleeto the other (46-47).
Thus, the saying interrupts or mingles with exatiigse thematizing processes of the said
that confine it in the boundaries of ontology. Tkaying thematizes the said and
disrupts/interrupts it at the same time. Disruptihg nominal structuration in “apophansis”
(predication that states its own predicate) thd samnains “a proposition, a proposition made
to a neighbour.” From such argumentation of thenggy signification, two things follow:
(1) language and communication (thus all textsanglage) have a primordially ethical
dimension— “signifyingness dealt to the other”, g&dl that this ethical signification is a
result of the “structuration” of content; thus tkéhical shows both in the structure and
content of a narrative. Levinas’s definition of ieth signification reinforces the established
notion of narratology that content and form areep@sable. It also merits narrative analysis
because it describes the specific mechanisms bghmthie ethical signifies in language — it
describes “the nature of the mediation betweenaaughd reader” (Keen 30-31). The specific
mechanism by which the ethical signifies is “intgtion”; the moment and dynamic of
interruption is thus the central element that defia “Levinasian” narrative analysis.
Interruption inThe Grass Is Singing present in the constant fluctuation of nareativ
perspectives. The narrator employs reflectors flgetsve-bearing characters) that result in a
constant change in narrative perspective, whidluin manipulates the narrative situation to
elicit sympathy or to present ideologies of chaethat are disruptive of each other’s, or of
the reader’'s own views. However, as narrative evane presented through the perspective
of the reflector, the reader is compelled, at l¢asa minimal extent, to identify with the
reflecting character. Lessing’'s technique of chaggieflectors results in the continuous

interruption of the reader’s standards as wellnaan interruption across narrative levels, as
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seen typically in the example of Tony and the narra’he moment of interruption contained
in and located around the narrative text is whbheeimscription of the saying interrupts the
said and the ethics of the narrative should bedddhr.
Robert Eaglestone, who developed a “new ethicgit€ism” based on Levinas, relates the
moment of interruption in literature as follows:
“[tlhe ‘saying’ in literature is precisely that umeny moment when we are made to feel not at
home with the text or in ourselves. We are neithemnsported to a nether world of virtual life,
nor do we simply mouth misinterpretation of thettdiis in these moments when our sense of
our selves and our relation to the logos is infged and put into question that the ethics of
literature are at their clearest.” (175)

Lessing’s narrative creates this moment of inteérampby constantly alternating the various
reflectors, slipping from one perspective to anotide use of free indirect speech allows
these changes to go almost unnoticed, since ittaoihg keeps the disguise of the third
person perspective of the narrator while, in féog narrative perspective changes with the
reflectors. This creates a very even, smooth textarthe narrative but at the same time
makes it hard for the reader to disentangle thars¢® components of narrative situation.
Therefore, | have found it necessary to accounttli@ corresponding cognitive
functions of the reader who is effectively the salgent that performs all the functions
implicated in the narrative situation, experientiagerruption” in the narrative at whichever
level, and is therefore also the sole agent whmpicated in the ethics of the narrative text.
Eaglestone also places the ethical instance he.moment of interruption in the reading
experience, which sheds a light on the importarice reader-text-author relationship, on
the fact that, as a “first consequence” of Leviegshilosophy, reading and criticism are acts
of communication between a self and another indagg. The ethical dimension of criticism
is, therefore, justified. According to the firsiadic signification of the saying in the said (as

signification to the other), our responsibilitiese acalled forth by the text, which in the
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humanities manifest themselves in an obligatioaltzays respond to this calling. By way of
criticism and theory the critic should respond dmdher interrupt (philosophical), literary
etc. discourse so as to allow the saying to reserfa the ever-thematising discourses of
(western) thinking. Criticism assumes an obligatiwet should never come to a halt.

Eaglestone’s argument, thus, arrives at an ethetsnhostly concerns criticism rather
than reading, by which it is also apparent thab¥werlooks (or to his theory finds irrelevant)
the difference between critical and reading prasticEthics, for Eaglestone, emerges
essentially in a post-reading moment thus betwhertritic—and—the text, rather than in a
during-reading moment between treaderand—the text. The separation of these different
aspects dritic andreadel) of reading is similar to Levinas’s distinction tife “said” and
“saying” aspects of language. These metaphoricaiggi.e. the “saying” and the “said”)
help to elucidate the complex way the ethical diggiin language; but their separation is
artificial in the sense that, in practice i.e.Janguage at work, their operation is intertwined
and is inseparable. The same applies tordaler and thecritic that embody separate
cognitive practices of the same rational activégcountering a literary text. The analogy to
Levinas is also appropriate becauserdaercritic dyad helps to articulate the distinct ways
the "saying” interrupts the “said”, thus, the etliemerges on separate narrative levels. In
terms of the above (at least) two-fold division ethical signification in narratives,
Eaglestone only takes the first, (although mosichasspect into consideration: the temt
language as signification to the other.

The necessity of such distinction becomes clearnwhbeking at narrative form as
representing separate layers of the communicatote The participants of the narrative
situation are: real author — implied author — (atmm) — (narrate) — implied reader — real
reader (Chatman’s model). Real reader and realornuatte the historical personalities that

write and then read a text, however they are uguak mentioned in analysis because
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concerning the text and the analysis their reasquality is irrelevant. People change over
time thus a writer is not necessarily the sameqgmalgty in terms of values, skills etc. from
one of his books to another ten years later. Thezefve usually talk about “implied author,”
the concept of the author with values, views, akitlssetc. that the text implicates and
“implied reader,” the prevailing figure the implieauthor addresses. In analysis, critics
usually use author in the sense of the implieda@utihd reader in the sense of implied reader.
I will also do this throughout my analysis; howeuwere is one crucial point to state before
accepting this terminology. The text’'s first ethichmension would never exist if, in a
hypothetical scenario, it was only between imphedhor and implied reader. These are only
concepts and thematized abstractions of real peaptetherefore, they are void of the saying
which signifies in proximity between the self artier. Therefore, even if omitted at the time
of analysis, it is the real author and the reatleeahat, in the first place, with their “once”
real presence allow the ethical dimension to maiee as significatiomo the other The first
ethical facet is thus between the real reader ealdauthor as historical beings.

Chatman’s diagram reflects the underlying idea thatrative is understood as an act
of communication, with a sender and a receiver’gfiK83), thus “signifyingness dealt to the
other.” In between those real individuals, who epigtside the text and between whom the
first ethical dimension is evoked, “Chatman plattesentities projected by or implied by the
text” (Keen 33). Each of these entities (impliedhaw, implied reader, narrator, narratee)
represents respective facets or aspects of thats@gpractices that correspond to the three
facets where the ethical signifies in a narratimeorder to understand their role in analysis, it
is important to define their function precisely.riddor and narratee are part of the textual
world; the narrator is the creation of the authbiovis responsible for the telling the story, the
“narrated words-in-order” in the discourse. Evegyration is bound to have a narrator even

if a covert, seemingly transparent one who migfaatively have the same views, knowledge
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etc. as the implied author. Exactly, however, ia thse of theeadercritic the separation of
narrator from implied author and of narratee franplied reader is crucial. The narrator is
the agent who weaves the narrative, manipulates pdiview, is responsible for style etc.
The narratee who is, whether overtly or covertlydrassed by the narrator (an overt way
would be ‘Dear Sir’ or ‘Dear Reader’) is in turrlistener, a perceiver. The narratee, strictly
speaking, only facilitates understanding and coimmgmding the narrator’'s words and thus
makes sense of the basic thematic level of theatraer | would call this function that of the
reader.

On the next narrative level, the implied authorthe version of the real author
projected by that particular text. The implied awtltreates the narrator, has views, and
communicates a messdgén his main difference from narratee, the impliedder not only
understands what the narrator tells but also watirnplied author wants to teMith this.
Suzanne Keen explains Narrative Form “[tlhe implied reader is the name we give to the
profile of readerly traits that seems to be assulmetthe text” (35): meaning, that the implied
reader is not only supposed to understand the worith® narrative but also to make sense of
certain allusions to contemporary culture, hist@ypular culture. Also very importantly, the
implied reader is assumed to understand the intdita made by narrative form through the
narrator’'s persona, (un)reliability, the inconsmste between story world and narrator
commentary etc. | would call this reflecting andderstanding aspect theitic in the
narrative scenario. Of course, as Keen notes, thikeeimplied author, the implied reader is a
projection of the text, and differs in every ingtarfrom actual readers, many of whom will
not exactly match the profile suggested by the”t€3&). This “suggested” but never fixed

position is, however, what makes a literary textiting even when books of criticism have

" The use of pseudonyms in publishing distinguishesactual author (Mary Ann Evans) from the
implied author of her creation, projected by thd {&eorge Eliot). Similarly, we can characterihe t
practices of the author of an anonymous narratiithomt knowing his or her historical identity.
(Keen, 33-4)
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been written on it and also what creates the sacgspace for the ethical to signify, that is,
for the saying to interrupt into the “already said”

From this, however, necessarily follows that besideimplied reader, this suggested
position is involuntarily filled by another profilethat of the real reader’s individual
personality. Thus within theritic, beside the textually implicated reflecting agehgre is
another function — that which comprises the indieidpractices of the real reader. An
inevitable part of readerly practices are, thus,implicated by but idiosyncratically brought
to the text by the real reader. Even if a readezsdnot necessarily apply theories or
philosophies to a text, he/she inevitably incorpesahis/her own insights, life experience,
inclinations, education etc. when understandingeaspecially when reflecting on the text. As
Suzanne Keen summarizes “[rleal readers are easyefme—the people who read
narratives—and difficult to analyze. Literary thists working in the fields of ‘reception
theory’ (following Iser), reader response criticiégee Tompkins), and cognitive science (see
Herman) have deepened our understanding of théigga®f actual readers” (35). | do not
wish to delve into any of these fields in this pmstext; what | only find relevant is the
awareness of the idiosyncrasy in readerly practi¢egy are relevant because they work
simultaneously with the practicemplied by the narrative. It is exactly because of the
idiosyncrasies that each individual (real readeg the potential to interrupt “the said of a
literary text”, and, in criticism, “the said of thalready existing critical texts”. These
“responsive”/"cognitive” practices make up the athalf of thecritic. This part of theeritic
is the single cognitive facility that, Eaglestorediéves, the ethical obligation originates from.
As, however, the following analysis dthe Grass is Singinghows, the ethical not only
resides in the idiosyncratic part of tbetic but also in theritic and thereaderthat the text

implicates.
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4 Ethics inThe Grass Is Singing: Revisited

The very latent level through which the ethical esnacross in the novel is traditionally on
its thematic level, through the content of the ywtaorld. As | showed in the introduction
Lessing’s novel is an openly political novel, howevits ethical theme overwrites every
other of its themes. The ethical theme is firstpgmatized in the story-world, thus on the
basic thematic level of the novel: through the abter of Tony Marston. Tony enters the
Turners’ tragedy at a very late point, when thimgse already irreversible concerning the
tragic outcome. Tony was summoned to help out énfém in those six months when the
Turners were to take a curing holiday to recovemfitheir mental and physical exhaustion.
He arrives at the very last stages of the Turngi®'y (for the last four weeks of the nine
years that had passed), thus he is only an obseftke already existing predicament. He is
not only physically an outsider but ideologically &ell: he is a newcomer to South-African
colonial society. The time period he spends onTieer's farm is only enough for him to
get acquainted with the laws and habits of coloAfalca but not enough to accept them and
assimilate completely into its order. Thus, henighie ideal “in between” state of the ethical
when one is shaken out of his/her own value-sydtainhas not yet adopted another one.
This is the ethical moment (metaphorically) whee thaid” is interrupted by the “saying”:
where one is thrown into a situation when free ffamstract ideas of equalityTGS18) and
free from the compulsive law of Society, one iseatul face the other in its “nudity” as a
human being. The narrator describes this momerstate of transition of the new-comers
with sharp acuteness:

Most of these young men were brought up with vadeas about equality. They were shocked,
for the first week or so, by the way natives wesated. They were revolted a hundred times a

day by the casual way they were spoken of...Thely been prepared to treat them as human
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beings. But they could not stand out against ttuidepthey were joining. It did not take them
long to change. (18)

Tony is exactly in this in between state of mindewlhhe has not yet adapted to Charlie’s and
the Sergeant’s society and struggles to deal vaittilicts of this situation:

Tony Marston appeared uncomfortable as if he dicknow his own mind. And for that matter

he did not: the weeks in the Turner’'s householdh i atmosphere of tragedy, had not helped

him to get his mind clear. The two standards —athe he had brought with him and the one he

was adopting — conflicted still. (18)
This description of Tony’s situation is exactly thevinasian ethical moment encapsulated
within a fictional situation; his situation is tlizamatised projection of the ethical moment
into a fictive scenario, the allegory of the didiup power of the saying (the disruption of a
law, order, or system) where the ethical dimenserges. He is trapped between his own
ideas and values (the standard of western sogietres that of colonial Africa to which he
feels he must conform. So, as it was also prewogsbted, “[flor the sake of those few lucid
moments, and his half-confused knowledge, it casdié that Tony was the person present
who had the greatest responsibility that day” (26jnight seem odd why the narrator puts
Tony into this responsible situation right in thegmning of the novel when among all the
characters he was the one least involved in thetsin. But if one follows the narrator’s
description of Tony’s precise position in the trdgeas being the only one coming from
Western society and having western values, “vadaas of equality,” the reader recognizes
him/herself mostly in Tony’s character. In thishigthe centrality of Tony’s responsibility is
extended to that of the reader who is, by its ldgmto a character, implicated in the ethical
situation of the novel.

The analogy between the reader’'s and Tony’s positiothe ethical scene is also

implicated by the use of general pronouns and pkragsignating a subject — as | already

discussed. The narrator refers to members of thenied community in the third person
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nominal position whereas it assumes a general odex@l community for itself and the
reader Phrases he additionally uses beside the gem@apersonabneare: “to an outsider it
would seem that...” (10), and “to the outsidesisitrange” (11) etc. These phrases, similarly,
exhibit the distinction between tlmeaderand the people in the story world; more precisely,
they point to theeaders position as “outsider” to the community the réor refers to. It
indicates that the narrator assumes riégders — that is, the narratee’s and the reflecting
readers — outside perspective as opposed to the idemdbgommunity of colonial society.
Tony's position as “the outsider” is also direatistablished by the narrator: “[h]e was feeling
nothing that they were feeling: he was an outsidéhnis tragedy” (21). This distinction is the
sharpest and most important in their ideologiesclvithe narrator not only indicates when
commenting on Tony but when assuming the perspeofithe “one”:
He [Charlie] turned and went into the bedroom. M&iyner was a stiff shape under a soiled
white sheet. At one end of the sheet protruded ssroé pale strawish hair, and at the other a
crinkled yellow foot. Now a curious thing happen&te hate and contempt trmtewould have
expectedo show on his face when he looked at the murdéngsied his features now, as he
stared at Mary (16-7, emphasis added).

The question may rightly be asked, however: whiiis “one”? Who is the “one” for whom

it is so obvious that Charlie’s features shouldéhawntorted seeing the murderer and not
when seeing Mary, the victim? Probably for “everyarormal”, but in the novel’s terms: for
someone who knows nothing about colonial Society &mows nothing about the
mechanisms that provide its survival and make #@ugible for Charlie who faithfully
represents Society, to condemn Mary instead of Bldser Mary committed the biggest sin
and threat against “the dictate of the first lawubiite South Africa, which is: ‘Thou shalt not
let your fellow whites sink lower than a certainimipbecause if you do, the nigger will see

he is as good as you are” (178). Mary committegl Worst: she had a human relationship



30

with Moses. Clearly, these value judgements arg aailid in the ideological regime of white
South Africa to which theeaderof the narrative is implied to be an outsider.

The outsider westeneaderis faithfully represented in Tony Marston’ chaexcivho,
all of a sudden, finds himself in a situation whibke is not only personally but also
ideologically an outsider. Nevertheless, he isgheson who is “lucky” enough to observe
Mary and Moses in a very intimate environment fiion the farm with them) and it is
through his perspective that theaderis enabled to see the intimate dressing sceneckeatw
the two characters. Thus beside being ideologi@allputsider, physically and empirically he
is the only insider (character) who has a glimpséhe dressing scene, into what was going
on between Mary and Moses in those (probably ondwar) years of their “human”
relationship.

Tony as a semi-insider and semi-outsider is anai®do thereader who is in the
ethical moment of encountering a text: “when we made to feel not at home with the text
or in ourselves. We are neither transported tothemevorld of virtual life, nor do we simply
mouth misinterpretation of the text” (Eagleston®&)1T usereaderin the narrow sense here:
its function is to think only on the level of tharmator—narratee communication thus without
reflecting on narrative form for example, and takihe words of the narrator at their face
value. It is important because the ethicsrigederunderstands is only part of the ethics the
real reader will understand from the whole pictufer the ethical understanding of the
readeris bound to one narrative level and is bound bByplaly perceptive cognitive function,
it thus essentially lacks the information that ttrétic will infer from reflecting on the
multiple narrative levels and by complementing geeceptive function with the reflective
understand the author’s ethics. Thus,rémderis only part of the complex ethical frame the
text proposes and Tony, as outsider, is a repraemtof thereaders ethical position as

perceiving/understanding in the ethical momenntdrruption between two standards.
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In this frame, it is also Tony who verbalizes th@sguments that theritic would
contemplate once having read the story. Lessingsée save this task for tloeitic because
even before telling the actual story, the argumargdaid bare through Tony Marston’s train
of thoughts. In this in between position — in “imtgtion” — he is the only person who still
has the ability (or the courage) to see that somgtls wrong about the murder, “that a
monstrous injustice was being done” (26). He isvawed, on the basis of what he has
witnessed between Mary and Moses, that the factastdes of the murder cannot be stated
black and white. The blame cannot be put on Mamed,if blame can be put on anyone, then
it must be Mrs. Turner and the white people — Ihg sannot be blamed either for “[s]he
cannot help being what she is” (27). This arguntesriais understandable considering
Mary’s “ilI” state of mind to which Tony refers. deed, having read the narrative, one is
hardly able to think differently of Mary. Mary i® $opelessly determined by her upbringing,
fate etc. and most of all, lack of will and agenthat it is hard to see where she could have
done things differently. In her last day, when lmgkback to her life and herself from a
higher-outer point of view “she saw Mary Turnerkimg in the corner of the sofa, moaning,
her fists in her eyes, she saw, too, Mary Turnerstee had been, that foolish girl travelling
unknowingly to this end” (195). Mary’s guilt is uediable but at the same time she is so
much determined socially and psychologically thateems to be impossible to blame her.
This understanding of the ambivalent situation i@t ony’s comment also reflects.

Nevertheless, Tony has a certain idea of the sthtdfairs but it seems to be very
difficult for him to put it into words, his argumecannot find its right outlet:

The fact he knew, or guessed, about Mary, the tfeede two men were conspiring to ignore,
could be stated easily enough. But the importaimgththe thing that really mattered, so it

seemed to him, was to understand the backgrouadittumstances, the characters of Dick and
Mary, the pattern of their lives. And it was not sasy to do. He had arrived at the truth

circuitously: circuitously it would have to be eajpled. (22)
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Tony suggests that Mary and Dick’s background igdrtant to the explanation of the story,
however, this statement is controversial for twasans: first, Tony does not know Mary and
Dick’s background, still he “arrived at the truthhd second, one of the main participant’s
story is unavailable: that of Moses, the murdefsrTony himself claims (via the narrator) at
this dead end of his thought process: “he couldewen begin to imagine the mind of a
native” (28). At this point theeaders and Tony’s knowledge parts, becauserdaderdoes
get to know Mary and Dick’s background story an@slalso get an indirect answer to the
dilemma whether the mind of a native is imaginabehat thoughts of regret, or pity, or
perhaps even wounded human affection were compdumdth the satisfaction of his
[Moses’s] completed revenge, it is impossible tg’£206). The narrator thus openly admits
that the complete range of emotions and motiveMao$es’s mind will, indeed, never be
available. For Tony and theaderthis seems a dead end of ethics, an irresolvahiea¢
dilemma.

In spite of this epistemological gap in the “outsid” knowledge, the narrator — who
is also an outsider — still states that Tony hdm ‘greatest responsibility that day”. Tony’s
arguments are laid out for (and instead) ofrémederin this respect, as well. He repeatedly
tries to speak up and express his thoughts on thrdenbut is shut up by Charlie and The
Sergeant each time. He does not understand tmelictive attitude and from a confusion and
underlying urge to conform to the new society hy gays out his arguments in his mind.
He could argue with the Sergeant about blaming Marg the whites instead of Moses
because “it takes two to make a murder — a murtigmi®kind”, but then the Sergeant might
say: “it is not a question of blame...Has anyond aaything about blame? But you can’t get
away from the fact that this nigger has murdered ¢an you?” (27). Thus Tony is forced to
ask himself the rightful question: “what differena®uld it make [if he took action] to the

only participant in the tragedy who was neitherddear mad? For Moses would be hanged in
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any case; he had committed a murder, that factireda(26). This line of argument, just as
the one about the importance of the knowledge efgarticipants’ background, leads to a
dead end, a moral numbness in the face of respbiysib

He finally shakes off himself this responsibilityhich seems a natural human
reaction. He is desperately trying to get to theé ehit but in the heat, with the whisky and
the cicadas shrilling, it starts getting on hisvesr it seems unfair to “get... involved with a
damned twisted affair like this, when | have onlgtjcome; and | really can’t be expected to
act as a judge and jury and compassionate Godhetdargain!” (28) The recognition and
admission of his involvement shows that even TanyskIf recognizes his responsibility but
is literally paralyzed in his action by his dilemsn&ventually he succumbs to the situation:
“I'm getting out of this place... | wash my handf dfie thing. Let the Slatters and the
Denhams do as they like. What has it got to do wig?” (29). So Tony does not act on his
responsibility and ironically anticipates the réactthereader might have after having read
the narrative: “I wash my hand off the thing”. lede before thereader would even
recognize the similarity in his and Tony’s situati@nd would start asking himself the same
guestions, he may wonder what Tony was expectetbtdf the reader stays inside Tony’s
character, then it is indeed not possible to fintl & his train of thoughts, there is really no
end. The reader, however, being more informed frany is (thanks to the knowledgeable
comments of the narrator), gains an insight nahsch into the solution of the problem, but
into the very reasons why it seems so irresolvablEony, the outsider. This, in turn, allows
for the reader to understand the underlying mommrdfiethics the narrator represents:

Most of these young men were brought up with vadeas about equality. They were shocked,
for the first week or so, by the way natives weeated...But ththey could not stand out against
the society they were joining. It did not take thémng to change. It was hard, of course,
becoming as bad oneself. But it was not very Idrag they thought of it as ‘bad’. And anyway,

what had one’s ideas amounted to? Abstract ideastatecency and goodwill, that was all:
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merely abstract ideas. When it came to the poimt, mever had contact with natives, except in
the master—servant relationship. One never knem theheir own lives, as human beings. (18)

Tony and the young men lack the momentum that cowdkle their ethical action possible or
even meaningful. This core (the instance of thecathwould emerge from a face to face,
human relationship with the natives i.e., with ttker. They have ideas about equality but
they cannot stand out against a stronger and napeessive ideology — because these ideas
have nothing to do with the lives or the real eigrare of either the young men or the
natives. Their ideas are abstract, void of conteoitfd of the momentum that makes ethics
meaningful: the human, and what Levinas calls faeé-to-face”, encounter. Abstract ideas
are always part of an ideology, a system, a lawpart of a “said”. This is the reason why it
is so important for colonial society to keep théives in the frame, in the “said”, of the
mater—servant relationship where the individual &orbeing cannot gain momentum. Tony
does not understand this first law of white sociget — the narrator explains — but when he
will have spent more time in the country, he willderstand and “then he would do his best
to forget the knowledge, for to live with the cotdoar in all its nuances and implications
means closing one’s mind to many things, if onends to remain an accepted member of
society” (26). However, in the moment of “interrigot’”, between his ignorance and his
deliberate forgetfulness,

there would be a few brief moments when he [Tonglild see the thing clearly, and understand
that it was ‘white civilization’ fighting to defendself that had been implicit in the attitude of
Charlie Slatter and the Sergeant, ‘white civiliaatiwhich will never, never admit that a white
person, and most particularly, a white woman, carehahuman relationshipwhether for good

or for evil, with a black person. For once it adimitat, it crashes, and nothing can save it. So,
above all, it cannot afford failures, such as then€rs’ failure. (26, emphasis added)

This commentary also explains the problem with Mangd Moses’s relationship in the eyes

of white South Africa. At the same time, it alsgfilights its single most important feature:
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“‘human”. Mary and Moses’s relationship poses adapfi endless speculations in literary
criticism. The brief history that is given of theelationship allows readers to explain its
dynamic and psychology in various ways (as | paathgady showed in the 2. chapter) but
what is undeniable and most important about thad it is human and personal. What leads to
the tragedy of this relationship also lies in itature of being human: it supposes
responsibility — responsibility Mary could not take

In fact, it is a lack of responsibility that begitheir relationship in the first place. She
breaks down in front of Moses when he tells hewhets to leave by the end of the month.
She thought of Dick’s anger over dismissing anotirex of her servants and “she could not
face it”, “she simply could not go through scenathvDick” (150). So it is again someone
else that has to take the responsibility her. Moses offers her help and stays but in return
he demands the human behaviour that he rightlyrdeseMary is extremely uncomfortable
with this “intimacy;” she experiences it as if hiortced her now to treat him as a human
being; it was impossible for her to thrust him ofiher mind like something unclean, as she
had done with all the others in the past” (156) 8hs lost the comfort of the master-slave
relationship where her authority is constantly seasd — the only way she can exist in a
relationship (with Dick as well) and she has bdeown into a position where she needs to
face the other and take the responsibility that eomwith this. Tragically, however, she
cannot respond to this either, she is incapablaahg Moses, of assuming agency in this
minimal sense. As a necessary consequence of laer (fehich is in fact a fear of
responsibility), the moment she feels she can oelysomeone, (who, in this case, is the
Englishman), she betrays Moses. It happens wheg actidentally observes the scene when
Moses, like a caretaker, dresses Mary and in losk&d state of mind asks Mary about the
normality of such events. Taking the opportunitgttfiony’s concern presents, relying on the

Englishman, Mary hysterically sends Moses away.dn Tony recognizes that Mary only
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uses his presence as a shield against facing Magds in that situation, her own
responsibilities: “Tony realized that she was tgyito assert herself: she was using his
presence there as a shield in a fight to get badoramand she had lost” (188). The
command she tries to win back is her “master” atuttyhover Moses but she does not realize
that their relationship is already irrevocably hunma the face of which this act is the most
severe betrayal and annihilating humiliation of tleer. Her fate is inevitable from there and
she knows it. During the last chapter, which folkoher (through her reflection) in the last
day, her mind clears up and what she sees is aically adequate self-portrait: “Step by
step, she had come to this, a woman without witing on an old ruined sofa that smelled of
dirt, waiting for the night to come that would fshi her” (195). In their very last encounter,
awaiting Moses on the veranda “at the sight of Hier, emotions unexpectedly shifted, to
create in her an extraordinary feeling of guiltit bowards him, to whom she had been
disloyal, and at the bidding of the Englishman”4R0Trhese thoughts of Mary reinforce the
central point of her tragedy: she was a woman withdall, which prevented her from being
in a human relationship where one eventually haake responsibility for both the other and
oneself.

The ethics, in consequence, that tbaderunderstands, has the human relationship as
its ultimate basis, and responsibility as the gmgbst important momentum this relationship
calls forth. This is understood both in the relasioip of Mary and Moses and the
hypothetical relationship of Tony (the newcomer)l &moses (the native/the other). Whereas
Tony has a sense of responsibility, but lacks huomaract, Mary, having a human contact,
avoids responsibility. Both are presented as deadd & the novel. However, the ethics that
the readerunderstands (i.e. the ethics in the story world applies to characters) does not

account for those responsibilities of the real ezatthat are implicated by the analogy to
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Tony’s character, as outsider. The ethics thatfoalthose responsibilities is problematized
by thecritic.

This second layer of ethics comes across mostiy faoreflection on the narrator’'s
ethics in light of narrative form, and from the enstanding of the implications it has. Tony
raises the question whether one can imagine the wiira native (in Levinasian terms, the
mind of “an absolute other”). When reading Tonyisughts in the first chapter the reader
has great expectations about getting to know thelevtruth about Moses in the rest of the
book, from the (so far seemingly) omniscient namaHowever, as it turns out, the reader
will not know more in this respect than Tony doia& novel ends on the comment from the
narrator:

And this was his final moment of triumph, a momeatperfect and complete that it took the
urgency from thoughts of escape, leaving him imdéht... Though what thoughts of regret, or
pity, or perhaps even wounded human affection werapounded with the satisfaction of his
completed revenge, it is impossible to say. (206)
The narrator cannot give a final resolution or riptetation of Moses’s motives or emotions.
It can only state the obvious: Moses committed rauaiit of revenge. But about his feelings
— exactly the part that would provide an interpietaof the deeper psychology of the murder
— the text remains silent.

The lack of Moses’s perspective is not only told ualso inscribed in the very
texture of the novel, in its narrative form. Therragor presents the story world through
character-reflectors (“focalizers” or “filters”) ia considerable part of the narrative. That is,
besides the outside perspective of the narrates, aften characters in the story world that
view events, think, make judgements and interpeslifigs i.e., hold perspective. The
characters that appear as reflectors are for exarhfdry, Dick, Charlie Slatter, Tony
Marston etc., but a set of characters can alsaifimas reflectors such as “white society” or

“people in the district” or “white South Africa” et These reflectors are dominant in the
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narrative to varying extents: for example, whilenyas the most important reflector in the
first chapter, Mary is almost the sole reflectortie rest of the narrative —alternating, of
course, with the very dominant outside, authowxtatiperspective of the narrator-
commentator. The character that is very obviouslgsing from the list of perspective-
bearers is Moses.

This simple fact in narrative form: the lack of oclearacter as reflector that is, the
essential lack of his perspective in the textinstself, reflective of the ethical theme. To the
reader, it reinforces the epistemological problem thatisculated by the Englishman and
only deepens this dilemma; in fact, it gives a miefly negative answer to it. The narrator
cannotindeed provide theeader with access to the mind of Moses, to the “othdritre
story. To thecritic, however, it means that the authdoes notwant to give a final
interpretation and explanation of the murder. Thky ¢thing the narrator tells us is the fact of
Moses’shumanaffections, but as to what human affections they; the reader is left to
decide. The very fact that the text leaves theashtd the reader (s/he can decide what to
believe) is itself the ethical ‘ars poetica’ of thevel. It also points to the readers’ own
responsibilities, which are as much dependent eir gingular encounter with the literary
text, as Tony’s responsibility would have been uis encounter with Moses. Thus, the
novel creates an ethical moment: it interruptsrdaaer’s world but it also leaves space for
him/her to give an individual response to it, amadet on his/her responsibilities in its
singularity.

The understanding of Lessing’s ethics is thus teld:fit consists, first, of an
understanding of the ethical theme by tleader and, second, of a reflection on this
understanding the ethics of the author bydhtc. Lessing's ethics is thus only meaningful
in the dynamics of the human relationship, in thghtl of which responsibility can be

assumed. Similarly as in Levinas, responsibilitpas only temporarily called for when in an
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actual interaction with the other, but is alwayseatly a grounding modality of one’s life.
Lessing’s ethics adds to Levinasian insights int tihastates the importance of taking
responsibility for oneself, which is a necessargcpndition of taking responsibility for the
other. This is also why responsibility, will, andeacy are closely related in the novel's
vocabulary, and why Mary’s lack of will and agennyher individual life necessarily results
in her failure in a human relationship. The novathics as it relates to the real reader is
understood and is also made manifest in the fattitheaves interpretation open and invites
or compels the reader to give his own singular anguvit.

The final participant who is implicated in the raive situation but whose responsibility
is yet unaccounted for is the narrator’'s and bymsion of the author’s. As it follows from
the narrator's own self-positioning (with the gealepronouns) as distinct from the
ideological community of colonial society but idieal with that of the outsider reader, the
narrator is similarly implicated in the ethicalustion it describes. Firstly, one may ask, how
is the narrator exempt from the oppressive circamss that affect Tony but leave the
narrator intact and apparently so clear-sighted& Mmuld the narrator be different from
Tony in the hopeless situation which he is in, Bnahich he is claimed to be responsible by
the narrator? The answer to the first questionnmply that the author created them this way
— because both Tony and the narrator are creatibise author. The second question is
answered indirectly, by the very fact of the naomtwhich is the manifesto of the narrator’s
responsibility. Even if it cannot explain the enmnthe story initiates a dialogue and
interrupts the discourse of colonial society. Imest words, the author, who creates the
narrator and the text, interrupts the ongoing dise® of western literature and thinking by
way of joining this discourse and interruptingliessing’s very literal but also metaphorical
pivot isTGSs epigraph, a quotation from T. S. ElioTse Waste Land

In this decayed hole among the mountains
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In the faint moonlight, the grass is singing

Over the tumbled graves, about the chapel
There is the empty chapel, only the wind’s home.
It has no windows, and the door swings,

Dry bones can harm no one.

Only a cock stood on the rooftree

Co corico, co co rico

In a flash of lightening. Then a damp gust

Bringing rain

Ganga was sunken, and the limp leaves
Waited for rain, while the black clouds
Gathered far distant, over Himavant.
The jungle crouched, humped in silence.
Then spoke the thunder

The landscape this excerpt frorhe Waste Landescribes is similar to the climatic vision of
the novel’s closing chapter. Mary, in a sinisteti@pation of the landscape after her death,
already sees the decayed vision of the farm, “ngtheft, the bush grown over” everything
(196). The crock cowing, the thunder lightening Hnticipated purifying rain are moments
of Mary’s last day and last encounter with Mosé®se are also parts of the landscape of
Eliot's famous text. Reading the novel next to démegraph is like catching a glimpse of a
long-forgotten story in the flash of lighting. Fily her vision to Eliot’s, Lessing interrupts
but also connects her text to the tradition, andwes her “saying” into the “said” of western

literary discourse.
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5 Conclusion

In summary, | analysed Doris Lessing’s first litgraovel The Grass Is SingingVly initial
approach was to explore the most important thenadgiments of the novel, many of which
have also already been discussed in criticism. Wewd found that each of the themes was
overshadowed by or gained significance with releeato the novel’'s major ethical subject.
Although the novel’s central motif is the murderstery about Mary and Moses, which is a
tragedy that springs from a human relationshignen$outh African colonial predicament, the
most problematic part of the ethical theme camesacto me through the dilemma of another
(less central) characters’ situation. The dilemmayls character demonstrated was whether
it was possible to take ethical action, if one Etkhe necessary knowledge of the situation.
In other words, how Tony could be implicated asihgthe greatest responsibility when his
knowledgeable of the situation was essentiallytkchi

Besides, | also noted that the dilemma of theamrievel was essentially interwoven
with the intricacies of the novel’s narrative sture. Therefore, analysis in this present work
went along two axes which were correlative andrative: an ethical aspect and a narrative
aspect. The ethical dilemma pointed to a probleam, thfound, was not only specific of this
novel but was also discussed in"26entury western philosophy, most importantly by
Emmanuel Levinas. The question whether the ethézal comebefore knowledge or
epistemology, is the central concern of Levinadslgsophy. In order to merit critical
insights but also to stay relevant to my originalesgion, | discussed only the part of
Levinas’s philosophy that investigated ethical gigation in language in his second major
work, Otherwise than Being; or, Beyond EsseriRelating the “saying’s” interruption of the
“said” to the structuration of narrative conterttiu®, correlating the ethical and narrative

aspect), | concluded a narrative method that waenstood in the framework of Levinasian
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ethics. In this framework | analysed the narratsituation (narrative levels, narrative
perspective) from which it followed that | separ#ite two cognitive functions that were
implied by the narrative and ethical framework avtdch also assisted in understanding the
ethics of the novel in its complexity. Thoeitic and thereader were used as core analytic
tools in the subsequent analysis.

In the last chapter | revisited Tony’s situatioattimitiated my original questions, and
in the light of light of Levinas’s ethics | rathéwcused on the narrator’s role and ethical
views thatput Tony in the position of responsibility, in thediirplace. A close-reading of the
narrator's commentary elucidated the central elénanthe author’s first ethics which
claimed that the only and ultimate ground of ethies the human relationship (which Tony
lacked with the natives and therefore was unab&ngtwer his responsibility) — a very similar
idea to the face-to-face encounter in Levinas. Ftbhese insights, the relationship of Mary
and Moses as well as the causes of their tragechnie more plausible. Although it was not
possible to tell the exact nature of their feelirtgpughts, etc. it was enough to state that they
were “human.” The text’s ethics also necessarilplioated the responsibility of the reader
and the author as the real-life participants of mlaerative transaction. Lessing leaves the
interpretation of Mary and Moses’s relationshighe reader, as she finally does not give an
explanation of the murder, in which another layeher ethics becomes apparent, that is:
ethical action is always singular and ethics, ahsonly exist in the singular modality. The
author’s act of responsibility is manifest in thatten text as an act of communication/ act of

interruption which the reader is called for to aessw his/her own singular responsibility.
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