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Abstract

The start of the new millennium has witnessed literary interest in young adult
fiction and a prominent rise in its popularity. My research focuses on the
dynamics of adolescent narrative and the representations of the adolescent subject
in a number of contemporary mainstream young adult novels with the aim of
understanding adolescence as an inscribed literary identity. I take, as my starting
point, Julia Kristeva’s definition of adolescence as an open, non-biologically
limited, psychic structure. This notion, when applied to young adult fiction,
suggests that the texts work to construct psychologically-open implied readers,
which in diverse ways echo and affirm the desires and expectations of real
readers.

While the introduction surveys contemporary critical currents in children
and young adult fiction and places my research into context, each of the
subsequent chapters examines one or more literary works by a single author. The
main literary works discussed in this study include novels by Meg Rosoff,
Geraldine McCaughrean, David Almond, J.K. Rowling and Philip Pullman
respectively; all of whom have widely appealed to readers of different age groups.

In my analysis I use insights from psychoanalytic and psycho-linguistic
theories mainly by Kristeva, Freud, Lacan and Winnicott, and where necessary
my argument is supported by narrative analysis, reading theories and feminist
criticism.

By engaging with critical and psychoanalytical readings of paradigmatic
young adult .texts, I aim to explicate the particularities of representing the
adolescent economy and the distinctive nature of cotemporary young adult fiction
in ways through which it opens its boundaries to adult readers. On another level,
my objective is to eclucidate the growing complexities and subtleties of

contemporary children’s literature in general and young adult fiction in particular.
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Introduction |

The Pleasure of the Adolescent Text

In The Pleasure of the Text Roland Barthes remarks that ‘what pleasure wants is
the site of a loss, the seam, the cut, the deflation, the dissolve which seizes the
subject in the midst of bliss’'. If a reader of a text experiences such pleasure, as
Barthes suggests, then this is achievable through reading texts which
metaphorically capture the reader in the temporal uncertainty of the narrative.
Barthes’s‘ account of textual pleasure implicitly steers us towards reading
rebellious narratives that defy any straightforward categorisation and are open to
various interpretations.

The adolescent text, with its reflection of the volatility and openness of the
adolescent subject, bears resemblance, in very particular ways, to the Barthesian
text of bliss or jouissance. The adolescent text cohabitates differences and
‘confusion of tongues’: its body reconciles both the child and the adult in many
aspects of their binary oppositions culturally, ideologically, thematically, and
linguistically (Pleasure 2-3). Like Barthes’s text of bliss, the adolescent text
invites the reader’s subject to the scene of loss, of dissolve between childhood and
adulthood. It is possible for some readers to view adolescent fiction as offering a
comfortable and undemanding reading in the way Barthesian readers read texts of
plaisir in contrast to the demanding reading required in texts of jouissance. In this

thesis the adolescent text will be considered as a text which demands effective

"' Roland Barthes, The Pleasure of the Text, trans, by Richard Miller (London: Jonathan Cape,
1976 [1975]), p. 7. (original Italics) Hereafter cited in the text as Pleasure.



participation of the reader; induces the reader to go into the opaque space of
adolescence where pleasure becomes indescribable jouissance. Barthes, however,
perceives his text as boundéd by two edges: one is conformist and unchangeable
represented by the language as we culturally know it and the other is “‘the site of
its effect’, an open edge which is ‘ready to assume any contours’ (6).
Undoubtedly, this is a territory which allows the reader to choose liberally
whatever meaning is communicated by the narrative. In contrast, the adolescent
text may be regarded as metaphorically creating two unfixed edges overlapping
towards the space in between. In other words, the adolescent text plays on the
instability of the adolescent implied reader it attempts to construct, so childhood
and adulthood imperatives incessantly come into play within the scene of the text.
The implied reader is, thus, depicted as confined between the past of childhood
and the yet to come adulthood.

Until recently, the adolescent text has been construed as an extension of
children’s fiction, and rarely as part of adult or mainstream literature; the
adolescent (character or reader) is analysed as an older child who is neither a

‘real’ child nor an adult. Adolescence in this thesis will be seen less as an
enclosed stage of biological development than an open condition, a metaphorical
openness where the two edges of childhood and adulthood simultaneously ebb
and tide towards the adolescent espace. While in this perspective adolescence
transcends the literal sense of the word, the adolescent texts approached in this
study are mainly young adult fiction which commonly intersects with adolescent
literature in the general term as well as with fiction labelled as children’s litefature

but has older children or adolescents as main characters. A study of certain



narrative characteristics in adoiescent and children’s literature will show how
specific underlying features help to determine the reader’s response and attitude to
the text, for the very construction of a psychologically open implied reader often
fulfils potential readers’ requirements fqr new experimental readings. How these
views can account for adult readers’ interest in contemporary young adult and
children’s fiction will be a further line of argument in the present study. Not only
are adolescent narratives challenging to the reader, but they also allow the adult
reader to break momentarily out of his or her subject position and assume an
adolescent identity: an identity in metamorphosis able to regenerate and negotiate
its own being. Because this challenge is initiated by the act of reading adolescent
narratives, it should be explained in terms of the interrelationships between the
text and the reader. The text itself presents adolescence as a subversive feature in
which young characters are involved. With themes so symptomatic of the open
structure of adolescence, the adolescent text offers various ways in which adult
and young readers can engage. It is crucial then that both textual and paratextual
effects on the reader should be examined. Therefore, young adult and children’s
fiction touching on themes of adolescence will be considered within various
parameters of literary production such as narrative, structure, semiotic inferences
and ideological context, all of which are valuable components in the dynamics of
areader’s response to a particular text.

While it would be an overstatement to assume that all adolescent fiction
offers the adult reader the possibility of effectively engaging with the adolescence
of the text and hence rejuvenating a younger or other identity, my argument -

pertains most strongly to recent young adult and children’s fiction which has had -



a demonstrable appeal to adult readers (i.e. where there is préven evidence that the
text has attracted a substantial adult readership). There has been historical
precedence for young adult fiction which has significantly influenced both adult
and adolescent readers during the past century. William Golding’s The Lord of the
Flies (1954) and J. D. Salinger’s The Catcher in the Rye (1954) offered powerful
narrative for adult readers as well as to younger audience. George Orwell’s classic
Animal Farm (1945) was another unsettling example of reading for both adults
and young adults. In spite of the absence of a clear definition of adolescence and
adolescent culture before the twentieth century, precursors of young adult or
adolescent fiction appeared a long while earlier. The second half of the nineteenth
century witnessed the publication of a number of books that appealed to both
young adult readers. Thomas Hughes’s Tom Brown’s Schooldays (1857), Robert
Louis Stevenson’s Treasure Island (1883) in Britain and Mark Twain’s Tom
Sawyer (1876) and its sequel Huckleberry Finn (1884) in America were prime
examples of fiction in which adolescent readers, especially male, found
expression of their interests at that time.? Adult classics such as Jane Austen’s and
the Bronté&s’s novels were closer to the taste of young adult female readers. In fact
the second half of the nineteénth century marked ‘a new “emancipated” phase in
children’s literature’.’> It is 1865 in particular, the year that witnessed the
publication of Lewis Carroll’s Alice Adventures in the Wonderland, which
signalled a significant departure from the stereotypiéal formulations of childhood

and adolescence that prevailed earlier. The Alice books derive their significance,

2 Julia Eccleshare, ‘Teenage Fiction: Realism, Romances, Contemporary Problem Novels’ in Peter
Hunt ed. International Companion Encyclopaedia of Children’s Literature, ed. Peter Hunt. Vol.1
{London; New York: Routledge, 2004), pp., 542-55 (p 543).

* Susan Ang, The Widening World of Children’s Literature (London: McMillan, 2000), p. 15.



as Susan Ang comments, from the fact that ‘they betray in many ways a strong
resistance to the fixity or stasis of form and classification, thereby displaying a
quality of anti-authoritarianism important to the undermining of closure’ (107-08).
It is within these new parameters of representations that Carroll’s books can be
viewed as an early launch of mental explorations of adolescence.

Although adventure classics such as Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe (1719),
Swift’'s Gulliver’s Travels (1726) and Dickens’s Oliver Twist (1838) have
remained a popular genre among both children and adult readers, the new wave of
children’s literature has made its lasting impressions. The enduring popularity of
Carroll’s books followed by a later theatrical success of J. M. Barrie’s Peter Pan
in 1904 drew an increasing interest to creative fantésy genres which became very
popular in the twentieth century. J. R. R Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings (1954-
55) was written as a sequel to his children’s fantasy The Hobbit (1937) but it
developed into an adult epic fantasy that a decade later started to appeal to an
audience of children and adolescent.

The notion of adolescents or teenagers as a distinctive group with its own
tastes and demandé was only recognised in the second half of the twentieth

(113

century, when ‘“teenage” became a separate fashionable entity, and so did its
fiction.”* From 1950s on, fiction addressed to young adult readers grew in
numbers. With the rise of psychological and social research in the second half of
the twentieth century, more attention has been drawn to young adults and their

fiction. Adolescent fiction has become more engaged with the experiences of

teenagers who themselves have become less satisfied with classics that previously

* Eccleshare, ‘Teenage Fiction’, p. 544.



appealed to them. The didactic tone prevailing in earlier children’s fiction has lost
its influence and a new child and adolescent centred fiction has started to emerge.
This change may have appeared more noticeably in the depiétion of adults as
defective humans with their own flows rather than ideal always-right s;)n of
people as well as in shifts from third to first person narratives maintained and
focalised by young characters. The first wave of teenage fiction appearing after
the fifties was concerned with the complex emotions experienced by adolescents
and themes such as the first romantic relationship. Beverley Cleary’s Fifteen,
published in the United States in 1956, was one of the first books directed to
adolescent readers. It was followed by more sophisticated books on both sides of
the Atlantic engaging in more than first steps of romantic relationships, to serious
issues such as sexual encounters and teenage pregnancy. Writers such as Judy
Blume helped to introduce the so-called ‘problem novels’ which are mostly set in
realistic settings and tackle themes of interest to adolescent readers. Later, in what
called ‘New Realism’, a new open approach to subjects once considered taboo in
children’s literature was common in adolescent fiction such as sexuality, violence
and drugs. These themes have prepared to more cutting-edge narratives engaging
in adolescent encounters with psychological abjection in the last three decades of
the twentieth century. Robert Cormier’s The Chocolate War (1974) was one of the
first challenging narratives to generate debate for its presentation of violence in
school environment. Though Cormier’s novel was written with adult readers in
mind, it successfully appealed to young audience. His novel I am the Cheese

(1977) was another psychological and complex narrative that became



unexpectedly well-received. Ann Fine’s The Tulip Touch (1997) is an exploration
of the cultural complicity of abjection and a sinister account of peer pressure.

While during the social and cultural movements of the 1960s and 1970s
authors have started to speak up for children and their rights, this sense of
pafronisation has later disappeared in fiction addressed to children and young
adults in the nineties. Literature has responded to various cultural impulses,
discourses and counter-discourses and as a result become more diversified and
varied.® It was not until the nineties, however, that young adult fiction reached its
bloom and became more complex and extremely diverse in styles, genres and
themes. Currently, young adult fiction reflects many aspects of adolescents’ lives
and deals with themes related to their problems and conflicts such as identity
crises, relationships, physiological and psychological development, alienation and
adaptation. Young readers are now invited to adopt a cynical and critical stance
that was reserved earlier for adults only. Their concerns as well as issues of
general philosophical and epistemological value are represented in a variety of
genres.

Many critics agree that the last decade or so has been a new golden age for
children’s literature ingluding young adult fiction.® From the 1990s, the realm of
children’s fiction has been attracting the talents of more and more writers whose
literary works have constituted a turning point in the course of contemporary

children’s literature. Children’s writers such as Philip Pullman, Mark Haddon,

® See Eva-Maria Metcalf’s “The Changing Status of Children and Children’s Literature’ in
Reflections of Change: Children’s Literature Since 1945, ed. by Sandra Beckett (London:
Greenwood Press, 1997), pp. 49-56.

¢ See for example, Maria Nikolajeva, Children’s Literature Comes of Age: Toward a New
Aesthetics (London: Garland, 1996) and S. F. Said, ‘The Grown-Up World of Kidult Fiction’ in

The Telegraph, 11 January 2003. <http://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/books/3588398/The-grown-
up-world-of-kidult-books.html> [accessed 13 Sep 2006]



Meg Rosoff, Geraldine McCaughrean and J. K. Rowling all came to prorﬁinence
in mainstream publishing. This new wave of children’s literature, especially those
books ostensibly addressed to older children or young adults, has attracted
considerable numbers of adult readers. The tendency of adult readers to explore
beyond the conventional borders of their readership heralds the controversial
‘kiddult’ reading or the crossing-over of children’s books into adult readerships.’
J. K. Rowling’s Harry Potter books are famous examples of books that are cross-
read in Britain and across the world. The series became the biggest publishing
phenomenon ever known as million of copies were sold worldwide. While these
books have been growing in popularity among children and adults, publishers
have sought to legitimise their dual appeal by introducing adult editions generally
distinguishable from previous children’s editions only by their less colourful and
more solemn covers. Philip Pullman’s His Dark Materials trilogy is another
example of crossover fiction which has inaugurated both controversy and critical
acclaim. The Amber Spyglass, the last volume of the trilogy, won the Whitbread
Book of the Year Award in 2001 and became the first ever children’s book to win
such a prestigious award.®

In my view, such children’s fiction can question the adult reader’s
assumption of a fixed and stable identity in that it encourages the reader to act and
be acted upon in the production of an adolescent identity. It is the reader’s

conscious disposition and readiness for the new experience of the adolescent text

7 See Rachel Falconer, The Crossover Novel: Children’s Fiction and Its Adult Readership (New
York: Routledge, 2009) and Sandra Beckett, Crossover Fiction: Global and Historical
Perspectives (New York: Routledge, 2008).

® David Lister, Children’s Book Wins Whitbread Top Prize’, The Independent, 23 January 2002
<http://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/books/news/childrens-book-wins-whitbread-
top-prize-665992.html> [accessed 12 June 2009]



that allow him or her to be challenged by an act of reading. As Roderick McGillis
argues, ‘the self-conscious reader is a reader conscious of the self as acted upon
and yet capable of acting.”® In this context, the adolescent text is inhabited by the
boundaries of adolescence. It is also fraught with a tendency to capture by means
of figuration rather than representation the juvenile amorphous territory of
adolescence the borders of which are constantly breached and reasserted by the
human being.!® While this notion of representation is associated with the
systematic arrangement of signs with emphasis on the signifier in Ferdinand de
Saussure’s sense of the term, figuration is more related to the signified or the
meaning(s) attached to a sign.11 In other words, it is not merely the content of the
young adult text that determines the reader’s response; it is also, crucially, the
interaction between the reader and the text which releases the potential bliss of the
text. -

The term ‘adolescent fiction’ is generally used to describe books written
for readers from late childhood to early maturity. While there remains a strong
cultural dichotom§ between childhood and adulthood, the concept of
‘adolescence’ is much more amorphous, and implies ambivalence and instability
of the subject changing through time'2. The genre of adolescent fiction reflects
this ambivalence and furthermore, often attracts a mixed age group of readers

from quite young children to mature adults. However, while adolescence has

® Roderick McGillis, ‘The Delights of Impossibility: No Children, No Books, Only Theory’ in
Children’s Literature Association Quarterly, V 23, 4, Winter 1998, pp., 207-08.

19 Barthes distinguishes between figuration (allegorical representation) and representation which is
a poor imitation of something.

'See Ferdinand de Saussure, Course in General Linguistics, trans. by Roy Harris (London:
Duckworth, 1983 [1916])

12 See Mary Riddell’s ‘Childhood’ and John Coleman’s ‘Into Adulthood’ in The Seven Ages of
Life, Sheila McLean et al (London: Centre for Reform, 2002), pp. 35-55 and 57-79.
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become well known in various discourses today, it is by no means a new concept.
‘Adolescence’ is derived from the Latin verb adolescere meaning ‘to grow up’. Its
definition is associated with more than one branch of human studies.
Sociologically it denotes the transitional period from a dependent child into an
independent adult. Psychologically it is a period in which new adjustments of
behaviour have to be made in order to conform to the standard behaviour of a
given society. And in common usage, it describes young people between the ages
of eleven and their early twenties.”> Though it first appeared as a word in the
fifteenth century, adolescence was not scientifically defined until the early
twentieth century in the psychoanalytic works of G. Stanley Hall and Sigmund
Freud. Sociological and psychoanalytic studies by D. W. Winnicott and Erik
Erikson later in the fifties and sixties of the twentieth century initiated a fresh
interest in adolescence as a significant and problematic stage in the course of
human development.
Often, it is claimed that adolescent literature is a recent invention related
to the rise of contemporary capitalism and postmodefnism. Roberta Seelinger
- Trites argues that the birth of young adult fiction in the sixties was inspired by
postmodern culture whose institutional discourse became essential for
constructing individuals socially.' While the emergence of young adult fiction
coincides with the advance of postmodern discourse and culture, it can also be
viewed as a product of a growing general awareness of the younger generation’s

literary and psychological needs: an awareness precipitated by new systematic

" Rolf E. Muuss, Theories of Adolescence (New York: Random House, 1962), pp. 4-5.
1 See for example, Roberta Seelinger Trites, Disturbing the Universe: Power and Repression in
Adolescent Literature (Iowa City: Iowa University Press, 2000), p. 16.
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social and psychological studies of adolescence and adolescents in the fifties. It is
also possible to assume that the postmodern culture so implicated in commodity
production, has found a wide potential market in young adults. But even if
adolescent fiction is not purely a postmodern form of cultural production, it is
almost impossible to ignore the high and diverse impact of postmodern capitalist
culture on young adults and the books (among other artefacts) addressed to them
which foreground issues pertaining to adolescence and youth in contemporary
thinking.

In the new millennium, many adults including parents and social
organisations have become more alert to the younger generation’s problems; there
are, for example, serious concerns about children and young adults’ obsessive
fascination with technology and electronic gadgets, which offer them virtual play
as contrasted to real play. Depression, learning difficulties, violence are some of
the many problems that characterise contemporary childhood as Sue Palmer’s
recent study, Toxic Childhood aptly illustrates.!* Sociologist and children’s
literature critic Karen Coats also suggests that the escalation of child and teen
violence is likely to have provided the impetus for the surge of interest in
childhood in our current time.!® For cultural theorist, Johan Fornis, new social
patterns in family and school have contributed to ‘a general sociocultural erosion
or de-naturalization of traditional identities to increase the urge for narcissistic

experiences, both by adults and [...] adolescents’.!” In a wider philosophical

' Sue Palmer, Toxic Childhood: How the Modern World is Damaging Our Children and What We
Can Do About it (London: Orion Books, 2006)

16 Karen Coats, ‘Keepin’ It Plural: Children’s Studies in the Academy” in Children’s Literature
Association Quarterly, 26.3 (2001), 140-150. Project MUSE. University of Sheffield Library.
<http://muse.jhu.edu/>. Hereafter cited in the text as ‘Keepin’ it Plural’.

17 Johan Forniis, Cultural Theory and Late Modernity (London: Sage Publication, 1995), p. 266.
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framework, Coats builds relevant insights on Julia Kristeva’s analysis of the
Romantic and modernist interest in the figure of the child. Kristeva discerns that
the child enters historical consciousness at times of crises in rationality: ‘Twice
during the past few centuries Western reason perceived that its role of being a
servant to meaning was impﬁsoning. Wishing to escape, it turned toward and
vbecame haunted by childhood.’'® Kristeva refers to the works of Rousseau and
Freud and the corresponding revolutions in political economy and in the speaking
subject. Rousseau, diverting from Locke’s reason to Romantic Naturalism, and
Freud, exhuming the roots of the human psyche, turned to the child as evidence of
the Real.!® At such times, the child, argues Kristeva, becomes the major protecting
shield against our loss of reality. Coats suggests that in our contemporary culture
of virtual reality ‘we are caught once again in what feels like a dead-end of
rationality, an enclosure of our linguistic making’, and therefore we tend to ‘haul
in the figure of a child to answer to our postmodern sense of inauthenticity, of
decadence, of banality, or evil even’ (‘Keepin’ it Plural’ 145). But the myth of the
child, as Kristeva notes, obstructs the reality of the child. Coats puts it more
directly: ‘our actual children are violating their mythic innocent status by crying
out through other and self-directed violence’ (145-46). Thus, even if our myth can
be redeemed in very young children, it is certainly despoiled by existing
violations exercised by older children and adolescents. In the present time, the

Romantic myth of innocence for and in childhood is starting to undergo a

18 Julia Kristeva, Desire in Language, Quoted by Coats in ‘Keepin’ It Plural’,

' Rousseau (1712-1778) was concerned with human individualism and favoured nature as primary
feeling to society and social institutions. See Rolf E. Muuss, Theories of Adolescence, pp. 26-31
for more about Rousseau’s Romantic Naturalism, see also Jacqueline Rose’s chapter on Rousseau
in The Case of Peter Pan: or the Impossibility of Children’s Literature (Basingstoke; London:
Macmillan press, 1984). Hereafter cited in the text as Case of Peter Pan.
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noticeable transfox;rnation in social contexts and is equally challenged in fiction
written for children and about children. This change, however, is more noticeable
in literature addressed to older children and adolescents than in books written and
illustrated for younger ones.

In a more specific case, Coats notes that adolescent fiction is characterised
by expressions of violence, sexuality and workings of abjection.”’ In her Lacanian

“approach to children’s literature, Coats views adolescence as a second crisis of
identity in which the Real resurges in the form of the abject. Old configurations of
the body have to be remapped in terms of new physical changes and emerging
erotic desires. Coats’ notion is certainly prevalent and its influence is more
apparent in the first chapter of this thesis in which I explore abjection, albeit less
as a social act bound with negativity than a psychological aspect of the subject-in-
process that features both adolescents and adolescent fiction.?!

The notion of yearning for childhood as a safeguard against our (adult) fall
into experience is recurrent in Jacqueline Rose’s argument about the desire of
children’s authors to construct an image of the child. In her seminal case of
impossible children’s literature, Rose claims that children’s fiction can preserve
our culture from imminent decay (Case of Peter Pan 61). But again this
preservation is paradoxically maintained by the construction of an imaginary child
who replaces the ‘real’ one in children’s books. Rose claims that the child

appearing in children’s literature and its criticism is a manifestation of the adult’s

% Karen Coats, Looking Glasses and Neverlands: Lacan, Desire, and Subjectivity in Children’s
Literature (Iowa City: University of Iowa Press, 2004), pp. 137-60. Hereafter cited in the text as
Looking Glasses.

2! The notion of the subject in process in contrast to the Cartesian self is introduced by Julia
Kristeva in Revolution in Poetic Language. Trans. Margaret Waller (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1984).
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desire for the child, in the sense that the adult ‘desires in the very act of
constructing the child as the object of its speech’ (2). Rose contends that J. M.
Barrie’s well loved children’s book, Peter Pan, addresses the adult, and the child
in the adult retrieved throughout fiction, and hence undermines the idea of
children’s literature genuinely addressing any real child reader. Yet, according to
Rose, the child who appears in Peter Pan is not a truly innocent child, a notion
foregrounded in the view of the child merely as ‘a miniature version of what our
sexuality eventually comes to be’ (4). In this sense, in contrast with Coats’s views,
innocence is retained in the real child which children’s literature, as Rose remarks,
cannot capture as long as (adult) writers of children’s fiction are unable to
establish clear differences between the voice of the child and that of an adult (a
notion proposed by Peter Hunt as a necessity in writing for children as I will
elucida£e later).

The notion of displacing the real child out of children’s literature and its
criticism is argued more extensively in the oeuvre of children’s literature critic
Karin Lesnik-Oberstein. In her evaluation of contemporary children’s literature
criticism, she remarks that the ‘child’ is no more than a construction that varies
according to the demands of different perspectivves and ideologies.”? Following
and complementing Rose in her critique of the figure of the child in children’s
literature, Lesnik-Oberstein views fictional representations of the ‘child’ as a
carrier of the adult’s emotions and meanings.?® Like Rbse, Lesnik-Oberstein

criticises the assumption of many children’s literature critics that the child is a

22 X arin Lesnik-Oberstein, Children’s Literature: Criticism and the Fictional Child (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1994), p. 10. Here

 See also Virginia L. Blum, Hide and Seek: The Child between Psychoanalysis and Fiction
(Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1995) on the notion of the fictional child as interpreted and
created by adults.
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knowable and uﬁiﬁed entity. Lesnik-Oberstein argues that the ‘real child’ is not
reflected in children’s literature criticism because of the gap existing between the
literary critic and the real child. Furthermore, she critiques a number of children’s
literature critics, such as Barbara Wall and Peter Hunt, for applying ‘adult’ literary
criticism to children’s literature.”* Lesnik-Oberstein contends that in attempting to
appropriate literary theory to children’s fiction, such critics are ignoring the
‘reality’ of the child. In order to bridge this discrepancy, Lesnik-Oberstein
advocates psychoanalytical readings of fiction since, in hér view, psychoanalysis
and psychotherapy help to make the real child more accessible rather than an
image constructed through the adult’s memories of childhood and the adult’s
observations of the child. At the same time, she does not dismiss the possibility of
elevating as well as equally endangering children’s literary criticism when relying
on adult 1iterary4criticism depending on the ‘child’ used whether it is real or
constructed (142). She concludes that children’s literature criticism ‘makes non-
statements, for its own purposes [... and] is only a sub-plot of wider problems
with “knowing” the “child”’ (163-64). Only within the field of psychoanélysis and
psychotherapy can this ‘knowing’ of the child be pursued.

In her discussion of contemporary children’s literature criticism and its
attempt to situate the ‘child’ in relationship to adult literary theory, Lesnik-
Oberstein compéres the child’s position in children’s literature to that of the
woman in feminist writing. She admits that the child-adult relationship is not

directly comparable to the self-other relationship that exists in the bihary

241 esnik-Oberstein’s main argument here is based on Barbara Wall’s The Narrator’ Voice: The
Dilemma of Children’s Fiction (London: Macmillan, 1991) and Peter Hunt’s Criticism, Theory
and Children’s Literature (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1991).
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opposition between the male and female. This is due to the fact that every adult
has been a child once, so the relationship between child and adult is one of
continuity as well as of difference. While this is certainly true, it is worth pointing
out that children’s literature has most 'olﬁen been analysed utilising different
approaches from those used to examine adult or mainstream literature, and yet the
reality of the child has been constructed likewise in most studies of children’s
fiction.

Lesnik-Oberstein’s comprehensive study is an endeavour to account for
her concerns about what has been fundamentally the main aim of children’s
literature criticism: finding the right book for the child. Adopting adult literary
theory in approaching children’s books may, according to Lesnik-Oberstein,
hinder this objective in one way or another. But in viewing the éim of children’s
literature criticism as being merely a medium to help us decide what is good for
the child to read and what is not, we are in danger of again falling into the trap of
considering children’s literature as a subject only fit for pedagogical and
educational studies, and not for ‘serious’ literary criticism and theoretical analysis.
More recently, in her introduction to Children’s Literature: New Approaches,
Lesnik-Oberstein re-addresses this issue and raisés few significant questions:
‘does that fundamental goal of the criticism need to be changed at all? Ought it to
be changed? Isn’t the ability to know how to select the right books for the child
exactly what children’s literature criticism wants to achieve, and should therefore
continue pursuing?’25 But By introducing and editing ‘New Approaches’ to

children’s fiction, Lesnik-Oberstein, is tacitly acknowledging the necessity of

% Karin Lesnik-Oberstein ed., Children’s Literature: New Approaches (New York: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2004), pp. 1-22
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‘New-ness’ in the growing realm of children’s literature criticism. The growing
body of children’s and adolescent literature criticism which uses methods and
approaches common in the criticism of mainstream literature is a clear evidence of
| the possible means by which children’s texts can be viewed from a perspective
. more comprehensive and varied than the viewpoint of pedagogy alone. Lesnik-
Oberstein does not, however, actually engage with particular children’s texts; her
contribution is almost entirely theoretical as she attempts to reconcile the paradox
of the “child” and “literary” qualities’®®. In contrast, I engage in depth with
specific children’s literary texts drawing upon literary theory as well as
psychoanalysis to shape my readings of the texts. In so doing, I view literature
addressed to younger readers as worthy of close literary and theoretical analysis,
an approach which in itself is likely to blur the binary categorisation of ‘child’ and
‘adult’.

Lesnik-Oberstein’s endeavour can be viewed as a critique of what Peter
Hunt conceives as the paradox of the term ‘children’s literature.” For Hunt, writers
of children's books should provide texts that ‘require readers to read only within
both implied and defined limits.”?” But this view implies, on the one hand, that
writers of children’s fiction should aim to produce work that is monological and
closed to multiple interpretations, and on the other, that children’s literature critics
should respect these limits. Hunt interprets First Term at Trebizon in such a
monological fashion: ‘It is very familiar, it is predictable; because it involves little
deduction, [...] 1t is‘not so much implying a readership as prescribing the level of

reading’ (82). By placing children’s literature in this interpretive ghetto, Hunt

%6 1 esnik-Oberstein, Children’s Literature: The Fictional Child, p. 140.
%7 peter Hunt, Criticism, Theory and Children’s Literature (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1991), p. 81.
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reiterates the traditional assumption of child and adult binary oppositions implied
in his conception of the ‘paradox’ of ‘children’s literature’. Furthermore, he
suggests that ‘texts which challenge these assumptions commonly find themsélves
in the no-person’s land between writings for adults (so-called) and writings for
children (so-called)’ (84). This dichotomy induces us to wonder: what about
adolescent fiction? Is not writing for adolescents precisely a choice to reside in
this ‘no-person’s land’? Is adolescent fiction then as impossible for Hunt as
children’s literature is for Rose? In his later writing, however, Hunt implies a
different approach to the distinction between the two age categories. In his
observations on contemporary young adult fantasy, he points out the many
complexities and paradoxes of the fantasy genre, which ‘is only now emerging
from its literary ghetto’ and which should by no means be associated only with
children.”®

For many critics., adolescent fiction is not lacking in all the narrative
complexities, polyphonic and dialogical resonances that characterise mainstream
literature.?”’ As Caroline Hunt points out, the child reader implied in Hunt’s
Criticism, Theory and Children’s Literature is a ‘preadolescent being’, and for
this reason, it ‘appears to exclude any systematic examination of young adult

books’*°, In 1991, Hunt advocates a reading of children’s texts in the light of what

28 peter Hunt, ‘Alternative Worlds in Fantasy Fiction- Revisited’, New Review of Children’s
Literature and Librarianship, 11:2 (2005), 163-74
<http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13614540500324153> [accessed 16 July 2009] and Peter Hunt and
Millicent Lenz, ‘Introduction’, Alterative Worlds in Fantasy Fiction (London: Continuum, 2001),
p. 1-39,
B See for example, Robyn McCallum’s Ideologies of Identity in Adolescent Fiction: The Dialogic
Construction of Subjectivity (New York: Routledge, 1999)
30 Caroline Hunt, ‘Young Adult Literature Evades the Theorists’ in Children’s Literature
Association Quarterly, Vol,, 21, no 1, Spring 1996,
<http://muse.jhu.edu.eresources.shef.ac.uk/journals/childrens_literature_association_quarterly/v02
1/21.1. hunt.html> [accessed 27 January 2009]
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he calls ‘childist criticism’ which is ‘reading, as far as possible, from a child’s
point of view, taking into account personal, sub-cultural, experiential, and
psychological differences between children and adults’.*! Hunt is here proposing a
fixed essentialist view of the implied child reader, whereas many contemporary
children’s texts construct implied readers with discursive and open subjectivities.
To read as a child with such ideological and cultural inferences in the background
may once again imperil the possibility of responding to the complexities and
depth of contemporary adolescent and children’s fiction with appropriately
complex and nuanced literary criticism.

Though they are gaining more distinction of their own, books written for
adolescents have been generally approached by critics and educationalists as part
of children’s literature. In The Child and the Book, Nicholas Tucker discusses
‘Literature for Older Children (11-14)’, yet he is quite aware that,

around adolescence the difference between child and adult literature

becomes so indistinct that it can make perfectly good literary sense

for the adult reader to turn sometimes to children’s authors of the

quality of Alan Garner, Philippa Pearce, Leon Garfield, William

Mayne, John Masefield, Walter de la Mare, Jane Gardam and many

others.”

Tucker does not seem to have overlooked the value of adolescent literature,
though the age band 11-14 does not comprehend the whole breadth of
adolescence, yet he evokes a significant issue in the extract: that literature written
for older children is sometimes undistinguishable from adult literature in literary

terms, which would justify and actually legitimate a serious critical reading of

such texts. Tucker’s account, however, is still rather journalistic and his

i Hunt, Criticism, Theory and Children’s Literature, p. 198.
32 Nicholas Tucker, The Child and the Book: A Psychological and Literary Exploration (London;
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981), pp. 18-19.
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psychoanalytic explanation is lacking in full length analysis of literary texts aimed
at adolescent readers.

If one views adolescence as late childhood, it is almost impossible to
isolate adolescent literature and its criticism from children’s literature and its
criticism. But as this thesis will argue, there are narrative dynamics that are
specifically pertinent to the genre of adolescent fiction. In line with the approach I
adopt here, there have been a few recent studies that specifically focus on young
adult fiction. In fact, the recognition that young adult fiction is growing in
complexity and ambiguity and that until recently, there has been a dearth in
literary criticism focussing on adolescent literature, are among the reasons for the
rise of academic studies of young adult fiction.

Roberta Seelinger Trites’s study of adolescent literature in Disturbing the
Universe examines the dynamics of power and repression associated with
adolescence in a number of young adult novels. Representations of adolescents in
relation to school and other institutions, to questions of faith and religion, politics,
and family are analysed, and questions of narrative authority and manipulation of
the reader are particularly scrutinised. According to Trites, the adolescent’s
growing into maturity is bound up with his or her experiencing of gradations
between power and powerlessness within the cultural structure. In order to grow,
argues Trites, adolescents must negotiate their positions in relation to the
institutions that continuousty shape them, and they must balance their own power
against their parents’ and that of other authority figures existing in their lives.
Trites goes on to examine cultural representations of two biological imperatives,

sex and death, which are determined by the adolescent’s need to feel empowered
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and cultural institutions’ simultaneous need to repress the adolescent. Trites’ book
is an important study not only for its valuable interpretations of power
relationships represented in young adult novels, but also because of her attempt to
identify certain distinctive features in adolescent literature in terms of this power
hicrarchy. As Trites puts it, ‘the chief characteristic that distinguishes adolescent
literature from children’s literature is the issue of how social power is deployed

during the course of the narrative’*

While Trites’s interest in power relationships
presented in young adult fiction is undoubtedly an important issue, the present
thesis takes a broader view of adolescents’ social structures as it expiores
adolescents’ renegotiations and psychological dynamics of primary relationships
vis-a-vis the wider range of external relationships available to them. Given the
notion that adolescence is viewed as a psychological process as well as a
biological stage of life, these relationships are conceived within less obvious
binary oppositions of power struggle than it is examined by Trites.

Martha Westwater’s Giant Despair Meets Hopeful is another study which
focuses on adolescent ﬁgtion in particular and like the current thesis, uses
Kristevan theory.>* Westwater touches on bfoad aspects of the Kristevan criticism
as she searches for hope in the contemporary adolescent fiction, not in the
meaning of saving this fiction as this may imply, but in order to claim that in the
despairing lives of the adolescent characters she examines in her case study, there

is room for contentment and hope even within the most difficult circumstances.

The ‘Giant despair’ of the title is collectively the hardships and troubles facing the

3 Trites, Disturbing the Universe, p. 2.
3% Martha Westwater, Giant Despair Meets Hopeful: Kristevan Readings in Adolescent Fiction
(Edmonton: The University of Alberta Press, 2000)



22

young generation and reflected in children fiction she is examining in her book. In
her book, Westwater recognises that adolescent fiction is preoccupied with
disillusionment and despair generated from the youth suffering of parental and
peer pressure, violence, sexual abuse, divorce and other similar crises.
Nevertheless, young adult readers, argues Westwater, should recognise hope
implicit somewhere in their own lives and in the fiction of writers such as Patricia
Wrightson, Kevin Major, Katherine Paterson, Aidan Chambers, Robert Cormier
and Jan Mark. Westwater locates Kristeva’s concepts of abjection, melancholy,
forgiveness and the subject in process in their works, but her employment of
Kristevan theory is highly focused on discovering hope in adolescent fiction
amidst the crisis and decay of Western society. Her attempt to redeem adolescence
could be viewed as infantilising and viewing young readers as vulnerable group
whom we should shield from harsh realities. In this work, I avoid making
sweeping value judgements about what is being prescribed for adolescents, and
my use of Kristeva goes beyond a borrowing of her theoretical terms, to a broader
consideration of the psychological development of the speaking subject in relation
to adolescence and adolescent novelistic form, as suggested by her insightful
analyses of adolescence.

This thesis, then, sets out to t?xamine the nature of adolescence and its
representations and figurations in young adult fiction, and to eﬁplore the extent to
which.these representations and figurations are intrinsic to readers’ responses to
young adult literatﬁre. With this aim, the image of adolescent subjectivity and its
interpretations for the adult reader will be examined in a number of mainstream

young adult books. Drawing upon a range of psychoanalytic- approaches to
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narrative, language and subjectivity, I aim to include a wider definition of the
term ‘adolescent’ than is currently employed by children’s literature specialists. In
my usage, drawn from Kristevan theory, ‘adolescent’ does not merely describe
fiction written for children of a specific age but also and more importantly a
quality that conveys the volatile, renewable, and transitional spirit of the human
psyche endlessly expressed in this fiction. As Julia Kristeva remarks, ‘the very
genre of the novel, with its characters and the logic of its plots, is quite dependent
on the “adolescent” ecohomy of writing’®>, The writing subject as Kristeva
describes the writer and the reading subject (the reader) are both works in
progress, which situates them precisely in an adolescent condition. Adolescence is
a time of metamorphosis and transition, and the fiction defined in relation to this
stage of development reflects these aspects of change and transition. Narratives of
adolescence afe engrossed with representations of fluctuated subjectivity and can
offer the reader the fluidity of experiencing the immaturity of the youth subject,
because, as Kristeva observes, we are prone to be seduced by ‘the immature’ and
‘the formless’ (‘Adolescent’ 151). In the postmodern condition wherein the image
of the self is more diffused than ever before, adult readers may find reconsidering
their adolescent ‘selves’ through reading a rewarding way of constructing a more
consistent adult identity. The newly emergent young adult fiction can be viewed
not only as reflecting upon the youth, but also as reproducing adolescent identity

and personal discovery of the youth hidden in all of us. Within this perspective,

* Julia Kristeva, ‘The Adolescent Novel’, in New Maladies of the Soul, trans. by Ross Guberman
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1995), pp. 135-53 (p. 139). Hereafter cited in the text as
‘Adolescent’.
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we may be able to understand the appeal of this particular kind of fiction to adult
readers in addition to young adult ones.

In this thesis, I will be examining fiction by contemporary writers
including Meg Rosoff, Geraldine McCaughrean, David Almond, J. K. Rowling
and Philip Pullman. All of the texts under consideration are to be regarded as
ostensibly addressed to older children or young adults, and since they represent
adolescent protagonists they are in the normal sense ‘adolescent texts’. Through
analysing these texts, I attempt to illustrate how they work to capture the
evolutional structure of adolescent subjectivity caught between conscious and
unconscious transactions of both childhood and adulthood. The texts under
scrutiny are drawn from a range of genres, from fantasy and adventure to magic
realism and epic journey, and indeed many of them hybridise elements of several
literary genres. Although they vary in the degree of their popularity, all have
appealed to a broad audience of children, young adults and adults and have been
critically acclaimed and recognised for their literary merits. Their breadth of
appeal might, in itself, be taken as sociological evidence of the accuracy of
Kristeva’s perception that adolescence can occur at any age.

In the following chapters, as has been noted, I approach adolescent
literature through the filter of narrative theory and psychoanalysis. This
interdisciplinary approach is necessitated by the nature of adolescent literature and
its readership, and by the need to bridge the gap between theory and praxis as well
as between the ‘fictional’ and the ‘real’ subject which may be provided by
psychoanalysis as Lesnik-Oberstein suggests. I will argue that the desires and

fantasies of some individuals can be reflected in the adolescent novel and that
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readers may consciously or unconsciously engage with these fantasies in
siéniﬁcant and interesting ways. While there should be a distinction maintained
between individual impulsive fantasies or the subject of psychoanalytic studies
and the consciously composed works of fantasy which comprise some of the
works examined here, these categories may often overlap in the mind of the
reader. As Hunt significantly points out: ‘published fantasies, however long and
elaborate, are rooted in the “small” personal fantasies and their wide appeal as
texts may well rest in the fact that the “small”, “personal” fantasies are Widely
shared’®, In this process, the gaps and uncertainties residing in the text - crucial to
the notion of textual indeterminac;} in reader-response theory- take on new
meanings inasmuch as the reader dynamically engages with bridging these
silences producing his/her own textual construction.’’

Responses to literature, however, may vary from one reader to another,
and I do not attempt to construct a single, homogeneous and consistent response
for all readers. What I am proposing in this th_esis is that the experience of
adolescence as an open structure in the Kristevan terminology is accessible to the
readers of young adult literature whatever their age. Because as much as
adolescence is a time for the young adult’s ongoing constructions of identity, it is
also a time of ‘temporary uncertainty’ and potential possibilities through which
readers can carry out their own negotiations of identity. Jane Kroger’s comments

on Erikson’s definition of adolescence as a stage of identity versus role confusion

are instructive on this point:

% Hunt, *Alternative Worlds - Revisited’, p. 167. This notion will be further examined in the first
chapter in Norman Holland’s views on literary response.

%7 See for example Wolfgang Iser’s The Act of Reading: A Theory of Aesthetic Response (London:
Routledge, 1978)
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Here [...] the young person is faced with the psychosocial dilemma

of synthesizing yet transcending earlier identifications of childhood

to realize aptitudes in social roles, while the community, in turn,

provides its recognition and contribution to an individual’s sense of

self. Ironically, it may be one’s willingness to undergo times of

temporary uncertainty that gives the identity achievement resolution

its ultimate strength (my emphasis).*®
Hence, the resolution of adolescent identity is by no means final, but always
subject to reconsiderations at times where later the individual may need
reassurance about the image of his or her ‘self’. As Barthes notes, some texts have
the tendency to ‘unsettle [...] the reader’s historical, cultural, psychological
assumptions, the consistency of his tastes, values, memories, brings [...] to a crisis
his relation with language’®. It is, thus, an experience that is both contingent on
the creative nature of the text and the reception of the text by readers of varying
ages.

In order to illuminate the different aspects pertaining to the openness of
adolescent narrative to readers, I will argue that each of the novels discussed in
the present thesis manifests, in its own specific way, particular dynamics of
adolescence with its general connotations of openness, metamorphosis as well as
psychological tension between childhood and adulthood. It will be argued that
such dynamics are communicated in the texts; hereby, an examination of the
narrative and thematic features and the representations of their main character’s
psychological development will uncover their adolescent tendency that presents

the adult reader with the possible means to re-experience, at a certain level, the

adolescent ‘economy’ of narrative.

% Jane Kroger, Identity in Adolescence: The Balance between Self and Other (London: Routledge,
1989), p. 19.
» Barthes, p. 14.
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In chapter one, my particular theme is the ongoing construction of the
adolescent subject. In the light of Kristeva theories of the subject-in-process, I
reinterpret ‘abjection’, that is Kristeva’s concept of an individual state of being on
border between subjectivity and objectivity, as emblematic of the adolescent’s
ongoing negotiations of identity. My interpretation focuses on the development of
the protagonist and narrator of Meg Rosoff’s novel, How I Live Now. The status
of the young female narrator epitomises the adolescent’s troubled state which is
further exasperated by a particularly horrific historical crisis. By examining the
protagonist’s experience of abjection and narration, one can view the affinity
between body and language and their interrelations with the continuous
construction of subjectivity within the given of culture and society. Using Norman
Holland’s model of literary response, I contend that the heroine’s experience of
abjection as well as her provisional recovery are both mirrored in the reading
experience of the adult reader of the novel. I argue that while the text can offer the
psychic space in which abjection materialises and semioﬁc fantasies
unconsciously constructed through writing or narrating, it is also a site for various
fantasies and a possible locus for projecting abjection through reading.

In chapter two, I expand on the notion of abjection as necessary to the
formation of the subject with particular focus on the adolescent formation of
gendered identity. My case study in this chapter is the female protagonist and
narrator of Geraldine McCaughrean’s novel Not the End of the World. The
adolescent’s emerging subjectivity is inhibited by a sense of imprisonment within
a phallocentric structure metaphorically represented by the ark of Noah. I argue

that McCaughrean’s novel represents, through the development of her female
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adolescent protagonist, an enactment of a new female subjectivity that challenges
the constraints of the patriarchal society in which she resides and eventually
proposes a basis for a new kind of intersubjectivity. Like Rosoff’s female heroine,
McCaughrean’s adolescent protagonist is in a state of becoming a woman with
distinct individuality and like her she is caught within the grasp of abjection.
McCaughrean’s remodelling of the story of the flood is an excellent dramatisation
of the female rejection of compliance with harsh patriarchal laws. Her feminist
emplotment provides many readers, perhaps especially the female ones, with
subversive pleasure, covertly destabilising the status quo and powerfully ihciting a
distinguished subjectivity structured on non-binary basis within a loving
environment.

The notion of adolescence as a transitory and unsettled phase can be
appropriately represented by hybrid genres such as magic realism. In chapter three
of this thesis I explore David Almond’s magic realist texts as adolescent
narratives which question the unity of a self. The p;econdition of blurred
boundaries between fantasy and reality existing in such narratives replicates the
unsettling experience of adolescence; it summarises its uncertainty and
problematisation of identity. Drawing on Freudian theory, I argue that as magical
realist adolescent narratives, Almond’s texts highlight the permeability of the
borders adult construct to distance themselves from what they consider as
immature earlier selves and hence readers become subconsciously attracted to
narratives that safely bring this permeability into play. Through reading

adolescent narratives, readers become able to relive a transitional state that



29

removes them from a playing and pleasure-related phase to one controlled by the
reality principle.

In chapter four, I look more closely at adolescence as a second scene of
emerging subjectivity. I draw a parallel between the experience of reading J. K.
Rowling’s Harry Potter series and that of rereading popular romantic fiction.
Utilising Karen Odden’s views on the psychology of rereading popular fiction, I
attempt to show how such serial fiction can allow the reader possible ways
whereby certain childhood dramas are re-enacted and gradually replaced by more
complicated means of engagement with the narrative throughout the progress of
the series. Through this developing experience the reader can be imaginatively
transported between childhood and adulthood, and can metaphorically relive the
transition of adolescence in the openness of narrative.

In the fifth and final chapter, I examine Philip Pullman’s Trilogy His Dark
Materials as an epic journey of growing up from childhood into adulthood
through the troublesome hazy middle zone of adolescence. I offer a reading of the
trilogy in the light of the psychoanalytic theories of D. W. Winnicott and Melanie
Klein on potential space within which a child first attempts separation from the
mother. While the potential space is a locus for the adolescent characters to
negotiate sources of the self, the narrative can.be perceived as a spectacle where a
sense of fluid boundaries of subjectivity replicates the adolescent imaginary of the
reader.

By pursuing close readings of these mainstream examples of
contemporary young adult fiction, I attempt to unfold the richness and

complexities of the emerging body of adolescent literature. Peter Hunt’s call for
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‘new critical modes’ in contemporary children’s literature is clearly a response to
the growing potentialities of this literature.** Therefore while focusing my close
reading on specific examples I also use these as a springboard to make broader
assertions about the complex and shifting representations of adolescent identity in
contemporary fiction. In so doing, I aim to contribute to the growing body of
literary criticism which is addressing itself to adolescent fiction in particular and
to children’s literature in general. By approaching young adult fiction as
adolescent narrative in the fullest Kristevan sense, a psycho-textual model of
reader/text dynamics is proposed here as a framework through which to engage

with the pleasure of the adolescent text.

“ Hunt, ‘Alternative Worlds - Revisited’, p. 172.



Chapter One

Adolescent Literature and Abjection:

The Case of Meg Rosoff’s How I Live Now

In much adolescent literature, the adolescent is represented and characterised as
being engaged in an ongoing process of subject formation the result of which is
crucial to articulating a more stable future adult identity. Julia Kristeva’s notion of
the subject-in-process manifesting itself through language is particularly pertinent
to the realm of adolescent literature. As adolescents attempt to reposition
themselves in relation to social, cultural and linguistic structures, they struggle to
define their own boundaries as distinct from, yet paradoxically within the sphere
of these structures and its dictates. One aspect of this incessant process of subject
formation and reformation is manifest through abjection: a challenging process of
defining the boundaries of the subject, by facing and excluding what is other to
oneself. Meg Rosoff’s How I Live Now is an ideal case study for exploring the
logic of abjection as emblematic of the adolescent’s fluctuating boundaries in the
process of subject formation. In examining the thematic and linguistic
manifestations of abjection as experienced by the adolescent protagonist and
narrator and tracing its development, we can come to an understanding of the
nature of adolescent subjectivity inscribed in and represented thrc_)ugh fiction
defined and marketed as ‘adolescent fiction’. Like the young adult protagonist, the
implied readers of young adult texts vicariously experience this provisional state
of re-identification. As characterising the adolescent subject and its language,

abjection emphasises the fluidity and openness that permeate adolescent literature
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~and that can be re-enacted in its implied reader. Here Kristeva’s notion of
abjection identified through language and Norman Holland’s model of literary
response can be very enlightening.l An analysis of Rosoff’s novel in the light of
Kristevan theories of subjectivity and Holland’s psychological reading of
literature can illuminate some of the features that Rosoff’s book and similaf books
have in order to account for their appeal and openness to readers of indeterminate
age. Both Kristeva and Holland theorise that an experience of openness and
dissolution of boundaries in the reading subject is precipitated by the experience
of reading; an experience that validates what Kristeva describes as the adolescent
imaginary of the reader (‘Adolescent’ 139).

The economy of adolescence is intrinsically inscribed in the structure and
fast-paced first-person narrative of Rosoff’s How I Live Now. The main character,
an American adolescent, self-consciously addresses her readers, and narrates what
begins as a summertime romantic adventure story taking place in an idyllié,
pastoral England. The sudden turn events take in Daisy’s adventure
metaphorically encapsulates the turbulence of adolescence. What initially appears
as a sense of the teenager’s alienation and estrangement at the setting of a new
chapter in a foreign country, soon leads the way to more complex feelings of
distrust and bewilderment towards her family and the whole society. Daisy’s lack
of emotional satisfaction evolves into an encounter with new emotions resulting in
an incestuous relationship with her cousin which may in psychologicalvterms
indicate an incident of confusion in the teenager’s objects of desire. Her situation

becomes even more complicated when startlingly she finds herself alone with her

! Julia Kristeva’s theory of abjection is described in Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection,
trans., by Leon S. Roudiez (New York: Colombia University Press, 1982). Hereafter cited in the
thesis as Powers. (All emphases in quotations are original unless otherwise indicated.)
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nine-years-old cousin in the midst of an erupting war. Not only does the
adolescent experience banishment, exhaustion and starvation, but together with
her young cousin she does disturbingly witness violent killing and mass slaughter.
Compelled to take up the role of a guardian and protector of her ﬁttle cousin in
their exile journey, Daisy has to bury her revolting senses of fear and disgust.
Despite the adolescent’s poignant experiences and extreme agonies, this journey
turns out to be rewarding in terms of her own subject-formation, which had been
in an arrested and distorted phase at the start of the novel. By the end of the novel,
anorexic Daisy has come to recognise food as a symbol of nourishment rather
than a source of revulsion. Her involuntary starvation caused by the scarcity of
food, engenders a new appreciation of a healthy body which marks Daisy’s
triumph over anorexia.

Within this narrative structure, abjection recurs as a persistent threat to the
subjectivity of the protagonist-narrator, yet also as a precondition to establishing a
securely held place in the adult world. Daisy begins her narration sceptical about
her own identity but she ends with no doubts about her position. Daisy reveals her
original name, Elizabeth, to the reader and with some sense of irony speculates
why her disinterested father might have given her such a name:

My father took one look at me when I was born and must have

thought I had the face of someone dignified and sad like an old-

fashioned queen or a dead person, but what I turned out like is plain,

not much there to notice[...] more Daisy than Elizabeth from the

word go.?

Yet, at the end of the novel, she asserts to the readers: ‘I know exactly where I

belong’ (211).

2 Meg Rosoff, How I Live Now (London: Penguin Books, 2005 [2004]), p. 3. Hereafter cited in the
thesis as How. :
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The reader of How I Live Now is equally allowed to undergo fluctuations
of subjectivity characteristic of abjection, through, identifying with the adolescent
protagonist’s subject. In" addition to the reader’s assimilation of the narrator’s
situation, he or she may experience ambivalence of feelings and a sense of
indeterminacy in his or her position assumed ‘in’ the text, since Daisy’s narrative
constructs its narratee in an indeterminate state. Her sardonic tone, witty jokes, yet
straightforward narration construct both experienced and inexperienced naratees

“and therefore open up the text to readers of various capabilities and experiences.
The text, therefore, opens the possibility of the reader engaging in an adolescent
imaginary; a state of being engaged in the fluidity and openness to other identities.
To put it more clearly, the dynamic nature of the subject-in-process featured in the
adolescent protagonist and narrator can be temporarily introjected by the reader as
s/he can free up her or his own enclosed boundaries for renewal and
reorganisation. Holland’s theories of literary reading are useful in this approach as
they include both the reader and the text as components in the mechanism of
response. For Holland, the text offers materials which can be used by readers to
create their own fantasies. While the text is, for Kristeva, a scene where abjection
materialises and where semiotic fantasies are unconsciously constructed through
writing or narrating, for Holland, it is a site for various fantasies and a possible
locus for projecting abjection through reading.

Before going into further detail about abjection in Rosoff’s novel, it may
be useful to explore some of Kristeva’s theoretical views on abjection and its

relation to the subject and utterance. How these views are implicated in the
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reader’s engagement with literature can be particularly illuminated in the light of
Holland’s pattefns of reading.

In her chapter ‘The Adolescent Nov;:l’, Kristeva discloses an intérest in
adolescence, not simply as a stage of human life, but as an imaginary quality of
open-structure that we can experience in reading, thereby uncovering a linguistic
relation between adolescence and the novelistic genre. Kristeva begins her
argument by shaping into words our relation to adolescence which we both
apprehend and misunderstand:

The adolescent [...] is a mythical figure of the imaginary that

~ enables us to distance ourselves from some of our failings, splittings

of the ego, disavowals, or mere desires, which it reifies into the

figure of someone who has not yet grown up. Moreover, the

adolescent allows us to see, hear, and read these subjective

fluctuations. (‘Adolescent’ 135)

According to Kristeva we attribute our deficiencies to some kind of immaturity
which we associate with adolescence. These workings of our psyche referred to in
the extract are typical of the subject in the pre-oedipal stage. The adolescent figure
mirrors the fluctuations of our subject, allowing a violation of our presumably
secure boundaries. Though Kristeva’s description alludes tb a threat implied in
adolescence that we generally try to keep at bay, she does not preclude what she
calls the ‘seduction of the formless and immature’, of adolescence (‘Adolescent’
151). By analysing a number of literary works, Kristeva challenges the negative
connotations of an ‘open-structure’ personality, from which she develops the
notion of ‘open structure’ which should be regarded as a valuable feature that
resides in certain modes of signification. But this openness is not confined to

adolescents; even an adult is entitled to experience the adolescent imaginary of

openness ‘only as a reader or spectator of novels, films, or painting - or as an
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artist’ (‘Adolescent’ 139). Kristeva’s primary insight is that the novel as a genre,
with its ambivalence and openness to multiple interpretations, is a realm for
experiencing adolescence. She observes that ‘as a permanent witness to our
adolescence, the novel would enable us to rediscover the state of incompleteness
(which is as depressive as it is joyful) that leads in some respects to what we call
aesthetic pleasure’ (‘Adolescent’ 139). Kristeva has no specific interest in young
adult or adolescent novels per se; rather, she refers to adolescence as an open
structu%e which writers can experience through writing novels or engaging in
other types of artistic production. While there is no apparent association between
adolescence and abjection in her analysis, Kristeva makes it clear that ‘the
adolescent structure opens itself to that which has been repressed (‘Adolescent’
136). Within the ‘free flow’ of our ‘mass-media’ culture, it is usually adolescents
who defy any clear demarcation of social roles and taboos. This defiance typifies
the very defining feature of abjection with its permanent challenge to fixed
boundaries (136).

According to Kristeva, abjection, the psychological elaboration of horror,
arises in a moment of weakness, though not of surrender, of the subject and
threatens its substantiality. Often associated with ‘times of dreary crisis’, abjection
is the safeguard against social, cultural and moral disintegration (Powers 208-09).
It is the speaking subject’s revulsion against its corporeality in order to set up
clear boundaries and attain a stable identity of discrete borders. The abject
represents what the subject should exclude from its civilised condition; it is the
““object” of primal repression’ (Powers 12). Kristeva’s elaboration of her theory

on abjection extends how subjectivity is constituted in the first place most notably
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in Freudian and Lacanian theories. It summarises how a person comes to perceive
himself or herself as a separate being with his or her own borders between a self
and the other. Thus, though it is an ongoing process through an entire lifetime,
abjection is, initially, experienced with the child’s first attempts of separation
from the mother’s body in its passage from the pre-Symbolic or the Real to the
Symbolic.’ The intervention of the Symbolic mediated by the father marks the
entry into a realm of significations and social culture from an earlier stage
represented by the continuity of the mother-child body and characterised by
semiotic compulsion and desires. In the moment of separation from £he mother,
abjection, painful but necessary, occurs defying identification and threatening
boundaries. The intrusion of the Symbolic set off by the impression of the mirror
stage (through the Imaginary) an{d the aéquisition of language, forms the initial
step towards establishing one’s identity.* Prior to attaining the position of the
subject, however, there comes the psychic exercise of abjection in which the child
suffers a painful and disturbing state (Powers 12-13). In order for a child to
constitute his or her own entity s/he has to create a space of his or her own away
from the mother into the Law of the Father, the law which controls desire and

communications. As John Lechte writes, ‘there must have already been moves, by

3 The Real is Jacques Lacan’s term for the realm of the mother or ‘the state of nature from which
we have been forever severed by our entrance into language’. It is often contrasted with the
Symbolic as the realm of linguistic discourse or ‘the social world of linguistic communication,
intersubjective relations, knowledge of ideological conventions, and the acceptance of the law
(also called the "big Other"). It should be noted that for Kristeva the Symbolic does not wholly and
irreversibly substitutes the Real which she refers to as the Semiotic, but combines the Real within
its very symbolic means; language. For a definition of the Symbolic and The Real, see Dino
Felluga, ‘Terms Used by Psychoanalysis’, in Introductory Guide to Critical Theory (November,
2003) <http://www.purdue.edu/guidetotheory/psychoanalysis/psychterms.html> [Accessed 22
January 2006].

“The Imaginary is the narcissistic phase in which the child makes fantasy images of his/him self
and object of desire and is associated with the mirror stage whereas the child, between 6-18
months, identify his/her image (see note 3 above)
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way of the drives, towards expelling/rejecting the mother.”> As habits of
cleanliness linked to toilet trainiﬁg and eating develop, the mother becomes
unnecessary and is gradually purged as being ‘the prototype of what the drives
expel’ (159). Thus, the child at this stage learns to reject what is improper and
unclean in order to articulate his or her own boundaries. The child must dismiss as
abject those things which threaten the purity of his or her own body such as the
mother’s breasts, facces and filth among other things.

But such a sense of abjection is not limited to childhood as, according to
Kristeva, it is associated with our continuous formations and reformations of
selthood. The abject is always latent; it is what ‘I permanentiy thrust aside in
order to live’ (Powers 3). Even though the abject is whét the Symbolic is not, it is
a consistent threatening undercurrent to the symbolic subject; it is ‘what disturbs
identity, system,' order’ (4). This is exactly why abjection becomes a permanenf
support to the subject as Lechte explains: ‘after the successful imposition of the
symbolic, abjection tends, at least in Western cultures, to remain as a kind of
background support for the symbolicAand its attendant ego; it is the ego’s quite
undesirable face’.S In the phase preceding full maturity, the adolescent subject
comes to experience abjection in his or her continuous negotiations of
surrounding discourse. Kristeva argues that ‘after the oedipal stabilisation of
subjective identity, adolescents begin to question their identifications, as well as
their capacities to speak and to symbolize’ (‘Adolescent’ 136). As a phase of
reviewing and reconsidering prospective identity, adolescence can also be viewed

in Lacanian terms as another mirror phase wherein identity structures are re-

5 John Lechte, Julia Kristeva (London & New York: Routledge, 1990), p. 159.
6 Lechte, Julia Kristeva, pp. 159-60.
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questioned in relation to the Symbolic and its counterparts: culture, family,
society and religion.

In Looking Glasses and Neverlands, Karen Coats suggests an affinity
between Kristeva’s notion of abjection and adolescence at more than one level.
Socially, adolescence is compatible with abjection in the way it ‘breaches and
challenges boundaries’; it is an ‘in-between time’ once both childhood and
adulthood ethics are challenged (Looking Glasses 142). Furthermore, adolescence
is a time for questioning sexual identity. In adolescence, the subject, gendered but
not yet sexﬁa]ised, has ambivalent views towards what was once considered as
‘abject’; body openings such as mouth, anus and genitals which generate abjection
as they blur boundaries between the inside and the outside, become erotic zones
since adolesceﬁce marks out ‘a movement from disgust to eroticism’ (143).
Though the Symbolic traditionally excludes the abject by means of repression,
displacement, and sublimation, \adolescents in contemporary times tend not to
abide by social and cultural restrictions. In other words, it is unlikely for an
adolescent to undergo a strong abjectioﬁ as the borders between what is socially
" and culturally acceptable and what is not become more permeable. Abjection is
also weakened by the absence of absolute agreement between social institutions
such as family, school, and religion, from which the adolescent derives his or her
own values that constitutes the superego.

Against the threat the abject poses to the borders of the subject, Kristeva
proposes an aesthetic task that paradoxically both represents and protects against
the abject. She writes of this aspiration:

In a world in which the Other has collapsed, the aesthetic task — a
descent into the foundations of the symbolic construct — amounts to



40

retracting the fragile limits of the speaking being, closest to its dawn,

to the bottomless ‘primacy’ constituted by primal repression.

Through that experience, which is nevertheless managed by the

Other, ‘subject’ and ‘object’ push each other away, confront each

other, collapse, and start again — inseparable, contaminated,

condemned at the boundary of what is assimilable, thinkable: abject.

(Powers 18)
Quite clearly, this extract captures Kristeva’s notion of subjectivity as being
formed in and through artistic endeavours. If writing can characterise and define
the abject and in so doing can be expelled as Kristeva suggests, it also gives rise
to abjection: abjection becomes inescapable. With a slightly different emphasis,
Sue Vice declares the text itself to be abject. In her comparison between Bakhtin’s
grotesque body and Kristeva’s abject, Vice views the text as being grotesque or
abject:

What is grotesque or abject is the text itself, whether or not it is

concerned with images from either realm. The body which can best

described as operating along its margins, its protuberances and

convexities, or administrating the shock of abjection through an

unexpected plunge into different and disorientating subject positions,

is that of the text.’
Vice’s main insight is that the text is never confined; it invariably seeks to reach
beyond its boundaries confusing its presumed demarcations. This, at any rate,
amounts to what Kristeva’s interpretation of the ‘The Adolescent Novel® with its
open structure would tell us.

Kristeva’s concept of abjection, which manifests itself through writing and
speaking is only one of the ways in which drives and desires (the semiotic) may

disrupt the Symbolic, a notion that outlines significant aspects of Kristeva’s

oeuvre. She is predominantly interested in the view that subjectivity may be seen

7 Sue Vice, ‘Bakhtin and Kristeva: Grotesque Body, Abject Self’, in Face to Face: Bakhtin in
Russia and the West, ed. by Carol Adlam and others (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1997),
p. 164,
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to be shaped in and through art and literature. In order to expand on this view, in
particular on the notion of abjection as affecting the speaking or writing subject, I
will draw on Holland’s theoriés of reading to suggest an equivalent relationship
between the reading subject and abjection in order to examine how this
relationship is pertinent to the current study of adolescent fiction. In The
Dynamics of Literary Response, Holland claims that the book duplicates our
relationship to the mother in its ability to repeat our early experiences of
"satisfaction and unity. His Dynamics works through three elements: fantasy, form
as defence, and meaning. The verbal and structural form of a book transforms the
content into an acceptable meaning. When readers read a literary text, they
‘introject both its fantasies and the formal devices by which the work transforms
the fantasy toward meaning’. In so doing, the text merges with the readers as
being a part of their ‘psychic economy’. This implies ‘partly’ a regression to a
stage of merging and fusion with the mother.?

Holland assumes that fantasies of ‘fusion’ and ‘merger’ originating in
early childhood constitute the basis for our relationship to literature. One of the
ways through which we respond to literature is by projecting our concerns onto a
literary character. This could happen because reading unconsciously recalls a
stage where the infant is unable to distinguish between itself and the outside
world, mainly the nurturing mother. Thus, our feelings about a literary experience
reflect a residue of this primary situation, ‘we are responding, therefore, from a
level of our being which existed prior to the sense of another reality,” which is the

self as different from the mother (Dynamics 78). This oral phase appears in

¥ Norman N. Holland, The Dynamics of Literary Response (New York: Columbia University
Press, 1989 [1968]), p. IX. Hereafter cited in the thesis as Dynamics.
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literature ‘as fantasies of losing the boundaries of self, of being engulfed,
overwhelmed, drowned, or devoured [...]° (35). Furthermore, Holland discovers a
correlation between the experience of reading works that deal with worlds of
fantasy and oral fantasies in the psychoanalytic sense. He argues that reading a
fantastic work invites us to enter into a world of fantasy and to merge orally with
this world. This is because a relation of ‘trust’, similar to the one between a child
and mother, develops between the reader and the literary work. Drawing on
Freud’s discussion of the earliest fantasies of fusion, Holland argues that there are
certain situations in which adults, whose sense of self is more certain, may fall
into a state of an unrecognisable merging of ego and object. For example, Freud
states that “at the height of being in love the boundary between ego and object
threatens to melt away.’9 It is not difficult, then, to relate Holland’s notion of the
dissolution of boundaries in the process of reading to Kristeva’s notion of
‘abjection’. To put it concisely: reading can be perceived as enacting a state of
abjection. Introjection, which is a primary unconscious practice in reading,
protects us from dissolving outside of tﬁe Symbolic, just as abjection would do.
Reading ‘is one of the means by which we internalize, put into ourselves, the
superego whose “still, small voice” reminds us of the values of our parents and
society’ (Dynamics 55). By bringing together Kristeva’s and Holland’s theories,
we can establish a link between psychologic'al operatipns occurring within the text
on the one hand, and psychological operations introjected by the reader from the
text, on the other. By way of illustration, I will show how abjection, experienced

by the adolescent narrator in Rosoff’s How I Live Now, can be introjected and

% Sigmund Freud, Civilization and its Discontents. Quoted by Holland in Dynamics. P. 35.
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experienced by the reader as an essential part of his or her own response to the
text.

Rosoff’s novel reveals multiple facets of abjection as experienced by its
adolescent protagonist-narrator whose borders of identity are temporarily lacking
in clarity and distinctiveness. In essence, Daisy’s abjection is the natural outcome
of combined factors the effects of which begin to resurge more prominently at this
critical phase of her life. Her disappointment at her mother’s loss, anger at her
father and powerlessness at controlling her incestuous desire towards her cousin
are some of the triggers that instigate her psychic crisis making her more
vulnerable to what has primarily been repressed. It is the struggle between her
urgent desires and the prohibitions imposéd by the Law of the Father that
unleashes her abjection. In the first part of the novel the reader is introduced to the
psychic atmosphere which enhances Daisy’s first encounter with abjection. It
becomes clear that her critical situation is basically a natural repercussion of the
collapse of Daisy’s first social institution: her family. Two causes, writes
Kristeva, stimulate the emergence of abjection: ‘?0o much strictness on the part of
the Other [...and] the lapse of the Other’ (Powers 15). For Daisy, the Other from
which she ought to derive her values and support; the Other represented by
family, country, and religion, seems to be temporarily either absent or
unsuccessful. ﬁer relationship with her immediate family - her father and
stepmother - is a failure. Daisy’s memories of her home in America recall
unpleasant moments of living with her stepmother Davina the Diabolical. Daisy
perceives her stepmother as replacing her own mother in the relationship with her

father through viciously ‘suck[ing] his soul’ (How 14). Furthermore, Daisy
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speculates that by getting pregnant with what she derogatorily calls ‘devil’s
spawn’, her stepmother is attempting to replace her with a new baby, which to
Daisy’s mind is an attempt be make her redundant in the family structure. Hence,
Daisy recognises herself as being a victim of the disintegration of her family -
disintegration concurrently inaugurated at the moment of her mother’s death in
childbirth, but als.o as responsible for this disintegration since she is mainly the
one to blame for the death of her mother.

Through her narration of her eventful English summer, Daisy expresses
not only her anger towards her stepmother for plunging her into the family
triangle and towards herself for being a matricide, but also a deeper wrath against
her father is communicated as well. Having recognised that her mother might,
after all, not have been living happily with her father, Daisy does not exempt her
father from the guilt of displacing her mother. In the period that Daisy has lived in
America, she has never seen a photograph of her mother taken before her
marriage. All the pictures Daisy knows of show her mother always accompanied
with her father, and in none of them does her mother look like the woman Daisy
happens to see in a photograph in her Aunt Penn’s office: ‘she looked so different,
happy and young like someone you’ve known in another life’ (How 22). If this
glimpse of her mother holds any meaning to Daisy, it would suggest that her
mother had been deprived of happiness by her father. It would also make her
aware that there was no physical representation (photograph) of her mother before
marriage. Describing her father as ‘one of those Never Mention Her Name Again
. type of fathers® implies that there has been no vocal representation of the mother

after death either. Daisy, then, has an impression that the mother was only allowed



45

to survive within marriage and with a relation to the father, neither before nor
after that: an impression that would lead Daisy to blame her father for the loss of
her mother.

Abjection makes itself more noticeable through the adolescent’s eating
disorder. With a fear of displacement roaming inside her head, Daisy has always
been haunted by the idea that her stepmother wants to poison her, which initiates a
phobia of food that has developed into anorexia. The lack of nurture and
emotional starvation within the family atmosphere may be one reason for Daisy’s
anorexia. Another probable reason for anorexia is that adolescents in general tend
to absorb mixed messages from the media which instigate a yearning to have the
‘perfect’ body image dictated by the contemporary culture and at the same time, a
desire to satisfy hunger. Eating disorders aré common signs of abjection in
contemporary adolescence, as Coats explains: ‘_the subject is as likely to topple
into the abyss of abjection, which includes such material expressions of the death
drive as eating disorders’ (Looking Glasses 143). Daisy’s problem with food can
then be interpreted in one sense as an indirect influence of the absence of‘ a
relationship with her mother, since, in Freud’s terminology, the death drive,
associated with anorexia, is ‘a bodily instinct to return to the state of quiescence
that preceded our birth’.'!® But as the adolescent narrator explains to her cousin
Edmund, the problem goes much further than that:

I really trie(i to explain about at first not wanting to get poisoned by

my stepmother and how much it annoyed her and how after a while I

discovered I like the feeling of being hungry and the fact that it

drove everyone stark raving mad and cost my father a fortune in
shrinks and also it was something I was good at. (How 48)

®Dino Felluga, see footnote 4 of this chapter.
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Daisy’s eating disorder emerges as a result of fear and an expression of anger but
ends up as an enjoyable act of revenge against her father and stepmother and
probably against herself.

Daisy experiences an imminent threat to the boundaries of her identity
mediated through continuous conflict between her own desires and others’ (or the
Other’s) expectations. It is this conflict between the un-symbolised Real drives
and the Name-of-the-Father that unleashes Daisy’s experience of abjection.'!
According to Kristeva, the repression of desires can be best traced in sign and
image representations produced by the subject at the symbolic level, a notion she
explores fully in her semiotic approach to literature in Desire in Language. The
acquisition of language prompts the subject to articulate a pre-symbolic existence,
typically a situation where the infant has no desires as such, because all desires
are satisfied even before they develop. The mother’s non-symbolised body
becomes the focus of the semiotic as it is materialised in art and literature. Among
materialisations of the mother’s body are ‘the voice as rhythm and timber, the
body as movement, gesture and rhythm. Prosody, word-plays and especially
laughter fall within the ambit of the semiotic.’'? Just as bodily drives are
discharged into signification, the logic of signification is already operating within
the materiality of the body.

By means of signification, Daisy’s repressed desire for the mother she is

unable to relinquish appears within the gaps of her speech. In the first part of the

! The Name-of-the-Father is Lacan’s term for The laws and restrictions that control both desire
and the rules of communication. According to Lacan The Name-of-the-Father is closely associated
with the superego, the Phallus, the symbolic order, and the Oedipus complex. See Dino Felluga
"Modules on Lacan: On Psychosexual Development." Introductory Guide to Critical Theory
(November, 2003) <http://www.purdue.edu/guidetotheory/psychoanalysis/lacandevelop.html>

~ [Accessed 22 January 2006).
"2 Lechte, Julia Kristeva, p. 129.
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novel, the paternal presence, a counterpart of the Name-of-the-Father, is eclipsed
by the maternal aura. An abrupt and devastating separation from the mother
occurred the moment Daisy was born. It is unquestionably traumatic for a child
bearing the guilt that her mother died to give her life, ‘it’s a shame starting out
your first day on the planet as a murderer’ (How 22). 'fhe state of wholeness in the
mother’s womb is forever disrupted by the mother’s death in childbirth, nor little
Daisy were able to experience a state of a Real attachment to the mother’s body.
As a precondition to structuring the self, the mother should be rendered
unnecessary on the level of the psyche, but for Daisy the mother is not yet
expelled or ab-jected.

For the little child attaining a sense of self involves moves to engage in
language and discourse that signifies the intrusion of the Name-of-the-Father. The
mother must become abject in order for the child to become a subject, a process
that is never easy as ‘it is a violent, clumsy breaking away, with the constant risk
of falling back under the sway of a power as securing as it is stifling’ (Powers 13).
The point made clear by Kristeva is that the Symbolic is not strong enough to
secure an entire separation from the mother. There is always a risk of falling back
into the semiotic against which abjection.and the abject are the only ‘safeguards’
(2). Abjection is accordingly coéxistent with the ‘I’ as a ‘precondition of
narcissism’ and ‘causes it to be permanently brittle’ whenever repression becomes
less tense; “the more or less beautiful image in which I behold or recognize myself
rests upon an abjection that sunders it as soon as repression, the constant

watchman, is relaxed’ (Powers 13). The adolescent, then, with the renewal of
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identity questions and relationship with the Real is prone to be caught in
abjection.

Reluctant to confess her desire for the mother, Daisy’s narration of her
story is deeply resonant with this desire. Her primary repression of ‘the mother’ is
a ‘curious primacy, where what is repressed cannot really be held down, and
where what represses already borrows its strength and authority from what is
apparently very secondary: language’ (Powers 13-14). Hence, language is a
Symbolic act wherein the semiotic erupts through an unconscious expression of
the Real. With the maternal ambiance present in Daisy’s sphere, she is unable to
come into terms with her own self without leaning on the mother’s image for
sustenance. Her language pulsates with a desire for the mother’s presence; Daisy
narrates that at one of the picnics she arranges with her cousins: ‘I made a nest for
my self [...] and lay down very still [...] I warmed up and all I could hear [...]
talking in a steady low stream of conversation’ (How, 21 emphasis added). This
picture of Daisy nesting herself in a place where she can be warm recalls a
moment of unity with the mother. The steady low conversation is also a prototype
of the maternal soothing voice to the child attached to the mother’s body. Though
at first sight, the image may not appear laden with desire for the mother it soon
does when Daisy correlates this moment of happiness and satisfaction with a
memory of her mother: ‘[I] got a little bit of a flashback of what it was to be
happy [...] It was times like this when I let my guard down for something like half
a nanosecond, that Mom had a habit of strolling into my brain’ (How 22).
Nevertheless, Daisy’s conscious feeling of guilt when she allows her mind to

explore memories of her mother deters her from further contemplation. Daisy
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attempts to create enough distance between herself and her lost mother, yet she
continually conjures up images of her mother merging with her own thoughts and
sensations.

A significant archetype of the mother-child fusion appears at another
occasion when exhibited in the image of Daisy’s unity with the earth. Lying under
a tree on a fishing trip with her cousins, Daisy tells us she ‘tried to imagine
melting into the earth so [she] could spend eternity under this tree’ (How 69). The
image reveals the narrator’s desire for a unity with ‘mother earth’. In Holland’s
terms, the scene is closely related to our earliest oral fantasies of losing
boundaries and of being overwhelmed (Dynamics 35). The scene is directly
preceded by another image of unity, in which the river engulfs Daisy’s body and
initiates in her an uncanny feeling for which she lacks ‘enough words to describe’
(How 69). 1t is the non-presentable body of the mother that no symbols can fully
capture. Moreover, both these pictures of unity are likely to be read as repetition
fantasies which, according to Holland, are linked to omnipotence-of-thought
fantasies (Dynamics 44). Holland refers to the fact that Freud, in some of his
essays, points to the tendency of human beings to put themselves repeatedly in the
same situation in order to deal with their inner psyche; this tendency is known as
‘repetition compulsion’,”> Hence, Daisy’s desire to unite with the earth
‘symbolizes a wish to return to one’s warm, hungerless paradise before birth, or in
the somewhat misleéding layman’s phrase, “return to the womb™’ (Dynamics 45).
These scenes may be interpreted as manifestations of Daisy’s unconscious desire

for the mother and an indication of the overwhelming presence of the mother

13 Sigmund Freud, ‘Remembering, Repeating and Working Through’, The Standard Edition of the
Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, ed. James Strachey and Anna Freud, (London:
Hogarth Press, 1958), 12, pp. 147-156.
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which should become abject if the adolescent is to establish her own secured
identity. In order to expel the mother, Daisy should know the mother even in the
form of a semantic experience of attachment to her image. At her aunt’s English
house, Daisy expresses curiosity to learn more about her mother. She is eager to
know more about her state of mind, not just her physical features: ‘I guess what
you really want to know are ‘the things you can’t ask.” The knowledge Daisy is
after is how it feels to be in her mother’s arms and what her touch would be like.
In her innermost thoughts, she questions her aunt about her mother:

Did she have eyes like yours and When you pushed my hair back

was that what it feels like to have your mother do it and Did her

hands look serious and quiet like yours and Did she ever have the

chance to look at me with a complicated expression like the one on

your face, and by the way Was she scared to die. (How 23)

Daisy’s unanswered questions echo her buried desire for the making the mother
known and differentiated. Part of Daisy’s curiosity is satisfied when Aunt Penn
tells her how happy her mother was when she knew of her pregnancy: ‘she
sounded happier than she’d ever sounded in her whole life about that baby. Which
was you, Daisy’ (How 26). The partial knowledge Daisy acquires will help her
outline her mother as a person, so that the mother can stop being a whole presence
that overshadows the speaking subject.

The shift depicted in Daisy’s life from the New York lifestyle to the
serenity of the Engliéh countryside symbolises a search for roots in the sense that
Daisy is unconsciously seeking knowledge of her mother at her aunt’s house. But
this shift turns out to be a foretaste of a greater upheaval, both physical and

psychological, that will test the adolescent’s endurance to the limit. Through the

narrative the reader gradually gets a more convincing sense of the mental and
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psychological experience Daisy is going through. Her direct invitation to the
reader to stroll into her mind and into the world of her story can be seen as direct
expres§ion of fluid boundaries between the narrator and the reader. Early in the
novel, the reader’s attention is drawn to Daisy’s direct addressing and usage of
such expressions and questions as ‘let me tell you’ and ‘do you know..?’ The
adolescent narrator leads the reader into her own world focalising the story‘
entirely through her eyes which allows a heightened sense of credibility and
involvement from the reader. Viewing her as initially lacking in self-confidence,
the reader probably feels empathy towards this motherless girl who depreciates
herself as unbeautiful, and plain with nothing distinctive about her. When Daisy
begins to narrate her life story, she also excludes as ‘plain’ her previous life in
New.York during which she has never had enough attention from her father. It
took him a single look at her as a new born baby to decide that ‘Elizabeth’ was a
suitable name, which turns to be in her view completely inappropriate for her
personality. |

Unexpectedly, Daisy’s summer escape to England does not heal her from
the memory of her father’s indifference and her own self-pity, rather her narration
_takes on a newly intensified resonance of discordance in locating herself. Daisy’s
narration evokes a sense of unbridgeable split between her home country and the
new English setting. When Daisy gets off the plane at the opening of her story,
she steps into a different world where the prevailing conventions, or rather the
violation of conventions, are unfamiliar. Edmund, for example, smokes cigarettes
even though he is fourteen years old; nine-year old Piper can cook and almost run

the household. Adulthood and childhood parameters are challenged and become
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confusing to the American newcomer. Daisy’s bewilderment towards the
American/English split is a primary indication of her state of abjection. As
Kristeva writes, the deject person, ‘the one by whom the abject exists’, is more
concerned with the question ‘““Where am I?” than that of “Who am I?”, for the
space that engrosses the deject, the excluded, is never one, nor homogeneous, nor
totalizable, but essentially divisible, foldable and catastrophic’ (Powers 8).
Almost immediately, Daisy’s irreconcilable dich‘otomy becomes less distinct and
transformed into a diffused and mutable sense of belonging. Upon her arrival in
England Daisy’s language appears to be rife with direct and implied expressions
of comparison and contrast between the lifestyle and people of the English
countryside and their counterparts of New York. While sometimes she logically
understands her sense of estrangement in the new surrounding, she unexpectedly
falls into a dispersed sense of where she belongs. For Daisy, English children
seem to be more ‘grown up’ than children in America, and the English country
house is very unusual compared to the apartment she has been used to in New
York. However, when she lies in a room more suitable for ‘a monk’ assigned to
her by her cousins, Daisy feels to be in ‘the safest place’ she has ever been in her
life (How 11). When she covers herself with a black sheep blanket she has never
seen alike before, she does not feel like a stranger: ‘I felt like I’d belonged to this
house for centuries but that could have been wishful thinking’ (12). Next morning,
it seems that the feeling she has had is merely ‘wishful thinking,” because Daisy
now readily feels and expresses an awareness of being in a strange place: ‘I
thought how strange if was to be lying in someone else’s bed thousands of miles

from home surrounded by greyish light and a weird kind of quiet that you never
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get in New York City’ (How 13). In essence, Daisy’s first encounter with an
English setting evokes ambivalent feelings of being in an in-between space. Her
feelings are neither those of alienation nor those of comfort and familiarity. The
lack of equilibrium evoked in he; words suggests a sense of self that is transient
and plural which reflects mutable adolescent subject in the process of becéming.

Daisy is not an exceptional or extraordinary adolescent, yet her
adolescence is intensely heightened in the novel when dramatised throughout her
encounter with extreme conditions. In the adolescent’s journey into maturity,
these conditions exemplify the critical obstacles and threats an adolescent has to
confront socially and psychologically in order to establish a secure place in the
adults’ world. Coats encapsulates this notion by describing adolescence as a time
of ‘apocalypse’. It is a time of a second ‘battle to establish one’s place,’ and to
separate from the mother in the process of defining one’s own boundaries within
the Symbolic order (Looking Glasses 145). In adolescence lies a potential domain
for abjection when an adolescent responds to his or her own desires, but has also
to conform to the cultural codes of society. Abjection ié a violent reaction to a
threatened collapse in meaning caused when no clear distinction between subject
and object or between self and other can be made. For Daisy whose geographical
landscapes are as turbulent as her psychological ones, abjection becomes a test of
her endurance.

The extreme conditions and exaggerated situation into which Daisy is
driven awaken the reader, too, to the possibility of the nauseating sense of
abjection which implicates a sense of threat to the discrete boundaries of the self.

As Holland would say, the reader shares his or her own consciousness with the
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adolescent’s own consciousness, so s/he would introject her situation to enact his
or her adolescent identity. Holland makes clear that ‘identity is not a conclusion
but a relationship: the potential, transitional, in between space in which I perceive
someone as a theme and variations.’'* Thus, the teenager’s unsettling sense of
abjection marked by her overtly and covertly expressed nausea towards her incest
and graphically depicted death scenes among other things may well play on the
reader. The day Aunt Penn leaves England for Oslo to give a lecture on ‘The
Imminent Threat of War’, Daisy is left with her cousins unsupervised and almost
completely cut from the rest of the world. The absence of obligations and
communication creates a haven for Daisy and her cousin Edmund to engage in an
underage sexual relationship. But the peaceful haven and the romance are soon
interrupted by the Enemy’s invasion and a new chapter of horror, trauma, and
suffering starts in Daisy’s life.

By means of depicting children as afflicted by the chaotic situation of the
war despite their living in a quasi-isolated place, the novel undermines the
mythical notion of children as living in a world of their own. The myth clearly
collapses with the collapse of the serene English setting and its Edenic lifestyle.
The scene of the children enjoying their peaceful haven inattentive to what is
going outside is sharply contrasted with a consecutive scene in which the children
are forced to split up and exiled from the farm house only to face one or another
of the dystopian versions of the war. When Aunt Penn leaves the country, the
children are happy to be left alone though they do not actually declare so. All that

is happening elsewhere in the world only dimly impinges on their concerns; as

¥ Norman Holland, ‘Reading and Identity’, Academy Forum (American Academy of
Psychoanalysis) 23.2 (1979): 7-9. <www.clas.ufl.edu/users/nholland/rdgident.htm> [Accessed 22

January 2007]
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Daisy says, they ‘DIDN’T REALLY CARE’ (47). The lack of adult supervivsion
simply allows the children uncontrolled freedom and independence, since it turns
out, as Daisy later deduces, that the moment Aunt Penn has left ‘was exactly the
moment [they] all started skewing off into crisis’ (27). Significantly, adults are
depicted in a diversity of roles in the novel. Adults like Aunt Penn seem to be
capable of providing security and welfare to children, but too busy to afford doing
so. Other adults such as Davina, Daisy’s stepmother, and her father are, perhaps
unintentionally, a threat to the emotional and psychological welfare of children.
But there are more threatening type of adults, those who are capable, by launching
adult wars, of depriving children of safety and happiness.

It becomes apparent that the absence of adults has indirectly created an
atmosphere conducive to a love and sex relationship between Daisy and her
cousin Edmund. A world without parents or teachers is, for Daisy and her cousins,
an imaginary world of fantasy: ‘there no longer was any real world’ (How 51).
For Daisy, Edmund seems to replenish, at some level, the space hollowed by the
mother’s absence replacing by such the original love object. Drawing on Kristeva,

Martha Rainwater explains this process:

The child/adolescent must eventually and irrevocably leave the
mother and seek a new love object which is also susceptible to loss.
In psychoanalytic thought, all love objects are replacement for that
irreconcilable, unrecoverable abject, the mother. !
This psychic replacement facilitates an establishment of the subject identity which
is accompanied by the expulsion of mother as abject. With Edmond replacing the

original love object in Daisy’s psyche, she starts to show signs of will to

recuperate. Daisy, who has always hated to justify her eating habits to anyone, is

'S Martha Westwater, Giant Despair Meets Hopeful: Kristevan Readings in Adolescent Fiction
(Edmonton: The University of Alberta Press, 2000), p. 11.
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now able willingly to explain her problem to Edmund. To be capable of talking
about and therefore signifying her eating disorder can be seen as an initial step
towards defining and excluding the abject. Daisy’s feelings towards Edmund
transform her mode of self-destruction into a temporarily positive view of life.
Her damaging starvation is partly replaced by emotional ‘starvation’ and desire
for Edmund.

Having subconsciously recognised that she is facing and violating the
social and cultural Law, Daisy falls into a deep turmoil of abjection. This
experience of abjection is precipitated by Daisy’s continuing tension between her
‘inappropriate’ desire and the need to conform to social norms that delegitimize
such desire. Her ‘falling into sexual and emotional thrall with an under-age blood
relative’ as she consciously puts it in her own words, is not a rebellious act she is
proud of: ‘I was pretty far gone, but not so far gone that I thought anyone with
half a toehold in reality would think what we were doing was a good idea’ (How
52-53). Her premature sexual relationship can be seen as an unconscious attempt
to have access to the adult world, to re-access the Symbolic, or to put it differently
to be empowered."® Yet, her behaviour cannot be redeemed within the rules of the
Symbolic represented by cultural, social and religious codes. Knowing very well
that she is taking part in the ‘Decline of Weétem Civilization’, she is no lbnger in
control of herself (How 52-53). Though Daisy states that she and Edmund are
living in a state of ‘oblivion’ in a world of their own, she is unable to ignore the
accusation of the ‘Family Stare’ (66). Daisy’s feeling of abjection is intensified by

her inability to exclude the improper: the taboo and the abject.

' See Roberta Seelinger Trites, ‘Sex and Power’ in Disturbing the Universe: Power and
Repression in Adolescent Literature (lowa City: Iowa University Press, 2000) for the role of sex in
empowering and disempowering adolescents.
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Abjection, as conveyed through defying and breaching boundaries,
creates, in the reader, fantasies that allow him or her to introject the good and
project the bad; which in other words restructure the borders of the reader’s
subject in relation to the Other. The reader may, however, negotiate his or her
own boundaries by an experience of reading a text that in itself defies a fixed
sense of identity and reflects the metamorphic quality of the subject in process.
The very title of the novel, How I Live Now, bears a resonance of openness and a
yet-to-come identity which echoes in part what Vice calls a text that is operating
along its margins. The tentative status of the implied reader and the speculative
tone of the narrator’s construct the novel itself as an ‘adolescent’ text that is open
to interpretation by different kinds and ages .of reader. The reader experiences
abjection triggered by his/her lack of specific identification with the narratee. In
other words, it is not clear whether Daisy’s narration of her emotional and sexual
whims is directed to a child or to an adult narratee. Her invitation to the narratee
‘Now let’s try to understand that falling into sexual and emotional thrall with an
under-age blood relative [...]’ and her assumption ‘whether you like it or not,
Things Happen’ are both provocative to an adult reader and overstating the case
for a child reader (How 52). Although in adult reading, gestures of emotional and
physical intimacy as depicted in the novel imitate the prelapsarian scene of desire
and fulfilment, the situation here is totally different, The adult reader hesitates to
identify with the utopian scene of love and intimacy because the fantasy image is
not perfect. There is some distortion in the picture, as the two people involved are
‘too young and too related’ (How 51). In spite of Daisy’s frequent references to

her love relationship as ‘illicit’ and ‘inappropriate’, no clear moral perspective is
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conveyed by the narration. But a clear moral message might also lead one to
classify the novel within the didactic type of children’s books. The confusedness
of the moral stance in How I Live Now has led some critics to criticise Rosoff for
presenting ambivalent perspectives unsuitable for younger readers. They argue
that she has not included any kind of guidance ‘with her novel's unconventional
morality’ and that by ‘including a scene of underage sex between cousins, Rosoff

17 As Seelinger-Trites writes,

has been - and will be - accused of immorality.
‘adults enjoy lecturing to adolescents about sexuality because it gives the adult
power and certain sexual pleasure, the scintillation present in the act of
forbidding.’'® However, by juxtaposing the two scenes of childhood mentioned
above, the utopian scene and the ensuing apocalyptic one, the reader may be able
to infer moral messages out of the structure or in Holland’s words to use the form
as defence. The image of the abrupt shift from a utopian to an apocalyptic scene
echoes the Fall from the Garden of Eden into the earth of suffering and mortality,
which is prompted by a sexual act and by defiance to God’s orders (a theme will
be discussed in chapter five). Daisy and Edmund, prototypes of Adam and Eve,
are forced to set feet in the world of suffering and separation as a result of their
negligence of the law of God, the Law of the father. Moreover, to employ the

biblical metaphor again, the outbreak of the war in McCaughrean’s novel could be

read as a punishment from God for human beings’ growing corruption and

17 Julia Eccleshare, ‘Love, Loss and Loyalty’, The Guardian, (9 October 2004)
<http://books.guardian.co.uk/childrensfictionprize2004/story/0,14765,1323022,00.html>
[Accessed 27 September 2005] .

18 Seelinger-Trites, Disturbing the Universe, p. 95.
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breaching of prohibitions as in the story of the Flood.!* As we shall discuss in a
later chapter, the narrative structure of the myth of the Flood follows the pattern
of human wickedness which leads to the destruction of the earth.

For a reader who is well aware of the threat of terror that may reside
closer than expected, the war depicted in the novel may evoke the continuous fear
of the abject. The ‘unknown’ enemy represented in Rosoff’s book is not only a
threat to the borders of the country, but its imrﬁense threat comes from its
indistinctness from the institutions that support the Symbolic. This war epitomises
the abject because it is a ‘cunning murder’ (Powers 4); which arouses feelings of
‘anxiety and superiority and paranoia all mixed in one polite grimace’ in people’s
faces (How 44-45). For Kristeva, abjection is caused by ‘what disturbs identity,
system, order. What does not respect borders, positions, rules’ (Powers 4). The
enigmatic enemy is abject as it ‘waited for most of the British Army to be lured
into crises on the other side of the world and then waltzed in and cut off transport
and communications [...] so basically they were DEFENDING Britain against its
own [...] forces [...]” (How 93). The fact that this enemy cuts food supplies off
from civilians and poisons water, throwing the country into chaos, makes this war
a criminal act and a cause of abjection.

The first omens of suffering emerge when the cousins, confronted with the

| reality of war for the first time, are forced to separate. When Osbert, the eldest
cousin, asks Daisy and Piper to pack a bag because tliey are going to live with
someone else in compliance with military orders, Daisy’s abjection intensifies

because she is put face to face with what is supposed to be a representation of the

% See for example, the use of biblical literature in children’s fiction in John Stephen and Robyn
McCallum, Retelling Stories, Framing Culture: Traditional Story and Metanarratives in
Children’s Literature (New York; London: Garland Publishing, 1998), pp. 25-58.
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Law. Rejecting the idea of living away from her new love object in the ‘BACK
OF BEYOND?’ (75), now Daisy begins to suffer a deep sense of estrangement and
dissolution of borders,

And looking at those miserable faces I wondered whether this was a

cultural thing or what, that no one in this country says You’ve got to

be...kidding when told to vacate their home and abandoned the
newly loved ones by a bunch of jumped-up reject army guys playing

war games for a lark. (76)

Daisy, who regards her Aunt’s English house as almost her own ‘home,’ is now
reacting as a ‘Female American National’. Unable to predict her place in this
‘Vital Juncture in History’, Daisy thinks that she may get stuck with what an
American calls ‘hillbillies’ (76). Daisy is confronted with the ineffectual system
of power, and whereas this system should provide her with protection, it threatens
her with separation and victimisation.

This departure marks a new turning point in Daisy’s life; a point which
initiates the most challenging time to the adolescent’s identity. Thevadolescent
who has just discovered a higher self-evaluation through love is obliged to desert
almost everyone she cares for. With her young cousin Piper, Daisy sets off for a
new setting where she faces the most abominable versions of the abject: war,
death and blood, all of which blur the distinction between the moral and the
immoral, the animate and the inanimate, the clean and the dirty. Her narrative of |
the war scenes is also suggestive of abjection; images of blood, ‘brain splattered,’
mud, weeping pus, blisters are powerful manifestations of Daisy’s abjection.
Daisy relates a horrible scene of death she closely witnesses upon her return with

Piper from work to Major McEvoy’s house. When the ‘show-offy’ Joe insults a

checkpoint guard,
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[he] pulled the trigger and there was a loud crack and part of Joe’s
face exploded and there was blood everywhere and he fell over out
of the truck into the road. Piper watched the whole thing without
moving a muscle but the shock of it made me retch and I had to turn

* away over the side of the truck [...] I heard about a hundred shots

from a machine gun and the momentum of the blasts hurled Major

M. backwards across the road away from Joe with blood welling up

in holes all over him and this time you could see Joe’s condition was

a hundred per cent dead with brains splattered everywhere.” (How

112-13)
Not only does the detailed graphic description of the act of killing reflect the sense
of the narrator’s abjection, but it produces a similar sense of revulsion in the
reader. The death scenes intensify the effect of abjection since death is
traumatically a reminder of the materiality and vulnerability of a human being.
Kristeva notes that the corpse violently ‘upsets’ the one confronting it: ‘if dung
signifies the other side of the border, the place where I am not and which permits
me to be, the corpse, the most sickening of wastes, is a border that has encroached
upon everything’ (Powers 3). The corpse initiates abjection as it blurs the
boundaries between ‘the inanimate and the inorganic’. With reference to the
Bible, Kristeva argues that a lifeless body represents ‘fundamental pollution’, a
transitional stage between animation and abiotic earth; ‘a body without soul’, a
threat to the symbolic, ‘is to be excluded from God’s territory as it from his
speech’ (193).

" In Rosoff’s novel we visualise abominable scenes of death as filtered
through Daisy’s eyes. Repugnant for the reader as well as for the narrator, the
decaying dead bodies at Gateshead farm turn into what Kristeva calls ‘dejection’
(109). Daisy and Piper are shocked by the horrible scene of the horrendous

aftermath of the massacre: ‘dead things everywhere [...] putrid and rotting’ (How

151-52). The scene instigates a state of uneasiness, transferred to the reader who
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becomes implicated by the very graphic description of the scene: ‘the birds were
pecking at a dead face...tugging at the skin...and pull jagged purple strips of
flesh’ (152). Likewise the reader’s visceral response is evoked by Daisy’s vivid
description of her own nausea: ‘so foul your stomach tries to vault out through
your throat and if your brain has any sense it wants to jump out of your skull and
run away as fast as possible with or without the rest of you [...]" (151-52). In
response to these horrific images, the adult reader struggles with the question of
how much the narrator, who is herself a child, ought to reveal of atrocious scenes
if she is addressing an inexpérienced younger reader.

In Holland’s words, ‘the mental process embodied in the literary work
somehow becomes a process inside its audience. What is “out there” in the literary
work feels as though it is “in here,” in your mind or mine’ (Dynamics 67). It is the
reader’s ‘undisbelief’ that invites the reader to be involved mentally and
psychologically in the narrative. ‘Here, the abjection overwhelming the narrator
Daisy is transferred to the reader. The adult reader’s sense of abjection is perhaps
slightly different to that of the child reader as it is derived from social and cultural
awareness of the necessity of burying the dead. For the child reader, one may
posit the hypothesis that there would be a feeling of revolt against the action of
murder itself (Powers 109). In a review of the book posted on Amazon website,
an adult reader notes that it is ‘so shocking I really felt sick with horror at a
cértain point in the book. I thought: this is how it would be. This is how ordinary
life would change, in exactly this way.’ In contrasf, a teenage girl finds that ‘some

aspects are rather upsetting, but I felt this to be a good transition into slightly more
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mature novels.’?® The fact that among the massacred people there are women and
children is disturbing and poignant to both adult and child readers. It is the stage
where abjection reaches its apex as Kristeva suggests: ‘abjection reaches its apex
when death [...] interferes with what in my living universe, is supposed to save
me from death: childhood, science, among other things’ (Powers 4).

Abjection is not merely expressed through thematic description of
suffering and horror. Rather, Kristeva argues that abjection makes its ultimate
appearance through narrative itself: ‘for, when narrated identity is unbearable,
when the boundary between subject and object is shaken, and when even the limit
between inside and outside becomes uncertain, the narrative is what is challenged
first’ (Powers 141). Daisy’s narrative seems to undergo a change in tone and
pattern whenever she attempts to put into words a scene of death she witnesses
during the war. Her narrated description of the murders of Joe and Major
McEvoy, and a major part of her account of the massacre demonstrate a diversion
from her normal narrative. In these two scenes the sentences tend to be very long
and lack any punctuation. It looks as’if the unbroken streams of words were
uttered at once without interruption. One can detect a demand to spell out the
horror all at once. As ‘Kristeva notes: when narrative ‘coincide[s] with the
incandescent states of a boundary-subjectivity’ or wilat she calls ‘abjection’,
narrative yields to ‘the crying-out theme of suffering-horror" (Powers 141). If in
abjection the subject tends to expel what threatens its integrity, then this is one

attempt to spell out the abject. At the end of the novel, Daisy expresses a stronger

 Both reviews in How I Live Now Reviews, Amazon <http://www.amazon.co.uk/product-
reviews/0141318015/ref=cm_cr_pr_link_next_2?ie=UTF8&show Viewpoints=0&pageNumber=2
&sortBy=bySubmissionDateDescending> posted on 23 October 2007 and 20 May 2007
respectively [accessed 3 August 2009]
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desire t-o spell out her anger at her abject love when she states: ‘and suddenly the
thing inside that had kept me focused all these years rose in my throat like vomit.
It was as strong as poison and for once I didn’t fight it down or try to reshape it as
something polite’ (How 198). In fact, the narrative as a whole seems to mirror
Daisy’s psyche and this certainly affects the reader’s experience. It is striking that
a thirty year-old .actual reader expresses her dislike to the narrative style because
‘it’s meant to sound like you’re listening to Daisy talking out loud - lots of

2l One may suggest that this is exactly what the

sentence fragments and run-ons.
narrative is meant to evoke in the reader; a sense of being emotionally entwined
with the protagonist.

Daisy’s abjection reaches its apex at the massacre scene, because it
suggests an act of murder committed in cold blood and which she is able to
witness at close range. In the face of powerful, immediate threats, Daisy feels
weak and insecure. In Kristeva’s response to her own inquiry about the possibility
of any defence, she advocates that ‘scouring is the only one; by a reduction, not a
transcendental but a mystical one’ (Powers 143). Thé only means of defence
Daisy is capable of equipping herself with is burying her feelings of horror in
order to give a place for more urgent feelings of great love and protection towards
Piper, her young cousin ‘Piper’s job was to be a Mystical Creature and mine was
to get things done here on earth’(84). The motherly affections Daisy develops
towards Piper during their desolate journey after the banishment help both of them

to survive. Daisy is certainly empowered with a new ‘incarnation’ as a mother of

Piper (156). Now that she has no one but Piper, Daisy feels a great responsibility

2 Jessica Gockley, ‘How I Live Now Reviews’, GoodReads, (2 January 2008)
<http://www.goodreads.com/book/show/161426.How_I_Live Now> [accessed 3 August 2009]
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towards her, ‘I was Piper’s guardian now and thought I’d better act like it and
make it clear to her that she was safe with me no matter what. And the thought
made me fierce and strong like a mother wildebeest [...]’ (77). Daisy, thinking of
her cousins as being, like her, deprived of their caring mother, wonders how she
could love someone more than herself. She realises that her worries about getting
stuck in the war are ‘tran'sferred on to worrying about keeping them alive’ (87).
But very different from any cousinly relationship, the teenager recognises a
unique bond with young Piper. Daisy, who herself has never experienced a
relationship with her mother, expresses a desire to become Piper’s ‘surrogate
mother, to be able to protect and love her child. This mystical incarnation as a
mother compensates for Daisy’s loss of the mother and inaugurates the subject
for as Coats argues ‘it is only when one stands on the side §f the mother, so to
speak, that one is able to pass through to the other side of the Lacanian mirror
stage’ (Looking Glasses 19). It can be added that Daisy renders her mother
temporarily redundant by means of ‘displacement’?2, In mothering Piper, Daisy
becomes able to create a new self-esteem unthreatened by the abject as these
protective emotions are recognised as acceptable within the Symbolic order.

At the end of the survival journey, Daisy’s narrative reveals a substantial
change in her personality. Symbolically, when Daisy and Piper wash dirt awa};
from their bodies in the river, Daisy’s attitude to the body sounds remarkably
different. Having noticed Piper’s skinny body, she comments: ‘I noticed how
skinny Piper was which once upon a time I would have thought was a good thing

and now I thought was just what happens when you’re nine years old and don’t

2 In his Interpretations of Dreams, Freud defines ‘displacement’ as one of the primary processes
(fundamental inner drives) when a symbol takes the place of something.
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have enough food to grow properly’ (How 141). Food becomes a symbol of life
and survival rather than abject. Now that food tastes delicious after an exhausting
journey, Daisy realises that throughout her life she has been starving. Moreover, it
becomes clear that Daisy’s views about God and faith have radically changed as
well. When the two girls arrive at home, _starving Daisy remembers that few
months ago she hid some food in the barn, ‘I prayed to all gods I never believed in
my whole entire life that there would be enough for Piper and may be some for
me. I guess this means I now have to believe in God’ (159-60). At the end of the
novel, Edmund himself is pictured as a manifestation of God’s law. Thin, worn
and covered with scars, Edmund’s image bears unmistakeable resemblance to the
figure of the Christ. The ‘sharp crucifixes’, ‘passion’ and ‘the statue of the dead
child’ all underline this association (196-97). More importantly, according to
Kristeva the image of Christ stands for a universal object of faith and forgiveness
as it is ‘the vanishing point of all fantasies’ (Powers 120). Both Daisy’s new view
of God and the presence of the image of Christ at the end of the novel are
indications of her entry into the Symbolic law represented by God.

Another key reference to the narrator’s regeneration occurs towards the
end of the novel when Daisy and Piper move from the barbarism of the barn to the
civilisation of the house. In a variant of the mirror stage, Daisy looks at herself in
the mirror and strongly refuses to believe that the person she is looking at is
herself, ‘I didn’t recognise the person I saw there, including how thin I looked and
how dirty and how matted my hair was’ (163). Unlike the false image with which
a little child aspires to identify once he or she catches its glimpse during the

mirror phase, Daisy rejects to identify with the reflection of herself in the mirror,
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it is what Lacan describes as the misrecognition or méconnaissance of the
alienating identity which marks the development of the subject.”® She is now fully
aware that this distorted image is a manifestation of what she should not be like.
Her revulsion against dirt is an indication of the transformation she experiences
within herself. With soap, water and clean clothes, ‘I started to reinvent my self as
a person’ (164). Having a body that is clean and proper is necessitated by the
superego’s victory over the abject of impurity.

Daisy’s narration of her story is another means by which she recuperates
from the painful experience of abjection. She becofnes a speaking subject not only
through narrating her story, but also more specifically through writing it.2* Back
in New York, Daisy starts to put her' story in words. Her feeling of loss; the loss of
her mother, Edmund and Piper, is replaced by the means of signification: ‘I wrote
everything down, at first in choppy fragments; a sentence here, a few words there
[...]. Later I wrote more, my grief muffled but not eased by the passage of time’
(182). Writing, suggestvaristeva, is itself a kind of ‘discharge’, a defilement rite
which can ‘hollow’ out abjection (Powers 208). But writing is also a signification
system which secures the writer’s access to the Symbolic. Daisy’s choppy writing
at the first shot is emblematic of a fragmented self. Her story, however, is soon
substituted by a more coherent ohe, the one she presents to the reader. In this
selthood narrative, Daisy achieves an integration into the Symbolic away from her
mother. The position of the subject is structured by a break from the mother, this

break ‘establishes what Lacan calls the place of Other as the place of the

B Jacques Lacan, Ecrits: A Selection. Trans. by Alan Sheridan. New York: Norton, 1977.
4 Kristeva’s notion of attaining subjectivity by means of writing appears in Revolution in Poetic
Language.
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593

“signifier”’. Writing has secured a transition for Daisy from the solipsistic state
of waiting and suffering to a state of awareness of herself as different from the
m/other.

The adolescent’s modest artistic endeavour of writing and narrating her
story has certainly secured Daisy a status of distinction from her narratee, but it
also casts fresh doubt about the identity of this addressed narratee. With a voice
that sarcastically speaks about a horrible stepmother, passionately. declares
romantic feelings, angrily shouts at the craziness of children’s banishment and
shrewdly lectures about the non-logic of war, the narrator attempts to reach
beyond a young narratee. Notwithstanding the fact that the story is uni-focalised
by a first-person narrator, a typical feature of young adult literature, still, the
narrative raises serious questions that can only be inferred by the adult reader.®
Furthermore, thematic issues such as violence, sex and war visualised as such,
label the book as controversial in the context of writing for children which at least
until recently, has tended to shelter the child reader from the hard facts of life.”’
Non-conservative éritics, however, argue that it is difficult to keep children from
real-life facts such as war which becomes all around us. In most children’s books,
suggest Fox and Hunt, a child is empowered through fiction, but in the case of
war fiction ‘adults are disempowered too, and if children are given a story in
which even the adults are dissmpowered, what hope or power is there for the

children?” (501) In response one may argue that in a text such as Rosoff’s, which

# Kristeva, Revolution in Poetic Language. p. 48.
26 On the narrative characteristics of children’s literature, see for example Maria Nikolajeva’s
Introduction to the Theory of Children’s Literature (Tallinn, Estonia: Tallinn Pedagogical
university, 1997)

Carol Fox and Peter Hunt, ‘War’ in International Companion Encyclopedia of Children's
Literature, ed., by Peter Hunt, 2nd edn (London : Routledge, 2004), I, pp. 499-506 (p. 499)
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is clearly not directed to little children, fiction does not need to be always hopeful;
at adolescence children become more open to accept reality-oriented issues
without losing the ability to fantasise as will be discussed in chapter three.

In fact, How I Live Now shifts the attention to the role of the powerful
adult in disempowering the child, the weak, by imposing unjustified
conflicts/wars onto the world of children. Written in the run-up to the Iraq war, a
war built upon ‘a fairly thin proposition’, the novel invites the reader to sense an
atmosphere of worldly turmoil, ‘paranoia and dread of future’.2® The war which is
depicted as occurring in England, is intended to draw attention to ‘adult’
institutions’ carelessness towards people and children all around the world who
suffer terribly from the repercussions of continual wars based on divergent
assumptions and prejudicial attitudes. The realistic depiction of the apocalyptic
scenes of war and death produces a realistic version of a war capable of
threatening the reader’s sense of subjectivity because it happens here on his/her
own homeland and not on the other side of the continent. It blurs the distinction
between the self and the other which instigates the experience of abjection. In
essence, the novel provokes the réader to share the anguish imposed upon the
innocent many by the powerful few.

Abjection, then, can not only be enacted through identification with the
teenager’s condition, but also through a level of recognition that, as individuals
and nations we are not invincibly powerful; our borders can be exposed to threats
of the abject. Abjection is not a single battle in defining the subject’s discreténess,

but a constant test and necessity for its individual existence. Much as adolescence

3 Meg Rosoff ‘Interview: Meg Rosoff Discusses the Inspiration for her First Novel’, in Book
Browse <nhttp://www.bookbrowse.com/author_interviews/full/index.cfm?author_number=1059>
[Accessed 30 September 2005]
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is implicated with abjection, so is every juncture of the subject’s personal history.
Rosoff’s How I Live Now is a text which defies boundaries with its depiction of
the unknown, its breaching of the traditional codes of children’s fiction and its
open ending. The text can well play the abject in its power to allow its reader to
experience the subject’s fluctuation and temporal crossing of boundaries between
the Real and the Symbolic; childhood and adulthood; self and other. Such
temporary lack of distinction in the subject’s boundaries is what Kristeva calls

‘the adolescent imaginary’- an imaginary which an adult can experience in the

process of reading,.



Chapter Two

Blessed by a Daughter: Female Enunciation in

Geraldine McCaughrean’s Not the End of the World

While questions of subjectivity are intrinsically predominant in much of
contemporary adolescent literature, in some of the novels depicting female
protagonists these questions tend to be related specifically to negotiations of
female identity. In adolescence, girls do not merely redefine their sense of
selfhood by appropriating what is proper and excluding what is improper within
the mandates of the Symbolic Order and the Law of the Father as discussed in thé
first chapter. Rather, at this stage of dramatic change teenage girls significantly
begin to question gendered roles prescribed and controlled by the logic of this
Law and apparently predetermined by their own anatomy. It should come as no
surprise that narratives of rebellion and female self-discovery are closely related
to the feminist sub-genre of young adult fiction. Reprcscntationé of female
subjectivity in fiction are based on ideological and cultural assumptions
constructed about the relationship between the female and male sex and the way
this relationship is traditionally defined and controlled by the masculine Other. An
articulation of female autonomous subjectivity becomes a significant feature of
coming of age fiction directed to female adolescent readers. While in some
adolescent fiction this may be expressed by presenting a female protagonist as
pursuing a career or abandoning a romantic relationship, Geraldine
McCaughrean’s novel discussed in this chapter provides rather an unusual

example of constructing a female identity.
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In her feminist retelling of the biblical story of the Flood, McCaughrean
does not simply depict a female protagonist rebelling against masculine
suppression, but by inserting a new female character into a well-known plot, she
deconstructs by the very act of rewriting a canonical patriarchal text. Not the End
of the World breaks the women’s silence prevailing in the biblical text and
replaces its detached objective view of the tale with a close subjective experience
of McCaughrean’s fictional characters. Timna, the invented female character, is
assigned the role of the main narrator since it is her first-person narrative voice
that mostly speaks to the readers and her eyes that filter the events of the story.
Though the task of narration is occasionally taken over by other rﬁale characters,
the female voice is clearly predominant. As a close witness of the apocalypse of
the Flood and to the hegemony of the male powers, the fictional daughter of Noah
undertakes the duty of relating the story of the flood in which she recounts her
experience of horror and rebellion. Throughout the narrative, McCaughrean
attempts to demonstrate how crippling and repressive the masculine power
onboard the Ark is to Timna’s female agency.! The novel is a dramatisétion of
~ female desire for liberation from a state of mafginalisation and disempowerment
prescribed by a patriarchal ideology that conceives of female individuals as
ignorant and weak creatures. The intertextual revision of the biblical structure of
the story takes on a strongly feminist slant, which is mainly manifest in the female
narrative voice critiquing stereotypical masculinity and celebrating transcendent
female agency. This revisionary structure also emphasises the necessity for a

transgressive advance beyond traditional and institutionalised boundaries which

" The Ark capitalised in this argument is not necessarily a reference to the historical Ark in the
Bible. It is written as such to correspond with the capitalised Ark in the fictional text of
McCaughrean.
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intrude on female space. Not only does McCaughrean fictionally account for the
silenced voice of women in the historical context, she also redeems this silence by
giving her female characters voices and perspectives.

McCaughrean’s feminist insights are primarily communicated, through the
development of adolescent Timna who is nevertheless a witness to other women’s
transformations in the course of the novel. Sceptical about the ethics éf drowning
the world, fourteen-year old Timna has just arrived at a stage in which she is no
longer able to blindly comply with what she perceives as the oppressive law of her
own family. Beginning in a state of abjection, she gradually becomes conscious of
a growing sense of power and, with the help of an imaginary father figure, she
ultimately develops into an individualised female self capable of making her own
choices. Timna’s successful survival outside the enclosures of patriarchal
domination at the end of the plot marks an enactment of female identity evolving
from subjugated self into a distinct female subject wielding her own agency
within an alternative patriarchal order. One effect of this enactment is to open up
for the female subject alternative visions of growing into maturity which does not
simply operate according to the rules of rivalry and conflict with authoritarian
male subjects.

Admitting the fictional female adolescent into the biblical story line and

.building up an alternative chronology result in a dialogic tension between the
fictional and the original biblical texts. The intertextual dialogue serves to
underscore and express the writer’s feminist views and revisionary meanings.

John Stephens remarks that intertextuality ‘often plays a major part in attempts to
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produce determinable meanings and to acculturate the audience’.? McCaughrean’s
novel, however, stretches beyond fixed interpretations for some readers allowing
them to internalise particular ways of reviewing and restructuring their adolescent
subject positions. It may also equally work for the writer herself who, in an
interview, describes herself as being ‘caught up with her discontented teenage
self*> 1t is no surprise, then, that among her wide audience, there are considerable
numbers of adults who may find themselves questioning and reconsidering their
adult identities by internalising an adolescent sense of subjectivity through
reading. The elaborate style and subtle cynicism of the novel, however, make the
book quite approachable for mature readers. On her general tendency to write
more or less above the age group of the young, she observes in an interview:

Every time I start a novel I think to myself, ‘This time I'll make it a

bit younger’. But somehow the age pitch always creeps upwards ...

In the end I just have to go where the story takes me, because the
glsmes and preoccupations of a book only really emerge as I write
It is quite likely that Not the End of the World, implicated in subtle and explicit
feminist connotations, can work upon women readers as much as effectively as it
does on younger female readers. McCaughrean hefself has not been exactly
specific about her target audience, Not the End of the World has mainly been

promoted as a children’s book. When asked if her book is ‘purely’ a children’s

book, McCaughrean clearly states that it is not ‘strictly” one:

2 John Stephens, Language and Ideology in Children’s Fiction (New York: Longman, 1992), pp.

85-86.
3 Nicholas Tucker, ‘Geraldine McCaughrean: Surfing the Sea of Stories’, The Independent (22

July 2005) < http://www.indcpendent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/books/features/gera]dine-
mccaughrean-surfing-the-sea-of-stories-499646.htm!> [accessed 13 March 2009]

* Geraldine McCaughrean, ‘Hooked on an Adventure’, Book Trust (2008)
<http://www.booktrust.org.uk/show/feature/Interview-with-Geraldine-McCaughrean> [accessed

12 March 2009]
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Idon’t see-any of my books as strictly children’s books. I just write a

book. Generally, they tend to have children in them, and they tend to

be about things that are of interest to children. I think this one in

particular is older than anything that I’ve ever written before, older

in appeal, because it is quite dark, and ...yeah this is the one of all

my books I would like adults to read as well.?
Having opened the threshold for its readership, the book has quite attracted a wide
audience from children, who would enjoy a girl storyteller relating a version of a
story with which many readers would be familiar, to teenagers who would find
Timna parodying their own desire to challenge parental authority, to adult readers
who might view the n‘ove'l as a feminist critique of patriarchy in religious
tradition. The novel’s status as a book for readers of indeterminate age can be
confirmed by the various awards and prestigious status bestowed upon it. The
book won the Whitbread Children’s Book Award 2004 in the United Kingdom,
School Library Journal’s Best Books 2005 and New York Public Library books
for Teen Age 2006 in the United Staftes. The book was also listed for a new show
on BBC entitled ‘Page Turners’ to be read alongside twenty-four recognizably
‘adult’ books.® A close analysis of the narrative representation of female subjects
in the novel, and that of the adolescent narrator in particular can help reveal the
potential significance the text may have for its readers. If this new retelling of
Noah’s Ark succeeds in refashioning the accepted mythical genealogy of the

Judeo-Christian world, it will also present the (female) reader with new horizons

for constructing subjectivity. While the- previous chapter focuses on the

5 Geraldine McCaughrean in an Interview with Jenni Murray, ‘On her Book, Not the End of the
World’, Woman's Hour, BBC Radio Four 29 November, 2004.
<http://www.bbc.co.uk/radiod/womanshour/2004_48_mon_02.shtml> [accessed 3 February 2007]
% John Ezard and Owen Gibson, ‘Joy for Book Trade as BBC Takes on Richard and Judy’ in The
Guardian (8 February 2005)
<http://www.guardian.co.uk/uk_news/story/0,3604,1407871,00.html> [accessed 27 February
2007]
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adolescent’s enunciation of the female subject through an imaginary future, this
.chap‘ter valorises the female subject in an imaginary alternative view of a mythical
past.

The invention of Timna’s as an intradiegetic narrator, both as a
participating character (as a member of Noah’s family) and a narrating observer of
the episodes, is a considerable departure from the traditional tale of the Flood.’
The Bible relates the story of Noah and his three sons Shem, Ham and Japheth;
there is neither a reference to any daughters nor a significant representation of
women onboard the Ark. In McCaughrean’s version, women are given names,
voices and personalities. Ama, Noah’s wife, Bashemath, Shem’s wife, Sarai,
Ham’s wife and Zillah, the unwilling bride of Japheth all play an important part in
'shaping McCaughrean’s feminist views. Indeed, even few female animals are
given voices to express their own instincts and fears. Though each of the women
presented transcends oppression in her own way, the feminist implications of the
text are mainly evinced through the narrative articulation of the adolescent
subject’s paséage from the fragile disposition into a clear configuration of the
female mature self. Timna recounts her experience of living within the patriarchal
atmosphere of the Ark, her challenge to the authoritarian orders and ultimately her
escape to the island of grapes which represents, with all its unparalleled
perfection, a utopian alternative to the patriarchy of the Ark. The structure of
rebellion and reward fits a general pattern in many adolescent narratives, wherein

it is common to find young people being represented as fighting their way into

7 “Intadiegetic narrator’ is contrasted to ‘extradiegetic narrator® who is superior to the story s/he
narrates (not a diegetic character), see Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan, Narrative Fiction:
Contemporary Poetics (London: Routledge, 1983), pp. 94-95.



77

maturity through defying adult authorities and parent figures.® Yet this structure
also initiates profound questions that adult readers, perhaps women in particular,
may find playing on their affective and intellectual response. An adult female
reader may identify with Timna’s continual distrust of stereotypical and
patriarchal views. The text can also activate, for the adult reader, new negotiations
of her gendered identity; if adolescence is defined as the inevitable requisite for
our passage to adulthood, this structure may allow the adult reader to negotiate a
new sense of female self that has previously crystallised in her own former
adolescence. This may occur through the reader’s reliving of the apocalypse of
adolescence as experienced by Timna. If subjectivity is ‘a fluid concept based
more on the primacy of language than on the primacy of individual mind’, it is
quite possible for the adolescent subjectivity constructed in the novel to be
experienced by female readers, of different ages.”

While considering the current fictional text within the parameters of the
biblical narrative for children can determine the features often labelled as
uncharacteristic of children’s literature such as its strong picturesque lqnguage, it
can also help reveal the aspects that open the text for older readers. Indeed setting
the fictional text against the biblical source hardly unfamiliar to most Western
readers can serve to construct an implied reader in McCaughrean’s text, a reader
who is able to appreciate the ideological implications of the writer’s textual

parody. Whereas divine authority in children’s biblical stories is generally

® See for example Roberta Seelinger Trites, ‘Paradox of Authority” in Disturbing the Universe:
Power and Repression in Adolescent Literature (Iowa City: ITowa University Press, 2000), pp. 54-
83 (57).

® Roberta Seelinger Trites, Waking Sleeping Beauty: Feminist Voices in Children’s Novels (lowa
City: University of [owa Press, 1997), p. 26. See also Catherine Belsey, ‘Constructing the Subject:
Deconstructing the Text’ in Feminist Criticism and Social Change, ed. by J. .Newton and D.

Rosenfelt (London: Methuen, 1985), pp. 45-64.
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presented as something to be taken for granted and never questioned, it is not that
straightforward in McCaughrean’s novel. Here, the adolescent narrator questions
the validity of divine authority and its dominating agents represented by the
fanatic Noah and his ruthless campaigners Sam and Ham.

In their study of retelling biblical stories in literature, John Stephens and
Robyn McCallum argue that the unquestioned divine authority represented in
children’s Bible stories is equivalent to the ‘irrefutable premises’ required by
Christian theology. This authority is associated with boundaries which are
normally p;esented as un-transgressable:

Authority is constituted by establishing boundaries, so that rules,

prohibitions, and so on, presuming that those boundaries are natural

and universal, teach that moral and social normality is defined by

refusal to transgress them. '
In fact, boundaries and transgression are key motifs in the representation and
articulation of female subjectivity in McCaughrean’s text. According to Seelinger
Trites, negotiations with authority in young adult novels are designed to reflect
the dynamics of power, self-assertion and repression, which an adolescent has to
experience in order to become an adult.!' In McCaughrean’s novel, though,
Timna’s need to challenge rules and transgress boundaries becomes a natural
outcome of her inability to come into terms with the repressive authority of her
father and older brothers. Incessantly, she questions their fanatic zeal and the
validity of their beliefs and actions through her sharp satirical voice. One of the
main issues she intermittently disputes is why those men should ignore drowning

people’s pleas for help just in order to pursue God’s absolutist will to punish and

1% John Stephen and Robyn McCallum, Retelling Stories, Framing Culture: Traditional Story and
Metanarratives in Children’s Literature (New York; London: Garland Publishing, 1998), p. 27.
" Roberta Seclinger Trites, ‘Paradox of Authority’.
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- destroy the world. She interrogates why the floating Ark should have to be stuffed
with all kinds of animals, and why these should be chosen instead of humans: ‘If
it weren’t for the animals, we could have picked up so many. So many people, I
mean. Why did they have to...?’'* A similar distrust qf Noah’s decision-making is
echoed in the thoughts of Ama, Noah’s wife’s, though not openly declared till the
end of the novel. |

The multiple narrators enrich the story by extending Timna’s subjective
views in manifold perspectives. While Japheth expresses his distress for losing his
best friend and for being overshadowed by his older brothers, Shem reveals
unparalleled pride and arrogance in being God’s hand on earth. Women also have
their contrastive views. Zillah, for example, shows how insulted she is by the way
Noah’s family has chosen and kidnapped her to be Japheth’s bride. In contrast,
Bashemath, Shem’s now-pregnant wife, arrogantly views herself as the mother of
the ‘new Adam’, and perfecﬂy understanding of God’s plan of drowning the
world, ‘I’m in harmony with the Lord’s way of thinking’ (14). Hence, the multiple
narrétive voices adds more depth to the fictional characters and raises more
questions than can be taken for granted in traditional omniscient third-person
retelling of biblical tales.

The novel as a whole cannot be read as bearing a message to reinforée
cultural heritége, as Stephens and McCallum argue is typically the case in
retellings of biblical narratives for children. The familiar moral derived from the
majority of biblical stories, that disobedience leads to punishment, is not

applicable here; though the human race is drowned for apparently defying divine

'? Geraldine McCaughrean, Not the End of the World (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004),
p.11. Hereafter cited in the text as Not the End.



80

commands. We see the young girl protagonist violating the authoritative
restrictions and yet getting rewarded by a utopian life at the end of the novel.
Moreover, notwithstanding the fact that the traditional topology of the biblical text
is partially retained here, still, a considerable alteration is made in terms of the
plot, characterisation and dénouement in order to enact a new textually
constructed feminist topology, an exploration of which can help to determine the
effect of the feminist slant of Not the End of the World on female readers.

The novel lays emphasis on the individuation process of the adolescent
female subject, a process which principally involves redefining her boundaries
and excluding what threatens their integrity through abjection. The experience of
abjection is particularly associated with the adolescent’s negotiations of
subjectivity for what potentially is the sense of adult selﬂlood.‘Like Rosoff’s
protagonist, Timna undergoes the horror of abjection for which the apocalyptic
vision of the flood stands as a lucid metaphor; albeit its symptoms are
considerably mitigated later by the inclusion of the figure of the imaginary father.
The opening pages of Not the End of the World are an interpretation of the
apocalypse as focalised through the adolescent narrator’s eyes. Overwhelmed by
the scenes of horrible deaths generated by the flood, Timna is put into the most
likely situation to precipitate an outbreak of abjection: the death scene. As
discussed in the previous chapter, the scene of a lifeless body provokes abjection
because it disturbs the boundaries between the animate and the inanimate (Powers
109). Abjection is associated with a sense of threat to the subject who experiences

the precarious condition of borderline between the self and the other, the inside
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and the outside. At one moment in the aftermath of the flood Timna gives an
illustrative picture of what her eyes are able to capture from onboard the Ark:

All the flotsam tends to collect in the eddies, so that everything

drowned gathers together into rafts of restless death, legs

overlapping arms [...] mouth against ear [...] as if they’re conspiring

together in bubbling whispers - seething with resentment - hatching

rebellion against the god who did this to them. ‘They can’t hurt you,’

said mother, but to me that seemed rather beside the point. Anyway,

it patently wasn’t true. (16)
With her sarcastic tone, Timna intuitively expresses her vulnerability to the death
scene. This dark scene is one of several manifestations of the submerged
humanity, each of which richly elaborates on creating an intricate textual
physicality of the flood. The focus on such sickening details trigger a threat to the
young adult’s integrity and autonomous existence.

With its emphasis on the physical horror of the Flood, Not the End of the
World is an experimental, hyper-realist version of the story of Noah’s Ark. Timna,
who narrates most of the story, testifies to the horrific manifestations of the flood
in her journey to the new promised world. When the massive wave first sweeps
over the earth, the Ark, stuffed with Noah’s people and with enormous numbers

of animals from all species, abruptly rises to the surface of the water setting off

the horror show:

Below us, in the bowels of the ship, along the entire length, beasts
squealed and shrieked and keened, scrabbling with claws and talons
and tails for some purchase on the rolling world. Grinning with fear,
the apes sank with their teeth into whatever flank collided with them
in the dark. The dogs and jackals turned round and round and round,
unable to secure a space of their own and besieged by teeming,

terrifying smells. (13)
The sudden overwhelming feeling of terror is simultaneously affecting the people

above as Timna relates ‘alongside me, Zillah and Sarai were retching into the
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darkness, sickened by the heaving motion or the sounds or the stench or all three’
(5). The mediation of heightened senses of smell, vision and sound permeates the
narrative allowing the reader to break the boundaries between the textual and the
‘real’ and almost capture those intense senses of the narrator. With intricate
details, Timna, for example, narrates how she can hear the ‘roar of rushing water
howl[ing] like a wind,” and the ‘clip and ting and rap’ of objects hitting the hull
on their way to extinction (5). Hardly typical of a retelling of a biblical narrative
for children, the unconventional narrative strikes the reader with powerful graphic
descriptions of what such a flood could be like in historical reality. The gushing
water is described as stripping the earth of everything; trees, objects, animals and
people some dying and some pleading for help and others being dislodged from
the hull by Noah’s eldest son, Shem, for trying to cling to the last hope of
survival. But it is God’s message to Noah ‘““Every living thing will I destroy from
off the face of the Earth...’” that Shem is proud to respond to (17). The dark
atmosphere of McCaughrean’s book contrasts sharply with the anodyne, innocent
version of the story, as it is characteristically recounted to children. Matt Breman
expresses this notion in his review of the book:

Our predominant cultural images of the Noah’s Ark story, brought to

us in books, cartoons, musicals, and toys, have always been of gentle

lions laying down with adorable lambs, all in pairs, on a clean ship

with good people for a miraculous journey. But Author

McCaughrean brings it to life as a real horror show. Until the end the
story is one of unrelenting horror and degeneration of mind, body,

and spirit. >
It is through Timna’s eyes that we witness the intensity of brutal realities and it is

through her voice that we aspire for a resolution to her ordeal.

3 Matt Berman, ‘Common Sense Review of Not the End of the World’ in Commonsense Media
<www.commonsensemedia.org/book-reviews/Not-End-World . htmI> [accessed 16 February 2007]
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The flood was solid, brown, metallic enamelling of the earth. There

was no colour left in the natural world. I thought there would be no

people, either, but I was wrong.

‘For God'’s sake, neighbour!’

‘Over here!’[...]

‘Take the children, at least! The children, in God'’s name!’ 7,

original italics)
The fact that such disastrous scenes are communicated through the voice of young
Timna adds to the intensity of the graphic illustrations of these scenes. An
Amazon adult reviewer of the book shows how shortly she becomes involved with
the horrible subjective experience of the adolescent narrator:

I bought it for my 11 year old niece but having started it in the

afternoon, soon found myself so caught up in the dark, fetid,

frightening atmosphere of the ark that I read through the night to be

with Timna, the girl narrator right to the end."

The reader apparently is invited by the horror experience to temporarily dissolve

her psychic boundaries in the process of reading. Timna’s subjective recounting of
the shocking episode of flooding spectacled from such a close perspective is
meant to metaphorically reflect and intensify the state of confusion and the
turmoil the teenage girl is facing at this critical point of her life.

But for Timna this is not only what initiates her revulsion, it is also the fact
that her religiously zealous family bears a considerable responsibility for this
catastrophic outcome. The apocalypse of adolescence is figuratively mirrored in
Timna’s sense of horror as well as moral outrage while witnessing the external,
actual apocalypse of the flood. In response to her mother’s assurance that they
have not lost close people, Timna ironically reflects: ‘A lucky escape then [...]

God wept and his tears have drowned the world. But first He reached out and

plucked me and my family to safety. So why can’t I lift up my heart in praise? I

* Not The End of the World Reviews on Amazon <http://www.amazon.co.uk/Not-End-World-
Geraldine-McCaughrean/dp/0192719726> 12 sep 2005 [accessed 23 July 2009]
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must be so ungrateful, so thankless’ (10). Timna’s moral conflict, then, originates
from the fact that the abject stems from the very Law that imparts moral
imperatives. Her ethical dilemma represents one facet of her individual
reconsiderations necessitated by the exigency of the abject situation. Nancy
Chodorow argues that ‘adolescence is a period of renewed crises and conflict, in
which new object-relational and ego resolutions are made.’!> Adolescents become
inclined to reconsider their relationships with their families and rethink the others’
postulations of cultural and social rules which sometimes become incompatible
with the adolescents’ sense of incessant turbulence in the reworking of their
psyche.'®

The ramifications of Timna’s abjection are encoded in the narrative
construction of her thoughts and expressions. Her anguish at the cataclysmic
nature of the flood creeps into her dreams precipitating a claustrophobic sense of
powerlessness:

Halfway to sleep, I keep picturing what’s happening deep down,

underneath me under that opaque shield of water. Beast are grazing

in slow movement herds [...] The people are all holding their breath,

swimming upwards [...] frantically emptying their pockets to lighten

their weight. I dream I’'m in among them [...] dragging my way

through syrupy water [...] Holding my breath, holding my breath,

holding my ... I wake up with my lips pursed tight and my throat

bulging, and I can’t remember how to breathe [...] I don’t think I

can bear it. (Not the End 15-16)
Clearly, the traumatic experience produces a sense of terror that drives Timna to

become haunted with the repulsive scenes of death imprinted in her mind. Her

vicarious experience of picturing herself in the muddy water with drowning

'S Nancy Chodorow, The Reproduction of Mothering: Psychoanalysis and the Sociology of Gender

(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1978) p.134.
16 See for example Coats chapter on abjection and adolescent fiction in Looking Glasses and

Neverlands, pp. 137-160.
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people trying to sustain the last breath turns out to be not only a painful
experience both mentally and physically, but also symptomatic of her own sense
of an imminent threat to her own selfhood. Kristeva observes how voice and
vision become indistinguishable in the textual construction of abjection. Kristeva
asks herself whether abjection may be considered ‘a narrative?’ but reflects ‘No, a
vision ... it is indeed a vision, to the extent that sight is massively summoned to
play a part in it, broken up by the rhythmic sound of voice’ (Powers 154).
Kristeva’s expression of linguistic ambivalence is an attempt to capture the sense
of abjection as a failure to perceive coherent spatial differentiation between body',
psyche and the conscious symbolic signification.

The experience of reading such a text can be characterised by a certain
degree of reflexivity. N. B. Kennedy, an adult reader of McCaughrean’s book,
who labels it as ‘a gripping read for an adult’ writes: |

You'll éxperience the claustrophobia, the pettiness, the annoyances,

the hardships, the revulsion, the agonizing split-second decisions that

characterize daily life, wherever it happens to be unfolding.!”

When reflecting on Kristeva’s reading of Louis-Ferdinand Céline in Powers of
Horror, Anna Smith argues that upon our reading of a text that ‘represents and
scrutinises the affects produced from the speaker’s intimate engagement with the
space of abjection’ we are likely to bear its traces upon us.'® Kristeva notes that
while reading Céline ‘we are seized at that fragile spot of subjectivity,” and

abjection grasps us similarly because it occurs ‘within our personal archaeology’

N.B. Kennedy, ‘Review of Not the End of the World’ in Amazon , January 8, 2007
<http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/customer-reviews/006076032X/sr=8-
2/qid=1184321201/ref=cm_cr_dp_all_helpful/002-0780784-
39984512ie=UTF8&n=283155&qid=1184321201&sr=8-2#customerReviews> [accessed 17 April
2007] :

'® Anna Smith, Julia Kristeva: Readings of Exile and Estrangement (Basingstoke; London:
Macmillan, 1996), pp. 154-55. Hereafter cited in the text as Readings.
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(Powers 135). Smith argues that Kristeva herself is not immune from abjection
since, both as a reader and as an analyst, she ‘leap[s] to a jubilant identification
with the body of Céline’s texts’. Hence, ‘just as abjection fails to distinguish
between subject and object, the experience of horror and its intimate connection
with maternal space cannot be distinguished here from her critique’ (Readings
154). Kristeva’s voice is wavermg between identification and analysis and thereby
creating ‘a new kind of space’ which is ‘neither entirely outside or W1th1n
abjection’; an experience of reading ‘where the text represents and scrutinises the
affects produced from the speaker’s intimate engagement with the space of
abjection, and the bearing of this abjection on the practice of reading’ (154-55).
This reflexive engagement with the text may provide a universal example of
intellectual women’s reading experiences of Smith’s conceptualisation of
Kristeva’s reading of Céline and is comparable to the way female readers may
engage with and experience McCaughrean’s novel. Readers may indirectly
become involved with the space of abjection which opens up the text. This
involvement may in consequence lead the reader to experience, as Smith suggests,
‘an elaboration of a different relation to the theoretical object (and hence to the
notion of space)’ which according to Kristeva ‘a woman’s discourse may, under
certain circumstances, produce’ (Readings 155). It is by ‘an influx of the
imaginary’, that the reading experience may metaphorically open ‘the closed in

nature of the binary relation’ between the Real and the Symbolic. (155)

Implicit in the realm of abjection is an expression of a threatened
breakdown in meaning caused by a loss of distinction between subject and object

or between self and other. The breaking down of comprehensible articulation
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combines both signs and drives in producing an utterance (Powers 10). Watching
human beings and animals dying horribly, Timna’s ability to fashion a linguistic
represeﬁtation is brought to a halt: ““Oh, God ...” I said but there were no other
words left in my head [...] there was no air left for shaping the words [...] there is
a space - a blank - ah ignorance’ (Not the End 5-6). Timna’s language becomes an -
expression of the fragile status of her own subjectivity. Her inability to enunciate
words to expound the horror also mirrors the flux of her turbulent instincts
experienced in her struggle to express her female individuality within the
patriarchal atmosphere prevailing onboard the Ark. The lack of coherence in the
narrator’s voice could also be seen at times as reflecting an unresolved
ambivalence about her subject position within the familial structure.

This disruption in the adolescent’s vocal coherence is emphasised by the
narrative structure of the novel wherein the main narration of Timna, is
punctuated by other characters’ voices. The break in the flow of Timna’s narration
is one way through which the adolescent’s inability to control language is
conveyed. But this diversity of voices throughout the narrative, whilst enriching
the story with various points of view, does not perfectly disguise a duality in the
narratorial voice. An attentive reader would be able to discern a dual narrative
voice rather than a multiple one; a voice which blurs the distinction between
subjective and objective views. For whenever a new chapter narrated in the first-
person by one of the secondary narrators, whether human or animal, opens, there
is an impression that an omniscient adult narrator is consistently present,
reflecting upon and transmiting the others’ perspectives. The Rabbit, for example,

utters its ambivalence and fear in a cautious adult human voice, ‘keep close,
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children. Keep still. The jackal can smell you. The hyena is waiting for you to
move’ and then ponders in bewilderment: ‘what kind of place is this? Not a
burrow; it cannot be dug. Not a tree: the wood is dead [...]. A womb, then, and all
these beasts are waiting to be born. Life has gone back to the beginning’ (69). Out
of this alternating pattern of narration, then, the reader may begin to recognise two
distinct and different narrators: Timna (who is the most frequent first-person
narrator) and behind all the speaking voices in the text, an omniscient adult
narrator.

Even Timna’s voice evokes doubleness as it wavers between an average
teenager’s voice and that of a witty articulate adult voice. For example, we read
Timna narrating ‘the children of Shem must re-people the Earth, he says. (He
must mean the children of Noah, of course, but that’s not what he says)’ (Not the
End 84). Here, we are likely to hear the young girl stating innocently that Shem
must have accidentally uttered his name instead of his father. For an adult reader,
the inflection of the adult overtone is unmistakable as the narrator ironically
satirises her brother’s delusion and arrogance which is especially distinct if we
follow previous references to his unacceptable behaviour and arrogance. Such
perceived sense of dual narration is another potential factor in attracting adult
readers to the text.

Furthermore, the adult sub-text which appears in the powerful critique and
sarcastic metaphors alluding to Noah’s restrictive rule makes it more appealing. A
modulation of an adult tone is often heard in Timna’s constant questioning and
satire on the traditional role that women are happy to adopt in such a patriarchal

milieu, which implies a more mature perspective than a fourteen-year old would
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ordinarily possess. Timna perceives that Bashemath and Sarai attempt to be good
wives in staying at their husbands’ sides, and as she sardonically relates, certainly
‘had to stand aside and not get in the way’ when it was time for the husbands to
show their ‘warrior’ roles (Not the End 10). She sarcastically comments on
Bashemath’s passion physically expressed in the way she prepares food for her
husband: ‘she leaned over the pot tenderly, >coaxingly, as if preparing a meal for
her husband was the greatest privilege ever bestowed on a woman’ (129). As for
Timna herself, of course it is obligatory and natural that she should take care of
her parents in their old age as ‘that is the duty of an unmarried daughter’ (127).
Overwhelmed by the demands of others and by her own destiny being taken for
granted, Timna has to learn to consider her own right to agency and self-
determination.

Abjection can be signalled by the subject’s inability to recognise herself
as clearly distinct from the other. The female subject who feels overshadowed by
the overwhelming masculine structure becomes liable to a threat of collapsing
boundaries whenever enéountered with difficulties to express herself.
Accordingly, Timna’s inability to articulate openly her own genuine needs and
feelings within the male-dominated community of the Ark grows into a symptom
as well as a catalyst for abjection. Timna is constantly reminded not to transgress
the marginal space allowed to her: ““you must keep to your place! You know what
your father told you! Do as you are told!”’ (Not the End 9) As a narrator, Timna
communicates to her addressee vdisapproval to her father’s actions and by
extension to God’s plan of drowning the human race, but as a female member of

Noah’s family, she is not permitted to question openly its Divine purpose. This is
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because, as her mother clearly puts it, ‘it’s not for us women to talk about the
ways of God’ (19). The Divine will of ﬁltimate destruction is associated in
Timna’s mind with a patriarchal exercise of mighty p(;wer similar to the one
entrusted to her father and older brothers. She is consciously aware that, in hef
culture, ‘a daughter is not the same blessing as a son, aﬁer all’ (2). The Ark as an
enclosed space in water imposes natural, physical borders on evéryone inside, but
for Timna there are far more borders than these natural ones. Her sense of
entrapment as a powerless female is experienced physically and emotionally by
the patriarchal assumption of supremacy. Her words are rife.with this sense of
oppression as she describes her claustrophobic experience when confined with the
other women at the rise of the flood: ‘shut up in the dark, we five women lay
clamped along the base beams of the house as if we had been built there by the
house martins. The dark was so intense I thought it was water, flowing up my
nostrils, in at my throat, filling up my eyes and lungs’ (7). Once again the
adolescent’s language is evocative of a psychic collapse of the boundaries
between the interior and the exterior. The primary trigger of Timna’s abjection,
thus, is particularly a response to the threat endangering or rafher obliterating her
feminine identity.

Another ramification of Timna’s experience of intimidation by patriarchal
oppression can be traced through her frequent phobic delusions about demons.
The notion of the demons is introduced to Timna by her father in an attempt to
demonise people pleading for help when the flood rises, and hence to justify
turning backs on them. For Noah those people are dgmons sen