
NO INST IT UT IONAL AFFILIAT ION LOG  IN

B R O WS E

 Beyond Empathy: Narrative Distancing and Ethics in Toni
Morrison's Beloved and J. M. Coetzee's Disgrace
Molly Abel Travis
Journal of  Narrat ive Theory
East ern Michigan Universit y
Volume 40, Number 2, Summer 2010
pp. 231-250
10.1353/jnt .2010.0007
ARTICLE

View Cit at ion

In lieu of  an abst ract , here is a brief  excerpt  of  t he cont ent :

Beyond Empathy:
Narrative Distancing and Ethics in Toni Morrison's Beloved
and J. M. Coetzee's Disgrace

Molly Abel Travis (bio)

Beyond empathy: narrative distancing and

ethics in Toni Morrison's Beloved and JM

Coetzee's Disgrace.

#skip_target
/account/authenticate
#
#
#
#
#
#
#
#
#
/search?action=search&query=author:Molly Abel Travis
#back
http://blogttn.info/dspace/mx/QmV5b25kIGVtcGF0aHk6IG5hcnJhdGl2ZSBkaXN0YW5jaW5nIGFuZCBldGhpY3MgaW4gVG9uaSBNb3JyaXNvbidzIEJlbG92ZWQgYW5kIEpNIENvZXR6ZWUncyBEaXNncmFjZQ==


If  we learn t o read t he t ext  as t he t ext  of  t he ot her rat her t han
as a represent at ion of  ident it ies where narrat ive is a direct
allegory of  polit ics, it  is pract ice for welcoming t he int errupt ion of
t he et hical in our epist emological project s.

— Gayatri Spivak

In a 2006 New York Times Book Review survey, respondent s chose Toni
Morrison's Beloved as t he best  work of  American f ict ion in t he last  25
years.  Not  t o be out done, a panel of  Brit ish writ ers immediat ely
followed wit h a select ion of  t he best  Brit ish and Commonwealt h novel in
t he last  quart er cent ury: J. M. Coet zee's Disgrace.  What  t hese t wo
novels have in common, besides being profound and beaut ifully writ t en
narrat ives by Nobel laureat es, is t hat  t hey confront  hist orical t raumas
and foreground t he cont est ed relat ionship bet ween empat hy and
et hics t hrough narrat ive dist ancing. By keeping readers at  a dist ance and
prevent ing t oo easy an empat hy wit h t heir prot agonist s, Morrison's and
Coet zee's novels pose searing et hical quest ions t hat  convey t he
uncanny haunt ing of  t he real t hat  marks t he self 's inabilit y t o arrest  t he
meaning of  t he ot her.

Most  convent ional argument s for t he redempt ive power and et hical
funct ion of  narrat ive lit erat ure point  t o lit erat ure's abilit y t o cult ivat e
humanit y [End Page 231] t hrough t he creat ion of  an empat hy t hat  can
serve as t he foundat ion for a mult icult ural et hics. This empat hy, so t he
argument  goes, is creat ed t hrough t he reader's close ident if icat ion wit h
t he narrat or and/or charact ers in a process t hat  allows us t o t ranscend
di erences. However, in considering t he possibilit ies of  narrat ive
empat hy, one f inds no guarant eed relat ionship bet ween lit erary
empat hy and a socialized et hical response. As Suzanne Keen concludes in
her book Empathy and the Novel, "The evidence for alt ruism as an e ect
of novel reading is not  robust " (167). In fact , I will argue t hat  t he most
et hical act  for lit erat ure is not  t he bridging of  gaps t hrough t he creat ion
of empat hy, but  t he art iculat ion and keeping alive of  int ract able et hical
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quest ions about  t he asymmet rical relat ionship bet ween self  and ot her.
This argument  aligns wit h what  Dorot hy Hale has ident if ied as t he new
et hical t heory t hat  focuses on "t he reader's apprehension t hrough
lit erat ure of  an alt erit y t hat  exceeds comprehension . . . posit ioning t he
reader not  as a friend but  as a judge," an argument  at  odds wit h t he
assumpt ions of  a mult icult ural pedagogy t hat  seeks t o cult ivat e
empat hy, domest icat e di erence, and overcome ot herness (195). It  is
only t hrough openness t o alt erit y t hat  t here can be an et hical relat ion.
Wit hout  a relat ion t o t hat  which int errupt s our epist emological project s
t o cont ain t he ot her, t here would be no et hics.

Working from t he premise t hat  lit erat ure has inhabit ed t he place of
t he ot her, Derek At t ridge describes t he singularit y of  lit erat ure as "a
t ransformat ive di erence . . . t hat  involves t he irrupt ion of  otherness or
alterity int o t he cult ural f ield" (Singularity 136, emphasis original). This
paper examines t he "t ransformat ive di erence" in t he reading of
Morrison's Beloved and Coet zee's Disgrace—t wo novels marked by an
alt erit y t hat  pushes readers beyond empat hy. The alt erit y emerges in
t he narrat ives at  t he sit es of  irresolvable alt ernat ives placed side-by-
side, wit h t he aporias posing et hical challenges t o readers t hat  ext end
beyond t he reach of  t he sympat het ic imaginat ion. I end by arguing t hat
Beloved and Disgrace are exact ly what  st udent s need, not  only because
of t heir int rinsic lit erary merit s but  also because t hey funct ion as
necessary supplement s t o t he doses of  To Kill a Mockingbird and Cry, the
Beloved Country t hat  st udent s have received over t he years. The
juxt aposing of  Morrison's and Coet zee's novels wit h t heir mirror
inversions in Lee's and Pat on's novels reveals anot her aspect  of
t ransformat ive di erence. [End Page 232]

Morrison's Beloved

Beloved speaks from t he silence of  American slave narrat ives, t roubling
t he t eleology of  emancipat ion and t he t riumph of just ice t hat  was a
requisit e convent ion of  t he genre. Alt hough Americans have at t empt ed
t o bury t hose dis(re)membered part s of  t heir cult ural and racial hist ories,



t hey have not  succeeded in laying t hem t o rest . The novel explores t he
conflict s of  Set he...
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